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Analysis of Changes in Rural Migrant Workers’ “Inter-regional”
Mobility and Its Output Effect
MA Cao-yuan, LI Yu-miao, SUN Si-yang

(School of Economics and Finance, Xi’an Jiaotong University)

Abstract: In the realm of policy formulation and academic research, discussions about rural labor
mobility have primarily focused on “rural-urban” migration, while ignoring the “inter-regional”
mobility of rural migrant workers who relocate across cities. This paper uses data from the 2000—-2015
China Population Census and develops a quantitative spatial general equilibrium model to analyze the
impact of “inter-regional” mobility of rural migrant workers on the spatial allocation of labor forces and
its output effect.

The study yields the following findings: Firstly, due to the long-standing household registration
system (hukou) , rural migrant workers face challenges in completing hukou migration and can only
“temporarily reside” in cities. The difficulty in obtaining urban hukou allows migrant workers to move
across regions without being constrained by the opportunity cost associated with urban public welfare.
Furthermore, migrant workers’ “temporary residence” status in cities means that factors such as urban
amenities, infrastructure, education and medical conditions do not influence their decision-making
regarding inter-regional migration. Consequently, migrant workers have lower migration costs when
relocating across regions. With wage disparities between cities due to factor misallocation, migrant
workers are able to quickly and cost-effectively seize wage arbitrage opportunities, thereby optimizing
the efficiency of spatial factor allocation. Counterfactual analysis demonstrates that the full inter-
provincial mobility of rural migrant workers significantly enhances the efficiency of spatial factor
allocation, contributing to an annual average increase in GDP of 1.26%. Secondly, since 2010, the
process of granting urban citizenship to rural migrant workers has accelerated, with a growing number
being incorporated into urban social and public welfare system and gradually settling in cities.
However, the localized management of urban social security has resulted in a “job-lock effect” that
hampers labor mobility, raising the opportunity cost of migrant workers’ mobility and leading to a
significant decrease in their inter-regional migration. Quantitative results reveal that during 2010-2015,
the rising cost of inter-regional migration for rural migrant workers has significantly reduced their
mobility frequency, resulting in a 0.50% loss in GDP due to declining spatial allocation efficiency of
labor.

The conclusions of this paper neither support the hukou system, nor oppose rural workers’ access
to urban public welfare and settlement. Instead, they serve as a reminder to policymakers about the
negative economic implications arising from the sharp decline in inter-regional mobility of rural migrant
workers when promoting their settlement in cities. The policy implications suggest that alongside the
ongoing efforts to grant citizenship status to rural migrant workers and expand social security coverage,
policymakers should further deepen comprehensive labor market reforms, eliminate institutional
barriers that hinder inter-regional labor mobility, improve the “portability” of urban public welfare,
and facilitate unrestricted inter-regional transfer of social security. These measures will eliminate the
“job-lock effect” of cities, leading to optimized labor allocation efficiency.

Keywords: rural migrant workers; cross-regional migration; hukou system; spatial allocation
efficiency
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