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Abstract
Objectives: This article applies a multidimensional social exclusion frame-
work to examine Chinese rural-to-urban migrant victimization. Method:
Data from the 2012 China Labor Dynamics Survey is used to examine
whether Chinese migrants are more likely to be victimized compared to
urban residents and to what extent the prior findings on the meditating roles
of social exclusion between immigration and victimization can be applied to
understand Chinese migrants’ victimization. Results: Findings reveal the ele-
vated victimization risks among nationwide rural-to-urban migrants.
Logistic regression models find that social exclusion mediates the link
between migrant status and victimization and that social exclusion predicts
victimization. Conclusions: The discriminative institutional arrangements in
China are a major force of the universal disadvantages of Chinese migrants.
That is, it is not the migrant status itself, but the social exclusion suffered
by individuals that increase the likelihood of being criminally victimized.
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There is an abundant literature examining the vulnerability of international

immigrants in Western societies in terms of their high risk of criminal

victimization (Zatz and Smith 2012; though see Kubrin and Desmond

2015). The high victimization rate experienced by immigrants is believed

to be one of the consequences of the multidimensional social exclusion (i.e.,

social rejection and spatial segregation) they suffer from receiving societies

(Fussell 2011; Sulkowski et al. 2014; Venkatesh 2008). However, there

remains a lack of research concerning the link between internal migration

and criminal victimization.

The lack of research on this topic among Western scholars might reflect

the nearly complete urbanization of their countries. For example, in the

United States, internal migration reached an inflection point in the 1980s,

subsequently declining (Molloy, Smith, and Wozniak 2011). Unlike

Western developed countries, large-scale internal migration in many

developing countries is ongoing, and internal migration massively

outnumbers transnational immigration in the current world (Bell and

Charles-Edwards 2013). In particular, many developing societies are now

experiencing large-scale urbanization and facing various crime and

victimization problems in this process, such as Turkey, India, Vietnam,

and China (Kusuma, Pandav, and Babu 2014; Nguyen et al. 2012; Sercan

et al. 2015; Xu 2014). More studies are needed to examine whether the-

ories and findings on international immigrants and criminal victimization

from Western societies can be applied to explain the pattern of victimiza-

tion for internal migrants in non-Western contexts, and China offers one

intriguing case study.

In 2015, China had 269 million rural-to-urban migrants, a popula-

tion almost the same size as the U.S. population. Along with its rapid

modernization and urbanization, almost all types of crime have drama-

tically increased over the past several decades (Bakken 2005; Liu

2006). Researchers in China have often argued that the influx of rural

migrants in cities is a main reason for this escalation (Ma 2001; Wang

2002). However, scholars and the public have long neglected to con-

sider that migrants also frequently experience victimization (Cheung

2013; Xu and Song 2005). More recently, researchers have paid closer

attention to the vulnerability of Chinese rural-to-urban migrants as

they are one of the most disadvantaged social groups in contemporary
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China (Pun 2005; Siu 2015). These internal migrants have been

regarded as foreigners and second-class citizens in their own country

(Solinger 1999) due to institutional discrimination and multidimen-

sional social exclusion (Xu 2014). An interesting and unaddressed

question, then, is whether China’s internal migrants face similar dis-

advantages in criminal victimization like international immigrants in

developed countries.

Although various victimization-related surveys, including the 1994

Beijing Household Victimization Survey, the 2004 Tianjin Household

Victimization Survey, and the Annual National Public Security Survey

(conducted by the Chinese Statistics Bureau since 2001), have been con-

ducted in China, these surveys have generally neglected the victimization

experience and the preventive/risk factors among migrant workers. Inter-

nal migrants have been systematically excluded from research due to

their lack of official Hukou, or household registration system, in urban

China, a type of information all samplings relied on in previous surveys.

Although some research attempted to address the problem of migrant

victimization and the social exclusion they experienced in urban China

theoretically, data limitations have not allowed for a large-scale empirical

examination due to methodological and political challenges (Xu 2016),

until Sun Yat-sen University (SYSU) in Guangdong began to conduct the

China Labor Dynamic Survey (CLDS) in 2012. Not only did the survey

apply advanced Geographic Information System (GIS) sampling tech-

niques to survey migrant workers so that their sample would be nation-

ally representative, but importantly the survey also included a series of

vulnerability questions, including respondents’ victimization history and

deviant behaviors.

Using these data, the current study presents the first nationally repre-

sentative examination of victimization and its social correlates among

Chinese rural-to-urban migrants. Specifically, we explore (1) whether

there is higher risk of victimization among rural-to-urban migrants com-

pared to urban residents in China, and (2) if so, to what extent the prior

research findings on the mediating effects of social exclusion between

international immigration and victimization can be applied in the non-

West context of China. In so doing, results from the current study will

extend the nascent knowledge base by permitting a rigorous exploration of

the patterns and correlates of migrants’ victimization in China. Before we

turn to the results of our investigation, we provide an overview of the

theoretical and prior research issues on victimization and then within the

Chinese context.
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Theoretical Overview: Immigration, Social Exclusion,
and Victimization

An important omission from prior criminological, theoretical, and empirical

research with respect to explaining victimization is the lack of attention to

how the social structure may push potential victims into high-risk situa-

tions/circumstances in the first place (Miethe and Meier 1994; Sampson and

Lauritsen 1990; Xu 2009). We focus on one structural deficiency that

affects the lives of some marginalized groups and by extension, increases

their risk of criminal victimization: the systematic social exclusion they

suffer in a particular society (Gaetz 2004).

Social exclusion was originally defined in France in the 1970s to

describe ‘‘social misfits’’ unprotected by social insurance (Silver 1994).

Although social exclusion has emerged as a useful concept to understand

the process of social disintegration, there is no universally accepted defini-

tion. Here, we use a more systematic version developed by the University of

Bristol:

Social exclusion is a complex and multi-dimensional process. It involves the

lack or denial of resources, rights, goods and services, and the inability to

participate in the normal relationships and activities, available to the majority

of people in a society, whether in economic, social, cultural or political

arenas. It affects both the quality of life of individuals and the equity and

cohesion of society as a whole. (Levitas et al. 2007:9)

After recognizing that social exclusion is a multidimensional and accumu-

lative process, our next consideration is how social exclusion increases the

risk of victimization among marginalized populations in general and for

immigrants in particular. Examining homeless youth in Canada, Gaetz

(2004) argues that their social exclusion is manifested in several domains:

restricted public policies that reduce their capabilities to find suitable

employment and then develop a healthy lifestyle, denial of entry to safe

urban spaces, and limited social capital. Under the influence of such multi-

dimensional social exclusion, these youth are closer to more motivated

offenders, become more available as vulnerable targets, and have less capa-

ble guardians, consequently increasing their risk of victimization as routine

activity theory predicts (Cohen and Felson 1979).

Similar explanations can be applied to international immigrants. Prior

research finds that international immigrants, who often face systematic

exclusion from social development (Gore 1995), are also more likely to
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be victimized (Hanish and Guerra 2000; Le and Wallen 2009; Sulkowski

et al. 2014). Following the segmented assimilation framework, scholars in

the immigration field have identified several mechanisms contributing to

social exclusion of immigrants that may lead to their high risk of criminal

victimization. Below, we first introduce segmented assimilation and then

discuss the multidimensional social exclusion (linked with victimization)

derived from the segmented assimilation experienced by immigrants.

Over 90 years ago, Sutherland (1924) observed that immigrants often

underwent a slow process of acculturation and integration into mainstream

local communities. However, segmented assimilation theory points out that

not all immigrants must follow this linear track and ultimately adapt to the

host culture. The agency of immigrants and the interplay among individu-

als, cultures, and structures may all affect the process of acculturation and

integration (Morenoff and Astor 2006; Zhou and Lin 2005), and there are

different forms of adaptation among immigrants (Portes 1995; Pumariega,

Rothe, and Pumariega 2005). In short, segmented assimilation anticipates

that the hierarchical nature of the receiving society may constrain opportu-

nities of immigrants’ assimilation into various social strata, such as labor

markets, social relations, and neighborhoods (Akresh, Do, and Frank 2016;

Samson 2014). For example, some disadvantaged immigrants have very

limited access to decent employment, sufficient social support networks,

and secure communities in the United States. As a result, they may expe-

rience long-time exclusion (marginalization by the majority) instead of

conventional integration (mirroring the White middle class; Chen and

Zhong 2013; Fox and Guglielmo 2012; Ports and Rumbaut 2001).

First, some groups of immigrants are likely to be excluded from decent

employment. There are various explanations regarding the disadvantages of

these immigrants in the job market (Burchardt, Le Grand, and Piachaud

2002; Young 1999, 2007). Some believe that such immigrants lose their

motivation to work and rely on governmental assistance in their host soci-

eties. These immigrants are self-excluded from the society, although the

welfare state is partially responsible for engendering a state of ‘‘depen-

dency’’ (Murray 1994, 1999; Murray and Lister 1996). Some scholars

emphasize discrimination against immigration or minority groups, making

many of them unable to find satisfactory employment (Wacquant 2008).

And still others highlight the roles of institutions and systems, such as

capitalism and globalization. Through technological transformation and

downsizing of the economy, some low-skilled immigrant workers have

become unnecessary and redundant for late capitalism (Bauman 2000,

2004, 2005). Although explanations vary, exclusion from decent
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employment may increase immigrants’ attraction to likely offenders and

hence increase their likelihood of being victimized. For instance, prior

studies have found that Latino immigrants in the United States often take

low-skilled jobs due to their illegal status and insufficient knowledge; such

jobs are likely to pay in cash and make these immigrants look like ‘‘walking

ATM (Automated Teller Machine),’’ so that they are more likely to expe-

rience robbery and wage theft (Barranco and Shihadeh 2015; Fussell 2011).

Second, exclusion from sufficient social support networks in the receiv-

ing societies also contributes to the high level of victimization among

immigrants. According to the voluminous social network and social support

literature (cf. Gottlieb 1978; Vega, Kolody, and Valle 1987), the immigra-

tion process is often linked with the ‘‘loss’’ of important network ties that

could provide multiple supporting functions, including information/

resource help (instrumental support) and emotional nurturance (expressive

support). Immigrants have to rebuild their networks in the destination, and

as a result, the social support networks of new immigrants may shape their

acculturative experience (Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. 2006; Vega et al. 1991).

Unfortunately, the acceptance of immigrants by the host society varies from

being neutral to being hostile; some immigrants’ communities are tightly

knit while others are not (Ports and Rumbaut 2001). Immigrants would

encounter serious difficulties to reconstitute their instrumental and emo-

tional support networks if they are living with local social rejection (i.e.,

lack of local friends) and with weak coethnic ties (i.e., absence of relatives

or hometown acquaintances). Instead of integrating into the mainstream

society, such immigrants are likely to enter into an ‘‘exclusion’’ mode of

acculturation and face many disadvantages due to their marginalization,

such as poverty, stress, and a high rate of criminal offending and victimiza-

tion (Chen and Zhong 2013; Forster et al. 2015; Portes 1995; Weeks 2001;

Zhou and Bankston III 1994). In sum, as an outcome of their immigration

experience, some immigrants might be excluded by the social majority and

pushed into risky routines and lifestyles. On this score, a recent study by

Sulkowski et al. (2014) found that immigrant youth in the United States

were more likely to be victimized by physical aggression because of the

prevalent anti-immigrant sentiment among their local peers. As well, due to

such nativism, many bystanders may not go out of their way to help immi-

grant victims. Thus, to some extent, the shortage of social support networks

in a hostile society demonstrates the insufficient informal guardianship in

the face of crime so that such immigrants are more likely to be victimized.

Third, the exclusion from relatively safe communities may also increase

immigrants’ risk of criminal victimization. Due to limited financial
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resources and the exclusive housing market/policies in the receiving soci-

eties, certain groups of immigrants are more likely to reside in poor ethnic

enclaves with concentrated disadvantage (Andersson 2012; Van Kempen

and Ozuekren 1998). Their modes of assimilation and subsequent life expe-

rience are thus constrained by such neighborhood segregation and different

from the other groups of immigrants who locate in better communities

(Akresh et al. 2016; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Following the classic work

emerging from the Chicago School, people living in criminogenic commu-

nities may experience high levels of offending and victimization. In the

United States, many immigrants come from less-developed nations, and

they have historically been concentrated in ethnic enclaves with high turn-

over rates. Heterogeneity and high residential mobility for immigrants not

only impede residents’ ability to sustain reciprocal and interdependent rela-

tionships but also intensify distrust and conflict within and among diverse

groups, weakening informal neighborhood controls, and boosting crime and

victimization rates (Shaw and McKay 1942). Consistent with Shaw and

McKay, Frank, Cerdá, and Redón (2007) identify that there is an increasing

likelihood of risky health behaviors among Latino youth if they are living in

communities with a higher concentration of Latinos and poverty. In addi-

tion, the inadequate and inefficient public control contributes to the high

risk of victimization in immigrant-concentrated communities. The police

are often understaffed or become indifferent toward these communities,

resulting in less protection from official guardians when crime happens

(Anderson 1978; Venkatesh 2008). On the other hand, more recent social

disorganization literature shows that the level of social cohesion (or collec-

tive efficacy) in the neighborhood is negatively related to crime (Sampson

and Raudenbush 1999; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997). In sharp

contrast to the early work of Shaw and McKay, Sampson, Morenoff, and

Raudenbush (2005) argue that Mexican American neighborhoods in fact

provide collective efficacy (sharing similar values and becoming more

involved in community issues) and other revitalizing effects for immigrants,

including new arrivals with minimal language and labor skills. Thus, these

homogeneous neighborhoods may actually be beneficial for immigrants, so

that residents have diminished opportunities to be victimized, although such

enclaves may remain relatively excluded from mainstream society.

Recently, scholars have started to offer more comprehensive explana-

tions about such immigrant revitalization effects: Instead of all enclaves,

only well-established coethnic communities with necessary infrastructure

(i.e., strong informal social control and long-standing ties to mainstream

political, economic, and social institutions) could have a high level of social
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integration and protect immigrants from crime and victimization (Ramey

2013; Velez and Lyons 2012). That is, immigrants living in newly estab-

lished enclaves with weak power in the receiving society are the most risky

group in terms of victimization.

With this larger theoretical backdrop in hand, we now situate this line of

work within the Chinese context that comprises the location of our research.

Internal Migration, Social Exclusion, and Victimization
in China

Notably, there should be both similarities and differences between interna-

tional immigrants and internal migrants. To what extent, the aforemen-

tioned research findings on immigrants’ victimization derived from the

Western studies can be applied into the experience of Chinese internal

migrants remains unexamined. For instance, international immigrants are

usually far away from sending countries, and the main purpose is to get

settled down permanently in receiving countries. The strong permanent

migration will motivate them to form mutual support networks and avoid

risky lifestyles which may threaten their permanent migrant status (Zhou

1992). On the contrary, internal migrants in China are blocked from settling

down permanently in receiving cities due to the institutional barrier of the

Hukou system (Chan and Buckingham 2008; Chan and Zhang 1999).

Chinese Hukou, or household registration system, was established in the

late 1950s to prevent internal migration and tighten social control in Mao’s

China. According to Hukou system, individuals are assigned to either a rural

(agriculture) Hukou or an urban (nonagriculture) Hukou. Citizens with

urban Hukou can enjoy a comprehensive social welfare system including,

but not limited to jobs, public housing, medical care, pension, and educa-

tion, while those with rural Hukou are systematically excluded from these

benefits. With the increasing demand of labor (and laborers) in cities when

China started its economic reform and opening-up policy in the 1980s, the

control of internal migration was gradually loosened, and hundreds of mil-

lions of people moved to cities seeking employment. However, those with

rural Hukou can hardly change their Hukou to urban and enjoy the same

social welfare as their urban counterparts even if they have worked and

lived in cities for decades. Currently, Hukou becomes the major mechanism

of social exclusion for millions of Chinese internal migrants. As a result, for

Chinese rural-to-urban migrants, their migration to cities is largely work

oriented and always temporary due to institutional exclusion. Most of the

time, they migrate individually rather than migrate with the whole family
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(Cai and Wang 2007). Being excluded from various urban social welfare,

the rootless migrants in China can hardly integrate into urban societies (Yan

2008). Therefore, Chinese internal migrants may experience a different, or

at least partially different, story in criminal victimization compared to

international immigrants in the West.

Along with China’s rapid urbanization and influx of rural-to-urban

migrants in urban China, the country’s crime rate has also increased. It is

widely observed that increasing numbers of rural-to-urban migrants are a

main reason of the upward trajectory of crime and victimization in contem-

porary China (Wang 2002). The majority of street crime offenders in urban

China, especially in the economically developed southeastern coastal areas,

are rural-to-urban migrants. For example, one study in Guangzhou and

Shenzhen showed that migrants are the subjects of 80 to 90 percent of

police arrests (Wang 2006). However, international victimization research

has long demonstrated that for interpersonal crimes, offenders and victims

are more often recruited from similar backgrounds (Anderson 1990; Bour-

gois 2003; Hampton, Gulotta, and Ramos 2006). Some survey research in

subareas of China does indicate that internal migrants and their children are

more likely than local citizens to be victimized (Chen and Zhong 2012;

Cheung 2013). Other studies based on official statistics identify that for

urban violent crimes, most of the victims are migrant workers (Xu and Song

2005). One qualitative study also reports that migrants living in urban

villages (i.e., Chinese urban slums where migrants concentrate) face

increased odds of experiencing theft, robbery, assault, and sexual assault

(Zhong 2010).

Very few studies have explored the mechanism of the high risk of crim-

inal victimization among Chinese rural-to-urban migrants. In studying the

victimization of a particular group of migrants, motorcycle taxi drivers in a

city from southern China, Xu (2009) demonstrates that migrant drivers’ risk

of being robbed was more than 10 times higher than their local counterparts.

One of the main reasons for the high risk of being robbed for migrants is

local government’s discriminatory policy in banning motorcycles which

prevents migrants from using motorcycles while local citizens could use

them legally. In this way, migrant motorcycle taxi drivers are excluded from

legitimate employment and then lose the legal protection. Although they

lack a theoretical approach to victimization, some China-specific studies

(Yang and Guo 1996; Zhao 2011) have identified rural-to-urban migrants as

being highly excluded from professional or even normal white-collar jobs

due to the Hukou limitation (many jobs are only open for urban natives),

lack of relations in the market, and their weak human capital (also due to
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long term rural–urban inequality in the education domain). Their exclusion

from the higher-level jobs in a global capitalist economy is further deterio-

rated by various exclusionary local government policies (Huang, Xue, and

Li 2014).

Similar to international immigrants, rural-to-urban migrants in China

suffer from the lack of a sufficient social support network. Internal migrants

in China move to urban areas with a distance from their original family and

friends in their rural hometowns. They thus risk losing their old social ties

and have to restore their social support network in their receiving societies

(Tong and Piotrowski 2012). In Chinese cities, migrants rely highly on their

hometown networks or familial support (Wu, Chen, and Sung-Chan 2014;

Xiang 2000; Zhang 2001). Such networks could provide rural-to-urban

migrants both information/resource assistance for better jobs and emotional

support when encountering negative life events such as discrimination and

victimization (Cheung 2013; Jin et al. 2012; Zhao 2003; Zhong 2010). Due

to prevalent social rejection in urban China, there are great difficulties for

rural-to-urban migrants to develop strong social ties with urban residents.

For example, Lan (2014) points out that migrant children are more likely to

experience social segregation at urban public schools, and there are tangible

social boundaries between migrant and local students in the same class-

room; local students may directly express hostility to bully migrant children

due to their hometown accent, academic inferiority, ‘‘uncivilized’’ posture,

and lack of wealth.

Moreover, Chinese internal migrants are often excluded from main-

stream urban neighborhoods with relatively good public order, strong

conformity to law, a beautiful and clean environment, and a harmonious

neighborhood relationship, though some local governments have tried to

improve the safety of migrant-concentrated neighborhoods (Zhong and

Broadhurst 2007). There are consistent findings that Chinese rural-to-

urban migrants tend to reside in poor enclaves (urban villages) charac-

terized by high population density, low level of regulation, unhealthy

living environment, frequent safety, and other social problems (Liu

et al. 2010; Zhong 2010; Zhou and Cai 2008). However, although they

are more likely to be victimized in such risky neighborhoods, many

migrants do not want to move out since they value the low living cost

and the supportive hometown social networks developed in these

enclaves (Chen and Chen 2015; Wu et al. 2014). In other words, spatial

segregation in urban China will continue and rural-to-urban migrants are

stuck in these enclaves with minimal chance to achieve geographical

upward mobility.
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Current Study

Synthesizing the above criminological and migration/immigration research,

this study adopts an integrative framework of migration, social exclusion,

and victimization and outlines three specific hypotheses: (1) rural-to-urban

migrants are more likely than urban residents to be victimized; (2) internal

migration in China may lead to migrants’ multidimensional social exclusion

from decent employment, sufficient social support network, and safe com-

munities; and (3) the multidimensional social exclusion mediates the direct

relationship between internal migration and victimization for these

migrants.

Method

Data and Sample

The CLDS is a large-scale biannual cross-sectional household survey

designed and conducted by the social survey center at SYSU, China. The

first round of this survey was completed in 2012. This nationally represen-

tative survey applied multistage cluster proportionate probability sampling

methods: Primary sampling units (PSUs) include 2,282 city districts and

counties in overall China after balancing the population size of each prov-

ince, streets, and townships. Secondary sampling units (SSU) are urban

neighborhood committees, rural village committees, and then 35 families

in each SSU. Working populations in this survey are defined as individuals

above 15 years old; all family members above 15 were interviewed. The

SSU questionnaire (answered by neighborhood/rural committees and sur-

vey interviewers), family, and individual questionnaires were separately

designed, but the data analyst was able to link all three levels together by

matching identification numbers. In each selected SSU, the survey admin-

istrators use GIS sampling methods, so that migrant families without an

urban Hukou registration would be included in the sampling frame. The

final sample for 2012 includes 42 urban PSUs and 140 urban SSUs covering

all major cities in Guangdong province (oversampling Guangdong) and

Eastern, Central, and Western China. In total, there are 4,900 families in

the final urban family sample. Among these urban families, about one tenth

includes migrant workers. The present study focuses only on the normal

working population in urban China (ages 15–64), including both rural-to-

urban migrants and local workers. Respondents who reported that they were

enrolled at school or were retired are excluded in the analysis. The final

sample size is 3,846, including 3,123 urban residents (with urban Hukou)
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and 723 rural-to-urban migrants. Here, respondents with a rural Hukou and

those who have lived away from their registered permanent residence

(rural) over half a year are classified as rural-to-urban migrants.

Measures

Dependent variable. The hypotheses are tested through logistic regression

models (see details in Analysis Strategy section). In the CLDS, respon-

dents are asked to report whether they have experienced blackmail/inti-

midation, assault, fraud, theft, and robbery in the past 12 months. Our

dependent variable is scored one (1) if the respondent experienced any of

the five victimization types, and zero (0) if no victimizations were

experienced.

Migration and social exclusion. We first use ‘‘being rural-to-urban migrants’’

(1 ¼ yes; 0 ¼ no) as the major independent variable, as well as com-

monly used control variables in victimization studies. Then, we intro-

duce social exclusion indicators as mediators between migration and

victimization. Following our hypotheses, the model addresses how

migration may lead to migrant workers’ victimization through three

different mechanisms of social exclusion. To measure social exclusion,

we use three dimensions: employment (to determine whether they were

excluded by the more advanced job market in urban areas), social

network (to assess whether they had sufficient interactions with main-

stream societies), and types of residential communities (to see whether

they were blocked by the urban housing institution and thus had limited

access to safe places).

In the domain of employment, there are three specific indicators. The

first is risky jobs. Prior literature has identified that Latino immigrants are

more likely to be robbed because of their risky jobs (Barranco and Shihadeh

2015), such as low-skilled jobs that the workers often work outside or carry

a lot of cash. Six occupations in this survey are considered as being riskier

than others, including manual workers, low-level skilled workers, low-level

clerks, small private businessmen, and staff in retail trade and other ser-

vices. Educational attainment has also been used to rank various occupa-

tions (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2006). In China, rural residents often

view higher level of education as the access to ‘‘clean jobs’’ in cities (Lan

2014). We thus include education as the second indicator in this employ-

ment dimension, ranking from 6 to 22 years in the full sample. In addition,

unemployment has been identified as a risk factor in previous victimization
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studies since unemployed people are more likely to appear on the street and

thus become more exposed to likely offenders (Maxfield 1987; Sampson

and Wooldredge 1987).

Following prior migration/immigration studies, the social network is

also measured by three variables: (a) local language proficiency, ranging

from 1 (cannot understand or speak at all) to 5 (very proficient), (b) number

of local friends/acquaintances who can provide support and help, ranging

from 1 (none) to 5 (16 or above), and (c) living alone (1 ¼ yes, 0 ¼ no),

meaning that there are no friends/partners/family members living in the

same household, and the person may be very marginalized in this society

(Messner et al. 2007).

Immigrants/migrants may lack access to communities with order and

stability, so that they are more likely to experience crime and victimization

(Shaw and McKay 1942). Mainly derived from the social disorganization

literature, we identify three risky characteristics of the communities in

which the respondents live: weak social cohesion, high proportion of

migrants, and low level of public control. Similar to Sampson et al.

(1997), we use three questions to measure neighborhood social cohesion:

‘‘Do you think people in your neighborhood are familiar with each other?’’

‘‘Do you think people in this neighborhood trust each other?’’ and ‘‘Do you

think people in the neighborhood would help each other when needed?’’

Answers to each were indicated on a Likert-type scale from 1 ¼ certainly

not to 5 ¼ certainly so. We then compute a social cohesion index by

aggregating and summing the individual-level responses in the same neigh-

borhood. The reliability coefficient of this index is .78. In the full sample,

the final scores of this index range from 3 to 15. To measure the migrant

proportion in each community, we match the individual questionnaire and

the SSU questionnaire since the SSU questionnaire contains the following

two questions: ‘‘number of total population in this neighborhood’’ and

‘‘number of population without local Hukou in this neighborhood.’’ We

can then calculate the rate of migrants in this particular neighborhood.

The mean migrant rate for all communities in the full sample is 27.4

percent. Also matching the individual and the SSU questionnaire, the level

of public control is measured by the rate of households enjoying basic

living allowances (Dibao, a major type of social welfare for poor families

in China) among all households in the neighborhood. In China, Dibao is a

social welfare policy available only to urban residents but not to rural-to-

urban migrants (Gustafsson and Deng 2011). A neighborhood with more

Dibao households in fact implies that the local government takes good

care of this neighborhood instead of an indicator of poverty level in this
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neighborhood. Using the full sample, the mean Dibao coverage of these

communities is 3.9 percent.

Control variables. We control for age, gender (1 ¼ male), and social class

in our logistic regression models. For social class, we use subjective

social status ranging from 1 (lowest) to 10 (highest) since the objective

income measure in the survey contains substantial missing values. Yu

(2015) has tested and supported the validity of this subjective social

status measure in the CLDS 2012. In many immigration studies, the

origins of the immigrants are usually controlled since such origins or

ethnic identities indicate the differences of the sending societies (Bian-

chi, Buonanno, and Pinotti 2012). Chinese internal migrants only have

hometowns instead of home countries. We thus control regions of the

migrants (i.e., East, West, and Middle of China). Here, we use ‘‘East of

China’’ to compare with the other regions since East is the most devel-

oped region in China. Prior victimization studies also found a signifi-

cant positive relationship between personal deviance and his or her

victimization experience (Anderson 1999). We thus control for drinking,

the only available self-reported deviant behavior in the CLDS. The level

of drinking is measured by self-reported weekly frequency (how many

times do you often drink in one week), ranging from 0 to 35 in the

full sample.

Analysis Strategy

We first conduct descriptive analysis for all variables using the full sample,

including both migrants and urban residents. Then, we test the mean

differences of these variables between migrants and local residents using

t-tests. By comparison, we identify distinctive disadvantages faced by

migrants (see Table 1 for detailed results). In the second stage of the

analysis, we first run correlations and estimate variance inflation factor

tests (available from the authors). The results do not show any multicolli-

nearity problems among our independent variables and control variables.

We then perform Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) and logistic regression

models to examine the impact of migrant status on all potential mediators

(the aforementioned nine measures of social exclusion). The results are

summarized in Table 2. Lastly, using the full sample, we run full logistic

regression models to test the direct effect of migrant status on victimization

and the mediating effects of social exclusion between migrant status and

victimization. The effect of migration on victimization should become
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insignificant (or at least much smaller) if measures of social exclusion are in

fact acting as mediators between migration and victimization. We also run

the models separately for migrants and urban residents, including the

significant mediators identified in previous stages and necessary controls.

By comparing the results of these two models, we can better understand

the distinct mechanisms between social exclusion and victimization

among migrants compared to their urban counterparts. Table 3 shows the

logistic regression results of all these models.1

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Rural-to-urban Migrants and Urban Hukou
Holders.

Variables

Full Sample Migrant Urban

t-test
statistics

N ¼ 3,846 n ¼ 723 n ¼ 3,123

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Migrant 0.176 0.381
Victimization 0.144 0.351 0.216 0.412 0.129 0.335 –5.110***

Job segregation
Risky job 0.500 0.500 0.539 0.499 0.491 0.500 –1.969*
Education 11.472 3.154 9.690 2.738 11.853 3.107 14.557***
Unemployed 0.048 0.214 0.057 0.232 0.046 0.211 –0.992

Social segregation
Live alone 0.056 0.230 0.108 0.310 0.045 0.208 –5.600***
Local network 2.830 1.274 2.516 1.177 2.897 1.284 6.181***
Local language
proficiency

4.729 0.841 3.461 1.439 5.000 0.000 52.286***

Community segregation
Proportion of

Dibao household
3.923 6.439 2.293 4.882 4.271 6.675 6.339***

Percentage of
migrants

0.274 0.273 0.451 0.313 0.237 0.247 –16.921***

Social cohesion 9.195 2.402 8.241 2.423 9.398 2.348 10.045***
Control variables

Age 38.275 11.997 32.884 10.245 39.426 12.032 11.425***
Male 0.498 0.500 0.512 0.500 0.495 0.500 –0.688
Drinking 0.800 2.001 0.917 2.174 0.775 1.962 –1.451y
Subjective social

status
4.412 1.728 4.045 1.807 4.490 1.701 5.308***

Eastern area 0.503 0.500 0.639 0.481 0.474 0.499 –6.807***

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. yp < .1.
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Results

Table 1 shows that migrants and local residents have substantial differences

in terms of both victimization and social exclusion. Consistent with the first

hypothesis, victimization risks among migrants are significantly higher than

those of urban residents (21.6 percent vs. 12.9 percent). In our supplemental

analyses, we find that compared to urban residents, migrants in fact have

significantly greater risks of victimization for assault, robbery, theft, and

fraud (results are available from the authors). There is no significant dif-

ference between the two groups in terms of blackmail/intimidation perhaps

because such offenses are very rare. Consistent with prior research,

migrants are more socially excluded. Compared to their urban counterparts,

migrants report a significantly higher percentage of taking a risky job (53.9

percent vs. 49.1 percent), less average years of education (9.7 vs. 11.9), a

higher percentage of living alone (10.8 percent vs. 4.5 percent), less average

number of local friends/acquaintances (2.5 vs. 2.9), and lower average level

of local language proficiency (3.5 vs. 5). Notably, there is no significant

difference between migrants and urban residents in terms of the percentage

of being unemployed. In comparison with urban residents, migrants are also

significantly more likely to reside in a risky community with lower Dibao

coverage rate (2.3 percent vs. 4.3 percent), higher proportion of migrants

(4.5 percent vs. 2.4 percent), and lower level of social cohesion (8.2 vs. 9.4).

Among the control variables, migrants are significantly younger (mean age

¼ 32.9) than urban residents (mean age ¼ 39.4); migrants also drink more

frequently than urban respondents (0.9 vs. 0.8). Migrants also report sig-

nificantly lower scores of subjective social status (mean score ¼ 4.0) than

urban residents (mean score ¼ 4.5). Migrants in this sample are more likely

to come from eastern areas (63.9 percent), indicating that the most devel-

oped areas in China (East of China) may provide more incentives and

opportunities for poor rural peasants in the same region to move into adja-

cent cities. Significantly different from the regional distribution of

migrants, urban respondents in this survey are more diversified (47.4 per-

cent from East and 52.6 percent from other regions of China). However,

there is no significant gender difference between the two groups, with both

male and female respondents around 50 percent, reflecting the high quality

of the survey’s GIS sampling methods.

Table 2 reports the OLS or logistic regression results of the relationship

between migrant status and social exclusion, controlling for age, gender,

deviant behavior, subjective status, and region. As hypothesized, we find

that migrant status has significant positive effects on the possibilities of
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taking risky jobs (model 1.1) and living alone (model 1.6), whereas migra-

tion is negatively related to years of education (model 1.2), level of local

language proficiency (model 1.4), and number of local supportive contacts

(model 1.3). Being a rural-to-urban migrant also significantly increases the

chance of living in urban neighborhoods with lower level of social cohesion

(model 1.7), higher proportion of migrants (model 1.8), and smaller Dibao

coverage (model 1.9). These results strongly imply that rural-to-urban

migration does increase a person’s vulnerability to obtain decent employ-

ment, sufficient supportive local network, and access to safe communities in

urban areas. The relationship between migrant status and unemployment is

the only insignificant one, suggesting that rural-to-urban migrants may be

not very disadvantaged compared to urban residents in terms of job hunting.

Facing the labor shortage of developed areas in China, it may be easy for

rural-to-urban migrants to find a job in cities without considering the quality

of the job (Cai and Li 2015).

Next, we closely test the mediating effects of social exclusion between

migrant status and victimization. We first examine the direct effect of

migrant status on victimization with all control variables (model 2.1). This

model confirms that migrant status significantly increases the likelihood of

being victimized. Next, we introduce the eight potential social exclusion

mediators (identified in Table 2) into the model to understand why migra-

tion may potentially increase the risk of victimization. The three domains of

social exclusion are examined separately in models 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4. Except

for the lack of local network, all of the other types of social exclusion

significantly increase the risks of victimization. Contrary to our hypothesis,

the higher number of local friends/acquaintances who can provide support

and help increases the risk of victimization. This finding indicates that the

extensive local network may be a risk factor of victimization (i.e., meaning

more opportunities to socialize with people outside) instead of forces pro-

tecting people from social segregation and victimization. In each of the

three models, the effects of migration on victimization are also reduced

after we introduce a group of social exclusion indicators. For example, once

we include the three measures on community segregation, the coefficient of

migrant is reduced from .472 (p < .001) to .303 (p < .01).

Next, we combine all three domains of social exclusion into model 2.5.

One noteworthy finding is that after we include all these social exclusion

variables, the effect of migrant becomes insignificant, and the coefficient

also drops by 76.7 percent, from .472 to .110, suggesting that the mediating

effects of social exclusion are supported in the full sample. In general,

model 2.5 reflects that migration increases the risks of victimization mainly
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through job, social, and community segregation in urban areas. Notably,

the effects of local network are still contrary to our hypothesis. In this

comprehensive model, local language proficiency becomes insignificant

perhaps because the number of urban residents is much higher than the

number of migrants in the full sample. For urban residents, their local

language skills are considered universally high, and thus the variance of

this variable is low.

Lastly, we divide the full sample into two groups (migrant vs. urban) and

run the logistic regression models separately for these two groups (see

Table 3). Model 2.6 shows the effects of social exclusion on victimization

among migrants, whereas model 2.7 reports the corresponding effects for

urban residents. For urban respondents, the results are very similar to those

shown in model 2.5: Except for social segregation, all of the other types of

social exclusion significantly increase the likelihood of being victimized.

Thus, for Chinese urban residents, their victimization risks are more related

to the communities they live in and the nature of their jobs more so than

their social relations. However, in the migrant model, only risky job, local

network, and Dibao rate remain significant or approach significance. Con-

trary to our expectation, the relationship between local network in fact

increase migrants’ victimization risks instead of lowering it and holding a

risky job also turns to be a protective factor for migrants to reduce their risks

of being victimized. Compared to the other types of social exclusion, living

in unsafe places with a low level of official care and control seems more

important when explaining migrants’ high risk of victimization.

Consistent with previous findings in the victimization literature (Cohen,

Kluegel, and Land 1981; Tseloni et al. 2004), across models in Table 3,

young people are more likely to be victimized. We also find that drinking

has a positive effect on victimization, but only in the urban sample. For

rural-to-urban migrants, drinking is not significantly related to victimiza-

tion perhaps because rural-to-urban migrants have yet to adopt urban values

and lifestyles, so that their drinking behaviors take different forms (Shen

and Zhong 2015). A higher level of subjective social status can significantly

reduce migrants’ victimization, meaning social upward mobility does pro-

vide substantive protections for migrants. Surprisingly, such effects do not

exist in the urban model. The reason may lie in the fact that a long period of

rural–urban divide in China has made urban citizens collectively (regardless

of their hierarchical social status within cities) more beneficial than rural

people (Zhao 2011). As we expect, the eastern area can significantly reduce

the risks of victimization among urban residents. However, this regional

measure has no significant effects on migrants’ victimization. The
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disadvantages faced by different geographical groups of migrants thus

might be universal in China. No gender effects were observed in both the

migrant and urban models.

Discussion and Conclusion

According to segmented assimilation theory, not all immigrants are likely to

be socially excluded in various mainstream social strata and thus they may

not face high risks of victimization. For example, some immigrants are

professionals or speak fluent English, so that their life experiences would

be similar to Whites (Fox and Guglielmo 2012; Samson 2014). Hispanics

who settle down in the long-established coethnic communities actually

engage in lower crime (Bersani 2014; Bersani, Loughran, and Piquero

2014) and experience lower rates of victimization as collective efficacy

among immigrants may protect them from being victimized (Morenoff and

Astor 2006; Sampson et al. 2005). Empirical research in the West identifies

that certain groups of immigrants experience more victimization mainly

because of the multidimensional social exclusion they suffer in receiving

countries, such as being excluded from decent employment, safe commu-

nities, and sufficient social support (Anderson 1978; Venkatesh 2008).

In China, rapid urbanization, industrialization, and modernization have

occurred concomitant with an unprecedented rise in crime and victimization

rates in the past three decades (Xu and Liu 2015). One particularly note-

worthy fact is the realization that different groups experience differential

risks of criminal victimization, with rural-to-urban migrants experiencing a

higher risk of victimization than urban residents. This study utilized the first

nationally representative labor survey data, the 2012 CLDS, to rigorously

examine the risks of criminal victimization as well as some of the potential

mechanisms underlying differences among urban and rural-to-urban

migrants. In particular, we examined the extent to which common research

findings in Western research on the meditating roles of social exclusion

between international immigration and criminal victimization can be

applied to explain victimization for rural-to-urban migrants in China, and

what factors may be unique to Chinese migrants with respect to affecting

their risk of victimization.

The results confirmed that rural-to-urban migrants’ risks of victimization

in China were considerably higher than their local counterparts in terms of

both property (e.g., theft and fraud) and violent (e.g., robbery and assault)

crime. We also found a significant positive link between internal migration

and criminal victimization, even after we controlled for their originality
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(‘‘region’’ is insignificant in the following migration model) and other

personal characteristics. Our findings are consistent with those drawn from

some small-scale, nonrepresentative data in previous research (Cheung

2013; Xu and Song 2005). Yet, our work is also the first to demonstrate

the elevated risks of victimization among nationwide rural-to-urban

migrants in China. Rather than falling into different modes of assimilative

experience, various groups of rural-to-urban migrants seem to face univer-

sal disadvantages in terms of victimization. One reason may be due to

China’s unique institutional arrangements through the Hukou system which

strongly limits the life chances of all of these migrants to obtain full urban

citizenship, including housing, education, welfare, and security in cities

(Chan and Buckingham 2008; Solinger 1999). This feature of internal

migration not only mismatches the international immigration process but

also distinguishes China from the early stages of the United States (Blau and

Duncan 1967; Greenwood 1997) and many other developing countries

(Bhagat 2008; Brockerhoff 1994; Phan 2008; Tunali 1996), where types

of internal migration are vastly diversified across regions/racial groups and

many internal migrants could achieve assimilation/upward mobility in the

destination.

We then turned our attention to whether migrating from rural to urban

areas in China increases various dimensions of social exclusion among

these migrants. As we expected, such migration experience significantly

increases nearly all types of social exclusion (except unemployment). Com-

pared to their urban counterparts, rural-to-urban migrants in China have

significantly less access to decent employment (more likelihood of taking

risky jobs and shorter years of education), a supportive social network

(more likelihood of living alone, less local friends and weaker local lan-

guage skills), and safe communities (more likely to live in communities

with minimum welfare coverage, concentrated migrants and low level of

social cohesion). Such findings are consistent with research about certain

groups of international immigrants who fall into the exclusion model of

assimilation (Burchardt et al. 2002; Forster et al. 2015; Portes and Rumbaut

2001; Venkatesh 2008; Weeks 2001). Prior China-specific studies have also

pointed out all these types of social exclusion suffered by Chinese migrants,

though they lacked the national-level evidence or theoretical linkages with

assimilation that we were able to showcase herein (see Lan 2014; Liu et al.

2010; Wu et al. 2014; Zhao 2011).

However, when we examined whether the above three dimensions of

social exclusion could explain the high risks of victimization suffered by

Chinese rural-to-urban migrants, only the relationship between Dibao
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(measuring ‘‘community segregation’’) and victimization was consistent

with our hypothesis. That is, the higher risks of victimization among migrants

were mainly due to their social exclusion from safe communities that are well

protected by the local government (with more Dibao coverage). To some

extent, if the Chinese government could try to provide relatively equal care

and protection to all communities (both migrant communities like urban

villages and normal urban communities concentrated by urban natives),

migrants’ victimization risks would be significantly reduced. Such findings

again emphasize that the institutional/official arrangement, not the other

social strata such as labor market and social relations, plays a critical role

in reducing the vulnerabilities of all migrants in China. This is a distinctive

structural feature in the process of Chinese internal migration, rarely seen in

the international immigration literature and the internal migration studies in

other societies. The current, highly unequal institutional settings to migrant

workers are also possibly an important source of other types of social exclu-

sion. Future work should elaborate the relationship between the exclusive

official policies and the segregation from other social strata with more infor-

mation about both central and local policies in China.

Also contrary to prior findings in the immigration–victimization litera-

ture (see Fussell 2011; Barranco and Shihadeh 2015), although Chinese

migrant workers are more likely to take risky jobs compared to their local

counterparts, such risky jobs in fact reduced their likelihood of being victi-

mized instead of increasing it. It might be related to China’s unique ‘‘dor-

mitory labor regime’’ (Pun and Smith 2007:42). Derived from both the

legacies of state socialism and the expansion of global capitalism, Chinese

migrant workers who take factory jobs in urban areas (usually low-skilled

jobs) are likely to be accommodated into dormitories within or close to their

factories, which is sharply different from the conventional work–life

separation model. By combining the working and residential space, facto-

ries could exert their strict control over not only the production sphere but

also the private sphere of the workers, which allows frequent overtime work

and reduces the bargaining power of the workers. Such factory dormitories

are highly monitored, and thus workers are less likely to experience victi-

mization inside. For example, the Taiwanese-owned Foxconn Technology

Group (China), the world’s largest contract manufacturer of electronics

(i.e., iPhones), currently has more than 400,000 low-skilled migrant work-

ers (jobs requiring no experience or qualifications) and 33 high-rise dormi-

tory buildings in Shenzhen, one of the four most developed cities in

Mainland China. The accommodation, food, social, and leisure activities

of workers are all provided within the wall of ‘‘Foxconn Campus.’’
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However, lack of opportunities to be victimized by street criminals does not

mean such living arrangements are entirely beneficial for these migrant

workers. Instead, the workers suffer a lot from subordination, alienation,

low wages, long working hours, and separation from families, resulting in

an increased risk of suicide, high turnover rates, and other types of resis-

tance (Pun and Chan 2012). With the growth of global monopoly capital,

such dormitory labor regimes favored by employers is likely to be prevalent

in other developing countries. Future studies should try to explore the

balancing mechanism between capital and labor, so that workers could

reduce both criminal victimizations and labor grievances.

Another distinctive feature related to the sphere of job market in China is

the insignificant relationship between migration and unemployment. To

examine why this may be the case, we estimated additional analyses to

include unemployment in our full regression model, although it is appar-

ently not a mediator between migration and victimization (available from

authors). Our earlier analyses showed that the risks of being unemployed

are not significantly different between migrants and urban residents in

China, which differs from the pattern identified in the West (Gore 1995).

This pattern may be related to the large demand of low-level workers in

Chinese urban areas since China is now experiencing rapid economic

growth and China’s economy is still dominated by labor-intensive sectors;

some cities even encounter labor shortage and have to increase salaries to

attract more migrant workers (Cai and Li 2015). The additional analysis

further implies that unemployment is an important risk factor of victimiza-

tion for urban people, which is consistent with prior victimization studies in

the West (Sampson and Wooldredge 1987), but this is not the case in the

migrant model. More importantly, for Chinese migrants, the relationship

between unemployment and victimization is negative though not signifi-

cant. One previous study interviewed some unemployed female migrants in

urban villages, and the findings indicated that they had to give up their jobs

and stay at home to take care of their children and cook for their husbands in

large part because the salary of female migrants is extremely low in sweat-

shops, and it is not worthwhile for them to go to work with heavy trans-

portation (the several major migrant receiving cities in China are

geographically large), meal, and child-care costs (Zhong 2010). Thus, being

unemployed does not mean that migrants will search for jobs on the street,

but as a temporary household arrangement. Instead, they may be less likely

to be victimized due to their fewer opportunities to socialize with others and

go out. Future studies could directly compare the lifestyles of the employed

and the unemployed migrant workers and examine which group is more

Zhong et al. 503



attractive to motivated offenders and has less capable informal guardians.

Such studies are also necessary in other developing countries with similar

labor-intensive economy characterized by sweatshops.

Notably, the relationship between local social ties and migrant’s victi-

mization is positive, which is opposite to our expectation. As we have

discussed, Chinese migrants face extreme difficulties in establishing strong

local ties due to prevalent social rejection or discrimination from urban

residents (Lan 2014; Zhao 2011). Therefore, for migrants who have

reported sufficient number of local supportive social contacts in this survey,

they must spend great effort in crossing the social boundaries and develop-

ing such ‘‘guanxi,’’ a Chinese version of interpersonal relations. It is pos-

sible that they have to attend many more social events outside and/or in the

evening (i.e., dining out or going to the bar) compared to other migrant

workers, which may themselves be risky and increase the likelihood of

victimization among Chinese urban residents (Messner et al. 2007). That

is, instead of providing instrumental and emotional help, the local ties may

alter migrants’ lifestyles and increase their assimilation to the high-risk

local population, resulting in a higher likelihood of victimization among

this group of migrants. If so, such findings would be consonant with another

group of studies asserting that more assimilated immigrants are in fact more

likely to be victimized in Western societies instead of immigrants with

strong traditional values (Adams, Todorova, and Falcón 2015; Morenoff

and Astor 2006). However, more direct measures on the above risky activ-

ities and more detailed information on these migrants’ local contacts are

needed in order to conduct a more thorough examination of this issue.

Unlike other research in the West which shows immigrants may have a

lower victimization rate due to social cohesion in the established and pow-

erful coethnic communities as protection (Ramey 2013; Sampson et al.

2005), Chinese internal migrants may not be able to form strong social

cohesion since the Chinese migrant communities in cities are often newly

established, small-scale, and lack power in mainstream society (Chen and

Chen 2015; Lan 2014). Moreover, the formation of collective efficacy is

closely related to the development of civil society, while the Chinese gov-

ernment tends to suppress the growth of civil society as they view a strong

civil society as a potential threat to authoritarian party control (Spires

2011). As latecomers of modernization, many other developing countries,

similar to China, began developing their industrialization and urbanization

rapidly in recent decades, and such latecomers also tend to have authoritar-

ian governments to initiate and mobilize large-scale socioeconomic reforms

within their countries (Levy 1965). It would be valuable if more
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comparative research can be done to discover whether the low-level social

cohesion in the migrant communities and its insignificant effects on crime

and victimization are prevalent across these developing societies.

To conclude, rural-to-urban migrants have become China’s largest dis-

advantaged social group, and the social science community has the respon-

sibility to use scientific methods to analyze the various structural and

institutional barriers they face. This study begins such an analysis, partic-

ularly targeting their marginalized life in urban China, and offers a platform

to build on in subsequent work. The results reveal how multidimensional

social exclusion contributes to high risk of criminal victimization among

China’s 269 million rural-to-urban migrants. Among all these migrants, the

most vulnerable groups in terms of criminal victimization are those who

could not live in urban communities well taken care by local governments

(community segregation), who do not hold a job offering dormitories

closely monitored by employers (a distinctive type of job segregation), and

who form a risky lifestyle to socialize with their local ties (in order to reduce

their social segregation). Most importantly, the above disadvantages expe-

rienced by migrants are mainly due to the discriminative institutional

arrangement in China.
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Note
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similar to Table 3 (the comparisons are available from authors).
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