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Abstract
For decades, China’s rural migrants have split their households between their rural origins and urbanwork locations.While
the hukou system continues to be a barrier to urban settlement, research has also underscored split households as a mi-
grant strategy that spans the rural and urban boundary, questioning if sustained migration will eventually result in perma-
nent urban settlement. Common split-household arrangements include sole migration, where the spouse and children are
left behind, and couple migration, where both spouses are migrants, leaving behind their children. More recently, nuclear
family migration involving both the spouse and children has been on the rise. Based on a 2015 nationally representative
“floating population” survey, this article compares sole migrants, couple migrants, and family migrants in order to examine
which migrants choose which household arrangements, including whether specific household arrangements are more as-
sociated with settlement intention than others. Our analysis also reveals differences between work-related migrants and
family-related migrants. The findings highlight demographic, gender, economic, employment, and destination differences
among the different types of migrant household arrangements, pointing to family migration as a likely indicator of perma-
nent settlement. The increase of family migration over time signals to urban governments an increased urgency to address
their needs as not only temporary dwellers but more permanent residents.
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1. Introduction

Over the past four decades, China has witnessed un-
precedentedly speedy urbanization, where the level of
urbanization increased from only 18% in 1978 to 56% in
2015 (Wu, 2016). Rural–urban migration has been a key
driver of this process. Since the 1980s, a prominent fea-
ture of China’s rural–urban migrants has been their split-
household arrangement, namely, migrants live and work
in urban areas while leaving behind family members in
the countryside. Common split-household arrangements
include sole migration, where one of the spouses, usu-
ally the husband, leaves for migrant work, leaving be-

hind the wife and children; and couple migration, where
both spouses pursue migrant work without their chil-
dren. More recently, nuclear family migration where the
spouses and their children stay together in the host lo-
cation has been on the rise, increasing from 41.46% to
44.96% of rural–urban migrants from 2011 to 2015 (Fan
& Li, 2019).

Based on a 2015 nationally representative “floating
population” survey, this article compares sole migrants,
couple migrants, and nuclear family migrants. Our ob-
jective is two-fold. First, we aim at describing which mi-
grants tend to choose which household arrangements
in order to better understand the phenomenon of split
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households. Second, we would like to shed light on the
relationship between household arrangements and the
likelihood of permanent settlement, which is of par-
ticular interest to policymakers. Section 2 of the arti-
cle briefly reviews migration theories that are of rele-
vance for split households and permanent settlement.
Section 3 focuses on the Chinese context. Sections 4 and
5 are concerned with the data and modeling that consti-
tute our empirical analysis. The concluding section sum-
marizes and discusses our findings.

2. Split Households and Permanent Settlement

A split household refers to a situation where family mem-
bers who under “normal” circumstances would be liv-
ing in the same place are actually living in separate
places. This is contrary to the traditional understanding
of a family, which assumes that members of the same
family live together most of the time. Migrants all over
the world engage in splitting the household, sometimes
over a long period of time. Some examples include gold-
mine workers in South Africa, Mexican braceros in the
American Southwest, Chinese laborers in the US in the
late 19th century and early 20th century, Hong Kong as-
tronaut families in Canada, transnational households in
Afghanistan, and split migrant couples in Kenya (African
Population and Health Research Center, 2002; Glenn,
1983; Harpviken, 2014; Kobayashi & Preston, 2007).

When households are split, migrants may circulate
for an extended period of time before settling down per-
manently, if at all. Zelinsky (1971) defined circulation as
“a great variety of movements, usually short-term, repet-
itive, or cyclical in nature, but all having in common the
lack of any declared intention of a permanent or long-
lasting change in residence.” Circular migration and its
persistence have been noted in a number of develop-
ing countries, prompting a rethinking of the inevitabil-
ity of permanent migration. Hugo (1982) observed that
migrants in Indonesia did not necessarily perceive their
mobility as a preliminary stage leading to the ultimate
permanent relocation of themselves and their families.
Rather, they “exhibit a strong and apparently long-term
commitment to bilocality, opting for the combination of
activities in both rural and urban areas that a nonper-
manent migration strategy allows them” (Hugo, 1982).
According to Chapman and Prothero (1983), “rather than
being transitional or ephemeral,” circulation “is a time-
honored and enduring mode of behavior, deeply rooted
in a great variety of cultures and found at all stages of so-
cioeconomic change.” In this vein, instead of being con-
sidered as lacking means and agency towards perma-
nent migration, migrants who engage in circular migra-
tion can be seen as pursuing a strategy, one that facil-
itates their obtaining the best of both worlds by earn-
ing in high-income places and spending in low-cost ori-
gins (Hugo, 2006). For example, Mexican immigrants to
the US can use the farmland in rural Mexico as an eco-
nomic asset and a basis of household activities (Roberts,

2007). Rather than committing to return or stay, circu-
lar migrants are seen as engaging in “migranthood” in or-
der to accumulate migration experience and social and
human capital that increase their competitiveness in the
urban labor market (Wang, 2007).

From themigrants’ point of view, the new economics
of labor migration theory explains that, when migrants
pursue work elsewhere and leave part of the family be-
hind in their home villages, they can continue to make
full use of family resources such as land and housing in
the origin,while at the same time access employment op-
portunities at the destination, thus maximizing income
and minimizing risk (Hugo, 1982). From the labor mar-
ket’s perspective, as summarized by the dual labor mar-
ket theory (Piore, 1979), the low-paid and unstable jobs
in the labor-intensive secondary sector fail to attract the
local labor force, thereby creating demand for temporary
and circular migrants. Given job uncertainty and inferior
status in the secondary sector, a split-household strategy
helpsmaintain both economic and social resources in the
origin for migrants’ possible eventual return.

It is uncertain whether a split household will even-
tually give way to permanent settlement and family re-
unification in the host location. Zelinsky’s (1971) original
mobility transition model predicts that rural–urban mi-
gration, and by extension circular migration, is expected
to decline as population growth subsides. Skeldon (2010)
observed that as urbanization increases, rural–urban cir-
culation as a means to support village life would be re-
placed by long-term and permanent migration to cities.
In South Korea, from 1966 to 1997, the proportion of
household headswhomigrated for economic reasons de-
creased from 72% to 36%, while that for family reasons
increased from 6% to 24%, signaling a rise in family reuni-
fication (Schwekendiek, 2016). In China, however, per-
manent settlement of rural migrants in cities is still un-
common, as discussed in the next section.

3. Migration, Split Households and Family Migration
in China

Since the 1980s, China has experienced a tremendous in-
crease in population mobility, especially in the form of
rural–urban migration. Household-splitting, defined by
who migrate(s), for how long, and to where, and who
is left behind, constitutes the core of migrants’ strategy.
Demographer Duan Chengrong has identified four stages
of household arrangements (Duan, Lv, & Zou, 2013). The
first stage involves migrants who leave during the farm-
ing off-season to work in the city, mostly migrating alone
and returning during the farming season. During the sec-
ond stage, couple migrants pursue work in cities, leav-
ing behind children to be taken care of by grandparents
or other relatives. The reunification of the nuclear fam-
ily constitutes the third stage when couple migrants ar-
range for their children to join them in the host city.
Finally, the fourth stage involves the migration of the ex-
tended family.
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Empirical studies have provided support for Duan’s
framework, at least up to the third stage. During the
1980s, migrant work was regarded as a new means
to increase income for rural households, and most mi-
grants were singles (single migration) or married men
(sole migration), the latter typically leaving behind wives
to shoulder farming and childcare responsibilities (Fan,
Sun, & Zheng, 2011). By the 1990s, migrant work had
become even more prevalent, such that “couple migra-
tion” where both the husband and wife leave for ur-
ban work became increasingly common. According to
China’s censuses, the percentage of both the household
head and the spouse being migrants increased from
7.44% in 1990 to 46.06% in 2000 (Duan, Yang, Zhang, &
Lu, 2008). Since the 2000s, the nuclear-family arrange-
ment, where both the spouse and children join migrants
in urban areas, has fast gained prominence (Yang &
Chen, 2013). According to the 2011 National Floating
Population Dynamic Monitoring Survey (NFPDMS), 47%
of all married rural–urban migrants have reunited with
their spouses and children (Yang & Chen, 2013). What’s
more, over time, migrant families require fewer batches
and shorter batch intervals to reunite (Fan & Li, 2019).

Despite the increased prevalence of nuclear fam-
ily migration, it is unclear if rural–urban migrants’ like-
lihood of and intent for permanent settlement in ur-
ban areas have also increased. The literature has sug-
gested a number of factors that influence settlement in-
tention: institutional factors, demographic characteris-
tics, marital status and household arrangement, migra-
tion experience and work, social factors, housing con-
dition, and destination characteristics (Fan, 2011; Yang
& Guo, 2018; Zhu & Chen, 2010). Research has shown
that migrants are cautious about settlement (Yang, Xu,
Liu, Ning, & Klein, 2016) and that circular migration and
the split-household arrangement persist, reflecting mi-
grants’ prioritizing economic considerations over family
reunification (Ren, 2006). The most common explana-
tion for migrants not settling down in urban areas is the
hukou system, which denies and limits rural migrants’
access to jobs, health care, education and other social
and economic benefits enjoyed by urban Chinese (Chan,
Cai, Wan, & Wang, 2018). Another explanation for split
households is that it is a household strategy enabling
migrants to take advantage of both origin and destina-
tion resources (Fan & Wang, 2008). In that light, having
more family members in the city is not necessarily indica-
tive of a long-term plan towards permanent settlement
(Fan, 2011). Whether couple migrants bring the children
along may depend on the children’s age and whether mi-
grants’ parents are available to help, rather than signal-
ing permanent migration (Fan et al., 2011; Li & Zhang,
2016). However, some studies have indeed found that
bringing more family members, especially children, to
destination cities helps rural migrants become more in-
tegrated into the host society (Wang, Zhang, Ni, Zhang,
& Zhang, 2019).

Over the years, the Chinese government has
launched a series of policies and reforms to lower hukou
barriers and facilitate rural migrants’ settlement in ur-
ban areas and by extension their integration into ur-
ban society. In particular, the “National Plan on New
Urbanization (2014–2020)” aims at providing urban
hukou to 100 million rural migrants (The Communist
Party of China Central Committee and the State Council,
2014). Nevertheless, local governments, especially those
of large cities and megacities, continue to set their own
criteria for granting hukou and public services to mi-
grants. While small cities and towns are now more ac-
cessible to rural migrants, large cities, whose hukou are
much preferred by rural migrants, are still not within
reach. In other words, there is a mismatch between
hukou reforms and migrants’ preference; as a result, ru-
ral migrants are reluctant to give up their rural hukou and
instead continue to straddle the city and the countryside
(Chen & Fan, 2016).

On the other hand, migrants’ behaviors and aspira-
tions may be changing. According to NFPDMS, the per-
centage of rural migrants who had stayed at the respec-
tive destination for more than three years increased
from 53.83% in 2011 to 56.28% in 2015 respectively,
suggesting that rural migrants are staying longer at ur-
ban destinations (National Health and Family Planning
Commission of the People’s Republic of China [NHFPC],
2012, 2016). Intra-provincial migration, which used to be
less voluminous than inter-provincial migration, has in-
creased much more rapidly than inter-provincial migra-
tion, such that by 2010 the two volumes were nearly
the same (Liu, Qi, & Cao, 2015). This hints at a greater
likelihood of permanent urban settlement, given that
short-distancemigrants tend to have a stronger intention
and ability to permanently settle down in the destina-
tion compared to long-distancemigrants. In addition, mi-
grant families’ motivations may change, especially when
they enter different stages of the life cycle. When eco-
nomic return is no longer the overriding priority of house-
hold decision-making, migrants may forgo the economic
benefits of migration in order to keep the household in-
tact. For those households, non-economic factors, such
as location-specific amenities and children’s education,
may become more important migration considerations
(Chen & Liu, 2012).

Through a comparison of sole migrants, couple mi-
grants and nuclear familymigrants, and considering both
migrants who move for work reasons as well as those
who move for family reasons, in the empirical analysis
that follows we aim at describing the characteristics of
migrants that select specific household arrangements, in-
cluding their likelihood and intention to settle down in ur-
ban areas. Given endogeneity in the model, our focus is
the statistical association between selected independent
variables and migrants’ household arrangements rather
than causation; and our results are descriptive rather
than predictive.
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4. Data and Definitions

We employ data from the 2015 NFPDMS. “Floating pop-
ulation” refers to migrants who stay in places different
from their hukou locations, the vast majority of whom
are rural–urbanmigrants (NHFPC, 2012, 2016). Piloted in
2009 in just five cities and administered by the National
Population and Family Planning Committee, the NFPDMS
project was expanded to 31 provinces in 2015. Among
publicly available data on the “floating population,” these
surveys are considered very robust because of their rig-
orous and random sampling framework, large samples,
national coverage, and provincial representativeness.

The 2015 survey has two important features that are
especially useful for our research. First, it includes in-
formation about household members who are 60 years
or older—commonly considered the elderly—who may
play a role in household arrangement decisions. Second,
compared to past surveys, the 2015 survey has expanded
the sample size for each province, thus enabling it to be
both nationally representative and provincially represen-
tative. The survey has two limitations. First, the infor-
mation it provides about migrant households’ rural re-
sources, such as farmland and rural housing, is limited.
Second, the survey does not provide information for the
“elderly” who are younger than 60.

The survey defined “floating population” as migrants
who had moved across a county (xiàn) boundary from
where theywere registered and had been in their current
location for more than one month. Interviewees must
be at least 15 years old. Altogether, the 2015 survey in-
cluded 193,125 interviewees and 499,406 family mem-
bers. From the 193,125 interviewees, we arrive at a sub-
set of 58,240 via the following seven steps. In step 1, we
select the 137,534 migrants (71.22%) whose host loca-
tion was an urban neighborhood (juweihui) and exclude
migrants whose host location was a rural neighborhood
(cunweihui). In step 2, we select the 109,853 (79.87%)
migrants who had rural hukou and exclude those with
urban hukou. In step 3, we select migrants who were
married and were in their first marriage, yielding 85,336
(77.68%) interviewees. This is because we are interested
in couples and not singles (unmarried), and the numbers
of remarried, divorced, andwidowed are small (less than
4% in total). In step 4, we keep the 61,930 (72.57%) in-
terviewees who had at least one child under 16 and ex-
clude those who do not have children or whose children
are all over 16 years old. In step 5, we keep the 61,368
(99.09%) interviewees whose spouse lived in either the
host location (56,991) or the home village (4,377) and ex-
clude those whose spouse lived elsewhere. In step 6, we
keep the 58,646 (95.57%) interviewees whose children
were either all living in the host location (43,055) or all
living in the home village (15,591) and exclude thosewho
had some children in the host location and some in the
home village or had children who lived elsewhere.

Finally, step 7 is concerned with migrants’ household
arrangements. We are especially interested in the role of

young children (under 16)—including left-behind andmi-
grant children—in shaping the migrant households and
their settlement intention. Based on previous research
on split households (Fan et al., 2011), we define sole mi-
grants as those who migrate alone, leaving the spouse
and all young children behind at the home village; and
couple migrants as spouses who migrate to and reside
together at the same host location, leaving all young chil-
dren behind in the home villages. For simplicity’s sake,
hereafter we refer to nuclear family migration, where
both spouses and all young children reside together at
the same host location, as family migration; and the mi-
grants with this arrangement as family migrants. We ex-
clude interviewees who were with their children in the
host location without the spouse (i.e., one parent with
children) because this arrangement accounted for less
than 1% of the interviewees. The 58,240 interviewees
that remain after step 7 constitute our sample for the sta-
tistical analysis (3,872 sole migrants, 11,719 couple mi-
grants, and 42,649 family migrants).

Before estimating models on household arrange-
ment, one important distinction needs to be made,
namely, migrants’ reasons for migration. While 86.45%
of the migrants in our sample came to the host location
for work, 13.55% came for family reasons. What’s more,
these two types of migrants are considerably different
(Table 1). While women constitute 93.40% of family-
related migrants, they account for only 41.14% of work-
related migrants, suggesting that the wife is more likely
the follower in migration. With regards to migration dis-
tance, 46.79% of work-related migrants are interprovin-
cial migrants, compared to 39.27% of family-related mi-
grants, suggesting that the latter’s moves tend to be of
shorter distances. Family-related migrants are younger,
with an average age of 30.89 compared to 33.96 forwork-
relatedmigrants. The former also have younger children;
more than half have pre-school children (under 5 years
old) compared to only 35.91% of work-related migrants.

In rural China, the elderly are often the ones pro-
viding care for young left-behind children. About 60%
of work-related migrants and 50% of family-related mi-
grants have at least one elderly family member at the
home village, suggesting that the former have more el-
derly support than the latter. While more than 90% of
work-related migrants are working, only about 30% of
family-related migrants are, suggesting that the follower
migrants, mostly women as observed earlier, tend to join
the spouse to help with household chores and caregiv-
ing. The high proportion of non-working family-related
migrants results in a much lower per capita monthly in-
come (1,166 yuan) than work-related migrants (4,121
yuan). Respectively 31.33% of family-related migrants
and 21.85% of work-related migrants gave birth to their
oldest children (under 16) at the host location. This
may be a result of the former’s relative lack of el-
derly support in the home village, but may also hint
at their greater integration into the host society than
work-related migrants. Family-related migrants’ host lo-
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Table 1.Migrants by migration reason.

Migration reason

Category Variables Family-related migrants* Work-related migrants*

Individual Gender: Male 6.60% 58.86%
factors Female 93.40% 41.14%

Interviewee’s age 30.89 33.96
Education: Middle school and below 71.73% 70.08%

High school and above 28.27% 29.92%
Migration distance: Interprovincial 39.27% 46.79%

Intercity 35.49% 31.77%
Intercounty 25.24% 21.44%

Family Number of children under 16 1.3324 1.3391
characteristics Oldest child’s age: under 5 50.13% 35.91%

6–11 31.41% 37.31%
12–16 18.46% 26.78%

Number of elderly (over 60 years old) in
home village

0 49.08% 39.58%
1 13.83% 16.96%
2 37.09% 43.46%

Economic Occupation: Non-working 69.49% 9.02%
condition Self-employed 14.93% 50.04%

Employee 15.58% 40.94%
Monthly income (yuan) 1165.57 4120.63
Household’s monthly income (yuan) 6258.60 6889.15
Ratio of total expenditure to total income 63.36% 58.06%

Experience at Duration at host location (years) 4.92 4.55
host location Birthplace of oldest child under 16

Host location 31.33% 21.85%
Home village or other places 68.67% 78.15%

Mother’s location during pregnancy
Mainly at host location 48.47% 40.45%
Mainly at home village 51.53% 59.55%

Settlement intention (for over 5 years)
Yes 65.69% 65.66%
No 8.29% 9.18%
Undecided 26.02% 25.16%

Regional factors GDP per capita (yuan) 50065 51888
(host province) Ratio of teachers to students in primary schools 0.0648 0.0620

Public green space per capita (m2) 13.08 12.96

Notes: Family-related migrants (*) refers to individuals who moved primarily for family or social reasons, including “joining family mem-
bers,” “marriage,” “housing change,” “seeking help from relatives or friends,” and “giving birth;” and work-related migrants refer to
individuals who moved for work and employment reasons, including “industry/business,” “study/training,” and “joining army” (Fan,
2008, p. 55). “Industry/business” and “joining family members” account for respectively 86.33% and 11.91% of all respondents.

cations have higher ratios of primary-school teachers to
students and more per capita public green space, while
work-related migrants’ host locations have higher GDP
per capita. These differences suggest that family-related
migrants are more concerned with the educational and
environmental resources while work-related migrants’
focus is more on economic opportunities. In addition,
Table 2 shows that nearly 90% of family-related mi-
grants have a family-migration arrangement, compared

to about 71% of work-related migrants. Given the dif-
ferences between family-related and work-related mi-
grants observed above, we estimate models for them
separately, summarized in the next section.

5. Modeling

We have identified five groups of independent variables
that might be related to migrants’ household arrange-
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Table 2. Household arrangement by migration reason.

Migration reason Sole migrants Couple migrants Family migrants All

Family-related 42 (0.53%) 758 (9.61%) 7,089 (89.86%) 7,889 (100%)
Work-related 3,830 (7.61%) 10,961 (21.77%) 35,560 (70.62%) 50,351 (100%)

ments (Tables 3 and 4). Individual variables include age,
gender, education, and migration distance, similar to
Table 1 presented earlier. We use the interaction term
of education and gender because the effect of educa-
tion may be very different between women and men.
Migration distance refers to intercity, intercounty, and in-
terprovincial migration, from the shortest to the longest
in general. Family variables include the number of chil-
dren under 16, the age of the oldest child who is under
16 and having at least one elderly (60 or older) in the
home village.

Economic condition variables include occupation,
monthly income, monthly household income, and the ra-
tio of total household expenditure to total household in-
come. Since the effects of occupation and income may
differ between women and men, we use the interaction
term with gender for both variables. Host-location expe-
rience variables include the birthplace of the oldest child
under 16, the mother’s main location during her preg-
nancy, duration of stay at the host location, and settle-
ment intention measured by willingness to stay in the
host location for more than five years. Regional variables
include GDP per capita, the ratio of teachers to students
in primary schools, and the amount of public green land
per capita in the host province.

As mentioned earlier, we are interested in the de-
scriptive, statistical relationship between the indepen-
dent variables and migrants’ household arrangements.
Therefore, when interpreting the modeling results, the
independent variablesmay represent both the outcomes
of and explanations for the household arrangement.

Among family-relatedmigrants, only 42 interviewees
or 0.5% are solemigrants. Therefore, we have decided to
drop them from the modeling and will focus on the dif-
ferences between couple migrants and family migrants,
using logistic regression (Table 3). For the work-related
model (Table 4), all three types of household arrange-
ments are included, and multinomial logistic regression
is used to test the differences among sole migrants, cou-
ple migrants, and family migrants.

5.1. Family-Related Migrants

The family-related model is statistically significant, and
the Pseudo R2 (0.1680) and its correct classification
(90.46%) into couple migrants versus family migrants are
reasonable (Table 3). We tested multicollinearity by run-
ning an ordinary least square regression using the same
dependent and independent variables and concluded
that correlations among independent variables have not
unduly biased the model’s estimates.

Among individual variables, only interprovincial mi-
gration is statistically significant with a negative coeffi-
cient. In other words, couples who migrate over long dis-
tances are less likely to bring their children with them.
The odds of intercounty migrants being family migrants
relative to couple migrants, is about two times that of
interprovincial migrants.

Among family variables, the number of children un-
der 16 is positive and significant, suggesting that hav-
ing more children increases the odds of being family mi-
grants. However, having an oldest child of 6–11 years de-
creases the odds of being family migrants by about 24%
and having an oldest child of 12–16 years decreases the
odds by about 47%. In other words, the older the chil-
dren, the more likely they are left behind. This is consis-
tent with existing findings of the age distribution of mi-
grant children at destinations: The older the children, the
less likely they are brought to cities (Chan et al., 2018).

Education opportunities, governed by government
policy and the hukou system, are the key to under-
standing the age structure of migrant children in cities.
Preschool children (under 5 years old) are most likely
to be taken to cities by their parents, because they
need care and because they are not yet enrolled in
schools. The majority of primary-school-age (6–11 years
old) children can enroll in public schools, as instructed
by the Compulsory Education Law that city govern-
ments should provide grades 1–9 education for chil-
dren of eligiblemigrants (The National People’s Congress
Standing Committee, 2006). However, high school ed-
ucation beyond the 9th grade is not mandatory; and
local high school admission in many provinces is tied
to parents’ social security contribution years, which
severely constrains migrant children’s eligibility (Chen,
2018). Furthermore, the curriculum of high school ad-
mission examinations is different in different provinces
(Hornby, 2013). Therefore, migrant children usually re-
turn to their home locationmuch earlier than grade 9, of-
ten as early as grade 6 or 7, in order to study for local high
school admission exams. In other words, while young
children accompanying parents to migrate to the host lo-
cation is feasible or even appealing, it is difficult and gen-
erally not desirable for high-school-age or even middle-
school-age children to remain in the host location.

Results of economic variables confirm that it is reveal-
ing to examine interaction terms between gender on one
hand and self-employed, non-working, and monthly in-
come on the other. Femalemigrants aremore likely to be
non-working, less likely to be self-employed, and more
likely to earn less than male migrants, all of which is con-
sistent with the expected gender division of labor among
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Table 3. Binary logistic regression model for family-related migrants.

Family migrants

Base category: Couple migrants Coefficient Odds Ratio

Individual factors
Age 0.0133 1.0134
Gender (ref =male) −0.2579 0.7727
Education (ref = below high school)

High school and above* Male −0.4667 0.6271
High school and above* Female −0.0817 0.9215

Distance (ref = intercounty migration)
Intercity −0.0175 0.9310
Interprovincial −0.7368*** 0.4787

Family factors
Number of children under 16 0.3252*** 1.3844
Age of oldest child (ref = under 5 years)

6–11 years old −0.2464** 0.7616
12–16 years old −0.6286*** 0.5334

Have elderly at 60 or older at home village (ref = no) Yes −0.0122 0.9879
Economic condition
Occupation (ref = employee)

Self-employed* Male 0.0859 1.0897
Self-employed* Female −0.2733** 0.7608
Non-working* Male −0.3608 0.6971
Non-working* Female 0.9364*** 2.5507

Interviewee’s monthly income* Male −2.21e−5 0.9999
Interviewee’s monthly income* Female −5.27e−5*** 0.9999
Ln (Household’s monthly income) 0.7875*** 2.1978
Ratio of total expenditure to total income 2.2744*** 9.7223
Experience at host location
Birthplace of oldest child under 16 (ref = home village or other places)

Host location 1.1020*** 3.0100
Mother’s main location during pregnancy (ref =mainly at home village)

Mainly at host location 0.0224 1.0226
Duration at host location 0.0341*** 1.0346
Settlement intention (ref = no)

Yes 0.6397*** 1.8959
Undecided 0.3034** 1.3545

Regional factors
GDP per capita −1.86e−06 0.9999
Ratio of teachers to students in primary schools 42.2538*** 2.24e+18
Public green space per capita 0.1011*** 1.1064
Constant −10.9845*** 1.7e−5
Number of observations 7,844
LR chi-square 837.13
Pseudo R2 0.1680
Percentage correctly classified 90.46%
Significance levels: * 0.10; ** 0.05; *** 0.01

family migrants, that is, the wife is the family’s desig-
nated caregiver and she most likely spends much more
time than the husband taking care of the children in
the host location. At the household level, both monthly
income and ratio of total expenditure to total income
are positive and significant for family migrants. Despite
the wife’s weaker earning outcome than the husband, it
seems that the latter’s earnings more than make up for
it. And, not unexpectedly, family migrants spend more

than couple migrants due to the former’s larger house-
hold size at the host location.

The odds of family migrants giving birth to the old-
est child at the host location as opposed to the home
village are three times more than couple migrants. The
location where children are born may signal further set-
tlement intention. In addition, migrants who have stayed
at the host location longer aremore likely to be familymi-
grants than couple migrants. As for settlement intention,
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migrants who are willing to stay for at least five more
years, aswell as thosewho are undecided, are bothmore
likely to be family migrants than couple migrants.

Among regional factors, the ratio of teachers to stu-
dents and public green space per capita are both positive
and significant. In other words, to migrants who move
for family reasons, better educational resources and liv-
ing environment are instrumental to their choosing the

arrangement of family migration versus leaving their chil-
dren behind. To them, the host location is seen as a place
to live rather than just a place to make money.

5.2. Work-Related Migrants

Table 4 summarizes the multinomial logistic regression
model for work-relatedmigrants, where couple migrants

Table 4.Multinominal logistic regression model for work-related migrants.

Sole migrants Family migrants

Base category: Couple migrants Coefficient Odds Ratio Coefficient Odds Ratio

Individual factors
Age 0.0064 1.0064 0.0098*** 1.0099
Gender (ref =male) −0.5756*** 0.5624 −0.1569*** 0.8548
Education (ref = below high school)

High school and above* Male 0.3124*** 1.3667 0.0482 1.0494
High school and above* Female 0.5406*** 1.7171 0.1078** 1.1138

Distance (ref = intercounty migration)
Intercity −0.2658*** 0.7666 −0.1766*** 0.8381
Interprovincial −0.4708*** 0.6245 −0.7194*** 0.4870

Family factors
Number of children under 16 0.0867*** 1.0905 0.1285*** 1.1371
Age of oldest child (ref = under 5 years)

6–11 years old −0.1331** 0.8754 0.0754** 1.0783
12–16 years old −0.2277*** 0.7963 −0.2424*** 0.7847

Have elderly at 60 or older at home village (ref = no)
Yes −0.0583** 0.9434 −0.0658*** 0.9364

Economic condition
Occupation (ref = employee)

Self-employed* Male −0.9479*** 0.3876 −0.1075*** 0.8981
Self-employed* Female −0.8417*** 0.5941 0.1598*** 1.1733
Non-working* Male −0.4824*** 0.6173 0.1883** 1.2072
Non-working* Female −0.5207*** 0.5941 0.6036*** 1.8286

Interviewee’s monthly income* Male 1.303e−4*** 1.0001 3.52e−5*** 1.0000
Interviewee’s monthly income* Female 1.176e−4*** 1.0001 −5.81e−06 0.9999
Ln (Household’s monthly income) −2.0507*** 0.1286 0.2796*** 1.3225
Ratio of total expenditure to total income −1.6554*** 0.1910 1.9538*** 7.0554
Experience at host location
Birthplace of oldest child under 16 (ref = home village or other places)

Host location −0.0279 0.9724 1.3426*** 3.8291
Mother’s main location during pregnancy (ref =mainly at home village)

Mainly at host location −0.8073*** 0.4460 0.1537*** 1.1662
Duration at host location −0.0233*** 0.9770 0.0395*** 1.0403
Settlement intention (ref = no)

Yes −0.5887*** 0.5550 0.8314*** 2.2964
Undecided −0.4098*** 0.6638 0.2330*** 1.2624

Regional factors
GDP per capita −3.08e−08 1.0000 −3.57e−06*** 0.9999
Ratio of teachers to students in primary schools −23.9102*** 4.13e−11 31.2198*** 3.62e+13
Public green space per capita −0.0641*** 0.9379 0.0441*** 1.0451
Constant 20.3817*** 7.11e+08 −5.7367*** 0.0032
Number of observations 50,329
LR chi-square 14064.62
Pseudo R2 0.1806
Percentage correctly classified 74.11%
Significance levels: * 0.10; ** 0.05; *** 0.01
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are defined as the reference group, to be compared
with sole migrants and family migrants. The model is
statistically significant, and the Pseudo R2 (0.1806) and
its correct classification (74.11%) are both reasonable.
We tested multicollinearity by running an ordinary least
square regression using the same dependent and in-
dependent variables and concluded that correlations
among independent variables have not unduly biased
the model’s estimates. However, the model did not pass
the Independence of Irrelevant Alternatives Test (IIA),
which is probably due to the endogeneity of the asso-
ciation between the dependent and independent vari-
ables. As mentioned earlier, we are more interested
in statistical associations than causation directions, and
thus our interpretation of the results is descriptive rather
than predictive.

Age is positive and significant for family migrants;
that is, older migrants are more likely to be family mi-
grants than couple migrants. Gender is negative and sig-
nificant for both sole migrants and family migrants; that
is, women aremore likely to be couplemigrants and fam-
ily migrants than sole migrants, reflecting as expected
that sole migration is mostly pursued by men. Education
is positive and significant for both male and female sole
migrants as well as female family migrants, suggesting
that couple migrants are the least educated among the
three types of migrants. Intercity and intercountry mi-
grations are both negative and significant for sole mi-
grants and family migrants. In other words, couple mi-
grants travel the farthest.

The number of children under 16 is positive and sig-
nificant for both sole migrants and family migrants. That
is, couple migrants tend to have the least number of chil-
dren, which is consistent with the expectation that par-
ents desire to be with their children. But the age of chil-
dren matters. The odds of being sole migrants relative
to being couple migrants decrease by about 13% and
21% when the oldest child is 6–11 years old and 12–16
years old respectively. In other words, having preschool-
aged children encourages the sole-migration arrange-
ment, with the spouse (usually the wife) left behind
for caregiving. When the children are older, the couple-
migration option becomesmore viable. Similarly, for fam-
ily migrants, having the oldest child at 12–16 years old is
negative and significant. As mentioned earlier, children
at high-school age tend to return to their home village
for the respective curriculum. Having elderlies who are
60 years or older at the home village is negative and sig-
nificant for both family migrants and sole migrants. In
other words, older parents may not be capable of tak-
ing care of young children, thus motivating migrants to
take their children to the host location rather than leav-
ing them behind. They may also need care themselves,
thus making it difficult for couple migration to take place.

Both the coefficients of self-employed and non-
working sole migrants are negative and significant for
both men and women, suggesting that a more flexible
work arrangement, compared to urban jobs such as fac-

tory work and domestic work, is more desirable for cou-
ples. Furthermore, a more flexible work arrangement,
which facilitates childcare, increases the odds to be fam-
ily migrants relative to couple migrants. The odds of non-
workingwomen are higher than the odds of non-working
men to be family migrants relative to couplemigrants, in-
dicating that among family migrants, women are more
likely than men to play a caregiving role at the expense
of employment andwork. Likewise, self-employed is pos-
itive and significant for female family migrants but nega-
tive and significant for male family migrants, relative to
couplemigrants, suggesting that, among familymigrants,
women are more likely thanmen to pursuemore flexible
work in order to manage their caregiving responsibility.

Monthly income is positive and significant for both
male and female sole migrants. It is not difficult to un-
derstand that earning outcome is a priority of sole mi-
grants, being the only person in the city while leaving
everyone else behind. Monthly income is also positive
and significant for male family migrants, but is not sig-
nificant for female family migrants, which is consistent
with the expectation that female family migrants tend to
play a supporting role, including enabling their husbands
to increase their earnings. Both household monthly in-
come and the ratio of total expenditure to total income
are negative and significant for sole migrants and pos-
itive and significant for family migrants. This probably
reflects household size: Sole-migrant households have
the least people and therefore earn and spend the least,
whereas family-migrant households have the most peo-
ple and hence earn and spend the most.

All the host-location experience variables have posi-
tive and significant coefficients for familymigrants, while
four of the five variables have negative and significant co-
efficients for sole migrants. The odds of migrants giving
birth to the oldest child at the host location being fam-
ily migrants is about four times that of being couple mi-
grants. A woman who mainly stays at the host location
during her pregnancy is more likely to be a family mi-
grant and less likely to be a sole migrant, relative to be-
ing a couple migrant. A longer duration at the host loca-
tion is positively associatedwith familymigrants and neg-
atively associated with sole migrants, relative to couple
migrants. Intention to stay and indecision to stay for the
next five years are both more likely associated with fam-
ily migrants and less likely associated with sole migrants
than couple migrants. All in all, the above suggests that
family migrants are the most integrated at the host loca-
tion and that sole migrants are the least integrated.

GDP per capita is negative and significant, whereas
the ratio of teachers to students, as well as public green
space per capita, is positive and significant for family mi-
grants. These results suggest that the decision to bring
children to the host location is less a function of eco-
nomic opportunities andmore amatter of educational re-
sources and the living environment. On the contrary, ed-
ucational opportunities and living environment are nega-
tive and significant for sole migrants, further supporting
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the observation that solemigrants primarily consider the
host location a place to work rather than a place to live.

6. Conclusion

Family migration of rural Chinese to urban areas, in-
volving both the spouse and children, has been on the
rise, while split households of other forms still persist.
Based on a 2015 nationally representative “floating pop-
ulation” survey, this article compares sole migrants, cou-
ple migrants, and family migrants in order to examine
which migrants tend to choose specific household ar-
rangements, and to shed light on the relationship be-
tween household arrangements and the likelihood of
permanent settlement.

First, our modeling identifies the demographic, gen-
der, economic, employment, and host-location differ-
ences among differentmigrant household arrangements.
Both solemigrants and family migrants aremore likely to
have young children who lack intergenerational support
at the home village, so they either leave one spouse be-
hind or take the children to the host location. But in both
cases, children of high-school age tend to return, reflect-
ing the rigidity of hukou-based high-school curriculum.
Husbands aremore likely to be solemigrants and employ-
ees, and wives among family migrants are more likely to
be non-working as they tend to assume caregiving and
supporting roles. Couplemigrants are the least educated
and they travel the longest distance and to host locations
with higher GDP per capita, reflecting strongmotivations
to earn income. Family migrants travel the shortest dis-
tance to host locationswith better educational resources
and environmental quality, signaling the importance of
the living environment to them.

Second, our analysis reveals some differences be-
tween work-related migration and family-related migra-
tion. When deciding whether to take the children to the
host location, family-related migrants consider mainly
children’s need for care,whilework-relatedmigrants also
consider the availability of support at the home village.
And, economic opportunities as well as the cost of liv-
ing matter more to work-related migrants than to family-
related migrants.

Finally, our results support the notion that family mi-
gration is associated with permanent settlement. Family
migrants, compared to sole and couple migrants, are
likely to have spent longer duration, children born, and
long-term settlement intentions at the host location.
They tend to consider urban areas not only as a place
to make money but also a place to live.

Crossing the rural–urban boundary as a family may
hint at increased integration into the urban commu-
nity. Having said that, two caveats serve as reminders
that rural–urban integration remains an aspiration rather
than a reality. First, despite the increased prevalence
of family migration, split households continue unabated
among rural migrants in China. There is no indication
that rural Chinese would give up their rural hukouwhole-

sale in order to settle down in urban areas (Chen & Fan,
2016). What has emerged, rather, is rural Chinese buy-
ing homes and finding work in nearby towns where per-
manent settlement is more feasible (Wu & Zhang, 2018).
Second, our data is cross-sectional, which does not fully
address the frequent changes in the household arrange-
ment among migrants, many continuing to circulate be-
tween the city and countryside. Despite these caveats,
our results highlight rural–urbanmigrants as increasingly
long-term dwellers rather than short-term guests for
work and underscore the urgency for urban governments
to invest in both economic and non-economic opportu-
nities for migrants and their family members, including
jobs, housing, and schools.
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