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Abstract: This paper analyses the influence of inequality on urban residents’ life satisfaction, which concerns the following life domains: heath and medical care, marriage, housing environments, social relations, and leisure. Inequality is measured by income levels and occupational status. The income levels are divided into five categories: lower, lower-middle, middle, upper-middle and upper levels. Occupational status consists of civil servants, professional technicians, retired cadres and professionals, common technicians, service and manual workers, retired workers and the laid-off. Based on sample survey data collected in urban Wuhan in Hubei province, I have come to the conclusion: with the exception of satisfaction with marriage and health, income level and occupational status influence individuals’ satisfaction with leisure, social relations, medical care, and housing environments to a greater or lesser degree. The higher social groups’ income levels and occupational status, the higher their overall life satisfaction.
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The ultimate objective of social development is the development of human, which is manifested by improving human’s quality of life. Following Chinese reform and opening policy, rapid economic growth over the last two decades has greatly improved people’s material life conditions. The major goals of our government and people have been shifted from production to consumption and raising quality of life. Generally speaking, quality of life includes two aspects: objective life conditions and subjective life satisfaction or happiness. So the improvement of life quality means the enhancement of both objective and subjective quality of life. 

Since the 1980s, domestic scholars have made lots of studies on quality of life. Most empirical researches focused on surveying, analyzing and contrasting people’s quality of life in different urban and rural communities. They inclined to view the research objects as a homogeneous population, and mainly concentrated on their natural population characteristics such as gender, age etc. if they made some distinguishes. However, as we know, all social members live in certain social stratification structures. The differences of income, prestige and power among social classes will result in their different living conditions. Consequently, income distribution and social stratification structure of a country will have a great impact on its people’s quality of life. 

In the course of transformation from socialist planned economy to socialist market-oriented economy, the gaps of income and social status among different social groups are increasingly wider. It’s estimated that the proportion of 20% of lower income households’ earnings in the total income of urban population, is 9% in 1990, 6.3% in 1993, and 5.5% in 1998. In contrast, 20% of upper income households have the percentage of 38.1% in 1990, 43.5% in 1993, and 52.3% in 1998 respectively (Song Xiaowu, Gao Shusheng, 2000). Apart from economy income, the differences between social classes are also reflected in the disparities of social status, life style, and other intangible social resources. Inequalities of income and social status affect people’s objective living conditions, then what influences will they have on individual’s life satisfaction? In other words, is there any difference of life satisfaction among different social groups? This is the focus of my paper. Social advancement should embody that all social members can equally get opportunities for personal improvement and increase of quality of life, rather than the minority monopolizes most of the social resources. Based on the analysis of survey data collected in urban Wuhan, the paper is organized as follows. First of all, a review of literature on the inequality, quality of life, and the relationship between them is summarized. Secondly, the research methods and hypotheses are introduced. Thirdly, the data is analyzed in details and the hypotheses are to be testified. The last part is the conclusion.

Review of studies on inequality and quality of life

Studies on inequality 

Classical sociologist Marx and Web’s perspectives on inequality become the basis of sociological studies on inequality and social stratification. Karl Marx analyzed social inequality with the concept “class”, which is defined by people’s relationships to the means of production. Based on the property ownership, individuals are divided into two groups: bourgeoisie and proletariat. Inequality is maintained and protected by the class structure and the given relations of production. According to Web, “power” is the source of inequality. Power can be manifested in a person’s status, class, and party. Class is a reflection of economy inequality. Status groups are ranked in terms of a particular style of life, formal education, and inherited or occupational prestige. Parties are associations that aim at securing power within classes or groups (Hurst, 1992). Marx’s class theory and Web’s theory of multi-dimensional social stratification provide us primary models and analytical frameworks to study on inequality. Sorokin divided inequality into three categories: political (manifested in power dimension), economical (in income and wealth dimensions), and occupational inequality (in authoritative or intelligent dimensions). Lenski also emphasized that the fundamental inequality was imparity of power. 

Since the 1990s, many domestic scholars have conducted theoretical studies and empirical researches of inequality and social stratification, including studies on income inequality (Li Qiang, 1996,1997；Xu Xinxin, 1999), as well as stratification of occupational prestige and occupational status (Xu Xinxin, 2000; Qiu Liping, 2001). Qiu Liping adopted occupational status as the criterion of social stratification, which was composed of occupational power, income and prestige. In fact, he integrated Web’s three dimensions of inequality into the concept “occupation”. 

The modern functionalist theory of stratification argued that social inequality is a device by which societies insure that the most important positions are filled with the most qualified persons (such as Kinsley Davis and Wilbert Moore’s functionalist theory). Opposite to the functionalists, conflict theorists emphasized the significance of power and coercion in explanation of inequality. For example, Bowles and Gintis’ social reproduction theory focused on how social groups in possession of power maintain the present class structure (Hurst, 1992). 
Compared with sociological multi-dimensional perspectives, economics mainly concerns the   inequality of material resources and income distribution, and inequality is measured by Gini coefficient or income quintiles. There are also two contrary viewpoints in economics. Liberalism theory presented by F.A.Von Hayek believed that inequality is the inevitable result of liberal society, and it is helpful to economic efficiency and economic development. As a result, he was against government’s intervention in the income distribution because requesting for equality will handicap freedom. However, dual labor market theory insisted on the influence of structural economy and labor market on income inequality. They pointed out that difference between workers’ wages relied on the dual segment of labor market (primary and secondary market). These two standpoints are corresponding respectively to functionalist and conflict theory.

Studies on quality of life 

Studies on quality of life are closely related to the evolvement of theories of development. Since World War Ⅱ, economic growth measured merely by GDP or GNP has brought a host of social and environmental problems, such as poverty, polarization between the rich and the poor, as well as pollution. Thus social development has been changed from material-oriented to human-oriented development, and quality of life rather than GDP or GNP becomes the indicator of measuring social progress. Quality of life is a multifaceted concept. It embraces not only the material aspects of life such as level of living and availability of social infrastructures, but also the less tangible aspects of life such as good health and opportunities for recreation and play. It includes not only objective material resources and individuals’ basic demands, but also individuals’ subjective opinions about their lives. It is measured not only at the individual level, but also at the societal level. Therefore quality of life is a complex, multidimensional concept that requires multiple approaches to measure it.

As far as content is concerned, the approaches to determine quality of life could include objective and subjective indicators. Objective indicators are used to measure people’s living conditions. Their main advantage is that aspects of life can be determined through uniform criteria in certain cultural structure and be compared across regions, independent of individuals’ subjective perceptions. However, they also have limitations. A major limitation stems from the fact that they may not accurately reflect people’s experience of well-being. Subjective indicators come from individual’s experiences, and can reflect people’s happiness and life satisfaction. Their merits and shortcomings are opposite to those of objective indicators. Those factors —— gender, age, education attainment, life experiences, expectation and reference criteria ——may affluence their evaluation of life satisfaction (Lim Lan Yuan et. al, 1999). The result of earlier studies indicates that there is a weak relationship between living conditions and subjective well being. Germany scholars Walfgang Zapf et al (Zapf, 1987) put forward a cross-table (see table 1) to display the combination of objective and subjective quality of life.

Table 1  Welfare Levels

	
	Perception and evaluation

	
	
	good           bad
	

	Objective life conditions
	good
	Well-being
	Dissonance

	
	bad
	Adaptation
	Deprivation


The combination of good/good is termed “well-being”, the combination of bad/bad, “deprivation”, and the two mixed responses, “dissonance” or “adaptation”. Life is considered to be happy only when objective and subjective quality of life are both good. The “deprived” constitute the target group of social policy. The “dissonant” represent the potential for protest and change. This group is also described as being in a dilemma of dissatisfaction. Those in the “adaptation” category frequently represent the reality of powerlessness and social withdrawal. Here one speaks of a paradox of satisfaction. 

Quality of life may be measured at two levels with respect to research objects: individual (or private) and societal (or public) level (Leitmann, 1999). On the one hand, there is the quality of an individual’s life, a reflection of how well his life is going and how he evaluates it. Such assessments typically cover health, self-esteem, goals and values, money, work, play, learning, creativity, helping, love, friends, children, relatives, home, neighborhood, and community. On the other hand, there is also quality of life at societal level that includes social and natural environments in which individuals live. There are many indicators to measure public quality of life: air and water quality, economic productivity, employment, price levels, recreational and green space, and so on. It is a systematic project involved in the actions of organizations, government, and society. 

Consequently, there are four models in study on quality of life: subjective and objective quality of life at individual level, and subjective and objective quality of life at societal level. 

The relationship between inequality and quality of life 

Since the 1970s, with the coming of negative byproducts of economic growth and the increasing consideration for human’s developments, the issues of poverty and inequality have become the attentions of government and academia. Consequently, inequality is taken into consideration in studies on quality of life. Quality of life means how people live, while inequality tells us whether people have opportunities to live a decent life. Schwenke presented an ethical approach to measure urban quality of life (Schwenke 1998). He argued, for the development of the population as a whole, quality of life itself should embrace equality and justice. Affluent urban dwellers generally have wider choices and much more opportunities to pursue their personal life quality, and to achieve a pleasing environment in which to live, work and play. For those with hungry stomachs, poor health, inadequate education, and no jobs, the issues are different. 

Introduction of inequality provides scholars a new ken on quality of life. Many studies on the relationship between quality of life in certain life concerns (such as medical care, health and education) and inequality have come out in recent years. The Society and Population Health Reader (VolumeⅠ: Income Inequality and Health), edited by Kawachi et al., concentrated on the correlation between inequality and health (Kawachi, Kennedy and Wilkinson, 1999). In general, there is a positive relationship between GNP and health. However, when economy grows to a certain level ($5000 per capita for example), further progress in living conditions appears to have little effect, and the linear relationship between income and life expectancy is broken up. One of the explanations is that the welfare level of population lies not only on the size of economic income, but also on how to distribute the income. For example, the higher income inequality levels are, the lower life expectancy. It is estimated that difference between a relatively equal distribution and a relatively unequal one in a country nearly amounts to 5-10 years of average life expectancy. The studies made by Wolfson et al. in 1990 claimed that the mortality rate of male in the top 5% income group is about half of that in bottom 5% income group (Kawachi, Kennedy and Wilkinson, 1999). Inequality affects not only people’s objective quality of life but also their subjective life satisfaction. Cross-national studies made by Cantril, Gallup, and Inglehard etc.on subjective well-being in the past few decades have shown that people of richer nations generally held relatively higher levels of life satisfaction (Wan Po-san 1997).

Some scholars combine studies on inequality and quality of life in another perspective. Pandey and Nathwani (1997) pointed out that it is incomplete to measure inequality simply using Gini coefficient. They presented a new method for measuring the socio-economic inequality using a composite social indicator, Life-Quality Index, derived from two principal indicators ——the Real Gross Domestic Product per person and the life expectancy (LE) at birth. LE reflects several life-quality related aspects, e.g., mortality, health, nutrition, and living standards. The proposed approach is illustrated using data on life expectancy of five income quintiles in urban Canada. It is found that the magnitude of inequality in Canada is higher than that reflected by the traditional indicator—— the Gini coefficient of income.

Studies reviewed above analyzed close relationship between inequality and objective quality of life. But they were mainly conducted at societal level, and quality of life is merely limited in health. In contrast, I’ll highlight the influence of social inequality on different social groups’ subjective life satisfaction, namely, how individuals with different social-economic characteristics evaluate their living conditions. Sociological definition of inequality is used in my study, which means differentials in wealth, prestige, power and other valuable resources among people. The concerns of life satisfaction are extended to such aspects as medical care, marriage, housing environments, social relations, and leisure.
Methods and Hypotheses

Sampling and data

Multi-stages random sampling was employed in this study. A sample survey of 308 respondents from 3 census divisions in urban Wuhan of Hubei province was conducted in 2001 to measure life satisfaction. In detail, I sampled randomly 3 streets in districts of Hankou and Wuchang respectively, then sampled randomly 1 community of inhabitants in each street, finally 308 households were drawn. To avoid biases, the persons to be interviewed within each household were strictly randomized and are 20 or older. Table 2 shows the profile of respondents.

Table 2   Profile of respondents

	Variables
	Categories
	Percentage
	Number of cases

	Sex
	Male
	48.1
	148

	
	Female
	51.9
	160

	Age group
	20-30
	26.3
	81

	
	31-40
	23.4
	72

	
	41-50
	24.7
	76

	
	51-60
	13.0
	40

	
	61and above
	12.3
	38

	Marital Status
	Unmarried
	15.9
	49

	
	Married
	80.2
	247

	
	Divorced
	1.0
	3

	
	Remarried
	.6
	2

	
	Widowed
	1.9
	6

	
	Separation
	.3
	1

	Level of education
	Primary school and below
	8.4
	26

	
	Junior high school
	20.5
	63

	
	Senior high school or   technical secondary school
	31.2
	96

	
	Junior college
	22.4
	69

	
	University and above
	16.9
	52


Variables Measurement

   In this paper, inequality is defined as disparities in wealth, prestige, power and other valuable resources among people, and quality of life is explained as people’s overall evaluation on all aspects of life based on certain material living conditions. Inequality is measured in economic and social status dimensions, using two indicators income levels and occupational status respectively. Income levels (defined as the average income per year, and the unit is RMB Yuan) are divided into 5 categories (4800 and below, 4801-9600, 9601-14400, 14401-24000, 24001 and above). “Occupational status implies differentials of power, wealth, and prestige embodied in certain occupations” (Qiu Liping, 2001). Occupational status reflects not only economic status, but also individual’s position in power structure and prestige stratification（Li Qiang, 2000）.In my study, occupational groups are divided into 6 categories as listed in table 3. 

Table 3  Stratification of income levels and occupational status 

	Variable
	Indicators
	Content of indicators

	Income level
	4800 and below, 4801-9600, 9601-14400, 14401-24000, 24001and above 
	Lower, Lower-middle, Middle, Upper-middle, Upper

	
	Civil servants
	Officers in the Party and political departments

	
	Professional technicians
	Accountants, employees in securities or insurance companies, faculties in universities, doctors, workers in journalism, employees in banks, computer professionals, engineers, employees in foreign companies, managers in companies

	Occupational status
	Retired cadres and professionals
Common technicians
	Policemen, secretaries, common workers in administrative departments and enterprises, self-employers, drivers

	
	Service and manual workers
	

	
	Retired workers and the laid-off
	


As reported in table 3, occupational status is ranked in the order as follows: the first is civil servants group; the second is professionals at middle or high level, the third is retired cadres and professionals, the fourth is occupational group of common technicians and clerks, the fifth is made up of service and manual workers, and the lowest is retired workers and the laid-off, who in a large part, are previous workers in state-owned enterprises. Although elderly people are usually one of the most deprived groups in western societies, the retired cadres and professionals in our society are a special group, they hold relatively favorable positions to get better retirement pension, annuities and medical care in contrast to the retired workers, and their living conditions are usually better than common technicians and workers.

In this paper, subjective indicator measuring quality of life (life satisfaction) is adopted. The satisfaction level is measured using a 5-point Likert scale with “1”denoting a “very dissatisfied” level and “5” as a “very satisfied” level. Respondents are requested to evaluate their overall life satisfaction as well as satisfaction with various aspects of life covering health and medical care, marriage, housing environments, social relations, and leisure etc.

Hypotheses
The essential hypothesis in this study is: inequality exerts an influence on people’s life satisfaction, namely, different income levels and occupational status affect people’s subjective assessments of their lives; the higher their economic income and /or occupational status, the higher their overall and domain life satisfaction. 

Data analysis

Life satisfaction of residents among different income levels 

The mean scores of overall and domain life satisfaction of residents among different income levels are shown in table 4.

Table 4  Life satisfaction and income levels 

	Life satisfaction
	Income levels（RMB Yuan） 
	
	
	

	(Mean)
	4800and below
	4801-9600 
	9601-14400
	14401-24000
	24001and above
	Mean in domain

	Health
	3.13

	3.38
	3.55
	3.53
	3.47
	3.41

	Medical care
	2.33
	2.81

	2.91
	3.38
	3.64
	3.02

	Marriage
	3.64
	3.75
	3.75
	3.88
	3.58
	3.72

	Housing environments
	2.85
	2.93

	3.27
	3.18
	3.67
	3.18

	Social relations
	3.24
	3.19
	3.55
	3.57
	3.60
	3.43

	Leisure
	2.72
	2.88
	3.07
	3.29
	3.40
	3.07

	Overall life satisfaction
	2.62
	3.10
	3.28
	3.51
	3.73
	3.25


As indicated in table 4, the higher the income level, the higher the overall life satisfaction. In life domains, rather marked differences in satisfaction are found in medical care, housing environments and leisure among different income groups, while no great links in satisfaction level exist in health and marriage. The mean score of satisfaction with social relations slightly increases with the growth of income level. 
Health and medical care

Good health is an indispensable prerequisite for shaping one’s life according to one’s own desires, whereas good health is guaranteed by sufficient medical care. Medical care covers whether or not one can attain timely care and enough medical fees when he (she) falls illness. As stated in table 4, the mean score of satisfaction with health among income groups ranging from 4800 and below, 4801-9600, 9601-14400, 14401-24000 to 24001and above, are 3.13、3.38、3.55、3.53 and 3.47 in succession. Most respondents in different income levels are highly satisfied with their health. The satisfaction level is slightly higher when individuals have more income. However, when average income per year reaches more than 14400 Yuan, the group’s satisfaction with health begins to go down. Respondents are asked to tell about their physical and mental health respectively, and the answers are shown in table 5 and 6 respectively.
Table 5  Different income groups’ physical health（%）

	Income level（Yuan）
	Physical health

	（n=280）
	Very good
	Quite good
	Average
	Quite bad
	Very bad

	4800 and below
	8.9
	35.7
	30.4
	23.2
	1.8

	4801-9600
	19.1
	38.2
	31.5
	10.1
	1.1

	9601-14400
	16.9
	42.3
	31.0
	9.9
	 

	14401-24000
	18.4
	55.1
	22.4
	4.1
	

	24001and above
	6.7
	60.0
	33.3
	
	

	
	x2 = 21.82      df = 16      p = 0.149


Table 6  Different income groups’ mental health（%）

	Income level（Yuan）
	Mental health

	（n=278）
	Nervousness
	Fatigue
	Depression
	Hopelessness
	No these symptoms

	4800 and below
	14.5
	32.7
	16.4
	10.9
	25.5

	4801-9600
	5.6
	29.2
	19.1
	5.6
	40.4

	9601-14400
	9.9
	23.9
	12.7
	5.6
	47.9

	14401-24000
	10.2
	20.4
	6.1
	2.0
	61.2

	24001 and above
	
	42.9
	21.4
	 
	35.7

	
	x2 = 24.78    df = 16      p = 0.074


Table 5 indicates that 23.2 percent of persons in 4800 Yuan-and-below income group feel “quite bad”, which reflects there is a certain relationship between lower income and physical health. It is approved by the low life expectancy per capita and high infant mortality in some poor countries. While income is improved to a certain level, however, the influence of it on respondents’ physical health becomes insignificant. As far as mental health is concerned, the proportion of respondents in lower income group who have such symptoms as nervousness, fatigue, depression and hopelessness is particularly high. The percentage of individuals have no such symptoms is on the rise with the improvement of income. But in the 24000 Yuan-and–above income group, the number of individuals who feel tired and depressive goes up again. The mental problems of respondents in lower income group are mainly caused by the job risks and income instability, while the counterparts in upper income groups attribute them to the increasingly fierce competition and job pressures.  
Table 4 reports that the higher the income level, the higher satisfaction with medical care. The relationship between income and satisfaction with medical care is relatively closer than that of income and satisfaction with health. Level of satisfaction with medical care is very low among lower and lower-middle income groups. In contrast, the high-income group is rather satisfied with their medical care. The medical conditions largely rely on whether individual or a family can afford necessary medical expenses. Market-oriented reform has not completely end the free medical care system established in the socialist planned economies, so that inequality exists in medical supply to some extent. As a result, satisfaction with medical care is closely related to the fact that who provides a majority of medical fees for individuals. As demonstrated in table 7, respondents whose medical expenses are mainly provided by their workplaces hold higher levels of satisfaction with medical care, and the mean scores of satisfaction given by respondents who themselves afford medical fees is lower than the average level.  
Table 7  Satisfaction with medical care and provider of medical expenses
	
	Provider of medical expenses

	(Mean)
	Oneself   Work unit   Shared by oneself and work unit

	Satisfaction with medical care
	2.71      3.24        2.57


The percentages reported in Table 8 shows different providers of medical expenses among different income groups. 81.8 percent of respondents in 4800 Yuan-and-below income group support medical fees by themselves, while just about half of persons in high-income groups burden medical expenses themselves. This reflects unequal distribution of medical resources: medical care of low-income groups is not guaranteed, while people in middle-and-above income groups still profit significantly from previous medicine care system. 

Table 8  Income level and provider of medical expenses
	Income level
	Provider of medical expenses

	（n=277）
	Oneself  Work unit  Shared by oneself and work unit

	4800 and below
	81.8
	16.4
	1.8

	4801-9600
	67.0
	29.5
	3.4

	9601-14400
	54.3
	44.3
	1.4

	14401-24000
	53.1
	46.9
	

	24001and above
	46.7
	40.0
	13.3

	
	x2 = 24.63    df = 8     p = 0.02


Marriage

Marriage makes an important contribution to subjective well-being. In a comparison of other life domains, marriage is a life domain with which those surveyed are most satisfied. As shown in table 4, satisfaction with marriage is by and large independent of individual’s income level. All levels of income groups are satisfied with their marriage life. It is interesting to note that the 24000 Yuan-and –above income group holds the lowest degree of satisfaction while the 14401-24000 Yuan income group expresses the highest. It is a reflection of marriage life in modern society: there is a surprising decline of subjective evaluation on marriage in upper income group. It is not the high income itself that causes the decrease of subjective satisfaction, but a series of other factors change their value and perception about traditional marriage life. For example, the life style, expectation of marriage quality will change after persons’ income is improved. If new needs are not met, the satisfaction will drop. In addition, those who gain high rewards usually are busy with their job and have to devote less time to family life, which are more likely to bring conflicts and tensions between husband and wife. 

Housing Environments

Previous studies on quality of life have shown that satisfaction with housing and living environments is an important aspect in measuring life satisfaction. It is indicated that there is a hierarchical characteristic in Chinese urban household’s dwelling, which embodies a difference of person to room ratio among different social classes（Li Peilin and Zhang Yi, 2000）. Satisfaction with housing environments depends on several objective housing conditions, such as safety, noises, green space, space between houses, aeration and daylighting, and convenience of transportation and so on. As stated in table 4, the mean scores of satisfaction with housing environments among income groups ranging from 4800 and below, 4801-9600, 9601-14400, 14401-24000 to 24001 and above, are 2.85、2.93、3.27、3.18 and 3.67 respectively. Satisfaction level on housing environments increases gradually with the growth of income. Respondents’ evaluations (in the form of mean score) of overall and domain housing environments across different income groups are reported in table 9. Six aspects of housing environments are measured using a scale with ‘1” denoting “the worst condition” and “5” as “the best condition”. 

Table 9  Evaluation of overall and domain housing environments among different income groups
	Domain housing

environments
	Income level (Yuan) 
	
	

	（mean）
	4800 and below
	4801-9600 
	9601-14400
	14401-24000
	24001 and above

	Safety
	3.35
	3.35

	3.63

	3.71
	3.80

	Noises
	2.41
	2.78
	2.92

	2.67
	3.13

	Green space
	2.07
	2.32

	2.75
	2.96
	3.40

	Space between houses
	2.56
	2.68
	3.06
	3.35
	3.80

	Aeration and daylighting
	3.11
	3.14
	3.44
	3.75
	3.73

	Convenience of transportation
	4.39
	4.36
	4.30
	4.22
	4.33

	Overall evaluation 
	2.98
	3.11
	3.35
	3.43
	3.70


The overall evaluation of housing environments is in line with the housing environments satisfaction among income groups, which respondents in 4800 Yuan-and-below income group give the lowest level of evaluation (2.98), while individuals in 24001Yuan-and-above income group express the highest mean score (3.70). It is found that the assessment of convenience of transportation is markedly high within lower-income group. They are also rather satisfied with safety, aeration and daylighting, but dissatisfied with noises and space between houses, especially with green space. Most respondents interviewed in lower-income group live in the center district of old zones in the city, where the transportation is very convenient, but the dwellings are overcrowded, with narrow rooms and little green space around them. Consequently, they rate transportation high and other aspects low. In comparison of other domain housing environments, the disparities of green space and density of houses between the lower and upper income groups is the widest. 

Social relations

Satisfaction with social relations is regarded as individual’s overall assessment of his scope and condition of social intercourse as well as social network resources. The importance of these social relations lies in multiple types of services such as material support, personal and manual services, advice and information, social life, emotional support and social integration. As documented in table 4, all income groups rate satisfaction with social relations relatively high on the whole. Nevertheless respondents in middle-and-above income groups express slightly higher satisfaction level than persons in low-income groups.

Functionally social relations can be classified as two categories: one is social relation that provides resources for living and development, and the other can meet individual’s emotional needs. Lin Nan divided individual’s action into two kinds: instrumental and expressive action, which the former embodies purchasing goods and seeking for job etc. while the latter embraces confiding in friends, playing together and so on (He Zhaiping, 2001). Instrumental actions are usually applied to obtain a certain goal by using weak ties, whereas expressive actions are more likely to be realized by interacting with intimate friends (strong ties). As far as the second type of social relation is concerned, no significant differences are found between respondents in lower and upper income groups. However, persons with low-income face a variety of disadvantages in comparison with those in high-income groups with regard to the instrumental social relations. Individuals in middle-and-above income groups control more economic and social resources so as to cultivate broad social networks, in which the persons they contact are more likely to be classes characterized with higher income level, occupational reputation and political power (see table 10). The advantage of social network seems to be cumulative, that is, the higher individual’s income, the more opportunities and accesses they have to gain affluent resources and create powerful social networks, in reverse, these enable them to achieve more accesses to a variety of benefits.

Table 10  Social network of different income groups

	
	Income level (Yuan) 

	Social status of interaction objects（mean）
	4800 and below
	4801-9600 
	9601-14400
	14401-24000
	24001 and above

	Occupational prestige
	2.67
	3.04
	3.19
	3.46
	3.64


	Income level
	2.35

	2.69
	2.96
	3.35
	3.64

	Political power
	1.87
	2.11
	2.49
	2.69
	2.80


Leisure

People are increasingly concerned with leisure with the increase of living conditions and leisure time. When asked about the importance of leisure, 14.3 percent of respondents gave the answer “very important”, 43.8 percent “rather important”, and only 15.9 percent of respondents reported “not so important” and “not important at all”. There is a close relation between satisfaction with leisure and income, because most leisure activities are based on certain economic conditions. As indicated in table 4, the mean scores of satisfaction with leisure among income groups ranging from 4800 and below, 4801-9600, 9601-14400, 14401-24000 to 24001and above, are2.72、2.88、3.07、3.29 and 3.40 in succession. It reveals that the higher income level, the higher satisfaction with leisure. Since enjoying seven-day vacation in “May Day” and “National Day” respectively, people have spent more time on go traveling or making a holiday. Compared to activities such as play cards or chat, travel or holiday needs more money and higher affordability, and reflects higher quality of leisure life to a certain extent. There is a great difference of time spent on travel or holiday among different income groups (see table 11): the time spent on travel or holiday rises with the increase of income level. The average holiday time of respondents in lower income group is only one day, while that of individuals in upper income group is averagely above 12 days.

Table 11  Holiday time among different income groups
	
	Income level (Yuan)

	Days spent
	4800and below
	4801-9600 
	9601-14400
	14401-24000
	24001and above

	Mean
	1.06
	3.24
	9.13
	11.30
	12.40


Apart from differences in holiday time among socio-economic groups, it is also found in the survey that there is a disparity in leisure activities between different income, occupation, and age groups. For example, people in upper stratum usually engage in relatively expensive and luxurious leisure activities such as body shaping, going to beauty parlor, traveling, swimming and fishing, as well as intellective activities such as reading and listening to the music. Entertainments of low-income group embrace mainly such recreations as chatting, watching TV, playing cards, sleeping, and visiting neighbors and so on. Middle and elderly-aged groups have a preference for activities such as building body, playing Beijing opera and cultivating flower etc. The young people are fascinated with sports, chatting on line, watching VCD, singing and dancing. 

Life satisfaction of residents among different occupational groups
Table 12 shows the overall and domain life satisfactions of respondents among different occupational groups. Individual’s global life satisfaction declines with the drop of their occupational status. In life domains, occupational characteristic exerts an apparent influence on respondents’ satisfaction with medical care and leisure. But no appreciable differences exist in satisfactions with health, marriage and social relations across different occupational groups. The mean score of satisfaction with housing environments slightly increases with the enhancement of occupational status.    

Table 12  life satisfaction and occupational status
	Occupational group*

	Life satisfaction (mean)
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	Mean in domain

	Health
	3.33
	3.69
	3.08
	3.55
	3.30
	3.19
	3.36

	Medical care
	3.21
	3.21
	2.67
	3.05
	2.80

	2.35
	2.88

	Marriage
	4.04
	3.63
	4.17
	3.59
	3.70
	3.65
	3.80

	Housing environments
	3.13
	3.40
	3.33
	3.09
	2.95
	2.91
	3.13

	Social relations
	3.71
	3.49
	3.63
	3.43
	3.22
	3.30
	3.46

	Leisure
	3.42
	3.33
	2.92
	2.92
	2.73
	2.79
	3.02

	Overall satisfaction
	3.63
	3.49
	3.29
	3.19
	2.89
	2.78
	3.21


*1-Civil servants; 2- Professional technicians; 3- Retired cadres and professionals; 4- Common technicians; 5- Service and manual workers; 6-Retired workers and the laid-off.
Health and medical care

As indicated in table 12, little variation is found in satisfaction with health among different occupational groups. Retired cadres and professionals express the highest dissatisfaction, presumably because of the decline of their health condition with the growing age. Considerable differences can be observed among occupational groups with respect to satisfaction with medical care. With the exception of retired cadres and professionals, the proportion of dissatisfied persons rises with the decreasing occupational status. As we have seen, those whose medical expenses are mostly provided by their work units are more satisfied. Table 13 describes who pay medical costs for respondents among different occupational groups. 
Table 13  Occupational groups and providers of medical expenses（%）    

	Occupational groups（n=289）
	Providers of medical expenses

	
	Oneself    Work unit      Shared by oneself and work unit

	Civil servants
	16.7
	79.2
	4.2

	Professional technicians
	63.6
	32.7
	3.6

	Retired cadres and professionals
	50.0
	45.8
	4.2

	Common technicians
	64.5
	31.6
	3.9

	Service and manual workers
	72.7
	27.3
	

	Retired workers and the laid-off
	81.8
	16.4
	1.8

	
	x2 = 36.85   df = 10    p = 0.000


Table 13 implies that occupational groups with higher reputation are more likely to get free medical care. In respect to medical costs, 79.2% of civil servants are supported by their work units, comparing with 16.4% of retired workers and the laid-off who have the same advantage. Retired cadres and professionals have low satisfaction with medical care, possibly because that about half of them have to pay the medical costs by themselves, and their income declines after retired. In consideration of income level and occupational status, retired workers and the laid-off are the disadvantaged who possess the smallest medical resources. In contrast, civil servants and professional technicians not only are occupational groups with high income and prestige, but also belong to work units that can provide them with more social security. 

Marriage
As shown in table 12, there is no significant correlation between occupational status and satisfaction with marriage. Each occupational group reports a fairly high level of satisfaction with their marriage life. The highest level of satisfaction is found in retired cadres and professionals group (mean score 4.17), while the lowest satisfaction is held by common technicians (mean score 3.59). It is concluded that a happy marriage life is independent of individual’s income level and social status to some extent.
Housing environments

As states in table 12, some slight differences of satisfaction with housing environment are observed among different occupational groups. Professional technicians express the highest degree of satisfaction in compare with retired workers and the laid-off who hold the lowest evaluation. In the case of elderly group, there is a gap of housing environments between retired cadres, professionals and workers. A number of retired cadres and professionals belong to higher social stratum, and they can get desirable housing in light of either positions they occupied or length of service, making use of abundant economic and power resources attached to their positions. In contrast, retired workers and the laid-off have not such advantages. 

Table 14  Evaluation of overall and domain housing environments among different occupational groups

	Domain housing

environments（mean）
	Occupational groups*

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	Safety
	3.75
	3.78
	3.38

	3.48
	3.63

	3.17


	Noises
	2.71
	2.87
	3.04
	2.81
	2.63
	2.57

	Green space
	3.08
	3.15
	2.71
	2.61
	2.32
	1.83

	Space between houses
	3.21
	3.24
	3.21

	3.11
	2.84
	2.34

	Aeration and daylighting
	3.58
	3.76
	3.46
	3.41
	3.39
	2.77


	Convenience of transportation
	3.96
	4.29
	4.33
	4.29
	4.54
	4.40

	Overall evaluation 
	3.38
	3.52
	3.35
	3.28
	3.22
	2.85


*1-Civil servants; 2- Professional technicians; 3- Retired cadres and professionals; 4- Common technicians; 5- Service and manual workers; 6-Retired workers and the laid-off.
As indicated in table 14, except convenience of transportation, retired workers and jobless value other aspects of housing environments very low, especially green space. The mean scores of evaluation of housing environments are relatively high among professionals, civil servants and retired cadres groups. The result of assessment of housing environments is by and large in line with the satisfaction levels among occupational groups.

Social relations 

It can be seen in table 12 that there is no relevant relationship between occupational status and social relations. Each occupational group rates their social relations positively. Civil servants show the highest degree of satisfaction, retired cadres and professionals come second, and service and manual workers hold the lowest. 
	
	Occupational groups*
	

	Social status of interaction objects（mean）
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	Occupational prestige
	3.50

	3.39
	3.29
	3.22
	3.02
	2.58

	Income level
	3.38
	3.33
	2.83
	3.00
	2.73
	2.19

	Political power
	2.92
	2.75
	2.39
	2.32
	2.15
	1.78



Table 15  Social network of different occupational groups
*1-Civil servants; 2- Professional technicians; 3- Retired cadres and professionals; 4- Common technicians; 5- Service and manual workers; 6-Retired workers and the laid-off.
Table 15 reveals that respondents in each occupational group tend to connect with persons who have the similar social characters. The higher the respondent’s occupational status, the higher the social status of his interaction objects. It is believed that who you are determines who you contact Nevertheless, there is no positive correlation between satisfaction with social relations and occupational status. Civil servants and Professional technicians enjoy the highest occupational status in our society, which the former possess political power while the latter have the advantage of high income and occupational reputation. It is found in my survey that persons who civil servants and professional technicians contact have relatively higher occupational prestige, income level and political power. Social networks of retired workers and the laid-off usually consist of people at the bottom of stratification order. 

The analysis of social network proves that occupational status influences individual’s social network structure and access to social resources, but has little effect on their satisfaction with social relations. The reason is that satisfaction with social relations includes the fulfillment of not only instrumental demands but also expressive needs. Respondents in lower stratum are also satisfied with their social relations probably because they can get emotional support from visiting relatives, close friends and acquaintances.
Leisure

As documented in table 12, there is a close link between satisfaction with leisure and occupation, which the higher the occupational status, the higher satisfaction with leisure. Civil servants declare the highest degree of satisfaction while service and manual workers, retired workers and the laid-off express the lowest. Table 16 shows the average time spent on holiday or travel among different occupational groups. Professional technicians spend nearly two weeks a year, whereas retired workers and the laid-off consume not more than one day. 

Table 16  Holiday time among different occupational groups
	
	Occupational groups*

	Holiday time (mean)
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	
	8.39
	12.75
	6.29
	8.09
	2.29
	0.89


*1-Civil servants; 2- Professional technicians; 3- Retired cadres and professionals; 4- Common technicians; 5- Service and manual workers; 6-Retired workers and the laid-off.
The regression analysis of overall and domain life satisfaction

Table 17 shows the correlation between overall and domain life satisfaction.

Table 17 Stepwise regression analysis of overall and domain life satisfaction

	Variable
	Standardized Coefficients Beta 
	Sig.

	Leisure

Social relations

Medical care
Marriage

Health

Housing environments

R= 0.667     R2 =0.445
	.347

.200

.169

.176
.149

.113 

F= 30.295
	.000

.000

.002

.001

.006

.033

p= 0.000


According to the regression model, satisfaction with leisure is of most importance in determining people’s overall life satisfaction, while satisfaction with housing environments is the least important aspect. The six domains covering leisure, social relations, medical care, marriage, health and housing environments can explain 44.5% of the variance in overall life satisfaction. As analyzed above, except marriage and health satisfactions, income level and occupational status influence individual’s satisfaction with leisure, social relations, medical care, and housing environments to a greater or lesser degree. 

Respondents’ evaluations on the influence of inequality

In the last part of questionnaire, respondents were asked whether social inequality affects their daily life. Table 18 lists their self-declared influence of inequality.

Table 18 Self-declared influence of inequality on quality of life 

	
	Percentage
	Number of cases

	No influence
	31.8
	98

	Little influence
	4.2
	13

	Having influence
	52.6
	162

	No answer
	11.4
	35

	Total
	100.0
	308


 As listed in table18, 52.6 percent of respondents believe that inequality has an influence on their quality of life, while 36 percent of individuals respond no influence and little influence. More than half of them have clear feelings about the influence of inequality on quality of life. The respondents who gave the answer “no influence” declared their the-survival-of-the-fittest point of view: it is not inequality but individual’s different abilities that account for the various qualities of life. Contradictory attitudes can be observed as well: inequality is responsible for the increasingly widen difference of quality of life among social classes. The latter list several embodiments as follows: inequality lies in almost every aspects of life, such as opportunities of employment, children’s education attainment and development, medical care, retirement pension, housing conditions, community environments and taxations and so on; the disparity of income and welfare between civil servants and ordinary people is too high, and the rewards are inconsistent with corresponding contributions; the work efficiency of some government departments is low to the powerless and disadvantaged; people have different attitudes towards different persons, and the poor and know-nothing are discriminated in society; the unfair competition affects people’s life chances and perceptions of their lives, and is thus likely to endanger the stabilization of society. The two opposite opinions reflect the different understandings of inequality in functionalism and conflict perspectives respectively. In general, criticism about unfair competition and corruption is mainly presented by people in lower stratum. However, it is noticeable that quite a number of people in higher socio-economic status, who are conceived as the privileged in society, express the feelings that they are less satisfied with societal conditions than their own personal life domains. And they also point out that inequality has little influence on their own lives but great influence on the whole society.

From the two opposite evaluations, we can infer that on the one hand suitable income gap and difference of quality of life reflect individual’s efforts and achievements, and will stimulate them to pursue higher quality of life. On the other hand, unreasonable disparities of income and social welfare, as well as social resources disproportionately centralized in a small number of wealthy groups, are likely to result in poor living conditions and dissatisfaction of people in lower stratum. 

Conclusion 

This paper concentrates on the relationship between inequality and life satisfaction, and analyzes the differences of life satisfaction across different income level and occupational status groups. With respect to overall life satisfaction, it can be concluded that the higher the income level and occupational status, the higher individual’s life satisfaction. In life domains, considerable differences in satisfaction with medical care, leisure and housing environments exist among different social groups, while no great differences are found with regard to satisfaction with health and marriage. Individuals with higher income level are slightly more satisfied with social relations than those in lower income groups. However, no marked correlation is observed between occupational status and satisfaction with this domain. As we can seen, the relationship between objective and subjective quality of life is more closer in domains related to economic conditions such as medical care, leisure and housing environments than in aspects such as health, marriage and social relations. 

There are two contrary standpoints in respondents’ evaluation on social inequality. First of all, some people think that inequality has no influence on individuals’ quality of life. The difference of quality of life rests on various capabilities across individuals. Secondly, a relatively larger proportion of respondents argue that it is unjust competition that brings about the differential of quality of life among social classes. These two viewpoints are in line with the functionalist and conflict perspectives respectively. As mentioned above, the disadvantaged at the bottom of the social hierarchy are short of living resources and social security, and most of them are the laid-off who have not necessary skills and are not capable of adapting themselves to the rapidly changing social environment. So government should take necessary measures to improve their social welfare and create a more just environment for them to develop better quality of life. 

Quality of life is a meaningful subject that will attract an increasing number of students to make further studies. The improvement of life quality expresses the everlasting pursuit of human being. In my paper, subjective life satisfactions of individuals among different social groups are compared, but the dilemma of dissatisfaction held by upper classes and how to improve objective and subjective life qualities of people in lower social stratum have yet to be examined. In social stratification theory, economic income, occupational prestige, power and education are mostly used as the criteria of stratification. It is implied in this study that “quality of life” can also be taken into consideration.
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