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During the past 2 decades, major social and economic transformations have
occurred in China. One of the demographic consequences of these changes
is the large increase in the migrant population. In the prereform era, the
Chinese government strictly controlled and regulated migration through the
household registration system (hukou) and other mechanisms. Since the late
1970s, however, the role of household registration has weakened so much
that one does not need to obtain local hukou in order to migrate. Migration,
especially floating migrant population, is clearly on the rise.1

Social scientists are quick to take the opportunity to study different as-
pects of migration.2 Not surprisingly, with few exceptions, most studies of
migration focus on migrant men even though women constitute a high pro-
portion of the migrant population.3 According to the 1990 China Population
Census, migrant women account for 46% of intraprovincial migrants and 42%
of interprovincial migrants in China. The most recent data from the 2000
Chinese census show that 52% of migrants are women.4

Although the subject of female migration is relatively neglected for other
countries as well, the Chinese case promises a particularly interesting com-
parison because of its current hukou system. Originally designed and imple-
mented in the late 1950s, hukou was and continues to be an important insti-
tution that is associated with entitlements, such as housing, medical care, and
jobs, as well as children’s education.5 Before 1978, not having hukou meant
that migrants would not be able to find jobs and housing, let alone benefits
such as medical care and pension. Notwithstanding, since China initiated
market reforms in the late 1970s, the function of China’s hukou system has
been gradually declining but still plays an important role in the receipt of



424 Economic Development and Cultural Change

certain benefits. For example, in some cities, local urban hukou is a prerequisite
for specific occupations, which limits the opportunities for migrant career
advancement. In addition, without local urban hukou, migrants are not per-
mitted to place their children in urban public schools without paying high
“endorsement fees.” Thus, the extent to which migrant men and women have
access to hukou and how it affects the life chances of migrant men and women
are the major questions of our research. In addition, recent literature on mi-
gration argues that a comprehensive assessment of the consequences of mi-
gration requires data that can link individuals at both the place of origin and
destination,6 and our article proposes such a methodology.

Using data from the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone in China, we
contribute to the emerging literature on migration and gender in China. Our
research is motivated by three research questions. First, it has been well
documented that traditionally women were the ones who always migrated,
most often for social reasons or as associational migrants, such as through
marriage and joining other family members. With the transition to a market
economy in China started in the late 1970s, has this traditional pattern of
female migration been challenged and shifted toward more economically mo-
tivated migration?

Second, given the continuing advantages associated with having hukou
at the place of destination, the important research question is whether migrant
women have the same chance of getting hukou at their place of destination,
when controlling for sociodemographic characteristics. This question is im-
portant because it indicates who faces the fewest barriers in getting hukou
among migrants, and thus, who assimilates more easily into the mainstream
society.

Our third question is, what are the labor market consequences of mi-
gration for female migrants? We approach this research question through
several steps. We compare the occupational attainment of female migrants
with that of male migrants as well as with that of local women (nonmigrants)
in Shenzhen. Finally, going beyond the existing studies of gender and mi-
gration in China, we compare the occupational attainment of migrants with
nonmigrants at the place of origin by gender.

Market and the Flow and Fortunes of Migrant Women in Shenzhen
In 1979, Shenzhen was designated as a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) along
with three other cities on the southeast coast of China (Zhuhai and Shantou
in Guangdong Province and Xiamen in Fujian Province).7 The Shenzhen
Special Economic Zone is located in the southern part of Guangdong Province
and adjacent to Hong Kong. The rationale for establishing an SEZ is similar
to the rationale for export processing zones found in other developing countries
in that it uses foreign capital to stimulate export and national development.8

As advanced economies in the world become more and more labor- and
capital-intensive, large multinational companies look to China for labor-
intensive manufacturing. Areas along China’s “golden coast” and the Pearl
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River Delta region have been the front-runners in taking advantage of the
opportunities for export-oriented production.9 Entrepreneurs from Hong Kong
and other countries have quickly opened plants in southern China, in Shenzhen
in particular. The increase of foreign investment in Shenzhen is striking. In
1979, when Shenzhen first became an SEZ, only $15 million of foreign capital
was invested; by 1994, foreign investment capital had soared to $1.7 billion.10

Along with the increase of foreign investment in Shenzhen, the number
of migrants, especially floating migrants (migrants without hukou), has in-
creased dramatically since 1979. The percentage of Shenzhen’s floating mi-
grant population rose from less than 1% in 1979 to 72% in 1994.11 Several
features of Shenzhen’s migrant population set it apart from other cities in
China. First, Shenzhen is the only city in China where the number of floating
migrants is larger than that of local residents. This reflects the nature of
Shenzhen’s economy in that it has a large number of joint-venture enterprises
and a heavy reliance on floating migrants for labor. Shenzhen is also unique
because of the large concentration of female migrants between the ages of
15 and 29. This reflects a strong preference among employers for young female
workers because they are easy to manage and complain less than men about
working conditions.12

We chose to study migrants in Shenzhen for two major reasons. First,
on substantive ground, Shenzhen is important because it has a vital economic
market: a vibrant stock market, booming foreign investment, an unusually
large number of joint venture enterprises, and the emergence of a labor market.
One could argue that a market should be able to provide a fair playing field
where both men and women can compete equally.13 Thus, we can deduce that
perhaps the market will help to reduce, if not eliminate, gender inequality.14

The second reason that we chose Shenzhen is that it has a large number of
migrants, which allows us to easily test our method of constructing origin
and destination data from the 1990 China Population Census.

Gender and Consequences of Migration
The issue of gender and consequences of migration has increasingly attracted
attention from scholars in recent years, perhaps due to the fact that women
participate heavily in the migration process throughout the world.15 A central
issue is whether or not migration improves the position of women. Although
the question initially seems simple, it becomes more complicated once we
begin to address it. The current literature covers studies on both internal and
international migration. P. R. Pessar’s review suggests that immigrant women
in the United States “generally gain greater personal autonomy and inde-
pendence, while men lose ground.”16 In contrast, J. M. Hagan’s recent study
of immigrants in Houston’s Maya community shows that women suffer as a
result of unequal access to “weak ties.”17

Although there is an increasingly large body of literature on migration
in China, the study of migration and gender is still in its early stages. Using
data from Hubei Province, S. Goldstein, Z. Liang, and A. Goldstein examined
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the interplay between migration and gender; the general conclusion of the
study suggests that migration has enabled women to benefit from economic
opportunities and provided them with a degree of freedom that was not pos-
sible at their places of origin.18 In contrast, F. Wang and A. Shen were not
so optimistic.19 Based on the 1995 Survey of Floating Population in Shanghai,
they showed that migrant women are at an earnings disadvantage when com-
pared to migrant men and local women, and they characterized the status of
migrant women as suffering a “double jeopardy.”

A recent study by C. C. Fan further underscores the gender differences
in several aspects.20 Male migrants are more likely to move to urban areas
than female migrants and are also more likely to transfer from agricultural
jobs to nonagricultural jobs. Moreover, male migrants are more likely to work
in prestigious occupations. Using data from the 1990 Chinese census, Y. Huang
conducted perhaps the most systematic empirical analysis of gender and mi-
gration in China.21 Overall, Huang’s findings are in general consistent with
Fan’s assessment: that is, that female migrants continue to face disadvantages.
While previous investigations provided significant insights into the issue of
gender and migration, none of the extant studies systematically took migrant
origin into account, without which our understanding of the process of mi-
gration by men and women remains incomplete.

Another line of research links recent debate in market transition theory
to off-farm employment and gender. V. Nee and R. Matthews implied that
the more extensive the shift to market the smaller the gender gap.22 Empirical
analyses of data from China provided some support for their argument.23

Because of opportunities generated by markets, men tend to travel long dis-
tances to off-farm employment. The indirect benefit for women is that they
then have a greater chance of becoming household heads, which in turn affords
them more decision-making power.24

Apart from the various aspects of women’s position before and after
migration, an assessment of the consequences of migration by gender is further
complicated by data limitations and methodological difficulties.25 Migration
surveys are usually conducted at places of destination. This type of data allows
researchers to make comparisons among migrant women, men, and local
residents on measures of research interests. Migration surveys conducted at
places of origin allow us to examine the determinants of migration by gender
but miss households in which all members have left. A comprehensive as-
sessment of the consequences of migration requires data that can link indi-
viduals at both the places of origin and destination.26 A major advantage of
origin-destination linked data sets is that they can be used not only to evaluate
migration consequences by gender at the place of destination but also to enable
researchers to assess how migrants fare, compared with nonmigrants at their
places of origin. Several studies cited in this section also advocate the use of
such data.27 Using origin-destination pooled data, Landale and her associates
shed significant new insights into the role of assimilation and selective mi-
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gration on infant mortality.28 Our study follows a similar approach to identify
the impact of migration for migrant men and women in Shenzhen.

Data and Methods
The major data set for this article is the 1% sample of the 1990 China Pop-
ulation Census.29 We extracted data for the Shenzhen SEZ and Guangdong
Province. The 1990 Chinese census was the first Chinese census to contain
information on migration. Similar to migration questions from censuses in
other countries, the 1990 China Population Census asked respondents whether
or not they had migrated in the 5 years prior to the date of the census (i.e.,
during 1985–90). If they migrated, their provinces of origin, as well as their
rural or urban status, were identified.

There are several advantages in using the 1990 Chinese census data for
migration research. The 1990 Chinese census asked about migration during
1985–90. The late 1980s and early 1990s were a time of accelerating migra-
tion, and the 1990 census captures this important period. The 1990 Chinese
census also includes information on basic demographic and socioeconomic
variables, which allows us to compare permanent migrants, floating migrants,
and nonmigrants on these important characteristics. We pay particular attention
to the occupational attainment of migrants.

The Chinese census data have some limitations. For example, there is
no information on wages, one of the standard ways of measuring gender
inequality. Because of this limitation, we focus instead on occupational at-
tainment and realize that different conclusions may be drawn if we were to
use wages. Another shortcoming is that it also misses floating migrants whose
duration of residence in Shenzhen is less than 1 year.

Our empirical exercise starts by selecting individuals, between the ages
of 15 and 59, who are in Shenzhen. The focus on this age group mainly
reflects our interest in examining the labor market consequence of migration
by gender. Again, we define floating migrants as migrants in Shenzhen who
do not have local hukou. Permanent migrants are migrants who have local
hukou.

Aside from providing descriptive statistics on the migrant population in
Shenzhen, we will estimate a series of statistical models. Our first statistical
model is to predict who gets hukou in Shenzhen among migrants, paying par-
ticular attention to whether or not migrant women are advantaged or disadvan-
taged in obtaining hukou when compared with migrant men. Since the dependent
variable is a dummy variable (1 p a migrant has hukou, 0 otherwise), we will
employ a standard logistic regression technique.

We have three sets of statistical models to estimate gender differences in
occupational attainment. We collapse the detailed census occupational classi-
fications into three large categories: (1) professional and managerial; (2) sales
and service; and (3) agricultural work, manufacturing, and transportation.30 Be-
cause we have three categories for dependent variables, we will estimate mul-
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tinomial logit models. The first model of occupational attainment is to compare
occupational attainment of migrants with that of local residents in Shenzhen.
We focus on the extent to which gender matters in terms of obtaining good
occupations. The second model compares occupational attainment of migrants
who are from other parts of Guangdong with corresponding nonmigrants in
Guangdong (not including local residents in Shenzhen). Results from the latter
model will yield valuable insights into the extent to which male and female
migrants benefit equally from the migration process through occupational
attainment.

For the second model, we need to construct a separate data set. Because
we have data for both Shenzhen and Guangdong Province as a whole, we are
able to conduct some innovative comparisons of migration consequences by
gender. The idea is that not only can we compare migrant women with migrant
men at their place of destination, but also we can compare migrant women
with nonmigrant women from places of origin within Guangdong Province.
This analysis will involve first selecting migrants in Shenzhen who are from
other parts of Guangdong Province. We will then construct another data set
that contains individuals who reside in Guangdong (not including Shenzhen)
and who have not reported any migration during the period of 1985–90. For
this exercise, we eliminated migrants from other provinces who were residing
in Guangdong Province (excluding Shenzhen) in 1990. We merged these two
data sets to make the origin-destination linked data for an estimation of a
model of occupational attainment.

For all statistical models, we include other independent variables: edu-
cation, age, rural/urban status, Guangdong origin, and marital status. We expect
individuals from rural areas continue to suffer disadvantages when they move
to Shenzhen. Therefore, their probability of obtaining hukou or obtaining
prestigious occupations is lower than that of individuals who are from urban
areas because rural people are located at the lower level of the rural-urban
hierarchy. We also expect that individuals who are from other parts of Guang-
dong Province enjoy advantages in getting Shenzhen hukou and occupational
attainment. Although the official policy of preference for local Guangdong
people is only in the area of employment, in reality, individuals from Guang-
dong may enjoy advantages in both getting Shenzhen hukou and obtaining
prestigious occupations. For example, migrants from other parts of Guangdong
speak Cantonese, and most of the joint-venture companies are owned or par-
tially owned by people from Hong Kong where Cantonese is spoken. This
language homogeneity may give Guangdong-origin people living in Shenzhen
some leverage in getting ahead.

Results
Statistical Description of Migrants in Shenzhen
Table 1 compares basic sociodemographic characteristics across categories of
floating migrants, permanent migrants, and local Shenzhen residents. It is
evident that in Shenzhen floating migrants overwhelmingly dominate the mi-
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TABLE 1

Sociodemographic Characteristics by Migration Status and Gender,
Shenzhen, 1990

Permanent
Migrants

Floating
Migrants Local Resident

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Age (%):
15–19 10.91 7.46 10.57 31.32 12.93 12.45
20–29 40.61 43.65 56.98 53.07 35.33 37.55
30–39 31.52 33.70 19.23 9.41 24.82 22.94
40–49 12.12 11.05 8.57 3.28 12.67 11.93
50� 4.85 4.14 4.65 2.92 14.25 15.14

Mean age (years) 30.70 30.90 28.36 23.96 33.00 33.16
Education (%):

Illiterate and elementary school .91 5.25 16.28 27.70 16.55 31.13
Junior high school 16.97 26.52 59.88 61.42 35.13 39.12
Senior high school 49.70 41.44 19.05 9.07 32.57 23.00
Technical high school 7.27 12.71 1.60 .72 6.70 3.54
Technical college and university 25.15 14.09 3.18 1.09 9.06 3.21

Original residence (%):
City 63.94 64.36 15.26 8.53 64.54 52.69
Town 29.09 26.52 11.74 8.60 .33 .00
Rural 6.97 9.12 73.00 82.87 35.13 47.31

Marital status (%):
Currently married 62.12 75.97 43.44 27.00 66.58 71.95

Top three migrant origins (%):
1. Both p Guangdong 74.85 74.59 71.34 66.18
2. Permanent migrant: both p

Hubei 5.15 4.42
Floating migrant: both p

Guangxi 7.33 11.14
3. Permanent migrant: male p

Guangxi, female p
Sichuan 2.73 4.42

Floating migrant: both p
Sichuan 6.13 6.18

Other province origin 17.27 16.57 15.20 16.51
Interprovincial migration (%) 25.20 25.40 28.66 33.82
Reason for migration (%):

Job transfer 62.42 60.22 10.61 2.22
Job assignment 5.15 3.87 .06 .03
Business or factory work 16.06 10.22 87.78 87.36
School or training 1.21 .55 .10 .13
Join relatives or friends .61 .83 .44 2.02
Retirement .00 .83 .20 .34
Dependents of migrants 12.12 13.54 .14 1.96
Marriage .00 4.42 .02 .23
Others 2.42 5.52 .64 5.71

Number of cases 330 362 4,993 3,870 1,523 1,526
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grant population. The proportions of floating migrants are 91% and 94% for
migrant men and migrant women, respectively. Migrant women are less ed-
ucated than their male counterparts. This is true for both permanent and
floating migrants. Migrants in Shenzhen predominantly come from counties
or cities in Guangdong Province. Among interprovincial floating migrants,
Guangxi, the neighboring province, topped the list in sending migrants to
Shenzhen. Somewhat surprisingly, the proportion of interprovincial migrants
among female migrants is slightly higher than for male migrants. In fact, this
is consistent with Fan’s contention that it is questionable that women migrate
shorter distances in migration.31

Another important finding is that women migrants came to Shenzhen
primarily for economic reasons. For example, among floating migrant women,
nearly 90% reported seeking business or factory work as their reason for
migration. We note also that contrary to findings for China as a whole,32 the
proportion of those reporting marriage as their reason for migration is neg-
ligible, for both floating and permanent migrant women in Shenzhen. Other
studies suggest that the urban marriage market is, by and large, closed to rural
migrants.33

Gender differences exist within floating migrant and permanent migrant
groups. Male and female permanent migrants share an almost identical dis-
tribution on almost all variables, with the exception of marital status: 76% of
permanent migrant women are currently married, as compared to 62% of
permanent migrant men. In contrast, a higher proportion of floating migrant
men reported “currently married” compared to floating migrant women; this
reflects the much younger age distribution of floating migrant women. Floating
migrant women (83%) are more likely to come from rural areas than male
migrants (73%). Female floating migrants have a much younger age distri-
bution than that of male floating migrants. Nearly 85% of them are in the age
group of 15–29. The high concentration in the younger age group also explains
the lower proportion of female floating migrants who are currently married.

Who Gets Shenzhen Hukou?
Shenzhen is a unique city in several ways. It is the only large city in China
where the migrant population is much larger than the local resident population
(see table 1). Despite the large size of the migrant population, Shenzhen has
been reluctant to issue hukou to its migrant population, resulting in a large
floating migrant population. It is reported that the quota for Shenzhen hukou
for 1991 was only 2,200.34 The central variable of our concern is gender. Do
migrant women have equal chances of getting hukou when compared with
migrant men?

To examine who gets hukou among migrants, we selected all migrants
in Shenzhen and estimated a logistic regression model predicting the proba-
bility of obtaining Shenzhen hukou. Ideally, we want to separate individuals
who are illiterate from those who have some level of education. As table 1
shows, most male migrants have at least some elementary school education
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TABLE 2

Logistic Regression Model Predicting Hukou Status for Migrants in Shenzhen

Variable Name

Model I Model II

Coefficient Standard Error Coefficient Standard Error

Female 1.34 .71 .46 .73
Age:

15–19 �.65 .48 �.55 .48
20–29 .45 .29 .38 .29
30–39 .85** .28 .82** .28
40–49 .66* .30 .65* .30

Education:
Junior high school 1.44* .61 1.39* .61
Senior high school 3.03** .60 2.97** .59
Technical high school 3.12** .65 3.12** .64
Technical college or

above 4.01** .61 4.03** .61
Education # gender:

Junior high school #
female .02 .74 .20 .74

Senior high school #
female �.46 .72 �.28 .73

Technical high school
# female .81 .81 .92 .81

Technical college or
above # female �.17 .76 �.82 .76

Urban origin 3.11** .18 3.06** .18
Guangdong origin 1.60** .14 1.61** .14
Currently married .96** .14 .48** .17
Currently married #

female 1.06** .24
Intercept �9.54** .67 �9.08** .67
Number of cases 8,990 8,990
x2 1,990.52 2,010.39

Note.—For the age variables, 50� is the reference group; for the education variables, the
reference group is illiterate and elementary school.

* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.

(less than 1% of migrant men are illiterate). We have combined illiterate with
elementary school education because otherwise statistical estimations would
be impossible. We know education is important in getting Shenzhen hukou,35

but the extent to which it differs by gender is a question that interests us.
Thus, we include several interaction terms between education and gender. We
control for marital status and age. The results are presented in model 1 of
table 2. Education is clearly important in obtaining hukou in Shenzhen. The
higher a migrant’s level of education, the more likely he or she is to obtain
hukou. The coefficients are particularly sizable for migrants who have a tech-
nical high school level of education, and for technical college and above.
Consistent with our expectations, migrants from Guangdong Province are more
likely to have hukou.

Somewhat surprisingly, migrant men are less likely than migrant women
to have hukou. However, the result is not statistically significant. It is also
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interesting that there is no detectable difference between male and female
migrants in the effect of education on having Shenzhen hukou (see the in-
teraction terms between education and gender). None of the interaction terms
are statistically significant. To further explore gender differences in obtaining
Shenzhen hukou, we conducted cross-tabulations of marital status by gender
and hukou status. The results (not shown here) indicated that female married
migrants were more than twice as likely as male migrants to obtain hukou,
8.6% versus 3.9% for females and males. Based on this, we estimated model
2, which contains the interaction term between marital status and gender. As
we expected, married female migrants were more likely to obtain hukou than
married male migrants. We believe that this is because when applying for
hukou, all family members (i.e., spouse and children) apply together, such
that women tend to benefit more from this process than men. Overall, we did
not find systematic evidence that women are being discriminated against in
obtaining hukou status in Shenzhen.

Occupational Attainment: The First Comparison
In the next few tables, we carefully scrutinize patterns of occupational at-
tainment for migrants by gender. Before we introduce results from the re-
gression models, let us examine the basic occupational distribution for mi-
grants by gender. We reclassified detailed census occupations into seven major
occupational categories. Permanent migrants, both men and women, are more
likely to be concentrated in white-collar occupations (not shown).36 The gender
difference among permanent migrants is even more striking: over half of the
permanent migrant women are employed in professional and technical oc-
cupations. In contrast, only less than 20% of permanent migrant men are in
professional and technical occupations. We use the term “permanent migrant
women advantage” to refer to this phenomenon; this advantage in occupational
attainment is somewhat surprising given our early results showing that female
permanent migrants are not better educated than male permanent migrants.
In fact, compared with permanent migrant men, a higher proportion of per-
manent migrant women were in the low-education categories (e.g., illiterate,
elementary school, and junior high school).

Nevertheless, great care must be taken when interpreting these results,
as the actual jobs held by permanent migrant women are not that prestigious.
Among the permanent migrant women who reported professional and technical
occupations, about 65% were in accounting. As we discussed earlier, a majority
of Shenzhen’s joint venture enterprises hire migrant women. It is very possible
that most of these permanent migrant women work in these joint venture firms
as accountants. We note that accountants are regarded as working in profes-
sional occupations, and it is comforting to observe that migrant women are
engaged in this important occupation in a market economy. At the same time,
as A. Walder noted, unlike true elite occupations such as company executives
and managerial staff, professions such as accounting usually have little au-
thority and few subordinates.37 The fact that more than 15% of permanent



Zai Liang and Yiu Por Chen 433

migrant men were managers or administrators (as compared to less than 3%
for permanent migrant women) suggests that permanent migrant men still hold
more powerful jobs than women. Among floating migrants, however, no sig-
nificant difference exists in occupational distribution between male and female
migrants, except for the fact that floating migrant men still have an advantage
in managerial and administrative positions. The largest concentration of float-
ing migrants—over 65%—is in manufacturing and transportation for both
male and female floating migrants.

To estimate a model of occupational attainment, we rearranged the seven
occupational categories into a total of three categories. We use the sample of
migrants and local residents in Shenzhen. Again, we are forced to collapse
agriculture, manufacturing, and transportation into a single category because
no single male permanent migrant was employed in agriculture in 1990. For
ease of interpretation, we also collapsed the following occupations: profes-
sional, technical, and managerial occupations into one category “professional”;
and sales and service workers into “sales and service.” We estimated a mul-
tinomial logit model with a dependent variable that has three categories:
(1) professional and managerial; (2) sales and service workers; and (3) ag-
riculture, manufacturing, transportation, and other manual workers. We use
the last category as the reference category.

The first important finding from table 3 is that permanent migrants have
a higher probability of working in sales and service jobs compared to local
residents. A consistent finding throughout the world is that migrants are not
faring as well as local residents. However, in Shenzhen, the story is somewhat
different. We argue that two factors contribute to this “anomaly.” One is that
Shenzhen is a relatively young city that is composed of mostly migrants. Even
among Shenzhen local residents, some of them may simply be migrants them-
selves, who came a few years earlier.38 Thus, it is likely that we are actually
comparing the occupational attainment of a recent cohort of migrants with
earlier arrivals. Another possibility is that in the late 1980s, as Shenzhen’s
economy further prospered, it attracted a highly selective group of individuals.

Not surprisingly, one’s level of education is very important in obtaining
prestigious jobs. Migrants from urban areas still enjoy an advantage in pro-
curing prestigious professional and managerial jobs, as well as positions in
sales and service. Our major research question—gender effects in occupational
attainment among migrants—present mixed findings. On the one hand, per-
manent migrant women are more likely to be in professional and managerial
positions than their male counterparts, and the results are statistically signif-
icant (see the interaction term between permanent migration and gender). In
contrast, for floating migrants (who dominate the current migrant flow), the
pattern is just the opposite: migrant men are doing better than migrant women.
Returns to education on occupation differ by gender. With the same level of
education, women have a higher probability of obtaining professional and
managerial jobs than men (for both migrants and local residents). Women
seem to benefit the most from an education at the technical high school level
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TABLE 3

Coefficients from Multinomial Logit Model of Occupational Attainment of
Migrants Compared to Nonmigrants in Shenzhen

Variable Name

Professional and
Managerial Sales and Service

Coefficient Standard Error Coefficient Standard Error

Female �.39 .32 .62** .17
Permanent migrant �.10 .19 .49** .19
Permanent migrant #

female 1.10** .31 .40 .31
Floating migrant �1.61** .12 �.16 .10
Floating migrant #

female �.44** .17 �.61** .14
Age:

15–19 �2.37** .25 �.99** .18
20–29 �2.23** .17 �.66** .15
30–39 �1.78** .17 �.38** .15
40–49 �1.10** .18 �.37* .16

Education:
Junior high school 1.27** .19 .13 .11
Senior high school 2.33** .20 .58** .13
Technical high school 3.85** .27 1.10** .27
Technical college or

above 4.99** .27 1.61** .25
Education # gender:

Junior high school #
female .82* .34 .11 .16

Senior high school #
female 1.74** .34 .44* .19

Technical high school
# female 1.89** .55 .23 .56

Technical college or
above # female 1.46** .57 �.23 .62

Urban residence .68** .10 .76** .07
Guangdong origin �.02 .11 .72** .08
Currently married .56** .10 .48** .08
Intercept �1.37** .23 �2.29** .19
x2 5,152.97
Number of cases 11,183

Note.—For the age variables, 50� is the reference group; for the education variables, the
reference group is illiterate and elementary school.

* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.

(see the largest coefficient among education and gender interactions). This
underscores the critical role education plays in reducing gender inequality in
occupational attainment.39

Once we control basic sociodemographic variables as well as unequal
returns to education, women in Shenzhen are still more likely to be employed
in sales and service sector positions, and the coefficient for professional and
managerial occupations is not significant. To understand whether gender in-
equality has worsened in Shenzhen than at migrant’s place of origin, we also
estimated a similar model using nonmigrants in Guangdong Province (not
including Shenzhen). The results (not shown here) reveal that even when we
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control all the variables as we did in table 3, the gender variable is still
statistically significant. Overall, our results yield a clear message, to the extent
that discrimination against women persists; it is much less so in Shenzhen
than in the place of migrant origin. A similar conclusion was reached by
Matthews and Nee, who argued that migration yielded positive consequences
for gender equality, such as more decision-making power by women.40

Occupational Attainment: The Second Comparison
Before we present results from the model of occupational attainment using
origin-destination linked data, we first compare the labor force participation
rates of migrants from Guangdong with local Shenzhen residents, shown in
table 4. The first major finding in table 4 is that the labor force participation
rates for migrants are much higher than that of local Shenzhen residents.
Migrants come to seek economic opportunities and are more likely to be
actively employed than local residents. The second finding is that male mi-
grants have a higher labor force participation rate than that of female migrants.
The gender difference in occupational attainment persists in that nearly 47%
of female permanent migrants are in professional and technical occupations,
compared to 17% of male permanent migrants.

For male and female migrants, a pattern of transfer from agricultural
work to manufacturing and transportation sector occupations is clearly evident.
For example, 65% of local male Guangdong residents are engaged in agri-
cultural work, while 63% of male floating migrants work in manufacturing
and transportation. The same can be said about female floating migrants. The
general conclusion that can be drawn from this comparison is that temporary
migration really represents the transformation process from agricultural to
nonagricultural work.

Next, we estimated a multinomial logit model of occupational attainment.
The objective here is to compare migrants from Guangdong (who were re-
siding in Shenzhen at the time of the census) with nonmigrants of Guangdong
Province (excluding Shenzhen). Since we selected only Shenzhen migrants
who are from Guangdong Province, the sample sizes for both temporary and
permanent migrants are reduced.41 To make the statistical models estimable,
we decided to eliminate permanent migrants from this part of our analysis.
This adjustment is unlikely to alter our major conclusions, since floating
migrants constitute the overwhelming majority of the migrant population. We
do this for men and women separately. We enter interaction terms between
education and migrant status because we expect that at each level of education,
migrants will receive less returns compared to nonmigrants at their places of
origin. Table 5 reports the results from the multinomial logit model of oc-
cupational attainment for migrant men and nonmigrant men in the place of
Guangdong origin. Similarly, table 6 reports results for women. For com-
parison purposes, we discuss results from tables 5 and 6 together. Two major
findings emerge from our analysis. Primarily, floating migrant men are more
likely to be in professional and managerial jobs than nonmigrant men at their
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TABLE 4

Occupational Distribution by Gender and Migration Status

Male Female

Guangdong
Resident

Shenzhen
Resident

Floating
Migrant

Permanent
Migrant

Guangdong
Resident

Shenzhen
Resident

Floating
Migrant

Permanent
Migrant

Occupational classifica-
tion (%):

Professional and tech-
nical workers 4.87 15.62 1.64 17.45 4.03 24.13 1.99 46.55

Managers and
administrators 2.27 10.10 1.39 13.21 .37 1.53 .05 2.30

Office workers 1.96 11.34 1.14 9.90 .86 10.26 .90 14.28
Sales workers 4.47 15.07 10.15 23.58 3.11 15.28 4.43 12.44
Service workers 2.01 3.57 5.38 2.35 2.61 11.03 7.73 12.90
Agricultural workers 65.14 10.33 17.36 .00 73.36 15.61 13.10 1.38
Manufacturing and

transportation 19.28 33.95 62.94 33.48 15.66 22.16 71.76 10.14
Number of working

population 160,318 1,287 3,509 212 134,722 916 2,212 217
Labor force participation

rate (%) 85.84 84.50 98.51 85.82 77.95 60.03 86.38 80.37
Total number of cases 186,764 1,523 3,562 247 172,831 1,526 2,561 270

Note.—Guangdong resident p person resides in Guangdong (but excluding Shenzhen) and has Guangdong hukou. Shenzhen resident p person resides in
Shenzhen and has Shenzhen hukou. Floating migrant p person originates from Guangdong and is a floating migrant in Shenzhen. Permanent migrant p person
originates from Guangdong and is a permanent migrant in Shenzhen.
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TABLE 5

Coefficients from Multinomial Logit Model of Occupational Attainment of
Shenzhen Floating Migrants from Guangdong Compared with Guangdong Local

Residents (Males)

Variable Name

Professional and
Managerial Sales and Service

Coefficient Standard Error Coefficient Standard Error

Floating migrant .66* .26 1.39** .12
Age:

15–19 �2.72** .10 �.56** .06
20–29 �1.86** .03 �.22** .04
30–39 �1.80** .03 �.29** .03
40–49 �.56** .03 �.14** .04

Education:
Junior high school 1.62** .03 .54** .03
Senior high school

or above 3.48** .03 .85** .03
Education # migrant

status:
Junior high school

# floating
migrant �.76** .28 �.67** .13

Senior high school
or above #
floating migrant �1.17** .28 �.62** .15

Urban residence 1.22** .02 1.46** .02
Currently married .46** .03 .26** .03
Intercept �3.38** .04 �3.21** .04
x2 33,245.33
Number of cases 164,373

Note.—For the age variables, 50� is the reference group; for the education variables, the
reference group is illiterate and elementary school.

* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.

places of origin, when controlling for sociodemographic variables and dif-
ferential returns to education by migration status. However, no similar results
emerge for women; that is, migration does not improve a woman’s chance
of obtaining professional and managerial jobs. Therefore, if we use working
in professional and managerial occupations as an indication of occupational
mobility, floating migrant men benefit more from migration than floating
migrant women.

The second important finding is that the impact of marital status differs
by gender. For men, being married increases the likelihood of obtaining pro-
fessional and managerial jobs; for women, however, marriage is a constraint
that decreases the likelihood of obtaining professional or managerial jobs. It
should be noted that the above two findings cannot be revealed if we only
look at migrants at the place of destination.

Conclusion and Discussion
China’s transition to a market-oriented economy since the late 1970s has been
accompanied by a major increase in migration, a magnitude rarely seen in
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TABLE 6

Coefficients from Multinomial Logit Model of Occupational Attainment of
Shenzhen Floating Migrants from Guangdong Compared with Guangdong Local

Residents (Females)

Variable Name

Professional and
Managerial Sales and Service

Coefficient Standard Error Coefficient Standard Error

Floating migrant �.62 1.00 1.74** .13
Age:

15–19 �2.28** .10 �.48** .07
20–29 �1.68** .07 �.17** .05
30–39 �1.49** .07 �.05 .05
40–49 �.25** .07 .33** .05

Education:
Junior high school 2.48** .06 .92** .03
Senior high school

or above 4.66** .06 1.31** .04
Education # migrant

status:
Junior high school

# floating
migrant .13 1.02 �1.28** .16

Senior high school
or above #
floating migrant �.15 1.02 �1.69** .24

Urban residence 1.87** .03 2.37** .03
Currently married �.27** .04 �.03 .04
Intercept �4.20** .07 �3.69** .06
x2 35,455.48
Number of cases 136,969

Note.—For the age variables, 50� is the reference group; for the education variables, the
reference group is illiterate and elementary school.

* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.

the last 50-year history of the People’s Republic. In this article, we explored
the consequences of migration for women, using the Shenzhen Special Eco-
nomic Zone as a case study. Our study has uncovered several interesting
findings, indicating that both changes and continuities are in place.

It is well established that Chinese women have always migrated, not to
find jobs, but to migrate to their husbands’ homes or to live with family
members. This clearly changed in the late 1980s and 1990s in Shenzhen.
Eighty percent of migrant women in Shenzhen migrated to do business or
factory work. The corresponding percentage for men was 83%. The pattern
among floating migrants is even more striking, with 87% of floating migrant
women reporting their reason for migration as business or factory work. It
seems that the market has changed traditional patterns of female migration.
In Shenzhen, at least, both male and female migrants are motivated by eco-
nomic reasons. Consequently, the percentage of migrant women reporting
marriage or joining family members as reasons for migration is almost neg-
ligible (less than 4%).
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Our findings regarding the consequences of migration for women offer
a message of limited optimism. It is an optimistic message because the mi-
gration process benefits women in two major aspects. First, permanent migrant
women are more likely than permanent migrant men to be engaged in pro-
fessional jobs; however, bear in mind that professional jobs for women were
primarily in accounting, an occupation with no apparent authority or power.
A second positive aspect is that, to the extent there is discrimination against
women in occupational attainment, it is less so in Shenzhen than at the place
of migrant origin. We suggest that this relatively equalized gender relationship
in occupational distribution in Shenzhen is due in large part to Shenzhen’s
economic structure and to the demographic characteristics of its labor force.
As we know, the majority of Shenzhen’s migrants work in manufacturing
occupations, very likely for joint venture companies. Given Shenzhen’s large
number of female migrants employed in these companies, we speculate that
employers are eager to hire female migrants to fill professional and technical
jobs. In addition, Shenzhen is a relatively new society and consists mainly
of migrants; it is a city that perhaps has the least traditional constraints of
gender hierarchies, thus allowing female migrants opportunities to work in
relatively prestigious occupations. Having said that, let us quickly add that
this “female permanent migrant advantage” is only in comparison with male
migrants; and, female migrants (save female permanent migrants) are not doing
as well as local residents in Shenzhen.

Although descriptive statistics reveal that migrant women are less edu-
cated than migrant men, at each level of education, migrant women receive
a higher return on education than migrant men (see table 3). In addition, once
a differential return to education is taken into account, the gender variable is
no longer statistically significant. This indicates that migrant women’s lesser
representation in prestigious occupations in Shenzhen is due largely to their
low level of education. Thus, one of the ways to reduce gender inequality in
occupational attainment is to promote women’s education. In addition, given
the fact that permanent migrant women are more likely than permanent migrant
men to be in professional occupations, easing control on hukou is also likely
to help migrant women get ahead in Shenzhen.

Given the several pieces of good news we reported regarding migrant
women, it may be tempting to suggest migration as a mechanism to reduce
gender inequality. To a certain degree, it does help women, but only a small
portion of migrant women. In fact, despite the progress made by migrant
women in Shenzhen, our sense of optimism should be quite limited because
this progress is even overshadowed by the enduring disadvantages suffered
by migrant women, as revealed in our study. First, at the place of destination
in Shenzhen, floating migrant women are not doing as well as floating migrant
men in obtaining professional and managerial jobs. Second, compared to
migrants at their places of origin, floating migrant men are more likely to
obtain professional and managerial jobs after we control for sociodemographic
characteristics and differential returns to education by migration status. How-
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ever, this is not the case for floating migrant women. This suggests that,
relatively speaking, floating migrant men benefit more from migrating to
Shenzhen than floating migrant women. Third, like women throughout the
world, migrant women in Shenzhen are much more constrained by family
obligations than men, as shown by the model of comparison between floating
migrants in Shenzhen and at their places of origin. This disturbing news is
even more troubling when we consider that the floating migrant population
is the majority of the Shenzhen’s migrant population.

Methodologically, we want to stress our innovation in comparing char-
acteristics of migrants both at their places of destination and origin. This
approach opens up new avenues of research, not only for the study of gender
and the consequences of migration but also for an assessment of migrant
outcomes in general, especially for internal migration. It is almost a standard
practice for scholars of migration to document migrant women at their place
of destination and to compare them either with migrant men or local women.
Such studies often suggest a disadvantaged position for female migrants. This
focus on destination area often is the result of data limitation because migration
surveys are usually conducted at the place of destination. One needs to realize,
however, that results based only on surveys at the place of destination can
yield incomplete and sometimes oversimplified assessment of migration out-
comes. In fact, as we demonstrate in this article, significant insights can be
gained by conducting a comparison both at the places of origin and destination.
Moreover, the implementation of this procedure is perhaps particularly relevant
for developing countries where data collection is usually less than ideal and
where data collection budgets do not allow researchers to conduct surveys at
places both of origin and destination. To implement the procedure we have
advocated in this article, a country needs to have standard population census
data. With rather modest modifications, the procedure can be used successfully
in studies of migration in large cities in China and around the world, such as
Shanghai, Mexico City, or Bombay.
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