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The paper studies the levels and changes in wage inequality among Chinese rural-urban mi-
grants during 2002–2007. Using data from two waves of national household surveys, we find
that wage inequality among migrants decreased significantly between 2002 and 2007. Our
analysis on the wage distribution further shows that the high-wage migrants experienced
slower wage growth than middle- and low-wage migrants—a primary cause of declining in-
equality of migrants. By using distributional decomposition methods based on quantile regres-
sion, we find that an overall between-group effect dominates in the whole wage distribution,
which means that the change in returns to the characteristics (education, experience and
other employment characteristics) plays a key role, but on the upper tails of the wage distribu-
tion, the within group effect (residual effect) dominates, implying that the unobservable factors
or institutional barriers do not favor the migrants at the top tail of the wage distribution. We
also study wage differential between migrants and urban natives, and find that though the
wage gap is narrowed, the gap at the upper wage distribution is becoming bigger. Overall,
the results suggest that there exists a strong “glass ceiling” for migrants in the urban labor
market.
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1. Introduction

China's burgeoning economic growth and increasing labor demand in urban areas, have resulted in a historically unprecedent-
ed surge of urbanization. More and more of the rural population have been joining this exodus to the cities, in search of a better
life. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS), there were around 275 million rural-to-urban migrants (here-
after referred to as “migrants”) in 2014, which could be the largest population movement within a country in modern human
history.

China Economic Review 42 (2017) 118–144

☆ This research is funded by the Poverty and Economic Policy (PEP) Research Network (PMMA 12131). Juan Liao and Ke Zhang, as teammembers of the PEP project,
provided excellent research assistance to this paper. Comments from several anonymous reviewers from PEP at different stages of this project have greatly improved
the paper. We would like to thank the editor, BeltonM. Fleisher, anonymous referees of the journal, Araar Abdelkrim, Priyanka Jayawardena, Pramila Krishnan, Joseph
Anthony Lim, Yumei Zhang, and participants of the 8th and 9th PEP Network General Meetings, the 2011 Annual Conference of the European Society for Population
Economics, and a Seminar at Renmin University of China for their very helpful comments. Zhaopeng Qu is also supported by the National Social Science Foundation
of China (13CJY091). The China Household Income Project (CHIP) dataset used in this paper is provided by the Research Center for Income Distribution and Poverty
at Beijing Normal University.
⁎ Corresponding author at: School of Labor and Human Resources, Renmin University of China, China.

E-mail address: mr.zhong.zhao@gmail.com (Z. Zhao).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2016.12.002
1043-951X/© 2016 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

China Economic Review

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.chieco.2016.12.002&domain=pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2016.12.002
mailto:mr.zhong.zhao@gmail.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2016.12.002
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/1043951X


The phenomenon of the great migration has attracted significant attention from academics, the public and both the central and
local governments, because this is related to so many economic issues such as labor market reform, industrial restructuring, com-
petitive advantages in international trade etc. Despite the general recognition that it is important to have a better understanding
of this phenomenon, this group had been almost omitted in most Chinese official statistics until recently.1

Another important social phenomenon during this period has been the widening income and wage distributions in urban
China, one of the most remarkable shifts in the structure of labor compensation in the Chinese labor market since economic re-
form began in China in 1979.

Increasing inequality and large scale rural-urban migration are two of the most important phenomena in contemporary labor
market of China. Numerous studies cover each of these issues separately, but few investigate both issues. For example, there are
many studies on the Chinese rural-urban migration. Some researchers focus on the migration decisions, including Hare (1999 and
2002) and Zhao (1999 and 2003), and others examine the impact of migration on the source communities (e.g., de Brauw & Giles,
2008; Du, Park, & Wang, 2005 and Taylor, Rozelle, & de Brauw, 2003). Another group of studies focus on labor market segregation
between urban natives and migrants in terms of wages, welfare and other aspects, as done by Demurger, Gurgand, Li, and Yue
(2009), Deng and Li (2010), Knight and Yueh (2009), Meng and Zhang (2001) and Zhu (2015). These papers find that migrant
workers work more hours and receive less pay than urban natives. This gap is only partially explained by differences in their
work-related characteristics and can mostly be attributed to the differing returns to endowments and other unobservable factors,
generally assumed to be “discrimination” or “labor market segmentation” in China.

Income inequality has generally been on the rise in China since 1979. The unequal income distribution is a hotly debated topic
in Chinese news media, policy circles and academia.2 Even though it has been widely observed and extensively examined by re-
searchers, data availability limits many studies to investigate inequality among migrants. The picture of inequality in China is in-
complete in the absence of good information on the state of inequality among the 275 million migrants; any policy discussion and
formulation should therefore take this group into consideration.

To fill this gap in the literature, this paper studies the levels and changes in wage inequality among migrants between 2002
and 2007, compares inequality among migrants with that among urban natives and investigates the sources and causes behind
these trends. A deeper understanding of this phenomenon could be important for both academic and policy making purposes.

To our knowledge there are only a few studies related to our paper. Kanbur and Riskin (2008) uses the migrant sample in the
2002 wave of the China Household Income Project, and provides evidence that inequality among migrant households was greater
than inequality among both rural and urban households in 2002. Their study focuses on inequality at the national level, so they do
not dig deeper into their findings on migrants. The fact that they only have one cross-sectional dataset from 2002 also limits the
scope of their study, making it impossible for them to investigate the changes in inequality among migrants over time. Qu and
Zhao (2014) observes that wage inequality continued to increase among urban natives between 2002 and 2007, whereas wage
inequality among migrants decreased over the same period, but they do not provide further analysis on their findings.
Magnani and Zhu (2012) specifically analyze the gender wage gap among rural-urban migrants in China using the CHIP 2002
data. Demurger et al. (2009), Deng and Li (2010), Knight and Yueh (2009), Meng and Zhang (2001) and Zhu (2015) mostly
focus on the wage differentials between urban workers and rural migrants in the urban labor market, but they do not touch
the inequality among migrants.

Following the classical human capital theory by Mincer (1974), wage distribution can mostly be explained by variables linked
to a standard human capital model, such as education and experience. Many studies such as Autor, Katz, and Kearney (2005),
Juhn, Murphy, and Pierce (1993), and Lemieux (2006), however, show that wage inequality within a group of workers with
the same level of education and experience, which is called “residual inequality” in the literature, explains most of the growth
in the overall wage inequality of the United States. Several studies on wage inequality in urban China, such as those by Xing
and Li (2012) and Meng, Shen and Xue (2013), also show that residual inequality is very important to explain the wage disper-
sion of urban natives.

In this paper we take residual inequality seriously. Residual inequality among migrants could be even greater than that in
other countries and urban natives in China because it reflects major unobservable skills or institutional factors that may signifi-
cantly impact migrant wages. For example, China has experienced a rather long period of institutional segmentation between
rural and urban labor markets as a result of the hukou household registration system. While the importance of the hukou system
is getting smaller, it still affects migrants in many ways and hampers their assimilation in urban China. Even if migrants had the
same level of education, working experience, and other observable employment characteristics as their urban counterparts, mi-
grants are unlikely to obtain overall remuneration that is comparable to urban natives.

1 The National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) in China had previously conducted household surveys based on the Household Registration System, i.e. the hukou system for
many years.Migrantswere not systematically covered in this framework until 2013. Tofill the gap, theNBS has conducted another specific survey based on rural house-
holds in source areas to cover rural-urban migrants every year since 2009. The official Chinese government labor statistics (e.g. on unemployment, wages and social
security) did not cover migrants living in the urban destinations until 2008.

2 Numerous papers have also been produced on inequality in China. For example, Gustafsson and Li (2002), Morduch and Sicular (2002) and Benjamin, Brandt, and
Giles (2005) investigate inequality in rural China. Knight and Song (2003) study the urban inequality over 1988–1995, Tsui (1993) and Kanbur and Zhang (1999) ex-
amine regional inequality in China, Knight and Song (1999) and Sicular, Yue, Gustafsson, and Li (2007) investigate the urban-rural income gap and Ravallion and Chen
(2007) provide a comprehensive study on inequality and poverty in China. Manymore studies can be found, such as those by Li, Sicular, and Gustafsson (2008), Zhao,
Griffin, Li, and Zhu (1994) and Zhao, Li, and Riskin (1999), all of which use China Household Income Project (CHIP) data, in addition to other research found in the sym-
posium on Chinese inequality in the December 2006 issue of the Journal of Comparative Economics.
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