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Abstract: In the United States, the poor often consume unhealthy food due to its low cost,
leading to health issues and a vicious cycle of poverty. In contrast, healthy food is more
affordable in China, mitigating this particular issue. The paper discusses the formation
reasons behind these phenomena and proposes policy recommendations for both
governments to address social inequality. This paper also presents a comparative analysis of
social stratification in China and the United States, with a particular focus on education and
healthcare. It highlights the uneven distribution of quality education resources in both
countries, where students from wealthier families have greater access to prestigious
universities. For China, it suggests loosening restrictions on tutoring institutions while
ensuring their legality and validity, and establishing more schools in less developed areas.
For the United States, it advocates for more government subsidies for poor students, funding
for all types of colleges and universities, food subsidies directed towards healthy foods, and
regulation of hospital and healthcare industry charging practices. The findings contribute to
the broader understanding of social inequality in both countries and provide a foundation for
further exploration in this area.

Keywords: Social Stratification, China, United States, Education, Healthcare

1. Introduction

Nowadays, China and America have become the two most important and influential countries in the
world, and China-US relations are the most important foreign relations in the world. The US has
been the top one since the Second World War but China is growing at such a quick pace after
reform and opening up that it can no longer be ignored and has now become the second-largest
economic entity. Therefore, it’s essential to understand the similarities and differences between the
two countries.

This paper explores the similarities and differences in social stratification issues in China and
America. The existence of the social gap has its rationality because it’s generally assumed that the
one who works more gets more paid and we all reap what we sow, but the widening of social gap
over some extent is unreasonable. The uneven distribution of social wealth has many harmful
effects. It can reduce social equality, unequal access to education, healthcare and jobs, restrain
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economic growth as poorer people’s consumption ability is limited, and arouse social problems
such as higher crime rates and loss of social trust, and so on. It is not only because of hard work but
also because of several factors as well. Previous studies have shown that guanxi (social relationship)
has worsened social inequality in China [1]. China began the Reform and Opening Up in the 1970s,
which has also resulted in social stratification, forming social classes similar to those in Western
societies: the elite, the middle and the subordinate. A series of institutions established by the state
power, including the hukou system, party membership privilege, and danwei system, have been one
of the causes as well [2]. This study will try to discuss the particular phenomenon, the formation
reason behind this, and how the governments might help to solve the problem both in the United
States and China. Others pointed out that because of the pandemic, governments and the market are
taking action to promote market vitality and consumer consumption, which makes it more
impossible to address social inequality problems [3].

Recent studies have investigated social stratification in both countries, focusing on factors such
as income inequality, education, healthcare, and so on. However, a comparative perspective of the
analysis of these issues across China and America is limited. The research uses a case study method,
mainly a comparative analysis method and a literature review method, with a particular focus on the
fields of healthcare and education. The significance of the research is to contribute to the broader
understanding of social stratification and provide valuable insights for policymakers in both the US
and China.

2. Literature Review

Predecessors have already done a lot of research in this field. One researcher says that social
inequality has a big impact on society, ecological and cultural factors create inequality and that
social structure provides some insights into it [4]. In another study, it was found that the common
feature of Americans and British is that people from the middle and upper classes thought that
society was more fair and equal than people from lower classes [5]. In comparison, study pathways
are shaped more by students’ social origin in the US than in Germany [6]. However, it was also
found that no necessary links were discovered between increased social inequality and a decrease in
social trust [7]. Researchers have discovered that the COVID-19 pandemic has worsened social
stratification in the United States, and the government must take several measures [8]. Others
researches show that social stratification exists in American undergraduate education [9]. In China,
the market transition and structural revolution in the 1990s led to residential inequality in cities and
social differentiation [10].

3.  Case Study
3.1. Education

The American society is highly stratified. The top 10% people own over 50% of total national
wealth, while the bottom 50% only own less than 2% of overall wealth(Figure 1).

There are huge differences between the rich and the poor in university enrollment. 2017 data on
elite school attendance showed that a quarter of students from the richest families were admitted
into Ivy League schools, while only less than 0.5% of students from the bottom 20%. There were
far more students from the top 1% than students from the bottom 60% (Figure 2). Also, universities
exhibit legacy preference at a dramatically high rate because students with family connections are
seen as reliable resources for alumni donations. For example, 46% of students with one or more
parents attending Harvard before donated over 500 thousand dollars to Harvard in 2021 (Figure 3).
However, this causes problems as children of rich and successful people are enrolled in schools
more easily than children of poor people, leading to social stratification.
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Tuition for American universities is expensive, especially for leading universities, and many
students need to get student loans in order to pay tuition. The student debt for a private university
that makes a profit is the most expensive, with $59701 on average, because the tuition there is the
highest. Also, the interest rate is quite high, with 7% a year. Many students can’t pay it off
throughout their whole life.

Distribution of net wealth in the United States from Q4 1969 to Q1 2024, by
income percentile

Figure 1: Distribution of net wealth  pigyre 2: Percentage of students’ attendance rates at Ivy

in the United States from Q4 1989 t0 | ¢aoye universities classified by social class
Q1 2024, by income percentile

Legacy by Family Income
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46.0%

Figure 3: The legacy preference in Harvard University in 2021

3.2. Food and medical

In America, rich people usually enjoy a balanced diet with organic foods, but the poor cannot afford
vegetables and fruit, so they eat mainly junk food, which is much cheaper than organic food but bad
for health. In McDonald’s menu in 2024, food ranges from $3 to $10, which is quite a cheap price.
On the other hand, statistics have shown that organic food is 50% more expensive than conventional
food (see Table 1 and Figure 4).

Table 1: 2024 Prices for McDonald’s

Menu Item 2024 Price
McDouble sandwich $3.19
Medium Fries $3.79
Quarter Pounder w/ Cheese Meal $11.99
Oreo McFlurry $4.49
10 Pc. McNugget Meal $10.99
4 Pc. McNugget Happy Meal $4.99
Filet-0-Fish sandwich $5.49
Big Mac sandwich $5.99

Medium Drink $1.61
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So the poor fall into a vicious cycle. They are more likely to get sick because of junk foods that
are unhealthy, so they have to spend more money on medical care, and they become poorer. They
never get out of the cycle. Studies have shown that the obesity rate is negatively correlated with
people’s income, which means that the more a person earns, the less likely he or she will be obese
(Figure 5). This situation has worsened over the past few decades.

Several factors contribute to the phenomenon of the cheapness of unhealthy food in the US. First,
they are mass-produced. Dairy farmers raise chickens and feed them with hormones that enable
them to grow faster and bigger. A chicken raised in 1950 took 70 days to grow, while only 48 days
in 2008. It also grew three times bigger in 2008 than in 1950. Second, the government provides
subsidies for junk food. The initial purpose of providing subsidies for foods was to fund farmers
and make nutritious food more affordable, but now it turns out that the majority of this funding goes
to junk food. From 1995-2010, the federal government spent $170 billion to finance the production
of these foods. For example, sugar manufacturers for producing corn syrup with a much higher
level of sweetness than average healthy intake are benefiting from this act.

In America, medical care is really expensive. Americans spent $5266 on individual annual
healthcare costs including insurance premiums, out-of-pocket expenses, and co-insurance over
deductibles. Even so, a lot of Americans still have medical debt that they can’t afford. Only 40% of
people never had medical debt in 2021 (Figure 6).

Percentage of adults in the United States with medical-related debt as of 2021

Figure 6: Percentage of adults in the United States with medical-related debt in 2021
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3.3. The situation in China

In China, the class-ascent channel is gradually closing. The class-ascent channel opened since
Reform and Opening Up in the 1970s. Individual industrial and commercial operators in China
benefited a lot in foreign trade due to cheap exports and labor costs, which made their products very
popular on the international market. They caught the opportunity that the era gives them and
became rich. The economy grew fast back then. However, after the pandemic, the pace of economic
growth became slower and young people are even having trouble finding work now, let alone
becoming richer.

Quality university education is unevenly distributed in China. In the Gaokao system, admissions
are conducted separately by each province and municipality. Schools give priority to the students in
their own province by lowering their cut-off scores for local students. However, prestigious
universities are centered in first-tier cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, which also have more rich
people. There are 8 ‘985’ universities and 26 ‘211’ universities in Beijing. In Shanghai, there are 6
‘985’ universities and 12 ‘211 universities. Compared with the most densely populated areas like
Henan, it has only one ‘211’ university and no ‘985’ university. People in Henan and so on
generally aren’t as rich as people in Beijing and Shanghai. Therefore, quality universities lean
towards the rich, not the poor, so it’s quite unfair.

Resources of tutoring classes that students attend with the ultimate goal of entering good
universities are also unevenly distributed. There were initially many cheap classes. The background
of a recently-issued policy is that students now suffer from insufficient sleep and heavy cultural
class tutoring. A survey showed that 24.3% of elementary school students sleep less than 8 hours a
day, while 34.2% of junior high school students sleep less than 7 hours a day. 22.2% of elementary
school students attend tutoring no less than 3 hours every week and the figure among junior high
school students is 32.8%. The economic burden for parents is also heavy, too. 60% of students
attend tutoring, with an annual cost of ¥9211 [11].

In China, the food problem is not so serious. The average price of vegetables is 5.02 Yuan ($0.68)
per kilogram and fruit is 7.25 Yuan ($0.98) per kilogram. The obesity rate in America is 35%, while
the figure is 14% in China.

4. Discussion

The similarity of China and America in terms of social stratification is that both Chinese and
American societies have uneven education resource distribution and students from richer families
can be enrolled in prestigious universities more easily. The difference is that in America the poor
eat more unhealthy food that causes them to get sick, but in China, healthy food is cheaper to buy,
so this is not a problem in China.

The meaning is profound. This study can provide the governments with policies to address the
aforementioned problem.

For the government, the problem of education inequality in elementary education should be paid
attention to as well. The government should consider setting up more schools in populated areas
that are not as developed economically as Beijing and Shanghai. Actually, netizens have created a
virtual university called “Shanhe University.” “Shan” refers to Shandong and Shanxi Province, and
“He” refers to Hebei and Henan Province. These four provinces are densely populated but have
very few good universities, so people want the government to establish one more.

For the American government, there are a lot of things to do. It should provide more government
subsidies to poor students. The government should provide more funding for all types of colleges
and universities, including private for-profit universities, so as to lower the tuition a bit. The
government should provide food subsidies directed straight towards healthy vegetables and fruit,
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not junk food and fast food. For example, the government should not provide subsidies for
chicken-raising farms but for farms that grow green vegetables. The government should regulate
hospitals and healthcare industries on charging issues. The government should fund hospitals more
so that the people will not be charged too much.

5. Conclusion

This paper provides a comparative analysis of social stratification in China and America, focusing
on education and healthcare. The similarity is that China and America both face uneven distribution
of quality education. Poor people in both China and the United States have trouble accessing good
quality education, especially higher education. The poor people cannot afford healthy food, and
they are heavily charged in healthcare and even face medical debt, so they are stuck in a vicious
cycle. The findings contribute to the understanding of social inequality in both countries. The study
is limited by the scope of analysis and available data. Future research could expand the analysis to
include more indicators of social stratification, such as indicators in different fields or more
qualitative indicators. Addressing social stratification requires comprehensive policies and
continued research efforts, and the suggested policies may be incomplete as well. Above all, this
paper provides a foundation for further exploration in this area.
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