
mean that their needs for social protection are 
not readily met by simply extending the old 
residence-based social welfare system. While 
the government has started to recognise 
these issues and introduce policies designed 
to address them, there is currently insufficient 
knowledge about and understanding of the 
welfare needs of rural-urban migrants.

The paper considers four areas in which 
migrants are particularly in need of social 
protection: employment and income; social 
insurance; housing; and education. The 
authors describe the existing policies and 
situation, and examine how far recently 
introduced policies designed to address the 
outstanding issues have been successful. 
Some progress has been made but problems 
remain. For instance, there have been 
efforts to extend existing social insurance 
mechanisms to migrant workers, but take-up 
is low and withdrawal rates are high. Equally, 
great progress has been made in the provision 
of education to migrants but provision 
is patchy, conditions are still sometimes 
discriminatory, and far less has been done to 
meet the needs of migrant children left behind.

Conclusions
The conventional view of rural-urban 
migration as a one-way process and 
settlement in and integration into the 
destination cities as the final outcome for 
migrants does not reflect reality and does 
not effectively guide the development of 
appropriate social protection measures 
for migrants. Therefore, the provision of 
portable social protection programmes for 
rural-urban migrants that are tailored to their 
characteristics and needs and that do not rely 
on the old residence-based mechanisms is a 
priority. New financing mechanisms for such 
programmes also need to be developed that 
do not rely on allocation systems inherited 
from the era of the planned economy. These 
financing arrangements must be developed 
in conjunction with redefinition of all the 
respective rights and obligations, and in the 
light of sound knowledge about rural-urban 
migrants and their needs. To that end, 
research is needed to uncover migrant needs, 
assess current social protection policies 
and practices with respect to migrants, and 
examine how these might be improved.

The provision of portable social protection programmes for rural-urban 
migrants that are tailored to their characteristics and needs and that do not 
rely on the old residence-based mechanisms is a priority.
“
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KEY POLICY LESSONS

•• Social protection measures for 
rural-urban migrants must be 
portable to take account of 
their mobility.

•• Policies and measures designed 
to afford migrants social 
protection need to be enshrined 
in enforceable legislation.

•• Government needs to take 
a greater share of the 
responsibility for providing 
social protection measures for 
rural-urban migrants, and play 
a greater part in ensuring its 
implementation.

•• New financing arrangements 
must be devised and established 
that can consider and 
accommodate migrant needs.

Social protection for rural-urban migrants: China’s experience since the late 1970s

Pioneering research and knowledge partnerships to promote 
public action for livelihood security in a changing world
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WORKING PAPER 
SUMMARY
Preliminary research findings 
from the Social Protection 
in Asia Programme

Social protection for rural-urban migrants 
 in an era of increasing population mobility 
 and socioeconomic transformation: 
 China’s experience since the late 1970s
The conventional view of rural-urban migration as a one-way process and settlement in and 
integration into the destination cities as the final outcome for migrants does not reflect reality and 
does not effectively guide the development of appropriate social protection measures for migrants.

 China has experienced tremendous 
socioeconomic development since 
the late 1970s, and rural-urban 
migration has been one of the 

major aspects of this transformation. High 
levels of migration have tested traditional 
social welfare measures to breaking point. 
This paper examines the challenges attached 
to providing effective social protection for rural-
urban migrants in China in an attempt to arrive 
at a better understanding of the issues and 
recommendations for relevant policymaking.

Main findings
Prior to the reform era of the early 1970s, 
China had a very limited social welfare 
system, targeting only small numbers of 
privileged people living in the cities, and 
completely excluding rural residents. The 
provision of social welfare was shaped 
largely by the hukou or household registration 
system which divided the populace into 
agricultural and non-agricultural categories, 
virtually synonymous with urban vs. rural 
classifications. Urban household registration 
permitted access to many state services 

such as subsidised food and housing, free 
education, medical care and pensions. These 
were effectively denied agricultural workers. 
It was also virtually impossible for rural 
residents to change their hukou status from 
agricultural to non-agricultural, and hence to 
move from rural to urban areas.

Reform has largely removed these barriers 
to rural-urban migration but the resultant high 
levels of population mobility have created 
several social welfare issues. For instance, 
while it is now possible for rural workers 
to move to the cities and obtain temporary 
residence status, this still does not entitle 
them to the social benefits available to 
urban residents with non-agricultural hukou 
status, thus establishing an enormous 
disadvantaged migrant population. Not only 
do the migrants make additional demands on 
social welfare systems, these demands are 
complicated by needs that differ from those 
of the resident non-agricultural population. 
Rural-urban migrants tend to be highly 
mobile, for instance, often have unstable 
jobs and low income, and leave some of their 
family behind. These and other characteristics 
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Reform has largely removed ... barriers to rural-urban migration but 
the resultant high levels of population mobility have created several social 
welfare issues.
“
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KEY RESEARCH FINDINGS

•• Reform in China has led to 
massive rural-urban migration

•• Traditional residence-based 
social welfare mechanisms in 
China do not meet the needs of 
rural-urban migrants

•• Newly introduced social 
protection measures do not yet 
adequately meet the needs of 
rural-urban migrants

•• More research is needed in 
order to fully understand the 
characteristics and needs of 
rural-urban migrants, and to 
inform future policymaking. 
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