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Abstract

Purpose Immigrant travel has become an emerging research field in transportation planning. A handful of scholars have studied
the travel behavior of residents in immigrant enclaves in North America. However, thus far, there has been no analysis of the travel
behavior of residents living in migrant-rich neighborhoods in China. Additionally, previous studies rarely explored whether these
(im)migrants could benefit from resources outside the neighborhoods, and the determinants of their travel to destinations outside
the neighborhoods. This study aims to fill these research gaps in the literature.We used a migrant-rich area in downtown Beijing as
a case study to understand the daily mobility and the determinants, and strategies to enhance mobility of neighborhood residents.
Method To answer the above questions, in-depth interview in Dashilar was used in this study. Eighteen migrant workers were
recruited by using snowball sampling, and six local residents were recruited as Bobservers^ to view the mobility of migrant
workers from another perspective. The interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed and coded.
Results The research results show that the interviewees had restrained mobility, limited to the area within Dashilar. Their work
location was near residence, and they seldom made recreation and social trips. One of the major reasons for this was that their
social ties were highly restricted to people from the same hometown. Additionally, time and financial poverty further limited their
mobility. Institutional barriers also segregated migrant workers with local people in job market, urban welfare and daily life. In
order to improve physical mobility, migrant workers used electric bicycle as their daily travel facility. The use of mobile phone
also improved their virtual mobility by facilitating information flow and extending social networks. Moreover, community
initiatives such as community activities and volunteers helped to improve their mobility.
Conclusions Dashilar is an area with abundant transport resources and activity destination choices, but migrant workers living
there still restrained their daily travel within the neighborhood. Although resources within the neighborhood facilitated daily
necessities of migrant workers living in Dashilar, they seldom benefited from the resources outside the neighborhood, which
played a larger role in promoting their social and cultural assimilation in the city. Their limited local social ties, individual time
and money constraints, and institutional factors all contributed to their limited destination motivations and aspirations. To cope
with these challenges, migrant workers and communities both adopted several strategies. These strategies could address the
above challenges to some extent, but their limitations also fixed mobility of migrant workers. Combination of Internet of mobile
phone and community initiatives was a feasible way to link migrant workers and local people, and help them to improve enlarge
mobility space.
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1 Introduction

Immigrants have become an important source of population
growth in many countries, such as the United States [1],
Canada [2], and Australia [3]. The literature on the travel
behavior of immigrants is growing, because transportation
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scholars and policymakers are interested in how demographic
changes related to immigration should influence future trans-
portation planning [4, 5]. Additionally, understanding the
transportation needs and barriers encountered by immigrants
is important to help them access employment, education,
healthcare, and other opportunities and thus achieve social
inclusion [6, 7].

Previous studies have discussed many determinants of im-
migrants’ travel behavior. Blumenberg [8] organized these
factors into six categories: Bindividual and household charac-
teristics, the process of spatial assimilation, access to ethnic-
specific resources, ethnic employment patterns, cultural dif-
ferences, and federal, state, and local regulations^ (p.173).
Among these factors, spatial assimilation is one of the most
widely discussed.

A subset of immigrant travel research has focused on the
travel behavior of immigrants living in ethnic enclaves.
Previous findings have indicated that these immigrants are
especially likely to carpool, relying on their social networks
within the enclaves [4, 9, 10]. Immigrants can overcome some
transportation difficulties through carpooling, but this depen-
dence often causes their non-work activity space to become
restricted to within the enclave [11].

One important reason for the limited mobility space of
residents living in ethnic enclaves is their lack of social con-
nections. These immigrants’ friendships are largely within
their ethnic group, sharply constraining their accumulation
of social capital and thus preventing them from building wider
social networks or expanding their local spatial knowledge
[12]. Social ties in neighborhoods are important for informa-
tion flow, facilitate one’s identification as a part of the neigh-
borhood, serve as social credentials, and help people to advo-
cate for policies with local decision makers [13, 14]. These
functions of neighborhood social ties, especially those ties
with local people beyond the ethnic enclave, could significant-
ly increase immigrants’ social capital [15], which is essential
to enhance their trust in local transportation services, their
spatial cognition, and their aspirations to move around more
broadly [12]. From a policymaking perspective, extending the
social ties of immigrants, particularly those with local people,
is crucial to help them achieve social inclusion.

Accessing employment, education, leisure, healthcare, and
other resources outside their enclave is important so that im-
migrants can become better assimilated into the surrounding
society. However, the existing literature pays little attention to
the obstacles that prevent immigrants from extending their
daily travel beyond their enclave. More effort should be de-
voted to understanding the social meanings and the power
structure that underlie immigrants’ daily travel patterns [16,
17].

Another important gap in existing immigrant travel re-
search is that most of the literature has examined Western
contexts. In developing countries like China, migrants from

domestic rural areas have become a major source of metropol-
itan centers’ population and economic growth. However, to
my knowledge, no previous study has explored the travel be-
havior of residents living in migrant-rich neighborhoods.

China is currently experiencing rapid urbanization. One
striking characteristic of the urbanization process is the flood
of peasants relocating to the cities as migrants. According to
official data, the number of Chinese migrants was 273.95
million as of the end of 2014, and 61.4% of these were living
and working in places outside the province where they were
born. The total number of migrants had increased by 5.01
million in 2014 relative to 2013 [18].

The hukou system, a unique population policy in China,
has prevented these migrants from becoming fully included in
society [19]. The hukou system was instituted in the 1950s as
part of an effort to control migration from rural areas to cities
[20]. It involved an attempt to distribute welfare through
China’s planned economy. Since the 1980s, reforms of the
hukou system have been implemented, relaxing the system’s
prohibitions and allowing migrants to work and live in cities.
This change has been the main factor driving urbanization in
China. However, many aspects of the hukou-related social
welfare system and associated institutional arrangements per-
sist, creating a Bdual city^ system in which local citizens and
peasants are treated differently.

Under the hukou system, migrants are excluded economi-
cally, politically, and culturally [19]. Migrants without a local
urban hukou remain disadvantaged when applying for low-
price housing subsidized by local governments, as well as in
accessing medical facilities and even schools. Accordingly,
even though China has begun providing a local hukou to mi-
grants that permits them to settle in the cities, social exclusion
is still deeply rooted. Migrants are powerful contributors to
China’s urban development activities, but nearly all of them
live in poor conditions [21].Moreover, they are disadvantaged
in maintaining and extending social networks because they
have moved away from their original hometown [22].
Enabling the social inclusion of migrants is important not only
to improve their happiness and quality of life, but also to boost
China’s economic development.

At the first glance, migrants do not seem to face as many
challenges as international immigrants with regard to social
inclusion, since they share the same language and race as local
residents. However, many other institutional barriers and iden-
tified problems cause them to feel like strangers in the cities
[23]. Research on Chinese migrants has focused dispropor-
tionately on issues of housing, employment, and social mobil-
ity [24, 25]; however, to the best of our knowledge, no study
has examined the daily physical mobility of residents living in
a neighborhood of migrants.

Some previous studies found that migrants may have diffi-
culties in daily travel because of limitations in the travel
modes available to them [26–28]. However, these studies
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did not investigate the experiences and feelings of migrants
regarding daily travel, nor did they explain how the residents
coped with their mobility challenges. Moreover, these studies
focused mainly on the infrastructure and institutional barriers
faced by migrants, overlooking the impact of their social re-
lationships on daily mobility.WhenChinese migrants move to
a city in pursuit of a new job and a new life, they lose their
social connections from their place of origin and must build
new ties in the destination city. Previous studies have rarely
considered how social relationships affect migrants’ travel be-
havior. The present study fills these research gaps by explor-
ing the mobility of migrants living in the Dashilar neighbor-
hood of downtown Beijing, China’s capital city.

Dashilar attracts numerous migrants due to its low living
costs and abundant working opportunities, forming a migrant-
rich area in the downtown sector. The surrounding area offers
various travel modes and activity destinations. We pose the
following three research questions: (1) What are the charac-
teristics of migrants’ travel behavior? (2) What are the deter-
minants of their travel behavior? (3) How do migrants and
communities try to enhance their daily mobility?

To answer these questions, we viewed migrants living in
Dashilar as active agents in communities and as engaging in
complex patterns of social interaction with fellow migrants,
their neighbors, local people with a Beijing hukou, and their
broader communities. State policies, neighborhood relation-
ships and individual experiences all contribute to their mobil-
ity intentions and decisions. Answering these questions will
not only contribute to our understanding of the travel behavior
of Chinese migrants, but will also have beneficial implications
for mobility improvement strategies in migrant-rich inner-city
areas in other developing countries.

The paper is organized as follows. The next section reviews
prior international studies on travel behavior in immigrant
enclaves. Section 3 introduces relevant previous studies of
migrants in China. Section 4 introduces the city context, meth-
od, and data. Section 5 presents the qualitative analysis, and
section 6 contains discussions and conclusions.

2 Mobility in immigrant neighborhoods

2.1 Understanding immigrants’ travel behavior

Mobility encompasses all types of actual and potential move-
ments, by individuals or groups [29]. It could be regarded as a
relation between people and place or, more importantly, be-
tween individuals or groups of people [30]. In addition to
movement itself, the study of mobility also explores the social
significance and other meanings of the movement [31], along
with the reasons why people do or do not intend to move [16].
In this paper, mobility is defined in three ways: (1) migrants’
daily activity destination choices (e.g., working, picking up

children, shopping) made under their individual constraints;
(2) travel frequency, travel distance, and travel mode between
their home and their daily activity destinations; and (3) factors
leading to their travel decisions.

The mobility of immigrants is closely associated with their
social relationships. Individual mobility is determined, to a
large extent, by one’s social network, which generates travel
decisions for social activity [32, 33]. Individuals with larger
social networks also have greater mobility [32–37] and thus
more social capital [13, 14, 38]. Moreover, mobility itself
enables one to maintain and extend social networks, further
improving one’s social capital [38].

An important component of mobility is people’s ability,
based on the affordability and availability of suitable transpor-
tation facilities, to reach activity destinations [39, 40]. People
who are not mobile have difficulties in maintaining a social
network and thus are at risk of social exclusion [7]. In addition
to social activity, mobility can also influence people’s oppor-
tunity to participate in other daily activities, such as employ-
ment, health, education, leisure, and shopping [7, 41].

Mobility is determined by enduring interactions among the
transportation system, the individual agent, the local built en-
vironment, and macroscopic economic factors, both at home
and all over the world. These factors interact with individual
physical mobility through single or multifaceted mechanisms,
further constructing the social structure [7]. The meaning of
mobility is intertwined with politics, society, culture, and his-
tory; to some extent, mobility is a reflection of the power
structure [42, 43]. Some people move more than others, and
this tendency may reflect their control over or superior social
position to others in some aspects, such as financial, time,
transportation, and information resources [44]. Therefore,
some people may enjoy mobility at the cost of others’ immo-
bility [38].

Many scholars have investigated the travel behavior of
mobility-disadvantaged groups, such as housewives, people
with disabilities, young adults, the elderly, and immigrants.
These people may lack one or more key features that support
mobility: time, financial resources, language and culture, ed-
ucation, information availability, or political involvement.
Their low-mobility condition becomes fixed or exacerbated
in this way [45, 46]. The relatively small handful of prior
studies on the travel behavior of immigrants living in ethnic
enclaves will be reviewed below.

2.2 The travel behavior of residents of immigrant
neighborhoods

This section reviews previous findings on the travel behavior
characteristics of immigrants living in immigrant neighbor-
hoods, along with the impact of ethnic concentration on travel.
The existing studies have been conducted disproportionately
in North America; also, the migrants examined in the present
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study differ from immigrants in important ways because their
migration is domestic, meaning that they do not face the lan-
guage and cultural assimilation challenges that confront im-
migrants do. However, migrants and immigrants do have sim-
ilar experiences of discrimination in various aspects, such as
job attainment, education, and welfare, and their residential
and mobility patterns also resemble those of immigrants.
Therefore, the following literature review reveals the relation-
ship between living in an immigrant neighborhood and mo-
bility, providing an important foundation for this study.

The presence of a residential cluster of immigrants signif-
icantly influences the travel characteristics of the immigrants
who live there. Immigrant neighborhoods form as a result of
ongoing social capital accumulation and information flow that
encourage people to live and seek employment at a specific
location, which is characterized by a high concentration of
businesses, housing, and living amenities serving that ethnic
group [47, 48]. Ethnic neighborhoods provide economic, so-
cial, and cultural resources for people of the same ethnicity.

Many previous studies have explored whether living in an
ethnic enclave is economically beneficial for immigrants.
Although the results are mixed, there is strong evidence that
when one controls for the residential sorting effects, living in
ethnic enclaves has a significant effect in improving immi-
grants’ individual wages [49–51]. A popular explanation for
this result is that such enclaves may facilitate the dissemina-
tion of job information that matches the skills of those immi-
grants [51]. Additionally, these enclaves provide self-
employment opportunities for people offering ethnically sen-
sitive products and services [11]. Transportation scholars have
found that these enclaves provide major support for social
networks that in turn furnish a large share of transportation
resources [4]; thus, immigrants living in enclaves have a
higher likelihood of carpooling or taking public transit. By
relying on these shared transportation resources, especially
informal ones, immigrants improve their access to employ-
ment, socialization, and other daily activities, thereby enhanc-
ing the social capital of their ethnic neighborhood.

Many previous studies have found that immigrants in eth-
nic enclaves, in comparison to native-born residents and im-
migrants living in other neighborhoods, tended to travel more
often by carpooling, public transit and other alternative modes
[4]. Immigrants living in neighborhoods with higher ethnic
concentration were much more likely to carpool [48, 52].
Immigrants relied on social networks, such as close friends
and family members, to share car travel by either informal or
formally negotiated exchanges [10]. In addition to carpooling,
immigrants also had a higher rate of public transit use than
native-born residents [4, 48]. Glaeser et al. [53] claimed that
public transit accessibility was an important determinant of
residential location choice for the urban poor without automo-
biles, a group that includes most immigrants living in a down-
town area. Another study, in Canada, found that recent

immigrants relied more heavily on public transit than previous
cohorts [54]. Blumenberg and Shiki [55] proposed that
carpooling may be an expedient way for immigrants to tap
social capital, but that once they could afford a car, they would
become assimilated to auto-mobility. However, this assimila-
tion process may vary across different ethnic and cultural
groups [5, 55]. Nevertheless, Chatman and Klein [56] found
no trend toward assimilation among immigrants living in eth-
nic neighborhoods in New Jersey. The main reason was that
they chose their residential location mainly based on proxim-
ity to job opportunities and families. Living in these places
usually meant better transit accessibility, proximity to down-
town, and greater difficulty in finding a place to park one’s car.
Another study found that immigrants living in an immigrant
neighborhood were more likely to walk or use bicycles than
other immigrants, especially for shopping-related travel [57].

Although ethnic enclaves provide immigrants with easy
access to various destinations related to employment, educa-
tion, housing, and daily necessities [11, 57], they also have
obvious shortcomings in terms of fostering immigrants’ social
inclusion. It might seem that people could satisfy their every-
day routine within the neighborhood by relying on ethnic-
related resources, but doing so constrains immigrants’ activity
space to within the neighborhood and limits their interactions
with other ethnicities. Segregation of these neighborhoods is
detrimental for the cultural, language, and social assimilation
of immigrants, especially recent ones [11, 58]. A U.S. study
found that immigrants living in ethnic enclaves had better
access to daily necessities but exhibited less physical activity,
less recreational participation, and a lower level of social co-
hesion and civic engagement [59].Therefore, gaining access to
key social and economic resources outside the enclave is cru-
cial for new immigrants’ assimilation.

Limited transportation presents a serious obstacle
preventing immigrants from accessing outside resources. For
example, one study investigated the daily mobility of refugees
who were forced to live in a reception area set up by U.S.
government officials. These refugees had to commute long
distances to work by commuter bus, and they faced serious
transportation obstacles in accessing shopping, educational,
socialization, and leisure activities, which hindered their cul-
tural assimilation [58]. Greves et al. [60] found that largely
due to their working constraints and lack of travel mode
choices, immigrant schoolchildren had to attend the nearest
school instead of more distant but higher-quality schools.

Having an automobile is a very important determinant in
immigrants’ job search and assimilation, as a car can signifi-
cantly enlarge one’s set of potential work or activity locations.
However, immigrants typically have lower car ownership
rates than the native-born population. According to one study,
Southeast Asian welfare recipients in California dispropor-
tionately experience problems with old and unreliable cars,
often preventing them from using automobiles in daily travel
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[6]. Therefore, carpooling has been a popular travel mode
among immigrants. Many daily trips are best suited for travel
by car, especially where public transit service is limited [4].
However, carpooling is far less flexible than using one’s own
automobile, because carpoolers must share the same travel
schedule and must have destinations near each other.
Carpooling is not feasible for household-specific daily travel,
such as some social activities or unplanned health needs [61].
Lower rates of car ownership significantly constrain immi-
grants’ daily activity space. Previous studies showed that
compared to native-born US residents, immigrants generated
far fewer household car trips and vehicle miles traveled
(VMT), especially for non-work travel [57, 62].

Even controlling for accessibility, immigrants have still
been found to suffer from lower mobility than native-born
residents. Other obstacles, such as language, cultural, and psy-
chological difficulties, further decrease immigrants’ incen-
tives to move around. For example, Yu [11] investigated the
daily mobility of Chinese immigrants living in Flushing, near
New York City. The study found that although Flushing has
rather convenient transportation and destination accessibility,
Chinese immigrants still had constrained mobility. Obstacles
of ethnic discrimination, language, and education increased
their fear and the feeling of being an outsider, thus reinforcing
their tendency to remain within their enclave, where the avail-
ability of local resources with which they had a high comfort
level further fixed the immigrants’ lifestyles within the neigh-
borhood rather than beyond it.

In summary, previous studies on the travel behavior of
immigrants living in ethnic neighborhoods mainly explored
their travel mode choice, car use characteristics of immigrants
compared with native-born residents, the impact of social ties
in enclaves on formation of their travel behavior, and their
transportation obstacles, especially their typically lower own-
ership of automobiles when compared with native-born peo-
ple. Nevertheless, several significant research gaps remain.
For example, existing research has provided insufficient ex-
planations as to the limited mobility of immigrants.
Immigrants may choose not to travel much even when they
live in highly accessible neighborhoods. However, prior liter-
ature has paid little attention to why such people do not travel
facing with latent travel demand. Also, existing research is
disproportionately dominated by U.S. studies of international
immigrants, whereas research on internal migrants in devel-
oping countries remains rare.

3 Migrants in China

The social inclusion process for migrants in China includes a
transformation inmulti-dimensional geographical space, iden-
tity, and self-concept [63]. From the migrants’ perspective,
social inclusion is a process of gradually coming to regard

themselves as citizens. Only in this way can they participate
in economic, cultural, and political activities at the city and
community level and achieve a lifestyle similar to that of other
citizens.

Most contemporary Chinese sociologists believe that the
social inclusion level of migrants is still quite low and that
migrants experience various types of discrimination [22,
64–66]. In the economy, they are not treated like local citizens
in terms of income and working conditions, and they cannot
enjoy the benefits of local social insurance and social welfare
without a local hukou [66, 67]. As for socialization, the mi-
grants’ social networks tend to be concentrated on relation-
ships of blood and a common place of origin [65]. The mi-
grants seldom take part in the activities of other citizens [68].
Although numerous migrants have been settling in Chinese
cities for years, they still refuse to regard themselves as citi-
zens, considering themselves instead as on the margin of cit-
izenship or even as peasants. Therefore, they are experiencing
self-exclusion [64, 69]. However, some scholars are optimistic
about the social inclusion of migrants. For example, Zhu [70],
who conducted a survey of female migrants in Guangzhou,
discovered that the female workers could socialize and inter-
act effectively with other citizens thanks to their similar dress,
language, and behavior. This was an important way for them
to be included in society.

The residential pattern of migrants in China is similar to
that of the immigrant neighborhoods discussed above.
Migrants tend to agglomerate with their relatives, friends,
and colleagues from the same province or even the same rural
town, causing migrant neighborhoods to emerge in many cit-
ies, especially at the periphery of Chinese metropolitan areas
[71]. These settlements are spatially as well as ethnically seg-
regated from their surrounding areas migrant [25]. The most
important reason for the formation of migrant neighborhoods
in China is that migrants have no access to the formal real
estate market because they lack a local hukou, and most of
them could not afford to buy a house in the city [24, 71].
Therefore, renting houses in villages adjoining or on the fringe
of cities becomes their most viable way to live near the city
while keeping living costs low [72].

Migrant neighborhoods provide people with support from
social networks based on kinship or a common place of origin,
which can help themwith job attainment, living arrangements,
socialization, and leisure. These relationships can even trans-
form individual capital into social capital through individual
investment, and the social networks can support their individ-
ual members’ rights by collaborating with local government
and political representatives [68]. If migrants succeed in es-
tablishing social networks with local citizens, this cross-
cultural Bmigrant-citizen network^ contributes significantly
to their social inclusion [73]. A case study in Guangzhou
found that migrants could rely on local residents or near mi-
grant neighborhoods to help them maintain and extend their
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business networks, enabling them to climb social ladders and
become the active agents of migrant enclaves [24]. However,
the media and many scholars are also concerned about the
serious social and environmental drawbacks of living in a
migrant enclave. These settlements are typically characterized
by overcrowding, a dilapidated built environment, minimal
government investment, lagging infrastructure development,
and crime [71, 74, 75]. These negative features of migrant
enclaves pose great challenges with regard to urban manage-
ment and the social inclusion of migrants.

Although many scholars have paid attention to the residen-
tial and social mobility of migrants in the context of China’s
globalization and rapid urbanization, few studies have ex-
plored these workers’ travel behavior. Several studies found
that migrants in Beijing experience lower access to job oppor-
tunities via public transit [27] and higher commuting costs
[76] than local citizens. Another study claimed that migrants’
travel distances and times tended to be short and that their
main travel modes were walking and cycling [28]. As far as
we know, no previous study has investigated the travel behav-
ior of migrants living in migrant-rich areas, nor has any prior
research revealed the social and power interactions underlying
migrants’ mobility. Other studies have also failed to explain
the intentions behind the mobility and immobility of migrants
or their development of coping strategies.

4 City context, method, and data

4.1 Study area: Dashilar

The study area for this research was Dashilar, in the Xicheng
District of Beijing. Dashilar is in the city center and covers an
area of 1.26 km2, with 114 streets and lanes. As of 2013, there
were 55,067 people living in this area, of whom 15,553 were
migrants [77]. There are 9 communities within Dashilar, indi-
cated in Fig. 1.

The Dashilar area is south of Beijing’s Tian’anmen Square
and has a long history. It has been an important business dis-
trict in Beijing since the Liao and Jin Dynasties (around
1000 A.D.). Since then, many migrants from the north and
south of ancient China have converged here and created a
fusion of diverse cultures. In the 1980s, with the extension
of Beijing city, shoppingmalls and other entertainment venues
proliferated outside the inner city, and Dashilar lost its former
role as the business center of Beijing. At the same time, many
previous inhabitants moved out of the area in search of a more
desirable living environment, leaving behind a sector of urban
poverty filled with older people and migrants [78].

Dashilar has become an important migrant enclave in
Beijing for several reasons. First, the area has various job
opportunities for low-skill migrants. There are many shops,
restaurants, and supermarkets within or near Dashilar.

Additionally, Dashilar and the surrounding area are a popular
destination for many tourists in Beijing, especially foreigners.
Therefore, various low-skill positions serving local residents
and tourists provide migrants with abundant potential job op-
portunities. Meanwhile, rent prices are relatively low. The
houses in this area, primarily one-story bungalows, are mostly
owned by the local government and rented to local residents at
low prices. With the agglomeration of migrants in Dashilar,
many local renters sublet houses to migrants for profit. The
original tenants could rent a house from the local government
by paying only 10 to 100 RMB per month for a single room,
but those tenants could then rent it to migrants for 300 to 1000
RMB per month. Even so, rental prices are much lower than in
nearby sections of Beijing or suburban areas, attracting many
migrants with limited financial resources [78].

Additionally, living in Dashilar facilitates daily life, as peo-
ple have access to many urban opportunities in and around the
study area. Within Dashilar itself, stores meeting daily living
needs, educational institutions (e.g., kindergartens and prima-
ry schools), the healthcare institute of Dashilar Jiedao (jiedao
is the smallest governance unit in China), entertainment facil-
ities (e.g., the activity center for the elderly), small restaurants,
and a community activity center for political participation
could satisfy all of inhabitants’ basic living and social require-
ments. Within a five-kilometer radius of the study area, one
can reach locally and nationally famous hospitals, schools,
restaurants and public parks. These opportunities provide all
kinds of travel destinations as well as employment opportuni-
ties for migrants. Furthermore, walking and cycling are prev-
alent in inner-city Beijing, reducing travel time and costs for
migrants. Public transportation is also convenient in this area.
The surrounding bus stops include Dashilar, Qianmen (this
station is also a stop on the rapid bus line), Zhushikou, the
south exit of Qianmen Street, and the south exit of Meishi
Street. Subway station access is excellent. Although the streets
and lanes are narrow, the motorized road system surrounding
the area facilitates the inhabitants’ daily travel. In sum, diverse
transportation modes provide various travel choices and high
local accessibility. The clustering of migrants and various po-
tential destination and transportation choices make Dashilar
an ideal case study for exploring mobility among migrants.

4.2 Data and method

The study was conducted in March and April 2015.
Gatekeeper and snowballing techniques were employed to
reach prospective participants [79]. Migrants living in
Dashilar were, to a large extent, outside the control of local
government agencies. Their residential contracts were mainly
based on oral negotiations with local tenants, and the govern-
ment had been fairly noncommittal regarding the subletting
problem. Additionally, many migrants were quite sensitive
about the issues covered in our study. Therefore, it was not
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possible to conduct large-scale qualitative research, such as
focus groups. The only way to recruit respondents was to find
acquaintances who could serve as gatekeepers and ask them to
recruit additional participants. We attempted to contact iden-
tified potential respondents until they agreed or declined to
participate. In the end, eighteen migrants (defined as Group
A, numbered A1 to A18) agreed to participate in our inter-
views and provided responses that could be used in the
analysis.

In the sampling process, we also considered the socioeco-
nomic attributes of these migrants, such as age, gender, house-
hold structure, and household income (shown in Table 1). The
household income of migrants is further below the average
income level for Beijing overall. Beijing Statistics Beaura re-
ported that the average annual employment earnings in
Beijing for 2016 were 92,477 yuan (approximately $13,803
in U.S. dollars) [80], much higher than the average monthly
income of migrants shown in the table.

According to the narratives of the respondents and local
residents, our sample was representative of migrants in
Dashilar, but no data about migrants in Dashilar were avail-
able to confirm this statement. Those who refused to be
interviewed fell into two groups. First, some people who had
attained the status of middle-income businessmen in Beijing,

and who led lives similar to those of local Beijing residents,
felt uncomfortable about participating. The second group un-
willing to participate consisted of people who had arrived in
Dashilar recently and had not yet developed trusted social ties
within the neighborhood. These two groups of people were
both quite exceptional cases among migrants in Dashilar, so
their omission had no significant effect on the overall analysis.

Additionally, six local people (defined as Group B, num-
bered B1 to B6) were recruited to take part in the research.
They were local residents and the neighbors and landlords of
migrants, so their narratives reflected the power structure in
Dashilar and the differences in life experiences between mi-
grants. Two of them were students in grades 3 to 5 in Dashilar
Jiedao. Two working adults participated: a community police-
man and the owner of a clothing store respectively. Finally, the
group included two retired people who served as community
volunteers. The interviewees in group Bwere familiar with the
living status of migrants.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted, lasting 20 to
60 min each. The interview protocol for Group A included
questions on their social network; considerations in choosing
their job and housing location; daily mobility experiences,
challenges, and the reasons for their mobility or immobility;
and their feelings and coping strategies regarding their

Fig. 1 The study area.
Source: the authors

Eur. Transp. Res. Rev. (2018) 10: 4 Page 7 of 17 4



mobility or immobility. The interviews with members of
Group B asked about their interactions with the migrants liv-
ing in the study area, their feelings about those relationships,
their observations of the daily mobility of migrants, and the
impact of those experiences on their own lives and those of the
migrants.

In this study, we used one-to-one in-depth interviews to
explore migrants’ mobility. Various qualitative research
methods were used in previous studies of immigrant travel,
including focus groups [10, 56], ethnography [11], and a par-
ticipatory approach [58]. As mentioned above, it was difficult
to access to enough migrants in Dashilar to form a focus
group, and the migrants’ sensitivity and fears made ethnogra-
phy or a participatory study impossible. Thus, in-depth indi-
vidual interviews were considered the most feasible approach.
The drawback of this qualitative method was that it was hard
for us to establish relationships of trust withmigrants in a short
time. Thus, migrants may have understated their everyday
mobility problems, especially their travel difficulties.
Additionally, the quality of this study was sensitive to the
social networks of the gatekeeper and other respondents.

The interviews with the respondents were digitally record-
ed, transcribed, and coded using the qualitative software
Nvivo. Based on the narratives of our 24 respondents, we
identified the following main themes, which will be analyzed
in the following section: Migrants’ mobility constraints,
causes of these constraints and the workers’ feelings about
them, and various coping strategies.

5 Analysis

5.1 Mobility constraints of migrants in Dashilar

Our interviews revealed that the interviewees’ daily activities
took place within and near Dashilar. Most of the interviewees
traveled no more than five kilometers from their home each
day, and they walked on most of their daily trips. Dashilar and
the surrounding areas provide migrants with all kinds of job
opportunities, so most of them could commute by walking:
BThere are so many opportunities around here in Dashilar
and we can walk to the workplaces^ (A2, female, age 33).
Like A2, many migrants living in Dashilar benefit from the
presence of visitors, especially foreign visitors, to Dashilar, as
well as the large number of local residents. As B1 (male, age
62) observed, many of the migrants living in Dashilar had
temporary jobs in the city center of Beijing. For example,
some of them took photos for visitors at Tian’anmen Square
during the daytime, and others drove tourists around Dashilar
in rickshaws. Another group of interviewees owned busi-
nesses serving residents of Dashilar. They sold daily necessi-
ties such as vegetables, meat, and groceries or provided ev-
eryday services such as haircuts, shoe repair, and deliveries.
All these jobs were located near their homes, andmost of them
were low-skilled jobs serving tourists and local residents.

Another important routine for migrants was escorting their
children home. All the children of the interviewees were at-
tending the same primary school, located in the heart of
Dashilar. As one parent said, BIt is very convenient for children
to go to school. He could walk five minutes to get home. It is
also convenient for us to take him home^ (A9, female, age 39).
Interviewees and their children admitted that the primary
school was of poor educational quality, even worse than that
in their hometown, and the migrants’ children had to endure
contempt from local students. Nevertheless, in terms of the
children’s safety and ease of transportation, the school was
quite convenient and quality was considered an unattainable
luxury.

The interviewees’ daily shopping and leisure activities oth-
er than work and escorting students were also mainly within
Dashilar. They seldom traveled beyond the neighborhood for
shopping, recreation, or dining out, even on weekends. It was
their consensus that the small stores and the markets in and
near the study area could satisfy their basic daily needs.

In contrast, there were obvious variations in travel for so-
cial activity among the respondents. A few of them had rela-
tives and close friends living outside Dashilar in Beijing, so
they sometimes visited these people’s homes or ate with them
in other neighborhoods. On the other hand, those who did not
have relatives or close friends outside Dashilar reported that
their social relationships in Beijing were limited to neighbors,
work colleagues, and people from the same hometown who
lived in Dashilar. These people seldom left Dashilar even for

Table 1 Characteristics of the migrant interviewees

Categories Number of
participants

Age

20–30 years 4

30–40 years 10

Above 40 years 4

Gender

Male 9

Female 9

Household structure

Single, living alone 2

Single, living with parents 2

Married, living with children 10

Single, living with children 1

Married, living with children and parents 3

Monthly household income (RMB, 1 U.S. dollar ≈ 7 RMB)

4000–6000 6

6000–10,000 7

10,000–20,000 3

Above 20,000 2
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social activity—or, still worse, some of them seldom had so-
cial activities.

Dashilar, like many other migrant-rich areas, provides mi-
grants with various transportation resources and activity des-
tination choices, helping them to settle conveniently among
fellow migrants. However, the employment opportunities in
Dashilar are mostly low-skill service positions, and the edu-
cational quality of the neighborhood primary school is unsat-
isfactory. Additionally, the business destinations within the
neighborhood are all groceries, markets, and vendors.
Located in the downtown area of Beijing, Dashilar has good
access to high-quality education resources, supermarkets, li-
braries, museums, public parks, civic centers, and top-tier hos-
pitals. Migrants could also reach various activity destinations
in Beijing easily by bus or metro. These urban opportunities
are important to improve the migrants’ quality of life and to
help them attain social inclusion. However, our findings sug-
gest that migrants living in Dashilar seldom go to these desti-
nations, despite their convenient accessibility. What obstacles
discourage them from accessing urban opportunities outside
their immediate neighborhood? The following section will
articulate three categories of barriers: social networks, limited
time and money, and institutional barriers.

5.2 Determinants of constrained mobility

5.2.1 Social networks

Social networks are an important barrier to daily mobility
among migrants. Travel for social activity has become the
fastest growing segment of daily travel because of improve-
ments in transportation systems and information and commu-
nication technology (ICT) and increased leisure time [81–83].
However, the socially disadvantaged tend to have smaller so-
cial networks than other people, contributing to their higher
exposure to social isolation and poorer physical health [84].
Social trips are generated by social networks. Thus, people
with smaller social networks have fewer opportunities for so-
cial trips [83], which may be detrimental to their physical and
mental health.

Most of the migrants acknowledged that they did not have
a stable social network before they came to Beijing. They
came to Dashilar and secured jobs in the area because their
relatives or others from the same hometown had gone there
and made money. A11 (male, age 42) said, BI came here in
1996 … I found my present job through people of the same
origin.^

Another group of people came to Dashilar to be reunited
with their families after one or more family members got a job
there:

I came here with my parents and my younger brother.
My parents opened a restaurant in the Dashilar area. I

came here after graduating from high school. (A7, fe-
male, age 23)

My husband came here in 2009… and then I came here.
(A2, female, age 33)

Relationships in individual social networks could be distin-
guished in terms of interaction intensity between weak and
strong ties. Strong ties refer to intimate relationships in which
people know each other well; in contrast, weak ties refer to
one’s acquaintances, who generally know little about each
other [85]. Social networks are important for individual
well-being and attainment of social status [14]. From the per-
spective of social capital, social networks provide a platform
for people to invest and adopt social resources [13].

Lin [13] indicated that social capital could improve indi-
vidual opportunities in several ways: flow of information,
which facilities better matches between individuals and orga-
nizations; influencing decision makers; functioning as social
credentials; and enhancing an individual’s identity in a social
group. Obviously, the social capital of migrants can have a
significant impact on their job search, socialization, and
neighborhood participation, and thus on their self-
identification as being part of the city. Nevertheless, inter-
views showed that migrants’ social networks were mainly
restricted to their families, relatives, and people from the same
hometown. Admittedly, these strong ties are characterized by
similarities in social status and power, and thus these relation-
ships should be typified by a high level of mutual understand-
ing, which is essential in meeting emotional and socialization
needs.

However, many sociologists argue that weak ties are more
important because they function as bridges connecting the
strong ties of different groups of individuals [85]. A scarcity
of weak ties could seriously weaken individuals’ social capi-
tal. Indeed, the lack of weak ties among migrants in Dashilar
was a serious problem affecting their social inclusion.
According to a Chinese sociologist, the strong ties of migrants
could be viewed as ascribed resources, which are important
for them to get the first job and settle in a city. However,
without the help of weak ties, defined as achieved resources,
they cannot build up their local social resources and thus they
struggle to become assimilated culturally and psychologically
in the city [73]. Many migrants living in Dashilar, especially
the more recent arrivals, acknowledged the constraints of their
social networks, particularly the lack of weak ties, as their
major mobility challenge: BI used to take part in many social
activities. I think the activities could relax me, and it is very
important.… When I have time, I do not know what I should
do or whom I should contact. I do not know anything and I feel
I am becoming more shortsighted^ (A5, female, age 29).

Social networks could be a bridge motivating people to
move into Dashilar. Maintaining and extending social

Eur. Transp. Res. Rev. (2018) 10: 4 Page 9 of 17 4



networks could facilitate the exchange of information and
emotional feelings, which reinforces a sense of trust between
individuals. The accumulation of social capital among the
transportation-disadvantaged could improve their spatial cog-
nition and also increase their motivation to move around [12,
32, 34]. Accumulating social capital via work and residential
mobility, as well as through more interactions with work col-
leagues and neighbors, could significantly improve migrants’
mobility.

In some cases, interviewees stated that social trips helped
them to overcome depression and stress. A barbershop owner
(A16, male, age 38) said, BI have many relatives and friends in
Beijing. I often dine out with my relatives or friends. This kind
of face-to-face communication is a good way to strengthen
emotional ties and express our feelings. We are all stressed
in this city.^ Another female who had moved to Dashilar with
her son said, BI’m outgoing and I would like to know new
neighbors. I have moved several times and have many friends
here. They are willing to keep in contact with me, and we get
out together for shopping and leisure^ (A3, female, age 55)
Even so, she admitted that most of her neighbors and friends
were migrants living in Dashilar. It was very difficult for her to
make friends with local people who had been born in Beijing.

5.2.2 Time and money limitations

The second set of mobility challenges that migrants face in-
volves poverty, in terms of both time and income. Time pov-
erty means that individuals do not have enough discretionary
time beyond their work and family commitments [86]. The
ability of travel is a function of access to destinations and
disposable time. Lacking time for leisure activities is a major
obstacle that leads to insufficient involvement in leisure and
social activities, and this inability to participate in turn reduces
social exclusion [87].

The migrants interviewed were mainly employed in low-
skilled positions that require excessive physical labor, with no
employment contracts. Facing the financial burden of both
maintaining their daily life in Beijing and supporting their
family members back home, they needed to work long hours.
Many of them had to work well into the night, because their
jobs entailed providing local people’s daily necessities.

B1 (male, age 62) pointed out that Dashilar was also home
to many wholesalers. Living near the wholesale market or
having good access to the market is of vital importance;
Dashilar facilitates this access because it has so many bus
stops nearby. It was very convenient for these people to access
the market by taking the last number 204 bus to the Beijing
Zoo market. However, they worked at night and slept during
the daytime, and so they seldom had time for non-work travel.
Therefore, the scarcity of discretionary time squeezed out lei-
sure activities such as shopping and dining out.

For example, A12 (female, age 45), a waitress working at a
restaurant in Dashilar, described her long work hours as a
major reason for her constrained mobility: BFor us waiters,
work is too busy. When I need something, I buy it by walking.
You could find almost everything you need here in Dashilar.^

The situation is even worse for migrant female workers
than for males. In the rural areas of China, traditional belief
holds that men are the breadwinners and should earn the mon-
ey for the whole family while women shoulder all the house-
hold tasks. As the migrants settled in Dashilar, their social
status had not changed much. Besides, considering the bene-
fits for the whole family, women were willing to shoulder
more than their share of the household tasks. As one young
female migrant claimed, the only way to cope with time pov-
erty was to reduce leisure travel: BI work from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.
every day. I have to clean the room and do the dishes every
day. I’m busy every day. I’m accustomed to buying things for
one month at a time from the surrounding shopping malls. If I
have sufficient time, I take the bus. Rather, I take the subway
instead^ (A15, female, age 32).

Moreover, late work hours and time committed to family
led to a mismatch between the opening time of potential ac-
tivity destinations and the interviewees’ discretionary time,
preventing them from taking part in social and leisure activi-
ties that would help them to cultivate spatial awareness and a
sense of belonging: BWe would like to take children to the
Beijing Zoo. It sounds interesting. We could get there easily
by metro line number 4 in less than thirty minutes. But we are
so busy that when we get there, the zoo will be already closed.
I am sad about this situation. Just staying in the home makes
me like a frog in the well^ (A2, female, age 33) Although
Dashilar provides various transportation resources such as
buses and subways, some interviewees considered it a waste
of time even to make the trip to and from the transit station.
A16 (male, 38 years) complained that it was too hard for him
to get out of the study area on foot. It took him about 15min to
get to the nearest subway station. Fifteen minutes may sound
like an acceptable travel time for transportation researchers,
but for migrants already shouldering high-intensity physical
labor, it discouraged them from enlarging their activity space.

Additionally, financial burdens imposed extra pressure
preventing migrants frommoving around. Under the econom-
ic pressure of supporting themselves and their families in their
hometown, they felt forced to stay in a relatively small activity
space to avoid incurring more costs: BThe big malls on the
subway line are good and convenient to us. But we could not
afford them^ (A9, female, age 39). Interviewees who had
lived in Dashilar for many years were familiar with the area
and knew the surrounding leisure and shopping destinations
well, but they indicated that financial constraints prevented
them from leaving Dashilar to travel to those destinations: BI
bought a piece of chocolate in the market in Dashilar for my
son. It was about to expire and the flavor was awful.… There
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is no doubt that the commodities in the malls like Walmart and
Merry Mart outside the neighborhood are of good quality, but
they are too expensive^ (A8, female, age 38).

Obviously, interviewees won’t have the resources to move
around if they don’t work. However, their average wages were
significantly lower than those earned by local people with a
hukou [19], compelling them to work longer hours to meet
their financial needs in Dashilar and those of their extended
family back home. For this reason, they made work a much
higher priority than socializing or leisure trips, which could
help them to becomemore involved in the civic life of Beijing.

5.2.3 Institutional barriers

The third set of barriers to daily mobility among migrants
consists of institutional barriers resulting from the hukou sys-
tem. Being without a Beijing hukou made the migrants feel
even more different from others. The hukou system seems to
be an insurmountable wall for most of them. They expressed
feeling as if they were left outside the door, unable to enjoy the
same welfare support as citizens of Beijing.

Discrimination against migrants penetrated into almost ev-
ery aspect of everyday life. First, work experiences reinforced
people’s sense of being outsiders. In Dashilar, there was an
obvious employment gap between migrants and local people
of the same age. Most interviewees had jobs serving local
people and tourists, whereas local people of the same age
typically had professional jobs in downtown Beijing.
Although migrants could earn enough money to support their
family members in Beijing and in their hometown, they still
did not think that they were part of Beijing. Their low-skill job
experiences serving people of higher socioeconomic status
left them feeling humiliated about the things that they did
not possess. For example, A17 used to be an auto detailer.
Once he saw the ID card of the owner of a Porsche car. The
owner was the same age as he was, causing him to think about
the gap between them. Later, he was unwilling to connect with
people because he was afraid to interact with the rich. As he
put it: BYou feel as if you do not exist. The rich look at you
differently.^

Second, migrants were also excluded from urban education
and healthcare resources because of their hukou status. Some
migrants stated that they would like their children to go to
better schools in Beijing, because they thought this was the
only possible way for their children to climb the social ladder.
There were several top-tier primary and middle schools near-
by, just outside Dashilar. But to enable their children to receive
these educational opportunities, they had to submit a residen-
tial certification, formal residential rent contract, employment
certification, and hukou certification. Their residential rents
were usually based on oral contracts with local renters because
of the complicated housing tenure system in Dashilar, and
their jobs had no formal contracts. Thus, they were ineligible

to enroll their children in better schools and had no choice but
to send them to the school in Dashilar. Exclusion from pursu-
ing equal education opportunities prevented the interviewees
with schoolchildren from reducing intergenerational poverty
[88]. Some parents said that after summer vacation, the school
in Dashilar also prohibited children whose families could not
submit the required certifications from attending school.
Therefore, many parents had to send their children home or
even left Dashilar.

The discrimination against migrants could even extend to
everyday life. For example, A2 ascribed her limited mobility
to her unwillingness to move around by bus: BBeijingers look
down on me. One time, I took the bus and knocked a passen-
ger down by accident. I said I was sorry, but he insulted me
and tried to beat me. He said there were too many people
without a Beijing hukou in Beijing, and that they were of
low quality. It makes me feel that this is not my city^ She
further explained that migrants could be easily distinguished
from local people by their accent and clothing. Life experi-
ences like this one caused migrants to develop negative im-
pressions of local people, which could inhibit their aspiration
to move around and make connections with local people.
Hukou was like a wall that not only blocked the mobility
and activity space of migrants but also reduced their willing-
ness to extend their social networks to include local people,
thereby slowing their accumulation of social capital and their
attainment of social inclusion.

5.3 Coping strategies and social impacts

5.3.1 Electric bicycles: The symbolic exclusion of migrants

The analysis above showed that interviewees experience var-
ious challenges in daily mobility. They needed to arrange their
daily work and also complete necessary household tasks dur-
ing the daytime. To move faster, many of them rode electric
bicycles, a popular mode of transportation in the study area.
A1, a 43-year-old female, said, BIt saves money, saves petrol,
and is fast and safe. Therefore, it is the most desirable travel
mode in this area.^ Some interviewees explained that the high
speed of electric bicycles saved travel time and increased their
physical mobility. For example, A1 got a job outside the
neighborhood several months ago. The one-way travel time
was 45 min by electric bicycle. She said that the electric bicy-
cle had expanded her ability to pursue job opportunities with
higher wages.

In contrast, local residents seldom rode electric bicycles:
BThe local young people have formal jobs here. They take the
bus or drive to work^ (B1, male, age 62). Although there
existed no exact data showing the mode share variations be-
tween migrants and local residents, the narratives from our
interviews with the two groups of participants indicated that
electric bicycles were a predominant mobility tool among
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migrants. Local residents living in Dashilar were mostly
young people with formal jobs who owned their houses, or
elderly people who did not want to move out. These two
groups seldom relied on electric bicycles. Local residents
had much less stringent time and financial constraints than
the migrants, so most of their travel could be accomplished
on foot. Additionally, many of them owned private cars.

Traveling by electric bicycle can involve serious safety
concerns and greater risk of traffic collisions with cars or
larger vehicles. Migrants’ aspirations of moving faster was
intrinsically in conflict with the threats to bicyclist safety
posed by distracted auto drivers. Meanwhile, speeding electric
bicycles had become a source of complaints by local residents:

BThemigrants are riding electric bicycles too fast. There
are so many old people and children in the Dashilar
area. Every time they ride by the post office of
Liulichang, the local old people are always calling,
BLook out! Electric bicycle! The migrant! Barbarous!^
Even if they knock a dog down, it is impossible for them
to pay for it. It is impossible for the local people to ride
so fast.^ (B1, male, age 62)

One day, I went to my tutor’s home. On the road, a
migrant from northeast China, riding an electric bicy-
cle, was drunk and hit our car. My dad warned him to be
careful. Amazingly, he slapped my dad across his face.
The migrants are quite unreasonable. (B4, female, age
12)

It is impossible to confirm whether the narratives from
these two local residents were biased, but the electric bicycle
had clearly become a symbol of migrants in Dashilar, signify-
ing differences in social status and lifestyle between migrants
and local residents. Although the electric bicycle helped mi-
grants to better organize their daily travels and lives, it also
shaped a modal split between migrants and local residents,
and it further increased conflicts between the two groups and
discouraged friendly social interactions.

5.3.2 Mobile phones: A paradox of improving and fixed
mobility

The prevalence of mobile phones among migrants in Dashilar
has significantly improved their virtual mobility. Almost all
the respondents said that the mobile phone was their primary
means of contacting family members and friends in their
hometown. Themobile phone was important for them because
it helped them to sustain connections and reinforce their emo-
tional ties with social relationships back home [89].
Exchanges of voice and emotions by mobile phone could help
migrants to transcend the boundaries of space and time [11].
BContacting people by telephone could almost replace face-

to-face communication. It is impossible for me to go back
home a few times each month^ (A14, male, age 38).

Undeniably, the mobile phone facilitated communication
and life organization for migrants, as well as giving them a
convenient way to interact with neighbors and friends. It could
also help them ask others to complete household tasks when
they were unable to leave work. Moreover, the social relations
enhanced by the mobile phone increased migrants’ confidence
and their aspirations to get out of their home and participate in
leisure activities. For example, A2 (female, age 33) used the
mobile phone to notify her neighbors if she needed their help
in picking up her children. A3 (female, age 55) said that she
had many friends’ numbers in her telephone. When she
wanted to go out for recreation, she would ask if others were
available. By means of the mobile phone, every migrant could
build up his or her own mobile social network and contact any
node in the network at any time. In this way, an integrated
mobile community developed, by which migrants could read-
ily communicate with each other.

In addition to reinforcing emotional ties and social net-
works, the Internet could provide migrants with a platform
by which to learn information, search for jobs, and even ac-
cumulate power. As Castells argued [90], in the Internet arena,
connectivity and online access play an indispensable role in
power and power sharing. Most of the migrants interviewed
had difficulty in accessing the Internet by computer. Some
respondents had computers at home, but they admitted that
their children were the main users. In contrast, smartphones
substantially lowered the requisite skill development, making
it much easier for respondents to connect each other or access
the Internet.

On one hand, mobile Internet access was a sort of substitute
for travel because many tasks could be completed online in-
stead of by physical movement, such as collecting information
about jobs and commodities. Chatting by Internet video com-
pensated for face-to-face contact by displaying mobile images
and providing a sense of reality. On the other hand, mobile
Internet use facilitated daily mobility by enabling migrants to
obtain useful information such as weather reports and real-
time traffic conditions of public transportation. Mobile
Internet access could also support mobility by providing more
information about leisure activity destination choices: BI pay
attention to getting information about good restaurants and
recreation through the mobile phone. When I have time, I
would go with my family^ (A13, female, age 35).

Moreover, the Internet accelerated the flow of information
and knowledge about laws, policies, and news related to mi-
grants, thus giving these individuals greater confidence and ma-
terial to express themselves in online and offline communities:

BI could learn some laws and news through the mobile
phone and get some Bpositive energy.^ (A9, female, age
39)
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I learn about everyday weather by the mobile phone. I
also have many official accounts on WeChat (a chatting
service application in China). I could find out about
something I have interest in, such as the education pol-
icies in Beijing for migrants. … I feel better informed
and often talk about what I learned on the Internet with
my colleagues, neighbors, and e-friends. (A15, female,
age 32 years)

However, as one Chinese sociologist has argued, ICT pre-
sents a paradox of empowerment and disempowerment among
migrants. The socio-organizational structure favors the upper
class, whereas migrants are disadvantaged with regard to par-
ticipation in online resources [91]. In communities connected
by the mobile Internet, people become nodes in complicated
interpersonal systems, constructing their individual virtual net-
works according to their individual interests and social net-
working. But this does not mean that e-society is egalitarian.
In the virtual world, even if everyone had access to the mobile
Internet, the ability to use it would vary across different groups
of people, due to individual differences in socioeconomic sta-
tus and the quantity and quality of Internet resources they
possessed. Respondents in Dashilar might still be at the mar-
gins of the virtual world because they remain disadvantaged in
terms of education level and in social networks.

Virtual society is also structured, and migrants may also
experience a new type of social exclusion. For example,
A17, a 30-year-old messenger service employee, spoke of
his exclusion experience in WeChat:

Our company has a WeChat group. There are couriers,
municipal managers, and regional managers.
Managers invite us to the group, but the conversations
are always initiated by local managers and regional
managers. We cannot say anything, and the conversa-
tions have nothing to do with us. In daily life, we are at
the bottom. For us, the WeChat group is the same as
reality. (A17, male, age 30)

This feeling of being marginalized in society, which ex-
tended from the real world into the virtual world, could further
undermine the migrants’ sense of meaningfulness and belong-
ing as well as their motivation for mobility. This study thus
demonstrates the paradoxical role of the mobile phone in both
improving and holding back people’s mobility, but we did not
have enough information to determine whether the negative or
the positive side was dominant, nor could we draw causal
connections between mobile phone use and physical mobility.

5.3.3 The role of community

Communities were also important forces pushing migrants to
become more involved. By Bcommunities,^ I refer to those

residential committees (juweihui) that serve as a bridge be-
tween a sub-district government and the residents living with-
in that government’s jurisdictional boundaries. Activities or-
ganized by residential committees can improve trust within
the whole community, enhance community satisfaction, and
extend community support resources. These functions can all
be considered forms of social capital that could contribute to
the social inclusion of migrants living in Dashilar [15, 92].
Several interviewees told me that communities organized ac-
tivities designed to bring migrants together, improve their un-
derstanding of each other, and alleviate misunderstandings
between migrants and local residents:

Every year, the community organizes free physical ex-
aminations for us migrants. This provides us with an
opportunity to get to know each other, and we can re-
ceive a gift after the examination. We are valued by the
community. (A9, female, age 39)

For the migrants living in Dashilar, this feeling of being
valued was important for their social inclusion. Although none
of the interviewees said that they had the opportunity to give
input before community or sub-district policies were adopted,
forms of assistance like physical examinations for migrants
could be regarded as a good start toward harmonious cooper-
ation. Such community initiatives could reduce misunder-
standing and cultivate trust between migrants and local peo-
ple, incorporating migrants into the broader community.
Moreover, these activities could make migrants more familiar
with the services provided by residential committees and help
them build more friendships with both local residents and
other migrants. These benefits would all contribute to mi-
grants’ accumulation of social capital, encouraging them to
participate in more community activities and enjoy greater
mobility.

Community volunteers were another bridge connecting the
residential committees and migrants in Dashilar. These volun-
teers, mostly retired elderly people who remained enthusiastic
about community affairs, could play a positive role in the
inclusion of migrants. For example, B6, a 63-year-old retired
female with a Beijing hukou, stated:

I am a volunteer in Sanjing Community. Every time a
new migrant comes here, I introduce the person to the
conditions in the community and to safety issues. I also
ask new arrivals to tell me their hometown, name, and
occupation. In this way, I can help them in their daily
lives, such as receiving deliveries and taking in their
laundry on rainy days.

These volunteers could be regarded as active agents willing
to help migrants build social ties. They had time available
because of their flexible schedule, and their knowledge of
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Dashilar and their trusted status could helpmigrants to quickly
become familiar with their new home, make friends, and take
advantage of local resources. Moreover, migrants could also
rely on these retired volunteers to assist in resolving conflicts
with local residents. However, the number of community vol-
unteers was limited, and many interviewees had not even
heard about them.

Such community initiatives are a promising way to help
migrants living in Dashilar to move beyond their constrained
mobility space and become constructively involved in their
new community. However, many interviewees exhibited
Bvoluntary immobility^ [11] and were not interested in ex-
tending their social networks. They did not regard social net-
works, especially those with weak ties, as an important part of
life. For these people, life was simple. Their social network
consisted only of their relatives, and they refused to make use
of the weak social ties established at work, as they saw no
benefit in doing so. Rather, they viewed work as simply a
place where they gave their physical labor and time in ex-
change for money. These migrants regarded accumulation of
income and improving their quality of life as the only way to
achieve social inclusion. To some extent, they didn’t regard
Dashilar as their home at all or a place where they belonged,
but only as a place for earning money. Entering into even
small social networks felt dangerous to these interviewees.
Since they were not forming or extending their social net-
works, their lives basically revolved around physical labor
routines (paid work and housework) and family affairs. The
low-level, repetitive nature of their job duties made it impos-
sible for them tomove upward toward a higher socioeconomic
status.

6 Conclusions and discussions

This study has sought to interpret the constrained mobility of
migrants in Dashilar, a place with abundant transport re-
sources and good access to various activity destinations.
Migrants’ daily travel took place within their own neighbor-
hood, and they seldom traveled outside the neighborhood.
There are many high-quality urban opportunities for employ-
ment, education, leisure, healthcare, and socialization near
Dashilar, but the migrants seldom took advantage of these
resources, thereby hindering their cultural assimilation or so-
cial inclusion.

The social structure in which the migrants were embedded
also contributed to their restricted mobility. They had very
limited social networks, restricted largely to people of the
same origin. Their lack of acquaintances, especially among
local residents, significantly reduced their motivation to move
around. Additionally, migrants typically had long and nontra-
ditional work hours, and they were required to support their
family members both in Beijing and back in their original

hometown. Time poverty and financial poverty further limited
their mobility, and various institutional barriers segregated
migrants from local people in the job market, urban welfare,
and daily life. These barriers prevented the migrants from
enjoying equal opportunities and decreased their interest in
traveling beyond the immediate area where they lived. The
strategies adopted by migrants and their communities to cope
with these challenges were helpful to some extent but also
reinforced the migrants’ fixed, limited mobility status.

This research had several limitations that should be addressed
in future studies. One improvement would be to coordinate the
qualitative data collection with Geographic Information System
(GIS) techniques, which could be used to investigate migrants’
travel behavior (e.g., daily travel distance, routes, modes of
travel, and daily activities) more deeply [11, 61]. Also, the study
lacked a comparison group. It would be valuable to compare the
mobility ofmigrants living inDashilar with that of local residents
with a hukou and of comparable socioeconomic status. In this
way, we could determine whether migrants travel less than local
citizens and to what extent the factors discussed in this paper are
responsible for their mobility constraints.

One important finding of this research is that social network
status is an important contributor to the mobility limitations of
migrants living in Dashilar. These migrants face challenges very
similar to those of international immigrants. The interviewees’
information on jobs and housing options came mainly from
people of the same origin, reflecting the chain of migration that
has causedmigrant enclaves to emerge.When rural peoplemove
to Dashilar, the social networks from their hometowns are of
little practical daily use to them, and they should build new social
networks to thrive in their new location. However, except for
their relationshipswith neighbors who share their place of origin,
they may have no relationship with Beijing or its people.

For migrants, one important way to become involved in
their community would be to build their social ties with local
residents who have a hukou. Local people typically had more
local information and social resources, which were important
to help migrants hunt for jobs, express their opinions, and
become assimilated into the community. Building local ties
could provide important social capital for them and could thus
prove evenmore powerful than their ties with fellowmigrants.
Social ties in Dashilar largely determined where people went
for activities and with whom. Without such ties, people’s mo-
tivation to travel outside their immediate neighborhood was
significantly reduced. Moreover, information flow, building
trust, and identifying opportunities through social networks
were also beneficial in helping migrants to know their com-
munity and in encouraging their increased mobility.

This paper has emphasized how the migrants are treated
differently under the hukou system [26, 76]. This system
leaves them feeling like outsides in Dashilar and discourages
them from communicating and interacting with others, espe-
cially local people. Previous studies have focused mainly on
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the hukou system’s role in limiting access to employment [26,
27], but this study showed that lacking a hukou gives migrants
in Dashilar a marginal status in other ways and may present
additional barriers limiting their daily travel. Such obstacles to
mobility have been overlooked by previous studies on mi-
grants in China. This Binvisible wall^ to some extent locks
migrants into a limited mobility status and further reduces
their mobility aspirations.

The prevalence of mobile phones has changed the
constrained mobility situation of migrants to some extent.
They can now use mobile phones to contact people, entertain
themselves, or obtain information at any time and at any place,
thanks to the mobile Internet. On the one hand, this increase in
virtual mobility could decrease the social exclusion ofDashilar’s
migrants. It could also substitute for forms of travel that previ-
ously would have been obligatory, such as for job hunting.
Virtual mobility improved respondents’ efficiency of informa-
tion access and saved travel time. Additionally, it motivated
migrants to travel more by informing them about various activ-
ity destinations and helping them obtain more information on
their own. On the other hand, the popularity of mobile phones
could lead to another type of social exclusion for these migrants,
due to their limited education, skills, and capacity for informa-
tion access, as well as the treatment they reportedly receive in
Beijing and their relatives lack of social resources.

Electric bicycles helped to improve the physical mobility of
some interviewees in Dashilar, giving them a tool to enlarge their
activity space relative to walking or traditional bicycle use.
However, electric bicycles were clearly associated with migrants
inDashilar and harmed the public image of that population. How
to deal with electric bicycles is a controversial issue. Some
respondents regarded them as a low-cost mobility instrument
that could complement other travel modes, but others advocated
prohibiting them because of traffic and safety concerns [93].
Riding electric bicycles in Dashilar’s narrow traffic lanes is
especially risky because elderly people constitute a large propor-
tion of the residents. One possible way to improve the situation
would be to educate Dashilar’s migrants on traffic safety knowl-
edge and help them understand the dangers of using electric
bicycles within the neighborhood. In themeantime,more bicycle
and electric bicycle parking lots should be established to facilitate
travel both within and beyond the neighborhood.

Another promising force to improvemobility of migrants is
urban residential committees. Community activities and vol-
unteers are important ties to build bridges between migrants
and local people. However, information about these commu-
nity initiatives was unevenly distributed among migrants, and
some interviewees were totally unaware of them. Perhaps the
use of online communities and mobile phone applications
could more effectively link migrants with local citizens.
Residential committees could try to get migrants involved in
these online communities via Chinese applications like QQ
andWechat, using these tools to periodically send information

of interest such as relevant urban policies or information on
volunteer and other community services. Additionally, they
could also promote activities such as free physical examina-
tions, workshops to improve migrants’ information literacy
and employment skills, or migrant recreational and leisure
activities. In this way, the services of the residential commit-
tees and the needs of migrants could be better matched
through the assistance of ICT. More frequent interaction be-
tween migrants and local residents, as well as among the mi-
grants themselves, could increase their social capital and thus
both their capacity and their desire for greater mobility.
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