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ABSTRACT 

In 2024, China’s rural-urban migrant population reached 299 million (NBS, 2025), 

making it a major phenomenon in the country’s urbanisation and industrialisation process. 

At the same time, the number of smartphone users active in the social media market 

reached 1.1 billion, accounting for 85.3% of urban residents and 63.8% of rural residents 

(CNNIC, 2024). Against this backdrop, the use of social media by Chinese rural-urban 

migrant workers has also increased. This research aims to investigate the role of social 

media in the migration trajectories of Chinese rural–urban migrant workers. The research 

uses social media as a new social element to explore the mechanisms through which 

migrants are simultaneously embedded in both their rural origins and urban destinations, 

and to uncover the complexities and dynamics of this embeddedness. For this research 

project 41 participants were interviewed, all of whom are rural-urban migrants working 

as factory workers in the city of Wenzhou.  Drawing on interview data, this research finds 

that Chinese rural-urban migrants are active social media users, using social media to 

facilitate their embeddedness in both their rural origins and urban destinations during 

migration. The main findings of the study are as follows: 1)  Chinese rural-urban migrant 

workers use social media to empower their careers, both in gaining a greater voice in their 

current workplaces and enabling them to pursue higher-skilled job positions in the city. 

2) They use social media to keep connected to left-behind family and rural communities, 

and to participate remotely in the affairs of the rural household, lineage, natal family and 

community. 3) They use social media for leisure: social media content can strengthen 

their emotional connection to their traditional rural culture, and can also help them absorb 

modern ideology, shifting to an urban mindset.  Embeddedness is a concept previously 

used for transnational migrants; this research extends this to internal migrants and 

develops social media as a new lens. The research conceptually develops the idea of 

internal migrants’ dual embeddedness. The conceptual contribution and empirical data 
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can support internal migrant studies in other Global South countries, as large-scale rural-

urban population mobility is also common in other developing countries. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1Research Background 

Globally, one out of every seven people is a migrant. Among this group, migrants within 

nations account for a significant portion, estimated at 763  million, which far outnumbers 

transnational migrants, who total 281 million (United Nations，2024). The number of 

internal migrants may even be underestimated, as internal migrants move within  large 

administrative regions, which might not be included in the statistics (Selod and Shilpi, 

2021). The formation of migration patterns is largely due to the processes of urbanisation 

and industrialisation in developing countries. These social changes have led to large-scale 

rural-to-urban population mobility during certain  periods of history, a phenomenon 

which includes the present time. Factors influencing this population move from the 

countryside to the cities include the income gap between urban and rural areas, disparities 

in public amenities, and other related issues (Lagakos, 2020). 

China is a country which is representative of large-scale rural-to-urban migrant flow.  The 

number of rural-urban migrant workers has gradually grown, reaching 299 million in 

2024（NBS，2025）. The current trend of large flows  of migrants moving from rural 

to urban areas in China can be traced back to 1978, following the implementation of 

China's reform and opening up policy. This period marked the beginning of marketisation 

and foreign investment in China, leading to a boom in labour-intensive industries in urban 

areas. The demand for labour in these industries, combined with agricultural workers’  

need for monetary income, drove significant population mobility (Pun et al., 2012; 

Andreas and Zhan, 2016). Rural-urban migrants fuelled China’s ‘economic miracle’ (Niu 

and Zhao, 2018; Thompson, 2011; Gong et al, 2008). They served as a critical labour 

source, significantly contributing to urban development, particularly in labour-intensive 

sectors, such as the manufacturing and construction industries. Their income tax,  taxes 
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on goods (such as VAT), and transfer charges incurred during inter-regional transfers still 

contribute to a net income gain for host cities.  (NBS, 2022; Frijters et al, 2015; Han and 

Ge, 2015). Rural-urban migrant workers also serve as  vital providers of economic support 

for left-behind families and rural communities. Rural-urban migrants’ financial support 

improves the standard of living of the families left behind, particularly  in the areas of 

housing and greater material possessions   (Démurger and Wang, 2016). Money received 

from family members working in the city is also used to invest in human capital, such as 

covering family members' tuition fees (Chiang et al., 2013).   

However, rural-urban migrants and their families face challenges and barriers brought 

about by migration. In the workplace, migrants are a disadvantaged group, often lacking 

opportunities for training and job promotion. They also face exploitation and difficulties 

in securing labour rights protections (Shen, 2006; Cai, 2010; Meng and Li, 2013; Huang, 

2014). In family life, many rural-urban migrants are separated from their family members, 

facing challenges in their children’s parenting, spousal relationships, household 

management, and elder care. All these factors reduce the quality of life in general, and 

happiness in family life (Xu and Wang, 2015; Zhang et al., 2018; Wu and Guo, 2020; 

Jacka, 2012;). In the leisure sphere, older-generation rural-urban migrants spend less due 

to financial constraints and the need to send money home. Meanwhile, the younger 

generation enjoys more opportunities for leisure activities which is one factor which can 

predispose them to be more susceptible to engaging in risky sexual behaviours (Yang et 

al., 2016; Tang et al., 2020; Mao et al., 2023). Besides this, Chinese rural-urban migrants 

also face discrimination from local urban inhabitants, and institutional obstacles because 

of the household registration system, making their integration into urban areas difficult 

(Zhang and Wang, 2010; Zhang et al., 2016; Hung, 2022). Existing studies also show that 

the home ownership rate of Chinese rural-urban migrant workers in urban destinations is 

extremely low, and their living conditions are worse than those of native local residents. 
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This is reflected in their smaller living spaces and poorer housing facilities (Tang, Feng 

and Li, 2016). 

In the same year as the Reform and Opening up policy, 1978, the Chinese government 

announced its intention to seize the 'revolution in information technology' happening 

around the world, utilising administrative power and national resources to accelerate the 

country's digital progress (Wang, 2016). In 2013, the State Council of the People's 

Republic of China published the 'Notice on the Issuance of the 'Broadband China' Strategy 

and Implementation Plan,' which combined government administrative power with 

market forces to facilitate the penetration of the internet and related technologies. In 2018, 

China became the world's largest internet user base (State Information Center, 2020).  

Good internet coverage creates a solid foundation for the widespread popularity of social 

media (CNNIC，2024). Currently, 1.1 billion people in China are mobile phone users 

(CNNIC，2024), providing social media with a large user base.  

Chinese rural-urban migrant workers are an active group in terms of social media usage. 

Over the past decade, scholars have begun to pay attention to the social media usage of 

rural-urban migrants. Existing research has found that Chinese rural-urban migrants use 

social media as a channel to maintain a sense of rootedness with their rural origins, 

including using social media to sustain social networks in their hometowns and to collect 

and share photos of their hometowns, and even to create new online avenues for 

conducting religious and ritual activities (Wang, 2016). Studies have also shown that 

social media can help these migrants to establish urban social networks and facilitate their 

integration into urban settings (Zheng, 2023). Social media also aids them in transitioning 

their identity from that of peasant farmers to migrant workers (Cao and Li; 2018).  

Additionally, Chinese social media has also been utilised for the emergence and spread 

of working-class subcultures.  
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However, existing qualitative empirical research on the use of social media by Chinese 

rural-urban migrant workers mostly comes from the contributions of a small number of 

scholars (Wang, 2016; Zheng, 2023). Compared to the widespread nature of this 

phenomenon, there is a significant lack of in-depth understanding of its significance. 

Furthermore, the mechanisms of simultaneously maintaining connections with both rural 

and urban societies remain underinvestigated. Against this backdrop, this study aims to 

fill the research gap by further examining the role of social media in rural-urban migrant 

workers’ migration trajectories. This research employs  ‘Embeddedness’ as its conceptual 

framework. ‘Embeddedness’ originated in economics, developed within economic 

sociology, and was later extended to migration studies (Polanyi,1944; Granovetter,1985). 

When the concept was adapted to migration studies, embeddedness referred to migrants 

rooted in or engaged with the broader social environment.  This research further utilises 

the concept of ‘dual embeddedness,’ which builds on embeddedness and refers to the 

simultaneous embeddedness in both the sending and receiving societies across spatial 

boundaries. The conceptual framework allows me to investigate the connectivity of 

migrant workers in dual social settings, focusing on the role of social media platforms. It 

demonstrates how rural-urban migrant workers utilise social media to navigate and 

maintain relationships in both rural and urban locations. The data collected in this 

research provides an empirical contribution.  

More importantly, this thesis applies the theoretical concepts of embeddedness and dual-

embeddedness to rural-urban migration and introduces social media as a new element in 

the conceptual framework of embeddedness.  

Large-scale rural–urban migration is not a phenomenon unique to China. Many Global 

South countries — typically characterized by lower economic development, post-colonial 

histories, and marginalization within the global system — are experiencing rapid 
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urbanization accompanied by large-scale rural–urban migration (Dados and Connell, 

2012；Henderson and Turner, 2020). In  Global South countries such as Vietnam, 

Bangladesh, and India, the expansion of urban industries has created strong demand for 

labour, and the resulting income opportunities have driven agricultural workers to leave 

their land and seek employment in emerging industrial sectors (Khanam, 2024; 

Chandrasekhar,2014; Vo,2021). China as one of the largest Global South countries，

research conducted in China offers theoretically original contributions that can inform 

and support the study of internal migration in other Global South contexts. 

1.2 Research Questions and Methods 

 

The main research question is: What is the role of social media in the rural-urban 

migration trajectories of factory workers in China? The sub-questions are designed to 

correspond to the different aspects of the main research question, with each sub-question 

being more specific and directly targeting a particular aspect. 

The first sub-question: What is the influence of social media on rural-urban migrant 

workers’ employment? 

The second sub-question: How does social media influence rural-urban migrant workers'  

family and community relationships? 

The third sub-question：What is the impact of social media on rural-urban migrant 

workers' leisure activities? 

In order to respond to the above questions, this study adopts the semi-structured interview 

as its research method.  I chose a factory in Wenzhou, a city representative of China’s 

private economy and a hub for light industry, which attracts low-skilled rural-urban 

migrants to become labourers in the light industrial sector. It is one of the main production 
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sites for ‘Made in China’ products. Wenzhou is a well-known migrant-receiving city in 

China, with over 35% of its population being non-local (Lin and Gaubatz, 2015, 2017). 

Through Wenzhou's industrial connections, I contacted a factory that has been operating 

for over ten years and is in good operational condition. I obtained permission to collect 

data from this factory, and then conducted interviews with rural-urban migrant workers 

in the factory. To ensure data saturation, I conducted two rounds of interviews: the first 

round was in person, and the second round was online. A total of 41 participants were 

interviewed, including 24 female workers and 17 male workers. The entire interview 

process spanned seven months, from March to October 2024.  Before data collection 

began, the research was approved by the University of Leeds Research Ethics Committee, 

with the reference number BESS FREC 2024-0799. The data analysis was conducted 

using Nvivo software, employing thematic analysis as the approach for analysing the 

interview data. The first-hand interview material was originally in Chinese. Later, during 

the writing phase, the material was translated into English to accommodate readers with 

different language backgrounds.  

1.3 Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis consists of 8 chapters: 

Chapter 2 is a literature review. This chapter first provides an historical background of 

Chinese rural-urban migrant workers. The chapter then provides a brief review of the 

current situation of rural-urban migrant workers in contemporary China, which is a broad 

research area. I primarily focus on four key themes: employment and occupations, left-

behind issues, leisure and entertainment, and social interaction and integration. These are 

the themes that are most closely related to the research questions. Moreover, this chapter 

provides a brief introduction to the review of the influence of social media on migrants 

globally.   



14 

 

 

Chapter 3 begins with a detailed explanation of the conceptual framework of the research 

project —'embeddedness’. Then, this chapter presents relevant research, including a 

section discussing transnational migrants' embeddedness. It emphasises how 

transnational migrants cross borders while maintaining and creating relationships in their 

country of origin, and simultaneously engaging in the host society. This chapter also 

includes a section reviewing previous studies on internal migrants based on the 

embeddedness conceptual framework. These studies show that internal migrants are able 

to maintain relationships in their places of origin and their destination at the same time. 

 

Chapter 4 outlines the methodology of the research project. This chapter presents the 

research site: the city of Wenzhou. Wenzhou is a factory-cluster city in the eastern coastal 

region.  It is also a well-known migrant-receiving city. The participant recruitment 

process involved the assistance of the Wenzhou Industrial Association to contact the 

management team of a factory;  I then contacted potential participants among rural-urban 

factory workers. Data collection was conducted through in person one-on-one interviews, 

as well as remote interviews to ask further questions. Data analysis was performed using 

Nvivo for thematic analysis. This chapter also discusses the ethical considerations of the 

research project, clarifying how this research carefully protects participants’ rights. 

 

Chapter 5 examines the role of social media in the career development of Chinese rural-

urban migrant workers. This chapter first provides a detailed description of factory 

working patterns and conditions. Then, Chapter 5 shows that Chinese rural-urban migrant 

workers, through social media, are empowered both within the workplace and outside it 

to seek better career transition, highlighting social media's influence on urban 

embeddedness.  In factories, social media serves as a channel that provides more worker 
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participation, enhancing self-esteem and communication. However, rural-urban factory 

workers, under the rigid hierarchical structure of Taylorism, lack decision-making ability, 

which highly limits the potential of social media to empower them in the workplace. In 

addition, sharing their professional knowledge through social media platforms does not 

directly translate into monetary rewards, which can reduce rural-urban factory workers’ 

motivation to actively participate and voice their opinions.  

Outside the factory, social media provides Chinese rural-urban factory workers with more 

opportunities to pursue further education and training, supporting their aspirations to 

change career paths and achieve upward social mobility. However, this often leads to 

misleading expectations of career prospects. Moreover, not all factory workers are 

strongly motivated to pursue training through social media platforms. This chapter also 

presents findings that participants still rely more on traditional channels to pursue their 

rights, such as job-hopping and word of mouth, to gather information about rights 

protection. 

 

Chapter 6 examines the role of social media in maintaining connections within rural 

family networks and communities. By means of social media, Chinese rural-urban 

migrant workers can maintain intimate connections with their left-behind families, 

including practising filial piety toward the elderly, parenting children, and maintaining 

communication with their spouse. Also, it enables them to sustain connections with 

extended family. Rural China has a tradition of lineage systems, which are based on 

kinship ties through male ancestry. Social media helps rural-urban migrant factory 

workers overcome physical constraints, enabling them to seek and provide support within 

their lineage networks. In addition, changing gender values have led to a shift away from 

the traditional belief that married women’s duty is  only to her in-laws rather than her 

birth parents. Social media helps married female migrants in the factory maintain 
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connections and collaboration with their natal families, and also enables male migrants to 

provide support to their married siblings. Moreover, Chinese rural-urban migrant workers 

also participate online in their communities, practising social citizenship.  

Chapter 7 studies social media leisure activities. This chapter examines how the use of 

social media for leisure can deepen both urban integration and rural attachment, 

enhancing both urban embeddedness and rural embeddedness. By means of social media 

platforms followed in leisure time, information about rural towns, such as festivals, 

hometown cuisine, and regional activities, is disseminated to rural-urban migrant 

workers, evoking memories and maintaining their bonds with their hometowns. This 

reinforces the emotional connection to their rural roots and traditions, making their 

hometowns more than just generic rural locations in China, but places with personal 

significance and identity. Social media deepens their urban embeddedness, both in 

general embeddedness to the urban environment and specific embeddedness to the host 

city. Social media exposes Chinese rural-urban migrant workers to new aesthetics and 

ideologies that they cannot access through traditional rural social norms. Social media 

also allows them to acquire informal local information, on topics such as food and travel 

in the host city.  

Chapter 8 is the Conclusion and Discussion chapter. This chapter first provides a 

straightforward summary of the research findings. Then, the chapter provides 

conceptualised discussion of ‘embeddedness’, pointing out that embeddedness takes 

different forms in the rural and urban settings, including economic embeddedness, 

cultural embeddedness, and social embeddedness.  This chapter further discusses the 

differences migrant individuals can experience varying depths of embeddedness based on 

their personal circumstances. After this, the chapter highlights the academic contribution 

of this research. This thesis applies the theoretical concept of ‘embeddedness’ to the 
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context of rural-urban migration, and introduces social media as a new analytical element 

in the conceptual framework of embeddedness. This research enriches empirical data on 

China’s migrant studies, also providing new insights into embeddedness and contributing 

to internal migration research in other Global South countries. This chapter also presents 

the potential of this research for policymaking, particularly in supporting left-behind 

groups and migrants. Finally, this chapter reflects on the research’s limitations and 

directions for future research.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 

Chinese rural-urban migrants actively participate in popularising social media in China, 

using social media resources to connect themselves with their rural hometowns and cities. 

In the process, they become an important group in the trend of informatisation 

(Zheng,2023). This literature review chapter will first provide an overview of the current 

situation of rural-urban migrant workers in contemporary China. Then, a brief 

introduction to Chinese social media will be given. Finally, this chapter will present 

research on the use of social media by migrants, particularly by Chinese rural-urban 

migrant workers.  

 

2. 1 Historical Background of Chinese Rural-Urban Migrant Workers 

This research studies rural-urban migrant workers in China, who voluntarily migrate from 

impoverished rural areas to prosperous cities. In the early stages, peasant gave up 

agricultural jobs and migrated to cities in search of non-agricultural work. They had no 

fixed designation and were called ‘peasant worker (minggong )’,'floating migrant 

workers' (liudong minggong), 'outsider labourers' (wailai gong), or faced discriminatory 

labels like 'drifters' (liuming) and 'blind flow' (mangliu). In 1983, Zhang Yulin, the 

director of the Rural-Urban Sociology Research Office at the Institute of Sociology, 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, first introduced the concept of 'rural-urban migrant 

workers.' In the late 1980s, the term 'rural-urban migrant workers' became widely used in 

labour studies in China. By 2006, the term was officially incorporated into government 

documents (Li, 2025). In this research, the term 'rural-urban migrant worker' is also used. 

Rural-urban migrant workers have been the subject of study in Chinese and English 

language scholarship. The origin of the rural-urban migrant worker group can be traced 

back to 1976, when the Communist Party of China (CPC) and the Chinese government 
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decided to stop viewing class struggle as a core component of work and shifted their focus 

to economic construction.  The past ‘mistakes’ were judged as ‘extreme left line’ and 

were negated officially in the Central Committee of the CPC. Sociologists such as Pun 

Ngai  described China’s position in the world at this turning point as ‘falling from the 

forefront of fighting imperialism to the edge of world capitalism’ (Pun, Lu and Zhang, 

2012, p. 23 ). Since the ‘Reform and Opening Up’ policy, China has begun to adopt 

neoliberalism. The decision to introduce ‘Reform and Opening Up’ was made at the Third 

Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee in 1978, leading to China’s entry into a 

vigorous process of marketisation. Later, in 2001, China joined the WTO, strengthening 

marketisation and foreign commercial links  (Pun, Lu and Zhang, 2012; Chen et al. , 

2020).  

 

Since the 1978 reforms, the new economic system and opening up to the outside world 

have gradually been implemented. On ‘Reform and Opening Up’, Deng Xiaoping, a 

senior leader of the Chinese Communist Party, proposed that ‘common prosperity’ should 

be carried out in stages, and the market mechanism should be used as a tool for 

construction, allowing some people and some regions to get rich first. In the  policy 

implementation process, some eastern coastal cities opened up to foreign investment first 

and experienced rapid economic development (Hewitt, 2007; Fan, 2006). From the 1980s 

onwards, labour-intensive sectors in these eastern coastal cities have progressed quickly, 

increasing the demand for labour. To maintain the momentum of economic growth, the 

government’s attitude towards peasants working in eastern coastal cities improved. 

Concurrently, with the advancement in market-oriented reforms, daily necessities, 

education, and housing were marketised, making rural agricultural workers heavily 

dependent on monetary income. They strongly demanded an increase in monetary income. 

However, they were unable to obtain the necessary monetary income from the small-scale 
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peasant economy in rural areas (Pun, Lu and Zhang, 2012; Jie, 2011). Therefore, a large 

proportion of the rural population rapidly migrated to eastern coastal cities to obtain the 

monetary income they needed (Andreas and Zhan, 2016; Whyte, 2010). Many scholars 

regard the surge in demand for monetary income and market-oriented reforms as the main 

driving forces behind the formation of the wave of rural-urban migrant workers.  

 

With the formation of rural-urban migration, the hukou system is becoming a focal point. 

The hukou1 system has also played an important role in rural-urban migration in China. 

The modern hukou system came into being with the implementation of the People’s 

Republic of China Hukou Registration Regulation in 1958. Hukou's origins are in the 

ancient baojia and xiangsui systems (Young, 2013), which functioned similarly to the 

Soviet Union's propiska system (Dutton, 1992). Commonly, the basic unit of the hukou 

is the household, and under this system family members register themselves jointly in a 

household registration booklet. However, some citizens are collective hukou holders, and 

they register themselves not on a household basis but on danwei (work unit) basis, such 

as military, schools, and state-owned enterprises (Li and Chan, 2022). A Chinese citizen’s 

hukou status consists of two parts. The first part is agricultural/urban hukou. Before the 

hukou reform, state benefits were distributed unequally between rural and urban hukou 

holders. Urban hukou holders received better welfare provisions than agricultural hukou 

holders. The second part is residential location, which also impacts hukou holders’ 

welfare and public services. For example, compared with urban hukou holders in the less 

developed province of Yunnan, urban hukou holders in Beijing receive better education 

and healthcare (Sun, 2018; Miller, 2012, p. 33; Chan and Zhang, 1999). In addition, the 

 
1 Original term is 户口. Hukou as transliteration and the house registration system as the 

sense-for-sense translation are both widely used in English literature 

  
. 
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hukou booklet records the holders' basic information, including name, gender, height, 

place of birth, date of birth, residential address, marital status, race, religious belief, 

education, military service, and migration details. Various occasions require household 

registration for identification, such as marriage, passport application and employment 

(Wang, 2005, p. 67).  

 

Four stages describe the official attitude towards migrant workers’ voluntary migration 

from rural areas to cities for economic purposes. These four stages are the prohibition 

phase (1949–1983), the permissiveness phase (1984–1991), the liberal phase (1992–2001) 

and the facilitation phase (2002 onwards) (Sun, 2018). In the prohibition phase, for rapid 

industrialisation, resources were concentrated highly in cities with industries (Ma and von 

Glahn, 2022). Consequently, urban hukou holders, especially those employed in the 

industrial sector, had a higher level of welfare than agricultural hukou holders (Chan, 

1996; Shen, 1997). To alleviate the financial pressure on welfare expenditure and 

maintain resources in cities, the government strictly controlled the transfer of agricultural 

hukou to urban hukou and the migration of agricultural hukou holders to cities (Chan and 

Zhang, 1999). In the permissiveness phase, China's Reform and Opening Up began. 

Special economic zones emerged during this period. Special economic zones referred to 

specific coastal cities which were granted more market-oriented policies and opened up 

to the outside world earlier than the rest of China (Desk, 2020; Yueh, 2018). Under the 

‘10 Policies on Activating Rural Economy’ and other policies, rural workers could leave 

their registered residences and move to special economic zones to seek jobs 

（Sun,2018）. A growing number of agricultural hukou holders left their registered place 

of residence to work in special economic zones. However, during the permissiveness 

phase, peasants near special economic zones dominated the rural-urban movement, and 

short-distance migration within the province was the norm (Sun, 2018). In the liberal 
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phase, the deepening of ‘Reform and Opening Up’ led to an increase in the number of 

coastal cities opening up to the outside world (Wong and Zheng, 2001). However, there 

were no clear policies to encourage or prohibit peasants from moving to cities. 

Interprovincial migration became increasingly prevalent (Sun, 2018). In the facilitation 

phase, China became one of the few countries in the world to support urban-rural 

migration (UN, 2010). During this phase, China gradually established hukou reform 

policies to promote rural-urban migrant workers’ access to public services and eliminate 

the welfare gap caused by unequal hukou (Huang etal, 2017). The transfer of agricultural 

hukou to urban hukou and the change in hukou residential location were more relaxed, 

with many areas directly cancelling the division of agricultural /urban household 

registration (Zhang and Hoekstra, 2020; Chan and Zhang, 1999; Sun, 2018). Hukou is no 

longer an impregnable barrier to mobility, and narrowing the gap in access to welfare 

caused by hukou is the main policy trend. Currently, citizens with local hukou can still 

receive better welfare provision than rural-urban migrant workers with non-local hukou 

(Fields and Song, 2020; Zhang and Hoekstra, 2020), The hukou system still is criticised 

as an institutional basis for social and spatial stratification in China (Chan, 2012; Miller, 

2012; Kroeber, 2016, pp. 73–74; Chan and Zhang 1999). In sum, China uses hukou as a 

mechanism to manage the flow of rural-urban migrants. Attitudes and policies towards 

rural-urban migrant workers adjust according to the developmental stages of the state.  

 

2. 2 The Current Situation of Rural-Urban Migrant Workers in Contemporary 

China 

The study of rural-urban migrant workers has received a great deal of scholarly attention 

as researchers attempt to comprehend this sizeable population and their way of life in 

contemporary China. Numerous themes on Chinese rural-urban migrant workers have 

been investigated，such as citizenisation (e. g. , Zhang and Wang, 2010; Zhang, 2012; 
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Li, Li and Chen, 2010), self-identity (Gui etal , 2012; Wang and Fan, 2013), social 

networks (e. g. , Meng and Xue, 2020; Yue et al. , 2013; Wang, Lao and Zhou, 2014; 

Wang, Zhang and Ni, 2015), labour shortages (Knight, Deng and Li, 2011; Chan, 2010a;), 

new generation rural-urban migrant workers (Hu, 2012; Cheng, 2014; He and Wang, 

2016; Zhao, Liu and Zhang, 2018), insurance and social security (Qin, Zhuang and Liu, 

2015; Cheng, Nielsen and Smyth, 2014; Qin et al. , 2021), intention to stay/return 

(Mohabir, Jiang and Ma, 2017; Chan, 2010b), internal differences among rural-urban 

migrant workers (Magnani and Zhu, 2012), consumption (Chu, Liu and Shi, 2015; Cao 

et al. , 2017), housing (Li and Zhang, 2011; Niu and Zhao, 2018; Garriga et al. , 2021; 

Song and Zhang, 2020), land arrangement (Xie and Jiang, 2016) and lifestyle (Song and 

Smith, 2019; Zhang, Nazroo and Vanhoutte, 2021; Yang and Gu, 2020). There are no 

clear boundaries between the themes.  

 

Four themes are particularly pertinent to this research project:  employment and 

occupations, left-behind issues, leisure and entertainment, social interaction and the 

integration process. Therefore, detailed explanations of these four themes will be 

presented in the next section.  

 

2. 2. 1 Employment and Occupations of Chinese Migrant Workers 

China’s National Bureau of Statistics released data on rural-urban migrant worker 

employment distribution. In China's official statistics, the primary sector refers to the 

agricultural sector, the secondary sector to the industrial sector, and the tertiary sector to 

the service sector. In 2024, 0. 7% of rural-urban migrant workers worked in the primary 

sector, 44.7% in the secondary sector and 54.6% in the tertiary sector. Rural-urban 

migrant workers in the secondary industry are mainly concentrated in the manufacturing 

and construction sectors, accounting for 27.9% and 14.3% of all rural-urban migrant 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=w6TcQkYAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=EEv8pU8AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=MvuEvGwAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=gF9rYDgAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=mRZodhMAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=Qc6mk4cAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=dcJ-DRYAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=f1nKXJIAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=5KGWJGMAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=6R67lacAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=XSR8yuEAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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workers respectively. The scale of rural-urban migrant workers in the tertiary sector is 

also significant. While 13.6% of rural-urban migrant workers are engaged in the 

wholesale and retail sectors, 7.2% are engaged in repair and other service-related sectors, 

7.1% in shipping, warehousing and transportation sectors and 12.3%  in the hospitality 

and catering sectors (NBS，2025). The statistics indicate that the manufacturing industry 

absorbs the most rural-urban migrant workers, and becoming a factory worker is one of 

the conventional employment choices for rural-urban migrant workers. It has been 

reported that the average monthly income of rural-urban migrant workers in the 

manufacturing industry is 4978 yuan2 , which is higher than that of workers in the 

wholesale and retail sectors (average monthly income 4362 yuan), hospitality and 

catering sectors (average monthly income 4141 yuan), and repair and other service-

related sectors (average monthly income 4023 yuan). However, it is lower than the 

monthly income in the construction sectors (average monthly income 5743 yuan) and 

shipping, warehousing and transportation sectors (5635 yuan) (NBS ， 2025). In 

accordance with the White Paper on China’s Remuneration Survey, the turnover of 

factory workers consistently ranks highest among the surveyed industries, with a rate of 

28. 9% (Micheal Page, 2023). Rural-urban migrants leave industries because of the 

predicament of being locked in a low-skilled job, dependency on personal relationships, 

difficulty in acquiring rights protection and lack of promotion chances and training 

(Huang, 2014; Cai, 2010; Liu et al. , 2006; Shen, 2006).  

 

There is a gender division in the employment of rural-urban migrant workers. Male rural-

urban migrants are more likely to be employed in physical labour, such as construction, 

mining, and woodworking, whereas female rural-urban migrants are more likely to work 

 
2 1 yuan = 0. 11-pound sterling 

  
. 
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in factories, hotels, restaurants, or domestic service (Seeberg and Guo, 2018). In some 

industries with severe gender-based occupational segregation, female rural-urban 

migrants face higher levels of discrimination and the risk of sexual exploitation and 

coercion (Gaetano and Jacka，2004; Jacka, 2006; Dai et al. , 2015;).  

 

Furthermore, ethnicity influences the employment choices of rural-urban migrant workers. 

The ethnic minority-specific industries in cities can absorb a part of the ethnic minority 

migrant labour force. For instance, Tibetan Buddhism merchandise stores, handicraft 

stores, Tibetan cafés and Tibetan hostels surround Wuhou Temple in Chengdu city. These 

Tibetan-influenced businesses create jobs for Tibetan rural-urban migrant workers (Brox, 

2019; Kai, 2014; Dou, 2013). In addition, Hui ethnic groups have formed Jiaofang (教坊) 

communities in some northwest Chinese cities. Jiaofang communities provide halal 

services, such as cooking, to Hui Muslims. The Jiaofang community’s halal-service 

businesses employ Hui rural-urban migrant labourers (Liang, 2003).  

2. 2. 2 Left-Behind Groups 

Another important component of the research on migrant experiences is the impact on 

Left-Behind groups. Rural-urban migrant workers’ families receive more financial 

support for medical care, housing, and education; however, the phenomenon of ‘Left-

Behind’ families has emerged, in which working-age labourers migrate to cities, while 

the rest family members remain behind (Sun, 2018; Quisumbing and McNiven, 2010). 

China has 11. 9 million rural left-behind children in compulsory education, 47 million 

left-behind women and 16 million left-behind elderly people (CCTV, 2022; BBC, 2010; 

Chinanews, 2021). The improvement in the family economy achieved by financial 

contributions from relatives in the city cannot cover the problems of those staying behind. 

The left-behind children, because of their distance from their parents, endure mental 
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health challenges, social interaction barriers and physical health issues (Xu and Wang, 

2015; Zhang et al., 2018; Wu and Guo, 2020). Left-behind women face high labour and 

farming burdens, mental health issues and sexual repression, all of which contribute to 

their low level of happiness (Sun, 2018, pp. 11–38; Jacka 2012). But with husbands 

migrating out, decision-making power within the family has increasingly shifted to the 

left-behind women, thereby enhancing the status of women in rural origins to some extent 

(Wang etal,  2020). The left-behind elderly also must contribute to domestic and 

agricultural labour and housework, and can suffer mental health problems (Sun, 2018, pp. 

11–38). Being left behind worsens symptoms of depression, decreases social support, and 

increases the risk of elderly suicides (Zhou et al. , 2018). The phenomenon of ‘left behind’ 

negatively affects the quality of life and wellbeing of rural-urban migrant families, and 

constitutes a significant social issue. 

2. 2. 3 Leisure and Entertainment  

Chinese rural-urban migrant workers engage in leisure activities that provide various 

benefits, but their leisure activities are often constrained. Physical activities outside the 

home can help rural-urban migrants expand their living space, develop social networks, 

build self-identification, and counter stigmatisation (Xiong et al. , 2020). However, due 

to social isolation in urban settings, demanding work schedules and harsh treatment by 

employers,  migrants often choose home-based leisure activities, which further limits 

their social integration (Zhao and Liu, 2024;Li and Stodolska, 2018).  

Previous research also emphasises the differences in leisure pursuits among Chinese 

rural-urban migrant workers. Mao et al (2023), after studying the leisure patterns of 

Chinese rural-urban migrant workers, suggest that there is a significant difference in 

leisure patterns between young and older rural-urban migrant workers. The older 

generation of rural-urban migrant workers tends to stick to traditional leisure patterns, 
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characterised by low leisure consumption, shorter duration of leisure activities, and 

staying close to residential spaces. These patterns are influenced by factors such as gender, 

working hours,  family life, and residential location. In contrast, the younger generation 

is more likely to engage in leisure activities with higher consumption of longer durations, 

a greater willingness to travel farther. Tang et al (2020), based on consumer behaviour, 

classified Chinese young rural-urban migrant workers into four types: Conservative, 

Balanced, Frustrated, and Adventurous. The Adventurous type is the most individualistic, 

spending more on leisure (such as restaurants, KTV, pubs, bars, travel, sports, toys, 

gadgets, etc. ), while other groups tend to spend more on children’s education and sending 

money home. In addition, Chinese rural-urban migrant workers’ leisure may give rise to 

deviant behaviour. Yang and colleagues found that the social network of male rural-urban 

migrant workers increases the likelihood of engaging in risky sexual behaviours, 

including seeking commercial sex and having condomless sex with sex workers (Yang et 

al. , 2016).  

2. 2. 4 Social Interaction and Integration Processes 

Hukou has been recognised by scholars as an institutional obstacle to the urban integration 

of rural-urban migrant workers (Zhang and Wang, 2010; Hung, 2022). In addition to 

hukou, academics have examined the integration of rural-urban migrant workers in the 

receiving areas from an economic perspective. Previous research has indicated that rural-

urban migrant workers experience wage discrimination against their migrant status 

(Zhang et al. , 2016; Lu and Song, 2006). With the increase in time spent by rural-urban 

migrant workers in cities, their incomes have improved. In some industries, rural-urban 

migrant workers’ income can even exceed that of local employees. This improvement in 

economic conditions has promoted the integration process of rural-urban migrant workers. 

However, the increase in income is mostly attributable to rural-urban migrant workers’ 

longer working hours. Wage discrimination persists (Wang and Fan, 2012).  



28 

 

 

Furthermore, academics have investigated the integration of rural-urban migrant workers 

into receiving areas from a socio-cultural standpoint. Numerous studies have found that 

locals view rural migrant workers as vulgar money predators and exclude them because 

of their non-urban lifestyle. The acquisition of urban lifestyles and modernity is an 

important step for migrants in their integration into cities. Learning the local dialect and 

marrying local people in the receiving area also promotes the integration process of rural-

urban migrant workers (Zavoretti, 2020; Yue et al. , 2012; Wang and Fan, 2012; Nguyen 

and Locke, 2014). However, it is worth mentioning that although discrimination against 

rural-urban migrant workers is common, it does not mean that it is the same throughout 

China. A study conducted in cities of ethnic minority regions showed that Han rural-urban 

migrant workers from inland Han regions did not experience discrimination and evaluated 

themselves as being of ‘high quality’ (Yeh, 2013, pp97-126).  

 

Studies have examined the intergenerational effects of rural-urban migrant workers on 

urban integration. Chinese rural-urban migrant workers are generally believed to be 

divided into two generations. First-generation rural-urban migrant workers were born in 

the 1960s and 1970s and worked in coastal cities in the 1980s and 1990s. Second-

generation migrant workers were born after the Reform and Opening Up (the 1980s), and 

they started to work in 2000 and afterwards (Davis, 2000; Pun, 2003). Compared to the 

first generation when they were young, the second generation has experienced improved 

working conditions and is more inclined to integrate into urban life. However, they also 

have a heightened sensitivity to painful experiences such as discrimination and 

exploitation (Lu and Pun, 2014; Pun and Koo, 2015). 
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2. 3 Factory Workers in the Era of Rural-Urban Migration in China 

Most frontline factory workers are rural-urban migrant workers (China Labor Watch, 

2022). Hence, there is a natural connection between the study of factory workers and the 

study of rural-urban migrant workers. This section focuses on research on Chinese factory 

workers, with specific attention paid to the historical background and empirical studies.  

2. 3. 1 Historical Review of Chinese Factory Workers 

Currently, most factory workers come from the rural-urban migrant worker group, which 

must be explained in light of China’s 1978 Reform and Opening Up policy. First, as one 

of the measures of Reform and Opening Up, China carried out trade reforms in the 1980s. 

Since then, China's cheap labour, land and incentive policies have won a large number of 

overseas manufacturing orders. The vast majority of manufacturing factories that benefit 

from overseas investment are located in coastal cities. Considering the low cost of 

employing rural-urban migrant workers from inland, factories in these coastal cities have 

recruited many rural-urban migrant workers (Zhang, 2006).  

 

 China’s first President, Mao Zedong, died in 1976. His death was followed by the 

implementation of the Reform and Opening Up policy in 1978,and the social status and 

composition of Chinese factory workers have undergone significant changes since this 

historical turning point (Cai, 2006; Lee, 2000; Hurst, 2004). During the Mao period, 

factory workers were regarded as masters of the country and as the leading class of 

socialism. The factories of the Mao era were state-owned. Factory workers were ‘state-

fixed workers’ (Zhao, 2012), and the state guaranteed workers lifelong employment and 

livelihoods in the factory. Only the Labour Bureau had the power to allocate labour 

resources and control labour relations, and the dismissal of factory workers was strictly 

restricted (Deng and Ma, 1987). The state-owned factories of the Mao era also provided 

employee benefits. In addition to paying wages, factories needed to provide housing, 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=4YPbje4AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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medical care, living subsidies, education, pension security and intervention in factory 

workers' marriages, political lives and childbearing (Zhao, 2012). The welfare treatment 

of factory workers in the Mao era covered their lives from ‘the cradle to the grave’ 

(Warner, 2000). Factory workers had tenured positions and received social benefits that 

were not available to other citizens. Although factory workers were not free to seek jobs 

and negotiate wages, they were regarded as the most privileged labour group during the 

Mao era. Factory workers in Mao's time were predominantly locals (Li, 2023). However, 

the status of factory workers went through a tremendous change in the Reform and 

Opening Up era. The Reform and Opening Up policy also involved labour force reform, 

which was first carried out in the 1980s. Factory workers became contract labourers and 

lost many of the social benefits they had enjoyed during the Mao era. Factories were thus 

linked to low wages, long working hours and poor environments, resulting in them being 

marginalised from society. After the labour force reforms, many factories had campuses. 

Factory workers resided in factory dormitories on campuses, with curfews and entry 

restrictions. They were not allowed to leave freely or at will. Since factory jobs were less 

appealing than they were after Reform and Opening Up, rural-urban migrant workers 

replaced locals in factories. Local people, instead, turned to the new jobs created by the 

economic growth of Reform and Opening Up and were unwilling to work in factories. 

This gave rural-urban migrant workers an opportunity to secure a large number of factory 

jobs (Zhao, 2012, pp. 173–207).  

2. 3. 2 Research on Chinese Factory Workers 

The exploitation of rural-urban factory workers has received widespread attention from 

the academic community (Lee,2023; Lieder and Rashid, 2016). Research findings have 

revealed that the existence of long working hours, lack of overtime pay, repetitive work, 

crowded living environments, distance from relatives and friends and the ongoing 

commitment to modernity in Chinese factories have sometimes induced factory workers 
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to commit suicide (Farred and Litzinger, 2013; Chan, 2013; Mo et al. , 2020; Sznajder et 

al. , 2022). Some scholars have pointed out that most factories in China work under 

‘despotic factory regimes’ (Burawoy, 1985; Lee, 2007; Shen, 2007). These factories have 

not reached the stage of ‘coercion makes way for some degree of worker consent’ and 

often achieve the goal of controlling workers through undisguised exploitation (Burawoy, 

1985, p. 5; Lee, 2007; Shen, 2007, pp. 164–165; Guo and Huang, 2007). An empirical 

case study of jumping deaths in Foxconn factories supported the view that the Foxconn 

factory's dictatorship is manifested in four aspects. Firstly, Chinese factories are 

characterised by high labour intensity, long working hours and low wages. Secondly, 

factory workers’ dormitories have been placed within the factory area, and the dormitories 

have become an extension of the factory. Thirdly, the relationships among workers are 

‘atomic’, with little environment for close cooperation or emotional bonding, as 

individuals tend to focus solely on their own tasks. Fourthly, factories implement 

paramilitary management of workers (Pun et al.，2011). Additionally, according to a 

study on young rural-urban migrant workers, some schools use internships as a pretext to 

send students to factories and threaten that students; refusing to work in factories would 

mean they cannot graduate. Students are thus exploited as cheap labour in some 

workplaces (Pun and Anita, 2015; Chan, Pun and Selden, 2015; Smith and Chan, 2015).  

 

Moreover, research on female factory workers has yielded remarkable results. Pun Ngai 

conducted ethnographic research on female rural-urban workers. She proposed that global 

capitalism and patriarchy make up a form of oppression applied to the female factory 

worker group (Pun, 1999；Pun, 2005; Pun and Ren, 2007). Also, researchers have 

concluded that although female rural-urban migrant workers are active consumers, they 

try to eliminate their differences in appearance from urban and wealthy people and pursue 
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a more equal social identity. However, social discrimination against rural-urban migrant 

workers also exists in the consumption (Yu and Pun, 2008).  

 

In sum, the phenomenon of rural-urban migrant workers has a rich historical and social 

background. Chinese rural-urban migrant labourers are marginalised and face various 

obstacles and opportunities in contemporary Chinese society. The plight and vulnerability 

of migrant workers working in factories have been fully investigated. But, there has been 

much less research on the complex ways workers engage with, support, and subtly resist 

the sometimes conflicting demands placed upon them in the twenty-first century. Social 

media use makes an interest case for this. The next section will introduce the development 

and related research on social media use in China, providing a detailed description of 

Chinese social media use as an important background for the research project.  

2. 4 Social Media Use in China 

Since 2012, China has been the world’s largest smartphone market (Li and Seaton, 2015). 

The total number of smartphone users in China has reached  1.1 billion, and 85.3% of 

urban residents and 63.8% of rural residents in China use smartphones (CNNIC,2024 ). 

Social media use in China is gradually developing with the expansion of the smartphone 

market, and smartphones’ popularity has created a platform for the development of the 

social media industry (Craig, Lin and Cunningham, 2021, p.64). Western social media 

platforms, such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram, are not widely used in China for 

reasons such as access blocks, content censorship and information control (Taneja and 

Wu, 2014). Local social media in China dominate the vast market (Hong, 2017, p. 1495; 

Zhang and Pentina, 2012). Research on the use of social media by factory workers from 

rural to urban areas can only be better understood by looking into research on Chinese 

social media. Thus, this section will focus on the existing literature on Chinese social 

media.  
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2. 4. 1 Functions and Cultures of Chinese Social Media Platforms 

The functions and user bases of social media platforms are diverse to the extent that the 

cultures of various social media platforms are different or even conflicting. In this sub-

section, I will list the functions and social media cultures of China's main social media 

platforms.  

 

2. 4. 1. 1WeChat 

Statistics show that WeChat has 1. 38 billion. 3 WeChat  has a contact function similar to 

WhatsApp, which allows for one-on-one and chat group communication (Thomala, 2023). 

In addition to sending messages, WeChat provides profile pages for self-expression, 

called WeChat Moments. WeChat Moments allow content that can be interacted with to 

be posted. The content posted in the  WeChat Moments is viewable only by people on the 

user’s access list, therefore WeChat Moments are  not considered public discussion 

spaces (McDonald，2016).  

  

Except for interactive functions, WeChat enables file transfers, payments, credit card 

payback, loans, financial management, public services, and the sharing of red envelopes 

(Mu and Lee, 2017; Xu, 2017; Wang and Gu, 2017; Kow, Gui and Cheng, 2017; Chan, 

2015; Shen et al. , 2020). WeChat also supports users in accessing ‘mini programs’ on 

the WeChat platform. WeChat users can complete a series of daily activities, such as 

making appointments for clinics, hiring taxis, ordering meals, hiring and playing games, 

etc. , all without downloading a new app (Hao et al., 2018). In addition, some 

 
3 WeChat allows individual users to register multiple accounts, and institutions can 

create official public accounts. In addition, non-Chinese users are also able to register 

WeChat accounts. Therefore, it is reasonable that the number of reported WeChat 

accounts exceeds the number of Chinese smartphone users. However, the actual number 

of unique users is likely lower than the official figures published by WeChat. 
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organisations, such as universities and hospitals, establish WeChat's ‘public accounts’, 

and institutions can publish information on public accounts (Gu, Yang and Cao, 2018; 

Wang and Wu, 2020; Wu et al. , 2018). As Montag, Becker and Gan (2018, p. 2) indicated, 

‘WeChat must be seen in broader terms than just being social media’. When designing 

WeChat, Tencent company gave WeChat a neat style, made WeChat keep a professional 

and serious tone, avoid giving a  juvenile and unsophisticated impression, made it popular 

in the workplace, and made it be a life-and-work two-in-one combined social app (Liu 

and Wu, 2018; Chen, Mao and Qiu, 2019). 

 

2. 4. 1. 2 Kuaishou/Douyin 

 

Both Kuaishou and Douyin 4  regard short videos as their main digital products with 

features such as live broadcasting and textual interaction. The creative content of 

Kuaishou and Douyin is open to the public. They have different social media cultures, 

despite having comparable functions. Kuaishou users are mostly from towns and villages. 

Kuaishou has absorbed marginalised people ， adopting ‘grassroots’ as the future 

development prospect of Kuaishou culture (Lin and Kloet, 2019; Li, 2020a). Kuaishou is 

an important content creation space for China’s marginalised groups, providing a 

platform for cultural production based on their life experiences and artistic understanding. 

However, while it is developing rapidly, it is often labelled as ‘tuwei’ — translated as 

‘soil taste’ in English — which carries a negative meaning, such as being unsophisticated 

(Zhou and Liu, 2024). The main target users of Douyin are urban youth (Chen, 2020). 

The Douyin platform is used to display a fashionable lifestyle and show users as their 

 
4 Douyin and TikTok are both products of ByteDance, and their basic functions are very 

similar. For better survival in different platform ecosystems, Douyin targets the Chinese 

market and TikTok targets the international market.  
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perfect selves (Lu and Lu, 2019). Research shows that Douyin users are more willing to 

post xiaozi content. Xiaozi’s direct translation is an abbreviation for the petite bourgeoisie 

in Chinese. The extended connotation of xiaozi in social media creative products is 

consonent with the tastes and characteristics of the urban middle class (Du et al. , 2020; 

Peng, 2019).  

 

Increasing attention paid to social media content can expand the potential customer base 

for online sales and help generate advertising revenue (Craig, Jian and Cunningham, 

2021). Creating a close atmosphere and establishing a parasocial relationship with users 

are common means for Kuaishou and Douyin content creators to attract and retain users 

(Zhou and Liu, 2022; Sandel and Wang, 2021; Yang and Ha, 2021). Additionally, content 

creators on both platforms realise the importance of attention in producing content, and 

there are also slight differences between Kuaishou and Douyin. A large number of 

Kuaishou content creators lack the skills to attract audiences. They must constantly record 

every detail of their lives to gain attention at the expense of privacy. Dramatic life 

experiences, such as unmarried pregnancy, disputes, extreme poverty, and divorce, have 

become an important way for Kuaishou content creators to retain audiences’ attention. 

Douyin content creators are more inclined to increase their attention by commercialising 

body symbols and creating hot topics, for example body shape anxiety and age anxiety 

(Tan et al. , 2020; Li, 2020a; Li, 2020b; Liu, 2020; Zhou and Liu, 2022; Hou and Zhang, 

2022).   

2. 4. 2 Key Research Themes on Chinese Social Media 

In recent years, social media in China has received more scholarly attention. The 

reference points for research on Chinese social media include the social media market (e. 

g. , Liu, 2018; Yang and Wang, 2015; Ng, 2014; Yang and Ha, 2021; Wang, Huang and 

Pérez-Ríos, 2020), the social media fan culture (Zhang and Negus, 2020; Zhang and Fung, 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=LJOAUXEAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=3BGcm9MAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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2017; Liao, 2021; Jeffreys and Xu, 2017), rumours and misinformation (Liu, Xu and Chen, 

2021; Hou et al. , 2020; Chen et al. , 2021; Liu, Burton-Jones and Xu, 2014), privacy 

(Yuan, Feng and Danowski, 2013; Yang and Liu, 2014; Shao, Li and Wang, 2022), 

Wanghong economy (Craig, Lin and Cunningham, 2021; Cao, 2022; Baym, 2021; Han, 

2021), and censorship (e. g. Bamman, O’Connor and Smith, 2012; Fan and Guan, 2023).  

 

Ideology dissemination in Chinese social media, online patriotism, localism, and the 

digital divide are research themes closely related to this project, which will be elucidated 

in this sub-section.  

2.4.2.1 Ideology Dissemination in Chinese Social Media  

 

Social media serves as a platform for the dissemination of ideologies, providing 

disadvantaged and subcultural groups with a space to voice their perspectives, gain 

visibility, and achieve empowerment. Primarily, social media has become an important 

platform for feminists, not only facilitating the dissemination of feminist discourses but 

also fostering the emergence of localized feminist discourses in China. Feminist 

discourses from the Western world have had a significant influence on Chinese social 

media, such as the anti-PUA (Pick-Up Artistry) movement. Pick-up artistry, initially 

conceived in the US, has gained traction in China as well. PUA (Pick-Up Artistry) is a 

strategy aimed at fostering intimate relationships, but its main method involves emotional 

manipulation and controlling the relationship by the “PUAer. “ The person targeted by 

PUA tactics often experiences a range of negative effects, including low self-esteem, 

introversion, insecure attachment, and a predisposition to conformity. On social media, 

many women who have been victims of PUA by their spouses or ex-spouses have shared 

their experiences, seeking comfort and support. They also aim to raise awareness and 

advise potential victims to recognize the signs of PUA and escape toxic relationships 

(Bao，X, 2023; Li et al. , 2023). A more localized online feminist discourse, like the 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=o3S9Tg8AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=HcxZyAMAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=ekwWRUIAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=vedPnsEAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=FET5uwtW8ckC&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=xiPHs0EAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=V4LXxrQAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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‘sum men’ discourse, on social media aggressively criticizes male infidelity and toxic 

behaviors such as domestic violence, sexual harassment, and gaslighting, with the term 

being widely used to call out and condemn these actions (Li et al. , 2023; Du, 2024).  

 

Social media helps the Chinese LGBT community promote information, support self-

identification, facilitate group connections, provide access to resources that improve 

quality of life, increase public acceptance of LGBT individuals, and enhance their 

bargaining power with the state (Yang, 2019; Jiang and Yang, 2022;Wei, 2014) . In 

addition to empowering the LGBT community on social media, the fantasy culture among 

girls, including Boy's Love (BL) fiction and animation, also helps challenge traditional 

heterosexual dominance and creates a more inclusive space for queerness. Although , 

censorship still limits the expression of sexualities within these LGBT  culture 

productions (Zhou, 2014; Hu et al. , 2022).  

 

Racial discourse has also emerged on Chinese social media, shaped by the Chinese 

context and historical experiences related to opposing racial discrimination. Cai's 

investigation into Chinese social media's anti-racism discourse reveals that shared social 

class identity and imagined Third World solidarity evoke anti-racism sentiments among 

Chinese netizens. However, multiculturalism and internationalism have less influence on 

these sentiments (Cai, 2023).  

It is worth mentioning that ideological acceptance does not always run smoothly and has 

its own limitations. Online feminist discourse is developing alongside a trend of 

stigmatized . and pervasive misogyny, which has significantly contributed to heightened 

gender tensions (Mao, 2020; Han and Liu, 2024 ; Huang, 2023). The LGBT community 

in China relies heavily on social media for seeking support and forming connections. 

However, this support largely remains online and does not significantly translate into 
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benefits in their offline lives. Offline, LGBT individuals in China are still more likely to 

encounter problems such as depression (Han et al. , 2019). Racism is still very common, 

and it is often linked to patriarchy. When Chinese men marry women of other races, it is 

seen as bringing those women into the Chinese lineage. However, when Chinese women 

marry men of other races, the women and their children are criticized for losing their 

'Chineseness, ' while their spouses are viewed as a threat to it (Zhou, 2024; Wei et al. , 

2024) 

2. 4. 2. 2 Patriotism and Localism on Chinese Social Media Platforms 

 

The existence of patriotism on Chinese social media platforms has attracted widespread 

attention. Chinese social media patriotism is characterised by grassroots style, bottom-up 

spontaneity, and the use of humorous photos and videos (Guo, 2018; Han, 2019; Wang, 

2016). Meanwhile, numerous studies have criticised grassroots patriotism on Chinese 

social media for its extreme populist tendencies, unpredictable nature, misogyny, and 

impetuosity (Schneider, 2018; Han, 2019; Liu, 2016; Zhao, 2007).  

 

In addition to patriotism, scholars have explored Chinese social media from the 

perspective of localism. Localism also exists in social media. Social media content 

creators use dialects, scenic locations, cuisines, memories, and local TV shows and films 

to depict their hometowns as distinctly local rather than as a part of China. Localism on 

social media strengthens netizens’ sense of belonging and local identity (Wang, 2015; 

Wang, 2017; Wang and Wu, 2021). In the process of protecting local cultural heritage, 

social media plays an important role. Citizens showcase local traditional festivals and 

customs through social media, drawing interest from both within and outside the local 

community. Through social media, citizens can share their vision of local traditions in 

local history, making it a valuable source of information for local history and folk custom 
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research outside of traditional media (Svensson, 2012). Significantly, there is a positive 

interaction between localism and patriotism on social media. For example, during the 

pandemic period, local social media accounts reported that local medical staff went to 

Wuhan for medical assistance. The medical assistance behaviours of local medical staff 

are intertwined with the ideology of patriotism, enhancing local pride  (Wang and Wu, 

2021).  

 

2. 4. 2. 3 Digital Divide 

 

Research on the digital divide focuses on multiple levels. The digital divide is the 

inequality in utilising digital technologies (Ragnedda and Muschert, 2013). The first-level 

digital divide focuses on internet access, whereas the second- and third-level divides focus 

on digital abilities and usage patterns among different populations (Ragnedda and Ruiu, 

2017; Hargittai, 2002; DiMaggio et al. , 2004). There are multiple levels of the digital 

divide in the use of social media in China. Scholars studying the generational digital 

divide have found that elderly individuals use social media less often than young people. 

This finding negatively impacts the elderly's social integration, information reception and 

mental health (Zhou, He and Lin, 2022; Liu et al., 2021; Huang, 2020; Cheng et al., 2018). 

The research results concerning the rural-urban digital divide show that there is still a gap 

in the affordability of internet infrastructure and electronic equipment between urban and 

rural areas. Rural residents’ social media skills are less developed than those of urban 

residents, and they use social media less for career advancement and self-teaching (Yan 

and Schroeder, 2020; Fong, 2009). Research on social media algorithms shows that social 

demographic characteristics, particularly education and income, have a substantial impact 

on people’s understanding of social media algorithms. High-income and educated groups 

are more aware of and critical of social media algorithms (Wei and Yan, 2023). Some 
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scholars have criticised the exclusion of disabled individuals on social media, believing 

that when using Chinese social media, disabled individuals face a digital divide. The ‘Law 

on Protection of the Disabled’ in China mandates disabled people's internet access. As of 

2008, social media platforms in China need to have inclusive designs for people with 

disabilities under laws and regulations. However, the current inclusive designs of Chinese 

social media are far from achieving full access for disabled people (Kent et al. , 2017; 

Ding and Giannoumis, 2017; Chen, Bong and Li, 2017).  

 

In conclusion, the research on Chinese social media has multiple points of concern and 

angles. Chinese social media is of considerable importance in modern Chinese society, 

but the development of Chinese social media also comes with digital inequality. In the 

next section, the researcher delves deeper into the impact of social media on migration.  

 

2. 5 Social Media and Migration 

 

As this project examines the role of social media in the trajectories of rural-urban 

migration, this section will focus on the use of social media by migrants. Considering that 

a large number of migrants worldwide migrate voluntarily due to regional development 

differences (Ottonelli and Torresi, 2013), this has something in common with Chinese 

factory workers moving from rural to urban areas, as they also share similar motivations. 

Therefore, reviewing research on the usage of social media by migrants across borders 

has referential value for this project. This section examines research on the use of social 

media by migrants both internationally and nationally in China. Particular attention is 

paid to Chinese rural-urban migrant workers using social media.  
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2. 5. 1  Social Media and Transnational Migration 

This section will review migrants’ use of social media across borders. Considering that 

rural-urban migrant workers in China are voluntary migrants, the sub-section mainly 

analyses the use of social media by voluntary migrants. The researcher does not consider 

the literature on refugees and other forced migrants. Some international migrants are 

motivated by political reasons and social structural factors. Although their migration is 

not coercive, it is inappropriate to regard them as voluntary migrants in a narrow sense 

(Bakewell, 2021).  

 

2. 5. 1. 1 Communication 

 

Social media has influenced the maintenance and construction of social networks for 

migrants. Firstly, social media connects migrants to their origins. Numerous studies have 

shown that social media helps migrants maintain contact with their relatives and friends 

in their hometowns (Madianou, 2012; Nedelcu, 2012; Parreñas, 2005; Wilding, 2006). 

While social media allows migrants to maintain ties with their origins, it also hinders 

them in some instances from integrating into their destinations. A study of Filipino and 

Polish migrants in Ireland examined the dynamic relationship between staying connected 

with their original communities and integrating into their new destinations. The study 

pointed out that social media helps migrants participate remotely in their original 

communities, but participation in the original community can negatively impact their 

integration process in their new domicile (Komito, 2011). In addition, some queer studies 

have indicated that homosexual migrants maintain contact with  homosexual netizens in 

their original location through  dating apps based in their home area. Dating apps in their 

place of origin give homosexual migrants a sense of belonging but reduce their 

participation in local queer activities and limit their integration into the destination's 
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homosexual communities (Li，2020; Alinejad and Ponzanesi, 2020). Secondly, social 

media helps in the mending of broken or weakened relationships. Existing research 

indicates that, to obtain support in the new locality, some potential migrants use social 

media to reconnect with relatives and acquaintances (Dekker and Engbersen, 2014; 

Ellison et al. , 2007; Hiller and Franz, 2004). Thirdly, social media promotes economic 

communication. A study found that Chinese mainland women who migrated to Taiwan 

engaged in cross-strait economic trade through social media, creating a cross-regional 

social network based on business needs (Zani, 2018).  

 

2. 5. 1. 2 Information Seeking 

 

Social media also provides information support to migrants, both as a supplement to 

social networks and as a way to reduce their dependence on social relationships. Migrants 

and potential migrants use social media as a source of information. They get their home 

country’s information through social media and use social media to learn about daily life, 

services, immigration rights, education, housing, employment, medical care, and other 

related information in their bew locality (Lee, Jaruperechachan and Tseng, 2022; Komito 

and Bates, 2011; Akakpo and Bokpin, 2021; Hidayati, 2019; Hein de Haas, 2010). 

Research by Dekker and Engbersen (2014) showed that social media use can democratise 

knowledge as an open source of information, allowing potential illegal migrants to collect 

information. Social media information is crucial to the survival of illegal migrants without 

official support channels in their new situation (Dekker and Engbersen, 2014). According 

to research on Maltese migrants by Cassar, Gauci and Bacchi (2016), All of European 

migrants, non-European voluntary migrants, and refugees use social media to collect 

information, but the focus of information collection varies depending on actual needs. In 

addition, potential migrants may use social media to seek immigration and destination 
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information from strangers who are natives of the locality if they need support. 

Information from strangers reduces the costs and risks of migration and drives subsequent 

migration (Dekker and Engbersen, 2014; Thulin and Vilhelmson, 2014; Dekker, 

Engbersen and Faber, 2015).  

 

2. 5. 1. 3 Empowerment 

 

Research shows that social media empowers migrants to express their political aspirations, 

influence policies, organise protests and report abuse and discrimination (Kissau, 2012; 

Oiarzabal and Reips, 2012; Smales, 2011; Minu and Sun, 2011; Janta and Ladkin, 2013). 

Wijaya, Watson and Bruce’s (2018) research findings on Indonesian migrant workers 

suggests that social media empowers Indonesian migrants individually and collectively. 

At the individual level, migrant workers can learn the skills needed in the host country 

and about labour rights through social media to better deal with social challenges. At the 

collective level, social media makes migrant groups more cohesive and capable of taking 

collective action to influence policies. Nduhura, Kim and Mumporeze (2019) conducted 

research on foreign brides in South Korea, echoing Watson and Bruce's argument that 

social media serves as an important channel for the empowerment of female migrants in 

structurally weak positions. Foreign brides can better navigate Korean society by learning 

about their rights and self-protection skills on social media. At the same time, foreign 

brides can use social media to voice their political views and receive timely assistance 

from foreign bride groups if  abused.  

 

2. 5. 1. 4 Emotion and Psychology 

 

The effects of social media on cross-border migrants’ emotions and psychology are 

becoming more widely studied. Firstly, migrant workers can receive emotional support 

https://www.inderscienceonline.com/doi/abs/10.1504/IJWBC.2018.092392
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from home families and friends via social media, which alleviates the anxiety caused by 

migration and this promotes their well-being (Nduhura, Kim and Mumporeze,2019; 

Benítez, 2012; Watson and Bruce, 2018; Bacigalupe and Cámara, 2012). However, social 

media may not alleviate all migrant anxiety. In research on the use of ICT by male 

migrants, contacting their families via ICT reminds them of the  responsibility of 

providing for a family, thereby increasing their stress levels (Chib, Wilkin and Hua, 2013). 

As a tool for family communication, social media may also increase the stress on all 

migrants for similar reasons, Secondly, migrants can develop a sense of ‘co-presence’ 

and ‘togetherness at distance’ with their families in their original places through social 

media, which gives them the experience of transactional emotional intimacy (Baldassar 

et al. , 2016; Baldassar, 2016; Itō et al. , 2005; Nedelcu and Wyss, 2016; Alinejad, 2019; 

Madianou, 2016). Thirdly, social media is an important outlet for migrants to vent their 

emotions. Georgalou’s (2020) study of Greek migrants illustrated that migrants can 

express their feelings about their home country, migration process, relatives and friends 

and host country lives to the public in an emotional way through social media.  

 

2. 5. 1. 5  Identity Recognition 

 

Existing research has found that migrants negotiate and express their identities through 

social media. They realise their online profile in both host and home countriescan be 

monitored,  therefore they will use content management and access rights management to 

present different identities to different audiences (Yau, Marder and O'Donohoe, 2020; 

Higgins, 1987; Leary and Kowalski, 1995). In addition, identity recognition and methods 

of expression vary across social media platforms. Using South Korean migrants in 

Germany as an example, it can be observed that they draw on Korean identity narratives 

when expressing their views against racism on general web platforms, while on Facebook 
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and Twitter, they tend to adopt broader East Asian identity narratives and express their 

anti-racist views in a more emotional tone. (Park and Gerrits, 2021).  

 

2. 5. 2 Social Media and Rural-Urban Migration in China 

 

In the previous sub-section, the researcher outlined the international use of social media 

by migrants. Considering that this project studies the use of social media by rural-urban 

migrants in China, from this sub-section onwards, the researcher focuses on China. This 

sub-section provides information on the use of social media by rural-urban migrant 

workers in China.  

 

2.5.2.1 The Maintenance and Establishment of Social Relationships through Social 

Media 

 

Social media helps rural-urban migrant workers maintain relationships. Numerous 

empirical studies have shown that rural–urban migrants, along with their friends and 

people from the same hometown, use social media to maintain social relationships (Wang, 

2016; McDonald, 2016; Zheng, 2023). Additionally, social media has enabled some 

collective folk customs and religious activities to take place online , which also provides 

more opportunities for interaction between migrant workers and their rural social 

networks. Although social media enables rural-urban migrant workers to overcome the 

technical barriers to connecting, social media cannot compensate for the impact of 

distance on social relationships. Rural-urban migrant workers have gradually distanced 

themselves from people of their original home due to lack of ongoing shared experiences 

and changes in mentality. They can abandon some weak relationships, even when 

technical means  provide support for maintaining relationships (Wang, 2016; , 2016).  
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Some scholars have found that rural-urban migrant workers can display what they want 

on social media, thus diminishing  their identities as outsiders and allowing them to 

communicate on a more equal footing with local people, which increases the likelihood 

of good relationships between rural-urban migrant workers and local people (Zheng, 

2023). Social media provides rural-urban migrant workers with channels to obtain social 

capital,  (Zhang, 2017; Wang, 2001) by facilitating  the establishment of social 

relationships with local residents (Zheng, 2023). However, the social relationships 

established through social media are not stable. In the process of transferring social 

relationships from online to offline, the hidden identity dichotomy between locals and 

rural-urban migrants reappears and social relationships may not thrive  (Shu, 2018).  

 

2. 5. 2. 2 Social Media, Identity Construction and Self-presentation of Rural-Urban 

Migrant Workers 

 

Rural-urban migrant workers’ social media identity construct  has also received attention. 

Cao and Li (2018) found that female rural migrant workers use social media to share their 

work experience with each other. In this process, female rural-urban migrant workers are 

being crystallised as a collective identity. Female migrant workers, as a collective identity, 

are the basis for their resistance to stigmatisation, oppression, and the development of a 

labour culture. Zheng (2023, p. 80) stated that under the guidance of urban social media 

information, the new generation of rural-urban migrant workers has modified their 

cultural codes to match the urban lifestyle. This is a process of re-socialisation and 

identity formation for rural-urban migrant workers. While changing their cultural code, 

rural-urban migrant workers are shaping a new self. Some scholars believe that rural-

urban migrant workers can deliberately present different online identities from those 

offline. Online identities often reflect what users want to be, not what they are. In Wang's 
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case study, female rural-urban migrants went to a photography studio to have artistic 

photos in evening dresses taken; they then  shared these photos on social media. Wang 

believes that this is far different from their actual lives; rather than recording their real 

youth on social media, they have created a different version of their  young lives on social 

media (Wang, 2016, pp. 178–179).  

 

2. 5. 2. 3 Social Media and the Urban Integration of Rural-Urban Migrant Workers 

 

The integration of rural-urban migrant workers is closely related to the development of 

social relations in the  areas to which they have re-located, and identity recognition. 

Statistical results of Wei and Gao (2017), verified the relationship between socialising 

with locals and urban integration. Social media helps rural-urban migrant workers 

communicate with residents, enhancing their sense of urban belonging and satisfaction. 

Zheng (2023) also mentioned this in his research on rural-urban migrant workers’ identity 

construct through social media. Social media can guide rural-urban migrant workers to a 

new understanding and shaping of their identities. Establishing an urban identity for rural-

urban migrant workers is very important for their integration into cities. In addition, 

Zhang Pengyi’ quantitative research combined rural-urban migrant workers’ social media 

empowerment with social inclusion in his study. He concluded that social media leads to 

both social inclusion and social exclusion. Social integration is reflected in the fact that 

social media serves as a platform that allows rural-urban migrant workers to collaborate 

with each other and to centralise survival resources. Social media can enable grassroots 

elites of rural-urban migrant workers to help rural-urban migrant workers better integrate 

into the city. Social exclusion is reflected in the fact that it is difficult for rural-urban 

migrant workers to become opinion leaders on social media because of various 

disadvantages, such as a lack of online influence and visibility. Social media use cannot 

address offline practical problems, including temporary employment, unemployment, 
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discrimination, and wage arrears  - all issues experienced by rural-urban migrant workers 

(Zhang, 2013).  

 

2. 5. 2. 4 Social Media and Rural-Urban Migrant Workers in Chinese Factories 

 

The manufacturing industry has attracted a large number of rural-urban migrant 

employees, and this project treats rural-urban migrant workers in the manufacturing 

industry as the main research participants. Therefore, social media use by manufacturing 

workers will be discussed in detail.  

Social media has become an essential platform on which rural-urban migrant factory 

workers can forge a new identity, showcasing their experiences and progress in the digital 

space.  In the 2000s, the shamate subculture emerged among young rural-urban migrant 

workers. This group was characterised by their flamboyant punk hairstyles, exaggerated 

fashion, and collective activities that often involved gathering in urban public spaces to 

seek attention and express their individuality. Young rural-urban migrants embraced the 

shamate style as a form of resistance against the emptiness and exploitation they 

experienced in their work lives. By adopting this flamboyant appearance, they asserted 

their individuality and expressed a unique identity amidst challenging factory working 

conditions. When shamate culture was at its peak, it gained prominence through social 

media, where it was widely shared and at times, stigmatised. Today, with the decline of 

shamate culture, it has become a symbol of nostalgia, representing a formative memory 

of the early stages of Chinese social media (Tao and Donald, 2015; Li, 2019).  The 

Sanhedashen is a group of homeless rural-urban migrants in China who survive on 

extremely low budgets. They sustain their lifestyle by taking short-term day labour jobs 

and follow a philosophy of "working one day and playing for three days". Sanhe Dashen 

represents a migrant anti-factory culture, rejecting capitalist exploitation by refusing to 
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conform to the expectations of being 'good' labourers. Their existence has become a topic 

of discussion in Chinese social media (Peng, 2021; Dong, 2022; Lin et al., 2024).   

 

Some researchers focus on that social media empowers online group resistance. Qiu 

(2014) studied the online resistance movement after the Foxconn factory's scandal of 

numerous factory workers jumping off workplace buildings. Qiu noticed that Foxconn 

workers began producing ‘worker-generated content’ online themselves. Factory workers 

uploaded incidents of security staff hitting workers, collective violence and workers 

threatening the workplace by trying to jump from a building on the internet. This content 

triggered worldwide attention and contributed to getting new social supports. Wang 

Jianhua (2011) analysed the online mobilisation of equipment manufacturer factory 

workers. He pointed out that the internet is an intermediary for workers to mobilise, plays 

a role in communicating with internal and external parties and forges ‘factory worker’ as 

a collective identity. Wang believes that the role of social media in the online collective 

struggle of factory workers can be summarised as establishing contacts, discussing 

strategies, sharing experiences, and mobilising them instantly. Peng and Choi also found 

that manufacturing workers in different employment positions have different mobile 

phone use policies, resulting in different patterns of mobile phone-based resistance. 

Management strictly prohibits workers on the assembly line from using mobile phones, 

while ignoring workers in the hardware department using mobile phones and forcing 

workers without fixed workplaces to use mobile phones. Workers on the assembly line 

secretly use mobile phones to question the legitimacy of the factory’s different phone 

management measures for workers in different positions. Workers in the hardware 

department strive to use mobile phones in compliance, while workers without fixed 

locations pretend not to receive messages and evade management supervision (Peng and 

Choi, 2013).  
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In summary, extensive research has shown that the use of social media is widespread  

during the migration process. The existence of social media has changed the meaning of 

distance and space for migrants. However, existing qualitative empirical research on the 

use of social media by Chinese rural-urban migrant workers mostly comes from the 

contributions of a few scholars. Most research in this field lacks solid qualitative data 

support.  

 

In conclusion, research on the use of social media by rural-urban migrant workers should 

be conducted within a social and institutional background, as well as taking into account 

the complex life situations these workers face, in order to fully understand the role 

Chinese social media plays in their migration trajectories. While social media platforms 

in China have specific realities， in social media activities, such as building social 

networks, obtaining information, and fostering empowerment, they exhibit 

commonalities between Chinese rural-urban migrant workers and voluntary migrants in 

other parts of the world.  

This literature review found that existing research on social media use by Chinese rural-

urban migrants often focuses on their connections to either the location they have left, or 

that to which they have migrated. However, the mechanisms through which social media 

enable Chinese rural-urban migrant workers to simultaneously maintain connections with 

both rural and urban societies remain underexplored. Also, the literature review found 

that empirical qualitative research results about the social media usage of Chinese rural-

urban migrant workers are limited to only a few scholars. In this research field, more in-

depth qualitative analysis is required.  
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Chapter 3. Conceptual Framework: Migrants’ Embeddedness in 

Origin and Destination 

In this research, 'embeddedness' is employed to examine the research topic. Scholars 

embarked on a theoretical journey by applying the concept of embeddedness, initially 

‘embeddedness’ was established by Polanyi (1944) in The Great Transformation: The 

Political and Economic Origins of Our Time as an institutional economics concept. The 

original concept of embeddedness recognised that economic activities are rooted in non-

economic arrangements; economic actions are socially hosted, politically mediated, and 

institutionally regulated (Peck, 2013b; Peck, 2013a).  Then, 'embeddedness' developed 

by Mark Granovetter (1985) in Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of 

Embeddedness as a socio-economic concept, to migration research. In economic 

sociology, the concept of embeddedness emphasises that economic activities are deeply 

rooted in social relationships, with social and economic interactions intertwined within 

the market system. Economic behaviours are embedded in networks of ongoing social 

relations (Dale, 2011). In the development of the concept, a key principle is maintained: 

economic activities are embedded within broader social contexts. In migration research, 

embeddedness retains its core principle of being embedded in broader society and gains 

further significance by encompassing diverse aspects of migrants' situations. This 

provides a more comprehensive framework for analysing migrant embeddedness, 

extending beyond merely economic dimensions. As migrants can maintain connections 

with individuals both at their places of origin and destinations (Tsuda, 2012), they 

overcome space constraints,  embedding both their origin and destination in multiple 

layers (Levitt and Jaworsky, 2007). In the research field of transnational migration and 

internal migration, scholars have begun to pay attention to migrants' dual embeddedness 
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and to explore the mechanisms behind it (Faist, 2000; Levitt and Jaworsky, 2007; Levitt, 

2001; Portes, 1999;   Portes et al. , 1999;).    

3. 1 Transnational Migrants’ Embeddedness 

The embedding of receiving places and sending places simultaneously by transnational 

migrants is a common phenomenon. For instance, case studies of middle-aged and low-

skilled migrant domestic workers (Filipinos, Poles, Albanians, Ukrainians, and Peruvians) 

in Italy (Boccagni, 2017), Polish migrants in London (Ryan, 2018), and Caribbean 

migrants in the USA (Basch et al. , 1992; Glick Schiller and Fouron, 1999; Glick Schiller 

and Fouron, 2001) suggest that transnational migrants living in the host country maintain 

and create relationships with their home country across borders, while engaging in the 

host country's society simultaneously.   

 

 But the mechanisms of the dual embeddedness behind this phenomenon are not 

consistent. Tsuda reviewed the dual embeddedness literature. He indicates that, in some 

circumstances, the engagement with the host country and the embeddedness in the 

country of origin run in parallel and do not directly affect each other; in other cases, 

migrants’ engagement in both societies may be either in a zero-sum relationship or 

mutually reinforcing (Tsuda, 2012).  

Some studies have shown that engagement in the original country and the host country is 

a zero-sum relationship. Economically, remitting money to home countries reduces 

migrant investment in host countries. On the other hand, if migrants spend more of their 

income to improve their lives in host societies, remittances will decline (Marcelli and 

Lowell, 2005; Rodolfo and Lowell, 2002; Suro, 2005). The more time, energy, and 

resources migrants spend on their home country's politics, the less they can contribute to 

the host country's politics (Ø stergaard Nielsen, 2003; Glick Schiller and Fouron, 1999). 
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Socially, if migrants are discriminated against, marginalised, and have no opportunity for 

upward social mobility in host countries, they will maintain tight relationships with their 

home countries to compensate for reputation and social status not obtained in host 

countries (Levitt, 2001; Itzigsohn and Saucedo, 2002;  Portes, 1999; Portes et al. , 1999; ). 

If migrants gradually succeed economically and integrate into the host countries, then 

their connections and attachments to their home countries will decrease (Itzigsohn and 

Saucedo, 2002). Culturally, greater consumption of home country culture may potentially 

lead to reduced engagement with host society culture, as resources for cultural 

consumption are limited (Tsuda, 2012).  

There are also studies that have found the opposite results. These studies point out that  

engagement with the original countries and the host countries can have a mutually 

reinforcing relationship. In terms of the economy, migrants are more capable of carrying 

out economic activities in their home countries after obtaining sufficient economic capital 

in host countries (Portes et al. 2007; Portes 2003). In terms of politics, migrants with 

resources, high social status, and citizenship in host countries are more capable of 

participating in the politics of home countries (Itzigsohn and Saucedo, 2002;  Guarnizo 

et al., 2008 ). Also, participation in bilateral political issues between the host country and 

the home country is mutually reinforcing of dual embeddedness in a political context 

(Guarnizo and D'az, 1999). Socially, maintaining connections with home nations can 

boost migrants' national pride and self-worth, help them cope with marginalisation in host 

countries, and improve their integration (Smith, 2006; Portes, 1999). From a cultural 

perspective, in some cases, cultural consumption may not require significant additional 

resources. For example, a TV subscription, once purchased, can provide access to content 

from both home and host cultures. In such instances, consuming one culture may not 

diminish engagement with the other; rather, it may enhance it by facilitating easier access 

to both (Tsuda, 2012).  
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Studies have shown that transnational migrants' ability to engage in origin and destination 

countries is limited by external social structures and their own circumstances, which 

influence their goals and migration plans (Ryan, 2018; Boccagni, 2017). Moreover, the 

participation of migrants in their countries of origin is also considered a reciprocal 

behaviour. In the process of simultaneously embedding in origins and settlements, 

transnational migrants send remittances to their home countries, and relatives who stay in 

home countries form reciprocal relationships with transnational migrants by managing 

migrants’ housing investments and taking care of their children in home countries (Glick-

Schiller and Faist, 2009; Mazzucato, 2011).  

 

In Chinese transnational migration studies, embeddedness is noted. Research by 

Ceccagno and Gao (2023) in Italy shows that Chinese migrants seek transnationally 

embedded opportunities for skills training, as access to training is more readily available 

in China than in Italy for Chinese migrants. They return to China for skills training, 

enhancing their ability to improve their competitiveness in the Italian job market and 

settle down there. Ren and Liu (2015) indicate that Chinese immigrant entrepreneurs are 

dually embedded in both China and Singapore, with economic and social resources in 

each location mutually reinforcing each other. Although they obtain Singaporean 

citizenship and acquire local knowledge, cultural understanding, and social skills, they 

also benefit from business information, market insights, and support from social networks 

in China. By leveraging resources from both China and Singapore, Chinese immigrant 

entrepreneurs enhance their business survival and success.  

3. 2  Internal Migrant’s Embeddedness 

Compared with transnational migrants, there are fewer existing studies on internal/rural-

urban migrants and their connections with people at their original domiciles and at their 
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destinations. Research in Vietnam, India, and Thailand has found that many rural-urban 

migrants reside in cities for a long time and insinuate themselves into urban lives. The 

majority of them, however, still tend to accumulate social capital in their rural hometowns, 

send remittances to their rural hometowns, and travel between rural and urban areas (Anh 

et al, 2012；ICSSR, 2011；Osaki, 2003). Studies of rural-urban migrants conducted in 

Vietnam found that female rural-urban migrant workers are influenced by gender roles 

and family responsibilities, making greater efforts to develop close contact with their 

place of origin, while maintaining a relatively low level of urban embeddedness 

(Agergaard and Thao, 2011; Tien and Ha, 2001). 

 

Research on embeddedness in the context of Chinese rural-urban migration is limited, 

with only a few studies addressing this topic.  Cheung (2020) has studied the Miao ethnic 

community from Guizhou province , focusing on their migration to the Pearl River Delta 

(coastal China). She found that Miao migrant associations organise ethnic festivals and 

cultural heritage events, which help maintain and strengthen the ethnic identity of Miao 

migrant workers. These activities rekindle and reinforce their ethnic consciousness while 

also creating Miao network linkages that channel labour, culture, and capital flows 

between the Pearl River Delta and their hometowns. This process secures the Miao 

migrants' embeddedness in both their new locations and their hometowns. Zhu and his 

colleagues studied the return-home entrepreneurial intentions of Chinese rural-urban 

migrants. They found that these intentions are characterized by mixed and multi-layered 

embeddedness within the economic, social, and institutional contexts of both their rural 

homeland and urban destination. In rural hometowns, kinship and high-quality social 

relationships in addition to kinship help returning migrants establish and sustain 

businesses. Migrants also have easier access to financial capital, market information, and 

institutional support due to migration experiences. Meanwhile, their experience in urban 



56 

 

destinations motivates them, as they are inspired by the entrepreneurial success and 

culture around them, which helps them to develop an entrepreneurial mindset (Zhu et al. , 

2023).  A few researchers have discussed the situation of the secondary generation of 

rural-urban migrant workers in China, highlighting that these workers experience ‘de-

embeddedness’ from both their rural hometowns and urban destinations. Their human 

capital, self-identity, and career aspirations are more aligned with urban environments, 

but their economic status, limited job opportunities, and inability to fully access public 

services  and other disadvantages   result in their marginalization in urban areas. This 

creates a situation where they are not fully embedded in their rural hometowns but are 

also unable to fully embed themselves in urban society (Huang, 2014; Jin and Yang, 2023; 

Qiu and He, 2024).  

 

3. 3  Chinese Rural to Urban Migrant Workers: One-Sided Embeddedness and 

Types of Embeddedness Research 

A group of researchers may not specifically focus on dual embeddedness, but their work 

is closely related to the embeddedness status of Chinese rural-urban migrant workers. 

Their research can serve as a valuable supplementary source for the conceptual 

framework chapter and is therefore included here.  

There are scholars in the field of Chinese rural-urban migrant worker research focusing 

on either the rural or urban side. Zeng and Li (2018) have designed an urban 

embeddedness scale to measure the shiminhua (urbanization) of Chinese rural-urban 

migrant workers. The scale includes 29 project indicators and identifies two second-order 

factors: the pull of city embeddedness and the push of city embeddedness. It also 

identifies five first-order factors, namely sense of welfare, sense of linkage, sense of 

support, sense of deprivation, and sense of gap. Zhang and Yang (2022) found that rural 
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embeddedness is maintained through returning to and visiting one's hometown, owning a 

house in the rural hometown, participating in collective dividends, and having rural 

settlement plans. These activities deepen rural embeddedness, leading migrants to feel  

stronger moral responibilities and social norms, which, in turn, enhance their tendency to 

offer charitable donations in their rural hometowns.  

Some scholars investigate specific types of embeddedness in the field of Chinese rural-

urban migrant workers. Zhang and colleagues studied the social networks of Chinese 

rural-urban migrant workers, dividing their social network embeddedness into four types: 

kinship social network, organizational social network, instrumental social network, and 

self-built social network. Luan and Wan (2018) studied the job embeddedness of Chinese 

rural-urban migrant workers and found a correlation between job embeddedness and 

turnover rates: lower job embeddedness is associated with higher turnover rates. They 

also identified internal differences within rural-urban migrants, with this trend being most 

evident among male, younger workers from well-developed rural hometowns.  

 

Chinese rural-urban migrant workers are embedded in multiple aspects of both their rural 

hometowns and urban destinations, as mentioned to some extent in previous research. 

However, the mechanisms underlying this embeddedness remain underexplored and 

insufficiently explained. Despite the widespread presence of embeddedness in the 

experiences of Chinese rural-urban migrant workers, relevant studies are relatively 

limited and lack depth. 
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Chapter 4. Methodology 

This project explores various aspects of the role of social media in factory workers' rural-

urban migration trajectories in China. Qualitative research can reveal participants' 

migration experiences and their use and perceptions of social media during the 

migrant process (Ritchie and Ormston, 2014, pp. 32–36). This can help researchers 

understand how participants view social media's role in migration. Qualitative research 

can also assist researchers in comprehending participants' personal backgrounds and the 

research site's social-cultural environment, which allows for a deeper exploration of 

participants' inner emotional experiences (Stiles, 1999). Under the umbrella of a 

qualitative approach, this study uses semi-structured interviews as the research method. I 

will explain the research site and research method in the following sub-sections.  

4. 1 Research Site and Participants 

To ensure research data is fully sufficient and representative, careful consideration is 

given to the selection of research sites and participants.  Next, I will provide a detailed 

explanation of why the chosen research site is the most suitable for this study and outline 

the participant recruitment process, including necessary adjustments based on practical 

realities.  

4. 1. 1 Research Site 

I carried out the fieldwork in Wenzhou City, Zhejiang Province. Wenzhou was selected 

as the research site because it is a well-known destination for rural-urban migrant workers 

(Lin and Gaubatz, 2017). Furthermore, I have lived in Wenzhou for around ten years and 

have developed an understanding of the local business culture and social norms, which 

facilitated data collection (Tanu and Dales, 2015; Brannick and Coghlan, 2007). 
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Wenzhou city is representative of privatisation and entrepreneurship; it is known as the 

birthplace of China's private economy (Lin and Gaubatz, 2017). Since the Reform and 

Opening up policy of  1978, Wenzhou has promoted private economy and it was one of 

the first coastal cities to open up to the outside world. The first individual business licence 

and the first private enterprise regulations in China both originated  in Wenzhou (Zhang, 

2019). Light industry is the most significant driver of Wenzhou’s economy, the city is a 

major production hub of 'Made in China' goods. The most recent disclosure of light 

industrial output value was ¥146.982 billion (Wenzhou Municipal Bureau of Statistics, 

2013). The strength of light industry has led to the establishment of a  large number of 

factories in Wenzhou and a high demand for rural-urban migrant workers. Wenzhou has 

received over 3. 376 million rural-urban migrant workers, and the proportion of rural-

urban migrant workers in the total population of Wenzhou has reached 35% (Lin and 

Gaubatz, 2015; Lin and Gaubatz, 2017; Xu, 2011; Wang, 2009). Rural-urban migrant 

workers mainly come from provinces with high population density, such as Hunan, Hubei, 

Guizhou, Jiangxi, Anhui, and Sichuan (cnr, 2008).  
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 (Ministry of Natural Resources of the People’s Republic of China, n.d.) 

 

 
 

 (Wenzhou Municipal Bureau of Statictics, 2024,p.436) 
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4. 1. 2 Sample and Research Site Criteria  

I contacted Wenzhou's industrial associations and requested their assistance in reaching 

out to factory owners. Wenzhou's industrial associations had information about local 

factories, which helped me determine which factory was most suitable as the research site. 

When selecting the factory, it met the following criteria: firstly, the factory was operating 

smoothly and had  been in operation for more than ten years. Secondly, the factory 

employed rural-urban migrant workers of different ages and genders, and from different 

hometowns, allowing me to select participants to form a sample that reflected the 

composition of the rural-urban migrant worker population.  

 

I conducted semi-structured interviews with participants. The sample consisted of rural-

urban migrant workers employed at the factory site. Migrants and locals are relative 

concepts. In this project, I used Wenzhou city as the boundary, defining factory workers 

from outside Wenzhou as migrants. Due to the shared dialect and culture within Wenzhou, 

there is a strong sense of Wenzhou identity among people from different districts of the 

city. People from outside Wenzhou are referred to as 'nyang dei nang' in the Wenzhou 

dialect ('waidiren' in Mandarin and 'outsider' in English). The definition of rural-urban 

migrant workers in this study was based on the subjective perception of 'nyang dei nang, 

' commonly used in Wenzhou. In addition, rural–urban migrant worker participants were 

required to hold a non-Wenzhou agricultural hukou — that is, their hukou had to meet 

two conditions: it had to be registered outside Wenzhou and be classified as agricultural. 

 

For the semi-structured interviews, I selectively recruited interviewees to ensure that 

rural-urban migrant worker participants of different genders, hometowns, age groups, 

educational levels, and skills were included. The selection of the sample reflected the 

composition of the rural-urban migrant worker population, making the sample 
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representative (Meyer and Mayrhoer, 2022). I applied to the factory's human resources 

department for access to employee information to select suitable rural-urban migrant 

workers as potential candidates for interviews. Then I issued interview invitations to 

potential participants, attaching the consent form.  

 

4. 1. 3 Research Site Access and Participant Recruitment  

With the assistance of Wenzhou's industrial associations, I obtained permission to access 

a factory which fully met the research site criteria. At the time of the study, the factory 

had been operating for over 12 years, employed 77 assembly line workers, imported toys 

from outside China, and served customers in Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. 

Based on the factory's roster from March 2024, the average age of the assembly line 

workers was approximately 37 years. However, the factory experiences a high turnover 

rate, with many older workers leaving after the Spring Festival and new workers being 

hired. As a result, some basic statistical figures about the factory's workforce and general 

conditions are in a state of flux.  

 

Three notable observations can be made: firstly, a significant portion of the factory's 

workers are from Guizhou province. Guizhou is one of the main labour resource provider 

provinces for Wenzhou, and when workers from Guizhou are hired, they often act as 

pioneer migrants, via social media and offline, introducing more relatives and fellow 

villagers from Guizhou to the factory, gradually forming a high percentage of Guizhou 

workers in the factory. Secondly, on the assembly line, female workers outnumber male 

workers. As previous research has mentioned, factory work is gendered, with female 

workers often portrayed as more obedient, patient, and better suited for assembly line 

tasks. This preference for female workers in the factory aligns with findings from earlier 

studies (Pun, 2005). Thirdly, most workers in the factory are married, accounting for 95% 
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of the workforce.  According to the factory's HR department, there is a preference for 

hiring married individuals who support families, as this reduces turnover rates. Such 

workers are less likely to leave, because they need a stable income to financially support 

their families and because they are perceived to be more hardworking and resilient. The 

national average age of rural–urban migrant workers is 43.1, with over 80% being married. 

This indicates that the majority of migrant workers are married in nationwide, which 

further explains why married workers make up the majority in this factory. 

 

I collected data not in a short time, but through a few steps, completed over an extended 

period.  

The first step involved physically visiting the research site factory in March 2024. I 

established contact with the management team, from whom I obtained the staff roster, the 

assembly workers' shift schedule, and salary information.  

 

In the second phase, I spent one and a half months conducting interviews with assembly 

line workers in the factory. Thirty assembly line workers agreed to participate in the 

research. However, as required by their work schedules, their time on the assembly line 

was very limited, and they could not give me individual interview slots. As a result, all 

the interviews were conducted either during assembly production processes or during 

participants’ lunch and dinner breaks. 

 

The third step involved returning to the University of Leeds, where I have monthly 

supervision meetings with my supervisors. During these meetings, I received feedback, 

and over the course of six months, I gradually identified areas of  insufficient data and 

lacking. For data saturation, I reconnected with some participants to ask further questions 

via social media. Additionally, with the help of previous participants, I conducted online 
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interviews with 11 new participants. Online interviews help manage travel and time costs, 

improve data collection efficiency, and make it easier to schedule appointments  despite 

time zone differences and location constraints.  

 

The full process took nearly 7 months, which I interviewed 41 participants. Among the 

participants, were 24 female, and 17 male workers. Of these, 21 participants were from 

Guizhou province, while the remaining participants originated from various provinces, 

including Anhui, Hunan, Yunnan, Jiangxi, Hubei, Shandong, Sichuan, Chongqing, Fujian, 

and less developed areas of Zhejiang. The average age of the participants was 37. 6 years. 

The participants were predominantly married—38 were married, and only 3 were single 

or divorced.  With their consent, the content of these conversations was incorporated into 

the research data. To protect participants’ privacy, all individuals in this research are 

referred to by pseudonyms. 

For more details of participant demographics, see Appendix 1. 

4. 2 Data Collection and Data Analysis 

4. 2. 1 Data Collection: Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews allowed me to ask supplementary questions based on the 

participants' responses (Flick, 2017). The semi-structured interview outline guided the 

overall direction of the interviews (Kallio et al. , 2016). Care was taken to ensure that 

participants' superiors were not involved in the interviews to prevent restrictions on them 

expressing their true feelings. The average interview duration was 40 minutes. Thematic 

analysis was applied to analyse the collected interview materials. With the participants’ 

permission, I prepared a voice recorder that could record interviews into WAV files at 

96khz/24bits (Winick and Bartis, 2016). I used the voice recorder to record the interviews.  
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At the beginning of the semi-structured interview, I obtained basic information from the 

participants such as place of origin, age, marital status, and number/type of family 

members. This information provided me with the necessary background for participants’ 

use of social media, enabling me to better identify points that could be further explored 

in the interview. Afterwards, I inquired about the participants’ use of social media, which 

social media platforms they used on a daily basis, and their specific experiences and 

feelings about using social media. Next, I will introduce my interview questions in detail: 

4. 2. 1. 1 Work Experience and Training Experience 

Discussing and analysing work experience and training experience via social media can 

provide deeper insights into rural-urban migrants' upward mobility opportunities and the 

benefits they gain in urban settings. This helps to better understand their urban 

embeddedness status. To understand the role of social media in the urban embeddedness 

of rural-urban migrant workers, I focused on the types of information on social media that 

empower rural-urban migrant workers. In the interviews, questions were related to the 

following areas： How do social media help participants gain more opportunities in the 

workplace?  How do participants use social media to learn about labour rights protection? 

How can participants access learning and training materials on social media to help their 

career development? What financial and time investments have been made in the process 

of training through social media, and are they satisfied with the outcomes? how do social 

media serve as an emotional release for factory workers experiencing negative emotions?  

4. 2. 1. 2 Left-Behind Dilemma 

As a large number of previous studies show, the presence of left-behind individuals often 

increases the attachment of rural-urban migrant workers to their home towns. By 

examining the experiences of rural-urban migrant workers via social media 

communication with the left-behind, I can gain a better understanding of rural-urban 
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migrant workers' rural embeddedness. In the interviews, questions cover relevant areas: 

Do participants communicate with their families through social media? If using social 

media to communicate with family, what kind of social media are used, and what form 

does the communication take?  Do participants communicate with their rural community 

through social media? If using social media to communicate with the community, what 

kind of social media are used and what form does the communication take?  

4. 2. 1. 3 Leisure 

 (Social media’s obvious function as a  leisure activity offers a significant perspective on 

migration trajectories.  Examining social media leisure activities is important in  

providing a comprehensive understanding of the role social media play in the migrant 

trajectories of rural-urban migrant workers. What information did participants receive on 

social media to help them understand the city's lifestyle and social norms？ Have 

participants experienced discrimination and false information on social media, and how 

have these experiences impacted their integration into their new location and reduced 

their sense of belonging to their new place of residence？ How do social media influence 

participants’ understanding of modern ideologies?  

4. 2. 2 Data Analysis 

I used thematic analysis. During the analysis process, I used Nvivo to improve efficiency. 

Thematic analysis can systematically identify, organise, and provide insight into patterns 

of meaning across a dataset (Braun and Clarke, 2023). The process of data analysis is as 

follows: 

 

Stage 1: Data Management  

The first step in data management is 'Familiarisation'; I immersed myself in the data, 

familiarised myself with the data, and identified themes of interest. The second step is 
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constructing an initial thematic framework. I listed initial themes and  sub-themes based 

on the research questions and the ‘embeddedness’ conceptual base, then assembled the 

themes and sub-themes into an initial thematic framework. The third step is indexing and 

sorting. This step is also known as ‘topic coding’ (Saldana, 2009). I labelled and sorted 

data, and subsequently analysed similar labelled data together (Spencer et al, 2014, p. 

284). The fourth step is reviewing data extracts. I checked whether important data had 

been missed and whether there were any themes that needed to be subdivided or merged. 

The fifth stage is data summary and display. I wrote a précis for each theme and sub-

theme (Spencer et al, 2014).  

 

Stage 2: Abstraction and Interpretation 

 

During the second stage, I read through the managed data and iterated on themes, shifting 

focus from the literal meaning of the themes to the underlying abstract principles. Then, 

I divided the iterative themes into categories. After that, I mapped the data to see what 

linkages existed between different parts of the data and what patterns they formed. Finally, 

I gave reasonable explanations of the data patterns through explicit accounts provided by 

participants and implicit accounts deduced from participant intentions, situational factors, 

and expectations (Spencer, 2014, p. 284).  

 

In addition, when translating Chinese into English, it is difficult to achieve complete 

equivalence, and there is often a decrease in the accuracy of the data during the translation 

process (Twinn, 1998; Yelland and Gifford, 1995). Therefore, during the analysis of 

interview materials, I directly analysed the Chinese transcription, rather than translating 

the Chinese transcription into English first.  
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4. 3  Ethical Considerations and Challenges 

 

This study follows the guidance documents issued by the University of Leeds’ research 

ethics committee and UKRI to minimise harm to participants and related institutions. My 

research ethics application, reference number BESS+ FREC 2024-0799, has been 

approved by the Research Ethics Administrator.  

 

Participants were fully informed about the research aims and academic uses before 

interviews, and they were free to withdraw at any time without coercion from the 

management team. Participants who had previously withdrawn were welcome to rejoin 

the research at any point before the thesis was submitted to the university system, based 

on their willingness. Anonymity was maintained through the use of pseudonyms that 

could not be easily traced, and personal details were blurred to prevent identification. 

Privacy was also upheld by not disclosing any original personal information (See the 

consent form in attachment 3 for further details. ) 

 

I obtained permission to collect data from the factory owner. Rural-urban migrant workers 

in the factory may be reluctant to refuse or withdraw from the research because they fear 

possible punishment by factory owners for doing so, which would violate the principle of 

voluntary participation. I minimized the risk of coercion as much as possible. I provided 

my contact information in the consent form, with a special note next to the contact 

information stating that this study could be refused to participate in or withdrawn from at 

any time. Anyone could directly contact me to express their unwillingness to participate 

in the study. I did not disclose any information about individuals who were unwilling to 

participate, either from the outset or midway through the research, to anyone — especially 

not to the management team. 
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I am responsible for the security of the research data. The data was stored in OneDrive 

and the University of Leeds M: Drive, both of which were password protected. I used a 

recording pen for data recording and a laptop for data interpretation. I uploaded the data 

from the voice recorder and the laptop to OneDrive at the University of Leeds as soon as 

possible, and then deleted the data from the voice recorder and the laptop.  
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Chapter 5.  The Influence of Social Media on Rural-Urban Migrants’ 

Employment 

 

A significant body of previous research has found that rural-urban migrants, particularly 

low-skilled workers, often face discrimination in the labour market of the cities to which 

they have migrated. They tend to be pushed into jobs that are frequently dirty, dangerous, 

and difficult  (Chan, 2001;Pun, 2005; Pun and Chan, 2012; Yue et al. , 2015; Zhang and 

Wu, 2017; Ye, 2018). Their salaries often fall short of their expected material aspirations 

(Meng, 2012), with earnings being lower than those of their local counterparts (Knight et 

al. , 2011; Meng, 2012; Zhang et al. , 2016). Additionally, their employment rights and 

social insurance are often not adequately protected (Sun and Liu, 2014; Müller, 2016; 

Chan and Hui, 2017; Liu and ten Brink, 2022). These challenges are one of the main 

barriers preventing rural-urban migrant workers from embedding permanently in their 

host cities; this leads to many to prefer returning to their rural hometowns and becoming 

unstable or non-permanent migrants.  

 

This chapter aims to explore whether social media can empower rural-urban migrants by 

improving their working conditions and enhancing their job satisfaction, which may, in 

turn, encourage them to continue migrating to the receiving city  and foster a greater sense 

of urban embeddedness.  

 

Within academic discourse over the last four decades, empowerment researchers have 

reached a consensus on the inherent coherence of empowerment （Joseph ，2019；

Wilkinson, 1997；Lincoln etal，2002). This consensus is that empowerment should be 

perceived as a transformative tool encouraging disadvantaged groups to access strengths 

and power (Turner and Maschi, 2015; Al Wazni, 2015; BentGoodley, 2018; Hardy and 
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Leiba-O’Sullivan, 1998; Gutierrez, 1990 ; ). This research aims to investigate Chinese 

rural-urban migrant factory workers and the mechanisms of how they embed in both their 

urban destinations and rural hometowns simultaneously via social media. Employment is 

an important aspect of rural-urban migrants’ embeddedness in urban environments. This 

chapter uses the lens of empowerment to examine social media's ability to empower rural-

urban migrant factory workers. It finds that social media empowers their careers and 

employment rights, thus offering support for urban embeddedness. However, in some 

situations, the extent to which social media empowers career and employment is limited, 

only slightly deepening urban embeddedness. Barriers and constraints to social media 

empowerment restrict its potential.  

 

This chapter begins with an introduction to participants ’ employment status. It then 

analyses how social media empowers career development for factory workers, both 

within and beyond the factory, using empirical data to detail how social media empowers 

the workers and the constraints involved. Moreover, this chapter examines the social 

media empowerment of rural-urban migrant workers regarding employment rights and 

perceptions.  

 

5. 1 An Overview of the Selected Factory 

 

The factory mainly produces toys for the overseas market. The factory has three floors. 

The first floor is designated for management teams and white-collar employees, with the 

reception room and offices also located on this floor. Except for using the restroom, 

assembly-line workers usually do not come to the first floor. The second line is an 

assembly workshop, dedicated to assembly-line workers processing production pieces. 

Around 80 assembly workers, who are rural-urban migrants, work on the second floor. 
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During every Chinese New Year Festival, about one-quarter of the assembly-line workers 

go home and do not return, thus requiring HR to hire new workers during the post- festival 

period. This results in a high turnover rate for the factory. The second floor can be divided 

into several areas based on different tasks, including injection moulding, soldering, piece 

assembly, production checking and packing. Workers involved in injection moulding and 

soldering typically earn monthly salaries ranging from 5, 500 to 6, 500 yuan based on a 

per-piece rate. Similarly, workers in piece assembly roles receive an average monthly 

income of 6, 000 to 7, 000 yuan. Conversely, those in production checking roles are paid 

hourly, with average monthly earnings between 4, 800 and 5, 500 yuan. Packaging 

positions, which also adopt an hourly payment model, - pay by the hour.  generally yield 

around 6, 000 yuan per month. The daily work routine involves factory assembly-line 

workers receiving boxes of production pieces，and they process each piece in 1-2 

seconds based on the task requirement. After finishing the boxes of toy pieces they have 

been  assigned, workers need to report to the inventory keeper to obtain more toy pieces.  

Each month includes two days of rest, on the 1st and 16th of the month. The usual working 

time is 9 hours per day. During the busy season, an additional 3 hours of work are required. 

Typically, employees work 3 days of  regular hours followed by 1 day of overtime, 

alternating this pattern. However, there are instances when the rest days will be cancelled, 

especially if there is a rush order.  The third floor is dedicated to technicians who operate 

precise large-scale machines to produce toy pieces for processing on the second floor. 

Compared to the second floor, the third floor requires a higher level of education and 

training.  

 

Previous research indicates that in China, factories often construct dormitories within 

their factory campuses where roommates are assigned randomly. This arrangement 

disrupts existing relationships and lacks provision for individual privacy (Pun and Anita, 
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2015；Pun and Smith, 2007). Pun described this as the 'dormitory labour regime, ' 

blending workplace production with the daily routines of social reproduction in a shared 

dormitory environment. This arrangement enables extended hours of work, including 

overtime and night shifts. The design focuses on maximising work productivity rather 

than providing genuine rest (Shu-Huah et al. , 2023). In the research site, living conditions 

are not as harsh as in some other factories. It takes about ten minutes to walk from the 

factory to the dormitory. The dormitory is provided free of charge for workers, so most 

workers choose to live there. Managers can arrange for couples and families to live 

together in separate accommodation within the factory premises, enabling them to 

maintain their family life (This arrangement allows them to avoid sharing living quarters 

with other workers).  However, if family members are not workers and live in the 

dormitory, a small additional rent may be required. The factory does not impose 

restrictions on where workers live. A few workers do not want to live in factory 

accommodation. The main reason being that their spouses also work in Wenzhou and can 

provide better living options. If workers choose not to live in the dormitory, they receive 

a small housing allowance. 

 

In terms of food, around the factory, many small restaurants cater to migrant factory 

workers, offering dishes which they know from their home area. Supermarkets in the 

factory area also sell food items typical of  the main areas from which the migrants 

originate, such as Houttuynia cordata (known as zheergen in Chinese). However, factory 

workers usually do not have the opportunity to enjoy these  during working days. During 

their workdays, employees primarily dine at the factory canteen, where they receive a free 

lunch. On days with overtime work, a free dinner is also provided. The meals primarily 

consist of vegetables and carbohydrates, with protein being scarce. While there is some 

flexibility in meal times, rural-urban factory workers often eat quickly in order to return 
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to work promptly. Since many workers are compensated based on the number of pieces 

they complete, there is often anxiety about spending too much time in the canteen, as it 

could reduce their piece count and, consequently, their earnings.  

 

5. 2 Empowerment at the Workplace: Working Group on WeChat 

 

The empirical data collected shows that the most common social media platform used for 

factory work is WeChat. Therefore, this section of the research focuses on studying 

whether participants feel empowered through their use of WeChat within their factory 

work. WeChat is widely used in factories as a working tool. WeChat, with its 1. 3 billion 

users worldwide, allows interaction with individuals and the creation of chat groups for 

communication (Thomala, 2023). WeChat, permeates the workplace and is widely used 

for task assignment and communication within enterprises as well as with clients (Zhang, 

2021;  Yu, 2018). In the research site factory, there are two WeChat working groups. One 

consists of assembly-line workers and workshop managers, named "XX Factory 

Employee Working Group, " and another consists of management team members , white-

collar workers and technician , named "XX Factory Manager Working Group. " 

5. 2. 1Active Participation  

Experienced workers accumulate specialised knowledge about the work tasks and 

requirements, allowing them to describe issues very precisely and be aware of the adverse 

impact they may bring to work. In Western countries, platforms like Zoom and Teams 

are commonly used to facilitate efficient online communication and collaboration 

(Rysavy and Michalak, 2020; Ilag and Sabale, 2022). In China, WeChat serves a similar 

role for these purposes (Chen et al , 2018). When a new order comes in, workers quickly 

notice that the pieces they receive are different. They check the quality of the production 

pieces while processing them. If only a few pieces have quality issues, the assembly-line 
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workers will put the problematic pieces aside on their working table and dispose of them 

when their work is finished. If a whole batch of pieces has quality issues, workers will 

communicate with the manager about it in the WeChat working employee group 

immediately. To make things clear, workers prefer to use photos to help them describe 

and discuss quality issues via the WeChat group. In response to feedback from the 

WeChat group, managers can quickly contact the third floor responsible for mass-

producing production pieces. This first-hand feedback from the assembly-line workers is 

highly valued by managers.  

 

“This batch of pieces has a quality issue. For example, the hole for the screw is too 

tight. I took a picture and sent it to the WeChat group, commenting that the hole is 

too tight and the screw spike has difficulty in  penetrating the hole. I need to report 

this problem to the manager in the working group. Additionally, in this batch of 

pieces, there are glitches in many of the holes. Even with the use of force, the screw 

spike still cannot be made to  penetrate the hole ” ( Wei, 35 years old, male migrant) 

 

Improved relationships with managers enhance the working environment, acting as an 

urban attraction that makes participants more willing to stay and become embedded in 

the urban setting. The male participant , his experience about providing feedback on 

quality issues in the WeChat group, is representative. The manager valued his feedback, 

and based on his feedback, instructed the third floor responsible for mass-producing the  

pieces to make adjustments. Workers’ involvement in the adjustment of production pieces 

assists  the factory in improving efficiency. The workers do not receive any external 

rewards for their assistance in this way. However, sharing  feedback from their  firsthand 

knowledge raises their self-esteem and  this empowers them to have greater confidence 

when facing management. In the interview, Wei mentioned that he and the manager are 
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" friends", with frequent interaction between them. They do not have a “Supervisor-

Supervisee ”relationship. Wei  is comfortable expressing his needs to his manager, such 

as applying for rest time. This is not really common in a traditional Taylorism 

management model. Traditional Taylorism management is characterised by “measuring, 

judging, prying, intruding”. Managers monitoring and surveillance make workers feel 

that their privacy is being invaded, which can hurt the workers’ dignity (Sprague, 2007; 

Kanigel, pp. 466). Research on Polish migrants in the UK reveals that they report, 

compared to their working environment in Poland, that workplace relationships in the UK 

are less hierarchical and characterised by mutual respect, which reduces emotional 

distress. This positive perception benefits Polish migrants, leading more of them to 

express a desire to stay in the UK（Cieslik ，2011）. Similar to Cieslik’s findings, this 

participant (Wei) has been working in the factory for over ten years and wishes to 

continue. Given the high turnover rate in factory work — with many workers not 

returning after the annual Spring Festival holiday — Wei’s long-term commitment is 

particularly noteworthy. 

 

In China’s small-scale private factory settings, any form of empowerment, even in its 

most limited form, can make workers feel more equal and respected within this rigid 

structure, granting them greater bargaining power. In larger, more developed factories , 

formal channels and factory policies exist for applying for basic needs, such as annual 

leave or salary requests. However, in the research area of Wenzhou, most factories are 

small-scale private ones, where workers’ benefits are based largely on the management’s 

discretion. In these environments, nominal empowerment, which helps create a more 

equal relationship with the management team, becomes more significant than in other 

contexts.  
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5. 2. 2 Passive Participation 

Social media enables factory workers to engage in production, share knowledge, and 

express opinions, which helps participants gain respect in the workplace. However, some 

participants question whether empowerment helps them. More opportunities to 

participate do not necessarily translate to greater economic benefits. For participants in 

quality checking, their tasks are remunerated on an hourly basis without additional 

incentives for identifying quality issues. For those involved in quality checking, although 

their participation may enhance productivity, it does not correspondingly increase their 

income. Efficiency improvements do not bring any financial rewards. Workers involved 

in quality checking may indirectly gain additional income  due to the positive correlation 

between productivity and salary. However, there are no  direct rewards as a result of  their 

contribution to the efficiency of the factory.  

 

 Under intense financial pressure, earning money is the primary motivation that brings 

migrant workers to Wenzhou. Consequently, they prioritise economic benefits over 

seeking a better working environment or other non-financial considerations. Their 

primary goal is to send remittances back to their left-behind family members, rather than 

striving for good working relationships and a better social environment that would 

facilitate their integration into Wenzhou. They perceive enduring these challenges as 

"eating bitterness" for the sake of their family. They prioritise channelling all their energy 

into earning money, leaving them with little capacity to address other aspects of their 

work environment.  

 

One participant performs quality checking and provides detailed feedback in a WeChat 

group as it is the quickest way to get managers to notice her feedback. However, she does 

not derive any positive feelings from this process. She is facing financial difficulties and 
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must work two jobs. She recently welcomed a newborn grandson. In China, financial 

support for grandchildren is a common practice for the elderly, particularly for sons' 

children (Xu and Chi, 2018). This phenomenon, referred to as “biting the elderly” in 

China, is widely criticised but occurs frequently in families facing financial difficulties 

(CCTV, 2024). In the factory, she checks production quality, and after leaving the factory, 

she continues to label bags at home. Her typical workday at the factory runs from 7:30 

AM to 11:30 AM and from 12:00 PM to 5:00 PM. On days when there is no overtime, 

she returns home to cook for her family and then spends her evening labelling bags until 

bedtime.  

 

"I need to report iin the WeChat group that for this brand of production, each 

product's colour should be the same, but some pieces are more yellow and some 

are more white. I really need to report it in Wechat group. And I noticed that some 

pieces are warped, and some make unusual noises when I check them. I need to 

report this. Sometimes, I advise the manager to send the pieces back to the 

technician, while at  other times I simply fix them myself if the problem is small. … 

I'm very busy, I have to cook when I get home from work, and then I make a small 

amount of money by labelling bags with my husband. You see, I'm so old, and I have 

to work for a few yuan. I'm really tired” (Mei, 59 years old, female migrant, ) 

 

5. 2. 3 Observation (Invisibility) and Team Representative  

 

Additionally, some participants feel that empowerment through participation is 

unnecessary and therefore show little interest in this sort of empowerment, as having a 

larger voice in the factory is not attractive to them. There are four young female factory 

workers whose workstations are close to one another. They perform the same tasks and 
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process the same batch of pieces. They never reject overtime for the additional pay. They 

even leave their workstations early to have lunch in the canteen, not to slack off, but to 

reduce queuing time. This way, they can save more time to process product pieces during 

their midday break. Their pay is based on the number of pieces they process. By contrast 

to their extreme effort to process more pieces, they try to minimise their engagement in 

other activities as much as possible. They expressed to me that they are part of the "XX 

Factory Employee Working Group"， but they intentionally try to remain invisible within 

the working group.  

 

“Since my products usually have no problems, I don’t feel the need to contribute 

much in the working group. Instead, I usually just read other people’s messages in 

the group. The fact that my products are good and have no problems means that I 

don’t feel the need to participate in the group discussions. The working group is  

for work-related discussions, so if a topic isn't relevant to me, I don't feel the need 

to speak up. If there are problems with my products, having one person speak on 

behalf of all four of us in the working group is enough.” (Lian, 29 years old, female 

migran) 

 

Some factory workers may have little willingness to be empowered through participation 

in product adjustments.  In the Mao era (1949-1976), factories were state-owned and 

referred to as "danwei ", which translates to "work unit" in English. In Mao’s era, factory 

workers’ fundamental unit was the working unit.  In addition to paying wages, factories 

engaged in workers’ private lives by providing housing, medical care, living subsidies, 

children's education, pension security, and involvement in workers' marriages, political 

activities, and family planning (Zhao, 2012). To further increase female productivity, 

factories took over some domestic responsibilities. Workers also shared childcare centres, 
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staffed canteens, bathrooms, and laundries (Dong, 2024). Factory workers  were highly 

dependent on the factory system. Factory workers aspired to be ‘Activists’ (jijifenzi). 

Activists enjoyed priority in housing allocation and welfare assignments, bringing family 

members a better  quality of life (Walder, 2014). Since the economic reforms of 1978, the 

factory system has undergone significant changes (Lee,1999). The number of private 

factories has increased rapidly and factory welfare has been discontinued. Following 

factory reforms, welfare of workers, ancillary facilities, and welfare priorities for activists 

have become things of the past. Being 'active' lost its drive. Factory workers' job 

satisfaction now stems more from "fair days" and "fair days' pay" rather than deep 

participation (Vidal, 2007).  Without factory welfare, employees must rely entirely on 

their wages to support their families. For some participants, gaining more respect and 

fostering good working relationships is not a significant matter without factory welfare 

as motivation. Their primary focus is on performing tasks that guarantee payment.  

 

Female workers may prefer to remain invisible in WeChat work groups, which could be 

related to the patriarchal atmosphere within the group. Goger (2013) points out in his 

empirical research conducted in a Sri Lankan clothing factory that the empowerment 

initiatives designed by factories remain embedded in the patriarchal culture of the country 

where the factories are located. In the research site factory, the working groups are 

established by male managers, who have significant control over female workers. Male 

managers, as the creators of the WeChat groups, have the ability to mute workers and 

remove them from the group.  Female workers may not feel empowered, even though 

having a greater voice is considered a form of empowerment. Female workers can still 

feel undervalued and controlled by male managers who hold greater power both in a 

patriarchal and bureaucratic sense, leading to a twofold sense of oppression in the WeChat 
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work group. This may also explain why female participants prefer to remain invisible in 

the WeChat work group.  

5. 2. 4 Beneficiaries of Nominal  Empowerment 

The next stage of my research was to follow up on the feedback evaluation process with 

management teams. The power to make decisions is entirely held by the management 

team; assembly-line workers are excluded from decision-making.  

 

A few workshop managers, who are responsible for supervising assembly-line workers, 

are in both the online “XX Factory Employee Working Group” and the “XX Factory 

Management Working Group”. When assembly-line workers report issues  in the “XX 

Factory Employee Working Group”,  workshop managers need to read the report first. If 

workshop managers deem the report valuable and think it worthy of consideration for 

small adjustments to production, they usually pass it on to the technicians. If a report 

relates to a significant issue, workshop managers will arrange a meeting with the people 

in the “XX Factory management Working Group ”, to discuss what to do next.  After 

assembly-line workers report their feedback in the 'XX Factory Employee Working 

Group', the only thing they can do is wait for the decisions made by the managers and 

follow their instructions on the subsequent actions. 

 

Empowerment is highly limited by the traditional Taylorism model. Vidal (2004, p. 1) 

indicates that in the post-Fordism era, lean production necessitates empowering factory 

workers by encouraging their involvement in “problem-solving, decision-making, and 

continuous improvement processes. ” However, the empowerment of factory workers 

motivated by the production models is constrained by bureaucratic control within 

factories. In practical terms, the empowerment of factory workers is often nominal, 

wherein they may receive increased responsibilities and opportunities to share ideas, but 
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are not granted decision-making authority. Control  remains concentrated within 

management teams.   

 

In this factory, there is nominal empowerment, allowing participants to voice their 

opinions. The factory's empowerment measures are designed such that they do not 

conflict with the factory's own interests. However, empowerment measures exclude 

labour mobilisation, unionism, and worker protests (Velasco, 2019; Zajak, 2017). Only 

those forms of empowerment that align with the profits of the factory owners and 

shareholders are permitted. The benefits from updates and improvements are shared by 

the factory owners and shareholders. Assembly-line workers provide feedback but do not 

engage in the follow-up process or profit from benefit sharing. For some participants, 

providing valuable feedback without additional rewards is seen as exploiting their 

intellectual contribution to the success of the business.  

 

5. 3 Empowerment in Professional Development： Online Training Opportunities 

and Academic Qualifications  

 

Previous studies show that many migrants have ambitious career goals, seeking upward 

mobility by leaving unskilled sectors and transitioning to more skilled jobs (Sa´nchez-

Domı´nguez and Fahlén, 2018 

 

; Vidal-Coso and Miret-Gamundi, 2014). Similar to transnational studies, a common 

phenomenon among rural-urban migrants in Chinese factories is their reluctance to 

remain in assembly line positions due to low wages, and poor working conditions (LÜthje, 

2014). They anticipate that switching to skilled jobs will improve their living and working 

conditions, provide greater job security, and offer higher pay, thereby fostering upward 
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social mobility, which results in them gaining a deeper urban embeddedness. This 

research not only examines how factory workers use social media for empowerment 

within their current factory work, but also explores how participants, as individuals, use 

social media for empowerment in their future career paths.  

 

Migrants continuing their education often face numerous hindrances. Families left behind 

in the migrants’ place of origin may hope that the migrant family members will 

concentrate on earning remittances, rather than being distracted by other commitments 

such as studying (Chib, Bentley and Wardoyo, 2019). Their employers may discourage 

migrant workers from working and studying at the same time (Trifanescu, 2015, pp 91-

101).  Their workload and time schedule may make it difficult for them to balance work 

and study (Tanan, 2012). Social media allows individuals to study flexibly in fragmented 

time and informal settings, reducing difficulties and barriers. Social media can also 

overcome social and cultural constraints, and reduce the embarrassment of unfamiliarity 

with learning materials (Chib , Bentley and Wardoyo , 2019). At the research site, two 

participants expressed their intentions to leave unskilled assembly line jobs and pursue 

other positions that required more skills. However, the lack of skills is a significant 

dilemma that rural-urban migrant workers face, severely restricting their choices. They 

realised they could learn professional skills through social media platforms like  Douyin 

and intend to use this method to empower themselves and achieve upward career 

transitions. Douyin  is the mainland China version of TikTok, and is widely used at the 

research site. Both platforms, from the same company and with similar functions, target 

different markets: Douyin focuses on mainland China, while TikTok targets the overseas 

market (Kaye, Chen and Zeng, 2021) 
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One participant in the research mentioned his plans to open a small Chinese barbecue 

restaurant in Wenzhou. He is particularly interested in Jingzhou barbecue, which is a 

speciality of Jingzhou, a small county in North East China. The reason he is focusing his 

attention on Jingzhou barbecue is that many chefs revealed Jingzhou barbecue's high 

gross profits on Douyin.  For example, there are many videos on Douyin showcasing how 

a  cabbage costing 3 yuan can be sold for 30 yuan after being cooked in a Jingzhou 

restaurant. This  participant has high expectations of quitting his assembly line job and 

earning a lot of money from his restaurant. This ideal vision of life acts as an urban 

attraction for him.  

 

 “In the future, I aspire to open a barbecue restaurant as I am passionate about 

becoming a chef. I avidly gather barbecue-related information on Douyin, 

particularly enjoying watching content creators demonstrate their barbecue skills. 

My learning stems from short videos online; I am self-taught, inspired by Douyin 

videos. ” (Jian, 28 years old,  male migrant).  

 

In traditional Chinese barbecue cooking, offline training is typically essential. Rural-

urban migrants would normally undertake full-time apprenticeships leading to a 

professional career in catering. Apprentices usually receive only pocket money or a 

percentage of the full professional wage, often without a formal apprenticeship contract 

(Risler and Zhao, 2015). Financial vulnerability during the apprenticeship period, no legal 

protection, and the time costs are all difficulties that need to be addressed.  Learning from 

Douyin is flexible in terms of time;  participants do not need to leave their factory jobs 

for full-time apprenticeships and can continue to earn while they learn. The opportunities 

afforded by Douyin make acquiring barbecue cooking knowledge less fraught with 

difficulties, thus  empowering the participants to transition from being assembly-line 
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workers to starting their own business. The negative side of this kind of training is that  

the participants’ high expectations may not be come to fruition; learning from Douyin 

may not fully substitute for completing a full-time apprenticeship. Apprenticeships 

usually allow learners to observe and experience restaurant management skills, as well as 

expand relevant social networks in the food service industry (Rao and Hossain, 2012), 

and these are aspects of the training which Douyin cannot provide.  

 

Another participant has continued to study and aims to be a civil engineer in Wenzhou. 

This aspiration to become a civil engineer and achieve social mobility is the main 

motivation that keeps him persisting in Wenzhou. He was exposed to advertisements for 

adult education on Douyin, and spent 4, 000 yuan (equivalent to 420 Pounds sterling) on 

adult education to upgrade his certification from junior high school to college, majoring 

in civil engineering.  

 

“The online school told me that with the degree, I can apply for an engineering 

certification. I haven't attended any offline classes; instead, there are video lessons 

that I can watch on my computer. I can learn at my own pace, as long as I watch 

enough within the allotted time. I have the contact information for a teaching 

assistant on WeChat, so I can ask them questions about any problems I encounter. 

I'm now just waiting for my associate degree to be mailed to me. Once it arrives, 

I'll proceed with the degree certification process. ” ( Ming , 25 years old, male 

migrant,) 

 

Social media provides more flexible learning—allowing asynchronous study anytime—

and individualised learning, enabling Ming to choose focus areas  (Müller and 

Mildenberger, 2021). Moreover, as Ming’s online collegue degree can be approved by 
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the Ministry of Education for adult higher education, and can be verified by the China 

Higher Education Talent Information Network. This is the only website designated by the 

Chinese educational department to verify the educational degrees of Chinese citizens 

(CHIS，nd). This official verification will help Ming transition into the civil engineering 

profession, and  achieve better social class upward mobility in Wenzhou.  

Additionally, Chinese cities are engaged in an ongoing "talent war, " each cities offering 

additional welfare benefits to attract talent and enhance human resources for economic 

development (Shen and Li , 2022). Wenzhou has also implemented a talent introduction 

policy. As Ming will have completed a college degree, he falls within the scope of talent 

that the Wenzhou government aims to attract. Every year, the Wenzhou government 

provides Ming with various subsidies including housing, employment, social insurance, 

transportation, entrepreneurship, and loan subsidies (Bendibao, 2023). Confirmed as a 

talent by the Wenzhou government and granted access to subsidies for integration into 

the city, this also helps the participant better embed into Wenzhou.  

In transnational migrant studies, there are migrants who become part-time students in host 

countries, not solely to earn money to support their families, but also for their own self-

fulfilment and ambition to advance their educational background and language. 

Promoting educational background and language is regarded as a precious opportunity 

that paves the path to a brighter future (Bali et al., 2024; Tanan, 2012; Jabbar and Zaza, 

2016). As demonstrated by the two previous cases, I also found that Chinese rural-urban 

migrant workers have the agency to utilize social media for self-learning. Migrants' 

agency cannot be ignored, as empowerment is in the process of migrants exercising their 

agency. It should be noted that male participants are more active in professional 

development, which may be attributed to the traditional Chinese gender ideology that 

views career success as a measure of men's achievement, given their role as primary 
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breadwinners (Lee, 2017). This cultural expectation drives male participants to be more 

proactive in advancing their careers.  

 

It is important to note that the attraction of online training varies  among the participants 

in the research. Firstly, some participants simply seek short-term income. Not all 

participants have ambitious views of future career expectations and the desire to achieve 

higher social mobility in Wenzhou. They do not use social media for educational purposes. 

This phenomenon is particularly evident among those participants who belong to the 

"sandwich generation," where both the younger and older generations rely on their 

financial support. They need to send remittances to cover their elders' needs, practising 

traditional filial piety (Luo and Zhan, 2012) as well as providing for their own children. 

 

 Since 2014, with the adoption of the "Ordinance Establishing a Unified Basic Pension 

Insurance Systerban and Rural Residents, " China has achieved a degree of pension 

universalism, covering most rural residents in the pension system. However, the basic 

pension remains very low, with the average pension amounting to only 81 yuan (13 US 

dollars) per month. Additionally, there are significant regional disparities. In poorer rural 

regions, the local pension standard is even lower than the average, making it difficult for 

pensioners to meet  minimum living standards (Liu and Li, 2016).  

 

In addition to this, investment in the next generation's education also compels rural-urban 

migrants to seek quick monetary income.  In 1986, the Compulsory Education Law 

stipulated 9 years of universal compulsory education in China. Elementary and middle 

school education is free for all children, while senior high school and higher education 

require payment of tuition and other fees (Yang and Guo, 2020). Investing in children's 

senior high school and higher education is not easy and constitutes a significant portion 
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of rural-urban migrants' earnings (Zhang, 2017). However, to ensure their children do not 

have to perform physical labour as they have had to do, rural-urban migrants are willing 

to make this educational investment. In Gu and Yue (2020)'s research, they found that 

regardless of migrant parents' backgrounds, they are willing to support the next 

generation's education, encouraging them to "read as much as possible. " This opinion 

has been mentioned by many participants. Other financial issues, such as loans for 

building rural houses, medical expenses, and pension savings, exacerbate participants’ 

financial hardships (Zhong, et al, 2016; ). Financial hardship has made them vulnerable.  

 

"I'm drowning in debt! I feel like I'm too deep in debt. I'm in a rush to make money. 

I never even thought about empowerment. Online training is for people in a good 

financial situation. For people like me who have no money, how can we  learn what 

we want?" (Ling, 33years old, female migrant) 

 

 

The lack of affordable and efficient training opportunities often prevents them from 

realising their empowerment aspirations (Hu，2012；Démurger and Xu，2011). Over 

30% of Chinese rural-urban migrant workers are willing to undergo skills training but are 

unable to do so due to financial difficulties (Chongqing Bureau of Statistics，2019); 

about 65% of rural-urban migrant workers cannot or are unwilling to undergo training, as 

work occupies so much of their time and energy (Zeng, 2018). Similar to previous 

research investigating rural-urban skills training, participants in this research also feel that 

their poor financial situation blocks them from empowerment via online training.   

 

Secondly, among participants, some are illiterate or semi-literate. They do not envision 

an advanced career path and also lack confidence in learning from social media. The 
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illiteracy rate has gradually dropped from 33. 58% to 2. 64% over the past 40 years. 

Participants from the older generation had often had little to no opportunity to learn to 

read when they were young (Chen, 2023). Illiteracy often leads to digital illiteracy, which 

refers to the lack of digital competencies and skills needed to navigate fragmented and 

complex information in the online world (Eshet, 2004). Digital illiteracy causes 

difficulaties in operating internet technologies, orienting oneself online, and fulfilling 

information and data needs. It also impacts effective communication, collaboration, 

content creation, and using the internet to achieve goals while maintaining safety online 

(van Deursen and van Dijk, 2009; van Deursen and van Dijk, 2011; Ferrari, 2012; Ng, 

2012; Carretero et al. , 2017).  Because they are digitally illiterate, many older workers 

lose the “potential to shape in life in multiple ways”  though digital means. This includes 

opportunities for improving academic performance and  increasing their competitiveness 

in the labour market (Tinmaz et al. , 2022).  

 

In the course of data collection, when I asked questions about empowerment through 

social media, participants often ended the conversation by saying, “I can’t read” or “I 

have no culture.” These are two common ways people in China express that they have 

not received much formal education. This response is common among illiterate 

participants, who often believe that their inability to read prevents them from improving 

their life chances.  

 

‘I can't read, so I didn't read some of the messages. I can only look at pictures, but 

there aren't any. I can't read.  some Chinese characters are just strokes for me. I 

don't understand them (Yan, 49 years old, female migrant) 

5. 4 Inaction on Employment Rights and Perceptions 
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 Due to their limited awareness of their rights and legal protections, rural -urban migrant 

workers often become targets for exploitation in the urban workplace (Wang , 2024）. 

Social media has the potential to enhance awareness of employment rights. Earlier 

research finds that migrant factory workers share their experiences of unfair treatment, 

exploitation, and anger in chat groups. This sharing can empower workers, by helping 

migrants unite to protect their rights (Cao and Li, 2018). However, the interview data of 

this project  indicate that the potential of social media to promote action on employment 

rights is not fully utilised. Some participants habitually upload their work experiences on 

Douyin, sharing content such as assembling product pieces, showing piles of product 

pieces, their simple breakfasts on the worktable, or evening scenes when they finish work. 

They usually do not speak in the videos.  Negative emotions are limited to expressing 

tiredness and financial stress. When they express their tiredness and financial stress, they 

often use lively songs, memes, and positive slogans to make the videos more cheerful. 

Participants deliberately avoid criticising workplace relationships or employment rights. 

Negative emotional release is restrained and does not lead to self-empowerment in the 

protection of workers’ rights.  

 

One reason is that many participants hope to appear decent and positive on public social 

media. Studies on social media worldwide have shown that people engage in impression 

management, employing self-presentation strategies to craft a positive image for their 

audience (Lee，Lee and Kwon, 2011）. Similarly, in China, researchers have observed 

that students participating in internships may refrain from harshly criticising their 

experiences, even if they are unpleasant, to maintain an easygoing and non-fussy persona 

on social media (Guo, 2015). In this study, participants also avoid expressing negative 

emotions and refrain from appearing sentimental to their audience.   

 



91 

 

 

“I think it's fine to share fun outings and the beautiful moments in life on Douyin. 

But when it comes to work and negative energies5, it's better not to post those on 

Douyin. Share the happy moments, but don’t post the unhappy ones. Life is already 

tough enough, so why make others feel bad too?” (Hua, 37 years old, female worker) 

 

“I want to leave a good impression on others. When I'm happy and something good 

happens, I like to share it with others. But when I'm unhappy, like when I'm feeling 

down or something isn't going well, I definitely don't want to post about it. “ (Fen, 

39 years old, female migrant) 

 

I found in this research, participants feel that negative working experiences are not 

appropriate for sharing, and some participants even feel that releasing negative emotions 

on social media is impolite and may upset their followers. This differs from Cao and Li’s 

(2018) findings, which indicate that rural-urban migrant factory workers are willing to 

share negative work experiences and seek emotional support from online audiences. This 

may be because social media apps vary in privacy settings; some are more private while 

others are more public. On social media platforms like QQ, which were investigated in 

Cao and Li’s study, there are chat groups that typically require an application for entry. 

Migrants can use these applications to create chat groups specifically for migrants. They 

assume that within these groups, their negative work experiences will receive more 

empathy and support, without adversely affecting their personal profiles. In more public 

social media platforms like Douyin, which participants used extensively in this research, 

posts are visible to everyone, not just those with similar experiences. Participants find the 

 
5 The term negative energy used here is an extension of Chinese government language positive energy. 

Actually, negative energy here and negative energy in Western common usage have very similar meanings; 

both refer to personal inner negative feelings. However, the origin of the term is different. 
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audience's reaction to their posts more unpredictable, leading them to share safer content 

that avoids discomfort for everyone. Their desire to appear positive online reduces their 

willingness to find fault with their working conditions on social media.  

 

 

A second reason is that participants still feel that when they are exploited in the factory, 

their best solution is to leave the job and find another factory, rather than empowering 

themselves by gaining more employment rights knowledge from social media and 

confronting management. Although they mentioned that they have increased their 

knowledge of labour protection laws via Douyin,  they still feel their options are limited 

to tolerating their situation or giving notice. Due to the labour shortage in coastal areas, 

factory workers do not find it difficult to secure a similar job. Solving problems by 

equipping themselves with employment rights knowledge is more time-consuming and 

complicated than simply finding a new job (Franceschini, 2020；Cui，Ming and Lu, 

2018; Li, et al, 2012).  

"Yeah, I’ve been recommended labour rights stuff by Douyin, but you know, it's like, 

you choose to work here. If you can't handle it, you can switch jobs, right? If you 

decide to stay, then just stay; there's no need to carry so much resentment. Once 

you sign a contract, you do the job. If you don't sign, you don't work. Here, all the 

contracts are voluntary, there’s no forced contracts. Whether you carefully read 

those regulations or not, you don't have the right to raise any disputes and ask 

managers to make changes “ (Tao, 50 years old, male migrant) 

“I've seen information on Douyin. Like overtime. Over here, our overtime hours 

are quite long too. Starting work at 7:30 and working until 9:30 with no complaints, 
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it's all voluntary overtime. Honestly, there's nothing stopping you, you can quit 

anytime you want now. ”（Ming, 25years old, male migrant） 

Additionally, I found that if a worker is more agreeable and friendly toward the factory's 

management, it can blur the class conflict between factory owners and workers. Not only 

does this not empower him to understand the workers’ rights and interests, but it also 

tends to make him more accepting of his situation.  

"I've browsed content about factory successors （ factory onwers’ 

sons/daughters）, seen what their lives are like. Their lives are pretty much the 

same as other workers, day in and day out. They also do deliveries for factories 

every day, acting like drivers. In Wenzhou, I think the thinking culture is factory 

successors should come from the grassroots and slowly climb up. They should 

toughen themselves up. Many start from the bottom, not just because they're 

someone's son. They start with the toughest jobs on the assembly line or as drivers. 

In reality, their lives are quite similar to Douyin. They also, honestly speaking, do 

things themselves. Like sometimes when there are returns, they handle them 

themselves. " ( Ming, 25 years old, male migrant) 

Thirdly, participants still rely more on traditional channels, such as word of mouth. When 

facing violations of their legal rights, their first choice is to consult relatives and fellow-

villagers. During the data collection period, a participant experienced work injuries. 

Although she has downloaded social media apps and habitually uses them, she did not 

post relevant content or seek information about workers’ rights protection on these 

platforms. She still prefers to rely on word-of-mouth, rather than seeking information on 

social media. When she received the necessary information from her brother,  30 days 
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had already passed, which is the deadline for worker injury applications set by the 

Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security ( gov. cn , 2011).  

 

“Injured flesh. The flesh inside the thumb is gone. The factory didn't instruct me to 

go through the work injury process, so I didn't discuss it, didn’t understand it, and 

didn't pursue it. Because the drill didn't reach the bone, I felt like it wasn’t 

necessary. When I returned to my hometown, my brother asked me why I didn't go 

for a work injury rating since I injured the flesh. I asked that I didn't hurt the bone, 

how can there be a rating? He answered that I’ve injured the flesh and lost 

sensation of a finger, I can get a rating.” (Lan, 33 years old , female migrant).  

 

5. 5 Summary 

Previous studies have demonstrated the challenges migrant workers face in Chinese 

factories. However, most of these influential studies were conducted during a period of 

rapid industrial growth in China, before social media became prevalent in factories. 

Consequently, they often overlook the role of social media in shaping migrant workers' 

experiences and empowerment dynamics in today’s factory environments. This chapter 

carefully investigates the empowerment of rural-urban factory workers through social 

media, examining empowerment both within and outside the workplace. The findings 

suggest that good career development and proper rights’ protections lead to better 

engagement in urban society, demonstrating the embeddedness of individuals in urban 

life. Social media has the capability to empower rural-urban factory workers, however, 

the extent and willingness of this empowerment is limited.  

 

In the workplace, social media serves as a channel that enables rural-urban factory 

workers to participate in production adjustments. This strengthens factory workers' self-
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esteem and communication abilities. In some piecework positions, this leads to an 

increase in income. However, within the traditional Taylorism management system, there 

is no factory policy aimed at empowering factory workers, nor is there a systematic 

provision of external or internal rewards to encourage empowerment. While factory 

workers have the ability to participate in production adjustments, some may not feel 

empowered, and others may view empowerment via feedback sharing as a burden. 

Managers retain the authority to determine the extent of empowerment for rural-urban 

factory workers. In this case, assembly-line workers are excluded from decision-making 

processes, and only information deemed necessary by the management team is released 

to them. The empowerment that social media provides to workers remains largely 

nominal and limited in effect. While social media offers a platform for workers to voice 

ideas and thoughts, it does not fundamentally alter working conditions or control 

management structures. Workers remain vulnerable to capital and management decisions, 

lacking the support needed to negotiate effectively for improved benefits or working 

conditions—demands that might conflict with the financial interests of the factory owners.  

 

Outside of the workplace, factory workers aspire to utilise social media as a tool to 

empower themselves in transitioning to alternative career paths. Their strong desire to 

empower themselves makes them targets for online training businesses. Empowerment 

through social media may lead them to be misled by online training businesses or may 

not meet their expectations in practice. In addition, empowerment via social media is not 

suitable for  all rural-urban factory workers, as most of them already bear heavy economic 

burdens. The urgent need for money often prevents them from investing in long-term 

planning. For them, social media serves primarily as a leisure activity, and empowerment 

through social media does not pertain to their circumstances. For both within and outside 

the workplace, social media offers the potential for empowerment. However, the depth of 
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this empowerment is constrained by power dynamics, the profit-driven nature of some 

online training, and individual circumstances.  

  

As illustrated in the previous chapter, a large body of research has widely established that 

urban migrant life and rural origin connections are the main components influencing their 

migration ( exemple：Meng , 2014; Pun, 2005; Li, 2013; Webster, Wu and Fang, 2014). 

This understanding forms the foundation for analyzing Chinese rural-urban migrant 

workers and is considered academic common sense. Therefore, the next chapter will 

examine the mechanisms through which social media supports connections with rural 

family and community, exploring how and to what extent it fosters long-distance 

embeddedness in rural origins.   
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Chapter 6 : The Influence of Social Media on Migrants’ Families and 

Communities in Rural China 

The average age of rural-urban migrant workers is 43. 1 years, with 81. 4% being married 

(NBS, 2024). Not all migrants are able to bring their family members to the urban 

locations to which they have migrated. A lack of stable economic resources to support 

family expenses in cities, along with feelings of cultural exclusion, negatively impact 

migrant families’ ability to live together in an urban family home (Goodburn, 2009; 

Huang and Tao, 2015; Chen et al. , 2020). Hukou, China's household registration system, 

is another important factor. Traditionally, migrants with agricultural hukou have limited 

access to urban public services, such as children’s education, in the urban setting (Chen 

et al. , 2020; Zhou et al. , 2022). As a result of migrant household separation, a large 

number of left-behind family members remains in rural areas. China currently has 47 

million left-behind women, 11. 9 million rural left-behind children of compulsory 

education age , and 16 million left-behind elderly (BBC, 2010; Yu, 2019; CCTV, 2022). 

This demographic is referred to as the "386199 group, " with the numbers representing 

important dates in China: March 8th for Women's Day, June 1st for Children's Day, and 

September 9th for Elder's Day (Bai and Li, 2008). In some rural areas, where the working-

age population predominantly migrates elsewhere, a lack of population and economic 

vitality has led to a "hollowing out" process (Liu et al. , 2010; Liu et al. , 2021). 

Maintaining connections with left-behind individuals and their villages becomes essential 

for rural-urban migrant workers, as it is deeply rooted in their blood ties and rural 

embeddedness.  

 

In the research, it was found that for participants, WeChat has replaced the function of 

phone calls. Since its launch, WeChat has become well-established with an extremely 

large user base. Its functions encompass all the features of phone calls, making it suitable 

for use as the primary communication tool. Based on the data analysis, I found that 
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migrants’ embeddedness in their rural origins is concentrated in two aspects: their 

connections with left-behind family members and their engagement in rural communities. 

With large-scale rural-urban migration, a significant number of people of working age 

have left their hometowns. Migration has significantly challenged traditional family 

customs in rural areas. To adapt and maintain resilience, rural-urban migrants are using 

the WeChat platform to engage in new forms of interaction and cooperation with left-

behind families, thereby fostering long-distance rural embeddedness. Another category is 

communities, particularly villages as rural communities.  For villagers in urban areas, 

maintaining connections and participating in village activities through WeChat enables 

them to benefit from these relationships even from a distance. Within the village, there 

are also sub-communities that facilitate connections between rural-urban migrants and 

their rural origins.  These community connections further foster rural embeddedness for 

rural-urban migrant workers.  

6. 1 Social media and Family members  

Family members are widely regarded as the primary anchors that maintain the connection 

between rural-urban migrant workers and their rural origins. These deep familial ties, 

rooted in love and a sense of obligation, often serve as powerful motivators for migrants 

to stay closely connected to their hometowns. In China, the concept of family often has 

an ambiguous boundary, particularly in rural areas.  A family can include any members 

who are connected through marriage and blood ties, however distant, encompassing 

countless past, present, and future members.  In the field of Chinese anthropology, Fei 

Xiaotong described rural family relationships as  ”Chaxu geju. ” He likened an individual 

to a stone thrown into water, creating ripples.  Social relationships spread out like these 

ripples, moving further and becoming thinner as they expand.  In the innermost  circles 

are the immediate family members—parents, children, and spouses—representing the 

strongest familial ties (Fei, 1947, p. 33). The bonds with parents, children and spouses 
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are not merely sentimental but also involve significant social and cultural responsibilities 

that migrants feel compelled to fulfil. This enduring connection is reinforced through 

frequent and sustained communication, particularly through modern digital tools like 

WeChat, which allow rural-urban migrants to stay involved in the daily lives of their 

family members despite their physical distance. Consequently, these ongoing interactions 

play a crucial role in strengthening the rural embeddedness of migrant workers.  

 6. 1. 1 Connecting with Left-Behind Elderly in the Rural Hometown 

In traditional Chinese norms, filial piety is a core value in family relationships.  Adult 

children are responsible for caring for their aging parents financially,  physically,  and 

emotionally  (Luo  and  Zhan,  2012).   Although  being a migrant can improve the son or 

daughter’s financial support for elders, it poses significant challenges in monitoring their 

health conditions and providing companionship. Left-behind elders are highly vulnerable, 

especially when facing illness, and it is particularly difficult  for  them  to  receive  timely  

treatments  without  an  adult  living  with them (xinhuanet, 2022).  Additionally, the 

research by He and Ye  (2014) shows that over 36% of left-behind elderly individuals 

feel very lonely, with more than 95% of left-behind widowed elderly reporting extreme 

loneliness.  The migration of children can lead to emotional issues among left-behind 

elders, such as frustration, depression, and anxiety (Zhong and Zhao, 2020).  All 

participants, except for those whose elders in left-behind families have already passed 

away, believe that WeChat helps them practise their duty of filial piety remotely.  The 

most common way to use WeChat is through its audio and video chat functions to engage 

in small talk about the elder’s health and living conditions, which enables them to monitor 

their elders’ health and understand their needs.  Daily conversations via WeChat itself 

help alleviate the loneliness of left-behind elders, serving as a form of emotional care for 

them.  
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“  WeChat definitely makes it easier to stay in touch.  Whenever I find a  moment,  

I catch up  with my parents;  we just  chatted today.  Our talks usually revolve 

around whether I’m busy, that sort of thing.  I check in with the  elders about the 

weather, asking if they feel the cold since it tends to be chillier back home.  I worry 

more because the  elderly at home tend to have higher blood pressure  during  the  

colder months.   I’ m  also  really  worried about them slipping and falling.  Since  

I can’t  be there,  all I can do is  call to  show I care”  (Xiu, 44 years old, female  

migrant) .  

In addition, participants use WeChat to help mitigate safety risks for their left-behind 

family members. Previous studies in Western countries show that elderly individuals 

living in rural areas face potential risks at home, such as uneven floors and  rugs.  They 

also encounter hazards due to rural conditions, such as icy roads in winter and the 

presence of wild animals (Henning-Smith et al. , 2024) In China, the risks that participants 

in the research are particularly concerned about regarding their  left-behind elders are 

different, but include fire hazards and earthquakes.  

In China, the elderly are a vulnerable group when it comes to fire hazards.  Improper use 

of household appliances, burning incense for prayer, and hoarding combustible materials 

are common habits among Chinese elderly individuals.  These practices significantly 

increase the risk of fire-related accidents among them (Xiao, 2015).  In one case, a 

participant from Jiangxi Province mentioned her concern about fire hazards. She reported 

that in her hometown, an elderly person had forgotten to turn off an electric blanket, which 

eventually caught fire after prolonged use. By the time the fire department arrived,  the 

house had already sustained significant damage. After this incident, the participant 

became highly attentive to fire risks for her left-behind elderly parents and regularly 

monitors potential fire hazards through WeChat communication. 
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“ There was a fire near our house; it even made the news .  I checked it  out  and 

realized it wasn’t too far from  our place .   I quickly used We Chat to make sure 

my family was safe.  I also reminded the elders at home about how to properly use 

the electrical appliances and to be careful with fire and electricity.  It’s better to be 

safe than sorry” (Chun, 35 year old, female migrant) .  

In another case, a male participant from Sichuan reported his concern about the possibility 

of left-behind elderly relatives suffering from an earthquake.  The male participant’s 

hometown is in the seismic belt. In  2008,  when he was only  9 years old and a primary 

school student,  he experienced the Wenchuan earthquake.  The Wenchuan earthquake 

was one of the most devastating in recent Chinese history, resulting in 69, 227 deaths and  

17, 923 people missing  (the  Wenchuan  Earthquake  Sichuan  Earthquake  Relief 

Chronicle, 2018).  The experience of this earthquake profoundly traumatized him.  To 

this day, he habitually searches for news about earthquake warnings in his hometown. 

Whenever  he  receives  updates  about  earthquakes  in  his  hometown,  he becomes 

anxious and uses WeChat to check on the situation of his left-behind elderly.  

“I pay  close  attention  to  earthquake  information,  mainly  checking each year 

to see if there have  been any earthquakes.  My hometown is  very  close  to  Ya’an  

and  Wenchuan.   Because  of my  experiences, especially with the  Wenchuan 

earthquake, I tend to pay more attention to seismic activity.  My parents are still 

living in my hometown. Sometimes,  when I come  across  news  of earthquakes  in 

Sichuan,  I get worried and make a  WeChat call to  check on them.  That’s why I 

focus  more  on  this  kind  of news”  (Ming, 25 years old ,male  migrant) .  

 

Through WeChat, rural-urban migrants can monitor the health and safety of left-

behind elderly family members, allowing them to practise long-distance filial piety. 
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This digital connection enhances the quality of life for those left behind, as it 

facilitates communication and support despite the physical distance.  

 

6. 1. 2 Connecting with Left-Behind Children in the Rural Hometown 

Due to parent migration and the phenomenon of left-behind children, parenting becomes 

quite challenging. When only one parent migrates, the left-behind parent remains as the 

primary caregiver. However, when both parents migrate, it often results in children living 

with their grandparents in skip-generation families (Gu, 2022) or with relatives as 

temporary guardians (Zhang et al. , 2016).  WeChat serves as a tool to help parents 

maintain long-distance relationships with their children, allowing them to engage in their 

children's lives despite physical absence. WeChat can help reduce the challenges 

associated with parental absence, allowing parents to fulfill some parenting duties 

remotely.  

6. 1. 2. 1 Left-behind Children’s Education   

 

China has proverbs such as “ Hope children will become a dragon” and “The carp jumps 

over the dragon gate and becomes a dragon” In  Chinese  folklore,  the  dragon  symbolizes  

auspiciousness and power.   These expressions reflect the hope for the next generation to 

achieve social upward mobility and aspire to become elites.  In rural areas, it is a 

widespread wish of parents for the next generation to become  “dragons” (Kong, 2016). 

The desire for  “children to become  a  dragon”  is  common  among the  participants,  

with  many migrating to provide their children with greater educational resources and 

financial support for education (Lu et al. , 2021)  

 

With one extreme exception— where a participant’s ex-husband does not allow her to 

connect with her children—other participants report that WeChat is their main channel 
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for remotely  “guan” their children. “Guan” is directly translated as “discipline”,  but in 

this context, it implies a caring form of discipline that emphasises parental involvement 

and supervision with affection, rather than harsh punishment (Du，2022). Participants 

make significant efforts to remotely “guan” their children, ensuring that they have the 

opportunity to “become a dragon”. Participants use WeChat’s audio and video call 

functions to  “guan” their children.  Remote  “guan” typically includes supervising 

homework, monitoring their growth progress, and teaching moral values, among other 

aspects.  

“I often make video calls on WeChat to check on my child’s studies because I worry 

about their education.   What parent doesn’t want to be right there to guan them?  

It’s  only  because I have no  choice  but to work away from home.  The grandparents 

don ’t really get how to teach schoolwork, and even if they did, it wouldn ‘t matter 

because they  tend  to  spoil  the  child.    I  have  to  manage  my  child  through We 

Chat.  I try  to  be  more strict during the video  calls.  Also,  when I assign  

educational  tasks  to  the  grandparents  to  carry  out  on  my behalf,  they  end up  

not  enforcing them  at all.   They spoil the  child too  much.    Whenever  the  child  

is naughty,  they just    won’t enforce  the  rules  I’ve  set for guan the  child”  ( Jun,  

35 year old, male migrant) .  

 

Two participants mentioned that they also follow their children’s schools through 

WeChat Official Accounts .  WeChat Official Accounts  are  a  one-to-many  platform 

which allows for  content to  be  published  and  distributed to a wide audience on WeChat.  

WeChat Official Accounts offer several features.  They can send mass notifications and 

content to a broad audience, automatically reply to users based on predefined keywords 

to provide routine information,  and offer one-to-one communication for personalised 
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responses to specific queries. WeChat Official Accounts support the publishing of text, 

images, audio, and video content.  Schools can register a WeChat Official Account to 

publish a variety of information, such as work schedules, target setting, school activities, 

and instructions for parents on how to cooperate (Zhu and Zhao, 2024).  WeChat Official 

Accounts provide an additional channel for parents to stay informed about their children’s 

educational status, reducing the need to inquire directly with their children and elderly 

family members.  Children and  elderly family  members  may either miss  important 

information or misunderstand it.  Moreover, participants in the research have reported 

that they prefer using WeChat Official Accounts and WeChat messages from schools 

rather than receiving phone calls from school teachers, especially if the matters are not 

urgent. They find that calls from schools can be stressful, as they worry about potential 

issues with their children before answering.  

“I have the school’s WeChat Official Account  and am in the school We Chat group.  

Information about fees or activities the children are participating in—you as a 

parent need to know.  I rely on the WeChat Official Account to keep up with what’s 

happening at school” (Yu, 34 years old, female migrant) .  

However, using WeChat to communicate with left-behind children also introduces new 

challenges for long-distance parenting. Over 90% of Chinese families impose restrictions 

on their children's internet use (CNNIC, 2024). This concern is also evident among the 

participants, who are worried about problematic smartphone use. Left-behind children, 

without the presence of their parents, are more likely to experience mental well-being 

issues, leading to a higher risk of problematic smartphone use compared to their non-left-

behind peers. Supervising their phone use presents a significant challenge (Shan et al. , 

2023; Wu et al. , 2024). The policy ‘Strengthening the Management of Mobile Phones for 

Primary and Secondary School Students’ issued by the Office of the Ministry of 
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Education states that mobile phones are generally not allowed on school premises. 

Schools are required to inform students and parents that, as a general rule, personal mobile 

phones should be prohibited in campus. If a student needs to bring a mobile phone, they 

must obtain parental consent and submit a written application. Once in school, the mobile 

phone must be handed over to the school for safekeeping and it is not allowed in the 

classroom (gov. cn, 2021). This policy has heightened participants' concerns about their 

children's smartphone usage.  Two participants mentioned that they bought Xiaotiancai 

watch phones as a replacement for WeChat. Xiaotiancai watch phones are smartwatches 

designed specifically for children. These watches work through an app that parents set up 

on their smartphones. The app allows parents to call their children, who can then answer 

video or audio calls directly on their watch, but the watch cannot be used to access games 

or social media apps which are solely for leisure purposes.  

“My child is ten years old, so I definitely need to stay in touch with him. I used to 

give him an old-style phone, but now I've got him a smartwatch. I prefer him using 

the watch because I'm worried he might get too addicted to  a smartphone. ” (Xiu ，

44 years old, female migrant) 

“Yeah, I don’t let my kids use smartphones, and they don’t watch TV either—both 

of my kids are like that. So, I bought them smartwatches instead. The school doesn’t 

allow phones anyway, so most of the time, the phones just stay at home. When we 

need to get in touch, we use an old-style phone at home. The kids don’t have WeChat 

or smartphones”. (Wei, 35 years old, male migrant) 

6. 1. 2. 2 Aspects of Everyday  Life  

Alinejad (2019) mentioned that social media platforms and mobile devices play a key 

role in creating emotional experiences of togetherness despite long-distance and long-
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term separation.  Chinese rural-urban migrant workers often face overwork (Zhang et al. , 

2023), driven both by their desire to extend working hours to earn more money and by 

the inadequate protection of their legal right to vacation time (People’s Daily, 2014). Even 

when they wish to take time off, obtaining permission from their employers is often 

difficult. Chinese rural-urban migrant workers typically return home only for a few public 

holidays, such as the Spring Festival.  Their home visits are typically short-term and 

cyclical, often occurring only during major festivals (Li, 2014; T. Zhou et al. , 2020). For 

rural-urban migrants, returning home on non-festival days solely for family time is 

challenging. In-person family reunions are a luxury for these migrants. Using WeChat, 

they can participate in their children's daily lives from a distance, thereby reducing the 

effects of their absence from their children's upbringing.  

Food is a basic necessity for left-behind children, and it is something that all guardians 

should provide. A large number of studies show that left-behind children tend to have 

poorer physical health compared to their non-left-behind peers.  Left-behind children 

receive less than 60% of the recommended intake of protein, zinc, calcium, and vitamins. 

Left-behind children are more likely to suffer from malnutrition, stunted growth, 

underweight, poor nutrition, and anaemia (Wu and Guo, 2020). Parental migration 

negatively impacts the monitoring of children's nutritional intake, and guardians have less 

awareness of left-behind children's physical condition (Zhang et al. , 2013). WeChat has 

become a tool for sending remittances. Since WeChat supports money transactions, 

migrant parents can link their bank cards to WeChat and transfer money directly to the 

guardians of left-behind children. This makes  financial support for left-behind children's 

nutrition more immediate and accessible. WeChat's communication function also helps 

migrant parents monitor their children's food intake and their growth, reducing the 

likelihood that the health of left-behind children goes unnoticed.  
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 “My husband and I have both come to the city for work, so we’ve left our child in 

my sister-in-law’s care. We stay in touch occasionally through WeChat and use it 

to send money for her care. My sister-in-law has two children of her own, and with 

my child, there are three kids in total—all girls. My child isn’t used to the food my 

sister-in-law cooks and has become thin and small. I can only tell her on WeChat 

not to be picky about food. After all, my sister-in-law has three kids to look after, 

plus she has to do farm work and house chores. It’s not realistic to expect her to 

cook an extra meal just for my child. " (Yong, 29 years old, male migrant ) 

Sending clothes and shoes to left-behind children is a common way for migrant parents 

to strengthen their family relationships. Beyond meeting the children's material needs, 

this gesture reinforces emotional bonds (Gan, 2023).Previous studies have found that 

left-behind children are more satisfied with their clothes compared to non-left-behind 

children, as migrant parents buy clothing  for them more frequently. However, the 

cleanliness and state of repair of these clothes  are often worse for left-behind children 

(Ye et al. , 2006). With WeChat, migrants can better understand their children's 

preferences and sizes, which is typically gathered through daily interactions that they 

would otherwise often miss due to migration. Social media helps migrants send clothing  

to left-behind children, building intimacy and demonstrating their care for them.  

“Since my son's birthday is coming up, I wanted to buy him a pair of sports shoes 

because he loves sports. He's now in the fourth grade, and I remembered his mom 

mentioning that he wears size 36 shoes, so I ordered a pair in that size. However, 

as soon as the shoes arrived, my wife called me on WeChat saying they were too 

small. I was confused because I was sure it was size 36. She laughed at me, 

reminding me that I had asked about his shoe size half a year ago, and his feet have 

grown since then. The shoes were bought online, so I took a screenshot of the 
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purchase and sent it to her, asking her to contact the seller to exchange them for 

the correct size”. (Cheng, 39 years old, male migrant) 

However, none of the research participants believes that remote interaction can match the 

intimacy of in-person interactions. In the interviews, when researchers asked if social 

media interactions with family members could replace in-person interactions, all 

participants immediately responded, “No, definitely not ”.  A feeling of emptiness stems 

from the lack of quality companionship and loss of many high-quality parent-child 

interactions.  A participant returned to her rural family to see her children on her last 

birthday.  Her children surprised her by suddenly presenting her with flowers as birthday 

gifts. At that moment, she felt truly gratified and cherished the experience deeply.  This 

year, she is staying in Wenzhou for her birthday.   Although her children wished her a 

happy birthday via WeChat video, she feels a deep sense of emptiness.  

“When  I first  came  here,  I really  missed  my  kids.    Without  them by  my  side,  

it feels  very  empty.   It’s  definitely  better when  they’re around.  Every time I 

video call them, I wish we could be with each other in person . There are some 

things that just can’t be compensated for emotionally, and there’s a lot that  We 

Chat can’t do.  I just want to hug my children and see them in person” (Ping, 35 

years old, female migrant) .  

    6.1.2.2 Long-Distance Parenting Cooperation             

The caregiving pattern for left-behind children is not fixed. Families have their own 

dynamics and adjustments to mitigate the impact of the absence due to migration. Over 

the long course of migration, parent-child interaction patterns are flexible, existing in a 

middle state between permanent separation and constant reunification.  In migrant-

sending provinces, a significant phenomenon occurs during summer and winter 

vacations: left-behind children travel to the cities where migrants work, only to return to  
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rural areas once the vacation ends. These children are referred to as "Little Migratory 

Birds. " (Zhu, 2011). This dynamic parenting pattern requires remote cooperation 

between the migrants and the left-behind caregivers. In this research, I found that left-

behind wives and migrant husbands deliberately shift parenting roles for short periods to 

ensure that children can build intimacy with the migrant parent. This often occurs when 

children are sent to the cities during vacations. Left-behind wives sometimes accompany 

the children to join their family, but in other cases, they remain in the rural area and guide 

their migrant husbands' parenting from a distance through WeChat.  

For example, one male participant in the research mentioned that his 8-year-old son and 

wife are left behind in their rural hometown. When school closes for the summer and 

winter holidays, his wife usually brings their son to Wenzhou for a family reunion. This 

year, as the wife had urgent matters to attend to in their rural hometown and could not 

stay in Wenzhou, they both agreed it was important for their son to spend time with his 

father. As a result, they decided to send their son to Wenzhou, allowing the father to 

parent his son for the summer. Because the participant in the research has been a migrant 

for many years, he lacks sufficient parenting experience and is eager to build intimacy 

with his son. His wife was concerned that he might end up spoiling their son during this 

time. Every day, she called the participant to carefully check on their son’s situation and 

provided detailed parenting tips through WeChat.  

“During the summer vacation, my wife sent my son over for me to take care of him 

for a few days. I took the boy  out for barbecue and ate fish balls, trying to bond with 

him. Every night, I had to report back on his' activities via WeChat. My wife kept 

reminding me to keep an eye on his homework and not just let him have fun. There 

was one winter break when I focused too much on playing with the kid and didn't pay 
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much attention to his  studies. When he returned home, his  homework was completely 

unfinished, and my wife was furious (Qiu,45 years old, male migrant)” 

Migration creates a strong demand for long-distance parenting. WeChat's voice and video 

chat functions allow parents to engage with left-behind family members, and they provide 

a form of long-distance companionship with their children. This helps reduce the negative 

impact on children’s education and daily life, supportive cooperative parenting between 

couples despite the separation, helping to mitigate some of the challenges brought by 

family separation.  

6. 1. 3 Left-behind Women in the Rural Hometown 

In traditional Chinese ideology, men are viewed as embodying the masculine role of 

breadwinners, while women are expected to fulfil a more feminine role, managing the 

household, caring for family members, and taking on domestic chores. Domestic tasks, 

such as daily household chores and family care, have traditionally been regarded as 

women's natural responsibilities (Brownell and Wasserstrom, 2002). These traditional 

ideologies remain deeply entrenched in rural China. In the era of large-scale rural-urban 

migration, when family caregiving demands in rural areas are high and spouses cannot 

both migrate to work simultaneously, women, influenced by traditional ideology, often 

stay behind. With their husbands migrating for work, left-behind women are burdened 

with managing all household affairs. In addition, they are often required to participate in 

agricultural or other production activities to earn income in their rural communities 

(Jacka, 2012; Luo et al. , 2017). Left-behind women struggle to maintain a functioning 

family in the absence of their husbands, and with insufficient public support (Ye et al. , 

2016). Even when women have migrated to cities, they are often pushed out of the labour 

market once they become pregnant (Chu, 2016). Many lack access to maternity insurance 

in urban areas, rendering them ineligible for reimbursement in city hospitals. Being 
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unable to afford the costs of giving birth and raising children in urban settings, many are 

forced to return to their rural hometowns, relying on local resources to manage maternity 

(Wang, 2022). These circumstances force migrant women to halt their migration 

trajectories, and the result is that they become  left-behind women. The heavy workload, 

loneliness, stress and vulnerability to sexual assault and robbery make left-behind women 

an at-risk group, often leading to poor overall well-being (BBC, 2010). WeChat provides 

a platform for left-behind women to express their struggles and hardships to their 

husbands, giving them a voice to highlight their contributions to the family. Previous 

research indicates that left-behind women use ICT to have conversations with their 

migrant husbands (Ye et al. , 2016; ). In the findings of this research, ICT has largely 

been replaced by WeChat for such discussions.  

 

6. 1. 3. 1 Left-Behind Women as Mothers 

A primary reason husbands migrate to the city is to earn money to better invest in their 

children's education, while wives stay behind mainly to care for and educate the children, 

especially if there is no other suitable guardian. In children's education, it is very common 

for migrant husbands to provide financial support while wives provide care, forming 

cooperative and interdependent relationships between couples. (Ye and Wu, 2014).  

Migrant families describe this as a choice, a self-sacrificing separation for the sake of 

their children's future (Wu and Ye, 2016). Through WeChat, left-behind women can 

better discuss and cooperate with their migrant husbands, identify any problems that may 

threaten their children's education, and maximize educational opportunities and resources 

for their children. Should this cooperation face problems from the migrant husband's side, 

WeChat allows left-behind women to quickly assess any impact on their children's 

education, giving them more time to take action.  
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“My wife thinks I’m spending too much money while I’m away and told me to send 

back more. It’s time to pay for the kids' school expenses, but we’re short of  money. 

Whatever the school says about the deadline, we have to meet it. I told her to figure 

it out, and then she started arguing with me on WeChat, asking if I was wasting 

money drinking and smoking. She complained, saying she’s the one managing 

everything—our kids’ and looking after our parents. She said I’ve left the entire 

family for her to handle. She’s also working back home, while I’m only responsible 

for earning money. She thinks I don’t worry about anything at home, yet I don’t 

send enough back to support our children’s education. She said that if we keep 

living like this, then what’s the point of me working away from home?” (Bo, 40 

years old, male migrant).  

6. 1. 3. 2 Left-behind  Women as Daughters-in-Law 

When the  husband migrates to the city, the left-behind women and elderly have to rely 

on each other to maintain daily family life. If the elderly parents’ health declines,  this 

can potentially lead left-behind women to endure the burden of caring for them (Ye et 

al. , 2014). WeChat, as a communication channel, can help migrant workers become 

quickly aware of  the elderly care situation, allowing for immediate updates. It also helps 

them better understand the intensive care burden on left-behind women.  

“My wife and mom look out for each other since I’m busy working. My mom usually 

makes dinner, but one time she cut her finger while chopping vegetables. The knife 

was really sharp, and she ended up with a deep cut on her index finger that wouldn't 

stop bleeding. My wife took her to a nearby small hospital, where the doctor gave 

her a tetanus shot. However, the small hospital recommended that we take my mom 

to a bigger hospital for better care. When they arrived at the hospital, it was  late 

evening. At the big hospital, they put in three IV drips. The doctor didn’t let my wife 
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sleep because she needed to keep an eye on the IVs. When one finished, she had to 

let the nurse know to replace it with a new one. By the time that  the three IV drips 

had  finished, the sky started to lighten up. My wife called my younger sister first 

because she was in our hometown and had a car to help. My sister could assist. 

After my wife got my mother treated, she used WeChat call me. I was out and 

couldn’t do anything, so my wife took care of the emergency first and then filled me 

in on what happened. I used WeChat to call my mom and have a caring chat. I also 

saw a picture of her injured finger. That was all I could do, but I was so worried. ” 

(Rui,  34 years old, male migrant ).  

 

6. 1. 3. 3 Left -Behind Women as Wives 

When men migrate for economic reasons, women are left behind, leading to strains on  

marital life and diminished  intimacy as economic stability takes precedence over marital  

satisfaction. Left-behind women, due to their husbands' absence, often face both physical 

and mental health issues. Physically, the long-term burden of caregiving, household 

chores, and farming can lead to exhaustion, placing left-behind women in a state of poor 

health. If a left-behind woman suffers from an illness, she may experience a significant 

lack of care from her husband. Especially with chronic illnesses, left-behind women often 

hesitate to ask their husbands to return to care for them due to fear of risking their 

husbands’ jobs. By the time they request help, their condition has often worsened 

significantly (Ye et al. , 2014). Mentally, left-behind women often experience prolonged 

feelings of loneliness, sexual frustration, depression, anxiety, and a lack of security. 

Without their husbands in the family, the need for emotional support and overall mental 

well-being often goes unnoticed and unaddressed (Qiu et al, 2018). WeChat provides a 
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platform for migrant husbands and left-behind women to stay in communication, but it 

cannot replace in-person connection.  

“My wife was diagnosed with cataracts, which isn’t an emergency, but the doctor 

thinks she needs surgery. Since I’m away, I can’t take care of her. She really hopes 

I can come back for a few days to be with her during the surgery. Afterward, her 

eyes will be bandaged, and she’ll need help in daily life. The elderly and children 

at home also need care, and I’ll need to take her for recovery check-ups after the 

surgery. I really hope the surgery can be scheduled during the holidays, so I can 

use my time off to handle this. However, the doctors will also be on holiday during 

that time, and there won’t be many available. The doctors prefer not to schedule 

surgeries during holidays since they only arrange urgent procedures then. My wife 

mentioned that while waiting for me, her cataracts have worsened”. (Kai, 52 years 

old , male migrant).  

6. 1. 3. 4 Left-Behind Women as Maintainers of ‘Renqing’  

Every region has different renqing norms regarding specific situations, but in general, 

they all refer to maintaining mutual economic and social support. Renqing practices are 

most evident in ceremonial and ritual situations, such as weddings and funerals (Jiao, 

2022). In non-migrant families, both husband and wife typically engage in renqing 

practices. However, in migrant families, it  mainly falls to the left-behind women to carry 

out these practices within rural society. For left-behind women, engaging in renqing 

practices is an important way to ensure their family remains connected to the rural 

hometown's social network and does not lose social capital (Liang and Qi, 2013). If the 

husband is not living in the family home, traditional renqing practices, which usually 

require both spouses' involvement, are disrupted. New renqing practices must be 

navigated to ensure the family stays within the norm of renqing obligations, while 
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ensuring that these remain manageable for the left-behind women. Through WeChat, 

migrant husbands and left-behind women can discuss renqing practices, navigate each 

obligation together, and determine how to handle them. This allows them to maintain the 

subtlety and flexibility required in renqing practices.  

“For red and white celebrations 6 , it's customary to give cash gifts. My wife 

represents our family along with two elders, and if it’s a holiday Sunday, she takes 

our child too. When our child was younger, it didn’t matter much if she attended, 

but now she fills my role. Typically, children give separate cash gifts after starting 

their own families. Since I'm away for work, my wife combines our family's cash 

gifts with my parents' into one large red envelope7, and we discuss the amount 

through WeChat. When a relative gets married or a cousin is starting their own 

family, my wife informs me via WeChat. We discuss how much to give, and I usually 

send some money through Wechat. Typically, I send my portion first, and then the 

elders back home add a little more, combining everything into that large red 

envelope”. (Zhi , 41 years old, male migrant).  

 

6. 1. 3. 5 Left-behind Women as Farm Workers 

With men migrating for non-agricultural employment in pursuit of monetary income, the 

labour distribution between husband and wife changes. In addition to caregiving and 

household chores, which are traditionally seen as women's responsibilities, left-behind 

women also need to take on additional duties that traditionally belong to men, such as 

farming. On average, left-behind women need to farm 0. 24 hectares, working around 8. 

5 hours per day (Sun, 2018).  Left-behind women gain more autonomy and decision-

 
6 In China, red in rituals symbolizes joyful events like weddings, birthdays, business openings, and housewarmings. 

White, on the other hand, is used in ceremonies to convey solemnity and respect, especially in funerals 
7 In renqing practices, a red envelope symbolizes economic support, where money is gifted in a red packet to give 

others 
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making power in farming in the absence of their husbands, a role they traditionally did 

not have the right to undertake (Tang, 2023). However, with this increased power in 

farming, the importance and value of agricultural work have diminished, with lower 

expectations placed on it.  

“I don’t handle any of the farm work anymore; my wife takes care of all that. We 

don’t really discuss farming on WeChat either. The main income comes from my 

job. Occasionally, we might chat about it, but she makes the decisions about what 

to plant—like fruit trees, eggplants, radishes—and she also keeps a few chickens 

for eggs. It’s mostly for our own use, though sometimes we’ll take extra to family 

or friends in town (An, 46 year old, male migrant).  

WeChat provides an open channel for communication between migrant husbands and 

left-behind women, giving women a voice to share their situations directly. This also 

enables migrant husbands to engage more with rural hometown affairs through their 

wives, allowing them to stay informed and involved despite the physical distance. 

WeChat enables couples to coordinate on daily tasks and household maintenance, 

improving overall organisation. However, despite this added connectivity, left-behind 

women continue to carry significant burdens, including heavy caregiving responsibilities, 

Renqing social pressures, and agricultural work. Online communication does not 

ameliorate the sacrifices these women make.  

6. 2 Lineage Cooperation in the Rural Hometown 

 

Lineage networks, which include individuals with kinship ties to rural-urban migrants, 

can be traced back through unilinear ancestry in a family tree or genealogy book (Foltz 

et al. , 2020). Well-organized lineage networks possess cohesiveness and a group identity 

(Xu and Yao, 20155). Lineage is traditionally based on patrilineal descent and genealogy 



117 

 

(Cohen, 1990).  In this system, male members are considered to belong to a lineage from 

birth,  while women are integrated into their husband’s lineage through marriage,  

typically becoming acquainted with other lineage members only after their marriage. In 

traditional contexts, lineage members are closely bound through rites, close personal 

interactions and cooperation (Guo and Herrmann-Pillath, 2019).   However,  with younger 

lineage members being rural-urban migrants,  participating in traditional  lineage 

activities offline has become more challenging due to the increased physical distance 

between members.  Consequently, lineage practices have shifted to online WeChat 

groups, or a combination of both online and offline. In  China,  lineages often have 

dedicated WeChat groups that span across generations, bringing all the members into 

contact with one another.   These groups have become spaces for carrying out  lineage 

activities and displaying lineage membership. In daily life, lineage WeChat groups are 

used for casual chatting, sharing life moments, and building intimacy and solidarity online  

(Xiong, 2024). When help is needed, cooperation becomes a key function of lineage.  On 

one hand, as blood relatives, the interactions among lineage members are naturally 

repetitive.  Members often anticipate that they may need assistance from their lineage in 

the future, which motivates them to provide help when requested.  The long-term nature 

of these interactions helps foster a sense of mutual reciprocity and expectation (Coate and 

Ravallion, 1993). On the other hand, if a lineage member refuses to assist others, they 

may be excluded from lineage benefits and ostracised (Basu, 1986). Therefore, 

cooperation is very common among lineage members. WeChat groups facilitate the 

maintenance and strengthening of lineage cooperation by making requests for help and  

responses  quicker  and  more  accessible  across  distances.   In  the  research finding , 

four participants shared similar experiences:  when their left-behind children were sick, 

they requested which lineage members still remained in their hometowns to take care of  

them.   
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“Sometimes when my child gets sick, I worry because I can’t be there . My child’s 

aunt lives back home, so I send her a message on  We Chat asking her to go  and 

help  out.  It’s  tough  being so far away” (Shu, 34  years old, female migrant) .  

Participants also mentioned their assistance to lineage members.  For example, a male 

participant from Fujian Province shared how he donated blood to his cousin.  During the 

COVID-19 period, the number of voluntary blood donors  dropped  significantly. In  

February  2020,  the  total amount of blood donations nationwide decreased by 

approximately 67% compared with the same period in previous years (Wang and Wang).  

During that time, the participant's cousin became ill and needed a blood transfusion. The 

cousin’s parents, who are the participant’s uncle and aunt, decided to call for blood 

donations through the lineage WeChat group.  A call for blood was made in the lineage 

WeChat group, where members could quickly share the state of their health, their 

location, and their availability.  Wechat facilitated a highly efficient response to the blood 

donation request. Young lineage members, including the participants, who had migrated 

to different locations, traveled to the hospital where the cousin was waiting for blood. 

Their donations helped resolve the blood shortage.   

“There was this one time my cousin got sick.  The older generation couldn’t donate 

blood, so they contributed money instead.  She really needed a lot of blood at that 

time.  We called on lineage members in the WeChat group  to  donate  because  

there  wasn’t  enough blood available. The younger members of our lineage were 

eager to help and raced to donate.  Normally,  we’re too  busy to donate blood 

without a specific reason.  I’ve donated blood twice; once to save my cousin.  The 

other time,  I  donated  because  being  a  volunteer  blood  donor  could  help my  

daughter get admitted to  a public school. ”  (Ping, 35 years  old, male migrant ) .  
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6. 3 Natal Family Networks in the Rural Hometown 

 

In modern  China,  married daughters’ relationships with their natal families are gradually 

becoming closer. In traditional Chinese family norms, married women  have  often  been  

metaphorically  referred  to  as  “spilt  water”  because, upon marriage, they are considered 

outsiders to their natal family and become part of their husband’s lineage.  Married 

women typically fulfil filial duties to their parents-in-law, rather than to their birth parents 

(Croll, 1983). In the People’s Republic of China, government policies promoting 

marketisation and birth control have contributed to an increase in women’s employment 

and education as well as declining fertility rates, leading to a weakening of traditional 

values (Zhang, 2009). Women now also participate in filial practices for their natal 

families, roles that were previously handled exclusively by their brothers (Wong, 2016).   

Even after marriage,  female participants continue to collaborate with their natal family 

members to improve the quality of life for their elderly birth parents via Wechat.  

“Recently, I was catching up with my mom over WeChat and learned she was 

having joint issues.  I use WeChat calls to stay in touch, and when I need someone 

to stand in for me, I reach out.  I arranged for my nephew (my brother’s son), who’s 

still in our rural hometown, to take her to see an orthopedist.  We mostly 

communicate through WeChat, using both  calls  and  messages.  If it  turns  out  

she  needs  surgery,  like  a joint replacement, I’ll definitely go  to see her. ” ( Xi，

41 years old,  female migrant) 

Married women’s  brothers  often  serve  as their  protectors and supporters.  They are 

seen as a source of backing, which can help prevent married siblings from being abused 

in their marital homes and uphold the dignity of their natal family. Married women’s 

brothers usually hold a position of respect across various Chinese ethnic groups and 

regional cultures. As uncles, they are expected to receive high respect from their nephews 
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and possess a significant voice in decisions concerning their nephews’ affairs (Obendiek 

and Helena, 2013; Liu and Hu, 2013; Peng, 1989).  This custom is maintained through 

WeChat, whose functions enable brothers to support their married siblings and exercise 

their role as uncles, even if they are living away as migrants and their siblings are not in 

their rural hometowns.  

 

It should be noted that support from the natal family  (a brother ‘s support for his married 

sister and her children ) via WeChat is not as frequent as daily interactions between 

children and parents; it typically arises in specific situations when needed.  For example, 

during the spring of 2024 when researchers conducted fieldwork at the factory, no male 

participants mentioned providing support to their married sisters or nephews.   However,  

in an August update, several male participants reported that as uncles, they were consulted 

by their married sisters via WeChat for advice on choosing universities or schools for 

their nephews. Since university and high school entrance examinations typically occur in 

the summer, this period represents a critical time when middle-aged male participants 

acting as uncles, are called upon to provide support and advice. One male participant was 

excited when his nephew’s university entrance exam results were released, showing that 

his nephew had scored highly enough to qualify for a prestigious 985 university.  

Generally speaking,  the term “985” in China refers to top-tier universities, similar to the 

Russell Group in the UK or the Ivy League in the US. His younger sister naturally reached 

out via WeChat to involve the male participant in choosing a university, as she trusts her 

brother’s judgment and finds him reliable.  

“I have a sister who married many years ago.  This year, her son took the university 

entrance exams and did very well.  My sister sent me his transcript and his college 

preferences over WeChat.  Recently, we spent  a  lot  of time  online  researching  

which  universities  are  good, what the previous admission scores were like, and 
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which majors have promising prospects.    We’ve  had  discussions  over WeChat   

to decide on his university applications.  I acted as an advisor.  Eventually, we  

settled  on  applying for a  major in  Electronic  Information  at  a 985 university, 

and he was accepted.  After his acceptance, my sister and brother-in-law hosted a 

teacher appreciation dinner, and I even took time off to attend it. ” ( Ning, 50 years 

old, male migrant) 

 

WeChat helps migrants maintain connections with their social networks, preserving 

mutual support and cooperation within the community. This digital link supports access 

to social resources and encourages collective assistance even across distances. This is 

important for long-term social network maintenance. 

6. 4 Social Media and Community 

 

The Chinese have a long-standing tradition of living in clusters of blood relatives (through 

the male line).  In this system, a village typically consists of one or multiple lineages.  

Many villages are named after the lineage surname, such as “Zhang’ Village” or  “Li’ 

Village, ” further illustrating this practice (Zhang and Zhang, 2021).   Non-lineage 

individuals can integrate into a village by owning land or marrying into a lineage.  If they 

do not, they may still be marginalized even if they reside in the village (Fei, 1947, p. 79). 

Although lineage members and village residents often overlap to some extent, this chapter 

includes a section on  villages  because  they  are  fundamental  units  for  rural  life  and 

governance  (Sun  et  al. ,  2021).  Additionally,  villages  comprise  a  diversity  of sub-

communities, which enriches the discussion on rural embeddedness.  

6. 4. 1 Village Activities  
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One village activity involving rural-urban migrant workers through  WeChat  is  the  

payment  of the  New  Rural  Cooperative  Medical  System  (NRCMS) and the  Old-Age 

Pension Plan for Urban and Rural Residents. China has multiple public insurance 

schemes.   For medical insurance,  there is the Urban Employees Basic Medical Insurance, 

the New Rural Cooperative Medical System, and the Urban Residents Basic Medical 

Insurance .  For  pension insurance, the schemes include the Old-Age Insurance for Urban 

Employees and the Old-Age Pension Plan for Urban and Rural Residents (NHSA,  2021; 

Liu and Sun, 2016) . Legally, rural-urban migrant workers are eligible to participate in 

insurance schemes designed for urban employees.   However, in practice,  several factors 

complicate this  articipation.   For instance,  the insurance schemes for urban employees 

often require employers to contribute a  portion of the premium.  Driven by cost concerns, 

many employers are reluctant to include rural-urban migrant workers in these schemes.   

Additionally,  since  he insurance schemes for urban employees are tied to specific 

workplaces, transferring insurance can be challenging when changing jobs (Deng et al. , 

2023; Chan and Hui, 2017; Gao  et al. , 2012).   Some participants mentioned that they 

lack insurance coverage  as urban employees.   When village leaders announced the 

initiation of rural  insurance scheme payments in the village WeChat group, it provided 

them with  an alternative.  If participating in the urban employee insurance scheme is too 

difficult, rural-urban migrants can instead join the rural insurance scheme as village 

members. Since their hukou (household registration) is still registered in their rural 

hometown, they are eligible to participate in the rural insurance scheme, even if they no 

longer reside there physically.  

 

This way, they would still have access to some form of insurance, serving as a  safety net.  

A few participants initially lacked awareness about insurance, feeling that they were still 

too young to be concerned about it.  However, upon seeing many villagers following the 
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village leaders and participating in insurance payments  through the village WeChat 

group, they experienced a sense of crowd mentality.  To align with their fellow villagers, 

they also decided to contribute to the New  Rural Cooperative Medical System  (NRCMS) 

and the Old-Age Pension Plan  for Urban and Rural Residents.  

 

During the process of paying for rural insurance,  some participants in the research  used 

WeChat to connect with well-known individuals in the village, asking them to submit the 

insurance premium payments to the village  committee on their behalf. Participants can 

also use WeChat to pay insurance premiums directly.  WeChat serves not just as a 

communication tool but also as a  meta-platform featuring a channel called Life 

Payments, where users can pay  insurance premiums and other bills.  

Back in  our hometown,  there’s  a  WeChat group for the  whole village, including 

the village chief.  They post any relevant information there,  anything  that  comes  

up,  really.   Yes,  it ’ s  basically  the  village group, managed by the village chief 

and other officials.  Usually, we discuss things like when we need to make payments 

for pensions or medical insurance .   They’ll remind us  in  the group  to  make  our 

payments.    We  mainly  talk  about  those  things;  I  don’t  chat  much otherwise.    

When  the  time  comes,  everyone  pays.    It  doesn’t  look good if you don’t. ” 

（Fen, 39 years old, female migrant） 

According to Twine, citizenship is a 'three-legged stool' and can be divided into political, 

civil, and social citizenship (Dwyer, 2010). Rights-based social citizenship includes 

citizens' right to enjoy appropriate welfare and security to maintain a basic living 

standard, corresponding to the government's responsibility to provide social welfare 

(Yang et al. , 2022). Participating in social insurance, as a social citizenship practice  

requires help from the village. China's welfare system has a significant characteristic: 
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welfare is segmented by region. With participation in rural insurance schemes,  

government welfare has regional boundaries: citizens are fully entitled to welfare in their 

rural origin but only partially entitled in their  host city (Xu, 2016). Although the village 

encourages them to participate in the rural origin’s insurance scheme, providing some 

protection when insurance is needed in rural area, this limits participants to only partial 

social citizenship in the host city. Facing this situation, participants need to gather 

information to figure out the best solutions for accessing social citizenship and achieving 

maximum personal benefits.  

Since village members, especially in areas with a migrant culture, often have multiple 

people migrating to the same places, they may have experienced similar dilemmas before 

and can help participants understand how best to manage different situations. In this 

regard, communication among village members can provide important information.  

   “Once, I had some bleeding in my stool and wanted to see a doctor. Since I was 

working out of   my village, I was worried my social insurance wouldn’t work well 

here, and going back home for treatment seemed like a hassle. I thought I’d see if 

anyone else had dealt with this. I asked two people from my village who are also 

working in Wenzhou. One of them said that big hospitals here should be fine; 

there’s a new policy, so if I take my insurance card to a major hospital in Wenzhou, 

they should be able to swipe it. And if not, the hospital can show me how to activate 

it. The other person hadn’t tried it personally, but his relative used rural insurance 

for treatment here in Wenzhou. It worked, but they had to pay more out of pocket 

and didn’t get as much reimbursed. After thinking it over for a while, I realized the 

big hospital here is too far from where I work. I’d have to go backto my  hometown 

eventually, and I have other things to take care of there, so I decided to wait until 
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I’m back in my hometown to get checked. That way, if I need treatment, it’ll be a 

bit more affordable. " (Na, 48 years old, female migrant) 

6. 4. 2 Sub Communities’ Activities in in the Rural Hometown 

 Chastity, or ‘zhenjie’ in Chinese, has a long history in the lives of Chinese women. 

Chastity refers not only to sexual fidelity but also to a broader set of behavioural norms 

aimed at preventing sexual and social improprieties (Hinsch, 2003). In Chinese rural 

culture, the gender norm of "nannvshoushoubuqing" emphasizes a strict separation 

between men and women, advocating for distinct roles with minimal overlap in daily life. 

This separation extends even to marital relationships, where interactions are 

predominantly regulated and revolve around economic cooperation and childbearing, 

rather than emotional intimacy or psychological connection. The expectation of 

emotional distance between spouses often leads to a stronger reliance on same-sex 

friendships and same- sex social groups for emotional support, which fulfil an essential 

role in maintaining an individual's emotional well-being (Fei, 1947).    

Even as these traditional concepts have gradually diminished with the influence of 

modernisation and urbanisation, the strong cohesion within same-sex village groups 

persists. One female participant told me that married women, whether they married within 

or outside their birth village, are all part of the same WeChat group, where she refers to 

the members as her "sisters" . They share similarities in gender, background, and marital 

status, allowing them to better understand each other emotionally and provide more 

effective psychological support. This empathy and support enhance their solidarity 

(Yalom and Brown, 2015). This solidarity continues to play a crucial role in maintaining 

migrants' attachment to their home villages, despite the physical distance created by 

migration.  
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In our village, when the girls get married, we create a WeChat group just for us .  

Hahaha,  it’s not for gossiping about our husbands,  but more for talking  about 

our kids,  our husbands.  It’s sisterhood feeling. ” (Rong, 32 years old, female 

migrant ) 

6. 5 Summary 

This chapter finds that social media enables a strong, long-distance attachment to rural 

origins. Even without a physical presence in their home area, rural -urban migrants can 

maintain rural embeddedness. Firstly, the findings in this chapter suggest that social 

media helps rural-urban migrant workers maintain strong connections with close family 

members, including parents, children, and spouses. Migrants can practice filial piety from 

afar by offering emotional support and monitoring the health and safety of elderly 

relatives, providing them with protection. Social media also enables migrants to 

participate in their children’s education, monitor their daily lives, support healthy 

development, and alleviate some of the negative effects of parental absence. By 

cooperating with children’s guardians through these platforms, migrants gain flexibility 

and adaptability in their parenting roles. Traditional gender norms often dictate that, in 

migrant couples, men leave to earn additional income while women stay behind to 

manage family responsibilities. Social media allows migrant husbands to stay in touch 

with their wives, bridging the distance in a way that supports household management. 

Wives can discuss children’s education, elderly care, personal needs, social obligations, 

and farm work with their husbands, fostering effective long-distance teamwork.  

Secondly, social media also strengthens ties with  members of the extended family, 

including lineage connections and natal family connections. Lineage connections provide 

not only daily communication but also mutual support, serving as important social 

resources for rural migrant workers. The migrant workers can gain social resources from 
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these connections while also being valuable social resources themselves. Social media 

also enables female migrants to move beyond traditional family expectations, fostering a 

deeper attachment to their natal families.  

Finally, social media supports migrants in maintaining a strong, sustained connection to 

their rural communities. Even though rural-urban migrants leave their rural origins, the 

village remains a unit that helps them access public welfare and guides them toward social 

citizenship. In China, social insurance is segmented and has regional boundaries. Rural-

urban migrant workers, as cross-regional labourers, enjoy and practice social citizenship 

that is still linked to their rural origins. Via social media, they participate in social 

insurance schemes in their rural origins and learn to practise social citizenship via the 

social networks established in the rural community. In addition, rural communities form 

sub-community groups that maintain long-distance connections through social media, 

serving as a form of mental support.  
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Chapter 7. The Influence  of Social Media on Factory Workers' 

Leisure Time and Pursuits 

In transnational migrant research, scholars have found that leisure helps develop ethnic 

identity among young migrants and adults, while also reducing stress, improving self-

esteem, and increasing life satisfaction (Kim et al. , 2011; Li and Stodolska, 2022). 

Leisure activities also help migrants form new connections, acquire cultural and language 

skills, and deepen their understanding of the host society (Li, 2006; Stodolska, 2013). 

Leisure is also important in contributing to the daily lives of Chinese rural-urban migrants. 

Leisure, for migrants, is a realm that can create emotional closeness to both the host 

society and their places of origin, while also shaping and transforming the migration 

experience (Mata-Codesal et al. , 2015). Before the social media era, reading second-hand 

newspapers and books was the most popular leisure activity for Chinese rural-urban 

migrant workers, whose financial and time constraints limited their leisure options (Li, 

2006). With the widespread use of social media among Chinese rural-urban migrant 

workers, engaging with social media has become a common leisure activity (Wang, 2016).  

 

In the previous chapter’s discussion of Chinese rural-urban migrants’ social media usage,  

the focus was primarily on the utilitarian use of social media. This chapter shifts attention 

to its everyday use for leisure and relaxation, a topic that has not received enough 

attention but represents a meaningful contribution to  the lived realities of rural-urban 

migrants. This chapter will explore the leisure uses of social media through different 

dimensions and practices of engagement, showing how free time spent on social media 

can deepen both rural and urban embeddedness. Rural embeddedness is strengthened 

when migrants  engage with their hometown's local traditions and special qualities via 

social media, thereby enhancing their attachment to their hometowns. Urban 

embeddedness, on the other hand, happens when migrants are influenced by urban 

modernisation through social media, which shapes their thoughts and actions. 
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Additionally, rural-urban migrants can absorb urban culture and gain information about  

the host city to better adapt to their new environment.  

7. 1 Rural Embeddedness in Social Media Leisure 

Within China, the regional disparities are substantial and manifest in many and various 

ways. Within the predominantly Han nation, regional differences such as geography, 

climate, and local products further divide the country into various sub-cultural circles, 

each with its own unique traditions and social practices (Zhu et al. , 2022). Beyond the 

Han ethnic majority, China is home to 55 officially recognized ethnic minorities, 

categorized according to shared territory, language, economic structures, and 

psychological make-up (Wu and Ingram, 2019). These many cultural variations 

contribute to the diversity of China's broader cultural landscape. Chinese cities are 

undergoing a rapid process of homogenization (Chen, 2020) whereas local tradition has 

been better preserved in rural communities. In this research study, the majority of the 

participants' social media usage revolves around their lives in their rural origins;  rurality 

is a significant aspect of their content browsing and recording. Their ongoing contact with 

their home region via social media reinforces to them  the unique qualities and 

characteristics of their origins, underscoring that these memories are tied to specific 

places rather than any random rural area in China. Their rural memories and attachments 

are refreshed, clarified, and reinforced through social media, (Zheng and Zhao, 2015). 

This experience of connecting with their roots provides  a sense of spiritual refuge, and  

strengthens their rural embeddedness. In the following section, I will focus on three 

aspects: festivals, cuisine, and minority cultural activities. These are the elements 

participants feel most deeply connected to in terms of maintaining local traditions that 

have resisted homogenization. They often browse and create video content related to these 

topics on social media, showcasing their rural embeddedness through their online 

presence.  
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7. 1. 1 Hometown in Social Media Browsing and Recording 

7. 1. 1. 1 Festivals  

 

In addition to the Gregorian calendar, China also uses the traditional Chinese calendar, 

known as the lunar calendar or agricultural calendar. This lunisolar calendar combines 

solar, lunar, and other cycles, and it was created for agricultural and social purposes (Sivin, 

2011). Traditional festivals are celebrated according to the Chinese traditional calendar, 

and influenced by local historical circumstances. It thus follows that each  festival 

develops its own regional characteristics.  

A female worker happily describes her hometown's lunar new year activities, particularly 

the tradition of collecting wood. In her Douyin, she uploaded a video from last Lunar 

New Year, showing herself collecting wood in her hometown. In Guizhou, it is a tradition 

to go to Qianling Mountain to collect firewood on the first day of the Lunar New Year. 

In Guizhou dialect, the word for "picking wood" sounds the same as "picking wealth. " 

People make sure to pick only dry wood because "wet wood" is pronounced similarly to 

"losing wealth" in the local dialect.  In Guizhou, people believe that this custom will bless 

them with good fortune and prosperity in the New Year. This practice, observed during 

the Lunar New Year, reflects both cultural and linguistic significance in Guizhou.  

 

“During Chinese New Year, on the first day, in my hometown, we have a tradition 

of gathering New Year's firewood. We climb up the hill to chop firewood, and I 

always take my child along and film it. It's a kind of superstition, but it's fun to 

capture the process. Gathering firewood is gathering wealth. These are things that 

people from our neighbourhood watch. On Douyin,my vedio is pushed to people 

from our neighbourhood. . Everyone knows about it and understands what it means 

when you say you're going to collect firewood on the mountain. ” ( Ru, 37 years old, 

female migrant).  
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A male participant from Hubei province shares his experience of watching dragon boat 

races in his hometown on Douyin.  The origin of the Dragon Boat Race can be traced 

back to Taoist religious practices, where people showed dedication to their sea goddess. 

It was first held in the 4th century BC to commemorate the death of Qu Yuan, a famous 

revered statesman and poet in China (McCartney and Osti, 2007). It is usually seen as a 

nationwide traditional sport, as many places hold dragon boat races during the Duanwu 

Festival (also known as the Dragon Boat Festival), which falls on the 5th day of the 5th 

month of the lunar calendar. The participant repeatedly emphasised that he could explain 

to me how the size of the boats and the rowing techniques differ from those used 

elsewhere. For him, the unique aspects of the dragon boat race in his hometown give him 

a stronger sense of home when he uses Douyin to watch local dragon boat races. He also 

mentioned that in his hometown, people sing folk songs for the dragon boat race, which 

is a unique cultural aspect of their local tradition. By listening to Douyin, the Dragon Boat 

Song hasn’t been forgotten by him; instead, it has become clearer in his mind during the 

quiet evenings of his migrant life 

 

“I watched the Dragon Boat Festival from my hometown on Douyin. There were 

more than fifty people on one boat, all standing while rowing. The boats are much 

longer than those in Wenzhou, and they’re different from other places. It gets more 

lively every year. . . You can even download our local songs on Douyin. I really like 

the songs from my hometown. ‘The Dragon Boat Song’ and ‘ This Mountain Looks 

at That Mountain’ are both from my hometown’”. (Hong, 39 year old, male 

migrant) 
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7. 1. 1. 2 Hometown Cuisine 

 

Regional food tastes develop as an integral part of the region, interacting with the local 

population and helping to construct a sense of belonging, as reflected in the saying, "We 

are where we eat. " (Bell and Valentine, 1997; Lin and Waley, 2022). As a country with 

vast territory, China exhibits significant regional, religious, and ethnic differences in 

cooking styles and  ingredients, (Liu, 2011). These factors cause Chinese people across 

different regions of China to have distinct tastes when it comes to hometown flavours, 

making food deeply tied to a sense of place for them.  

 

A participant from Shandong province shared that browsing persimmon on Douyin 

triggers childhood memories, with many nostalgic recollections flooding his mind. His 

rural place of birth, Shandong Province,  is an important fruit-exporting region in China. 

It is particularly known for its persimmons, earning it the title "Hometown of Persimmons” 

(Zhao, 2016; Chen et al. , 2017).  

  

“I previously saw the food from my hometown on Douyin, and the persimmons 

looked so tempting. The persimmons there are delicious, especially the round 

persimmon cakes , the round ones are a bit chewier. When I was a kid, I loved sweet 

things, but eating too many of them gave me cavities. I also used to go to collect 

wild honey to pour over the persimmons, which didn't help my teeth at all. My mom 

knows I’m craving sweets again and has been advising me to eat less sugar. ” (Yue, 

24 year old, male migrant) 

 

A male participant from Hubei Province also mentioned that hometown food acts like a 

trigger, awakening his memories of home. His hometown has a lake, and the unique soil 

at the bottom affects the starch content and texture of the lotus roots. When using these 
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hometown lotus roots to cook soup, the body of the lotus root breaks, but the fibres remain 

connected. This local soup can only be made with the lotus from his hometown;  it has 

thus become a regional speciality which cannot be made with lotus from other parts of 

China which are sold in Wenzhou supermarkets (Zhao, 2016; Han et al. , 2020).  

 

“Douyin kept showing me videos about lotus roots from my hometown, and I 

suddenly got a craving for them. The lotus roots back home have a unique flavour 

and texture—they’re softer and more powdery. My hometown has a lake, and when 

the season comes, we can dig up lotus roots for free. Seeing them on Douyin made 

me so hungry for them! I asked my family to mail me some, but I was too busy when 

they arrived, so my wife cooked them. She’s not from Hubei, though, so she didn’t 

quite get the flavour right. ( Hong, 39 years old, male migrant)” 

 

7. 1. 1. 2 Ethnic Minority Cultural Activities 

China is officially defined as a "united, multinational country, " with the Han majority 

accounting for 91% of the population. The remaining 55 recognised minority ethnic 

groups make up the rest of the population, with the minority population totalling 

approximately 125. 47million people (Mullaney, 2011; State Council of the People's 

Republic of China, 2021). This figure  exceeds the population of Japan. Large minority 

groups in China can often be further divided into sub-groups based on internal differences 

and historical roots within the broader ethnic category. These divisions reflect diverse 

regional cultures, dialects, customs, and ancestral ties (Yan and Lv, 2020). Although 

many ethnic groups in China have been largely assimilated into the dominant Han society, 

minority nationalities continue, to varying degrees, to preserve and pass down their 

traditional customs. Some areas in China with a particularly high proportion of minority 

groups actively protect and promote their traditional cultural practices and customs, using 
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them as a resource to facilitate local economic development (Schein, 2007; Yang and 

Wall, 2009; Zhou et al. , 2020). 

 

In the research factory, while most participants use Douyin, one female participant of 

Miao  ethnicity, Pei, consistently prefers Kuaishou as her primary social platform for 

daily leisure. Kuaishou and Douyin both focus on short videos as their main digital 

offerings, incorporating features like live broadcasting and interactive text (Lin and de 

Kloet, 2019; Xi, 2024). Their functions are similar. Pei’s  decision is based on her 

personal experience that Kuaishou feels more aligned with her community, as it seems to 

cater specifically to their ethnic culture and events. In previous research, it was found that 

Kuaishou is widely popular among Chinese minority communities. With its 

straightforward and user-friendly interface, even those with limited Chinese language 

skills can use the platform to share and transmit their culture within the Kuaishou digital 

space. This makes Kuaishou an important tool for preserving and promoting their cultural 

heritage among Chinese minorities (Tsering Samdrup, 2023). Pei’s community actively 

uploads their ethnic cultural activities on Kuaishou, which greatly appeals to her. The 

platform’s ability to better represent rural origins compared to Douyin is a key reason she 

chooses Kuaishou.  

 

“I use Kuaishou because I feel like it talks more about our lives……In our area, we 

have bullfighting, every village has it. Each village raises its own bull, and there 

are specified times and locations for the fights. It's about who wins and who loses. 

Every village has it, so I watch bullfights on Kuaishou. Seeing bulls from my own 

home village is the best. They just had one the day before yesterday in our area. We 

are a minority ethnic group and we like this kind of thing” (Pei, 35 years old , 

female migrant).  
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Rong,  another participant from the Miao ethnic group, from one of the Guizhou Miao 

Autonomous Prefectures, also emphasised the uniqueness of her community to me. Miao 

ethnicity is an umbrella term for a generic category recognised by the government in the 

national census (Diamond,1995), while Miao can be further divided into more sub-groups 

(Cheung, 2003). In the Miao ethnic group, there are subgroups such as Black Miao, White 

Miao, Green Miao, Red Miao, and Flower Miao, names  based on the dominant colours 

in their traditional attire (Harrell, 2011). Rong shared a Douyin video she recorded during 

her younger brother's ritual marriage ceremony. Rong pointed out a special hat the bride 

wore, physically gesturing to the hat with her finger: 

 

“These are videos taken at my brother and sister-in-law's wedding. In our Miao 

ethnic group, we wear this type of clothing. However, the colours of the hats we use 

are different from those of other Miao people. Each Miao group's colors are 

somewhat unique. This is one of our wedding ceremonies. ”（Rong, 32 years old, 

female migrant）.  

 

7. 1. 2 A Case Analysis of Rurality within the Research Field: Village Super League 

Certain communities which have sent many migrants to the cities, now have established 

migrant networks. Pioneer migrants arrive first, and pass on  their information and 

resources to assist fellow villagers and relatives migrating subsequently (Sha, 2021). 

Guizhou Province is one of the main sources of migrant workers for Wenzhou. At the 

research site factory, approximately 51% of the migrant workers originated from Guizhou 

Province. Pioneer migrants have brought  new migrants to the factory, forming a large 

regional group within the workforce. Guizhou is a place where local football is highly 
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popular, functioning as a sport that reinforces local identity, and fosters a deep sense of 

embeddedness with the home teams.   Participants in the research from Guizhou, 

regardless of age and gender, showed a palpable enthusiasm in supporting their 

hometown football team. This loyalty to their home team  reflected a strong attachment 

between them and their birthplace, even across significant geographical distances. Given 

that migrants from Guizhou form the largest regional group in the research field, their 

attitude  provides valuable insights into rural embeddedness. Therefore, a section of this 

chapter is dedicated to a case analysis of Guizhou football.  

 

When I visited the factory, the Guizhou Village Super League was underway. The 

Guizhou Village Super League is a football tournament organised and participated in by 

local residents of Guizhou. Each local community forms a football team with male 

community members and also assembles cheerleading teams to perform local traditional 

dances during the opening ceremonies and halftime (Zhang and Dai, 2023). The Village 

Super League has garnered significant attention on social media. Supported by the 

Guizhou local government, there are currently over 12, 000 new media accounts, with 

more than 2, 200 live streaming marketing teams (Yang, 2023).  Participants can easily 

watch live broadcasts and recordings via social media. Workers from Guizhou displayed 

great enthusiasm for the league, even though they could not return to their rural 

hometowns to cheer for their village football team in person. They still enjoyed following 

the Village Super League on social media.  

 

The Village Super League deepens participants' rural embeddedness, which operates on 

two different levels. These two levels of rural embeddedness coexist with both cohesion 

and tension.  
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Firstly, at the community level, Guizhou participants have greater rural embeddedness. 

Unlike major football clubs like Manchester United, which have the strategies and 

capabilities to build a global brand with an international fan base (Edensor and Millington, 

2008), supporters in the Village Super League usually come from the place the team 

represents. This support is deeply rooted in the region where the team originates. 

Participants, their relatives, and fellow villagers naturally share an additional identity as 

supporters of the same football team. The concepts of ‘Football team’ and ‘hometown’, 

are interlaced, as both contain a direct link  to the same place. For the duration of  The 

Guizhou Village Super League, the community represented by each football team 

demonstrates strong fan solidarity, rallying behind their teams, cheering them on, and 

offering consolation when the team experiences a loss. Participants can use Douyin and 

Kuaishou to live stream and record updates on football game results. Additionally, 

WeChat facilitates discussions about the games with individuals in the hometown as well 

as with fellow villagers who have migrated elsewhere. By these means, they  do not miss 

out on the local solidarity and happiness generated by the Guizhou village Super league.  

 

“My fellow villagers and I support the same team since we’re from the same county. 

I’ve been watching less on Douyin lately because I've been busy with work. The top 

players get to compete in Hong Kong, and it seems like our county’s players have 

already finished their matches. I feel that after this village super league, people 

from the same county have become more united”. (Xue, 26 years old,  female 

migrant) 

“Every place in our area participates; each village takes part. I keep an eye on the 

matches every day, especially on Fridays and Saturdays when they play. Our 

village isn’t very strong, but I still watch our village’s last match. Now, whenever 



138 

 

we sit down, we just talk about football —who played, how they did—it's all about 

football. Back home, that’s the main topic of conversation”. (Le, 30 years old, 

female migrant) 

 

Secondly, at a provincial level in the Guizhou province, the participants also demonstrate 

deeper embeddedness. The Guizhou Super League is strongly supported by the authorities. 

Rongjiang, a county in Guizhou Province, is the site where the Guizhou Village Super 

League is held. The local government aims to use the league as a showcase for the 

traditional ethnic culture and spirit of its local people, promoting Rongjiang as a tourist 

destination (Zhou, 2023). Under the leadership of local governments, the Guizhou Super 

League is characterised by low monetary incentives and a focus on exhibiting Guizhou's 

culture. In the Guizhou Super League, the antagonism among football teams is relatively 

mild. During the opening ceremony and mid-game warm-ups, traditional folk dancers, 

along with cheerleaders dressed in traditional Guizhou minority ethnic clothing, energize 

the atmosphere. Guizhou's culture is symbolically and performatively showcased, making 

it easily recognisable to social media audiences and acting as  an advertisement for the 

province to attract tourism (Oakes, 1997). Non-local football fans are warmly welcomed; 

even if they are not supporting a specific team, their presence is encouraged and 

appreciated as part of a positive communal experience. Compared to other leagues, the 

Guizhou Super League plays a greater role in promoting local traditional culture. With 

county-level and provincial-level targets, the plan is for Guizhou Super Village to become 

a sports and cultural carnival. The 'Village Super League' had over 78 billion online views, 

attracting  116,924 million tourists to Rongjiang (Guizhou Provincial People’s 

Government，2024) 
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The Guizhou Village Super League is a valuable opportunity to positively showcase 

Guizhou culture on a large scale. This enhances the local pride of Guizhou's rural-urban 

migrant workers, deepening their sense of longing for home and strengthening their 

connection to their roots. Guizhou Province was formed for military reasons in 1413. The 

Ming government used central administrative orders to carve out sections from the border 

areas of Sichuan, Yunnan, and Huguang provinces, piecing them together to create 

Guizhou (Oakes, 2000). Since its formation from less developed border areas, Guizhou 

has faced challenging developmental conditions since its formation. Guizhou Province 

has consistently ranked near the bottom in terms of provincial GDP ranking. In addition 

to this, Guizhou's karst topography contributes to rocky desertification, and currently, 

over 20% of the region has become so degraded that farming and development are no 

longer possible. The severe land-human conflict has forced many Guizhou residents to 

migrate to places like Wenzhou in search of a livelihood (Yan, 2008)； (Wu et al. , 2011) 

Outside Guizhou, the province is often stereotyped as remote, backward, barren, and 

hopeless. The most famous proverb used to describe Guizhou is "The land has no flat 

three miles, the sky has no three days of clear weather, and people have no three silver 

coins"(Liu，2013). Guizhou rural-urban migrants, as socio-economically disadvantaged 

individuals outside their own province, are often victims of regional stereotypes. But the 

Guizhou Super League, by becoming a trending event on social media, offers a new 

narrative, shifting the focus from poverty and underdevelopment to one of passionate 

emotional resonance and cultural diversity. Positive comments online and an influx of 

visitors in person  flow to the Village Super League (Zhang and Dai, 2023). In this 

narrative, Guizhou's culture is viewed as attractive and appealing to audiences, and is a 

place worth visiting and appreciating. This stands in stark contrast to the traditional 

portrayal of Guizhou as a barren and hostile land. For Guizhou migrants who have long 

suffered from regional discrimination, this shift is highly valuable.  As many Guizhou 
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participants mentioned, even if the team representing their community is not strong, they 

still feel passionate about the Guizhou Village Super League. For them, the fact that both 

locals and non-locals appreciate Guizhou and come together to enjoy the Super League 

as a football and cultural carnival in a friendly atmosphere is more important than just 

their teams winning.  

 

“In our area, Longjiang in Guizhou, there’s a village football league. Each village 

has its own specialities, and after the matches, we bring those local products and 

give them away for free to the visitors. Both the tourists and we are really happy 

about it. Every time I see this, I feel a bit homesick”. ( Yong，29-years-old, male 

migrant) 

 

“I've checked out the village football league online, even though I didn’t go to the 

matches in person. It’s not really about making money; it’s more about the spirit of 

the game. The prizes are pretty small—just symbolic, really. What matters most is 

how it brings people together and encourages cultural exchange. The vibe and 

excitement of these events really make a difference! ” ( Gao, 42 years old, male 

migrant) 

In summary, rural embeddedness through social media is largely intertwined with the 

presentation  of hometown traditions. In Wang (2015)’s study on the geo-identity of 

Guangzhou city residents, social media is shown to present Guangzhou's traditions, 

language, and lifestyle, highlighting the city's distinctiveness from the rest of China. The 

research findings indicate that participants' browsing and creating social media content, 

similar to Wang’s research in Guangzhou city, highlight the uniqueness and traditions of 

their rural origins. This process reinforces their strong sense of belonging and connection 
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to their rural roots. Also, by effectively representing their locality on social media and 

receiving positive feedback about their hometown, individuals can experience a sense of 

pride in their hometown, further deepening their rural embeddedness.  

 

7. 2 Urban Embeddedness in Social Media Leisure Activities 

 

Research has revealed that while rural-urban migrant workers' leisure use of social media 

reinforces their rural embeddedness, it simultaneously facilitates their urban 

embeddedness. Firstly, social media promotes the absorption of urban aesthetics and 

ideologies. Through social media, migrant workers increasingly adopt urban practices, 

reflecting their pursuit of modernity. Social media leisure helps female migrants develop  

gender consciousness, allowing them to consider their lives beyond traditional rural 

gender and family norms. It enables them to challenge traditional rural patriarchal culture 

and to pursue their individual needs as women. Secondly, when rural-urban migrants 

settle in specific places like Wenzhou, their embeddedness extends to incorporating the 

city’s unique culture and lifestyle, further deepening their integration into Wenzhou.  

 

7. 2. 1 General Urban Embeddedness 

7. 2. 1. 1 Aesthetics 

 

A widely observed activity among migrant workers is the practice of recording videos, 

often in a selfie style. Participants open the front-facing camera, usually showing their 

faces and smiling while looking at the camera, often accompanied by a song in their selfie 

video posts. They typically portray pale white skin and thin faces. All participants use 

heavy filters when they post, with a few also using Douyin's AI functions to change their 

body shape and clothes. In Wang's 2013 research on social media ethnography, she 

discovered that taking and uploading artistic photos to social media was highly popular 
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among female migrant workers. The process involves two hours of makeup, during which 

female migrants wear bra pads and hip-exaggerating folds beneath a rented evening dress. 

Wang analyses this as not recording youth, but creating a different version of youth 

(Wang, 2016). The phenomenon of representing a "better self, " distinct from offline life, 

emerged early on. As social media's photo enhancement features improved, the ways in 

which this practice was carried out evolved. With reduced time and financial costs, 

showcasing a "better self" via filters and AI on social media has become normal, rather 

than the previously rare experience of taking artistic photos.  

 

During the recording process, participants often, whether intentionally or unintentionally, 

alter their appearance to minimize or conceal visible signs of their farming background. 

This occurs even though, in their hukou (household registration), they are officially 

recognized as part of the agricultural population. For example, they may use filters to 

lighten their tanned skin, giving it a paler appearance. This is especially common among 

female participants, who often use filters to achieve an "egg-white" complexion.  In China, 

tanned skin has historically and culturally been associated with outdoor labour, 

particularly agricultural peasant work (Jablonski, 2012; H. Y. Chen et al. , 2018). Female 

participants also use filters to make their faces appear thinner and smaller, which contrasts 

with the traditional image of peasants，which is often seen as robust and sturdy, 

symbolising strength and hard work (Leung et al. , 2001).  

 

“Who doesn't use beauty filters? How could you face people without them in douyin? 

With beauty filters on, there are no bad angles. I wish I could weld filters onto my 

face”（Qi, 36 years old, female migrant）.  
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I have also identified a male participant who began utilising AI features available through 

Douyin's built-in functionality. Using AI, his focus was not on facial features but on 

digitally altering his attire. He used AI to replace his regular clothes with a suit, an outfit 

he has never actually owned, giving his selfie videos a polished and professional 

appearance, which hides traits associated with farming and physical labour.  

 

“I edit the suit on my phone. You just tap on the picture, and you can change the 

suit to whichever style you like. Even though I don't look that good in real life, I can 

edit it to make myself look better. Since I have nothing else to do at home, I play 

around with it. It's as simple as tapping a button, and you can figure it out yourself. ”

（Tao, 50 years old, male migrant）.  

7. 2. 1. 2 Feminism  

The belief that a woman is an appendix to a man deeply rooted in traditional Chinese 

gender norms prevalent in rural areas, especially in migrant-sending regions. These 

values have significantly shaped the gender perspectives of rural-urban migrants. 

However, rapid modernisation in urban areas is beginning to erode these traditional norms 

(Zhang, 2022). Modernity suggests that all individuals should participate in rational 

thinking, the public sphere, and capital accumulation—domains traditionally belonging 

to men. For women, pursuing modernity is increasingly connected to feminism. Female 

individuals are able to re-position themselves in modern society, which often involves 

achieving  independence and  autonomy while competing in the public sphere (Wei, 2009).  

Social media,  to some extent, subtly inspires viewers, including the participants, with 

feminist ideas. In rural areas, marriage often reflects patriarchal culture. For women, 

being married  is often seen as the key to a complete and normal life. A woman is expected 

to find her life's meaning and value by securing her position in her husband's family. Her 
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life's purpose is rooted in establishing herself within her husband's household (Wang， 

and Zuo, 2016; Yang and Wang， 2017). Marriage is emphasized and placed at the centre 

of importance in a woman's life. Even when women receive some form of masculine 

power, it does not truly belong to them; they are simply the representatives of  the male 

members of their family (Kristeva, 1977). Divorced women and single mothers are far 

from the traditional standard of a “good woman”. However, on social media, those who 

are successfully running social media careers are not discriminated against by female 

participants.  Female participants feel encouraged to see them leave unhealthy 

relationships and bravely start their careers.  Participants are shown other possibilities for 

women's lives, where marriage is no longer the central focus.  

“Several female streamers doing mukbang (Live streaming eating food) have been 

divorced. I think that’s fine. It’s not like they can’t take care of themselves. Honestly, 

I think divorce was the right choice. If she stayed home all day with the kids, the 

husband would still complain, and the mother-in-law would mock her. Now she’s 

divorced, earning a lot from mukbang, and living her life with her kids. ” （Rou, 

27 year old, female migrant） 

 Some social media content by female influencers displays a strong sense of 

competitiveness and self-interest, which are traditionally not considered female virtues in 

Chinese culture. However, female participants feel positively about this. A woman can 

be competitive, and ambitious, despite this challenging the traditional patriarchal culture 

in rural societies. In one recent social media video, a female singer is  performing a duet 

with a male singer; at one point, the man  asked the female singer to step back, leaving 

the stage to him. The female singer deliberately pushed the male singer aside, stood in 

the centre of the stage to sing, and made a rather aggressive gesture, pointing at the male 

singer.  Yu and Ping, participants in the research commented: 
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“I really like her. She's beautiful and has an amazing voice. Plus, she doesn’t rely 

on those cheap tricks  like some others, which makes her even more appealing (Yu, 

34 years old, female migrant  )” 

“She's gorgeous and has a beautiful singing voice. She really shines!” (Ping, 35 

years old, female migrant  ) 

With the policy of Reform and Opening-up, Western neoliberal discourse on the 

'autonomous individual' has accompanied the development of the Chinese market. People 

need to take responsibility for their success in life, regardless of gender or external factors. 

Contrary to traditional beliefs that require women to show obedience, modern 

womanhood emphasizes a strong will to compete, asserting that women should achieve 

success through competition (Liu, 2014). Browsing social media content gives female 

participants an opportunity to reflect on traditional womanhood, shaped by their rural 

upbringing and education, and how it conflicts with modern womanhood. It allows them 

to realise that they can also adopt "manly traits", which can help them navigate, and 

succeed in, a male-dominated society.  

Furthermore, Chinese internet feminism strongly advocates that the family sphere needs 

to place fewer demands on women in terms of sacrifice, but instead should give women 

more care and consideration. Social media allows female participants to reflect on family 

values and norms of family interactions, enabling them to reevaluate, and create a family 

environment that is more beneficial for their career and well-being. A female participant 

in the research, whose family has moved to Wenzhou for a reunion, mentioned that she 

really enjoys watching vlogs of men who cook well and do housework, as well as parent-

child videos that showcase fathers actively participating in their children's lives and care.  
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“On Douyin, you often see videos of husbands doing housework and taking care of 

the kids, doing everything around the house. After watching those, I feel like couples 

really need to share the responsibilities. It can't just be the woman doing all the 

work. Whoever has more time should handle the chores. And taking care of the kids 

should be a joint effort too. The children belong to both parents, not just the mom! 

(Hui, 32 year old, male migrant)” 

 

Gendered labour, with men working outside and women handling household duties, is 

still prevalent in rural areas (Jankowiak and Robert, 2016). Previous research shows that 

even when female rural-urban workers contribute economically to the family, they still 

bear a greater burden of domestic duties, including housework and childcare (Choi and 

Peng, 2016). In non-reunited families, women are often expected to sacrifice their jobs 

when conflicts arise between breadwinning and family duties (Fan, 2007). This aligns 

with the life experiences of my participants. Many participants whose families have 

reunited are required to care for family members after long workdays. Most female 

participants with young children left behind in their hometowns mentioned having to 

pause migration and return home to care for their children. Once their children were able 

to attend school, they moved again to urban settings and found new jobs, essentially 

starting from scratch. However, social media offers a new perspective on intrafamilial 

dynamics, encouraging female rural-urban migrants to rethink the gendered division of 

labour and parenting roles they have internalised as natural. This helps female rural-urban 

migrant workers negotiate within their families, enabling them to find a better work-life 

balance and resist patriarchal oppression in their personal lives.  

 

Moreover, feminism encourages women to value their emotions and experiences, 

promoting self-care and prioritising their well-being in modern society (Wei, 2009). 
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Social media also facilitates participants' consideration of this. A female participant 

mentioned that she enjoys watching vlogs where women humorously give their family 

members a telling-off. The vlog offers female participants a view into different family 

dynamics. When disagreements arise, such as over finances or educational decisions, the 

vlogger handles these calmly, discussing matters with her husband and mother-in-law 

instead of merely obeying or complaining. These aren't seen as serious arguments, but 

rather as normal parts of life, adding interest to daily routines. If a family member makes 

a mistake, the vlogger uses humour, not anger, to address it, avoiding the role of a 

resentful wife or victim.  

“I really like this vlog , She's super positive about being a wife and really knows 

how to run her family well. Sometimes, I think her mother-in-law doesn't handle 

things very well. But what I love is that she just jokes around with her mother-in-

law instead of getting mad about little things. She keeps it light and funny, which is 

really refreshing. It’s nice to see someone who doesn’t let the small stuff bother 

her! ” (Xian, 38 years old, female migrant) 

 

Influenced by Confucian family ethics, traditional Chinese families have a hierarchical 

structure, where the wife is subordinate to her husband and senior family members (Han, 

2012; Shuhui, 2017). But, rural family ethics are undergoing changes, and women are 

seeking new family interaction patterns that better accommodate individual well-being. 

In rural areas, the number of men of marriageable age is much higher than that of  women, 

leading to a marriage squeeze (Jin et al. , 2013; Yang et al. , 2017). This gives women 

more bargaining power and enables them to challenge traditional Confucian family ethics 

(Li, 2024). The influence of  social media can inspire female participants to negotiate 
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their individual well-being and family dynamics, helping them achieve the best family 

environment that suits their needs.  

 

However, what is worth mentioning is that some male participants showed not only 

indifference but even aversion toward feminism on social media. In an extreme case, 

during an interview, a young male worker used the term 'little fairy’, to refer to women 

who discuss female rights topics online. In Chinese online discourse, 'little fairy' is a 

popular term used to mock feminists as self-important and unrealistic. This reflects how 

social media can facilitate migrants' understanding of feminism, while also exposing them 

to online misogyny. 

 

7. 2. 1. 3 Influencers 

In every aspect of  social media, viewers are immersed in influencer-created content that 

exposes them to modern ideals and practices, which often conflict with the traditional 

rural values of their origins. This allows them to engage with urban and global 

perspectives, creating a contrast between the modernity they encounter online and the 

more conservative cultural norms of their rural backgrounds.  

 

An example of this phenomenon was the revelation of Ming, one of the male participants 

in the research. Ming disclosed that he follows Tong Jingcheng. On Douyin, Tong 

Jingcheng is known as the "Master of Scumbags. " He is famous for hooking up with 

beautiful girls and posting about it on social media.  

 

“I like Tong Jingcheng, he's a master at picking up girls. Honestly, once he gets 

married, his charm will disappear. He doesn't go live on Douyin. On Douyin, he 

just does advertisements, F**king advertisements! Every day on Douyin, it's just 



149 

 

endless ads. It really annoys me. He charges 300, 000 yuan for one ad. Each of his 

videos has a different girl, none of them are the same. ” (Ming, 25 year old, male 

migrant).  

 

Unmarried men from rural areas who are past the socially defined marriageable age are 

often viewed as a distinct group with a heightened desire to marry. In patriarchal cultures, 

men often feel a strong, inescapable obligation to marry and continue their family’s 

patrilineal line (Keith, 2003). In addition to this internal pressure, they also face 

significant external pressure from the community. Unmarried men are often portrayed as 

being excluded from family life and broader social life, creating a sense of social isolation 

(Zhang and Bélanger, 2018, p68). Single rural men often migrate to cities primarily to 

earn sufficient income to  build a house. This  is seen as a key factor in enhancing their 

marriage prospects and overall marriageability (Li and Li, 2008).  In some provinces, 

single men who are less competitive in the courtship process experience a "marriage 

squeeze ". As a result, some of these men pursue foreign brides, such as women from 

Vietnam and other less-developed countries. This demand has also contributed to large-

scale human trafficking, including the trafficking of women for forced marriages, which 

has become a serious issue in certain regions (Zhang, 2017). 

 

By following social media influencers like Tong Jingcheng, some young men have gained 

a new perspective on courtship and marriage, broadening their understanding of modern 

relationship dynamics. From following Tong Jingcheng, the male research participant 

Ming began to internalise and normalise hookup—characterised by casual, non-

committed relationships—rooted in the sexual liberation movements of the 1960s in the 

Western world (Bogle, 2008; Garcia et al. , 2012). This is a subculture in China that 

sharply contrasts with traditional rural Chinese values, where marriage remains a 
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significant life goal, and casual sexual behaviour is still stigmatized (Mcdonald, 2016). 

This reflects an interesting example of how modern, Western ideals are absorbed through 

social media, exposing individuals to values that are not typically rooted in traditional 

Chinese rural culture. But, in the case of my participant, while he enjoys viewing Tong 

Jingcheng’s content that objectifies women based on appearance and engages with the 

idea of casual relationships, he ultimately still values a more traditional, committed 

marriage. He expresses a desire for a strong, long-term bond, which aligns with the rural 

Chinese cultural emphasis on marriage and family, revealing a complex interplay between 

exposure to modern sub-culture and adherence to traditional values.  

Moreover, a young female participant in the research developed a deep admiration for 

Chinese actor Xiao Zhan after the 227 incident. The 227 incident occurred when a fan of 

Xiao Zhan wrote a fan fiction on a website called AO3 (Archive of Our Own). In this 

creative work, Xiao Zhan, a male actor, was portrayed as a transgender person involved 

in prostitution, who falls in love with a high school boy. After the piece was published, 

many fans expressed discomfort with the content and reported the AO3 website to the 

Chinese government. This led to AO3 being blocked in China by the authorities. As AO3 

is a non-Chinese website, it had not been subject to Chinese government censorship for a 

long time. Many Chinese writers used the platform to create fan art and literature that 

could not pass domestic censorship. When the reports led to AO3 being blocked in China, 

it sparked heated discussions on social media. Debates emerged about whether the 

reporting stifled artistic creativity, whether portraying a male celebrity as transgender was 

offensive, and whether the incident reflected anti-transgender sentiment. This incident 

caused widespread online debate around creative freedom, LGBT representation, and 

cultural sensitivity in Chinese fan culture (Gao, 2020).  
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The 227 incident caused my young participant to engage in serious conversations, 

marking the first time she had considered the topic of LGBT in Chinese society. She 

concluded that it was Xiao Zhan’s fans who caused the problems, as he himself did not 

say or do anything that led to the outcome, making him a victim. Regardless of whether 

the issue involved harming creativity or being anti-LGBT, the attacks should not be 

directed at him; instead, it was his fans' misbehaviour that was at fault. So, she decided 

to watch Xiao Zhan’s new TV series as a way of showing her support for him, especially 

during a time when many people were attempting to cancel him by boycotting his movies 

and TV shows.  

“I started following him because of The Untamed, and it’s not just because of his 

looks. It’s really his determination; he sticks with whatever he does until the end. 

Just look at how he handled that tough time in 227. He managed to pull through on 

his own, which shows that during low points, it’s all about your own willpower. 

Sometimes you get help from others, but if you don’t have the heart to push through, 

it’s really hard to come out of it. The 227 incident was caused by his fans, and he 

didn’t even go out to talk about it. ” (Chun, 35 years old, female migrant) 

 

Through social media, participants gain access to a wider range of ideas and ideologies, 

offering them more opportunities to think critically and respond to new social  concepts. 

While they may not fully agree with or adopt a particular ideology, the process of being 

exposed to and reflecting on modern ideologies—ones absent from their rural 

upbringing—also highlights the role of social media in shaping their worldview. This 

helps further cultivate an urban mindset, deepening their sense of urban embeddedness. 

By engaging with modern ideologies and distancing themselves from traditional rural 

values, they increasingly align with an urban thinking style.  
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7. 2. 2 Wenzhou Urban Embeddedness 

Social media serves as an important channel for understanding Wenzhou culture, 

providing  a facilitator that helps migrant workers integrate smoothly into Wenzhou 

society.  

One example of this is  food . As a cultural element of the city , food can evoke a sense 

of "strangeness" for migrants, leading to either positive or negative feelings toward the 

city  depending on the context (Neil, 2017; Bascuñan-Wiley, 2021). As an important 

cultural sensory experience for rural-urban migrants (Tang et al. , 2022), having positive 

feelings towards the local cuisine helps them develop embeddedness in their new urban 

environment. Conversely, negative feelings toward the food may create barriers to their 

integration into the new urban setting. 

As a coastal city, Wenzhou's food culture relies heavily on raw and semi-cooked seafood 

dishes (Jiang, 2015). Most participants in the research come from inland regions, such as 

Guizhou Province and Jiangxi Province, where the food culture is quite different from 

that of Wenzhou. More than one participant shared their experiences of ordering seafood 

in Wenzhou restaurants out of curiosity. They found that some of the dishes they had 

ordered were raw, marinated or semi-cooked. This shocked them, as in  their hometowns, 

fully cooked food is preferred. The experience left them horrified, and led to  them  

avoiding  trying Wenzhou cuisine again. When I discussed Wenzhou food with the 

participants, comments such as "disgusting, " "inedible, " "no flavour, " and " bloody " 

were common. The criticisms primarily focused on seafood dishes.  

Only one participant had a positive impression of Wenzhou food. His experience with 

Wenzhou cuisine did not begin by visiting restaurants in the city but rather through 

discovering it on Douyin. Douyin helped him discover Wenzhou food that was more 

acceptable for migrants and the site  provided cooking instructions, allowing him to adjust 
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the dishes based on his own taste preferences. As a result, he avoided unpleasant 

experiences with raw or half-cooked seafood in Wenzhou restaurants and instead 

developed a love for Wenzhou snacks.  

“I enjoy cooking, and recently I've been learning how to make Wenzhou spring rolls. 

I asked people for tips, but they didn't explain the steps in detail. So, I searched on 

Douyin for simple and easy-to-follow recipes. The filling for Wenzhou spring rolls 

is quite complicated—it requires bean sprouts, chives, pork, dried tofu, shiitake 

mushrooms, and a lot of other ingredients. It took me a while to gather everything 

at the market. I felt that the dried tofu made the spring rolls too hard, so I replaced 

it with scrambled eggs instead. When I first tried making the rolls,, I accidentally 

added too much oil, and instead of frying, I ended up deep-frying them! I wasted 

quite a few rolls. After that, I poured most of the oil out and just left a little bit, 

which turned out much better. The ones I made that looked nice, I posted online, 

but the ones that didn't turn out well, I quietly ate without wasting them”. (Yi, 48 

years old, male migrant).  

 

 

Additionally, social media can provide local knowledge that is informal and not typically 

found in regular government migrant assistance resources.  For example, Ze, a middle-

aged participant, planned to travel with his family to Wenzhou's famous Yandang 

Mountain.  

“My wife and daughter came to Wenzhou to visit me, but my daughter couldn't stay 

inside and wanted to go out to play. Since Yandang Mountain is famous, I thought 

we should check it out while we're in Wenzhou. I looked up some travel tips on 
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Kuaishou, where there are travel bloggers. I found the comments section quite 

helpful. One local person mentioned that the Couple Peak looks better at night than 

during the day; at night, it really resembles a couple, while during the day, it doesn't 

quite have the same effect. As an outsider, I definitely wouldn’t have known this 

without checking” (Ze, 37 years old, male  migrant ).  

The internet empowers citizens by opening up possibilities for them to voice their 

opinions about their hometowns and engage with their individual memories, which can 

challenge the discourse established by local authorities (Svensson, 2012). In a similar way 

to modern tourism markets around the world, the local government in Wenzhou paints a 

positive picture around places based on customer expectations and iconic features 

(Scarles, 2004). In the case of the Couple Peak, the advertisements centre on themes of 

romance and loyalty between partners, appealing to visitors seeking a romantic 

experience. Local government highlights that the Couple Peak consists of two slender 

peaks standing very close to each other, resembling a couple leaning on each other for 

support. The government makes significant efforts to promote Couple Mountain as a 

romantic landmark on Yandang Mountain. They have worked hard to create a romantic 

atmosphere around the peaks by, for example,  inviting famous couples to visit, hosting 

romantic stage shows, and designing a mascot featuring a pair of swans to symbolize love 

(Chen and Zhao, 2020). However, with heavy tourism packaging, locals tend to view 

these places with a sense of disenchantment. Through social media, they challenge the 

romanticised discourse and point out their own local perceptions, offering a more 

authentic perspective. Social media serves as an informal information channel in 

Wenzhou, providing local perspectives that complement more regulated government 

information. This helps rural-urban migrants explore the city more effectively and 

integrate better into Wenzhou's social and cultural environment.  
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Overall， urban embeddedness operates on two layers. The first is general urban 

embeddedness, where modernisation in Chinese cities influences rural-urban migrant 

workers' aesthetics, values, and practices through use of social media for leisure. This 

process shapes migrants’ appearance, mindset, and behaviour in an urban way, helping 

them move beyond the limitations of rural traditional thinking. Some influences affect 

both men and women, while others are more gender-specific. For example, topics like 

feminism are more frequently browsed and deeply considered by female participants. The 

second layer involves becoming more familiar with and enjoying the host city in informal 

ways, which helps rural -urban migrants settle down more effectively and enhances their 

happiness in the host city.  

 

7. 3  Summary 

 

Many scholars have examined both transnational and internal migrants, focusing 

primarily on integration through employment or social networks. However, few studies 

address migrant workers' leisure activities, which provide a significant perspective on 

their willingness to engage with  urban or rural embeddedness. This chapter examines 

social media as a leisure tool in rural-urban migrant workers' migration journeys. The 

findings suggest that social media reinforces rural town locality and traditionality in their 

minds, while also fostering ideational change and better understanding of  the host society. 

Through social media, both rural and urban embeddedness deepen, having a blend of rural 

rootedness and urban adaptation with enjoyment.  

 

On the one hand, there is a drastic and uneven process of social change across urban and 

rural areas in contemporary China. Cities, experiencing rapid social change, are becoming 

more modernised and increasingly homogenised. Rural areas tend to better preserve 
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locality and traditionality.  Rural-urban migrant workers connect with their rural origins 

through festivals, cuisine, and local activities shared on social media. This engagement 

acts as a trigger, continuously consolidating their sense of belonging and reinforcing their 

belief in the uniqueness of their hometowns. In regions like Guizhou, rural-urban 

migrants participate in regional collective leisure. Guizhou rural-urban migrants are in 

the habit of watching village super leagues on social media. This fosters community-level 

rural embeddedness through local team support and provincial-level rural embeddedness 

as Village Super Football garners positive recognition even outside the province. This 

positive recognition enhances a collective pride in Guizhou’s identity among these 

migrants.  

 

 On the other hand, social media provides migrant workers with the opportunity to 

immerse themselves in modernity, enhancing their general urban embeddedness.  

Social media platforms offer technological advances, such as filters and AI tools, that 

allow migrant workers to shape their appearance in ways that align more closely with 

urban styles. Female rural-urban migrants, influenced by social media, begin to explore 

feminist ideas and contemplate modern womanhood while striving for greater autonomy 

and competitiveness. This journey fosters self-esteem, and challenges traditional gender 

values that suppress women and undermine their independence. Also, rural-urban migrant 

workers are exposed to modern ideologies that deviate from traditional Chinese values. 

This exposure fosters a more urban mindset and provides them with new ways of thinking, 

facilitating potential ideological change and the adoption of new values. In addition, 

social media can deepen rural-urban migrant workers' urban embeddedness in their 

specific host city by providing them with informal information that aids in adjusting to 

their new environment. This facilitates quicker integration into city life.  
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This chapter demonstrates that the leisure use of  social media can promote both rural and 

urban embeddedness simultaneously. This chapter also observed that within the rural-

urban migrant group, social media content preferences vary internally based on factors 

such as gender and life status. Migrants’ social media  preferences resonate with their 

circumstances and  challenges. Regarding gender, both groups are exposed to urban 

modernisation discussions. Female participants are more willing to engage with content 

related to women's independence and family power structures. In contrast, male 

participants show less interest in these topics; regarding individuals’ status in life, 

participants with different circumstances have varying preferences for social media 

content.  
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Chapter 8． Conclusion and Discussion 

"I feel like I can't do without WeChat and Douyin. They’re really important. I feel 

like I have no soul without my phone for a day. It's really like that. " (Chun, 35 

years old, female migrant  ) 

China is the country with the largest rural-to-urban population flow and it simultaneously 

holds the largest smartphone user base worldwide. This research incorporates social 

media as a new element to analyse the lives of Chinese rural-urban migrant workers 

within the conceptual framework of embeddedness. It carefully examines how social 

media influences the embeddedness of Chinese rural-urban migrants within the context 

of their rural origins and host cities. By discussing the role of social media platform usage, 

this research  reflects on the mechanisms of embeddedness in both in places of origin and 

urban destinations. This chapter will briefly summarise the key findings of the research, 

then provide further theoretical discussion for embeddedness in the context of Chinese 

rural-urban migrants using social media.  

8. 1 Research Summary: Key Findings 

Based on empirical data from 41 semi-structured interviews in Wenzhou city, known as 

rural-urban migrants’ destination place, this research found that social media plays a very 

important role, particularly in aspects of employment, family and community 

relationships, and leisure activities. Firstly, regarding employment, it is clear that  social 

media websites are widely used by Chinese rural-urban migrant workers to empower their 

careers, both within and outside the factory, and that this  deepens their  urban 

embeddedness. Factories create WeChat online working groups for better cooperation 

and communication. WeChat facilitates Chinese rural-urban migrant workers in sharing 
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professional knowledge and expressing their opinions on the work in which they are 

engaged.  In previous research on traditional Taylorism-based  factories, management 

teams were regarded as playing the role of “measuring, judging, prying, intruding”; this 

offended  workers' dignity. But in the research field factory in Wenzhou, participants in 

the research survey under discussion here —especially those actively sharing their 

knowledge and opinions—felt they gained respect from the management team, as the 

managers   highly valued their first-hand feedback . Participants who feel their intellectual 

contributions earn them respect are more confident  and comfortable when making 

requests, such as for rest or short leave (Sprague, 2007; Kanigel, pp. 466). However, their 

empowerment via social media is limited by the factory's traditional Taylorism 

management system, which locks decision-making power within the management team 

and provides no material incentives for actively contributing ideas and opinions in the 

factory.  

Social media also helps Chinese rural-urban workers access online training and 

educational opportunities, supporting more ambitious career goals and facilitating career 

transitions from the assembly line to more skilled sectors. This research finds that 

participants engage in online training to improve their skills, and online training helps 

them overcome work-study conflicts, as the training time is more flexible and the study 

material is broken down into smaller and more manageable sections. A few participants 

have  received more formal online education to obtain certification. Their reward for 

gaining extra qualifications is that  besides gaining skills, they enjoy talent allowances 

and welfare benefits in the host city. However, the need for immediate income prevents 

many participants from engaging in long-term training and educational investment 

provided by social media.  Among the older generation, there are workers who are 

illiterate or semi-literate, which hinders their ability and confidence to fully utilise social 

media for training and education purposes. A more negative consideration to be taken 
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into account, is that the online training participants receive from social media is profit-

driven and market-driven. The quality of online education and training is hard to 

guarantee, leading some participants who have invested in these resources  potentially to 

face setbacks in their  future career trajectory, due to the poor quality of the online training 

and education they have undertaken.  

This  research study demonstrate the potential of social media to affect workers’ 

understanding of  labour rights protections does not fully exploered. Although labour 

rights information is easily accessible on social media platforms, participants still tend to 

rely on methods more familiar within the migrant worker group, such as leaving one job 

and moving to another similar one, or obtaining labour rights advice  by  word of mouth.  

Secondly, social media is an important platform for workers' family relationships and 

community attachments, both of  which increase rural embeddedness. Rural-urban 

migration usually involves  individuals migrating alone, rather than the whole household 

migrating together. Consequently,  many households face separation. Social media helps 

participants maintain meaningful connections with left-behind family members, primarily  

parents, children, and spouses.  Chinese rural-urban migrants use social media to fulfil 

their filial duties to the left-behind older generation. By employing social media,  they 

can  monitor the elders' health conditions, and provide them with emotional support. They 

can also perform long-distance parenting roles, involving themselves in their children's 

education and everyday life. Also, they use social media to maintain family cooperation 

with left-behind spouses or other family members, helping to keep the separated family 

functioning.  

Social media enables migrants  to maintain relationships based on cooperation and 

assistance. Lineage refers to kinship ties traced back through the patrilineal line. Mutual 

reciprocity is a key function of lineage. Social media, particularly WeChat, helps facilitate 
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long-distance lineage engagement and supports the maintenance of traditional mutual 

reciprocity within lineage groups.  Regardless of their physical distance from one another, 

members of the wider family help and support each other. An example of this, is  migrant 

workers relying on lineage members in their hometown to take care of their children. 

Kinship  bonds also provide support to members of  the WeChat lineage group when they 

request assistance, for example, by responding to  calls for blood donations or financial 

assistance . Social media enables this mutual support based on blood ties, across 

widespread geographical distances.  

Social media also helps to sustain relationships between natal family members; female 

migrants use social media to maintain close ties with their birth parents and siblings, 

challenging the traditional saying that "a married daughter is like water splashed out of 

the family. "  Both male and female workers utilise  social media to monitor the health of 

their parents. Male participants feel responsible for supporting their married sisters, even 

if those sisters have moved to other places, with most of this support being conducted 

online. This supportive and protective attitude can extend to the next generation of 

married sisters. In the research study, cases were found where male participants became 

key providers of advice, helping their married sisters and nephews/nieces make important 

decisions via WeChat.  

Chinese rural-urban migrant workers can also maintain social networks and sub-

community social ties as channels for information and mental support. Community chat 

groups and the exchange of messages among community members enhance migrant 

workers’ sense of social citizenship, primarily represented by participation in insurance 

schemes and insurance reimbursement. Often, the information regarding insurance comes 

from their hometown communities. Sub-community chat groups, consisting of a subset 
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of community members, facilitate online exchanges, offering emotional support and 

understanding.  

 

Thirdly, social media, as a leisure tool, provides participants with both urban and rural 

information, leading to their simultaneous urban embeddedness and rural embeddedness. 

Social media can trigger memories of their rural hometowns. Based on geography, 

climate, ethnicity, and other factors, Chinese culture is diverse across different regions. 

This diversity is maintained more effectively in rural areas, while by contrast, urban areas 

are experiencing a trend towards homogenization.  By browsing, recording, and sharing 

local food, culture, and festivals, Chinese rural-urban migrant workers continuously 

refresh  their sense of belonging to their hometown and strengthen the belief that their 

hometown is not simply a name  on the map of China, but a unique and meaningful place 

for them. Rural hometowns develop local special events that Chinese rural-urban migrant 

workers can participate in from a distance, which also deepens their rural embeddedness 

to their hometown. In the research, participants from Guizhou engaged online in the 

Guizhou Village Super League, developing community-level local solidarity and 

provincial-level local pride, which is clear evidence of this phenomenon.  

This research study further shows that leisure use of  social media  can deepen both rural 

and urban embeddedness simultaneously. Social media introduces new aesthetics and 

ideologies that introduce Chinese rural-urban migrant workers to a more modern mindset. 

In terms of aesthetics, participants exploit  social media filters and AI technologies to 

remove rural traits from their appearance. In terms of ideology, the information found on  

social media challenges traditional rural gender and marriage values, prompting reflection 

on the patriarchal culture prevalent in rural areas. Social media enables incomers to 

discover more information about the host city, such as local food recipes and travel 
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information. Detailed and unofficial information from social media platforms , serving as 

a supplement to official government information, helps Chinese rural-urban migrants 

better to embed themselves in their host cities.  

8. 2 Conceptual Discussions: Embeddedness in Both Rural and Urban Social Spaces 

This section mainly focuses on insights into the conceptual framework of this research, 

based on previous research on 'embeddedness'. The section addresses two main aspects 

of the concept of ‘embeddedness’.  The first one is that, similarly to transnational 

migrants’ embeddedness, embeddedness for rural-urban migrant workers takes different 

forms, namely, economic embeddedness, cultural embeddedness, and social 

embeddedness.  The second aspect  is that embeddedness is a dynamic process, which is 

not static, levels of embeddedness vary among migrant workers due to differences in 

personal circumstances.  

8. 2. 1 Different Forms of Embeddedness 

In transnational migrant research, researchers have challenged the traditional immigrant 

assimilation paradigm, seeking alternative patterns that suggest migrants can 

simultaneously engage with both their original and their new environments over time 

(Tsuda, 2012). This research follows this line of thought, recognising that embeddedness 

in two social spaces, with different forms of embedding, navigates and demonstrates the 

complexity in the interplay between embeddedness in both societies.  Furthermore, this 

research considers  the possibility  of lives conducted in different spaces being bridged 

by means of social media, thus making  dual embeddedness a modern possibility.  

8. 2. 1. 1 Economic embeddedness:  

Earlier research has revealed that economic dual embeddedness for transnational migrants 

is a zero-sum relationship. As wages are considered primarily to be for the purpose of  
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remittances sent to left-behind families to support their social standing in the homeland, 

these remittances consume resources that could otherwise be used to improve the 

workers’ lives in the host city (Lianos et al. , 2005; Lowell and de la Garza, 2002; Marcelli 

and Lowell, 2005). Findings in Chapter 5 show that the dual embeddedness of Chinese 

rural-urban migrant workers is also influenced by the balance between remittances and 

self-investment.  Many participants in this research study were reluctant to allocate 

financial resources to accessing online training and educational opportunities through 

social media. With greater remittance pressure, such as funding the education of left-

behind children, supporting elderly family members, or repaying loans for rural house 

construction, they need to send regular and significant amounts of money back to their 

rural homes. This is related to the historical background introduced in the literature review 

that, after market reforms, rural life in all its aspects has become more dependent on 

money, making it difficult to sustain the traditional rural subsistence-based small peasant 

economy (Pun et al. , 2012). Additionally, due to the migrants’  need to work overtime 

for extra income, they lack the time to engage in online self-investment activities. These 

factors hinder their career development in the host city, leaving them locked in low-skill, 

assembly-line jobs, which undermines their potential for urban embeddedness.  

This research found that social media, to some extent, alleviates the conflict between 

sending remittances and self-investment. Some participants, under the pressure of sending 

remittances, utilise free resources on social media to avoid spending money and engage 

in asynchronous online  courses to manage their finances more efficiently.  

8. 2. 1. 2 Cultural embeddedness: 

Cultural dual-embeddedness, where rural and urban embeddedness intertwine via social 

media, varies across different scenarios. The first cultural dual-embeddedness scenario 

involves tension and conflict between modern urban culture and traditional rural-origin 
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culture. In this situation, maintaining rural culture and internalising urban culture is in a  

relationship of confliction. Under the section on absorbing modern ideology, female 

participants in the research study mentioned the importance of social media in triggering 

their awareness of feminist and LGBT ideas. This challenged the gender values they had 

formed during their upbringing in traditional patriarchal rural environments. Male 

participants expressed their courtship and marriage values, which also deviated from 

traditional rural values. Some men were  influenced by hookup culture on  social media 

platforms. This research suggests that cultural embeddedness involves navigating and 

choosing between conflicting values.  

The second scenario of cultural dual-embeddedness demonstrates the co-existence of 

rural and urban cultures. In the section concerning workers’ browsing and recording their 

hometowns via social media,  it appears that the uniqueness, locality and traditions of 

their hometown play a crucial role in shaping their rural embeddedness, which is reflected 

in their social media content preferences. Many participants shared their experiences of 

watching content about their rural homes on social media.  Some of this revolves around 

sensorial resonance, such as social media videos featuring local foods that evoke familiar 

flavours for participants. Others more directly highlight cultural and ethical uniqueness, 

such as local activities, festivals and customs This cultural embeddedness in rural areas 

runs parallel to urban cultural embeddedness, where both occur independently without 

interfering with the absorption of the other one. 

The third scenario of cultural dual-embeddedness is that one aspect of cultural 

embeddedness strengthens the other one. Participants in the research survey who 

originally came from Guizhou Province are in the habit of watching 'Guizhou Village 

Super League' via social media.  Participants often support their village's football team 

on social media platforms, helping them to feel a sense of  belonging to their community. 
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Moreover, the Guizhou Village Super League also enhances participants' overall sense of 

local pride and attachment to Guizhou Province.  Guizhou migrants' enthusiasm has 

increased the popularity of the Guizhou Village Super League more generally on social 

media. With its spread online, more non-Guizhou people have also begun  to watch it. 

The Guizhou Village Super League,  as showcased on social media, has elevated 

Guizhou's image from one of poverty and backwardness to one of warmth, cultural 

prosperity, and a destination worth visiting. This positive feedback on social media is 

particularly valuable for Guizhou migrant workers, who have long faced regional 

discrimination.  The Guizhou Village Super League going viral has potential to improve 

the host destination's perception of  Guizhou, creating a less discriminatory and less 

hostile environment for migrants, and facilitating easier urban cultural embedding.  

In addition, as the environment changes, Chinese rural-urban migrants update their 

cultural embeddedness processes and strategies accordingly. Previous research and 

documentaries have explored the emergence of a distinct subculture among factory 

workers, often referred to as a working-class subculture (Li,2019). This subculture 

diverges from traditional rural culture while also failing to align with urban mainstream 

culture. This subculture, born from the collective migrant experiences of migrant labour 

groups, reflects their agency and distinct identity.   

8. 2. 1. 3 Social embeddedness: 

Social embeddedness in the research mainly focuses on social networks and social ties. 

Rural social embeddedness reinforcing urban social embeddedness is particularly evident 

when considering that a large portion of the research sample consists of rural-urban 

migrants from Guizhou. If fellow villagers express interest in migrating to Wenzhou, the 

pioneering migrants often assist their neighbours by offering them information about city 

life, and introducing them to  factory job opportunities (Zhuoma and Kong,2016).  
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From this research, it can be seen  that rural social embeddedness not only reinforces 

urban social embeddedness but also strengthens other forms of urban embeddedness. 

Rural social embeddedness reinforces urban social embeddedness in various forms, as 

exemplified by a case where a participant finds out about insurance practices in their 

urban destination. Consistent with previous research, this study confirms that social 

media helps rural-urban migrant workers maintain close communication with left-behind 

family members, which in turn reinforces their rural embeddedness (Murphy and Wu, 

2024) . This is clearly demonstrated in  Chapter 6, where familial ties and filial piety are 

highlighted as strong emotional bonds. The point of contention between previous research 

results and my findings is the strength of weak ties within community connections. In 

previous research on Chinese rural-urban migrant workers, it has been found that they 

have  gradually lost connection with weaker social relationships in their village, even 

though the possibility of connecting through social media was available to them. This loss 

is due to the lack of shared experiences and changes in mentality brought about by migrant 

trajectories (Mcdonald, 2016; Wang, 2016). Transnational migrant studies also observe 

the phenomenon of weakened friendships between migrants and their friends left behind 

(Ryan, 2015). 

  In contrast to the previous literature, this research demonstrates that migrant workers  

regard weak social relationships within rural communities as a very important  channel 

for information and resources, especially in villages  with a strong migrant culture.   In 

this research, an example of cooperation is described in a village where many migrants 

move to the same city. Villagers have accumulated practical knowledge and experience 

of issues such as medical insurance reimbursement with rural hukou. When participants 

need guidance on this, or other matters, they can obtain relevant information from their 
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village social media chat groups. The information provider/s may have only a weak 

relationship with the migrant, but are nonetheless willing to help. This can be seen as a 

form of weak rural relationships（ rural social embeddedness）  helping rural-urban 

migrant workers acquire social embeddedness through social media in their urban 

destination .  

 

8. 2. 2 Differentiated Embeddedness among Migrant Workers 

The process of embeddedness in this research , echoes Ryan ( 2018)'s discussion around 

embeddedness as a dynamic process, not a static state. It varies in extent rather than being 

an "all or nothing" phenomenon. This research found migrants, based on their personal 

circumstances, can experience significantly different depths of embeddedness (Korinek 

et al. , 2005).   In this section, I will discuss this from two perspectives: age and gender. 

8. 2. 2.1 The Age and generation  Perspective 

 This research shows varying depths of economic embeddedness  based on age and 

generation. This research has found that young migrants are willing to actively participate 

in self-investment by means of  online training. But the middle-aged migrant ,  who bear 

the dual responsibilities of caring for elderly parents and raising children，value a stable 

income, are less likely to leave their jobs and have a greater capacity to "endure hardship. 

" With families relying on their financial support, they are obliged to  provide a consistent 

income and cannot afford to take any financial risks. They lack the career mobility and 

open-horizon ambition seen in younger rural-to-urban migrant workers, instead focusing 

firmly on monetary income. Empowerment and self-training opportunities are 

constrained by the financial pressures upon them.  
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A factor that is highly related to age but focuses more on shared and group-based 

experiences is generation. Different generations have different collective experiences in 

their formative years. The way they use social media for embeddedness tends to share 

common features within each generation, but differs across generations. In this study, 

participants aged between 25 and 59 can be classified, following the generational 

divisions commonly used in China, into four cohorts: post-60s (born in 1960–1969), post-

70s (1970–1979), post-80s (1980–1989), and post-90s (1990–1999).  

In the 1980s, China introduced the Compulsory Education Law, which required all 

children to complete nine years of basic education. Since then, government funding and 

subsidies for 9-year compulsory education have gradually increased （Ministry of 

Education of the People’s Republic of China，1986；Ding,2008）. This suggests that 

literacy skills vary significantly across generations. Only the post-60s and post-70s 

participants mentioned having reading difficulties when processing information on social 

media, whereas the post-80s and post-90s groups could read and interpret content more 

easily. China began its process of digitalisation in the late 1970s. Digital technologies 

became increasingly prevalent during the childhood and adolescence of the post-80s and 

post-90s generations. They are naturally more comfortable with the use and development 

of digital technologies, having grown up during a period of rapid digital transformation. 

As a result, younger generations tend to be more skilled and confident in using social 

media for achieving embeddedness. The depth of embeddedness therefore differs across 

generations, reflecting a clear digital gap between older and younger cohorts. 

8. 2. 2.1 The  Gender Perspective 

This thesis also shows differentiated cultural embeddedness among rural-urban migrants 

based on gender. In Chapter 7, the mindset of  urban embeddedness is discussed 
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 Differential embeddedness based on gender is particularly evident in the context of 

feminism. In absorbing modern ideologies, both men and women view social media as an 

important channel for understanding  modern ideas.  However, based on gender 

preferences, the outcomes of social media in shaping the attitudes and thought processes 

of male and female participants can differ significantly. Under the influence of social 

media, female participants become more attentive to topics such as  family 

responsibilities, gender power, and gender stereotypes. However, this feminist influence 

does not extend to male participants. They tend to show indifference to feminism, and, in 

some cases, male migrant workers even engage in misogynistic behaviour on social 

media. These research results mirror previous studies, which found that women migrating 

to urban areas adopt modern values to advocate for gender equality, a shift that induces 

gender-based conflicts (Lee, 2005; Zhuang et al. , 2014). These findings also support 

discussions in the social media gender studies reviewed in the literature, particularly 

regarding the discourse on gender in Chinese social media.  

Social media has been instrumental in sparking reflections on gender-related experiences 

among Chinese women. This has led to deeper contemplation of gendered experiences 

and, to some extent, has caused tensions in gender relationships (Bao，X, 2023; Li et al. , 

2023). The indifference and opposition to feminism by male participants are rooted in the 

patriarchal culture in which they have long been immersed  (Moloney and Love, 2018). 

Adopting  negative attitudes towards online feminism is a way for them to defend their 

male superiority, which has persisted in rural traditions. Their attitude towards online 

feminism mirrors the offline gender culture and gender power structure.  

A further notable difference is that female participants, especially younger ones, are more 

inclined to discuss LGBT topics. While they may not directly engage with LGBT ideas 

from social media, some young female participants are celebrity worshippers, or fans of 
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variety shows and TV series. Fan culture includes secondary creations, such as creating 

same-sex CP (couple pairings) and fan-created literature. Idols, especially male idols, are 

often imagined as homosexual or their gender is altered to be bisexual or female in these 

works. This engagement often leads women  to explore LGBT issues indirectly, starting 

with celebrities, variety shows, or TV series. In one case, the idol’s portrayal as 

transgender in fan-created literature prompted a female participant to reflect on 

transgender-related issues.    This aligns with previous studies, which indicate that in 

China, sub-fantasy culture, particularly homosexual love art creation, is more popular 

among women on social media (Zhou, 2014). 

Differential embeddedness in  social norms based on gender is also found in this research 

project.  Male and female participants show a notable difference in their rural 

embeddedness connected with lineage. In Chinese tradition, the paternal lineage is of 

great importance, and mutual support within the lineage is considered an obligation. Male 

participants in the study showed a strong attachment to their lineage, and they actively 

used social media to maintain and cooperate with their lineage members. Social media is 

an important platform for maintaining the function of lineage and sustaining rural social 

embeddedness . Although traditional Chinese social norms, rooted in Confucian 

philosophy, dictate that married women belong to their husband's lineage, this research 

finds that women often view their husband's lineage in a more utilitarian way, lacking the 

strong engagement with their husband's lineage activities that male participants 

demonstrate. The most commonly mentioned situation is seeking help from  lineage 

members via WeChat , such as relying on lineage members to care for left-behind 

children. Since the children also share the lineage's blood, seeking help in child-related 

matters feels acceptable to women.  
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Women’s  rural embeddedness, in terms of lineage attachment, is shallower than that of 

men’s. In this research , female participants showed  emotional attachment to their natal 

families, using social media to maintain connections with them. This research also found 

feelings of  sisterhood among village girls, whether married into or born in the village. 

Personal relationships play a significant role in building females' rural embeddedness. 

Through social media, women create closed, girls-only chat groups that reinforce their 

connection to their rural origins. Women’s rural social relationships are closely 

maintained, with social media serving as a key tool for sustaining these bonds.  

The conceptual development of 'embeddedness' demonstrates this research’s theoretical 

originality, going beyond the simple presentation of empirical data. In the next section, I 

will focus on the significance of this research, its contributions to the research field, and 

its social significance, particularly its policy implications.  

8. 3  Research Reflection ,Contribution and Policy Implications  

This section will discuss this research’s contributions, including the supplementary 

empirical data, the addition of social media as a new element in concepts of  

‘embeddedness’, and its application to internal migration research—an area that has been 

overlooked thus far by scholars of ‘embeddedness’. Then, based on the understanding of 

Chinese rural-urban migrants outlined in this study, this chapter puts forward suggestions 

derived from the research findings for policy implications.  

8.3.1 Research Reflection  

Digitalization has also introduced new risks and challenges. As I mentioned earlier in 

Section 8.2.2.1, many older-generation participants struggle to seize new opportunities 

due to limited digital literacy. In addition, although younger participants are generally 

more adept at using digital technologies and social media, they remain vulnerable within 
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the broader online environment. In my fieldwork, several young participants’ experiences 

revealed their difficulties in assessing the credibility of online information. For example, 

one case showed a young participant who spent money on a low-quality online course 

that made exaggerated and unrealistic claims. 

Moreover, the role of social media in the construction of rural–urban culture is not entirely 

positive. This study also documents the fading of the once-prominent “migrant beauty” 

culture. Migrant beauty cultures Shamate, characterized by flamboyant punk hairstyles 

and exaggerated fashion, were prevalent among rural-urban migrants during the 

millennial period. These subcultures were once developed by migrant workers to seek a 

sense of belonging and find emotional support within the migrant group. Using Shamate 

as a culture base, migrant workers fostered Shamate  both on social media groups and 

offline. This formed an important part of their particular social network within urban 

embeddedness. Rural-urban migrants, identified as Shamate, however, faced hostility 

from the urban mainstream. They experienced online harassment, such as receiving hate 

messages and interference in  their online group chats. The unwelcome reception of the 

migrant Shamate subculture led rural-urban migrants to abandon it. Now considered a 

"tear of the times" and a millennial internet memory, these subcultures have faded into 

the realm of nostalgia (Tao and Donald, 2015; Li, 2019). Participants now express a 

strong desire to align with urban mainstream ideals of aesthetics and ways of thinking.  

To some extent, this change comes at the cost of losing their group identity. Through the 

use of filters and AI technology, participants modify or even fabricate their online images, 

creating a version of themselves that aligns with urban ideals but distances them from 

their original collective identity. Seen positively, social media can help migrants integrate 

into urban life. From a negative perspective, however, this form of urban cultural 

embeddedness can be criticised for causing migrant labourers to concede aesthetic 

autonomy.  
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8. 3. 2 Research Contribution 

Firstly, this research collects contemporary interview data about the usage of social media 

in the migration trajectories of Chinese rural-urban migrant workers. As China becomes 

more digitalised, increasing numbers of rural-urban migrant workers have become active 

users of social media. Despite  this widespread phenomenon, there is a scarcity of 

qualitative data on the use of social media by Chinese rural-urban migrant workers in 

academia. This discrepancy may be due to the misalignment between the peak period of 

research on Chinese rural-urban migrant workers and the period when these workers 

began widely using social media. During the 2000s and 2010s, when the field of Chinese 

rural-urban migrant worker research was most active and data were being collected, social 

media usage was not a prominent phenomenon, and many workers were still using ICT 

(Information and Communication Technology). This research fills the gap in data related 

to social media, which helps in understanding the current everyday experiences of 

Chinese rural-urban migrants. This update is crucial to the study of Chinese rural-urban 

migration.  

Secondly, previous migrant research, adopting the conceptual framework of 

embeddedness, primarily focused on offline domains, analysing typical offline spheres of 

embeddedness. This research adds an online perspective, examining how social media 

influences migrants’ feelings, mindset and behaviour to better understand their  

continuous entanglement with where they come from, where they are now. The research 

provides insights into the complexity and dynamics of embeddedness, positioning the 

influence of social media and online activities as new explanatory sources and as an 

analytical element in embeddedness migrant studies, aiding in the understanding of the 

migrant phenomenon.  
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Thirdly, dual-embeddedness, a concept which stems originally from transnational studies,  

discusses those migrants who are embedded in multi-layered and multi-site contexts 

transnationally (Levitt and Schiller, 2004). Rural-urban migrants, who are larger in 

number and migrate on a more frequent basis, are overlooked.  

This research applies the concept of dual embeddedness to the study of rural–urban 

internal migration. For countries in the Global South, where large-scale population 

mobility from rural to urban areas remains a defining feature of development, this study 

offers fresh theoretical insights into how internal migrants negotiate and maintain 

connections across both their rural origins and urban destinations during processes of 

urbanization. Although national contexts differ, many Global South countries share 

similar developmental stages and face comparable structural challenges of internal 

migrant flow. The theoretical innovation developed in this research therefore has broader 

applicability and relevance to other Global South contexts. 

8. 3. 3 Contributions of This Research to Future Policy Making 

This research can provide insights into migrant facilitation policy-making in China.   

Firstly, the government could launch government-led online training and certification 

programs for migrant workers on social media, encouraging rural-urban migrant workers 

to utilise their limited free  time to enhance their skills and avoid being confined to low-

end positions in perpetuity. With government involvement, migrant workers could 

improve their academic and vocational skills through social media.  This would enable 

them to avoid  relying solely on private training options, where the quality of training is 

often difficult to guarantee.  

Secondly, social media is a valuable aid to  migrant workers to remotely parent and care 

for left-behind family members. The government has the opportunity to enhance the role 
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of social media in this context. To better facilitate migrants' long-distance parenting roles 

for left-behind children, the government could  require schools in rural areas where left-

behind children study to regularly contact parents via WeChat to communicate about the 

children's development and academic progress. This approach could, to some extent, 

overcome the challenges faced by "skip generation left-behind families" (where the 

middle generation has migrated to work in the city, leaving grandparents as the guardians 

of left-behind children living in the village). This could mitigate the issue of left-behind 

elders who may lack the capacity to supervise children's education, thereby reducing the 

academic gap caused by the absence of parental guidance.  

Additionally, many hospitals and health centres have already launched services that allow 

medical advice and diagnoses to be accessed via WeChat mini programs. The government 

could encourage hospitals and health centres to further optimise their information 

services. With the elderly patients’ consent, their migrant adult children could directly 

pay for their medical expenses and medication, and assist online in communicating with 

doctors about their health conditions. This enables migrants  to better fulfil their filial 

duties remotely, while also helping left-behind elderly relatives experience the benefits 

of digitalisation.  

8. 4 Research Limitations and Future Research Direction 

This chapter reflects on the limitations of this research, which are the absence of long-

term data and the fact that most participants were inter-provincial migrants. Future 

research possibilities might include conducting longitudinal studies and collecting data 

from intra-provincial Chinese rural–urban migrant workers. 

Gender and age are very important perspectives, particularly age. However, the time-

limited nature of the PhD research restricted the collection of long-term data tracking 

changes in participants’ migration trajectories as they aged. This research study focuses 
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on the stage when migrants have a job in the urban destination. If time allows in the future, 

long-term tracking of participants’ migration could  also be conducted, observing 

migrants from the beginning of their migration, through their period of working in urban 

areas, returning to their hometowns, and subsequently re-migrating, thereby covering the 

full migration cycle with changes in migrants’ age. This would allow for a deeper 

exploration of the broader dynamics of embeddedness, including how embeddedness in 

both rural and urban areas either deepens or becomes superficial, and how this process 

develops.  A more detailed research of this nature could reveal a bigger and more complex 

pattern of Chinese rural-urban migrant embeddedness.  

Secondly, in this research, most of the recruited participants were inter-provincial 

migrants, with very few being intra-provincial migrants.  This can be explained by the 

situation of Wenzhou as a second-tier city in Zhejiang Province. Native Zhejiangians  

usually choose to move to the provincial capital, Hangzhou, or to the nearby megacity of 

Shanghai. Wenzhou is not an attractive destination for intra-provincial migration and thus 

Wenzhou’s migrant labour force consists mostly of people from other less-developed 

provinces rather than from within Zhejiang Province. A future research project could 

change the study site to a city that attracts more intra-provincial migrants to examine 

intra-provincial migrants’ migration trajectories and the role of social media in these 

trajectories, potentially offering new perspectives and insights into this topic. 
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Appendix 1:Participant Demographic Table 

Participant Pseudon

ym 

Gender Age Hometow

n 

Marriage 

Status 

Educational 

Status 

Participant 

1 

Qiu Male 45 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

2 

Xiu Female 44 Guizhou married Illiterate/sem

i-literate 

Participant 

3 

Ling Female 33 Guizhou divorced middle 

school 

Participant 

4 

Tao Male 50 Anhui single primary 

school 

Participant 

5 

Wei Male 35 Fujian married middle 

school 

Participant 

6 

Lan Female 33 Hunan married middle 

school 

Participant 

7 

Yan Female 49 Guizhou married Illiterate/sem

i-literate 

Participant 

8 

Chun Female 35 Jiangxi married middle 

school 

Participant 

9 

Yong Male 29 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

10 

Ming Male 25 Xichuan married Junior 

College 

(Online 

Education) 

Participant 

11 

Rou Female 27 Jiangxi married middle 

school 

Participant 

12 

Pei Female 45 Guizhou married Illiterate/sem

i-literate 

Participant 

13 

Xue Female 26 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

14 

Jian Male 28 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

15 

Mei Female 59 Zhejiang married primary 

school 

Participant 

16 

Yu Female 34 Yunan married middle 

school 

Participant 

17 

Cheng Male 39 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

18 

Bo Male 40 Jiangxi married middle 

school 

Participant 

19 

Kai Male 52 Guizhou married primary 

school 

Participant 

20 

Zhi Male 41 Hunan married high school 

Participant 

21 

Rui Female 34 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

22 

Xi Female 41 Guizhou married middle 

school 
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Participant 

23 

Ning Male 50 Guizhou married primary 

school 

Participant 

24 

Fen Female 39 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

25 

Na Female 48 Zhejiang married middle 

school 

Participant 

26 

Rong Female 32 Guizhou married high school 

Participant 

27 

Ru Female 37 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

28 

Hong Male 39 Hubei married middle 

school 

Participant 

29 

Yue Male 24 Shandong single middle 

school 

Participant 

30 

Le Female 30 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

31 

Qi Female 36 Yunnan married middle 

school 

Participant 

32 

Shu Female 34 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

33 

Ping Female 35 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

34 

Hui Female 32 Yunnan married middle 

school 

Participant 

35 

Xian Female 38 Fujian married middle 

school 

Participant 

36 

An Male 46 Jiangxi married middle 

school 

Participant 

37 

Lian Female 29 Chongqin

g 

married middle 

school 

Participant 

38 

Jun Male 33 Jiangxi married middle 

school 

Participant 

39 

Gao Male 42 Guizhou married middle 

school 

Participant 

40 

Yi Male 48 Jiangxi married middle 

school 

Participant 

41 

Ze Male 37 Guizhou married middle 

school 
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Appendix 2: Ethics Letter 
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Appendix 3 :Participant Consent Form 

 

Consent to take part in The role of social media in factory workers’ 

rural-urban migration trajectories in China 

 

Add your 

initials next 

to the 

statement if 

you agree 

I confirm that I have read and understand the Participant Consent Form dated 

4th September 2023   explaining the above research project and I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about the project. 

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw 

from the research until 1st  May_2024 and without there being any negative 

consequences. In addition, should I not wish to answer any particular question 

or questions, I am free to decline.  

 

I understand that I can ask the researcher to delete all or  

part of the interview materials I provide at any time before the  

data results are written up and published（the  deadline for withdrawal is 1st, 

May 2024）. 

. 

  

I have been informed that the contact information for the researcher is as 

follows: email: ssbhu@leeds.ac.uk and telephone number: 15858768485. I can 

contact the researcher directly to make any requests, including for refusal and 

withdrawal. The researcher will not disclose information surrounding refusal or 

withdrawal to others.   

 

 

 

I understand that members of the research team may have access to my  

responses. research team will have access to responses. We appreciate that you 

will use pseudonyms when the data is transcribed 

 

I understand that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and I 

will not be identified or identifiable in the report or reports that result from the 

research.   

 

 

I understand that the data collected from me may be stored and used in relevant 
future research in an anonymised form , and  I understand that the data I provide 

may be archived  

 

I understand that relevant sections of the data collected during the study, may 

be looked at by individuals from the University of Leeds or from regulatory 

authorities where it is relevant to my taking part in this research.  

 

I agree to take part in the above research project and will inform the lead 

researcher should my contact details change. 
 

I understand that the research data will be used for  

academic purposes, including dissertation 

writing and journal publication.   

 

javascript:;
mailto:ssbhu@leeds.ac.uk
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Name of participant  

Participant’s signature  

Date  

Name of  researcher  

Signature  

Date*  

 

 

 

*To be signed and dated in the presence of the participant.  

Once this has been signed by all parties the participant should receive a copy of the signed and dated participant consent 

form, the letter/ pre-written script/ information sheet and any other written information provided to the participants. A 

copy of the signed and dated consent form should be kept with the project’s main documents which must be kept in a 

secure location.  
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Appendix 4: Participant Information Sheet 

 
 
The Privacy Notice for Research should be provided alongside the Participant Information Sheet. 

Further guidance is available at http://ris.leeds.ac.uk/involvingresearchparticipants and at 

https://dataprotection.leeds.ac.uk/information-for-researchers.  

 

 

 

The researcher invites you to take part in the research project The role of social media in 

factory workers' rural-urban migration trajectories in China. You can obtain detailed 

information about the research from this Information Sheet. Please read it carefully before 

considering whether to take part in the study. If anything is unclear after reading the 

information sheet, please feel free to contact the researcher at any time. 

 

 

What is the purpose of the project? 
 

The research investigates the experiences of factory workers using social media in rural-

urban migration trajectories and tries to analyse the underlying mechanisms of how rural-

urban migrant workers engage in sending places and receiving places at the same time . 

 

Why have I been chosen? 

 

You are a factory worker from a rural hometown who moved to a city who may have 

experience of using social media. 

 

How did the researcher find me? 

 

-The researcher will place the information sheet on the bulletin board of the research site 

factory one month in advance. There is contact information for the researcher in the 

information sheet, potential participants who are interested in participating can contact 

the researcher after seeing the information sheet. When potential participants contact the 

researcher, the researcher will know the contact information of potential participants 

through channels such as phone call records and email addresses. 

 

 

 

Do I have to take part in the research project? 

 

No. The study follows the principle of voluntary participation, and you can refuse the 

study or withdraw at any time. The researcher will not inform others of your decision not 

to participate in the study. 

 

 

What do I have to do?/ What will happen to me if I take part? 

 

Participants: You will be interviewed for approximately one hour. The interview time and 

location will be determined based on your convenience. You will be asked about basic 

information, experiences using social media, and your thoughts on social media. 

 

 

https://dataprotection.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/48/2019/02/Research-Privacy-Notice.pdf
http://ris.leeds.ac.uk/involvingresearchparticipants
https://dataprotection.leeds.ac.uk/information-for-researchers
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Gatekeepers: You will be requested to provide the  provide permission to collect data at 

the factory (research site). 

 

 

What are the potential benefits and risks? 

 

You have will have the opportunity to think about labour rights and understand labour 

rights deeper. The main potential risk is that discussing unpleasant experiences may give 

rise to uncomfortable emotions. Besides, there may be awkward emotions when 

discussing some social media usage activities. However, you can skip the relevant 

interview if you wish. 

 

 

Use, dissemination and storage of research data 

 

The researcher will use  software to analyse the interview materials you provide. The 

analysis results will be used for dissertation, academic journals, and academic 

conferences. 

 

Data will be stored for ten years.Interview materials will be protected according to the 

data storage policy of the University of Leeds.  The researcher will use the university's 

cloud storage (OneDrive) to store data.  

 

 

What will happen to my personal information? 

The researcher will remove any information that may identify you from the interview 

materials before publishing the data analysis results. You will be anonymous. 

 

What will happen to the results of the research project?  

 

The analysis results will be used to write a doctoral dissertation at the University of Leeds , 

publish journal articles and attend conferences.You can obtain a copy of the published 

results.All the contact information that I collect about you during the course of the 

research will be kept strictly confidential and will stored separately from the research data.  

I will take steps wherever possible to anonymise the research data so that you will not be 

identified in any reports or publications’. 

 

 

Can I request the researcher delete all or part of the data? 

 

Data analysis is expected to commence on May 1, 2024. Data cannot be deleted once the 

analysis begins. If there is any information that needs to be withdrawn or clarified, please 

inform the researcher before May 1, 2024. 

 

What type of information will be sought from me and why is the collection of this 

information relevant for achieving the research project’s objectives? 

Please explain here. 

 

The interview outline for you  will cover the interview section of demographic 

information, as well as interview sections of "Social media, migration drivers and 

aspects", "Social media, social interaction and social integration", "Social media, 

empowerment in employment care" and "Social media and family left behind." The 
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interview materials you provide can be uses as data for research analysis, which is very 

important for answering research questions 

 

 

Who is organising/ funding the research? 

University of Leeds provides a funding of £ 666 per year 

 

Will I be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used? 

You will be recorded during the interview. Before recording, the researcher will inform 

you of the start of the recording.No other use will be made of them without your written 

permission, and no one outside the project will be allowed access to the original 

recordings. 

 

How do I contact the researcher? 

 

Researcher's name: Hu Bingchun 

Email address: ssbhu@leeds.ac.uk 

Phone number: 15858768485 

Address: University of Leeds, Woodhouse Lane, Leeds, LS2 9JT 

 

 

Project title Document type Version 

# 

Date 

The role of social media in factory workers’ 

rural-urban migration trajectories in China. 

consent form  3  
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Appendix 5: Gatekeeper Consent Form 

 

Consent to take part in The role of social media in factory workers’ 

rural-urban migration trajectories in China 

 

Add your 

initials next 

to the 

statement if 

you agree 

I confirm that I have read and understand the Gatekeeper Consent Form dated 

4th September 2023   explaining the above research project and I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about the project. 

 

I have learnt about this study through written information  

sheets or oral explanation. I am willing to provide assistance.     
 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw 

1st May___2024 and without there being any negative consequences. 

  

I have been informed that the contact information for the researcher is as 

follows: email: ssbhu@leeds.ac.uk and telephone number: 15858768485. I can 

contact the researcher directly to make any requests, including for refusal and 

withdrawal. The researcher will not disclose information surrounding refusal or 

withdrawal to others.   

 

I understand that the research data will be used for academic purposes, including 

dissertation writing and journal publication.   
 

I understand that I will be anonymous, and personal information will be 

protected.   
 

I understand that when the research is completed, the data  

will be uploaded to the Research Data Leeds Repository  

for data sharing. 

 

 
I understand that if I assist in interviews, I need to respect the participants' right 

to anonymity and privacy. 

 

 

Name of gatekeeper  

Gatekeeper’s signature  

Date  

Name of  researcher  

Signature  

Date*  

 

*To be signed and dated in the presence of the gatekeeper.  

Once this has been signed by all parties the gatekeeper should receive a copy of the signed and dated gatekeeper consent 

form, the letter/ pre-written script/ information sheet and any other written information provided to the gatekeeper . A 

copy of the signed and dated consent form should be kept with the project’s main documents which must be kept in a 

secure location.  

 

 

javascript:;
mailto:ssbhu@leeds.ac.uk
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Appendix 6: Semi-structured interview outline for rural-urban migrant 

participants 
 

“I” represents the researcher, and “You” represents the participant. 

 

 

The following questions are mainly intended to open up discussions on the research 

project. The researcher will adjust interview questions in real time during the interview 

based on the focus of each participant's responses, in order to better know their 

expressions and viewpoints. The following interview questions will not necessarily all be 

covered in every participant's interview. 

 

The bold fonts are for helping the researcher quickly understand what needs to be asked 

during interviews. It does not mean bold fonts will be stressed when interviewing. 

 

Introductory speech： 

 

Hello, I am a doctoral student at the University of Leeds, and I am researching Chinese 

rural-urban migrant workers using social media. I am interested in your experience and 

views on social media usage. The interview outline I have brought is not complete and 

does not require answers one by one. I look forward to hearing from you about the social 

media usage topics that you think are important. Our interview will be recorded. 

 

Part A:  Demographic Information 

 

-May I ask how old you are？ 

 

--Where are you from? (Accurate to the county level?) 

 

--What is your marital status? 

 

--What is your education level? 

 

--What technical and professional skills do you possess 

 

 

 

--Who in your family has accompanied you to Wenzhou and who still lives in your 

hometown? 

 

 

Part B:  Social media, migration drivers and aspirations 

 

--What is your motivation for migrating to Wenzhou to work? 

 

--How did you find this job in Wenzhou? 
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-Has your motivation to work in Wenzhou been influenced by social media,Such as 

wechat, Douyin?(If the participant provides a positive answer, further ask what social 

media has had an impact and what content has had the greatest impact on the participant) 

 

-What career aspirations did you have for the migration ? For example, high income, 

opportunities to manage people? 

 

-What were your life aspirations for the upcoming immigration? For example, building 

a house in your hometown, finding romantic love, enjoying modern life, and so on? 

 

--Were your aspirations for life in Wenzhou influenced by social media ? (If the 

participant provides a positive answer, further ask about what social media has had an 

impact and what content has had the greatest impact on the participant) 

 

Part C : Social media, social interaction and social integration  

 

-Did you contact fellow villagers in Wenzhou through social media ? (further probe as 

to how contacted and what social media platforms the participant used  ) 

 

 

 

Part D: Social media and empowerment in employment 

 

--Have you ever followed any social accounts that have paid attention to labour rights 

protection (if so, what platform, specific account information, and have you interacted 

with them)? 

 

-Have you ever posted or discussed any social content about labour rights, such as 

concerning long working hours, or work being too tiring?(If the participant provides a 

positive answer,let participants to give a few examples) 

 

 

--Have you ever requested the factory improve factory workers’ conditions, such as 

salary increases, through social media? Why you do so?(If the participant provides a 

positive answer, further ask if this was an individual behaviour or a collective behaviour, 

and what was the detailed experience) 

 

 

-Have you obtained knowledge about labour rights through social media?Why you do 

so? (If the participant provides a positive answer, ask for details of the experience) 

 

 

 

 

 

-What is your insurance status such as medical insurance, pension, unemployment 

insurance, and work injury insurance? (If the participant is insured, ask for more detailed 

information, such as the type of insurance, insurance premiums, insurance participation 

location, insurance period etc.) 

 

 

-What is your main motivation for not participating/participating in insurance coverage?  
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-Has the insurance status changed during the migration trajectory? （ inspire the 

participant to see if changing the residence and work has had an impact on the  insurance 

status） 

 

-Do you have  insurance reimbursement experience? (If yes, ask for more detailed 

information , such as insurance reimbursement ratio and reimbursement location). 

 

-Does social media have an impact on insurance awareness and practice?(For example, 

learning insurance knowledge through social media) 

 

Part E: Social media and family left behind  

 

-Who in your family came to work with you, and who stayed in your hometown? (Ask 

for the reasons behind these decisions) 

 

--How often do you contact family members in your hometown and do you use social 

media to contact them? (If the participant provides a positive answer, further ask what 

social media are commonly used) 

 

--Which social media communication methods do you prefer when communicating 

with your family, such as voice contact, video contact, text contact, and comments on 

social media platforms? Why? 
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