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Internal migration and employment after pension age: 

Do movers stay in China’s aging workforce? 

 

Abstract: While the world is more mobile yet older than ever before, the long-term impacts 

of migration on retirement remain uncertain. This research proposes a conceptual framework 

that links internal migration history and employment after pension age by pinpointing 

economic and welfare mechanisms. Analyses of retrospective and prospective survey data 

from the China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study (2011—2020) showed that 

lifetime migrants had lower odds of employment after pension age than non-migrants from 

same origins, but rural-origin migrants were more likely than urban-origin migrants to work 

longer. Migrants who moved in the post-reform era, crossed provincial borders, and stayed in 

urban destinations for longer periods might have better economic preparation for retirement 

and thus were less likely to work after pension age. Because of welfare exclusion, migrants 

who returned to their originating places or did not obtain an urban citizenship status had 

higher odds of extended working life.  

Keywords: economic opportunity; extended working life; internal migration; life course; 

older workers; welfare exclusion 
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Introduction 

Migrant workers are viewed as vital human resources for addressing the shrinking workforce 

due to population aging (Harper 2014; Marois et al. 2020), yet a deeper reflection of how 

migration interacts with aging is lacking. Worldwide, lifetime migration has increased 

substantially both between and within countries (Abel and Sander 2014; Bell and Charles-

Edwards 2013). Although media attention focuses mostly on international migration, the 

second one presents an equally important demographic phenomenon as already one in five 

people moves across regions in their country (Charles-Edwards et al. 2019). The sheer 

magnitude of internal migration flows, notably rural-to-urban migration, in many low- and 

middle-income countries (LMCs) has contributed prominently to urbanization and economic 

development over recent decades. For instance, China’s internal migrant population1 has 

increased from 154.4 million to 375.8 million between 2010 and 2020 (National Bureau of 

Statistics of China 2022). Internal migrants in countries like India and China also encounter 

considerable challenges in achieving integration in urban locales due to government-imposed 

restrictions (Selod and Shilpi 2021). As migration often involves a significant change in 

social, economic, and welfare contexts, it constitutes a key life transition that may affect 

further career development and, probably, retirement decisions. Hence, this research aims to 

unpack the nexus between internal migration and late-career behavior by looking at China, 

one of the most populous countries characterized by massive internal migration and 

remarkable workforce aging. 

The intricate impact of migration on individual life-course developments requires 

researchers to go beyond studying single migration events and consider migration 

biographies from a longitudinal perspective (Bailey 2009; Halfacree and Boyle 1993). Life 

courses of migrants are highly de-standardized and differentiated (Bernard and Kalemba 

2022), which can have implications for late-life transitions. However, the link between 
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migratory life courses and retirement has received limited theoretical and empirical attention 

(Henkens et al. 2018). On the one hand, retirement research — drawing upon life course 

theory — often considers retirement decision-making in connection with career continuity 

(Han and Moen 1999; Henretta 2018), employment interruptions (e.g., Madero-Cabib et al. 

2016; Raymo et al. 2011), or the impacts of major life events, such as grandparenthood 

(Kridahl 2017). Yet, it tends to ignore the role of changes in places or locations where 

individuals work and live, especially internal migration. On the other hand, migration 

literature focuses on topics such as the employment outcomes of younger working-age 

migrants and second-generation migrants, and there is less interest in migrants’ late careers. 

For example, internal migration was linked to occupational outcomes among young adults in 

the US (Chetty and Hendren 2018), and middle-aged adults in Europe (Bernard 2023) and 

China (Chen et al. 2022). Only several qualitative studies considered how the migratory life 

course contours the meaning of post-retirement work (Karl and Ramos 2015) and retirement 

security (Hepburn 2020). 

This study contributes to the literature by advancing the understanding of how 

migrants fare in later career stages. Specifically, we consider the linkage between internal 

migration and the likelihood of postponing retirement and working beyond pensionable ages. 

Employment after pension age, or bridge employment, is viewed as a non-standard retirement 

route that extends working lives and is becoming increasingly prevalent in older populations 

worldwide (Gobeski and Beehr 2009; Fideler 2020). Incorporating migration experiences as 

an important factor of Employment after pension age enables this research to answer the 

question of how internal migration may differentiate later-life employment. We consider two 

central mechanisms in this process. First, we focus on the economic opportunity of internal 

migration by investigating whether the period of migration, migration distance, and duration 

of stay that may benefit economic attainments affect Employment after pension age. We 
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argue that the economic benefits of migration can accumulate over the life course and 

ultimately offset the financial necessity of working beyond retirement age. Second, we 

consider the role of welfare regulations in shaping employment after pension age decisions of 

internal migrants. Retirement systems mostly address individuals with stable career paths, 

e.g., with continuous employment within a single welfare context, often putting migrants with 

more complex occupational biographies in disadvantaged positions. This mostly refers to the 

institutional variations between countries, but can also be applied to fragmented welfare 

states, such as China. We argue that in response to the problems with welfare integration, 

internal migrants are more likely to insure themselves against retirement insecurity by 

working longer. Based on these two perspectives, we offered a fine-grained understanding of 

variations in retirement decisions not only between older non-migrants and migrants but also 

within migrant populations. 

The role of internal migration for retirement is particularly important in non-Western 

settings, such as in developing and aging Asian societies where the magnitude and rate of 

internal migration flows, notably rural-to-urban migration, are growing markedly (Charles-

Edwards et al. 2019). Thus, we study China using five waves of survey data and detailed life 

history information from the China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study (CHARLS). 

After decades of policy interventions to control fertility, the country is not well prepared for 

its rapidly aging population and millions of older workers born in the 1960s (“late boomer 

cohort’’) who will retire in the following years. The formal retirement ages of 60 for males 

and 50/55 for women (blue- and white-collar, respectively) were established back in the 

1950s and do not fit the current demographic challenges. As the data show, Chinese tend to 

work longer with the effective ages of labor market exit for men and women reaching 65.5 

and 60.6 years in 2020 (OECD 2021). However, the extension of working lives beyond the 

official pension ages appears to be unequally distributed between urban and rural regions 



 7 

because older people living in and moving from rural areas maintain higher employment rates 

than urban citizens (Giles et al. 2023; Zhang and Wu 2024), who may retire early or on-time 

with a more decent pension income due to mandatory retirement policies. The present 

research demonstrated that this disproportion could be attributed to the joint effects of 

internal migration, aging, and welfare contexts. The findings complement the current 

literature and policy debates by identifying which migrants may stay longer in the aging 

workforce. 

 

Institutional setting 

Accelerating population aging and growing migration intensities are two major processes 

characterizing China’s recent demographic dynamics. The implementation of the one-child 

policy (during 1979–2015) has unexpectedly turned China into perhaps the world’s fastest-

aging country, with the old-age dependency ratio increasing from 9.9% in 2000 to 21.8% in 

2022. Notably, the pace of gains in China’s life expectancy since the 1960s have surpassed 

many industrial and developing countries, with life expectancy at age 60 reaching 19.5 years 

in men and 23.8 years in women in 2021 (https://data.worldbank.org).  

Meanwhile, China’s migration landscape has remarkably evolved in recent decades. 

During China’s socialist period (1950s–1970s), people were strictly confined in their place of 

origin owing to the household registration system, namely hukou. Launched in 1958, the 

hukou system created a dual structure of China’s workforce. Non-agricultural jobs were 

concentrated in urban areas and were allocated by the government through central planning. 

Rural residents engaged in farm jobs organized by rural communes and barred from urban 

labor markets. Migration rates were low in this period and major movements were primarily 

driven by natural disasters and political changes (Liang and White 1996). 
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Internal migration flows increased in the 1980s after China had introduced policy 

reforms to promote a transition from the planned economy toward a market-based economy. 

The roll-out of the household responsibility system hammered rural communes and created 

an increasing number of surplus laborers in rural regions, and the establishment of special 

economic zones in coastal areas triggered enormous demands for young workers (Liang 

2016). The geographic imbalance of economic opportunities incentivized working-age people 

to move between regions. Millions of rural residents moved to urban areas and large cities 

(Xing and Zhang 2017) and entered the informal and private sectors (Fan 2002). 

[Figure 1 here] 

The last decade (2010s) marked a significant demographic and institutional shift in 

China’s internal migration. The aging of the labor force and the relocation of labor-intensive 

manufacturing factories (Cu et al. 2018) have led to a surge of returnees among first-

generation migrants. With an elevated speed of urbanization, small cities and towns attract 

numerous rural-origin migrants (Hao and Tang 2018). A snapshot of China’s internal 

migration populations in 2020 is shown in Figure 1. Despite huge migration flows to coastal 

regions, Figure 1 indicates that traditional major migration-sending provinces like Sichuan 

and Henan in western and central China are absorbing a growing magnitude of return 

migrants and intra-provincial migrants. 

To meet the needs of the increasing number of floating populations, China has 

implemented a series of policy reforms, for example, abolishing the traditional dual-hukou 

system, to boost the social and economic integration of migrants. However, the hukou system 

persistently restrains the equal provision of employment-related welfare (Wang et al. 2015) 

and deters the portability of pension rights across provinces (Zhang and Li 2018) in China. 

Due to limited and unequal welfare protection, socioeconomic integration is unlikely to be 

achieved by many rural-origin migrants (Cai and Cheng 2014). In later adulthood, financial 



 9 

needs may push these disadvantaged migrants to prolong their working lives (Zhang and Wu 

2024). 

 

Conceptual framework 

Theorizing the nexus between internal migration and employment after pension age 

Migration constitutes an important transition in one’s life and career and can have critical 

repercussions for individual retirement preferences and opportunities (Lopez and Slavov 

2020). Migration is conceptualized as a rational and active action (Coulter et al. 2016) that 

seeks a better life, however, whether migrants’ ambitions can be realized usually depends on 

a variety of factors, including timing, direction, economic integration, return decision, legal 

status, welfare context and many others (e.g., Borjas 2011; Aguila and Vega 2017; Chen et al. 

2022). Rather than a one-time event, migration is an element of a long-term trajectory, which 

involves changes in social roles and positions occupied by individuals (Stovel and Bolan 

2004), the accumulation of migration experience (Bernard and Perales 2021), and a dynamic 

process of occupational mobility (Chiswick et al. 2005). The cumulative advantage 

perspective (DiPrete and Eirich 2006) suggests that in the labor market, initial differences 

between migrants and non-migrants and between different migrant groups can be accentuated 

over the life course, leading to more differentiated employment behaviors in late careers. 

Two mechanisms that may underpin the link between internal migration and later-life 

employment outcomes and retirement decisions are recognized, including economic 

opportunity and welfare exclusion. Economic opportunity refers to the way and extent to 

which migration impacts career prospects and wealth accumulation. This economic process 

has been extensively examined in migration literature, mainly for considering economic 

stimuli and benefits of residential mobility (Greenwood 2021; Reichelt and Abraham 2017; 

Feldman and Ng 2007; Bernard 2023). For example, migrants tend to move to regions with 
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better job opportunities and higher incomes (Kennan and Walker 2011). Older workers in 

orderly and advantaged careers can better plan and control their exit from employment (Turek 

and Henkens 2024). Consequently, migrant workers who benefit from improved economic 

opportunities may opt for a complete retirement. 

The second theoretical mechanism relates to welfare exclusion, which is described as 

the lack of equal participation in social welfare programs of citizens (Burchardt et al. 1999). 

Numerous border- or region-based welfare states rely on the differential governance of social 

welfare rights that provide migrants from disadvantaged backgrounds with comparatively 

limited social protection, creating a “hierarchy of citizenship” (Castles 2005). Comparative 

studies have revealed that this welfare exclusion issue prevails in both developed regions like 

Europe and developing countries like China (Kovacheva et al. 2012; Pasquali 2022). 

However, In China, social insurance policies are dictated by provincial or municipal 

governments with considerable discretion (Cai and Cheng 2014; Zhang and Li 2018). At the 

same time, the lack of integration between various pension systems has generated substantial 

differences in participation and entitlement between employees of different establishments 

and residents and between urban and rural areas (Zhu and Walker 2018). Consequently, 

welfare exclusion may force disadvantaged migrants to strive for economic well-being by 

working longer. 

In this study, we make several key distinctions between internal migrants. First, we 

will compare lifetime migrants with non-migrants in the same originating area and across 

places. Within the migrant population, key features of migration experiences that underlie 

economic opportunity are the migration period, the distance of migration, and the duration of 

urban residence while return decisions and legal status can induce changes in migrants’ 

welfare situations. Drawing from economic and welfare mechanisms, we will develop 

hypotheses about how internal migration history affects later-life employment below. 
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Economic opportunity mechanism 

The migration literature asserts that migration decision involves deliberate calculations of 

possible benefits and costs (Sjaastad 1962; Todaro 1980; Jia et al. 2023). This is because 

migrating to a new place often entails potentially high costs of moving because of the lack of 

sufficient information and location-specific resources (DaVanzo and Morrison 1981), the 

“psychic costs” (Sjaastad 1962) of adapting to unfamiliar environments, and the cost of living 

(Molloy et al. 2011; Todaro 1980). In this sense, migration events occur when individuals 

anticipate returns higher than costs. On the one hand, people moving out of their hometowns 

are often endowed with more social resources and human capital (Young 2013; Garip 2008) 

to cope with the costs of migration than non-migrants. On the other hand, from a job search 

and matching perspective (Kennan and Walker 2011), migration enables individuals to 

circumvent unfavorable labor market conditions in their home regions by moving to an 

alternative location with the highest income prospect. As a result, migration usually benefits 

employment outcomes (Greenwood 2021; Mulder and Van Ham 2005). 

Given that employment income constitutes the predominant source of old-age 

financial support for older adults in East and Southeast Asian areas (O’Keefe et al. 2021), 

improved economic well-being can reduce migrants’ reliance on later-life labor income, 

leading to lower employment rates than their non-migrant counterparts. From the economic 

opportunity perspective, we expect that internal migration is negatively associated with 

employment after pension age. 

Hypothesis 1: Migrants have lower odds of employment after pension age than 

nonmigrants in the same place of origin. 

For migrant populations, it is important to identify migrants based on their places of 

origin (Ebenstein and Zhao 2015). Especially in countries with a modest or moderate degree 
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of urbanization, rural-origin migrants represent the largest migration flow while urban-origin 

migrants have a smaller scale. However, persistent urban-rural gaps may differentiate 

adulthood career paths and retirement preparations between migrants of different origins. 

Migrants from rural and urban households differ significantly in their human capital 

endowment (Lagakos 2020). In the segmented labor market, rural-origin migrants often 

concentrate in informal sectors and low-skilled jobs (Fan 2002) and change employers 

frequently (Ou and Kondo 2013). In contrast, urban-born citizens have more individual and 

family socioeconomic resources before migration and tend to be positively selected in the 

labor market. Evidence has shown that urban-origin migrants have a high proclivity to move 

between skill-intensive urban sectors and can gain access to higher-status and non-manual 

occupations in China (Wu and Treiman 2007; Young 2013). Lacking a stable career trajectory 

and employment security can hamper rural-origin migrants’ retirement preparations and 

increase their dependence on labor income after retirement. Taking together, we hypothesize 

that rural-origin migrants are more likely to continue to work than urban-origin migrants. 

Hypothesis 2: Rural-origin migrants have higher odds of employment after pension 

age than urban-origin migrants. 

The economic opportunity mechanism indicates that moving at a proper time is 

crucial. Socioeconomic development can gradually bridge gaps between urban and rural areas 

(Lagakos 2020) and alter the attractiveness of places, leading to periodic changes in 

migration rates as well as destination choices. Historically, economic opportunities for 

migration in China were highly restricted before the market transition. Early migration in the 

socialist period might not have benefited career development because migration during the 

1960s-1970s was detrimental to economic well-being among Chinese adults due to mobility 

involuntariness and life interruptions (Qian and Hodson 2011). Besides, long-term economic 

and political turmoil also significantly damaged employment pension systems in pre-reform 
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periods. In the post-reform era, emerging economic opportunities constitute a major driver for 

migration because migrants flocked to regions with higher income levels and more foreign 

investment (Shen 2012). We hypothesize that migrants who migrated in post-reform periods 

can prepare for their retirement better and are less likely to engage in extending working life 

than pre-reform migrants. 

Hypothesis 3: Migrants who moved in post-reform periods have lower odds of 

employment after pension age than migrants who moved in the pre-reform era. 

Migration costs and opportunities vary by the distance of migration. Long-distance 

migration, such as inter-regional migration, is more costly than short-distance migration 

within the originating province or state (Molloy et al. 2011). Consequently, economic pull 

factors at the destination play a prominent role in long-distance migration decisions (Thomas 

et al. 2019). Because managing new employment and social relationships in new places can 

be challenging, people who move to other provinces or regions, especially top-tier cities, 

have more individual employment-related resources and capabilities and can gain more 

economic rewards than short-distance movers. Over the long term, long-distance migration 

may accumulate more savings for retirement than short-distance migration. We expect that 

inter-provincial migration may be negatively associated with extended employment. 

Hypothesis 4: Inter-provincial migration is associated with lower odds of employment 

after pension age. 

It is further argued that people who moved to metropolitan areas, known as “escalator 

regions” (Fielding 1992), may achieve greater upward occupational mobility. Recent 

evidence from Europe and China adds that migrants living in urban areas typically 

outperform migrants in rural areas regarding socioeconomic outcomes (Chen et al. 2022; 

Bernard 2023). Specifically, the economic benefits of moving to urban centers are more 

prominent among long-stay migrants because of the migrant assimilation process (Chiswick 
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et al. 2005). A long-term stay in urban areas can enable migrants to achieve upward economic 

mobility (Chiswick et al. 2005; Min et al. 2016) and boost social integration (Mai and Wang 

2022). Based on the economic opportunity mechanism, we expect that migrants with a longer 

period of urban settlement have more economic resources for retirement and are less likely to 

prolong working lives. 

Hypothesis 5: Migrants who live in urban areas for a longer period have lower odds 

of employment after pension age. 

 

Welfare exclusion mechanism 

Besides economic opportunity, differential access to welfare rights may also influence 

retirement decisions among migrants. For migrants, welfare issues may arise with return 

migration decisions. Typically, return migrants are disadvantaged groups characterized by 

older ages, rural origin, fewer socioeconomic resources and more social considerations than 

non-return migrants (Lundholm 2012; Niedomysl and Amcoff 2011). Because migration is an 

investment, mature return migrants may need to cope with deteriorated retirement welfare 

situations, especially when a unified system is absent or bilateral agreements between regions 

are under constraints (Taha et al. 2015). In China, for example, moving from high-income 

provinces to low-income regions can lead to a decrease in pension benefits (Zhang and Li 

2018). Research has shown that migrants who returned to their place of birth were more 

likely to maintain engagement in both farm and non-farm work than continuing migrants, a 

phenomenon that can be observed in many Asian countries (Chen and Wang 2019; Chunyu et 

al. 2013; Dhar and Bhagat 2021). We hypothesize that return migration is positively 

associated with a longer working life. 

Hypothesis 6: Return migrants have higher odds of employment after pension age 

than continuing migrants. 
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For migrants, legal status acquisition is a key step towards welfare integration. 

Migrants with legal status at the destination are eligible for equal social security benefits such 

as pension (Kovacheva et al. 2012). However, obtaining legal citizenship can be challenging 

when facing persistent institutional barriers (Selod and Shilpi 2021). In China, citizenship 

rights are closely linked to the hukou system, which initially functioned as “a form of internal 

passport control’’ (Chan et al. 1999). A non-agricultural hukou can offer its holders a wide 

range of high-quality social services and welfare such as housing and old-age pensions in 

urban areas. Migrants without urban citizenship, or temporary migrants, are at higher risk of 

being excluded from employment-based social insurance programs (Xu et al. 2011; Wang et 

al. 2015). Despite recent pension insurance coverage expansion, non-local rural migrants still 

face enormous welfare discrimination and are treated as outsiders in urban pension regimes 

(Yang 2021). Yet, successful rural-to-urban hukou converters can achieve upward social 

mobility and have better life chances (Wu and Treiman 2007). From the welfare exclusion 

perspective, we expect that older migrants with urban citizenship are less likely to depend on 

labor income because they have privileged welfare access than other migrants. Specifically, 

urban-origin migrants and permanent rural-to-urban migrants may be less likely to work 

longer than migrants without urban hukou status (either dwelling in urban or rural areas). 

Hypothesis 7: Migrants with urban citizenship status have lower odds of employment 

after pension age than migrants without urban citizenship status. 

 

Data and methods 

Data and sample 

The CHARLS is a biennial cohort survey that collects data from a nationally representative 

sample of middle-aged and older adults in China. The baseline survey was conducted in 

2011–2012 with 17,705 community-dwelling adults aged 45 or above. The sample was 
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selected from 150 counties in 28 provinces using the multi-stage probability sampling 

strategy and had an individual response rate of 80.5% (Zhao et al. 2014). Fieldwork was 

completed through computer-assisted face-to-face interviews. Follow-up surveys of the 

baseline sample were carried out every two or three years in 2013, 2015, 2018, and 2020. The 

CHARLS implemented a life history survey in 2014 to capture extensive information on 

residential histories, making it possible for researchers to explore life-course migration 

experiences. 

This study used data from CHARLS 2011–2020 and the life history survey. The 

sample of this study was selected based on the following criteria: (a) baseline sample; (2) 

aged 50–79 at baseline; (3) participants in the Life History survey. Among the 10,731 older 

participants, those who had never worked or did not report baseline employment status (n = 

457), did not report valid information on residential history (n = 2), and moved 

internationally (n = 85) were excluded. We further excluded 151 participants who had 

missing data or did not participate in follow-up surveys. Eventually, we obtained an 

analytical sample of 10,036 older adults. 

 

Employment after pension age 

We measured employment after pension age based on employment status and pension 

eligibility (Dingemans et al. 2017). We first identified respondents who were receiving 

pension income or not. In China, pensioners refer to older people who regularly receive 

benefits from the following pension systems: the retirement pension for civil servants and 

employees of public institutions; the enterprise employee basic pension; the resident social 

pension plans; and other pension schemes (for example, commercial pensions). For pension 

recipients, employment status was determined based on the respondents’ engagement in 

various wage or self-employed activities, including agricultural or non-agricultural 
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employment, self-employment in family business, and agricultural self-employment. 

Employment after pension age was coded as 1 if the respondents had worked for at least one 

hour during the past week and 0 for not working pensioners, that is, full retirees. 

 

Internal migration 

Internal migration is defined as inter-county residential mobility (Chen et al. 2022). In the 

CHARLS life history survey, respondents were asked to list their previous residential places 

lasting six months or longer since birth and then provide information on each residence’s 

location and the timing of moving in and out. 

Lifetime mobility. Lifetime mobility was defined as respondents who had ever 

migrated to other counties or cities for six months or longer before the baseline survey (yes 

versus no). As suggested by Ebenstein and Zhao (2015), origion-based methods could 

effectively estimate China’s migration population, particularly rural-origin migrants. We 

therefore classified all the respondents into four groups based on their lifetime mobility status 

and places of origin/first residence: (1) rural-origin migrant, (2) urban-origin migrant, (3) 

rural stayer, and (4) urban stayer. The first two groups included people who had moved at 

least once, whereas the last two groups were those who stayed in their birthplace throughout 

their past lives. 

Period of migration. The period of initial migration was coded as a categorical 

variable according to China’s economic reforms. The categories were: (1) moved in the pre-

reform era (before 1978); (2) moved in the early reform period during 1978 and 1990; and (3) 

late migration, applicable to participants who migrated between 1991 and 2011.  

Inter-provincial migration. By comparing the place of birth and first destination, we 

identified migrants who moved out of their original province. The variable was coded as 1 for 

inter-provincial migrants and 0 for migrants moving within their original province. Inter-
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provincial migration had a longer geographic distance on average than intra-provincial 

migration and was mostly driven by employment-related reasons like working away and 

military service in our sample. 

The duration of urban residence. We counted the duration of staying in urban 

destinations. The variable considered urban residences since the first migration and did not 

include the time spent in urban hometowns. The variable was collapsed into three categories: 

(1) less than 10 years; (2) 10–29 years; and (3) 30 or more years. 

Return migration. Return migrants were defined as migrants who returned to their 

places of origin. Return migration was coded as 1 for migrants residing in their original 

county or city at baseline and 0 for continuing migrants staying in cities or provinces other 

than their places of birth. 

Legal status. Following Song and Smith (2019), we grouped all the respondents into 

four types: (1) rural hukouer; (2) urban hukouer; (3) permanent rural-to-urban migrant; and 

(4) temporary rural-to-urban migrant. Rural hukouers were migrants living in rural areas 

while holding agricultural hukou. Urban hukouers, likewise, were migrants who held a non-

agricultural hukou since birth. The last two groups were comprised of rural-origin migrants 

residing in urban communities. Permanent migrants had converted their agricultural hukou 

into a non-agricultural hukou (urban hukou). Temporary rural-to-urban migrants included 

rural-born migrants staying in urban areas without an urban hukou. The classification of 

urban and rural regions followed the official standards of the National Bureau of Statistics of 

China (urban refers to city centers, towns or peri-urban areas while rural refers to villages). 

Internal migration frequency. We controlled the number of migrations before the 

baseline survey because it may confound the relationships between economic opportunity, 

welfare access, and employment after pension age. The frequency of migration was a 
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categorical variable (Bernard and Perales 2021): (1) migrated once; (2) migrated twice; (3) 

migrated three or more times. 

 

Demographics and family backgrounds 

This study included the respondents’ age, birth cohort (before 1940, 1940–1949, 1950–1959, 

and 1960–1964), sex, ethnicity (ethnic minority versus Han Chinese), marriage timing, 

parenthood, and education. Educational attainment was a categorical variable, including 

illiterate, primary school, junior high school, and senior high school or above. Marriage is a 

key proximate life event that affects internal migration behavior (Bernard et al. 2014) and 

career trajectories. Marriage timing was coded as 1 if the respondents married before age 25 

and 0 otherwise, according to Chinese migrants’ timing of union formation (Bernard et al. 

2014). To control for health status, we included physical disability (yes or no), measured by 

asking the respondents whether they had any difficulties in six basic activities in daily living 

(for example, dressing). 

In addition, we considered several family background factors that may affect internal 

migration decisions and labor market outcomes (Chen et al. 2022; Chiang et al. 2015). 

Childhood family factors included parents’ education (at least one literate parent or not), 

family’s economic situation in childhood (from 1= very poor to 5 = better off), and 

geographic region (eastern China, central China, western China, and northeastern China). 

Parental employment in childhood was included and coded as dummy variables (0 = not 

working or self-employed in agricultural work, 1 = at least one parent having non-agricultural 

jobs).  
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Analytical strategy 

We first described the demographic and family characteristics of the baseline total sample and 

sub-samples by lifetime mobility status. The features of internal migration history were then 

profiled for the migrant sample. Employment rates were described by age and lifetime 

mobility status. Multilevel logistic modeling (MLM) with random intercepts was adopted to 

examine the associations between migration and employment after pension age (see Model 

Specification in Supplementary material). In our data, observations (Level 1) were nested 

within persons (Level 2) because the average number of interviews for each person was 4.55. 

The MLM approach could account for person-year cluster structure by specifying a random 

intercept for each participant. Odds ratios (OR) and standard errors (SE) were reported. 

The regression analyses were performed in two steps. Firstly, we investigated the 

differences in employment after pension age between lifetime migrants and stayers. The 

effects of lifetime mobility on extended employment were estimated in the total sample and 

sub-samples stratified by the place of origin, enabling this research to compare migrants and 

non-migrants both within and across the place of origin. Secondly, we examined the 

associations between various features of internal migration history and employment after 

pension age to test hypotheses derived from economic opportunity and welfare exclusion 

mechanisms. Tests for multicollinearity using variance inflation factors (VIF) showed no 

severe collinearity issues in fully adjusted regression models (mean VIFs < 2). 

The robustness of our results was checked in several ways. We performed additional 

analyses to examine how internal migration was associated with later-life economic well-

being indexed by household income, wealth, and monthly pension income. Because China’s 

retirement age policies are highly stratified by occupation, internal migration experiences 

may have stronger effects on employment decisions among older pensioners than younger 
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groups or non-pensioners. We compared employment probabilities before and after pension 

ages and investigated the age heterogeneity in employment after pension age to illustrate how 

internal migration might differentially influence employment decisions in late adulthood. We 

then examined the potential interactions between hukou status, area of residence, and return 

migration to unpack the welfare mechanisms. To further assess the influence of migration 

selectivity, we employed the Heckman selection approach. Lastly, we utilized working hours 

to define employment status more strictly and check the sensitivity of the findings to 

alternative outcome measures.  

 

Empirical results 

Descriptive results 

Table 1, column 1 presents the summary characteristics of our sample at baseline. Our 

participants had a baseline mean age of 60.92 years (SD = 7.11), with half being males and 

7.74% from ethnic minority groups. Table 1, columns 2 and 3 describe the characteristics of 

lifetime non-migrants and migrants. In our sample, up to 30% of the participants had 

migrated to other counties at least once in their lifetime. The results of group comparisons in 

column 4 of Table 1 show that lifetime migrants were more likely to be raised in rural areas 

but had more family socioeconomic resources, better education, and a delayed transition into 

marriage than lifetime non-migrants. In their mid-later life, lifetime migrants were more 

likely to reside in urban areas and hold a non-agricultural hukou than non-migrants. 

[Table 1 here] 

Table 2 further profiles the internal migration history of lifetime migrants in our 

sample. Rural-origin migrants accounted for 85.2% of the migrant sample. The results show 

that one in five migrants (20.94%) moved three or more times in their lifetime. For the initial 

migration, a large proportion of migrants moved in the pre-reform periods, within their 
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original provinces. Over the migratory life course, more than one in three migrants resided in 

urban destinations for 10 or more years, and 68.27% of migrants had already returned to their 

original city. Concerning legal status, 17.07% of migrants had acquired an urban hukou, and 

15.26% were temporary rural-to-urban migrants. 

[Table 2 here] 

Figure 2 visualizes the employment rates of lifetime migrants and non-migrants by 

age group and place of origin. It shows that in the same place of origin, migrants had lower 

employment rates than their non-migrant counterparts. In the early fifties, 83.6% of rural non-

migrants and 77.0% of rural-origin migrants were working, but 68.6% of urban non-migrants 

and 57.6% of urban-origin migrants were working. Although later-life employment rates 

declined with age among all groups, urban-origin migrants demonstrated the fastest decline in 

employment rate between age 50 and age 65 than rural-origin migrants and non-migrants. 

[Figure 2 here] 

 

Modelling the link between lifetime mobility and employment after pension age 

We then examined whether and how lifetime mobility was associated with employment after 

pension age using multilevel logistic models. Table 3 presents the estimated effect of lifetime 

mobility on employment after pension age in the entire pensioner sample (Model 1), rural-

origin sample (Model 2), and urban-origin sample (Model 3). In Model 4, we compared the 

effect of lifetime mobility on employment after pension age between migrants and non-

migrants across places of origin. 

[Table 3 here] 

Model 1 shows that lifetime migration was negatively associated with employment 

after pension age. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, it suggests that internal migrants have 49 

[=(1-0.510)×100]% lower odds of employment after pension age than lifetime stayers. The 
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odds ratios of employment after pension age among migrants from rural and urban areas were 

0.387 in Model 2 and 0.296 in Model 3, respectively, showing a consistent pattern that 

internal migration reduces the likelihood of employment extension after reaching pensionable 

ages. 

Within the non-migrants, Model 4 shows that the odds of employment after pension 

age among rural stayers were 4.186 times higher than lifetime stayers in urban areas. 

Concerning migrants, rural-origin migrants had 1.626 times higher odds of employment than 

urban stayers whereas urban migrants had 74.8% lower odds of employment than urban 

stayers. The results support Hypothesis 2 that rural-origin migrants are more likely to engage 

in employment after pension age than urban-origin migrants, who may opt for an earlier and 

more complete withdrawal from the workforce. 

 

Internal migration history and employment after pension age 

The results of multilevel logistic regression analyses of employment after pension age on a 

range of features of internal migration history are presented in Table 4. We first estimated the 

effect of internal migration features related to economic opportunity, including migration 

period, migration distance, and duration of urban residence, in Model 1. To examine the 

relationships between welfare exclusion and employment after pension age, return migration 

and legal status were included in Model 2. 

[Table 4 here]  

As shown in Model 1, people who migrated in post-reform periods had lower odds of 

employment after pension age than migrants who moved in pre-reform periods. In Model 2, 

the odds ratio of employment after pension age for migration in the early reform era was 

0.587 and statistically meaningful, suggesting that migrants who moved between 1978 and 

1990 were 41.3% less likely to work beyond pension ages. Migration in the later post-reform 
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period was also associated with 30.7% lower odds of employment after pension age. In line 

with Hypothesis 3, the results suggest that older migrants who moved in post-reform periods 

are less likely to engage in employment after pension age. 

The effect of inter-provincial migration on employment after pension age was 

negative in Model 1, suggesting that migrants who moved between provinces had 30.5% 

lower odds of employment after pension age than intra-provincial migrants. The effect of 

inter-provincial migration was slightly attenuated but remained meaningful after accounting 

for welfare contexts in Model 2. Overall, Hypothesis 4 assuming that inter-provincial 

migration has a negative relationship with employment after pension age is supported. 

Our hypothesis 5 anticipates a negative association between the duration of urban 

residence and employment after pension age. Model 1 provides support to this hypothesis and 

shows that the odds ratio of employment after pension age was 80.1% and 89% lower among 

migrants who stayed in urban destinations for 10 to 29 years and at least 30 years, 

respectively. In Model 3, the effects of urban residence duration on employment after pension 

age become weaker after introducing welfare contexts. It suggests that migrants staying in 

urban destinations longer are less likely to engage in employment after pension age. 

We expect that return migrants are more likely to maintain employment continuity 

through employment after pension age than continuing migrants in Hypothesis 6. The result 

from Model 2 confirms this hypothesis, showing that return migrants were 1.6 times more 

likely than continuing migrants to engage in employment after pension age. Consistent with 

Hypothesis 7, Model 2 shows negative associations of employment after pension age with an 

urban citizenship status. Urban hukou holders had 92% lower odds of employment after 

pension age than temporary rural-too-urban migrants, followed by permanent rural-to-urban 

migrants who had 79% lower odds of post-employment. By contrast, the odds of employment 
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after pension age among rural hukouers were 2.292 times higher than that of temporary rural-

to-urban migrants. 

 

Robustness analyses 

We checked the robustness of our results. Firstly, we performed additional analysis to 

examine economic well-being (Tables S1 and S2) and revealed that urban-origin migrants 

had more financial resources, namely household per capita income and wealth, and a higher 

level of monthly pension income than urban stayers while rural-origin migrants and 

especially rural stayers had worse economic well-being. The results suggest that internal 

migration significantly differentiates the accumulation of economic resources and pension 

wealth, thereby influencing employment decisions after pension age. Second, we compared 

later-life employment before and after pension ages (Figure S1) and in different age groups 

(Table S3). We observed that the effects of internal migration on later-life employment were 

more prominent after reaching pension ages or older ages (namely age 60, the maximum 

pension eligibility age). Third, we examined the effect of household registration type on 

employment after pension age and whether such effect varied by place of residence and 

return migration (Table S4 in Supplementary material). We found that migrants living in 

urban areas and holding a non-agricultural hukou had the lowest odds of employment after 

pension age than their counterparts. The negative effect of non-agricultural hukou on 

employment after pension age could be enhanced by urban residence, but not by return 

migration status. The results suggest that migrants who hold an urban citizenship status and 

stay in urban areas may have more advantaged welfare protection for retirement than other 

migrant groups.  

Moreover, to resolve concerns about potential migration selectivity, we employed the 

Heckman selection probit model, which first estimated the probability of being a migrant and 
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then examined employment status in another probit model controlling for migration 

selectivity using the inverse Mills’ ratio (Heckman, 1979). The results of the Heckman 

selection probit model reaffirmed the associations between internal migration features and 

employment after pension age (Table S5), implying that migration selectivity may not bias 

our findings. Lastly, we found that using working hours to capture employment status after 

pension age (Tables S6 and S7) yielded similar results. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

Migration and workforce aging are entwined dynamics in demographic and economic 

development. However, retirement and migration scholars have long overlooked each other, 

making our current understanding of the two life transitions unexpectedly disconnected. The 

current study provides new insights into the interdependence between migration and later-life 

employment by investigating whether and how internal migration affects employment after 

pension age in aging China. Our results uncovered the considerable differentiation in internal 

migration experiences among older Chinese adults due to lifetime mobility and various 

migration features. 

First, lifetime mobility, a common life course experience in older Chinese 

populations, negatively correlates with employment after pension age, supporting hypothesis 

1. In the entire pensioner sample, lifetime migrants had lower odds of employment after 

pension age. Our findings suggest that Chinese internal migrants may have improved 

economic resources and fewer financial needs for working at older ages. We further 

demonstrate that the economic returns of migrations exist in both urban and rural regions: 

lifetime migrants from rural areas may be less likely to participate in employment after 

pension age than lifetime rural stayers; lifetime urban-origin migrants also have a lower 

likelihood of employment after pension age than lifetime urban non-migrants. Because 
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migration usually can improve employment opportunities in the labor market (Greenwood 

2021), migrants wherever they are from can accumulate more wealth and prepare for their 

retirement better than their non-migrant counterparts. 

However, the economic opportunity of internal migration differs across regions. Our 

second hypothesis 2 anticipating a regional gap between urban-origin and rural-origin 

migrants receives empirical support. Compared to urban non-migrants, urban-born migrants 

had a lower probability of employment after pension age but rural-origin migrants and 

lifetime rural stayers were more likely to engage in employment after pension age. The group 

differences could be explained by economic opportunities. Our additional results indicated 

that urban-origin migrants had better economic well-being, such as higher family income and 

more wealth, than urban stayers and that rural-origin migrants and rural stayers faced greater 

financial restrictions. In the destination, urban-born migrants are often positively selected and 

can make greater socioeconomic achievements by taking advantage of their high stock of 

family resources and human capital (Bernard 2023; Wu and Treiman 2007). Recent research 

observes that, unlike urban-origin migrants, rural-origin migrants may enjoy less economic 

returns of migration due to negative migration selection and employment instability in the 

destination, which further increase their financial needs for employment after pension age 

(Zhang and Wu 2024). The highest employment rate in later life among rural stayers may 

reflect that the economic cost of lifetime immobility in rural areas can be exceptionally high 

in late adulthood. This study brings the migration perspective to research on the urban-rural 

gap in later-life employment (Giles et al. 2023) and suggests that the place of origin can 

powerfully affect internal migrants’ long-term economic outcomes. 

Within the older migrant population, the complexity of internal migration history may 

lead to growing differentiation of employment after pension age choices. The economic 

mobility mechanism that assumes a lower likelihood of employment after pension age among 
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migrants who have benefited most from internal migration receives empirical support from 

our results. First, employment after pension age was affected by the period of migration. Our 

results showed that migrants who moved in post-reform periods, particularly in the early 

reform era, were less likely to work after pension ages, indicating a more nuanced timing 

effect expected in hypothesis 3. In China, people who migrated in the 1980s are more likely 

than pre-reform migrants to seize the newly released employment opportunities in the private 

economy because of China’s market transition and the relaxation of migration restrictions 

(Fan 1996). The findings have implications for studies on migration during economic 

recessions by suggesting that migrants who moved in periods lacking economic opportunities 

may confront disproportionate institutional and individual constraints in the labor force, 

casting lasting shadows on late careers. 

Regarding migration distance, migrants who moved between provinces had lower 

odds of employment after pension age than intra-provincial migrants, supporting hypothesis 

4. Previous research indicates that inter-provincial migrants can access jobs with more 

employment security such as contract and employment-based social insurance programs (Su 

et al. 2018). With better work conditions, these long-distance migrants may be more likely to 

plan and save for retirement. However, recent years have witnessed a steady decline in inter-

provincial migration in many developed countries (Molloy et al. 2011) and China. With rapid 

economic growth, shrinking regional developmental gaps may increase the attractiveness of 

cities in migrants’ original provinces. Researchers argue that staying in familiar places may 

allow migrants to access resources in informal social networks and avoid possibly excessive 

costs of moving away (Schewel 2020). But, in later life, our results suggest that older Chinese 

migrants staying at accessible locations have more financial necessity for prolonging their 

working lives after reaching pension age. 
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Moreover, hypothesis 5 expects that long-distance migration may reduce the financial 

need for longer working lives. Our results showed that the duration of urban residence was 

negatively associated with the odds of employment after pension age. As suggested by the 

escalator region hypothesis (Fielding 1992) and the assimilation hypothesis (Chiswick et al. 

2005), migrants who stay in urban destinations longer may be more likely to be economically 

assimilated and achieve greater career attainments. The argument is corroborated by the 

evidence that migrants staying in urban areas for 10 or more years had a lower propensity for 

employment after pension age. Given the high cost of living in urban areas, these migrants 

may enjoy a higher living standard, accumulate sufficient retirement wealth, and, 

consequently, have fewer financial motivations for delaying retirement than other migrants, 

who either never moved to other urban areas or stayed in urban destinations for a short 

period. For example, long-stay older migrants are more likely to acquire housing property 

rights in urban China, which increases retirement security and reduces employment extension 

(Xiao and Chen 2022). 

Despite potential economic returns, this research highlights that welfare contexts may 

affect migrants’ decisions on employment after pension age. Our results showed that return 

migrants were more likely to engage in later-life employment than continuing migrants, in 

line with hypothesis 6 and previous evidence from Thailand and Vietnam (Junge et al. 2015). 

Unlike return migrants in countries with a universal welfare system like Sweden (Lundholm 

2012), migrants who return to their hometowns in China must cope with losses in welfare 

rights. Given the difficulty in transferring pension insurance from place to place (Zhang and 

Li 2018), Chinese migrants returning to their original prefectures may have more financial 

worries than continuing migrants. The literature has also shown that return migrants, 

especially local returnees, are older and less educated than non-return migrants (Junge et al. 

2015). These disadvantaged return migrants may be forced to extend their working lives in 
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settings without adequate old-age formal support. Our findings call for improved welfare 

portability (Taha et al. 2015) and suggest that older return migrants’ welfare paucity must be 

addressed through strengthened employee pension coverage and welfare right portability.  

Furthermore, our last hypothesis posits that legal status can affect employment after 

pension age among migrants. This hypothesis was confirmed by the evidence of higher odds 

of employment after pension age among migrants without an urban hukou, including 

temporary rural-to-urban migrants and migrants residing in rural areas. In China’s urban 

context, urban hukou is a key form of citizenship that can determine access to local pensions 

and other exclusive welfare rights. As a result, migrants who were born in or permanently 

moved to urban areas through hukou conversion were less willing to work longer. Although 

China has implemented progressive reforms in its household registration system, the enduring 

adverse impact of hukou status may exaggerate retirement inequalities between different 

hukou holders after pensionable ages. The results resonate with previous research showing 

that rural-to-rural and temporary rural-to-urban migrants may be pushed to work longer by 

inadequate welfare support (Giles et al. 2023; Zhang and Wu 2024). 

This study shows that internal migrants make their employment after pension age 

decisions in response to the extent of economic opportunity and welfare exclusion attributed 

to their migratory life course. Our findings convey important theoretical implications for 

understanding the long-term consequences of internal migration, especially in numerous 

LMCs, where migrants from rural areas and peripheral towns will continue to make up a 

rising proportion of aging workers. By bringing together research on internal migration and 

retirement, this study paves a promising way for future researchers to advance the 

conceptualization and investigation of later-life transitions in temporal and spatial contexts. 

For migration research, our findings pinpoint that the economic and welfare integration of 

migrants could be understood better in later careers. Migration researchers are encouraged to 
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move beyond employment in young adulthood by examining how older migrants fare in the 

aging workforce from a life course perspective. Meanwhile, research on later-life 

employment and retirement must recognize the substantive importance of lifetime migration. 

For example, hundreds of millions of internal migrants in China are aging and may face 

increasingly diverse retirement opportunities. Significant volumes of migrant flows are also 

reported in many other developing countries. Hence, retirement researchers should probe 

deeper into the opportunities and constraints around older migrants’ retirement decisions and 

inform public policy to prepare for the upcoming age of workforce aging more progressively. 

It is important to note that socioeconomic inequalities in employment after pension 

age among older migrant populations may deserve special policy attention. Our findings 

show that pre-migration circumstances as well as post-migration economic and welfare 

integration contribute to differentiation in retirement behaviors between migrants and non-

migrants and within migrants. In the context of delaying retirement, researchers have warned 

that intensified policy efforts that promote longer working lives may consolidate the 

vulnerability of disadvantaged older workers (Lain and Phillipson 2019; Turek et al. 2022). 

Hence, the principal policy implication of this study is that removing migration restrictions 

through public policies that expand employment opportunities and promote equal and unified 

welfare protection could help build a sustainable aging workforce. Specifically, this research 

suggests that governments should improve retirement security for returnees, temporary 

migrants, and rural non-migrants, who may work longer due to limited welfare protection, 

and, meanwhile, carefully reform retirement policies to retain intra-urban migrant workers 

with abundant work-ability in the labor force. 

Yet, the interpretation of our findings should bear several caveats in mind. First, this 

study relied on retrospective data on internal migration, which may be subject to recall bias 

because older people may encounter certain cognitive difficulties in reporting their past 
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migration or unsuccessful moves. Nonetheless, the life history survey enables researchers to 

investigate complex life events, such as internal migration behaviours (Chen et al. 2022; 

Bernard 2023). Future research could profile the joint trajectories of migration, employment, 

and welfare using prospective survey data over extended periods to investigate how migration 

is affected by economic and welfare factors and how migration influences migrants’ later-life 

economic well-being. Second, this study did not explore the economic and welfare processes 

linking migration and retirement in more detail. It is imperative to deepen the understanding 

of older migrant workers’ financial well-being and welfare considerations before and after 

retirement transitions. Lastly, our focus on internal migration among older Chinese 

populations may limit the generalisability of our findings to other contexts. It is worth 

investigating how lifetime migratory experiences, either inter-regional or international, are 

associated with retirement behavior in diverse institutional contexts and how the social 

security systems can proactively respond to the aging of migrant workers. 

 

Notes and acknowledgements 

1 This indicator does not include migrants moving between districts within a city. In China’s 

official documents, these migrants are called the “floating population”. 
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Table 1 Descriptive characteristics of the sample at baseline, by lifetime mobility, in China, 

2011 (N = 10,036) 

Variable Total 

Lifetime non-

migrant 

Lifetime 

migrant p-valueb 

N (%) 10,036 7,042 (70.17%) 

2,994 

(29.83%) 
 

Demographics     

Age, mean (SD) 60.92 (7.11) 60.72 (7.02) 61.39 (7.28) <0.001 

Cohort 
    

 Cohort <=1945 26.63% 25.66% 28.92% 0.003 

 Cohort 1946–1949 16.50% 16.39% 16.77% 
 

 Cohort 1950–1954 27.40% 27.61% 26.92% 
 

 Cohort 1955–1959 23.91% 24.74% 21.98% 
 

 Cohort 1960+ 5.55% 5.61% 5.41% 
 

Sex (Male=1) 50.30% 49.79% 51.50% 0.120 

Ethnicity minority (Yes=1) 7.74% 8.14% 6.81% 0.023 

Education level 
    

 Illiterate 30.36% 33.30% 23.45% <0.001 

 Primary school 42.45% 43.48% 40.01% 
 

 Middle school 16.90% 15.31% 20.64% 
 

 High school or above 10.29% 7.91% 15.90% 
 

Marriage (Yes=1) 71.86% 74.01% 66.80% <0.001 

Number of children, mean (SD) 2.77 (1.42) 2.81 (1.43) 2.68 (1.40) <0.001 

Physical disability (Yes=1) 17.35% 18.13% 15.50% 0.001 
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Current hukou (Non-agricultural 

hukou=1) a 19.66% 13.12% 35.04% <0.001 

Current area type (Urban=1) a 35.39% 30.62% 46.63% <0.001 

Childhood family backgrounds     

Parental eduation (Literate=1) 35.78% 33.73% 40.61% <0.001 

Parental employment (Non-

agricultural job=1) 17.02% 13.60% 25.05% <0.001 

Family’s financial situation, mean 

(SD) 2.45 (0.98) 2.41 (0.97) 2.54 (0.99) <0.001 

Place of origin (Urban=1) a 25.81% 30.49% 14.80% <0.001 

Region of birthplace 
    

 Eastern China 31.83% 33.57% 27.72% <0.001 

 Central China 28.53% 28.29% 29.09% 
 

 Western China 32.69% 32.02% 34.27% 
 

 Northeastern China 6.95% 6.12% 8.92% 
 

Notes: a Current hukou, current area type, and place of origin were used to determine the legal 

status.  

b Group differences were tested using Pearson's chi-squared tests for categorical variables and 

two-sample t tests for continuous variables, respectively. 
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Table 2 Descriptive features of internal migration history among lifetime migrants (N = 

2,994) 

Feature Level Percentage 

Lifetime mobility Rural-origin migrant 85.20% 

 
Urban-origin migrant 14.80% 

Internal migration frequency Once 46.23% 

 
Twice 32.83% 

 
Three or more 20.94% 

Period of initial migration Pre-reform era (before 1978) 65.05% 

 
Early reform era (1978–1990) 18.28% 

 
Later period (1991–2011) 16.67% 

Inter-provincial migration Intra-provincial migration 60.18% 

 
Inter-provincal migration 39.82% 

Duration of urban residence <10 years 65.26% 

 
10–29 Years 10.45% 

 
30+ years 24.28% 

Return migration Continuing migrant 31.73% 

 
Return migrant 68.27% 

Legal status Rural hukouer 49.83% 

 
Urban hukouer 17.84% 

 

Permanent rural-to-urban 

migrant 17.07% 

 

Temporary rural-to-urban 

migrant 15.26% 
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Table 3 The likelihood of employment after pension age due to lifetime mobility patterns in 

China, 2011–2020 (odds ratios from multilevel logistic models) 

 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Total 
Place of origin 

Total 
Rural Urban 

Internal migration     

Lifetime migrant (ref.: 

Stayer) 
0.510*** 0.387*** 0.296***  

 (0.035) (0.028) (0.063)  

Lifetime mobility (ref.: 

Urban stayer) 
    

Rural-origin migrant    1.626*** 

    (0.144) 

Urban-origin migrant    0.252*** 

    (0.044) 

Rural stayer    4.186*** 

    (0.342) 

Demographics     

Age 0.920*** 0.921*** 0.914*** 0.917*** 

 (0.006) (0.007) (0.010) (0.006) 

Age-squared/100 0.675*** 0.654*** 0.919 0.701*** 

 (0.029) (0.034) (0.075) (0.030) 

 Cohort (ref.: Cohort 

1950–1955) 
    

 Cohort <=1945 0.374*** 0.488*** 0.177*** 0.402*** 
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 (0.038) (0.053) (0.042) (0.040) 

 Cohort 1946–1949 0.710*** 0.712*** 0.607* 0.689*** 

 (0.065) (0.070) (0.126) (0.062) 

 Cohort 1955–1959 1.721*** 1.646*** 1.591* 1.622*** 

 (0.164) (0.177) (0.306) (0.152) 

 Cohort 1960+ 1.874** 1.631+ 2.452* 1.858** 

 (0.419) (0.454) (0.941) (0.409) 

Sex (Male=1) 3.768*** 2.942*** 5.140*** 3.371*** 

 (0.266) (0.227) (0.789) (0.234) 

Ethnicity minority 

(Yes=1) 
0.703** 0.767* 0.442** 0.686** 

 (0.086) (0.100) (0.130) (0.083) 

Education (ref.: 

Illiterate) 
    

 Primary school 0.817** 1.002 0.590** 0.910 

 (0.063) (0.082) (0.112) (0.069) 

 Middle school 0.375*** 0.542*** 0.321*** 0.479*** 

 (0.040) (0.064) (0.075) (0.050) 

 High school or above 0.191*** 0.309*** 0.164*** 0.268*** 

 (0.025) (0.046) (0.045) (0.034) 

Marriage (Yes=1) 1.226** 1.161+ 1.025 1.142+ 

 (0.091) (0.095) (0.161) (0.083) 

Number of children 1.035 0.944* 1.193** 0.992 

 (0.025) (0.024) (0.069) (0.024) 

Physical disability 0.520*** 0.488*** 0.565*** 0.506*** 
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(Yes=1) 

 (0.025) (0.026) (0.063) (0.024) 

Childood family 

backgrounds 
    

Parental eduation 

(Literate=1) 
1.117 1.120 1.304+ 1.179* 

 (0.075) (0.083) (0.186) (0.078) 

Parental employment 

(Non-agricultural 

job=1) 

0.252*** 0.563*** 0.210*** 0.392*** 

 (0.023) (0.062) (0.036) (0.035) 

Family’s financial 

situation 
0.861*** 0.871*** 0.883+ 0.878*** 

 (0.028) (0.030) (0.063) (0.028) 

Observations 32,827 23,953 8,874 32,827 

Person 9,374 6,930 2,444 9,374 

Log likelihood -16972.059 -12476.853 -4247.348 -16776.392 

AIC 33990.118 24999.706 8540.697 33602.785 

BIC 34183.295 25185.635 8703.787 33812.760 

ICC 0.626 0.575 0.691 0.609 

Notes: AIC and BIC are Akaike’s and Schwarz’s Bayesian information criteria; ICC denotes 

intraclass correlation; Standard errors are in parentheses. All models include control for 

geographic regions. 

+ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table 4 The likelihood of employment after pension age due to features of internal migration 

history in China, 2011–2020 (odds ratios from multilevel logistic models) 

 Model 1 Model 2 

Economic opportunity   

Period of initial migration (ref.: Pre-

reform era) 

  

 Early reform era 0.734+ 0.587** 

 (0.133) (0.104) 

 Later period 0.731+ 0.693* 

 (0.127) (0.116) 

Inter-provincal migration (ref.: intra-

provincial migration) 

0.695** 0.735* 

 (0.085) (0.090) 

Duration of urban residence (ref.: < 

10 years) 

  

 10-29 Years 0.185*** 0.574* 

 (0.040) (0.128) 

 30+ years 0.110*** 0.456*** 

 (0.018) (0.086) 

Welfare contexts   

Return migration (ref.: Continuing 

migrant) 

 1.611*** 

  (0.216) 

Legal status (ref.: Temporary rural-to-

urban migrant) 
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 Rural hukouer  2.292*** 

  (0.417) 

 Urban hukouer  0.080*** 

  (0.020) 

 Permanent rural-to-urban migrant  0.210*** 

  (0.043) 

Control variables   

Frequency of migration (ref.: Once)   

Twice  0.836 

  (0.122) 

Three or more  0.883 

  (0.149) 

Age 0.920*** 0.914*** 

 (0.012) (0.012) 

Age-squared/100 0.724*** 0.774** 

 (0.066) (0.070) 

Cohort (ref.: Cohort 1950–1955)   

 Cohort ≤ 1945 0.410*** 0.549** 

 (0.082) (0.105) 

 Cohort 1946–1949 0.729+ 0.885 

 (0.125) (0.144) 

 Cohort 1955–1959 2.934*** 2.570*** 

 (0.554) (0.475) 

 Cohort 1960+ 4.885*** 3.993*** 

 (2.030) (1.644) 



 52 

Sex (Male=1) 3.469*** 3.225*** 

 (0.483) (0.453) 

Ethnicity minority (Yes=1) 0.945 0.923 

 (0.213) (0.203) 

Education (ref.: Illiterate)   

 Primary school 0.734+ 0.943 

 (0.116) (0.145) 

 Middle school 0.314*** 0.603** 

 (0.063) (0.117) 

 High school or above 0.184*** 0.606* 

 (0.042) (0.141) 

Marriage (Yes=1) 1.210 1.022 

 (0.163) (0.133) 

Number of children 1.096+ 0.968 

 (0.052) (0.045) 

Physical disability (Yes=1) 0.545*** 0.517*** 

 (0.052) (0.049) 

Parental eduation (Literate=1) 1.216 1.161 

 (0.150) (0.137) 

Parental employment (Non-

agricultural job=1) 

0.291*** 0.656** 

 (0.045) (0.107) 

Family’s financial situation 0.887* 0.930 

 (0.052) (0.053) 

Observations 9,748 9,727 



 53 

Person 2,723 2,718 

Log likelihood -4689.004 -4551.188 

AIC 9432.008 9168.376 

BIC 9625.998 9405.404 

ICC 0.631 0.585 

Notes: AIC and BIC are Akaike’s and Schwarz’s Bayesian information criteria; ICC denotes 

intraclass correlation; Standard errors are in parentheses. All models include control for 

geographic regions. 

+ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Figure 1 Geographic distribution of China’s internal migrant population, 2020. Notes: 

Estimation was based on the seventh census’s long-form survey. Migrants were defined as 

individuals who left their places of household registration for at least 6 months. 
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Figure 2 Later-life employment rates by age group and lifetime mobility status (CHARLS 

2011–2020) 
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