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Abstract
This paper focuses on agency workers in China’s auto industry. Some scho-
lars foresee that this new category of workers, particularly in the auto indus-
try, will play a leading role in global labour resistance. In this context, we
conducted a questionnaire survey of 483 regular and agency workers at
five major auto joint ventures in China and compared their work conditions,
job satisfaction and willingness to take collective actions. Based on these
findings, we argue that these companies have good reasons to keep the
gap in wages and in work conditions small. This, along with management
practices inherited from the Maoist system, can mitigate workers’ dissatisfac-
tion and reduce their tendency to take militant actions.

Keywords: China; agency workers; precarious labour; auto industry; joint
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With rapid globalization, footloose investors and the rise of new technology and
robotization, human labour has become increasingly dispensable. This has led to
the emergence of an expanding precarious workforce.1 China is no exception.
Precarious labour is a nebulous umbrella term that encompasses a range of
employees who are variously known as contingency workers, temps, dispatched
workers, agency workers, casuals, interns, student interns, part-time workers,
flexible labour force, informal labour, peripheral labour, irregular workforce,
and migrant labour.2 One of the fastest growing of these types is agency
workers.
An agency worker enters a contractual relationship with a labour supply com-

pany which then signs a contract with a client company that uses the worker’s
labour. The advantage for the user enterprise in hiring an agency workforce is
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that this indirect employment relationship allows the user to shift its legal respon-
sibilities to the agency company. This includes hiring and firing, and paying
government-mandated social insurance contributions, and, in the event of a
labour dispute between workers and employer, the manufacturing enterprise
will not be legally involved. This arrangement also allows the enterprise to better
adjust its labour use and costs to suit the vagaries of the global market, particu-
larly during economic downturns. Around the world, agency workers almost
always are only partially protected by law and work under inferior conditions
and uncertain job security.

The Emergence of Agency Workers in China
China has an unusually large share of agency workers (paiqian gong 派遣工 in
Chinese, often translated as dispatch workers).3 There are about 60 million
Chinese agency workers according to one count, making them by far the biggest
contingent in the world.4 The labour agencies grew out of employment placement
centres set up by state enterprises in the 1990s, when the latter downsized and had
to find employment for millions of laid-off workers. Since then, employment
agencies have multiplied under the market economy as demand for flexible
labour has increased.5 The central government did attempt to control the growing
number of agency workers and abusive work practices by passing the Labour
Contract Law in 20076 in the face of strong opposition from both domestic
and international capital.7 The new law clarifies the rights and obligations of
both parties to the advantage of the employees. It restricts the length of the
work probation period, makes signing individual labour contracts mandatory,
regulates severance pay, and gives tenure to workers who have signed two fixed-
term contracts and then sign a third contract. However, enforcement has been
difficult and a more stringent amendment to the law was passed in 2012,
which again has not seemed to have had much impact.8

In the past decade, especially since 2010, strikes in China have become more
frequent, bigger, better organized, of a longer duration and more militant. The
majority are staged by migrant workers in the labour-intensive export sector in
south China. A number of labour scholars have focused their attention on
these strikes, but there have been fewer studies of strikes in the capital-intensive
industrial sector. Lu Zhang has pioneered a study of labour resistance in China’s
auto industry.9 Based on fieldwork research in the mid-2000s at seven auto
assembly plants, she argues that the industry’s many agency workers and student

3 ILO 2009. To standardize the terminology for this type of triangular employment relationship, we prefer
to use the ILO definition.

4 Quanzong laowu paiqian wenti ketizu 2012.
5 Lee and Kofman 2012.
6 Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress 2007; Xu 2009.
7 Gallagher and Dong 2011; Xu 2009; Gallagher et al. 2014.
8 Ho and Huang 2014.
9 Zhang 2015.
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interns are second-class industrial citizens and that the regular worker/agency
worker system of labour dualism causes agency workers to harbour “intense grie-
vances.”10 They reportedly feel discriminated against for being assigned to diffi-
cult and heavy tasks, for doing the same work as regular workers but for less pay
and fewer benefits, and for being denied the same training and learning oppor-
tunities, with few chances for career advancement and no job security.11 Based
on anecdotal incidents of work stoppages, Zhang concludes that “the new gener-
ation of temporary workers in the Chinese auto industry has begun to show its
capacity and potential to act collectively and to struggle for change for the bet-
ter.” In a co-authored article in 2009, she and Beverly Silver proclaimed that
China is “an emerging epicentre of world labour unrest,”12 and that China’s
auto workers will be at the epicentre of a new wave of autoworker labour unrest
and the torch bearers of China’s labour movement.13 This prediction has not
borne fruit. It has been a decade since Zhang conducted her research and more
than half a decade since her and Silver’s prediction, yet no major strikes in
China’s auto assembly plants have been reported.14

We conducted a large-scale survey of workers in major Chinese auto assembly
plants in 2011. Piqued by Zhang’s line of argument and using our statistical data
collected from five joint auto ventures that hired agency workers, we wanted to
explore the reasons why there have been no major industrial actions in the
auto assembly plants.
The next section of the paper examines the organizational structure of China’s

joint venture automobile assembly plants. The section following that presents
our survey data comparing work conditions and workers’ attitudes towards
their work, management, the company and the workplace union, workers’
expectations, their levels of satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and their willingness
to take industrial action. The findings compare agency and regular workers at
these car factories in order to assess the extent of discriminatory practices and
disgruntlement among agency workers that might culminate in collective protest
actions. The final section analyses the reasons why Chinese auto workers, par-
ticularly agency workers, do not engage in protests and why they are unlikely
to do so in the near future.

China’s Automotive Joint Ventures
China today is the largest producer of passenger cars in the world. In 2015,
China manufactured 21 million cars, as many automobiles as the combined

10 It is important to know that labour conditions in auto assembly plants are generally better than auto
parts supplier plants. See Barnes, Das and Pratap 2016. Although in the same industry, work conditions
are not exactly the same.

11 Zhang 2015, 114–146.
12 Silver and Zhang 2009.
13 Zhang 2015, 11.
14 It has been pointed out recently by Ching Kwan Lee (2016) that Zhang’s anecdotal evidence was not

sufficient to formulate such a major prediction.
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production of the world’s other major producers – Japan, Germany, the US
and Korea.15 China’s industrial policy strategically requires all foreign car
companies that manufacture within China to set up equity joint ventures
with provincial- or city-level state-owned enterprises on a 49/51 per cent or
50/50 per cent basis.16 This not only provides the state-owned firms with a
share in the profits but also facilitates technological transfer, as well as ensur-
ing some control over the foreign partner and Chinese workers. Joint venture
cars have enjoyed roaring sales in the past decade and have garnered big
profits.
There is a division of responsibility between the two joint venture partners. The

foreign partner takes charge of technology and production, while the Chinese
counterpart takes charge of administration and personnel. The organizational
structure and mode of operations of the Chinese partner bear some resemblance
to the state-owned enterprises. Top Chinese managers are akin to political
appointees: the Party branch secretary holds the top administrative position in
the Chinese partnership; the Party branch committee is the ultimate authority;
and the workplace trade union chair, who is appointed by the Party, is a member
of management and enjoys the status, salary and benefits of a deputy manager.17

The foreign partner is happy to cooperate with the Chinese partner to cap wages
and set work conditions, terms which can only be attained in their home coun-
tries after hard bargaining with trade unions.18

Research Methodology
In all, we conducted surveys among workers from 12 auto assembly plants. For
this journal article, we will present the data from the five joint venture factories
that regularly hire agency workers so that the data are comparable. The foreign
partners of these five plants are German, American, and Japanese, and they have
a significant market share internationally and in China. They are Guangzhou
Toyota (GZ-TY), Shanghai General Motors (SH-GM), Shanghai Volkswagen
(SH-VW), Tianjin Toyota (TJ-TY) and Yantai General Motors (YT-GM).
They are all large modern assembly plants that hire 3,000 to 5,000 employees
each.
We were unable to obtain permission from the top management at these fac-

tories to conduct a random sample survey of their regular and agency workers’
work conditions and attitudes. We therefore devised an alternative method for
our survey. As workers departed work at their end of their shift, we and our assis-
tants (who were Masters students in labour studies) waited near factory gates, at

15 OICA 2016.
16 Thun 2006; Yu and Yang 2011; Chin 2010; Anderson 2012.
17 Liu and Dicken 2006.
18 Zhao, Zhang, Zhao and Poon 2012.
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bus stops, subway stations and workers’ communities, locations that were free
from management interference. We surveyed approximately 100 blue-collar
workers outside each of the five plants, a sample size that, when carefully imple-
mented, is sufficient to reduce potential biases. To minimize any bias, we used
various means to ensure that the sample covered all types of shop-floor workers
in all the major departments of a plant and also included each of the different
shifts of shop-floor workers. Guarantees were made to the respondents that
they would remain anonymous. From the five joint ventures, 483 valid question-
naires were collected, of which 243 were agency workers and 240 regular workers.
To the best of our knowledge, the sample size of this survey is the largest on this
type of topic undertaken in China. We also followed up the survey with a number
of in-depth interviews with workers from each of the plants. In addition, we were
able to interview several Chinese managers at two of the five factories, although
these interviews were conducted in formal settings where two or three other offi-
cials were also present.
Our survey findings are presented in nine tables. The first four cover demo-

graphic data, objective work conditions, and material compensation in the five
joint ventures. The remaining five tables cover the regular and agency workers’
attitudes towards management, levels of job satisfaction, awareness of legal
rights, and willingness to take protest actions.

General Demographic Data
Table 1 shows that the average age of the workforce is 24, which is very young
compared to the 40-years-old plus workforce in the plants of advanced countries.
Young workers are preferred for their ability to tolerate intensive work and long
hours on the assembly line. The older workers who had transferred from the par-
ent Chinese state-owned auto enterprises had either been promoted to supervisory
positions or else had retired. All of the current workers, be they regular or agency,
had at least 12 years of education, and many also had a couple of years of voca-
tional, technical or college education. On average, the regular workers in our sample
had only one year of education more than agency workers.
City governments are keen to reserve “good” jobs for their own populace, and

jobs in auto joint ventures are considered to be good. Some cities impose a dis-
criminatory hiring policy in the auto plants to give preference to local young peo-
ple when hiring regular workers. As a result, only 28.3 per cent of regular workers
had a rural household registration (hukou 户口), compared to 46.5 per cent of
agency workers. It seems Shanghai has a stricter policy of giving auto jobs to
locals than other cities because both Shanghai-GM and Shanghai-VW either
had no workers with rural registrations or just a tiny number and the agency
workers were almost all from urban-registered households. These two auto fac-
tories provide a corrective to the popular image that agency workers are almost
synonymous to migrant workers. In the other three plants, a high percentage of
the agency workers had rural registrations.
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Table 1: Basic Information about Workers in the Five Auto Joint Ventures

GZ-TY SH-GM SH-VW TJ-TY YT-GM 5 JVs’ average

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Sample
mean

Age 21.8 22.9 25.3 30.2 24.4 25.7 21.8 25.0 22.7 26.6 23.3 26.0 24.0
Years of

education
12.6 12.6 12.9 13.5 12.9 14.3 12.6 12.7 13.1 13.4 12.8 13.2 13.0

No. of years of
work

2.0 3.7 4.7 9.9 4.2 4.3 2.0 5.2 2.1 5.1 3.1 5.8 3.8

Years in current
plant

1.3 3.4 3.9 5.9 2.3 3.6 1.8 4.3 0.9 3.9 2.1 4.3 2.7

Rural hukou (%) 76.9 60.8 0.0 0.0 7.8 2.9 91.3 22.5 78.3 43.3 46.5 28.3 43.3
Unmarried (%) 100.0 97.3 77.1 46.8 87.5 73.5 93.5 67.5 100.0 73.3 90.9 72.9 85.0
Line worker (%) 92.3 77.0 97.9 95.2 90.6 44.1 82.6 67.5 91.3 73.3 90.9 75.0 79.6
Number of

observations
39 74 48 62 64 34 46 40 46 30 243 240 483

% of factory
sample

34.5 65.5 43.6 56.4 65.3 34.7 53.5 46.5 60.5 39.5 50.3 49.7 100.0
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Employment Contracts and Chances of Changing Worker Status
The Labour Contract Law of 2007 was not able to constrain the expansion of
agency workers in China. Our survey was conducted in 2011, a year of sustained
high demand for cars in China, at the tail end of the central government’s stimu-
lus package introduced at the beginning of the global recession of 2008.19 At a
time of soaring sales and plant expansions, a couple of the plants increased the
proportion of their agency workers. An agency worker in 2012 told us that in
his work group there were seven agency workers and only two regular workers.
At these plants, agency workers often work side by side with regular workers.

The contracts the agency workers sign with the employment agencies are of
shorter duration than the regular workers’ contracts with the auto companies,
but the difference tends to be small. Of the agency workers we surveyed, 76.5
per cent had two-year contracts, averaging 2.2 years, whereas 70 per cent of
the regular workers had contracts for three years or more, averaging 2.9 years
(Table 2), a difference of slightly more than half a year. What were the agency
workers’ chances of having their contracts renewed? What was the likelihood
of an agency worker becoming a regular worker? What possibilities were there
for regular workers to sign longer-term contracts as they climbed the internal car-
eer ladder? To explore these questions, we asked respondents about their past
contracts and their subjective assessment of their chances when the current one
expired. Because not everyone was interested in continuing to work in an auto
plant, we also asked respondents about their willingness to continue if offered
a renewal of their contracts. Table 2 presents the findings in three sections.
Table 2A shows that the majority of workers, regardless of their work status,

had fixed-term contracts. Of the 240 regular workers, 44 (18.3 per cent) had had
one prior contract, 69 (28.8 per cent) had two prior contracts, and 127 (52.9 per
cent) were newly recruited and had only a current contract. Among the 243
agency workers, 50 (20.5 per cent) had one prior contact and 23 (9.5 per cent)
had two prior contracts, while 160 (65.8 per cent) were newly recruited.
Table 2B shows the current status of the workers who had signed one prior con-
tract. A quarter of the agency workers (26 per cent) had a chance to be selected to
join the regular worker stream, whereas of the 44 regular workers who had held a
previous contract, the large majority (95.4 per cent) continued to be regular
workers. Table 2C shows the current status of workers who had signed two earl-
ier contracts. Among these, 23 had been agency workers; 56.5 per cent of them
still remained as agency workers, while 43.48 per cent had become regular work-
ers. All of the 69 regular workers who had signed two earlier contracts remained
regular workers.
The three sections of Table 2 show that the status of regular workers was rela-

tively stable, while agency workers had a chance to be promoted to regular
worker if they could secure a new contract after the first one. Table 2C shows

19 Wong 2011.
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that none of the agency workers in the survey had obtained an open-ended con-
tract after having signed two contracts; only 13.9 per cent of regular workers had
successfully obtained open-ended contracts. This is a violation of the Labour
Contract Law, which states that after having signed two fixed-term contracts
with the same company, a worker is entitled to sign an open-ended contract.
This means that managers normally are only willing to renew contracts on a
short-term basis in order to maintain a flexible labour force. From the agency
workers’ perspective, the chance of becoming a regular worker is close to half
if they remain at the factory; however, the chance of getting an open-ended con-
tract is close to zero.
Our data also show that the chances for an agency worker having a long-term

career in the plant are worse than for regular workers, but workers in both cat-
egories have left the plants. Is this because many workers are not given an oppor-
tunity to sign more than the first contract, or is it because they themselves quit
during the first contract or decide not to take up further contracts? The general
assumption is that once workers have landed a job in an auto assembly plant,
they are eager to stay. But is this really the case? To find out, we asked workers
the following three questions about their perceptions of the likelihood of having
their contracts renewed and their willingness to stay after the current contract
expired: 1) After your contract expires, do you think the company or the agency
company will sign another contract with you?; 2) After your contact expires, do

Table 2: Contracts and Promotion Prospects

A. Current contract:
Agency workers Regular workers

Average no. of years in contract 2.2 2.9
Type of contract:
Fixed-term (%) 98.3 92.9
Open-ended (%) 1.7 7.1
Number of observations 243 240

B. Status change of workers who had held one and two prior contracts:
Agency workers Regular workers

With one prior contract:
% still agency workers 74 4.6
% promoted to regular workers 26 95.5
Number of observations 50 44
With two prior contracts:
% still agency workers 56.5 0
% promoted to regular worker 43.5 100
Number of observations 23 69

C. Proportion of open-ended contracts for workers with two prior contracts:
Agency workers Regular workers

Current contract type:
Fixed-term (%) 100 86.1
Open-ended (%) 0 13.9
Number of observations 13 79
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you want to continue working in this company?; and 3) If you want to continue,
do you think you will have a good chance of staying in the company?
The answers show that more than 70 per cent of both types of workers thought

that their contracts would be renewed, reaching almost 80 per cent among regular
workers. The chance to continue working in the plant was high, but would they
like to continue after their current contract expired? Only around 60 per cent of
all workers answered in the positive (agency = 63 per cent; regular = 60 per cent).
About 90 per cent of those who wanted to stay (agency = 86.9 per cent; regular =
90.1 per cent) were confident that they would be offered a new contract. In other
words, the three answers indicate that about 40 per cent of both types of workers
wanted to quit, and among the workers who wanted to stay, almost all believed
that they would be offered a new contract. What is interesting is that agency
workers believed that they had about the same chance of staying as regular work-
ers. There was no obvious discriminatory policy targeted at getting rid of and
replacing agency workers with a batch of new recruits. A further interesting find-
ing is that the gap in expectations between agency and regular workers was small
and consistent, in that agency workers’ responses were, for all three questions,
only a few percentage points lower than those of the regular workers. In fact,
even regular workers were aware that in times of recession, no job is secure.
One regular worker told us he had done well and was expecting to be promoted
to be a group leader soon, but “when the economic situation is not good and
orders are low, they will kick us out.”20

Wages, Bonuses and Benefits
Table 3 shows that in most workshops and workstations, the difference in the
monthly take-home pay of regular and agency workers was not large. On aver-
age, in the five assembly plants agency workers’ wage was 80.8 per cent of the
regular workers’ wage. The average basic wage for all five Chinese plants was
about double the local legal minimum wage, and the take-home pay for both
types of workers ranged from two to four times more than the minimum legal
wage in the cities where they were located (Table 3: Row 9 of the respective sec-
tions), albeit their pay included a large amount of overtime work.
But, the monthly take-home pay only tells half the story about compensation.

There is also a bonus, which is paid in multiples of a worker’s monthly basic
wage. We have labelled this “bonus-months” in Table 3. It is paid in instalments
spread out during the year and can be almost as substantial as a worker’s wage
when the company makes a good profit and is generous. In the questionnaire,
we asked workers about the number of “bonus-months” they received for 2009
and 2010. In 2010, which was a good year for auto sales, the workers in the five
plants received an average of 3.8 bonus-months, and in 2009, which was not as

20 Field notes from Guangzhou, 2012.
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good a year, the average was 2.9 months, fluctuating with company profits.
Workers at auto joint ventures share quite a generous slice of an expanding pie
compared to migrant workers in China’s labour-intensive export sector.
Notably, too, variations among the five plants were huge. The company that
gave the lowest number of bonus-months was Tianjin-Toyota, where even regular
workers only received 2 bonus-months in 2009. Of the five companies, the highest
that year was Yantai-GM, paying out 6.25 bonus-months to regular workers and

Table 3: Comparing Regular and Agency Workers’ Monthly Wage (2010) and
Bonus-months (2009 and 2010)

GZ-TY SH-GM SH-VW TJ-TY YT-GM Five
factories’
mean

Local min. legal wage (yuan) 1,300 1,280 1,280 1,160 1,100 1,224
Regular workers
Basic wage (yuan) 2,775.7 2,366.9 3,065.2 1,947.6 1,675.9 2,366.3
Take-home wage (yuan)* 3,062.2 4,580.8 4,310 2,980.9 4,393.3 3,865.4
Wage package (yuan)# 4,647.8 5,657.2 6,074.2 3,648.3 6,144.3 5,234.4
2009 bonus-months 5.4 4.1 2.9 2.1 6.3 4.1
2010 bonus-months 5.5 3.9 3.4 2.1 8.3 4.7
Basic wage as % of min wage 213.5 184.9 239.5 167.9 152.4 193.3
Basic wage as % of take-home wage 90.6 51.7 71.1 65.3 38.1 61.2
Basic wage as % of wage package 59.7 41.8 50.5 53.4 27.3 45.2
Take-home wage as % of minimum

wage
235.6 357.9 336.7 257 399.4 315.8

Agency workers
Basic wage (yuan) 2,042.6 2,225 2,368.2 1,704 1,883.5 2,044.7
Take-home wage (yuan)* 2,346.8 4,156 3,401.1 2,372.7 3,333.5 3,122
Wage package (yuan)# 3,830.6 4,998.6 4,892.7 2,851.1 4,853.6 4,285.3
2009 bonus-months 6.2 2.8 2.5 1.7 4.3 3.5
2010 bonus-months 6.01 3.6 2.9 1.9 7.3 4.4
Basic wage as % of minimum wage 157.1 173.8 185 146.9 171.2 167.1
Basic wage as % of take-home wage 87 53.5 69.6 71.8 56.5 65.5
Basic wage as % of wage package 53.3 44.5 48.4 59.8 38.8 47.7
Take-home wage as % of minimum

wage
180.5 324.7 265.7 204.5 303 255.1

Agency take-home wage as % of
regular

76.6 90.7 78.9 79.6 75.9 80.8

Agency 2009 bonus-months as % of
regular

115 69 88 82 69 85

Agency 2010 bonus-months as % of
regular

109 93 85 93 88 94

Notes:
*Take-home wage = average monthly net income that includes basic wage, monthly attendance bonuses and awards, and over-

time wage, excluding insurance and social security fees, and any bonuses/awards that were not distributed monthly; #wage package =
take-home wage + the monthly average of the sum of annual bonuses + other bonuses + gifts. A bonus-month is the annual bonus
based on a multiple of a worker’s monthly basic wage. To avoid sample size biases, instead of the simple mean calculated from the
whole sample directly, we use the average of the five factories’ means to represent the average outcomes at the last row. Five factories’
means = sum of the five factories’ means/five.
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4.3 bonus-months to agency workers. The highest for agency workers was
Guangzhou-Toyota, which in 2009 gave them 6.19 bonus-months (regular work-
ers, 5.4 months). Yantai-GM ranked the highest of all for both types of workers
in 2010 (regular = 8.3; agency = 7.3). All in all, in 2009, the year after the global
financial crisis erupted, the agency workers’ bonuses were 85 per cent of those
of the regular workers; in 2010, a more profitable year, the gap was narrower,
at 94 per cent.
Examined closely, there is a relationship between wages and bonuses. When

the monthly wage is low, the number of bonus-months is high. Guangzhou
Toyota’s basic wage was the lowest of the five joint ventures in relation to
each of their locales’ minimum legal wage, yet it distributed the highest number
of bonus-month payments (in 2010, regular workers = 6.04 months; agency work-
ers = 5.53) and the company provided excellent shared apartments in landscaped
middle-class gated communities.
Shanghai GM and Shanghai VW devised other strategies. Both enjoyed the

highest sales and set monthly wages very high for both kinds of workers (see
Table 3), but compared to Guangzhou Toyota, they only awarded a moderate
number of bonus-months (in 2010, Shanghai-GM regular workers = 3.9 bonus-
months; SH-VW regular workers = 3.4 months). The anomaly was Yantai-GM,
which set both wages and bonuses higher than the other four plants. In addition,
the company had a generous company car purchase scheme for regular employees,
which was topped up by a handsome monthly petrol voucher worth 1,000 yuan, a
benefit that no other companies provided. When we interviewed workers outside
the plant, a few of the regular line workers drove to meet us in their own cars
and treated us to coffee. In interviews, the workers joked that they had no difficulty
finding wives.
From these figures it is possible to conclude that these companies use bonuses

to narrow the compensation gap between the two categories of workers.
Presumably, this enables management to more easily gain the compliance of
agency workers during busy seasons when the factories speed up the production
line and impose lengthy overtime and extended night shifts. Such bonuses also
presumably reduce labour turn-over.
We had not expected agency workers to receive any form of bonus; the fact

that they did defies the common assumption that labour agencies in developing
countries normally are not law-abiding and are often exploitative. Even when
Chinese auto companies make a windfall profit, because agencies and client fac-
tories are unrelated independent business entities, there is no logical reason why
the agencies should distribute bonuses to workers. In a competitive business
world of profit maximization, how can we explain the generosity of the labour
agencies? Could it be that the “agency companies” are de facto subsidiaries of
these auto assemblers? For instance, the employment agency of one of the factor-
ies is located inside the plant. This indicates that they work extremely closely with
one another, as in the disbursement of bonuses. We suspect that this has much to
do with the intention of the auto companies and agencies to keep the agency
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workers satisfied when production volume is expanding. Training requires time
and money. Keeping the turn-over rate down guarantees steady production.
Keeping a sizeable agency workforce also makes downsizing the workforce easier
during any future business recessions.

Work Hours and Work Conditions
Table 4 shows the work hours and rest days per week for both types of workers
for the month before the survey. The Chinese Labour Law stipulates a 40-hour
working week, two rest days per week, and an overtime cap of 36 hours a
month. This amounts roughly to a maximum of 48 hours a week, or a maximum
of 9.7 hours per weekday.21 Our sample shows that all five plants assign overtime
work. On average, agency workers worked 9.5 hours a day and regular workers
9.4 hours. Both were within the legal limit. Factoring in lunch hours, prepara-
tions before work, briefings and meetings, and after work cleaning up, workers
generally had to stay at the plant for about 10 hours a day. Fortunately, they
all tended to have about two days of rest every week.
The two types of workers worked about the same number of hours because

they work side by side on the assembly line. When the line stops, everyone has
to stop. There are hidden aspects that do not show up in the work-hours table –

the shift systems and overtime premium systems. These varied from plant to
plant and even among departments within plants. While conducting the survey,
we discovered that there were many different shift arrangements. Some plants
had two shifts and some had three shifts, or a mix of both depending on the depart-
ments. Some had three eight-hour shifts in a day, with the workers working for
four days and resting for two. When there were night shifts, these were usually
rotated every two weeks. Workers in interviews and in blogs complained bitterly
about both the night shifts, which disrupted their sleep patterns, and the 11-hour
shifts, which were exhausting as they had to work almost non-stop. The compli-
cated shift systems made it difficult for workers to keep track of their overtime
hours and overtime pay. One plant did not itemize hours worked on the payslip.
At the other plants, calculating a wage was so complicated that a good proportion
of the workers responded that they did not know how to read their payslips.
On the whole, though, these auto workers work shorter work hours than

migrant workers in South China, where 12-hour days and one day off – or
even no days off – a week is common.22 Nonetheless, working 11 hours a day
on an auto production line is very physically demanding, and a large number
of respondents reported that they had experienced occupational health problems,
suffering mainly from repetitive stress injuries (RSI). As we have shown in a

21 We asked for the number of hours worked in the previous months, as the workers’ memories would still
be quite fresh. Workers could only provide a rough figure because the shift systems were varied and
complicated. It was impossible for the respondents to calculate the exact number of work hours in a
couple of minutes.

22 Chan, Anita, and Siu 2010
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Table 4: Comparing Average Working Hours and Average Days of Rest in a Week

Factory Average working hours Average days of rest in a week

Agency workers Regular workers A hrs
/R hrs

Agency workers Regular workers A rest day
/R rest day

Hours N Hours N % Rest days N Rest days N %
GZ_TY 8.44 39 8.47 74 100 1.96 39 1.81 74 108
SH_GM 9.32 48 9.90 62 94 2.17 48 2.15 62 101
SH_VW 10.36 64 9.72 34 107 2.06 63 2.10 34 98
TJ_TY 8.80 46 8.69 40 101 1.38 46 1.61 40 86
YT_GM 10.44 44 10.22 30 102 2.06 44 1.74 29 118

Note:
N = number of observations; A = agency workers; R = regular workers.
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previous paper, RSI is not officially recognized in China as an occupational dis-
order, even though it can be extremely debilitating,23 Thus, in the survey, when
asked about their ideal work and rest regime, both types of workers gave very
similar answers: an eight-hour workday and two days of rest per week. When
asked whether, under the present work regime, they could work until 40 years
of age, only 43 per cent of regular workers and 32.6 per cent of agency workers
thought that they could. Despite the comparatively high pay for manual work,
good benefits, and the possibility of a career ladder that can land a regular
worker with seniority in an off-line work station or even a supervisory position,
less than half of the workers thought that they would last until the age of 40. RSI
is one way auto companies can get rid of the “old” and the infirm through “nat-
ural attrition.”24 It is a disorder that can shorten the work life of regular workers,
and has an unintended consequence of reducing the precarity gap with agency
workers.

Workers’ Loyalty to Their Company and Job Satisfaction
Have management strategies to narrow the gap between the two types of workers
succeeded in mollifying agency workers’ sense of injustice and attaining work-
place harmony? Survey questions explored workers’ perceptions and attitudes
towards management, their levels of job satisfaction and whether they have a pro-
clivity to express their grievances through protest actions.
To examine workers’ attitudes towards their companies, we asked four ques-

tions (Table 5). Responses show that the two categories of workers had almost
the same neutral to positive attitudes towards management. Their very high posi-
tive response to whether the company had “humanistic management” (renxinghua
guanli 人性化管理), an expression widely used in China that is equivalent in
English to a “people-oriented management style,” was unexpected, and the close-
ness of the two sets of responses was particularly surprising in light of the agency
workers’ somewhat inferior conditions and low chance of life-time employment in
the company.
But what are their attitudes on issues that are likely to elicit a conflict of inter-

est between labour and management? This was tested by asking a question related
to the employee suggestion programme. All auto plants today have devised a pro-
gramme based on the Toyota Production System (TPS) to solicit new ideas from
workers on how to improve production. The aim is to instil in the workers a sense
of inclusion and participation and a feeling of having some control over their
work. This programme is not new; similar programmes had existed in the US
and in China before the TPS was introduced. In the Maoist period, workers
were encouraged to submit what were known as “rationalization suggestions”
(helihua jianyi 合理化建议) as an individual’s contribution to socialism, to the

23 Chan, Anita, et al. 2014.
24 Ibid.
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nation, and to the Chinese Communist Party and Chairman Mao. Mao believed
that workers knew best how to raise efficiency and reorganize the production sys-
tem. Thousands of such suggestions were collected at large state enterprises every
year, and with time the exact number often became a quantitative measurement
of workers’ political devotion and enterprise management proficiency. The ori-
ginal utilitarian purpose and moral incentive were lost to the counting of num-
bers.25 In Chinese joint ventures today the programme still goes by the same
Chinese name, but the ostensible purpose of the programme is to maintain and
improve the company’s quality and efficiency in a competitive market economy
(instead of to serve the nation and Party, as in the Mao period), and to raise com-
pany profitability. The programme is portrayed as a win-win initiative for man-
agement and labour.
In our survey, 45 per cent of all sampled workers responded that submitting

suggestions was mandatory (for instance, one or two suggestions a month); 42
per cent responded that they were encouraged to submit suggestions, and 13 per
cent said it was left up to them. There was an overall feeling of being pressured
to follow a programme that was touted as voluntary and participatory. When it
was mandatory, workers had to wrack their brains to fulfil the month’s quota.
Trivial suggestions ensued: for instance, that a rubbish bin should be put here
rather than there. Workers were automatically awarded a few yuan for each
suggestion. Among 450 survey responses, the number of submissions of sugges-
tions averaged at 13.7 per person per year. However, the real question is, did
the workers really want to make a suggestion to their company that could
help to increase productivity? To find out the extent of workers’ loyalty, we
asked them a question for which they had a choice of four answers (see
Table 6).
Choices #1 and #2 for Question 6a represent a labour-oriented attitude and

choices #3 and #4 represent an attitude of loyalty to company and management.
For over 50 per cent of both types of workers the most popular option was to
submit a suggestion, which means their oppositional attitude towards

Table 5: Agency and Regular Workers’ Attitudes towards Their Companies

Yes % (““Basically yes”” + ““Very much so””) Agency
workers (%)

Regular
workers (%)

1. Does company have a “humanistic approach”? 80.7 80.8
2. Are company disciplinary rules reasonable? 41.2 43.8
3. Do you identify with your “company culture”? 46.7 57.5
4. Do you feel “the factory is your family”? 54.3 52.9
Number of observations 243 240

Note:
There are five standardized answers for these questions: “absolutely no,” “basically no,” “so-so,” “basically yes,” and “very much

so.” The “Yes %” here is the sum of % for “Basically yes” + “Very much so.”

25 Information based on one of the two authors’ observations from SOEs in 1990s in other research
projects.
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management was not strong. Agency workers, however, were more likely (though
still a minority of responses) than regular workers to either keep the suggestion to
themselves or share it with co-workers. Of note is that on the whole, regular
workers identify more with management.
What if a new idea results in increasing workers’ workloads and benefits only

the company? Question 6b shows that in these circumstances respondents who
remained willing to submit a suggestion dropped to 25.5 per cent for agency
workers and 31.5 per cent for regular workers. This means that the majority of
both types of worker would not want to benefit the company at the expense of
themselves. Regular workers, though, were more likely to view their own interests
as being in line with the company’s interests. In addition, if the suggestion was
really useful to the company, it might merit a promotion or a monetary award.
How satisfied are the workers? Table 7 breaks down their job satisfaction into

four component parts. It is important to note that in China, a score of 60 is the
conventional pass mark. The most interesting result is that the scores of agency
and regular workers were quite similar. The other interesting finding is that
although incomes were high in 2011 for both types of worker, neither group
gave their income a high score. This indicates that they thought their labour
was worth more than their monetary compensation. “Job prospects” was the
only item that received a failed mark from both sets of workers, scoring 57–58.
As discussed earlier, both groups of workers had high expectations of being
offered new labour contracts. But the reason behind this failed score is under-
standable, since fewer than half of the workers (agency workers = 32.6 per
cent; regular workers = 43 per cent) thought that they could work till the age
of 40, and the prospect of obtaining open-ended contracts was low. However,
the similarity of the scores reflects a situation where agency workers did not
feel particularly discriminated against in terms of work conditions, income,
work hours, and job prospects.

Table 6: Suggestion Programmes and Company Loyalty

(Yes %) Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Total

a: If you find a way to do your job more easily and faster
than the specified way, what do you do?

1. Keep it to yourself? 14.8 5.0 9.9
2. Would you only tell some fellow workers? 32.5 24.2 28.4
3. Would you tell superiors? 38.7 42.5 40.6
4. Would you write a rationalization proposal? 65.8 76.3 71.0
Number of observations 243 240 483

b. Would you make a proposal that increases productivity
but adds to your workload?

25.5 31.5

Number of observations 243 238 481

Note:
Workers can give multiple answers; the standardized answers include: “yes,” “no,” and “don’t know”. Yes % = the proportion of

workers who responded “Yes”.
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Workers’ Attitudes towards the Trade Union
Trade union officers in a joint venture are an integral part of the Chinese part-
ner’s managerial staff. Their function is much the same as in state enterprise
unions, whose main responsibilities involve organizing social activities, providing
welfare benefits and attending to personal problems. The five auto joint ventures
in our study all have a collective agreement signed by the union and management.
But do workers think that their union responds to their needs, and do they go to
the union for help?
In China, workplace trade-union finances in all enterprises are supposed to

derive from the payment of 2 per cent of the total payroll by management and
0.5 per cent from each member’s wage. Membership fees are automatically
deducted each month and itemized in payslips. In large joint ventures such as
auto plants, all workers automatically become a union member after working
for a few months. We asked workers whether they were aware of their member-
ship status. Table 8 shows that only 68 per cent of the regular workers responded
that they were members; about one-third said they were not. These workers were
unaware of their membership either because their membership fee was not item-
ized in the payslip or because the union kept such a low profile that workers were
barely aware of its existence.26 The percentage of agency workers who said that
they were union members was much lower, at 28.4 per cent. They were not eli-
gible to join the auto plant’s union and were instead supposed to be members
of a union branch set up by the employment agency. Not many agencies have
union branches, and when they do, the distance between these union branches
and their members presumably would be more remote than that between the
regular workers and their own company’s union branch.
However, when we asked if they thought that the trade union represented work-

ers’ interests, 201 (41.6 per cent) of the sampled workers answered “yes” (agency
workers = 38.7 per cent; regular workers = 44.6 per cent). How to interpret this
rather positive evaluation? Interviews revealed that the workers’ evaluation was
not based on whether the union bargained with management to raise wages and

Table 7: Job Satisfaction: How Would You Assess (from 0 to 100) the Following?

Itemized average scores: Agency workers Regular workers Total
Work conditions score 67.2 69.0 68.1
Income score 68.7 70.1 69.4
Working hours score 63.4 62.9 63.2
Job prospects score 58.1 57.1 57.6
Overall assessment score 70.7 72.2 71.4
Number of observations 243 240 483

Note:
100 is maximum score and 60 is the conventional Chinese pass mark.

26 Anita Chan (2011) has also found that workplace unions try to keep a low profile.
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improve work conditions; instead, their evaluation was mainly based on the
union’s paternalist functions – that is, whether it performed the traditional type
of Maoist trade union activities found in big state enterprises, such as helping indi-
vidual workers resolve personal problems, organizing social events, sports meets
and entertainment, distributing gifts and money during national festivals, visiting
the sick, going to funerals, distributing relief to families in financial difficulty,
and so forth. The unions use such programmes to cultivate an environment in
which workers are supposed to “regard the factory as their family” (yichang weijia
以厂为家).27 This paternalistic project appears to be quite effective.
It is clear that the workers do not regard a workplace union in terms similar to

how it is understood in the West. In the second section of Table 8, the last column
reveals that only 22.4 per cent (108 out of 483 workers) claimed to understand the
term “collective consultation” ( jitixieshang 集体协商), which is the Chinese term
for collective bargaining ( jititanpan 集体谈判). And, of these, only 14 per cent of

Table 8: Workers’ Attitudes towards the Workplace Union and Collective
Bargaining

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Total

Union questions:
Do you have a union in your company? (Yes %) 88.9 96.7 92.8
Are you are a union member? (Yes %) 28.4 68.3 48.2
Does the union represent workers’ interests? (Yes %) 38.7 44.6 41.6
Number of observations 243 240 483
Collective wage consultation questions:
Do you know what collective wage consultation is?

(Yes %)
14.0 30.8 22.4

Number of observations 243 240 483
If the above answer is yes, please answer the following

question:
Does your company have collective wage

consultation? (Yes %)
47.1 35.1 38.9

Number of observations 34 74 108
Collective agreement questions:
Do you know what a collective agreement is?

(Yes %)
10.0 17.5 13.7

Number of observations 241 240 481
If the above answer is yes, please answer the following

question:
If you know what it is, are you satisfied with the

agreement? (Yes %)
13.6 15 14.5

Number of observations 22 40 62

Note:
The standardized answers include: “Yes,” “No,” and “Don’t know.” Yes % = the proportion of workers who responded “Yes”

27 We have interviewed a few trade unions officials in the auto plants and in other state enterprises in past
years, and we believe that sometimes the union branches do try to resolve some personal problems on
behalf of the workers.
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agency workers (34 out of 243) and 30.8 per cent of regular workers (74 out of
240) knew the term. And, of the 108 workers who responded that they under-
stood the term, only 38.9 per cent (agency workers = 16, regular workers = 26)
were aware that there had been a collective consultative process at their factory.
In sum, only about 8.7 per cent (42 out of 483) of all workers knew that a collect-
ive agreement existed. Finally, in the last section of Table 8, only 13.7 per cent
(66 out of 481) of all workers believed that they understood what a collective
agreement was. Out of these 66, 62 responded to a further question about
whether they were satisfied with the agreement. Only 9 out of the 62 responded
in the positive (regular = 6; agency = 3). In short, only 9 out of 483 workers said
that they were satisfied with the collective agreement at their workplace. This fig-
ure reflects that these workplace trade union branches have kept the workers
ignorant of the formalistic collective consultation process and the result of the
process.

Resolving Grievances: Exit or Protest?
How do workers resolve their grievances? Do they use legal institutional channels
or alternative channels? We presented respondents with 11 possible actions they
would take, in order of five preferences. The 11 choices are grouped under three
categories:

Category 1: #1, #2, #3 – resolving dissatisfaction at a personal level or within a
small group;
Category 2: #4, #5, #6, #7 – resolving problems at the factory level;
Category 3: #8, #9, #10, #11 – taking the problems beyond the company into the
public realm, listed in an order that progressively exhibits militancy.

Again, as in other tables, Table 9 shows quite a similar distribution of yes/no
answers between regular and agency workers. The most popular first preference
for both types of workers was Choice #3, “going to my immediate supervisor.”
Just under half of all workers chose this route (agency workers = 44.9 per cent;
regular workers = 49.2 per cent). The next most prevalent was “I do not ask any-
one,” followed by “job hopping.” These are choices of inaction or exit (agency
workers: 24.7 per cent + 13.6 per cent = 38.3 per cent; regular workers: 21.3 per
cent + 13.3 per cent = 34.6 per cent).
Choices #4, #5, #6 and #7 relate to the institutional channels within the fac-

tory for resolving grievances. In choosing these, workers were willing to make
their grievances known beyond their immediate work circle, although still con-
fined them to within the workplace. When grievances remained unresolved within
the shop floor, the next step was to go to the human resources department (as a
second preference: agency workers = 23 per cent; regular workers = 17 per cent).
The third preference was to go to the trade union (agency workers = 13 per cent;
regular workers = 15 per cent). The union came very low as a first preference
(agency workers = 4.5 per cent: regular workers = 7 per cent).
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Table 9: If You Were Unhappy with Your Wage and Benefits, Who Would You Go to for Help? (Five choices, in order of preference)

Channels (%) 1st preference 2nd preference 3rd preference 4th preference 5th preference

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

Agency
workers

Regular
workers

1. I would quit and job
hop

13.6 13.3 16.9 10.2 18.6 12.9 11.9 7.9 20.8 15.5

2. I would not ask anyone 24.7 21.3 12.3 12.6 5.6 8.5 8.2 7.3 7.7 3.6
3. Go to my immediate

supervisor
44.9 49.2 8.7 15.8 3.7 4.0 3.0 3.9 2.3 2.4

4. Go to HR department 3.3 2.9 23.1 17.2 8.1 10.5 6.7 4.5 5.4 3.6
5. Trade union 4.5 7.1 9.2 19.5 13.7 15.4 3.0 7.3 3.1 2.4
6. Staff and workers’

representative council
2.1 0.8 6.2 2.8 8.7 4.5 7.4 5.6 2.3 4.2

7. Collective consultation 1.7 1.3 5.1 2.8 5.6 11.9 5.9 9.0 1.5 6.6
8. Labour bureau 1.7 1.7 5.1 5.6 7.5 8.5 11.1 10.1 8.5 8.9
9. Newspapers and

internet
1.7 1.7 0.5 2.3 5.0 1.5 8.2 2.8 5.4 4.2

10. Litigation 0.8 0.0 0.5 0.9 2.5 2.0 3.0 3.9 6.2 1.8
10. Petition local

government
0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.5 1.5 4.5 0.0 4.2

11. Strike 0.4 0.0 2.1 0.9 0.6 2.0 0.0 3.4 2.3 5.4
Don’t know 0.8 0.4 9.2 8.4 20.5 17.4 30.4 29.2 34.6 36.3
Didn’t answer 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.6 0.0 0.6
Others 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.6
Total % 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Total Number of

observations
243 240 195 215 161 201 135 178 130 168
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The last four choices (#8, #9, #10 and #11) entail publicizing their grievances
beyond the workplace and soliciting external help. These choices constituted only
4.4 per cent of the first preference choices. Of these four channels, the most offi-
cially sanctioned and most moderate action was to go to the local labour bureau
for help, which for quite a number of workers was a third and fourth preference
choice.
The most militant choice – to strike – was the first preference choice of only 0.4

per cent of more than 400 workers. Adding all five preferences together, going on
strike was mentioned only 21 times by regular workers and nine times by agency
workers. In other words, only a very small number of workers would consider a
strike as an option, and only after all other options had been exhausted. There is
no sign that agency workers are more restive or militant in this respect. The
majority of workers preferred either to use internal institutional channels or to
quit their job.

Conclusion
The empirical findings that emerged from this study go against our original
assumption, which is the popular assumption, that auto agency workers harbour
deep grievances to the point of taking resistant actions to improve their own con-
ditions. The survey data reveal that the treatment agency workers receive and
their attitudes and aspirations are not decidedly different from those of the regu-
lar workers and certainly do not provoke a strong sense of injustice and anger. In
fact, the attitudes of agency and regular workers towards the company are very
similar. The task that confronts us is to analyse why they are similar, not why
they are different.
The timing of the survey, conducted in 2011, provides the global economic

context as a backdrop. It coincided with a peak in passenger car sales in
China. Many joint venture auto companies were expanding either in situ or con-
structing new plants in other Chinese cities and were actively recruiting assembly-
line workers. To both companies and workers, the future looked bright.
Companies were willing to pay high bonuses to keep down the turn-over rate
and to induce workers to work overtime willingly and loyally. In these circum-
stances, even agency workers were given a share of the pie.
One might ask why profitable garment, toy and shoe companies set their basic

wage near the level of the minimum legal wage and offer no bonuses, whereas
auto manufacturing companies offer considerably higher than the local minimum
legal wage and top up with generous bonuses. The value and the nature of the
product helps to explain these differences. In the car-manufacturing industry,
any defect can be extremely costly. A worker related a telling incident. One
day, it was discovered that the bodies of a dozen or so ready-to-ship cars were
marred with scratches. The whole batch had to be sent for repainting. The culprit
was never found. But, according to the worker, they had a wage rise after the inci-
dent. An act of everyday resistance was enough to alert management to offer such
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an inducement. From management’s vantage point, satisfying workers’ material
needs and keeping a stable and motivated workforce are of paramount import-
ance.28 Both foreign and Chinese partners have an interest in ensuring that
both regular and agency workers are kept reasonably satisfied.
Management’s second priority is to be mindful that the differences in the

reward structures and treatment of regular and agency workers are not obvious
enough to foment a tense relationship between them. Agency workers have to
be made to feel that they are getting a fair if not equal deal compared to regular
workers, and the companies can easily afford this. Labour costs constitute only a
small percentage of the total costs of auto production. Consider the big difference
in take-home pay between American auto workers and Chinese workers. A
lower-tier American auto worker in 2011 made roughly US$14 an hour,29

whereas a Chinese regular worker’s average monthly take-home pay, including
overtime, was about US$500 (see Table 4), less than what a lower-tier
American worker, without overtime hours, earned in a week. Even the yearly
bonus-months in China barely make a dent in company profits. By paying
agency workers about US$4,000 a year, plus a bonus, a company can keep
both types of Chinese workers reasonably satisfied.
Another managerial ploy is to cultivate workers’ loyalty to the company by

adopting a human touch (renqingwei 人情味) through a paternalistic style. The
companies’ success in this is illustrated by the fact that 80 per cent of both
types of workers in our survey thought that their companies had a humanitarian
management approach (Table 7). For instance, distributing festive gifts30 and/or
money through the trade union is an important gesture that has been practised
for decades in Chinese state enterprises. This tradition lives on in today’s auto
joint ventures. In our sample, 70 per cent of the agency workers and a slightly
higher percentage of regular workers felt let down if they did not receive such
gifts and money. Agency workers appreciate the inclusive gesture. The feeling
that the company cares for one’s well-being can buy loyalty and a willingness
to share good ideas with the company, as well as compliance when extra hours
of meticulous work are required.
Overall, agency workers do not feel particularly discriminated against when

compared to the regular workers, as seen in their overall scores regarding job sat-
isfaction (Table 9). In fact, one could question why the regular workers’ scores
are all under 70 and not higher. Despite earning wages that are above the average
for China, these workers are not entirely satisfied with their situation. It is note-
worthy that their score on job security is just two points higher than that given by
agency workers, meaning that they too feel that their jobs may be precarious in
an economic downturn. Only by lowering the standards offered for regular work-
ers has the gap between the two workers been narrowed. Regular workers may

28 Wang and Ma 2010.
29 Vlasic 2011.
30 For this question, we asked the respondents to roughly estimate the monetary value of the gifts.
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not be conscious of any dissatisfaction, but it is evident in the low score they give
to their “high” wage. All the same, neither the objective conditions of their work
environment, their livelihood or their state of emotionality are driving both
groups of workers to a state of animosity and open resistance towards manage-
ment. There is an overwhelming lack of interest in seeking collective representa-
tion, and less still in taking militant action.
For reasons of political sensitivity, we were not able to ask straight forward

questions in our survey about whether the respondents had gone on strike or
whether there had been a strike in their assembly plant. In her study, Lu
Zhang records a few instances of agency workers and student interns participat-
ing in collective protests.31 She notes that these were “short-lived, small scale, and
did not go beyond economic demands.”32 Such minor work stoppages are numer-
ous in China’s manufacturing workplaces. Compared to the large number of
strikes that have broken out elsewhere among Chinese migrant workers, includ-
ing demands for the election of workplace unions,33 the small protests documen-
ted by Zhang are insignificant.
Given the nature of car manufacturing, auto workers possess more structural

bargaining power owing to their position in the world’s industrial system. Any
sustained work stoppage costs companies many millions of dollars. But, our sur-
vey shows that these workers have not developed the agency and associational
power (the power to organize themselves) to harness their structural advantage.
The paternalistic and “humanistic” management system that prevails in the
auto joint ventures has mitigated both regular and agency workers’ frustrations.
To expect these auto agency workers to take the lead in a resistance movement
would constitute what Burawoy characterizes as “false optimism.”34
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the scholars who have conducted research on migrant workers’ strikes do not think that their collective
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摘摘要要: 本论文重点研究中国汽车工业的劳务派遣工。一些学者预计，这一

类新兴工人将会在全球，特别是汽车工业的劳动争议中发挥主导作用。在

此背景下，我们对中国五家大型汽车合资企业的 483 名工人进行了问卷调

查，并比较了正式工人和劳务派遣工人的工作条件，工作满意度以及采取

集体行动的倾向。在此基础上，我们认为有这些企业将这两类工人的工资

和工作条件尽量缩少是有其原因的。加上从毛泽东思想继承下来的管理方

法，其结果是可以减轻工人的不满和采取激进的集体行动的倾向。

关关键键词词: 中国; 劳动派遣工人; 权利没有保障的工人; 汽车工业; 合资企业
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