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Abstract

Drawing on residential history data from two household surveys conducted in Guangzhou in 2005 

and 2010, this paper compares the pattern of intra-city residential moves of local residents and that 

of migrants. The findings show different trajectories of residential moves for the two groups. 

While migrants showed increasing mobility over time, residential moves of locals first rose until 

the early 2000s, then declined steadily afterward. Moreover, the determinants of residential moves 

of migrants differ from those of the local population. Also, whereas residential moves for the local 

population are subject to changing factors over time, drivers of relocation for migrants remain 

more or less stable.
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Introduction

Residential mobility within a city constitutes a major component of urban spatial dynamics 

and is instrumental to the continuity and change of urban neighborhoods. At the personal 

level, prolonged residence in the same dwelling or neighborhood is a key to developing deep 

affection to a place. But the inability to relocate could also mean the difficulty in adjusting 

to changing circumstances such as neighborhood decline and en masse relocation of job 

opportunities in the urban area, hence the spatial mismatch hypothesis (Kain 1968, 1992). 

For socially deprived groups, the inability to move out of segregated neighborhoods despite 

their frequent moves is symptomatic of and feeds upon the culture of poverty (Rosenbaum, 

Reynolds, and Deluca 2002; Wilson 1987).

China’s market-oriented reforms over the past decades has major implications for the way 

urban housing is supplied and consumed and hence, the distribution and redistribution of 

population over the urban space. The process of inter-city migration and the underlying 

mechanisms pertaining to household registration (hukou) system have been well 

documented (e.g., Chan, Liu, and Yang 1999; Chan and Zhang 1999); the literature, 
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however, has paid much less attention to the more local process of intra-city migration. 

Indeed, only a few authors have analyzed the patterns of and factors underlying housing 

decisions and residential mobility of China’s urbanites (see for example, Huang and Deng 

2006; S.-M. Li 2004, 2005; S.-M. Li and Siu 2001; S.-M. Li, Wang, and Law. 2005; Logan, 

Y. Bian, and F. Bian 1999; F. Wu 2004). The focus of this literature is on people with the 

proper residential status, or local hukou, in the city. Much less is known about the extent to 

which the hundreds of millions of non-hukou migrants1 (Chan, Liu, and Yang 1999) from 

China’s vast rural hinterlands change residence and under what conditions they relocate 

after having arrived in a major city. Do migrants move in response to the realignment of job 

and housing opportunities in the city under an increasingly neoliberal labor and housing 

market regime (He and Wu 2009)? Or, are the majority forced to move due to eviction by 

landlords, exorbitant rents, and redevelopment of low-cost inner-city neighborhoods and of 

villages-in-the-city where migrants congregate?

Studies conducted in the West reveal that immigrants tend to have relatively high mobility 

rates when they first settle in the place of destination, but the propensity to move decreases 

subsequently and finally approaches the level prevailing in the host society (Owusu 1999; 

Renaud and Bégin 2006). The theory of residential assimilation further postulates that in due 

course, maybe over one or two generations, migrants and their descendants will move out of 

segregated ethnic communities to join the ranks of the host society (Alba and Nee 1997). 

However, the migration models pertaining to market economies in the West may have 

limited applicability in China due to different socio-political contexts (Chan, Liu, and Yang 

1999). More specifically, the household registration (hukou) system with its attendant social 

policies has been deployed by the state to constrain rural-to-urban migration (Cai and Chan 

2009), and thus has served as a persistent institutional barrier for migrants’ residential 

assimilation. As such, residential behavior and outcomes may show rather different patterns 

between migrants and local residents.

We make use of retrospective residential history data gathered from two large-scale surveys 

conducted in the City of Guangzhou in 2005 and 2010 to reveal the patterns of intra-city 

moves over the period 1990 to 2010, juxtaposing the moves of migrants against permanent 

residents (also referred to as local population in the study). Guiding the analysis is the event-

history approach, which arguably provides a better account of the triggers behind residential 

moves than analyzing cross-section snapshots (Clark and Dieleman 1996). Below we first 

provide a brief review of China’s urban housing reform. This helps to delineate the context 

under which housing consumption and residential relocation were undertaken in different 

phases of the reform. Then, we present the conceptual framework, drawing on the existing 

literature on residential behavior. This helps identify the variables used in the discrete-time 

logit analysis – the modelling approach adopted for this study. Next, we describe the dataset 

and provide descriptive statistics of the variables employed. The main corpus of analytical 

findings is given in two sections. The first section charts the change in residential mobility 

1Migrants in this paper refer to non-local migrants moving from one city to another without changing hukou status. Chan, Liu, and 
Yang (1999) have illustrated the importance of distinguishing this group from hukou migrants and non-migrants in terms of 
socioeconomic characteristics and migratory patterns.
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rates over the study period for migrants and local population of the city. The second section 

reports the results of the statistical analysis on the determinants of residential mobility.

The research context

Housing reform in urban China

While a number of reform experiments were undertaken in the early 1980s, until the early 

1990s housing in urban China was mainly distributed through state work units (danwei) as 

remuneration in kind; the private housing market barely existed. Nonetheless, professional 

developing companies had already replaced the individual work units as the main agents in 

new housing provision (Y. P. Wang and Murie 1996; F. Wu 1996).

The system of socialist provision of urban housing was gradually dismantled in the 1990s. 

The “Decision on Deepening the Urban Housing Reform” promulgated in 1994 called for 

the establishment of a two-tier housing provision system: affordable housing (jingji shiyong 

fang) for low- and middle-income households and commodity housing (shangpin fang) for 

higher-income groups. A mandatory Housing Provident Fund (HPF) was instituted that first 

applied to workers of state work units and then also to private and foreign enterprises. At the 

same time, state-owned commercial banks were authorized to extend mortgage loans to 

assist home purchases (S.-M. Li and Yi 2007). A functioning commodity housing market 

began to take shape.

The welfare provision of housing formally came to an end with the issuing of “On 

Deepening Urban Housing System Reform and Quickening Housing Construction” by the 

State Council in 1998. The turn of the twenty-first century saw wholesale transfer of work-

unit housing to their workers through heavily discounted sales, which served to perpetuate 

housing inequalities inherent in the former housing allocation system. Conferment of full 

property rights and hence windfall financial gains were given to owners of privatized work-

unit housing, variously known as reformed housing, in the late 1990s and early 2000s.

The past decade witnessed heated housing speculation, housing price inflation, and massive 

commodity housing developments (Hui and Yue 2006). Municipal governments’ monopoly 

over the primary land market; i.e., having the sole authority given to them by the central 

government to requisition land from rural villages and convert the land to urban usage, has 

enabled them to reap huge rent gaps or the differences between the value of the land under 

agricultural and urban use. Land has become the single-most important source of revenue 

for municipal governments through property-led urban development (Fu and Lin 2013; He 

and Wu 2007; J. Zhu 1999).

Rising home prices have caused widespread discontent. Unlike their parents who were able 

to achieve ownership through the purchase of rental public housing at huge discounts, the 

younger generations today find homeownership an increasingly difficult proposition without 

parental support (S.-M. Li 2010; S.-M. Li and Yi 2007). Also, rampant property speculation 

presents a real risk of a property bubble burst and the implied devastating consequences to 

the national economy. In recent years the central government has taken repeated measures to 

dampen housing property speculations, such as higher mortgage interest rates charged to 
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buyers of second and subsequent homes and restricting home sales only to individuals with 

the local hukou (S.-M. Li and Du 2014). Furthermore, after decades of market rhetoric the 

central government is once again stressing the need for social or public housing. Extensive 

financial incentives have been given to local governments to construct low-rent housing 

(lianzu fang) and expand the affordable housing programs (Y. P. Wang and Murie 2011). 

However, these policies primarily apply to residents with the local hukou.

Housing for Migrants in Chinese Cities

Growing rural-urban and inland-coastal disparities have caused hundreds of millions of 

peasants in China’s vast rural hinterlands in lagging regions to migrate to the coastal 

metropolises in search of jobs and better futures. It is estimated that the number of migrant 

workers with the rural hukou jumped from 104 million in 2002 (Cai and Chan 2009) to 150 

million in 2010 (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2010). By the early 2000s, rural 

migrants already accounted for 30% of the total urban labor force (Cai and Chan 2009). It is 

well documented that migrants, rural migrants in particular, have encountered major 

difficulties in accessing housing in cities (Solinger 1993; Y. P. Wang and Murie 2000; W. 

Wu 2006). In the past, the lack of the local hukou excluded them from socialist welfare 

housing (Y. P. Wang and Murie 2000; W. Wu 2006). Today, in theory migrants could rent 

or purchase commodity housing; however, meager incomes and precarious employment 

largely preclude them from accessing decent housing in the market (Y. Zhu 2014; Y. Zhu, 

Fu, and Ren 2014). A substantial proportion of migrant workers live in factory dormitories 

and make-shift structures in construction sites (F. Wang and Zuo 1999; Y. P. Wang 2000). 

Others seek informal housing in villages-in-the-city (VICs)2. VICs first appeared in the late 

1980s and early 1990s on the peripheries of fast-growing metropolises such as Beijing and 

Guangzhou. Housing in VICs is usually of sub-standard quality and subject to fire hazards 

and poor hygiene conditions. Yet they have become the single-most important housing 

source for rural in-migrants (Y. P. Wang, Du, and S.-M. Li 2014). The development of VICs 

reached its peak in the late 1990s. By 2000, in Guangzhou there were 277 VICs 

accommodating some one million dwellers, the great majority being rural in-migrants. In 

Shenzhen, the corresponding figures were 241 VICs and over 2 million inhabitants (Song, 

Denou, and Ding 2008).

In recent years massive (re)development in conjunction with place-making efforts and real 

estate speculation have eradicated large numbers of VICs in the city centre (He and Wu 

2007). For example, in Beijing 171 VICs within the Fourth Ring Road and those adjacent to 

Olympics stadium sites were torn down to make way for the 2008 Olympics, and another 61 

VICs were to be cleared in the next two years. In Guangzhou, the municipal government 

issued a VIC Redevelopment Plan in 2009, which identified 52 VICs to be redeveloped 

within the next three to five years. Large-scale disappearance of VICs in China’s 

2Village-in-the-city (VIC) in China refers specifically to migrant enclaves located in the city center or urban fringe, which provide 
informal housing for low-income populations, in particular migrants in the city. It is a unique urban phenomenon in China resulting 
from rapid urbanization, the rural-urban dual land system, and massive rural-to-urban migration. It differs substantially from the New 
Urbanism-guided village-like communities in the U.K. or ethnic enclaves in the U.S. Some literature also refers to a VIC as an “urban 
village,” “cheng zhong cun,” or “urbanized village”. See more discussion in Y. P. Wang, Y. Wang, and Wu (2010) and Zhu (2014).
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metropolises will certainly intensify the housing problem for migrants, especially those from 

rural areas (Y. Zhu 2014).

Literature review and the conceptual framework

Determinants of intra-city residential moves

Ever since the publication of Rossi’s (1955) seminal piece, Why Families Move, residential 

mobility has been primarily seen as a spatial adjustment process through which individual 

households change residence in order to meet changing housing needs and preferences. 

Scholarly discussion of the determinants of intra-city residential moves has focused on two 

themes: life cycle and economic rationality. Life-cycle or life-course events such as 

marriage, arrival and departure of children in the family, retirement, and age-related health 

matters have been identified as major causes behind residential moves. Age is reported to 

have a curvilinear relationship with mobility. Effects of the current marital status are 

ambiguous, although change in marital status increases household mobility. Household size 

does not show clear effects on mobility, but having school-aged children tends to decrease 

the propensity to move.

The model of economic rationality regards residential moves as an attempt to restore 

housing consumption equilibrium, juxtaposing between moving costs and benefits. 

Household characteristics correlated with this model usually include socioeconomic status 

(income and education) and employment status (occupation, job change, promotion). 

Income growth in association with advancement along the career path, job change, and the 

availability of the private car also affect residential and locational preferences and result in a 

house move. Housing tenure is closely related to the propensity to move, as the cost of 

moving under rental occupation is much lower than under ownership. Young adults with 

unstable jobs or having unstable partnership tend to choose renting in anticipation of 

frequent moves; on the other hand, family households with children in school are more 

inclined to owner occupation and staying in the same house in a suburban neighborhood for 

an extended period of time.

Residential mobility or the lack of it not only reflects individual choice outcomes, but is also 

indicative of the interplay of more macro structural and institutional forces. Examples 

include the pervasive and persistent racial discrimination in the United States, the prevalence 

of social housing in many European countries, the residualization of Council Housing in the 

United Kingdom under the “Right-to-Buy” policy, and the neoliberal reforms, which have 

tremendously heightened job insecurity as well as social and spatial inequality in most 

market economies since the 1980s. In China, given its entrenched socialist planned economy 

legacies, structural and institutional forces continue to play an important part in delineating 

residential choices and relocation possibilities. These include, inter alia, segmented housing 

markets, the dual household registration system, and dual labor markets, which would distort 

the demand-oriented predictions of relocation patterns for Chinese households. For instance, 

contrasting the norm in more mature market economies, Huang and Deng (2006) reveal that 

owners were more mobile than renters in the early reform period, as most urban residents 

stayed in rental housing provided by the work units, which would discourage residential 

mobility. Also, S.-M. Li (2004) and S.-M. Li, Wang, and Law(2005) reported that affiliation 

Lu and Zhu Page 5

Eurasian Geogr Econ. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 March 14.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



to state organizations and state-owned enterprises, and membership in the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP), which facilitated moving up the housing ladder, were associated 

with higher mobility rate. With market forces assuming increasing importance, life-cycle 

factors as well as income and wealth are now playing an increasing role in the residential 

behavior of Chinese urbanites (Huang and Deng 2006; S.-M. Li 2004)

For (rural) migrants, the institutional barriers embedded in the dual hukou system are even 

more formidable (W. Wu 2004). Former municipal or work-unit housing could only be 

acquired by sitting tenants who had work-unit affiliations and were local urban residents; 

likewise, economic or affordable housing is reserved for those with the local hukou. The 

segmented housing market and institutional marginalization with respect to housing access 

as previously reviewed would consequently affect the relocation behavior of migrants. 

Whereas in more recent years, residents with the local or urban hukou have been observed to 

move in response to housing demands, migrants tend to remain passive agents in the urban 

housing market. W. Wu (2006) observed that migrants do not move to pursue 

homeownership or housing preferences; socioeconomic factors could only account for a 

small fraction of their intra-city moves. For them, proximity to job or work-related events 

are found to be the strongest driving forces behind residential moves. Due to their transitory 

position in the city, lack of ownership, and unstable employment status, migrants are 

expected to move more frequently than permanent residents; yet, at the same time they tend 

to be spatially trapped in run-down neighborhoods, VICs, shanty towns (penghuqu), and 

dilapidated former work-unit compounds (F. Wang and Zuo 1999; W. Wu 2004).

The Conceptual Framework

Given the historical context of housing reform and the dual hukou system, we approach 

internal residential mobility in Chinese cities from two dimensions. First is a temporal 

dimension. We argue that intra-city migratory patterns for urban residents are subject to 

period effects. That is, we expect to find temporal changes in the patterns and determining 

factors of residential moves for the general population over different stages of the housing 

reform; more specifically, market-related factors would become more visible in more recent 

years, especially for local residents. Second is a comparative dimension. We believe that 

housing disparities between locals and migrants would lead to quite distinct rationales 

behind moving decisions. In particular, for local residents both institutional affiliation (e.g., 

work unit) and housing needs and preferences would assume importance; for migrants 

housing preferences or needs would have minimal effects on the decision to move.

Data

This study mainly draws on data from two household surveys conducted in Guangzhou in 

2005 and 2010. Both surveys adopted essentially the same multi-level probability-

proportional-to-size (PPS) sampling strategy to ensure the spatial representativeness of the 

data. The 2005 survey covered the original eight urban districts of Guangzhou plus the 

northern part of Panyu District; whereas the 2010 survey extended the geographical 

coverage to Qiaonan Sub-District in south Panyu in line with urban expansion.
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The two surveys employed broadly the same questionnaire, thus enabling the pooling of data 

from the two datasets. Among the data collected was retrospective information on residential 

and employment histories of the household head. In the 2005 survey the recalls dated back 

to 1980; in the 2010 survey they dated back to 1990. A caveat has to be noted in the use of 

retrospective data – in addition to recall errors, retrospective data are subject to cohort 

effects, as cohorts of earlier years might have left the city or died and were therefore not 

included in the sample (S.-M. Li 2004). As such, estimates of residential mobility rate based 

on retrospective life-history data tend to be biased downward. Recall errors may be less 

serious in the study of residential history in China because of the low residential mobility 

rates before the late 1990s (Huang and Deng 2006; S.-M. Li 2004). To minimize recall 

errors, in the subsequent analysis we only examine intra-city residential moves after 1990 

and for a maximum of three moves.

Based on the location of hukou registration, the survey respondents can be divided into 

locals and migrants. A local refers to one with the Guangzhou hukou and a migrant refers to 

one without it. Note that both samples are targeted at people residing in permanent 

residences and therefore exclude migrants residing in dormitories and construction sites who 

are probably more mobile than others.

The 2005 survey comprises 1,203 households. Local hukou accounts for 90.2%, whereas 

non-local hukou 9.8%. Within the latter category 73.5% are migrants with the agricultural 

hukou. For the 2010 sample, of the 1,250 households the share of local hukou and non-local 

hukou are 64.7% and 35.3%, respectively (Table 1). Among the latter approximately one-

third are urban migrants and two-third are rural migrants (Table 2). Recall that migrants 

living in factory dormitories are excluded in both surveys. Perhaps indicative of migrants’ 

increasing reluctance to reside in factory dormitories as well as employers’ concerns about 

managing the dormitories, the 2010 sample is more in line with the share of migrants (36%) 

in the total city population (Guangzhou Statistical Bureau 2011). To address the problem of 

possible under-representation of migrants in the surveys employing official records of 

distribution of households over geographical districts as the sampling frame, in 2005 and 

2010 surveys a supplementary sample of 300 migrant households was drawn from 12 VICs, 

where migrants were concentrated.

All respondents in the surveys are adults over 19 years old (students constitute less than 0.2 

percent in both instances). Tabulations based on the 2005 and 2010 main samples (Table 2) 

show that migrants from both urban and rural areas are much younger (more than 70% 

below 40 years old in both samples) than are locals (about 40% in the 2005 sample and 60% 

in the 2010 sample are older than 40 years of age). Also, whereas more than 80% of locals 

own a home in both samples, the rates of homeownership for urban migrants as given by the 

2005 and 2010 samples are 41.9% and 30.2%, and that for rural migrants are 17.4% and 

13.4%, respectively. Between the two, the higher homeownership rate for urban migrants 

can be attributed to their much higher levels of educational attainment, as compared with 

those of rural migrants. In fact, in terms of educational attainment, urban migrants are quite 

similar to locals, if not higher than the latter. In the 2010 sample, 41.6% of urban migrants 

received post-secondary or above education; the corresponding figure for locals is 37%. Yet, 

urban migrants’ homeownership rate remains some 50 percentage points lower than that of 
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locals. Apparently, socioeconomic status alone cannot explain the bulk of variations in the 

homeownership rate, the latter being a major covariate of residential mobility. Hukou 

continues to be of major importance.

The age, education, and homeownership distributions of urban and rural migrants in the 

supplementary or VIC samples (Table 3) are broadly in line with those in the main samples: 

both urban and rural migrants are relatively young; homeownership is rare for both groups – 

in fact in the VIC samples the homeownership rate for either group is practically nil; and 

urban migrants are much better educated than rural migrants, although the percentages of 

post-secondary or higher education attainment for urban migrants in the supplementary 

samples for both 2005 and 2010 are more than 10 percentage points lower than those 

reported in the main samples. Living in VICs is apparently not a preferred choice for the 

better educated urban migrants.

Given the local-migrant divide in terms of housing achievements and socioeconomic 

backgrounds as well as and the small sample size of rural locals and urban migrants, we 

combine urban locals and rural locals into the category “locals,” and group urban and rural 

migrants into the category “migrants” for subsequent analysis.

Changing patterns of residential mobility, Guangzhou 1990–2010

Residential Mobility Rates

We first compute the mobility rate over the period from 1990 to 2010 by pooling the data 

from both 2005 and 2010 surveys. Here only residential moves that took place within the 

city of Guangzhou were considered, excluding inter-urban or rural-urban migration which is 

beyond the scope of this research. To take account of the slightly larger size of the 2010 

sample, a weight of 0.49 is applied to the 2005 survey data and 0.51 to the 2010 survey 

data3. We subdivide the entire study period into 10.4 two-year periods, in view of the fact 

that the 2010 survey was undertaken in the last quarter of that year and hence covered only 

approximately 0.8 year for the period 2010–2011. The use of two-year rather than one-year 

periods helps reduce errors arising from random fluctuations. The annual mobility rate is 

given by the number of moves over a two-year period divided by the number of moving 

candidates (defined as those over 18 years old who reside in the city in a given period and 

include both intra-city movers and non-movers), and then further divided by 2 except for the 

period 2010–2011, which is divided by 0.8. Figure 1 plots the trend of the mobility rate for 

migrants and locals in the main sample and also the trend of migrants in VICs.

A few observations are evident from these charts. First, for the local population, the 

residential mobility rate increased steadily from slightly less than 4% per annum in 1990–

1991 to over 8% per annum in 2000–2001, when the disposal of work-unit housing through 

heavily discounted sale was at its height. However, full-scale housing commodification with 

the ending of the welfare allocation of housing under the 1998 housing reform did not bring 

further increase in the mobility rate. Instead, beginning from the turn of the century the 

3We use a pooled approach (see O’Muircheartaigh and Pedlow 2002) to combine the two independent samples. The weights are 
computed in proportion to the relative effective sample size of each survey. The smaller weight for 2005 indicates the smaller sample 
size in the 2005 survey and a smaller population of Guangzhou in 2005.
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mobility rate exhibited steady declines, and by the end of the 2000s it fell back to the level 

prevailing in the early 1990s. One explanation for the decline in the mobility rate after 2000 

is that the after attaining homeownership through purchasing reformed housing in the late 

1990s and early 2000s, moving became a more difficult proposition in view of the heavier 

moving costs under homeownership. Moreover, housing price in Chinese cities, Guangzhou 

included, increased drastically since the mid-2000s (Hui and Yue 2006) and rendered 

moving up the housing ladder prohibitively expensive, hence the rather precipitous drop in 

the mobility rate after 2006–2007.

Second, the trends for migrants depicted by the main sample and by the VIC supplementary 

sample are quite similar, although in some periods the mobility rate of the former is higher 

than the latter, and in some other years it was the reverse. Both samples show a steady rising 

trend from the beginning to the end of the study period, with the mobility rate increasing 

from below 4% in 1990–1991 to over 10% in 2008–2009. Neither graph contains a turning 

point, unlike the trend of locals.

Apparently, migrants in VICs and those elsewhere in the city are confronted with quite 

similar constraints in making residential decisions. To most non-local households, 

particularly rural migrants, renting has continued to be the only tenure mode after the full 

implementation of the 1998 housing reform, under which people with the local hukou were 

busy buying reformed housing. Subsequent conferment of full property rights to owners of 

reformed housing means that those who have moved up the housing ladder are now able to 

put up the vacated units in the rental market. Because of this, housing opportunities 

available to migrants, whether in terms of number or geographical coverage, have been 

enlarged. This could be a reason behind the continuing rising mobility rates for rural 

migrants throughout the 2000s. Of course, an equally plausible explanation has to do with 

the rapid rise in housing rent in recent years, which renders rural migrants with meager 

means in a permanent state of moving and searching for affordable housing. Moreover, 

large-scale redevelopment of inner-city neighborhoods and former work-unit compounds as 

well as of VICs where low-rent housing is concentrated also contributes to the continuing 

rising mobility rate for this group.

The above conjecture is confirmed by analyzing the change in living space upon residential 

moves. It can be seen from Table 4 that moving for urban locals was more likely to be 

associated with an increase in living space in both the 1990s and 2000s than otherwise; 

however, for rural as well as urban migrants a move accompanied by reduction in living 

space was much more likely than otherwise. To migrants, a higher mobility rate does not 

imply the availability of affordable housing opportunities, whereby they can adjust to 

changing housing needs by a residential move. Irrespective of the ending of the welfare 

allocation of housing at the turn of the century, continuing discrimination in the job and 

housing markets still places severe limits on migrants’ housing choice set. In general, they 

move not in search of a better residence; instead they move because they are forced to do so.

Lu and Zhu Page 9

Eurasian Geogr Econ. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 March 14.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Determinants of residential moves

In the above we presented estimates of residential mobility rates over the entire study period 

of 1990–2010. In this section we analyze the factors that might affect residential moves and 

how their effects differ between locals and migrants and vary over time. The retrospective 

residential and employment histories reported in the surveys enable us to construct a 

longitudinal data file for every respondent. We divide the whole study period into three main 

periods; specifically, 1990–1995, 1996–2001, and 2002–2010, with reference to the progress 

of the housing reform. The first period may be termed early reform; the second reform 

deepening or housing privatization, with the massive disposal of work-unit housing in 

association with the 1998 housing reform; and the third post-reform, commodification, when 

housing was primarily obtained in the market. Discrete-time logit regression is a common 

modeling approach to analyze time-varying events such as residential moves using 

longitudinal data files (Allison 1985). We perform six discrete-time logistic regressions – 

with one regression for households with the local hukou in the main sample, and one for 

migrants by combining the main sample and the supplementary sample – for each of the 

three time periods. For the migrant models, a dummy variable differentiating the two 

samples is introduced. Again we pool the data from both the 2005 and 2010 surveys. For the 

years from 1990 through 2005, observations from the 2005 survey carry a weight of 0.49 

and those from the 2010 survey a weight of 0.51. For the years after 2005, the observations 

are unweighted, except that observations in the period of 2010 are weighted by a factor of 

0.8.

In the regression models, the dependent variable is presence or absence of intra-city 

residential moves in a given two-year period (yes=1, no=0). In the independent variables 

list, a series of time dummies is included to gauge the time trend of the move propensity. 

According to the graphical analysis given above, for locals the time trend was an increasing 

one up until the turn of the century; thereafter the propensity to move declined 

progressively; for migrants the rate of intra-city mobility has shown a generally rising trend 

since 1990. The other independent variables belong to two main types. The first refers to the 

socio-demographic attributes of the household head. Specifically, the variables are as 

follows:

Age (at the beginning of the two-year period). Young people are generally more 

mobile, and hence a negative sign is expected. We have tried to include age 

squared to take account of possible reversion of effect in association with 

retirement, but finally decided to drop the quadratic term as it proves to be non-

significant.

Gender (1=female; 0=male). Female-headed households tend to be underprivileged 

and subject to greater constraints in the choice of housing. But the effect of gender 

is less clear after controlling for socioeconomic attributes.

Income (personal monthly income). In a redistributive society, which still very 

much characterized China in early reform times, income per se is unlikely to have 

much influence on housing outcomes. But when housing is primarily accessed in 

the market, as was the Chinese case in the mid- and late-2000s, income or 
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affordability would be of major importance in defining housing opportunities and 

hence the move up on the housing ladder. Thus, a positive sign is expected for 

regressions pertaining to later periods. To facilitate inter-temporal comparisons, 

relative rather than absolute income is employed. The sample income distribution 

for each two-year period is divided into 12 levels, and the income level is treated as 

an interval scale.

Educational attainment. It is measured by eight levels (1=illiterate; 2=semiliterate; 

3=primary school; 4=junior high; 5=senior high or equivalent; 6=tertiary education; 

7=college; 8=above college), and is treated as an interval scale. Education is 

intimately tied to the possession of redistributive powers in socialist planned 

economies and hence access to housing opportunities. In market economies this 

main ingredient of human capital largely determines a person’s position in the job 

market and hence income. Although through its influence on preference formation 

education might continue to exert independent impacts on housing decisions, much 

of its effects would have been captured by the income variable. The above 

considerations suggest that the effect of educational attainment on mobility 

propensity given by the regression models is likely to be higher for the early reform 

period and smaller in later periods.

Marital status (at the beginning of the two-year period). This is given by: 1= 

married and 0 = otherwise. In general, being married tends to inhibit residential 

mobility, as the move decision involves more than one person. However, marital 

status correlates with age, and its effect on move propensity may be captured by the 

latter variable.

Change in marital status (during the two-year period). This is given by 1=yes and 

0=no. Getting married or experiencing a divorce is an important life event and is 

likely to trigger a residential move, regardless of the way housing is provided. As 

such, the variable is expected to have significant positive effects in all time periods 

analyzed.

Change in job (during the period; 1=yes; 0=no). A change in job is a major life-

course event that could trigger a move. It is plausible to expect that this variable 

would assume less importance than change in marital status. However, migrants 

may respond to the two life-event triggers differently as compared to locals because 

the former tend to occupy more temporary jobs and would live close to the 

workplace to economize on commuting cost. As such, for migrants a change in job 

could exert stronger effects than a change in marital status. Moreover, given the 

enlarged opportunity set for individuals to reside near the workplace in a more 

marketized setting, as it was the case of Guangzhou in the 2002–2010 period, it 

may be hypothesized that the effect of job change on residential location in this 

period was larger than in the earlier periods.

Pre-move living space per capita (at the beginning of the two-year period) is a 

continuous variable to measure crowdedness before a residential move. As housing 

consumption has emerged as a driving force of intra-city migration in 

contemporary China, it is expected that crowding would become an important 
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trigger for relocation. Such effect may be more salient in the post-reform era (after 

2002) than in the early-reform (before early 1990s) and the reform deepening 

periods (before early 2000s). However, residential moves in response to crowding 

may be less visible for migrants than the local population.

Ownership (at the beginning of the two-year period). Again this is a dummy 

variable, with 1=owner and 0=renter. As was pointed out above, in market 

economies homeownership is negatively associated with residential mobility. But 

the situation of China in pre-reform and early reform times when work-unit rental 

housing dominated the housing provision scene would be quite different. Life-long 

tenure and nominal rent were the norm, and low mobility rates prevailed in the 

public rental sector.

The second set comprises institutional variables:

Urban hukou. This is a dummy variable used to control for the rural-urban divide in 

the housing sector, with agricultural or rural hukou being the reference category as 

opposed to non-agricultural or urban hukou. Many housing benefits, such as low-

rent housing or affordable housing, are tailored to those with the local or urban 

hukou (Y. P. Wang, Y. Wang, and Wu 2010). In addition, households with the rural 

hukou are more subject to involuntary move due to, for example, insecure 

employment and redevelopment of informal housing. Hence, those with the rural 

hukou are expected to be more mobile than the urban counterpart.

Economic sector of employment (at the beginning of the period). This variable 

consists of three dummies pertaining respectively to state-owned enterprise, 

collective enterprise, and the private sector, with government being the reference 

category. Access to resource in urban China, housing resource in particular, used to 

depend on the nature of the employment organization. Yet on a priori ground it is 

difficult to postulate how this variable would affect residential mobility. The 

private sector was almost non-existent in the early reform times. Workers of urban 

collectives were mainly residents of nationalized tenement houses in the inner-city 

core managed by the municipal housing bureau (Huang 2005); as such, like those 

in SOEs and government sectors, they also resided in public-sector housing and 

subject to similar mobility constraints. Accelerated redevelopment of inner-city 

neighborhoods could result in heightened mobility for workers in urban collectives 

in more recent times.

Party membership (1=Chinese Communist Party member; 0=otherwise). This 

variable is included to gauge the extent to which membership in the CCP affects 

access to housing opportunities and hence residential mobility, after controlling for 

socioeconomic and employment status.

We first examine the results for the local population, which are given in Models 1–3 (Table 

5). The results generally concur with the hypothesized directions of influence as well as time 

trends highlighted above. The trends of the move propensity given by the time dummies 

estimates are broadly in line with the picture given by the bivariate analysis. Major life 

course events including change in marital status and change in job were significant triggers 
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of residential moves in all three periods. In the case of job change, the effect was larger in 

2002–2010 than in earlier periods. Aging is a more gradual event and is correlated with 

marital status or the family life cycle, arguably the most important factor underlying 

residential decisions and moves in market economies in the West (Clark 1982). The 

regression models indicate that the mobility propensity significantly declined with age in the 

periods 1996–2001 and 2002–2010, with the coefficient estimate of the latter period having 

a larger magnitude, a result consistent with market deepening. Being married showed 

significant and positive effects in 1990–1995 when housing was primarily treated as a 

welfare item, and in 1996–2001 when work units were busy disposing of their housing 

stock. Educational attainment and income are both indices of socioeconomic status. As 

hypothesized, the former had a significant positive effect on move propensity in 1990–1995 

but its effect diminished in later periods in both magnitude and significance. On the other 

hand, income was non-significant for 1990–1995, but became highly significant and positive 

in 1996–2001 and 2002–2010, during which affordability became an increasingly important 

constraint prohibiting the move up on the housing ladder. Crowding, indicated by pre-move 

living space per capita, was non-significant in the early-reform era (1990–1995) and became 

significant and negative, albeit exhibiting only a small effect, in the reform-deepening 

period (1996–2001). Its effect, however, turned positive and highly significant in the post-

reform era. This result should be interpreted in the context of urban China. In the first 

decade of the twenty-first century, this indicator of crowding probably also measures the 

size of the windfall gain resulted from discounted home sales. More specifically, people who 

were able to secure better housing previously enjoyed larger windfall gains from the 

discounted sale of reformed housing at the end of the 1990s and early 2000s. As such they 

were more able to move up the housing ladder in the 2000s. Homeownership only exhibits 

significant negative effect on moving propensity in 2002–2010, when housing 

commodification was greatly strengthened.

Regarding the institutional variables, the economic sector of employment only appears to be 

of importance in the period 1996–2001. That workers in government and related sectors had 

significantly higher move propensities than those in other economic sectors in this period 

suggested that they were likely the ones to benefit most in the rush of purchasing discounted 

reformed housing under the 1998 housing reform. The hukou dummy and membership in the 

CCP are non-significant in all three periods. Their effects may have been captured by other 

socio-economic factors, such as work sector, education, and income.

Unlike the regressions for the local population, the migrant models (Models 4–6, Table 5) 

yield few significant variables for all three periods. Income only started to take effect in the 

more recent period of 2002–2010 – those with higher income were slightly less likely to 

move probably because they could afford the increased rent demanded by the landlord. 

Change in marital status exerts smaller influence on a residential move for migrants as 

compared to the effect of job change, in line with our prediction. The former is only 

significant for the 2002–2010 period – this may be because migrants were disposed to 

moving frequently regardless. In contrast, job change appears to be consistently significant, 

and the size of its effect is larger than that for the local population. Notably, in all periods 

residential moves did not respond to pre-move living space per capita. In other words, 
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crowding is not an important motivation for migrants’ intra-city moves. Other socio-

demographic indicators (e.g. age, gender, and marital status), which showed significant 

impacts on the local population’s moving propensity, were non-significant for migrants, 

either. In terms of institutional factors, only Communist Party membership is associated 

with higher residential motility for migrants in the later periods. No significant differences 

are found between urban and rural migrants. Additionally, migrants in the VIC sample tend 

to move more frequently than those in the main sample in the post-reform era (2002–2010), 

which could be indicative of the heightened redevelopment of VICs in Guangzhou in this 

period. These results clearly suggest that migrants are subject to forces that are quite 

different from those of locals in exercising residential decisions and contemplating move. 

This finding echoes Chan’s (1999) observation at the macro level that employment is the 

major forces behind inter-provincial migrations of non-hukou migrants.

Conclusion and discussion

Drawing on residential history data from two surveys conducted in 2005 and 2010, this 

paper analyzes the trends of residential mobility of Guangzhou residents over the period 

1990–2010. In light of the large share of migrants in the population, especially those with 

the agricultural hukou who are subject to discrimination of all kinds, comparison is made 

between migrants and local residents. The residential mobility rate for Guangzhou local 

residents increased steadily in the 1990s, but the increasing trend was reversed after the turn 

of the century with the massive disposal of work-unit and other public-sector housing to 

sitting tenants upon the end the welfare allocation of housing in 1998. For migrants in both 

VICs and elsewhere in the city, however, the mobility rate continued to increase in the 

2000s. Large-scale redevelopment in the 2000s of VICs as well as inner-city neighborhoods 

and old work-unit compounds where most cheap rental housing was located likely 

contributed to the continuing rising mobility trend.

Discrete-time logit analysis employing retrospective longitudinal data of residential and 

employment histories confirms that major life-course events such as change in marital status 

and job change are important triggers for residential moves for the local population. Aging is 

associated with lower mobility propensity, especially in more recent periods. The results 

also point toward increasing effects of income (positive) and homeownership (negative), and 

reduced effects of government agency affiliation (change from negative and significant to 

non-significant) on the mobility propensity over time. In a sense, the results indicate that the 

causes behind residential moves in Guangzhou increasingly resemble those in market 

economies in the West.

However, the regressions pertaining to migrants yield quite different results. While for urban 

locals a large proportion of moves is for searching for a better residence – either in respect to 

ownership attainment or increase in living space, for migrants job change appears to be the 

single-most important trigger of moves. For the latter, most socio-demographic variables, 

including marital status, show little influence. Income has exerted only marginal effects in 

recent years. Urban and rural migrants do not show substantial differences in terms of the 

propensity to move. Despite the neoliberal rhetoric of privatization, commodification, and 

marketization and the implied more-levelled playing fields, the results confirm once again 
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the disadvantageous positions of the “floating” population in the urban housing market. 

Institutional barriers confronting migrants are formidable. It is especially true for rural 

migrants who have been deprived of citizenship rights in their current place of domicile, 

restricting them to marginal and precarious jobs and largely substandard housing in 

dilapidated inner-city tenements and VICs. Most migrants remain passive agents in the 

urban housing market. They may move quite frequently, but this is likely to be a result of 

unstable employment, eviction by landlord, or redevelopment, as well as sudden adverse 

change in health and financial conditions (F. Wu 2004). For the great majority of migrant 

workers in China’s leading metropolises, the costs and requirements stipulated by the 

municipal government for attaining local hukou status are beyond reach (L. Li, S.M. Li and 

Chen 2010). Thus, for them residential mobility may better be described as being imposed 

than a choice.
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Figure 1. 
Residential mobility rates in Guangzhou migrants versus locals Source: Computations based 

on 2005 and 2010 Guangzhou surveys
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Table 1

Distribution of locals vs. migrants in Guangzhou City.

Locals Migrants

Total sample 1,893 (77.2%) 558 (22.8%)

2005 main sample 1,084 (90.3%) 117 (9.7%)

2005 1% national survey 76.3% 33.7%

2010 main sample 809 (64.7%) 441 (35.3%)

2010 census 64.0% 36.0%

Source: Survey data; Tabulation on 2005 1% National Population Sample Survey; Manual of Guangzhou Statistics Information 2013 (Guangzhou 
Statistical Bureau, 2013).
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Table 3

Composition of the supplementary sample.

2005 Supplementary Sample 2010 Supplementary Sample

Urban mig. Rural mig. Urban mig. Rural mig.

No. of obs. 71 228 63 241

Age

<=20 -- 6 6 14

21–30 33 96 34 92

31–40 27 94 15 66

41–50 9 29 6 55

51–60 2 2 2 11

>60 -- 1 -- 3

Education

-Illiterate 1 5 -- 16

-Primary school 2 23 4 38

-Junior secondary 18 106 12 121

-Senior secondary 32 81 29 60

-Tertiary degree 13 11 16 2

-College 5 -- 2 4

-Above college -- -- -- --

Marital status

-Never married 19 53 28 72

-Ever married 52 175 35 168

Ownership

-Owner 1 0 3 4

-Other 70 228 60 235

Source: Computations based on survey data
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Table 4

Change in living space upon move by Hukou status.

Hukou status
Change in living space

Total
Equal Upward Downward

1990–2001

Rural migrant 19 (28.79%) 17 (25.76%) 30 (45.45%) 66 (100.00%)

Urban migrant 10 (43.48%) 2 (8.70%) 11 (47.83%) 23 (100.00%)

Rural local 16 (59.26%) 5 (18.52%) 6 (22.22%) 27 (100.00%)

Urban local 446 (45.37%) 336 (34.18%) 201 (20.45%) 983 (100.00%)

Total (main sample) 491 (44.68%) 360 (32.76%) 248 (22.57%) 1,099 (100.00%)

Migrants in VIC 39 (26.35%) 35 (23.65%) 74 (50.00%) 129 (100.00%)

2002–2010

Rural migrant 82 (43.16%) 30 (15.79%) 78 (41.05%) 190 (100.00%)

Urban migrant 40 (36.04%) 16 (14.41%) 55 (49.55%) 111 (100.00%)

Rural local 6 (27.27%) 5 (22.73%) 11 (50.00%) 22 (100.00%)

Urban local 243 (44.26%) 178 (32.42%) 128 (23.32%) 549 (100.00%)

Total (main sample) 372 (42.55%) 229(26.26%) 272 (31.19%) 872 (100.00%)

Migrants in VIC 127 (33.96%) 79 (21.12%) 168 (44.92%) 298 (100.00%)

Note: Change of living space per capita is defined as “upward” or “downward” if it increases or decreases by 30% and is defined as “equal” with a 
change within 30%.

Source: Computations based on survey data.
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