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Return Migration and the Hukou Registration
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Summary: Although a vast body of literature has examined migration within China few studies have examined return
migration especially using a nationally representative sample. Return migration refers to the return of migrants from a
work /residential location to the place where they are registered ( without transferring their hukou to their work location) .
However the literature often mixes return migration with hukou transfer because the standard definition of migrants in China
is based on the separation of the hukou and working/living locations which leads to the overestimation of return migration.
This paper aims to fill this gap in the literature by using the latest data from the 2017 and 2019 China Household Finance
Surveys ( CHFS) . This unique dataset is ideal for studying return migration because it contains detailed information on
migration and the changes in hukou registration over time in addition to detailed individual demographic and household
financial information.

This paper begins with an analysis of the latest trends of three groups of migrants: the floating population ( migrants)
return migrants and migrants with hukou transfer. Then we combine the CHFS data with a newly constructed China hukou
registration index ( CHRI) of Chinese cities and investigate the relationship between return migration and the urban hukou
registration constraints. To construct the CHRI we first categorize the local hukou registration policies in terms of
employment talent programs investment ( including taxation) and home purchases and then index the corresponding
hukou registrations for 120 cities in two stages (2000 —2013 and 2014 —2017) . There has been significant progress in the
intensity and scope of the hukou reform since 2013. Hence we focus on the 2014 —2017 period.

Our analysis of the latest trends in labor mobility and return migration in China reveals the following findings. (1) Return
migration across cities accounts for 12. 6% of the total labor force which is greater than the proportion of the floating
population of 8.9% . Furthermore the cross—ity hukou transfers account for around 6. 6% of the total labor force. (2)
The return migrants mainly settle in less developed areas where they have local hukou registration including third-ier cities
and below. (3) Although most migrants have agricultural hukou we find that about 31% of the return migrants have non-
agricultural household registration which is significantly higher than expected. Moreover young people account for a
relatively high proportion of return migrants.

Empirically we show how the stringency of the urban hukou registration affects the return decisions of migrants. As
the urban hukou registration constraints could be endogenous we also use the Bartik shock and past grain production as
instrumental variables to deal with the potential endogeneity problems associated with the household registration barrier in
Chinese cities. We find that the stringency of the household registration system has a positive and significant effect on the
return decisions of low-skilled migrants and that the impact is not significant for the highskilled group. Other personal and
family factors also affect return migration such as gender age education health status family size marriage and the
number of children. Urban characteristics such as population size and housing prices are also essential factors. The effect of
the hukou threshold also varies with the migration distance health status and type of hukou.

In addition to enhancing our understanding of the nationwide labor mobility in China and the effects of the hukou
registration constraints in Chinese cities our findings have significant policy implications for achieving more efficient and
fairer urbanization. Our findings suggest that policymakers should seek to alleviate the hukou discrimination against
migrants especially for the low-skilled groups. Finally our findings indicate that it is crucial to promote the reform of the
household registration system and that the critical goal of the reform should be to ensure that public goods and services are
distributed more equally.

Keywords: Return Migration; Urban Hukou Registration Barrier; Rural Migrants Settlement
JEL Classification: 015 018 P25 J0O (€26
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