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ABSTRACT Given that Chi nese mi grants with ru ral hukou sta tus are not con sid ered 
full cit i zens in their ur ban des ti na tions, ru ral-ur ban hukou con ver sion signifies full 
cit i zen ship at tain ment in ur ban China. We as sess causal ef fects of three ma jor types 
of ur ban hukou at tain ment—mer it-, pol i cy-, and fam i ly-based hukou con ver sion—on 
mi grants’ psy cho log i cal well-be ing in mid dle- and lat er-life. We fur ther ex am ine how 
hukou mat ters—how pe ri ods and hukou des ti na tions al ter the val ues of spe cific ur ban 
hukou and their psy cho log i cal health im pli ca tions for in di vid u als. We use the China 
Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study (2015 da ta) and life his tory data (for 2014) 
for anal y sis. To as sess the ex tent to which the salmon ef fect con trib utes to es ti ma tion 
bias for mi grants, we com pare re sults from a sam ple with cur rent mi grants and one 
with cur rent and returned mi grants. To ad dress for se lec tion into hukou con ver sion, we 
adopt in verse prob a bil i ty–weighted re gres sion ad just ment meth ods. We show that the 
salmon bias sig nifi  cantly damp ened causal es ti ma tes. Merit- and pol i cy-based hukou 
con ver sion has pro tec tive ef fects on psy cho log i cal well-be ing. Policy-based con vert ers 
have bet ter psy cho log i cal health than other types of con vert ers. Hukou con ver sion in 
the pre-1978 pe riod con veys greater psy cho log i cal ben e fits than that in the post-1998 
pe ri od, when eco nomic and so cial val ues of ur ban hukou have de creased. Hukou con-
vert ers in the cit ies with the most re sources enjoy bet ter psy cho log i cal well-be ing than 
their coun ter parts in other cit ies. Our study joins the emerg ing lit er a ture in in ves ti gat ing 
how cit i zen ship con veys ad van tage in health and well-be ing. We dis cuss these re sults 
in the global con text as well as the con text of China’s de cades of evo lu tion of hukou 
pol icy and the ur ban i za tion pro cess.

KEYWORDS Citizenship ad van tage • Depressive symp toms • Immigration • Salmon 
bi as • Hukou sys tem

Introduction

As peo ple through out the world be come more mo bile, mi grants’ lim ited ac cess to 
full cit i zen ship rights in des ti na tions has been a com mon ex pe ri ence for mi grants and 
a grow ing world wide con cern. The power of cit i zen ship is deeply rooted in in sti tu-
tional dis crim i na tion be lieved to be one of the fun da men tal causes of health inequities 
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(Gee and Ford 2011; Link and Phelan 1995). Exclusionary pol i cies, such as set ting 
bound aries for so cial rights and en ti tle ments, have cre ated a broad-scale seg re ga tion 
be tween full cit i zens and those with a more pre car i ous sta tus (Gee and Ford 2011).

Those with out full cit i zen ship rights are of ten de prived of so cial ser vices and en ti-
tle ments, have lim ited ac cess to healthcare, and lack the so cial sup port nec es sary 
to buffer these stress ors de rived from cit i zen ship de nial in des ti na tions (Amuedo- 
Dorantes et al. 2013; Riley et al. 2017). For ex am ple, un doc u mented mi grants may 
ex pe ri ence chronic stress from a lack of sense of dig ni ty, stand ing, or be long ing 
(Abrego 2008; Gonzales 2016); fear of risks of de por ta tion or fam ily sep a ra tion 
(Brabeck et al. 2014; Dreby 2012); and so cial dis crim i na tion and iso la tion (Gonzales 
2011; Negi 2013)—all  of which may con trib ute to ad verse health out comes.

However, cur rent un der stand ing on whether cit i zen ship is a cause of health dis par-
ity is lim ited (Gee and Ford 2011). Three rea sons con trib ute to this gap in knowl edge. 
First, a large lit er a ture has been de voted to com par i sons of non cit i zen mi grants and 
lo cal cit i zens. However, in early life, lo cal cit i zens usu ally enjoy more advan taged 
so cial and healthcare en vi ron ments than non cit i zen mi grants, and with an ab sence of 
stress-in duc ing mi gra tion ex pe ri ence and mi gra tion se lec tiv i ty, they are sig nifi  cantly 
dif fer ent in many ways from non cit i zen mi grants and thus can not be ap pro pri ately 
com pared with them. Second, even among mi grants, the wide va ri ety of se lec tiv-
ity as so ci ated with cit i zen ship en try is not al ways suf fi ciently taken into ac count. 
Finally, most re search has re lied on des ti na tion-based sur veys col lected from cur rent 
mi grants, mak ing it dif fi cult to enu mer ate return mi grants, who tend to be se lec-
tively less healthy, thus po ten tially bi as ing causal es ti ma tion. This study assesses the 
causal link of cit i zen ship and health by addressing each of the pit falls presented in 
the lit er a ture.

Another gap in the lit er a ture is that existing re search has rarely gone be yond a 
sin gle group of im mi grants ob served at a sin gle point in time, thereby lim it ing our 
un der stand ing in how con text shapes mean ings and val ues of cit i zen ship for in di vid-
ual well-be ing. Do the mean ings and val ues of cit i zen ship re main con stant for sub-
groups and over time and across place? In the broad his tor i cal con text of so cial and 
pol icy changes, struc tural and so cial im pli ca tions of cit i zen ship rights may be al tered 
(Alba 2005). These his tor i cal con texts may in ter sect with in di vid ual life course to 
pro duce dis pa rate health out comes in the long term for those who have re al ized cit i-
zen ship mo bil i ty. We need a bet ter un der stand ing of how this con tex tu al ized cit i zen-
ship power dif fer en tially af fects the health of dif fer ent groups.

This study aims to ad dress these two gaps in the realm of psy cho log i cal health 
by uti liz ing a na tion ally rep re sen ta tive data with in di vid ual life his to ries in the con-
text of hukou pol i cies in China. We ask, first, whether cit i zen ship at tain ment (i. e., 
ur ban hukou con ver sion) has a causal ef fect on in di vid ual de pres sive symp toms in 
mid- and later life. Although most re search has lumped all  types of hukou mo bil-
ity to geth er, we dif fer en ti ate groups by ways in which hukou mo bil ity was re al-
ized: (1) mer it-based converters, by which mi grants with higher hu man, cul tur al, 
or fi nan cial cap i tal gained ur ban hukou through higher ed u ca tion, em ploy ment, or 
per sonal suc cess; (2) fam i ly-based con vert ers, by which mi grants obtained ur ban 
hukou through fam ily ties, usu ally as a de pen dent spouse or child; and (3) pol i cy-
based con vert ers, whereby the whole vil lage or com mu nity was in cor po rated into 
city ju ris dic tion as an ur ban i za tion pro cess, and in di vid u als obtained ur ban hukou 
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“at the place.” We ex am ine the ef fect of hukou mo bil ity for each type of hukou 
con ver sion.

Second, we look into in ter nal var i a tion in hukou con vert ers and in ves ti gate how 
dif fer ent groups ex pe ri ence their hukou mo bil ity in var i ous con texts and dif fer en-
tially ben e fit from hukou con ver sion. Do the two types of mi grant hukou con vert ers 
fare worse than the non mi grant hukou con verter group? Does hukou mo bil ity at an 
early stage in life pro vide more psy cho log i cal ben e fits than in a later stage? Over the 
de cades, when some rights have been decoupled from ur ban hukou rights and the 
le gal and so cial con text of re cep tion has shifted from a ru ral-ur ban hukou strat i fi ca-
tion to a city-based hukou strat i fi ca tion, how have weight and men tal health im pli-
ca tions of ur ban hukou at tain ment changed over time and across place? We en gage 
these re search ques tions in the hukou lit er a ture by sit u at ing the sys tem in the broad 
con text of pol icy changes and ur ban i za tion.

Established in the mid-1950s, the hukou sys tem as signs each per son a hukou type: 
ag ri cul tural or ru ral hukou, or non ag ri cul tural or ur ban hukou. Assignment is pri mar-
ily based on place of birth, where full cit i zen ship ac cess is given to only those with an 
ur ban hukou sta tus. In ur ban China, ru ral-ur ban mi grants who still hold ru ral hukou 
sta tus (ru ral mi grants here af ter) ex pe ri ence prolonged in sti tu tional and so cial dis-
crim i na tion, in clud ing lim ited ac cess to work op por tu ni ties and healthcare ser vices, 
and they are usu ally ex cluded from ur ban so cial se cu rity pro grams. Despite de cades 
of re forms, hukou sta tus per sists as one of the prin ci ple ba ses for establishing cit i-
zen ship rights and iden tity in ur ban China (Cheng and Selden 1994; Roberts 1997; 
Whyte 2010). For ex am ple, from 1984 to 2015, ru ral mi grants needed a tem po rary 
res i dence per mit, sim i lar to a vi sa, to ob tain le gal work ing sta tus in ur ban ar eas. The 
ma jor ity of ru ral mi grants with out such per mits were sub ject to repatriation to their 
home towns by ur ban po lice.

Does Citizenship Matter?

Does cit i zen ship at tain ment have a causal ef fect on in di vid ual health and well-be ing? 
Evidence is un cer tain when it comes to health out comes. A num ber of stud ies have 
found that un doc u mented mi grants or ref u gees have worse health than other im mi-
grants or non im mi grants (Chiswick et al. 2008; Newbold and Danforth 2003), but oth-
ers have found the op po site. The term His panic par a dox, for ex am ple, was coined to 
rep re sent the vol ume of find ings that net of so cio eco nomic sta tus (SES), un doc u mented 
La ti nos have a gen eral ad van tage in health and health be hav iors when com pared with 
U.S.-born whites and His pan ics (Hummer et al. 1999; Markides and Coreil 1986; Pal-
loni and Arias 2004).

Inconsistent re sults have also been found in the con text of in ter nal mi gra tion in 
China (Chen et al. 2009; Lam and Johnston 2015; Li et al. 2006). Although some 
have found more de pres sive symp toms among ru ral mi grants (e. g., Li et al. 2006), 
oth ers have found no as so ci a tion be tween mi gra tion, hukou, and psy cho log i cal dis-
tress (e. g., Chen 2012). We ar gue that some cur rent inconsistencies in the lit er a ture 
are de rived from three pos si ble biases: fail ure to es tab lish the cor rect com par i son 
group for cau sal i ty, se lec tiv ity in cit i zen ship at tain ment, and return mi gra tion se lec-
tion (i. e., salmon bi as).
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Establishing the Right Comparison Group for Causality

A large lit er a ture has com pared mi grants with out full cit i zen ship with the na tive-born. 
In the con text of in ter nal mi gra tion in China, ru ral mi grants are some times com pared 
with ur ban hukouers. This is not the ap pro pri ate com par i son. Social sci en tists are 
in creas ingly rec og niz ing the im por tance of “the long arm” of ear ly-life ex pe ri ence 
and health on lat er-life health and SES out comes (Goodman et al. 2011). Later-life 
de pres sion is also as so ci ated with child hood health in China (Song and Smith 2019; 
Zhang and Treiman 2013). Decades of ru ral-ur ban seg re ga tion fur ther entrenched 
these dif fer ences into the life of ru ral- and ur ban-born (Whyte 2010), con trib ut ing to 
dif fer ences in psy cho log i cal well-be ing well in ad vance of ru ral hukouers’ mi gra tion. 
Such in com pa ra bil ity is fur ther ag gra vated by healthy mi gra tion se lec tion and ru ral 
mi grants’ stress as so ci ated with the mi gra tion pro cess, mak ing it dif fi cult to pre dict 
di rec tion of bias if such a com par i son is made. Therefore, it is more ap pro pri ate to 
com pare ru ral mi grants (i. e., the hukou nonconverters) with ur ban res i dents born in 
ru ral ar eas with a ru ral hukou who later obtained ur ban hukou (i. e., hukou con vert ers), 
as we do here. Differences be tween the two groups are the re sult of treat ment (hukou 
con ver sion) sta tus rather than ear ly-life disparities.

Selectivity in Citizenship Attainment

Compared with those with out full cit i zen ship, those who have obtained full cit i zen-
ship in des ti na tions are usu ally se lected on hu man, cul tur al, so cial, and health cap i tal 
(Song and Smith 2019; Wu and Treiman 2004; Zhang and Treiman 2013). These 
ear ly-life ad van tages, such as bet ter child hood health, higher ed u ca tion at tain ment, 
and stron ger fam ily back ground, are con du cive to bet ter health and psy cho log i cal 
well-be ing be fore cit i zen ship mo bil ity is re al ized. We take ac count of all  these types 
of se lec tiv ity in our study while uti liz ing data with ex ten sive life his tory in for ma tion.

Each of the three types of hukou con ver sion in China—mer it-, pol i cy-, and fam i ly-  
based con ver sion—may dif fer in ear ly-life ex pe ri ence, mech a nisms, con ver sion pro-
ce dures, and se lec tiv i ty. Among these types of con ver sion, mer it- and fam i ly-based 
con ver sion are “pur er” groups to com pare with ru ral mi grants given that they and ru ral 
mi grants have un der gone sim i lar mi gra tion se lec tiv i ty—to mi grate. They were se lected 
on in di vid ual traits, such as a strong mi gra tion as pi ra tion (Wang 1997) and bet ter pre mi-
gra tion health (Song and Smith 2019; Tong and Piotrowski 2012). They also share ex pe-
ri ences of ru ral-ur ban mi gra tion as well as pos si ble ac cul tur a tion stress as so ci ated with 
reestablishing a man age able work ing and liv ing en vi ron ment and so cial net works. We 
ex pect that re al iz ing hukou mo bil ity would give them pro tec tion in psy cho log i cal health 
due to full ex ten sion of ur ban rights in a va ri ety of do mains, such as ac cess to de sir-
able pub lic sec tor po si tions, ur ban healthcare and ser vices, and bet ter mort gage deals. 
Although pol i cy-based con vert ers gen er ally lack a mi gra tion ex pe ri ence, we ex pect that 
the val ues of an ur ban hukou and psy cho log i cal ben e fits con fer to them as well.

Hypothesis 1.1 (H1.1): When cur rent ru ral mi grants are the ref er ence, mer it-, 
pol i cy-, and fam i ly-based hukou con ver sion all  show pro tec tive ef fects on psy-
cho log i cal well-be ing of in di vid u als.
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Return Migration Selection

Adverse health sta tus of mi grants may re duce their mar ket return (Smith 1999), thus 
disincentivizing mi grants to con tinue to work and stay in ur ban ar eas. The salmon bias 
hy poth e sis pos tu lates that mi grants with de te ri o rat ing health have a greater ten dency 
to return, mak ing remaining mi grants health ier than non mi grants (Abraído-Lanza et al. 
1999; Riosmena et al. 2013). Research has found a salmon ef fect in the con text of 
in ter nal mi gra tion in China, but most ev i dence re lates to phys i cal health (Chen 2011; 
Lu and Qin 2014).

Such bias is usu ally de rived from des ti na tion-based sur veys, where return 
mi grants are miss ing. One way to over come such bias is to com bine it with an or i-
gin-based sur vey. For ex am ple, in con text of Mex i can im mi grants in the United 
States, one of the best prac tices is to com pare the health of cur rent Mex i can im mi-
grants in the United States with that of all  Mex i cans in Mexico (e. g., Riosmena et al. 
2013). However, assessing two sur veys may pro duce biases caused by dif fer ences 
in in stru ments and/or data col lec tion pro ce dures. Taking a dif fer ent ap proach, we 
di rectly iden tify return mi grants in the same sur vey with cur rent mi grants and as sess 
how they may al ter causal es ti ma tes be fore and af ter they were in cor po rated in the 
ref er ence. We ex pect that when return mi grants/past mi grants are in cluded in the 
ref er ence (i. e., the broad sam ple), ob served ef fects of psy cho log i cal pro tec tion are 
stron ger.

Hypothesis 1.2 (H1.2): When both cur rent and past mi grants (mi grants who 
returned to ru ral ar eas) are in cluded as ref er ence, all  types of hukou con ver sion 
show stron ger pro tec tive ef fects com pared with when only cur rent mi grants are 
used as ref er ence.

How Citizenship Matters

How Types of Hukou Conversion Matter

A fun da men tal dif fer ence be tween pol i cy-based hukou con ver sion and the two other 
types of con ver sion is that the for mer does not in volve a mi gra tion pro cess. Migration 
ex pe ri ence may in tro duce a va ri ety of risk fac tors for in di vid ual psy cho log i cal well-
be ing, such as the stress as so ci ated with a mi gra tion trip, adapting to a new phys i cal 
and so cial en vi ron ment, and ac cul tur a tion. This is par tic u larly a stress- and de pres sion-
in duc ing pro cess when the pol icy and cul ture of the re ceiv ing so ci ety are less friendly 
or em brac ive (Malmusi 2015).

Compared with mer it-based mi grants, ac com pa ny ing fam i lies or mar ry ing into a 
fam ily by mi gra tion al lows mi grants to over come the dis ad van tage of be ing an out sider 
at des ti na tion (Fan and Huang 1998). However, the strict hukou pol icy to ward fam i ly-
based hukou con ver sion may sig nifi  cantly lengthen wait time for a ru ral hukouer to 
ob tain a lo cal ur ban hukou by this means, delaying ac cess to ur ban ben e fits and sus tain-
ing daily stress as so ci ated with a prolonged pre car i ous sta tus (Sun and Fan 2011), all  of 
which may con trib ute to in creased de pres sive symp toms.

Current knowl edge on pol i cy-based hukou con vert ers comes mostly from case 
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stud ies on pe ri-ur ban res i dents in mega cit ies. But cur rent ev i dence sug gests that 
through kin ship and com mu ni ty-based mu tual sup port net works, vil lag ers man age 
to de velop their own in for mal wel fare strat e gies while pre serv ing con ti nu ity in their 
fam ily and com mu nity val ues (Smith 2014a). Villagers are also  able to live in self-
built hous ing and pos si bly ben e fit from div i dends paid by land man age ment (Smith 
2014b). The so cial sta tus and so cial ben e fits as so ci ated with be ing an ur ban ite with-
out ac tu ally leav ing their home or com mu nity may ad van tage the psy cho log i cal well-
be ing of pol i cy-based con vert ers over mer it- and fam i ly-based con vert ers. Therefore, 
we ex pect the fol low ing:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Policy-based con vert ers have bet ter psy cho log i cal well- 
be ing than mer it-based and fam i ly-based con vert ers.

How Life Stage During Hukou Conversion Matters

Is obtaining ur ban hukou ear lier in life bet ter for cur rent psy cho log i cal well-be ing 
of mid- and lat er-life ur ban ites? The cu mu la tive dis ad van tage the o ry con tends that 
early dis ad van tages may cre ate ad di tional risks to health and well-be ing, con trib ut-
ing to ad verse health out comes in later life (Priestley 2000). Having obtained ur ban 
cit i zen ship early in life may launch peo ple on prom is ing tra jec to ries in terms of a 
ca reer path and a sense of so cial se cu ri ty. In con trast, those who obtained ur ban 
hukou in mid life or older may be “scarred” in their life chances and well-be ing 
(Ferraro and Kelley-Moore 2003; Lynch et al. 1997; Preston et al. 1998). They had 
to face con stant stress from in se cure ru ral sta tus and dep ri va tion of so cial ben e-
fits for most of their life, and such dis ad van tages may en dure. A small strand of 
lit er a ture has ar gued that these ear ly-life dis ad van tages are re vers ible (Elman and 
O’Rand 2004). Compensatory mech a nisms may elim i nate or undo early dis ad van-
tages (Ferraro and  Kelley-Moore 2003). Outcomes may also de pend on spe cific 
health as pects mea sured: some health as pects, such as de pres sive symp toms, are 
re vers ible. However, the pre pon der ance of the existing em pir i cal find ings would 
sup port a hy poth e sis predicted by cu mu la tive dis ad van tage the o ry. Therefore, we 
ex pect the fol low ing:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Urbanites who obtained ur ban hukou at an early stage in 
life have bet ter psy cho log i cal well-be ing than con vert ers who did so at a later 
stage in life.

How the Timing of Hukou Conversion Matters

Implementation and re forms of the hukou sys tem have gone through three ma jor 
stages, shifting from rigid implementation to re lax a tion and re form de cen tral iza tion. 
Over these stages, so cial ben e fits that are im por tant to the well-be ing of mid dle-aged 
and older adults, such as pen sion pol i cies, have also un der gone sig nifi  cant trans for-
ma tions in ways that have blurred the ru ral-ur ban hukou line. We first pres ent an 
over view of the re form pe ri ods and then pres ent our hy poth e sis.
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1958 to the Late 1970s

In the so cial ist era in China since the hukou sys tem was established (1958 to the late 
1970s), state em ploy ment was a major source of em ploy ment in ur ban ar eas. State 
re sources were dis trib uted di rectly to ur ban hukouers, the only peo ple en ti tled to 
have ac cess to such work as sign ment. Rural hukouers were tied to the land to pro-
duce an ag ri cul tural sur plus and did not have ac cess to any type of pen sion scheme. 
In con trast, ur ban hukouers enjoyed a pay-as-you-go sys tem with gen er ous re tire ment 
ben e fits, which cov ered about 75% to 90% of a work er’s wage (Chan 2010; Cheng 
and Seldon 1994; Feng et al. 2011). Other state re sources, such as state-owned hos-
pi tals, healthcare, and childcare, were ac ces si ble only to ur ban hukouers with state 
em ploy ment.

An ur ban hukou was highly de sired, and this was the pe riod with the strictest 
hukou con ver sion pol i cies. Most hukou con ver sions were mer it-based, and these 
qual i fi ers were con sid ered “the best and the brightest” of the ru ral pop u la tion (Wu 
and Treiman 2004, 2007; Whyte 2010). Family mem bers could mi grate to and ob tain 
a lo cal ur ban hukou of an in di vid u al, but it was un der strict re stric tions and sub ject 
to quota con trol (Nongzhuanfei). Because the quota was usu ally fixed at 0.15% to 
0.20% of the ur ban lo cal pop u la tion per year, in di vid u als usu ally had to en dure years 
or even de cades of fam ily sep a ra tion be fore obtaining lo cal ur ban hukou and liv ing 
to gether again (Chan and Zhang 1999).

The Late 1970s to the Late 1990s

The late 1970s witnessed a ma jor re lax a tion of the hukou sys tem. The open ing of 
the urban la bor mar ket to ru ral hukouers in la bor-in ten sive in dus tries im me di ately 
attracted large num bers of mi grants as pir ing to in crease their in come and re al ize 
hukou mo bil ity (Wang 1997). In the mid-1980s, fur ther re lax a tion of the hukou sys-
tem lowered the hukou con ver sion thresh old for rel a tively well-off mi grants in small 
towns. Eligibility for ur ban hukou is usu ally tied to home pur chase, age, ed u ca tion, 
skills, and in vest ment. Although ru ral pen sion largely re mains ab sent, ur ban pen sion 
ben e fits started to shrink as it be came more mar ket-driv en, resulting in delayed pen-
sion pay ment or no pen sion for some ur ban work ers.

This pe riod also marked the start of ur ban i za tion through ur ban ex ten sion. In this 
ex ten sion, nearby towns or counties that were for merly con sid ered ru ral ar eas were 
ad min is tra tively in cor po rated into city ju ris dic tion (e. g., “turn ing counties into dis-
tricts”), and res i dents au to mat i cally and col lec tively obtained an ur ban hukou “at the 
place” with out mi gra tion. These res i dents au to mat i cally obtained ur ban hukou and 
so cial se cu rity ben e fits. In cases where land ac qui si tion is in volved, fi nan cial com-
pen sa tion and hous ing ac com mo da tion is usu ally giv en.

The Late 1990s to 2015

The late 1990s marked the start of a new stage of hukou re form when ur ban hukou 
lowered its thresh old, and the lines of priv i le ges established by ru ral-ur ban hukou 
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di vide were blur ring. Local gov ern ments gained more au ton omy to ex per i ment with 
hukou re forms (Wu 2013). In 1997, a va ri ety of pol i cies were enacted to ease hukou 
con ver sions to small towns or cit ies, where re sources were min i mal. In 2001, the cen-
tral gov ern ment can celed the fixed quota for hukou-type trans fer (Chan 2009).

Pension ben e fits and cov er ages are con verg ing along the ru ral-ur ban hukou line. 
Over two de cades, ru ral older adults have transitioned from no pen sion to vol un tary 
con tri bu tion pro grams, and even tu ally to a New Rural Social Pension System, which 
has been highly sub si dized and includes a non con trib u tory ba sic pen sion com po nent 
(Liu and Sun 2016). By con trast, ur ban pen sion re forms have been grad u ally re duc-
ing ben e fits and pen sion wealth for ur ban work ers (Feng et al. 2011). In 2014, ru ral 
hukouers and nonemployed ur ban hukouers were cov ered by one uni fied ba sic pen-
sion in sur ance plan.

Moreover, many cit ies started pro vid ing some ba sic so cial ben e fits to ru ral mi grant 
work ers, such as so cial se cu ri ty, pen sion and un em ploy ment, and ma ter nity in sur ance 
schemes; these rights and ben e fits are es sen tially decoupled from ur ban cit i zen ship 
rights tra di tion ally pre scribed by an ur ban hukou. Some have ar gued that mar ket 
com pe ti tion may play a more im por tant role in accessing job op por tu ni ties and so cial 
wel fare and that eco nomic sta tus has a greater in flu ence on so lid i fy ing an iden tity 
than hukou types (Cheng et al. 2014; Huang et al. 2010). With the di min ished value 
and re duced so cial pres tige it car ries, we ex pect that the psy cho log i cal value and ben-
e fits con ferred by an ur ban hukou were also de creas ing across time, es pe cially when 
the pre-1978 pe riod is com pared with the post-1998 pe ri od.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Those who re al ized hukou con ver sion in the pre-1978 pe-
riod are psy cho log i cally bet ter off than those who did so in the pe riod af ter 
1998.

How Hukou Destinations Matter

The psy cho log i cal value that an ur ban hukou con veys may vary across lo cal ity be-
cause of a con tem po rary decentralized hukou re form sys tem. The dif fer ences across 
hukou lo cal ity lie largely in the re sources cit ies of fer and the lev els of dif fi culty with 
which lo cal ur ban hukou are obtained. China’s ur ban man age ment sys tem has been 
struc tured such that large cit ies have gath ered an in creas ing amount of re sources 
while smaller cit ies and towns have ex pe ri enced re source de ple tion (Lu et al. 2014). 
Such po lar i za tion has strength ened larger cit ies’ abil ity to pro vide so cial ben e fits to 
its lo cal ur ban hukouers while weak en ing oth ers, strat i fy ing val ues of hukou across 
place. These cit ies with more ro bust re sources pro vide ben e fits rang ing from bet ter ed u-
ca tion op por tu ni ties for chil dren to more gen er ous wel fare pol i cies for older adults 
(Tang 2019; Wang and Quan 2016).

At the same time, the thresh old for granting a lo cal ur ban hukou in those highly 
de sired large met ro pol i tan cit ies re mains fairly high. In many met ros, ur ban hukou 
granting is sub ject to strict quota con trols each year, even when in di vid u als have ful-
filled var i ous cri te ria spec i fied by lo cal pol i cies (Zhang 2010). Abundant re sources 
and high thresh old com bined can in crease eco nomic val ue, so cial pres tige, and health 
ben e fits that a large metro hukou car ries. Some have ar gued that hukou strat i fi ca tion 
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has been in creas ingly linked to lo cal ity rather than type (Li et al. 2010; Song 2014). 
Therefore, we hy poth e size the fol low ing:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Those who obtained lo cal ur ban hukou in large met ro pol i-
tan ar eas have bet ter psy cho log i cal well-be ing than those who did so in other 
des ti na tion cit ies.

Data

We com bine data from the China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study 
(CHARLS) 2015 with CHARLS 2014 life his tory da ta. The CHARLS is a high-
qual ity na tion ally rep re sen ta tive sam ple of Chi nese res i dents aged 45 and older liv ing 
in con ti nen tal China. In its na tional base line sur vey, the CHARLS ran domly se lected 
150 coun ty-level units from 28 prov inces, adopting mul ti stage strat i fied sam pling 
with prob a bil ity pro por tional to size. The sam pling frame con tains all  coun ty-level 
units (ex cept for Tibet) and is strat i fied by re gion and ur ban dis tricts, ru ral counties, 
and per cap ita sta tis tics. Within each coun ty-level unit, three pri mary sam pling units 
(PSUs), ei ther vil lages in ru ral ar eas or neigh bor hoods in ur ban ar eas, were cho sen. 
Migrants liv ing in fac tory dor mi to ries or em ployers’ homes were sam pled in their 
homes of or i gin as house hold mem bers liv ing away from home (Zhao et al. 2012). 
Individuals and their spouses were sam pled with the con di tion that the in di vid ual is 
aged 45 or older (al though their spouses can be youn ger than 45). In our anal y sis, var-
i ables pertaining to res i dence his to ry, sociodemographic back grounds, fam ily his to ry, 
and work his tory are obtained from CHARLS life his tory data (2014). Depressive 
symp toms are obtained from CHARLS 2015, which is the rea son why we se lect that 
wave for an a ly ses.

The nar row sam ple includes cur rent ur ban res i dents with ru ral or i gins. The broad 
sam ple fur ther in cor po rates ru ral-ur ban mi grants who returned to ru ral ar eas: they were 
born in ru ral ar eas, lived in ur ban ar eas for at least six months, and now live in ru ral 
ar eas. We limit our hukou con vert ers to those who were born with a ru ral hukou and 
cur rently have an ur ban hukou. We ex clude 68 in di vid u als who changed their hukou 
more than once. The nar row sam ple yields 2,743 in di vid u als, of which 1,448 (52.8%) 
obtained ur ban hukou. The broad sam ple includes an ad di tional 1,100 returned ru ral 
mi grants. This num ber is only slightly lower than cur rent ru ral mi grants, suggesting 
that bias may be in tro duced if such a returned group is not con sid ered in anal y sis.

Measures of Key Variables

Depressive symp toms are obtained by tak ing mean scores of 10 ques tions based 
on CES-D10, adopted by CHARLS. Scores range from 0 to 3, with a higher value 
in di cat ing more de pres sive symp toms. Specific ques tions are avail  able in the online 
ap pen dix. Hukou mo bil ity is de fined by two cri te ria: (1) per son was born with a ru ral 
hukou, or (2) per son has a cur rent ur ban hukou. Merit-based hukou con vert ers in clude 
those who obtained ur ban hukou through ed u ca tion, em ploy ment in ur ban ar eas, mil-
i tary ser vice, or pur chase of ur ban hous ing. Family-based con ver sion is obtaining 
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ur ban hukou through mar riage or fol low ing fam i ly. Collective hukou con ver sion is 
obtaining ur ban hukou by means of con fis ca tion of land, whole vil lage mi gra tion, or 
hous ing de mo li tion. We also in clude an “oth er” group to show those who in di cated 
“oth ers” for rea sons for hukou con ver sion or did not iden tify their rea sons for con ver-
sion. In case of mul ti ple rea sons of con ver sion, mer it-based con ver sion takes highest 
pri or i ty, followed by pol i cy-based con ver sion, fam i ly-based con ver sion, and oth ers.

Timing of hukou con ver sion is di vided into four life stages: be fore adult hood 
(0–17 years old), early adult hood (18–25 years old), young adult to mid life (26–40 
years old), or mid life or older (40+ years old). The con ver sion pe riod cap tures three 
his tor i cal stages in hukou re form: 1955–1978, 1979–1998, and 1999 and lat er. Hukou 
des ti na tion cit ies are strat i fied by their lev els of so cio eco nomic de vel op ment. We de-
fine large cit ies as those with a GDP per cap ita that ranked among the top 25 in 2015, 
12 of which are in our an a lyt i cal sam ple. These 12 cit ies are grouped and coded as a 
dummy var i able, with 1 in di cat ing large cit ies (our list of large cit ies in the sam ple 
can be found in Table A1 of the online ap pen dix).

Analytical Strategy

In the first stage of anal y sis, we per form in verse prob a bil i ty–weighted (IPW) re gres-
sion ad just ment (IPWRA) es ti ma tors to as sess ef fects. IPWRA com bines the prop er-
ties of a re gres sion ad just ment (RA) es ti ma tor with those of an IPW es ti ma tor. The RA 
es ti ma tors model out comes to ac count for non ran dom treat ment as sign ment. The IPW 
es ti ma tors use in verse prob a bil i ties of treat ment to weight re gres sion co ef fi cients. 
Unlike RA and IPW es ti ma tors, IPWRA es ti ma tors have the ad van tage of be ing dou-
bly ro bust—that is, they ob tain cor rect es ti ma tes of treat ment ef fect even when one 
of two mod els to pre dict treat ment sta tus or out come is misspecified (Mor gan and 
Winship 2015). In this stage of anal y sis, we pres ent av er age treat ment ef fects on the 
treated (ATET) us ing IPWRA es ti ma tors as well as re sults from or di nary least squares 
(OLS) mod els on the nar row and broad sam ples.

We use the fol low ing var i ables to pre dict ru ral-ur ban hukou con ver sion (treat-
ment) and de pres sive symp toms (out come). Demographic char ac ter is tics in clude 
gen der, age, and ed u ca tional at tain ment (lower than el e men tary school, el e men tary 
school, mid dle school, high school or higher). Family his tory includes whether at 
least one par ent is a party mem ber and whether the fa ther was en gaged in nonagri-
culture work when the re spon dent was a child. Personal his tory includes whether the 
re spon dent had any mil i tary ex pe ri ence and the first job they took (ag ri cul ture, state 
sec tor, firm, and other nonagriculture work).

To eval u ate whether pos si ble cit i zen ship ad van tage con veys sim i lar ad van tages 
to ev ery hukou con vert er, in the sec ond stage of anal y sis, we limit our sam ple to 
hukou con vert ers and use OLS mod els to pre dict de pres sive symp toms. In ad di tion 
to covariates used in the first stage of anal y sis, we fur ther in cor po rate lat er-life ex pe-
ri ences, in clud ing cur rent or last job cat e gory (state sec tor, firms, self-employed, 
and oth ers), whether the re spon dent or spouse is cur rently a party mem ber, re tire-
ment sta tus, logged an nual house hold ex penses per cap i ta, and phys i cal health (self-
rated health and in stru men tal ac tiv i ties of daily liv ing [IADLs]). Annual house hold 
ex penses per cap ita are obtained by ag gre gat ing all  con sump tion ac tiv i ties cal cu lated 
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as an nual ex pen di tures and di vid ing by the num ber of peo ple in house hold. Self-rated 
health ranges from very poor to very good (0–4). IADLs are mea sured by sum ming 
lev els of dif fi culty in performing 12 daily tasks, such as dif fi culty in get ting up from 
a chair af ter sit ting for a long pe ri od, picking up a small coin from a ta ble, and do ing 
house hold chores (0 in di cates do not have any dif fi cul ty, and 4 in di cates can not do 
it at all).

Results

Descriptive Results

Table 1 de scribes var i ables used for mi grant ur ban res i dents by whether they were 
 able to change their hukou sta tus. Percentages are used to com pare ru ral hukouers in 
ur ban ar eas and ru ral mi grants in ur ban ar eas who changed their hukou sta tus. Sample 
weights are used in these sta tis tics. In ur ban ar eas, 1,441 of 2,717 (1,276   +  1,441)—
that is, 52.8% of ur ban res i dents—with ru ral or i gins and aged 45 or older have re al-
ized hukou mo bil ity and obtained ur ban hukou. If we take ac count of ru ral mi grants 
who later returned to ru ral ar eas, only 37.8% (1,276 / 3,817) who have ru ral or i gins 
and have worked in ur ban ar eas have obtained ur ban hukou. All cur rent ur ban res i-
dent groups have a sim i lar level of de pres sive symp toms, but returned ru ral mi grants 
have sig nifi  cantly more, which sug gests a se lec tion of the more de pressed into return 
mi gra tion. Among ur ban res i dents, com pared with ru ral hukouers, hukou con vert ers 
gen er ally have higher lev els of ed u ca tion, bet ter child hood health, and an ad van ta-
geous non ag ri cul tural back ground in early life. In later life, they are also more likely 
to work in more priv i leged state-sec tor jobs and firms, to have party mem ber ship, 
and to re tire de spite be ing slightly youn ger, and they have higher SES. Returned ru ral 
mi grants re sem ble cur rent ru ral mi grants in al most all  as pects of ear ly-life ex pe ri-
ence, fam ily back ground, and job op por tu ni ties through out their life, but they have 
worse cur rent self-rated health, suggesting lit tle return mi gra tion se lec tion in ear ly-
life ex pe ri ence or cur rent wealth but neg a tive return mi gra tion se lec tion in cur rent 
self-rated health.

Table 2 com pares at tri butes of dif fer ent types of hukou con vert ers—mer it, pol i cy, 
and fam i ly—with the merit hukou con vert ers be ing the ref er ence group for the sta tis-
ti cal tests. Of three types of hukou con vert ers, mer it-based hukou con vert ers are more 
likely to be male, much more ed u cated than the other groups, and more likely to have 
their first job in non ag ri cul tural sec tors. By con trast, pol i cy-based con vert ers are like 
ru ral mi grants in most of these char ac ter is tics, suggesting low se lec tion into this type 
of ur ban hukou. The con trasts be tween men and women across these types of con ver-
sion are pro nounced: men are least likely to be fam i ly-based con vert ers (14.7%) and 
most likely to be mer it-based con vert ers (60.2%).

Table 3 de scribes hukou con vert ers by their age at hukou con ver sion, con ver sion 
pe ri od, and hukou des ti na tion cit ies. The ma jor ity of hukou con vert ers re al ized their 
hukou mo bil ity dur ing early adult hood (37.2%) through mid life (29.2%), es pe cially 
for mer it- (76.7%) and fam i ly-based (71.9%) con vert ers. For pol i cy-based con vert-
ers, how ev er, more than 61% obtained ur ban hukou in mid life or older. In terms of 
con ver sion pe ri od, slightly more peo ple re al ized hukou mo bil ity dur ing 1979–1998 
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Table 1 Descriptive sta tis tics by res i dence types and hukou sta tus

Urban Residents Rural Residents

Rural 
Hukouers

All Hukou 
Converters

Returned 
Rural 

Migrants All
Variables Mean/% Mean/% Diff. Mean/% Diff. Mean/%

Depressive Symptoms (mean) 0.68 0.65 0.78 * 0.68
Male (%) 45.50 42.20 67.90 *** 48.66
Age (mean) 58.4 61.6 *** 57.6 59.6
Education (%)
 Lower than el e men tary 16.80 10.60 9.60 12.70
 Elementary school 38.30 27.30 ** 42.00 34.40
 Middle school 34.60 30.40 35.80 33.10
 High school or higher 10.20 31.70 *** 12.60 19.80
Health Compared With Others 

in Childhood (%)
 Much less healthy 5.10 3.20 5.40 4.30
 Somewhat less healthy 9.20 10.30 8.20 9.50
 About av er age 53.10 42.70 ** 49.00 47.80
 Somewhat health ier 15.90 22.90 ** 18.70 19.40
 Much health ier 15.30 20.40 18.40 18.10
Parent(s) Is a Party Member (%) 12.30 15.90 15.60 14.50
Father Engaged in 

Nonagriculture Work (%) 15.90 25.60 ** 17.30 20.30
Military Experience (%) 3.00 9.10 ** 10.90 *** 7.20
Self or Spouse Is a Party 

Member (%) 14.80 46.90 *** 14.80 28.40
First Job (%)
 Agriculture-re lated businesses 83.24 64.02 ** 81.54 74.70
 State sec tor 3.20 12.42 *** 3.23 7.14
 Firm and other nonagriculture 13.56 23.55 ** 15.23 18.16
Last Job (%)
 Agriculture-re lated businesses 39.38 14.56 *** 42.58 29.49
 State sec tor 7.61 23.25 *** 5.13 13.75
 Firm 19.59 39.12 *** 17.07 27.38
 Self-employed 30.93 20.61 ** 33.23 27.02
 Others 2.90 2.72 2.55 2.75
Retired by 2013 (%) 2.85 16.85 *** 1.05 * 8.41
Logged Annual Household 

Expenses per Capita (mean) 8.71 8.88 * 8.62 8.77
 % Missing 4.54 4.90 5.25 4.84
Physical Health
 Self-rated health (mean) 3.22 3.11 † 3.09 * 3.15
 Instrumental ac tiv i ties  

of daily liv ing (mean) 3.13 3.19 2.85 3.1
 % Missing 6.23 4.60 2.70 4.82
N 1,276 1,441 1,100 3,817

Note: The ref er ence group is ru ral hukouers in an ur ban res i dence.
†p < .10; *p  <  .05; **p  <  .01; ***p  <  .001
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Table 2 Descriptive sta tis tics by types of hukou con ver sion

Merit-Based 
Converters

Policy- 
Based 

Converters

Family- 
Based 

Converters
Other 

Converters
Variables Mean/% Mean/% Diff. Mean/% Diff.. Mean/%

Depressive Symptoms (mean) 0.62 0.65 0.70 0.61
Male (%) 60.20 41.30 * 14.70 *** 43.70**
Age (mean) 62.00 61.50 61.10 61.50
Education (%)
 Lower than el e men tary 3.80 22.60 * 13.20 *** 11.60**
 Elementary school 20.40 34.50 * 32.10 * 29.60†

 Middle school 29.30 29.60 35.20 26.00
 High school or higher 46.50 13.40 *** 19.50 *** 32.80*
Health Compared With  

Others in Childhood (%)
 Much less healthy 3.50 1.50 3.90 2.90
 Somewhat less healthy 7.40 10.90 13.00 12.80
 About av er age 38.90 44.80 45.50 45.80
 Somewhat health ier 26.50 19.80 23.40 15.80*
 Much health ier 22.90 23.10 14.10 † 22.20
Parent(s) Is a Party Member (%) 17.60 12.40 16.50 14.40
Father Engaged in 

Nonagriculture Work (%) 27.70 20.40 27.00 22.70
Military Experience (%) 16.90 5.20 * 2.10 *** 5.00***
Self or Spouse Is a Party 

Member (%) 61.50 31.30 ** 35.80 ** 44.20**
First Job (%)
 Agriculture-re lated 

businesses 51.64 91.30 *** 65.14 * 66.65**
 State sec tor 19.35 1.25 *** 7.40 *** 14.46
 Firm and other 

nonagriculture 29.01 7.45 *** 27.46 18.89†

Last Job (%)
 Agriculture-re lated 

businesses 2.52 34.37 *** 20.18 *** 16.09***
 State sec tor 34.45 7.82 *** 13.11 *** 27.33
 Firms 48.67 27.69 ** 36.64 * 30.00**
 Self-employed 12.97 28.69 ** 25.78 ** 23.42**
 Others 1.46 1.43 5.13 * 3.17
Retired by 2013 (%) 17.00 25.59 13.92 11.44
Logged Annual Household 

Expenses per Capita (mean) 9.08 8.78 ** 8.69 *** 8.78**
 % Missing 1.71 12.29 4.79 * 5.87*
Physical Health
 Self-rated health (mean) 3.09 2.98 3.18 3.16
 Instrumental ac tiv i ties of 

daily liv ing (mean) 2.72 3.94 3.56 † 2.93
 % Missing 8.32 1.25 * 2.64 1.65†

N 523 200 430 288

Note: The ref er ence group is mer it-based hukou con vert ers.
†p < .10; *p  <  .05; **p  <  .01; ***p  <  .001
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(43.7%) than ear lier (36.0%) and later (20.4%) pe ri ods. Policy-based con ver sion 
mostly hap pened af ter 1998 (66.7%).

Regression Results

We pres ent key re sults from OLS and IPWRA es ti ma tors in Table 4 for the nar row 
and broad sam ples. In both mod els for the nar row sam ple, which fo cuses on cur rent 
ur ban res i dents with ru ral or i gins, we find that only pol i cy-based hukou con vert-
ers have an ad van tage in psy cho log i cal well-be ing com pared with ru ral mi grants. 
Merit- and fam i ly-based con vert ers have sim i lar de pres sive symp toms as ru ral-ur ban 
mi grants. This sup ports H1.1 only in the case of pol i cy-based con ver sion. In other 
words, with the ex cep tion of pol i cy-based con ver sion, if this nar row sam ple were the 
only ob serv able one in the sur vey, even with con sid er ation of cit i zen ship se lec tion, 
we would still fail to find ev i dence of a causal link be tween cit i zen ship and de pres-
sion dis par i ty.

In the broad sam ple, both cur rent ru ral mi grants and for mer/returned ru ral mi grants 
with ru ral hukou are taken as ref er ence group. When return mi gra tion se lec tion is 
fac tored in, both mer it- and pol i cy-based con ver sion and “oth er” types of con ver-
sion show a pos i tive ef fect on in di vid ual psy cho log i cal well-be ing, par tially support-
ing H1.2. This change in re sults across the nar row and broad sam ples high lights the 
im por tant prac tice of con sid er ing return mi grants in the anal y sis of the power of cit-
i zen ship on psy cho log i cal health. In this con text, the re sults suggest that the salmon 
ef fect has bi ased the hukou-health causal link to ward the null.

Table 3 Life stage at con ver sion, con ver sion pe ri od, and hukou des ti na tion cit ies by types of con ver sion 
among the hukou con vert ers (%)

Merit Policy Family Others Total

Conversion Age
 Before adult hood (0–17) 16.7 0.5 *** 18.1 14.19 14.36
 Early adult hood (18–25) 55.6 6.97 *** 41.76 *** 17.99 *** 37.22
 Young adult to mid life 

(26–40) 21.06 31.34 ** 30.16 ** 41.18 *** 29.21
 Midlife or older (40+) 6.64 61.19 *** 9.98 † 26.64 *** 19.2
Conversion Period
 1955–1978 51.04 1.49 *** 41.07 ** 24.91 *** 35.98
 1979–1998 40.42 31.84 ** 49.88 * 48.44 † 43.65
 1998+ 8.54 66.67 *** 9.05 26.64 *** 20.37
Hukou Destination Cities
 Large cit iesa 8.73 0 *** 6.03 2.42 ** 5.46
 Other cit ies 91.27 100 *** 93.97 97.58 ** 94.54
 Sum (%) 100 100 100 100 100

Note: The ref er ence group is mer it-based hukou con vert ers.
a Large cit ies in clude 79 hukou con vert ers in 12 met ro pol i tan cit ies in the sam ple: Beijing, Shanghai, 
Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhengzhou, Jinan, Tianjin, Chongqing, Foshan, Qingdao, Chengdu, and Hangzhou.
†p < .10; *p  <  .05; **p  <  .01; ***p  <  .001
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A com par i son of re sults from the OLS and IPWRA mod els lends some in sight 
into how hukou se lec tion played a role in our causal in ves ti ga tions. As expected, the 
least se lec tive type of hukou con ver sion—pol i cy-based con ver sion—shows al most 
no dif fer ence in its two spec i fi ca tions (−0.123 vs. −0.122). By con trast, the pre sum-
ably most se lec tive mer it-based con ver sion shows the larg est dif fer ence in its two 
spec i fi ca tions (−0.073 vs. −0.113), suggesting that if se lec tion into ur ban hukou were 
not con sid ered, we would most sig nifi  cantly un der es ti mate the power of mer it-based 
ur ban hukou for in di vid ual de pres sion.

We fur ther in ves ti gate how types, life stages, and his toric pe ri ods of hukou con-
ver sion, as well as hukou des ti na tion city, play roles in strat i fy ing hukou con vert ers’ 
de pres sive symp toms (Table 5). In these mod els, we con trol for ear ly- and lat er-life 
ex pe ri ence and re sources, fam ily con texts, and phys i cal health. We find that for hukou 
con vert ers, with the exception of ed u ca tion and party mem ber ship, ear ly- and lat er-
life cap i tal and ex pe ri ence and SES does not seem to play a sig nifi  cant role in shap ing 
cur rent psy cho log i cal well-be ing. Model A shows that pol i cy-based con vert ers have 
fewer de pres sive symp toms than mer it- and fam i ly-based con vert ers, supporting H2. 
This find ing high lights the neg a tive role that mi gra tion ex pe ri ence po ten tially plays 
in in di vid ual psy cho log i cal health.

The life stage in which hukou mo bil ity hap pened is not sig nifi  cantly as so ci-
ated with de pres sive symp toms of hukou con vert ers (Model B). To fur ther ex plore 
whether lat er-con ver sion dis ad van tage operates through oc cu pa tion op por tu ni ties 
and SES, we conducted a ba sic model con trol ling only for de mo graphic char ac ter-
is tics and ed u ca tion at tain ment. Key re sults did not change. Thus, our re sults do not 
sup port H3. As a sen si tiv ity check, we used years since oc cur rence of hukou con ver-
sion in stead of life stage mea sures, and re sults were con sis tent. This find ing sug gests 

Table 4 OLS and IPWRA es ti ma tes predicting de pres sive symp toms by type of hukou con ver sion

Current Urban Residents  
With Rural Origins:  

Narrow Sample

Past and Current Urban  
Residents With Rural Origins: 

Broad Sample

OLS IPWRAa OLS IPWRA

Merit-Based 
Converters

−0.018 −0.054 −0.073 * −0.113 **
(0.033) (0.044) (0.030) (0.038)

Policy-Based 
Converters

−0.079 † −0.079 * −0.123 ** −0.122 **
(0.042) (0.040) (0.042) (0.039)

Family-Based 
Converters

−0.021 −0.018 −0.057 † 0.000
(0.035) (0.042) (0.033) (0.035)

Other Converters −0.053 −0.072 † −0.097 ** −0.082 *
(0.037) (0.041) (0.035) (0.036)

N  2,717  2,717  3,817  3,817

Notes: Depressive symp toms are obtained by tak ing the av er age scores of CES-D10. A higher value in di-
cates more de pres sive symp toms.
a IPWRA  =  Inverse prob a bil i ty–weighted re gres sion ad just ment es ti ma tors.
†p < .10; *p  <  .05; **p  <  .01; ***p  <  .001
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that among hukou con vert ers, tim ing of hukou mo bil ity in life course may not play an 
im por tant role in de pres sion.

Model C fur ther in cor po rates the pe riod when hukou con ver sion oc curred. Com-
pared with those who re al ized hukou con ver sion in pre-1978 era, those who did so 
be tween 1978 and 1996 had sim i lar lev els of de pres sive symp toms. However, those 
who obtained ur ban hukou on or af ter 1997 have sig nifi  cantly more de pres sive symp-
toms than their coun ter parts who did so be fore 1978, lend ing sup port for H4. This 
re sult high lights the role of chang ing his tor i cal and pol icy con texts in shap ing hukou 
con vert ers’ well-be ing.

Results from Model D show that obtaining a top metro hukou pro vi des more psy-
cho log i cal ben e fits than a hukou from smaller cit ies, supporting H5. This re sult sug-
gests that the val ues un der ly ing lo cal ity of an ur ban hukou may largely lie in the 
level of eco nomic and so cial re sources that a city can pro vi de. We fur ther ex plore 
how other char ac ter is tics of lo cal ized hukou re forms, such as open ness of the re ceiv-
ing cul ture and char ac ter is tics of lo cal hukou pol i cies, have cre ated het ero ge neous 
hukou val ues across these metro cit ies. We com pare a sub set of cit ies: four megaci-
ties in north ern China (Beijing, Tianjin, Zhengzhou, and Jinan) with three south ern 
coastal megacities (Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen). The south ern megacities 
took more pro gres sive steps in their hukou re forms to ease tran si tions into lo cal 
ur ban hukou and have more open cul tures than the north ern megacities (Fu 2013). 
Tentative re sults from a sub sam ple of 72 in di vid u als show that af ter de mo graphic 
char ac ter is tics and SES var i ables are con trolled for, hukou con vert ers in south ern 
coastal megacities have a psy cho log i cal ad van tage (p  <  .05) com pared with hukou 
con vert ers in north ern megacities; this ad van tage dis ap pears, how ev er, af ter phys i cal 
health char ac ter is tics are con trolled for. Future re search is needed with larger sam-
ples from these megacities for a more thor ough com par a tive in ves ti ga tion of how 
city-based hukou pol i cies are as so ci ated with psy cho log i cal well-be ing and other 
health out comes.

Discussion and Conclusion

This is an era in which hun dreds of mil li ons of mi grants do not have cit i zen ship sta tus 
in their des ti na tion countries, and mil li ons do not have full cit i zen ship in their own 
countries (International Organization for Migration 2018). Recent years have also 
witnessed the en act ment of harsher im mi gra tion pol i cies in some countries. It is high 
time to un der stand cit i zen ship’s pow er. This re search joins the emerg ing lit er a ture in 
il lu mi nat ing ways that cit i zen ship stratifies life op por tu ni ties, la bor mar ket out comes, 
and well-be ing (e. g., Catron 2019; Hall et al. 2018). Specifically, us ing a na tion ally 
rep re sen ta tive sam ple with ex ten sive life his tory da ta, we con trib ute to this lit er a ture 
by fill ing two gaps: (1) in ves ti gat ing in sti tu tional dis crim i na tion and ex clu sion ary 
pol i cies enacted by the hukou sys tem as a cause of psy cho log i cal in equal i ty, and (2) 
dem on strat ing how con text shapes val ues of a spe cific ur ban cit i zen ship and al ters its 
psy cho log i cal health im pli ca tions over de cades of pol icy and so cial changes.

First, we iden tify the causal link be tween cit i zen ship and health in mid- and 
 lat er-life. Although iden ti fy ing causal in fer ence of the weight of cit i zen ship is usu-
ally thwarted by in ap pro pri ate com par i sons, in abil ity to enu mer ate and sur vey return 
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mi grants, and se lec tiv ity em bed ded in cit i zen ship en try, we ad dress each of these pit-
falls in this in quiry by employing a coun ter fac tual ap proach and an a lyz ing a sur vey 
col lected in both mi gra tion or i gin and des ti na tions. The re sults show that in the case 
of mer it-based hukou con ver sion, re duc tion ef fects of hukou mo bil ity on de pres sive 
symp toms is ob served only when return mi grants are in cor po rated in the ref er ence 
group; and in the case of pol i cy-based con ver sion, such ef fects are greatly en hanced.

The large dif fer ence in ef fect es ti ma tes sug gests that the salmon bias can sub stan-
tially dampen the ob served ef fect of cit i zen ship mo bil i ty. This is es pe cially im por-
tant be cause in var i ous con texts, the salmon bias has been mostly found in mor tal ity 
and phys i cal health, such as height, hy per ten sion, and self-rated health but rarely in 
men tal health (e. g., Abraído-Lanza et al. 1999; Chen 2012; Riosmena et al. 2013). 
This may be partly due to the assumption that com pared with phys i cal health, de pres-
sive symp toms may be con ceived as tem po ral and re vers ible. In our con text, 80% 
of hukou con vert ers re al ized hukou mo bil ity be fore 1998 (Table 3), nearly 20 years 
be fore out comes were ob served, and yet men tal health dis ad van tage of noncitizen-
ship has persisted un til now. This sug gests that the psy cho log i cal toll cre ated by such 
ex clu sion ary pol i cies and cit i zen ship bound aries for un doc u mented per sons can be 
long-last ing. If we con sider that such long-term ef fects may oc cur within a sin gle 
coun try, we might en vi sion that in some in ter na tional are nas where ex clu sion ary pol-
i cies are harsher, cit i zen ship may pro duce even greater health disparities re lated to 
psy cho log i cal well-be ing.

Our sec ond con tri bu tion lies in il lu mi nat ing heterogeneities in health strat i fi ca tion 
ex clu sion ary pol i cies cre ated across groups, time, and space. Bloemraad (2018:4) 
called for re search that goes be yond enu mer at ing cit i zen ship in terms of sta tus or 
rights to iden tify mech a nisms through which “cit i zen ship mat ters, how much they 
mat ter, for whom, or why.” Answering this call ne ces si tates a con tex tu al ized anal y sis 
of power of cit i zen ship. We find that cit i zen ship mat ters less or more, depending on 
cer tain cir cum stances.

First, we show in de cades of time, as the thresh old for obtaining ur ban cit i zen-
ship is lowered, lines of cit i zen ship bound aries are blurred, and ben e fits for ru ral 
and ur ban hukou are con verg ing with the decoupling of some eco nomic and so cial 
rights from cit i zen ship rights, that the weight of cit i zen ship in pro vid ing psy cho-
log i cal ben e fits de creases—that is, cit i zen ship mat ters less. Very re cent an ec dotal 
ev i dence sug gests that in some pe ri-ur ban ar eas, peo ple are re luc tant to con vert into 
ur ban hukou in or der to keep ru ral hukouers with farm land div i dends qual i fied (Sun 
and Fan 2011). This sit u a tion may rep re sent an ex treme case in which ur ban cit i zen-
ship de creases its de sir abil ity and val ue.

Another di men sion on which such a cit i zen ship-health strat i fi ca tion is based is the 
geosocial space. The psy cho log i cal val ues of a cer tain cit i zen ship may vary widely 
depending on ca pac ity of a cer tain lo cal ity to pro vide pub lic and so cial re sources 
to its cit i zens. Citizenship may bring greater psy cho log i cal ben e fits in places where 
pub lic pro vi sions are abundant and cit i zen ship is more de sired. This re sult may shed 
some light in con sid er ing im mi grants in the United States and Europe, where im mi-
grants are in creas ingly ven tur ing into smaller towns with lim ited re sources (“new 
des ti na tions”) in stead of tra di tional “gate way” des ti na tions, such as Los Angeles or 
New York City, with established ame ni ties of fered to im mi grants (Hall 2013; Massey 
2008). Most con cerns have cen tered on un doc u mented im mi grants, but our re search 
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also brings into ques tion how nat u ral ized im mi grants may fare in these smaller towns 
that are new des ti na tions as op posed to established gate ways.

Moreover, re search ers should also con sider how other con texts concerning lo cal 
implementation of pol i cies may cre ate health disparities, such as the geo po lit i cal 
fields that make some lo cal i ties more re cep tive to mi grants than oth ers. Our ten ta-
tive re sults sug gest that lo cal i ties with more pro gres sive and wel com ing hukou pol-
i cies with re cep tive cul tures may con fer more psy cho log i cal ben e fits to suc cess ful 
mi grants than do more po lit i cally con ser va tive places. Similar com par i sons may be 
made in other con texts, such as in the case of Southern and Midwestern ar eas ver sus 
tra di tional gate way ar eas in the United States in terms of the re cep tive na ture of lo cal 
pol i cies and cul ture (Hall 2013; Massey 2008). We call for fu ture data col lec tion 
ef forts to sur vey ar eas in China in more com par a tive terms, which will al low a more 
thor ough in ves ti ga tion into this is sue.

Although we find ev i dence that cit i zen ship strat i fi ca tion in psy cho log i cal health 
per sists across de cades, we do not find a gra di ent across groups of in di vid u als who 
obtained cit i zen ship at dif fer ent stages of their life. A pos si ble ex pla na tion is that a 
cur rent ur ban hukou brings to those who are mid dle-aged and older a sense of se cu-
rity re gard ing eco nomic and so cial sta tus, ac cess to high-qual ity ur ban healthcare 
and pen sion ben e fits, and so cial rights for fam ily mem bers. For ex tended pe ri ods 
dur ing their life times, per sons who for merly had ru ral hukou sta tus may have re sided 
in ur ban ar eas and ex pe ri enced stress resulting from their ru ral hukou sta tus, mostly 
de rived from lim ited ac cess to so cial ben e fits or ex pe ri ences with so cial dis crim i na-
tion. However, the psy cho log i cal health of these in di vid u als may have im proved af ter 
their ur ban cit i zen ship was re al ized. Our re sults pro vide a con text in which cer tain 
lat er-life out comes, such as de pres sive symp toms, may be re versed when cir cum-
stances change (Elman and O’Rand 2004). More com pre hen sive re search is needed 
to as sess whether this also holds in other con texts.

These re sults high light the role of ur ban cit i zen ship in strat i fy ing ru ral-ur ban health 
pat terns in China. Health disparities have been found among older adults across the 
ru ral-ur ban res i dence line in a va ri ety of health out comes, in clud ing men tal and phys-
i cal health, life ex pec tan cy, and health-re lated qual ity of life (Dong and Si mon 2010; 
Zimmer, Kaneda et al. 2010; Zimmer, Wen, and Kaneda 2010). Many health dispari-
ties have been at trib uted to inequalities in ed u ca tion qual ity and at tain ment, in come, 
healthcare qual ity and ac ces si bil i ty, so cial sup port, and health be hav iors, per pet u ated 
by de cades of ru ral-ur ban seg re ga tion (Song and Smith 2019; Zimmer, Kaneda et al. 
2010; Zimmer, Wen, and Kaneda 2010). By pro vid ing ev i dence of a strong salmon 
ef fect, our anal y sis sug gests that mi gra tion and return mi gra tion se lec tiv ity deep ened 
the ru ral-ur ban health dis par ity and are strat i fy ing fac tors that should not be ig nored 
in assessing ru ral-ur ban health disparities in China.

Moreover, we add a cit i zen ship di men sion in the in tra-ur ban health dis par ity and 
point to the role of the hukou sys tem in shap ing cur rent land scape of ur ban health. 
Recent de cades have seen a phe nom e nal num ber of ru ral-ur ban mi grants, but op por-
tu ni ties for ur ban hukou mo bil ity are still lim ited for most mi grants, and a mis match 
in ru ral/ur ban sta tus and res i dence has be come a more com mon ex pe ri ence among 
ur ban res i dents. In a re cent study, Song and Smith (2019) found that one-third of cur-
rent ur ban res i dents of mid dle age or older still hold a ru ral hukou. By find ing sta tus-  
re lated health disparities within an ur ban space, the cur rent re search also ex tends the 
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ur ban i za tion and health lit er a ture from a tra di tional ap proach of res i dence-based ur ban 
ad van tage to a cit i zen ship-based ur ban ad van tage in health out comes.

We are also  able to ex plore heterogeneities across each type of hukou con ver sion. 
In con trast with two other types of hukou con ver sion, fam i ly-based con ver sion does 
not seem to pro vide psy cho log i cal pro tec tions for those who re al ized hukou mo bil-
ity through this means. Across de cades of hukou re forms, the fam ily (es pe cially the 
mar riage type) hukou pol icy applies one of the strictest cri te ria to hukou con ver sion. 
Applicants usu ally must re side in lo cal ur ban ar eas and stay in a mar riage for years—
even de cades—be fore the ap pli ca tion pro cess starts. This de lay ham pers ap pli cants’ 
ac cess to ur ban ben e fits and sus tains daily stress as so ci ated with a prolonged pre car-
i ous sta tus. Another pos si bil ity is that re ly ing on a spouse to ob tain an ur ban hukou 
may weaken the mar i tal power of the ru ral hukouer, lead ing to un fa vor able house hold 
ar range ments for the ru ral hukouer. In case of in ter mar riage, it is usu ally ru ral women 
who ob tain ur ban hukou by mar ry ing ur ban men usu ally con sid ered un at trac tive in 
phys i cal and so cio eco nomic per sonal traits (Fan and Huang 1998). This pat tern may 
weaken wom en’s power in house hold and fur ther vic tim ize wom en. Future re search 
may ben e fit from uti liz ing data with in for ma tion on intrahousehold work al lo ca tion 
to in ves ti gate these mech a nisms.

Since the 2000s, a grow ing num ber of the ru ral pop u la tion obtained ur ban hukou 
through ac cel er ated ur ban ju ris dic tion ex ten sion. Such land-cen tered ur ban i za tion 
has in tro duced con cerns of overconstruction, pol lu tion, and avail abil ity of ar a ble land 
(Chen et al. 2016; Guan et al. 2018). Our re sults show a sil ver lin ing with this type 
of ur ban i za tion: res i dents who be come ur ban ized via this chan nel have bet ter psy-
cho log i cal well-be ing than hukou con vert ers by other chan nels. However, in ter nal 
dy nam ics, so cial net works, and com mu nity co he sion should be care fully con sid ered 
when such ur ban i za tion hap pens. More re search is needed to ex plore mech a nisms of 
such a psy cho log i cal ad van tage among pol i cy-based con vert ers.

An emerg ing lit er a ture has eval u ated roles of hukou lo cal ity in af fect ing in di vid ual 
life op por tu ni ties and eco nomic and mar i tal achieve ments, es pe cially among young 
adults (Qian et al. 2019; Song 2014). This re search ex tends met ro-city hukou ad van-
tage to the mid dle-aged and older pop u la tion and con trib utes to this lit er a ture by 
show ing that hukou lo cal ity strat i fi ca tion also ex ists among those who ex pe ri enced 
up ward hukou mo bil i ty.

Our study also has some draw backs. First, with its ini tial panel wave col lected in 
2011 and fo cused on re spon dents aged 45 years old or older, the CHARLS does not 
pro spec tively cover a com plete lifespan of in di vid u als. Given that most of the hukou 
con ver sion oc curred in early adult hood or even ear li er, we are not  able to cap ture sta-
tus or changes in de pres sive symp toms be fore and shortly af ter con ver sion. Ideally, 
we would have data that pro spec tively doc u ment in di vid ual and house hold back-
ground, in di vid ual ex pe ri ence, and health dur ing 50 years of hukou implementation. 
No such Chi nese data are cur rently avail  able. CHARLS life his tory da ta, how ev er, 
pro vide de tailed sur vey in for ma tion on hukou en try his to ry, rea sons of con ver sion, 
and a spec trum of child hood in di vid ual and fam ily back grounds, which are gen er ally 
not ac ces si ble through other data sets.

Second, our re sults show that fam i ly-based con vert ers, who are mostly wom en, 
did not ben e fit from obtaining an ur ban hukou in terms of psy cho log i cal well-be ing, 
suggesting that women may not enjoy men tal ben e fits of hukou mo bil ity as much as 
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men do. However, be cause of sam ple size lim i ta tions, we can not ex am ine gen der dif-
fer ences in ef fects by types of hukou con ver sion. Further in sight may ben e fit from a 
larger sur vey that fo cuses on the pop u la tion of hukou con vert ers and ru ral mi grants 
in ur ban ar eas. ■
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