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1∗This paper attempts to investigate the decision making of job mobility of Chinese rural-
urban migrant workers. Based on an analytical framework of decision making of migrant 
workers, two fundamental hypotheses are proposed: on one hand, the better enterprise-internal 
working environment has a positive impact on decision making of less job mobility; on the other 
hand, the better external social environment has a positive impact on the decision of job stability 
as well. Accordingly, the paper uses empirically a multinomial logit model to analyze the 
determinants to the decision-making of migrant workers on employment choice based on the 
field survey in the Pearl River Delta of China. The main empirical findings are as follows: in 
terms of individual characteristics, those migrant workers who are young or single, or possess a 
higher degree of education may be more likely to choose job hopping. In particular, a higher 
level of schooling facilitates increasing the probability of switching jobs by about 14.5%. 
Second, those migrants who carry the heavy burden of looking after the elderly or children are 
more likely to job hop. Third, those who have low earnings or those in relatively worse living 
conditions are more likely to choose job hopping. Finally, some factors of external social 
environment also make a significant impact on the decision-making of job switching. 

Keywords: job mobility, rural migrant worker, decision making, China’s economy 

1. INTRODUCTION 

With the development of urbanization since the late 1970s in China, more 
and more farmers have left rural areas for cities for non-agricultural 
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occupations. In particular, farmers from central and western regions of China 
have been pursuing non-agricultural jobs in the east or coastal cities because 
of the expectation of relatively higher rewards. Up to 2009, the latest year of 
available data, the number of rural migrants reached 230 million, 145.33 
million of which were outgoing migrant workers during the latest population 
boom of migrant workers in China (National Bureau of Statistics of China 
(NBSC, thereafter), 2010). In the meantime, labour markets in the cities have 
developed sluggishly during the last three decades. A relatively large number 
of rural labourers have tried to migrate from their homeland to urban areas 
seeking more interesting opportunities compared to their rural peers. Some 
of them managed to encourage other fellow villagers to work in the same 
city when they were earning more there than in the countryside. In this way, 
more and more farmers went to work in urban nonagricultural sectors and  
formed one specific group usually called “rural-urban migrant workers”. 
These rural-urban migrant workers have experienced substantial 
discrimination and infringement of their rights and the majority of them, 
holding rural Hukou, usually get unequal public service during their stay in 
urban areas as similar developing economies (Wong, 2011). A large number 
of them are doing temporary work, and they have little chance of being 
amalgamated into urban society. Although the authorities are concentrating 
on the issue and have endeavoured to issue some policies for improving the 
environment of the labor market, and increasing the degree of openness and 
flexibility, there is still a significant disparity between rural migrants and 
native residents in labour markets (Knight & Yueh, 2004; Demurger et al., 
2009). Thus, some rural migrant workers are discriminated against by native 
urban residents, even by their native peers in the same firm doing the same 
work. These native workers usually have relatively less institutional 
restrictions, premium welfare and extra benefits of social security than rural 
migrants (Boucher et al., 2007; Cai & Chan, 2009; Zhang, 2010). In 
addition, the two groups also have obvious differences in income and other 
conditions of welfare. Due to the discrimination by urban society, substantial 
numbers of rural migrants were unable to stay long-term in urban areas or 
reside there permanently, and so they are in the “merge” of urban areas as 
“flowing” persons between urban and rural areas (Chan, 2010). Since a large 
volume of rural labourers are surplus to agricultural sectors, there is hardly 
any work for them to do in the countryside, so surplus farmers had 
substantial stimulus to go outside their rural homelands for jobs in urban 
areas. So for the employers it has not been necessary to worry about their 
staff recruitment for some years - since the early 1980s. However, few of the 



C. WANG, G. CHEN, Y. LU                                                         87 

surplus u are likely to remain as a result of swift urbanization, reform and the 
opening-up, and currently it is nearly moving to the Lewis Turning Point 
(Park et al., 2007; Islam & Yokota, 2008; Cai & Wang, 2010). Recently, 
large numbers of employers have had more difficulty in employing labourers 
than before, especially in some sectors of large scale demand for migrant 
workers, such as in some cities of the Pearl River Delta, and the Yangtze 
River Delta. Nowadays, migrant workers tend to have more choices of 
working or returning to the countryside than before. More and more of them 
can say no to joining firms in the labour markets. The enterprises lack 
labourers in cases when the employer cannot offer higher payments that the 
migrant workers wish to earn. Some workers have become increasingly 
aware of their own rights under the Labour Law, and many of them are 
resorting to strong-arm tactics to “persuade” factory owners to give them 
more money in today’s China (China Briefing, 2011). 

Why are some firms currently lacking rural migrant workers? What are 
the key factors for making decision about staying in stable work in firms, 
changing jobs or going back to the countryside? The above problems are 
logically linked, which is important for the sustainable development of 
China’s future economy. Facing the economic upgrading and transition of 
developed urban areas, firms cannot achieve labour costs as low as before, 
especially in the areas of the Pearl River Delta. In the case of the above 
scenario lasting for a long time, large firms would possibly have difficulty 
surviving. Furthermore, the sustainable economic upgrading and structural 
transition would probably lose fundamental support from the labor force. So 
as to further understand this serious issue from a rational micro perspective, 
this paper endeavours to analyze the dominant determinants of job mobility 
behaviour of rural-urban migrant workers. 

In this paper, we firstly formulate an analytical framework for explaining 
the determinants of well-being to the strategic behaviour of job mobility for 
migrant workers, and then we prove the significance of well-being from 
multiple dimensions based on the survey in the cities of the Pearl River Delta 
of China2. The paper is structured as follows: Section 1 is the introduction, 
Section 2 is the literature review, Section 3 demonstrates the theoretical 
framework and the basic model, Section 4 presents the data, and reviews 
previous work on estimating the behaviour of job mobility and explains the 
                                                                 
2 The Pearl River Delta area is located in the centre of Guangdong Province, where most  
migrant workers are working compared to other provinces in China. The data of the numbers 
originates from the Survey and Monitoring Report of 2011 China’s Migrant Workers released 
by the NBSC (in Chinese). 
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empirical method, Section 5 reveals the empirical results and lastly, Section 
6 is the conclusion. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

How do migrant workers choose to be employed, and what are the 
potential factors impacting their behaviour? In terms of literature on the 
behaviour of migration in developing economies, the following three kinds 
of classical theories are well-known: first, Lewis’s dual economy model and 
its extension (Lewis, 1954; Ranis and Fei, 1961; Fei and Ranis, 1964); 
second, Sjaastad’s academic education effects on migration (Sjaastad, 1962); 
third, Todaro’s probability employment model (Todaro, 1969). From the 
1980s onwards, some researchers led by Stark, constructed and developed 
the new economics of labour migration (NELM) (Stark, 1984 and 1991; 
Stark and Bloom, 1985; Taylor and Wyatt, 1996). NELM investigated risk 
and uncertainty, information, and game mechanism within the research field 
of labour migration, encompassing the factors that determine both labour 
migration and its outcomes. The theoretical framework and methods of 
empirical analysis for NELM are extensively cited thereafter in some 
research on labour migration in developing countries (Taylor, 1995, 1996; 
Taylor and Adelman, 1996). Some extensions  made originated from the 
NELM in later research (De Haas, 2010). The above literature directs us to a 
better understanding of the behavior of migration than before. However, few 
of them concentrate on some concrete choice behavior for those migrants 
who have already migrated to urban areas. Furthermore, some detailed 
factors of social environment are important to determine the behaviour of 
migrant workers, but they were not given enough attention. 

In terms of empirical study on Chinese migrants, previous literature 
concentrated on the reasons about the migrating decision for working 
between rural to urban areas (such as Lee, 2008; Chen and Hamori, 2009; 
Meng et al, 2009; Cai, F., 2010), while they paid less attention to migrant 
workers’ strategic behaviour of job mobility from the perspective of the 
workers’ well-being in urban or rural areas. Even if there is little literature 
concerning the behaviour of migrant workers’ decision-making, they still 
could not reflect the working conditions and the welfare within an enterprise 
and its detailed impact mechanism. More literature about strategic behaviour 
can be seen in Zhang (2010), Knight & Yueh (2004), Cai, Du and Wang 
(2009). These researches showed the general factors of well-being on 
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strategic behaviour; however they ignored the subdivision of well-being. 
Some other literature investigated the factors determinant for the behaviour 
of job mobility for migrant workers, such as the influencing factor of social 
capital (Solinger, 1999; Bernabè & Stampini, 2009), institutional policy 
(Meng & Zhang, 2001; Rogaly, 2008; Bazilliery & Moullan, 2010; Sá, 2011; 
Knight et al, 2011; Wang et al, 2011), the individual characteristics and 
household features (Knight and Li, 2006; Démurger et al, 2009; Gibson & 
McKenzie, 2011), the human capital (Wang et al., 2010) and some mixed 
factors as well (Shi et al, 2007). 

In total, the previous studies have made a massive contribution to 
explaining the determinants of job mobility of migrant workers; however, 
there is little literature focusing on the marginal effects of the significant 
factors influencing the rural migrant workers’ decision-making of switching 
jobs in non-agricultural sectors. In addition, less attention was paid to the 
mechanism of the key factors influencing the strategic behaviour of job 
switching. According to our latest survey in the Pearl River Delta, we find 
the substantially significant role of well-being involving income, working 
conditions and housing security in determining the decision-making of job 
switching.  

We argue that the dominant factors in the choice of job switching for 
migrant workers are the working conditions, and the welfare that forms their 
well-being. So the main contribution of this paper is to create a novel 
theoretical framework for the determinants of migrant workers’ strategic 
behaviour. In particular, the factors of enterprise-internal and enterprise-
external social conditions are given more attention, except for the factors of 
human capital and institution mentioned in the previous literature. 
Furthermore, the paper investigates the key factors, especially these 
involving the enterprise-internal social conditions, and then forms policy 
implications for the urban development of China and similar developing 
economies. 

3. THEORETICAL ANALYSIS FRAMEWORK 

Traditionally, rational choice theory suggests that individuals tend to 
make rational strategy to choose their preference for some specific purpose 
when facing diverse external conditions. In other words, the individuals 
make choices in order to advance their objectives. The choices have to 
satisfy various constraints so there is something to adjust to make all these 
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choices consistent (Varian, 1997, p. 4). There are similar situations regarding 
the concrete decision making of choices about job mobility for migrant 
workers. These migrants tend to satisfy their preferences and maximize their 
own benefits of working in urban areas in facing multiple options of job 
mobility. Our theoretical analysis is rooted in the fundamental assumption of 
rational choice and it extends the theory into a more comprehensive one. The 
external environment is attributed to some determinants of the decision 
making on job mobility in our framework, which has less attention paid to it 
in traditional analysis. The external environment of migrant workers can be 
divided into two tiers. The first tier is the employment environment within 
the work unit directly faced by migrant workers, which depends on the 
average wage level of the work unit and their notion of the enterprise-
internal social environment. The second tier is the external social and policy 
environment, which greatly depends on the policy orientation and social 
atmosphere of the society and authorities. The above two tiers of the 
environment have a common determinant mechanism on rural migrant 
workers’ behaviour. Rational rural migrant workers may make their 
decisions on employment and mobility according to their own endowments 
of capability and their judgment on the situation of the external environment. 

It is assumed that the two tiers of the environment faced by a migrant 
worker can be presented by E1 and E2 respectively; E1 represents the interest 
of employment and environment within the enterprise and E2 represents the 
external employment environment created by the society and authorities. 
The function of E1 can be presented as follows: 

),(11 ewEE =  
where w represents the wage provided by the work unit for the rural 

migrant worker and e represents the situation of the relationship between 
rural migrant workers and other employees in the same work unit. The 
function of E2 can be presented as follows: 

),(22 jqEE =  
where q represents the social attitude, especially of the local urban 

society and authority towards migrant workers’ lives and employment, 
which can be attributed to social environment. The proxy of j represents the 
situation of the relief of rural migrant workers’ difficulties. The above 
variables become the core factors determining the external environment to 
migrant workers, which can be presented by the follow formulation: 

),,,( 21 HCEEDD =  
where D represents rural migrant workers’ decision-making on 
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employment mobility; C represents the capability characteristics of an 
individual; H represents the characteristics of the individual’s household. 
Finally, the variables of the external environment to rural migrant workers 
reflecting the determinant mode are shown in Figure 1. 

  
 

 

Figure 1. The mechanism of the four dimensions to the determinants of decision-making 
on job mobility. 

Source: authors’ own 

The frequency of rural migrant workers’ employment mobility is 
relatively low and they even acquiesce in the work unit’s illegal actions 
when the employment environment established among enterprises (E1) is 
more beneficial to short-term benefits rather than continuous working in the 
specific work unit. In other words, D represents the tendency to choose job 
switching or to keep on working in the current work unit. 

According to the above analysis, D’s decision-making is determined by 
C, H, E1 and E2. C and H are relatively stable in the short term. Accordingly, 
the influence of E1 and E2 on rural migrant workers’ employment mobility 
should have more attention paid to it. In our opinion, the impact mechanism 
of the employment environment to rural migrant workers is diverse in the 
two tiers of E1 and E2. In the tier of E1, the firm-internal relationship affects 
rural migrant workers’ decision-making on employment by their perception 
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of relative deprivation and providing workers with wage and social welfare3. 
The employment relationship lays the foundation for the internal 
environment of enterprises. This relationship is established on the basis of 
the social interaction of employer and employees or among employees. In 
particular, the relationship is strongly reflected by the relationship between 
rural migrant workers and local employees. The migrants may be more 
sensitive to the relative deprivation compared with the reference group 
within the work unit when living outside their homeland. A more 
harmonious working atmosphere may promote rural migrant workers’ 
employment stability in enterprises if rural migrant workers get along well 
with local employees; rural migrant workers’ employment mobility can be 
strengthened if they do not get along well with local employees because of 
their feeling of being highly deprived. The relationship of employees getting 
along well with each other in enterprises can easily develop into a positive 
social interaction effect, through which it is more likely to increase degree of 
satisfaction and strengthen the employees’ occupation stability; otherwise it 
is negative to stable work. Traditional economic relative deprivation theory 
highlights one of the motives of migration is to improve the individual’s or 
household’s comparative income position with respect to that of other 
individuals or households in the relevant reference group (Stark, 1984). On 
the contrary, the decision making of job mobility for migrant workers is, we 
believe, significantly determined by the judgment of an individual’s relative 
economic and social status. Furthermore, the migrant’s judgment of relative 
economic and social status depends on social interaction with the peers of 
the firm. Since a better social environment within an enterprise facilitates 
positively active social interaction, the former can eventually impact the 
judgment of relative economic deprivation, which forms a rational strategy 
of job mobility. Knight and Gunatilaka (2010) gave a similar analysis on the 
subject of well-being for Chinese migrants in another perspective. 

In addition, enterprises are likely to affect rural migrant workers’ 
decision-making on employment by wages and welfare. This influencing 
mechanism is also developed by the group effect of social interaction, which 
                                                                 
3 Stark and Bloom (1985) made the following findings, “People engage quite regularly in 
interpersonal income comparisons within their reference group. These comparisons generate 
psychological costs or benefits, feelings of relative deprivation or relative satisfaction”, we 
argue that the effects of relative deprivation also largely influences the decision of job 
mobility. Because the migrant workers can gain some satisfaction from feeling less relative 
deprivation compared with the reference group, and they cannot do otherwise. 
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can be shown empirically as the following evidence. In real conditions, 
migrant workers face specific benefits involving wages, working and living 
conditions, which may be divided into two tiers of effects, namely, one is 
enterprise-internal environment and the other is enterprise-external 
circumstance. The former covers relative economic interests compared with 
local peers. The migrant workers can judge their relative deprivation via 
interactive information on wages among workers. The latter effect is via 
external information transmission intervening in the comparison of welfare 
and well-being in the group of migrants. The fundamental hypothesis could 
be proved to some extent in the following sections. 

4. DATA AND EMPIRICAL MODEL 

The data source is from the field survey in the Pearl River Delta region of 
China conducted by the authors and some research assistants. The number of 
migrant workers accounts for 22.6% (NBSC, 2010) in the Pearl River Delta 
region, which is the largest number nationwide in China compared to other 
city metropolis. The survey region can typically show some typical social 
and economic situations of migrant workers in China. The specific survey 
location involves the following four cities, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhuhai 
and Dongguan within the region of the Pearl River Delta since the majority 
of migrant workers congregate within these four cities. The survey period 
covers from July to August 2010. We drew upon the methodology of random 
intercept survey so as to show the conditions as true as possible. First, four 
survey locations were randomly determined in each of the above cities via 
screening from district code listings. Second, two sample firms in every 
district location were subsequently selected by choosing randomly from the 
firms listings. Third, interviewers managed to visit the firm and interview the 
migrant workers in the specific firm face to face. Accordingly, we planned to 
conduct roughly 80 samples in every district. We made tiny adjustments 
according to the real situation of the survey. Furthermore, we interviewed 
migrant workers asking some banded choice questions, e.g. the wages and 
frequency of switching jobs. We designed the questions to reflect the 
respondents’ genuine situation. The interviews included the following 
aspects: basic information of migrant workers from rural areas and their own 
households (8 questions), characteristics of employment (9 questions), 
earnings and living conditions (7 questions), and mental characteristics (13 
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questions). The sample number of respondents was 1,259 and the valid 
number that our variables used was 880, such that the valid questionnaire 
ratio was 69.9 %.4 

The employment choice of migrants from rural areas in Chinese urban 
non-agricultural enterprises is represented by the variable y , which is 0 
when migrants plan to continue this work, 1 when a migrant worker decides 
to switch the current job to another, 2 when migrants decide to return to rural 
areas, 3 when migrants are uncertain. Let x denote a set of conditioning 
variables, and contain variables like individual, family, enterprise and 
society factors. Since the probabilities must add up to unity, )0( xyP =  is 

determined once we know the probabilities for 3,2,1=j . Let x  be a K×1  
vector with first-element unity. The multinomial logit (MNL) model has 
response probabilities (Wooldridge, 2002) 
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The MNL model is best carried out by maximum likelihood. For each i  
the conditional log likelihood can be written as 
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where the indicator function selects out the appropriate response 
probability for each observation i . We estimate β  by maximizing 
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We use the above multinomial logit model to analyze the behaviour of 
the migrant’s employment choice. The dependent variable is a multinomial 
employment choice of migrant (value 1, 2 and 3) versus continuing work in 
the current enterprise (value 0). The employment composition of the 
                                                                 
4 After the survey, we inspected the samples and conducted some screening on them. 
Eventually, the valid survey samples refer to those who made complete answers to all the 
prerequisite questions, which amounts to 880. 
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migrant’s planning of their choice is shown in Figure 2. The independent 
variables contain four dimensions; they are the individual characteristics, the 
household characteristics, the working conditions and the well-being of 
migrants. The definitions of variables, means and standard deviations of 
variables are shown in Table 1 and Table 2, respectively. 

 
 
 

Share
Continue this work 131 14.88636

Change job 200 22.72727
Return rural 88 10
Uncertainty 461 52.38636
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Figure 2. The employment composition of migrant workers to choice (%) 

Source: author-compiled, based on the questionnaires  
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Table1 

Definitions of variables 
 

 Variable Definition 

The capability 
characteristics of an 
individual ( )C  

AGE Age in years 

SEX 1 for male, 0 for female 

GRADE 
1 for upper middle school degree or 
technical or vocational degree or higher, 
0 for others 

The characteristics of 
household ( )H  

MARRIED 1 for married, 0 for others 

DRATIO Dependency ratio 
The interest of 
employment and 
environment in the 

enterprise 1( )E  

MYEAR Migrant years of experience 

CHANGE Times of switching jobs within the last 
five years 

WHOUR For how many hours in a day, on the 
average, a respondent work 

WAGE Monthly wage (in hundreds of RMB) 

MANUFACTURE 1 for workers in manufacture, 0 for 
others 

HOUSING 
1 for workers whose living quarters is 
provided by work unit (living quarters 
are free or lower rent) 

The external environment 

2( )E  
WORKE 1 for good work environment, 0 for 

others 
 Explained 

variable  

 
EMPCHOI 

Planning to continue this work=0, 
Planning to switch job=1, Planning to 
return rural=2, uncertainty＝3 

Note: “Uncertainty” responder of migrant workers cannot be clear that they will plan to 
continue this work, switch job or return rural, when they were questioned in 2010. 

Source: authors’ own 
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Table 2 

Means and standard deviations of variables 

Variable Continue the 
work 

Switch 
the job 

Return to the 
rural Uncertainty 

AGE 26.9466 
(8.2939) 

22.5700 
(4.5760) 

25.8864 
(8.1190) 

23.6638 
(5.7678) 

SEX 0.6031 
(0.4911) 

0.5000 
(0.5013) 

0.6364  
(0.4838) 

0.4946 
(0.5005) 

GRADE 0.4504 
(0.4994) 

0.6850 
(0.4657) 

0.4546 
(0.5008) 

0.4534  
(0.4984) 

MARRIED 0.4580 
(0.5002) 

0.1550 
 (0.3628) 

0.3636 
(0.4838) 

0.2581 
(0.4381) 

DRATIO 0.8108 
(0.9663) 

0.7957 
(0.8785) 

0.9172  
(1.0096) 

0.7668 
 (0.8739) 

MYEAR 4.6985 
(3.7121) 

3.1775 
(2.6561) 

5.4375 
 (4.0235) 

4.0564 
(3.2661) 

CHANGE 1.7366 
(1.5961) 

2.3350 
(1.7581) 

1.9148 
(1.5761) 

2.2972 
(1.7556) 

WAGE 14.3321 
(5.7914) 

12.8500 
(5.4105) 

14.1477 
(5.9074) 

12.9122 
(5.2070) 

WHOUR 8.2214 
(1.7466) 

8.2800 
(1.7253) 

8.7955 
(1.7692) 

8.3232 
(1.7276) 

MANUFACTURE 0.5420 
(0.5002) 

0.5800 
(0.4948) 

0.6818 
(0.4684) 

0.6811 
 (0.4666) 

HOUSING 0.5954 
(0.4927) 

0.4950 
(0.5012) 

0.3750 
(0.4869) 

0.4881 
(0.5004) 

WORKE 0.2901 
(0.4555) 

0.1100  
(0.3137) 

0.0909  
(0.2891) 

0.1041 
 (0.3058) 

Sample size 131 200 88 461 

Note: Quantities in parenthesis are standard deviations. 

Source: authors’ own survey 
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5. EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

The results of the estimation for quantitative analysis of employment 
choices of rural migrants are as follows, the coefficient estimates and 
significance level of each variable are provided in Table 3.  

5.1. Individual factors 

We examined the variables that indicate the determinants of migrant’s 
individual characteristics to the decision-making of employment choice. It is 
evident that not only the age and gender but also the factor of human capital, 
such as the level of schooling, has a significant effect on the strategy of 
employment choice. However, the effects that these variables show on the 
determination of employment choice vary among job switching, returning to 
rural areas and uncertainty. The regression coefficients for the age in years 
are negative as predicted; however, there was no significant effect on 
employment choice in favour of returning to the rural areas. Elderly migrants 
indicate a lower probability of choosing to change jobs and effecting 
uncertainty, that is, they tend to continue their work only in their current 
working enterprise because of the higher costs of opportunity in changing 
jobs. The regression coefficient for the gender dummy is less statistically 
significant. A higher level of schooling produces a statistically significant 
result on changing jobs. The results of education are similar with some prior 
researches (Wang et al., 2010). A longer time of  schooling implies a greater 
learning ability in external society, thereby making it comparatively easier to 
obtain  indispensible employment information. The length of education can 
also reduce the time for the acquisition of the necessary skills and 
knowledge in  new circumstances of employment. In addition, it is believed 
that there is a greater probability of being able to obtain higher wages with a 
greater number of years of education. 

5.2. Household factors 

The econometric results reveal the effects of household conditions on 
their employment choice. As expected, compared with the single migrant 
workers, the marital status of married migrant workers has a negative effect 
on the decision to give up the current work and choose to follow the other 
plan. As a married worker, he or she is more likely to be cautious about 
switching occupation. They usually tend to avoid the risks of job hopping 
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only if they confidently expect to have a better job than before. In the 
meantime, it also produces a statistically significant result in the other plan. 
To sum up, there is a trade-off between avoiding risk and earning more. 

As the dependency ratio increases, the probability of changing job also 
increases, that is, migrant workers with a higher dependency ratio have a 
stronger tendency to job hop so as to get higher wages. These Chinese 
members of rural households have been intimately linked to each other and 
they are liable to make a collaborative strategy, despite the linkage becoming 
weaker in recent years. So those with a greater burden of looking after 
children or the elderly tend to consistently make more money for their 
family and for their own use. 

5.3. Enterprise-internal social environment factors 

Those who have a longer time of work experience, tend to have a higher 
probability of returning to their rural homeland. The findings are not similar to 
the developed economies (Lehmer & Ludsteck, 2011). These interesting 
results may come from the higher psychological cost. These rural migrants 
cannot reside permanently as their household registrations are less likely to 
share in public services as much as the local urban residents. So most of them 
may only target accumulating money or human capital for the future returning 
to the homeland once they start to work in urban areas. The longer time they 
work after leaving home, the more  they suffer from loneliness. So the 
majority of the migrant workers are in a condition of “floating”. Those who 
change jobs more often have stronger tendencies to job hop in search of higher 
earnings under the pressure of family burden, or they are confused about their 
urban lifestyles. On top of that, the system of separate social security and 
children’s educational rights has existed for a few decades among migrants 
and local urban residents. People holding rural Hukou find it pretty difficult to 
gain equal benefits with those holding urban Huou. The rooted reason for the 
scene of temporary immigration in urban China lies in the Hukou system. 

The result shows that the effects of working conditions and well-being 
are significant for the probability of deciding to work continuously in  firms. 

As expected, the migrant worker whose wage is higher, has a weaker 
tendency to switch from the current job to another, however, the coefficients 
do not show a statistically significant result for employment choices of 
returning to the rural homeland. Migrant workers with a higher wage may be 
more devoted to working in the enterprise and they may have more 
transaction costs once they move to another unit. 
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Those who work for longer hours daily will have stronger tendencies to 
returning to rural areas; however, the coefficients do not reflect a statistically 
significant result for the employment choice of changing the current job. As 
our interviews in the four cities show, the migrants are possibly tired of 
overtime work on weekdays, and some of them are even forced to work 
extra hours on weekends. Those who work in manufacturing are more likely  
on average to make a decision of returning to their rural homeland than in 
other sectors. This reflects the industrial sector effects on the strategic 
behaviour of migrants. The main reason is probably that the intensity of 
labour is so high in manufacturing industry that they tend to have  relatively 
more relaxed work than in other industries. In addition, the earnings and 
welfare vary in different industrial sectors, and these workers are likely to 
gain the relative perception of being deprived in their economic and social 
interests compared with other sectors. So the sector effects vary in migrants’ 
decision-making of job mobility. 

Those migrant workers whose living quarters are provided by work units, 
have weaker tendencies to go back to the rural homes. Interestingly, those 
migrant workers who are in better working environments, have a stronger 
tendency to continue working in the current enterprise. As expected in the 
mentioned theoretical hypothesis, enterprise-internal social entertainment 
shows a positive effect on their decision-making of job switching.  

5.4. Enterprise-external social environment factors 

Migrants are less likely to switch their current job in more harmonious 
and friendly working conditions, which reveals the social capital impact on 
their decision-making of working. Good working conditions can promote the 
relationship between the migrant workers and their local peers, and then the 
harmonious interaction comes from the good social environment in the 
enterprise. Such enterprise-internal social capital accumulation originates 
from social interactions and the effect may be exemplified within 
interactions and communication of social networks through the specific 
transmission mechanism. 
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Table 3 

The plan of employment choices of migrant workers (multinomial logit model) 

Variable 
 Switch the job 

(n = 200) 
Return to the rural 

(n = 88) 
Uncertainty 
(n = 461) 

CONSTANT  2.1891 ** -0.9982  2.8978 *** 
  (2.3320)  (-0.9298)  (3.6202)  
AGE  -0.0723 ** -0.0289  -0.0611 ** 
  (-2.3604)  (-0.9214)  (-2.5835)  
SEX  -0.1280  0.2220  -0.1777  
  (-0.4916)  (0.7019)  (-0.7690)  
GRADE  0.8354 *** -0.0564  -0.0725  
  (3.1582)  (-0.1818)  (-0.3154)  
MARRIED  -0.6992 * -0.9462 ** -0.5640 * 
  (-1.7309)  (-2.1303)  (-1.7220)  
DRATIO  0.2997 ** 0.2009  0.1464  
  (2.0404)  (1.2336)  (1.0950)  
MYEAR  -0.0073  0.1453 *** 0.0612  
  (-0.1389)   (2.6791)   (1.4658)  
CHANGE  0.2296   *** -0.0124  0.1693   *** 
  (3.0932)  (-0.1410)  (2.6006)  
WAGE  -0.0413 * -0.0329  -0.0420 ** 
  (-1.8187)  (-1.2192)  (-2.1168)  
WHOUR  0.0237  0.1713 ** 0.0382  
  (0.3353 )  (2.1420)  (0.6045)  
MANUFACTURE  -0.0903  0.7004 ** 0.4314 * 
  (-0.3550)  (2.1836)  (1.9077)  
HOUSING  -0.3881  -0.8743 *** -0.4791 ** 
  (-1.5503)  (-2.9037)  (-2.1824)  
WORKE  -1.3953 *** -1.3872 *** -1.3788 *** 
  (-4.3791)  (-3.2085)  (-5.2329)  
Log likelihood  -958.390 
Likelihood ratio test  642.3000*** 
Sample size  880 

Notes: Numbers in parentheses are t-ratios.  ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance 
at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively. 

Source: the econometric analysis results 

The marginal effect of each variable is shown in Table 4. The stronger 
marginal effect of the variable is as follows. Those migrants who have an 
upper middle school degree or vocational degree or higher, have a higher 
probability of switching jobs than the ones who have lower education levels 
(14.5 percentage points higher than other choices). On the other hand, those 
migrant workers who work in manufacturing have a stronger tendency to 
return to the rural homeland, the probability is 3.9% higher than those who 
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work in other sectors. Those migrants whose living quarters are provided by 
the enterprise in which they work, have a weaker tendency to return to the 
rural homeland, and the probability is 4.3% less than other choices. Those 
migrant workers whose working environment is relatively better, have a 
stronger tendency to continue working in the same enterprise, that is the 
probability of changing their current job, returning to their rural homeland 
and choosing uncertainty respectively reached 4.1%, 2.0% and 9.3%, which 
is less than the others. 

Combining the average effects with the marginal effects analysis, the 
empirical analysis identified the above theoretical hypothesis concerning the 
four dimensions of factors, namely the individual, the household, the 
enterprise-internal environments, and the external social environment. 

Table 4 

Probabilities of changes in employment choice of migrant as a result of small changes  
in variables 

Variable 
Switch the job 

1j kdP dX=  
Return to the rural 

2j kdP dX=  
Uncertainty 

3j kdP dX=  

AGE -0.0041          0.0021 -0.0046 
SEX -0.0044           0.0307 -0.0389 
GRADE 0.1454            -0.0170 -0.1112 
MARRIED -0.0302         -0.0384 -0.0034 
DRATIO 0.0279          0.0039 -0.0105 
MYEAR -0.0110        0.0094 0.0078 
CHANGE 0.0179         -0.0143 0.0142 
WAGE -0.0012    0.0002   -0.0035 
WHOUR -0.0038        0.0122   -0.0026 
MANUFACTURE -0.0781 0.0393 0.0764 
HOUSING 0.0091           -0.0426 -0.0231 
WORKE -0.0405 -0.0204 -0.0931 

Note: The method for estimating the marginal effect of each variable on the employment 
choices of migrant has been adapted from Cameron and Trivedi (2005). 

Source: the econometric analysis results 

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In this paper, we examine the urban survey involving migrant workers in 
the Pearl River Delta areas of China. Our new theoretical framework 
involves four dimensions revealing the dominant factors in the decision-
making of employment, among which the enterprise-internal working 
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environment and the external social environment are a new perspective 
compared with the previous literature. Subsequently, the paper uses a 
multinomial logit model to statistically prove the main theoretical 
hypothesis, that is, the individual, household, the enterprise-internal working 
conditions and the external social circumstance characteristics are clearly 
demonstrated for the decision-making of switching jobs, returning to the 
rural home and  the uncertainty compared with working continuously in their 
present firms. 

(1) In terms of individual characteristics, those migrant workers who are 
young or single, or possess a higher degree of education may be more likely 
to choose job hopping. In particular, a higher level of schooling can help to 
increase the probability of switching jobs by about 14.5%. In addition, lower 
wages also force them to job-hop in the pursuit of their interests. Those 
migrant workers who are in a worse enterprise-internal working 
environment, are more likely to abandon their occupations. In contrast, those 
in harmonious and friendly working conditions tend to work continuously in 
their present firms. The above individual characteristics and their social 
environment factors have a significant impact on the migrant workers’ 
decision-making of switching jobs, through which the migrants may have 
better prospects for work in non-agricultural industries of urban areas. 

(2) The probability of making an employment choice of returning to the 
rural homeland (in contrast with working continuously in the present firms) 
arises when they have worked for a longer time in urban areas, and working 
longer hours daily. In the meantime, the sector effects also contribute to their 
decision-making of job-hopping and returning to their homeland, e.g. those 
working in manufacturing industry, or those whose living quarters are not 
provided by employers, have a negative tendency to return to their rural 
homeland. 

(3) Those migrants who have more experience of job hopping within the 
last five years, have a positive effect on the probability of returning to their 
rural homeland (in contrast with working continuously in their current firm) 
for rural migrant workers. This conclusion, to some extent, embodies the 
importance of working experience for migrants’ search for multiple jobs in 
China’s labour markets. 

(4) The factor of the household features plays a significant role in the 
decision-making of employment. Married migrant workers have a negative 
effect on the decision to give up the current work. In addition, with the 
dependency ratio increasing, the probability of changing job also increases. 

Moreover, the findings reveal that the marginal effect of variables 
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involving HOUSING (living quarters provided by employer) and WORKE 
(working environment is better) are significant, that is, those who are 
provided with dormitories by their employer, have a relatively weaker 
tendency to return to the countryside. Those who are immersed in a friendly 
and satisfying enterprise-internal environment, have a stronger tendency to 
continue working in their present enterprises - the probability of switching 
jobs and returning to the rural homes is lower. The conclusion reveals that 
the improvement of the social environment in both internal and external 
enterprises helps to make their personnel more stable for the enterprises. 

Some policy implications may be concluded from the above results. First, 
the improvement of the social relationship between migrant workers and 
local peers should have more attention paid to by employers and even by the 
whole society. In the meantime, the relationships between migrants and their 
employers are important to the job mobility issue as well. The above two 
social relationships can be further regarded as social interactions, which is 
probably the main well-being factor affecting migrant workers’ sustainable 
occupation in urban areas. Therefore some positive and valid training should 
be conducted by firms or authorities for migrant workers so as to promote 
their human capital, which is also a good channel for the stability of 
excellent migrant workers to non-agricultural industry. Finally, more 
community policies should be conducted for the harmonious relationship 
between migrants and local residents. In particular, the urban-rural disparity 
and its associated discriminatory opportunity structure for migrant workers 
are in existence nowadays (Huo, 2007; Palmer et al., 2011), so the whole 
society should be cared for not only by the employers and authority, but also 
by the urban residential community. Such a society could be beneficial for 
the sustainable economic and social development of China. Other similar 
developing economies could also be enlightened through the findings and 
policy implications.  
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