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Introduction

Rural-urban migration:

• China has been experiencing a rapid process of

rural-urban migration since the beginning of the

1990s (Meng, 2012).

• Rural-urban migrants account for 30% of total

rural labor in China (NBS, 2021).

• More than 300 million rural-urban migrants in

the coming decades (Meng,2012)

1) Background

3

Fig. 1. Internal migration in China, 1982–2010.

Source: Wang (2008); NBS (2009); NHC (2018); China Township   
Enterprise Yearbook Editorial Committee (1983-2010)



Social networks:

1) Background
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Definition: Interpersonal relations of kinship, 
friendship, and common community ties, 
which match migrants and non-migrants in 
origin and destination (Hiwatari, 2016).

Relatives Friends
Village 

neighbors

Household

In city:

In village:

Why important?
Migrants and return migrants simplify the
migration process and job searching:
- Provide information to reduce uncertainty
about job opportunities
- Reduce the costs of leaving home and
starting a new life (Hiwatari, 2016)

e.g.



Job seeking methods Number Percentage

Introduced by friends/acquaintance 2,432 42.9

Introduced by family members/relatives 1,995 35.2

Advertisement 251 4.4

Applied directly 331 5.8

Employment agency 89 1.6

Assigned by the government 314 5.5

Others 254 4.5

Sample size 5,666 100.0

Table 1. Job seeking methods used by rural-urban migrants in China.
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Source: The RUMiC (Rural-Urban Migration in China) survey in 2009 (CIID, 2014)



2) Literature review

• Garip (2008) : Weakly tied prior migrants have a larger
effect on migration than strong tied prior migrants in the
household.

• Winters et al. (2001) : Community and family networks
are substitutes in assisting migration.

• Zhao and Qu (2021) : Strong networks have a positive
effect on first-time migration, while weak networks
promote migration after people have migration experience.
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The literature distinguishes the role of household-based
strong networks and community-based weak networks.

Social 
networks

Strong 
networks

Weak 
networks

e.g. 
prior migrants in 
the household

e.g. 
local members 
who have 
worked outside 
their home 
village



3) This study:

• Research Question 1: 

How do strong and weak social networks affect rural households’ migration decisions?

7

Return migrant in the 
HH

Migrant sibling

Migrant close 
contacts (e.g. friends)

Village 
out-migrants

Strong ties

Weak ties

Migration



3) This study:

• Research Question 2: 

How do strong and weak social networks affect short-distance migration and long-distance 
migration?

Short-distance migration: migration within receiving provinces of migrants (Jiangsu, Zhejiang, 
Guangdong). 

Long-distance migration: migration from sending provinces of migrants (Anhui, Henan, Hebei, 
Hubei, Sichuan, and Chongqing)

(See page 10)

• Research Question 3: 

How do strong and weak social networks affect rural household heads’ time allocation for 
migration, farming, and local wage work?
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Contribution to the literature:

1. Provide empirical insights into the source of household-level migration. 

• Why household-level? 

Because the decision of migration is normally based on “household” rather than individual.

• How?

Convert the raw data from individual units into household units by using the household 
IDs.

2. Take into account the different layers of social networks: strong ties and weak 
ties. 

3. Distinguish the impact of social networks on short-distance migration and long-
distance migration.
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• Short-distance migration: migration within 
migrant receiving provinces

• Long-distance migration: migration from 
migrant sending provinces

6 sending provinces of migrants 

(Anhui, Henan, Hebei, Hubei, Sichuan, and 
Chongqing)

3 receiving provinces of migrants 

(Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Guangdong). 

Data

Fig. 2. Geographic distribution of the surveyed 
provinces in  RUMiC data.

Source: CIID (2014)

• Rural-Urban Migration in China (RUMiC) Rural Household Survey (2008, 2009)
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- A longitudinal survey since 2008 

82 counties, 800 villages, and 8,000 rural 
households

the inland → the coast



How to measure household-level migration 
decisions?

In this study,

• Migrant household: a household with at least one migrant in 2008.

• Non-migrant household/staying household: a household without any migrant.

• Returnee/return migrant: an individual who once migrated out before, but lives 

outside his/her home village for less than three months in 2008.
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• Migrant: an individual who has worked outside his/her home village for more than 

three months in one year (RUMiC 2008, 2009).

• Non-migrant: an individual who lives outside his/her home village for less than three 

months in one year (RUMiC 2008, 2009). 



𝑦ℎ𝑣𝑐 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑅𝐸𝑇𝑈𝑅𝑁ℎ𝑣𝑐 + 𝛽2𝑆𝐼𝐵ℎ𝑣𝑐 + 𝛽3𝐶𝑇𝐶ℎ𝑣𝑐 + 𝛽4𝑊𝐸𝐴𝐾ℎ𝑣𝑐 + 𝜃′𝑋𝑣𝑐 + 𝛿′𝑋ℎ𝑣𝑐 + 𝜇𝑐 + 𝜀ℎ𝑣𝑐

Estimation model
• Main analysis:
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𝒚𝒉𝒗𝒄: =1 if the household is a migrant household (there is at least one migrant in the household) in 2008.

- Strong ties
𝑹𝑬𝑻𝑼𝑹𝑵𝒉𝒗𝒄 : =1 if there is a returnee in the household h from village v of county c in 2008, and 0 otherwise.
𝑺𝑰𝑩𝒉𝒗𝒄: =1 if household h from village v of county c has at least one migrant sibling in 2008, and 0 otherwise.
𝑪𝑻𝑪𝒉𝒗𝒄: =1 if household h from village v of county c has a close contact (friends/acquiesces) migrating out in                      

2007, and 0 otherwise.
- Weak ties
𝑾𝑬𝑨𝑲𝒉𝒗𝒄: the proportion of out-migrants to the village population in which household h resides in 2007.

𝑋𝑣𝑐: village characteristics.

𝑋ℎ𝑣𝑐: household characteristics.

𝜇𝑐: the county fixed effect 

𝜀ℎ𝑣𝑐: the household-specific error term.



Results
Table 3. Probit estimates for the determinants of households’ migration (average
marginal effects).

• 1) Main result:
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Positive strong and weak 
network effects on 
migration

Consistent with Giulietti, 
Wahba, & Zenou (2018). 



Table 4. Network effects on households’ migration decisions by migration distance.

2) Network effects 

on short- and long-

distance migration:

Results
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1. Positive weak network effects 
on long-distance migration
2. Positive strong network effects 
on short-distance migration

Why?
• Strong ties: more reliable; sometimes 

out-of-date (RETURN)
• Weak ties: less reliable; diverse, 

broader in scope (Garip, 2008)



Results

3) Network effects 

on time allocation :

Table 5. Network effects on time reallocation of household heads.
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Seemingly unrelated regression (SUR) 
method (Zellner, 1962)

Positive strong and weak 
networks effects on time 
allocation for migration
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Both strong and weak social ties have positive and significant effects 

on migration. 

Strong ties appear to encourage short-distance migration, while 

weak ties tend to encourage long-distance migration. 

Both strong ties and co-village weak ties have a positive influence 

on time allocation for migration.

Conclusion
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