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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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Rural-urban migration in China has long been recognized as circular migration.  

However, few studies have systematically reviewed when rural workers migrate, what factors 

affect the length of migration, when they return, if they migrate again, how often they 

circulate over their life cycle, or how circularity has changed in the past 30 years.  This 

dissertation investigates these questions using a longitudinal dataset from two counties in 

Anhui province.   

The empirical analysis shows that over the past 30 years, more and more rural workers 

have participated in rural-urban migration.  Although migrants have circulated less often since 

2000, circular migration has long been and continues to be a major form of rural-urban 

migration in China.  Age, gender, generation, education level and marital status all affect the 

frequency of circularity and the direction of migration.  Frequency of circularity at first 
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increases by age, then decreases.  Male workers are less likely to circulate and they tend to 

spend more time away from their home towns (“outside”) than female workers.  Mid and 

new-generation rural workers are more likely to move and spend more time outside, and they 

circulate less often than the old-generation rural workers.  The location of family members 

affects men and women differently.  Although having more children in the home town 

(“inside”) reduces the probability of moving outside for both men and women, women are 

affected more than men.  Once a man has moved outside, the more children he has inside, the 

less likely he will return.  However, having more children inside encourages a female migrant 

to return.  Having parents inside reduces the frequency of circulation and encourages migrants 

to stay outside longer.  It also increases the probability that women will initiate migration.   

Regression models show that having a high quality house encourages migrants to 

return, and this effect exists across generations, despite the fact that younger generations of 

migrants now spend more time in cities than in the countryside.  I use a case study of a village 

(“Y1”) to understand why rural houses are important to migrant workers and their families, 

and thus to further interpret the relationship between migration, circularity, and settlement.  I 

find that demographic changes caused by migration and the state birth planning policy have 

contributed to migrant workers’ enthusiasm for building large houses in the countryside.  

Although new-generation migrant workers do not have agricultural work experience and are 

not interested in agriculture, rural areas are still important to this generation because these 

areas provide affordable housing, family support, and future development opportunities.  As a 

result, circular migration can be expected to continue in China.   

In the context of China’s rural-urban geography and socioeconomic structure, 

circulation allows migrant workers to take advantage of different opportunities and resources 
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in both cities and the countryside. Thus, for rural-urban migrants, permanent migration to a 

city may not be optimal or inevitable.  These findings have implications for policy makers, 

especially policy makers concerned with hukou reforms. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

1.1 Objectives of the study 

In the late 1970s, China began a series of socio-economic reforms that raised demand for 

cheap labor in urban areas, prompting the first wave of self-motivated rural-urban migrants since 

the 1950s.  While the size of the rural-urban migrant population continues to grow and has 

reached 274 million in the year 2014 (NBS 2015), few migrants have managed to settle down in 

cities.  As a result, migrants move back and forth between host cities and home towns 

(“circularity”), and family members often live in separate locations (“split household”).  

Circularity and split household have become two prominent features of rural-urban migration in 

China. 

Circularity has three important components: the “out-migration” movement from home 

places to host areas; the “return-migration” movement from host areas to home places; and the 

repetition of these movements conducted by the same migrants.  Although rural-urban migration 

in China has long been recognized as highly circular, existing studies have mainly focused on 

explaining out-migration rather than the entire range of movements that constitute circularity.  

For example, a recent paper by Meng Lei and colleagues provides a five-page appendix with 

examples of over twenty different types of quantitative models scholars have adopted to explain 

rural Chinese migrants’ out-migration decisions in the English literature (Meng, Zhao and Liwu 

2014).  These models are tested using data collected at the city level, provincial level or national 
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level.  These models quantify the influences of many factors on the probability of participating in 

rural-urban migration, such as the subject’s age, gender, education level, past migration 

experience, marital status, parental status, and farmland ownership in countryside.  But the 

factors which are shown to be significant in these models may not work as well in explaining the 

probability of “going out” when out-migration is seen as one phase of a back-and-forth 

movement.  Are the factors that drive the first out-migration early in someone’s life cycle the 

same factors that drive out-migration later in life?  Are the factors leading to migration for a 

short period the same as the factors which lead to longer migrations?  Few existing studies on 

out-migration are designed to answer these questions. 

Compared to research on out-migration, research on return migration and circularity 

started much later, and far fewer studies have been done.  “Return migration” from cities to the 

countryside in China only began to draw scholars’ attention around the year 2000, when a debate 

was raised on whether returnees can contribute to the socio-economic development of sending 

places (Wang and Fan 2006, Zhao 2002, Ma 2002, Murphy 2000).  The more recent studies 

relevant to return migrants include the so-called “migrant labor shortage” (mingong huang 民工

荒) that began in the mid-2000s.  “Migrant labor shortage” refers to the increasing amount of 

time it takes for local authorities and entrepreneurs in the highly industrialized east to find 

qualified migrant labor.  One explanation of the “shortage” is that many migrant workers 

returned to their hometowns after the 2008 economic crisis, and have not wanted to migrate since 

then (Zhan and Huang 2013).   
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Connelly and colleagues examine if migration experiences have long-lasting effects on 

rural women’s positions in their households after they return to the countryside.  Using a survey 

of 3000 married rural women in Anhui and Sichuan provinces, they find that having migration 

experience is strongly related to adopting the urban norm of only desiring one child and 

associated with a lower rate of domestic violence.  Women who have migrated and returned are 

also more likely to believe that women should have agency over whom they marry, and they are 

more likely to believe that it is okay to divorce (Connelly, Roberts and Zheng 2010).  As in 

studies on out-migration, one common issue in studies on return migration is that return 

migration is usually treated as the final return to the countryside.  Sometimes return migration is 

studied under the name “circular migration” (Connelly et al. 2010), although whether people go 

out again is rarely discussed.  

As suggested above, in existing studies of out migration and return migration, scholars 

generally do not distinguish first-time migrants or first-time returnees from migrants who have 

moved several times.  In other words, scholars have paid attention to mobility—the fact that 

people move from one place to another, or the spatial aspect of migration.  However, less 

attention has been given to the temporal aspects of migration: when migration happens, how long 

it lasts, if it repeats, and how migration changes over a subject’s life cycle.  These questions have 

been raised by a number of migration scholars (Erdal and Ezzati 2014, King 2012a, King et al. 

2006, Cwerner 2001).  The effect of calendar years or decades is not usually discussed in the 

international migration literature, especially the literature on developed countries, but the effect 

of the period in which migration occurs can also be considered a temporal aspect of migration.    
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Temporal dimensions of rural-urban migration in China are especially under-explored 

(Wang and Zhao 2013).  Meanwhile, changes in policy and the socio-economic environment in 

China over the past 30 years have affected how “time” affects migration patterns.  Periods 

defined by calendar years can be used to represent structural changes.  For example, scholars 

have shown that policy reforms in both rural and urban areas since the early 1980s have reduced 

labor market segmentation and opened up employment opportunities for many rural-urban 

migrants.  As a result, it has become easier for rural workers to work in the cites (Seeborg, Jin 

and Zhu 2000).  Scholars also show that new-generation migrant workers—rural migrants who 

were born after the year 1980—are more likely to start migration at a much younger age than the 

older generation migrants (NBS 2011).  Migration studies including those on China have 

highlighted the effects of life cycle on the probability of migration (Graves 1979, Chen and 

Rosenthal 2008, Wang and Fan 2006, Murphy 2004).  However, few studies have considered all 

three aspects of time—years, generation, and life cycle—in the same framework.   

In order to understand the temporal aspects of migration, I ask the following questions:  

How has circularity changed in the past 30 years?  Do structural changes—as represented by 

years—affect different generations of migrant workers differently?  Are new-generation migrant 

workers different from their predecessors because they are at different stages of their life cycles, 

or because each generation has unique attributes?  Can we disentangle the effects of structural 

changes on the probability of migration from the effects of migrants’ life cycle and generation?   

In the studies about rural-urban migration in China, the split household has received more 

attention than the repetitive aspect of circular migration.  C. Cindy Fan’s work (Fan 2011, Fan 
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2015, Fan and Chen 2013) has highlighted split households in China and identified several forms 

of split households.  In the 1980s and 1990s, the dominant form of split household was “sole 

migration”, which involves one member of the family, usually the husband or an adult unmarried 

child, leaving home for migrant work while other family members stay behind.   Early studies on 

split households measured the effects of long-term separation between migrants and their family 

members who stay in the countryside (“left-behinds”), especially the left behinds’ physical and 

mental health and development (Bai, Li and Chen 2007, Bai, Chen and Long 2011, Ye and Pan 

2011, Chen et al. 2009).  In recent years, two other forms of split household have become more 

popular.  More and more migrant workers have begun to migrate with their spouses (“couple 

migration”) and children (“family migration”) (NBS 2014).  Some scholars see couple and 

family migration as the prelude to settlement of migrant workers in cities (Connelly, Roberts and 

Zheng 2011, Zhu 2009).  However, by comparing sole, couple and family migration, Fan et al. 

find migrants' decisions to leave children behind or to bring them along depends on the children's 

ages and whether migrants' parents are available to help take care of the children in the village.  

More household members in the city signals neither a stronger intention to stay nor greater trust 

in the host society (Fan, Sun and Zheng 2011).  Thus, split households and circularity may 

continue despite increasing couple and family migration.  In order to understand why particular 

migrants stay in cities for a long time, return home, or circulate multiple times, it is necessary to 

know how migration decisions are influenced by the life cycle, the household division of labor, 

household events, and the change of macro-economic conditions.   
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As mentioned above, generational differences also shape migration patterns.  New-

generation migrant workers “grew up fully immersed in the notion that migrant work is the only 

way to make a living” (Fan 2011).  Having worked only in cities, many new-generation migrants 

lack agricultural skills (Wang 2001, Liu and Cheng 2008, NBS 2011).  New-generation migrants 

are also often thought to dream of settling in cities and living urban life styles (Wu and Xie 

2006).  For this generation, settling down in the village may not be as attractive an option as it 

was for their parents.  Some scholars and the mass media have raised concerns that new-

generation migrants who are unable to settle down in cities due to the cost of living may become 

a large, rootless and dissatisfied class, potentially threatening social stability (Wang 2001, Ngai 

and Lu 2010, Buckley 2011).  Are such concerns warranted?  What is the relationship of new-

generation migrants to their home villages and where do they see their futures?  In the following 

subsection, I formalize the questions introduced here as four main groups of research questions. 

1.2 Research questions 

The main objective of this dissertation is to examine and understand mobility and 

circularity during the process of rural-urban migration in China, its changes over time, and to 

identify the factors that contribute to the changes.  Specifically, the following questions will be 

addressed. 

1. How have rural-urban migration and circularity changed over the past three 

decades in China?   

The first goal of the dissertation is to assess the extent of circularity in rural-urban 

migration since 1980.  Different from internal migrations in most countries, rural-urban 
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migration in China is heavily monitored by the government.  As a result, migration is not free, 

but accrues costs such as fines and refusal of social services (Fan 2008).  One important 

mechanism the Chinese government uses to control the flows of population is the household 

registration system (hukou system).  In China, each person is assigned a residence permit (hukou) 

that entitles the holder to certain benefits in a particular place, either a rural or urban location.  

An urban hukou confers benefits such as employment, housing, medical care, and education.  

Since most migrants do not have access to these benefits in cities, they may be encouraged to 

return to the countryside.  In the past thirty years, the Chinese government has made several 

attempts to reform the hukou system.  For example, some small and mid-sized cities have 

allowed migrant workers from rural areas to exchange their rural hukou for an urban hukou (Zhu 

2007, Wen 2014, Chen 2014).   If structural changes such as the hukou reforms have made it 

easier for migrant workers to settle in cities, we might expect circular migration to give way to 

one-way moves from the countryside to the city.  If we instead continue to see circularity, this 

may suggest the influence of factors other than the hukou system.
1
   

2. What are the demographic and household characteristics of the rural workers
2
 

who never migrate, migrate only once, and those who migrate multiple times?  What 

factors affect the frequency of circularity?   

                                                 

1
 The hukou system is further explained in section 2.2.1. 

 
2
 In this dissertation, rural workers refer to the individuals who have rural hukou, are not in school, military, 

or prison, and are between age 16 and age 64.  I will explain why I use this definition in section 3.1.  
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Many scholars have attributed the long existence of circularity in China to the hukou 

system (Chan 1994, Chan and Zhang 1999, Chan and Buckingham 2008, Hu, Xu and Chen 

2011).  However, in recent years, scholars have suggested that circular migration may be rural-

urban migrants’ best choice under the current socio-economic structure: dwelling in both cities 

and the countryside, migrant households can “make the best use of both worlds” by earning in 

the cities and spending in the countryside (Fan 2009, Zhu 2007, Fan and Wang 2008).   

Existing migration theories, especially the neoclassical migration theory and the new 

economics of migration theory, have explained the occurrence of out-migration and return-

migration from the individual level and household level.  In section 2.3, I introduce a framework 

based on existing push-pull models, traditional migration theories, and the idea that circularity is 

motivated by security.  This framework can be used to explain circular migration in China and 

how it changes over the years in connection with both individual and household characteristics. 

Even if circularity decreases over time, we do not know if this is caused by generational 

differences among migrant workers.  That is, we do not know if circularity decreases because 

rural workers who become migrants in recent years are less likely to circulate, or because the 

migrants who have recently joined the labor force have not been working long enough to engage 

in circular migration.  I therefore ask a third series of questions.     

3.  When do people migrate? How long does each migration last?  What are the 

factors that affect the length of time migrants remain in cities and in home villages? 
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The length of time migrants spend in cities shows how stable life in the cities is for 

migrant workers.  After the first migration, how long does it take for migrant workers to return to 

the countryside?  After their return, what is the probability that they will go out again?  Do 

migrant workers of different genders or generations have different probabilities of out-migration 

and return-migration? 

4. What is the relationship between circularity and settlement plans?  How do 

different generations of migrant workers see their futures?  In particular, what is 

the new-generation migrant workers’ relationship to their home villages? 

A few studies have shown the continuing importance of rural areas to rural-urban 

migrants in China (Fan 2009, Fan 2011, Fan et al. 2011, Wang, Weaver and You 2013).  Rural 

areas offer a relatively low cost of living and strong social networks.  In particular, agriculture 

can be a back-up option for migrants who have failed in the cities.  However, new-generation 

migrant workers do not have farming experience.  Thus, one should ask what the value of the 

home town is to new-generation migrant workers.  In addition, how are their settlement 

intentions different from those of their predecessors?  Answering these questions may help to 

predict the process of urbanization in China. 

1.3 Summary of the chapters 

Chapter 2 reviews existing studies on mobility and circularity generally and in the 

context of China.  I also review studies on the new-generation migrant workers in China.  Based 

on existing theories and empirical studies, I build an analytical framework which I call a 
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“dynamic push-pull model”.  I use this framework to understand circular migration and how it 

has changed over time.   

Chapter 3 introduces the data source of the dissertation and the methods I use to explore 

the answers to my research questions.  The major data source is a longitudinal study of rural 

households from six villages in Anhui and the household members’ migration experiences.   

Based on the records, I create small-scale panel data.  I use quantitative methods to understand 

the frequency of circularity and the probability of out-migration and return-migration.  In 2012, I 

also conducted fieldwork in Y1 village, focusing on villagers’ housing construction behaviors.  

In this dissertation, I use Y1 as a case study to understand how different generations of migrant 

workers see their futures and their relationships to their home villages.  The raw data and 

interview records used for this dissertation are part of a larger longitudinal study of 300 rural 

households in Sichuan and Anhui provinces that began in 1995: the Longitudinal Study of Rural 

Households in Sichuan and Anhui (LSA).  

Chapter 4 reviews the frequency of circular migration over the past 30 years using count 

models.  Count models explain the overall probability of migration over a life cycle, controlling 

for the length of the observation period.  Using the same set of variables, I also explain the 

factors that affect the length of the time a rural worker spends outside of his/her hometown when 

the length of observation period is controlled. 

Using the same dataset as Chapter 4, Chapter 5 uses event history models to answer 

questions on what factors affect the probability of out-migration and return migration.  In 
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particular, the first outside-move and first inside-move (as defined in section 3.1) are 

differentiated from subsequent migrations.   

Chapter 6 is a case study of housing construction behaviors in the Y1 village.  By 

studying why migrants build large houses and why those houses are often left empty, I explore 

the relationships between different generations of migrant workers on the one hand, and their 

settlement intentions and practices on the other hand.   

Chapter 7 is the conclusion.  I summarize the findings of chapters four, five, and six.  

Circularity is demonstrated to be influenced by gender, generation, education level, household 

structure and decade.  In this chapter, I also discuss my plan for future research and the policy 

implications of the dissertation.   
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review 

In this chapter, I review how circularity is examined in broader migration theories and 

how it is studied in the context of China.  In particular, I identify a series of factors which 

contribute to out-migration, return-migration and circularity based on existing theories and 

empirical studies.  I also review the discussions on circular migration, settlement and migrants’ 

housing practices.  The different sections of the literature review are linked together in the 

conceptual framework introduced in section 2.3.    

2.1 Migration theories and circularity studies 

Migration unfolds in time and space.  The most well-known theories and models in 

migration literature focus mainly on locational changes rather than the temporal aspects of 

migration.  Nevertheless, a review of those theories sheds light on both the spatial and temporal 

dimensions of migration and informs inquiries into circularity.     

2.1.1 Migration theories and migration models 

Efforts to theorize migration can be traced back to the late 19
th

 century, when Ravenstein 

published his “laws of migration” papers based on migrations in the United Kingdom in the late 

1870s and early 1880s (Ravenstein 1885, Ravenstein 1889).  According to Boyle and his 

colleagues, Ravenstein’s work “provided the hypotheses upon which much future migration 

research and theorization was built” (Boyle, Halfacree and Robinson 2014).  Several aspects of 

Ravenstein’s work continue to be important to migration studies.   
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First, Ravenstein finds that most migrants travel short distances, and those who migrate 

longer distances have industrial and commercial centers as their places of destination.  Based on 

this argument, later scholars developed the Gravity Model, arguing that the volume of movement 

between two places is directly proportional to the product of their masses (i.e. populations) and 

inversely proportional to the square of the distance between them (White and Woods 1980: 39).    

Second, Ravenstein finds that each migration stream produces a counter-stream.  It can 

be said that this finding opened up the field of return migration theory, but return migration was 

not actually studied until the late 1970s, and it is still a comparatively under-researched 

component of migration.   

Third, Ravenstein highlights the gender dimension of migration.  He finds that women 

tend to migrate shorter distances than men and men are the majority of international migrants.  

He is one of the earliest scholars to highlight the gender-selective nature of migration.  Fourth, 

Ravenstein argues that the major causes of migration are economic, which is the basic 

assumption of the neo-classical migration theory.  Fifth, Ravenstein finds that migration 

increases with the development of industry, commerce and transport.   

From Ravenstein’s “laws” of migration, scholars developed the famous “push-pull” 

framework to understand the migration process.  Migration is driven by a set of push factors 

operating from the region or country of origin (e.g., poverty, unemployment, landlessness, rapid 

population growth, political repression, low social status, poor marriage prospects), and pull 

factors operating from the place or country of destination (e.g., better income and job prospects, 

better education and welfare systems, land to settle and farm, good environmental and living 
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conditions, political freedom) (King 2012b).  Lee further developed the push-pull model by 

adding in the concept of ‘intervening obstacles’, which are difficulties a potential migrant needs 

to overcome for migration to occur.  Examples of obstacles include physical distance, cost of 

making the journey, cultural barriers such as language and different ways of life, and political 

obstacles such as international borders and immigration restrictions.  Lee’s “theory of migration” 

also considers personal characteristics.  He argues that different people react differently to 

various combinations of pushes and pulls, according to their economic status, life-stage and 

personality (Lee 1966).  The push-pull framework combines “individual rational-choice theory 

with the broader structures of rural-urban and developmental inequalities” (King 2012b).  For the 

most part, this more generalized framework is missing in later migration theories, which usually 

focus either on individual level analysis or analysis of much larger scales.  

Starting from the 1960s, many theories have been developed to explain migration 

behaviors.  At the micro-level, migration is considered either as a rational individual choice, or 

as a household decision.  For example, from the individual analytical level, neoclassical 

migration theory emphasizes human capital and regional income differences as determinants of 

migration (Schultz 1961, Sjaastad 1962, Todaro 1969).  The behavioral approach to 

understanding migration highlights personal psychological factors that constrain rational 

decision-making (Wolpert 1965).  Network theory stresses the role of social networks and shared 

community origin in shaping the processes and patterns of migration (Massey 1990, Goodman 

1981).  When these theories are used to analyze migration, the calculation of personal benefit 

through migration is usually the key factor in deciding whether to migrate.  Scholars in the 
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school of "new economics of migration," however, also recognize the influence of "household" 

on people’s migrations.  Migration is a way a family or household organizes resources, such as 

family labor, not only to maximize collective income but also to minimize risks in an uncertain 

economy (Mincer 1978, Katz and Stark 1986, Lauby and Stark 1988).  Feminist scholars extend 

this approach by investigating intra-household power relations, including gender relations and 

migrants' agency (Chant and Radcliffe 1992, Momsen 1992, Silvey and Lawson 1999, Lawson 

1998).   

Migration is also studied from the macro-level. For example, labor market segmentation 

theory describes how migrants in cities are channeled into a secondary or informal sector (Harris 

and Todaro 1970, Piore 1980). World systems theory aims at explaining the migration from the 

Global South to the Global North and sees this migration as a result of capitalist development 

(Wallerstein 2011).   

While all the existing theories are supported by empirical studies, they “developed 

largely in isolation from one another” (Massey et al. 1993).  They reflect different research 

objectives, foci, interests, and ways of breaking down an enormously complex subject into 

analytically manageable parts.  The explanatory power of the theories is limited by what kind of 

migration they are designed to study, when migration occurs, and the economic, social and 

political condition at the time of migration (Garip 2015).   

None of the theories mentioned above distinguish first-time migration from the 

migrations that happen later in a subject’s life cycle, and they do not distinguish long-term 

movements from movements that are temporary and/or repetitive.  In other words, ‘‘migration’’ 
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has traditionally been perceived as a permanent move from one place to another.  Similarly, 

‘‘return migration’’ has been defined as the final return of migrants back to their places of origin 

and the end of their migrant careers (Wallerstein 2011).   

2.1.2 Circular migration: definitions and theories  

Circular migration started attracting scholars’ attention around the early 1980s.  Early 

research on circular migration was mostly about internal migration in developing countries.  For 

example, the edited volume Circulation in Third World Counties, first published in 1985, reveals 

the continuing salience of circular features of population migration in Third World countries in 

Asia, Latin America and Africa (Prothero and Chapman 2010).  At this time, Hugo also 

published a series of papers on circular migration in Indonesia and West Java, which provided 

the foundations for theorizing circular movement in later studies (Hugo 1982, Hugo 1981, Hugo 

1983).  While the discussion on circular migration continues, the studies on circularity starting 

from the late 2000s are more focused on migration and development.  Some scholars suggest that 

circular migration can serve as a “triple-win” strategy for migrants, the host countries and the 

home countries; cases of international and transnational migration have provided some 

confirmation of this argument (Wickramasekara 2011, Hugo 2009, Newland 2007).   

Before summarizing the existing theories on circular migration, it should be noted that 

the terms “circularity” and “circular migration” are not used consistently in existing studies.  

Most studies of internal circular migration focus on seasonal migration, which means that 

migrants (usually migrants from rural areas) move out of the home village to do non-agricultural 

work during the “slack” season, and return to the village to participate in agricultural production 
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during the planting and harvesting seasons (Hugo 1982, Bedford 1973, Deshingkar and 

Farrington 2009).  However, as pointed out by Fan and Wang, there are also “long-term” circular 

migrations: some migrants return home to stay for an extended period of time, for example 

several years, before pursuing migrant work again (Fan and Wang 2008).  This kind of circular 

migration is more likely to be studied in the international migration context (Massey 1987, 

Donato, Durand and Massey 1992, Massey and Espinosa 1997, Constant and Zimmermann 

2007).  Circular migration may also be spontaneous or managed.  While most internal circular 

migrations are mainly spontaneous or voluntary, some seasonal worker programs between 

developed and developing countries have created institutionalized circulation.  In these programs, 

workers are contracted for a set period of time to work in a foreign country (such as certain 

miners in South Africa or some Mexican agricultural laborers in the United States).   

Circular migration is often treated as a special type of temporary migration.  For example, 

in a report published in 2011, Wickramasekara provides a detailed review of the definitions and 

terminology of circular migration.  He concludes that “a generic definition offers the best 

approach for understanding circular migration,” and suggests defining circular migration as 

“temporary movements of a repetitive character … usually for work, involving the same 

migrants” (Wickramasekara 2011).   Although this definition recognizes the repetitive nature of 

circular migration, it also suggests that circular migration is temporary.  Hugo has pointed out 

that so-called “permanent” skilled migration movement from Asia to Australia is a two-way flow, 

based on analysis of migration flows between 1993 and 2008 (Hugo 2008).  Here, the term 

“permanent” suggests that a migrant has obtained a certain legal status (such as citizenship) in 
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the destination and that the destination has become the migrant’s primary home.  However, such 

“permanent” migrants often return to their places of origin periodically.  In this sense, permanent 

migration streams also involve also circular mobility elements.  A simple definition of circular 

migration such as “repeated movement between hosting areas and home” incorporates all types 

of circular migration.  Whether circular migration leads to a final return or a permanent 

settlement may be best left as a separate question.     

Estimation of circular migration is difficult because it requires following the same 

migrants for a long period of time.  As a result, theories of circular migration are not as well 

developed and widely tested as the theories of one-way migration.  In his review of circular 

migration in Asia, Wickramasekara raises four tasks that a theory of circular migration should 

address:  

1. Conceptualize the difference between circular migration and other forms of 

mobility, especially temporary migration;  

2. Explain the factors that lead to the initiation of circular/temporary migration 

or circular mobility;  

3. Highlight the reasons for continuation or perpetuation of circular migration; 

4. Predict consequences of circular migration and its effects on parties 

involved: migrants, host societies, and origin societies. (Wickramasekara 

2014) 
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Based on these four tasks, I identify two sets of theories that can be used to interpret 

circular migration: the first from internal migration literature and the second from international 

migration literature.   

The first set of theories is developed from internal migration studies, which focus on the 

reasons for circular migration and the conditions needed for circularity to continue.  For example, 

Bedford argues that circular migration is a way for members of an indigenous population to 

sustain security in plural societies and dual economies.  Bedford supports his argument through a 

study of the mobility of the New Hebrides people in a South Pacific island area from 1800 to 

1970 (Bedford 1973).  He finds that the main motivation for migration is to obtain non-

indigenous material goods, but “permanent change in place of residence is exceptional” because 

for most islanders, the rural communities remain their permanent homes, which serve as “bases 

from which to participate in a variety of economic activities: subsistence gardening, cash 

cropping, local business ventures and wage employment” (Bedford 1973, p. 226). 

By analyzing circular migration in Indonesia and West Java, Hugo finds that “Circular 

migrants usually maintain some village based employment, and the frequency of their migration 

is determined by the distance involved, the costs of traversing it, their earnings at the destination, 

and the availability of work in the home village” (Hugo 1982, p. 61).  His argument uses the 

traditional cost-benefit analysis in migration studies, but highlights the role of family and 

household in migration decisions.  Hugo understands circularity as a way to maximize family 

income by “encouraging some members of the household to work in the village at times of peak 

labor demand and to seek work in the city or elsewhere at slower times while other members of 
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the household remain to cope with limited village-based labor demands. …. Thus, by earning in 

the city but spending in the village, the migrant maximizes the utility gained from consumption” 

(Hugo 1982, p. 70).  Hugo also explains circularity as risk aversion strategy: “circulation strategy 

keeps the mover’s options in the village completely open so that the risk of not being able to earn 

subsistence is reduced by spreading it between village and city income opportunities” (Hugo 

1982, p. 70).  From the more macro level, Hugo argues that circular migration is the result of 

immaturity of capitalism in Third World countries where two social groups—an urban-based 

non-landowning proletariat and a small farming class—are both not fully developed.  Instead of 

becoming full-time farmers or urban workers, the circular migrants become the “undifferentiated 

group involving themselves in both the capitalist and peasant modes of production.”  

In terms of the effects of circular migration, Hugo studies how remittances from circular 

migrants affect household income, which further supports his argument that circularity is better 

understood from the household level.  He is also one of the earliest scholars who join the 

discussion on whether circularity is a transitional phase followed by permanent relocation to 

urban areas, foreseeing that circular migration in Third World countries and under-developed 

communities will continue. 

Drawing on migration experiences of people in the urban informal sector in Bangkok, 

Jakarta and Manila, Fan and Stretton find that circular migrants usually have strong networks of 

contacts in urban areas, which can help them secure an urban job.  Circular migrants from the 

same rural area and having the same kind of jobs tend to live together, which further enables 

social support and reduces living costs (Fan and Stretton 1984).  The findings from Fan and 
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Stretton support Hugo’s argument that circular migration is a strategy to maximize family 

earnings, and that remittances and circularity act as important mechanisms for migrants and their 

families to straddle the rural and urban areas.  Thus circularity is a rational choice of risk-

averters.  One important contribution of Fan and Stretton’s study is to point out that in order to 

have a rural worker participate in circular migration, “the rate of return in the urban sector needs 

to be relatively higher than in the village (at least for a large part of the year), and either living 

costs are higher in the city than the village … or the family has a rural-biased consumption 

preference, or a combination of both” (Fan and Stretton 1984, p. 346).    

A second set of theories is developed from studies on circularity in the international 

migration context.  These theories focus on identifying factors that contribute to circular 

migration, including going-out, returning, and going-out again.  For example, based on the 

survey data collected from four communities in Mexico, Massey finds that prior migration 

experience contributes to repeated migration (Massey 1987).  By studying circular migration of 

undocumented migrants between Mexico and the U.S., Donato and his colleagues find that older 

migrants rarely participate in undocumented migration to the U.S. again once they return to 

Mexico, but the more prior migrations a migrant has conducted, the more likely the migrant will 

migrate again (Donato et al. 1992).  Using Mexican Migrant Project data on undocumented 

migrants and non-migrants, Thom develops a model of repeated circular migration that accounts 

for saving behavior.  Thom’s account also provides examples of how government policies on the 

status of different kinds of residents can affect migration.  Thom finds that the intensity of U.S. 

border enforcement has a significant positive effect on the cost of migration.  He links the length 
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of migration with the frequency of migration by showing that an increase in the intensity of 

border enforcement over the sample period would have reduced migration rates in the sample, 

but would have increased trip durations.  He also finds that the continual increases in border 

enforcement will not produce continual reductions in migration rates because some individuals 

are immune to the effects of such policy changes. Migration behavior is also found to be 

sensitive to changes in the exchange rate, which alter both the cost of migration and the value of 

foreign earnings (Thom 2010), an example of how macroeconomic factors (and/or government 

policy) can affect circularity.   

Circular migration is also practiced by many immigrants to European countries.  The 

frequency of circularity and the length of migration are studied in works about circular migration 

in Europe.  For example, Constant and Zimmerman have two papers published using 14-year 

panel data on immigrants in Germany.  They find that more than 60% of immigrants in Germany 

are circular migrants.  Migrants are more likely to leave Germany at the early stage of their 

arrival in Germany, and when they have social and familial bonds in the home country, but less 

likely when they have a job in Germany and speak German well.  Once the immigrants leave 

Germany, the probability they will return to their home countries is about 80%.  Additionally, 

people are more likely to return to their home countries when they have family members there 

and when they send back a large amount of remittances (Constant and Zimmermann 2012).   

Focusing on immigrants from European Union member countries to Germany, Constant 

and Zimmerman find that among those not owning a dwelling in Germany, the younger and the 

older migrants (excluding the middle-aged) are significantly more likely to engage in repeat 
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migration.  When they return to their home countries, they also tend to stay for longer periods of 

time.  Males and migrants with German passports exit more frequently, while those with higher 

education exit less.  Migrants with families in the home country spend a longer time when they 

return to the home country, but those who have jobs in Germany spend less time in their home 

countries (Constant and Zimmermann 2007).   

2.2 Circular migration in China 

2.2.1 Introduction 

Rural-urban migration in China has long been recognized as highly circular.  However, 

so far few studies have answered the question about how prevalent circularity is during the 

process of rural-urban migration.  There are two main reasons why research on this topic has 

been limited.  First, the repetitive nature of rural-urban migration may have been taken for 

granted.  When it is studied, it is treated as temporary migration or return migration, and seen 

simply as the consequence of the hukou system rather than a phenomenon to be studied.  Second, 

there is a lack of data that can be used to systematically review circularity in the past 30 years. 

A unique feature of migration in China is its two-track system, consisting of permanent 

migration and temporary migration (Chan 1994, Yang 1994).  In international migration studies, 

temporary and permanent migration are distinguished based on duration of stay in the host area.  

However in China, the distinction is based on whether the migrant has changed his/her place of 

hukou registration.  In China, “temporary migrant” refers to an individual whose place of 

residence differs from the place of hukou registration.  “Permanent migrant”, in contrast, refers 

to a migrant who has changed his or her hukou registration to the destination.  It is where 
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individuals are registered, rather than the duration of stay, that defines them as permanent 

migrants or temporary migrants (Goldstein 1991).   

Since the late 1950s, hukou status has been assigned at birth.  Technically, there are two 

ways to categorize an individual’s hukou status.  (1) According to hukou type (hukou leixing 户

口类别), hukou status includes agricultural hukou (nongye hukou 农业户口) or non-agricultural 

hukou (feinong hukou 非农户口).  (2) According to hukou location (hukou suozaidi 户口所在

地), hukou status can be divided into rural hukou (nongcun hukou 农村户口) and urban hukou 

(chengshi hukou 城市户口).  Hukou location is more related to the discussion of circularity than 

hukou type.  For the sake of simplicity, when I mention hukou status in the dissertation, I refer to 

hukou location: rural hukou refers to registration in a rural area, and urban hukou refers to 

registration in an urban area.  I sometimes also use local hukou (bendi hukou 本地户口) to 

represent urban hukou, since migrant workers usually do not have the local hukou of the cities 

where they are staying.     

The hukou system has been revised and reformed repeatedly over the past 30 years.  First 

launched in the late 1950s, the hukou system was designed as a way to record demographic 

changes.  However, soon it was used as a means of migration control, especially rural-urban 

migration.  Before the late 1970s, having an urban hukou was virtually the only means to access 

food, employment, housing, and other necessities for survival in the cities.  The only ways for a 

rural hukou holder to gain an urban hukou were through recruitment by state-owned enterprises 

(zhaogong 招工), enrollment in an institution of higher education (zhaosheng 招生), promotion 
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to a senior administrative job (zhaogan 招干)—all under strict quota-control (Chan and Zhang 

1999).   So it was almost impossible for rural Chinese to migrate and work in cities.  Starting 

from the late 1970s, promoting economic growth has been a major goal of the Chinese 

government.  The increase of foreign direct investment in eastern coastal areas started to offer 

many rural residents the opportunity to earn wage income in the cities.  At the same time, 

expanded markets for food, goods and necessities began to make it possible for rural workers to 

live in the cities (Chan and Zhang 1999).  However, it is still true that no matter how long a 

migrant has lived in the host city, without a local hukou, the migrant has very limited access to 

public benefits such as subsidized housing and health care in the city (Chan and Buckingham 

2008).  Transferring hukou status from rural to urban continues to be difficult for rural migrants.  

Although some local governments have “sold” urban hukou through the blue-stamp hukou 

(lanyin hukou 蓝印户口) system (beginning in the late 1980s)
3
, few rural migrants were able to 

take advantage of this practice due to the high price of the hukou (Chan and Zhang 1999).    

The hukou system is believed to contribute to split household arrangements in China 

(Xiang 2007, World Bank 2009).  As mentioned above, split household refers to the fact that 

many rural-urban migrants leave their household members behind in the rural area when they are 

                                                 

3
 Blue-stamp hukou is a semi-urban hukou provided by some city governments.  It is usually obtained 

through the purchase of urban housing.  In order to get the blue-stamp hukou, migrants also need to pay the urban 

infrastructural construction fee (chengshi zengrongfei 城市增容费), the amount of which varies between a few 

thousand yuan to around 50,000 yuan according to the administrative status of the city (Chan, K. W. & L. Zhang 

1999).   The blue-stamp hukou holders only enjoy limited rights and obligations compared to regular local residents, 

but they can transfer their hukou into a formal urban hukou under certain conditions.  In recent years, many cities, 

including Shanghai and Tianjin, have stopped providing the blue-stamp hukou (China Daily 2003, Zhang, R., X. 

Shang & F. Xin. 2014).    
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working in the cities (Fan 2009, Fan et al. 2011, Fan and Wang 2008).  The hukou system 

contributes to split households by denying rural migrants resources in cities.  For example, only a 

limited number of urban public schools are open to children without a local hukou, and in order 

to get into those schools, migrant families are required to pay extra “education endorsement fees” 

(zanzhufei 赞助费), which can be prohibitive for poor migrant families.  Even if some rural-

urban migrants have the means to send their children to urban schools, children without local 

hukou still have to return to their hometown for senior high school to prepare for gaokao—the 

college entrance exam.  According to the Working Regulations for the Enrollment of Regular 

High School (Ministry of Education 2010), all high school students who take gaokao must do so 

in their place of permanent residence and take the exam that is designed according to the local 

curriculum.      

Although over the years the hukou system has undergone incremental reforms
4
, there is 

little evidence that the reforms have significantly lowered barriers to urban citizenship (Sun and 

Fan 2011).  In recent years, many local urban governments, especially those of small and 

medium-sized cities, have made great efforts to reform the hukou system (Chen et al. 2014).  

City governments explain that these reforms are designed to make it easier for migrants to settle 

in cities (Wang 2014).  However, most migrants are not enthusiastic about exchanging a rural 

hukou for an urban hukou when offered the opportunity to do so (Wen 2002, Bandao Chenbao 

2014).  For example, in Shijiazhuang, the capital city of Hebei Province, a radical reform of the 

                                                 

4
 Sun and Fan’s paper on temporary and permanent migrant comparison in China has a good review section 

on the hukou system and its reforms over the past thirty years (Sun and Fan 2011) 
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hukou system was implemented from August 2001 to June 2002, but only 30% of the city’s 

migrant population transferred their hukou to the city (Wang 2003).  Hukou reforms appear to 

have limited influence on rural-urban migration patterns (Zhu 2007, Zhan 2011).    

A series of papers published by Fan and her colleagues offer a second explanation for the 

split household arrangement, one which centers on household strategies and migrants’ agency.  

Based on empirical studies of migrant households in Sichuan and Anhui, Fan argues that 

migrants are motivated to maintain and invest in their social support system (immediate and 

extended family, fellow villagers) and economic security (farmland, house) in the countryside 

because their social and economic futures in the city are uncertain (Fan 2009, Fan and Wang 

2008).  By having split households, migrant workers can earn urban wages and support the rest 

of the family at the rural cost of living.  They can also return to the home village or rural town if 

migrant work becomes scarce (Fan 2011).  In this light, the strategies of split household and 

circular migration allow migrants to obtain the best of both worlds.  

In recent years, an increasing percentage of rural-urban migrants have brought their 

spouses and children along with them to cities (NBS 2012, NBS 2015, NBS 2014).  The increase 

of couple migration and family migration may imply that maintaining social and economic 

support in the countryside is no longer a priority to some migrant households.  In the same vein, 

some scholars see couple and family migration as steps that bring migrant workers closer to 

permanent settlement in cities (Connelly et al. 2011).  However, based on a recent survey of 

migrant workers in urban villages in Beijing, Fan et al. find that migrants' decisions to leave 

children behind or to bring them along depend on the children's ages and whether migrants' 
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parents are available to help take care of the children in the village.  Thus, the increase of couple 

migration is “simply a strategy to maximize the household labor power devoted to earnings from 

the city”, and migrating with children is not migrants’ “first choice” (Fan et al. 2011).  Couple 

migration and family migration are less a prelude to settlement in cities and more a function of 

the availability of childcare in the home village.     

As mentioned above, a second reason why the prevalence of circularity is understudied is 

the lack of suitable data (Holz 2013, Wang and Zhao 2013).  To depict circularity, ideally the 

same migrants should be followed over an extended period of time.  However, such data are rare.  

One of the few exceptions is the Longitudinal Survey on Rural Urban Migration in China 

(RUMiC), which was initiated by a group of researchers at the Australian National University, 

the University of Queensland, and Beijing Normal University and was supported by the Institute 

for the Study of Labor (IZA).  RUMiC collects data on three populations: rural households both 

with and without migrants (through the Rural Household Survey), urban resident households 

(through the Urban Household Survey), and rural-to-urban migrants (through the Urban Migrant 

Survey) (Akgüç, Giulietti and Zimmermann 2014) .  Although there is a high attrition rate in the 

Urban Migrant Survey, it has enabled some studies on circular migration in China.  For example, 

Wang and Zhao (2013) use the Urban Migrant Survey data to examine the probabilities that rural 

workers will migrate, return, and migrate again after returning to the countryside.  While their 

study provides important insights for understanding migrant workers’ migration choices, Wang 

and Zhao point out that the data they use cover only a two-year period between 2007 and 2008, 

which may cause estimation bias.  The RUMiC is ongoing and its objective is to provide a 
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longitudinal dataset covering a five-year time span.  However, even data for a five-year period is 

not sufficient to examine circularity that takes place over many years and even decades.  This 

dissertation seeks to fill the gap by reviewing the change of circularity in the past 30 years using 

longitudinal data.   

2.2.2 Migration and settlement 

There is a growing body of literature on the out-migration aspect of rural-urban migration 

in China (Zhao 1999, Zhao 2002, Zhu 2002, Hare 1999, Meng and Zhang 2001, Taylor, Rozelle 

and De Brauw 2003, Lu and Song 2006).  Scholars have identified many factors at different 

scales to explain the occurrence of out-migration.  For example, personal characteristics include 

age, gender, education level, and migration experience; household characteristics include land 

ownership in the countryside, and the number of workers in the household; community 

characteristics include how prevalent migration is in the cities; structural factors include rural 

taxation and economic cycle.  These studies provide important insights in understanding 

migration, but they do not distinguish long-term migration from migration that lasts for a short 

period of time.  What happens after out-migration is usually not included in those studies.   

A few studies are devoted to understanding return migration from urban to rural areas.  

The factors used to explain return migration are similar to the factors used to explain out-

migration (Zhao 2002, Ma 2002, Ma 2001, Démurger and Xu 2011, Bai and He 2002).  The 

studies diverge, however, in their conclusions about the influence of return migration on regional 

development.  Some scholars find that with the skills learned from migratory experiences, return 

migrants have become engines of development in their areas of origin (Zhao 2002, Démurger 
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and Xu 2011, Ma 2002).  While Ma and Zhao both focus on return migrants’ entrepreneurship, 

Zhao finds that very few migrants return to the countryside (Zhao 2003).  However, other 

scholars point out that few return migrants successfully develop new businesses in rural areas.  

Based on an empirical study of return migrants in Sichuan and Anhui, Bai and He find that an 

increasing number of migrants return because they cannot find suitable jobs in the cities but few 

migrants return home with a business plan (Bai and He 2002).  In other words, in Bai and He’s 

study, return migrants are negatively selected among rural-urban migrants.  The different 

opinions regarding how return migrants affect the development of rural areas may be caused by 

the data selection process.   Migrants who return for a long time may be more likely to start a 

business than migrants who return for a short time to until the next migration opportunity arises.     

Studies about circular migration in China tend to focus on rural-urban migrants’ 

settlement intentions and processes.  For example, Cai and Wang (2008), Zhu and Chen (2010), 

and Fan (2011) have examined the intention of rural migrants to become permanent urban 

residents, based on interviewees' answers to questions such as “Are you willing to give up rural 

land?”, “Are you willing to settle down in cities?” or “Do you intend to stay in XX city?”  Five 

types of variables are usually adopted to explain migrants’ settlement intention: institutional 

factors, demographic characteristics, marital status and household arrangement, migration 

experience and work, and social factors (Fan 2011). 

The “institutional factor” which Fan and others refer to is usually the hukou system.  The 

“demographic characteristics” usually include age, gender, and educational attainment, as in 

typical out-migration and return-migration studies.  Most studies find that younger migrants want 
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to stay in the cities more than the older migrants (Xia 2010, Gao 2008, Zhu and Chen 2010).  

Female migrants have a stronger settlement intention than male migrants (Cai and Xu 2009, Zhu 

and Chen 2010, Li and Chen 2010).  However, the mechanism of how gender and generation 

affect settlement intention is not fully explored in existing studies, a point I shall return to when 

discussing migrants’ housing construction in section 2.2.4.  Better-educated migrants have a 

stronger settlement intention than the less educated (Li and Chen 2010, Ren and Dai 2003, Zhu 

2001).   

Regarding migrants' marital status, the findings are mixed.  Some studies find that singles 

have stronger a settlement intention (Cai and Xu 2009, Wei and Zhang 2008), while others report 

that married migrants have stronger settlement intention (Guo 2010).  Studies that examine 

migrants' household arrangement show that having the spouse and/or family members also living 

in the city increases the likelihood that migrants will stay in the city (Cai and Xu 2009, Gao 

2008).  These findings seem to suggest that household arrangement—whether a migrant's spouse 

and family members have joined him or her in the city—is indicative of the transition from 

circular migration to permanent migration.  However, using survey data from Beijing, Fan finds 

that couple migrants—the ones who migrate with a spouse and leave behind all the children—are 

less likely than single migrants, childless couple migrants, and migrants with spouse and 

some/all children to intend to stay in cities (Fan 2011).   

Research has consistently found that the longer the migration experience—usually 

measured by how long it has been since the migrant left his or her origins or how long he or she 

has worked in the destination city—the stronger the settlement intention (Guo 2010, Ren and Dai 
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2003).  When the income difference between the host city and migrants' hometown is larger, 

their settlement intention is stronger (Xiong and Shi 2007).  A few studies note that benefits such 

as retirement insurance increase migrants' likelihood of staying in the city (Xu 2010), but other 

studies find that having insurance does not significantly affect migrants’ settlement intention 

(Zhu and Chen 2010).  

How social interactions and network in the city affect migrants’ intentions to stay in the 

city has also been studied, and the findings of these studies are also mixed.  While some studies 

note that migrants' sense of inferiority undermines settlement intention while their interactions 

with urban locals increases it (Xia 2010), other studies find that neither the feeling of inferiority 

nor social network is related to settlement intention (Wei and Zhang 2008, Fan 2011). 

Respondents’ answers about settlement intentions are highly correlated with how 

intention is measured.  By using data from the National Floating Population Monitoring Survey 

(guojia jishengwei liudong renkou dongtai jiance diaocha 国家计生委流动人口动态监测调查) 

(NFPMS)—a nation-wide longitudinal study of migrants in China started from 2009, Chen et al. 

find that 64% of rural migrants “want to live and stay (juliu 居留) in the city where they are 

working”; 60% of migrants “want to live and stay for a long time”; 50% want to change their 

hukou registration to the city where they are working; 35.4% want to gain an urban hukou; and 

only 11.8% are willing to give up their land in the countryside in exchange for an urban hukou 

(Chen et al. 2014).  Chen et al.’s findings highlight the importance of rural land.  Agricultural 

land provides subsistence to migrants in case they lose the urban migrant work, and rural 

residents’ free access to zhaijidi (宅基地) (land for housing purpose) is essential for housing.   
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Settlement intention may not be translated into action.  Thus, some scholars study 

migrant workers’ settlement practices instead of settlement intention.  For example, several 

studies (Deng and Gustafsson 2006, Poston Jr and Zhang 2008, Yang 2000) use gaining a local 

hukou to represent migrants’ permanent settlement in cites.  These studies usually use the total 

population as their sample, rather than distinguishing rural migrants from migrants who have 

urban hukou of other cities.  Hu and his colleagues study the settlement practice of rural-urban 

migrants using data collected from a national survey in 2006.  In their study, even if a migrant 

does not have a local hukou, he or she is still considered a permanent migrant when he or she 

owns a local house.  Using this definition, Hu et al. find that compared to migrants who 

circulate, permanent migrants tend to be intra-province migrants rather than inter-province 

migrants.  Permanent migrants are more likely to have stable jobs and earn high incomes and 

thus are more adapted to urban lives than circulators.  Permanent migrants are also more 

educated and more experienced than circulators.  Age and the probability of permanent migration 

have an inverse U-shaped relationship.  Individuals with more children and more land in the 

countryside are less likely to become permanent migrants as opposed to circular migrants (Hu et 

al. 2011).   

Although hukou status is commonly used to identify settlement in cities, migrants who 

have obtained an urban hukou may still spend most of their time in the countryside.  For example, 

in LSA records (the major data source of this dissertation, explained in section 3.1), there is a 

case of a migrant couple who purchased a house in the city where they worked for many years, 

and through the housing purchase they earned urban hukou for themselves and their children.  
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Although the couple claimed that the main reason of the housing purchase was to enable their 

children to study in a public school in the city, their children still stayed in the countryside 

because the couple was too busy working, and thus could not care for the children. By the time 

the couple was interviewed, their children had been living in the home village for three years 

after all members of the family had received urban hukou. This case suggests that having an 

urban hukou may not be the best index to represent the degree of settlement in cities.  Split 

household arrangement is not simply the result of hukou system, and earning an urban hukou 

may be as much a household strategy as split household arrangement, rather than a goal of rural 

migrants.  

Connelly, Roberts, and Zheng also recognize the limitation of using hukou status to 

identify permanent migrants.  They use a combination of employment status, length of time in 

the city, co-residence with family members, remittance, and hukou status to measure migrants’ 

degree of settlement.  Using survey data of rural-urban migrant workers collected from five cities 

in 2001, Connelly et al. find that migrants spend more years in the city if they were younger at 

the age of migration, if they are married, or if they are self-employed.  Men who have been in the 

city for longer or who are self-employed are much more likely to be co-residing with their wives.  

Self-employment is also a predictor of co-residence with children for both mothers and fathers 

(Connelly et al. 2011).  One limitation of Connelly et al.’s study is that their data are collected at 

only one point of time.  Even if some migrants spend a longer period of time in the city at the 

time of the survey compared to others, they may return right after the survey, which makes it 

possible for them to spend in total fewer years in the urban area than the others.  This limitation 
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of the data may affect the accuracy of the findings.  This issue is a typical “censoring” problem 

commonly discussed in longitudinal studies (Minitab n.d.).  The best way to settle this concern is 

to collect longitudinal data (Cherry n.d.).   

2.2.3 New-generation migrant workers and circular migration 

The term “new-generation migrant workers” (xinshengdai nongmingong 新生代农民工) 

was coined by Wang Chunguang in the early 2000s.  In Wang’s article, new-generation migrant 

workers are defined as rural-urban migrants who were born after the year 1980.  It is now a well-

accepted term used to highlight the heterogeneity among migrants (e.g., Wang 2001; Luo and 

Wang 2003; Wang 2008).  However, definitions of the “old-generation migrant workers” 

(laoyidai nongmingong 老一代农民工) vary among different scholars.  For example, scholars 

usually simply define the old-generation as born before 1980 (Liu, Li and Breitung 2012, NBS 

2011, Ye and Pan 2011, Yin 2010).  However, in NFPMS—a nation-wide longitudinal study of 

migration in China hosted by China’s National Population and Family Planning Commission, 

and in the studies that use data collected by NFPMS, the old-generation is defined as born before 

1965.  Meanwhile, these studies use the term “middle generation migrant workers” 

(zhongshengdai nongmingong 中生代农民工) to represent migrants who were born between 

1965 and 1980 (NPFPC 2008, Duan and Ma 2011, Chen 2012).   

In terms of studying the changing characteristics and migration patterns of migrant 

workers, dividing migrants into three groups (old, middle, and new) is better than dividing them 

into two groups (only old and new).  Age 15 is usually used as the youngest age for migrants to 

start working in cities (Li 2008, Ran and Brooks 2006, Zhai and Wang 2002).  People who were 
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born after 1965 have all of their working years included in the current wave of rural-urban 

migration (i.e., from the 1980s to the present).  As young rural workers are generally more in 

demand than the old ones in the urban job market, migrants born after 1965 in general have more 

working opportunities in the cities over their life cycle than the ones who were born before 1965.  

That is, the “old” migrants need to “wait” until 1980 to start migration.  Therefore, it is better to 

acknowledge a third generation group, the “middle generation migrant workers” (abbreviated in 

this dissertation as “mid-generation”). 

Existing literature has highlighted the differences between the new-generation migrant 

workers and migrants of other generations.  For example, the old-generation rural-urban migrants 

are generally “target earners”: their migration trips are motivated by the idea of accomplishing 

certain goals, such as earning cash income to subsidize their farming activities.  Once the goals 

are achieved, they return to the home villages (Huang et al, 1996; Huang, 1997).  Old-generation 

migrants also appear to retain a very strong attachment to rural areas and the land, and most of 

them still think of themselves as farmers rather than workers.  These characteristics also limit the 

length of time they spend in the urban area, and eventually motivate then to return home (Wang, 

2001).  The new-generation migrant workers begin to migrate into cities starting from 1990 

(Wang, 2001; Luo and Wang, 2003).  Compared to the old-generation, migrants of the new-

generation start migration earlier in their lives (NBS 2011).  They are more ambitious, more 

educated, more skilled than their predecessors, and they know little about farming (Wang 2001, 

Liu and Cheng 2008, NBS 2011).  To them, “earning money” is not the only incentive to migrate.  

they are motivated by economic opportunities in the cities, but they are also attracted by ideas of 
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an urban lifestyle; thus “learning skills”, “broadening experience” and “preference for city life” 

have become primary reasons for their migration (Wang, 2001; Luo and Wang, 2003; Luo, 2007). 

Two reasons may explain the differences between the new-generation migrant workers 

and their predecessors.   First, different generations of migrant workers are at different stages of 

their life cycles.  Scholars have divided an individual’s life into an age-related sequence of stages.  

The stages include pre-adulthood, early adulthood, middle adulthood and late adulthood (Yue et 

al. 2010).  At different stages of one’s life cycle, an individual usually has different 

“development tasks” (Levinson et al, 1978; Levinson, 1986).  Thus, when different generations 

of migrants are compared in the same survey, they may appear to have different preferences and 

priorities.  Second, different generations of migrant workers have different job opportunities in 

cities.  As rural-urban migration continues to be highly age-selective in China (Ma et al. 2004), it 

is easier for the new-generation migrant workers to find jobs and work for a longer period of 

time in urban areas, compared to older generations.  For both of these reasons, settlement 

intentions and settlement practices differ among generations of migrant workers. 

It is commonly believed that the new-generation migrants have stronger desires than the 

old-generation migrants to stay permanently in the city (Liu and Cheng 2008, Li and Huang 2010, 

Yu 2014).  However, evidence to support this notion is scant.  In Ye’s study of 2,017 migrant 

workers in seven provinces in 2007, “generation” is not a significant variable in regression 

models in terms of explaining a migrant’s settlement intention (Ye 2011).  Yao’s (2010) survey 

in the Yangtze River Delta area shows that 70 percent of both the new-generation and old-

generation migrants want to eventually return to their hometowns.  But they differ in job 
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preferences after returning: 63.5 percent of the new-generation migrants want to work in non-

agricultural sectors, 13 percentage points higher than the old-generation migrants, whereas the 

proportion of the old-generation migrants who want to work in agriculture is 12 points higher 

than the new-generation migrants.  In a similar vein, Yue et al. (2010) find that the younger the 

migrants, the more likely it is that they intend to return to non-agricultural work (versus 

agriculture).  Given that non-agricultural work is mostly not available in the migrants’ home 

village, it is not surprising that Duan and Ma (2011) find that most of the new-generation 

migrants who desire to “return” want to return to their region of origin (jiaxiang 家乡) but not 

the rural village (xiangxia 乡下).  In the towns near the home village, for example, these 

returnees can continue working in non-agricultural jobs such as manufacturing. 

2.2.4 Rural housing and circularity 

Building or renovating a house has been commonly recognized as one of the most 

important motivations of rural-urban migration in China (Li, Mao and Zhang 2008a, Murphy 

2002, Ma et al. 2004, Zhang and Huang 2008).  Based on this fact, it is surprising that relatively 

few studies on migration in China have investigated the relationship between migrant housing 

and circularity.  The existing research on migrant housing mainly focuses on describing migrant 

housing conditions in urban areas, especially in comparison with the housing conditions of 

permanent city residents (city “locals”).  Literature rarely discusses migrants’ housing conditions 

in their hometowns or how their housing construction or purchases in the countryside are related 

to their migration and returning decisions. 
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Migrant housing in urban areas receives more attention from scholars than the houses 

built by migrants in rural areas.  This may be caused by the fact that scholars usually use the 

quality of migrants’ urban housing to measure migrants’ degree of settlement in cities.  Better 

housing condition implies a more stable life in the cities, thus a higher probability to settle down 

in the cities (Wu 2006, Zheng et al. 2009).  Hu and his colleagues even use “having purchased 

housing in cities” as one of indexes to represent migrants’ permanent settlement in the urban area 

(Hu et al. 2011), although as mentioned in section 2.2.2, there are cases of rural migrants who 

have houses in destination cities, but who still circulate or even spend most of their time in the 

countryside.  

Empirical studies have found that compared to city locals, migrant workers’ housing 

conditions are worse, even though in mega-cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, many local 

residents also endure harsh housing conditions (Wu 2002, Wu 2004, Zheng et al. 2009, Wang, 

Wang and Wu 2009).  Overcrowding is the general feature of migrant housing.  For example, 

Wu finds that in Beijing and Shanghai, each migrant uses only about a third of the space 

occupied by a typical urban resident, although the per capita usable area for local residents is less 

than 25 m
2 

(Wu 2002).
5
  Migrants also tend to live in dwellings that are less equipped with 

kitchen/bathroom facilities, are used for working or other purposes in addition to serving as 

residences, and have less stable structural features (such as temporary dorms on construction 

sites).  The housing condition is worst for migrants living in inner suburbs, which are the primary 

receiving area for migrant workers (Wu 2002, Liu and He 2008).   

                                                 

5
 25 square meters is about 270 square feet. 1 m

2
=10.8 ft

2
. 
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The drop in housing comfort is particularly striking when compared to how most 

temporary migrants have lived back at home (Wu 2002).  Throughout the 1990s, villagers 

invested a large proportion of their incomes in housing.  Per capita floor space nearly doubled, 

and residences were being demolished and rebuilt with greater frequency that previously (NBS 

1998, Wu 1990).  Murphy mentions that some owners of two-story houses proudly explained to 

her that their houses were more spacious than the cramped apartments of many urban dwellers 

(Murphy 2002, p104).  In recent years, since migrants have tended to spend longer amounts of 

time in cities and family migration has become more common (NBS 2015, NBS 2014), many of 

the newly constructed houses are left empty.  For example, in a village in Qianshan county, 

Anhui province, 45% of the households which include migrant workers leave their countryside 

houses empty for most of the year.  Meanwhile, the average size of housing per migrant from 

this village in destination cities is less than 4 m
2
, or about 43 sq. ft.  (Xu and Xiao 2012).   

How should we interpret this seemingly irrational “rural house building craze”
6
 of 

migrant workers?  Although few studies on internal migration in China have dealt with this topic, 

Julie Chu’s ethnographic work about the house of “American guests”—the international 

emigrants to the United States—sheds light on understanding migrant workers’ housing choices 

(Chu 2010).  Chu argues that the large empty houses built by emigrants are meant to show off 

the success of their overseas experiences and to create the feeling of immobility, as much as 

mobility.  These large, empty houses can be a source of distress and displacement for people of 

                                                 

6
 The term is used by Sally Sargeson to describe rural house construction in China.  Sargeson, S. (2002)  

"Subduing "The Rural House-Building Craze": Attitudes towards Housing Construction and Land Use Controls in 

Four Zhejiang Villages." The China Quarterly. 927-955. 
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the sending communities.  That is, some rural residents who see the houses feel that they are not 

successful enough, a feeling that in some cases encourages them to migrate. 

As discussed in later chapters, when migrants build houses in the countryside, this is 

typically part of their settlement process.  However, like Chu, I also explore how housing 

construction serves purposes other than settlement.  For example, male migrants may desire a 

large house in order to compete for a wife, as I explore in Chapter 6.  A prospective bride may 

take comfort in knowing that a house in the countryside is available even if the couple intends to 

eventually settle elsewhere.  Rural housing is not only a settlement practice but also a back-up 

choice for new-generation migrant workers.   

2.3 Conceptual framework for analyzing circularity 

In her recent book “Circular migration in Zimbabwe and contemporary sub-Saharan 

Africa”, Deborah Potts suggests that the push-pull model, which is reviewed in section 2.1.1,  

“has considerable value as an organizing framework for evaluating changing patterns of 

circulation” (Potts 2010).  In her version of the push-pull model of circular migration, places are 

simply categorized as either rural or urban, and both areas can push away or pull in migrants (see 

Figure 2.1).  Although it is not shown in her figure, Potts argues that both rural and urban areas 

are shaped by the same structural factors, and those factors change over time, thus affecting the 

direction, magnitude, speed, and the timing of migration.  The structural factors she mentions can 

be summarized as economic development and the related employment opportunities, social 

infrastructures such as health, education, and built environment, and governmental policies such 

as taxation, housing subsidies, and institutionalized segregation. 
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Figure 2.1 Pott's push-pull model of circular migration 

 

Note: This figure is based on figure 1.1 of Potts’s book “Circular migration in Zimbabwe and 
contemporary sub-Saharan Africa”.  

 
 

Although Potts’s framework does not incorporate the fact that the personal and household 

characteristics of a migrant change over time, and that these changes also affect the direction and 

timing of migration, her framework provides a good foundation for analyzing circular migration 

in China.  Urban and rural areas clearly have different push/pull forces in China.  Urban areas 

offer more job opportunities and potentially higher income than rural areas.  Thus rural areas 

exert a push force, and urban areas exert a pull force.  In addition, urban areas may pull people in 

by offering non-agricultural work and modern lifestyle.  Rural areas offer agricultural work, but 

the rural environment may not be as appealing as the modern city environment, especially from 

the point of view of young people.  However, cost of living in rural areas is lower.  Family 
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members in the countryside constitute an important social network for migrants, while also 

requiring support from migrants.  As shown in the literature mentioned above, many rural 

Chinese also believe that rural areas have better development opportunities for small businesses 

and good quality of life such as clean air.  In short, rural workers weigh structural factors such as 

employment opportunities, infrastructure, cost of living, and social network in both rural and 

urban areas.  In all of these ways, rural workers are pulled or pushed by rural or urban areas.   

It is important to note that the same area can pull in some migrants while pushing others 

away and the strength of the push/full forces are not the same for all rural workers.  Based on the 

existing literature, the direction and the strength of the forces are influenced by a rural worker’s 

personal characteristics and household characteristics.  For example, age, gender and education 

level affect job opportunities and income level in both rural and urban areas.  New-generation 

migrant workers have a stronger preference for non-agricultural work and modern city lifestyle 

than the older generation workers.  Generation may also affect a worker’s cost of living and 

lifestyle choices.  When there are left-behind children, the migrants who do not have parents in 

the village to help take care of the children may return soon, while the migrants who have 

parents inside the village may continue migration for a long time. 

It is also important to note that rural workers’ personal and household characteristics and 

other structural factors change over time.  There are two meanings of “time” here: life cycle and 

calendar year.  All of these changes can influence the push and pull forces of rural and urban 

areas.   In this dissertation, I aim to incorporate the effects of time into Pott’s push-pull 

framework to develop a “dynamic push-pull model”. 
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China has experienced dramatic structural changes in the past 30 years; some changes 

have affected migration and circularity, including: (1) implementation of the household contract 

responsibility system (HRS); (2) the development of the urban contract labor system; (3) the 

hukou reforms; (4) the construction of the “Socialist New Countryside” ; and (5) macroeconomic 

cycles.     

Between the late 1950s and the implementation of HRS, agricultural production in rural 

China was managed by “production teams” (shengchangdui 生产队) which averaged 100 

villagers each (Gao 2014).  Under this system, “work points” provided workers the incentive to 

show up for work and put in hours, but there was little incentive to work hard because individual 

effort was not rewarded, and results were averaged out among all the team members.  From a 

family perspective, every individual member who put in work hours contributed to family 

income, so the opportunity cost of migration was relatively high.  Thus, this system discouraged 

migration.  The production team system was a “pull” factor, keeping rural workers in the 

countryside.   

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, China began to implement a Household Contract 

Responsibility System (HRS) in rural areas though which rural households were entrusted with 

farm land under long-term leases.  Under this system, farmers pay agricultural taxes to the 

governments, and keep all other produce for themselves.  Implementation of this reform 

significantly increased rural workers’ incentive to engage in agriculture.  As a result, agricultural 

productivity quickly increased, and so did the rural household income.   In areas where the size 

of farm land was limited, surplus labor emerged.  Laborers without land sought other ways to 
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earn income.  Thus, they had strong incentives to migrate and look for job opportunities outside 

their home towns.  By creating labor surplus, HRS acted as a “push” factor, encouraging rural 

workers to migrate.   

Before the 1980s, it was basically impossible for rural workers to find jobs in cities 

because the urban labor market was open only to urban residents (Seeborg et al. 2000).  Starting 

from the early 1980s, the development of the contract labor system in urban areas created job 

opportunities that made it possible for rural workers to work in cities.  Prior to the contract labor 

system, urban jobs were mainly provided by state-run work units (danwei).   Danwei provided 

urban workers with stable jobs and benefits.  Under the contract labor system, danwei were given 

incentives to reduce production costs by hiring contract workers at lower rates on a temporary 

basis and without benefits.  Thus, rural workers were able to find work in cities.  The availability 

of contract work pulled rural workers to the cities. 

As discussed above in section 2.2.1, the hukou system poses an additional obstacle to 

migration.  An urban hukou allows an individual to access social benefits in the city such as 

medical care, education, and government housing.   For migrants who hold a rural hukou, the 

difficulty of living in the city without these benefits encourages them to return to the countryside.  

Thus, the hukou system can be understood as a push factor in cities, encouraging migrants to 

leave.  Hukou reform has reduced this obstacle, but with limited effects on migration and 

settlement.   

Starting from the mid-2000s, China’s central government has begun a project of rural 

improvement known as “building the new socialist countryside” (jianshe shehuizhuyi 
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xinnongcun 建设社会主义新农村) (Yang 2006).  The push force of the countryside has 

decreased through better infrastructure, including paved roads, improved water and electricity 

systems, and better access to radio and television.  In addition, the agricultural tax has been 

abolished
7
, resulting in increased relative income in rural areas. 

Finally, macroeconomic cycles also affect migration and circularity.  China’s increasing 

involvement in the global market over the past three decades is strongly related to the creation of 

new job opportunities in urban areas.  Economic growth increases the probability that rural 

workers can find work in cities, while economic contractions weaken the pull of cities and may 

encourage migrants to return to the countryside (Zhang and Song 2003, Zhan and Huang 2013).  

For example, the 2008 global economic crisis dramatically reduced job opportunities and wages 

for rural migrants in cities, decreasing the urban pull power and prompting many migrants to 

return to their home villages.  

From the individual and household level, the push and pull forces of rural and urban areas 

may fluctuate not only overtime, but also over one’s life cycle.  As migrants become older, they 

may find rural lifestyles more desirable; they may also explore business opportunities in rural 

areas rather than short-term income opportunities in cities.  In other cases, more household 

members moving to cities may increase the pull force of urban areas. 

                                                 

7
 Historically, China has been an agricultural nation, and agricultural taxes have long contributed to the 

government’s revenues. When the People’s Republic of China was found in 1949, the agricultural tax accounted for 

40% of China’s fiscal income.  However, with economic development, Chinese government started to reduce the 

amount of tax in the early 2000s, and the tax was abolished nation-wide in the year 2006.  Studies have shown that 

the tax abolition significantly increased rural families’ per capita net income (Wang and Shen 2014).  
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The shifting forces discussed above help to explain changes in the direction, magnitude, 

and speed of migration between rural and urban areas as well as the timing of the shifts.  My 

explanations of circular migration in China are informed by the dynamic push-pull framework 

described above.  By following the same subject over his/her life cycle, I assess how the changes 

in the push-pull forces of the city and countryside affect his or her migration decisions. 
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Chapter 3  

Changes in migration patterns between 1980 and 2009 

This chapter provides an overview of the prevalence of circularity in rural-urban 

migration in China over the past 30 years.  I begin by describing the longitudinal data used in my 

analysis.  

3.1 Data 

As discussed in the literature review, there is currently no large-scale longitudinal data 

that can be used to study circular migration in China over the past 30 years.  I therefore created a 

small-scale panel dataset based on a longitudinal study of rural households in Sichuan and Anhui 

provinces (LSA).  LSA was started in 1995 by the Research Center for Rural Economy of 

China’s Ministry of Agriculture.  Sichuan and Anhui were chosen because they were and still are 

the major home provinces of migrant workers.  Two counties were selected in each province 

based on three criteria: (1) they were representative of the provinces in terms of economic 

development; (2) compared with other counties, they had relatively long histories of out-

migration; (3) out-migration accounted for at least 20 percent of the rural labor force.  In each 

county, three villages were selected to represent multiple levels of economic development of the 

selected counties.  In each village, 25 households were selected: 15 households that had migrants 

and 10 households that had no migrants in the year 1995.  In 2005 and 2009, the same 

households were revisited by research teams led by the School of Agricultural Economics and 

Rural Development of Renmin University of China.  In 2012, two supplementary interviews 

were conducted separately in Y1 and Y3 village of the Y County in Anhui.  I have been a 
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member of this research project since 2005.  The surveys involved face-to-face interviews based 

on a semi-structured questionnaire, which collected information on who was in the household, 

the demographic characteristics of household members, the household income sources, and the 

household division of labor.  Occasionally, supplementary interviews were conducted by phone.  

In particular, the interviewers collected retrospective information such as which years important 

events occurred in the households.  Those events include marriage, birth, death, housing 

construction and renovation, when migration and return took place, and other related information.  

In the interview records, members of the household who were working or once worked “outside” 

were named, and the interviewers recorded the years when their migrations occurred and ended.  

The product of this longitudinal study is more than 2,000 pages of interview records written in 

Chinese (the LSA records).  The information mentioned above makes it possible to code 

individual migration history and other time-varying variables based on the year-intervals, which 

is essential for calculating the frequency of circularity and explaining the reasons for circularity 

using quantitative models.  In Chapter 3, this data is used to calculate the frequency of circularity.  

Chapters 4 and 5 concern factors that explain the variance in circularity.   

The small-scale panel data I use in Chapters 3 through 5 are coded based on LSA records 

from Anhui.  This dataset includes information on 150 households from six villages in Y and Z 

County in Anhui Province.  In this dissertation, I refer to this panel data as YZ data.  The major 

variable in YZ which can be used to analyze the mobility and circularity at the individual level is 

migration history.  In my dataset, migration history is a continuous record of an individual’s 

migration status in year-intervals from the year a subject was born to the year his/her family was 
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interviewed the last time.  In YZ data, all 150 households were interviewed at least two times.  

All households were first interviewed in 1995.  Six households were interviewed the last time in 

2005.  Most households—105—were visited the last time in 2009.  The rest of the households 

were last visited in 2011 (25 households) or 2012 (15 households).   Migration status has only 

two values: inside or outside.   When an individual stayed within the boundary of his/her home 

“town”
8
, which incorporates his/her home village, for more than six months out of a calendar 

year, his/her migration status for that year is coded “INSIDE”.  Otherwise the migration status is 

“OUTSIDE”.  All the individuals who are mentioned as household members in the interview 

records for Y and Z counties have their migration history coded in the YZ panel data.   

I use “inside/outside” to represent the “rural/urban” dichotomy in order to continue the 

discussion of changes in the gender division of labor by Tamara Jacka as well as the discussion 

of changes in household division of labor by C. Cindy Fan and her colleagues.  As Jacka 

mentions, an age-old Chinese saying describes the gender division of labor: “the woman’s place 

is inside the family [doing housework and taking care of family members] and the man’s sphere 

is outside the family [earning income and interacting with people outside the family] (nan zhu 

wai nv zhu nei 男主外女主内)” (Jacka 1997).   Before the 1990s, after a rural woman got 

married, the likelihood that she would migrate for work sharply declined, and it declined further 

if she had children (Jacka 2006).  Traditional gender norms define a wife’s main responsibilities 

as looking after the home and caring for the young and elderly.  When a husband takes up non-

agricultural migrant work, a rural wife’s responsibilities multiply.  In addition to house chores, 

                                                 

8
 Town is the translation of zhen (镇) in Chinese here, which may incorporate several villages. 
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care-giving and supervision of children, she must often also participate in farming, animal 

husbandry and other non-farm work.  Jacka describes this situation as a shift in the boundary 

between women’s “inside” realm and men’s “outside” world.  The boundary has shifted such 

that the inside now includes all village responsibilities (Jacka 2006). 

Fan and her colleagues expand on Jacka’s inside-outside framework to investigate not 

only the division of household labor between genders, but also the division among generations 

(Fan 2003, Fan and Wang 2008, Fan 2009, Fan 2011).  Beginning in the 1990s, more and more 

married women have joined the migrant labor force.  Duties such as child rearing and farming 

are now likely to be carried out by the older generation.  As Fan has explained, when husband 

and wife are both outside, a household can maximize earnings.  By having at least some family 

members inside, especially children and elders, rural migrants can minimize their households’ 

cost of living and maintain connections to rural resources and social networks.  As explained 

above, in this dissertation, an individual’s status as INSIDE or OUTSIDE reflects where he or 

she spends the majority of each year.  Because each location is associated with particular kinds 

of work, those categories also reflect how labor is divided among household members. 

I created dependent and independent variables based on the migration status of each 

member of a household in a given year.  As further explained in section 3.2, I use four dependent 

variables to measure the frequency of migration and circularity: “outside move”, “inside move”, 

“number of moves” and “number of years outside.”  The major independent variables I use to 

explain the frequency of circularity (as further explained in section 3.3.2) are the migration status 

of children, spouse and parents.    
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The purpose of categorizing a person who spends more than six months outside his or her 

hometown as “outside” for the year is to exclude short-term migrations.  This inside-outside 

binary fits the information provided by LSA records well, since migrants typically speak in terms 

of “being outside that year” or “in the village this year.”  Spending more than six months outside 

the village is also the standard definition of “migrant worker” used by the Bureau of Statistics in 

China and in most of the academic literature on migration in China (Knight, Deng and Li 2011).  

Adopting the same definition here facilitates comparison with the existing research.  There is 

also a more substantive reason to use “more than six months outside” as the definition of 

“outside” for a year.  Spending most of the year outside may imply the potential to earn a 

livelihood outside the village.  When these migrants subsequently decide to return to the village, 

not just for a visit, but to stay for most of a year or several years, such decisions may point to 

factors other than income that motivate their return. 

The YZ data are especially suitable for analyzing mobility and circularity because they 

provide a good record of individuals’ migration history over their life cycles.  Temporary “drop-

outs” or persons who could not be successfully interviewed in a given year are interviewed in the 

follow-up interviews, so the missing data can be filled in.   

3.2 Subject, observation, migration status, and “moves” 

As a longitudinal dataset, YZ has a multi-level data structure, as shown below (Figure 

3.1).  The highest level of YZ—level 5—is the County.  Two counties in Anhui are included: Y 

County in the northwest of the province and Z County in the southwest.  The next level down is 

the village level.  Each county has three villages.  Households are the next level after that, nested 
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within villages.  Each village has 25 households.  At the next level, individuals are nested in 

households.  Each household has at least one individual.  The dataset includes 843 individuals.  

Finally, observations of an individual’s migration status and other characteristics (which may 

change every year) are recorded from the time the person was born.  It is typical in YZ data that 

an individual has multiple observations.  These observations are designated level 1.   

Figure 3.1 Multilevel structure of YZ data 

 

 To study the frequency of migration and circularity, I select only observations from rural 

workers.  In this dissertation, a rural worker is defined as an individual who has acquired rural 

hukou when he or she was born, was not in school, military, or prison when observed, and was of 

working age.  Working age in China is commonly defined as 15-64 (Bergsten, Gill and Lardy 

2007, Ran and Brooks 2006, Zhai and Wang 2002).  I use 15 as the minimum age also because 

migrants who leave the village when they are below 15 years of age are considered dependents 

and are rarely full-time workers.  Age 64 is used as the maximum age because although some 

rural workers continue to work after age 64, they may not be able to work full time.  Especially 

because rural-urban migration is highly age-selective in China, 64 or older is considered too old 
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to be a migrant worker.  Of the 843 individuals in YZ, 57 were observed at age 14 or younger.  

As a result, they are excluded from the analysis in this dissertation, and I focus on studying the 

observations from the remaining 786 rural workers.     

In order to represent and measure the frequency of circularity, I have created two 

variables: (1) the number of moves a rural worker has undertaken during an observation period; 

and (2) the number of years outside during the same observation period.  A move refers to the 

change of migration status either from inside to outside (a rural-urban move, or outside-move), or 

from outside to inside (urban-rural move, or inside-move).  An observation period refers to the 

period between the year when a subject turns 15 and the year when the subject is “observed” (the 

year of observation).  The year of observation is always some year in the range 1980 to 2009.  At 

the end of each observation period, I record the number of moves and the number of years 

outside a subject has had during the period, as well as the subject’s individual characteristics, 

household characteristics, and rural housing ownership (further explained in section 3.3.2).  I call 

this record an “observation”.  In Figure 3.2, I use a subject (Luo S.) randomly selected from YZ 

data as an example to show how the variables are defined and the relationship between them. 
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Figure 3.2 Luo S. (Y1-1-4) as an example of the coding process 
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Luo S. is a male rural resident of Y1 village who was born in the year 1969.  As the head 

of household in the fourth household in Y1 village, his personal ID is coded as Y1-4-1.  In LSA, 

he was interviewed four times, in 1995, 2005, 2009 and 2012.  From these four interviews, I 

compiled a complete migration history record for Luo, meaning he does not have any missing 

migration status information between the year of his birth and 2009.  Luo is observed 41 times 

(2009-1969+1) so he has 41 observations recorded in YZ data.  In 1984, he turned 15 and 

became a rural worker.  Therefore, I use only post-1984 observations of Luo to study the 

frequency of his migration/circularity.  The square boxes in the middle of Figure 3.2 represent 

Luo’s migration history.  “I” stands for inside and “O” stands for outside. 

For every year from 1984 to 2009, I check Luo’s migration status at the beginning of the 

year and see if it is different from the migration status of the past year.  When there is no change, 

I mark the beginning of the year with a blue “x”.  If there is an outside-move, I mark the 

beginning of the year with a red “√”.  If there is an inside-move, I mark the beginning of the year 

with a purple “√”.  Then I count the number of “√”s between 1984 and each year thereafter.  I 

also count the number of years outside between 1984 and each year thereafter.  

For example, 1984 is Luo’s first observation period.  The period is one year and the 

migration status is inside.  It is the same as his migration status in 1983.  I therefore place a blue 

“x” in the beginning of the year 1984 to signify that Luo has not undertaken any move in that 

year.  In 1984, both the total number of moves he has had and the number of years he has spent 

outside are both zero (0).  In 1985, Luo is still inside.  In his second observation period, which 

lasts for two years, the number of moves Luo has undertaken is still zero.  So is the number of 

years outside.   In the beginning of 1986, Luo’s migration status changes from inside to outside.  

I place a red “√” at the beginning of 1986.  Luo’s third observation period lasts for 3 years.  In 
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the year 1986, when Luo is 17 years old, he has undertaken one move.  His number of years 

outside now increases to one.  Luo stays outside until 1989.  While the number of moves does 

not change between 1986 and 1989, the number of years outside has increased from 1 to 4.  In 

1990, his status is inside again.  I mark the beginning of 1990 with a purple “√” to represent the 

inside move.  This move occurs in Luo’s seventh observation period and lasts for seven years.  

So in 1990, when Luo is 21, he has undertaken two moves.  However, the number of outside 

moves in 1990 stays at 4. 

Using the same method, I count the number of moves and number of years outside in 

each observation period.  By the year 2009, when Luo turns 40, or is in his 26
th

 observation 

period, he has undertaken five moves.  The number of years outside he has accumulated is 18. 

Number of moves and number of years outside serve different analytical purposes in 

terms of understanding migration and circularity.  Number of moves documents the beginning of 

migration and the frequency of circularity.  When the number of moves changes from 0 to 1, an 

outside move occurs.  This implies that a rural worker changes his or her major domicile, and 

very likely the major kind of job he or she undertakes.  Because this new status lasts at least the 

majority of the year, the new status is not especially transient and may continue. When the 

number of moves changes from 1 to 2, a rural worker undertakes an inside-move, and his or her 

major place to live and work changes from the urban area to the rural area.  This worker has 

completed a migration cycle.  He or she therefore becomes a circular migrant. 

 “Number of years outside” measures a rural worker’s experience working outside, and 

the relative importance of outside work to rural workers with different characteristics.   When the 
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length of an observation period is the same, the fact that one rural worker has more years outside 

suggests that the urban area and migrant work play a more important role in that person’s life. 

Missing data is a common issue in panel data.  Fortunately, due to repeated interviews 

and detailed records, missing data is not a big concern in YZ.  Among the 786 rural workers, 

only 50 of them (6% of the total rural worker sample) have missing data for migration status in 

some years.  On average, those 50 people have 6.8 years of migration status missing.  To ensure 

the accuracy of the number of moves, I drop all observations after the first year a worker does 

have a migration status recorded.  For example, if the dataset includes migration status 

information for a subject in 2005 and prior years, as well as 2008, but is missing data for 2006 

and 2007, I keep only the observations of  subject up to the year 2005, and the observations of 

2006 to 2008 are not included in the analysis.   On average, only 1.2 extra years of migration 

status information are recorded after the first year when migration status is not recorded.  

 After the observation selection process, I have 13, 256 observations from 786 individuals.  

On average, each subject contributes 16.8 observations to the dataset.  The length of observation 

period varies from one year to 50 years.  On average, an observation period is approximately 18 

years.  The distribution of the number of moves that subjects have undertaken during an 

observation period is shown in Figure 3.3.  In 7,605 observations, or 57.4% of the total sample, 

there is no migration.  These observations are either of young people who have not yet moved or 

of people of any age who have never moved during the period of their migration history records.  

Most of the “no move” observations are from the latter group: many of the individuals in this 

group are old-generation rural workers who have been observed for a long period of time and 

thus have long migration history records with many observations.  In 3,430 observations, or 25.9% 
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of the sample, one move is recorded.  In 2,221 observations, or 17% of the sample, more than 

one move is recorded.   

Figure 3.3 Distribution of number of moves 

 

Two observations have 9 moves.  These two observations are from the same individual in 

2008 and 2009.  She was born in 1968.  She conducted her 9
th

 move (or 5
th

 outside-move) in 

2008, when she was 41 years old and had been observed for 27 years.  She stayed outside in 

2009.   This migrant is an extreme example of “long-term” circularity.  Her first outside-move 

occurred in the year 1992, after her husband migrated for one year.  But the first migration lasted 

only one year.  She returned the next year and stayed in the village for two years, before she 

moved again and worked in the urban area for another two years.  This “two years inside, two 

years outside” migration pattern continued for more than ten years, and could continue beyond 
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2009.  During this period of time, her husband was always working outside, and she always had 

children under the age of 15 inside.  She explains her back and forth movement between the 

countryside and city by her desire to fulfill her role of being both a wife and a mother: when she 

is working outside, she always works in the same factory and lives together with her husband.  

“Working outside makes the life (of my family) better (by earning more income).”  But she 

returns “because the children need my care.” 

The relationship between the length of observation period and the number of moves is 

shown in Figure 3.4.  There is a positive relationship between the length of the observation 

period (the time between age 15 and the observation year) and the number of moves a subject 

has undertaken.  However, observing a subject for a longer period of time does not necessarily 

mean more moves will occur during this period.   
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Figure 3.4  The length of observation period by the number of 

moves 

 

The length of the observation period is a typical “exposure variable”.  The longer a 

subject is observed, the more years he/she is “exposed to the risk” of moving.  To quantify the 

effects of other factors on the frequency of circularity an individual has undertaken over a period 

of time, the length of observation period needs to be “offset”, to which I will return in Chapter 4.   

3.3 Non-migrant, one-shooter, and circulator 

In order to depict the prevalence of circularity between 1980 and 2009, I divide rural 

workers into three categories: “non-migrant”; “one-shooter”; and “circulator”.  Which category a 

subject falls into depends on how many moves the subject has undertaken during an observation 

period.  When a rural worker has not had any moves by the observation year, the subject remains 
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a “non-migrant”.   When a rural worker has one move recorded by the year of observation, he or 

she is a “one-shooter”.  If by the observation year the worker has at least two moves recorded, he 

or she is a “circulator”.   Using this coding method, a rural worker can be a non-migrant, a one-

shooter, and a circulator when observed at different points in his or her life.  To take the example 

of Luo S. from Figure 3.2, he is a non-migrant in 1984 and 1985, a one-shooter between 1985 

and 1989, and a circulator between 1990 and 2009.  

3.3.1 Circularity by year 

In section 2.2.1 and 2.3, I reviewed how structural factors in China which may affect the 

push-pull factors of rural and urban areas have changed over time.  In general, over the past 30 

years, the reforms in rural and urban areas have made it easier for rural workers to participate in 

rural-urban migration.  Therefore, I expect to see a decreasing percentage of non-migrants over 

time.  In section 2.2.2, I also reviewed the evidence that suggests that hukou reforms have had 

only limited effects on rural-urban migrants’ settlement intention and split household 

arrangement.  I therefore expect circulators to be a significant part of the migrant labor force 

throughout the past thirty years.  As mentioned in Section 2.2.3, scholars have suggested that 

new-generation migrant workers have stronger desires to migrate and to settle down in the cities. 

As more and more new-generation migrant workers participate in rural-urban migration, I expect 

to see an increasing percentage of one-shooters and a decreasing percentage of non-migrants.   

The composition of three types of rural workers between the year 1980 and 2009 is 

shown in Figure 3.5.  
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Figure 3.5  The frequency of different rural labor types between 

1980 and 2009 

 

As we can see from Figure 3.5, while the number of rural workers in each year increases 

over time, the number of non-migrants decreases.  The sample size increases because new people 

become part of the households, either through birth or marriage.  The number of non-migrants 

decreases because migration becomes more prevalent over time, and also because once 

individuals move a single time, they are no longer counted as non-migrants for any subsequent 

observation years.  Meanwhile, the number of one-shooters and circulators increases.  The result 

implies that the new workers added into the sample over the years are more likely to be one-

shooters and circulators.  The number of circulators has not increased significantly between 1995 

and 2009.  This may imply that the new-generation rural workers—the workers who start to 

show up in the data after 1995—are indeed more likely to remain in cities as “one-shooters.”  

The trend of how circularity changes over time is more obvious in Figure 3.6.  Over time, the 
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one-shooters have become the largest part (43%) of the rural labor force in YZ data.  One-

shooters may still travel back and forth between city and countryside, but they do not stay in the 

countryside for more than six months.  If they did, they would be classified as circulators.  

Figure 3.6 The percentage of different rural labor type between 

1980 and 2009 

 

3.3.2 Circularity by individual and household characteristics, rural housing 

ownership, and decades 

The change in the migration pattern over the past thirty years, as suggested by Figure 3.5 

and Figure 3.6, is related to not only the change of structural factors, but also the change of 

household and individual factors.  In this section, I compare non-migrants, one-shooters, and 

circulators on the basis of individual characteristics, household characteristics, rural housing 

ownership, and time.   
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Introduction of Variables 

I include rural housing ownership because it may affect a rural worker’s migration 

decisions.  Earning enough money to build a rural house has long been an important goal of rural 

migrants.  When that goal is achieved, a migrant may return.  Rural housing also provides 

important socio-economic support to migrant workers; availability of a rural house may also 

encourage migrant workers to return inside.  I also compare non-migrants, one-shooters, and 

circulators by decades—rather than years—to show more clearly how the general pattern of 

migration has changed over time.   

Individual characteristics that I have included are age, gender, education level, 

generation, and marital status.  Age refers to the age of the subject in the year of observation.  

Gender is a dummy variable, with female as the reference group.  Marital status is a dummy 

variable with not-married as the reference group.  Education is a categorical variable which 

records the highest education level an individual has obtained by the year of observation.   

In the YZ dataset, generation is divided into three categories: old-generation refers to 

those who were born before 1965; mid-generation refers to those who were born between 1965 

and 1979; and new-generation refers to those who were born after 1980.   The literature suggests 

that we should see a lower percentage of non-migrants among the mid-generation and new-

generation rural workers than among old-generation rural workers.  In addition, I expect that 

new-generation migrant workers are less likely than the other two groups to be circulators, given 

the former’s general lack of farming experience.  Thus, I expect a negative relationship between 

being a new-generation migrant and moving more than one time.   
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At the household level, I have chosen three variables which represent the location of 

household members (in the year of observation): the number of inside children who are younger 

than age 15; whether the subject has a spouse inside; whether the subject has parent(s) inside.  

The variables for the location of the spouse and parents are dummy variables.  When these 

family members are in the village, the corresponding variables are coded as 1.  Otherwise they 

are coded as 0.   

As suggested by network theory, having family members who are migrants creates a 

migration network that may encourage migration and reduce its costs.  On the contrary, a spouse 

or parent inside may decrease the probability of migration (either as one-shooter or circulator).  

However, when a move has already occurred, how “left-behind” family members affect the 

frequency of circularity is not clear.  Having dependent children may encourage migrants to 

return, but more dependent children require more financial support, which can encourage a rural-

worker to stay outside as much as he or she can to accumulate migration income.  Having a left-

behind spouse may encourage a migrant to return, and turn a one-shooter into a circulator.  But 

having a spouse inside can also encourage a worker to be a one-shooter, since the left-behind 

spouse can take care of the inside tasks.  In other words, the direction of causation is not 

necessarily obvious.  

According to research on the household division of labor, having available parents in the 

home village encourages couple migration (Fan et al. 2011).  When children are cared for by 

their grandparents, their parents are freer to earn wage income.  Therefore, I expect to see more 

one-shooters in the group of rural workers who have parents inside than in the group without 

parents inside.     
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I also assess how rural housing ownership affects migration and circularity.  In China, 

earning money to build or renovate a house is commonly mentioned as one of the main reasons 

rural workers start migration (Zhang and Huang 2008, Du and Bai 1997).  In migration studies, 

having a house in the place of origin is shown to raise the probability of returning (Constant and 

Zimmermann 2007, DaVanzo 1983).  After a migrant has earned enough money for house-

building or renovation, he or she may decide to return to the home villages (Yue et al. 2010).  

Many migrants I met during fieldwork in Y1 explained that they use the money saved from 

migrant work on housing construction or renovation in anticipation of their eventual return.  

However, the return may not happen right after the completion of housing construction and 

renovation: borrowing money to build/renovate housing is a common practice among rural 

residents (Lin 2013).  In this case, migrant workers may have to continue working outside to earn 

money, so that they can repay the loan generated by housing construction or renovation.  Owning 

a house encourages circularity.  

In addition, earning money for wedding expenses is another major reason for migrant 

work (Zhang and Huang 2008).  In the countryside, it is expected that a man will provide a house 

or part of his parents’ house for his wife when they get married.  In terms of attracting a wife, 

just having a house to stay in is not enough.  Owning a better quality house increases the chance 

for a man to get a desirable wife (Murphy 2002).   

In this dissertation, rural housing ownership is a categorical variable that indicates 

whether, in the year of the observation, a rural worker owns (1) a “brick and earth” house 

(zhuantu fang 砖土房); (2) a “red brick” house (hongzhuan fang 红砖房); or (3) a “brick and 

concrete house” (zhuanhun fang 砖混房).  The three categories for the type of house are 
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identified based on LSA records and my fieldwork in Y1 village.  “Brick and earth” houses were 

built mainly in the 1980s.  This kind of house has one level.  The walls have an exterior made 

from black bricks and an interior also made from black bricks, with a layer of thick yellow mud 

in between.   Brick and earth houses are usually not in good condition and are considered the 

least desirable houses in the countryside.  Most “red brick” houses were built in the 1990s.  The 

walls of this kind of house are constructed using only red bricks, which provide better structural 

support than the brick and earth walls.  Houses of this kind can have a second level.  Red brick 

houses are considered acceptable houses, but by the 2000s, many red brick houses needed to be 

renovated or expanded.  “Brick and concrete” houses were built after 2000 and have walls made 

of bricks and reinforced concrete.  Houses of this kind usually have at least two levels.  They are 

the most desirable houses in the countryside. 

The rural housing ownership variable represents the quality of the house a rural worker 

has at a particular point in time.  As explored further in Chapter 6, rural housing affects 

circularity in a number of ways.  If a house is built with borrowed funds, house ownership may 

encourage a rural worker to be a one-shooter, because he or she needs to focus on earning money 

outside to pay off the loan for housing construction.  During my fieldwork in Y1 village and 

many other villages in China, I often see empty houses in rural areas, and many of them are new.  

In Chapter 6, I address this phenomenon of new and empty houses.  The literature on 

international migration has demonstrated that having a house in the home country increases the 

number of “exits” (return migrations) (Constant and Zimmermann 2007); in other words, owning 

a rural house may encourage a migrant worker to become a circulator.   

Time is included again to examine the difference between non-migrants, one-shooters 

and circulators.  Time is represented by three “decades” (1980-1989; 1990-1999; 2000-2009).  
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Over the years, job opportunities in urban areas have increased, so I expect to see a lower 

percentage of non-migrants in the 1990-1999 and 2000-2009 periods than in 1980-1989.  In 

addition, hukou reforms have brought about improved conditions in cities for migrant workers.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, new-generation migrant workers lack farming skills and many prefer 

to live in cities, so they are probably more likely to be one-shooters than their predecessors.  

During 2000-2009, as new-generation rural workers become the majority of the migrant labor 

force, I expect to see more one-shooters than in the past two decades. 

Summary Statistics and Hypotheses 

Table 3.1 presents summary statistics for labor types (non-migrants, one-shooters and 

circulators) in terms of individual characteristics, household characteristics, rural housing 

ownership, and decade.   Labor type is defined based on the number of moves a rural worker has 

undertaken in an observation period.  New-generation migrants tend to have shorter observation 

periods, which limits the number of moves observed.  I include the number of moves and length 

of observation period in the table in order to show how frequency of moves is calculated.  The 

variable “number of years outside” is also included to examine if one-shooters spend more time 

outside than circulators.    
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Table 3.1 Sample distribution and characteristics of non-migrants, one-shooters and 
circulators 

  Total   Non-migrant   One-shooter   Circulator 

Sample size / no. of observations 13256  7605  3430  2221 

(%) (100)  (57.4)  (25.9)  (16.8) 

        

Individual Characteristics 
       Mean age 32.3 

 
31.6 

 
29.8 

 
38.3 

Generation  
       Old-generation (<1965) (%) 45.4 

 
52.8 

 
25.1 

 
51.2 

Mid-generation (1965-1979) (%) 41.7 
 

35.4 
 

52.9 
 

46.0 

New-generation (>=1980) (%) 13.0 
 

11.9 
 

22.0 
 

2.8 

Sex ratio (Male : Female) 97.3:100 
 

61.5:100 
 

109.3:100 
 

168.7:100  

Education level  
       Below primary school (%) 20.7 

 
29.2 

 
9.6 

 
8.7 

Primary school (%) 28.8 
 

28.9 
 

26.3 
 

32.7 

Junior high (%) 42.1 
 

34.1 
 

57.1 
 

46.3 

Senior high (%) 8.4 
 

7.8 
 

7.0 
 

12.3 

Married (%) 68.9 
 

62.0 
 

67.1 
 

95.0 

        

Household Characteristics 
       Mean no. of children < 15 years old inside 0.7 

 
0.8 

 
0.6 

 
0.9 

Spouse' location (no spouse inside) (%) 56.3 
 

51.6 
 

75.5 
 

42.9 

Parents' location (no parents inside) (%) 60.3 
 

66.7 
 

45.4 
 

61.5 

        

Rural housing ownership 
       

Brick and earth house (%) 24.5 
 

25.6 
 

25.5 
 

19.0 

Red brick house (%)  35.8 
 

35.7 
 

35.3 
 

36.7 

Brick and concrete house (%) 39.8 
 

38.7 
 

39.2 
 

44.3 

        

Decade 
       1980-1989 (%) 25.1 

 
36.8 

 
10.9 

 
7.4 

1990-1999 (%) 36.7 
 

39.2 
 

33.7 
 

33.1 

2000-2009 (%) 38.2   24.1   55.5   59.6 

        

Mean length of observation period (year) 18.2  17.5  15.7  24.3 

Mean number of moves 0.7  0  1.0  2.9 

Mean number of years outside 3.2  0  7.0  8.6 
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Table 3.1 shows the distribution of characteristics in the total sample and among three 

types of rural workers.  From this table, we can see that non-migrants, one-shooters and 

circulators (“labor types”) are different in many aspects.  In order to take changes over time into 

account, this analysis is conducted at the level of observations rather than individuals.  Thus, 

when I refer to a percentage of individuals who have characteristics such as “married,” this is 

actually a reference to the percentage observations of those individuals at the times they are 

observed.  This allows the same individuals to be counted as non-migrants, one-shooters, and 

circulators at different points in their lives. 

Age and Generation 

There are clear age differences between the three labor types, especially between the one-

shooters and the circulators.  The mean age of non-migrants is 31.6; the mean age of one-

shooters is 29.8; and the mean age of circulators is 38.3.  These age differences may reflect that 

(1) younger people are more employable in the cities than the older workers; (2) the new-

generation migrants stay outside longer than old-generation migrants; (3) different migrant work 

opportunities are available to rural workers in different decades.  I expand on each of these three 

reasons below.   

First, rural-urban migration is age-selective.  Migrant jobs in Chinese cities are more 

likely to be open to young people than older people.  For example, manufacturing jobs usually 

require applicants to be younger than 30.  But due to the “migrant labor shortage” (explained in 

Chapter 1), some factories have moved the maximum age up to 45 (Qiao 2011).  Nevertheless, I 

expect to see a life-cycle effect on circularity.  A rural worker may be a non-migrant when he or 

she first reaches the working age.  Then he or she may undertake the first move, becoming a one-

shooter, and return when he or she has to stop working outside for a while, either because of 
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temporarily losing a job outside, or because of planning to have a child.  Upon return to outside 

work, he or she becomes a circulator.  He or she may return and go outside again several times 

later in life.  However, he or she will always be categorized as a “circulator” after the first return 

to the countryside.  Following this logic, a non-migrant should on average be the youngest, 

followed by the one-shooter, and then the circulator.  However, other factors also influence the 

average age of each labor type, as explained below.   

Second, different generations of rural workers tend to have different migration patterns 

and different attitudes about living in villages.  Many old-generation interviewees express a 

preference for countryside life.  For example, in LSA records, Shen Fengkui, who was born in 

1947, said in a 1995 interview: “No matter how good people tell me outside is, the [rural] home 

is better.  If we [are too poor and] cannot afford to eat rice, we can just eat porridge [and stay in 

the village].  With HRS
9
, we can surely survive in the countryside. … going out is eating 

bitterness (chiku 吃苦)… no matter how poor we are, I am not going out, and my family won’t 

either.”   

Mid-generation workers are more likely to work in cities than the old-generation.  Both 

generations usually see villages as their homes, but the mid-generation may also see a city as 

another home.  Ding Changjun was born in 1975 and is a mid-generation worker.  She explained 

her dilemma in defining “home” during an interview in 2012.  Almost all of Ding’s friends and 

family members are migrant workers in Ningbo and nearby cities, but she hosted her daughter’s 

(Chen Mei) wedding in the village.  In explaining why she organized the wedding there, Ding 

commented “this (Y1) is our only home (jia 家)”.  Ding made this claim despite the fact that she 

                                                 

9
 Household Contract Responsibility System—see section 2.3. 
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also called her residence in Ningbo “home” and complained about the cold weather in Y1 and 

the lack of household appliances in the kitchen of her village house: “It is so cold and 

uncomfortable here (Y1).  The rain makes the road nasty.  You should visit our home in Ningbo.  

We have a fridge, AC, microwave, everything!”   

Chen Mei, a new-generation migrant worker, also refers to the family house in the village 

as “home”.  Like her mother, she complained about miles of muddy roads around the house in 

the village: “I cannot leave the house: it is so hard to walk around.  … I cannot wait to go back to 

Ningbo.”  Chen Mei’s husband, too, feels out of place in the village.  Although he is also from Y 

County, due to migrant work he has not spent much time in the countryside since he turned 16 

and began migrant work.  During their wedding, when the villagers asked him for cigarettes, nuts, 

and candy—a game and custom that gives the bride’s family “face”—he clearly did not know the 

ritual and became upset.  Chen Mei’s father and a village officer of Y1 apologized to the 

villagers: “nowadays young people do not understand our ways (budongshi 不懂事)”.   

The examples described above suggest that old-generation workers have stronger 

connections to their home villages, while new-generation workers have the weakest connection, 

and mid-generation workers are in between.  This seems to provide support for two hypotheses: 

(1) mid-generation and new-generation workers are more likely to migrate than the old-

generation.  In other words, mid and new-generation workers are more likely to be one-shooters.  

(2) After the first move, the new-generation is more likely to stay outside, while the mid-

generation may go back and forth between rural and urban areas more often than the new-

generation.  Mid-generation rural workers are more likely to be circulators than the old-

generation and the young generation.  If my hypotheses are correct, one-shooters will have the 
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lowest average age, followed by circulators and then non-migrants.  Non-migrants are most 

likely to be old-generation workers and thus are older than one-shooters and circulators.  

Circulators are most likely to be mid-generation workers and are therefore in the middle age 

range. 

The distribution of different generations among labor types also highlights the 

generational effect on migration.  New-generation workers account for 13% of all the 

observations, 22% of the one-shooters, and only 2.8% of the circulators.  This suggests that 

among the three generations, the new-generation rural workers are the most likely to be one-

shooters and the least likely to be circulators.  

The third reason for age differences among different types of workers is that working 

conditions have improved over time.  LSA records from 1995 show that migration and trips to 

cities were unpleasant or even dangerous.  Many migrants told stories about how employers 

refused to pay their wages after months of hard work.  Some were robbed during their journeys, 

and some had money or possessions stolen from them.   These stories are much less common in 

the 2005 records and even less common in the 2009 records.  Meanwhile, urban working 

opportunities have increased over time.  As a result, some rural workers who in 1995 expressed 

strong negative feelings against migration in 1995 ended up participating in migration later in 

their lives.  For example, Shen Fengkui, whose disapproval of migration was cited earlier, 

actually started migration in the year 2002, when he was already 55 years old.  He worked 

outside for two years and returned because he was “getting older, had pain in [his] leg” and had 

“a lot of land to farm and two grandchildren to take care of” since his sons and daughter-in-law 

both left the village to work.     
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In order to assess clearly the effect of age on migration and circularity, and to identify a 

life-cycle pattern of migration, it is necessary to control the effects of structural change 

(represented by time) and generation.  This can be accomplished by using longitudinal modeling 

methods such as multilevel modeling and survival analysis—the two methods I employ in 

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.   

Gender 

In the whole sample, the sex ratio, which is defined as the number of men divided by the 

number of women, is 97.3:100.  However, the sex ratio is much smaller in the non-migrant 

category, which is only 61.5:100.  This suggests that women are more likely to be non-migrants 

than men.  The sex ratio is 109.3:100 in the one-shooter category, which suggests that gender 

may not affect the probability of becoming a one-shooter.  The sex ratio is 168.7:100 in the 

circulator group.  This suggests that men may be more likely to be circulators than women.  In 

short, the data suggest that men are both more likely to migrate and more likely to circulate than 

women.     

Education 

Education level below primary school (or no education) accounts for 20.7% of all the 

observations.  The percentage of such observations is higher among non-migrants (29.2%), and 

much lower among one-shooters and circulators (9.6% among one-shooters, and 8.7% among 

circulators).  This suggests that rural workers who have never attended primary school are less 

likely to migrate.  An interesting implication of the distribution of education is that going to 

junior high may increase the chance for a rural worker to be a one-shooter, because the 

percentage of observations associated with a junior high education level is higher among one-

shooters (57.1%) than it is in the whole sample (42.1%).  However, having attended senior high 
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may increase a worker’s chance of being a circulator, since the percentage of observations 

associated with a senior high education level is higher among circulators (12.3%) than it is in the 

whole sample (8.4%).  How significant the relationships are needs to be tested through models. 

Marital Status 

Rural workers who are married appear to circulate more than those who are unmarried: 

while 68.9% of the whole sample are married, 95% of circulators are married.  Although it is still 

a common practice for people to return to the village to get married, having a wedding does 

require staying in the village for more than half of a year.  Thus, one question is what factors 

keep migrants from going back to urban work quickly after marriage.  An additional question is 

whether marital status affects men and women differently.  I investigate these questions in 

chapters 4 and 5.    

Location of Family Members 

The number of children who are younger than 15 and stay inside appears to influence the 

probability of migration and circularity: One-shooters have on average of 0.6 children in the 

village who are under 15 years old—fewer than the non-migrants (mean is 0.8) and circulators 

(mean is 0.9).  This suggests that having young children encourages circularity (because 

migrants want to return and spend time with children).  The percentage of observations that do 

not have a spouse inside is higher in the one-shooter category (75.5%) than it is in the total 

sample (56.3%), suggesting that having a spouse inside reduces the chance of being a one-

shooter.  Conversely, this percentage is lower in the non-migrant (51.6%) and circulator (42.9%) 

categories than it is in the whole sample, suggesting that having a spouse inside may either 

discourage people from migrating or encourage them to return.   
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The location of parents appears to affect the migration pattern significantly.  While 60.3% 

of the whole sample is made up of observations that “do not have parents inside,” only 45.4% of 

one-shooters do not have parents inside.  This suggests that having parents inside can encourage 

a migrant to stay outside continuously without returning and thus continue to be a one-shooter.   

Rural Housing Ownership 

Although 24.5% of the whole sample is associated with owning a (poor quality) brick and 

earth house in the countryside, only 19% of circulators own this kind of house.  This suggests 

that if a rural worker owns only a “brick and earth” house, he or she is less likely to be a 

circulator than a non-migrant or one-shooter.  Meanwhile, 44.3% of circulators have a brick and 

concrete (high quality) house, a much higher percentage than the whole sample (39.8%), which 

suggests that owning a “brick and concrete” house is positively related to being a circulator.  

Having a red brick (mid-quality) house appears to have no effect on a rural worker’s migration 

pattern. 

Decade 

In terms of time, it appears that the 2000-2009 period encourages rural workers to move 

the most.  The percentage of 2000-2009 observations which are of non-migrants (24.1%) is much 

smaller than the percentage of the 2000-2009 observations in the whole sample (38.2%). 

Length of Observation 

Table 3.1 offers important clues to explain migration and circularity over the past 30 

years.  However, since the length of observation period is different for non-migrants, one-

shooters and circulators, we do not know if non-migrants and one-shooters are not circulators 

because they have not been observed for a long enough time.  Non-migrants and one-shooters 
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may eventually become circulators.  The average length of observation period is 15.7 years for 

one-shooters, 17.5 years for non-migrants, and 24.3 years for circulators.  In order to control the 

effect of length on the circularity measures, I will employ count models with exposure variables, 

which is the focus of Chapter 4. 

3.4 Summary 

In this chapter, I have introduced the empirical data source used for the dissertation and 

explained the structure of the YZ data, a longitudinal dataset which covers migration histories of 

786 individuals.  Using this dataset, I created two variables—the number of moves, and the 

number of years outside—to represent migration patterns over the past 30 years.  Based on the 

number of moves the rural workers in YZ have undertaken during the observation period, I 

divided rural workers into three groups: non-migrant, one-shooter, and circulator.  (One-shooters 

are workers who have moved from inside to outside only once. Circulators are workers who have 

changed migration status at least twice.)  I found that over time, more and more rural workers 

have participated in rural-urban migration.  While non-migrants were once a majority of rural 

workers, they now comprise less than 30% of the rural labor force in YZ data and may comprise 

a smaller share in the future.  Over the past 30 years, circulators have gone from being less than 

5% of this rural labor force to about 30%.  One-shooters began the period comprising about 8% 

of the labor force and ended it comprising about 40%.  One-shooters are the fastest-growing 

category of workers.  Remaining outside most of the year for many years has become the 

dominant migration pattern.  However, circulating between rural and urban areas remains a 

major migration pattern and it may continue to be practiced by many rural workers. 
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In this chapter, I also introduced a series of independent variables to compare non-

migrants, one-shooters, and circulators.  The variables include individual characteristics, 

household characteristics, rural housing ownership, and time.  I will continue to use these 

variables in chapters 4 and 5 to further explain how and why rural workers change their 

migration patterns over time. 
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Chapter 4  

Count of moves and years outside 

In Chapter 3, I assigned rural workers in YZ data into one of three categories (“labor 

type”) based on how many moves they have undertaken at the time when they are observed.  The 

three categories are non-migrants, one-shooters, and circulators.  Each type is very different in 

terms of individual characteristics, household characteristics, and rural housing ownership.  The 

relative share of each labor type in the worker population has changed dramatically over the past 

30 years.  How many moves a rural worker has undertaken is also affected by the length of 

observation period, and the length of observation period is different across different types of 

rural labor.  To understand how different factors affect migration and circularity with the length 

of observation period controlled, I estimate a two-level random-intercept Poisson regression 

model.  The model also makes it possible to test whether or not the observed differences between 

different categories of rural workers still hold if all other factors are equal.   

This chapter aims at answering three research questions: (1) What explains the frequency 

of moves?  (2) What explains the percentage of time (a rural worker spends) outside?  (3) When a 

rural worker has already moved once, what explains the frequency of additional moves he or she 

undertakes?    

4.1 Variables 

In section 3.2, I explained how the number of moves and the number of years outside are 

defined and counted.  The frequency of moves is the number of moves divided by the length of 

the observation period.  The percentage of time outside is the number of years outside divided by 

the length of the observation period.  The frequency of moves represents the average probability 
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of undertaking a move during the working age period (age 15-64).  In other words, the frequency 

of moves is the average mobility of a rural worker.  The percentage of time outside represents the 

comparative importance of the “outside” to a rural labor during his or her working age period.   

I use an additional variable, frequency of additional moves, to represent circularity.  It 

applies only to rural workers who have already become one-shooters for at least one year.  

Frequency of additional moves equals the number of additional moves divided by the length of 

observation period after an initial move (the “post-move period”).  At each observation, a post-

move period includes all years a worker has been observed after an initial move.  Figure 4.1 uses 

Luo S. (the same individual used for Figure 3.2) to illustrate how the frequency of additional 

moves is calculated. 
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Figure 4.1 Luo S. as an example of coding “frequency of additional moves” 
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At age 17, Luo S. became a one-shooter.  At 18, the length of the post-move period is one 

year and the number of additional moves is zero, so the frequency of additional moves is zero.  

The frequency of additional moves is zero again at ages 19 and 20.  At 21, the number of extra 

moves is one because Luo undertook an inside-move.  At this point, the post-move period is four 

years, so the frequency of additional moves is 0.25.  At 22, the number of extra moves is still one 

because Luo stayed inside.  At this point, the length of the post-move period is five years, so the 

frequency of additional moves is 0.2.  The calculation continues until 2009.  When Luo is 40 

years old, the number of additional moves he has undertaken is four and the length of the post-

move period is 23 years. The frequency of additional moves for Luo at age 40 is 0.17.  

The frequency of moves, the percentage of time outside, and the frequency of additional 

moves are all rates.  As rates, they inherently take the length of the observation period into 

account.  Using them as dependent variables thus controls the effects of observation length, and 

provides better measurements of circularity.  As mentioned in section 3.3.2, I employ four sets of 

independent variables to explain the frequency of migration and circularity.  To review: (1) At 

the individual level, the independent variables are age, gender (female as the reference group), 

generation (old-generation as reference), education level (“below primary school” as reference) 

and marital status (not married as reference).  I also include age squared as a control variable to 

see if the relationship between age and migration is non-linear.  (2) From the household level, the 

independent variables are: the number of children who are inside and younger than 15 years old, 

whether the subject has a spouse inside (does not have the spouse inside as the reference group), 

whether the subject has parent(s) inside (does not have parent(s) inside as the reference group).  

(3) Rural housing ownership (owning brick and earth house as the reference group).  (4) Decade 

(1980-1989 as the reference group).   
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To explain how different independent variables affect the frequency of moves and the 

percentage of time outside, I use all the observations of rural workers from the YZ dataset.  To 

explain the relationship between the independent variables and the frequency of additional 

moves, I only use observations from one-shooters and circulators.  The next section describes the 

use of two-level random-intercept Poisson regressions as the modeling method.  

4.2 Models 

As mentioned in section 3.1, YZ data are panel data that comprise observations of the 

same subject over time.  How different variables affect migration is not expected to be constant 

over time, so it is necessary to use a model that can accommodate time-varying variables.  I use 

two-level random-intercept Poisson regression models to study how a rural worker’s individual 

characteristics, household characteristics, rural housing ownership between the ages of 15 and 64.  

These models also account for the time a subject is observed.  The first level of the model is the 

observations of a subject.  The second level is the subject.   

I adopt two-level models in order to assess the effect of various factors on each subject 

while recognizing that different subjects may respond to various combinations of factors 

differently.  In addition to the variables I have selected, factors beyond the scope of this study 

may also influence the rate of migration.  Thus, variations in the first level of the model—the 

observations—can account for only some of the variance in the rate of migration, while the 

second level—the subject, including unknown characteristics about him or her—also accounts 

for some of the variance.  A two-level model allows us to see how much the variance is 

attributable to each level.  By using a random-intercept, I allow the probability of undertaking a 

move to vary across different workers.  In other words, I acknowledge the fact that some rural 
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workers have a higher tendency to go outside or back inside, and the difference in tendency to 

move cannot be fully captured by the independent variables I choose.  In the modeling process, I 

have also incorporated household, village and county as higher levels, but when tested, none of 

these three levels are significant.  That is, after we have accounted for the effects of all the 

independent variables (including household-level characteristics like the location of family 

members), being from a particular household, village, or county does not significantly affect the 

probability that a rural worker will migrate or circulate.  Because only the subject level 

significantly affects the three dependent variables, all the final models I adopt are two-level 

random-intercept models.  

The Poisson model is used because, as noted above, the frequency of moves, the 

percentage of time outside, and the frequency of additional moves are rates.  They are always 

non-negative, and have a maximum value, which is 1.  They do not follow a normal distribution, 

and any attempts to transform them into a normal distribution would fail (Grace-Martin n.d.).  

Therefore, an ordinary least square method cannot analyze these dependent variables correctly.  

Rates follow a Poisson distribution, so the preferred way to model them is using Count Models 

(Gardner, Mulvey and Shaw 1995).   I use Poisson regressions as my choice of count model 

because the dependent variables do not have the problem of over-dispersion.
10

      

The modeling method I adopt in this chapter is two-level random-intercept Poisson 

regression, so named because it combines two-level random-intercept modeling and Poisson 

regressions (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012).  I tested for multicolinearity among the variables 

                                                 

10
 The mean and the variance of the dependent variables are similar.  I also calculated the dispersion 

parameter, alpha, for each dependent variable.  They all have an alpha of 0, which indicates no over-dispersion. 



 

86 

 

in my models by running an ordinary least squares regression using the same dependent and 

independent variables.  The values of the variance inflation factors suggest that correlations 

among independent variables have not unduly biased the models’ estimates.  The statistical 

software I used to run regression models is STATA 12.1 for Windows. 

4.3 Empirical results 

Table 4.1 summarizes the regression results at the observation level, with the subject 

level variance controlled.  I have created three models, one for each dependent variable: 

frequency of moves, frequency of additional moves, and percentage of time outside.  Overall, all 

three models are statistically significant, as indicated by the large Chi-square statistics.  Many 

coefficients are significant at the 0.05 level or higher.  The results largely support the hypotheses 

proposed in section 3.3.2.   

Model 4.1 explains the frequency of moves.  Model 4.2 focuses on the frequency of 

additional moves.  Model 4.3 considers the percentage of time outside.  To conserve space, I 

show the regression results as incident rate ratios (IRR).   

The relationship between AGE and frequency of moves is almost linear.  In Model 4.1 

we can see that as a rural worker gets older, the frequency of moves decreases gradually (the IRR 

of age
 
squared is only slightly larger than 1, which points to the slow decrease over time) and 

then increases.    This confirms the age selectivity of migration: rural workers start moving 

outside at a young age, so the frequency of moves is high when age is low.  Then the frequency 

of moves drops, for two reasons: (1) as a rural worker gets older, he or she is less likely to move 

outside; (2) after a worker has been outside for several years, he or she may become more 

established in a particular job; with relative job stability, there may be less need for the worker to 
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go back and forth between rural and urban areas.  The frequency of moves increases again when 

workers are older because many old rural workers return to the village as a result of decreasing 

working opportunities for them in the cities.   

Neither age nor age squared is significant in Model 4.2: age does not significantly affect 

the frequency of circularity.  Although this result looks contradictory to what is suggested by 

Model 4.1, it is actually not very surprising.  Age may only decide the probability of starting the 

first outside-move and the last inside-move.  The number of moves that occurs in between is 

more likely to be affected by other factors.  For example, according to LSA records, most 

migrants who experienced a serious injury returned to the home village to rest and recover.  An 

inside-move of this kind has little to do with age.  Model 4.3 shows that as rural workers grow 

older, they tend to spend a higher percentage of time outside, and the percentage of time they 

spend outside decreases as they approach the “retirement age” (65 years old). 

GENDER is significant in all three models.  Men are 1.9 times more likely to move than 

women and 50% less likely to circulate.  On average, men spend a larger percentage of their 

working age period outside than women.   

The GENERATION variables are also significant in all three models.  The mid- 

generation is 5.3 times more likely to move than the old-generation, and the new-generation is 

8.4 times more likely to move than the old-generation.  Once they move outside, both the mid-

generation and new-generation are less likely to circulate.  That the IRR is less than 0.06 

suggests that new-generation migrant workers are very likely to be one-shooters.  With all other 

factors controlled, the mid and new-generation also spend a significantly larger percentage of 
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their time outside.  Migrant work and living in cities have become more important to mid and 

new-generation rural workers than they are to the old-generation. 

A higher EDUCATION level increases the frequency of moves, but does not 

significantly affect circularity.  That is, education makes a rural worker more likely to undertake 

the initial outside-move, but not more likely to undertake additional moves.  Rural workers with 

a junior high education level appear to spend the most amount of time outside, followed by those 

with only a primary school education level.  This is consistent with findings by others that rural-

urban migration is education-selective (Hu et al. 2011, Sun and Fan 2011) .  

Having attended senior high does not increase the percentage of time outside as much as 

having education at the two lower levels.  This may be related to the fact that many rural workers 

with a senior high education level have jobs in the town as either teachers or civil servants.  

Those jobs typically require at least a senior high level of education.  Although the pay for these 

jobs in the town may not be as high as migrant work, the stability they offer is attractive to many 

rural workers.  Senior high education is often not directly relevant to the skills required for 

migrant jobs.    

MARITAL STATUS is also significant in all three models.  Being married increases the 

frequency of moves and additional moves.  It also increases the percentage of time outside.  

During my fieldwork in Y1, I encountered several cases of married women who returned to the 

countryside to give birth.  Over the decades, it has become more common for married women to 

go outside for migrant work.  Events in the typical life cycle of a married person provide 

multiple reasons to return.  In LSA records, and in the interviews I conducted in Y1, many rural 

workers report that they return home to get married, to give birth (or for men, to be with a spouse 
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who is giving birth), or to help their children prepare for high school or college entrance exams.  

While both married and unmarried workers may return to care for the elders, an additional reason 

for married women to return is to care for the husband’s parents.   

HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS affect mobility and circularity, especially the 

location of spouse and parents.  The NUMBER OF CHILDREN <15 YEARS OLD INSIDE is 

not significant in all three models.  This may be due to the fact that left-behind children may both 

encourage and discourage migration and mobility, as discussed in Section 3.3.2.  Although 

having a SPOUSE INSIDE does not affect the frequency of moves or additional moves, it 

decreases the percentage of time a rural worker stays outside.   One explanation is that a rural 

worker who has a spouse inside wants to spend time inside with the spouse.  Having PARENTS 

INSIDE significantly increases the frequency of moves and decreases the frequency of additional 

moves.  That rural workers move more frequently if they have parents inside means they also 

have a higher probability of moving outside.  Having parents in the village also significantly 

increases the percentage of time a rural worker spends outside.  This finding confirms that there 

is a generational division of labor: when parents are inside to take care of the rural tasks such as 

raising left-behind children, farming, maintaining the rural social network, and safeguarding 

property, rural workers are more free to move and have fewer reasons to return (Fan 2009, Fan 

2011, Fan et al. 2011).   

RURAL HOUSING OWNERSHIP also significantly affects mobility and circularity.  

Both having a RED BRICK house and having a BRICK AND CONCRETE house increase the 

frequency of moves.  This may be caused by the fact that houses of these two kinds are mostly 

built using savings earned from migrant work.  The typical housing construction pattern is for a 
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rural worker to go outside to earn money, return to build house, and then go outside again to 

keep earning money to pay back the debt accumulated during the housing construction process.   

Two interesting findings related to house construction are that rural workers who have a 

red brick house tend to spend a higher percentage of time outside, while rural workers who have 

a brick and concrete house circulate more often.  This may be related to the degree of satisfaction 

rural workers experience with each kind of housing.  As mentioned in Section 3.3.2, and as 

further explained in Chapter 6, a brick and concrete house is the most desirable kind of house in 

many villages.  It is strong and believed to be able to last for generations.  Having a house of this 

kind is a big achievement for rural households.  Migrants can return and stay there comfortably.  

In contrast, having only a red brick house encourages rural workers to go outside and spend more 

time doing migrant work so that they can either renovate the red brick house or build a new brick 

and concrete house.  

DECADE has a very significant effect on mobility and circularity.  Compared to 1980-

1989, people in the more recent two decades move outside more frequently and circulate less 

often.  In 2000-2009, a rural worker is 50% more likely to move and 30% less likely to circulate 

than in 1980-1989, with all other factors controlled.  Rural workers also spend a larger percent of 

time outside in the more recent two decades than in the 1980s.    
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Table 4.1  Two-level Poisson regression on frequency of moves, frequency of 
additional moves, and percentage of time outside 

 Frequency of moves Frequency of additional moves Percentage of time outside 

 Model 4.1 Model 4.2 Model 4.3 

 IRR IRR IRR 

Individual characteristics    

Age 0.971*** 0.999 1.094*** 

 (0.009) (0.017) (0.005) 

Age
2
 1.0005*** 0.999 0.999*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Gender (Male) 1.900*** 0.520** 2.830*** 

 (0.277) (0.156) (0.570) 

Generation     

Mid-generation 5.333*** 0.252*** 13.94*** 

 (1.030) (0.086) (3.537) 

New-generation 8.354*** 0.058*** 23.45*** 

 (1.948) (0.029) (6.736) 

Education level  
 

   

Primary school 3.820*** 1.410 6.015*** 

 (0.941) (0.709) (2.064) 

Junior high 4.875*** 1.161 8.766*** 

 (1.206) (0.587) (3.010) 

Senior high 3.088*** 1.800 3.493*** 

 (0.976) (1.185) (1.530) 

Marital status (married) 1.180*** 1.579*** 1.203*** 

 (0.070) (0.194) (0.038) 

Household characteristics    

Number of children<15 years old inside 0.981 1.000 0.989 

 (0.016) (0.025) (0.008) 

Spouse’s location 
(have a spouse inside) 

0.964 1.073 0.891*** 

 (0.034) (0.058) (0.016) 

Parents’ location 
(have parents inside) 

1.210*** 0.871** 1.095*** 

 (0.046) (0.053) (0.021) 

Rural housing Ownership    

Red brick house 1.281* 1.369 1.183** 

 (0.163) (0.420) (0.091) 

Brick and concrete house 1.230** 2.055*** 1.003 

 (0.116) (0.370) (0.049) 

Decade    

1990-1999 1.474*** 0.780** 1.190*** 

 (0.079) (0.076) (0.032) 

2000-2009 1.491*** 0.692*** 1.173*** 

 (0.117) (0.090) (0.046) 

    

Constant 0.001*** 0.053*** 0.001*** 

 (0.000) (0.032) (0.000) 

Model Chi-square 569.28 189.61 3402.70 
Number of observations 13,256 4,987 13,256 
Number of groups 786 459 786 

Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.  Std. Err. in parentheses 
Reference group: Gender (female); Generation (old-generation); Education (below primary school); Marital status (not married); 
Spouse’s location (do not have a spouse inside); Parents’ location (do not have parents inside); Rural housing ownership (brick 
and earth house); Decade (1980-1989). 
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4.4 Summary 

The frequency of moves, frequency of additional moves,  and the percentage of time 

outside are each shaped by both individual and household characteristics, including age, gender, 

generation, education, marital status, location of family members, rural house ownership, and the 

period in which a rural worker is observed.  In this chapter, I have run three two-level random–

intercept Poisson regressions to assess the relationship between the variables mentioned above.  

Model 4.1 uses observations of all rural workers in YZ data to measure the effects of various 

factors on the frequency of moves.  Model 4.2 uses only observations of rural workers who have 

conducted at least one migration to measure the effects of the same factors on the frequency of 

additional moves.  Model 4.3 uses observations of all rural workers in YZ data to measure the 

effects of these factors on the percentage of time a rural worker spends outside.  By comparing 

the results of these models, I find that the factors which lead to the moves are not the same as the 

factors which contribute to additional moves.  I also find that some of the factors that increase 

the frequency of moves also reduce the percentage of time a worker spends outside.     

Migration is age-selective and gender-selective.  When other factors are controlled, the 

frequency of moving at first decreases by age, and then increases. As a rural worker approaches 

middle age, he or she spends a larger percentage of time outside, but the percentage drops as the 

worker approaches retirement age.  Men tend to work outside for longer periods and they return 

inside less often than women.      
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Mid-generation and new-generation rural workers are more likely to move than the old-

generation and less likely to undertake additional moves when they are outside.  New-generation 

migrants are more likely to be one-shooters than the other two groups.  

Education level is positively related to the frequency of moves.  Having attended at least 

some primary school makes a worker more likely to move outside, but does not significantly 

affect circularity.  However, rural workers with any experience in senior high school are not 

spending as much time outside as the ones with primary school and junior high school education.  

This may reflect the fact that more educated rural workers have a better chance to obtain 

relatively stable non-agricultural work in the township.   

Being married increases the probability of both moving and circulating.  Married workers 

spend more time outside but also have reasons to return that unmarried migrants do not.     

Having a spouse inside decreases the percentage of time a rural worker spends outside.  

Having parents inside, however, significantly encourages rural workers to move and spend more 

time outside and it reduces the frequency of additional moves after the first outside-move.  

Usually, a worker’s parents can care for the worker’s young children.  This finding highlights 

how household labor is divided among generations to accommodate rural-urban migration.   

What kind of house a rural worker owns affects mobility and circularity differently.  

Owning either a red brick house or a brick and concrete house encourages moves, since the 

houses are built using remittances from rural-urban migration, and migrants are usually required 

to return inside to construct the house.  However, workers who own a red brick house spend 
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more time outside, while those who own a brick and concrete house circulate more.  This may 

reflect the statuses associated with different kinds of rural housing.  Red brick houses are seen as 

old houses that need to be renovated, so migrants may need to stay outside longer to accumulate 

the money necessary for renovation.  In contrast, a brick and concrete house is seen as an 

achievement.  Rural workers who have already built a nice house can be more relaxed and stay at 

home comfortably for a longer period of time. 

When other variables are controlled, the effect of time (i.e., decade) becomes clear, and it 

is possible to distinguish this effect from the effect of age and generation.  In recent decades, 

migrant work has become a way of life for rural Chinese and migrants have become less likely to 

move back and forth once the first outside-move is completed.  Regardless of what stage of life 

cycle a rural worker is in, or what generation the worker belongs to, he or she has become less 

likely to circulate in the more recent decades.   

The findings from the three models described in this chapter confirm observations made 

from descriptive analysis in Chapter 3.  In sum, circularity continues to be a major type of 

migration pattern for rural-urban migrants in China, but migrants are increasingly likely to be 

“one shooters” (i.e., to migrate and stay outside, at least for the majority of every year).   

Count models help to answer questions about which factors explain the frequency of 

migration and circularity over a period of time.  They present the general picture of mobility and 

circularity in YZ data over the past 30 years.  One limitation of these models is that they treat 

outside-moves and inside-moves the same.  The models only show the average rate of moves 

without distinguishing the direction of moves.  Additionally, the models do not account for the 
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order of moves or whether a move is an inside-move or an outside-move.  The first model treats 

the first move the same as the subsequent moves.  The second model treats the second move the 

same as subsequent moves.  In reality, these moves are different kinds of decisions and we can 

expect certain factors to affect them differently.  Thus, the models used in this chapter cannot 

answer questions such as when the first outside-move is likely to occur, or when a return inside-

move can be expected.  In the next chapter, I use event history analysis to investigate these 

questions and further explore how the probability of migration changes over a rural worker’s life 

cycle. 
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Chapter 5  

The probability of undertaking the first outside-move and the first 

inside-move: an event-history analysis 

Among all the moves over a rural worker’s life cycle, the first outside-move and the first 

inside-move are unique.  Leaving the rural environment in which they grew up and trying to 

make a life in a city for the first time present big challenges for rural workers.  What factors lead 

to the first decision to move outside?  A similar question can be asked about the first inside-

move.  Being outside for more than half a year suggests the beginning of a livelihood in the cities.  

Moving inside suggests a change in work.  What factors make a rural worker decide to return 

from outside and stay inside (for more than half a year) for the first time?   

In this chapter, I focus on identifying the determinants of the first outside-move and first 

inside-move.  Analyses are performed separately for men and women as I expect the effect of 

life cycle and family structure to differ by gender.  In particular, two questions are asked: (1) 

What factors lead to the first outside-move? (2) When a rural worker has just moved outside, 

what factors affect how long will he or she continue to be outside?  To put the second question 

differently: What is the probability a migrant will return inside in each of the years after the 

initial outside-move and how do different factors affect that probability? 

The count models used in Chapter 4 show how different independent variables influence 

three dependent variables (within a period of time): the frequency of moves, the frequency of 

additional moves, and the percentage of time a rural worker spends outside.  Count models 
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identify how factors affect average probabilities over an entire period of time, rather than 

probabilities at particular points in time.  However, it is reasonable to think that changes in a 

worker’s individual characteristics and household structure influence the probability of migration 

differently at different points in time.  For example, the count models use the location of family 

members at the year of observation to explain the probability of migration over a period of time.   

This is not ideal for at least two reasons: first, family members have different locations in 

different years which are not fully represented in the last year of observation; second, the impact 

of family member locations on the dependent variables is not actually the same in every year, 

even if family members are in the same places.  Event history models overcome both of these 

problems by measuring the effect of different factors on the dependent variable at multiple points 

in time.    

5.1 Data  

In this chapter, I analyze a sample of YZ data.  The sample is restricted to people who 

hold a rural hukou at age 15, and it covers the 1980-2009 period.  In other words, the “clock” of 

my sample starts to tick when the subjects reach age 15, and I consider only the observations 

after 1980 and before 2009.  An outside-move is still defined as a change of migration status 

from inside to outside (I to O), and an inside-move is defined as a change from outside to inside 

(O to I).  The first outside-move is the first change in migration status that can occur after a 

subject reaches age 15.  The first inside-move can only occur after the subject is already outside. 

In the outside-move models, each individual is “followed” until he/she undertakes the 

first outside-move.  If the individual never undertakes any outside-move during the observation 
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period, he or she is followed until the time of censoring.  When an individual does not have 

migration status recorded in YZ data after a certain year, he or she is “censored” from that year.  

The data are organized as a person-period data file in which each row of the data in the file 

represents characteristics of this person in different years – a personal year.  Overall, the sample 

consists of 786 individuals (381 men and 405 women) and a total of 8,145 personal years.  In the 

inside-move models, each individual is “followed” from the time the subject started the first 

outside-move until the subject undertakes the first inside-move or until the time of censoring.  

The first inside-move sample consists of 449 individuals (235 men and 214 women), and a total 

of 3,028 personal years.  

  There are two differences between the sample I use in this chapter and the sample used 

in the past two chapters.  First, in this chapter, I do not set the upper age limit for the 

observations.  Subjects older than 64 are still in the dataset as long as they have not undertaken a 

first outside-move.  Including older people is especially beneficial in terms of analyzing the first 

inside-move, since some migrants may not return to their home villages even when they are older 

than 64.  Second, I incorporate all the observations of all the subjects who are older than 15, 

including the observations after the years of missing migration status information, as long as the 

year of the first outside-move and the year of the first inside-move can be identified.  This is 

because event history analysis studies the probability of migration at each point in time; missing 

data at other points in time does not affect the results of the model.  
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5.2 Models 

To answer the questions of how the probability of undertaking the first outside-move and 

the first inside-move changes over a rural worker’s life cycle, I need to deal with censored data.  

In YZ, by the time they are observed the last time, many rural workers have not undertaken any 

outside-move, or have not undertaken any inside-move after they moved outside.  However, it is 

possible that they will move in the following years.  When the time is censored, it does not 

follow the normal distribution.  Regular regression models such as OLS cannot be used to model 

censored data (Cleves et al. 2010).  Event history analysis does not assume a normal distribution 

of time, and is appropriate for analyzing censored data (Walters 2009).  In this chapter, two event 

history analysis methods are used: Kaplan-Meier estimate of the survivor function, and 

proportional hazards regression analysis.  Kaplan-Meier estimates are used to explore the 

relationships between the risks of initiating moves and age, gender, generation, and decade.  

Proportional hazards regression models are used to test if the relationships still exist with other 

variables controlled. 

5.3 Kaplan-Meier estimate of survival functions 

5.3.1 First outside-move 

Using the Kaplan-Meier survival estimate and Nelson-Aalen cumulative hazard function 

with a kernel smoother, I plot a series of figures to show how the probability of starting the first 

outside-move changes after age 15 by age, gender and generation. 

Figure 5.1 compares the risk of having the first outside-move after age 15 by age, gender 

and generation, and Figure 5.2 shows the corresponding survival curves that are the probabilities 



 

100 

 

of staying inside by age, gender and generation.  Women’s risk of undertaking the first outside-

move is significantly lower than men’s risk across generation groups, meaning women are less 

likely to initiate an outside-move than men at every point in their life cycles.   Furthermore, the 

migration patterns of different genders of the same generation (e.g., young men and young 

women) are more similar to each other the migration patterns of the same genders across 

different generations (e.g., young men and old men).  Although men have a higher probability of 

conducting an outside-move than women in the old-generation group, the old-generation subjects 

are very unlikely to move outside, and the probability of outside-move does not change too much 

by age within the old generation.   Among the three generation groups, the new-generation group 

has the highest probability of having an outside-move.  Both men and women’s outside-move 

probabilities increase after age 15, reach their peaks around age 23 and 24, and then decrease.  

Such changes may be caused by their change in marital status.  Among men and women of the 

same generation, mid-generation men and women have the most different migration patterns.  

While mid-generation men share some similarity with the new-generation by having an 

increasing outside-move probability between age 15 and 24, their probability of undertaking the 

first outside-move decreases between age 24 and age 30 and then increases again.  The mid-

generation women, however, have an increasing first outside-move probability over time for 

almost the entire period.   
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Figure 5.1  Probability of undertaking the first outside-move by age, gender and 
generation 

 

The corresponding estimated survivor function results in Figure 5.2 show the probability 

for a rural resident to keep staying inside without conducting any outside-move after age 15.  All 

the lines slope downwards, meaning that, over time, rural workers become more likely to move 

outside.  The lines which represent the new-generation approach 0 around age 32, and the lines 

which represent the mid-generation approach 0 around age 47.  These lines show that after age 

32, almost all new-generation rural workers in the sample will have undertaken the first outside-

move; and after age 47, almost all mid-generation rural workers will have undertaken the first 

outside-move.  
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Figure 5.2  Probability of staying inside by age, gender and generation 

 

The probability of starting the first outside-move changes by years as well.  Figure 5.3 

shows how the probability of undertaking the first outside-move has changed in the past 30 years.  

Although the probability of starting the first outside-move decreases by age in all three decades 

(a finding confirmed in much of the existing literature), in the more recent decades, rural workers 

are more likely to migrate at each age point than they were in previous decades. 
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Figure 5.3 Probability of starting the first outside-move by decade 

 

The “decade” variable reflects the general trend of the change in the macroeconomic and 

policy environment.  Overall, as a consequence of greater job opportunities and hukou reforms, it 

has become easier for migrants to start rural-urban migration.  As a unit to measure time, 

“decade” cannot fully reflect the effects of economic cycles, which often include short-term 

swings and shocks.  In Figure 5.4, I show how the probability of initiating the first outside-move 

dropped in 2008–when the global economic crisis was acute.  It is especially interesting that the 

gaps between the 2005-2007 line and the lines of 2008 are much larger for the younger age 

subjects than the older age subjects.  This phenomenon can possibly be explained though the 

differences in occupation of migrants of different ages and generations.   The young, new-

generation migrant workers are more likely to work in the manufacturing industry, which is more 
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affected by the global market, while older migrants often work in the construction business 

which is less-immediately affected by international markets.  The very different shape of the 

2009 line from the other two lines may also be explained by the fact that migrant workers of 

different ages tend to work in different industries, and some industries in China are less affected 

by the economic crisis than others.  

Figure 5.4  Probability of starting the first outside-move by age and selected years 

  

Ideally, to show how the probability of migration has changed over the period 1980-2009, 

I would measure the year-specific effect attributable to each of the 30 years (in a multivariate 

analysis).  However, this would require 30 dummy variables.  Using years to represent time 

changes would reduce “degrees of freedom” in the model.  The loss of degrees of freedom is 
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especially problematic since the sample size is not big.  Therefore, in the multivariate regression 

models, I use decades to represent changes over time.     

5.3.2 First inside-move 

Using the time when the first outside-move is undertaken as the starting point of the 

observation, I plot the relationships between the probability of still staying outside and time, 

gender, generation.  The relationships are shown in Figure 5.5.  

Figure 5.5  Probability of still being outside after the first outside-move by number of 
post-move period, gender, and generation 

 

How gender and generation affect the probability of initiating the first inside-move is not 

very clear.  In general, men appear to stay outside for a longer period of time after the first 
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outside-move than women do.  However, in the old-generation group, the survival curves of 

male and female cross, suggesting that gender may not play an important role in the old-

generation’s decision to return inside.   In the first seven years after moving outside for the first 

time, new-generation migrant workers appear to be more likely to stay outside than the other two 

generation groups.  Although the survival curve of new-generation men is still high in the later 

years, the survival curve of new-generation women drops below the curve of the mid-generation 

men after the seventh year outside.  The survival curve of new-generation women is even below 

the mid-generation women after the 11
th

 year outside.  To explain this phenomenon, other 

variables need to be accounted for, such as the age when a rural worker’s first outside-move 

occurs.  This calls for multivariate regression models.  

5.4 Proportional hazard regression analysis 

The Kaplan-Meier curves presented in section 5.3 provide insights into how generations, 

genders, and decades affect the probability of undertaking the first outside-move and the first 

inside-move over a rural worker’s life cycle.  However, as shown in Chapter 4, the frequency of 

moves, which can be interpreted as the average probability of undertaking a move, is also 

affected by other factors, such as education level, marital status, and the location of family 

members.  The effects of these factors are not controlled in Kaplan-Meier curves.  Proportional 

hazard regressions offer a way of controlling these factors. 

In this section, Cox's proportional hazards regressions (Cox 1972) are applied to analyze 

the risk of starting the first outside-move and the risk of undertaking the first inside-move over a 

rural worker’ life cycle.  The independent variables are individual characteristics, household 



 

107 

 

characteristics, rural housing ownership, and decade (the same independent variables that I used 

in Chapter 4).   

The hazard functions compare the risk of initiating the first outside-move or first inside-

move at different times after age 15 or after the first outside-move with a baseline hazard for the 

population by means of a multiplicative model on the log hazard scale. The Cox proportional 

hazards regression is: 

λ(𝑡; 𝑥) = λ0(𝑡) exp(𝛽𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟𝑥𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟 + 𝛽𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑥𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 +⋯+ 𝛽𝑑𝑒𝑐𝑎𝑑𝑒𝑥𝑑𝑒𝑐𝑎𝑑𝑒) 

where 𝜆(𝑡; 𝑥) ≡ lim∆→0
1

∆
𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑏(𝑡 ≤ 𝑇 ≤ 𝑡 + ∆|𝑇 ≥ 𝑡, 𝑥). 

This model is a semi-parametric model, with the baseline hazard being non-parametric 

(λ0(𝑡)), and deviations from the baseline being fully parametric (the 𝛽's).  The quantity λ0(𝑡) is 

the baseline hazard function and corresponds to the probability of moving when all the 

independent variables are zero.  The regression coefficients 𝛽𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟 to 𝛽𝑑𝑒𝑐𝑎𝑑𝑒 give the 

proportional change that can be expected in the hazard, related to changes in the independent 

variables.  They are estimated by the maximum likelihood method.   

Two groups of regressions will be used to examine how different independent variables 

shape rural workers’ mobility and circularity.  The first group of regressions estimates the 

probability of undertaking the first outside-move for the entire sample (Model 5.1), followed by 

separate regressions based only on men or women (Model 5.2 and Model 5.3).  The regression 

results of models 5.1 to 5.3 are presented in Table 5.1.  The second group of regressions 

estimates the probability of undertaking the first inside-move.  Again, the estimations are made 
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for the entire sample first (Model 5.4), then men and women separately (Model 5.5 for men, 

Model 5.6 for women).  The regression results of models 5.4 to 5.6 are presented in Table 5.2.  

As in Chapter 4, Stata 12.1 for Windows is used for estimation. 

5.4.1 First outside-move 

All the models in Table 5.1 are significant, based on the large Wald Chi-square statistics.  

Many coefficients are significant at the 0.05 level or higher.  Many independent variables are 

tested to be significantly related to the probability of initiating the first outside-move at every 

point after age 15.  Table 5.1 mainly reports the hazard ratio of the independent variables.  When 

the hazard ratio is larger than 1, the independent variable is positively related to the occurrence 

of the first outside-move.   When the hazard ratio is smaller than 1, the independent variable is 

negatively related to the occurrence of the first outside-move. 

As expected, GENDER affects the probability of initiating outside-move.  When all the 

subjects are used in the regression model, men are about two times more likely than women to 

start an outside-move (when age and other variables are held constant).  GENERATION also 

significantly affects the probability of starting the first outside-move. Mid-generation workers 

are 1.47 times more likely to start an outside-move than the old-generation.  The new-generation 

is 2.34 times more likely to start an outside-move than the old-generation.  EDUCATION level 

is positively related to the probability of starting an outside-move.  Married people are more 

likely to move outside. 

The effects of HOUSEHOLD characteristics becomes clearer when the direction of the 

moves and the order of the moves are identified.  Having one more CHILDREN under 15 years 
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old inside reduces the probability of initiating outside-move by 35%.  Having a spouse inside 

reduces the probability of outside-move by 80%.  Having parents in the village, however, makes 

rural workers 1.3 times more likely to start an outside-move.   

RURAL HOUSING OWNERSHIP does not significantly affect the probability of 

undertaking the first outside-move.  This may be caused by the fact that better houses in the 

countryside are usually built with migrant income.  Owning a red brick or a brick and concrete 

house is often the result of an outside-move, rather than a trigger of the first outside-move.  In 

terms of DECADE, not surprisingly, outside-move is more likely to occur in the 1990s and 

2000s than in the 1980s. 

Gender differences are reflected in Model 5.2 and Model 5.3.  Although mid and new-

generation males are more likely to conduct an outside-move, generation does not significantly 

affect women when other factors are controlled.  Meanwhile, having a spouse or young children 

in the village discourages both women and men from moving outside, but the effect on women is 

stronger.  Having parents in the village makes rural women about two times more likely to 

undertake the initial outside-move than women who do not have parents in the village.  The 

effect of having parents inside is not significant for men.  This is because the ability of mothers 

to migrate is often dependent on whether there are parents in the village who can help with child 

rearing. Traditionally, women have been expected to care for children inside the home.  Over the 

years, earning wage income has been increasingly considered an important task for the 

household members, including for mothers.  Parents of working-age rural Chinese have become 

more willing to take care of their grandchildren so that mothers can go out to earn wage income.  
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Thus, a change in the division of labor between generations has made women more likely to 

participate in migrant work. 

 New-generation women appear to be more likely to work outside than the mid and old-

generation women, but Model 5.3 shows this to be an effect of decade and the change of the 

macro socio-economic environment, rather than an effect of generation.  In the 1990s and 2000s, 

women are significantly more likely to initiate outside-moves than in the 1980s.  This is because 

starting from 1990s, more migrant jobs are available to women, and it has become an accepted 

norm for women to work outside (Lohmar, Rozelle and Zhao 2001, Zhang, De Brauw and 

Rozelle 2004).  In contrast, with other factors controlled, decade has no effect on men.      
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Table 5.1  The probability of initiating the first outside-move (based on cox 
proportional hazard regression) 

Dependent variable Hazard ratio (Std. Err.) 

Duration of being inside All samples Male Female 

 Model 5.1 Model 5.2 Model 5.3 

Individual Characteristics    

Gender (Male) 1.904*** - - 

 (0.207)   

Generation     

Mid-generation 1.467** 2.255*** 1.047 

 (0.277) (0.567) (0.326) 

New-generation 2.337*** 3.689*** 1.488 

 (0.619) (1.361) (0.608) 

Education level     

Primary school 2.015*** 1.764* 1.802** 

 (0.377) (0.559) (0.437) 

Junior high 2.375*** 1.948** 2.012*** 

 (0.442) (0.597) (0.489) 

Senior high 1.485* 1.242 1.286 

 (0.354) (0.432) (0.505) 

Marital status (married) 2.085*** 3.175*** 1.555* 

 (0.340) (0.820) (0.356) 

    

Household characteristics    

Number of children<15 years old 

inside 

0.655*** 0.740*** 0.508*** 

 (0.0565) (0.0843) (0.0686) 

Spouse’s location 

(have a spouse inside) 

0.209*** 0.189*** 0.0713*** 

 (0.0360) (0.0515) (0.0274) 

Parents’ location 

(have parents inside) 

1.313** 0.954 1.883*** 

 (0.141) (0.152) (0.284) 

Rural housing ownership    

Red brick house 0.986 1.091 0.934 

 (0.119) (0.195) (0.157) 

Brick and concrete house 1.021 1.233 0.901 

 (0.119) (0.210) (0.149) 

Decade 0.986 1.091 0.934 

1990-1999 1.718*** 1.283 3.633*** 

 (0.271) (0.254) (1.114) 

2000-2009 1.954*** 1.213 4.740*** 

 (0.398) (0.330) (1.736) 

    

Number of observations 8,145 3,203 4,942 

Number of subjects 786 381 405 

Number of completed outside-

moves 

488 260 228 

Wald Chi2 test 589.36*** 232.71*** 412.76*** 

Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Std. Err. in parentheses  

Reference group: Gender (female); Generation (old-generation); Education (below primary school); Marital 
status (not married, mostly single); Spouse’s location (do not have a spouse inside); Parents’ location (do not 
have parents inside); Rural housing ownership (brick and earth house); Decade (1980-1989). 
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5.4.2 First inside-move 

In the first inside-move analysis, in addition to the same independent variables, I include 

also age at the time of first outside-move, since different subjects may start their first migration at 

different ages.  Models 5.4, 5.5, and 5.6 identify the factors that affect the probability of 

initiating the first inside-move.  Model 5.4 uses personal years from all the subjects who have 

moved outside after age 15.  Model 5.5 uses only men’s personal years and Model 5.6 uses only 

women’s personal years.  All three models are presented in Table 5.2.  As in Table 5.1, I also 

mainly report the hazard ratio of the independent variables in Table 5.2.  When the hazard ratio 

is larger than 1, the independent variable is positively related to the occurrence of the first inside-

move.   When the hazard ratio is smaller than 1, the independent variable is negatively related to 

the occurrence of the first inside-move. 

GENDER significantly affects the probability of initiating an inside-move.  A man who is 

outside for the first time is 74% less likely to move inside than a woman who is outside for the 

first time.  For a man, AGE is positively related to the probability of initiating an inside-move.  

As shown in Model 5, each additional year of age at the time of first outside-move makes a male 

migrant 4% more likely to move inside.  To women, the age at which the first outside-move is 

undertaken does not significantly affect the probability of moving inside.  When other factors are 

controlled, GENERATION and EDUCATION do not significantly affect the probability of 

initiating the first inside-move in the general model.  However, as shown in Model 5, having 

senior high education increases male migrants’ probability of return 3.3 times, compared to male 

migrants who have not finished primary school.  This may be because better educated men are 
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more likely to use the skills they gain through migrant work to start a business in their home 

town.  MARITAL STATUS affects men’s probability of initiating an inside-move, but not 

women’s.  Being married reduces a man’s probability of initiating an inside-move. 

It is very interesting to compare the effect of left-behind CHILDREN on the probability 

of initiating an inside-move for different genders.  Each child under 15 years old reduces a man’s 

probability of moving inside by 20%, but increases a woman’s probability of undertaking an 

inside-move by 38%.  This finding suggests that the traditional gender division of labor persists.  

Namely, a man’s role in the family is more often to earn money outside to support the family, 

while a woman’s role is to take care of the children inside the home.  Although having parents in 

the village may help to reduce the probability of initiating the first inside-move for both genders, 

the effect is not significant.   

Rural housing ownership does not significantly affect the probability of first inside-move.  

This may reflect the fact that housing construction does not necessarily take place during a 

migrant’s first inside-move.  

Women observed in the 1990s are more likely to return than women observed in the 

1980s.  This result may be affected by a small sample size, since few rural women were migrants 

in the 1980s.  In Model 5.4, which combines male and female subjects, it appears that rural-

urban migrants are less likely to initiate an inside-move in the 2000s than in the 1980s.  However, 

when different genders are modeled separately in models 5.5 and 5.6, we see that the effect of 

decade is not significant.    
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Table 5.2 The probability of undertaking the first inside-move (based on cox 
proportional hazards regression) 

Dependent variable Hazard ratio (Std. Err.) 

Duration of being outside the first time All sample Male Female 

 Model 5.4 Model 5.5 Model 5.6 

Individual Characteristics     

Gender (Male) 0.275*** - - 

 (0.0542)   

Age 1.035** 1.044** 1.008 

 (0.0157) (0.0200) (0.0282) 

Generation     

Mid-generation 1.476 1.258 1.523 

 (0.428) (0.469) (0.734) 

New-generation 1.331 0.381 2.743 

 (0.647) (0.306) (2.005) 

Education level  

 

   

Primary school 0.985 1.426 0.934 

 (0.283) (0.748) (0.319) 

Junior high 1.201 2.257 0.934 

 (0.365) (1.184) (0.362) 

Senior high 1.632 3.323** 1.108 

 (0.618) (1.934) (0.884) 

Marital status (married) 0.707 0.0886*** 1.637 

 (0.206) (0.0698) (0.668) 

Household characteristics    

Number of children<15 years old inside 0.982 0.802* 1.388*** 

 (0.0872) (0.110) (0.171) 

Spouse’s location 

(have a spouse inside) 

7.726*** 31.40*** 7.772*** 

 (1.750) (23.06) (2.229) 

Parents’ location 

(have parents inside) 

0.701 0.662 0.910 

 (0.191) (0.292) (0.343) 

Rural housing Ownership    

Red brick house 0.924 1.016 0.687 

 (0.200) (0.362) (0.207) 

Brick and concrete house 1.197 1.561 0.837 

 (0.245) (0.512) (0.239) 

Decade    

1990-1999 0.984 1.043 5.207** 

 (0.275) (0.338) (4.175) 

2000-2009 0.535* 0.703 2.149 

 (0.196) (0.310) (1.905) 

    

Number of observations 3,028 1,880 1,148 

Number of subjects 449 235 214 

Number of completed inside-moves 177 96 81 

Wald Chi2 test 161.16*** 108.01*** 95.02*** 

Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.  Std. Err. in parentheses. 
Reference group: Gender (female); Generation (old-generation); Education (below primary school); Marital status 
(not married, mostly single); Spouse’s location (do not have a spouse inside); Parents’ location (do not have parents 
inside); Rural housing ownership (brick and earth house); Decade (1980-1989). 
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5.5 Summary 

Factors at both the individual and household levels explain the incidence of first outside-

move each year after a rural worker turns 15.  The probability of undertaking the first outside-

move is higher if a worker is male, born after 1965, married, and has at least a primary school 

education at any point.  The effect of individual characteristics is generally more significant for 

men than for women in terms of initiating the first outside-move. 

The location of young children and parents affects men and women differently.  Although 

having more under-15-years-old children reduces the probability of initiating the first outside-

move for both genders, women are affected more than men.  Once a man has moved outside, the 

more under-15-years-old children inside he has, the less likely it is he will move inside.  

However, having more under-15-years-old children inside significantly increases the probability 

a female migrant will initiate the first inside-move.  Having parents inside only significantly 

affects women’s probability of initiating the first outside-move but not men’s.  Having a spouse 

inside discourages rural workers from moving outside and encourages them to return inside. 

Over time, during the 1990-2009 period, women have become more likely to initiate the 

first outside-move.  Since 2000, rural workers have become less likely to initiate an inside-move 

after they are already outside.  Thus, these models indicate that circular migration has become 

less frequent in recent years because migrants tend to stay outside without returning for an 

extended period of time. 
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Chapter 6  

Circular migration and settlement plans: a case study of housing 

construction behavior in Y1 village 

6.1 Introduction 

In previous chapters, quantitative models based on YZ data have demonstrated that the 

new-generation migrant workers are significantly more likely to start migration younger, stay 

outside longer, and be one-shooters than the mid and old-generation migrants.  Consistent with 

the fact that new-generation migrants work primarily outside their home towns, they do not 

develop agricultural skills; they are the first generation of rural residents who are typically not 

farmers or part-time farmers, but full-time urban workers.  Since they are working and living 

mostly outside, one might assume that the new-generation migrant workers are less likely than 

the mid and old-generation workers to care about having a house in their home town, but this is 

not the case.  

The model used in chapters 4 and 5 show that owning a red brick house (see section 3.3.2) 

in the countryside encourages a rural worker to move outside and stay outside continuously for 

many years, while owning a brick and concrete house (the most impressive house) encourages a 

migrant to return to the home town and encourages the migrant to circulate.  These effects are 

significant across all the generations.  In other words, being a new-generation migrant worker 

does not eliminate a rural worker’s interest in rural houses.   
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On the contrary, many migrant workers have invested a substantial portion of their 

incomes in rural housing.  Journalists and scholars have criticized the current construction of 

rural houses by migrant workers for being “wasteful”, “short-sighted”, and “irrational” (Song 

2013, Long et al. 2010, Xu and Xiao 2012).  Song reports that in villages in west Jiangxi 

province, migrants and their families have been building houses which have more than three 

floors and larger than 500 m
2
 (5,380 sq. ft.).  Such houses cost about 15,000 to 20,000 yuan.  

Because of the mass out-migration of the villagers, most of those big houses are used only by a 

few elders and children.  In one case, a baogongtou (a contractor包工头)
11

 built a five-storied 

house occupied by only two elderly people.  The upper three floors of the house were either left 

empty or used for raising pigs and chickens (Song 2013).  Similar stories are told about villages 

in Hubei, Shandong (Deng and Tian 2012), Anhui (Xu and Xiao 2011), Hunan (Chen 2013), and 

many other places (Dang 2008).  Many of these houses are built by or for the new-generation 

migrant workers (The Economist 2010, He 2010).  

While many migrant workers invest in the construction of large rural houses that they 

may leave unoccupied or minimally occupied, their housing in urban areas is typically small and 

of poor quality.  One survey reports that for the 2000-2004 period the average per capita living 

space of migrant workers in Ningbo—a popular migration destination city—was around 3.8 m
2
 

(Li and Li 2006).  In 2007, in Beijing and three other cities, 32% of migrant workers shared a 

                                                 

11
 In this dissertation, baogongtou refers to a contractor who organizes teams of laborers in the construction 

industry.  Many bagongtou start as construction workers.  As they acquire more knowledge about how the industry 

works, they subcontract work from construction companies and hire fellow villagers to complete the work and thus 

become baogongtou.   
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living space with 4-7 other people, and 20% of migrant workers lived in a dorm with more than 9 

people in total.  In Beijing, 12.3% of migrants were living in basements; 10% did not have tap 

water; and more than 50% did not have heating (Li et al. 2008b).  In 2009, another survey of 

migrant housing conditions in Beijing reported that 19% of migrants were living in a basement, 

and 72% had less than 5 m
2 

living space (Zhang 2010).  In 2014, a large-scale survey of migrant 

housing in cities in six provinces showed that only 18% of migrant workers are satisfied with 

their urban housing (Guo and Xue 2015).   

Based on 2010 NFPMS data, Dong Xin and Zhang Yi find that there is a significant 

“substitution effect” between migrant workers’ rural and urban housing: the more migrant 

workers spend on building or purchasing their rural houses, the less they spend on their urban 

housing (Dong and Zhang 2012).  This pattern suggests a question: why do migrant workers 

build large houses which they hardly use?  Investigating this question helps to reveal how and 

why the countryside continues to be important to long-term migrant workers, including the new-

generation migrant workers.    

6.2 Migration, marriage and housing construction 

Recent studies on transnational migration have demonstrated how migrants translate their 

transnational experiences into their “making of domestic space.”  These studies show that the 

process of building a house is part of how migrants manage their lives abroad and link their 

home and host communities, including through construction methods, aesthetic choices, and 

home-making practices (Dalakoglou 2010, Datta 2008, Levin and Fincher 2010, Tolia‐Kelly 

2004, Walsh 2011).   
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Few studies have dealt with the emptiness of houses built by migrants, but Julie Chu’s 

ethnographic work about the house of “American guests” is one exception.  Her field site is a 

village in Fujian province which she refers to as Longyan (a fictitious name).  This village and 

the surrounding area send many migrants to the U.S. and especially to New York.  The migrants 

fund the construction of large houses in Longyan, partly for the use of left-behind family 

members, but many impressive houses are left empty.  Chu understands the large houses as 

public displays of the owners’ international mobility.   This mobility is considered a form of 

success among the villagers in Longyan.  According to Chu, “On the streets, the vacant interiors 

of these mansions served as embodied reminders of the superior mobility of absent owners with 

dual residences abroad and in Longyan, while others remained stuck with the confining 

boundaries of the village” (Chu 2010).   

Chu’s interpretation is similar to the way in which some sociological studies characterize 

social and cultural factors that encourage housing construction.  In many villages in China and 

elsewhere, owning a large, new house demonstrates the wealth and “face” of villagers and helps 

to attract marriage and business partners (Sargeson 1999, Sargeson 2002, McKinley 1996, 

Knapp 1996).  Chen and Wang find that parents who construct dwellings for their children earn 

the gratitude of these children, commonly expressed in the form of support in old age (Chen 

1995, Wang 2010).  In addition to these motivations for housing construction, state birth 

planning policies can also play a role in shaping migrants’ housing strategies. 

In 1979, China’s central government started promoting the policy of “practicing family 

planning, controlling the population quantity, and improving the population quality” as basic 
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national policies (Information Office of the State Council, 1995).
12

  Due to the traditional 

preference for sons, the birth planning (jihua shengyu 计划生育) policy has contributed to a 

dramatic gender imbalance.  According to the 2015 China national survey, China’s sex ratio is 

115.9:100 (Yuan 2015), compared to the global average sex ratio of 101.7:100 (Statistics Times 

2015, Zhu, Lu and Hesketh 2009).
13

  The skewed sex ratio in China implies that there are more 

men of marriageable age than women and that men need to compete for wives (Poston and 

Glover 2005).  Because marriage in China involves the spouses’ whole families, the sex ratio 

imbalance affects household decisions as well as individual decisions.  While rural women 

sometimes “marry up” to urban men, urban women rarely marry rural men.  Young men in rural 

areas are therefore the most affected by the unbalanced sex ratio.  The increasing participation of 

rural women in rural-urban migration also increases their chances of marrying outside.  Thus, 

finding a wife for their son(s) is a challenge for many rural households.   

Wei and Zhang examine how China’s birth planning policy affects household investment 

and consumption.  By running fixed effect models using an income survey of 122 villages and 70 

cities in 2002, they highlight a “new competitive saving motive” of Chinese households: “As the 

sex ratio rises, Chinese parents with a son accumulate savings in a competitive manner in order 

to improve their son’s relative attractiveness for marriage.  The pressure on savings spills over to 

                                                 

12
 http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2005-06/02/content_3845.htm 

 
13

 In the absence of manipulation, the sex ratio at birth is remarkably consistent across human populations, 

with 105–107 male births for every 100 female births Hesketh, T. & Z. W. Xing (2006)  "Abnormal sex ratios in 

human populations: Causes and consequences." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 103. 13271-

13275. 

http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2005-06/02/content_3845.htm
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other households. … This factor can potentially account for about half the actual increase in the 

household savings rate from 1990–2007” (Wei and Zhang 2008).  In their study, Wei and Zhang 

also find that most of these savings are used for purchasing a house or apartment in an urban area 

or building a house in the countryside.   

This chapter aims to bring together the literature on migration, marriage, and housing 

studies to better understand the “rural house building craze”.  I argue that rural-urban migration 

works together with demographic changes caused by the birth planning policy to motivate 

migrant workers to build large houses in their home villages.  In the context of competition for 

wives, constructing a large rural house is a rational household strategy.   

6.3 Y1 village and interviewees 

To test my hypothesis, I use in-depth interview records to construct a case study of one 

village, which I refer to as Y1.  Y1 is in the northwest part of Anhui.  Its approximate location is 

marked with a green dot in Figure 6.1.  Y1 is an administrative village (xingzheng cun 行政村), 

which includes 13 natural villages (ziran cun 自然村).
14

   In the end of the year 2011, Y1 had 

about 1,600 households and a total population of approximately 5,980.  The average size of the 

household was 3.7.  The average size of farmland per person was 0.8 mu, or 5,740 square feet.  

                                                 

14
 The constitution of People’s Republic of China (PRC) provides for three de jure levels of local 

government: the province (sheng 省), county (xian 县),and township (xiangzhen 乡镇) (The National People's 

Congress of the PRC. 2004).  However, two more levels have been inserted in actual implementation: the prefecture 

(diqu 地区), under provinces; and the administrative village (cun 村), under townships (Young 2000).  An 

administrative village is managed by two organizations: a Party branch and a villagers’ committee (Li 1999).    

Natural village, however, refers to a hamlet or traditional unit of settlement, which may trace its history back in time 

to at least before 1949 (O'Donnell 2015). An administrative village may consist of one or more natural villages (Zhu 

and Jiang 1993). 
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Of the total population, about 4,000 were doing migrant work outside the village.  The most 

popular destination cities were the large and mid-size cities in the Yangtze River Delta, such as 

Shanghai, Suzhou, and Ningbo.  Also, a few villagers of Y1 went to other large cities such as 

Beijing and Guangzhou.  The annual income per household was approximately 20,000 yuan
15

 

($3,174.6) and the annual income per person was about 4,800 yuan ($761). 

                                                 

15
 The exchange rate between Chinese yuan and US dollars is about 6.3:1. 
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Figure 6.1 Location of Y1 

 

Y1 is one of the six villages in Anhui province in the LSA data.  I picked this village as 

my field site partly because LSA has good records for this village.  Y1 also has features 

commonly found in many villages across China that have sent out a large number of migrant 

workers; findings drawn from the study of Y1 are therefore more likely to be representative.  

These features include the following.  First, agricultural activities center mainly on farming and 

animal husbandry, but the village has a large and persistent labor surplus because arable land is 
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in short supply.  Second, although some nonagricultural economic activities exist in and near the 

village, the employment and income they generate are limited.  A recently built pen factory, for 

example, which is about two miles from Y1, hires around 10 villagers mostly on a part-time 

basis.  Third, by the mid-1990s, labor migration had already become an important source of 

income for most households in Y1, and this trend has further intensified in recent years.  Fourth, 

over time, the number and range of labor migrants have increased.  In the 1980s and early 1990s, 

significantly more men than women were engaged in migrant work, which was largely seen as a 

new, short-term economic opportunity.  By the 2000s, migrant work had become an established 

way of life, and participation in this activity had become more extensive, involving more women 

and almost every household in the village.  Fifth and finally, despite more than 30 years of 

migrant work history, very few households have moved out of the village altogether.  Officials in 

Y1 estimate that only 15 households, or 5% of the village and a total of approximately 60 people, 

have left the village permanently.  Among these 15 households, only seven have transferred their 

hukou elsewhere, thereby giving up their contract land in the village.  (cf. Fan and Wang 2008) 

Like some of the villages mentioned in the literature review, a “rural house building craze” 

has been ongoing in Y1 during the past ten years (see Figure 6.2).  Although the average number 

of people per household is below four, the houses constructed in the last five years usually have 

three stories and more than eight bedrooms.  It is common for each floor in such houses to 

measure about 270 m
2
 (about 2,900 sq. ft.).  Thus, a typical house of this kind is more than 800 

m
2 

(more than 8,600 sq. ft.).  In order to build such large houses, migrant households are required 

to spend all the savings they have accumulated though decades of migrant work.  More than 70% 
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of rural households are or have been in debt for house construction.
16

  Ironically, after the houses 

are completed, they are left empty during most of the year because most migrants come back to 

the home village only during the spring festival break, which usually lasts less than a month.  

Though they are large, these houses are usually not comfortable to live in.  Most of the rooms are 

empty.  Only two new houses of all the houses built in the past five years have in-house toilets.
17

  

Meanwhile, migrants spend most of their time in the cities, where they live in shared housing 

that is typically cramped and of low quality.  Figure 6.3 shows a typical housing environment of 

migrant workers in Beijing.  Migrants who bring their families to cities usually live in the 

housing of this kind (Liu, Wang and Tao 2013). 

  

                                                 

16
 Interview record – Luo Wei.  Luo runs a housing renovation business in Y1.  He knows almost all the 

private housing construction activities happened in Y1 after 2000.  

 
17

 Interview record – Luo Wei 
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Figure 6.2  Ongoing housing construction projects in Y1 

 

 

Note: The pictures were taken by the author in two different locations of Y1 during different visits.    
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Figure 6.3 Migrant housing in an urban village in Beijing 

 

 

Note: The pictures were taken by the author in July 2013 in an urban village in Beijing.  The top picture 
shows the appearance of the houses, which are usually one-floor flats.  The bottom picture was taken 
outside the entrance of a three-room house.  The room in the middle of the picture (beyond the 
threshold that has a window above it) is the whole living space of a three-member household.   
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I visited Y1 twice in 2012.  The first visit was from mid-January to mid-February, during 

the Spring Festival.  Most migrant workers were home and I focused on interviewing them.  The 

second visit was in August.  During that time of the year, most migrants were outside, so I 

focused on interviewing the left-behind and return migrants.  In this chapter, stories and 

narratives are cited in a way that ensures respondents’ anonymity; their names are withheld or 

pseudonyms are used.   

During the fieldwork, I formally interviewed 15 rural households and informally talked to 

many more villagers.  One limitation of my fieldwork is that I was not able to interview villagers 

who have moved out of Y1 and changed their hukou.  Given that they represent only 5% of the 

households, I am confident that my fieldwork reflects the general settlement intention of migrant 

workers in Y1.   

During both visits, I stayed in the houses of Y1 villagers.  Through the homestay, I was 

involved in many activities of the host families, so I could observe members of these families on 

a daily basis and talk to them in depth.  These observations and talks provided insight into why 

migrant workers are interested in constructing big houses.  To give context to the accounts they 

provided, I begin by introducing some of the members of my host families who were the main 

interviewees for this fieldwork. 

During the first visit, I stayed with three migrant households, referred to here as the 

households of Chen Mei, Wang Le, and Lu Kan.   
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Chen Mei was an 18-year-old woman with one year of migrant work experience at the 

time of my visit.  Many people in the village, including young men about the same age as Chen 

Mei, described her as pretty, tall, and healthy.  She was considered an ideal wife to people in her 

village and even in nearby villages.  Her parents are mid-generation migrant workers who have 

been working outside of the village since the early 1990s. I was invited to attend her wedding.  

Chen Mei’s husband is from a nearby village.  He had six years of migrant work experience and 

was working as a hairdresser in Suzhou.  His family ran a medical clinic in their village.  They 

had built a large house and were considered quite successful.  The husband’s parents planned to 

help the couple buy a hair salon in suburban Suzhou.  Chen Mei’s complaint about the rural 

environment and her husband’s behavior on the wedding day were used in Chapter 3 as 

examples to show new-generation migrant workers’ lack of connection with the countryside.     

Wang Le was a 20-year old man with three years of migrant work experience.  His 

parents are also mid-generation migrant workers.  In 2008, Wang Le’s family built one of the 

most impressive houses in Y1.  The construction attracted great interest among fellow villagers 

and the house was seen as a model brick and concrete house for other families to emulate (see 

Figure 6.4).  During my first visit, Wang Le met four prospective brides on a single day—the 

first day after he returned to Y1 for the Spring Festival.  Two weeks later, he was engaged to one 

of the four women.  
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Figure 6.4  Wang Le's house 

 

 During the four meetings, Wang Le was accompanied by his mother and a matchmaker.  

As is the typical practice in the village, after these meetings, Wang Le conferred with his mother 

and told the matchmaker which prospective bride he was most interested in.  The matchmaker 

returned to the woman’s family to confirm her interest in Wang Le and to arrange their second 

meeting.  The woman Wang Le chose, Cheng Yuan, was one of three daughters in her family.  

She was 19 years old and had been working in an electronic factory in Ningbo for two years.  

She was not considered especially remarkable in appearance, but Wang Le’s mother was happy 

with Le’s choice because Chen Yuan was relatively “tall, plump, healthy, talkative, and easy-
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going.”  Wang Le went on two dates with Cheng Yuan and they became engaged after the 

second date.   

Lu Kan is the son of Lu Mingli—the village officer I mentioned earlier in this section 

(6.3).  At the time of my visit, Lu Kan was 19 years old and in his last year of vocational school.  

He has a sister who got married in 1997.  His mother was a housewife.  One of two main income 

sources for Lu Kan’s family was Lu Mingli’s stipend, which was less than 400 yuan per month.  

Besides that, the family also earned about 5000 yuan per year growing corn and wheat.  Lu 

Kan’s higher education and related spending cost about 10,000 yuan per year.  Besides using up 

almost all the savings of his family, Lu Kan also had to take out a student loan.  Lu Kan had been 

dating a former high school classmate, Chen Lan, for three years and he was planning to marry 

her.  Chen Lan had done migrant work for one year.  Her parents, who are mid-generation 

migrant workers, refused to allow her to marry Lu Kan because his family was “too poor”.  One 

obvious sign of the family’s poverty was that they had been living in a brick and earth house for 

more than two decades since they could not afford to build a new house (see Figure 6.5). 
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Figure 6.5 Lu Kan's house 

   

 

Note: The top picture shows Lu Kan’s house from the outside.  The bottom picture shows the inside 
courtyard.  The grey building consists of two bedrooms and one living room and was built in the early 
1980s.  The red-brick building to the right is a kitchen built in the 1990s.   
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As mentioned above, my second visit was in August, 2012.  During this visit, I continued 

to stay with the families of Wang Le and Lu Kan.  I joined Wang Le and his fiancée Cheng Yuan 

on a pre-wedding shopping trip to Fuyang.  The main purpose of the trip was for Wang Le to buy 

wedding gifts for Cheng Yuan.  Fuyang is the major city in the area of Y1 village.  I was also 

able to observe the efforts of Lu Kan and his family to meet the housing demands of Chen Lan’s 

family.  Chen Lan’s parents insisted that Lu Kan should provide a two-storied brick and concrete 

house for their daughter before the wedding could take place, despite the fact that Chen Lan was 

two-months pregnant and she herself did not care about having a large or new house.  Since Lu 

Kan had just graduated from college and was about to start working as a junior staff member in a 

state-owned coal mine, the financial condition of his family had not changed, so Lu Kan’s family 

could not build the house that Chen Lan’s parents demanded.  Instead, Lu Kan proposed to paint 

the inside wall of his family’s existing house.  The proposal was rejected and Chen Lan’s mother 

threatened to disown her daughter if she insisted in marrying Lu Kan without a better house.  As 

a result, Chen Lan resorted to an abortion so that she could continue dating Lu Kan and maintain 

her relationship with her own family while Lu Kan began to earn money. 

During those two visits, I also talked to many other villagers.  I interviewed an interior 

designer, Luo Wei, who was running his business mainly in Y1 village.  He provided insight into 

how house construction in Y1 has changed over the past 20 years.   I also talked to migrants who 

had returned to Y1 and were planning to stay for one year or longer in order to build houses.  

Additionally, I interviewed several village officers.  Through them, I managed to obtain detailed 

demographic information about three natural villages that are part of Y1, including ages and 
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genders for all of their residents.  Such raw data at the village level is rarely publicly available.  

This data provides some evidence of how the birth planning policy has affected sex ratio, which I 

will explain in detail in Section 6.4.3.   

6.4  “Who will marry you if you don’t have a (rural) house?” 

The following conversation helps to explain why villagers build big houses.  It took place 

between Wang Le, his fiancée Cheng Yuan, and Wang Le’s father Wang Gang right before the 

engagement banquet. 

Wang Le: “I won’t have another child if my first one is a boy.”   

Cheng Yuan agreed: “It is too expensive to build two big houses (for two sons).”   

Wang Gang disagreed: “Of course you can! See how big the house we built for 

you is!  It’s big enough for many more people.”   

Implied in their conversation is an assumption that they could violate the birth planning 

policy and afford to pay the penalty.  Their concern is that, if a second child were male, they 

would have to deal with the expense of building a house impressive enough to ensure that the 

son could attract a bride.  The story of Chen Lan and Lu Kan in the previous section provides 

one example of a bride’s parents who expect their son-in-law to provide a large house.  Rather 

than take this demand as a given, we can ask why rural parents feel it is necessary for a groom to 

provide a large house.  Before answering this question, we may also ask a more general question: 

Why do parents who have sons feel pressured to help their children attract a wife?  In the 
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following sections, I attempt to answer these two questions by introducing a “supply-demand” 

analysis of the rural marriage market.  This analysis has five main parts:   

(1) From the demand-side, the norm in China is that everybody is supposed to get 

married, so the demand for wives is affected by the number of men in the marriage market 

(explained in Section 6.4.1);  

(2) From the supply-side, the harsh environment of Y1 discourages women from other 

places (“outside women”) from marrying into the village.  This limits the choices Y1 men have 

in the marriage market (as further explained in Section 6.4.2);  

(3) A skewed sex ratio and the rural-urban migration of women in Y1 further reduce the 

number of women available in the local marriage market.   In such a marriage market, local 

women have a high bargaining power, and their preferences are well respected (explained in 

Section 6.4.3);  

(4) Big houses are preferred by young women in Y1 because they provide large private 

spaces, while still allowing the women to benefit from living together with parents-in-law.  Big 

houses are also clear symbols of the family wealth and they show how serious perspective 

grooms and their families are in terms of devoting themselves to find a wife (explained in 

Section 6.4.4);  

(5) Big houses also work as back-up residences for migrant workers of all generations, 

even the new-generation migrants who are assumed to prefer to settle down in cities (as 

explained in Section 6.4.5 and 6.4.6).  



 

136 

 

6.4.1 “Every man needs a wife.” 

Getting married is a norm in China.  Unlike the association between being an unmarried 

man (“bachelorhood”) and an independent lifestyle among elite and middle-class men in urban 

and cosmopolitan settings, bachelorhood in rural China is a marginalized social category, 

associated with disgrace and failure in life (Han 2009, Ownby 2002).  Shi Lihong concludes 

from her fieldwork experience in a village in Northeast China that “[rural] women tended to 

consider bachelors losers because they were deemed either not good enough for anyone to marry 

or were too lazy to earn enough money to finance a wedding.  Additionally, married men also 

were often antagonistic toward bachelors, considering them potential seducers of married women 

and thus threats to their marriages” (Shi 2011). 

My fieldwork in Y1 confirms that rural people often hold negative opinions about 

bachelorhood.   Additionally, villagers argue that having a wife is especially necessary during 

migration.  I asked Wang Lei, a 31-year-old migrant worker, why he got married.  (The question 

is embarrassing to ask because most peasants and migrants never think about this question, and 

they find the question strange).   Wang Lei told me: “I finally started saving money after I 

married my wife five years ago.  I have always worked as a migrant since I was 17.  Before 

getting married, when I received the wage, I always thought, ‘Wow! A lot of money!’  I just 

wasted it all on smoking and drinking with friends.  Now, my wife helps keep me more 

disciplined.  I have a son, and I’m focusing on the family and becoming a more responsible man.”  

Lei’s answer is typical of the answers I received when I asked people this unusual question.  

Wang Gang, a mid-generation migrant worker and the father of Wang Le, explained the 
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importance of helping his migrant son find a wife: “Young men cause problems.  Nowadays 

children start migration earlier and earlier, usually when they are only 15 or 16 years old.  One of 

the problems that can result from males migrating at an early age is that they may bring back a 

potential wife who is less than ‘ideal’ (lixiangde 理想的) to the family.”  To Wang Gang and 

many of his fellow villagers, an ideal wife should be tall and healthy, which are symbols of 

productivity; hard-working, which shows ability to help support the new family; and most 

importantly, from the same hometown.  While the first two characteristics are easy to understand, 

why does it matter where the bride is from? 

6.4.2 “Wives from outside run away!” 

Very few wives in Y1 village are from outside the town to which the village belongs.  

According to the village official Lu Mingli, in the past five years only two women from outside 

the town have married men in Y1, but they both ran away and they didn’t take the babies that 

they had just given birth to.   I asked Lu why this had happened.  Standing on a ridge 

overlooking the village, he gestured to the surrounding scene: “You know our village is not good 

to live in.  It is very hot in the summer and very cold in the winter.  The only thing you can do 

here is farming, but we don’t have enough farmland.  In 2011, the central government helped us 

pave the road to the town center, so transportation is better now.  In the past, during the rainy 

days, no one would want to walk on the muddy road.   If a husband doesn’t have a big house, 

how can wives from outside be happy staying here for years?  If they run away, they don’t want 

to take the babies because a baby will make finding another husband harder.”  Knowing that 

husbands of both “runaway” wives were migrants, I suggested to Lu that “these women could 
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have brought their babies outside and lived outside together with their husbands.”  Without any 

hesitation, Lu denied the possibility: “No, it is too hard to raise children outside in the cities!”   

6.4.3 “We need to fight to get a local wife.” 

Because brides from outside the town are difficult to attract and keep, when young men 

in Y1 are ready for marriage, they are basically limited to the marriageable-age women from Y1 

and nearby villages.  However, women’s increased participation in rural-urban migration and the 

skewed sex ratio of the younger generation in Y1 have limited the supply of local brides. 

Among the 15 households I formally interviewed, only three members of two households 

had gained an urban hukou.  One was a man who had a Master’s degree and worked for an 

international company in Shanghai.  The other two were sisters from one household.  The older 

sister married a man who had a Shanghai hukou when she was doing migrant work there.  Later, 

she helped her younger sister, who was also a migrant worker, find a husband in Shanghai.  In 

LSA records, there are a few cases in which migrants gain urban hukou through marriage. 

However, all of those migrants are women.  In other words, men in Y1 need to compete with 

outside men for local brides.   Because rural men cannot provide an urban hukou and the 

socioeconomic benefits that come with it to their prospective wives, other benefits such as a big 

house become even more important. 

The skewed sex ratio caused by the birth planning policy further reduces the number of 

women of marriageable age.  The birth planning policy began to be strictly enforced in Y1 in 

1990.   According to this policy, if a couple has a male child, they are not allowed to have an 

additional child.  If their first child is female, they can have a second child three years after the 
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first child is born.  Regardless of the second child’s gender, they are not allowed to have a third 

child.  A woman who becomes pregnant in violation of the policy will be pressured to have an 

abortion.  In Y1, the penalty for violating the policy is usually more than 10,000 yuan.  Although 

this policy limits the number of children born to Chinese families, it does not change the 

traditional preference for sons.  Studies have shown how the birth planning policy has 

significantly affected the sex ratio in China: in order to make sure that at least one son will be 

born in a family, ultrasonography, which has become increasingly available in rural areas since 

1990, has been widely used to help couples learn about the sex of the fetus, even though sex-

selective abortion is illegal (Zhu et al. 2009).  As the analysis below indicates, the skewed sex 

ratio is Y1 is attributable to migration and sex-selective abortion. 

Using demographic data from three randomly selected natural villages in Y1
18

, I created a 

population pyramid as shown in Figure 6.6.   Blue bars represent the number of men in each age 

group and brown bars represent the number of women in each age group.  The longer the bars, 

the more people are in each group.  The numbers in the center are the numbers of men and 

women in each age group.  The new-generation migrant workers belong to the age groups of 15-

                                                 

18
 The data were collected for the 2010 census, which included the name, gender, birth year, marriage status 

and personal ID of all villagers whose hukou were in Y1 in 2010.  The data were compiled and printed as a series of 

booklets organized by natural villages for the village committee’s reference.  The data were confidential.  At my 

request, Lu Mingli randomly selected three booklets for me, which contain the data of three natural villages.  The 

data include 770 villagers, which is 11% of the population of Y1. 
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19, 20-24 and 25-29 in this figure.
19

  The more similar the number of men and women in each 

age group, the more balanced the sex ratio of that group is.   

The sex ratios in the age groups older than 70 appear normal: there are more women than 

men in these groups, due to women’s longer life expectancy.
20

  The sex ratios for ages 30-69 

vary across age groups.  For example, the age group 35-39 has 36 men and 28 women.  The sex 

ratio of this group is 129:100.  However, in the adjacent age groups 30-34, and 40-44, there are 

more women than men.  The sex ratio of the former group is 100:120, and the ratio of the latter 

group is 100:130.  Based on this data alone, I cannot explain the discrepancies.  However, the 

general sex ratio of the population between age 30 and 69 is quite normal.  There are in total 186 

men and 180 women in these age groups, for a sex ratio of 103:100. 

All age groups younger than 30 have more males than females.  For example, the sex 

ratio of group 25-29 is 132:100 and the sex ratio of group 20-24 is 102:100.  Because the births 

of individuals in these two groups were not influenced by the birth planning policy, the high sex 

ratio may be influenced by the fact that local women migrated and married out.  Assuming all the 

men and women in these two age groups are (or were) available for marriage, and only 

heterosexual marriage is allowed, since there are only 66 women and 74 men, eight men will not 

be able to marry.  

                                                 

19
 The data were collected in 2010.  New-generation is defined as being born after 1980, so this generation 

was younger than 30 in 2010.   

 
20

 The number of men and women are the same in age group 75-79. 
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Age groups younger than 20 are influenced by the birth planning policy because they 

were born after 1990, the year the birth planning policy started to be strictly enforced.  Sex ratios 

are quite skewed in these groups. The sex ratio increases from 117:100 in age group 15-19 to 

200:100 in age group 0-4.  If the preference for local women continues, the competition for local 

brides will only become fiercer.     

Figure 6.6 Population pyramid of three natural villages in Y1 

Source: raw demographic data collected for 2010 Census, provided by the Y1 village committee 

 

Since women in the same village or nearby villages are generally preferred to those from 

outside, single women in Y1 have strong bargaining power to ask for what they want from the 
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husband’s family.  Betrothal gifts from the groom to the bride’s family have increased from the 

standard 8,800 yuan
21

 (an amount referred to as yilufa 一路发, which means “getting rich in 

life”) in 2001 to 11,000 yuan (an amount described as yixinyiyi 一心一意, or “loving only one 

person”) in 2008, and 33,000 yuan (known as sanshengsanshi 三生三世, or “being together for 

three lifetimes”) in 2012.  Besides the betrothal gifts, the groom’s family is also expected to pay 

for the engagement meals, wedding meals, wedding gifts, and of course, a desirable house.     

I asked Wang Gang, the father of Wang Le, how much a groom’s family in Y1 spends on 

a wedding.  After some calculations, he told me that nowadays the groom’s family needs to 

spend at least 200,000 yuan.  According to him, “Wang Le gave Cheng Yuan 33,000 yuan as the 

betrothal gift and 10,000 to buy wedding gifts for herself.  Building a big house was about 

250,000 yuan.  We spent an additional 2,000 to remodel their bedroom.  We borrowed some 

money from friends and family members to build the house.  We still owe 50,000 yuan, which 

we plan to pay back in the next three years.”   

On another occasion, Wang Gang compared Wang Le’s situation to households with 

several sons.  “We are lucky to have only one son.  You know nowadays, a man with a brother is 

not very popular, because his brother may compete with him for money from his parents.   When 

a household has two sons, the parents can usually build only four bedrooms per floor.  Even if 

there are three stories in the house, each brother can get only six bedrooms.  But our son has 

eight bedrooms.”  When asked how they plan to use the rooms, Wang Gang replied: “My wife 

                                                 

21
 The exchange rate of yuan and dollar is about 6.3:1.  
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and I will occupy one room downstairs.  Wang Le and his wife can live on the second floor.  The 

third floor can be used by Wang Le’s children.”    

6.4.4 “The bigger, the better.” 

In Y1, a desirable house is large and new, but not necessarily comfortable by urban 

standards.  Wang Le’s family has only four people: Wang Le’s parents Wang Gang and Huang 

Xiaoxia, Wang Le’s younger sister Wang Huan (who was working in Ningbo as a saleswoman in 

a supermarket), and Wang Le.  Wang Huan is expected to become part of her future husband’s 

household.  Wang Gang told me: “This house is not for her.”   However, there are eight 

bedrooms in the house, and each of them is about 350 sq. ft.  There is also a small room attached 

to the outside wall of the house (but still inside the yard) where I stayed while visiting the family.  

The attached room appeared to be designed as a storage shed for agricultural tools, but it was 

empty except for the cot placed there during my visit because the family had not done any 

agricultural work since 2000.  When I visited them for the first time, the second and third floors 

were completely empty and the windows and doors had not been installed.  Only the rooms on 

the first floor were cleaned out and used for the Spring Festival.  Before the household returned 

to Y1 a week before New Year’s Eve, all the furniture was stacked together in a corner.  The 

house had no shower, no inside toilet or running water, and no heating supplies, despite the fact 

that winter temperatures could easily drop below 0 degrees Celsius.  The insulation and sealing 

of doors and windows were of low quality.  The uninstalled doors and windows of the upper 

floors and the emptiness of the house made the house freezing cold in the winter.  However, as 

mentioned before, Wang Le’s house was considered a model brick and concrete house in Y1. 
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Huang Xiaoxia even believes that Cheng Yuan was able to get engaged with Wang Le after their 

second date mainly because Wang Le took Cheng Yuan to “observe the house” (canguan fangzi) 

after the first meeting.   

Cheng Yuan later confirmed Huang Xiaoxia’s guess.  Cheng Yuan went back to work in 

Ningbo after the engagement and became pregnant three months later.  When I visited Y1 the 

second time, she had already returned to Y1 and was living in Wang Le’s house to prepare for 

the birth.  She showed me her wedding pictures.  In many of them, she and Wang Le were lying 

on artificial grass with an American suburban or country-style house in the background (see 

Figure 6.7).  Cheng Yuan told me: “I like the appearance of this house [in the pictures].  The 

prettiest house in our village (Y1) looks like this house—all the girls in our village like that 

house [in Y1] (See Figure 6.8).  However, I heard that [well-liked] houses [in Y1] do not have 

big bedrooms or as many rooms as our house (Wang Le’s house).  So our house is better.  I like 

big rooms.  They are more comfortable and relaxing (shuangkuai 爽快).  We have a lot of rooms 

in the house, so it is more relaxing.  Even city people (chengliren 城里人) cannot afford a house 

like ours, so we’re better than city dwellers in this way.  I’m proud and happy staying here.”   
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Figure 6.7  Wedding pictures of Cheng Yuan and Wang Le 

 
Note: The picture on the right shows Cheng Yuan lifting up Wang Le’s ear to represent that Wang Le 
should listen to her. 
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Figure 6.8 A house in Y1 with an appearance that young women are attracted to 

 

Note: Despite the impressive appearance of this house, it does not have an inside toilet.  The outside 
toilet is shown in the picture on the right. 

 

During my second visit, Cheng Yuan was remodeling the second floor, about 2,900 sq. ft., 

which would become a living space for her, Wang Le, and their future child or children.  She 

decided to paint the walls pink and insisted on buying purple furniture, despite the fact that 

Wang Le did not like pink and thought the furniture she chose was of bad quality.  Cheng Yuan 

still got what she wanted because Wang Le’s parents, who provided the money for remodeling, 

wanted Wang Le to follow Cheng Yuan’s decision.  Wang Le’s parents may have also agreed to 

Cheng Yuan’s choices because they knew they would not be sharing the second floor with the 

couple.  Wang Le’s mother, Huang Xiaoxia, was working in a construction site with Wang Gang 

in Ningbo during my second visit and she was planning to return to Y1 soon.  She planned to 

help Cheng Yuan prepare for the baby’s birth and take care of the baby later.  As Wang Gang 
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had told me earlier, Huang Xiaoxia planned to live on the first floor while helping with the birth.  

The only shortcoming of the house to Cheng Yuan was the view to the north of the house, which 

was the farmland of Wang Le’s family.  Wang Le’s grandparents (who had their own house) 

grew corn there.  Pointing to the field from a window of their remodeled bedroom, Cheng Yuan 

told me: “If we remove all the corn, we will be able to see the beautiful hills on the other side of 

this field.” (See Figure 6.9) 

Figure 6.9  Wang Le and Cheng Yuan's wedding room 

 

Note: The left picture shows the couple and the author (center) in the newly painted bedroom.  The 
bottom picture is a view from the bedroom window.  Despite Cheng Yuan’s comment, the corn actually 
does not obscure the view of the (small, distant) hills from the second floor, though some of the trees 
do. 
 
 

Cheng Yuan’s comments on the cornfield reflect her disconnection from agricultural 

production, a characteristic of new-generation migrant workers that has been observed by 

scholars.  Nevertheless, the countryside still provides important benefits to her and many young 

female migrants like her, including a low cost of living and help from family members.  A large 

house also gives young migrants private spaces that they may not have anywhere else.   
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Although new-generation migrant women are more likely to continue working outside 

after they are married and have children, in Y1, it is still the norm for new-generation migrant 

women to return to the village to give birth and take care of the children for a couple of years 

before migrating again.  This circular migration pattern is preferred because the costs of giving 

birth and raising a child are lower in countryside than in cities and the housing conditions are 

better.   

In Y1, the new-generation migrant women usually get married before they reach 20 and 

give birth soon after.
 22

  Migrants in cities have little help with childcare. Therefore, their parents, 

especially the parents of the husband, are usually the major source of help.  Thus, living together 

with in-laws before and after childbirth is a common practice of young women.  During this time, 

the migrant women and the care-providing parents-in-law usually stop working and stay inside 

instead.  Living in the home village is much more affordable than living outside, especially when 

a rural house has already been built.  By having a large house, young women get a comparatively 

large private space and the benefits of living together with the older generation.  Most young 

women I interviewed shared Wang Le’s preference for a large house.   

Some young women’s responses suggest that they may not consider big houses important.  

However, they still request a big house from potential husbands because of peer pressure.  Luo 

Fangfang, a single, 20-year-old woman with two years of migration experience told me:  

“Personally, I don’t care [about having a big house].  But everyone else cares, so I do, too.”  

                                                 

22
 According to the Marriage Law in China, the minimum marriage age is 22 for men and 20 for women.  

However, it is common in rural China that the de facto marriage starts from the date when the husband’s family 

hosts a wedding banquet.   In this dissertation, when I talk about marriage, I refer to the de facto marriage. 
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Peer pressure exists not only among new-generation migrant women, but also among the 

women’s parents, as Chen Lan’s situation illustrates.  Chen Lan explained to me why she 

insisted on continuing her relationship with Lu Kan: “I don’t think having a house is necessary, 

if he [the husband] has the ability (nengli 能力) [to earn money].”    However, Chen Lan’s 

mother was not satisfied with Lu Kan because, as she put it, “the house of his family is in the 

worst condition of any house in the whole [Y1] village.”   Chen Lan described the advice her 

parents gave her, putting the marriage decision in financial terms: “They told me I should not 

lower my price (diaojia 掉价).  I may have to wait until we are more financially stable to get 

married, although we’ve been dating for more than three years and have known each other for 

seven years!”  Chen Lan also explained why she appreciated Lu Kan.  She described him as a 

“kind, sincere person” and pointed out that “Lu’s family is warm and always stay together.”  

Chen Lan calls herself a “left-behind child” so she treasures the fact that Lu Kan’s parents are 

always in the village.   Lu Kan accompanied me to visit Wang Le’s big house and shared his 

frustration at not being able to satisfy Chen Lan’s parents.  Looking at the house and heaving a 

sigh, he said: “How can you show your ability (nengli) when you’re young and have just started 

working?  A house is a much more obvious proof.”    

6.4.5 “A large house can be used by three generations.” 

“Big houses are of course useful,” Wang Gang told me: “I am already 43 years old.  My 

wife has reached 40, too.  We expect that we can work for only another five to ten years, and 

then we will retire in the countryside.  We will need to farm to support ourselves. … Yes, we can 

still farm.  I was a farmer till I went out to Guangzhou to start migrant work in 2001.  In that year 
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I was already 30 years old.”  “We need to have space to put our corn and wheat after harvest, so 

a big yard and a big living room on the first floor are necessary.  Wang Le and his family will 

stay on the second floor.  If later his grown-up children want to live in the village, they can use 

the third floor. ”… “It is impossible for us to have a house in Ningbo (where Wang Gang, Huang 

Xiaoxia, Wang Le, Wang Huan, and Cheng Yuan are all working), where housing is very 

expensive.  The price is more than 8,000 yuan per square meter.  We don’t have formal jobs and 

can’t get a loan from the bank.  Unlike ‘big bosses’, without a loan we can’t afford a house in 

Ningbo. … and Y1 village is not bad.  With the newly paved road, we can easily commute to the 

town center and even Fuyang.” 

“What if Wang Le wants to settle down in a city?”  I asked.  Wang Gang said: “If he is so 

chuxi (出息 unexpectedly capable), we can still help them.  This house is right on the new paved 

road.  If we want to sell it, many families will be happy to buy it.” 

To Wang Gang’s family, this big three-storied house is also a form of protection from 

inflation.  In 2008, realizing the price of bricks had increased by 30% and the price of cement 

had doubled within two years, Wang Gang decided to build the house as soon as possible.  “It 

turned out to be a smart move,” said Wang Gang, “and I learned construction work by building 

my own house.   Since 2009, after I finished building our house, I’ve gone out [to do migrant 

work] as a construction contractor (baogongtou
23

).”     

                                                 

23
 Explained above in section 6.1. 



 

151 

 

6.4.6 “Rural areas have great potential.” 

In the existing literature, new generation migrant workers are usually portrayed as the 

group of young people who “do not like farming”, “lack of emotional connection with the 

countryside”, and dislike the home village because “it is too poor” and “only offers unbearable 

lifestyle” (e.g. Wang 2001; Wang 2006; Li and Tian 2010), many young migrants from Y1 see 

their hometown and the countryside positively.   For example, Wang Le said: “Of cause it will be 

nice if we have a house in Ningbo.  But it is very difficult.  Even college graduates find it hard to 

buy a house there.  At the same time, I believe rural areas have great potential.  I just don’t know 

what I can do here yet.  I guess it would be nice to run some business here in Y1.  The roads in 

Y1 are getting better.  I think sooner or later migrants will come back to their hometown.”  His 

opinion is shared by almost all the young migrants I talked to, and some new-generation 

migrants have already returned to the village with business ideas in mind.  For example, Lu 

Renhe was once a new-generation migrant.  After working outside for six years, he returned to 

Y1 when he was 24 years old.  He brought a car with him and drove people around between Y1 

and the nearby towns and cities to earn money.  He told me he was planning to start a pig-raising 

business.    

6.5 Summary 

The case study in this chapter helps to illustrate and explain the role of rural house 

construction in migration, circularity, settlement, and family life.  Chapters 4’s findings suggest 

that having a high quality house increases the frequency of circularity and the amount of time a 

migrant spends outside.  Migrants who own a brick and concrete house are more likely to have 
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additional moves than migrants who have a poor quality brick and earth house.  In Y1 village, 

rural house construction is used by families in a number of ways: to attract a wife for their sons; 

to transfer wealth from one generation to the next; to store (or potentially store) agricultural 

products; to guard accumulated savings against inflation; to prepare a place for retirement; and as 

a backup residence for migrants, most of whom cannot afford to own a house in cities.   

In the past few decades, rural houses in many migrant-sending villages like Y1 have 

become larger and larger.  One reason these large houses are built is that the competition for 

brides has intensified as a result of gender imbalance, an outcome of traditional preferences for 

male children combined with enforcement of the birth planning policy.  In Y1, since this policy 

began to be strictly enforced in 1990, it has dramatically changed the sex ratio.  

The preference for marrying local women and the unbalanced sex ratio have combined to 

increase the bargaining power of women of marriageable age.  In Y1, returning to the 

countryside to give birth and raise children is common, and it is typical for in-laws to help the 

parents during this process.  A big house provides both private space for new-generation parents 

and the convenience of living together with in-laws who can help care for infants or young 

children.  Newer and bigger houses provide some evidence of the wealth that a young man’s 

family has accumulated, as well as their dedication to helping him find a wife.  A big house also 

provides a place for the couple to return in the future if they are not able to settle in cities, a form 

of investment that is resistant to inflation, and an asset that can be sold if the couple eventually 

decides to live somewhere else.  In contrast, young men whose families cannot afford to build a 

big house may experience difficulties finding a wife.  
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The pressure to accumulate sufficient funds to build a large house encourages migration, 

migration at an early age, and migration for many years.  New-generation migrants may return to 

the countryside to marry and give birth, but they are unlikely to circulate many times, since that 

would sacrifice opportunities to earn income for themselves, their family members, and future 

generations, or to pay back debts a family has incurred in order to build a house.    
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Chapter 7  

Conclusion 

7.1 Findings 

In the context of rural-urban labor migration in China, this dissertation analyzes patterns 

of migration and circularity and how they have changed over the past three decades.  Both 

quantitative and qualitative methods are used to explore this topic.  To measure migration and 

circularity quantitatively, I count the number of moves a rural worker has undertaken and the 

number of years he or she has spent outside starting from age 15, using panel data from Anhui, 

which contains 786 rural workers’ migration history from 1980 to 2009 (YZ data).  A move is 

defined as the change of migration status either from inside to outside (an outside-move) or from 

outside to inside (an inside-move), where inside refers to living within the town to which a 

migrant’s home village belongs for the majority of a year and outside refers to living and 

working outside the town for the majority of a year.  Based on the number of moves a rural 

worker has undertaken starting from age 15, I categorize him or her as one of the three labor 

types: a non-migrant (no moves), one-shooter (one move), or a circulator (more than one move).  

Which category a rural worker falls into is strongly related to his or her personal characteristics, 

such as age, gender, generation, marital status, and education level.  A rural worker’s labor type 

is also strongly related to the worker’s household characteristics, such as whether the spouse, 

parents, and children are living inside the home town (where “town” is defined as an area to 

which villages belong).  The decade in which a rural worker is observed and what kind of rural 

house a rural worker’s family owns also affect the worker’s labor type.  Additionally, to further 
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understand the context of rural workers’ migration decisions and the relationship between 

circularity and settlement, I use a qualitative case study of housing construction behaviors in a 

migrant-sending village, Y1.  The case study provides examples of how migration decisions can 

be affected by (1) migrants’ roles in family life as children, potential spouses, spouses, or parents; 

(2) the characteristics of the home village, such as infrastructure, climate, and economic 

opportunities; and (3) aspects of government policy such as birth planning policy and 

infrastructure investment.   

In Chapter 1, I pointed out that although rural-urban migration in China has long been 

recognized as circular migration, the circular features of migration are rarely studied in existing 

literature, such as when migrants go outside the first time, when migrants return the first time, 

how often they circulate, and why they circulate over the past thirty years and over their life 

cycles.  I thus proposed four research questions, and explained how the questions would be 

answered in the following chapters. 

In Chapter 2, I reviewed the explanations for migration and circularity in both the 

international migration literature and the literature specifically about rural-urban migration in 

China.  Based on the literature review, I proposed a dynamic push-pull framework to explain 

circularity.   Push-pull frameworks have previously been used to analyze migration, but usually 

without reference to time.  I amend the typical framework to include changes to rural workers’ 

personal and household characteristics, rural house ownership, and the time of observation.  

Because the dynamic push-pull framework recognizes that the factors affecting migration and 

return change over time, it is more suitable for analysis of circularity than typical push-pull 
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frameworks.  In Chapter 3, I identify four sets of factors to explain circular migrations: 

individual characteristics, household characteristics, rural housing ownership, and period (decade) 

of observation.  Using the YZ panel data, I found that over time, an increasing share of rural 

worker populations have participated in rural-urban migration.  Although the percentage of 

circulators among all migrants has not increased in recent years, circular migration has remained 

one of the main forms of migration, especially for old and mid-generation migrant workers.  

There is a generational difference in terms of migration patterns: the majority of the old-

generation rural workers are non-migrants; the majority of mid-generation rural workers are 

circulators, and the majority of new-generation migrant workers are one-shooters.   

The number of moves a rural worker has undertaken is affected by the length of 

observation period.  Those who are observed for a longer period of time are more likely to be 

categorized as migrants and circulators rather than one-shooters.  To control for the length of the 

observation period, I use two-level random-intercept Poisson models to study how the frequency 

of moves, the frequency of additional moves, and the percentage of time outside have changed 

over a rural labor’s life cycle.  This is the focus of Chapter 4.  In Chapter 5, I use event history 

analysis to assess factors that contribute to the first outside-move and the first inside-move. 

 I have found that the frequency of moves, the frequency of additional moves, the 

percentage of time outside, the probability of initiating the first outside-move and the first inside-

move are significantly affected by factors at the individual level and the household level.  Rural 

workers move more frequently when they are relatively young or old, and they spend the most 

amount of time outside in the middle years between youth and old age.  This confirms that rural-
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urban migration follows a rural worker’s life cycle: villagers move outside when they are young 

and can easily find a job in cities; they return to the countryside when they are older and their 

opportunities to find an urban job have decreased.  Male workers are less likely to circulate and 

they tend to spend more time outside than female workers.  Mid and new-generation rural 

workers are more likely to move and spend more time outside than the old-generation rural 

workers.  Mid and new-generation workers also circulate less often.  Better educated rural 

workers are more likely to move and spend more time outside.  Married migrants are more likely 

to be circulators, but they also spend more time outside than unmarried workers.   

The location of family members is a factor that affects the frequency and direction of 

moves, and it affects the probability of migration differently for men and women.  While having 

more under-15-years-old children reduces the probability of moving outside for both men and 

women, women are affected more than men.  Once moved outside, the more under-15-years-old 

children inside a man has, the less likely he will move inside.  However, more under-15-years-

old children inside significantly increases the probability a female migrant will initiate the first 

inside-move.  Having parents inside significantly reduces the frequency of circular migration and 

increases the probability that women will initiate the first outside-move.  Having a spouse inside 

discourages rural workers from moving outside and encourages them to return inside. 

The models of Chapter 4 suggest that having a brick and concrete house, which is the 

best quality rural house, encourages circularity.  Having a red brick house, on the other hand, 

encourages a rural worker to spend more time outside earning money so he or she can upgrade 

the house.  By incorporating the “decade” variable in the regression models in Chapter 5, I find 
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that rural workers have become more mobile and they are less likely to move back and forth if 

their first outside-move was completed between 1990-2009.  Regression results also suggest that 

although the new-generation female workers appear to be more mobile than the mid and old-

generation women, their higher participation rate in rural-urban migration is not significantly 

related to the generation attribute.  Rather, new-generation rural women are more likely to move 

outside because their parents and parents-in-law are helping them with inside tasks, and because, 

over time, more jobs in cities have become open to female workers.  As more women participate 

in rural-urban migration, it has become an accepted norm for women to move outside even when 

their children are young. 

In Chapter 6, I use a qualitative case study of rural house construction in Y1 village to 

further understand the relationship between circularity and settlement.  Migrant workers typically 

mention house construction as a reason for migrating and returning, and they use a large portion 

of the savings accumulated from migrant labor to build houses.  While rural-urban migration and 

birth planning policy have decreased the number of local women in the marriage market for 

young men of Y1 village, local women have used their bargaining power to require a large house 

in countryside, despite the fact that they may continue working outside and leave the house 

empty for most of the year for many years.  The demand for rural housing shows that the home 

village still plays an important role in the lives of the new-generation migrant workers.   

Even though Y1, like most migrant-sending villages, has few employment opportunities 

and is not regarded by its residents as an especially desirable place to live, it provides an 

affordable place to give birth and raise children with the help of family members.  When a 
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female migrant worker approaches the age at which she expects to marry and have children, a 

large rural house can provide her with the combination of private space and convenient access to 

child-rearing assistance from relatives, especially her mother-in-law, who will typically live in 

the house when the mother-in-law is not working outside the village.   Although the case study 

includes examples of women to whom having a large house is not very important, these women 

and their families still face pressure to conform to a social environment in which having a large 

house is considered an important attribute of a desirable husband.  Because having a large house 

is important to most young rural women and their families, and because potential brides are 

scarce, constructing a large house is also important to male migrant workers in their efforts to 

attract a wife.  Parents of the potential groom hope to ensure an optimal marriage, so they may 

make migration decisions to accumulate savings for the construction of a large house.  If 

unmarried female migrant workers fund house construction, they typically do so for the benefit 

of other family members, such as a brother.   

Chapter 6 also identifies other ways in which rural house construction is used by rural 

families: to transfer wealth from one generation to the next; to store (or potentially store) 

agricultural products; to guard accumulated savings against inflation; and as a residence for 

migrants when they are not working or when they retire.  As in many villages in China, the 

infrastructure in Y1 has improved in recent years, in part through a nationwide rural investment 

program established by the central government.  As the rural environment improves, migrants 

are likely to see the countryside a more desirable place to stay.  Indeed, some new-generation 
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migrants who have returned to the countryside after working outside report that they are attracted 

to the possibility of running a small business in the home town. 

The strong correlation between rural housing ownership and circularity demonstrated in 

Chapters 3 and 4 suggest that there is a relationship between owning a certain kind of house and 

a pattern of migration and return that is generalizable beyond Y1.  That is, migrants who own a 

better house are more likely to return to the countryside for an extended period of time.  

However, the fact that Chapter 6 is based on a single village may raise questions about the 

applicability of the chapter’s findings to other villages.  It is therefore significant that Y1 is 

typical of migrant sending villages in China: it is located in a relatively poor, less-developed 

province; it offers few employment opportunities; it has a relatively undesirable living 

environment in terms of infrastructure; and, as with most rural areas, it lacks the amenities of 

urban life, which is especially important to young people.  How migration decisions and 

circularity are related to housing construction in Y1 is therefore suggestive of explanations that 

can be generalized to other migrant-sending villages in China.   

Nevertheless, there may be limitations to the generalizability of explanations based on Y1.  

The case study suggests that house construction in Y1 is related to the scarcity of potential wives, 

a result, at least in part, of the birth planning policy.  Such policies are common to villages across 

the country, but the strictness of the policy and the time period during which it has been enforced 

may vary among regions.  Consequently, in other villages, the gender imbalance may not be as 

severe or it may be a feature of different cohorts.  Residents of Y1 also cite the undesirable 

climate of Y1 as a reason wives from outside the town may leave the village after marriage.  
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Wives from outside are therefore not considered suitable brides, which increases the competition 

for local wives.  Although migrants are usually more concerned with factors other than climate 

(such as economic opportunities), in villages with better climates, attracting a wife from outside 

the village may not quite as difficult.  For reasons such as these, it is possible that the 

explanations offered by Chapter 6 are more relevant to some villages than others.  Despite these 

limitations, Chapter 6 illustrates how housing construction behavior and circular migration are 

related to family life in a village that has characteristics typical of migrant-sending villages in 

China.  Chapter 6 also provides an example of how government policies can affect rural workers’ 

migration decisions and the frequency with which they circulate.  Overall, the case study 

illustrates ways in which the home village continues to be important to migrant workers.  The 

village serves as a place to own a satisfactory house, protect savings from inflation, marry, raise 

children, wait out periods of unemployment, find alternatives to migrant work, and retire.  The 

importance of the home village is a key explanation for the prevalence of circularity.  

7.2 Significance of the study 

In the migration literature, one common assumption is that migrants move in order to 

settle down.  For example, Skeldon links migration change to economic change and argues that 

during the process of urbanization, rural-urban circulation will give way to permanent migration 

to cities (Skeldon 1990).  However, in recent years, more scholars have noted the existence of 

long-term circular migration between developed and developing countries (e.g. Massey 1994, 

Constant and Zimmermann 2011), as well as within developing countries (e.g. Fan 2008; 

Deshingkar and Farrington 2009; Potts 2010).  These studies see migrant workers as strategic 
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agents who are trying to take advantage of both the host and home places.  This dissertation 

contributes to this literature by providing an overview of circular migration in China over the 

past 30 years—a project which is rarely attempted because of the lack of suitable data.  Based on 

the analysis of YZ panel data, I answered questions such as when migration occurs, how long it 

lasts, why and under what circumstances it repeats, and how migration behavior changes over a 

migrant’s life cycle and over time.  I also used longitudinal analysis modeling methods to 

disentangle the period effect from the effect of life cycle; this contributes to understanding the 

temporal aspect of migration.  I use quantitative methods to provide an overview of migration 

patterns and identify the factors that drive circularity.  I then use qualitative analysis to 

investigate how rural workers of different genders and generations make migration decisions in 

the context of family life and the home village.  In short, much of new-generation and mid-

generation labor migration is driven by the desire to accumulate funds to construct large rural 

houses that allow male new-generation migrants to attract wives.  Once a large rural house has 

been constructed, family members are more likely to return and stay for extended periods. 

My analysis shows that circulating between rural and urban areas has been an important 

part of life of migrant workers and their family members.  As explained above, rural areas 

continue to be important for new-generation migrant workers.  In that light, circular migration 

can be expected to continue, although the new-generation migrant workers may not move as 

often as the older generations.    

This study shows that the traditional inside-outside gender division of labor persists.  

Female migrants return to the home village more often and stay outside for fewer years than 
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male migrants.  As the number of children under 15 in the countryside increases, women are less 

likely to migrate and more likely to return to the village sooner.  The number of children under 

15 also makes men less likely to migrate, but once men are outside, it makes them more likely to 

work outside for longer periods.  In addition, there is also a generational division of labor.  In 

some cases, the older generation assumes inside tasks such as child rearing that have traditionally 

been performed by women, making it possible for younger women to engage in outside work.  

Thus, having parents in the countryside encourages female migrant workers to participate in 

rural-urban migration.   As the mid-generation migrant workers become older, they may return to 

the countryside to help their children take care of inside work.  

My findings also highlight the continued importance of the countryside to migrant 

workers.  By straddling the city and the countryside, migrants can earn urban wages as long as 

they have jobs, support the rest of the family at a rural and lower cost of living, and return to the 

home village if they must stop working for a while.  In this light, circulation, rather than 

permanent migration, allows migrants to obtain the best of both worlds.  Thus, settling down in 

the city is not inevitable for migrants and, given currently available options, may not be what 

they prefer. 

These findings have implications for policy makers.  As mentioned in earlier chapters, in 

recent years, some local governments have taken steps to reform the hukou system, generally by 

awarding qualified migrant workers urban hukou.  But few migrants have participated in those 

reforms because they may be required to give up rural land in exchange for urban hukou.  This 

would cut off migrant workers’ ties to their home villages.  If the urban hukou is not 
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accompanied with adequate social security—such as low-income housing, medical insurance, 

maternity leave, and affordable daycare—giving up rural land for urban hukou may put migrants 

in an even more precarious position that it currently is.  So long as the social security system in 

cities is not adequate to meet the needs of migrant workers and their family members, circular 

migration may continue to be their best option.  

7.3 Limitations of the study and suggestions for future research 

This study has three limitations.  First, it uses a small-scale longitudinal dataset, 

reflecting the changes in migration patterns in six villages in Anhui province, rather than a 

nationwide dataset.  Nevertheless, these villages were chosen because they are typical of 

migrant-sending villages in Anhui, a major migrant-sending province in China.  A larger-scale 

longitudinal dataset would have allowed for analysis of regional differences, but such data do not 

yet exist.   

Second, the dissertation employs an inside-outside binary and does not distinguish 

between migrations to different destinations.  LSA data suggests that over time, migrants from Y 

and Z counties increasingly choose destinations close to their home towns.  This aspect of 

migration is not explained in this dissertation.   

Third, the analysis does not include how industry and occupation contribute to migration 

and circularity.  For example, construction work allows migrants to be more mobile than those 

who work in manufacturing.  In the future, I plan to further explore the data on industry and 

occupation.   
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