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Abstract

Urban-rural integration serves as a pragmatic strategy for developing social security in
China, while promoting common prosperity represents a value-driven choice. Moving
from urban-rural integration toward promoting common prosperity, the social security
system faces several practical challenges, including limited medical and healthcare
resources, disparities in social insurance benefits, inadequacies in social assistance levels,
and deficiencies in social welfare expenditures. To overcome these challenges, a gradual
practical approach has been formed based on three institutional logics: the institutional
integration logic for bridging the gap, the institutional adaptability logic for enhancing
resilience, and the institutional enhancement logic for empowering prosperity. This
approach involves a progression from management integration to institutional alignment
and system integration. Promotion of common prosperity through urban-rural integration
not only provides a practical perspective and realistic depiction of China’ s unique social
security system but also encompasses the institutional civilization and value implications
associated with the development of social security in China.
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Refining the social security system and fostering equal access to public services contribute to
the mission of the new era to achieve common prosperity. However, in the practical context
of achieving common prosperity, urban-rural disparity not only hinders the establishment of
a comprehensive multi-level social security system, but also represents a major weakness in
China’s pursuit of common prosperity. Addressing this issue is vital for the future reform of
China’s social security system. The report to the 20th National Congress of the Communist
Party of China (CPC) highlights the importance of improving the multi-tiered social security
system that encompasses all people, integrates urban and rural areas, promotes fairness and
unity, ensures safety and standardization, and remains sustainable (Xi, 2022b). Urban-rural
integration serves as a pragmatic strategy for developing China’s social security system,
while promoting common prosperity represents a value-driven choice. Promoting common
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prosperity through urban-rural integration provides a practical perspective and realistic
depiction of China’s unique social security system.

1 Urban-Rural Integration: An Institutional Response to Promoting Common
Prosperity

During the strategic evolution of promoting common prosperity through urban-rural
integration, there has been a significant shift in perspective from the narrow focus on
eliminating gaps in individual survival and development rights between urban and rural
areas to a more inclusive approach that recognizes the rights of all individuals to survive
and develop. As an important institutional arrangement that assists individuals in averting
survival crises, upholds social fairness and justice, and fosters cooperation and sharing
(Zheng, 2022), the social security system plays a vital role in ensuring people’s livelihoods
and narrowing income gaps. The social security system promotes common prosperity
and facilitates phased breakthroughs through programs such as social assistance, social
preferential care, social welfare, and social insurance. By constantly adapting to changes,
it is evident that the social security system not only meets national strategic needs but also
ensures the safety and stability of people’s lives and the smooth and orderly development
of society. It has become an institutional prerequisite for promoting common prosperity
through urban-rural integration.

To address the evolving principal contradictions in Chinese society and meet the people’s
ever-growing needs for a better life, promoting common prosperity for all must be the central
focus of pursuing people’s happiness (The CPC Central Committee, 2021). China has long
been confronted with significant developmental imbalances, notably the glaring disparity
between urban and rural areas. The most pressing issue lies in the insufficient development of
rural areas. Narrowing the urban-rural gap is critical to achieving common prosperity (Huang,
2021). Therefore, the report to the 20th CPC National Congress not only presents a roadmap
for enhancing the social security system, but also articulates the requirement of fairness
for urban-rural integration to effectively address the urban-rural disparities in effectively
promoting common prosperity.

First and foremost, urban-rural integration of social security entails the integration
of social pensions, basic medical insurance, subsistence allowances, and other security
benefits between urban and rural areas. This integration enhances social security for low-
and middle-income groups, improves the well-being of migrant workers, flexible workers,
and other vulnerable groups, and ensures equal access to public services for urban and rural
laborers. Secondly, as a crucial component of the basic public service system, the urban-
rural social security system removes obstacles to labor mobility between urban and rural
areas and narrows the urban-rural income gap. This is achieved by unifying urban and rural
social security policies, management, services, technology, and other elements. Lastly, the
ethical principles associated with social security, such as benevolence, mutual assistance,
equality, assistance to the vulnerable, and poverty alleviation, shape individuals’ inner values
and aspirations (Ouyang, 2021). They align with individuals’ spiritual pursuit of kindness
and truth, thereby establishing a value foundation for identity recognition and equal status
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between urban and rural citizens.

In summary, the social security system, as it moves toward urban-rural integration,
effectively removes barriers that impede the flow of talents, technologies, capitals, and
other resources. Facilitating the seamless movement of these factors between urban
and rural areas consistently narrows the gaps in regional development and income
distribution, promoting stable and sustainable progress toward achieving common
prosperity through urban-rural integration. Furthermore, while driving wealth creation
and achieving prosperity through the principle of fairness, the social security system also
links the concepts of “common” and “prosperity,” making prosperity a tangible outcome
of equitable practices.

2 Realistic Challenges

The report to the 20th CPC National Congress in 2022 explicitly states that there are
disparities in regional development and income distribution between urban and rural areas (Xi,
2022b). This indicates that there are still deficiencies in urban-rural integration within the
social security system, posing numerous challenges to promoting common prosperity.
Accompanying China’s concerted efforts toward coordinated urban-rural development,
especially through accelerated initiatives to equalize basic public services, the disparity
in social security benefits between urban and rural areas is gradually narrowing.
However, the enduring influence of the urban-rural dual system perpetuates significant
discrepancies in access to social security, particularly among urban and rural residents.
Issues such as limited availability of medical and healthcare resources, disparities in
social insurance benefits, inadequacies in social assistance levels, and deficiencies in
social welfare expenditures have considerable implications for the fairness, adaptability,
and sustainability of the social security system. These challenges also pose barriers to

achieving common prosperity.

2.1 Limited Availability of Medical and Healthcare Resources

Since the 13th Five-Year Plan period, China has witnessed an increase in investment in
medical and health resources, growing from 1.32 trillion yuan in 2016 to 2.25 trillion yuan
in 2022 (Figure 1). However, there has been a long-standing imbalance in the distribution
of medical and health resources, with a predominant focus on cities and towns, leading to
a scarcity of resources in rural areas. While some progress has been made in recent years,
the urban-rural gap remains evident. As illustrated in Figure 2, although the disparity in the
number of beds per 1,000 people between urban and rural areas is relatively smaller compared
with other indicators, such as beds per 1,000 people and health technical personnel per 1,000
people, the bed utilization rate of 48.17% in township hospitals falls significantly below the
national average of 69.28% in the same year (2021). This implies that urban hospitals face
more significant pressure on bed utilization, while a substantial number of rural beds remain

underutilized, indicating a misallocation of medical resources.
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Additionally, the pronounced urban-rural disparity in the number of health technical
personnel and registered nurses per 1,000 people further underscores the significant gap in
rural medical and health resources. According to data from township health centers in China,
the number of patients seeking diagnosis and treatment in township hospitals increased from
1.05 billion in 2015 to 1.17 billion in 2019, representing a growth rate of 11.4%. These
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figures demonstrate a consistent increase in healthcare demand among rural residents, and
they also suggest that the substantial gap in medical and health resources between urban
and rural areas will exacerbate issues such as limited access to healthcare and high medical
expenses for rural residents. Consequently, addressing the mismatch in rural medical and
health resources requires strategic optimization of urban-rural resource allocation through
policies promoting urban-rural integration in order to achieve a better alignment between the
supply and demand of medical resources.

2.2 Disparities in Social Insurance Benefits

In the Opinions of the State Council on Establishing a Unified Basic Pension Insurance
System for Urban and Rural Residents,' promulgated in February 2014, the new rural social
security system and the basic pension insurance system for non-working urban residents are
merged and implemented to establish a unified basic pension insurance system for urban
and rural residents nationwide. This marks a significant step toward promoting urban-rural
integration within the social security system. By the end of 2022, a total of 1.05301 billion
people participated in the basic pension insurance system for urban employees and urban and rural
residents nationwide. Among them, 549.52 million individuals are covered by the basic pension
insurance for urban and rural residents. Although the basic pension insurance for urban and rural
residents integrates non-employment groups in urban and rural areas, farmers remain the primary
contributors to this insurance (Sun & Pan, 2019). The number of recipients and the amount of fund
expenditure can indirectly reflect the level of pension received by rural elderly individuals. Figure
3 illustrates the fund expenditure and the number of recipients over the past five years. According
to the authors’ calculations, the per capita pension benefits for rural elderly individuals in 2021
amounted to 2,291 yuan per year, while the per capita consumption expenditure in rural areas
reached 15,916 yuan in the same year. Therefore, there is an urgent need to improve basic pension
insurance benefits for urban and rural residents to effectively prevent and alleviate poverty among
the elderly and enhance its redistribution effect.

In addition to the urban-rural disparity in basic pension benefits, the document titled
Opinions of the State Council on Integrating the Basic Medical Insurance System for Urban
and Rural Residents,” issued in January 2016, provides systematic guidance on integrating
the basic medical insurance system for urban and rural residents. However, compared with
employee medical insurance, the financing level of medical insurance for urban and rural
residents remains relatively low. Although the income of the medical insurance fund for
urban and rural residents has shown a year-by-year increase, there is still a substantial gap
when compared with the income of the employee medical insurance fund.

According to data from the National Healthcare Security Administration of China, in 2021,
the actual per capita contribution to employee medical insurance was 7,836 yuan, while for
urban and rural residents’ medical insurance, it was 965 yuan. However, employee medical
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insurance is linked to regional wage levels, with a set base determined by different regions,
and individuals contribute 2% of their wages toward the insurance. This means there is a
specific correlation between employee medical insurance and personal income, and the
burden on the insured is within a manageable range. In addition, medical insurance for urban
and rural residents is funded through individual quota payments and financial quota subsidies.
Although the per capita financial allowance standard for medical insurance for urban and
rural residents has increased from 450 yuan five years ago to 610 yuan, the minimum personal
contribution standard has also been raised to 350 yuan as of 2022. This implies that even with a
relatively high proportion of fiscal subsidies, medical insurance contributions still burden some
rural residents. Regarding the medical consumption level of urban and rural residents, in 2022, the
per capita medical expenditure of urban residents was 2,481 yuan, while for rural residents, it was
1,632 yuan. Rural residents’ per capita medical expenditure of accounted for 9.8% of their total
consumption expenditure, which is higher than the 8.2% observed for urban residents. Although
the per capita expenditure of rural residents is lower than that of urban residents, the medical
burden on rural residents is not lower than that on urban residents.

2.3 Inadequacies in Social Assistance
Since the establishment of China’s subsistence allowance system in 1997, public financial

expenditure on social security has been increasing year by year. 2018 social security
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expenditure accounted for over 14% of the total fiscal expenditure, reaching 17.9% in 2022.
As the government places greater importance on social security, the number of urban and
rural residents receiving subsistence allowances has decreased annually. Over the past five
years, the number of urban subsistence allowance recipients has decreased by 45.6%; in rural
areas, it has decreased by 21.1%. The effectiveness of the subsistence allowance system is
higher in urban areas compared with rural areas, as indicated by the decreasing proportion
of subsistence allowance recipients in both regions. This discrepancy is primarily due to the
significantly higher number of subsistence allowance recipients in rural areas, which is 4.5
times more than in urban areas. Consequently, despite comparable urban consumption levels,
there remains a substantial gap between the rural subsistence allowance threshold and the
average rural consumption level. This gap widened from 6,385.8 yuan in 2016 to 9,553.8
yuan in 2021, highlighting insufficient expenditure on the rural subsistence allowance system
and inadequate social assistance (Figure 4).
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The standards for assisting individuals in extreme poverty vary depending on the policies
of local governments (Table 1). In most regions of China, it is stipulated that the allowance
standard for individuals in extreme poverty should be at least 1.3 times the subsistence
allowance standard. However, statistics show that in rural areas, the allowance standard
for individuals in extreme poverty only reached 1.6 times in 2020 (Figure 4). In other
years, it fell far below the specified level and even lower than the subsistence allowance
standard. Assistance for the extremely poor serves as the primary source of support for the
elderly, children, and disabled individuals who have lost their ability to work. The level of
the allowance directly affects their living standards. Therefore, considering the imbalance

® The corresponding Chinese title is #4345 & e Gi it
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Table 1 Per Capita Allowance for Urban and Rural Residents in Extreme Poverty from
2016 to 2021 (yuan)

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Per capita allowance for rural ) o7 5290 5745 7880 9500 9816
residents in extreme poverty
Per capita allowance for urban

. ) — 8,346 10,650 12,542 14,295 14,295
residents in extreme poverty

Source: Statistical Announcement on Social Service Development, 2016-2020

between rural allowance funds and per capita consumption expenditures, fiscal resources
should be more inclined toward rural assistance to achieve a more balanced allocation of
urban and rural assistance resources. By the end of 2021, the number of rural individuals
living in extreme poverty in China was 4.373 million. The Chinese Longitudinal Healthy
Longevity Survey (CLHLS) data from Peking University estimated that the number of elderly
individuals in China’s rural areas who were moderately and severely disabled exceeded 5.54
million in 2020. These figures indicate a significant insufficiency in the number of people
receiving support through rural extreme poverty assistance programs, underscoring the need
to enhance social assistance.

2.4 Deficiencies in Social Welfare Expenditures
There is a notable disparity in the development of social welfare in China. This enduring
imbalance is closely associated with the dual segmentation development model of urban and
rural areas, leading to a consistently lower social welfare level for rural residents than urban
residents. For example, when examining the net transfer income of urban and rural residents,
it is evident that the net transfer income of rural residents has consistently experienced growth
at increasing rates; when considering the pre-existing gap, the net transfer income of urban
residents exhibits a significantly higher growth rate compared with that of rural residents,
further widening the urban-rural gap. In 2016, the per capita net transfer income of urban
residents was 5,909.8 yuan, while the per capita net transfer of rural residents was 2,328.2
yuan, maintaining a gap of over two times. In 2022, this gap reached 4,679 yuan (Figure 5).
Furthermore, according to data from the fourth sample survey on the living conditions
of urban and rural elderly in China, the average income of rural elderly individuals in 2014
was 7,621 yuan (635 yuan per month), whereas that of urban elderly individuals was 23,930
yuan (1,994 yuan per month), which is 4.62 times higher than the income of rural elderly
individuals. These figures indicate that social welfare expenditure in China is biased toward
urban residents, while rural social welfare expenditure exhibits deficiencies. This imbalance
serves as a significant obstacle to promoting common prosperity.

3 Institutional Logics
The unbalanced and inadequate development between urban and rural areas represents a
significant obstacle to promoting common prosperity. Achieving urban-rural integration
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is an essential prerequisite for promoting common prosperity. Despite China’s successful
completion of the primary objective of poverty alleviation, involving eradicating of absolute
poverty and regional overall poverty (Su et al., 2021), the country continues to grapple with
persistent challenges that require attention. These challenges include the substantial income
disparity between urban and rural residents and the ongoing issue of unbalanced development
between urban and rural areas (Li et al., 2018). The social security system serves as a
crucial institutional arrangement aimed at improving people’s well-being, ensuring equity,
and fostering common prosperity. Guided by the institutional logic of “bridging the gap,
enhancing resilience, and empowering individuals,” the social security system works to
narrow the urban-rural gap, minimize risk losses, empower residents to achieve prosperity,
and act as a bridge in the strategic transition from urban-rural integration to the achievement
of common prosperity. In this way, it helps to promote common prosperity.

3.1 Institutional Integration Logic for Bridging the Gap

Common prosperity encompasses economic development and the reduction of urban-rural,
regional, and group disparities. The dual development model has inevitably created a gap
between urban and rural development, further influenced by the dual structure. The dual
segmentation of the social security system has led to disparities in social security levels
between urban and rural areas (Yuan & Qiu, 2016). With the deepening reform in China,
significant investment in social security has been diluted by the urban-rural gap, resulting
in underdevelopment (Long & Wang, 2021). Currently, the construction of the urban
social security system covers basic pension insurance, basic medical insurance, subsistence
allowance, and social assistance. However, the integration of pension insurance and medical
insurance for urban and rural residents still faces challenges such as low coverage, inadequate
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security, and limited development. Even with financial support, the rural social security
system struggles to address issues such as weak mutual assistance capacity and insufficient
project connectivity. The segmented nature of urban-rural social security has limited its
ability to bridge the gap between urban and rural areas.

Urban-rural integration aims to break down the division between urban and rural areas and
achieve coordinated development. The social security system, as a mechanism for promoting
fairness and justice, intervenes in the distribution of national income, supports urban-
rural integration, regional coordination, and group cooperation, thereby bridging the three
major gaps. It is important to note that urban-rural integration does not imply a complete
uniformity of social security items and types, nor does it entail an equal distribution of
social development benefits between urban and rural areas. Instead, it strives to ensure equal
rights and policy equity for urban and rural residents in terms of social security. Particularly,
comprehensive social insurance integration should not only reduce the gap between urban
and rural areas in terms of basic pension insurance, basic medical insurance, and other
components, but also address the deficiencies in security for farmers, individuals with
serious illnesses, and other vulnerable groups, while improving the social insurance system
for flexible workers as well as workers in emerging sectors (Li & Yang, 2022). Urban-rural
integration has contributed to narrowing the social security gap between urban and rural areas
and achieving equalization of public services. However, common prosperity requires the
social security system to bridge the development imbalance between urban and rural areas
(Hu, 2022). Therefore, during the strategic transformation process of promoting common
prosperity through urban-rural integration, the logic of bridging the gap in the social security
system becomes a crucial mechanism that connects the two, ensuring the stable progression
of strategic objectives.

3.2 Institutional Adaptability Logic for Enhancing Resilience

Common prosperity is the result of enhancing the entire society’s capacity to become
prosperous, primarily manifested as an increase in income. However, it does not imply a
permanent escape from poverty. In the socialist market economy, members of society can
only rely on risk management tools to prevent and control diverse and volatile risks (He,
2017), rather than being able to rely solely on themselves. Given that risks are pervasive in a
risky society, they cannot be resolved solely through the individual strength of members (He
& Pan, 2021), particularly for vulnerable groups and those on the brink of poverty. These
individuals can barely sustain their livelihoods by relying on their capabilities, let alone
effectively manage risks. Moreover, when these risks accumulate, they can escalate into more
significant risks, such as group risks and social risks, ultimately leading to social instability.
Thus, addressing risks necessitates the implementation of basic institutional arrangements
and adopting of tailored strategies based on the specific circumstances of different risk
groups at various stages. As a fundamental livelihood system, the social security system
serves as a vital institutional arrangement to assist people in dealing with social risks. It not
only manages foreseeable conventional risks such as childbirth, aging, illness, and death but
also mitigates unforeseen unconventional risks (Xi, 2022a). Consequently, it functions as an
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essential institutional tool for promoting common prosperity.

The evolving risks accompanying the development of human society shape the epochal
significance of the social security system. Traditional social security primarily focuses on
preventing and controlling natural risks, while modern social security aims to eliminate
economic risks such as unemployment and work-related injuries. This indicates that
modern social security aims to strengthen individuals’ ability to withstand adversity (Zhang
& Zhang, 2011). Therefore, the absence of social security exposes individuals to risks,
which not only undermines the fairness value of social security, but also weakens risk
governance. Moreover, the inequity in the social security system can give rise to new risks.
The urban-rural integration of social security aims to equip both urban and rural residents
with sufficient resilience when confronting risks. By intervening in wealth redistribution,
social security can increase the income of low-income and disadvantaged groups, enhance
individual capacities for risk response, and provide a basic guarantee for achieving common

prosperity.

3.3 Institutional Enhancement Logic for Empowering Prosperity

Achieving common prosperity relies on the prerequisite of high-quality economic and social
development. It stands apart from the concept of “welfarism” that fosters a culture of laziness.
Instead, it strives to establish a fair, rational, and transparent competitive environment that
offers opportunities for hard work to attain prosperity. It guarantees and enhances the well-
being of individuals during the process of development and fosters the realization of common
prosperity through diligent labor. From an effective logic perspective, social security begins
with poverty alleviation and focuses on safeguarding the bottom line of people’s livelihoods.
Government assistance ensures the basic welfare of members of society and maintains its
stable development. The objective is to establish a safety system that guarantees the basic
living standards of all members. By redistributing national income and adhering to the
principles of mutual assistance and solidarity, social security provides material assistance
and labor services to individuals in need, ensuring their survival and development (Li &
Deng, 2021). Consequently, the social security system empowers individuals’ survival and
development, enabling all members of society to share in the benefits of economic and social
development and have personal opportunities for comprehensive growth.

In the new stage of economic and social transformation, China needs to meet new economic
requirements such as structural optimization and quality improvement, as well as the demands
for labor force in industrial development. Therefore, expanding social security coverage is a
primary focus for achieving the equitable sharing of economic gains among all people (Jin,
2022). A robust social security system can enhance the quality and added value of laborers
and their capacity to achieve prosperity. The social security system progressively extends
its coverage to the entire population, enabling both urban and rural residents to move from
receiving the minimum level of security to accessing basic social security. Through urban-
rural integration, rural and urban residents have opportunities and qualifications for progress,
thereby eliminating the negative impact of dual structures. This promotes the orderly flow

of production factors, particularly labor, capital, and technology, between urban and rural
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areas (Lu & Zhang, 2018). It empowers urban and rural residents to pursue prosperity and
ultimately realizes common prosperity.

4 Incremental Approaches

In the vision of Marx and Engels, achieving common prosperity involves a progressive
relationship between urban-rural integration and the realization of common prosperity.
Through the elimination of the old division of labor, industrial education, job rotation, and
the equitable distribution of benefits, the capabilities of all members of society can be fully
developed through urban-rural integration (Compilation and Translation Bureau of the CPC
Central Committee, 2012, p. 308). This highlights the importance of eliminating polarization
and poverty as the foundation for common prosperity. It requires the sharing of surplus value
among laborers through the participation of all members of society in productive labor for
prosperity, which is enabled by institutional arrangements that convert labor capitalization
into shares for the laborers. In the transition from urban-rural integration to common
prosperity, the progressive institutional response of the social security system should be
guided by the logics of integration, adaptability, and empowerment. It should prioritize the
elimination of disparities in wealth production capacity, ensure the continuous operation of
wealth creation, and design a mechanism for the equitable sharing of social wealth that aims
to enhance the capabilities of all members of society. This approach will ultimately lead to
common prosperity for all individuals in society.

To achieve these goals, the following specific approaches can be pursued: Firstly, it is
important to leverage the flexibility of social security management to address deficiencies
in wealth creation. This can be achieved through the efficient and refined provision of social
security services, ensuring that every individual can participate in sharing social wealth.
Secondly, the standardized and rigid nature of the social security system should be utilized
to design social security benefits adaptable to the current social development context. This
can mitigate the vulnerabilities that hinder the production of social wealth and maintain the
collective effort of wealth creation by all members of society. Lastly, the structural resilience
of the social security system should be harnessed to establish a public space that facilitates
the smooth flow of social wealth across regions within a highly compatible national unified
market. This will enable the effective transformation of social wealth into the capacity to
withstand risks such as poverty, unemployment, illness, childbirth, and retirement, thereby
fostering the equitable sharing of social wealth among all individuals.

4.1 Fostering Integration of Social Security Management and Enhancing Service
Efficiency: Moving toward National Uniform Practices from Urban-Rural Integration
4.1.1 Enhancing the Mutual Assistance Capacity of the Social Security Fund through Gradual
Advancement and Appropriate Adjustment
While progress has been made in narrowing the urban-rural gap in China’s social security
fund, disparities persist in areas such as coverage, standards, and management. For example,
despite the consolidation of new rural social pension insurance and urban social pension



304 ZHAI Shaoguo, XU Tianshu

insurance into the basic pension insurance for both urban and rural residents, discrepancies
remain in payment implementation, management practices, and benefit entitlements. To
effectively promote common prosperity, it is essential to integrate the management of
social security fund, leveraging their mutual assistance function. Firstly, the coverage of the
social security system should be integrated. Restrictions tied to household registration and
territoriality systems should be eliminated, allowing residents the freedom to participate
in insurance regardless of their registration status. Secondly, insurance standards should
be integrated. Considering the comparative development levels between urban and rural
areas, financing proportions and benefit standards for social insurance should be integrated.
Thirdly, the sustainability of the pension insurance fund should be ensured. In the face of
an increasingly aging population, the sustainability of the pension insurance fund plays a
pivotal role in the success of social security reform (Sun, 2021). To achieve this, it is crucial
to gradually enhance the implementation plan and execution strategies for the nationwide
integration of the pension fund. These measures are intended to strengthen the mutual
assistance mechanism and improve the sustainability of the fund. Lastly, it is important to
effectively integrate medical insurance, unemployment insurance, and work-related injury
insurance at the prefecture level and promote their integration at the provincial level.

Medical insurance, unemployment insurance, and work-related injury insurance are
institutional tools to withstand health, livelihood, and life risks. To accommodate the high
mobility of the population and the separation of residents from their registered households,
the Social Insurance Law stipulates a gradual achievement of provincial-level integration for
these insurances. However, most regions have only achieved integration at the prefecture/city
level. Therefore, promoting provincial-level integration of medical insurance, unemployment
insurance, and work-related injury insurance is a necessary step for social security
development and a feasible approach to advancing common prosperity through enhanced

livelihoods.

4.1.2  Enhancing Efficiency in Social Security Service Delivery through Model Improvement and
Expanded Services
Although the standardization level of social security service delivery in China is gradually
improving, there are still instances of disorderly social security service agencies and even
a misalignment between implementation and regulations in some regions. To address these
challenges, it is necessary to strengthen the adaptability of the social security service system
in terms of operation mode, content process, and service methods while promoting the
standardization of social security service delivery. Firstly, improving the operation mode of
social security service delivery is crucial. To improve social security service delivery, it is
vital to follow the principle of “top-down management and bottom-up service” and clarify
the rights and responsibilities of social security service agencies at the province, prefecture,
district, and county levels. This involves establishing a standardized management system
that promotes consistency in naming conventions, departmental structures, administrative
procedures, and management standards. Furthermore, it is vital to develop an information-

based service platform for social insurance service delivery (Xi, 2022a). Secondly, it is
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important to standardize the content and process of social security delivery. Regulating
social security service operations involves implementing regular assessments and material
rewards/punishments. Regular assessments evaluate staff members’ adherence to operational
processes and business standards. Compliance with regulations is rewarded, while deviations
are appropriately penalized. When designing assessment indicators, ensuring their alignment
with practical requirements. Finally, it is necessary to innovate the approach to social security
service delivery. Introducing social support through service purchasing and outsourcing non-
core business functions can significantly improve the efficiency of social security service
delivery. This approach breaks away from the traditional reliance solely on government
agencies to provide services and creates opportunities for public-private cooperation in
collaborative governance involving government agencies, market entities, and social
organizations.

It is important to note that government branches responsible for social security
administration and service agencies retain their primary roles in the outsourcing process
of social security service delivery. They should clearly establish the boundaries of power
and responsibility for purchasing services and ensure service quality through inquiries,
supervision, and other measures. Moreover, it is important to pay attention to cost control
and address concerns regarding affiliated employment relationships when procuring services.
These steps are necessary to ensure that the public remains the ultimate beneficiary of social
security services throughout the process.

4.1.3 Enhancing the Efficiency of Institutional Operation and Supervision through System
Integration and Data Sharing
Establishing an information platform for high-level integrated social security public service
is a prerequisite for efficiently providing social security services in the information age and
a fundamental pillar for eliminating disparities in social security benefits between urban and
rural areas. Data integration acts as a guiding principle for coordinated management, and it
is through the integrated management of social security, facilitated by data integration that
tangible advancements toward common prosperity can be realized. Firstly, it is essential to
build a unified national public service platform. Led by the government and leveraging big
data and information platforms, a national integrated social security information platform
should be established and continually improved. This platform will effectively connect
social security resources with the needs of social security services. Secondly, technologies
like “Internet Plus” should be introduced into social security public services to simplify
processes and facilitate online inquiry, processing, and qualification certification. Thirdly, it
is necessary to enhance the capacity to analyze and use social security big data, strengthen
the operation and supervision of the social security system, improve information disclosure
and management in compliance with laws and regulations, and utilize big data to safeguard
the security of the social security fund. Lastly, the empowerment management platform of the
Golden Social Security Project should be utilized to establish a hierarchical network information
system connecting basic-level social insurance service agencies. By enhancing the transparency
of social security public services in both urban and rural areas, this platform will leverage



306 ZHAI Shaoguo, XU Tianshu

the precision and accuracy of data to ensure the precise delivery of services. Addressing the
limitations in the wealth-building capacity of specific groups will establish the necessary
groundwork for achieving “everyone’s participation” in the pursuit of common prosperity.

4.2 Strengthening the Alignment and Coordination of the Social Security System: Moving
toward Equal Accessibility for All Citizens from National Uniform Practices
4.2.1 Expanding Social Security System Coverage in Society through Full Warranty and
Universal Access

People from all walks of life, irrespective of their urban or rural areas, regions, gender, or
occupation, have corresponding institutional safeguards when facing risks such as old age,
illness, unemployment, work-related injuries, disabilities, and poverty (Bian & Li, 2020).
The direct objective of universal insurance registration is to achieve comprehensive legal
coverage, representing an adaptive adjustment of China’s social security system to address
challenges posed by an aging population, the new normal, and emerging business models
while enhancing the precision of social security governance. Simultaneously, it will eliminate
regional and occupational restrictions that impede the free flow of the labor force, creating
prerequisites for promoting common prosperity. First and foremost, the identification criteria
for flexible workers should be relaxed. Groups, such as workers in emerging business
formats, should be able to participate in insurance based on flexible employment standards
and enjoy lower payment rates. Secondly, the scope of social security allowance policies
needs to be expanded to include workers in emerging business forms, employees of small and
micro enterprises, and other relevant groups. The benefit period of social security allowance
should be appropriately extended to fully leverage the “minimum guarantee” effect of social
security allowance for low-income workers (Zhong, 2021). Thirdly, an incentive mechanism
should be established to reward individuals who make higher and longer-term contributions,
thereby increasing the level of benefits they receive.

Furthermore, pension actuarial services should be provided to workers in emerging
business formats, enabling them to better understand, utilize, and benefit from policies.
Lastly, the social security information platform can be utilized to accurately identify and
track the insurance participation status of highly mobile workers, micro, small, and medium
enterprises (MSMEs) employees, and vulnerable groups such as the elderly and children.
This ensures the protection of their rights and interests regarding insurance participation
and renewal. Moreover, insurance participation should be decoupled from the household
registration system, encouraging labor groups such as highly mobile workers and workers
in emerging business formats to participate in local insurance, thereby fully leveraging the
mutual assistance function of the system.

4.2.2  Enhancing Cross-Domain Coordination of Social Security Policies through Harmonizing
Differences and Strengthening Connectivity

The social security system ensures universal basic living guarantees and economic welfare

through mandatory measures, making it an institutional force for effectively promoting
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common prosperity. Currently, the major challenges to achieving common prosperity lie
in urban-rural, regional, and group disparities. To address these disparities, the following
measures should be implemented. Firstly, it is crucial to promote the equal allocation of
medical and health resources between urban and rural areas. By enhancing support for social
assistance in rural regions, the disparities in medical resource distribution between urban
and rural areas can be mitigated, thereby ensuring the health resilience of farmers. Secondly,
the social security system must address the seamless integration of spatial and temporal
dimensions. Implementing systems for regional transfers and successions, such as cross-
regional medical settlements, is necessary (Zhai, 2021). Moreover, it is important to improve
the critical illness insurance, medical assistance, and long-term care insurance systems to
address the health and well-being needs of various demographic groups across different
life stages. Ensuring that the social security system remains accessible to all individuals
throughout their entire life cycle enhances the overall resilience of the population against
risks. Lastly, strengthening the integration of social security initiatives with philanthropy
and commercial insurance is vital to maximize the equitable impact of social security on
income distribution, particularly in the second and third distribution stages. Building on
the standardization of operational processes, collaboration principles, and profit margins
of commercial insurance within the social security system, it is imperative to explore the
synergistic mechanism between social security and commercial insurance.

4.2.3  Promoting Balanced Allocation of Responsibilities and Risks among Stakeholders through
Scientific Financing and Reasonable Sharing

The sustainability of social security reform is influenced by the mechanisms and channels of
social security financing (Wang et al., 2022). It is crucial to establish a dynamic contribution
mechanism based on the life cycle, where contribution standards are determined according
to predictable benefit needs. Furthermore, a dynamic adjustment mechanism should be
implemented based on a comprehensive factor-based income distribution framework, linking
individual contribution levels to their personal and household income. This will help establish
a stable funding mechanism for the basic social security system. To achieve a fair sharing of
responsibilities among stakeholders, the following measures should be taken: firstly, clearly
defining the rights and responsibilities at each level based on division of labor; secondly,
establishing well-defined rights and responsibilities between different levels to prevent
the shifting of responsibilities; and finally, introducing market mechanisms and engaging
social forces to foster a collaborative approach with the government as the foundation,
promoting synergy among the market, society, and individuals. In conclusion, it is essential to
overcome existing institutional constraints in social security. By implementing new funding
mechanisms, incorporating funds from multiple channels, and designing realistic rights and
responsibilities based on the principle of balanced risk sharing, the sustainable promotion of
common prosperity can be ensured.
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4.3 Advancing Synergy and Integration in the Social Security System: Moving toward
Common Prosperity from National Equality
4.3.1 Enhancing the Redistributive Function of the Social Security System through Centralized
Revenue, Expenditures, and Management

Common prosperity means that all individuals can achieve prosperity through their own
abilities, provided that there are sufficient resources. To realize common prosperity, it is
essential to eliminate barriers that hinder the flow of resources and the establishment of a
unified market. Through the empowerment of a unified social security system, individuals
and organizations can interact and coordinate with each other, sharing the benefits of
development among all members and ultimately achieving common prosperity. The further
development of the social security system should adhere to the top-level design of the state
and be unified throughout the country (Xi, 2022a), ensuring nationwide coordination and
driving common prosperity.

To achieve this, several steps can be taken. Firstly, it is crucial to establish unified
requirements. For example, when it comes to pension insurance, many provinces in China are
still in the exploratory phase, with only a limited number of regions having achieved policy
and regulatory consistency at the provincial level. Thus, the initial stride toward achieving
nationwide uniformity in the income and expenditure of the pension security fund involves
standardizing various elements, including items, standards, proportions, and beneficiaries
of the social security fund (Yang, 2021). This necessitates the harmonization of policies,
systems, and regulations across diverse regions. Secondly, it is important to establish a
platform. Data-driven actions can be implemented to build an information platform that
covers national social security data, allowing for online inquiries across the country. Thirdly,
incentives and constraints can be introduced. This involves incorporating indicators related to
the management, utilization, and implementation of the responsibilities of stakeholders of the
social security fund in each province into government assessments. Quantifiable standards can
be set, and rewards or penalties can be given based on the assessment results. Provinces that
exceed expectations in the growth of their social security fund will be rewarded, while those
performing poorly will be publicly questioned and interviewed. Additionally, organizational
construction plays a vital role. Facilitating effective communication and interaction among
responsible departments in different provinces is paramount while centralizing national
revenue and expenditure. Building upon this foundation, preparations can be undertaken
for the establishment of a national centralized revenue and expenditure committee. This
committee will assume responsibility for policy design, system establishment, information
analysis, fund operation, risk prevention, and business handling. Lastly, it is crucial to
establish a unified, stable, and efficient “capital pool” at the national level. This will serve to
safeguard the social security system from economic fluctuations and public events.

4.3.2  Ensuring Equitable Access to Social Security Rights and Benefits through the Provision of
Appropriate Benefits and Fair Inclusiveness

Although the constraints imposed by the household registration system in the urban-rural dual

development model are gradually diminishing, they still pose a barrier to the integration of the
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social security system and serve as a primary factor contributing to regional and demographic
disparities. Therefore, efforts should be made from the following aspects.

Firstly, it is important to address the negative impacts of the household registration system.
It involves unlinking household registration from employment, education, healthcare, social
benefits, welfare eligibility, and other rights and interests. Additionally, fiscal spending
should be directed toward enhancing rural social security to enhance the quality and coverage
of benefits. Last, it is essential to progressively adjust relevant policies, systems, laws, and
regulations.

Secondly, it is necessary to reduce inter-group differences. Improvements in rural social
security, particularly in areas like elderly care, healthcare, long-term care, and childcare,
require increased fiscal investment. In addition, it is vital to ensure equal social security
rights and benefits for farmers and urban citizens by introducing universal maternity
benefits, integrating maternity healthcare costs into basic medical insurance, and extending
occupational injury protection to all workers, including rural laborers (He, 2018). These
measures are gradually narrowing the gap in social security, public services, and social
welfare. Consequently, the disparity in welfare between urban and rural areas is being
reduced, ensuring that the benefits of social development truly reach every citizen. The
flow of production factors is becoming progressively unrestricted, enabling the integration
of localized and distinct forms of prosperity. As a result, an initial landscape of common
prosperity is beginning to emerge.

4.3.3  Promoting Integrated Development of the Social Security System through Hierarchy and
Complementarity, and Fulfillment of Respective Responsibilities
By accurately identifying the components within the social security system that facilitate
redistribution, the positive impact of social security on promoting distributive justice can
be fully leveraged. This involves mobilizing the participation of multiple stakeholders,
including introducing new service providers and offering a unified package of resources
and benefit options to ensure accessible and effective service delivery for all members of
society. Through unified management, mechanism, and system integration, different levels
and responsibilities can be synergized, promoting the integrated development of the social
security systems, the establishment of a unified national market, and the equalization of social
security services. In a context of ample social wealth circulation, it flows through public
space in a manner that ensures the equitable sharing of rights and interests. It is evident that
the interconnected social security system, both internally and externally, has played a crucial
role in facilitating the achievement of the common prosperity goal.

In conclusion, the realization of the urban-rural integration of the social security system
is a gradual process that cannot be accomplished overnight. It requires recognizing and
addressing realistic challenges while adhering to the logics of integration, adaptability, and
empowerment. This necessitates gradual development through comprehensive management
planning, institutional integration, and system unification. Throughout this process, the
successful establishment of a multi-tiered social security system that covers the entire
population in urban and rural areas, and that is fair, unified, reliable, well-regulated, and
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sustainable relies on the continuous deepening of consensus among all stakeholders and the
consistent enhancement of co-construction, co-governance, and resource sharing. By doing
so, a comprehensive system can be created to protect people’s well-being throughout the life
cycle of urban-rural integration. This will effectively remove obstacles to the advancement of

common prosperity.
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