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Abstract
There has been a growing interest among scholars in studying migrants’ settlement intention. One practical reason is that China has entered into an era of labor shortage, and scholars and policy makers want to find out about the determinants of rural migrant workers’ future plan, whether to stay or leave the city. However, existing research suffers from three major issues: (1) inconsistent empirical findings, (2) lack of consideration of contextual factors, and (3) failure to correct sample selection bias. This study is designed to further our understanding on this subject by analyzing a new dataset from the 2008-2009 surveys on the migrant workers in the nine cities in the Pearl River Delta. In particular, we examine the effects of firm and place characteristics. In order to correct the selection bias in the migrant sample, we implement the Heckman two-step method. Our results show that firm practice and city attribute play a significant role in affecting migrants’ settlement intention. At the same time, individual income does not matter. Our results suggest that migrant workers do not simply act as income maximizers but they also desire good work and living environment. This has significant implications for policy makers and employers, especially when they seek to attract and retain migrant workers.
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INTRODUCTION

It is no doubt that migrant workers are the backbone of modernization and economic development of China. Ever since China entered “the age of migration” in the 1980s (Liang 2001), millions of migrants have flooded to the Chinese cities, especially the large cities (Liu, Liu, and Li 2014). After 30 years this movement’s momentum still sees no sign of abating: in 1982, China’s migrant population was 6.57 million, less than 1% of the total population (Duan, Lv, and Zou 2013). In 2000, the migrant population surged to 79 million (Liang and Ma 2004). And in another 10 years, its size almost tripled to over 221 million, accounting for 16.5% of the total Chinese population (NBS 2012). Obviously, the most prominent component of this phenomenal population movement are the people coming from rural areas to look for work in the cities: statistics show that in 2010 63% of the migrant population came from rural areas and their primary reason for migration is work and business (Zheng 2013).
Such an upsurge in migration has, in turn, stimulated considerable interest among scholars and generated abundant research on the rural-to-urban migration movement as well as the incorporation of migrants in Chinese cities. Some major strands of extant research include: general patterns and trends of migration over time (Chan 2013; Goodkind and West 2002; Liang 2001; Liang and Ma 2004), migrants’ adaptation in the urban labor market (Knights and Yueh 2004; Meng and Zhang 2001; Wang, Zuo, and Ruan 2002), migrants’ housing and settlement in destination cities (Wu 2002, 2005), and the experiences of migrant women (Fan 2004; Roberts 2002) and migrant children (Liang, Guo, and Duan 2009).
However, any population movement is more than just the one-way process and outcome, and there is also the reverse movement. After all, temporary and circular migrations are a constant feature of internal migration (White and Lindstrom 2005). Indeed, empirical research shows that the size of the return migrant population in China is also substantial, in the millions at least, and is expected to expand further at times of economic downtown, just as happened in the 1990s during the reform of the state-owned enterprises and in the late 2000s under the context of the global financial crisis (Chunyu, Liang, and Wu 2013), yet the phenomenon of return migration is still an understudied area.
Nonetheless, a scholarship of return migration in China has emerged and can be largely grouped under two broad themes: the return migration behavior and the intention of return migration (vs. the intention to stay in the city permanently). Regarding the former theme, researchers have already investigated the following aspects: estimation of the rate of return migration (Chunyu et al. 2013; Zhao 2001), the determinants and selectivity of return migration (Bai and Song 2002; Chunyu et al. 2013; Wang and Fan 2006; Zhao 2001; Zhou and Liang 2006), and the consequences of return migration and the implication for development of the sending community (Chunyu et al. 2013; Ma 2001, 2002; Murphy 2000; Zhao 2001). There was also a series of research investigating migrants’ settlement intentions, which often encompass migrants’ desire for urban hukou and retention of the rural farmland entitlements (Cai and Wang 2007; Fan 2011; Hou, Yang, and Li 2004; Li 2010; Li and Long 2009; Liu et al. 2013; Tang and Feng 2012; Zhu 2004; Zhu and Chen 2010).
Although migrants’ settlement intention does not necessarily translate into real action, there are two distinct advantages in studying migrants’ intention compared to studying their behavior. One advantage is methodological. It is known that the measurement of return migration can be tricky due to inconsistency in the interval and the place of observation. In terms of the time of observation, return migration can be a lifetime outcome (Lius and Liu 1998; Zhou and Hou 1999), but can also be measured in a fixed interval as short as 5 years (e.g., Chunyu et al. 2013). After all, the distinction between temporary and long-term or permanent migration is often blurred (White and Lindstrom 2005), which makes it hard to stipulate a uniform duration of observation. Similarly, there is a lack of standard in geographic unit when defining the origin area for return migrants, should it be the village, the county, or the province. Thus, compared to examining migrants’ return trips, inquiring about migrants’ intention to stay or return is much more straightforward and easier for cross comparison. Studying migrants’ settlement intention also has practical benefits for policy makers. It is known that shortage of migrant labor has become a major regional or even national issue in recent years in China. For example, in early 2004, the Pearl River Delta, where the manufacturing industry concentrates, suffered a shortage of labor after the Spring Festival. The situation only worsened after the 2008 global financial crisis (Yang and Sun 2010). In other regions that also feature a manufacturing industry like Zhejiang and Wuhan, seasonal labor shortage also emerged, which led to mass cancellation of production orders (China Textile Information Net 2010). Obviously, such labor shortage is directly attributable to the departure of migrant workers. Thus, understanding the migrants’ settlement intention as well as its determinants may help local governments formulate short-term policies to tackle the labor shortage problem. From a long term perspective, such knowledge may also enable policy makers to develop a reasonable projection of the migrant population in the cities in the future and so make more informed decisions for urban planning.
Given its methodological advantage and practical significance, this study seeks to further the research on migrants’ settlement intention. We take advantage of a recent dataset from the 2008-2009 Pearl River Delta 9-City Survey to obtain more up-to-date information on migrants’ settlement intentions. More importantly, we aim to uncover the determinants of migrants’ settlement intention from multiple dimensions, in particular the effects of contextual factors such as firm and place characteristics. By doing so, we hope to fill a gap in the literature which has thus far focused mostly on individual factors.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Economics of Migration

China’s internal migration is a typical manifestation of labor mobility, which is driven primarily by economic factors. Earlier theories of migration tend to focus on micro-level mechanisms, mainly the economic benefits for migrants and their families. The neo-classical economic model posits that migration is primarily an individual act driven by differentials in incomes between sectors and places but is negatively affected by migration cost. Accordingly, migrants from the agricultural sector expect to experience an income gain in the higher-wage urban sector (Lewis 1954; Sjaastad 1962; Todaro 1969). The new economics of labor migration, on the other hand, argues that migration decision is not merely an individual act, but the result of collective deliberation at household level in order to diversify income sources and overcome constraints and possible failure in the local capital and insurance markets. Besides absolute monetary gain and reducing risks, migration can help households enhance their relative economic standing in the natal community, thus reducing their sense of relative deprivation (Stark 1991; Stark and Taylor 1989, 1991).

In contrast, theories of development and globalization focus more on macro-level analysis and identify structural forces that lead to the formation of migration streams. On the push side, industrialization and economic development tend to produce labor surplus in rural areas, which in turn constitutes a potential pool of emigrants (Massey 1988). On the pull side, deindustrialization in the core nations and relocation of the manufacturing sector to the periphery countries, typically in the export processing zones, create growing demand for labor in the developing countries’ urban areas (Sassen 1988). Often it is the combination of these two forces that spur the initiation of the migration movement.
Although these theories were originally developed out of non-China settings, they all prove to be applicable to the Chinese situation. For example, Chan (2013) perceives the labor migration flow between rural and urban sectors and between regions in China as an reenactment of the Lewis model. Invoking Todaro’s paradigm Rozelle et al. (1999) develops a cost-benefit analytical framework to explain the nationwide variation in the rural labor’s participation in long-term migration. Likening China’s internal migration to undocumented Mexican-U.S. migration, Roberts (1997) demonstrates that migration is a typical spatial and occupational diversification strategy adopted by rural Chinese households. As to the structural forces, there is apparent labor surplus in rural China due to the rural transformation from the former production team system to household production responsibility system as well as the implementation of new production technologies. At the same time, China became increasingly attractive to foreign investment thanks to its relatively cheap labor, big market, as well as favorable government policies, which in turn leads to tremendous growth in manufacturing jobs, thus creating unprecedented demands for cheap labor and namely migrant workers (Liang 1999). Evidently economics has been the principal driving force of internal migration in China.
Non-Economic Factors


Once the act of migration is initiated, it becomes a matter of adaptation and settlement in the destination and that can go well beyond just the economic considerations. Just as Wen (2001) postulates, the migration behavior of rural migrants can be a product of different levels of rational choice: at the lower levels are “survival” and “economic” rationalities, which largely echo the logics of new economics and neo-classical economic theories respectively; at the highest level, however, is “social” rationality, which seeks holistic satisfaction and involves pursuit of alternative lifestyle and value system, typically the urban way of life, which may be more appealing to migrants than the traditional rural culture. It is suggested that after more than 30 years’ reform and opening up the rural migrants experienced a transition from survival and economic rational choices to social rational choice, especially among the new generation of migrants, who are not necessarily concerned about jobs and income per se, but are more oriented towards “satisfaction” with life, which tends to be based on varied and diverse criteria associated with urbanism.
Satisfaction with life in the destination in turn can affect migrants’ settlement intentions. Massey and Akresh (2006) develop a conceptual model under the context of international migration, in which satisfaction with U.S. life plays a mediating role between migrants’ objective circumstances and their long-term settlement intentions. And they find that immigrants who express a high degree of satisfaction with life in the U.S. are more likely to naturalize and thus intend to stay in the U.S. permanently. Therefore, when studying migrants’ settlement intentions it is also important to consider non-income factors, as well.
Existing Research on Migrants’ Settlement Intentions

In recent years there is a growing body of literature on the settlement intentions of Chinese rural migrants in the cities, which reflects researchers’ increasing interest in this topic, but one issue in the empirical research is the lack of consistency in research design and findings.

First of all, the notion of “settlement intention” has been operationalized in a variety of ways. For some scholars, the operationalization is rather simple, just grouping migrants’ settlement plan into a few crude categories, such as the intention to return, to stay in the city, or to move elsewhere (Fan 2011; Li 2010; Liu et al. 2013). other scholars have more in-depth and nuanced considerations, including migrants’ interest in attaining urban hukou, their willingness to renounce the rural land claim, or the combination of both, which makes the outcome measurement and analysis more complex (Cai and Wang 2007; Hou et al. 2004 ; Li and Long 2009; Tang and Feng 2012; Zhu 2004; Zhu and Chen 2010).
There is also a lack of agreement in empirical findings. At the aggregate level, some researchers find that the dominant intention among migrants is to return home (Fan 2011; Zhu 2004; Zhu and Chen 2010), whereas others find quite the opposite, i.e., to stay in the city (Li and Long 2009). The results are more diverse when it comes to the determinants of migrants’ settlement intentions. So far, researchers have tried to use a wide array of individual characteristics to predict migrants’ settlement intentions, including economic factors (income, social security), demographics (sex, age, marital status), human capital (education, migration experience), social capital (presence of family members, membership of social organizations), political capital (connection with government workers), as well as psychological factors (feelings of exclusion and discrimination, identification with urban lifestyle). Among these perhaps the most contested variable is income, because some studies find it to be quite significant in affecting migrants’ settlement plans (Cai and Wang 2007; Zhu 2004; Zhu and Chen 2010), while others suggest that income does not really matter or tends to be diminished by other factors (Hou et al. 2004; Li 2010; Tang and Feng 2012). In addition, researchers are split in their findings regarding the effects of demographic characteristics, such as sex, age, marital status, and the presence of certain family members (Fan 2011; Li 2010; Li and Long 2009; Zhu and Chen 2010).

Nonetheless, the effects of other factors appear to be less contentious. In general, migrants with more education and training, more migration experience, better integration with the urban community and more accustomization to city life, and living together with children in the city are more inclined to stay in the city permanently (Cai and Wang 2007; Fan 2011; Li 2010; Li and Long 2009; Liu 2013; Zhu and Chen 2010).
Another generalization we can make about extant studies when trying to explain migrants’ settlement plan is that researchers tend to be pre-occupied with micro-level determinants, either personal or household characteristics, yet little consideration has been given to the impact of contextual factors, such as firm and place attributes, which no doubt should also be very important factors. For example, Zhu (2004) points out that the destination governments could make cities more attractive to migrants and make them more willing to stay by desegregating the urban labor market, expanding social security, and providing better education and housing services to migrants. Yet so far there has been very limited work systematically examining how place matters. One such example is Tang and Feng’s (2012) study, which assesses the effects of the location and the population of the destination city that presumably is associated with a city’s economic development level, public services, and amenities, and they find these factors are very powerful in explaining migrants’ settlement decisions. But Tang and Feng’s study is mostly limited to intra-provincial migrants in Jiangsu. Cai and Wang’s (2007) research includes both the origin and the destination locations of migrants and they find that the intra-provincial migrants who work in the three big cities in the Pearl River Delta (Shenzhen, Zhuhai, and Guangzhou) have stronger intention to attain the urban hukou there. 
Another important layer of contextual factors is firm attributes, which consist of not merely the monetary rewards, but also job security, working conditions, and other firm welfare. But as Fan (2011) points out, so far we have known very little about how the job itself affects migrant workers’ settlement intention and researchers seem to be mostly occupied by the effect of income. The consideration of firm attributes and job related benefits is also in accordance with Wen’s (2001) rational choice thesis that migrants are increasingly concerned about non-economic factors. For example, in recent years the poor working conditions for the pneumatic drill workers has become a public concern, because the pneumatic drill workers are at a high risk of developing pneumoconiosis which has little hope of a cure. This issue is especially prevalent in small firms where there is hardly proper protection against pneumoconiosis for the workers. As a result, many migrant workers choose to look for other jobs or return home regardless of the level of pay.

In summary, there has been growing interest among scholars in studying migrants’ settlement intention, and we have learned that migrants’ settlement intention is more than a product of economics, but relates closely to social, political, and psychological factors. However, we still don’t know much about how these factors come into play and how they interact with one another. Part of the reason is the divergence in empirical findings, and another major reason is the lack of consideration of contextual factors, in particular the characteristics of places and firms where migrants live and work. Accordingly, this research is designed to fill that gap in the literature using new data on migrants’ location and work units.
DATA AND METHODS 

Data 

This research uses data from the 2008 and 2009 Surveys on Migrant Workers in the Pearl River Delta, which was directed by Linping Liu at Sun Yat-Sen University. The subjects of the surveys were the inter-county/inter-district migrant workers in the Pearl River Delta of Guangdong Province who had no more than junior college education. The surveys used quota sampling based on the proportion of the floating population in the nine prefecture-level cities in Guangdong Province as reported by the 2000 census as well as the occupation composition of the floating population as reported by the Guangdong Province’s Statistical Yearbook. The survey team used interception and snowball sampling to acquire the subjects. In order to ensure the representativeness of the sample, the number of subjects from each firm should be no more than three. In the 2008 survey, 2,576 questionnaires were distributed and the response rate was 97.44%. In 2009, 1,806 questionnaires were distributed and 1,766 of them were returned. A special feature of this study is that part of the 2009 survey questionnaire was designed to follow up on those who were previously included in the 2008 survey, and the survey team was able to track down 327 such respondents. This means among the 2008 survey respondents at least 327 of them had stayed in the city for one more year, and these are the individuals this research focuses on. Eventually after excluding the cases with missing values, we use information from 234 cases for data analysis.
Variables 

This study examines the factors affecting migrant workers’ intention to stay in the cities. The dependent variable is derived from the survey question, “what is your plan for the future?” And we develop a dichotomous variable based on respondents’ answers indicating whether a respondent is willing to continue to stay in the city for work. Accordingly, we adopt the probit model for analysis.
We include three sets of independent variables: individual or family characteristics, work environment, and regional differences (see Table 1 for a list of variables). As explained earlier, the focus of our paper is the impact of contextual level factors, more specifically, how work environment and region affect migrants’ intention to stay. 
[Table 1 about here]
For work environment we consider the following dimensions: violation of workers’ labor rights, damage to health at work, miscellaneous insurance coverage, and reimbursement for medical treatment. These factors are taken into account because existing research suggests that the status of wage payment, work related protection measures, and housing conditions all have significant effects on workers’ job satisfaction, which in turn can affect their settlement intention (Chen and Wu 2010).
Because of the use of multiple dimensions in measuring migrants’ work environment, we use factor analysis to group them into fewer factors. We conduct the principal component analysis, take the varimax rotation, and get two common factors: the factor of infringements on rights and interests at work and the factor of insurance and medical care. The factor of infringements on rights and interests at work consists of the violation of workers’ labor rights variable and the damage to health at work variable, whose factor loadings are 0.65158 and 0.65042 respectively. The factor of insurance and medical care consists of the miscellaneous insurance coverage variable and the medical treatment reimbursement variable, whose factor loadings are respectively 0.64857 and 0.64388. And then these two factors will be included in the probit model.
As to regional differences, we use the 2008 GDP per capita to represent a city’s livability for migrant workers, because GDP per capita reflects a city’s economic development level, which has significant implications for migrant workers’ living and working conditions and is often used in research on life satisfaction in a region.
The last set of variables are personal or family characteristics, including gender, age, marital status, education, last month’s income, family’s economic standing in hometown, and how many times the respondent has changed jobs. Most of these variables have already been tested by extant research, but the results are still far from conclusive. In this research, only the migrant’s last month’s income is an interval-ratio variable, while all the other variables are constructed as dummy variables. See Table 1 for the full information of these variables.
Methods

Another issue this study seeks to tackle is sample selection bias. This is an issue that existing research generally fails to address when studying migrants’ settlement intentions. It is conceivable that the migrants who are observed in the cities tend to be the product of some self-selection; that is, those who are more capable or have stronger preference for the city life are more likely to stay and thus be included in the destination sample, whereas those who lack the capacity or interest are more likely to have left the city and thus are excluded from the survey data.

In fact, the presence of selection bias is quite evident in our own 2008-2009 survey data. As shown in Table 1, our 2008 sample consists of those who can be tracked by our 2009 sample and those who have not been tracked (i.e., presumably they have left the city). Among those who have been successfully tracked, 60.9% expressed that they intended to continue to live in this city for work. In contrast, among those who cannot be tracked the proportion showing the same intention is reduced to 51.6%. Therefore, those who are retained in the 2009 sample are very likely to be those who have stronger disposition or capacity to stay in the city, hence a selection bias. Such self-selection is quite probable given the 2008 global financial crisis which caused a strain in the labor market in China. Therefore, it is essential that we correct such selection bias when examining the effects of various factors on migrants’ settlement intention, and this is another contribution this paper hopes to make.

In order to correct the selection bias, when estimating the probit regression model we apply the Heckman two-step method (Heckman 1979; Heckman and Robb 1985). The Heckman method can be expressed by the following two equations:
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Equation (1) represents the first stage, which estimates the probability of staying in the city (the selection model). In this step, those who have been successfully tracked from the 2008 survey to the 2009 survey are considered stayers and those who cannot be tracked are assumed to have left the city. As shown earlier, we have tracked 234 migrants between the two surveys. For the independent variables, they include those listed in Table 1: wi represents the work environment factors, ri represents regional differences, and xi represents personal and family characteristics. In addition, as Wooldridge (2006) emphasizes, the selection model should contain at least one explanatory variable that is not in the second-stage regression model so that the variables in the second-stage regression model become a total subset of the selection model. So, for the additional explanatory variables used in the selection model we include three variables: the scale of the migrant worker’s firm, the ownership of the firm, and whether the worker has a formal job contract with the firm, all of which is altogether symbolized as di and represents a firm’s capacity to survive the financial crisis and can in turn affect a migrant’s likelihood of staying in the city. [image: image3.wmf]m

 is the error term in equation (1).
The second-stage regression (the main model) is represented by equation (2). In this stage, the model only uses those who have been successfully tracked (have actually stayed in the city) and estimates their probability of expressing the intention to continue to stay while controlling for the likelihood of selection into the stayers. [image: image4.wmf]i
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is the inverse mills ratio, and all the explanatory variables in equation (2), wi, ri, and xi, are a total subset of the explanatory variables in equation (1).

RESULTS

Table 2 presents the results of the regression models. Here we show two sets of model results: one is from the simple probit model predicting the intention to stay in the city without accounting for the selection bias and the other is the Heckman probit estimation results that have the selection bias corrected. We can see that between the two models, the statistical significance for most variables tends to be the same, except for the job change variable. However, the magnitude of the coefficients varies considerably between the two models. After all, the coefficient on the inverse Mills ratio in the Heckman probit model is statistically significant and very positive, indicating that there are some unobserved determinants affecting both the act of staying in the city and the intention to stay. In other words, selection bias does exist in the process. Therefore, we consider the Heckman probit estimation results more accurate and our discussion shall focus on those.
[Table 2 about here]


First, we look at the effects of work environment. Clearly, the factor of insurance and medical care has a significant positive effect on migrants’ intention to stay and the effect is quite substantial. This shows that work related benefits are very appealing to migrants and make them more interested in staying. Such work related entitlements may also instill a sense of citizenship on migrants, which demonstrates the migrants’ transition into the stage of social rationality choices. However, at the same time, the factor of infringements on rights and interests at work does not show a significant effect on the migrants’ settlement intention even though the coefficient is negative. One possible reason can be that the migrants who survived the labor market strain during the 2008 financial crisis may care less about the violation of their rights and interests as long as they still get to keep their job in the city. Another possibility can be that the infringements on their rights and interests may appear negligible comparing to the amenities and the lifestyle the migrants can continue to enjoy in the city.
Regarding the effect of regional differences, it is evident that the higher GDP per capita ranking a city has, the stronger intention the migrants have to stay there. This gives us direct evidence that location matters for migrants’ settlement intention. Even though the nine cities in the Pearl River Delta have been integrated into one economy, there are still some disparities among them. For example, the study of happiness shows that the residents of different cities in the Pearl River Delta express different levels of life satisfaction (Zheng, Feng, and Lu 2012). Not surprisingly, a city with better economic development would have better-run firms, stronger capability to overcome an economic crisis, and a more comfortable living environment, which in turn would make the city more attractive to migrant workers and make them more inclined to stay, especially for work. 
Besides the effects of contextual factors, Table 2 also shows that certain personal and family characteristics can also affect their disposition to stay in the destination. The coefficient on male is a negative one, suggesting that men are less willing to continue to stay in the city. This is quite consistent with existing research on the migrants’ settlement intention (Cai and Wang 2007 [on the intention to relinquish rural land claim]; Zhu and Chen 2010) as well as the migrants’ actual return migration behavior (Chunyu et al. 2013). In general this likely reflects the greater responsibility placed upon men to take care of their family members back in hometown as well as the tradition for sons to hold on to their rural land entitlements; this gender difference may as well reflect the greater appeal of city life to women in terms of individual independence and gender equality. Such gender difference can be further reinforced by the 2008 financial crisis, because the Pearl River Delta has a concentration of manufacturing enterprises, whose demand for female workers is greater than for male workers. Consequently, male migrants may experience a heightened sense of frustration in the labor market comparing to their female counterparts and become more likely to seek solace in their hometown. After all, our focal inquiry here is about migrants’ intention to stay in the city for work; to which the impact of the financial crisis becomes particularly pertinent. Thus, it is no surprising at all that men show less inclination to stay.
Among all the independent variables, the most powerful one is actually the family characteristic – the family’s relative economic standing in the hometown community. Very obviously, those who are from families in better economic status are much less interested in continuing to stay in the destination. This is essentially congruent with the logic of the new economics of labor migration in that the families experiencing relative deprivation in their natal community are more likely to send out migrants to add to family income (Stark and Taylor 1989, 1991). Then naturally for those who are from families in relatively better economic standing their motivation for migration and subsequent long term settlement in the destination is lesser. In a time of economic difficulty in the city, their family’s economic resources may afford them alternative work opportunities back in their hometown, perhaps by starting a small business and becoming self-employed.
In contrast, the individual income variable, one of the most contested variables in existing research, does not show any significant effect – the coefficient is even negative. This clearly challenges the neoclassical economics argument that migrant workers act as income maximizers. This further demonstrates the importance of non-economic factors for migrants’ future plan, which is really remarkable considering the deleterious impact of the 2008 financial crisis on the urban job market.
The job change experience also shows a sizable positive effect on the migrants’ intention to stay. Basically those who experienced more job changes are much more likely to express the intention to remain in the city than those who had fewer job changes. According to Zhang (2011), migrant workers change their jobs usually because they are dissatisfied with their prior job and they desire better work and treatment. Research also shows that job changes tend to result in higher income for migrant workers (Liu and Zhang 2007) or improved working conditions (Liu Shijie 2011). Essentially this job change effect is in accordance with the assimilation perspective in that those who had more job transitions would gain more experience and knowledge about the urban labor market, which in turn would help them become better adapted to the city life. Then it is logical that those who live a better life in the city would have stronger intention to stay. On the other hand, the number of job transitions may also serve as a proxy for the migrant’s length of residence in the city, as the more time a migrant spends in the city the more job transitions s/he is likely to make. It is unfortunate that our survey did not collect information on the residence history of migrants, but we expect there should be a positive correlation between that and the number of job changes they experienced, both of which would contribute positively to their incorporation in the destination, just as the assimilation theory posits.
Attention should also be given to the difference in the statistical significance of the job change effect between the simple probit model and the Heckman probit estimation, since the job change effect is not statistically significant in the former while it becomes significant in the latter model. This difference underscores the power of the Heckman method in correcting the selection bias, because in the simple probit model we do not control for migrants’ self-selection into the 2009 sample attributable to unobserved characteristics (e.g., migrants’ certain capability or preference) which very likely correlate with migrants’ ability and disposition to change jobs. Thus, the simple probit model tends to mask the true effect of job change due to such countervailing effects of unobserved characteristics. But in the Heckman model, having controlled for such selection bias we are able to see the real effect of job change.
The other variables do not show any significant effect on migrants’ intention to stay. The presence of spouse in the same city has no bearing, either, probably confirming the persistence of split household arrangement among rural migrants (Fan 2011). However, it comes as a surprise that education does not affect migrants’ settlement intention, which contradicts the finding of extant studies, even though the coefficient is positive. Perhaps the negative impact of the 2008 financial crisis is felt across all socioeconomic spectrum, thus those with more human capital do not necessarily have an advantage in surviving in the city. Furthermore, recent research suggests that there is a trend of positive selectivity in return migration, at least among the interprovincial migrants from Sichuan; also, many governments have enacted favorable policies to encourage return migration, especially the return migrant entrepreneurs (Chunyu et al. 2013). Therefore, the human capital selectivity in the migrants’ settlement intention may not be as simple as we thought.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

After more than 30 years’ reform and rapid economic development China has entered a special era in which labor shortage has become an emerging issue. Such labor shortage phenomenon was first observed in early 2004 in the Pearl River Delta region, and then the situation became exacerbated after the 2008 financial crisis. According to the 2007 joint report by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and the Development Research Center of the State Council, about 75 percent of China’s rural areas already have no surplus labor (DRC 2010). Therefore, researchers and policy makers have been trying to come up with explanations and solutions to this problem. Among them one school of thought is to loosen the household registration (hukou) system in order to attract rural migrants to settle in the city permanently. Along with this notion, citizenization of rural migrants has also become a popular topic for scholarly and public discussion. It is under this context that we have seen a growth of scholarship on migrants’ return migration behavior as well as their intention to settle in the city.

Comparing to the research on return migration, studying migrants’ settlement intention is more straightforward and manageable. On the one hand, migrants’ settlement intention is easier to operationalize and measure, and on the other, this kind of investigation directly addresses employers’ and public administrators’ inquiry and concern and can provide them with the most immediate information about potential labor flows. Despite such advantages, however, our understanding of migrants’ settlement intention is still limited. Part of the problem is the inconsistency in researchers’ methods and empirical findings, especially about how select individual or household characteristics affect migrants’ intention to stay in the city. Another issue is the lack of consideration of contextual level factors, because it appears researchers have been mostly pre-occupied with the effects of micro-level determinants, yet the influence of mezzo- and macro-level factors is largely ignored. There is also a major methodological drawback in existing research in that researchers rarely account for the selection bias when studying the migrants remaining in the city, thus rendering the statistical analysis problematic. Therefore, this research is designed to further our understanding of migrants’ settlement intention by paying special attention to such contextual factors as place and firm attributes and also by using the Heckman method to correct the selection bias in the migrant sample.
This study uses data from the 2008 and 2009 surveys on migrant workers in the nine cities in the Pearl River Delta region. What’s unique about the design of the surveys is that researchers are allowed to track down the respondents from the 2008 wave to 2009 so that we can tell over time who stayed in the city and who did not, which provides crucial information on the stayed migrants’ selectivity if there is any so that we can correct this bias for subsequent analysis. Indeed, it is confirmed by the Heckman model result that selection bias does exist in our migrant sample.
Regardless of whether the migrants actually stayed in the city or not, one common result we get is that the majority of them intended to extend their stay. But of course, the stay intention is stronger among those who actually stayed: 60.9% among the tracked migrants vs. 51.6% among the non-tracked migrants. This is quite remarkable considering the challenges facing the migrants in the urban labor market during the 2008 financial crisis. It is clear that having the intention to stay in the city is becoming a norm among the migrant workers. In some sense, this is similar to what some of the existing research finds (Li and Long 2009). Nonetheless, here we would like to caution the readers in case they want to compare our percentages with other studies’, because the focal outcome in our study is restricted to migrants’ willingness to continue the stay in the city for work, while other studies tend to examine the settlement intention for somewhat different outcomes, such as attaining urban hukou, relinquishing rural land claim, or extending the stay over a certain timespan. Therefore, such aggregate percentages are not readily comparable. After all, our study focuses on a very special period of time, which might not be generalizable to other less tumultuous circumstances. 
Still, we are interested in how migrants’ stay intention is affected by various kinds of factors, including personal and family characteristics, labor market experience in the city, work environment, and regional differences. As we stressed earlier, our primary inquiry is the influence of contextual factors, and they prove to be really significant. Basically, firms offering better benefits (with insurance coverage and medical care reimbursement) and places with higher GDP per capita are more likely to attract migrant workers to stay. At the same time, at individual level, the effect of monthly income turns out to be insignificant. Thus, we can see a coherent message about how the migrant workers’ settlement disposition is determined: when contemplating future settlement in the city, migrants have attached more importance to non-economic factors. In other words, migrant workers are not simply coming into the cities to make money as the neoclassical economics theory suggests, but they also care deeply about their work environment and the quality of life. So, once again, this lends support to Wen’s (2001) rationality choice thesis that migrants’ attitude and behavior are now governed more by social rationality choice than by the survival and the economic rationality choices.
Such finding has profound implications for firm practices as well as government policies. Although workers generally desire comprehensive job benefits like unemployment, injury, and medical insurances, not all companies offer or implement them. Usually only a small number of large-scale enterprises have an established employee benefit system that’s fully compliant with government regulations. But the fact is that more than 50% of the companies in the Pearl River Delta region are small and medium-sized and mostly labor intensive (GBS 2008). And these companies tend to have various kinds of issues in terms of worker treatment. They often lack a sound management system and some private companies are even run in a family style. Their practices are usually profit-maximization driven, which results in inadequate investment in up-to-date equipment and safety protection measures. All these factors contribute to the rise in disputes over injury insurance and the tension between employers and workers in recent years (Wu, Wang, and Ling 2012). Our own data also confirm that only a minority of migrant workers can have some kind of insurance and medical treatment reimbursement. Also due to their location at the lower end of the industrial chain, these companies tend to be vulnerable to the fluctuation in the global economy (Chen 2009). For example, between January and September 2008, 7,148 enterprises in Guangdong province were closed (Xu 2008). Thus, it is a norm that migrant workers do not have job security. Needless to say, there is a serious discrepancy between the workers’ expectation and the employers’ offering.
But this certainly doesn’t mean the migrants workers will put up with this silently. In fact, in recent years there has been an increase in migrant workers’ protests as they try to defend their lawful rights and interests. Some of these protests took place in the form of grievances filed through legal channels, while others became collective actions outside the system (Cai, Li, and Feng 2009). These events certainly have drawn a lot of public attention and also raised concerns among public administrators as there is the potential to jeopardize social harmony and stability. So, in some sense ignoring migrant worker’s needs and demands may have direr consequences than their simple departure from the city.
Thus, it would be in the interests of both the employers and the government to be attentive to the new expectation and demands of migrant workers. On the one hand, the government should play a more active role in enforcing the labor laws to guarantee the rights and interests of migrant workers. There should be measures in place to enhance the monitoring of the firms’ practices. At the same time, the employers should improve their self-regulation and they need to be aware of the importance of offering tangible benefits in attracting and retaining workers. At the municipal level, the administrators should realize that having a comfortable living environment isn’t a privilege just for the local residents, but is desired by all who work and live in the city. Given the current trend of return migration, tackling the labor shortage issue in the urban labor market would be in a way like competing against the migrant-sending communities as well as other migrant destinations for prospective work force. Loosening the hukou system is definitely a very promising step forward and the ultimate goal would be giving migrants the same access to opportunities and protection as the local residents. In other words, migrants should eventually be accepted as full members of the urban community instead of being treated just as temporary labor.
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	Table 1. Descriptive Characteristics of the Migrant Workers in the Pearl River Delta, 2008

	Variables
	Tracked Migrants
	Non-Tracked Migrants

	
	Mean (or %)
	S.D.
	Mean (or %)
	S.D.

	Dependent Variable
	
	
	
	

	Intend to stay in this city for work
	60.9
	----
	51.6
	----

	Independent Variables:

Firm and Place Characteristics
	
	
	
	

	There has been violation of labor rights
	6.7
	 ----
	7.8
	----

	There has been damage to health at work
	24.7
	----
	27.8
	----

	Have at least one type of insurance
	11.6
	----
	11.8
	----

	Reimbursement for medical treatment
	
	
	
	

	
	No reimbursement
	15.9
	----
	23.2
	----

	
	Partial reimbursement
	36.7
	----
	34.1
	----

	
	Full reimbursement
	47.4
	----
	42.7
	----

	GDP per capita ranking of the cities
	
	
	
	

	
	Level 1: Guangzhou, Shenzhen
	47.1
	----
	40.45
	----

	
	Level 2: Zhuhai, Foshan
	17.1
	----
	15.7
	----

	
	Level 3: Zhongshan
	7.0
	----
	5.8
	----

	
	Level 4: Dongguan
	8.9
	----
	22.6
	----

	
	Level 5: Huizhou
	5.2
	----
	5.6
	----

	
	Level 6: Jiangmen, Zhaoqing
	14.7
	----
	9.8
	----

	Independent Variables:

Personal and Family Characteristics
	
	
	
	

	Male
	59.6
	----
	56.6
	----

	35 years old or above
	27.2
	----
	18.7
	----

	Married and spouse present in the same city
	39.5
	----
	30.4
	----

	High school education or above 
	25.4
	----
	19.7
	----

	Have changed jobs twice or more
	56.2
	----
	55.1
	----

	Family’s economic standing in hometown is average or above average 
	29.3
	----
	26.0
	----

	Last month’s income (Yuan)
	1,794.4
	1132.1
	1,574.3
	815.3

	Additional Variables Used in the Heckman Selection Model
	
	
	
	

	Ownership of the firm
	
	
	
	

	
	State-owned
	8.8
	----
	7.8
	----

	
	Private, domestic investment
	63.6
	----
	67.0
	----

	
	Private, foreign investment
	27.6
	----
	25.2
	----

	Scale of the firm (Number of employees)
	
	
	
	

	
	Less than 100
	37.9
	----
	35.9
	----

	
	100-999
	38.8
	----
	38.5
	----

	
	1,000-3,000
	15.5
	----
	12.8
	----

	
	More than 3,000
	7.8
	----
	12.7
	----

	Have a formal job contract with the firm 
	57.5
	----
	60.4
	----

	N
	234
	2,163


	Table 2. Results of the Simple Probit Model and the Heckman Probit Model  
Predicting the Intention to Stay in the City for Work

	
	Simple Probit Model
	
	Heckman Probit Model

	Independent Variables
	B
	
	S.E.
	
	B
	
	S.E

	Firm and Place Characteristics
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	The factor of insurance and medical care
	0.534
	***
	0.202
	
	0.711
	***
	0.246

	The factor of infringements on rights and interests at work
	-0.024
	
	0.183
	
	-0.094
	
	0.196

	GDP per capita ranking of the cities
	-0.102
	***
	0.081
	
	-0.084
	***
	0.084

	Personal and Family Characteristics
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Male
	-0.926
	**
	0.391
	
	-0.894
	**
	0.400

	35 years old or above
	0.206
	
	0.579
	
	-0.244
	
	0.747

	Married and spouse present in the same city
	0.720
	
	0.463
	
	0 .649
	
	0.494

	High school education or above
	0.116
	
	0.082
	
	0.051
	
	0.103

	Have changed jobs twice or more
	0.489
	
	0.346
	
	0 .719
	**
	0.376

	Family’s economic standing in hometown is average or above average
	-1.161
	***
	0.117
	
	-1.132
	***
	0.412

	Last month’s income (Yuan)
	-0.275
	
	0.373
	
	-0.766
	
	0.551

	Inverse Mills ratio
	----
	
	----
	
	1.046
	***
	-0.574

	Constant
	2.235
	
	2.489
	
	8.688
	
	6.892

	LR Chi-square
	24.98
	***
	
	
	27.49
	***
	

	Pseudo R-square
	0.236
	
	
	
	0.269
	
	

	N
	234
	
	
	
	234
	
	

	Note: * P < 0.1, ** P < 0.05, *** P < 0.01
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