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Abstract
This article presents evidence that factors in rural areas influence migrant integration into China’s
cities. We argue that the value of the rural registration influences migrants’ decision-making and
identities by creating a cost to registration transfer to the city, and that the rural land system interacts
with the household registration system to inhibit migrant integration. We test novel hypotheses
derived from a simple model of migrant integration, finding connections between rural sending
area factors and migrant integration in the city. We test these hypotheses using survey data from
two surveys of rural-to-urban migrant workers and publicly available economic data. We find
that migrants from areas with higher levels of economic development are less likely to desire reg-
istration transfer to the city. We also find that landholding and weaker rural and rights are associ-
ated with lower levels of social integration in the city.
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In China, the household registration system has restricted the integration of China’s hun-
dreds of millions of internal migrants by excluding people who are not locally registered
from accessing all of a locality’s public services, such as health care, subsidized housing,
pension schemes, and education. The registration system has led to the institutional ex-
clusion of migrants in China’s cities, and has left many migrants with a kind of second-
class citizenship (Solinger 1999; Wu and Webster 2010, 1). Yet today migrants often
have a choice of whether or not to transfer their household registration to their migration
destination, even if this choice entails costs which vary across cities. That many migrants
have not chosen to transfer their registration when given the option has prompted debate
about the importance of the registration system serving as an impediment to migrant
integration.
In order to better understand migrant integration in reform-era China, this article ex-

amines the importance of rural institutions to the process of migrant integration, includ-
ing both attitudes towards registration transfer and social integration. While some
previous studies have posited a connection between rural factors and migrant integration,
in this article we develop a simple model for understanding migrants’ decision-making,
bring together several data sources which can be used to examine these questions, use this
data to conduct new empirical tests of hypotheses both from the literature and derived
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from the model, and make an original argument about the effect of rural factors on mi-
grants’ social integration in Chinese cities. Namely, we argue that the variable value
of rural registration1 influences migrants’ decision-making with regard to registration
transfer, resulting in migrants with land and migrants from rural areas with relatively
higher levels of economic development being measurably less interested in registration
transfer to this city. Furthermore, since the household registration is connected to social
integration in the process of shiminhua– transforming into urban citizens—the institu-
tional integration signified by local urban registration is linked to other types of integra-
tion. Thus, we posit that the effect of these rural factors extends beyond migrants’
decisions about adoption of local urban registration to influence migrants’ levels of
social integration in the cities as well.
Migrant integration, both institutional and social, is important not only to the welfare

of China’s hundreds of millions of migrants but also to China’s economic plans which are
premised on building internal consumption through urbanization. Based on our analysis
of survey data, data from official sources, and interviews with the stakeholders, we find
that migrant integration in China’s cities is connected to factors in the migrants’ sending
areas. Specifically, we build on the findings of Cai and Wang (2007) to find that not only
is landholding negatively correlated with the desire for registration transfer, but that
greater level of economic development in the migrants’ sending areas are also negatively
correlated with migrants’ desire for registration transfer to the destination city. Addition-
ally, we estimate the effects of landholding and rural land rights on two measures of
migrant social integration, living in an area with many people from the same area of
origin and the number of New Year’s greetings delivered to others in the city. We find
that both landholding and the strength of rural land rights are correlated with measures
of migrants’ social integration in their destination areas; landholding is inversely corre-
lated with social integration while stronger land rights is positively correlated with social
integration.

THE REG ISTRAT ION SYSTEM , RURAL INST ITUT IONS , AND MIGRATION IN CH INA

China’s household registration (hukou) system can prevent migrants from taking advan-
tage of local public services in the cities where they work. The system creates a legal
barrier between the local and migrant populations of China’s cities and preserves
China’s migrants as a legally distinct population. Because registration transfer to the
city is often onerous, the household registration system is unquestionably the greatest ob-
stacle to migrants’ integration into the cities, and it is doubtful that it will be fully abol-
ished in the near future, despite perennial calls for its abolishment and the current
leadership’s stated desire for substantive reform and increased urbanization. Moreover,
there is a misconception among some that all migrants desire urban registration. For
example, Chan (2012) argued that “Given the disparities between the two major hukou
[registration] types, people with agricultural [rural] hukou will always wish to convert
to the non-agricultural [urban] category.” As we will see below, this assumption has
been contradicted by surveys reporting that migrants often do not desire registration
transfer and by the observation that relaxation of the system in some cities has failed
to effect waves of transfers.
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As local reforms have proceeded, migrants’ attitudes towards registration transfer and
their welfare outcomes do not seem to have been significantly affected. This has led some
scholars to question the importance of the household registration system to migrants’ in-
tegration. Fan (2008) sought to locate the source of migrants’ continued lack of integra-
tion in migrants’ preferences, noting that “circulation from and to the village home and
among places of migrant work, and return migration, have in fact enabled peasants to
straddle the city and countryside and benefit from both” (Fan 2008, 11). Leaning on
the “New Economics of Migration” literature (e.g. Stark and Lucas 1988) and basing
her argument on the fact that many migrants say they do not desire local registration,2

Fan argues that approaches “that emphasizes the hukou [household registration]
system alone risks privileging top-down, structural and institutional explanations over
bottom-up, household and individual level perspectives.” Instead of these “structural”
perspectives, Fan argues that circulatory migration is a strategy that “increases household
income and diversifies risk” among the members of a family, some of whom stay in the
sending area while migrants circulate back and forth between rural and urban areas (Fan
2008, 11). Likewise, economist Zhang Zheng of Peking University argues that “many of
those who have moved to urban areas in recent years are wrongly seen as permanent mi-
grants,” when in reality “they will go back to the countryside” when they get older (The
Economist 2011).
As further evidence that institutional factors are less important than analysts have

claimed, Fan notes that “obtaining urban hukou [household registration] alone does
not seem to have jump-started peasants’ social and economic mobility” (Fan 2008,
171). As the primary thesis to her book, she argues “that temporary migration enables
peasant households to advance economically,” implying that it is migrants’ preferences
which drive the circular migration pattern, not institutions (Fan 2008, 13).

CHINA ’S RURAL LAND SYSTEM

Yet arguing that institutions matter does not remove agency from the migrants; it merely
allows the analyst to see all of the costs and benefits migrants consider. Analysts who
have argued that migrants would always prefer urban registration to rural registration
or that migrants desire to maintain rural registration because they do not wish to settle
in the city have often neglected the connections between institutions which have interact-
ed to shape migrants’ preferences and stymie attempts to reform the registration system.
Speaking of the difficulty of reforming the household registration system, Yu and Li
(2012) argue that “it’s not the household registration system itself, but a whole set of
public finance, social management systems, and legal rights systems which make
reform of the system slow and difficult.” One of these connected systems is the rural
land system, which governs migrants’ rights to the main benefit of rural registration, land.
In reviewing Fan’s book, Chloé Froissart (2008) argues that circular migration occurs

“because [migrants] have a piece of land in the countryside that they … cannot sell.
Leaving for good hence means for migrants a sheer loss” (Froissart 2008, 937). In
fact, there is substantial variation in the value of rural land rights, and where registration
transfer affords access to the urban public goods regime, forgoing land rights is by no
means certain to be a “sheer loss.” Also, land is not the only potential benefit of rural
registration. Rurally registered people often own shares in local enterprises and
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development schemes that a migrant’s registration transfer to the city would threaten.
These rural property institutions interact with the registration system and other
systems to influence migrants’ decision-making and identities.

A S IMPLE MODEL OF MIGRANTS ’ ATT ITUDES TOWARDS REG ISTRAT ION

TRANSFER

We argue that the value of rural registration has been a neglected factor in discussions of
how the registration system affects migrants. While other studies of migrant integration
have argued that urban registration is almost impossible for rural-to-urban migrants to
attain (e.g. Chan 2012) or that the importance of institutions is exaggerated and the
reason migrants refuse registration is that they simply prefer circular migration (e.g.
Fan 2008), we argue that the rural registration itself has value which has been overlooked.
This value may include land rights and rights to shares in local development schemes and
it thus represents a relevant cost to migrants under a system where rights to such benefits
may be forgone if a migrant transfers.3 The value of the rural registration can represent a
continued “pull” on migrants back to the sending area, even long after they have migrat-
ed. While migrants are being pulled to the cities for economic reasons, rural factors may
be pulling back on them in a way that makes them less likely to become integrated into
the city.4 This pull is a function of both differential rural institutions, such as land tenure
security, and other rural factors such as the level of economic development.
This article links the literature on land tenure security with the literature on migrant

integration by constructing a simple model of migrant integration. Since rural land
tenure security remains incomplete5 and land rights themselves are not the only
benefit to rural registration6 (Deininger and Jin 2009; Ye and Xu 2007; Mertha 2009;
Mullan, Grosjean, and Kontoleon 2011; Giles and Mu 2012; De La Rupelle et al.
2008), we argue that the substantial variation in unregistered migrants’ attitudes
toward urban people, the extent to which they were adapted to city life, and their prefer-
ences toward becoming “members of the city” (chengshi de fenzi) are connected to these
rural policies.7

We examine two forms of integration: local registration and social integration. While
these two kinds of integration can be disaggregated and measured separately, they are
related.8 An important way of describing integration of rural migrant workers into
urban China is to use the term “shiminhua,” which means “transforming into urban cit-
izens.” To achieve this transformation, though, both social and institutional integration
are necessary, and it can be seen that these two elements of integration, while distinct,
are linked.9 Moreover, local registration signifies membership in the local area or a
kind of local citizenship. While city policies certainly play a role in migrants’ marginal-
ization, migrants may choose to remain “peripheral” if they have incentives to maintain
ties to the sending places.
We argue that migrant integration occurs as a function of individual factors such as

age, income, years in the destination area, and distance from home, factors in the receiv-
ing area such as the inclusiveness of the city and the city’s economic climate, and factors
in the sending area. While sending area factors have been argued to affect migration de-
cisions, as discussed above, no known study has tested hypotheses that sending area
factors affect migrant integration in the Chinese context. We focus on three factors, all

334 Adam Tyner and Yuan Ren

https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2016.18 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2016.18


of which are related to the value of rural registration. First, we examine the effect of land-
holding. Since landholding could be endogenous to the integration process, we later also
examine the effect of the value of registration in the sending area, using the level of eco-
nomic development in the sending area as a proxy for the value of rural registration.
Finally, we examine the impact of land reallocation on migrants’ levels of social integra-
tion in the cities.
A simplified model of migrant decision-making predicts that a rural-to-urban migrant

will transfer her rural registration to the city when:

qj � dj > vi þ tij ð1Þ

Where q is the value of the public services in city j, d is the restrictiveness of the public
services in city j, defined as the proportion of the public services from which the unreg-
istered migrant is excluded, v is the value of migrant i’s rural registration which would be
forgone, and t is the transaction costs for migrant i to transfer her registration to city j. Of
course some public services are available to migrants who have not transferred, and if a
migrant has full access to the public services of a city, it is clear she will not transfer to
that city unless her rural registration has negative value which exceeds the positive value
of the transaction costs, which are presumed to be greater than zero. We expect that v and
t are typically positive, meaning that only when a migrant is excluded from some of a
city’s services will the migrant seek to transfer. (v could potentially have negative
value if local policies mandate the rural registration holder to perform duties that are
not economically viable, such as those that may be required for the country’s food secur-
ity.) In short, the left side of the inequality represents the marginal urban goods that could
come to the migrant through registration transfer to the city, v represents the opportunity
cost of the migrant’s rural registration, and t represents the transaction costs of transfer.

TESTABLE HYPOTHESES

A question that is relatively simple to evaluate relates to the relationship between land
and attitudes of migrants towards registration transfer. Land is considered to be a key
component of v, the value of rural registration. Although some rural people have
rights connected to their rural registrations which are related to shares in a local enterprise
which have been gained in exchange for some or all land rights, one of the main benefits
to the rural registration is land rights.
In their study of permanent migration in China, Cai and Wang (2007) noticed that

landholding indeed correlated with reduced desire for transfer to local registration. Al-
though this was not a hypothesis of their paper, it is an important finding. As is discussed
below, such a correlation could be a result of migrants not wishing to transfer registration
in a way that endangers their land rights; or it could result from a situation in which mi-
grants who desire local registration are likely either never to have had land at all, or to
have already given it up. Yet this correlation points to a connection between land insti-
tutions and attitudes towards registration transfer. Although we confirm Cai and Wang’s
finding below, we do not formalize this hypothesis since it is not new to this project.
We hypothesize that attitudes towards registration transfer are driven by the relative

value of the rural registration. As discussed above, rural registration can include local
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non-transferrable rights beyond simply land rights. In order to best capture all of the po-
tential values of local rural registration, we use the average level of economic develop-
ment in place of registration as a proxy for the value of the rural registration. (We also
control for the income of the migrant, along with other individual observable factors,
to better isolate the effect of the sending area factors as opposed to differences in
migrant class, motivation, etc.) This hypothesis is formalized as:

H1: In a comparison of non-locally registered migrant workers, migrants from richer areas are less
likely to desire registration transfer to the destination area.

Having land or other non-transferrable assets in the sending area might make a migrant
more likely to travel back to the sending area or less likely to invest in the destination
areas and thus the effects of these rural factors may extend to migrants’ social integration.
This is formalized as:

H2: In a comparison of non-locally registered migrant workers, migrants with land are less socially
integrated than those without land.

Building on the findings of De La Rupelle et al., who found that land re-allocation led to
rural migrants spending more days per year in the sending areas, presumably to protect
their land rights, the effect of variation in the strength of property rights on migrant in-
tegration should also be considered. Reported land re-allocation, which has been used
as a measure of land tenure security, may thus be correlated with lower levels of
social integration in the migrant’s destination area. This is formalized as:

H3: In a comparison of non-locally registered migrant workers who have land in the sending area,
stronger property rights are correlated with greater levels of integration into the city.

On the other hand, if having land deters integration into the city, weaker property rights
may discount the value of the land and facilitate greater social integration into the desti-
nation area. This observation motivates

H3A: In a comparison of non-locally registered migrant workers who have land in the sending area,
stronger property rights are correlated with lower levels of integration into the city.

DATA

To evaluate these hypotheses, this project brings together a unique set of data sources
including survey data from cities across China, data from official statistical yearbooks,
and qualitative data from informal interviews with rural residents, urban residents, and
migrants, during field research conducted from 2011 to 2013. The sources of the
survey data we use in this article are summarized in Table 1. In order to generate hypoth-
eses and understand the subjective experiences of the stakeholders in the processes we
were studying, the interview data were collected in urban areas of Guangzhou,
Qingdao, Hangzhou, Shaoxing, and Shanghai and in rural areas of Anhui and Sichuan.
The survey data come from two surveys of migrant workers collected from 2007 to

2009 in cities across China. The Pearl River Delta (PRD) dataset contains survey data
on questions about land, income, origin, attitude towards registration transfer and
many other variables for rurally registered migrants in nine cities in the Pearl River
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Delta.10 The Rural to Urban Migration in China (RUMiC) data contains survey data on
questions on many variables including land reallocation and migrant integration for
rurally registered migrants in fifteen cities across China.11

In addition to this data, we have added official yearbook data for economic variables,
where possible, on the migrants’ “sending” places, and we have used online mapping
applications to generate distance data between sending and destination areas. Distance

TABLE 2 Summary Statistics

Data Summary

PRD Dataset Count Mean SD Min Max

Age 4,587 29.55 10.01 14.00 71.00
Months Since Migration 4,534 90.1 68.4 12.0 444.0
Has Land 4,588 0.74 0.44 0.00 1.00
Monthly Individual Income (RMB) 4,392 1,124 996 0 45,000
GDP per Capita in Sending County (RMB) 3,122 10,559 6,274 2,266 94,316
Distance from Sending Area to Destination (km) 2,576 481 357 0 3,615
Rural Registration 4,590 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00
Wants to Transfer Registration to City 4,578 0.24 0.43 0.00 1.00

RUMiC Dataset Count Mean SD Min Max

Age 8,285 28.86 12.61 1.00 88.00
Months Since Migration 6,816 99.1 75.8 0.0 602.0
Has Land 8,289 0.88 0.32 0.00 1.00
Experienced Land Adjustment in Past 5 Years 7,329 .24 .43 0.00 1.00
Has Property 8,289 0.88 0.33 0.00 1.00
Monthly Household Income 8,289 2,648 2,242 0 37,000
Rural Registration 8,448 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00
Price of Labor in Sending County 8,001 38 14 0.00 770
Distance from Sending Area to Destination (km) 8,228 307 428 0 6712
Percent of CNY Greetings Given to Locals 8,114 0.45 0.40 0.00 1.00
Live in Place with Many Same-Village People 8,289 0.50 0.50 0.00 1.00

Note: Data on economic development in the sending areas comes from official statistical yearbooks, and data
for distance between sending and receiving areas was calculated using Google Maps (maps.google.com).

TABLE 1 Datasets Used

Dataset Descriptions

Dataset Description N1

PRD Dataset Survey of rural-to-urban migrant workers in nine cities in Guangdong
province in southern China conducted in 2006–2009

4,590

RUMiC Dataset Survey of rural-to-urban migrant workers in fifteen cities across China
conducted in 2008

8,448

1This number of observations represents the greatest number of observations for the variables in each dataset we
examine in this paper. Unused observations are not included.

The Hukou System, Rural Institutions, and Migrant Integration in China 337

https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2016.18 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2016.18


data is included as a control variable because migrants to places that are farther from
their sending areas may be less likely to hold land and more likely to break ties with
their sending areas, a correlation which could be a source of potential omitted variable
bias in our models if not controlled for. Both surveys contain data naming the province,
municipality, and county of the migrants, but the county is missing for seventeen
percent of the PRD dataset. We use distance data from the municipality level where
the county-level sending location was unknown, but all the sending area economic
data is from the more precise county level. Due to some missingness in the PRD
data, the final regressions include only 2,010 observations, but the differences
between the observations included in the final regressions and the dropped observa-
tions are small.12

VALUE OF RURAL REG I STRAT ION

The independent variables of interest are all proxies for the value of rural registration.
We take landholding to be a primary value of rural registration, but acknowledge that
rural registration may have other value, as described above. This leads to three inde-
pendent variables of interest. First, the surveys used to compile the PRD and RUMiC
datasets directly ask if the migrant has land in the sending area. Second, we look at the
RUMiC survey question about whether or not the migrant has recently experienced
land re-allocation. Following De la Rupelle et al., we take recent land reallocation
to indicate weaker property rights. Finally, we take the economic development in
the migrants’ sending areas to be a proxy for the value of the sending area registration.
We use publicly available gross domestic product (GDP) per capita data from Chinese
statistical yearbooks to operationalize this concept.13 Note that we include the income
of the migrant as a control variable in part because the level of economic development
is likely to correlate with income and we wish to isolate the value of the rural
registration,

DEPENDENT VAR IABLES

We operationalize both the institutional integration of the registration system andmigrant
social integration. First, the PRD dataset includes a survey question of whether migrants
desire transfer to the city where they currently live.We take the answer “yes” to indicate a
desire to be institutionally integrated into the city.
The second integration concept we operationalize is social integration, a concept that

has many dimensions and which scholars have used a number of different types of survey
questions in attempting to measure. To measure social integration, we construct two de-
pendent variables related to Chinese New Year greetings and to living arrangements in
the much larger RUMiC dataset.14 The RUMiC survey asks migrants about the total
number of people to whom the migrant gives Chinese New Year greetings by phone,
email, or in-person visit. It also asks how many local people (meaning people living
in that city, regardless of registration status) are given such greetings. Chinese New
Year is the most important holiday in China, and migrants often return to their home-
towns to celebrate the holiday. Whether or not they spend the holiday in their hometown
or visit their ancestral village, Chinese people normally contact their close friends and
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family at Chinese New Year. We discussed the significance of Chinese New Year greet-
ings with migrants in Shanghai and Shaoxing, and we feel confident that such greetings
are a useful measure of interaction with and affection towards their recipients. Accord-
ingly, we take the number of Chinese New Year Greetings given to locals as a valid
measure of the level of integration of a given migrant.15

The second variable used as a measure of migrant integration relates to a survey ques-
tion about the migrant’s living situation. The RUMiC survey asks if a migrant lives
“close to many people from the same origin.” While the use of the word “many”
injects a measure of subjectivity into the question, it is a question which, for many
migrant workers, has a clear answer. We take this to be a measure of the inverse of
social integration. Other studies of migrant integration, such as Qian and Zhang
(2006) and Adida (2011), asked respondents about their friends and local associations,
and used such associations as measures of integration. Since living with many people
from the same sending area indicates relatively fewer local connections and associations,
we take this survey question as a measure of social integration.

ATT ITUDES TOWARDS REG ISTRAT ION TRANSFER : EMP IR ICAL F IND INGS

It can be seen in Table 3 that there is a strong negative correlation between having land
and desiring local registration, as Cai and Wang reported.16 Migrants with land are 8.8
percent less likely to desire local registration. Table 3, Column 4 shows the fully speci-
fied model with the full set of controls, and it can be seen that the negative correlation

TABLE 3 Rural to Urban Migrants’ Attitudes towards Registration Transfer and Rural
Factors, PRD dataset, Logistic Regression Results

DV: Wants to transfer to local registration (1) (2) (3) (4)

Land −0.451*** −0.436*** −0.431***
−0.0757 −0.112 −0.113

Log GDP per cap in sending area
(1000s RMB)

−0.215* −0.456*** −0.412***

−0.0936 −0.124 −0.124
Monthly Income (1000s RMB) 0.291*** 0.258***

−0.0779 −0.0759
Years since migration 0.00384 0.00367

−0.0113 −0.0113
Distance from sending area (100s km) −0.109*** −0.106***

−0.0199 −0.0202
Age −0.0118 −0.00921

−0.00689 −0.00712
Constant −0.833*** −0.656** 0.862* 0.608

−0.0632 −0.212 −0.349 −0.376
City Dummies No No No Yes
Pseudo R-Squared 0.007 0.002 0.038 0.046
Percent Correctly Predicted 76.09 75.7 71.99 72.34
N 4576 3115 2010 2010

Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001.
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between landholding and desire for local registration is significant at the 99.9% level.
(Substantive effects reported here are drawn from this fully specified model.) This
points to a strong connection between rural factors and attitudes towards transferring
to local registration, and the most likely confounding variables, time as a migrant and
income, are present in this model.
Yet the possibility of endogeneity, reverse causality, or omitted variable bias cannot be

excluded as explanations for this correlation. In speaking with landless migrants, the vast
majority fell into one of three categories. First, some landless migrants, such as the
worker from Hainan described in note 3, had transferred their land to the government
as part of a land development scheme. This means that despite lacking agricultural
land, the migrant still benefits from rural registration, and the presence of many of this
type of migrant in the group of survey respondents would tend to bias against finding
a negative effect of land possession on attitude towards local registration. Second,
rural people who are born in violation of China’s population control regulations are
sometimes denied the benefits of registration, including land. Thus, for such migrants,
land possession is fully exogenous to the process being considered. The final group,
rurally registered people who turn over their land rights for a payment or have their
land expropriated by the local government in their absence, may present a threat to the
internal validity of this analysis. If such migrants represent a large proportion of the land-
less migrants in the PRD sample, it is possible that the migrants’ attitudes towards the city
and towards local registration are influencing their land holding and thus driving the ob-
served correlation.
To address this threat, we turn to another measure of the value of rural registration, which

does not originate from the survey. Sincemostmigrants surveyed identified their counties of
origin, wemerge economic data from themigrants’ sending areas with the survey responses,
using the economic data to predict migrant attitudes towards registration transfer. As dis-
cussed above, using the level of economic development in the sending area as a proxy for
the value of the rural registration allows us to capture other potential benefits of rural reg-
istration, such as a stake in a local development scheme which, like land, may be forgone
if the migrant transfers her registration to the destination area. Table 3 (Columns 2, 3, and
4) shows that economic development in the sending area also negatively correlates with
desire to transfer registration to the city according to the PRD data. Moving from one
standard deviation below the mean to one standard deviation above the mean results
in an average decrease in the predicted probability of desire for local registration of
7.3 percent, other things equal, and this finding is statistically significant at the 99
percent level. This bivariate relationship is depicted in Figure 1. Unlike owning land,
which could be a function of the desire to integrate into the destination area or some con-
founding factor, the level of economic development of the sending area is exogenous to
the individual migrant’s preferences, giving strong evidence consistent with the hypoth-
esis that there is an effect of sending area factors on migrants’ attitudes towards registra-
tion transfer.
This effect holds whether or not the migrant has land, which confirms that the value of

rural registration is likely a function of a more complicated set of rights associated with
rural registration, not only land. This conforms with the opinions of interviewees who
discussed the value to rurally registered people of rural land which had been developed
or might be developed in the future.
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SOC IAL INTEGRAT ION : EMP IR ICAL F IND INGS

As described above, we test H2 and H3 using two operationalizations for social integra-
tion, Chinese New Year greetings to locals and living with many people from the same
sending area. This results in four tests. As shown in Table 4 and Table 5, these four tests
return statistically significant findings which fail to nullify H2 and H3, providing evi-
dence of the connection between rural land institutions and migrants’ levels of social in-
tegration in the city. This analysis shows that landholding is positively correlated with
living in an area with many people from the same sending area, which we take to
mean that landholding is negatively correlated with social integration. Landholding is
also negatively correlated with the number of Chinese New Year greetings given to
locals. Having land in the sending area correlates with 1.6 fewer greetings to local
people, according to the model.
To estimate the effects of land reallocation, we restrict the sample to landholding

migrants. Our models also show effects of same village land reallocation, which we
take to represent weaker land rights, on both living in an area with many people
from the same sending area and the number of Chinese New Year greetings given to
locals. The predicted probability of a migrant living in an area with other people
from his same sending area is 4.9 percent higher for those whose sending villages ex-
perienced land reallocation. Migrants experiencing land reallocation in their home
village also give 1.1 fewer Chinese New Year greetings to people living in the same
city. While statistically significant at beyond the 95 percent level or above, the

FIGURE 1 The Effect of Sending Area Economic Development on Desire for
Registration Transfer

Data from: PRD Dataset
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TABLE 4 Landholding and Social Integration, RUMiC Dataset, Logistic and Negative Binomial Regression Results

Unregistered Rural to Urban Migrants Unregistered Rural to Urban Migrants

DV: Lives in area with
same-village people

(1) (2) (3) (4) DV: Local
CNYGreetings

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Household has land 0.135 0.154 0.124 0.227* Household has land −0.0900* −0.0875* −0.0890* −0.102**
(0.0899) (0.0937) (0.0970) (0.102) (0.0374) (0.0384) (0.0394) (0.0392)

Household has property 0.114 0.0891 0.105 Household has property −0.0345 −0.0316 −0.0763*
(0.0899) (0.0931) (0.0983) (0.0371) (0.0380) (0.0385)

Months since migration 0.000985** 0.000702 0.000610 Months since migration −0.0000702 0.000341 0.000487*
(0.000379) (0.000466) (0.000479) (0.000160) (0.000198) (0.000194)

Age 0.000171 −0.000502 Age −0.00498** −0.00589***
(0.00379) (0.00392) (0.00160) (0.00158)

Years of Education −0.0396** −0.0451*** Years of Education 0.0193*** 0.0198***
(0.0123) (0.0127) (0.00505) (0.00494)

Migrant from suburb of city 0.0891 0.301** Migrant from suburb
of city

0.0173 −0.0153
(0.0792) (0.0966) (0.0319) (0.0367)

Price of labor in sending area 0.00716** 0.00591* Price of labor in sending
area

0.00157 0.00196*
(0.00240) (0.00257) (0.000829) (0.000833)

distance 0.000210** 0.000222** distance −0.000110*** −0.0000165
(0.0000699) (0.0000843) (0.0000284) (0.0000328)

Constant −0.111 −0.332** −0.224 0.0766 Constant −0.732*** −0.696*** −0.809*** −0.615***
(0.0847) (0.115) (0.220) (0.241) (0.0353) (0.0476) (0.0900) (0.0949)

Inalpha
Constant −0.620*** −0.639*** −0.663*** −0.737***

(0.0268) (0.0275) (0.0282) (0.0289)
City Dummies No No No Yes City Dummies No No No Yes
Pseudo R-Squared 0 .002 .006 .05 McF R-squared 0.000187 0.000236 0.00199 0.00999
Percent Correctly Predicted 50.84 51.51 53.36 59.45 McF Adj R-squared −0.00000439 −0.0000966 0.00129 0.00832
N 4,978 4,764 4,560 4,560 N 4,898 4,696 4,499 4,499

Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001.
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TABLE 5 Land Adjustment and Social Integration, RUMiC Dataset, Logistic and Negative Binomial Regression Results

Unregistered Rural to Urban Migrants Unregistered Rural to Urban Migrants

DV: Lives in area with
same-village people

(1) (2) (3) (4) DV: Local CNY
Greetings

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Experienced land adjustment 0.269*** 0.308*** 0.292*** 0.203** Experienced land
adjustment

−0.0970*** −0.0993*** −0.101*** −0.0749*
(0.0691) (0.0710) (0.0733) (0.0774) (0.0293) (0.0298) (0.0304) (0.0304)

Household has property 0.0440 −0.00354 0.0138 Total CNY Greetings 0.000488* 0.000400 0.0000962
(0.101) (0.105) (0.111) (0.000235) (0.000226) (0.000192)

Months since migration 0.00176*** 0.00138** 0.00128* Household has property −0.0477 −0.0407 −0.0847
(0.000411) (0.000499) (0.000514) (0.0419) (0.0429) (0.0435)

Age 0.00208 0.00186 Months since migration −0.0000264 0.000390 0.000560**
(0.00401) (0.00416) (0.000173) (0.000213) (0.000208)

Years of Education −0.0367** −0.0401** Age −0.00500** −0.00632***
(0.0131) (0.0136) (0.00171) (0.00168)

Migrant from suburb of city 0.0735 0.285** Years of Education 0.0184*** 0.0196***
(0.0831) (0.102) (0.00546) (0.00533)

Price of labor in sending area 0.00811** 0.00614* Migrant from
suburb of city

0.0226 −0.0166
(0.00258) (0.00275) (0.0336) (0.0387)

distance 0.000202** 0.000253** Price of labor in
sending area

0.00149 0.00198*
(0.0000761) (0.0000929) (0.000872) (0.000880)

Constant −0.0451 −0.270** −0.272 0.00329 distance −0.000106*** −0.00000214
(0.0349) (0.104) (0.224) (0.261) (0.0000311) (0.0000362)

Constant −0.798*** −0.771*** −0.877*** −0.592***
(0.0146) (0.0440) (0.0919) (0.103)

Inalpha
Constant −0.594*** −0.618*** −0.646*** −0.725***

(0.0285) (0.0292) (0.0300) (0.0306)
City Dummies No No No Yes City Dummies No No No Yes
Pseudo R-Squared .002 .006 .011 .056 McF R-squared 0.000389 0.000671 0.00235 0.0110
Percent Correctly Predicted 52.27 53.8 54.57 60.72 McF Adj R-squared 0.000174 0.000223 0.00150 0.00901
N 4,419 4,238 4,063 4,063 N 4,348 4,179 4,010 4,010

Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001.
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substantive results of these successful tests are not large. These results suggest that
while the effects may be at the margins, China’s land institutions are likely influencing
migrants’ lives in the city, their levels of social integration, and their decisions about
whether and how to participate in urban life.

CONCLUS ION

Using newly constructed data to build on the findings of Cai and Wang (2007), we find
that migrants without land and migrants from places with lower levels of economic de-
velopment are more likely to desire local registration transfer in the city where they live.
Using new measures of migrants’ social integration, we also find that landholding and
recent land reallocation are statistically significant predictors of social integration.
While migrants with land are less socially integrated, landholding migrants with stronger
land rights are more socially integrated. Stronger land rights may allowmigrants to merge
their lives with their adopted home without worrying about losing their rural benefits.
The connection between rural factors and migrants’ levels of integration into the cities

demonstrated by these findings should prompt new thinking about the value of rural reg-
istration. Under present conditions many migrants do not desire urban registration, but
this does not imply that the household registration system does not play an important
role in institutionally excluding migrants from urban society, as some have suggested.
On the contrary, it shows that the value of rural registration can represent a continued
“pull” on migrants back to the sending areas. More broadly, it represents additional ev-
idence that the registration system, in concert with other institutions, continues to shape
not only the migration decisions of migrants and potential migrants, but the lives of mi-
grants who have already migrated.
To ensure the equality of China’s citizens, rural and urban, and facilitate integration of

migrants into their destination cities, piecemeal reforms of the household registration
system alone are likely to be insufficient because other systems are deeply intertwined
with the household registration system itself. Comprehensive reform means that not
only the registration system should be reformed, but also the related institutions of
land, insurance, welfare, public services, and employment must be reformed together.
Still, piecemeal reforms can change the aforementioned rural-urban institutional arrange-
ments and their relationship with the registration system can be disaggregated. Eventu-
ally, the registration system can again become simply a system for registering
residences, but until this is accomplished, the registration system will continue to
inhibit both urbanization and migrant integration. Accomplishing fuller reform will
allow the free movement of migrants and allow the market to coordinate labor more ef-
ficiently, facilitating continued urbanization.
Some media reports have shown that migrants have been enticed, and sometimes

forced, into leaving their land for “urban” settings where conditions are poor, jobs are
scarce, and the migrants are saddled with debt from the purchase of their urban
housing (Johnson 2013; The Economist 2014; “Anhui Ban” 2013). Forcing rural
people off the land and into the city is not a promotion of urbanization, but instead
harms the free choices of rural people, infringes on their land rights, and leads to ineffi-
cient allocation of resources. State-led promotion of urbanization constitutes an impor-
tant part of China’s recent development model, but in this process the rights of rural
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people have largely been ignored. This manifests itself not only in the widening urban–
rural gap, but also worsening relationship between rural people and local governments.
Considering China’s relatively large disparity between rural and urban incomes and in-
creasing rural–urban inequality, maximizing the benefits to rural people should be a top
priority.
Changing property rights and the rights associated with the household registration system

have always been important yet difficult aspects of China’s processes of migration and ur-
banization, but there are signs that the new leadership is aware of the importance of protect-
ing the free choices of rural people and even increasing the protection of rural land rights.
For example, the “Communiqué of the Third Plenum of the Central Committee” (2013),
stated that farmers should be given “increased property rights”. The “Plan for a NewNation-
al Urbanization Model,” released in 2014, also acknowledges the importance of rural
factors, stating that China needs to “give farmers guarantees for land possession, use,
profit, transfer, and the right to mortgage contracting rights” (State Council 2014). Scholars
discussing China’s urbanization model have argued likewise (Xu 2013; Yu 2013). Greater
protections could also allow them to monetize their rights so that they can invest in a new
business in the city or in human capital. This will enable urbanization while simultaneously
increasing rural efficiency. The extent to which government policies arguing for increased
rural rights will be implemented in a climate in which local governments benefit from the
weakness of these rights remains to be seen.
Of course the greatest obstacle to migrant integration continues to be the urban restric-

tions on registration transfer for migrants and the inferior public services afforded to un-
registered migrants. Only when migrants can easily obtain stable housing and social
insurance in the cities can the dependence on land to migrants be weakened and can
the migrants rest at ease that they can release their land and settle in the city. Only
when cities fully open their doors to migrants can the rural areas promote real reforms
of the land and household registration systems. Recent policy statements have indicated
mainly that the state desires greater rationalization of the system, not relaxation of the
urban registration regime.17 In the process of population movements and labor flows,
only if reform on both the urban and rural sides acts a catalyst can urbanization be pro-
moted and the interests of China’s rural and urban citizens be fully ensured.
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1In the interest of simplicity, in this article agricultural registration is called “rural registration” while non-
agricultural registration is called “urban registration.” Chan and Buckingham (2008) describe in detail the
changes in the ways that the household registration has been categorized over time.

2The survey data used in this article also show that only twenty-four percent of surveyed migrants state that
they want to transfer registration to the city. See “Wants to Transfer Registration to the City” in Table 2.

3A rural-to-urban migrant from Hainan province explained that his family’s rural land in Hainan had been
“developed,” and that the value of the continuing revenue from this development schemewas his primary reason
for not getting local registration in his destination area several thousand kilometers away, even though getting
local registration would be very easy for him since his wife was local. According to several migrants we spoke
to, rural land development has even led migrants who had transferred their registration to the city to request a
“back transfer” (feizhuannong) so that they can benefit from upcoming development projects, for example by
transferring farmland to the local government in exchange for a cash settlement. Our interviews indicate that
holding land itself is not the only potential special benefit of rural registration since developed land may also
yield benefits to rurally registered people.

4It should be noted that this effect of rural registration is likely more pronounced in China’s non-elite cities,
and the focus by researchers and the media on elite cities like Beijing and Shanghai is part of the reason the
conventional wisdom on migrant exclusion in China has focused so heavily on barriers to city registration.
As Zhang and Tao (2012) showed, a city’s level of economic development correlates with the difficulty of ob-
taining urban registration in that city. While rural land rights and the value of a rural registration may pale in
comparison to the value of the coveted Shanghai registration, they are normally non-zero. Thus, in poorer
cities, where the level of public services available to non-locally registered people may be much closer to
that which is available to locally registered people, the value of the rural registration may play a significant
role in influencing migrants’ attitudes.

5In the data we evaluate in this article, twenty-four percent of landholding respondents had experienced
recent land re-adjustment (see Table 2).

6Sometimes local governments initiate local development projects by which local residents give up some
or all of their land in exchange for shares in the project. Such projects are diverse, ranging frommanufacturing to
tourism to large-scale farming. As a shareholder in one of these schemes, a rurally registered person typically
receives residual income from the project.

7See, for example, Qian and Zhang (2006).
8For example, Xiong (2009) examined identity formation in the children of migrant workers, finding,

perhaps unsurprisingly, that migrant workers’ children who were living in rural areas adopted rural identities,
while those living in urban areas adopted urban identities. This finding underlines the fact that registration status
is not the sole determinate of whether or not one feels identification with a place. See also, Connelly et al. 2011.

9Promoting shiminhua is at the heart of China’s recent urbanization plans, which aim to rebalance China’s
economy by increasing internal consumption (Li 2012). If hundreds of millions of rural people and rurally reg-
istered migrant workers begin living typical urban, middle class lifestyles, the Chinese leadership believes
China’s economy will be transformed from one based on exports and investment to one based on consumption
(Li 2012). Thus, existing and new migrants must begin to live as urbanites; they must undergo shiminhua. A
number of studies have found that rural-to-urban migrants in China who lack local registration engage in
high levels of precautionary savings because they lack access to the social services that come with local regis-
tration (e.g. Huang 2010; Chen, Lu, and Zhong 2012). These spending patterns diverge from those of locals and
inhibit social integration.

10This data was collected by researchers at Sun Yat-sen University’s Center for Urban Studies in three
waves from 2006 to 2009 under the guidance of Professor Cai He. For more information on this data, see
Cai and Wang (2007).

11This data was collected by researchers at the Australian National University under the guidance of Pro-
fessor Xin Meng. For more information on their data, see the website for the International Data Service Center
(http://idsc.iza.org) and Akgüc, Giuletti, and Zimmermann 2013.

12In t-tests of difference, there were no statistically significant differences in the observations included in the
final regressions (n=2,010) and the dropped observations for the age, income, distance, and land variables.
Those included in the final regression had spent 9.5 more months in the destination area than those whose ob-
servations were dropped and also had data on time in the destination area (n=2,521).
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13Table 2 shows the raw GDP per capita data, but, in order to normalize the distribution of this variable, the
natural log of this variable is used in the statistical analyses below.

14In the PRD dataset, the predicting variables had no effect on whether or not the migrant felt she “be-
longed” in the city. Interestingly, despite lacking local registration, forty-five percent of the respondents
from that survey said they “belonged in the city” and while factors in the sending areas influenced migrants’
attitudes towards getting local registration, these effects do not seem to extend to the migrants’ social integration
in the city when looking at these data. Yet the questions regarding social integration in the PRD data set are
crude and impressionistic, and we focus on only the RUMiC data to evaluate our hypotheses related to
social integration.

15We use a negative binomial regression model in which the outcome is a count of the number of greetings
given to locals and the total number of greetings given (locals + non-locals) is controlled for, along with other
factors (see Tables 4 and 5).

16Table 2, Column 4 shows that their finding is robust to the additional variables in our model.
17For example, see Zhang (2012) on the development of points systems for registration transfer to cities.
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