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I. Introduction: related concepts, history and basic 
characteristics 

Employment refers to the social and economic activities where working-age workers 
who have the ability and willingness for work get paid wages or business incomes. 1 
Employment is closely related to personal survival and development, which is not 
only an important means to acquire life insurance and social welfare, but also an 
important channel for social integration. Employment policy means relevant policies 
that the government and society adopt to intervene the supply and demand of the labor 
market through various means such as employment promotion, employment 
protection, etc. In practice, employment policies normally comprise of employment 
promotion policies, unemployment insurance policies, and labor protection policies.  

The degree of government’s intervention in employment is closely related to the 
national welfare system. During the Planned Economy Period of China, China’s 
employment policy was government-oriented, where individuals had limited 
possibilities of choosing their own jobs, and job for working-age individuals were 
assigned by the government, so unemployment was almost eliminated. However, 
there was hidden unemployment, and “lay-offs”. After the Reform and Opening-up of 
China, the employment policy has become more market-oriented with government 
supports, where the employment system of “unified assignment of jobs” and “Iron 
Rice Bowl” (literally means “Secure Job”) were broken, and worker as one of the 
factors of production gradually realized free flow, however, more employment-related 
social problems began to emerge. Ever since 2014, China’s economy has entered into 
a new normal, with unprecedented harsh employment situation, and more 
interventions from the government, which, however, are mainly supportive polices. 
“Proactive Employment Policy” is dominating during this period.  

Floating population is a special concept under China’s Hukou System (the Household 
Registration System), which refers to the individual who has left the place where 
his/her residence is registered and has lived in other county/town/street for over six 
months, excluding those with current residence different from the place of their 
household registration in the same city. Population who live in places other than their 
household registration in the same city refer to those whose current residence are 
different from the registered towns or streets but in the same district or in different 
districts but in the same municipality or prefecture-level city. Before 1958, China had 
no strict Hukou System (the Household Registration System), where population 
migrations were free with no limitations. In 1958 when the Household Registration 
Regulations of the People's Republic of China was enacted, more and more 
limitations on free population migration make it literally impossible for free flow of 
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population. Starting from 1978 when the Household Contract Responsibility System 
was stipulated, excessive rural workers in China were released, Danwei System in 
urban areas collapsed, and the Iron Rice Bowl (Secure Jobs) were broken, so there 
have been a wave of free migration of urban and rural workers. At the initial stage of 
Reform and Opening-up, due to the strong labor force-absorption ability of coastal 
regions, there were no big difficulties for the floating population to find jobs in their 
destinations. The problems were mainly concentrated on labor protection and 
disorderly employment issues, and the government had no systematic interventions on 
the employment of the floating population. On the contrary, non-government 
organizations had certain interventions earlier than the government. Ever since the 
1990s, population migration entered into a high-speed growth period, with an annual 
increase of 10% and even over 20%. 2 Rural population began to swarm into cities, 
and the main body of the floating population became migrant workers, who migrated 
in a tidal flow pattern to the east coastal areas and regional hub cities in China. These 
migrant workers have contributed tremendously to the urban development of China, 
yet they have also posed harsh challenges to urban administration. In 1993, the 
Project of Orderly Cross-regional Flow of Rural Workers was implemented by the 
then Ministry of Labor, which marked the beginning of systematic interventions on 
the employment of floating population. Ever since the late 1990s, there have been 
numerous social issues related to the employment of migrant workers, such as the 
coexistence of “shortage of migrant workers” and “flood of migrant workers”, the 
increase of new-generation migrant workers, and mass incidents triggered by labor 
conflicts. It is until 2003 when the State Council issued the Notice on Safeguarding 
the Administration and Services on the Employment of Migrant Workers in Urban 
Areas that the legal rights and interests of migrant workers began to be protected. 
After the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, great changes 
have taken place in the floating population characteristics of China, new-generation 
migrant workers became the backbone of employment, and the working age, 
education level and employment characteristics of the floating population have 
changed quite a bit. In 2010, the concept of New-generation Migrant Workers were 
introduced in the policy documents by the Chinese government, which has attracted 
attentions of the general public on the employment of the floating population and their 
social integration. Over the past few years, notable breakthroughs have been achieved 
on the reform of the household registration system all around China, and the floating 
population began to settle in their destinations through employments. However, in 
some super large cities, the floating population is still faced with acute social 
integration difficulties.  

II. China’s employment policies  
2.1 Introduction   
2.1.1 Historical evolution 

China’s employment policies have shifted from government-oriented to 
market-oriented with government support. The policy orientation of each period is 
inseparable from the social and economic development situation of that particular 
period.  
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while jobs were mainly assigned by the government, it was allowed that state-owned 
companies, private companies and public institutions could hire staff on their own. In 
1952, the Government Administration Council regulated to execute a unified labor 
allocation around the country, yet in actual employment process, it was still allowed 
that all companies and organizations had their rights to choose and hire. The “unified 
assignment of jobs” were not strictly implemented. In the 1950s when China stepped 
into the planned economy period, numerous buildings were built, so the Ministry of 
Labor regulated that their focus of work should be shifted from giving relieves to 
unemployed workers to unified allocation of construction workers. And by 1955, the 
allocation system was expanded to the industrial, mine and transportation fields. On 
the 2nd National Conference for Directors of Labor Bureaus held in 1955, it was 
clearly stipulated that the basic principles, methods and authorities for unified 
assignment of labors in China shall be strictly followed, marking the start of the 
“unified assignment of jobs” system in China. At the initial stage of the Cultural 
Revolution, a single fixed employment system was formed throughout China, which 
strengthened the pattern of planned employment by the central government. 3  

Starting from the 1980s, the development of market economy brought with it the 
formation of the labor market. The Interim Provisions on the Implementation of Labor 
Contract System by State-Owned Enterprises issued in 1986 explicitly stipulated that 
all state-owned enterprises shall implement the labor contract system, ending the Iron 
Rice Bowl (Secure Jobs) system. In the following Labor Law of PRC, it was clearly 
regulated that all enterprises shall exercise the labor contract system, safeguarding the 
employment autonomy of enterprises through governmental policies. In 1998, the No 
1 Central Document clear put forward the principle of “Free Selection of Jobs by 
Workers, supported with Market Regulations and Government Promotions”, marking 
the shift of China’s employment polices to market regulation.   

In the 1990s, the unemployment and re-employment issues in China were very acute. 
China’s GDP growth in 1992 rose to 14.2%, reach the peak of that cycle, which was 
dropping slowly afterwards to 7-8% in the end of 1990s. When labor supply is 
sufficient, economic fluctuations had great impact over employment in China. At the 
same time, the state-owned enterprise reforms dragged many companies to trouble, 
resulting in large quantity of laid off workers. According to statistics, by the end of 
1997, 39.1% of large and medium state-owned and state-controlling industrial 
companies were faced with losses, with over 10 million laid off workers, which 
accounted for nearly 8% of the total workers in China. 4 The urban registered 
unemployment rate of China was 3% in 1997, which kept on rising for the following 
years consecutively. In the Notice for Further Safeguarding the Reemployment of 
Laid-off Workers enacted in 2002, four employment channels, i.e., hunting for jobs on 
their own and self-employment by workers themselves; employment expansion by 
employers; provision of public service positions by the government; and separation of 
main and auxiliary businesses and diversion of businesses by enterprises, which 
helped the establishment of a proactive employment policy system of Chinese 
characteristics.  

Starting from the 21st century, China’s economy began to recover, and China’s GDP 
growth rate rocketed to 14.2% in 2007. The super high speed economic growth also 
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stimulated employment, but it was faced with huge annual pressures from newly 
added employment and rural diverted employment during this period. China’s 
economy began to slow down after the global financial crisis in 2008, and the 2009 
Report on the Work of the Government stated for the first time to “implement a more 
proactive employment policy”, and to “promote employment by all means”. China’s 
economy entered into a new normal in 2014, with increasingly heavier pressures on 
employment, and acute conflicts between the supply structure and demand structure 
of China’s employment market, which caused the employment policies to be adjusted 
by centering more on the changes of industrial and economic structures. In 2015, the 
State Council issued the Opinions on Further Safeguarding Employment and 
Self-employment under the New Situation, which stipulated that more proactive 
employment policies be implemented, and employment and self-employment be 
combined, so self-employments and innovations would promote employment and 
catalyze new momentum for economic and social growth. It was then when the 
Proactive Employment Policy 4.0 of China was officially formed. 5  

2.1.2 Policy Instruments  

Employment policy can be categorized into three levels: macro perspective, 
intermediate perspective and micro perspective. Employment policy in its macro 
perspective refers to the policies which influence employment indirectly through 
promoting economic growth and adjusting industrial structure; employment policy in 
its intermediate perspective refers to the policies which influence employment directly 
through their influences on the balance of supply and demand of workers and the 
labor market; while employment policy in its micro perspective refers to the policies 
which influence employment by influencing directly on workers and employers. 
Employment policy in its practical sense includes employment promotion policy, 
labor protection policy and unemployment insurance policy.  

 (1) Employment promotion policy is designed to improve the labor supply-demand 
balance by expanding employment demand, improving qualities of workers, and 
providing employment services. Expanding employment demand is the basis for 
employment, since more employment opportunities will be increased with the fast 
economic development, healthy development of companies, in particular, 
labor-intensive companies and middle- and small-size companies, and the increase of 
self-employment and flexible employment. Improving the qualities of workers is to 
improve the comprehensive qualities and vocational skills/capacities of workers to 
make them more adaptive to the demand of the labor market. Vocational education 
which is insufficient in current Chinese education is extremely important. Providing 
employment services is to build certain platforms to provide services to connect 
workers and employers, such as services for career introduction, career assessment, 
career guidance, vocational service, etc, among which career introduction is critical. 
The numerous talent exchange centers throughout China are mainly engaged in 
providing employment services.  

(2) Labor protection policy is designed to maintain the order of the job market with 
means of legislation, supervision, law enforcement and legal aid, by standardizing 
labor contract and employment procedures of companies and employers, and 
protecting legal rights and interests of workers. The Labor Law of People’s Republic 
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of China issued in 1994 and the Labor Contract Law of the People's Republic of 
China issued in 2007 have clearly regulations and provisions on labor remuneration, 
working hours, rest and vacations, labor safety, insurance and welfare, staff training, 
labor discipline and labor quota management, and other issues which have direct 
influence on the immediate interests of workers. The revised Labor Contract Law of 
the People's Republic of China in 2013 strictly regulated on labor dispatch, and 
regulated that the dispatched workers shall enjoy the right to obtain the same pay as 
that received by workers of the accepting entity for the equal work. The Regulations 
on Supervisions over Labor Security enacted in 2004 regulated that the labor security 
administrative department has the rights to conduct labor security checks over 
employers, job agencies, vocational training organizations, and vocational skill 
assessment organizations and that governments of all levels shall provide assistance 
and support accordingly. Besides, employment injury insurance, maternity insurance 
and occupational disease prevention are also important contents for labor protection. 

 (3) The main focus of unemployment insurance policy is unemployment insurance, 
which is designed to enable workers to obtain necessary financial assistance during 
the unemployment period to assist their reemployment. China's unemployment 
insurance system was set up at a very early stage: the Interim Provisions for Providing 
Unemployment Insurances for Employees of State-Owned Enterprises promulgated in 
1986, and the later Provisions for Providing Unemployment Insurances for 
Employees of State-Owned Enterprises in 1993, until in 1999 the Regulations on 
Unemployment Insurance was issued, which regulated the three-party premium 
payment structure by the country, employer and employee, and that the maximum 
period of receiving unemployment insurance compensation is 24 months.  

2.2.3 Main Characteristics of Current Employment Policy  

The core characteristic of the current employment policy is its “more proactiveness”. 
The Eighteenth National Congress of the Communist Party of China held in 2012 
stated that the principles of encouraging self-employment of workers, employment 
regulation by the market, and employment promotion and encouragement by the 
government shall be implemented, and the strategy of prioritizing employment and 
more proactive employment policy shall be adopted. The Third Plenary Session of the 
Eighteenth National Congress in 2013 further stipulated that the future direction of the 
employment policy is to stimulate employment through self-employment. Later on, 
with the coming New Normal of China’s economy, it has become more and more 
difficult for employment. In 2014, the Chinese government put forward the policy 
orientation of mass entrepreneurship and innovation, ordering to release more space 
with streamlining administration as the market entity. In 2015, the State Council 
promulgated the Opinions on Policies and Measures to Promote Public 
Entrepreneurship and Innovation, which regulated to 1) facilitate entrepreneurship 
through system and mechanism innovation, 2) strengthen support for entrepreneurship 
by optimizing fiscal policies, 3)realize convenient financing through revitalizing the 
financial market, 4) support entrepreneurship growth by expanding entrepreneurial 
investment, 5) establish entrepreneurial ecology through providing entrepreneurial 
services, 6) solidify support by establishing entrepreneurship and innovation platform, 
7) develop innovative entrepreneurship by stimulating innovative vitality, 8) create 
employment through self-employment by expanding channels for entrepreneurship in 
rural and urban areas, and 9) to improve coordination mechanism through 
consolidating planning and coordination. These 9 fields with 96 policy measures in 30 



aspects are implemented to promote employment and self-employment in China.  

2.2 Multiple Subjects in Employment Policy  
2.2.1 Role of Government in Employment  

The Chinese Government has always attached great importance to employment, and 
its intervention policies for employment are mainly on macro perspective and 
intermediate perspective, from the adjustment of industrial structure, to the support 
for companies, and even micro policies such as vocational training, etc.  

1) Employment policy support. Through measures such as approval reduction, tax 
preferences, loan guarantee, and financial inclination, the government encourages 
the development of various kinds of companies, in particular, labor-intensive 
companies, service companies, middle and small-size companies, and non-public 
ownership companies, to provide more employment positions.  

2) Capital input. In their financial budgets, governments at all levels always set aside 
employment fund for transformation to promote employment, and these funds are 
mainly used to subsidize on career introduction, vocational training, 
public-welfare positions, specific employment policy and social insurance, etc, as 
well as discount for small loan guarantee and loan guarantee for micro-profit 
project.  

3) Labor protection supervision and law enforcement. For example, Law on 
Promotion of Employment regulates that “when an employing unit recruits 
persons, it shall not refuse to employ women or raise recruitment standards for 
females by using gender as an excuse, except where the types of work or posts are 
not suitable for women as prescribed by the State.” More importantly, the 
government also acts as the important role for employment aid and protection. For 
example, in 1999, the government has established three insurance lines comprised 
of the basic living security for laid-off and workers, the insurance fund for the 
unemployed and the minimum living standard for citizens, which were important 
components of China’s social security system at that time.  

2.2.2 Role of Companies and Social Organizations in Employment  

Companies and social organizations in employment have two roles: first is, as the 
employer of the workers, to provide positions to workers, increase workers’ 
remunerations, improve working environment, promote fair employment and protect 
the rights and interests of workers, which is also the basic demonstration of 
implementing social responsibility; second is to balance the labor market allocation as 
a social entity, except for the government. There are some profit-making agencies 
who are engaged in providing services for career introduction and career services, 
such as job hunting companies, labor dispatching companies, and vocational training 
companies, as well as some non-profit social organizations engaging in the protection 
of workers’ rights and interests, providing reemployment services, employment 
services for special population, vocational training and entrepreneurship services. 
With more public services being purchased by the Chinese government, more and 
more social organizations are participating in providing career services.  

2.2.3 Role of Community in Employment  

Community is a very important venue for employment. Back in the planned economy 



period, sub-district administrative offices had played the role for helping laid-off 
workers or workers who were temporarily unable to find jobs. In the 1980s, large 
groups of educated youths went back to their hometowns, which added to the 
pressures for urban employment, therefore, the sub-district administrative offices had 
set up various kinds for production groups or labor companies to help these youths to 
find jobs. After the Reform and Opening-up, with the development of communities, 
social service industry had become the focus for community employment. In 1992, 
the State Development Planning Commission ordered that all urban planning 
departments throughout China should set up community services in their urban 
planning. And in 1993, the Ministry of Civil Affairs led the effort for the building of 
community service industry to make it an important venue for the employment of 
laid-off workers at that time. Now, communities provide conveniences, household 
management services, social management services, and community public-interest 
services as their key responsibilities for community employment.  

Communities play important roles in participating in employment services. At present, 
there are labor security working stations in all communities, responsible for educating 
the community on policies relating to labor security and reemployment promotion, 
visiting on a regular basis to the houses of laid-off and unemployed workers for 
disseminating these policies, setting up records and database of the basic information 
of the laid-off and unemployed workers, developing community employment 
positions, organizing and recommending trainings on employment and reemployment 
to laid-off workers and new labors in the community.  

III China’s Employment Policy on Floating Population and their 
Social Integration  
3.1 Employment Policy on Floating Population  
3.1.1 Evolution of the Employment Policy on Floating Population  

The history of the employment policy on floating population in China has gone 
through several milestones in the past, which are classified by some experts into the 
following six periods, i.e., strictly restriction period (1949-1977), transitional floating 
period (1978-1983), large-scale floating period (1984-1991), new well-rounded 
floating period (1992-1996), initial period of new-generation floating population wave 
(1997-2002), labor shortage and new-generation floating population period (2003 till 
now). 6 

The majority of the floating population is with agricultural permanent residence. 
According to the statistics on the dynamic monitoring survey of the floating 
population in 2013, among all the floating population included in the survey, 86.6% 
are with agricultural permanent residence. 7 Therefore, the employment issue of the 
floating population focuses more on the employment issues of the migrant workers.  

(1) Initial stage after the Reform and Opening-up: appearance of large quantity of 
floating population: before the Reform and Opening-up of China, due to the dualistic 
separation of rural and urban areas, rural population was not allowed to flow in a 
blinded way. After the Reform and Opening-up, with the liberation of rural labors, the 
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hidden issues of insufficient employment began to surface, therefore, the main 
orientation of the employment policy at this period was to eliminate the obstacles for 
floating to promote migrating and floating of peasants for employment. In the mid 
1980s, it was allowed by state policies for peasants to take their rations and go to 
urban areas for employment and doing business, so large quantity of labors began to 
float to cities. According to surveys, in early 1980, the first reason for population 
migration was “job changes”, which was the reason that about 20% of migrants 
migrated to cities. Starting from the late 1980s, the first reason for migration changed 
to “job hunting and doing businesses”, which caused an increase of migrants by 25% 
in 1980s and by 30% in late 1990s. This phenomenon is much more obvious for 
trans-provincial migration.8 

(2) 1990s: rapid increase of floating population. In this period, large quantity of rural 
labors migrated to coastal provinces such as Guangdong Province. Since these rural 
labors were mainly engaged in occupations which are dirty, fatiguing and dangerous 
which was complementary to the jobs occupied by urban workers, there was no 
obvious employment conflicts. In the Spring Festival of 1989, the first migrant worker 
wave broke out in Guangdong Province, which attracted the attention of the 
government on the orderly floating and migration of workers. Starting from 1991, the 
Ministry of Labor, the Ministry of Agriculture, and the Development Research 
Center under the State Council jointly launched the “Pilot Project for the 
Development and Employment of Rural Labors in China”, and initiated “Project for 
Orderly Migration of Rural Labors” in 1993.  

(3) 21st century: more orderly migration of migrant workers and increased 
government interventions. After the 16th National Congress of CPC, development of 
rural labors entered into a fast-growing and healthy path, where the random and 
disorderly migration of peasants was becoming orderly with the planned and 
organized guidance of the government. In the Notice on Guaranteeing the 
Employment Management and Services of Migrant Workers in Cities issued by the 
State Council in 2003, the principles of “guaranteeing fair treatment, providing 
reasonable guidance, improved management and services” were put forward. 
Afterwards, with strengthened surveys on the employment environment of migrant 
workers, in 2006, the Opinions on Solving Issues on Migrant Workers were enacted, 
which regulated on the rights and interests of migrant workers in terms of salary, 
employment, skill training, labor protection and social security and insurances.  

(4) After 2014: structural pressures on the employment of the floating population. 
With the coming of the Economic New Normal in 2014, with the impact of short 
economic fluctuations and population dispersal policies of some super large cities, the 
scale and growth rate of the floating population have slowed down in certain ways. 
The labor supply of the floating population demonstrated a trend where the growth 
rate of the total quantity was slowing down and the age structure was turning old. 
Moreover, since the migration destinations were relatively concentrated in certain 
super large cities, there was serious and continuing “labor shortage” phenomenon in 
the middle-and small-size cities in the east of China, and cities in central and west of 
China. However, since the human capital level of the floating population was not high, 
and their employment structure was mainly concentrated in labor-intensive industries, 
the industrial restructuring has posed tremendous challenges to their employment. 
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According to the statistics of the dynamic monitoring data of the floating population, 
the unemployment rate of the floating population has kept on rising over the past few 
years, and the unemployment risks were even higher for the floating population of 
less than 25 years old. 9 In 2015, the General Office of the State Council issued 
Opinions on Supporting Migrant Workers and Other Individuals to Return Home and 
Start Their Businesses, and the Three-year Action Plan Outline for Encouraging 
Workers and Other Individuals to Return Home and Start Their Businesses 
(2015-2017), which stipulated to lower the threshold for starting businesses in the 
hometown of the migrant workers, to carryout policies for targeted tax reduction and 
general fee reduction, to strengthen fiscal supports and financial services, and 
improve support policies for the business incubators of those migrant workers who are 
willing to return home and start their businesses.   

Early after the Reform and Opening-up, the main purpose of the employment policy 
for floating population was to “stimulate migration”, therefore the core of it was to 
eliminate numerous systematic factors in the traditional economic system which are 
hindering the migration of labors at that time. With the deepening of the reform, social 
issues incumbent in the employment of floating population was becoming more acute, 
so the focus of the employment policy began to be adjusted towards “orderly 
employment”, by emphasizing orderly, legal and standardized employment. 
Protection of labor’s rights and interests was one of its focuses. With the increase of 
floating population and the improvement of their qualities, the floating population has 
put forward more expectations on the policy for urban integration and urban-rural 
integration, requesting for fair employment and urban integration with employment as 
the basis, therefore, the characteristic of the employment policy of the floating 
population at this period was fair employment. At present, the core of the employment 
policy is still stimulating employment, and the attention on the transfer of floating 
population is gradually moving towards its micro-perspective.  

3.1.2 Main Policy Instruments  

 (1) Employment training Before their migration, most of the floating population has 
little or no vocational trainings, so, in order to increase their employment rates, the 
first thing is to carry out vocational trainings for employment and self-employment. 
The government and social organizations are the two main entities for carrying out 
trainings for floating population.  

Ever since 2003, the central government and local governments have launched a 
series of policies on training skills of migrant workers, and have invested a lot of 
resources and formed a complete framework for training policies. Between 2006 and 
2010, the Ministry of Agriculture has invested a total of 3.7 billion RMB and 
delivered over 13.5 million person times of training. Between 2008 and 2010, the 
Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security has invested over 4 billion RMB 
and trained over 8.6 million migrant workers. 10 Besides, the National Health and 
Family Planning Commission also had targeted training programs for migrant workers. 
While great achievements have been achieved on training migrant workers by the 
government, there are also problems such that the trainings are not targeted to actual 
application, are lack of flexibilities, and are with too many formalities. Besides, it 
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needs more efforts to encourage the active participation of peasants in the trainings 
provided by the government.   

The trainings for floating population, in particular migrant workers, provided by 
social organizations are more voluntary, non-profit, carried out under the purchased 
services of the government. The training contents are mainly centered on starting a 
business, but its specific contents are far more than employment. They also include 
trainings on all kinds of skills necessary for integrating into living and working in 
cities, such as knowledge on house renting, transportation, going to hospitals, money 
management, school admittance, etc. which are necessary for these “outsiders” to 
adapt to the local life at their destinations. These trainings are more targeted, useful 
and flexible, thus have more attractions to the floating population. For example, an 
organization called “The Facilitator” launched the “Project on the Construction and 
Community Services for the New Citizen Awareness and New Life Capability of 
Migrant Workers” in 2006 with three-year duration, which has trained over 10,000 
migrant workers and issued the Checklist for Migrant Workers to Live a New Life in 
Cities.  

 (2) Employment ServiceEmployment service refers to the services such as policy 
guiding, information sharing, platform building, human resource records management, 
labor contract signing, social insurance targeted to the employment issue of floating 
population. Governments for several cities have set up Employment Service Center 
for Floating Population providing non-profit public services to the floating population. 
Many social organizations have also participated in providing employment services 
for the floating population. In 2015, the Ministry of Human Resources and Social 
Security, the All China Federation of Trade Union, and the All China Women’s 
Federation jointed initiated the “Spring Wind Program” intended to assist the 
employment of migrant workers by organizing tailor-designed job fair, sharing job 
information for free, providing jobs for free, carrying out key services and conducting 
cross-regional labor service cooperation, etc.   

 (3) Labor Protection The issue of labor protection of the floating population was 
considered in the policies stipulated early after the Reform and Opening-up. In the 
Notice of Guaranteeing the Employment Management and Services for Migrant 
Workers to Work in Cities issued in 2003, special regulations and requirements on the 
protection of legal rights and interests of migrant workers have been stipulated, such 
as the issue on the complete solution of delay and deduction of salaries of migrant 
workers, improvement of living and working conditions of migrant workers, school 
admittance of the offspring of migrant workers through multiple channels, etc. The 
Opinions on Solving Several Migrant Worker-related Issues by the State Council 
issued in 2006 has regulations on “setting up system for monitoring the salary 
payment and salary bond payment to migrant workers”, “strictly abiding labor 
contract system”, and “legally guaranteeing the occupational safety and health of 
migrant workers”, etc.  The revised Labor Contract Law issued in 2007 stipulated 
same protection provisions on the legal employment position of migrant workers and 
also regulated that the employer shall pay for the social insurances of migrant 
workers.  

3.2.3 Main Features of the Current Employment of Floating Population  

 (1) Coexistence of the large scale labor supply of floating population and the 
structural conflicts. China’s floating population reached to 247million in 2016, and 



the majority was working age population over 15 years old. The purpose for their 
migration is hunting for jobs, but the destinations of the floating population are 
concentrated in large cities and eastern region of China. According to the population 
monitoring statistics in 2013, 85.3% of the cross-provincial migrant workers have 
migrated to the eastern regions of China. 11 Therefore, though labor supply is 
sufficient, there were obvious labor shortages in small cities in the east and in middle 
and west of China.  

(2) Regional differences in terms of employment rate and opportunities of the floating 
population. The east of China enjoys the highest employment of floating population 
which is 89.6%, and the west of China enjoys the lowest, which is 83.9%. Among all 
the unemployed floating population, 17.4% of them couldn’t find any jobs. The 
percentage for the east and middle of China is 15.6% and 17.7% respectively, while 
the percentage is as high as 22.9% and 26.6% respectively for the west and northeast 
of China. It means that the level of economic development is still the critical factor 
influencing the employment of the floating population. 12 

(3) The industries for the employment of floating population is concentrated, but there 
are differences in terms of their stabilities. Over 70% of the floating population are 
engaged in manufacturing, wholesale and retailing, hotels, restaurants and social 
service industries in their destinations, but the stabilities of the manufacturing industry 
is the worst, while that of the wholesale and retailing, and social service industries is 
better. However, the manufacturing industry is the main industry attracting the 
employment of the floating population, which will be changed with the industrial 
restructuring.   

 (4) Low average income level and large income differences. Compared with 
population with urban permanent residence, the general income level of the floating 
population is low. As shown in the statistics of 2015, the average monthly income of 
the floating population was 4598RMB, the income difference between man and 
woman was around 1000RMB, and the workers with non-rural permanent residence 
earned around 2000RMB more than those with rural permanent residence. The 
income level of floating population has obvious pattern of “heavy in the middle and 
light at ends”, with 65.4% earning a monthly income of 2000-5000RMB, and the 
percentage of those earning over 8000RMB and below 2000RMB is the least. 13 In 
terms of professions, the monthly income of those who conducted business and took 
the position of professional technicians were 4296RMB and 4056RMB respectively in 
2013, which was 12% and 16% higher than the average income of all migrant workers. 
In terms of regions, the monthly income of the floating population in the east of China 
are the highest, those in the northeast is the lowest. In terms of provinces, Shanghai 
has the highest monthly income, while Heilongjiang has the lowest. 14 

 (5) Insufficient employment protection of the floating population. The labor contract 
signing rate of the floating population is far lower than those of the permanent 
residents. According to population monitoring statistics, only 36.2% of the migrant 

                                                        
11 Same as 9, p5. 
12Department of Services and Management for Migrant Population of National Health and Family Planning 
Commission, China's Report on Migrant Population, 2016[D]. China Population Publishing House. p55  
13Department of Services and Management for Migrant Population of National Health and Family Planning 
Commission, China's Report on Migrant Population, 2016[D]. China Population Publishing House. p58.  
14 Department of Services and Management for Migrant Population of National Health and Family Planning 
Commission, China's Report on Migrant Population, 2014[D]. China Population Publishing House. P33.  



workers signed labor contract with their employers in 2015. 15 The coverage of social 
insurances is also very low. According to a nation-wide large scale sampling survey 
conducted in 2010, the coverage of pension, medical insurance and employment 
injury insurance of the floating population was less than 20%, and the coverage of 
unemployment insurance, maternity insurance and housing provident fund was even 
less than 8%. 16 The low rate of labor contract signing prohibited the floating 
population from enjoying the social insurances, and the insufficient social insurance 
in turn affects the protection of their labor rights and interests. As shown in population 
monitoring data, 1% of migrant workers had their salary payment delayed, and the 
percentage of salary delay for migrant workers in the building industry was higher 
than other industries.  

3.2 Employment Integration of Floating Population  
3.2.1 Employment is the Major Way for the Social Integration of Floating 
Population  

Employment is why and how the floating population migrates. The social integration 
of the floating population is directly related to the indexes, such as the possibility of 
find jobs at their destinations, the stability of the jobs, their incomes and the 
completeness of associated social insurances. Therefore, employment is the basic 
indicator as well as the core for evaluating the social integration of the floating 
population.  

Economic settlement is the core indicator for the social integration of floating 
population, which refers to the possibility of finding a job, the stability of the job, the 
type of the job and the income. In terms of economic settlement, social integration can 
be perceived from the perspectives of social acceptance, cultural integration and 
identity recognition, etc. National Health and Family Planning Commission 
established the “Floating Population Social Integration Indexes” to evaluate on the 
status-quo and the features of the social integration of the floating population: 

Table 3-1 Floating Population Social Integration Indexes 

Category Indexes Calculation variants  

Economic 
settlement 

Employment 
stability 

Continuous employment years on the same position  

Employment 
category 

Current jobs 

Income level Average monthly income (incl. salary and operational 
income) 

Social 
acceptance 

Social 
network 

The main daily circle of contacts; and major targets of 
relief in difficulty   

Community 

involvement 

Community management and services, public benefit 
activities, community election  

                                                        
15 National Bureau of Statistics. Monitoring and Survey Report of Migrant Workers in 2015. [EB/OL]. 
http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/zxfb/201604/t20160428_1349713.html. 
16 Qin Lijian,et al. Social Insurance Coverage of Migrant Population and Analysis on Their Causes [J], Statistical 
Research, 2015(1). 



Organization 
participation  

Labor unions, volunteer association, branches, 
hometown chambers of commerce, alumni association  

Cultural 
integration 

Language Familiarity of local dialects  

Residence  Whether neighbors are locals or migrants  

Cultural 
acceptance   

Differences in terms of customs and manners with 
locals   

Identity 
recognition  

Residing 
intentions  

Whether they have long residence intentions  

Reuniting 
plan  

Whether they want to bring core family members to 
their migration destinations  

Recognition 
results  

Which place do they think they belong to   

*Department of Services and Management for Migrant Population of National Health and 
Family Planning Commission, China's Report on Migrant Population, 2014, 2015 [D]. China 
Population Publishing House: p40 

In 2013, sampling surveys were conducted for 8 cities, including Songjiang District of 
Shanghai City, Suzhou City, Wuxi City, Wuhan City, Changsha City, Xi’an City, 
Quanzhou City, and Xianyang City, which showed that among all social integration 
indicators pf floating population in 2013, cultural integration has highest scores, while 
economic settlement ranks behind, and identity recognition and social acceptance has 
the lowest scores. In 2014, the same sampling survey methods involving 
questionnaires and sampling were conducted in districts and cities, including 
Chaoyang district of Beijing City, Qingdao City, Jiaxing City, Xiamen City, Shenzhen 
City, Zhongshan City, Zhengzhou City and Chengdu City, where 15,998 effective 
samples were obtained. According to the survey, the indictors of social integration 
were rising, which means that the integration conditions are recovering. However, 
except for economic settlement, the scores of other three indicators were all above 60, 
representing a very harsh employment situation for floating population. 17 

3.2.2 Status-quo of Social Integration of Floating Population  

Currently, the issue of social integration of the floating population at their destinations 
has drawn more attentions from the government. Yet, due to the long urban-rural 
binary partition, and conflicts between fast urbanization and insufficient urban basic 
public service capacity, there have been numerous problems for the social integration 
of the floating population at their urban destinations, such as the restrictions on 
housing, education, retirement, and medical care, which are more peculiar for rural to 
urban floating population.  

 (1) Though the overall social integration situation has been improved, the differences 
among different groups are still large. According to the survey, social integration of 
urban to urban migrants is better than that of the rural to urban migrants, and the 
difference is more obvious in economic settlement, the core reason of which is their 

                                                        
17 Department of Services and Management for Migrant Population of National Health and Family Planning 
Commission, China's Report on Migrant Population, 2014, 2015 [D]. China Population Publishing House. 
p42,p46. 



differences in educational background. In addition, the social integration of the new 
generation migrant workers is even worse, due to their weak job stability, narrow 
social interactions, strong homogeneity and insufficient accumulation of social capital. 
Moreover, the integration level of women and minorities is lower than that of males 
and Han dynasty. 18    

(2) The biggest difficulty lies in the weak support of social policies. The most critical 
factors affecting the identity recognition of the floating population are whether they 
can enjoy the basic public services at their destinations, such as education, housing, 
medical care, and other social services. However, due to the insufficient urban public 
service capacities, in particular the irrational public service finance sharing system, 
the governments at the destinations always exclude the floating population out of 
these basic public service systems or give them differential treatments. This is even 
obvious in super large cities such as Beijing and Shanghai. As shown in some surveys, 
only 12.87% of the floating population participates in government subsidized training 
programs, and the floating population is barely covered by the indemnificatory 
housing and medical aid for serious illness benefits.  

3.3 Major Government Measures on Promoting Social Integration of 
Migrants    
3.3.1 Eliminating employment discrimination and promoting fair employment  

In terms of employment of local residents and migrants, Chinese government 
advocates on a non-differentiated employment policy by eliminating regional 
differences on employment, and gradually removing the restrictions of the household 
registration system for all positions except for special positions. As stipulated in the 
Notice on Guaranteeing the Employment Management and Services of Migrant 
Workers in Cities issued in 2003, all unreasonable restrictions on the employment of 
migrant workers in cities shall be cancelled; all localities are requested to cancel 
restrictions on the type of work that migrant workers can take in cities; there shall be 
no interference of enterprises to legally and independently employ migrant workers; 
and migrant workers and urban residents shall be treated alike on qualifications such 
as technical qualifications and health conditions for all industries and professions, in 
particular special industries and professions. However, in practice, many cities have 
certain administrative controls over the employment of floating population so as to 
lower their unemployment rate.  

3.3.2 Steadily Pushing Forward Household Registration System  

In order to break the barriers of urban and rural segmentation, the first thing is to 
remove the barrier of the household registration system and gradually realize the 
rural-urban integration. In 2001, in the Opinions on Promoting the Reform of 
Household Register System in Small Towns as approved by the State Council and 
submitted to the Ministry of Public Security, the Hukou restrictions in small towns 
were required to loosen from the national level, and subsequently, Hukou in large and 
medium-sized cities began to loosen up, and some cities began to implement the 
“Residence Permit” system. As stipulated in Opinions of the State Council on Further 
Promoting Household Registration System Reform in 2014, it was required that the 
residence transfer policy shall be further adjusted, the urban-rural household 
registration system shall be unified, the residence permit system shall be implemented 
                                                        
18 Same as above 



in a comprehensive way, and urban basic public services such as compulsory 
education and employment services shall be steadily pushed forward to cover all 
permanent residents. Interim Regulation on Residence Permits issued in 2015 
proposed the implementation of the residence permit system, marking the significant 
breakthrough of the household registration system reform in China.  

3.3.3 Promoting the Equalization of Basic Public Services  

Promoting the equalization of basic public services among rural and urban residents, 
and local and migrant personnel is critical for speeding up the social integration of 
floating population into cities. For migrants, identity recognition to a large extent is 
determined by the fact whether migrants can enjoy equal treatments of basic public 
services such as employment, social insurance, education and housing as local 
residents. However, since the finance expenditure allocation mechanism of public 
services is inconsistent with their powers of authority, and local government, though 
is in lack of sufficient financial powers, has to take most of the basic public service 
obligations, the cross-region transfer payment system is incomplete which makes the 
local governments where the migrants are accumulated incapable of taking their 
responsibilities. As stipulated in Opinions of the State Council on Further Promoting 
Household Registration System Reform in 2014, it was stipulated that the urban basic 
public services shall be steadily pushed forward to cover all permanent residents, and 
the mechanism of linking the transfer payment of a local government receives to the 
number of former rural resident granted urban residency in its jurisdiction shall be 
established to continuously strengthening the financial protection on the basic public 
services.  

3.4 Major Measures of Social Organizations on Promoting Social 
Integration of Migrants 
3.4.1 Services of Social Organizations  

Social organizations have comprehensive coverage on migrants from their economic 
integrations such as employment and income, to their behavioral adaptation at their 
destinations, such as interpersonal communication, living habit, cultural behavior, and 
even community participation. Therefore, social organizations have more focuses on 
social integration of migrants, which are mainly focused on the following aspects:  

1) Carrying out employment services for migrant workers, such as vocational 
training, occupational information sharing, employment platform establishment, 
small loan, entrepreneurship support, to improve the employment capabilities and 
expand the employment channels of migrants. Examples of this has been 
elaborated in the previous paragraphs.  

2) Providing labor rights protection of migrants. Due to insufficient social insurance, 
migrants are prone to have more labor conflicts. Moreover, since migrants have 
lower education background, with weak social supporting network, and limited 
information channel, they have no good solution when there are problems, which 
may sometimes lead to conflicts. Starting from 1990s, China has seen a large 
number of activist groups targeting at migrants, many of which were 
spontaneously organized by migrant workers. Such organizations usually provide 
legal aid, such as free legal counsel for migrant workers, free legal consultation, 
publicity and education, etc. 



3) Providing daily living services for migrants. Migrants need a series of basic life 
securities such as housing, education of their children to settle in cities. Yet, due to 
insufficient social capital, they are always lack of inadequate social support in face 
of difficulties. Some social organizations provide poverty alleviation supports 
through activities such as resource links, charitable donations, and some provide 
services such as extra-curricular classes for migrants’ children, family planning 
services, health checkups, psychological counselling, and home-based care 
services to promote social integration of migrants.  

4) Assisting migrants to be involved in the local community. To speed up the 
integration of locals and migrants, especially their mutual understandings, many 
social organizations began to engage in promoting the integration of migrants into 
local communities from the perspective of “interaction”. Activities were organized 
to enhance mutual understanding by providing voluntary services for migrants, 
such as providing voluntary labor, visiting elderly people of no family, and 
organizing community cultural activities to acquaint the floating population of the 
local community, by engaging locals as volunteers to provide services to the 
floating population, such as voluntary activities for the floating population 
provided by companies, or by organizing face-to-face dialogue between the 
floating population and the local community or government in the form of 
symposiums or seminars.  

3.4.2 Problems faced by Social Organizations  

The services provided by social organizations to the floating population stresses more 
on voluntariness and sustainability, with the service content and form closer to the 
actual needs of the floating population, and methodologies adopted follows the 
methodologies of the social workers, therefore, the services are more professional and 
effective. Yet, there are still many problems to be solved.  

Firstly, legality of social organizations: since the registration of social organizations in 
China follows a “double management” system, many social organizations, in 
particular social organizations for right protection find it hard to get properly 
registered.  

Secondly, dilemma in terms of funds and talents: due to the lack of stable donations, 
the capital sources of social organizations are unstable, and talent mobility is quite 
high. In recent years, with the expansion of government’s procurement of services, 
more and more social organizations could get more funds from the government to 
carry our services for floating population; however, there are still many unregistered 
“illegal” social organizations that are faced with serious difficulties. Talent shortage is 
caused of the lack of human resources and lack of professionals. The “illegality” and 
lack of funds of social organizations prevent high-quality talents and social elites to 
join the league.  

Thirdly, unbalanced service quality and level: In China, the development momentum 
of social organizations is quite active, however, since social organizations starts 
relatively late in China, the environment for charity is still immature, and the 
government supervision and services on social organizations are incomplete, the 
service quality and level provided by social organizations are unbalanced. While the 
government is expanding its procurement of services on a large scale, a large number 
of social organizations are generated, and some of them are lack of capacities and 
technologies to provide services. They are unable to cope with higher service 



demands, and sometimes may damage the credibility of social organizations.   

Fourthly, service scope and content are easily affected by policy changes: For social 
organizations that provide services to floating population, policies on floating 
population enacted by the central government and local government exert obvious 
influence on their development. Over the past few years, due to the requirements of 
urbanization and reform of household registration system, many local governments 
began to provide large support and even aid to social organizations that serve floating 
population. However, in some super large cities, such as Beijing, due to the tightening 
of their policies on floating population, the services of such social organizations are 
affected accordingly.   

IV. Orientation of the Policy on Floating Population in China  

In 2014, the State Council issued the Opinions on Further Promoting the Reform of 
the Household Registration System, calling for complete release of restrictions on the 
household registration in towns and small cities, orderly opening up of restrictions on 
the household registration in medium-sized cities, rationally determining the 
conditions for the household registration in large cities, and strictly controlling the 
conditions for the household registration in mega cities, so that about 100 million 
people can obtain their household registration in towns and cities by 2020. In 2016, 
the State Council issued the "Program to Promote the Settlement of 100 Million 
Non-household Population in Cities", setting the goal of transferring more than 13 
million people each year to urban household registration, and realizing the 
urbanization rate of 45% of all registered residents by 2020. All localities started to 
speed up their reforms in the household registration system. 

At present, except for the first-tier cities such as Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, 
the majority of cities, especially medium-sized cities (including) and below, have 
basically canceled the division of agricultural household and non-agricultural 
household and registered them as resident household. Since the introduction of the 
"Residence Permit" system in 2015, first-tier cities and a few coastal developed cities 
such as Beijing, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Hangzhou, Ningbo and Wenzhou piloted the 
point-based household registration system, big cities like Wuhan, Chongqing, 
Kunming, Shijiazhuang and Zhengzhou only have very low restrictions on household 
registration, and the vast majority of cities, especially small and medium-sized cities, 
have "zero threshold" on household registration. Although "floating population" is 
still the focus of urban management, it is no longer a headache. In most cities, with 
the continuous reform of the residence permit system, the floating population began to 
enjoy the same public services as the locals, with very limited restrictions such as 
enlisting, examinations for civil servants, college entrance exams, etc. The gap 
between the floating population and the local population is gradually narrowing. 

On the other hand, in super-large cities and mega cities such as Beijing, the policies 
on floating population are tightening. In February 2015, General Secretary Xi Jinping 
first proposed to ease Beijing's "non-capitalist functions" at the 9th meeting of the 
Central Financial Leading Group, and pointed out that "as a capital city of the country 
with a population of 1.3 billion, it should not undertake or have enough capacity to 
undertake excessive functions." It is from the beginning of 2015 that Beijing began to 
set the target of controlling the population size within 23 million. For example, the 
“Proposal on Formulating the 13th Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social 
Development of Beijing" proposed that “the total resident population of the city is 



controlled within 23 million, and the resident population in the six main districts of 
Beijing is about 15% lower than that in 2014." Since then, the 23 million" red line 
"requirements have been mentioned on multiple occasions, and General Secretary Xi 
Jinping has also mentioned the requirements of "effectively controlling population 
size" during his two inspections of Beijing. In September 2017, the approval on 
"Beijing Urban Master Plan (2016-2035)" by the State Council proposed that the size 
of the city should be strictly controlled, so that the resident population will be 
controlled within 23 million by 2020 and be controlled at this level for a long term 
after 2020. 

The resident population in Beijing was 21.729 million in 2016. Therefore, the goal of 
23 million is almost an "impossible mission." To this end, Beijing has taken a series of 
actions around the "easing of the non-capital function” since 2015. For example, 
manufacturing enterprises that are not in line with the strategic positioning of the 
capital city were shut down, commodity transaction markets were readjusted and 
relocated, and some education, medical and social public service functions were 
moved out of Beijing. In 2015, attentions were given to Tongzhou district, and the 
planning and construction of the city's deputy administrative center have begun. On 
April 1, 2017, the Central Committee of China decided to set up the Xiong’an New 
Area to ease the non-capital functions of Beijing. 

According to statistics, the growth rate of floating population in Beijing slowed down 
from 2013 to 2015, decreasing from the growth of 290,000 to that of 39,000. 19 Many 
experts predict that Beijing will see its first population decline in 2017, which will 
have far-reaching significance for Beijing's future urban development.  
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