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Social Security Policy Preferences in the Era of Digital Manufacturing:

Evidence from a 2003 Survey of Manufacturing Workers in Guangdong

Wu Xiaofang
(School of Politics and Public Administration, South China Normal University, Guangzhou 510006, China)

Abstract: The new wave of technological transformation driven by automation, artificial intelligence,
and related technologies has prompted countries to reconsider the adaptability of their social security
systems, primarily balancing short-term unemployment protection against long-term skills upgrading
policies. Within a risk transmission—policy feedback framework, this study examines the perceived
risk of job displacement and social security policy preferences among nearly 9,000 manufacturing
workers in Guangdong Province. The results show that a rise in perceived unemployment risk
significantly increases workers' support for unemployment benefit policies, while dampening support
for skills upgrading policies—a pattern attributable to workers' "short-sightedness". As the digital
manufacturing era unfolds, the manufacturing workforce is increasingly divided into two broad camps
with distinct policy preferences, differentiated by income, education, skills, and firm ownership/type.
Marginalized groups of China's social security system, who face more opportunities for flexible
employment, are more inclined than core groups to support skills upgrading policies, constituting a
negative policy feedback effect that runs counter to findings in the existing literature. Finally, the paper
proposes recommendations to optimize the design of the unemployment insurance system.

Keywords: digital manufacturing; perception of unemployment risk; unemployment protection; skills
upgrading
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