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INTRODUCTION

With the acceleration of urbanization in 
China, rural migrant workers - the so-called “floating 
population” - have increasingly constituted a major 
proportion of new comers in urban areas.  According 
to the 2016 Migrant Workers Detection Survey 
Report by the National Bureau of Statistics of China, 
the total number of migrant workers nationwide 
reached 280 million as of the end of 2016, having 
increased by 4.24 million over the previous year. 
They have made significant contribution to China’s 
economic development and modernization. However, 
due to the Household Registration System which 
prevents migrant workers from enjoying welfare 
benefits in urban areas, the rural-urban segmentation 
still widely exists. Promotion of smooth and inclusive 
urbanization in the development of modern Chinese 
society has become a main concern for the future.

In recent years, the government has attached 
great importance to the challenge facing rural migrant 
workers and has devised corresponding policies to both 
increase employment and promoted entrepreneurship 
amongst migrant workers and effectively safeguard 
their rights through labor protection laws. However, 
the living condition of migrant workers is still largely 
determined by where they relocate. The choice of 
destination city is related to many factors. Although, 
the most important incentives for migration are 
the availability of employment opportunities, and 
the prospect of an improved livelihood, subjective 
feelings (cognitive and affective) also contributed 
significantly to migration decisions (LIU et al. 
2017). Previous studies (ZHU, 2007; ZHU and 
CHEN, 2010; FAN, 2011) have investigated the 
relationship between migrants’ sense of belonging 
and the willingness of rural-urban migrants to settle. 
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ABSTRACT: Drawing upon data from the China Labor-force Dynamics Survey (CLDS) of 2012 and 2014, this paper uses the panel binary 
choice model to examine the determinants of the settlement intentions of rural-urban migrants. Results showed that both a sense of belonging 
and social identity play important roles in determining rural-urban migrants’ settlement decisions. Besides these, wage, education, and health 
also affect the willingness of migrant workers to settle in a given area. Therefore, to promote urbanization, policy-makers should pay attention 
to the subjective demands of rural-urban migrants. We suggested that decision- and policy-makers help such migrants improve their social 
networks and eliminate identity discrimination, so as to encourage their willingness to settle in cities. 
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RESUMO: Com base nos dados do Laboratório de Dinâmica da Força de Trabalho da China (CLDS) de 2012 e 2014, este artigo usa o 
modelo de escolha binária do painel para examinar os determinantes das intenções de assentamento de migrantes rurais-urbanos. Os resultados 
mostram que tanto o senso de pertencimento, quanto a identidade social, desempenham papéis importantes na determinação das decisões de 
assentamentos de migrantes rurais-urbanos. Além destes, salário, educação e saúde também afetam a disposição dos trabalhadores migrantes de 
se estabelecerem em uma determinada área. Portanto, a fim de promover a urbanização, os formuladores de políticas devem prestar atenção às 
demandas subjetivas dos migrantes rurais-urbanos. Sugerimos que autoridades e formuladores de políticas públicas ajudem esses migrantes a 
melhorar sua rede social e a eliminar a discriminação de identidade, de modo a incentivar sua disposição de se estabelecer nas cidades.
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All results demonstrated that affective evaluations 
of both  neighborhood and society are highly 
relevant to migrants’ mobility intensity. Another 
knowledge gap is seen in the measurement of various 
subjective factors that play in the intention to settle 
in the destination city. Previous studies mostly used 
descriptive statistics and logistical regression to study 
social-economic variables; however, few, if any, 
studies considered the influence of social identity on 
their willingness to settle. One of the more pervasive 
assumptions in the social sciences suggested that 
peoples’ attitudes and actions (migrants’ intentions in 
this case) are shaped by the communities in which 
they live. This is because their social identity offers 
them easy and reliable access to information and 
resources through social ties and networks (LEE et 
al. 1994). To close the knowledge gaps, this study 
aimed to take mutual subjective facto into account 
on migrants’ settlement intention and also develop 
a preliminary guide regarding the importance of the 
two spheres of subjective factors (sense of belonging 
and social identity) influencing the decision-making 
process of migrants.

This study uses national sample survey 
data from the China Labor-force Dynamics Survey 
(CLDS), conducted by the Center for Social Surveys 
in 2012 and 2014. After analyzing the contingency 
tables, we reported that the willingness of rural-
urban migrants to settle in cities has been increasing 
year by year. Therefore, after taking the hysteresis 
effect into consideration, this paper uses the panel 
binary choice model to measure the direct impact 
of migrants’ sense of belonging, social identity, 
economic characteristics, and demographic 
characteristics on their willingness to settle, to 
provide an empirical basis for policy making.

Literature review
There are many factors which affect a 

workforce’s willingness to settle. Many scholars 
believe that the intentions of labor migrants are to 
obtain increased future returns (SCHULTZ, 1961; 
WU & ZHANG, 2015) and avoid the risks of 
agricultural production, to secure a more stable source 
of long-term income (STARK, 1988). Todaro (1969) 
established a new “rural-urban” labor migration 
model by introducing the concept of “expected 
income” in towns. On this basis, other economists 
continued to conduct research on the issue of labor 
migration, but most applied a dichotomy to their 
studies (SHIELDS, G.M & SHIELDS, M.P, 1989). 
BELGIOJOSO (2016) believed that settlement 
intention is related to an attachment to the inflow area. 

CHISWICK & MILLER (1995) showed that the local 
dialect level of a labor force affected their income and 
social integration level, and thus had an impact on 
their willingness to settle in a given area. ROBERT 
& LUCAS (2004) and ETTE et al. (2015) reported 
that occupational skills are the most important 
factor for successful migration. Other demographic 
variables, such as age, gender, income, educational 
level, and marital status also increase the likelihood 
of settlement (TANG & FENG, 2015; CHEN & LIU, 
2016; YOU et al., 2018; HAO & TANG, 2015).

Although, the nature and definition of 
urban-rural migration is different in Latin America, 
Africa, and Asia (IDRC, 1977; NELSON, 1976), 
the research team thinks that results of Chinese and 
foreign studies on the settlement intention of labor 
forces have much in common. In the research on the 
flow of rural-urban migrants in China, early scholars 
tended to study the influence of the household 
registration system on rural-urban migrants’ city 
integration and urban settlement intentions. It was 
discovered that the household registration system 
was resulting in migrant workers suffering long-
term discrimination, a situation that was (and still 
is) affecting their settlement decisions (ZHAI et al., 
2009). Once the hukou barrier is eliminated, rural-
urban migrants would likely choose to permanently 
live in cities (CHEN & LIU, 2016). However, ZHU 
(2007) argued that even without the impediment 
of the household registration system, the “floating 
population” would still choose to work in different 
places according to the situation of their families, 
which was found in a survey of such populations in 
Fujian province. The distinctive family and career life-
cycle stages of migrant workers affect their settlement 
intentions (TANG & FENG, 2015). Scholars have 
also shown that other objective factors increase the 
probability of rural-urban migrants residing in cities. 
Education, age, income, employment status, and 
occupation type have a significant impact on their 
settlement intentions (LIU et al., 2018). REN and 
MIN (2006) believed that rural-urban migrants who 
have worked for a long time and have purchased 
housing in cities are more likely to settle in them. 
HUANG (2008) reported that age, income, housing, 
and pension security of migrants have a significant 
impact on their settlement decisions and intentions. It 
has also been reported that the proportion of migrant 
workers willing to settle down in cities has increased, 
especially for those who are female, unmarried, or 
highly-educated (CHEN, 2008). New generations 
of rural-urban migrants who are younger and more 
educated are more willing to settle in cities; different 
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family patterns also affect their choice of settlement 
(FAN, 2011). Moreover, the characteristics of cities 
have significant effects on the settlement intention of 
migrant workers (LIU et al., 2018).

Due to the existence of dual societies and 
the substantial gap between urban and rural areas in 
China, when rural-urban migrants flow into cities, 
they inevitably face the problem of acculturation 
(SCHWARTZ, et al., 2006). Non-institutional 
factors have increasingly made it difficult for new 
generations of rural-urban migrants to stay in cities 
(XIAO & DENG, 2015), resulting in scholars 
beginning to pay attention to the subjective appeals 
of rural laborers. WANG (2013), using questionnaire 
surveys issued throughout 12 Chinese cities, reported 
that rural-urban migrants’ sense of belonging played a 
key role in their settlement intentions. Factors such as 
education, marital status, job skills, and interactions 
with locals were found to indirectly influence the 
desire to settle by affecting their sense of belonging. 
Positive professional identity can provide moral 
incentive for migrant workers. This not only helps 
them make better career choices that will benefit their 
future livelihoods (MALANCHUK et al., 2010), but 
also provides them with a sense of psychological 
security (CRAMER, 2004; FLYNN, 2017), thereby 
making them better integrated into cities. ZHANG 
(2017) showed that social support makes rural-urban 
migrants stay in cities through the mediating effect of 
psychological well-being.

Many scholars focus on the impact of 
objective factors such as housing prices, wages, 
and how household registration affects rural-urban 
migrants’ settlement decisions (LIU et al., 2014). 
With an increase in migrant worker wages and 
improvements to their living conditions, objective 
factors such as social capital no longer have a 
significant impact on their settlement decisions 
(HUANG, 2008). A few scholars have considered 
the effect of the subjective aspects determining their 
intention to settle in cities. By incorporating both 
cognitive and affective evaluations, DU & LI (2012) 
demonstrated that migrants’ stay-leave intention is 
more of an affective than a cognitive choice. Based on 
fieldwork in SHANGHAI & ANHUI, MOHABIR et 
al. (2017) examined how characteristics (age, gender, 
etc.) and sense of belonging affected the choice of 
rural migrants to stay or return. ZHANG et al. (2017) 
researched how the determinants of rural-urban 
migration differ across different ethnic backgrounds, 
using survey data from three cities in Gansu province 
in northwest China. Using a combination of data 
from 12,807 rural-urban migrants across eight cities 

in China, HUANG et al. (2018) investigated the 
interconnection between social networks and 
settlement intentions; the social ties of migrants 
have heterogenous effects on rural-urban migrants’ 
intention among the different dimensions affecting 
it. In previous literature concerning the influence 
of subjective factors on the willingness of migrant 
workers to settle, some scholars used questionnaire 
surveys to study certain cities and provinces. In 
addition, most studies used cross-sectional data, 
which neglects the effects of time and hysteresis 
on their findings.

This study contributes to existing literature 
in three ways. First, the paper fills a gap in the literature 
by responding to questions of rural-urban migration 
and settlement through the lens of subjective aspects, 
particularly rural-urban migrants’ sense of belonging 
and social identity, which is seldom reported in 
existing studies. As a metric for subjective appeal, 
this approach examines their impact on migrants’ 
settlement intentions and decisions more effectively, 
thereby providing a reference for promoting 
urbanization from a subjective perspective. Second, 
by using a panel binary choice model, this study 
aimed to test the influence of the sense of belonging 
and social identity on rural-urban migrants’ settlement 
intentions. The value of this approach is in the overall 
weighted average of the various multilevel variables. 
Complex variables give a more accurate answer to 
the question concerning what extent subjectivities, 
both belonging and identity, explain rural migrants’ 
intentions to stay in or leave a host city. Finally, this 
study uses household level panel data derived from 
the China Labor-force Dynamics Survey in 2012 and 
2014, which has strong comparability and reduces the 
hysteresis effect for various factors. It is; therefore, 
critical that there be different effects on the factors 
motivating rural-urban migrants, due to evolving 
characteristics and trends. The survey, which covers 
21 provinces and cities across China, attempted 
to provide a more comprehensive analysis of the 
subjective determinants affecting rural migrants’ 
intention to settle in their target cities. 

Data
Data sources

The data for this study was collected from 
the China Labor-force Dynamics Survey (CLDS), 
conducted by the Center for Social Survey in 2012 
and 2014. The first survey began in 2012 and covered 
21 provinces and cities in China, save Hong Kong, 
Macao, Taiwan, Tibet, and Hainan. The survey targeted 
laborers aged 15-64 as sample households and used a 
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multi-stage, multi-level probability sampling method. 
Household surveys began by dividing provinces 
into “collection regions” and selecting some of 
these collection regions (first stage). The selected 
collection regions were then divided into blocks 
according to geographical coverage, and blocks were 
chosen from within each selected collection region 
(second stage). Next, dwellings were listed within 
each selected block, and some of these dwellings 
were randomly selected (third stage). This method 
makes it unnecessary to create a list of every dwelling 
in the region and necessary only for selected blocks. 
In remote areas, an additional stage of clustering was 
applied, to reduce travel requirements. This sampling 
strategy helped to complete the survey at a low cost, 
an approach that is usually more accurate than cluster 
sampling the same size sample. 

This paper studied the treatment effect 
on settlement intentions, induced by the sense of 
belonging and social identity of rural-urban migrants 
in 2012 and 2014. Therefore, only households with 
rural hukous (household registration), but whom 
are working in a city, were eligible for the study. 
Moreover, to capture more accurate and dynamic 
information, a balanced panel data processing method 
was used, while a total of 244 valid samples were 
obtained after a follow-up survey by removing data 
that did not meet the criteria.

Definition of variables used for settlement intention 
analysis 

In this study, rural-urban migrants’ 
settlement intention was used as the dependent 
variable. In the questionnaire, the population with 
rural household registrations currently residing 
in cities was defined as rural-urban migrants; the 
possibility of their staying in such cities was reflected 
by asking them whether they “may settle in the future”. 
The answers, which are “unclear”, “impossible”, and 
“less likely”, were defined as 0, that is, they have no 
clear settlement intention. The answers “very likely” 
and “more likely” were defined as 1, that is, they have 
clear settlement intention.

Because the dependent variables studied 
in this paper are dichotomy variables, which are 
“willing to settle in cities” and “unwilling to settle in 
cities”, this study used a panel binary choice model 
to analyze such problems. The model is as follows:

where seti,t is the settlement intention and seti,t =1 
indicates that rural-urban migrant i has the intention 
to settle in a city in year t, whereas seti,t = 0 indicates 
the opposite situation. w1 represents rural-urban 

migrants’ sense of belonging, w2 represents their 
social identity, and X indicates the control variable 
(including basic pension insurance, health status, 
housing supply, religious beliefs, technical training, 
gender, age, education level, and income). β 
represents the corresponding coefficient vector and ε 
is the error term. 

In view of previous studies and the 
feasibility of index quantification, this paper selected 
the sense of belonging and social identity of rural-
urban migrants as core independent variables 
and added variables such as a population’s social 
characteristics and economic factors to study 
settlement intentions. All these variables warrant a 
brief explanation (see Table 1). 

RESULTS

Analysis of the contingency tables
The influence of sense of belonging and social identity 
on settlement intention

PALMER et al. (2011) and CHEN and 
LIU (2016) believed that social networking plays 
an important role in migrant workers’ lives in cities. 
Moreover, the expansion of interpersonal circles not 
only helps rural-urban migrants build their social 
networks in cities, but it can also significantly increase 
their sense of belonging (WANG, 2013; CHEN and 
LIU, 2016; SHEN and LIU, 2016). Therefore, this 
study selected the number of friends and relatives 
of these migrants as a measure of their sense of 
belonging (KHOO, 2010). Specifically, we chose 
questions such as “How many relatives are closely 
related to the respondent from whom they can receive 
support and help?” to include in the questionnaire 
and to be the secondary indicator of a given migrant’s 
sense of belonging. Because these variables are 
considered equally important, all index weights used 
the method of “average weight”, that is, the weight of 
each secondary indicator is the same. 

Table 2 shows that when the variables 
“support” and “worry” equal 2 and 3 respectively, 
rural-urban migrants have the strongest willingness 
to settle in cities. When the variable w1 is between 2 
and 4, they are more likely to stay in their city, which 
means that there is a correlation between their sense 
of belonging and their intention to settle.

While existing scholarship has documented 
sense of belonging, little, if any, attention has been 
paid to social identity, which is also considered a 
key factor for rural-urban migrants in this study. 
The consideration of social identity makes a large 
contribution in cases where subjective evaluations of 
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migrants’ decision-making processes are involved. 
The concept of social identity also refers to social 
networking, which is a subjective feeling upon 
which identity depends, not only in terms of the 
subjective feelings of rural-urban migrants toward 
their urban communities, but also regards whether 
their communities treat them as locals (ASHFORTH 
& MAEL, 1989). Therefore, this study attempted to 
measure “what level the respondent thinks he or she 
is currently on” as their subjective feeling, and “how 
much respect from others the respondent is receiving 
at work”. To make the measurement of social identity 

reflect actual conditions, this study considered “how 
many people are lending the respondent money” as 
the degree of recognition by others, since a lending 
relationship is usually considered a socially acceptable 
behavior, especially within Chinese social culture. 
These three variables together form a social identity. We 
used a weighted average approach to obtain its value.

Table 3 indicated that when the “level” 
variable equals 2 and 3 and the “support” variable equals 
3 and 4, migrants’ intention to settle in cities is stronger. 
In general, the higher the social identity, stronger is the 
willingness of rural-urban migrants to settle in cities.

Table 1 - Variable description and statistical description. 
 

Variables Description Mean SE 

Settlement Settlement intention (likely, very likely=1, otherwise 0) 0.299 0.459 

Support Number of supporters (16 or above=5；11-15=4；6-10=3；1-5=2；none=1) 2.32 1.00 

Worry Number of people who can listen to their worries (9 and above=5；6-8=4；4-6=3；1-3=2；
none=1) 

2.22 0.938 

Discussion Number of people who can discuss issues with them (9 and above=5；6-8=4；4-6=3；1-3=2
；none=1) 

2.147 0.907 

Familiar Familiarity with others (Very familiar = 5; familiar = 4; general = 3; not familiar with = 2; very 
unfamiliar =1) 

3.057 1.053 

Trust Degree of trust in others (Very trusting = 5; trusting = 4; generally trusting = 3; less trusting = 
2; very untrusting =1) 

3.184 0.756 

Help Mutual help frequency with others (Very much = 5; much = 4; generally helpful = 3; less = 2; 
very few = 1) 

2.611 1.062 

w1 Sense of belonging (w1=（support + worry + discussion + familiar + trust + help）/6) 2.447 0.672 

Level Self-assessment of social level (Social class rises sequentially from 1-10:10-9=5；8-7=4；6-
5=3；4-3=2；2-1=1) 

2.254 0.842 

Respect 
Lend 

Satisfaction with being respected (Very satisfied = 5; a little satisfied = 4; General = 3; not 
satisfied = 2; very dissatisfied =1) 

The number of people who can lend money to them (9 and above=5；6-8=4；4-6=3；1-3=2
；none=1) 

3.485 
2.089 

0.732 
1.057 

w2 Social identity (w2=（level + respect + lend）/3) 2.834 0.643 

Insurance If they have a basic pension insurance (yes= 1; no= 0) 0.169 0.375 

Health Physical condition (very healthy = 5; healthy = 4; generally healthy= 3; relatively unhealthy = 
2; very unhealthy = 1) 

3.758 0.881 

Fund If they have a housing provident fund (yes=1; no=0) 0.140 0.348 

Religion Religion = 1, no religion = 0 0.115 0.319 

Training Have they ever attended technical training (yes= 1; no=0) 0.209 0.407 

Gender Female=1，male=0 0.475 0.500 

Age Age of rural-urban migrants (years)  38.230 10.194 

Education Doctor=7; Master=6; Undergraduate=5; College=4; High school/secondary school=3; Junior 
high school=2; Primary school=1 

2.269 0.961 

Wage Continuous variable (10,000 yuan) 3.527 2.947 

 
Notes: ‘SE’ is short for standard error.  
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The influence of control variables on settlement 
intention

WANG (2013) believed that a sound social 
security system can strengthen the willingness of rural-
urban migrants to settle. We thus wanted to find out 
“whether the respondent currently has basic pension 
insurance for enterprise employees” and “how the 
respondent personally assessed their body condition”. 
We used these questions to gather data on the social 
security system. Some scholars believed that with the 
gradual improvement of housing conditions, the chances 
of migrant workers staying in cities will increase 
(HUANG, 2008). Therefore, we included “whether the 
respondent currently has a housing provident fund” as 
an indicator of improvements to housing conditions.

Many studies have shown that people who 
believe in non-evangelistic religions have a stronger 
sense of belonging. This paper thus uses “religion” 
as a controlling variable. Moreover, some scholars 
believe that migrant workers with professional skills 

are more likely to settle in cities than low-skilled 
migrant workers (WANG, 2013). Thus, “whether 
the respondent has participated in at least five days 
of professional technical training” was introduced 
as a control variable. Some common socioeconomic 
demographic variables, such as gender, age, 
education, and wage are also considered in this study.

Table 4 reported that social security, such as 
basic pension insurance and provident housing funds, 
skills training, and education, have no obvious impact 
on the settlement intentions of rural-urban migrants, 
which is contrary to other literature. Concerning 
demographic characteristics, women were more 
likely to stay in cities in 2012, while in 2014 the 
proportion of men who were willing to settle was 
higher and exceeded that of women. This indicated 
that the effect of gender on settlement intention is 
not altogether clear. 26 to 35-year-old rural-urban 
migrants have the strongest willingness to settle. With 
the change of age, settlement intentions presented an 

 

Table 2 - Statistical analysis of the sense of belonging and settlement intention (%). 
 

 Settlement 
intention 

 Settlement 
intention 

 Settlement intention   

Support 2012 2014 Worry 2012 2014 Discussion 2012 2014    
1 0 15.91 1 17.24 15.91 1 6.90 18.18    
2 41.38 43.18 2 51.72 40.91 2 65.52 47.73    
3 31.03 31.82 3 20.69 31.82 3 13.79 20.45    
4 3.45 4.55 4 3.45 0 4 10.34 2.27    
5 24.14 4.55 5 6.90 11.36 5 3.45 11.36    
Familiar   Trust   Help   w1   
1 3.45 4.55 1 0 0 1 13.79 15.91 <= 1 0 0 
2 24.14 18.18 2 17.24 4.55 2 31.03 27.27 1-2 3.45 13.64 
3 34.48 36.36 3 55.17 56.82 3 34.48 25.00 2-3 68.97 45.45 
4 13.79 27.27 4 20.69 29.55 4 13.79 20.45 3-4 24.14 36.36 
5 24.14 13.64 5 6.90 9.09 5 6.90 11.36 >= 4 3.45 4.55 

 

 

Table 3 - Statistical analysis of social identity and settlement intention (%). 
 

 Settlement 
Intention 

 Settlement 
Intention 

 Settlement 
Intention 

 Settlement Intention 

Level 2012 2014 Respect 2012 2014 Lend 2012 2014 w2 2012 2014 
1 27.59 11.36 1 0 4.65 1 31.03 27.27 <=1 0 0 
2 34.48 27.27 2 3.45 6.98 2 41.38 27.27 1-2 0 6.82 
3 37.93 52.27 3 37.93 30.23 3 6.90 29.55 2-3 37.93 22.73 
4 0 9.09 4 51.72 46.51 4 10.34 4.55 3-4 62.07 56.82 
5 0 0 5 6.90 11.63 5 10.34 11.36 >= 4 0 13.64 
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inverted U-trend. Additionally, the higher the income, 
stronger is the willingness to settle. Finally, physical 
condition has a marked effect on settlement intention.

Analysis of panel binary choice model for factors 
affecting rural-urban migrants’ settlement intention

The contingency tables showed that the 
independent variables — sense of belonging, social 
identity, age, income, and physical condition—have 
a significant impact on settlement intention, while the 
effect of gender and education is not so obvious. The 
estimated results of the panel binary choice model are 
shown in Table 5.

Table 5 provides results of the effect on 
settlement intention. As predicted, sense of belonging 
has a significant impact on the settlement intentions 
of rural-urban migrants. With other conditions 
unchanged, migrant workers’ willingness increases 
with the improvement of their sense of belonging. 
Social identity has a positive effect on settlement 
intention. Moreover, rural-urban migrants with higher 
annual incomes and more education, but with a poorer 
physical condition, are more likely to settle in cities.
 
Explanation 

Results of the model indicated that sense 
of belonging and social identity, the core variables, 
are positively correlated with settlement intention. 
Additionally, wage level, physical condition, and 
educational level—i.e. the control variables—have a 
remarkable influence on settlement intention. There is 
no significant correlation between the other variables 

and the settlement intention of rural-urban migrants.
The sense of belonging of rural-urban 

migrants has a significant positive influence on their 
willingness to settle in cities. This sense of belonging 
is measured by the number of friends whom migrants 
can receive support from, the number of people with 
whom they can share their worries with, the number 
of people with whom they can discuss problems with, 
the degree of familiarity with others, their degree of 
trust in others, and the frequency of mutual assistance. 
If they have more friends to share their worries with, 
they can obtain more resources to help themselves 
in city life. This dynamic tends to produce a feeling 
of warmth and belonging, with residents feeling as 
though they are a part of the larger city, resulting in a 
stronger desire for urban settlement.

Rural-urban migrants with a higher social 
status are also more inclined to settle in cities. Because 
of the dualistic structure of cities, migrant workers, a 
disadvantaged group therein, are vulnerable to identity 
discrimination and are at a disadvantage in terms of 
living conditions and material life (ZHAO,1999; 
ZHU et al., 2017). When they received more respect 
and recognition in their lives and work, their sense 
of inferiority weakens, their self-esteem strengthens, 
and thus they are more willing to settle.

The income of rural-urban migrants is 
positively correlated with their settlement intention. 
Their main reason for coming to a city in the first 
place is to earn a higher wage, increase their socio-
economic status, and increase their happiness and 

 

Table 4 - Statistical analysis of control variables and settlement intention (%). 
 

 Settlement 
Intention 

 Settlement 
Intention 

 Settlement Intention 

Insurance 2012 2014 Fund 2012 2014 Religion 2012 2014 
No 72.41 90.70 No 89.66 86.05 No 79.31 93.18 
Yes 27.59 9.30 Yes 10.34 13.95 Yes 20.69 6.82 
Training   Gender   Age   
No 72.41 79.55 Male 34.48 54.55 18-25 6.90 4.55 
Yes 27.59 20.45 Female 65.52 45.45 26-35 58.62 36.36 
      36-45 20.69 34.09 
      46-55 10.34 15.91 
      56 and above 3.45 9.09 
Wage（10000CNY）   Health   Education   
1.5 and below 25.00 5.56 1 3.45 2.27 1 3.85 20.45 
1.5-2.5 25.00 25.00 2 6.90 9.09 2 61.54 36.36 
2.5-3.5 17.86 11.11 3 27.59 34.09 3 26.92 25.00 
3.5-4.5 10.71 16.67 4 31.03 34.09 4 7.69 6.82 
4.5 and above 21.43 41.67 5 31.03 20.45 5 0 11.36 
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sense of satisfaction. Only when wages can meet the 
needs of migrant workers are, they likely to settle 
in cities. High wages provide satisfactory living 
standards and enrich their material life, further 
bolstering their willingness to settle.

The better the physical condition of rural-
urban migrants, the more likely they are to go back 
to rural areas. When they feel healthy, the more 
advanced health care system commonly reported in 
cities is less attractive and they have a strong sense of 
their ability to ward off disease and avoid the costs of 
illnesses, making them less likely to remain in cities.

Migrant workers with higher education 
levels, conversely, have stronger settlement intentions. 
Working in cities requires a higher standard of education 
and more technical skills, while working in rural 
areas requires lower academic qualifications. When 
migrants are highly educated, they are more willing 
to seek employment in cities to obtain greater career 
development opportunities. Highly educated migrant 
workers usually have significant experience with urban 
life, so it is easier for them to integrate into cities.

Gender, basic endowment insurance, and 
provident housing funds have no significant effect 
on settlement decisions. Nowadays, Chinese society 
emphasizes equality between men and women; 
this means that the economic pressure on women 

is gradually increasing, resulting in a negligible 
relationship between settlement intention and gender. 
In addition, with the popularization of Chinese rural 
medical insurance, insurance for major diseases 
in rural areas is becoming better. Compared with 
cities, the rural environment, with its slow pace of 
life and natural and simple attitude toward living, 
has solved the problem of supporting the elderly, to 
such an extent that basic endowment insurance has 
little influence on migrant workers ‘ intention to stay 
in cities. Moreover, urban housing prices are high 
and the income of migrants is low. This means that 
owning a housing provident fund does not necessarily 
mean that they will have housing in a city, resulting in 
such funding having a minimal impact on migrants’ 
settlement decisions.

This paper reported that the influence 
of age on the settlement intentions of rural-urban 
migrants is not obvious. With the acceleration of social 
urbanization, migrant workers tend to be younger, 
with a strong pioneering and adventurous spirit and 
appetite for risk. The prospect of settling may be 
viewed as unnecessarily constricting to such workers. 
However, with the increase of age, migrant workers 
are confronted with physical limitations, children’s 
education costs, housing, medical issues, and other 
circumstances, which encourage them to aspire to 

 

Table 5 - Analysis of panel binary choice model. 
 

Set Coef. z P>|z| 

w1 0.427***（0.143） 2.98 0.003 
w2 0.342*（0.186） 1.84 0.066 
Gender 0.301（0.239） 1.26 0.207 
Insurance 0.032（0.269） 0.12 0.905 
Fund -0.260（0.307） -0.85 0.397 
Age -0.016（0.689） -0.23 0.820 
Age (2) 0.000（0.001） 0.25 0.800 
Wage 0.068*（0.030） 2.31 0.021 
Health -0.201*（0.122） -1.65 0.099 
Education 0.144*（0.086） 1.68 0.094 
Religion 0.133（0.277） 0.48 0.632 
Training -0.238（0.221） -1.08 0.281 
Cons -2.108（1.422） -1.48 0.138 
Wald chi2(12) 41.18   
Prob>chi2 0.0000   

 
Notes: Coef. is short for coefficient; cons is short for constant; *, **, *** indicate significant levels at 10 per cent, 5 per cent, and 1 per cent 
respectively.  
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the high level of a city environment. Therefore, the 
influence of age on their settlement intention changes 
according to social environment mentalities, with no 
significant correlation between them.

Religious belief has little influence on 
the decision of rural-urban migrants to stay in cities. 
This paper concluded that there are few people with 
religious beliefs in China. This implies that the 
majority of migrant workers in the model data do not 
have religious beliefs, which leads to a less obvious 
relationship between them.

Professional skills training also has an 
insignificant impact on the settlement intentions of 
migrant workers. Some researchers have indicated 
that peasant laborers in cities are engaged in a low-
technology context based on human capital; however, 
due to continuous advancements in social technology, 
demand for such technological skills are increasing, 
which means that a single type of training may not 
suffice to enhance peasant laborers’ employment 
competitiveness. Moreover, the number of rural-
urban migrants who have working experience in this 
research sample is small, making their influence on 
the model result also small.

CONCLUSIONS   AND   DISCUSSION

This paper adopted data from the China 
Labor-force Dynamics Survey (CLDS), conducted 
by the Social Science Survey Center of Zhongshan 
University in 2012 and 2014; it also uses tracking 
data. The factors influencing rural-urban migrants’ 
settlement intentions were analyzed and estimated. 
The results suggested that the subjective wellbeing 
(migrant workers’ sense of belonging, social identity) 
makes an impressive impact on the decision to stay 
or move, while actual mobility behavior is also 
influenced by factors like age, income, education, 
and health status. Examining the difference in 
data between 2012 and 2014, migrants gradually 
adapted to city life and their social circles expanded. 
Moreover, the sense of respect and trust gained from 
their work gradually increased with the passage of 
time. It can be seen that their sense of belonging, 
along with increases in social identity and solidarity, 
tends to promote an intention to settle. Additionally, 
due to the fact that the income of migrant workers is 
far lower than the average urban income level, this 
gap inevitably generates psychological dissatisfaction 
with society. This will likely result in difficulties 
integrating into society, thus hindering their sense 
of belonging in urban communities. In terms of 
social security, migrant workers do not enjoy the 

same treatment as urban residents in matters such as 
medical treatment and housing, which has negative 
effects. It can make them feel discriminated against 
and may result in their having difficulties obtaining 
a high level of social status, thus reducing their 
willingness to settle.

Before this study, the research team knew 
little about the role played by the cognitive aspect 
on rural-urban migrants’ intentions. Thus, the study 
focused on the role of social identity in shaping their 
intention to settle in cities. Results demonstrated 
that social identity influences migrants’ intention 
significantly, and the effect is only slightly less than 
their sense of belonging (DU & LI, 2012; FAN, 2011; 
ZHU & CHEN, 2010). In other words, the notion 
that both cognitive (social identity) and affective 
(sense of belonging) evaluations influence migrants’ 
intention is partially supported by the data, which is 
also consistent with our hypothesis in the beginning. 

Besides, the study concerns the influence of 
demographic attributes and migration status as well. 
These background characteristics have been reported 
to influence mobility intention in the literature on 
Chinese peasant migrants (DU & LI, 2012). In line 
with previous studies, the effects of education and 
wage levels on migrants’ intentions were found to 
be significantly and positively related. The effect 
of their physical conditions was rarely analyzed 
before. Although, the result of this study may not be 
expected, it is prevalent in the Chinese context. Due 
to the heterogeneity of the medical guarantee system 
between rural and urban areas, a higher quality health 
care system seems to influence positively migrants’ 
intentions. That said, if urban health care systems 
in cities are either ineffective or too expensive, and 
rural systems promise better disease prevention and 
lower costs, migrants are less likely to remain in 
cities. Another possible explanation for the negative 
relationship between physical conditions and migrant 
intentions is that in some cities in northern China, 
migrants begin to live unhealthily after moving 
to cities due to industrial pollution. However, the 
causality between them cannot be confirmed due to 
limitations in the data. 

One knowledge gap is regarding the 
role that subjective factors (sense of belonging and 
social identity) play in the intention of migrants or 
settle in their destination cities, and whether such 
factors are more or less than important than others, 
such as demographic attributes and migration status. 
However, these subjective emotions do not exist 
in a social vacuum, and can be and oftentimes are 
shaped by social, economic, political, and cultural 
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environments. Thus, to promote urbanization, 
policy makers are encouraged to consider the 
following recommendations. First, the government 
should encourage peasant workers to participate 
in community activities and interact with locals, 
expanding their social communication network. 
Second, the government is encouraged to raise the 
income of the peasant laborer, increase the minimum 
wage of cities, and provide subsidies. Third, it is 
important to increase the employment competitiveness 
of rural-urban migrants by promoting their human 
capital and improving the employment environment. 
Fourth, it is necessary to raise awareness about the 
plight of peasant workers and encourage enterprises 
and the community at large to concern themselves 
with such workers’ welfare. This will improve their 
sense of belonging and accelerate their integration 
into urban society. Moreover, eliminating institutional 
discrimination and psycho-socio-discrimination is 
crucial for improving peasant workers’ livelihoods. 
Expediting hukou reform is also important so that 
migrants can enjoy urban social security policies, a 
process that will promote their intention to settle. Fifth, 
the government is recommended to strengthen the 
training of rural laborers; this can be done by increasing 
investment in vocational and technical education, 
conducting corresponding educational training 
courses, increasing advanced technical work training 
guidance, and carrying out periodic training programs 
to improve the skillsets of rural-urban migrants. Such 
training will increase their willingness to settle.

Finally, the conclusions of this study are 
constrained by the sample size and the challenge of 
controlling for unobserved heterogeneity. Therefore, 
additional follow-up surveys are needed in the future. 
The complexity of migrants’ sense of belonging and 
social identity should be further explored through 
qualitative research. Future research in these areas is 
encouraged to provide information that could increase 
migrants’ intentions within various scenarios. 
This would be beneficial for the formulation and 
implementation of rural-urban migrant policies, and 
thus improve the quality of urbanization.
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