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Abstract

China's household registration (hukou) system has institutionalized a rigid urban-
rural divide, perpetuating substantial inequalities in social welfare and developmental
opportunities. Rural populations confront systemic institutional exclusion in
employment, education, and public service provision. This study investigates the
settlement dynamics of rural migrants in Beijing, analyzing how institutional barriers
and familial factors jointly influence residential decision-making processes.

Employing qualitative approach, we conducted in-depth interviews with 38 rural-
hukou migrants in Beijing, ensuring demographic diversity across age, education, and
marital status. Our findings identify three fundamental structural constraints: (1)
employment discrimination, (2) restricted access to essential services (particularly
education, healthcare, and housing), and (3) intergenerational educational
disadvantages, most notably in gaokao eligibility. Crucially, even among successful
hukou converters, persistent rural identity suggests limited urban belonging.

The results reveal a critical transition: socioeconomic attainment (employment
stability and income level) has superseded hukou status as the primary determinant of
settlement decisions, signaling the system's eroding regulatory capacity.

We propose a threefold reform strategy: (1) gradual easing of megacity residency
controls, (2) comprehensive public service equalization encompassing education,
healthcare, housing, and transportation, and (3) systematic elimination of the urban-
rural institutional divide. These reforms would enhance human capital mobility while
fostering equitable urban-rural development.

Keywords: hukou system; institutional exclusion; rural-urban migration; settlement
behavior; policy reform
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