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Abstract 

This paper studies the rural-urban migration in China. The cause of the analysis was 

the increasing number of rural-urban migrants caused by the fast industrialization. It 

could lead some serious problems in urban areas, such as the shortage of urban 

resources like house, food, etc., the increasing of unemployment probabilities and so 

on. China is the most populous country in the world. And the rural population in 

China has been exceeded half of the total. Due to the special current situation of 

China is different from other developing countries, the factors impact the rural 

migration in China and how to perfect the policy institutions are what I want to 

research in the paper. 
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1 Introduction 

As a result of urbanization and industrialization in China, labor was needed in 

the urban construction and industrial development. It attracted a large amount of rural 

labor migration to the urban areas. However, due to the limited urban resources and 

employment probabilities, the rural-urban migration has become an important factor 

impacting the development of China. As a result of the social economy development, 

the number of rural migration labor force has increased by 5 million each year from 

1990s. (Zhao, 2010) 

The total tendency of rural-urban migration in China is that the proportion of the 

rural migration labor force in urban areas is increasing. At the same time, the 

employment in non-agricultural sectors is decreasing. In addition, the ability of 

companies in cities and towns to absorb the rural migrants has been weakened. In 

general, rural labor force migrates trans-provincial to find jobs and is employed 

mainly in the tertiary industry. (Chen, 2008) Recently, the organization of rural labor 

has improved and the employment of migrators in urban areas has become more 

stable. However, due to the special condition of China, such as the large population, 

the limitation of arable land and the urban-rural income gap, the rural-urban migration 

is still a problem urgent to be solved. 

The rural-urban migration is driven by that the profits that can be gained from the 

migration have been known to more and more people. The capacity of cities to absorb 

rural workers is nearly exhausted, and the competitive ability of the rural labor force 

is limited compared to the urban labor force. First of all, the average education level 

of rural labor is lower than the urban labor. And while rural migrates entering to the 

urban areas, they have to consider their living place, information for employment, etc. 

All for them are new. They have to adapt to everything around them as soon as 

possible. With such a lot of limitations, some of the rural migrants are difficult to get 

good jobs, even a part of them are unemployment or suffering from a difficult life in 

urban areas. This situation poses a threat to the economic development and social 
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stability. The problems and constraints of this can be summarized by the following 

five points: 

First, there is a large amount of rural surplus labor force with low education. The 

amount of rural population is more than 700 million in China. (China Statistical Year 

Book, 2010) Most of them are low educated. They are in lack of knowledge and skill 

when competing with urban labor. Second, the dualistic society of urban-rural 

division has serious hampered the rural labor migration. The government set the 

system of hukou, which distinguished the citizens by urban and rural areas. Due to 

this system, the rural population cannot share the same treatment as the urban 

population. Some companies only employ urban residents. The children of the rural 

residents cannot go to the schools in urban areas unless their parents pay more money. 

Third, the urbanization lags behind the industrialization. (Li and Ji, 2004) The low 

level of urbanization impacts the development of the tertiary industry. And it is 

mentioned above that the rural migrants are mainly employed in the tertiary industry. 

So, the underdeveloped tertiary industry affects the scale and speed of rural migration. 

Forth, the unemployment in urban area has become more serious. The unemployment 

rate in urban areas increases year by year. And the urban unemployment rate rose 

from 2.8% in 1994 (China Statistical Year Book, 1999) to 4.3% in 2009. (China 

Statistical Year Book, 2010) Even the growth rate is not that high, it is a big quantity 

due to the large population in China. As a result, it has become more difficult for rural 

migration labor to find jobs in urban areas. Fifth, the urban labor market is not 

standardized, and it lacks protection of the basic rights of migrant labors.  

The rural economy will be lower and lower efficiency if the problem of rural 

surplus labor force cannot be solved. Solving the problem timely and effective is not 

only a central issue of the economic development theory, but also the most urgent 

issue currently. As a developing country, solving this problem also corresponds to 

speeding up the conversion of China from an agricultural to an industrialized nation.   

This article attempts to analyze the factors that determine the rural-urban 
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migration in China. For this purpose, I will analyze and discuss the rural-urban 

migration using the Harris-Todaro model. Lastly, on the basis of the Harris-Todaro 

model, previous research and the current situation in China, I will discuss the current 

policies of China affecting rural-urban migration and give policy suggestions on how 

to solve the problem of rural migration in China. 

    The rest of the article is organized as follows. In section 2, I will summarize the 

factors that determine rural-urban migration and the policy implications that can be 

derived from the Todaro model. I will also give a presented and discussed of the 

expansion model. Some data and examples will be shown in section 3 to explain how 

the urban-rural income gap and the reduction of arable land affect the rural migration 

in China. In section 4, I will based on previous research and the policy implications 

derived from the Harris-Todaro model put forward policy suggestions that may 

contribute to solving the migration problem in China. 
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2 Theoretical model and previous research 

 

2.1 The Todaro model 

The Todaro model assumes that migration considers expected income differences 

between rural and urban areas rather than differences in real income when they are 

making a decision to migrate to urban areas. An individual will migrate if the returns 

to migration exceed the costs to migration.  

The migration from rural areas is to search for a higher-paid job in urban area no 

matter he is unskilled or semiskilled. But, when suppose that the urban employment is 

full or near-full. While entering the urban labor market, many uneducated or unskilled 

migrants will be either unemployed or seek casual and part-time employment. Some 

of them are self-employed or work in the informal sectors. Individuals with secondary 

or university certificates will find jobs in formal-sectors more quickly. However, they 

constitute only a small part of the whole migration population. Consequently, when 

deciding to migrate, the rural labor should balance the probabilities and risks of being 

employed or not by not only considering the gap of urban-rural incomes. But in a full 

employment environment, some of the migrants make decisions only based on the 

desire of the highest-paid job. (Todaro and Smith, 2009)  

The following Figure 1 will show the varying factors affecting the migration 

decision. 
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Figure 1  
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 In the figure above, we can clearly see the factors that affect the migration 

decision making. First, the difference between urban and rural income is not that 

simple as thought before. Some external factors must be considered to the real income 

of each part. Second, the rural labor should know the returns to migration. In this way, 

when the rural labor decides to migrate, they take all the costs into account. The costs 

include opportunity cost, living cost, transport cost and psychic cost. Then, by 

combining the costs with returns to migration, they can get the expected present value 

of migration. It is an important part of migration decision making. At last, the rural 

labor should think about the information flows. If the migration distance is far, it may 

be difficult for the migrants to get the information. If the migrants have rural-urban 

contacts, it may be easier for them to get information. Something like education, 

media and so on are also important sources to decision makers. With their own 

situations, they can decide to migration or not. It is a rational migration decision. 

(Todaro and Smith, 2009) 

 

2.2 Harris-Todaro model  

The unemployment equilibrium between urban expected wages and average rural 

income can be explained by the basic Harris-Tadaro model. It is shown in figure 2.  

Figure 2 
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the demand for labor in agriculture. MM’ presents the labor demand in manufacturing. 

OAOM is the total labor force. WA
* presents the agricultural wage rate while WM

* 

presents the urban manufacturing wage rate. At WA
*=WM

* which the gap of income in 

the two areas is no longer exist. In this case, OALA
* workers are employed in 

agriculture and OMLM
* workers are employed in urban manufacturing. And this 

equilibrium arises in a neoclassical market, with full employment and flexible wages.  

   In the Harris-Todaro model, urban wages are assumed to be fixed at some level, 

say WM  which is above the wage in rural areas WA
*. Assuming that there is no 

unemployment in the economy, OMLM workers would get urban jobs, OALM would 

have to rest content with the rural employment at wages OAWA
** which is below the 

free-market level of OAWA
*. So we have an urban-rural real wage gap of WM－WA

**. 

If rural workers were free to migrate, rural workers would migrate until the following 

condition holds: 

  
LM is the number of people employed in manufacturing and LUS is to the total urban 

labor pool. LM/ LUS is the employment rate in urban areas. Multiplying this ratio by 

the urban wage rate yields the expected income in urban areas. The expression thus 

shows that the probability of urban job success necessary to equate agricultural 

income WA with the expected income (LM/LUS) ( WM  ). When this expression holds a 

potential migrant is indifferent between job locations. The locus of indifference in 

income gap is qq’ curve in Figure 2. The new unemployment equilibrium is at point Z. 

Now, the urban-rural wage gap is WM  －WA. OALA workers are still in the 

agricultural sector and OMLM have modern sector jobs paying WM  wages. OMLA－

OMLM are either unemployed or employed in low-income informal-sector activities.  

   For example, if average rural income is70 and urban income is 140, a 50% urban 

unemployment rate would be. It is necessary before further migration would no longer 

be profitable. Because expected incomes are based on both wages and employment 

probabilities. So, it is possible with continued rural-urban migration even when urban 
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unemployment rates are high. ( Todaro and Smith, 2009) 

The Todaro migration model has four basic characteristics: 

The Harris-Todaro migration model has four basic characteristics: 

Ⅰ Migration is influenced by the relative benefits and costs. The migrators try to 

look for a place or a city in which they can gain more and cost less. The decisions are 

made by considering both financial and psychological factors. Benefits and costs are 

different to each person. The information that the migrators received are just based on 

statistics or other experiences. However, the information is uncertain. 

Ⅱ The decision to migrate is based on differences in expected rural and urban 

income more than real urban-rural real-wage differentials. And the expected 

differential is determined by two factors, the real urban-rural wage differential and the 

probability of employment successfully in the urban area.  

  Ⅲ  The probability of getting a job in urban area is related to the urban 

employment rate directly and oppositely related to the urban unemployment rate. The 

high unemployment rate may give stress to the rural migrates when finding jobs in 

urban areas. 

 Ⅳ Migration rates in excess of urban job opportunity growth rates are not only 

possible but also rational. And also it is related to the wide expected income 

distinctions. High unemployment rates in urban areas are an outcome of the relatively 

better economic opportunities in urban areas compared to rural areas. 

(Todaro and Smith, 2009) 

 

   2.3 Policy implications of Todaro model 

From the Harris-Todaro model a number of policy implications aimed at reducing 

rural-urban migration can be drawn. These policies consider wages, rural 

development and industrialization. 

Ⅰ The development strategies of urban bias particularly first-city bias must be 

reduced. Because migrators respond to the expected incomes, it is important that the 

imbalances of economic opportunities between rural and urban areas can be 
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minimized. They cause the heavy influx of people from rural areas to the cities and it 

leads to the labor shortages in rural areas. These social costs may be higher than the 

private benefits of migration. 

Ⅱ Urban job creation is not a proper solution for the urban unemployment 

problem. If policy is published to reduce the urban unemployment, there will be more 

rural labor attracted flowing to urban areas. In the other hand, an increase in the urban 

wage rate will lead to an increase in the urban-rural income gap and raise the expected 

income in urban areas. As a result, urban unemployment and agricultural output may 

decrease.  

Ⅲ Higher education level makes rural labor raise their expected income and 

stimulates the migration to cities. The higher-educational rural labor is more likely to 

migrate to urban areas than those with low. 

Ⅳ The wage subsidy policy will cause the price distortions by using “correct” 

prices. Wage subsidy may raise the expected income in urban areas. The rural labor 

will more likely to flowing to the urban areas for the high-payment jobs even they are 

not clearly about the real urban wages. The government should fix the subsidies for 

each employee direct government hiring. 

Ⅴ The policies should be designed directly to regulate the supply of labor to 

urban areas, but not the only operation on the demand side. Wage subsidies, 

government hiring directly, clearing up the price distortions, and the encourages of 

employer tax are far less effective than the policies designed directly to rectify the 

supply of labor to urban labor market. 

(Todaro and Smith, 2009) 
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3 Factors explaining rural-urban migration in China 

 

3.1 The rural-urban migration in China from 1949 until today 

Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, the rural labor 

migration can be summarized by four periods. 

The first period occurred in1949-1957. During this period, the rural labor force 

was free to migrate without the control of the government. A number of rural labor 

force was recruited to work in industries in urban areas. In 1958, the number of 

industrial workers was about 23 million and most of them were rural migration labor 

force.  

During 1958 and 1978, the Chinese Government introduced restrictions to the 

rural-urban migration. In 1958, the non-agriculture workers increased to 25 million in 

urban areas out of which 20 million were from rural areas. And what’s even worse, 

the devastating famine happened during 1959 and 1961. The government restricted 

the urban population size in order to avoid the shortage of food and resources in urban 

areas. (Zhu, 2002) After the economic restructure from 1961 to 1963, a large number 

of rural labor returned to rural areas. In 1963, the proportion of agricultural labor rose 

to 82.5%. The number of rural migration labor force decreased rapidly from 1958. 

Since 1960s to 1970s, Mao’s radical ideology led to send the urban youths to the 

countryside and somewhere remote for the rural economy development. (Fan, 2005) 

Involved by the movement of urban and rural labor, the trend of rural labor migration 

became more and more weaken during this period. 

Third period, i.e between 1979 and 1994, there were a number of economic 

reforms in China during this period. During 1988 to 1991, China’s government 

adjusted the economic structure in order to reduce the inflation. The economic growth 

slowed down. The rural migration has impacted a lot. The trend of rural labor 

transferring into non-agriculture sector nearly stagnated. After the government’s’ 

macro adjustments, the economic grew rapidly especially in non-agricultural sectors. 

And then, a mass of rural labor force began migrating to urban areas. 
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Since 1995, the rural labor migration in China has entered into a new stage. The 

Chinese economy started to under going a transition from an agricultural to 

industrialized economy. As a result of industrialization, there was more and more 

labor needed in industrial sectors. As a country which had a large proportion of rural 

population, a great number of rural labors were needed to transfer to the industrial 

sectors. According to the statistics of the Ministry of Agriculture, by the end of 2002, 

the number of rural migrates have increased to 94 million (7.3% of the total 

population). And the increasing tendency of rural migrants became more and more 

rapidly since that time. (Guoyanwang “China’s rural labor migration” Research Group, 

2004) 
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Table 1 

Urbanization in China: 1989-2008 

Year                 Total                   Urban                Urbanization 
                   Population               Population        Level  Growth  Growth in 
                    (10,000)               (10,000)            (%)   rate(%)  persons 
                                                                           (10,000) 
1989                112,704                 29,540           26.21    1.55     879 
1990                114,333                 30,195           26.41    0.76     655 
1991                115,823                 31,203           26.94    2.01     1008 
1992                117,171                 32,175           27.64    2.60     972 
1993                118,517                 33,173           27.99    1.27     998  
1994                119,850                 34,169           28.51    1.86     996  
1995                121,121                 35,174           29.04    1.86     1005 
1996                122,389                 37,304           30.48    4.96     2130 
1997                123,626                 39,449           31.91    4.69     2145 
1998                124,761                 41,608           33.35    4.51     2159 
1999                125,786                 43,748           34.78    4.29     2140 
2000                126,743                 45,906           36.22    4.14     2158 
2001                127,627                 48,064           37.66    3.98     3058 
2002                128,453                 50,212           39.09    3.80     2148 
2003                129,227                 52,376           40.53    3.68     2164 
2004                129,988                 54,283           41.76    3.03     1907 
2005                130,756                 56,212           42.99    2.95     1929 
2006                131,448                 57,706           43.90    2.12     1494 
2007                132,129                 59,379           44.94    2.37     1673 
2008                132,802                 60,667           45.68    1.65     1288 
 
Annually average growth 
1989-1993                                                    0.44     1.64     902  
1994-1998                                                    1.07     3.58     1687 
1999-2003                                                    1.44     3.98     2333 
2004-2008                                                    1.03     2.42     1658 
 
Source: China Statistical Year Book, 2010 

Table 1 shows the growth of the urban population and the level of urbanization 

from 1989 to 2008. The total population increased from about 1.1 to 1.3 billion ( an 

increase by 18%) while the urban population growth rate increased from 1.5% to 5% 

(the highest point) then down to 1.6% during these twenty years. The urban 

population growth consists of the natural growth which dues to births and mortality 

and the net rural-urban migration. Unfortunately, no reliable data on China’s urban 
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population natural growth and net rural-urban migration population are available and 

therefore we are unable to separate between the two sources to growth in the urban 

population. However, due to family planning regulations induced by China’s 

government, the natural population growth rate has reduced rapidly in recent thirty 

years while the total number of urban population keeps at a high level. Therefore, it is 

likely that the growth in urban population is largely due to rural-urban migration. The 

quantity of rural-urban migrates are increasing year by year while the natural growth 

rate is in a low level. 

 

3.2 Factors influencing migration 

 

3.2.1 The effect of urban-rural income gap 

Reviewing the Harris-Todaro model, it is obvious that urban-rural income gap 

leads the rural labor migration. Rather, a given employment rate, an increasing 

urban-rural income gap may raise the expected income in urban areas. At that time, 

they would like to transfer into higher-paid areas.  

In China, the urban-rural income gap is very large and has widened over time.  

 

Figure 3 
Per Capita Annual Income of Urban and Rural Households 
Unit: yuan 
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Source: China Statistical Year Book 2005, 2007, 2009 

   Figure 3 shows the per capita annual income of urban and rural households from 

1990 to 2008. The blue cylinder shows per capita annual disposable income of urban 

households and the red cylinder represents per capita annual income of rural 

households. We can see from the figure that the urban-rural income gap has become 

bigger and bigger in recent decades. In 1990 the urban income level was 1.5 times 

higher than the rural income level. In 2008, the urban income was 2.6 times bigger 

than the rural income.  

See the data of 1990, the average rural income was 990 and urban income was 

1500, so the unemployment rate was 43%. And then, see the data of 2008, the average 

rural income was 6700 and urban income was 17000, so the unemployment rate was 

61%. The unemployment rate in urban areas increased since the rural-urban income 

gape increased during these years. 

In the empirical work the expected income differential is approximated by the 

actual income gap. Zhao (2004) finds that the expected rural-urban wage gap operates 

as the pull factor in rural-urban migration. Zhang and Song (2003) find that the 

urban-rural income gap is a powerfully driving force of migration. And the 

urban-rural income gap affects the migration positively. 
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The increasing rural-urban income gap raises the expected income in urban areas. 

And it may promote the rural-urban migration as the wages in rural areas are too low 

rather than the unemployment rates in urban areas are increasing. 

 

3.2.2 The reduction of arable land 

Another important factor that drives the rural migration is the reduction of arable 

land. In Zhang and Song’s literature (2003), they find the shortage of arable land and 

the large number of surplus labor in China’s rural areas are no doubt a strong push of 

rural-urban migration.  

In China, during recent decades there has been a significant reduction in arable 

land. As a result of economic development, large areas of arable land have been 

transformed to non-arable lands in order to make way for industries. At the same time, 

the industrialization has damaged the ecological environment, which has resulted in 

land desertification, salinization and soil erosion. And then, the arable land is 

non-renewable resource. It is discordant between the limited lands and growing 

population. Finally, economic development promotes farmers to transform from 

agriculture to industry and service business in which they can gain more profits. This 

is the inevitable trend of industrialization and modernization. (Zhang, 2007)  

In China, the arable land reduced by the constructions and environmental 

problems. The reduction of arable land is caused both by expansion of state 

infrastructure, such as the construction of transport infrastructure, water, electricity 

and other non-agricultural facilities, and rural individual use, i.e. the building of living 

houses. The environmental problems have led to desertification of arable land and soil 

erosion and have thus resulted in that lands cannot be cultivated any more. Since the 

arable land is non-renewable resources, agricultural activities have been largely 

reduced as a result of these changes. 

The following data presents the reduction of arable land by occupation from 1978 

to 1995 in China. Unfortunately, no more available data for recent years can be got. 
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Table 2 

Unit: 1,000 hectares 

Year      Area of         Area of            Occupied by        Occupied by 
       Cultivated Land    Reduction        State Infrastructure    Rural Individual 
                    Number  Share(%)    Number  Share(%)  Number  Share(%) 
1978      99389.5     800.9   0.81%       144.5   18.04% 
1980      99305.2     940.8   0.91%       97.7    10.38% 
1985      96846.3     1957.9  2.02%       134.3   6.86%      97.0    4.95% 
1986      96229.9     1108.3  1.15%       109.6   9.89%      84.5    7.62% 
1987      96229.9     3817.5  3.97%       104.6   2.74%      57.5    1.51% 
1988      95721.8     644.7   0.67%       87.8    13.62%     37.6    5.83% 
1989      95656.0     517.5   0.54%       70.1    13.55%     27.4    5.29% 
1990      95672.9     467.4   0.49%       66.3    14.18%     36.7    7.85% 
1991      95653.6     488.0   0.51%       71.9    14.73%     20.5    4.20% 
1992      95425.8     738.7   0.77%       131.7   17.83%     23.9    3.23% 
1993      95101.4     732.3   0.77%       161.0   21.99%     24.0    3.28% 
1994      94906.7     708.7   0.75%       132.6   18.71%     33.0    4.66% 
1995      94970.9     621.1   0.65%       111.9   18.02%     31.6    5.09% 

 

Source: China Statistical Year Book 1999 

    From Table 2, we can realize that the area of cultivated land has decreased year 

by year and that the expansion of state infrastructure largely explains this reduction. 

The area of cultivated land decreased from 99,389,500 hectares in 1978 to 94,970,900 

hectares in 1995, which is about 4.45% has been destroyed. Because of the large 

population, China’s per capita arable land falls far behind the world’s average per 

capita arable land. This situation will become more and more serious in the future 

unless reduction in arable land is put to halt. 

 At the same time as the arable land is decreasing, the population is increasing in 

China. The per capita of arable land has been cut down rapidly recent years. By the 

end of 2008, the per capita of arable land in China was 0.1 hectares (The World Bank) 

As a result, employment prospects in rural areas have been reduced and rural labor 

has to transfer into non-agricultural sectors. It leads to the rural-urban migration. 
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4 Policy suggestions 

By combining the Harris-Todaro model and the current situation of China, there 

are some policy suggestions for the government on how to solve the problem of rural 

labor migration. It can be summarized by five aspects:  

 

4.1 Make the population growth under control 

China is the most populous country in the world. The total number of population 

exceeded 1.3 billion by the year of 2008. The share of rural population is 54%. 

( China Statistical Year Book, 2010) Lowering the rural population growth rate is one 

of the solutions may contribute to solving the rural migration problem from the root. 

Before 1980s in China, there were always seven or eight children in a family, 

especially in rural areas. It caused the population to grow rapidly. In 1980, China’s 

government introduced the family planning policy which aims that just one child is 

allowed in a family. With this policy, the population growth has been slowdown 

during these 30 years. The total trend of population growth in China is low growth in 

rate with high growth in quantity. The large population number is still a serious 

problem since the number of migrants may increase. 

In recent years, the family planning policy has been relaxed in several provinces. 

It is said that parents who only have one child are allowed to have a second one if 

they meet the requirements which published by the government. Most of the 

requirements concern the rural population. Such as, rural parents can have a second 

child if their first child is daughter, etc. Increasingly, rural couples will prefer this 

option in the future. (Attané, 2002) This may endanger the unstable low population 

growth rate nowadays, especially in rural areas. A large rural population may cause 

the labor surplus. The labor surplus may lower the rural wages. As a result, the 

rural-urban income gap will increase. And it may lead to more migration. 

By the way, the government can consider to implement the two-child policy after 

the population growth rate in China has remained stable in the future. Nevertheless, 

now, the government should continue to implement the one-child policy, in order to 
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avoid the massive population growth. (Tang, 2005)  

    By stabling the growth rate of rural population, the rural-urban migration rate 

can be slow down indirectly. 

 

4.2 Develop rural economy 

One important inference from the Todaro-model is that policy aimed at 

increasing employment in urban areas will only attract more and more rural labor 

flowing to urban areas since it leads to an increase in expected urban income. Instead, 

government should focus on developing the rural economy and increase the 

employment in rural areas in order to reduce the urban-rural income gap. 

In rural China, agriculture is the main productive activity which undertaken by 

most households. Many rural households increase their income by varying their 

productive activities. However, economic returns from non-agricultural activities 

typically exceed those from agriculture. So, the non-agricultural activities are more 

attractive to the rural labor. (Talory et.al., 2003) 

Therefore, the government should invest in the technology and infrastructure to 

improve the productivity level in rural areas and in particular in agricultural sectors, 

such a method may raise the wage level in rural areas since more advanced 

technology and infrastructure need more skilled labor to operate. But, as some of the 

labor force can be replaced by advanced technology, less labor will be needed in 

agricultural sectors. So, the government has to consider about varying the agricultural 

activities and creating more employment opportunities in rural areas. 

On the other hand, the government should design the relative policies to protect 

the arable land in rural areas. If more arable lands in rural areas, more agriculture 

activities can be developed. So, more employment opportunities will increase. 

The methods above can improve the rural wage levels. Likewise, they can create 

employment opportunities while more and more agricultural activities are developed. 

As a result, there will be more employment possibilities and choices for the rural 

labor. If these have been done, the urban-rural income gap will decrease and the 
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incentives to rural-urban migration will be reduced.  

 

4.3 Reform the system of hukou 

Household registration system (hukou) is a basic national administrative system 

in China. Traditionally it has been used as a kind of population management method 

which is directly linked for the land and family. However, today the household 

registration system is a legal system to collect, verify and register the citizen’s birth, 

death, family relationships, address and basic information, in order to manage the 

rights of citizen’s employment, education and social welfare. It is an individual-based 

population management.  

The urban-rural household registration system in China especially hindered the 

development of the rural economy. First, it has been nearly controlled the rural labor 

force migration into urban areas. Incentives of migrating were reduced by not 

allowing the rural labor force’s migration. Then, the household registration was 

difficult for rural residents to obtain many benefits enjoyed by urban residents, such 

as access to basic public goods, services and many jobs. (Seeborg et.al., 2000) To the 

rural labor force, it obviously meant loosing not only benefits in economic but also 

chances of getting higher incomes and improving their living conditions or education. 

Also, the rational allocation of human resources could not be achieved. However, the 

current population management system limits the population freely movement. And 

the household registration system is needed to be reformed urgently. (Hu, 1999) 

The system of hukou is a difficult problem which needs to be reformed for a long 

time. Discriminatory policies and unfair treatment to rural population are willing to 

cancel. The rural population needs to have the same rights as regards for example 

employment, education, welfare as the urban population in the near future. And the 

government should make the hukou system only become a tool to register and 

statistics the distribution of population but not the certificate to divide the population. 

Controlled by other better ways, the migration can be free and regular. 

 



 

20 
 

4.4 Develop the education in rural areas 

According to the Todaro model, the higher educational rural population are, the 

more likely migration they will. The indiscriminate educational expansion will lead 

more migrations and unemployment. The rural labor with higher education level will 

seek for a job easily and with a higher income. It means their expected income will be 

higher. They are more likely to migrate to urban areas. It caused the further migration. 

In another hand, the employer will tend to hire people with more education instead 

those with less.  

While high compared to a lot of developing countries, the educational attainment 

in China’s rural areas is still low and stagnant over time. At the same time, the rural 

educational levels lag far behind that of the urban population in China. The typical 

rural inhabitant between the ages of 16 and 60 were at school between 5 and 6 years. 

For all age groups, the one with a middle school or above education earned more on 

per day than the one will only primary education. ( Zhang et.al, 2002) However, 

because of the poverty in some regions in rural China, a lot of children have to work 

for money when they are very young in order to make a living. So many of the rural 

labor, especially the one in the agricultural sectors, has low education or has non 

attainment education. More to be mentioned is, the educational conditions in rural 

areas are poor. In some remote regions, there are not formal classrooms and teaching 

facilities and there is a lack of teachers. 

Also, with the increased unemployment in urban areas as the result of migration, 

education becomes a selection device. Based on the education conditions in rural 

China, the government has to popularize the education, especially the middle 

education to rural population. What the government should do is to ensure that all the 

rural labor force can be middle or above educated to improve the necessary skill of 

them. It will also make their work more efficiency and reduce unemployment. What’s 

more, the higher educated labor can be engaged in higher-leveled jobs. It can raise 

their wages. But it will cause further migration to urban areas unless giving an 

expansion of employment opportunities in rural areas. 
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4.5 Protect the rural labor’s rights 

In China, the urban labor market is lack of standardization. The rural labor’s 

rights are unprotected. The management to the urban labor market is insufficient. The 

rural labor migration is unregular. Some discriminatory policies are set in order to 

solve the employment problem of urban labor force. Some of the companies only 

employ the urban labor. And the rural labor needs to show a variety of documents if 

they want to work in urban areas. It also adds the costs of migration. As a vulnerable 

group in urban area, the rights of rural migration labor are often infringed.  

The government should rectify the order of labor market in urban areas. It is said 

to offer a better surrounding for migration labor force. Specific targeted public 

measures and support towards rural migrants should be launched. The one who 

migrates to urban areas need to be given more welfare. And some limitations of 

employment to rural labor force need to be cut off. The government must ensure the 

children of rural labor force can be educated while their parents migrating to urban 

areas. Also, the housing problem to rural labor is urgent to be solved. The housing 

price is really high in China nowadays no matter buying or renting the houses. For the 

lower-incomed rural migration labor, it is no doubt adding the migration costs for 

them. The government needs to offer some low-price or low-rental-price houses for 

them. This kind of special welfare is important. It supplies a better basic individual 

condition for the rural migration labor to contribute to the economic development. 

   Actually, the improving the difficult conditions of rural labor can promote their 

migration. But by the way, it can reduce their migration costs and increase the 

employment opportunities in urban areas. The government should balance them. 
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5 Conclusion 

This paper represents Todaro theory and Harris Todaro model, discussed factors 

that impact rural-urban migration in China. We find that, the actual income gap 

between rural and urban areas and the reduction of arable land affect the rural 

migration. The actual income gap affects urban employment rate and the rural 

expected income. Since the urban-rural actual income gap in China becomes bigger 

and bigger, as a result, the employment rate and the expected income will become 

higher in urban areas. The higher expected gap drives the rural-urban migration and it 

is what Harris-Todaro model mentioned. On the other hand, the reduction of arable 

land reduces the agricultural activities and wages in rural areas. In this way, a lot of 

rural labor loses their farm land and it is an additional factor that increasing the 

unemployment in rural areas and reducing rural wages. Therefore, this also leads the 

rural migrants to transfer into urban areas to find jobs.  

According to China’s current situation, to the rural migration problem, some 

policies or institutions need to be improved. They are from five aspects. The first on is 

making the population under control. Controlling with the stable growth rate in rural 

areas can reduce the migration population indirectly. And the government can 

consider to relax the family planning policy after population growth rate has been 

stable in China in a few years later. Second, develop the rural economy. The 

employment opportunities and wages can be improved by this achieves. It also can 

reduce the rural-urban migration. Third, reforming the hukou system can increase the 

rural labor’s benefits which they gaining in urban areas. What’s more, it will increase 

the probabilities of getting job for rural labor in urban areas. The fourth one is 

developing the education in rural areas. By developing the rural labor’s knowledge 

and skills, the wage levels of them will increase and they have more choices for their 

jobs. The last one is protecting the rural labor’s rights. Some policies need to be 

published to improve the difficult conditions of the rural labor in urban areas. 

Although, it may cause further migration, but it will increase the urban employment 

rate of rural labor as well. 
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The rural-urban migration problem in China is a long term problem, by the 

government’s proper control and management in the future, it can be solved in a 

couple of years. 
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