
Volume 7 Issue 2 (2021) 33 https://doi.org/10.36922/ijps.v7i2.346 

RESEARCH ARTICLE 

Exploring assimilation as a combination of 
objective and subjective processes: A case study 
of rural-to-urban migrants in China

Zhenxiang Chen*
Department of Sociology, Saint Mary’s University, Halifax, Nova Scotia B3H 3C3 Canada

Abstract
This paper explores assimilation as a two-path process, in which its objective and 
subjective components are studied simultaneously using structural equation 
modeling for rural-to-urban migrants in China. This model considers the choice of 
reference group by the migrants themselves and the assimilation process into the 
reference group. Structural equation modeling results show that it can be beneficial 
for assimilation studies to allow migrants to choose their own reference group and 
to include the subjective path (i.e., assimilation into the migrants’ chosen reference 
group) along with the objective path (i.e., assimilation into the mainstream). This can 
be achieved as follows: (1) The intertwining between the subjective and objective 
paths can disentangle assimilation into a process driven by two forces; (2) major 
stratification factors affecting the objective path through the subjective path may be 
identified; and (3) the impacts of assimilation on important migrant outcomes, such 
as subjective well-being, can be studied and separated into subjective and objective 
components.
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1. Introduction
Assimilation, defined as the process in which people with distinct cultural backgrounds 
adopt the cultural practice of another, has been an essential concept in studying migrants’ 
settlement experience after migrating in the past several decades (Gan, 1973; 1992; 
Gordon, 1964). The general concept of assimilation has been widely studied in sociology, 
and the theory has been developed over time. Gordon (1964), in addition to proposing 
seven dimensions or stages of assimilation, established the fundamental distinction 
between acculturation and structural assimilation. He also suggested that assimilation 
is a multidimensional process. Gans (1973) further modified the theory by adding the 
dynamic or generational dimension to the theory and introduced the idea of “straight 
line assimilation,” in which each successive generation of migrants assimilates further 
into the mainstream. However, “straight line assimilation” has been criticized, given its 
underlying premise of linear advancement in assimilation over generations. Recognizing 
this limitation, Gans (1992) proposed “bumpy line assimilation,” meaning that it no 
longer needs to be linear. Portes and Zhou (1993) further considered the possibility of 
second-generation immigrants assimilating into different sectors of American society, 
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some of whom can experience downward assimilation if 
they assimilate to the bottom of the society.

The contributions of all these major modifications are 
significant, because they make the assimilation theories 
more comprehensive and have guided scholars in thinking 
about the assimilation process of newcomers. Nevertheless, 
all of these theories are based on a presumption of the 
reference group that the researchers have chosen for the 
migrants. For example, Gordon (1964) presumed that 
the reference group was the group with the core culture, 
while Gans (1973; 1992) presumed that the reference 
group was the parents. While not explicitly stated, these 
presumptions about the reference group assume that 
assimilation is an objective process. However, assimilation 
could be a combination of both subjective and objective 
processes (as described below). Therefore, it is important 
for assimilation studies to take into account the reference 
group chosen by the migrants themselves as well as how 
they assimilate into their chosen group.

This research studies assimilation as a combination 
of both objective and subjective processes. Specifically, it 
applies a subject-centered approach (Lee & Zhou, 2015; 
Zhou et al., 2008). This research considers migrants’ 
selected reference groups and investigates the impact 
of assimilation into the reference group on assimilation 
into the mainstream using structural equation modeling. 
The results show that migrants’ choices of the reference 
group matter for their assimilation into the mainstream, 
suggesting that assimilation is a mixture of objective and 
subjective process. First, the choice of the reference group 
is shown to be subjective and intentional. In addition, 
assimilation into the mainstream (the objective path) is 
shown to be largely dependent on the level of assimilation 
into the reference group (the subjective path). The results 
also suggest that there are major stratification factors 
that affect the objective path through the subjective path. 
The total effects of these factors will not be captured if 
the subjective path is not considered. Finally, the results 
also show the differential impacts of both objective and 
subjective assimilation on subjective well-being as an 
application after considering and disentangling the two 
paths. By taking both the objective and subjective paths 
into account, this research significantly improves our 
understanding about the assimilation process, thereby 
contributing to the literature on assimilation.

1.1. A theoretical framework

1.1.1. The role of the reference group in assimilation

While the precise definition of assimilation can vary, the 
fundamental idea behind assimilation is an increasing 
similarity or likeness (Brubaker, 2001). Nevertheless, this 

similarity or likeness is always a relative term. For example, 
while migrants may not be similar to the mainstream 
residents of the host society, they may be similar to a 
particular group of citizens within the host society. This 
is also known as segmented assimilation, in which certain 
groups of migrants become more similar to the mainstream 
society, but other groups become similar to the minority 
society (Porter & Zhou, 1993). Hence, segmentation 
applies in the sense that not all migrants are becoming 
similar to the mainstream, but it does not apply in the 
sense that all migrants are becoming similar to a particular 
reference group in the host society. In other words, if the 
researchers focus on migrants who become similar to 
the minority residents and select the minority residents 
as the reference group, the migrants are undoubtably 
assimilated. However, if the mainstream residents are 
selected as the reference group, the migrants do not appear 
to be assimilated. Thus, the central question is “compared 
to whom?” The assimilation outcome can be significantly 
different depending on the chosen reference group (Kasnitz 
et al., 2009). Therefore, the migrant reference group is 
an indispensable component for either understanding 
assimilation or even arguing for its existence.

1.1.2. Scholar-selected reference groups

Migrant reference groups are usually chosen by migration 
scholars rather than the subjects – the migrants – of the 
assimilation process. It is important to clarify that the 
scholars do not choose the reference group without any 
basis; to the contrary. For example, Kasnitz et al. (2009) 
argue that the most obvious reference group for the second 
generation is composed of other young people who share 
their racial backgrounds. In this case, the foundation is the 
racial background. However, the critical limitation is that 
the foundation depends on the scholars’ own observations 
or understandings of migrants. No study on assimilation 
formulates the reference group by asking migrants which 
group that they want to choose as their reference group.

By definition, assimilation is about one group adopting 
the practice of another. There is no explicit statement 
on whether this “another” should be chosen by the “one 
group” or someone else. Therefore, based on the definition, 
scholars may choose the reference group for the migrants 
and observe their objective assimilation process (i.e., 
the simple fact that one group becomes more similar to 
another, whether consciously or unconsciously). This 
existing practice would not be an issue if assimilation was 
an entirely objective process. However, if assimilation 
includes a subjective component, this renders the process 
explored incomplete. In this case, the reference group 
chosen by the migrants and their subjective willingness to 
assimilate into the reference group should be taken into 
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account. Thus, the central question becomes: is assimilation 
objective or subjective?

1.1.3. Subjective versus objective assimilation

Before analyzing whether assimilation is subjective or 
objective, it is important to clarify that, here, the terms 
“subjective” and “objective” differ from what scholars 
classified as “subjective assimilation” and “external 
assimilation” (Feather & Rudzitis, 1974; Feather & 
Wasyluk, 1974; Johnston, 1963; Teske & Nelson, 1974). 
They defined “subjective assimilation” as similar to 
acculturation or assimilation in values and attitudes, while 
external assimilation is assimilation that can be observed. 
The key difference is that their definitions of “subjective” 
and “objective” do not depend on whether assimilation 
is observable or not, or whether it is internal or external. 
Instead, it focuses on the distinct roles that migrants play in 
their own assimilation process. If it is a subjective process, 
then assimilation will depend on who the migrants want 
to become similar to. If it is an objective process, then 
assimilation will not depend on the migrants’ choice of 
reference group.

However, assimilation is a mixture of both subjective 
and objective processes. Two main arguments support 
assimilation as a subjective process. The first argument 
is that migration itself is almost always intentional, with 
upward social mobility as the most common motivation. 
With US immigration, for instance, most migrants come 
with the hope of realizing the American Dream, while 
others come after seeing the success of their family members 
or friends who migrate earlier (Bates, 1997; Clark, 2003; 
Haug, 2008; Light & Bonacich, 1991). Those who come with 
the American Dream may look to middle-class residents as 
their reference group. However, those who come with the 
help of migrant social networks may take earlier migrants 
from the same origin as their reference group. In either 
case, they will have a reference group for themselves, 
which will serve as their target for assimilation. Essentially, 
migrants can aspire to their reference group and will try 
to be more like them, as suggested by the reference group 
theory (Merton, 1968). Thus, their assimilation will be 
affected by their own choice of reference group. This point 
has also been tested empirically. In particular, compared 
with mainstream local residents, migrants aspire to a 
higher degree of assimilation and achieve it by working 
longer (Chen, 2021).

The second argument is that how migrants think and 
feel about their assimilation will affect their feelings of 
belonging, which later affects their assimilation. People’s 
sense of belonging is highly determined by group 
memberships, which are formed by similarity (Bersheid & 

Reis, 1998). They may feel that they are similar to the local 
residents with whom they interact and, thus, may want to 
have a bond with them. However, they may not feel the 
same if they compare themselves with another group of 
residents from different classes with whom they hardly 
interact. Kasnitz et al. (2009) argued that migrants would 
have different feelings compared to different groups. In this 
case, the sense of belonging may not be built up. Based on 
Gordon’s theory of multidimensional assimilation, these 
feelings of belonging can be part of the identificational 
assimilation stage (Gordon, 1964), so how they feel 
about assimilation will affect their assimilation. In fact, as 
Schachter (2016) argues, assimilation is a process in which 
what he called symbolic belonging – developing a subjective 
sense of social similarity with one another – is part of the 
outcome. This argument is also further supported by the 
idea that assimilation includes a subjective component 
based on identification with members of the host group 
(Frazier, 1957). In this case, which host group, they choose 
will affect their identification process and thus affect their 
assimilation.

Two arguments also support assimilation as an 
objective process. The first posits that while migration is 
intentional, assimilation may not be. Both acculturation 
and assimilation can be unintentional outcomes (Alba, 
1999; Gans, 2007). When economic assimilation happens 
consciously with the goal of higher social mobility, cultural 
assimilation usually happens unconsciously through 
interactions (for the first generation) and education (for 
the second and later generations) (Gordon, 1964). Thus, 
a part of the assimilation can be entirely independent of 
whatever migrants do, think, and feel. There is a part of 
assimilation that occurs without subjective willingness. 
In the second argument, assimilation can be an objective 
phenomenon. Even if the process is subjective, part of 
the outcome can always be objective, making it possible 
to observe the phenomenon that migrants are becoming 
more similar to destination residents.

Although assimilation has an objective component, it is 
misleading and incomplete to rely on selecting the migrant 
reference group solely from the scholars’ perspective. 
For example, scholars may observe that migrants are 
becoming more similar to Group A, but the migrants may 
pick Group B as their reference group for assimilation and 
become more similar to Group  B, which happens to be 
similar to Group A. As a result, it may not be fully accurate 
to argue that migrants are assimilating into Group A. In this 
example, assimilation into A is objective assimilation (i.e., 
assimilation that scholars observe), while assimilation to B 
is subjective assimilation (i.e., assimilation that migrants 
aim to realize). The potential consequences of omitting 
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the subjective assimilation process include the bias with 
the wrong comparison group, and the failure to detect the 
right comparison group. This raises doubts about whether 
this seemingly objective phenomenon is truly objective. 
In other words, the mere observation of migrants who are 
similar to Group A may not necessarily be interpreted as 
assimilation. Assimilation should be treated as including 
both objective and subjective processes, rather than a purely 
objective process. This is why it is important to account for 
the migrant-selected reference group and their assimilation 
into their chosen reference group. This provides a more 
comprehensive understanding of assimilation and makes 
it possible to explore how the two paths are intertwined, 
how factors affect assimilation through different paths, and 
how assimilation affects outcomes through different paths.

1.2. Hypotheses

The primary goal is to explore assimilation as the 
combination of subjective and objective paths. Based on 
the proposed theoretical framework, the choice of the 
reference group is expected to be subjective or intentional. 
The following hypothesis tests this idea:

 Hypothesis 1: Migrants who intend to become 
permanent migrants are willing to choose local residents 
as their reference group.
 In addition, because the migrants may consciously 

assimilate into the reference group while 
unconsciously assimilating into the mainstream, 
the latter (i.e., objective process) is likely affected 
by the assimilation into the reference group (i.e., 
subjective). Thus, the following hypothesis is 
proposed:

 Hypothesis 2: Economic assimilation into the 
mainstream is mainly dependent on the economic 
assimilation into the reference group.
 Moreover, by considering the subjective path in 

assimilation, there could be pathways that affect 
assimilation into the mainstream by affecting 
assimilation into the reference group. This gives 
rise to the following hypothesis:

 Hypothesis 3: There are major stratification factors, 
such as gender and education, that affect economic 
assimilation into the mainstream through economic 
assimilation into the reference group.
 Finally, after disentangling the subjective path 

from the objective path, their further impacts 
can be explored. Since economic assimilation 
already reflects objective well-being, it is helpful 
to investigate its impact on subjective well-being 
as well. According to the literature, assimilation 
or integration has a positive impact on subjective 
well-being (Angelini et al., 2015; Herrero & 

Gracia, 2011; Neto, 1995; Zheng et al., 2004). 
Moreover, relative income compared to the 
reference group is more likely to affect subjective 
well-being than absolute income (Ferrer-i-
Carbonell, 2005; Luttmer, 2005; McBride, 2001). 
Therefore, while both may promote subjective 
well-being, it is likely that the subjective path 
of assimilation will have a stronger impact on 
subjective well-being than the objective path of 
assimilation. The corresponding hypothesis is 
proposed:

 Hypothesis 4: Both economic assimilations into the 
mainstream and into the reference group have positive 
impacts on subjective well-being, but the impact of 
economic assimilation on the reference group is stronger.

1.3. China’s rural-to-urban migration: assimilation

To test the hypotheses, this paper focuses on China’s 
rural-to-urban migration. It tests whether the concept of 
assimilation can be applied to China’s internal migration, 
because internal migrants may not face the same barriers 
due to citizenship and significant cultural differences as 
international migrants.

In China, rural-to-urban migrants do face strong 
institutional, economic, cultural, and social barriers once 
they migrate to the host city, largely due to the household 
registration system – Hukou (Wang & Fan, 2012). This 
system restricts where people can live and which resources 
and benefits, they can access. Although it is not as 
formidable as citizenship, it does put these internal migrants 
in a similar position as international migrants. Moreover, 
rural-to-urban migrants share a key similarity with most 
disadvantaged international migrants – economic and 
social marginalization (Wong et al., 2007). They usually take 
on low-skilled occupations that are physically demanding 
and dangerous (Yang & Guo, 1996). Their occupational 
outcomes largely depend on whether they can change their 
hukou status, similar to the case of changing legal status in 
international migration (Chen et al., 2022). Furthermore, 
language and dialects differ significantly across regions in 
China. Finally, there are significant differences between rural 
and urban culture (Zhong et al., 2016). The applicability of 
assimilation, integration, separation, and marginalization 
has been tested in China’s social context and has shown that 
both assimilation and integration are applicable (Xie et al., 
2016).

2. Data and methods
2.1. Data sources

This study used the Chinese Household Income Project for 
the year 2013. The sample was collected using a systematic 
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sampling method with three layers of east, center, and west, 
covering 15 provinces, 126 cities, and 234 counties. In total, 
it includes 18,948 households and 64,777 individuals. The 
18,948 households are comprised 7175 urban households, 
11,013 rural households, and 760 migrant households, 
with 2210 migrant samples in total. However, the analyses 
were restricted to heads of households and their spouses, 
because the data on subjective well-being were only 
collected from them. The total eligible sample size is 726. 
Among these 726 respondents, only 367 provided a clear 
choice of their reference group who are the total valid 
sample size of the present study.

The sample selection procedure may raise a concern 
about external validity. The distribution of the basic 
characteristics of each sample group (selected and all) 
was compared (Table A1) to understand the extent that 
the selected samples can be representative of the entire 
migrant sample in the data. The distributions are almost 
identical between the selected samples and all migrant 
samples, suggesting that the selected samples are likely 
representative of all migrant samples in the data.

2.2. Reference group and assimilation measures

The survey includes a question about the respondents’ 
reference group: “Generally speaking, when you evaluate 
your family’s economic and life condition, with whom 
are you comparing mainly?” The responses include 
“relatives and friends, people in the same community/
street/village, people in the same district/county, people in 
urban areas, people in rural areas, people in the country, 
and unsure/no answer.” It is important to understand 
these answers based on the Chinese context. People in 
the same community/street/village are probably refer to 
the migrants’ neighbors, who may include rural-to-urban 
migrants and local residents in the specific urban areas, 
where the respondents are living, given their marginalized 
status (Feng, et al., 2002; Wong, et al., 2007). People in the 
same district/county are most likely urban residents and 
may include some migrants in the specific urban areas, 
where the respondents live. People in urban areas are the 
“urban residents” only. People in rural areas most likely 
refer to people in the home province, because migrants 
were mainly exposed to rural areas in their home province. 
The inclusion of rural people as one of the reference groups 
is essential, because it is normal for migrants to form a dual 
frame of reference – there is a tendency for migrants to 
evaluate their lives in the host destination by referencing 
the living conditions in their home location (Waldinger 
& Lichter, 2003). Within this context, the variable was 
reconstructed and changed from categorical to ordinal, 
with 1 = “rural areas,” 2 = “people in the same community/
street/village,” 3 = “people in the same district/county,” and 

4 = “people in urban areas.” Thus, a higher value reflects a 
stronger willingness to become “urban residents.”

Since a clear reference group must be identified 
to measure assimilation, the other three options were 
excluded, because it is difficult to identify the reference 
groups that the migrants are referring to. “Relatives and 
friends,” may refer to “relatives and friends” in the host 
destination or the home origin. For “people in the country,” 
the reference group is too general to make sense. Finally, 
for those who choose “unsure/no answer,” any reference 
group can be a potential option, and their reference group 
is essentially not observed. These ambiguous reference 
groups were not imputed because, given the significant 
role of selecting the reference group, the imputation (for 
example, multiple imputations) on the reference group 
neither is appropriate nor leads to more accurate results.

This research only focuses on economic assimilation. 
As mentioned previously, there are other assimilation 
dimensions and income may be instrumental. Nevertheless, 
given the limitation of the data and the importance of 
economic assimilation in the literature, the analysis will 
center on economic assimilation. Exogenous variables 
that are highly connected with income were controlled to 
further alleviate the instrumental component of income in 
the assimilation. Economic status was measured by yearly 
income as suggested in the literature (Brown, 2006; Fischer-
Neumann, 2014; Kalmijn, 1996; Tienda, 1980). Education 
is another common measure of assimilation for second-
generation migrants (Brown, 2006; Fischer-Neumann, 
2014; Jacob & Kalter, 2013; Kalmijn, 1996; Weller, 1974). 
The information on education in contracting the outcome 
variable was not used, because the samples are composed 
of mostly first-generation migrants with education levels 
set before migration.

The gap or “distance” between migrants and the 
comparison group was constructed to transform the yearly 
income into economic assimilation (Chen & Liu, 2018). 
This generated a variable to measure the gap between the 
respondent’s yearly income and the average income of the 
reference group. While the average income of the reference 
group is not provided directly, the data include multilevel 
geographical information on where each respondent was 
residing at the time of the survey. Moreover, the data also 
provide the migrants’ province of origin. This information 
was used to trace and identify people in the migrants’ place 
of origin. For those respondents who selected “people in 
rural areas” as their reference group, their income was 
measured by the average income level of the rural residents 
in their province of origin. For respondents who selected 
“people in the community/street/village” or “people in the 
district/county” as their reference group, their income 
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was measured by the average income level of both urban 
residents and migrants living in the same street or in the 
same county. Finally, for respondents who selected “people 
in urban areas,” the income was measured by the average 
income level of urban residents (only) living in the same 
province.

Because “people in urban areas” represent “urban 
residents,” they were also used to represent the mainstream 
population in urban areas. Thus, the average income level 
of the mainstream population in urban areas is the same 
as that of urban residents living in the same province. All 
of the 64,777 individuals are included in these averages. 
While the National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS) can 
provide the average income level for the urban population, 
it cannot provide this information at different levels (for 
example, same street or same county in an urban area). The 
assimilation was constructed by measuring the gap between 
the respondent’s yearly income and these averages. Finally, 
these assimilation measures were transformed into interval 
variables with 12 scales to deal with the few outliers.

2.3. Measures of subjective well-being

Subjective well-being is captured by how people experience 
and evaluate their lives (Stone & Mackie, 2013). The 
respondents were asked three questions: (1) All things 
considered; do you feel happy? (2) Which of the following 
do you think best describes the living standard of your 
household? and (3) Which of the following do you think 
best describes the economic condition of your household? 
The responses to this set of questions are reverse coded so 
that 1 = “not happy at all” and 5 = “very happy” for the first 
question, 1 = “does not have enough to live comfortably 
and cannot afford some basic things” to 3 = “lives very 
comfortably and can afford extra things” for the second 
question, and 1 = “cannot deal with some basic economic 
shocks to your household” to 4 = “can deal with all economic 
shocks to your household” for the third question.

Two adjustments were made to these three variables. 
First, for happiness, “not happy at all” and “not very happy” 
were merged as one category “not happy,” and for capable, 
“can deal with many economic shocks to your household” 
and “can deal with all economic shocks to your household” 
were merged as one category “capable,” because both 
“not happy at all” and “can deal with all economic shocks 
to your household” only have a handful of respondents 
choosing them. Second, for comfort and capable, there 
is one relatively neutral category, with more than 70% of 
respondents choosing it. For comfort, it is the option “is 
basically comfortable but cannot afford many extra things,” 
and for capable, it is the option “cannot deal with many 
economic shocks, but can deal with some basic economic 

shocks to your household.” Both comfort and capable were 
adjusted based on the subjective social standing of the 
respondents (“Compared to the average living standards 
of households in your city/town/county, do you consider 
your household’s living standards to be…”) so that both 
have five scales. In particular, the options that more than 
70% of respondents picked were split into two categories 
depending on whether their living standards are below or 
above the average.

These three variables then form the latent variable in 
structural equation modeling. This is also one of the two 
reasons why this paper used structural equation modeling. 
A  more detailed justification for the structural equation 
modeling is presented in the Data Analytical Strategies 
section. Factor analysis was implemented to check for 
internal consistency. All of the factor loadings are above 
0.45 (factor loading = 0.45 for happiness, factor loading = 
0.71 for capable, and factor loading = 0.75 for comfort). The 
internal consistency is also verified with Cronbach’s alpha 
of 0.70. Although happiness has a lower factor loading, it 
should be included as it is the most common measurement 
for subjective well-being (Krueger & Schkade, 2008).

2.4. Control variables

The basic demographic variables include the respondents’ 
age, gender (male = 1), and education. Other variables 
include the year of migration and the motivation for 
permanent migration. The year of migration is not given 
directly; however, the number of years since the initial 
migration was estimated using the year the respondent 
left and the present year. A  proxy measured permanent 
migration motivation: the willingness of migrants to stay 
in the city permanently if they were granted a local hukou 
quota. In addition, the average income for the mainstream 
urban population is also controlled for assimilation into 
the mainstream account for provincial differences.

2.5. Data analysis strategies

Structural equation modeling was applied to explore 
assimilation as a combination of objective and subjective 
processes, for two reasons. The first is the ability to 
estimate the direct, the indirect, and the total effects. This 
is essential to exploring assimilation as a combination of 
both objective and subjective processes. The second is that 
subjective well-being is a latent variable. The working model 
is shown in Figure 1. The choice of the reference group is 
expected to directly affect both economic assimilation into 
the reference group and economic assimilation into the 
mainstream. Nevertheless, the effect could be weak because, 
on the one hand, migrants are more motivated to assimilate 
with urban residents, while, on the other hand, their target 
is harder to reach. It will, then, depend on the portion 
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of direct impact being canceled out by the two forces. 
In either case, it is important to consider this subjective 
choice in the process. The subjective path of economic 
assimilation is reflected by economic assimilation into 
the reference group, while the objective path of economic 
assimilation is reflected by economic assimilation into the 
mainstream. The link between economic assimilation into 
the reference group and economic assimilation into the 
mainstream is where the two paths intertwine and show 
the percentage of objective outcomes explained by the 
subjective process. The link between the reference group 
and subjective well-being was included since the reference 
group is shown to have a strong effect on subjective well-
being (Knight & Gunatilaka, 2010). Some of the impacts of 
exogenous factors on the objective path are reflected in the 
subjective path. Finally, the theory of subjective well-being 
was combined and tested. The results show differential 
impacts on subjective well-being from each path.

The working model for this analysis is tested using the 
maximum-likelihood estimation for structural equation 
modeling in Stata 17. However, the multivariate normality 
assumption should be satisfied to apply the maximum-
likelihood estimation. Mardia’s multivariate normality 
tests (skewness and kurtosis) were applied to test the 
multivariate normality assumption. The results show that 
the multivariate normality assumption is not satisfied. 
Therefore, the Satorra–Bentler estimation was applied to 
adjust for the non-normality (Satorra & Bentler, 1994).

The goodness of fit of models was evaluated using the 
Satorra–Bentler scaled Chi-square test, the Satorra–Bentler 
scaled comparative fit index (CFI), and the Satorra–Bentler 
scaled root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). 
A CFI > 0.95 and an RMSEA less than 0.05 are considered 
a good model fit.

3. Results
The summary statistics of these variables based on the 
chosen reference group are shown in Table  1. Notably, 
migrants with different reference groups do differ. In 
particular, migrants, who selected a reference group closer 
to the mainstream reference group (i.e., urban people), 
tended to be younger or male, and had higher education 
levels, a longer migration duration, and a stronger intention 
to stay. It was observed that the economic assimilation 
into the reference group differed across the reference 
groups (Table 1). However, the economic assimilation into 
the mainstream is generally higher for those who chose 
reference groups closer to the mainstream reference group. 
The patterns in subjective well-being measures are less 
clear.

The results with unstandardized coefficients from 
structural equation modeling are shown in Table 2, and the 
results with standardized coefficients are shown in Table 3. 
While both standardized and unstandardized coefficients 
are shown, because they present different and mutually 
exclusive information, this research focuses on the 
unstandardized coefficients, given its purpose. Specifically, 
the goal is not to compare the size of the effects, but mostly 
to test whether the effects are significant or not. The model 
provides a good fit for the data (Chi-square test, P = 0.188; 
CFI = 0.986; RMSEA = 0.026). However, alternative 
models may exist. These may include 1) the exclusion of 
the link between the subjective and objective path and 2) 
the traditional model, in which neither the reference group 
nor the subjective path is considered.

A comparison of the three models on the basis of the 
goodness of fit resulted in the following outcomes, as shown 
in Table  4: proposed model (Chi-square test, P = 0.188; 
CFI = 0.986; RMSEA = 0.026); alternative model 1 (Chi-
square test, P = 0.000; CFI = 0.739; RMSEA = 0.111); and 
alternative model 2 (Chi-square test, P = 0.000; CFI = 0.736; 
RMSEA = 0.105). These results suggest that the proposed 
model is the best fit for these data. This also indicates that 
it is important to account for both subjective and objective 
paths in the assimilation process since the proposed model, 
based on the theoretical framework, fits much better than 
the traditional assimilation models.

The analysis of the proposed structural equation 
modeling results is described below. The coefficients for 
age (βd/t = −0.202), education (βd/t = 0.114), and intention 
to permanently migrate (βd/t = 0.290) on the reference 
group indicate that the reference group choice is highly 
subjective and intentional. This is because the intention to 
permanently migrate has the strongest impact on choosing 
a reference group that is closer to the mainstream urban 
residents. These results support Hypothesis 1 that migrants 

Figure 1. Framework of assimilation of rural-to-urban migration
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who intend to become permanent migrants are willing 
to choose local residents as their reference group. While 
the intention to permanently migrate may be affected by 
assimilation into the mainstream instead of the other way 
around, this potential limitation may not undermine the 
conclusion. The selected reference group is intentional as 
long as the positive correlation between the intention to 
permanently migrate and the reference group choice is 
confirmed. For example, suppose those with a stronger 
intention to settle are more likely to choose mainstream 
urban residents as their reference group. This strongly 
indicates that the reference group choice itself is also 

intentional. In addition, the coefficient on age shows 
that older migrants (either temporary or permanent) 
may be more likely to compare themselves with people 
from the place of origin rather than residents in the host 
destination. The coefficient on education suggests that the 
selected reference group is also based on capability and 
inspiration. That is, migrants with more education may be 
more capable and inspired to integrate into the city.

This focus on factors that affect economic assimilation 
into the mainstream and especially the link between 
the objective and the subjective path makes it clear that 
economic assimilation into the mainstream is highly 
determined by economic assimilation into the reference 
group (βd/t = 0.350). This finding supports Hypothesis 2 
that economic assimilation into the mainstream is mainly 
dependent on the economic assimilation into the reference 
group. In addition, while not many factors affect economic 
assimilation into the mainstream through the economic 
assimilation into the reference group (i.e., affecting the 
objective path through the subjective path), the indirect 
coefficient for gender (βi = 0.258) on the mainstream 
economic assimilation suggests that the subjective path 
should be taken into account, not only because it directly 
affects the objective path but also because other factors may 
affect the objective path through the subjective path. This 
finding supports Hypothesis 3 that a major stratification 
factor like gender can affect the economic assimilation into 
the mainstream through economic assimilation into the 
reference group. As shown in Table 2, around 30% of the 
total impact may be omitted if the subjective path is not 
considered. This two-path approach also shows that men 
are more inspired to assimilate with the people to whom 
they compare themselves and may be more capable of 
assimilating into the mainstream.

Finally, an examination of the factors affecting subjective 
well-being shows that, economic assimilation into the 
mainstream (βd/t = 0.063) and economic assimilation into 
the reference group (βi = 0.022), both affect subjective 
well-being, but in different ways. It is helpful to look at the 
standardized coefficients to understand better how their 
impacts differ in size. The standardized coefficients show 
that the direct or the total effect of economic assimilation 
into the mainstream is 0.294, while the indirect effect of 
economic assimilation into the reference group is 0.138. 
Economic assimilation into the mainstream affects it 
directly, while economic assimilation into the reference 
group produces an indirect effect. This finding rejects 
Hypothesis 4 and indicates that subjective well-being is 
affected by economic assimilation into the mainstream. 
This is probably because there are positive externalities 
accompanied by a higher level of economic assimilation into 
the mainstream. While testing this hypothesis is beyond the 

Table 1. Sample characteristics by reference group

Variable Rural Same 
community

Same 
district

Urban

Age

17 – 40 57% 61% 70% 70%

40 – 65 41% 37% 28% 29%

65+ 2% 2% 2% 1%

Gender

Male 51% 48% 47% 47%

Female 49% 52% 53% 53%

Education

Elementary or below 36% 30% 26% 25%

Middle school 44% 48% 35% 45%

High school 10% 12% 21% 11%

College or above 10% 10% 18% 20%

Years of Migration

0 – 5 years 70% 73% 66% 64%

5 – 10 years 10% 10% 11% 15%

10 – 20 years 15% 11% 21% 16%

20+years 5% 7% 2% 5%

Intention to stay

No 85% 77% 80% 68%

Yes 15% 23% 20% 32%

Economic Assimilation

Assimilation into the 
reference group

0.64 −2.12 0.16 0.25

Assimilation into the 
mainstream

−0.12 −0.13 0.34 0.25

Subjective well-being

Happiness 2.56 2.74 2.50 2.47

Capable 2.74 3.02 2.91 2.86

Comfort 2.48 2.71 2.40 2.54

N 86 171 61 49

Note: Few missing data were replaced using the mean at the closest 
geographical unit. 
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Table 2. Direct, indirect, and total effects: results of sem (unstandardized)

 Reference group Assimilation into the reference Assimilation into the mainstream Subjective Well‑being

Direct/Total Direct Indirect Total Direct Indirect Total Direct Indirect Total

Exogenous variables

Age   −0.202*     −0.002   0.007  0.005    −0.222 −0.006     −0.228 0.007    −0.009      0.002

Gender (male = 1)    0.055        0.735*** −0.002       0.733***      0.586***         0.258***       0.844***  −0.058    0.041**    −0.017

Education      0.114*   0.224 −0.004  0.220 0.117   0.081   0.199* 0.006 0.007 0.013

Years of migration  −0.015     −0.003   0.001    −0.002 0.048 −0.002       0.046 0.008 0.004 0.012

Intention to stay      0.290* - −0.010    −0.010    −0.245   0.007     −0.238    0.141**    −0.022   0.119*

Mainstream 
income

- - - -    −0.093*** -     −0.093*** -  −0.006**  −0.006**

Mediating variables

Reference group -     −0.033 -    −0.033 0.036 −0.012       0.024  −0.025 0.002   −0.023

Assimilation into 
the reference group

- - - -      0.350*** -      0.350***  −0.014      0.022***      0.008

Assimilation into 
the mainstream

- - - - - - -     0.063*** -      0.063***

Model fit

Chi-square test    0.188

RMSEA    0.026

CFI    0.986

N 367

Note: *P<0.05; **P<0.01; ***P<0.001. Standard errors, P values, Model Fit statistics are all based on Satorra–Bentler adjustments.

Table 3. Direct, indirect, and total effects: Results of sem (standardized)

Reference 
Group

Assimilation into the 
reference group

Assimilation into the mainstream Subjective well‑being 

Direct/Total Direct Indirect Total Direct Indirect Total Direct Indirect Total

Exogenous variables

Age    −0.114*   −0.001   0.002    0.001 −0.074 −0.002  −0.076 0.012    −0.015 −0.003

Gender (male = 1)    0.029      0.173*** −0.001   0.172*** 0.184***   0.081***  0.265***    −0.086 0.061** −0.025

Education      0.110* 0.096 −0.002    0.094    0.067    0.046     0.113* 0.015       0.017   0.032

Years of migration −0.016  −0.002   0.001 −0.001    0.030 −0.001     0.029 0.024       0.010   0.034

Intention to stay      0.137* - −0.002 −0.002 −0.068    0.002  −0.066    0.186**    −0.029     0.157*

Mainstream income - - - - −0.177*** -  −0.177*** -    −0.052**    −0.052**

Mediating variables

Reference group -  −0.015 - −0.015    0.021 −0.007     0.014    −0.071       0.006   0.065

Assimilation into 
the reference group

- - - - 0.468*** -  0.468***    −0.086       0.138***   0.052

Assimilation into 
the mainstream

- - - - - - -      0.294*** -         0.294***

Model fit

Chi-square test    0.188

RMSEA    0.026

CFI    0.986

N 367

Note: *P<0.05; **P<0.01; ***P<0.001. Standard errors, P-values, model fit statistics are all based on Satorra–Bentler adjustments
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scope of this paper, this argument, as an example, shows 
how the inclusion of the two-path assimilation model can 
benefit the study of assimilation in general.

4. Discussion
Using a dataset of rural-to-urban migrants in China, this 
study explored whether assimilation is a combination 
of both objective and subjective processes, with four 
specific hypotheses (1) migrants who intend to become 
permanent migrants are willing to choose local residents 
as their reference group, (2) economic assimilation into 
the mainstream is mainly dependent on the economic 
assimilation into the reference group, (3) there are major 
stratification factors that affect economic assimilation into 
the mainstream through economic assimilation into the 
reference group, and (4) both economic assimilations into 
the mainstream and into the reference group have positive 
impacts on subjective well-being, but the impact of 
economic assimilation on the reference group is stronger. 
Overall, our empirical evidence supports Hypotheses 
1 to 3, whereas it rejects Hypothesis 4.

Specifically, this study shows that assimilation is not 
purely an objective process, as the major assimilation 
theories have implicitly assumed (Gans, 1973; Gordon, 
1964; Portes & Zhou, 1993). From the researchers’ 
perspective, it is important not to simply assign a reference 
group to a group of migrants and explore whether they 
are assimilated. Nevertheless, although such methodology 
can provide insight on objective assimilation outcomes – 
whether migrants are truly assimilated into the reference 
group selected by the researchers, this approach will 
blur the process of assimilation. As shown in this paper, 
the objective assimilation outcomes depend on the 
subjective assimilation process – migrants assimilating 
into their chosen reference group. Migrants’ aspiration 

and willingness, stemming from their intentional choice 
of reference group, could be the main force driving their 
outcomes (Chen, 2021; Chen & Fan, 2022; Zhou et al., 
2008). However, this process could be overlooked and 
possibly even omitted if the subjective assimilation process 
is not considered.

Our results of the effects of subjective and objective 
assimilation on subjective well-being also suggest 
meaningful findings in how the migrants’ subjective well-
being is formed. The literature suggests that the migrants’ 
subjective well-being is highly shaped by their relative 
status (for example, relative income), which is affected 
by their choice of reference group (Knight & Gunatilaka, 
2010). This paper shows that the migrants’ subjective well-
being is mainly influenced by their relative status compared 
to the mainstream host residents (in this case, urban 
residents), despite their relative status compared to their 
chosen reference group. Therefore, regardless of whether 
or not the migrants choose the mainstream host residents 
as their reference group, their subjective well-being will be 
affected due to their observations of or interactions with 
the mainstream host residents.

Finally, the empirical findings focus on economic 
assimilation, which may be the most important dimension 
of assimilation. The subjective and objective processes may 
differ for other dimensions of assimilation. Nonetheless, 
this does not mean that the value of accounting for both 
subjective and objective processes is only restricted to 
economic assimilation. This theoretical framework may 
apply to most, if not all, of the assimilation dimensions. 
For example, with cultural assimilation (acculturation), 
we may expect a stronger subjective process. We have 
learned that intrinsic acculturation (i.e., acculturation in 
values) could be hard for rural-to-urban migrants (Chen 
& Liu, 2018). Nonetheless, this could be largely due to 
their chosen reference group. In sum, different conclusions 
could have been reached by accounting for the subjective 
acculturation process. To fully understand the assimilation 
process, researchers must not simply assign a reference 
group to a group of migrants and explore whether they 
are assimilated. Assimilation is a mixture of objective and 
subjective processes.

When interpreting our results, following caveats 
should be taken into account. First and foremost, there are 
about half of the heads of the sample households and their 
spouse who did not answer the question on subjective 
well-being, which may bias our results. Nevertheless, 
we expected such biases might not be substantial in that 
their profiles in other key study variables are more or less 
the same as those who answered the question. Second, 
relatedly, even if all samples answered the subjective well-

Table 4. Goodness of fit by model

Main 
model

Alternative Model 
1 (Link between 
subjective and 
objective path 

excluded)

Alternative 
Model 2 (Neither 
reference group 
nor subjective 
path included)

Model fit

Chi-square 
test 
(P-value)

0.188 0.000 0.000

RMSEA 0.026 0.111 0.105

CFI 0.986 0.739 0.736

N 367

Note: *P<0.05; **P<0.01; ***P<0.001. Standard errors, P-values, Model 
Fit statistics are all based on Satorra–Bentler adjustments.
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being question, the sample size is still relatively small. 
Future relatively large sample surveys and studies are 
clearly warranted to verify our results. Third, due to the 
data limitation, characteristics of local destinations, which 
could shape migrants’ reference group choice, are not 
accounted in the analyses. These may include the welfare 
system in the destination, neighborhood conditions in 
the destination, and local attitudes toward migrants. 
Fourth, the choice of reference group may change over 
time. Because this research is based on cross-sectional 
data, it cannot account for this dynamism. If panel data 
with reference group choice of migrants are available, 
future studies can rely on such data and explore factors 
that affect the change of reference group choice. That is, 
how migrants’ choice of reference group may change and 
in what circumstances, they will change their choice of 
the reference group.

Despite of these limitations, our findings can provide 
some important policy implications to facilitate migrants’ 
assimilation. By differentiating between subjective and 
objective paths, policymakers can efficiently target each 
path separately. For example, they may come up with 
policies that inspire migrants to assimilate into the reference 
group (or aspiring migrants may pick the mainstream as 
their reference group) and thus the mainstream through 
the subjective path, or come up with policies that can 
elevate the migrants’ conditions and expand their ability 
to assimilate into the mainstream. This is not possible 
without implementing the two-path approach, given how 
specifically they intertwine. While the migrants’ conditions 
are elevated, they may be more inspired to assimilate. The 
two-path approach can identify the complete structure, 
and an efficient policy can follow.

For future research, it is important to apply this 
two-path approach to different contexts to (1) better 
understand, test, and improve the model in general and (2) 
further explore the process of assimilation with the two-
dimensional lens. For example, as shown, the role of gender 
is significant in the economic assimilation of rural-to-
urban migrants in China. Therefore, further investigation 
is needed to fully understand gender differences in terms 
of assimilation outcomes. If men are more inspired to 
assimilate into the reference group and more capable 
of assimilating into the mainstream, what could be the 
reasons? Is it due to self-esteem and fewer occupational 
barriers or something else? Future research should also 
explore the different dimensions of assimilation. While 
this paper focuses on economic assimilation, objective and 
subjective processes could differ for other dimensions, such 
as cultural assimilation (or acculturation). Which of the 
two processes is more important for the other dimensions? 

How are the two processes related in other dimensions? 
These questions will be important to explore and will be 
hard to answer without fully applying the lens of this dual 
framework to different dimensions of assimilation.

5. Conclusions
In sum, this research shows that assimilation is not purely 
an objective process, as the major assimilation theories 
have implicitly assumed and highlight that assimilation 
studies can generally benefit by allowing migrants to 
choose their own reference group and then including 
the subjective path along with the objective path in the 
following ways: (1) understanding assimilation as a two-
force driven process which includes both objective and 
subjective paths; (2) identifying major stratification factors 
that not only directly affect objective assimilation but also 
indirectly affect objective assimilation through subjective 
assimilation; and (3) separating the impacts of assimilation 
on migrants outcomes such as subjective well-being into 
subjective and objective components.

Acknowledgments
I would like to thank the Editor and the two anonymous 
reviewers for their detailed and constructive comments.

Funding
None.

Conflict of interest 
The author declares no competing of interest.

Author contributions 
This is a single-authored paper.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable. 

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Availability of data
The data that support the findings of this study are openly 
available in “China Institute for Income Distribution” at 
http://ciidbnu.org/chip/chips.asp?year=2013.

References
Alba, R. (1999). Immigration and the American realities of 

assimilation and multiculturalism. Sociological Forum, 
14(1):3-25. 

 https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021632626811

https://doi.org/10.36922/ijps.v7i2.346


Volume 7 Issue 2 (2021) 44 https://doi.org/10.36922/ijps.v7i2.346 

Objective and subjective assimilation of migrants

International Journal of 
Population Studies

Angelini, V., Casi, L., & Corazzini, L. (2015). Life satisfaction of 
immigrants: Does cultural assimilation matter? Journal of 
Population Economics, 28(3):817-844. 

 https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-015-0552-1

Bates, T.M. (1997). Race, Self-Employment, and Upward 
Mobility: An Illusive American Dream. Washington, D.C: 
Woodrow Wilson Center Press.

Bersheid, E., & Reis, H.T. (1998). Attraction and close 
relationships. In: S Fiske, D Gilbert, and G Lindzey (eds.). 
The Handbook of Social Psychology. 4th  ed. New  York: 
McGraw Hill. p.193-281.

Brown, S.K. (2006). Structural assimilation revisited: Mexican-
origin nativity and cross-ethnic primary ties. Social Forces, 
85(1):75-92. 

 https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2006.0118

Brubaker, R. (2001). The return of assimilation? Changing 
perspectives on immigration and its sequels in France, 
Germany, and the United States. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 
24(4):531-548. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870120049770

Clark, W.A. (2003). Immigrants and the American dream: 
Remaking the Middle Class. New York: Guilford Press.

Chen, Z. (2021). How the choice of reference group matters: 
Economic integration of rural-to-urban migrants in China. 
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 47(19):4428-4456. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2019.1668755

Chen, Z., & Fan, X. (2022). Intention and perceived control: 
International migrants’ assimilation in China. Journal of 
International Migration and Integration, 23: 2075-2100. 

Chen, Z., & Liu, K. (2018). Assimilation of China’s rural-to-urban 
migrants: A  multidimensional process. Chinese Journal of 
Sociology, 4(2):188-217. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/2057150X18764232

Chen, Z., Lu, Y., & Treiman, D. (2022). Determinants and 
consequences of rural-to-urban migration patterns in 
China: Evidence from sequence analysis. Population, Space 
and Place, 28(2):1-28. 

 https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2493

Feather, N.T., & Wasyluk, G. (1973). Subjective assimilation 
among Ukrainian migrants: Value similarity and parent-
child differences. Journal of Sociology, 9(1):16-31. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/144078337300900103

Feather, N.T., & Rudzitis, A. (1974). Subjective assimilation 
among Latvian adolescents: Effects of ethnic schools and 
perception of value systems. International Migration, 
12(1ati:71-87. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.1974.tb00006.x

Frazier, E.F. (1957). Race and Culture Contacts in the Modern 
World. New York: Knopf.

Feng, W., Zuo, X., & Ruan, D. (2002). Rural migrants in Shanghai: 
Living under the shadow of socialism. International 
Migration Review, 36(2):520-545. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-7379.2002.tb00091.x

Ferrer-i-Carbonell, A. (2005). Income and well-being: An 
empirical analysis of the comparison income effect. Journal 
of Public Economics, 89(5):997-1019. 

 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2004.06.003

Fischer-Neumann, M. (2014). Immigrants’ ethnic identification 
and political involvement in the face of discrimination: 
A longitudinal study of the German case. Journal of Ethnic 
and Migration Studies, 40(3):339-362. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2013.847362

Gans, H.J. (1973). Introduction. In: N  Sandberg (eds.). Ethnic 
Identity and Assimilation: The Polish Community. 
New York: Praeger Publishers.

Gans, H.J. (1992). Comment: Ethnic invention and acculturation, 
a bumpy-line approach. Journal of American Ethnic History, 
12(1):42-52.

Gans, H.J. (2007). Acculturation, assimilation and mobility. 
Ethnic and Racial Studies, 30(1):152-164. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870601006637

Gordon, M.M. (1964). Assimilation in American life: The Role 
of Race, Religion, and National Origins. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Haug, S. (2008). Migration networks and migration decision-
making. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 
34(4):585-605. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830801961605

Herrero, J., & Gracia, E. (2011). Covariates of subjective wellective 
Covariates of 3691830801961605on decisionThe role of 
social integration in the community. Journal of Community 
Psychology, 39(7):761-775. 

 https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20468

Jacob, K., & Kalter, F. (2013). Intergenerational change in religious 
salience among immigrant families in four European 
countries. International Migration, 51(3):38-56. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12108

Johnston, R. (1963). A  new approach to the meaning of 
assimilation. Human Relations, 16(3):295-298. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/001872676301600307

Kalmijn, M. (1996). The socioeconomic assimilation of Caribbean 
American blacks. Social Forces, 74(3):911-930. 

 https://doi.org/10.2307/2580386

Kasnitz, P., Mollenkopf, J.H., Waters, M.C., Holdaway, J. (2009). 

https://doi.org/10.36922/ijps.v7i2.346


Volume 7 Issue 2 (2021) 45 https://doi.org/10.36922/ijps.v7i2.346 

Objective and subjective assimilation of migrants

International Journal of 
Population Studies

Inheriting the City: The Children of Immigrants Come of 
Age. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Knight, J., & Gunatilaka, R. (2010). Great expectations? The 
subjective well-being of rural-urban migrants in China. 
World Development, 38(1):113-124. 

 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2009.03.002

Krueger, A.B., & Schkade, D.A. (2008). The reliability of 
subjective well-being measures. Journal of Public Economics, 
92(8-9):1833-1845. 

 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2007.12.015

Lee, J., & Zhou, M. (2015). The Asian American Achievement 
Paradox. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Light, I., & Bonacich, E. (1991). Immigrant Entrepreneurs: 
Koreans in Los Angeles, 1965-1982. Berkeley, California: 
University of California Press.

Luttmer, E.F. (2005). Neighbors as negatives: Relative earnings 
and well-being. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 
120(3):963-1002. 

 https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/120.3.963

Merton, R.K. (1968). Social Theory and Social Structure. 
New York: The Free Press.

McBride, M. (2001). Relative-income effects on subjective well-
being in the cross-section. Journal of Economic Behavior and 
Organization, 45(3):251-278. 

 https://doi.org/10.1016/S0167-2681(01)00145-7

Stone, A.A., & Mackie, C.E. (2013). Subjective Well-Being: 
Measuring Happiness, Suffering, and Other Dimensions of 
Experience. Washington, DC: National Academies Press.

Neto, F. (1995). Predictors of satisfaction with life among 
second generation migrants. Social Indicators Research, 
35(1):93-116. 

 https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01079240

Portes, A., & Zhou, M. (1993). The new second generation: 
Segmented assimilation and its variants. The Annals of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 
530(1):74-96. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716293530001006

Satorra, A., & Bentler, P.M. (1994). Corrections to test statistics 
and standard errors in covariance structure analysis. In: 
A von Eye and CC Clogg (eds.). Latent Variables Analysis: 
Applications for Developmental Research. United States: Sage 
Publications, Inc. p.399-419.

Schachter, A. (2016). From “Different” to “Similar” an 
experimental approach to understanding assimilation. 
American Sociological Review, 81(5):981-1013. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122416659248

Teske, R.H., & Nelson, B.H. (1974). Acculturation and assimilation: 
A clarification. American Ethnologist, 1(2):351-367. 

 https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.1974.1.2.02a00090

Tienda, M. (1980). Familism and structural assimilation of 
Mexican immigrants in the United States. International 
Migration Review, 14(3):383-408. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/019791838001400304

Waldinger, R., & Lichter, M.I. (2003). How the Other Half Works: 
Immigration and the Social Organization of Labor. Berkeley, 
California: University of California Press.

Wang, W.W., & Fan, C.C. (2012). Migrant workers’ integration in 
urban China: Experiences in employment, social adaptation, 
and self-identity. Eurasian Geography and Economics, 
53(6):731-749. 

 https://doi.org/10.2747/1539-7216.53.6.731

Weller, R.H. (1974). The structural assimilation of in-migrants to 
Lima, Peru. International Migration Review, 8(4):521-542. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/019791837400800403

Wong, K., Fu, D., Li, C.Y., Song, H.H. (2007). Rural migrant 
workers in urban China: living a marginalised life. 
International Journal of Social Welfare, 16(1):32-40. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2397.2007.00475.x

Xie, S., Leng, X., & Ritakallio, V.M. (2016). The urban integration 
of migrant workers in China: An assimilation-integration 
pattern. China Journal of Social Work, 9(3):257-277. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/17525098.2017.1254718

Yang, Q., & Guo, F. (1996). Occupational attainments of rural to 
urban temporary economic migrants in China, 1985-1990. 
International Migration Review, 30(3):771-787. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/019791839603000306

Zheng, X., Sang, D., & Wang, L. (2004). Acculturation and 
subjective well-being of Chinese students in Australia. 
Journal of Happiness Studies, 5(1):57-72. 

 https://doi.org/10.1023/B: JOHS.0000021836.43694.02

Zhong, B.L., Liu, T.B., Huang, J.X., Fung, H.H., Chan, S.S., 
Conwell, Y., et al. (2016). Acculturative stress of Chinese 
rural-to-urban migrant workers: A  qualitative study. PLoS 
One, 11(6):e0157530. 

 https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0157530

Zhou, M., Lee, J., Vallejo, J.A., Tafoya-Estrada, R., & Xiong, Y. 
(2008). Success attained, deterred, and denied: Divergent 
pathways to social mobility in Los Angeles’s new second 
generation. The ANNALS of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, 620(1):37-61. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716208322586

https://doi.org/10.36922/ijps.v7i2.346
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/120.3.963
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0167-2681(01)00145-7


Volume 7 Issue 2 (2021) 46 https://doi.org/10.36922/ijps.v7i2.346 

Objective and subjective assimilation of migrants

International Journal of 
Population Studies

Appendix

Table A1. Sample selection representativeness

Variable All migrant samples Migrant sample used

Age

17 – 40 64% 63%

40 – 65 34% 35%

65+ 2% 2%

Gender

Male 48% 49%

Female 52% 51%

Education

Elementary or below 29% 30%

Middle School 43% 45%

High School 14% 12%

College or above 14% 13%

Years of Migration

0 – 5 years 67% 70%

5 – 10 years 12% 11%

10 – 20 years 16% 14%

20+years 5% 5%

Intention to stay

No 75% 78%

Yes 25% 22%

N 2210 367

Note: Few missing data were replaced using the mean at the closest 
geographical unit
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