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Chapter 4 ®
Research on Residential Segregation oo
in Chinese Cities

Yu Chen and Jie Chen

Abstract This chapter provides an overview of research on the evolution of resi-
dential segregation in Chinese cities since the establishment of the People’s Republic
of China. There were almost no discernible patterns of segregation during the
central planning period, largely due to the socialist work-unit systems and the de-
commodification of land and housing. Since the initiation of economic reforms in
1978, Chinese cities have witnessed significant spatial divisions across socioeco-
nomic groups, driven by forces such as rapid economic and spatial restructuring,
market-oriented housing and land reforms, and massive rural-to-urban migration.
Residents of similar socio-economic status tend to cluster in the same neighbour-
hoods, with the elite moving to expensive gated communities and the urban poor to
dilapidated residential areas. The impacts of segregation on residents’ social contacts
and labour market outcomes are profound and long-lasting. While social segregation
is regarded as a widespread urban phenomenon worldwide, the causes and conse-
quences of segregation in Chinese cities should be interpreted within the country’s
specific historical, social, cultural and institutional contexts.

Keywords Residential segregation + Urban transformation + China - Cities -
Transitional society

4.1 Introduction

In common with other transitional societies, China has experienced significant trans-
formations of urban landscapes during the shift from a centrally planned economy to
a market one. Before 1978, most urban residents were employed in work units and
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lived in houses allocated by these units in relatively stable and homogenous neigh-
bourhoods close to workplaces (Wang and Murie 1999). Cities were characterised by
mixed neighbourhoods without discernible patterns of segregation (Bray 2005; Lo
1994). The subsequent economic reforms have resulted in significant socio-economic
stratification and spatial divisions (Li and Wu 2008). Housing reforms privatised most
work-unit housing and facilitated the development of a booming real estate market,
which provided options for wealthy people to purchase commercial properties of high
quality, leading to income-based spatial sorting (see Chap. 12 on residential sorting
and Chap. 9 on housing market reform). Land reforms resulted in unprecedented
urban sprawl, creating new industrial zones and residential compounds in suburban
areas. Urban renewal projects have tended to gentrify the city centre leading to the
relocation of millions of residents to suburban areas either voluntarily or against
their will. Meanwhile, a large number of migrants have moved to cities to seek job
opportunities and a better life. Most of them are concentrated in low-skilled jobs and
live in poorer areas or migrant enclaves. Urban neighbourhoods have shifted from
being ‘work-based’ to ‘residence-based’ and from mixed communities to those of
residents of similar socio-economic status (Wang 2000).

Numerous studies have examined the causes, processes, extent and consequences
of urban segregation in China (Li and Wu 2008; Wu et al. 2014; Liu et al. 2019; Shen
and Xiao 2019). This chapter aims to provide an overview of research on residential
segregation in Chinese cities, with the focus on both the driving forces behind it
as well as its profound impacts on society. Segregation refers to ‘the processes of
social differentiation and the resulting unequal distribution of population groups
across space’ (Madrazo and van Kempen 2012, p. 159; see also further discussion of
segregation concepts in Chaps. 2 and 10). As the geographic distribution of resources
and opportunities is unevenly distributed, segregation is likely to influence people’s
access to resources, and subsequently their contact with other social groups, social
networks and labour market opportunities. An overview of existing knowledge on the
driving forces, extent and consequences of segregation in Chinese cities can provide
richinsights into the life experiences of urban dwellers during the transitional process.
Itis also useful to predict the future trends of urban transformations in China to inform
policy development.

Levels of urban segregation have been researched in various countries and are
generally agreed to be a widespread global phenomenon. The extent and nature
of such segregation vary according to the particular groups affected, the way it is
measured and the historical, cultural and institutional contexts. In this chapter, we
first provide background information by discussing neighbourhood arrangements in
China’s central planning period (1949-1978). Then we proceed to discuss the driving
forces of neighbourhood changes and segregation during the reform era (post-1978).
This is followed by a review of the extent and measurement of segregation in Chinese
cities. Finally, we explore the consequences of urban segregation in terms of social
contact and labour market outcomes in the specific context of Chinese transitional
cities.
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4.2 Urban Segregation During the Central Planning Period

During the central planning period, the government’s egalitarian policies tried to
reduce socio-economic inequalities and to create a ‘classless’ urban society (Wu and
Li 2005). The majority of urban workers was employed in work units, which were
social organisations established under state socialism to provide employees not only
with lifetime jobs but also a comprehensive package of social benefits and services
including nursery, medical care and pension (Bray 2005). The metaphorical term
‘iron rice bowl’ was coined to indicate the continuity and stability of state employ-
ment. Income differences were minimal. Cities were characterised by a high degree
of social homogeneity, a work-unit-based cellular structure, and mixed neighbour-
hoods without noticeable patterns of spatial segregation (Lo 1994). There was no
private land or housing market. All urban land belonged to the state and was allo-
cated to various land users according to the central planning system. Housing was
regarded as a form of social welfare. The de-commodification of housing and land, an
embodiment of a centrally planned economy, is said to be shaped by both ideological
considerations and development strategies (Chen and Han 2014).

In the early 1950s, many private houses were transferred to local governments as
part of the nationalised wealth redistribution process. The majority of urban residents
lived in houses allocated by their work units, which were responsible for constructing,
allocating and maintaining accommodation. Work-unit housing accounted for about
60% of the total urban housing stock in 1978, a figure much higher than that in
former socialist countries such as Hungary (Kirkby 1985). The municipal housing
bureaux provided housing to those few who did not have a work unit. Only 20—
25% of the urban housing stock was owner-occupied (Huang 2004). Most work-unit
housing was constructed near workplaces, forming cellular neighbourhoods. They
became self-contained spatial units with mixed land use for workplace, residential
areas and social services such as nursery and medical centres. Jobs and housing
were, therefore, linked together, enabling workers to minimise their journey to work.
Housing costs formed part of the total costs of the work unit who then bargained with
their supervisory government agents for investment to develop and manage housing.

Work-unit compounds provided the basic urban structure of a socialist city. Their
spatial distribution relied on urban land use under the central planning system. Within
each work-unit compound, housing allocation was based on non-pecuniary criteria
such as seniority, rank and family needs (Wang and Murie 1999). Managers and
workers, regardless of their occupation and social status, lived in the same residen-
tial areas close to their workplace. As a consequence, people’s residential locations
depended on proximity to the workplace rather than personal characteristics such
as income (Logan et al. 2009). It is claimed that ‘social areas in the pre-reform era
were mainly built upon different land uses rather than social stratification” (Li and
Wu 2008, p. 4006).

Despite the socialist ideology, there were inequalities among work units, which
differed according to their economic and political strength. Those producing strategic
products for the state (e.g. large steel companies) or those with higher administrative
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ranking (e.g. provincial-level state-owned enterprises) had more bargaining powers
when they negotiated with supervisory government agents for resources and invest-
ments. They, therefore, had a greater capacity for investment in housing within their
work-unit compounds. Powerful work units provided better facilities and residential
environments for their employees, while others, such as smaller units or those with
performance problems, might experience housing shortage and deterioration. It is
apparent that during the central planning period, housing inequalities between work
units exceeded those within work units (Wang 2000). Despite this, workers in the
same work unit lived in the same residential area and were spatially mixed—that is,
workers of different rank were not segregated by their residential location. Spatial
segregation was limited though it is hard to say whether there were other forms of
segregation as described in Chap. 2, such as friendship stratification by social status.

4.3 Socio-Spatial Differentiation and the Driving Forces
After 1978

Chinese cities experienced dramatic transformation and socio-spatial differentiation
since the initiation of the economic reforms in 1978. This has significantly changed
the socialist egalitarian allocation of urban space, with emerging segregation among
different social groups. Economic reforms have increased income disparity (Bian
and Zhang 2002). Whilst the middle class and the elite have been on the rise, a
significant group of urban poor has emerged. Jobs were no longer allocated by the
government. Millions of workers were laid off from state-owned enterprises as a
result of economic restructuring. Rural migrants who moved to cities to work in low-
skilled jobs also swelled the ranks of the urban poor (Wu et al. 2013). Accordingly,
a new social-spatial structure has emerged with the elite concentrated in expensive
gated communities and the urban poor in run-down neighbourhoods such as old work-
unit compounds, residential areas awaiting regeneration and urban villages (Huang
2004; see also Chap. 6). Itis widely acknowledged that socioeconomic status, housing
market discrimination and economic restructuring are the main drivers of segregation
in Western cities (Madrazo and Van Kempen 2012). In the Chinese context, the role of
institutional factors has been highlighted as one of the major drivers in shaping socio-
spatial segregation. Scholars agree that segregation results from the joint efforts of
market forces and institutions (Li and Wu 2008; He 2010). Such institutional factors
include housing reforms, the land system and the household registration (hukou)
system, all of which significantly influence individuals’ access to social services,
resources and opportunities.

China’s housing system has experienced significant changes as a result of pro-
market housing reforms, which promote homeownership and stratify the socio-
economic structure (Wang and Murie 1999; Huang 2004). Housing reforms initi-
ated in the early 1980s aimed to establish a functional housing market by privatising
existing work unit housing stock and developing a real estate market. Through a
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process of trial and error in selected cities, housing privatisation was gradually rolled
out across the country where existing work unit housing was sold to occupants at
a heavily discounted price. The construction and allocation of work-unit housing
coexisted with commercial properties until 1998 when the welfare distribution of
housing was abolished. Since then, most people who were not allocated a house
through their work unit have had to purchase housing via the market. However, some
large and powerful work units, such as government and public institutions, continue
building or providing subsidised housing to their key workers, resulting in persistent
patterns of residential stratification. The housing privatisation process led to enor-
mous housing inequality. People who enjoyed better-allocated housing before 1998,
including those with higher political ranks in work units, gained more benefits by
purchasing their property at a low price (Wang 2000). A subsequent booming housing
market has further exacerbated housing differentiation and inequality (Logan et al.
2009). The market provides more housing choices, including high-quality commer-
cial properties with access to improved facilities and infrastructure. People with high
income then move away from their previous work-unit compounds or run-down areas
to high-quality housing, leaving those who were unable to move in poorer residen-
tial areas. Rising house prices in many cities has led to serious housing affordability
problems. In contrast with the rapid development of a real estate market (Chap. 9),
the subsidised housing sector targeting low- and moderate-income households has
lagged behind. The government has introduced mitigating schemes, such as the
Economic and Comfortable Housing and the Affordable Rental Housing programmes
(Huang 2012). However, both governments and real estate developers are reluctant to
construct subsidised housing due to its low profitability and its great drain on public
finance. Many subsidised housing units are located in suburban areas without suffi-
cient public facilities and services. They become less desirable residential areas. The
housing reforms have resulted in clusters of residents with similar socio-economic
status becoming concentrated in certain neighbourhoods.

Along with the housing reforms, an urban land market has gradually evolved, as
the government separates the ownership and use rights of urban land. This enables
entrepreneurial urban governments to take control of land under their jurisdiction
and to lease land use rights to finance local urban development. Many cities have
experienced rapid urban sprawl, with new industrial zones and residential housing in
suburban areas, to take advantage of cheaper land there. Urban sprawl in China differs
from the pattern in the USA where residential sorting results in a decayed city centre
surrounded by affluent suburbs. In the Chinese context, local urban governments
play an important role in promoting urban land sprawl in order to develop the local
economy. However, in many cases, they fail to synchronise the development of high-
quality facilities and services such as hospitals and schools, which remain located in
the city centre (Chen and Yeh 2019). Suburban living is associated with low service
accessibility, especially for people without cars.

In the meantime, neighbourhoods in the inner city have witnessed enormous
physical and socio-economic changes. A large number of new buildings have been
constructed since the mid-1980s, and now form the majority of the current urban
housing stock (Li and Huang 2006). Massive urban renewal projects demolished
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many work-unit compounds and neighbourhoods of pre-1949 origin and replaced
them with glossy offices and luxurious apartments. For example, 280,000 homes in
inner city Beijing were torn down in the 1990s, and 605,000 more were demolished
in the 2000s (Liu and Wong 2015). Numerous residents lost their original homes
and had to be accommodated elsewhere. Those who could not afford commercial
properties in their original location were forced to move to resettlement housing in
the city fringe with poor amenities (Fang 2006). Many urban renewal projects have
gentrified the city centre and significantly changed the socio-economic composition
of residents in those neighbourhoods (He 2010).

Since 1978, hundreds of millions of migrants have moved from their places of
origin into the cities to seek jobs and a better life. Three quarters of them originate
from the countryside. As they lack local household registration (hukou) status, they
face many barriers and constraints. The hukou system, implemented in 1958, is
a social control measure that requires all Chinese citizens to register with either
agricultural or non-agricultural hukou status in a particular place inherited from their
parents. Holders of hukou registration in different places are entitled to different
social benefits and services. Those with local urban hukou status have access to better
public services than migrants, and residents in larger cities are entitled to even better
services (e.g. high-quality health and education) than those in smaller cities (Chan
2009). Despite the gradual relaxation of migration control and years of reforms of
the hukou system, most migrants are unable to get local hukou status after they have
moved to live and work in the city. Without local urban hukou status, migrants are
denied access to many local social benefits and services, such as subsidised housing,
unemployment insurance and even schooling for their children in local authority
schools in some cities (Wu 2002).

There is a huge heterogeneity among migrants in terms of their educational qual-
ifications, skills and career prospects. Many migrants, especially those originating
from the countryside, are concentrated in low-skilled jobs in manufacturing factories,
construction and service sectors. They live in poor urban neighbourhoods, particu-
larly urban villages, which provide low-cost housing and gradually become enclaves
where migrants develop social networks and create job opportunities. Informal struc-
tures and ambiguities arise around land property rights due to illegal building exten-
sions, lax land management and development control, overcrowding, and informal
and insufficient service provision (Wu et al. 2013). An urban village represents an
example of segregated urban space, which we shall discuss in more detail in the next
section and in Chap. 6.

4.4 The Measurement of Segregation in Chinese Cities

In contrast with segregation studies in Western countries which often focus on race
and ethnicity, segregation in Chinese cities is based on socio-economic status. This
is partly because non-Han ethnic minorities account for a small proportion of the
Chinese population (8.5% in 2015) and most of them are concentrated in western and



4 Research on Residential Segregation in Chinese Cities 63

northern regions (NSB 2016). Most studies on urban China are conducted in coastal or
large cities where the number of non-Han ethnic minorities is extremely small when
compared with the Han majority. A good range of methods have been employed to
measure segregation in terms of socio-economic status in urban China, including
index-based measurements (e.g. dissimilarity index), profiles of clusters, multi-scale
analysis, activity space analysis and spatial-social network analysis. Studies use
different spatial scales, such as predefined administrative spatial units, i.e. residential
committee (juweihui in Chinese), sub-district (jiedao) and district (qu), as well as
residential blocks. Moreover, individual survey data are used in activity space analysis
and spatial-social network analysis, as we shall discuss later in this section (see Part
IIT of the book for proposed new methods in Chinese segregation research). There
is a consensus across existing studies that the level of segregation in Chinese cities
has increased dramatically since the initiation of the economic reforms.

As segregation is usually regarded as a spatial issue, index-based measurements
are widely used in segregation studies to measure the concentration of a particular
group in given spatial units using census data (e.g., Duncan and Duncan 1955; see
methods review in Chap. 2). For example, Zhao (2013) uses the census data in Beijing
for 1990, 2000 and 2005 to calculate the indices of social segregation and finds that
residential segregation increased significantly over these years. Wu et al. (2014)
use the 2000 census data at the residential committee level in Nanjing and develop
profiles of residential clusters. Their findings reveal clear patterns of segregation
between affluent and poor social groups. Li and Wu (2008) agree that segregation
of social groups emerged in Chinese cities, though the extent was much lower than
that in the USA or UK. Using 2000 census data in Shanghai, the authors examine the
dissimilarity index in terms of housing tenure, educational attainment, hukou status
and location (centre versus suburb). They find that the most significant residential
segregation was based on housing tenure. This finding is supported by Sun et al.
(2017) who reported significant residential differentiation among different housing
tenure types in the coastal city of Xiamen. Similar conclusions are reached in studies
based on the Western contexts which maintain that housing tenure is significantly
associated with segregation because the supply and location of different housing
types influence people’s housing choices and so lead to the spatial concentration
of specific social groups (van Kempen and van Weesep 1998). However, as Li and
Wu (2008) rightly point out, tenure-based segregation in China in the late 1990s
and early 2000 mainly resulted from pre-existing institutional privileges rather than
households’ housing preferences. A subsequent study by Shen and Xiao (2019)
examined the changes in residential segregation in Shanghai using census data from
2000 and 2010 at the residential committee level. They found the city had become
more divided in terms of socio-economic status over the decade, and significant
segregation existed in terms of educational attainment and hukou status, besides the
division between central and suburban locations. The extent of segregation in terms
of educational attainment exceeded that based on hukou status. While the authors
acknowledge the impact of institutional factors on urban segregation, they argue for
the growing importance of the role of human capital and market forces in shaping
socio-economic segregation.
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Using the 2010 census data at an individual level in Shanghai, Liu et al. (2019)
find the spatial unevenness of the migrant residential distribution is much more
evident in smaller geographic units such as residential committee levels than larger
geographic units: where the top 10% of migrant-concentrated neighbourhoods had a
migrant share higher than 75% and the bottom 10% were at 12% or below. Liu et al.
(2019) also show significant differential patterns of segregation among people with
different hukou status; in particular, rural migrants tend to cluster rather more than
local residents and urban migrants, with most of them concentrated in the outskirts
of the city. The significant differences in residential segregation between migrants
and local residents are also found in the cities of Guangzhou (Liu et al. 2015), Wuhan
(Huang and Yi 2009) and Shenzhen (Hao 2015). Many migrants live in urban villages,
dilapidated neighbourhoods and factory dormitories, away from local residents.

Besides considering the census data, some studies have examined the spatial
distribution of residents of different socio-economic status using more finely-grained
block-level data. Liu et al. (2018b) provide such an example, by using the 2005 and
2010 Beijing Travel Survey, which recorded 24-h travel diaries from 210,000 indi-
viduals in 2005 and 116,000 in 2010. The authors studied the socio-spatial changes
in central Beijing at the scale of Traffic Analysis Zones (TAZs), which are derived
according to the road networks by the Beijing Municipal Commission of Transport.
The spatial scale is similar to the size of a block, much finer than that of a residential
committee. By employing latent class analysis and GIS visualisation, the authors
show that 90% of the blocks in the study had over 10% change in the social stratifi-
cation index of their residents. It is generally agreed that the extent of segregation at
a lower spatial scale tends to be larger than that at a higher one (Duncan and Duncan,
1955; Sun et al. 2017), though recent research has challenged this (Manley et al.
2019).

Segregation may occur in people’s activity space outside home, including the
workplace, shopping and leisure, which are regarded as other anchor points for
daily activities (see Chap. 2). The analysis of segregation based on activity space
represents an alternative method of examining segregation through a people-based
approach rather than the conventional place-based method. The rationale is that
activity space may influence individuals’ use of urban space and facilities as well as
their social contact. Studies have used surveys, travel diaries or participant observa-
tion to examine individuals’ activity space in daily life. For example, Lin and Gaubatz
(2017) employ an ethnographic method to record migrants’ daily social and spatial
interactions with urban spaces, including work, shopping, leisure activities and social
contacts in the city of Wenzhou. They find that migrants are constrained in their
activity space as they have limited interaction with local people and little access to
urban amenities beyond their residential area, which is close to their manufacturing
factories. The study echoes findings of various significant patterns of segregation
between migrants and local residents from research work using index-based segre-
gation measurements such as RCQ (residential concentration quotient) (e.g. Liu et al.
2019).

Wang et al. (2012) used a travel survey of over 1,000 residents in 10 different neigh-
bourhoods in Beijing to examine people’s actual use of space in their daily life for
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residents living both inside and outside privileged gated communities. Their results
show socio-spatial differentiation beyond residential spaces in terms of employment,
consumption patterns, leisure and social relations. A similar conclusion was reached
by Zhou et al. (2015), which examined the out-of-home activities of residents in
Guangzhou and found a significantly different activity space between higher and
lower income groups. Similar patterns have been observed in terms of ethnic segre-
gation. Despite the low dissimilation index indicating residential mixing between
the ethnic minorities and the Han majorities in administrative spatial units, Tan et al.
(2017) revealed significantly different space—time patterns within daily activities
between the Han majority and the Hui minority in the city of Xining in western
China. The authors explain the differences in terms of the particular religious activ-
ities of the Hui minority and Hui women’s limited participation in out-of-home
activities. The results show that the dissimilarity index is likely to underestimate the
actual degree of social segregation.

Similarly, Zhao and Wang (2018) reported different everyday activities between
migrants and local residents in an urban village in Guangzhou, despite the fact that
the two groups lived in exactly the same residential area. Using socio-spatial network
analysis, the authors found that local residents socialise more with other locals, visit
pubs and send their children to publicly funded kindergartens, while migrants have
more contact within their own group, visit roadside food stalls and small chemist
shops and send their children to migrant kindergartens. There was only a modest
interaction between the two groups, suggesting levels of segregation that are not
captured by index-based segregation measurements.

Various residential enclaves are discernible in Chinese cities. Two of the most
noticeable are urban villages and gated communities comprising commercial prop-
erties. Urban villages are rural settlements that were engulfed by rapid urban expan-
sion (see Chap. 6). As the compensation of expropriating residential land is much
higher than that of agricultural land, local urban governments expropriated agri-
cultural land for development and left residential land in the village. Due to their
convenient location and the rising job opportunities that accompany urban sprawl,
many migrants flooded into urban villages for affordable housing. Local villagers
took the opportunity to extend their houses and rent them to incoming migrants
to supplement their income after the loss of their agricultural land. In most urban
villages, migrants outnumber local residents. Urban villages are characterised by sub-
standard housing, overcrowding, lack of sanitary facilities and public services. They
do, however, provide low-cost housing and an entry point for many migrants who
develop livelihoods and social networks in the city. A range of institutional factors
create significant levels of differentiation between local residents and migrants. Local
residents are entitled to local social benefits and services, as well as extra bene-
fits provided by their collective assets, while migrants are treated as ‘outsiders’ as
they do not have local hukou status (Du et al. 2018). Urban villages as migrant
enclaves strongly reflect residential segregation. However, some villages, such as
those in Shenzhen, are located near the city centre thereby providing opportunities
for migrants to access amenities (Hao 2015). If segregation is measured at a larger
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spatial scale, urban villages will actually reduce the level of segregation by providing
low-cost housing for migrants in central areas.

As another typical enclave in Chinese cities, gated communities provide quality
residential space for people who can afford them. The physical barriers such as gates,
and the higher socio-economic status of residents both contribute to social segrega-
tion. It is important to note, however, that gated commercial properties vary hugely
in terms of the quality of the residential environment and the extent of exclusiveness
in Chinese cities. The impacts of gated communities on social contact are contingent
on local context, as we shall discuss in detail in the next section.

4.5 The Consequences of Segregation in Chinese Cities

Segregation is likely to have important consequences for individuals’ life chances
and opportunities because it affects their access to resources, amenities and the bene-
fits of wider social networks (Granovetter’s 1983 ‘strength of weak ties’ argument;
see also Chaps. 11 and 15). While there are positive consequences of spatial concen-
tration for people of the same social group, such as the ability to network effectively,
many studies based on Western contexts document the negative effects of segregation
(van Kempen and Murie 2009). For example, living in a neighbourhood with large
numbers of ethnic groups tends to be associated with poverty and unemployment.
Segregation is likely to reduce contact between ethnic minorities and the majority,
leading to social exclusion. This might be detrimental to the integration of ethnic
minorities into mainstream society. However, as Kaplan and Holloway (2001, p. 62)
rightly point out, ‘people may be victimised by space or they may utilise space, and
this can change with time. Specific accounts must negotiate the tension between the
marginalising and empowering impacts of segregation’. The impacts of segregation
on people’s life are contingent on local contexts and personal characteristics. We
discuss the consequences of segregation in Chinese cities through the perspectives
of social contact and labour market outcomes.

4.5.1 The Impacts on Social Contact

An important mechanism under which segregation influences life chances is through
social contact. Living in a migrant enclave might reduce social contact between
migrants and local residents. There are studies showing different activity space and
limited interaction between migrants and local residents in an urban village (Zhao and
Wang 2018). Residential segregation may also influence peoples’ perception about
different social groups. Using data from a survey in Shanghai in 2012, Liu et al.
(2018a) examine migrants’ and local residents’ perceptions of social integration and
find that migrants living in neighbourhoods with a larger migrant population size are
more likely to think that they are excluded by local residents. Based on a large national
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micro-level data extracted from the 2014 China Migrant Dynamic Survey, Zou et al.
(2020) find neighbourhood types correlate with migrants’ socio-economic integration
but there is broad heterogeneity in the correlations across different migrant groups. In
particular, migrants living in urban villages show significantly lower levels of overall
socio-economic integration than those living in formal urban neighbourhoods such as
work-unit compounds and commercial properties. Through interviews with migrants
living in urban villages, Du et al. (2018) reported that many migrants agreed that they
were treated as ‘outsiders’ in the locality, because they were excluded from many
local benefits and services, which are only reserved for those with local hukou status.

However, Wang et al. (2016) argue that urban villages per se do not prevent
migrants from interacting with local residents. Using a survey of 1370 question-
naires from Nanjing, the authors examined the impacts of hukou status and residential
characteristics on neighbourhood interaction between different social groups. They
found that migrants are more likely to interact with other migrant neighbours than
longer term local residents. Open spaces, particularly in deprived neighbourhoods
and urban villages, facilitate residents’ interaction with their immediate neighbours.
These neighbourhoods have a higher level of intergroup social contact than commer-
cial housing estates. The finding is supported by Forrest and Yip (2007) who reported
that social contact is more frequent in old neighbourhoods or work-unit compounds
than in commercial property estates where privacy is most valued. According to
another study based on a 1420 questionnaire survey in Shanghai in 2013, Wang et al.
(2017) found that the concentration of migrants in a neighbourhood does not reduce
neighbourhood cohesion, which is measured by social solidarity, common values,
social networks, a sense of belonging and informal social control. These findings
support the conclusion that urban villages do not prevent migrants from interacting
with local neighbours. However, it is unknown whether the experience of living
in an enclave influences migrants’ social interaction with local residents residing
outside urban villages, especially those living in formal urban neighbourhoods such
as commercial properties.

Gated commercial estates represent another of enclave within Chinese cities.
Most studies of gated communities in the Western context focus on their negative
impacts on social contact between different social groups, such as the exclusion
of underprivileged people and limits on social contact (Atkinson and Flint 2004).
In the Chinese context, gates and walls have always been features of the urban
landscape (Wu 2005). Traditional Chinese cities were walled and gated. Within the
residential areas, courtyard houses were characterised by walls and collective living
space. During the period of state socialism, Maoist cities were replete with walls
and gates that defined the boundaries of self-contained work-unit compounds, which
accommodated both managers and ordinary workers. After the economic reforms,
newly constructed commercial properties often have gates to separate themselves
from busy streets and other public spaces. In recent years, there is a push for closed
community management in terms of neighbourhood governance in certain cities.
Any interpretation of gated community within Chinese cities should, therefore, take
this tradition into account.
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The impacts of a gated community on social contact and life opportunities are
contingent on local social and cultural contexts. There are studies that do report
the negative impacts of gated commercial estates. For example, drawing on data
from a retrospective questionnaire survey in three gated estates in Chongqing, Deng
(2017) found that many homeowners’ contact with other people decreased after
they moved from work-unit compounds to gated communities. However, Douglass
etal. (2012) argued that residential enclaves do not necessarily prevent contact across
different social groups for three reasons. First, gates do not necessarily prevent people
from accessing the neighbourhood. Second, amenities in gated communities are
not provided exclusively for residents, as people living outside can also use the
facilities or services. Finally, people in China are more accustomed to the use of
gates to separate living and business environments. This is supported by Breitung
(2012), a study that examines residents’ attitudes towards gated living environments,
using interviews from residents living inside and outside three gated communities
in Guangzhou. Those living inside the gates valued security and a good residential
environment, whilst those living outside showed great acceptance or approval of
using gates and walls. It seems that gating is not seen as a problem or a cause for
social tensions in Chinese cities in contrast with Western contexts.

4.5.2 The Impacts on Job Opportunities and Wages

The literature has long suggested that migrants in Chinese cities have fewer employ-
ment opportunities and lower income than otherwise comparable natives. For
example, migrants are not eligible to apply for certain jobs in the public sector and
state-owned enterprises. Such labour market discrimination against migrants is espe-
cially pronounced for rural-to-urban migrants (Meng and Zhang 2001). However, the
urban literature also suggests that residents living in enclaves may experience both
spatial constraints and network spill-over effects in terms of job opportunities. Empir-
ical studies have discussed spatial mismatch effects for ethnic minorities living in
enclaves, i.e. mismatch between the locations of job opportunities and enclaves, as
residents may have poor access to low-skilled jobs located beyond enclaves (Houston
2005). The spatial mismatch effects may lead to longer commutes and reduce labour
market success. On the other hand, ethnic minorities concentrated in enclaves may
develop strong social networks and share information about job opportunities. This
might facilitate their job search and improve their job prospects.

Most studies on enclaves and labour market outcomes in Chinese cities focus on
urban villages. Drawing on data from the 2009 survey in 12 cities in four regions
in China, Zhu et al. (2017) examined job accessibility and commuting behaviour
for rural migrants living in urban villages and formal urban neighbourhoods such as
work-unit compounds, public housing and commercial property estates. They found
that migrants living in urban villages had shorter commuting times and distances
and better job accessibility. This can be partly explained by the network effects,
i.e. migrants originating from the same province or county tend to concentrate in



4 Research on Residential Segregation in Chinese Cities 69

the same urban village and share information about job opportunities. The migrant
community is also capable of creating jobs, though many of these are informal. The
other explanation is that many urban villages are located near industrial zones and
factories as the result of urban expansion. Their convenient location helps migrants
to secure job opportunities nearby.

Zhu (2016) further examined employment opportunities and wages for rural
migrants living in urban villages and formal urban neighbourhoods using the same
dataset. The author found that rural migrant workers living in urban villages had better
employment prospects and higher wages, facilitated by their social networks. This is
supported by other studies on urban villages demonstrating that social networks and
a vibrant informal economy help migrants adapt to urban life and develop careers
in the city. In one example, based on the individual-level data of the 2010 census in
Shanghai, Liu et al. (2019) found that migrant enclave residence is positively associ-
ated with employment outcomes for rural migrants. The effect is particularly evident
among female migrant workers and those who live in locations with relatively low
job densities. However, such a positive social network effect is not shared by urban
migrants or urban natives. The authors explain that rural migrants, lacking higher
levels of educational attainment, are more likely to rely on social networks to secure
jobs.

Studies also indicated that migrants originating from Zhejiang province developed
successful clothes businesses in urban villages in suburban Beijing (e.g. Ma and
Xiang 1998). A recent study in Guangzhou discusses the entrepreneurial activities
of migrants originating from Hebei Province and their thriving garment business in
an urban village (Liu et al. 2015). Migrant entrepreneurs actively use urban space
to create job opportunities and achieve economic advancement and social mobility.
New migrants from the same place of origin obtain help from their fellow migrants
and find jobs in the same garment industry. It is noted that most of these jobs are
informal in nature. The authors do acknowledge that not all migrant enclaves can
promote migrant-owned business and facilitate migrants’ career development. In
addition to tightly knit social networks in the enclaves, resources linked with native
places and externally oriented economic activities are crucial for the emergence of
migrant entrepreneurs.

4.6 Conclusions and Discussions

During the centrally planned period initiated by Chairman Mao in 1949, Chinese
cities were characterised by mixed neighbourhoods comprised of socially homoge-
nous work units with no discernible patterns of segregation. Since the initiation of
the economic reforms in 1978, cities have experienced enormous transformation and
spatial divisions between different socioeconomic groups, driven by market-oriented
housing, land reforms, rapid economic and spatial restructuring and massive rural-
to-urban migration. While the elite can afford to live in affluent gated communities,
the urban poor are clustered in dilapidated neighbourhoods and urban villages. With
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the deepening of the economic reforms and the continued process of urban transfor-
mation, the patterns of segregation in Chinese cities are likely to change rather than
being static.

Various methods have been employed to measure the extent of segregation in
Chinese cities. All studies agree that urban segregation based on socio-economic
status has increased significantly since the start of the economic reforms. Chinese
cities are beginning to resemble Western cities in that people of similar socio-
economic status tend to concentrate in certain residential areas. However, it is difficult
to compare the extent of segregation in Chinese cities with that of North American
or European cities by using index-based measurements. This is because the spatial
scales used in European studies are typically quite different to those in Chinese ones
and we know that, even in the same city, segregation indices can give very different
results for different spatial scales. Index-based measures of residential segregation
are also likely to underestimate the true extent because social segregation may also
occur in leisure and activity contexts as well as places of residence (see Chap. 2).
Segregation may influence residents’ ability to access resources and opportunities.
The impact of urban segregation on social contact and labour market outcomes are
mixed in Chinese cities. While there is evidence of some negative consequences,
evidence also exists to demonstrate that by living in enclaves migrants can actively
develop social networks and achieve economic advancement and social mobility.

Residential segregation can be observed in cities across the world, of course, but
there are particular features within a Chinese urban context. These features should be
understood and interpreted within the particular Chinese historical, social, cultural
and institutional background. Gated communities are an example of how a particular
form of segregation can have a very different meaning and impact in China compared
with American and European counterparts. This is because the gated communities
in China have a communal historical precedent popularised during the Maoist era
and so do not necessarily have the connotations of exclusivity and xenophobia asso-
ciated with gated communities in the West. Moreover, some of the political and
economic processes that lead to segregation are unique to China such as the impact
of land reforms and the ongoing importance of rural migration, increased city-to-
city population mobility and the hukou system in driving socioeconomic inequality
and residential segregation. In this chapter, we have, therefore, attempted to high-
light the role of cultural and institutional factors that have shaped the socio-spatial
structures in Chinese cities. These factors are likely to continue influencing segrega-
tion in China, together with the increasingly important impact of market forces. The
characteristics of continuing urban segregation in China mirror various social-spatial
structural transformations within the country and warrant extensive investigation. It
provides an important area for future research.

In the next five chapters, these drivers of change and their implications for
inequality are discussed in more detail, particularly with respect to urbanisation,
migration and the anti-poverty programme (Chap. 5), the development and redevel-
opment of urban villages (Chap. 6) and Shanty towns (Chap. 7), inequalities in public
services (Chap. 8) and the housing issues facing rural migrants (Chap. 9).
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