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Abstract: Household split between rural and urban areas has become an important social issue in
China’s urbanization process. This study analysed the influence of household split on migrants’ life
satisfaction and the differences between inter- and intra-provincial migrants. Using the data of the
2014 China Migrants Dynamic Survey, we found that the life satisfaction of inter-provincial migrants
was significantly lower than that of intra-provincial migrants. For inter-provincial migrants, the life
satisfaction of those who moved to the city with underaged children was significantly lower than
that of those who left their children in their hometown. Moreover, the life satisfaction of migrants
who were concerned about childcare in the hometown was significantly lower than that of those who
did not worry about it. Chinese migrants face a dilemma: bringing their family members to the city
despite the lack of social welfare support or leaving them in the hometown worrying about family
care. We also found that family income does not have a significant moderating effect on the decline
in life satisfaction owing to concerns about childcare in the hometown. Future policy concerning
China’s population should create external conditions for migrants to accomplish family reunion.
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1. Introduction

In the past few decades, China’s economy has developed rapidly, and its urbanization rate has
increased significantly. In 2018, China’s urbanization rate (the proportion of the population living in
urban areas compared to the total population) was approaching 60% [1]. However, while more than
half of China’s population already lives in cities, a large portion of it is constituted by migrants without
urban hukou (registered permanent residence). Some scholars have found that the willingness of
Chinese migrants to settle in cities is changing, and many migrants are not sure whether they will settle
in their cities for a long time [2]. Some migrants may choose to return to the countryside, while many
more will continue to move between different cities to find the most suitable place for them to live [3].
If a migrant is single and he/she finds a job in the city, he/she is likely to live in the city for a long time.
However, if the migrant has a family, even if she/he gets a job in the city, there is no guarantee that
she/he will be able to bring her/his children and elderly parents to live together in the city. In China,
many families face the problem of being separated from family members, as some of them live in rural
areas, whereas others have moved to cities looking for a job (household split). For instance, Wang et
al. [4] found that the probability of permanent urban settlement intentions of migrant parents with
children is 49% higher than those without children. In fact, household split between rural and urban
areas has become an important social issue in China’s urbanization process.

The interpretation of the phenomenon of the household split in the process of urbanization in
China has generated some scientific controversies. Some scholars believe that migrant families actively

Sustainability 2019, 11, 3415; doi:10.3390/su11123415 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/12/3415?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su11123415
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


Sustainability 2019, 11, 3415 2 of 12

choose the separation between rural and urban areas (split-household arrangement) to maximize the
economic benefits [5]. That is, some family members stay in the countryside to continue farming, while
others go to the cities to earn money. However, with the decline of the countryside and the growing
problem of rural left-behind children, some scholars have suggested that household split might be
forced by external factors, instead [6]. The migrant household split has led to many social problems.
Many left-behind children go astray without the care of their parents in the countryside [7], and
migrant parents are also constantly worried about their children. We cross-analysed household split,
income, and migrants’ life satisfaction to address this controversy and propose a novel interpretation
of this phenomenon.

2. Literature Review

2.1. The Rapid Urbanization in China and Migrants’ Household Split

Since the implementation of the reform and opening-up policy in 1978, China’s economy has
developed rapidly, and its population urbanization rate has also increased significantly. In the past few
decades, China has experienced a massive migration from the countryside to the cities. However, in
the context of China’s urban-rural dual structure [8], which was formed during the planned economy
period, many rural migrants moved to the cities leaving their children and elderly parents in the
countryside. The separation of migrant families between urban and rural areas is mainly influenced by
institutional and economic factors. Among the institutional factors, hukou is one of the most prominent
ones [9]. For most migrants, it is difficult to obtain urban hukou, and without it, they cannot have
access to the city’s public services and welfare (e.g., migrants’ children cannot attend public schools in
the city). The influence of economic factors is controversial. Some scholars regard household split as
a long-term practice in Chinese rural communities, which is meant to maximize economic benefits,
especially for migrants who do not intend to stay permanently in cities [3,5]. However, other scholars
argue that household split leads to serious problems for left-behind children [10,11]. Migrants do
not actively choose household split, but passively put up with it [6]. Whether they will return to the
countryside or continue moving between different cities [12], they are looking for a place to reunite
their families and a better life.

2.2. Migrants’ Life Satisfaction in China

Life satisfaction is an important indicator of people’s life quality. In the past few decades, China’s
rapid economic development has had a positive impact on people’s life satisfaction, but the widening
gap between the rich and the poor and environmental pollution have had a negative impact on it [13,14].
Many scholars have compared the differences in life satisfaction between migrants and cities’ local
residents in China and found that the life satisfaction of rural migrants is significantly lower than that
of locals [15,16]. Most migrants are considered to have lived on the margins of Chinese society [17], as
most have low incomes, poor living conditions, do manual work, and have difficulty obtaining urban
hukou, which have been proved to have adverse effects on migrants’ life satisfaction [18,19]. Besides,
the socioeconomic status is a commonly verified factor affecting the life satisfaction of migrants, such as
migrants’ age, marital status, household income, and jobs [20]. For example, the research of Shen and
Huang [21] revealed that job burnout, emotional exhaustion, and depersonalization have a significant
influence on migrant workers’ life satisfaction. Cheng et al. [16] found that the new-generation migrants
are less satisfied with their jobs and lives than first-generation migrants, despite having a higher
income. Chu and Hail [22] found that the wealthiest migrant workers were more concerned about
gaining official city status (e.g., urban hukou) than increasing their income. As China’s urban-rural
developmental gap shrinks, it has been observed in previous studies that the influence of economic
factors (e.g., income) on the life satisfaction of migrants in the city seems to be declining, while the
influence of social factors, such as kinship, friendship, and family life, is increasing [23].
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2.3. Research Framework

This study investigated the relationship between migrants’ family life and life satisfaction. Family
life has been proved as an essential impact factor on people’s life satisfaction [24,25], but few studies
have focused on the relationship between migrants’ family life and life satisfaction in China. In China,
the household split is quite common, and its effect on migrants’ life satisfaction is still unknown.
Some scholars believe that migrants may choose household split actively to maximize the economic
benefits for the family [5]. However, other scholars argue that migrants are somehow forced to choose
household split [6]. If migrants actively choose household split, economic benefits might have a little
impact on their life satisfaction. However, if migrants endure household split passively, it might have
a negative impact on their life satisfaction. In addition, income has been identified as an important
factor affecting the life satisfaction of migrants [13,26], and household income may also have an impact
on the relationship between household split and life satisfaction. Therefore, this study will first analyse
the impact of the household split on the life satisfaction of migrants. Then, it will analyse the impact of
migrants’ household income on the relationship between household split and migrants’ life satisfaction.
The analysis of the relationships among household split, income, and life satisfaction of migrants
can better address the academic controversy of whether Chinese migrants choose household split
passively or actively, and also help us better understand the social effects produced by China’s rapid
urbanization process.

3. Data and Methods

3.1. Data and Research Object

The data used in this study were taken from the 2014 China Migrants Dynamic Survey (CMDS
2014) (http://www.chinaldrk.org.cn/wjw/#/home), which is a large-scale sample survey of migrants in
China conducted by the National Health Commission of the People’s Republic of China. We conducted
this study using thematic survey data on social integration and health of migrant population collected
in eight Chinese cities (Chaoyang District of Beijing, JiaXing, Xiamen, Qingdao, Zhengzhou, Shenzhen,
Zhongshan, and Chengdu) (Figure 1). The questionnaire mainly consists of three parts: (1) the
socioeconomic status of individuals and their families; (2) social integration; and (3) mental health
status. The probability proportional to size (PPS) method is adopted for sampling. The respondents
were residents aged between 15 and 59 without local hukou and living in the city for more than one
month. After excluding the samples with missing information, there were 6642 valid samples.

The research object of this study is the internal migration in China. We compared data on the
life satisfaction of two types of migrants, inter-provincial and intra-provincial migrants who move
within the same province. In China, the level of economic development varies significantly across
provinces. Compared with intra-provincial migration, inter-provincial migration involves not only a
longer distance from the hometown but also the need to adapt to a new social and cultural environment
(e.g., public service, diet, climate, social relations).

http://www.chinaldrk.org.cn/wjw/#/home
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3.2. Measures and Methods

In the 2014 China Migrants Dynamic Survey, migrants’ life satisfaction was assessed by the
Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS). This scale includes five items, and participants are asked to express
their agreement on these statements using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree, to
7 = strongly agree [27,28]. The items are: (1) in most ways my life is close to my ideal; (2) the conditions
of my life are excellent; (3) I am satisfied with my life; (4) so far I have gotten the important things
I want in life; and (5) if I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. The overall score
of migrants’ life satisfaction is the sum of the five scores of the above 5 items (the scale reliability
coefficient of the 5 items is 0.85.).

Given that the score of migrants’ life satisfaction is a continuous variable, we used a linear
regression model to estimate the effect of independent variables. Household split mainly refers to the
separation of adult migrants from their minor children and elderly parents in urban and rural areas.
This study focused on the impact of the rural-urban separation of adult migrants from their minor
children on their life satisfaction. We only selected the first child (<18 years old) of migrants as the
independent variable. The independent variables include child in the hometown (ref: child in the city),
worried about childcare in the hometown (ref: not worried about childcare in the hometown), child’s
gender (ref: male), child’s age (continuous variable), and household monthly average income in the
city (continuous variable). The control variables concerned migrants’ socioeconomic status, which
included migrants’ age (continuous variable), gender (ref: male), educational attainments (ref: junior
high school and below), occupations (ref: commercial, service and manufacturing workers), house
property in the host city (ref: without house property in the host city), length of residence in the host
city (continuous variable), general self-rated health (ref: not good), hours per day spent at work in the
last month (continuous variable). We also used interaction analysis to estimate the effect of household
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income on the relationship between children’s living place and migrants’ life satisfaction, childcare,
and migrants’ life satisfaction.

4. Results

4.1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics of the sample. The mean value of migrants’ life satisfaction
was 22.15 (SD = 6.16). Figure 2 shows the distribution of migrants’ life satisfaction scores. In the 2014
China Migrants Dynamic Survey, it was found that the life satisfaction of migrants from different
places varied greatly. Intra-provincial migrants had higher life satisfaction (mean = 22.32, SD = 6.30)
than inter-provincial migrants (mean = 22.02, SD = 6.06), as shown in Table 2. The proportion of
migrants who left their children in the countryside was lower than those who brought them to the
city (29.30% vs. 70.70%), and the proportion of migrants worried about rural childcare was also lower
than those who did not worry about rural childcare (28.40% vs. 71.60%). Among the children, male
children accounted for 52.83% and female children for 47.17%. The average age of these children
was 7.71 years (SD = 4.59). In terms of migrants’ socioeconomic characteristics, migrants’ household
monthly average income in the city was 7200 yuan (SD = 7300). The migrant respondents’ average age
was 32.91 years old (SD = 5.51). The proportion of male migrants was 53.58%, compared with 46.42%
of female migrants. Most migrants had low educational attainments. The proportion of migrants with
a junior high school degree or below was 70.67%, while those with a high school degree or above
accounted for 22.90 % and 6.43%, respectively. In terms of occupation distribution, most migrants
were engaged in commercial, service, and manufacturing industries, accounting for 61.77%, while
the proportion of administrators (including managers, professionals, and technicians), civil servants
(including clerks, and the self-employed), and unemployed workers was 6.47%, 19.66%, and 12.09%,
respectively. Most migrants rented houses, while a few bought houses in cities (91.09% vs. 8.91%).
Migrants’ average length of residence in the host city was 5.73 years (SD = 4.40). The proportion of
migrants who reported that they were healthy was 88.47%, while 11.53% reported that they were
unhealthy. The average hours per day spent at work in the last month was 8.86 hours (SD = 3.14).
Figure 3 shows the relationship between migrants’ average life satisfaction and their children. Among
them, the average life satisfaction of migrants whose children live in cities is higher than that of
migrants whose children live in the hometown. Migrants who were not worried about their children’s
care in their hometown also reported higher life satisfaction than migrants who were worried about
their children’s care in their hometown. Migrants with male children reported slightly lower life
satisfaction than those with female children. Figure 4 indicates that migrants with older children have
relatively high life satisfaction.
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Table 1. Summary statistics of migrants’ characteristics (N = 6642).

Variables

Life satisfaction (5–35) Mean 22.15
S.D. 6.16

Child’s current place of residence (%)
Child in the city 70.70
Child in the hometown 29.30
Childcare in the hometown (%)
Not worried 71.60
Worried 28.40
Child’s gender (%)
Male 52.83
Female 47.17
The average age of children (1–18) Mean 7.71

S.D. 4.59
Household monthly average income in the city (10,000 yuan) Mean 0.72

S.D. 0.73
Migrants’ average age (years old) Mean 32.91

S.D. 5.51
Gender (%)
Male 53.58
Female 46.42
Educational level (%)
Junior high school and below 70.67
Senior high school 22.90
College and above 6.43
Occupations (%)
Commercial, service and manufacturing workers 61.77
Administrators, managers, professionals, and technicians 6.47
Civil servants, clerks, and the self-employed 19.66
The unemployed 12.09
Have house property in the host city (%)
No 91.09
Yes 8.91
The average length of residence in the host city (year) Mean 5.73

S.D. 4.40
General self-rated health (%)
Unhealthy 11.53
Healthy 88.47
Hours per day spent at work last month (hours) Mean 8.86

S.D. 3.14
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Table 2. The difference in migrants’ life satisfaction between inter- and intra-provincial migrants
in China.

Inter-Provincial Migrants Intra-Provincial Migrants
T test

The number of
respondents Life satisfaction The number of

respondents Life satisfaction

3854 22.01 (SD = 6.06) 2788 22.32 (SD = 6.30) −2.020 (p < 0.05)
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4.2. Regression Results on the Relationship between Having “Left-Behind Children” and Migrants’
Life Satisfaction

We used linear regression models to examine the associations between having left-behind children
and migrants’ life satisfaction. In Table 3, model 1 shows the result for inter-provincial migrants and
model 2 for intra-provincial migrants.

For inter-provincial migrants, the life satisfaction of those who left their children in their hometown
was a little higher than those who brought them to the city (coefficient = 0.473, p < 0.10). However,
the life satisfaction of migrants who worried about childcare in their hometown was significantly
lower than those who did not worry about it (coefficient = −1.089, p < 0.01). The former result
indicates that moving to the city with the children might be overwhelming, while the latter reflects the
fact that leaving them in the countryside might generate concerns about childcare in the hometown.
The household monthly average income in the city was positively associated with migrants’ life
satisfaction (coefficient = 0.725, p < 0.01). In terms of socioeconomic variables, female migrants’
life satisfaction was significantly higher than that of male migrants (coefficient = 0.622, p < 0.01).
Compared with migrants who work in the commercial/service/manufacturing sector, those who work
as civil servants/clerks/self-employed have a higher life satisfaction (coefficient = 0.732, p < 0.01), while
unemployed people have a lower life satisfaction (coefficient = −0.985, p < 0.05). Migrants who have a
house property in the host city have a higher life satisfaction than those without a house property in
the city (coefficient = 1.306, p < 0.01). Healthy migrants have higher life satisfaction than unhealthy
ones (coefficient = 3.018, p < 0.01). Moreover, the longer the daily working hours, the lower the life
satisfaction of migrants was (coefficient = −0.110, p < 0.01).

For intra-provincial migrants, the variables concerning children’s place of residence and childcare
in the hometown had no statistical significance. However, the child’s age was significantly related to
migrants’ life satisfaction (coefficient=0.084, p < 0.10). The older the children were, the higher migrants’
life satisfaction was. This might be related to the fact that older children need less parental care than
younger ones. As observed in the case of inter-provincial migrants, there was a positive correlation
between household income and life satisfaction (coefficient = 0.407, p < 0.05). In terms of individuals’
socioeconomic factors, migrants who graduated from senior high school had a slightly lower life
satisfaction than those who graduated from junior high school and below (coefficient = −0.489, p < 0.10).
Having house property and good health also had a significant effect on migrants’ life satisfaction
(coefficient = 1.545, p < 0.01; coefficient = 3.512, p < 0.01).
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Table 3. Regression results on the relationship between having left-behind children and migrants’
life satisfaction.

Model 1 Model 2

Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E.

Independent variables
Child in the hometown (ref: Child in the city) 0.473 * (0.274) −0.077 (0.418)
Worried about childcare in the hometown (ref: not worried) −1.089 *** (0.269) −0.431 (0.422)
Child’s gender (ref: male) 0.103 (0.190) 0.136 (0.236)
Child’s age 0.044 (0.034) 0.084 * (0.044)
Household monthly average income in the city 0.725 *** (0.127) 0.407 ** (0.182)
Control variables
Age 0.024 (0.027) −0.040 (0.037)
Female (ref: male) 0.622 *** (0.204) 0.037 (0.255)
Educational level (ref: junior high school and below)
Senior high school −0.295 (0.236) −0.489 * (0.286)
College and above −0.346 (0.435) −0.498 (0.479)
Occupations (ref: commercial, service and manufacturing
workers)
Administrators, managers, professionals, and technicians 0.371 (0.409) 0.591 (0.492)
Civil servants, clerks, and the self-employed 0.732 *** (0.266) 0.053 (0.295)
The unemployed −0.985 ** (0.389) −0.256 (0.505)
Have house property in the host city (ref: Without house
property in the host city) 1.306 *** (0.408) 1.545 *** (0.367)

Length of residence in the host city 0.001 (0.024) 0.036 (0.028)
General self-rated health (ref: not good) 3.018 *** (0.291) 3.512 *** (0.385)
Hours per day spent on work in last month −0.110 *** (0.041) −0.017 (0.050)
Constants 18.521 *** (0.913) 19.490 *** (1.224)
The number of individuals 3854 2788
R2 0.058 0.045
adj R2 0.054 0.039
Log likelihood −12294.816 −9024.911

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

4.3. The Interactions between Childcare and Household Income for Inter-Provincial Migrants

Table 4 shows the result of interactions between child’s living place and household income, and
between childcare and household income, for the inter-provincial migrants in China. We observed
a positive and significant coefficient on the interaction of child’s living place and household income
(coefficient = 1.005, p < 0.05). This result indicates that compared with migrants bringing their children
to the city, migrants living them in the hometown had a stronger effect of household income on their
life satisfaction. We also found that the coefficient on the interaction of childcare with household
income was negative and significant (coefficient = −0.973, p < 0.05), indicating that the life satisfaction
of migrants who were worried about childcare in their hometown was less influenced by household
income compared to migrants who did not worry about childcare in their hometown. To some extent,
these results suggest that family income does not have a significant moderating effect on the decline in
life satisfaction owing to concerns about childcare in the hometown.

Table 4. Regression results on the interactions between household income and having left-behind
children for inter-provincial migrants.

Model 3

Coefficient S.E.

Independent variables
Child in the hometown (ref: Child in the city) −0.233 (0.392)
Worried about childcare in the hometown (ref: not worried) −0.404 (0.397)
Household monthly average income in the city 0.702 *** (0.139)
Child’s gender (ref: male) 0.093 (0.190)
Child’s age 0.044 (0.034)
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Table 4. Cont.

Model 3

Coefficient S.E.

Child in the hometown # Household monthly average income in the city
(ref: child in the city # Household monthly average income in the city) 1.005 ** (0.401)

Worried about childcare in the hometown # Household monthly
average income in the city (ref: not worried about childcare in the
hometown # Household monthly average income in the city)

−0.973 ** (0.421)

Control variables
Age 0.024 (0.027)
Female (ref: male) 0.619 *** (0.204)
Educational level (ref: junior high school and below)
Senior high school −0.280 (0.235)
College and above −0.397 (0.435)
Occupations (ref: commercial, service and manufacturing workers)
Administrators, managers, professionals, and technicians 0.390 (0.408)
Civil servants, clerks, and the self-employed 0.732 *** (0.265)
The unemployed −0.976 ** (0.389)
Have house property in the host city (ref: Without house property in the
host city) 1.329 *** (0.408)

Length of residence in the host city 0.004 (0.024)
General self-rated health (ref: not good) 3.017 *** (0.291)
Hours per day spent on work in last month −0.109 *** (0.041)
Constants 18.501 *** (0.913)
The number of individuals 3854
R2 0.060
adj R2 0.056
Log likelihood −12290.956

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

5. Discussion

5.1. The Difference between Inter- and Intra-Provincial Migrants’ Life Satisfaction in China

In this study, we found that there was a significant difference in life satisfaction between
inter-provincial and intra-provincial migrants, and the life satisfaction of the former group was
significantly lower than the latter. Inter-provincial migrants are among the most vulnerable groups in
Chinese urban society. Recently, there has been an increasing number of studies on the life satisfaction
of migrants [15,16]. In line with these studies, we also found that the socioeconomic status of migrants
has a significant impact on their life satisfaction. For example, income has a positive impact on the life
satisfaction of migrants. For many migrants, leaving their hometown and families and moving to the
city is all about finding a good job and earning more money. Therefore, some scholars use economic
rationality to explain the phenomenon of Chinese migration [29]. However, existing studies have paid
less attention to the impact of the household split on migrants’ life satisfaction. We found that for the
intra-provincial migrants, the child variable does not have a significant impact on their life satisfaction,
which is primarily related to the fact that they are close to their hometown and can often go home
to see their children. For inter-provincial migrants, the life satisfaction of those who moved to the
city with their children was significantly lower than that of migrants who left their children in their
hometown, but we also found that the life satisfaction of migrants who were concerned about childcare
in their hometown was significantly lower than that of migrants who did not worry about childcare in
the hometown. These results show that bringing children to the city may increase migrants’ urban
living expenses. Moreover, most rural migrants work long hours in the cities, and many do not have
free weekends. Migrants would need more time to take care of their children, thus reducing their
life satisfaction. However, for many migrants who come from remote and poor areas, leaving their
children in the countryside is not a good family choice. Childcare in the hometown has always been a
concern for migrants in China, which reduces their life satisfaction. Furthermore, the results of this
study also show that Chinese migrants are in a dilemma at present. The lack of social welfare support
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in the city causes concerns, but if migrants cannot bring their children to the city, they have to worry
about family care due to the household split.

5.2. The Necessity of Household Reunion in China’s Future Urbanization Process

In China’s large-scale rural-urban migration wave, the rural migrants’ household split has caused
many social problems in China. For example, children in the countryside lack parental care, which is
harmful to children’s growth [30]. Wen and Lin [31] found that left-behind children were disadvantaged
in health behaviour and school engagement in rural China. Migrants’ household split also has a
negative effect on the elders’ health. Guo et al. [32] found that older parents with more children
tended to have significantly more depression and lower life satisfaction in rural China. The family
has not only an economic and social function but also cultural and emotional ones. Furthermore, the
rapid urbanization process in China over the past three decades, which saw a large number of young
rural people and rural elites leave the countryside, further contributed to the decline of the Chinese
countryside [33,34]. Rural migrants have made important contributions to the rapid development
of China’s economy. However, Chinese internal rural migrants always face the problem of social
integration and inequality in public welfare [35]. In the past, many migrants who worked in the
city when they were young, would return to the countryside when they became old (e.g., healthy
migrants) [36]. With the generational changes in migration, many migrants now increasingly want
to be able to stay in cities and bring their children and parents with them. However, China’s current
urbanization process makes it difficult for migrants to accomplish family reunion in cities. On the
one hand, housing prices in Chinese cities are now so high that it is difficult for migrants to afford the
housing their families need. On the other hand, China’s urban welfare system is not perfect. Many
children and elderly migrants cannot get basic public welfare in cities, such as children’s education and
elders’ pension insurance. Therefore, it has become an essential task in China’s population urbanization
process to create external conditions for migrants to accomplish family reunion. Overall, reuniting
migrant households in cities has become a significant issue in China’s social development.

5.3. Improvements to the Chinese Model: Toward Family-Friendly Cities for Migrants

We put forward that China’s future urbanization process should enable most migrant families
to achieve family reunion in the cities. Over the past decades, China’s rapid economic growth has
set a good example for developing countries. However, China’s development is not balanced, and
the gap between inter-provincial development and urban-rural development is still very large [37,38].
In this study, the problems of household split and low life satisfaction of Chinese migrants have been
linked to the rapid growth of the Chinese economy. Since the reform and opening up, the gap between
urban and rural development in China has been widening, and many resources, including rural labour
force, have been concentrated in cities. For migrants from remote areas, it is difficult to bring all family
members to the city. On the one hand, migrants do not get the same urban public services than local
residents, such as children’s education and medical care. On the other hand, compared with rural
areas, the cost of living in cities is higher. If migrants bring their children to cities, it increases their cost
of living. China’s development model needs to be improved, narrowing the regional economic gap
and developing a fairer basic public service system. In the future, we need to create a fairer and more
suitable living environment for low-income migrants to achieve family reunion in cities.

6. Conclusions

We found that the life satisfaction of inter-provincial migrants was significantly lower than that
of intra-provincial migrants. For inter-provincial migrants, the life satisfaction of those who came to
the city with underaged children was significantly lower than that of migrants who came to the city
leaving their children in the hometown, but we also found that the life satisfaction of migrants who
were concerned about childcare in the hometown was significantly lower than that of migrants who
did not worry about childcare in the hometown. Facing household split, Chinese migrants are in a
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dilemma. They lack social welfare support in the city, which makes it difficult for them to be joined
by their family members. On the other hand, if they cannot bring their children and elderly parents
to the city, they have to worry about family care. We also found that family income does not have a
significant moderating effect on the decline in life satisfaction owing to concerns about childcare in the
hometown. The household split and life satisfaction of Chinese migrants are critical issues in Chinese
society. For developing countries, solving social problems while the economy is developing rapidly is
an essential step towards achieving sustainable development. In the past few decades, a large number
of rural migrants in China have moved to the city. This is an important reason for the rapid growth
of China’s economy. However, there are also several problems linked to that, such as the household
separation between urban and rural areas and the imbalance of regional development. We believe
that a family friendly economic development model should be pursued in the urbanization process in
developing countries. The current study has a limitation. We used the Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS) to measure the life satisfaction of migrants. Although this scale has been widely used, there
may be some deviation from the real status of residents. In the future, more measurement methods or
in-depth interviews can be used to obtain more accurate data on China’s migrants’ life satisfaction.

Author Contributions: H.C. and Y.C. conceived and designed the research; H.C. and Y.C. analyzed the data; H.C.
wrote the paper; Y.C. and J.L. helped improve the figures and manuscript. All authors have read and approved
the final manuscript.

Funding: This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (Grant No. 41771167;
Grant No. 51778126) and the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. China’s Urbanization Rate is Approaching 60%! Available online: http://www.sohu.com/a/298978685_
100077536 (accessed on 3 June 2019). (In Chinese).

2. Hao, P.; Tang, S. Floating or settling down: The effect of rural landholdings on the settlement intention of
rural migrants in urban china. Environ. Plan. A 2015, 47, 1979–1999. [CrossRef]

3. Zhu, Y. China’s floating population and their settlement intention in the cities: Beyond the hukou reform.
Habitat Int. 2007, 31, 65–76. [CrossRef]

4. Wang, C.; Zhang, C.; Ni, J.; Zhang, H.; Zhang, J. Family migration in china: Do migrant children affect
parental settlement intention? J. Comp. Econ. 2019, 47, 416–428. [CrossRef]

5. Fan, C.C. Settlement intention and split households: Findings from a survey of migrants in beijing’s urban
villages. China Rev. 2011, 11, 11–41.

6. Wei, Y. Leaving children behind: A win-win household strategy or a path to pauperization?
Eurasian Geogr. Econ. 2018, 59, 164–183. [CrossRef]

7. Mu, G.M.; Hu, Y. Living with Vulnerabilities and Opportunities in a Migration Context: Floating Children and
Left-Behind Children in China; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2016.

8. Ann, T.; Wu, Y.; Zheng, B.; Zhang, X.; Shen, L. Identifying risk factors of urban-rural conflict in urbanization:
A case of china. Habitat Int. 2014, 44, 177–185.

9. Cheng, T.; Selden, M. The origins and social consequences of china’s hukou system. China Q. 1994,
139, 644–668. [CrossRef]

10. Biao, X. How far are the left-behind left behind? A preliminary study in rural china. Popul. Space Place 2007,
13, 179–191. [CrossRef]

11. Jingzhong, Y.; Lu, P. Differentiated childhoods: Impacts of rural labor migration on left-behind children in
china. J. Peasant Stud. 2011, 38, 355–377. [CrossRef]

12. Zhu, Y.; Chen, W. The settlement intention of china’s floating population in the cities: Recent changes and
multifaceted individual-level determinants. Popul. Space Place 2010, 16, 253–267. [CrossRef]

13. Appleton, S.; Song, L. Life satisfaction in urban china: Components and determinants. World Dev. 2008,
36, 2325–2340. [CrossRef]

14. Brockmann, H.; Delhey, J.; Welzel, C.; Yuan, H. The china puzzle: Falling happiness in a rising economy.
J. Happiness Stud. 2009, 10, 387–405. [CrossRef]

http://www.sohu.com/a/298978685_100077536
http://www.sohu.com/a/298978685_100077536
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0308518X15597131
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2006.04.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jce.2019.01.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2018.1537128
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000043083
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/psp.437
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2011.559012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/psp.544
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2008.04.009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10902-008-9095-4


Sustainability 2019, 11, 3415 12 of 12

15. Liu, Y.; Zhang, F.; Wu, F.; Liu, Y.; Li, Z. The subjective wellbeing of migrants in Guangzhou, China: The
impacts of the social and physical environment. Cities 2017, 60, 333–342. [CrossRef]

16. Cheng, Z.; Wang, H.; Smyth, R. Happiness and job satisfaction in urban china: A comparative study of two
generations of migrants and urban locals. Urban Stud. 2014, 51, 2160–2184. [CrossRef]

17. Wong, K.; Fu, D.; Li, C.Y.; Song, H.X. Rural migrant workers in urban china: Living a marginalised life. Int. J.
Soc. Welf. 2007, 16, 32–40. [CrossRef]

18. Wang, Y.P.; Wang, Y.; Wu, J. Housing migrant workers in rapidly urbanizing regions: A study of the chinese
model in shenzhen. Hous. Stud. 2010, 25, 83–100. [CrossRef]

19. Wu, W. Migrant housing in urban china choices and constraints. Urban Aff. Rev. 2002, 38, 90–119. [CrossRef]
20. Chen, J.; Davis, D.S.; Wu, K.; Dai, H. Life satisfaction in urbanizing china: The effect of city size and pathways

to urban residency. Cities 2015, 49, 88–97. [CrossRef]
21. Shen, H.; Huang, C. Domestic migrant workers in china’s hotel industry: An exploratory study of their life

satisfaction and job burnout. Int. J. Hosp. Manag. 2012, 31, 1283–1291. [CrossRef]
22. Chu, R.; Hail, H.C. Winding road toward the chinese dream: The u-shaped relationship between income and

life satisfaction among chinese migrant workers. Soc. Indic. Res. 2014, 118, 235–246. [CrossRef]
23. Tao, L.; Wong, F.K.; Hui, E.C. Residential satisfaction of migrant workers in china: A case study of shenzhen.

Habitat Int. 2014, 42, 193–202. [CrossRef]
24. Adams, G.A.; King, L.A.; King, D.W. Relationships of job and family involvement, family social support, and

work–family conflict with job and life satisfaction. J. Appl. Psychol. 1996, 81, 411–420. [CrossRef]
25. Zabriskie, R.B.; McCormick, B.P. Parent and child perspectives of family leisure involvement and satisfaction

with family life. J. Leis. Res. 2003, 35, 163–189. [CrossRef]
26. Liu, L.-J.; Guo, Q. Life satisfaction in a sample of empty-nest elderly: A survey in the rural area of a

mountainous county in china. Qual. Life Res. 2008, 17, 823–830. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
27. Pavot, W.; Diener, E. Review of the satisfaction with life scale. In Assessing Well-Being; Springer:

Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2009; pp. 101–117.
28. Diener, E.; Emmons, R.A.; Larsen, R.J.; Griffin, S. The satisfaction with life scale. J. Personal. Assess. 1985,

49, 71–75. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
29. Fan, C.C.; Sun, M.; Zheng, S. Migration and split households: A comparison of sole, couple, and family

migrants in Beijing, China. Environ. Plan. A 2011, 43, 2164–2185. [CrossRef]
30. Jia, Z.; Shi, L.; Cao, Y.; Delancey, J.; Tian, W. Health-related quality of life of “left-behind children”: A

cross-sectional survey in rural china. Qual. Life Res. 2010, 19, 775–780. [CrossRef]
31. Wen, M.; Lin, D. Child development in rural china: Children left behind by their migrant parents and

children of nonmigrant families. Child Dev. 2012, 83, 120–136. [CrossRef]
32. Guo, M.; Aranda, M.P.; Silverstein, M. The impact of out-migration on the inter-generational support and

psychological wellbeing of older adults in rural china. Ageing Soc. 2009, 29, 1085–1104. [CrossRef]
33. Zhao, Y. Leaving the countryside: Rural-to-urban migration decisions in china. Am. Econ. Rev. 1999,

89, 281–286. [CrossRef]
34. Long, H.; Jian, Z.; Pykett, J.; Li, Y. Analysis of rural transformation development in china since the turn of the

new millennium. Appl. Geogr. 2011, 31, 1094–1105. [CrossRef]
35. Chan, K.W. The global financial crisis and migrant workers in china: ‘There is no future as a labourer;

returning to the village has no meaning’. Int. J. Urban Reg. Res. 2010, 34, 659–677. [CrossRef]
36. Lu, Y.; Qin, L. Healthy migrant and salmon bias hypotheses: A study of health and internal migration in

china. Soc. Sci. Med. 2014, 102, 41–48. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
37. Fan, C.C. Of belts and ladders: State policy and uneven regional development in post-mao china. Ann. Assoc.

Am. Geogr. 1995, 85, 421–449. [CrossRef]
38. Zhang, K.H.; Shunfeng, S. Rural–urban migration and urbanization in china: Evidence from time-series and

cross-section analyses. China Econ. Rev. 2003, 14, 386–400. [CrossRef]

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2016.10.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0042098013506042
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2397.2007.00475.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02673030903362019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/107808702401097817
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2015.07.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.02.013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11205-013-0415-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2013.12.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.81.4.411
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2003.11949989
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11136-008-9370-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18595006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16367493
http://dx.doi.org/10.1068/a44128
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11136-010-9638-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2011.01698.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0900871X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/aer.89.2.281
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2011.02.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2010.00987.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2013.11.040
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24565140
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8306.1995.tb01807.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2003.09.018
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	The Rapid Urbanization in China and Migrants’ Household Split 
	Migrants’ Life Satisfaction in China 
	Research Framework 

	Data and Methods 
	Data and Research Object 
	Measures and Methods 

	Results 
	Descriptive Statistics 
	Regression Results on the Relationship between Having “Left-Behind Children” and Migrants’ Life Satisfaction 
	The Interactions between Childcare and Household Income for Inter-Provincial Migrants 

	Discussion 
	The Difference between Inter- and Intra-Provincial Migrants’ Life Satisfaction in China 
	The Necessity of Household Reunion in China’s Future Urbanization Process 
	Improvements to the Chinese Model: Toward Family-Friendly Cities for Migrants 

	Conclusions 
	References

