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The relevance of urban China’s 
changing fragmentations1
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Chapter 1

1.1 China’s challenges in an urbanizing world

China’s urbanization process is unprecedented due to its scale, speed, character and 
unparalleled rural to urban migration. It has direct implications for the socio-spatial 
fragmentations reshaping cities, the neighbourhoods where people live, move to and 
move out of, the sense of attachment people develop towards their community and 
the relational practices they create in relation to their neighbourhood. The meaning 
of home is under transformation as new urban divisions are created as urbanization 
unfolds. Worldwide, the year 2007 marked the urban transition as more people in the 
world lived in urban areas than in rural areas. Cities now account for the great majority of 
the population. This reconfiguration of the world’s population is an unprecedented way 
of living that has also brought about new social and spatial structures. Urbanization has 
occurred at a faster rate than what The Club of Rome had already disturbingly predicted 
in its report ‘Limits of Growth’ in 1972. According to United Nation’s most updated 
urbanization prospects, in 2018 more than 55% of the world’s population lived in urban 
areas, a proportion that is expected to increase to 68% by 2050 (United Nations 2019). 
Understanding urban development processes and its effects is crucial to better plan 
new and growing cities and address the related environmental, economic and social 
challenges. 

In 1950, there were 86 cities with a population of more than one million, whereas fifty 
years later there were 371 cities with that population. United Nations’ most recent report 
on World’s Cities identifies in 2018, 548 cities with one million inhabitants. That represents 
23% of the world’s population. Tokyo is the world’s largest city with an agglomeration of 
37 million inhabitants, followed by New Delhi with 29 million, Shanghai with 26 million, 
and Mexico City and São Paulo, each with around 22 million inhabitants. Cairo, Mumbai, 
Beijing, Dhaka and Osaka have around 20 million inhabitants each. By 2030, the world is 
projected to have 43 megacities with more than 10 million inhabitants, most of them in 
developing regions (United Nations 2019). 

Most of the world’s fastest growing cities are in Asia. China has the largest urban 
population of any country in the world. To date, 59% of the population is already officially 
registered as urban (United Nations 2019). Neighbouring 15 other countries and with a 
territory of 9.6 million km2, China is not only the third largest country in the world, but 
it also has the largest population of the world. Its 1.39 billion people account for about 
18% of the world’s total population, or in other words, about one out of every five human 
beings on Earth. In 1949, when the People’s Republic of China was established, China 
was predominantly a rural society. Just in the 1980s, it ‘added more city-dwellers […] 
than did all of Europe (including Russia) in the entire nineteenth century!’ (Smith quoted 
on Davis 2006: 2). The current size of the total internal migration is equivalent to the 



551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo
Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020 PDF page: 15PDF page: 15PDF page: 15PDF page: 15

15

The relevance of urban China’s changing fragmentations

population of half of the USA or to the population of France, United Kingdom, Portugal 
and the Netherlands together moving into cities. 

A turning point in China’s urban development is the Open Door and Economic Reform 
Policy of 1978 that geared the government’s main tasks on developing the country’s 
economy, which has implied increasing social imbalances between coastal and inland 
cities and between urban and rural areas. The second key event was China’s Housing 
Reform, which is officially acknowledged in 1998. China has followed a path very different 
than most other countries. Its urban patterns are different than Third World ones, as 
well as different from Eastern European countries. For example, in addition to moving 
from a planning to a market economy ‘it included a transition from traditional rural 
society to modern urban society, but excluded a change from socialism to capitalism 
[;] the economic reform was carried out in a pragmatic way […] and the control of the 
Communist Party has been preserved’ (Wang 2004: 10). It is not surprising that China 
has been characterized as ‘the epicentre of the future’ (Weisberg, 2006), and the ‘urban 
colossus in the making’ (Friedmann, 2006).  It has a strong state control and its built 
environment reflects a convergence between a mix of layers: old and new, socially 
planned and market transition and a newly created blend of these. 

Having realized a divergent development among society and given that China’s leaders’ 
legitimization rely on their performance to improve the well-being of the population (Oi, 
1995; Oksenberg, 1999), the Central Committee has set out different visions for urban 
development. Building a harmonious society was placed at the top of the agenda of the 
Communist Party and incorporated into the Chinese government’s 11th five-year plan 
(2006–2010). President Hu Jintao introduced it as a vision for the country’s socioeconomic 
development, using a central concept in traditional Chinese philosophy. Against the 
backdrop of social disparities resulting from China’s economic development, it sets out a 
determination to address these issues. The next coming decades will be crucial as cities are 
changing dramatically. Given the magnitude and implications of current transformations, ‘it 
is not possible to choose the wrong direction’ (Vice Minister, Ministry of Construction 2006). 
It is through city planning and urban policies that identified social and spatial inequalities 
can be addressed. In particular, challenges around housing policy are a cornerstone to 
address inequality (Shi et al., 2016; Wang, 2004; Wang and Murie, 2000; 2011). The extent to 
which a harmonious society can be achieved at an urban scale is still unknown. 

Given its size and influence, China’s urbanization and urban transformations have far 
reaching implications. A thorough understanding of the new social and spatial divisions 
and its implications is of major scientific and societal relevance. This thesis aim is to 
contribute to this understanding by looking at the changes occurring during the first 
decade of the 21st Century (2000-2010) at the neighbourhood level. 
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Chapter 1

1.2 The emergence of differentiated neighbourhoods 
and housing segments as a result of China’s 
urbanization

1.2.1 Socio-spatial transformations 
Before 1949, when the People’s Republic of China was proclaimed, most housing in 
cities was private, then it shifted to all public rental housing during the socialist period. 
Between 1949 and 1978, despite a distinct social hierarchy, spatial segregation patterns 
were rare in cities and there was practically no housing mobility. Urban dwellers lived 
in spatially mixed housing-compounds provided by their work-units, their employers. 
This system, known as the ‘iron rice bowl,’ guaranteed them with lifelong job security 
and food. Cities were very small and were not divided into separate residential areas for 
different income groups. Within each housing-compound individuals from all ranks lived 
in the same area creating a diverse social mix with strong social ties (Lu, 2006; Shen, 2020; 
Wang, 2004; Wang and Murie, 2000).

As a consequence of the economic reform, social stratification differentiated even more. 
New income distributions and changing employment to private sector were part of the 
aspirations that needed removing the existing stigma of being rich. As new consumption 
patterns and lifestyles started to emerge, social stratification together with spatial 
reorganization resulted in residential differentiation (Li and Wu, 2008; Wu 2002). Since 
1978 unprecedented migration started from rural to urban areas that had formerly been 
rigorously restricted in order to regulate and prioritize resource allocation (Wu and 
Ma, 2006). A household registration system, or hukou, had developed since the 50s for 
registration and survey purposes. Later it was used as a tool for government control, 
and even today, despite some changes, it is still a key institution shaping individual 
socioeconomic status, access and opportunities. Migration had been controlled under 
the hukou system, which registers people at their birthplace. It institutionally divides 
Chinese society and classifies them into ‘agricultural’ (rural) and ‘non-agricultural’ (urban) 
(Wang et al., 2005). It restricts entitlement to aspects such as housing, jobs, health care, 
number of children and land rights, although this is also changing (Andreas and Zhan, 
2016; Huang et al., 2014; Huang et al., 2017). The increasing presence of rural migrants in 
cities has become a permanent feature of urban areas affecting not only what became a 
new population composition but also the creation of different urbanization patterns. In 
2010 (when fieldwork was undertaken), this ‘floating population’ registered 211 million, 
equivalent to 15% of the total population of China. The influx of rural migrants, whose 
hukou largely determines their status and life chances in cities, has rapidly become a 
growing concern. Rural migrants represent the unofficial poor group in cities (Wang, 2004) 
and much like their temporary character, their accommodations tend to be in company 
quarters or construction sites, or rooms in urban villages (chengzhoncun) (Zhang, 2001). 
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Shortly after the Open Door and Reform policy, housing experimentations already 
started in Xi’an as early as 1979, although the rest of the housing reform was conducted 
in stages (Huang and Clark, 2002; Wang and Murie, 1996, 2000; Wu, 1996). The Plan for the 
Housing Reform was announced in 1988 when the Chinese constitution was amended to 
differentiate land rights between owners and users and reforms fostered privatization 
of housing. Leaseholders were given the right for 70 years on residential land use. Since 
1988 cities witness a mix of increasing home ownership and decreasing public rental 
housing. Public housing used to dominate and traditionally, it was the most privileged 
groups who could access the public rental stock (Bian and Logan, 1996). Housing market 
began to emerge in the 80s and 90s. First through housing privatization and later as 
work-units bought new commercial housing that was eventually sold at discounted 
prices to their employees. 

At the end of the 1990s, as a result of housing policies, processes of decentralization, 
privatization and marketization gave rise to different standards of housing and new 
residential patterns (Wang, 2004; Wu and Ma, 2006). China’s housing reform is officially 
acknowledged in 1998 as this year the welfare allocation, the system under which the 
government provided housing, officially ended and housing shifted to a market-based 
housing provision system. The housing reform changed the ways in which housing 
was allocated, altering the link between work and residence (Lu, 2006). The reform has 
led to a different socio-spatial structure of cities; in particular a transition from almost 
no segregation to segregated cities. The reform has been conducted with Chinese 
characteristics: a strong central government providing directions as where and what 
happens, together with a gradualist approach. 

The social transition at an urban scale has occurred together with major transformations 
of the built environment as the changing social composition of cities is being reflected in 
new physical patterns (Wissink et al., 2012). It can be argued that these transformations 
are not only reshaping the physical character of Chinese cities but also fundamentally 
changing the ways of living of urban dwellers. New challenges and new processes are re-
defining them since ‘the reform has created new social divisions and newly divided cities’ 
(Wang and Murie, 2000: 402). 

1.2.2 Neighbourhood ‘s relevance 
The neighbourhood unit is a relevant socio-spatial division in China. Western planners 
and western trained Chinese planners introduced the concept of neighbourhood in the 
late 1940s (for a historical review see Lu 2006). After the Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945) 
had left many cities destroyed, there was a pressing demand for large-scale housing 
development. There was experimentation with the Soviet superblock design (dajiefang) 
due to its economical approach to urban construction; however, it was very short lived. 
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The model proved to be problematic mainly due to design deficiencies (Lu, 2006). 
Thus, planners shifted to the neighbourhood scheme. They aimed at a functionally and 
aesthetically harmonized urban environment with mixed land uses. The spatial unit as 
such underwent some variations throughout time but overall, the purpose and basic 
organizational features remained the same. Housing development is usually designed as 
a community in the form of neighbourhoods (xiaoqu). 

The concept of neighbourhood in China has overlapped two different notions: the 
function of a place of residence and the place for intense social networks as most urban 
residents used to live and work in close proximity (Logan et al., 1999; Wang, 2004; Wang 
et al., 2005). Administratively, it also provides the government with the opportunity to 
continue to organize its population into territorial collectives. Residents’ Committees 
based in urban neighbourhoods are consolidated as grassroots arms of state agencies 
(Zhu and Fu, 2017).

Neighbourhoods provide a reference to political, institutional and social contexts that 
have produced the urban physical structure existing today. Given their physical form, 
housing differentiation is arguably one of the most meaningful manifestations of social, 
economic and spatial inequality (Szelenyi, 1978). Neighbourhoods in urban China 
provide a relevant scale to analyse issues of housing inequality, housing segmentation, 
community attachment and residential (im)mobility. These geographical areas are 
important as they provide access to services and schools as well as a sense of identity 
and attachment (Wang and Li, 2004, 2004; Yuan et al.,2018). Neighbourhoods provide 
an exemplary unit of analysis for housing studies. From the factors and processes under 
which different types developed, and continue to do so, to the opportunities available 
for their residents and to the strategies these residents adopt in relation to their 
neighbourhood. Understanding the neighbourhood’s role in processes of socio-spatial 
differentiation is indispensable for understanding the city and its development. 

1.3 Research focus and questions 

The focus of this research is on further understanding the changing geography of urban 
China during the first decade of the 21st Century at the neighbourhood level. Processes 
creating socio-spatial differences and inequalities in urban areas are at the forefront of 
this study as it contributes to deeper understanding of different dimensions of  ‘divided 
cities’, urban fragmentations and housing segments. It contributes to the international 
knowledge on large cities which are undergoing huge social and spatial transformations, 
undergoing processes of redevelopment and displacement, by investigating the 
changing access to different housing segments, community attachments and residential 
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(im)mobility. Empirically, it focuses on the dynamics occurring within and between a 
typology of neighbourhoods representing four housing segments: traditional, former 
work-unit, commercial and urban village (chengzhoncun).  

The main aim of this research is to understand processes of socio-spatial differentiation 
occurring at the neighbourhood level in Chinese cities between 2000 and 2010 to develop 
knowledge to inform theory, policy and practice at a critical point in time.

To achieve this objective, five research questions have been formulated:  

1. How do underlying mechanisms resulting in ‘divided cities’ differ 
between the West and China?

The concept of ‘divided cities’ is a useful characterization when referring to spatial 
segregation. The concept implies that cities have clear spatial divisions. Segregation 
is a process of social differentiation resulting in unequal distribution of population 
groups across space. This concept implies the existence of areas either of discrete 
divisions with distinctive social traits where a group is concentrated, or to over- and 
under-representations in relation to the total population of an area (Van Kempen and 
Özüekren, 1998). The relevance of examining divisions in cities, especially the processes 
and mechanisms leading to these divisions, lies in the intrinsic relation to issues of socio-
spatial inequalities. Groups living in different spaces have access to different resources 
and opportunities. Living in certain areas may not only foster social contacts, but also 
lead to a decrease in social networks and thus to social exclusion and concentrations of 
poverty (Friedrichs, 1997; Wacquant, 2008; Wilson, 1987).

Research into spatial segregation is almost a century old. In the 1920s, the Human 
Ecologists of the Chicago School paid systematic attention to the description of urban 
spatial segregation (e.g. Park et al., 1925/ 1974). These authors were followed by the 
deductive social-area analysis of the 1940s and 1950s (e.g. Shevky and Bell, 1955), and in 
turn by the inductive factorial ecology of the 1960s and 1970s (e.g. Murdie, 1969). These 
scholars all regarded the city as a separate entity, existing independently of the rest of the 
world. Wider national or world trends seemed unimportant and processes of globalization 
and internationalization, which are currently seen as important drivers of urban spatial 
segregation (Marcuse and Van Kempen, 2000; Sassen, 1991), were beyond imagination at 
that time. Equally, the role of the state, another influential factor recognized nowadays, 
was disregarded and barely acknowledged as a contributor to spatial segregation. 
Since these initial studies, new and different factors have been identified as important 
in explaining urban segregation. The roles of individual preferences, constraints and 
opportunities, gatekeepers, institutional factors, and macro developments are aspects 
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that have contributed to a deeper understanding of the mechanisms that explain the 
observed spatial patterns. Western theories have been a stepping-stone for scholars 
in explaining socio-spatial divisions. To further understand China’s changing urban 
geography it is important to expand existing conceptualizations and identify how these 
mechanisms differ significantly in the Chinese context. 

While the spatial patterns in the Western and Chinese contexts share rather similar 
characteristics, the interplay of mechanisms is significantly different. The influence of 
the state, its institutions and the cultural background have a much stronger explanatory 
power in China than in the West. A five-category framework of trends, policies, players, 
position, and preferences is useful in addressing the complexity of explanations attributed 
to current urban divisions and inequalities in Chinese cities.

2. How has neighbourhood differentiation emerged and what are the 
resulting spatial inequalities? 

As Chinese cities are becoming increasingly diverse at the neighbourhood level, four 
neighbourhood types, traditional, former work-unit, commercial and urban village, 
provide an opportunity to do a cross examination of the neighbourhood experience 
of urban dwellers during the first decade of the 21st Century. Wang and Murie (2000) 
forecasted that spatial differentiation would occur according to differentiated areas 
related to construction periods. Neighbourhoods are the core constituents of the urban 
fabric in China. These newly divided cities show unprecedented level of diversity and 
heterogeneity in residential urban spaces (Wu, 2010b; Wu and He, 2005). Studies on 
housing inequality have focused on aspects of housing consumption, tenure and prices 
(Huang, 2004; Huang and Clark, 2002; Li 2000a, 2000b; Logan et al., 2009).

Spatial attributes of a neighbourhood vary in quantity and composition, making 
neighbourhoods “distinctly categorized by type and/or by quality” (Galster, 2001: 2113). 
Physical aspects that define a neighbourhood include the landscaping, streetscaping, 
design and materials. In addition to these physical characteristics, certain neighbourhood 
characteristics, like age distribution, family composition, education levels, and occupation, 
are a reflection of the collective attributes of its residents. Galster (2001) highlights 
the importance of residents, given that their aggregated attributes are assigned to 
the neighbourhood itself. Moreover, issues of social exclusion, marginalization and 
segregation, all have a spatial component, which in most cases, ultimately comes down 
to the neighbourhood level. Eight different neighbourhoods, two of each type, located 
in the urban core of Nanjing are taken as case study to provide a close examination of 
resulting spatial inequalities. 
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3. How have recruiting patterns and sorting mechanisms shaping housing 
segmentation changed overtime?

The housing market is much more complex and diverse than it used to be in the 80s when 
China introduced the market economy. The Economic Reform and the Housing Reform 
increased the diversity of socio-economic circumstances as well as the housing supply in 
cities. There are traditional neighbourhoods, former work-units, commercial housing and 
urban villages. Different housing segments recruit different type of households making 
the housing market very segregated. There are different barriers creating a filtering of 
people that move to the four distinctive neighbourhood types. 

Housing plays a key role in China’s stratification system and access to housing has 
historically been linked to the households’ position within the spectrum of the state 
redistribution to the market  (Li and Wang, 2003; Logan et al., 2009). During the Mao era, 
when incomes were low and relatively equal among urban residents, the more salient 
dimension of inequality was in the housing system (Logan et al., 1999; Logan et al., 2009). 
Differences in housing conditions existed between former work-units. Workers in large 
and centrally managed manufacturing enterprises enjoyed better housing than those in 
small, locally managed ones (Wang, 2000). Market mechanisms like price or income were 
not relevant. Housing provision of public rental housing was limited to urban residents 
and it depended on the work-unit position within the system  (Wang and Murie, 2000; 
Wu, 2001; Wu and Treiman, 2004).

The National Housing Reform in 1998 established new policies and ended the welfare 
allocations system. Work-units stopped being housing providers and homes were sold 
according to the costs of land and construction to the individual. The end of the welfare 
public housing system shifted construction and allocation of housing to professional 
companies and paved the way for new commercial neighbourhoods (Wang et al., 2005; 
Zhao and Bourassa, 2003). While the housing reform offered professionals and seniors 
in the stat-sector subsidized housing options, the low-income groups and young 
generations had little to none such opportunities. The housing reform privileged the 
same groups that had been favoured in the previous system. The factors that were 
relevant in determining access to better housing like hukou, education and occupation 
are still dominant in the early years of the reform (Logan et al., 2010). Later on, the urban 
housing market was dominated by commercial housing sold at full prices (Wang, 2004). 
It meant that income would replace education or occupation in its relation to housing 
access (Wang et al., 2005).

Between 1998 and 2010 there was an economic turbulence with a financial crisis, market 
overheating, housing price inflation and global credit crunch shaping the sorting 
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mechanism to access different housing segments. The introduction of the market system, 
the housing reform and the hukou system has shaped the current housing market. These 
institutional aspects have spatial implications, which eventually become visible over 
space creating a differentiated access to housing. 

Although the housing reform mainly targeted urban residents, the introduction of 
the market economy had implications at a larger scale. The restructuring of the State 
economy led to new and varied income level, new jobs were created along with a more 
diversified urban population, both in terms of occupation and income. The role of hukou, 
income, occupation and education are examined over two time periods to identify how 
these sorting mechanisms have changed over time for the four housing segments. The 
query is then to what extent after the first decade of the housing reform, the impact of 
institutional factors has decreased and the role of financial resources has increased in 
accessing different housing segments. By providing a formal test, it uncovers the driving 
factors that shaped housing segmentation in the 2000’s.  

4. Which factors explain the differentiation in neighbourhood attachment 
across the four neighbourhood types?

The housing reform in China has transformed the closely-knit relations at the 
neighbourhood level which were characteristic of the former work-unit neighbourhoods. 
As the creation and practices that shape community attachment tend to vary according 
to different geographies, it is a topic that requires cross-cultural investigation.

Since the Chicago School, communities at the neighbourhood level have been 
regarded as a key unit for social organization. Neighbourhoods have been considered 
a geographical area that has special meaning for residents as they develop attachment 
to their neighbourhood due to both social factors (e.g. local social ties, generational 
rootedness) and physical factors, (residential quality and the presence of amenities) 
(Hidalgo and Hernandez, 2001; Lewicka, 2011). Attachment lies at the centre of studies 
on people and places (Altman and Low, 1992; Hidalgo and Hernandez, 2001). It is a form 
of human association that has emotional ties and is usually defined by a territory.  It is a 
cognitive and emotional feeling towards a geographical location, a subjective evaluation 
that reflects an individual’s assessment of a place (Rollero and Piccoli, 2010).

Generally, within a Western context, there are three set of factors that explain community 
attachment. First, individual socio-economic variables, like financial resources and 
education allow individuals to choose the residential environment that satisfy their 
needs. Next to that, ownership is argued to create investment and thus attachment. The 
second set of factors relate to the quality of the dwelling and the built environment. 
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Promoters of new urbanism argue that a sensible design of the residential environment 
promotes social interaction and creates a sense of community as it attracts individuals 
with a similar disposition for social interaction. Also, attachment to physical aspects 
could possible develop faster than for social dimensions. The third factor is the level of 
neighbouring. Western studies highlight that the sense of community relies on social 
support that enables mutual help, friendliness, and social liveliness, which is achieved 
through relations established with the people living in the same neighbourhood. 
Nevertheless, the type, frequency and intensity of these relationships vary.

During the Mao era, after 1949, communal life was organized around the workplace. 
Residents were each other’s colleagues. Social relations in China are established on 
different grounds than in other societies. These are fundamental in society and certain 
pre-conditions like family ties or work-based relations are important for individuals to 
consider establishing a close connection. Social relations in China normally entail high 
expectations and full commitment.  Neighbourhoods have not been places to create a 
community as in many Western contexts, but they have been the spatial frameworks 
reinforcing them. However, as neighbourhoods changed, residents’ sources of attachment 
have also transformed.  

5. How do structural conditions and linked lives define relational practices 
that shape processes of residential (im)mobility across neighbourhood 
types? 

Residential (im)mobility processes continuously differentiate social and spatial 
fragmentations across the urban fabric.  These reshape forms of inequalities across 
the urban fabric as they create and reinforce residential segregation, gentrification, 
neighbourhood polarization and exclusion from access to resources (Coulter et al., 2016; 
Hedin et al., 2012; Van Kempen and Özüekren, 1998; Wu, 1996). To understand residential 
(im)mobility, the life course approach provides a relevant way of integrating a diversity 
of experiences in life events and changes in housing needs (Clark and Dieleman, 1996; 
Clark et al., 2006; Mulder, 1993; Mulder and Hooimeijer, 1999).  Whether or not a move 
actually takes place also depends on the choice set, which is defined by the combination 
of opportunities and constraints provided by the context macro-level and the resources 
and restrictions at the individual level.

During the socialist period in China, urban immobility was the norm and the urban 
spatial structure was highly stable.  Since the Housing Reform in the 1990s the changing 
structure of housing provision in urban China has resulted in residential mobility, 
which has reorganized urban space into a highly complex and differentiated landscape 
(Huang and Clark, 2002; Li, 2000a; Wang and Murie, 2000). Using the typology of the 
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four neighbourhoods: traditional, former work-unit, commercial and urban villages, 
this chapter examines the development of these neighbourhoods. From the historical 
and institutional contexts that created and support them, to the composition of the 
neighbourhood to the level of mobility over the years. Within this new context it is crucial 
to understand residents’ adaptation strategies regarding residential (im)mobility across 
these four housing segments. The meaning of the neighbourhood is created through 
their adaptive strategies for mobility and immobility.  

In order to further understand how these practices occur along four different 
neighbourhoods in urban China, relational practices (Coulter et al., 2016) provide an 
opportunity to examine relevant narratives. In particular, in three aspects: First, the 
role of institutional context. The persistent structural and institutional conditions of the 
particular geography of these housing segments lead to specific practices triggering 
adaptive strategies within each neighbourhood type. Second, the notion of linked 
lives and structural conditions that create adaptive strategies examines the value of 
intergenerational practices which is very relevant in the case of China (Coulter et al., 2016). 
It has often been neglected the role of the wider family, kinship and social networks 
that extend beyond the household unit in housing research (Mulder, 2007). Third, the 
reconceptualization of residential moves as only discrete transitions that carry people 
from dwelling to dwelling also provides a new perspective to conceptualize immobility 
as an active process rather than a mere absence of movement (Although most studies 
bundle non-movers into one group, Cresswell’s (2012) notions of ‘stillness and stuckness’ 
highlight that residential immobility takes on different meanings depending on its 
duration and whether moving is desired or not (Coulter and Scott, 2015). Strategies of 
immobility can also be an active process, a desired choice, as these create anchors to 
structure the everyday life

Understanding the structural conditions that incite people to develop their adaptive 
strategies for residential (im)mobility (Moen and Wethington, 1992) sheds light on 
the meaning of home for these residents. Examining empirically how these relational 
practices occur and shape urban China’s fragmentations during the early stages of the 
housing transition also contributes to theoretical frameworks for residential mobility and 
immobility. Relational practices of residents have an impact on the neighbourhood and 
the meaning of home. 

1.4 Methodology

A mixed methodology is used in this study. Quantitative research provides valuable 
results for generalizations focusing on differences between neighbourhood types. This 
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is complimented with qualitative methods that contribute to understanding deeper 
complexities and uniqueness of the cases examined within each neighbourhood type.  

1.4.1 Case Study Location
The city of Nanjing is taken as case study to understand the socio-spatial transformation 
occurring in urban China.  Nanjing is the provincial capital of Jiangsu province located in 
the coastal region of China.

The Seventh Five-year Plan (1986 to 1990) designated three economic mega-regions 
(Figure 1.1), known as the Ladder-Step doctrine (Friedmann, 2005). Each region was 
assigned specific tasks for the development of the nation. The eastern coastal region was 
to develop high technology, industrial and commercial activities, while the central and 
western regions were to be the energy and agricultural basis of the nation. Given that the 
coastal region was to be developed first, the Chinese government created preferential 
policies for selected coastal cities and made these urban centres not only places of 
experimentation for policies but also a key level of organization for change (Lieberthal, 
1995). 

Figure 1.1 Three regions for development: western, central and coastal
(Source: Friedmann 2005)

The purpose of these areas was to open up the economy in limited places to the 
experimentation of capitalist methods and management, while securely maintaining 
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Chinese ideals in the rest of the country. For this reason coastal cities and regions have 
experienced most of the growth. Although since 1994 favourable policies for coastal 
cities have been restrained, this regional approach still has an effect on creating and 
shaping the country’s development. As a result of the unbalanced policies a gap has 
developed between the eastern coastal region and cities, and the centre and the western 
regions and cities. This economic geographical development of the country has led to an 
unparalleled social and spatial change in urban areas (Wu, 2004). 

1.4.2 Nanjing City
The city of Nanjing is a historic city and capital of ten dynasties in Chinese history and the 
capital of the Republic of China. It lies along the Yangtze River delta, about 270km from 
Shanghai. Although it is considered a coastal city, it is less developed than for example 
Shanghai or Guangzhou. 

It has an administrative area of 6507km2, with an urban core of 46km2 surrounded by 
the ancient city wall.  The city population in 2000 was of 5.45 million; whereas in 2010 
it reached 8 million and in 2020 it registered a population of 8.8 million. As a traditional 
industrial city, in the 50s the State invested to accommodate large state-owned enterprises 
in heavy industry. In the 60s a higher percentage of manufacturing jobs increased given 
the shift into iron, steel, petrochemicals, electronics and cars. The city has transformed 
from a production city into a consumption city where various service areas have been 
made available for consumption. The city offers scientific, technological and educational 
advantages. It aims at advancing manufacturing, modern service industry, international 
shipping and logistics, sci-tech and education. In this sense, the goal of the city is to 
develop into a modern international, cultural and urban green centre.

In terms of the spatial structure of the city, the city core lies on the south of the Yangtze 
River. Residential areas for political elites were built next to education and administrative 
areas mainly in the central and northern districts. These areas still function as the political, 
educational and commercial centres. The south part has continued to be the historical 
region for craftsmen, merchants and ordinary households and is largely the cultural area 
of Nanjing (Liu and Wu, 2006; Wu, 2007; Wu and He, 2005).  The north of the river is now 
being promoted as the new area for the service economy and new development of large 
projects is occurring on the northwest side of the river.

1.4.3 Neighbourhood selection
The rationale for the neighbourhood typology selected was to examine four 
representative, but distinctive neighbourhood types in Chinese cities (Table 1.1). Each 
neighbourhood type represents distinctive temporal and institutional contexts and has 
a rather distinctive physical pattern(Figure 1.2) creating very different environments and 
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opportunities for social interaction. Two neighbourhoods of each type were selected for 
the sample (Table 1.1 & Figure 1.3).

Table 1.1 Neighbourhood selection

Neighbourhood type Time period Case study neighbourhoods

Traditional Before 1949 Pingshijie (PSJ)
Diaoyutai (DYT)

Work-unit 1949-1998 Xiaoxixincun (XXC)
Nanxiucun (NXC)

Commercial 1998 - onwards Meihuashan (MHS)
Zhonghaili (ZHL)

Urban Village 1992-onwards Gaojiecun (GJC)
Shiangxuiqioercun (SXQ)

Figure 1.2 Distinctive neighbourhood typology: traditional, work-unit, commercial, urban 
village (Source: Google Maps [not to scale])

Two of the few traditional neighbourhoods left in the inner city were selected: Pingshijie 
(PSJ) and Diaoyutai (DYT). For work-units, several site visits were undertaken to various 
work-unit neighbourhoods. Xiaoxixincun (XXC), a work-unit typical of manufacturing 
workers located just outside north of the city wall was selected. The second work-unit 
selected is Nanxiucun (NXC), a university work-unit, which is much more privileged in 
terms of access to resources and financial capacity than the manufacturing work-unit. 
For commercial housing, one of the neighbourhoods selected is Meihuashan (MHS), 
one of the first commercial neighbourhoods built outside the Eastern city wall. Before 
the 1990s there was practically no housing outside the city wall of Nanjing. The second 
neighbourhood of this type Zhonghaili (ZHL), which is located in Hexi, the new Olympic 
Village area southwest of the city wall. This area has recently developed, as in 2005 it was 
still practically all farmland. It was difficult to find sizeable urban villages that were not in 
the suburbs. Two located on the east side of the city wall were chosen: Gaojiecun (GJC) 
located on the northern side and Shiangxuiqioercun (SXQ) in the southern part.
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1.4.4 Multi-neighbourhood survey and interviews
A multi-neighbourhood survey was conducted between October and December of 2010 
in the eight different neighbourhoods selected (Table 1.1 & Figure 1.3). A systematic 
random sampling was used to select respondents. Results for this sampling method are 
accepted to be representative of the total population of the unit in question (Kalton, 
1983). In traditional and urban village areas the sampling interval was 3 or 5 depending 
on density. This means that for example, every 3 doors on main roads and minor roads 
doors were knocked. If there were several households at the same street entrance door, 
the first household on the left was selected. Differently than for traditional and urban 
villages, for work-units and commercial neighbourhoods addresses were selected in 
advance as information was available on the number of buildings, floors and apartments. 
Since for commercial housing we had permission and support of the management, we 
did not face the regular problems of accessibility for social surveys. However, for one of 
the commercial neighbourhoods, the management did not allow us to survey residents 
in the three newest towers. 

Figure 1.3. Location of surveyed neighbourhoods in Nanjing 

In each neighbourhood the target was to have 100 respondents. In total, 1488 addresses 
were visited. Of these, 678 had to be counted as non-response because people did not 
want to participate or because there was no one at home. In total 826 full questionnaires 
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were gathered, and after revision for completeness and consistency 804 questionnaires 
were included in the analysis. The response rate is thus 55%. The survey was designed to 
gather information at the individual and household level including socio-demographic 
information for every family member living on the same address, resulting in a total 
population sample of 1937 people. A group of 50 students from Nanjing University were 
hired and trained to conduct the survey by means of a face-to-face home visit. The survey 
was conducted during the afternoon and early evening on weekdays, and throughout 
the day during weekends. Small gifts were given to respondents that completed the 
questionnaire. These included towels, creams and t-shirts.

The survey was complemented with more than 80 interviews that lasted from half hour 
to an hour and a half and required the participation of an interpreter. 

1.5 The Neighbourhoods

Four distinctive neighbourhood types, currently relevant in Chinese cities, were selected 
for this study (Table 1 & Figure 3). Each neighbourhood type represents a distinctive 
temporal and institutional context, also reflecting its unique social and spatial character. 
Two neighbourhoods per type were selected for the sample. 

1.5.1 Traditional neighbourhoods
Traditional neighbourhoods are the oldest type of residential areas in the inner city. 
Many homes were built during the Ming and Qing Dynasties (15th and 18th centuries 
respectively). Former private housing was also built in these areas at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. After 1949, private property was confiscated by the State and 
housing got divided into smaller units for several families to share. Homes tend to be 
one or two story and generally share a central courtyard and a semi-closed corridor with 
gas stoves and shared kitchen where neighbours cook together. Toilets are public. These 
areas are largely managed by the Housing Bureau and house an overrepresentation of 
the elderly, people with a low level of education, and a mix of laid-off/unemployed and 
rural migrants. In terms of tenure, there are renters and many others have inherited their 
homes for several generations. Location is very convenient with many bus stops and a 
metro station nearby. Due to their central location, these neighbourhoods are targeted by 
urban redevelopment, a socio-spatial change leading to displacement and gentrification. 

1.5.1.1 Diaoyutai

This neighbourhood is located right by the Zhonghua gate, at the South of the city wall. 
In 2010, on the other side of the Qinhuai River a cultural centre is under construction and 
right to the east, the neighbourhood is being redeveloped into a cultural and tourist 
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area. Given the cultural heritage of the area, there are plans to protect the city wall and 
the adjacent tower. Residents of this neighbourhood are aware of the symbolism of these 
landmarks and expressed feeling proud of them. The whole area is projected to be a 
tourism centre in the future.

Transportation is convenient as well as access to education given its central location. 
Over the years the neighbourhood has changed as houses have been demolished so 
that some of the streets could be widened. The neighbourhood has about 450 families. 
On average, every housing courtyard has about 8 families that share cooking facilities. 
Sanitary conditions are relatively poor and there is a separate area to take baths with warm 
water. Residents tend to echo one resident’s feelings:  “living here we have unconditional 
help [from neighbours]. Still anyone can show up without notice. We sit and eat together 
and help each other. We just take it for granted that it happens, this is the kind of lifestyle 
here. People in tall buildings close their doors. In the past everyone lived like this, so we 
do not think it as inferior. The environment here is good. It is because we are old, we are 
used to this place.’

1.5.1.2 Pingshijie

In 2010, this was the biggest traditional housing area in the city core dating from the Qing 
and Ming dynasty. It is very close to Xinjiekou the central business district of Nanjing. Some 
houses were originally assigned by the government, which are now privately owned, and 
some are owned by the housing bureau. Redevelopment in this neighbourhood has been 
highly politicized and people from around the city have been watching what unfolds in 
this particular neighbourhood. In 2004 city officials announced a plan to demolish the 
neighbourhood and replace existing housing with new high-end housing. In 2006 some 
residents formed a ‘neighbourhood army’ and signed a letter for the central government 
with blood and vowed to fight back the people who would want to demolish their house 
and threaten to force them out. 

One of the issues is how compensation policies work. One option is for residents to 
receive compensated by the area of their home (m2); however, most of the homes are 
under 40m2 and the total amount they receive is not enough to buy commercial housing 
for which the price per m2 is many times more expensive and homes are much larger. 
Compensation payments do not provide an opportunity to buy in the market. So after 
complex negotiations for compensation, demolition finally started in 2008. It is estimated 
that by 2010 a third of the residents still remained in the neighbourhood despite that it 
has largely been demolished and the remaining residents have to cope with the state 
of the area. Many tend to have a rather emotional and negative view about it just as a 
resident expressed: “moving is a betrayal to our ancestors. Why the demolishment? In 
which dynasty has this happened? We have lived here several generations. We have been 
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living here for more than a century, my parents and grandparents and great-grandparents 
lived here too.” 

1.5.2 Former work-unit neighbourhoods
Former work-unit (danwei) neighbourhoods were built during the socialist period (1949-
1978) by state employers or work-units to ease the existing housing shortages that resulted 
from the Sino-Japanese war. All housing production was the responsibility of the state 
and it was supplied to urban dwellers by their work-unit. These large-scale residential 
developments provide residential six- to eight-story buildings with open staircases 
and without elevators. They resemble the company town model living facilities with a 
functional and economic integration of residence and production in close proximity. 
Apartments, canteens, dormitories, public bathhouses, nurseries and primary schools 
were all integrated in close proximity. Most of the apartments range between 61- 80m2 
with one or two sleeping rooms. They generally have one shower and toilet per unit 
and a closed room for the kitchen. Depending on their power and relation to the central 
government, different types of work-units (industrial, education or government) were 
able to provide different qualities of services and features exclusive to their residents.  
Profitable work-units with better bargaining power were able to provide greater support 
to their workers. These residences were provided with highly subsidized housing as part 
of the welfare program. Ownership is the main tenure, although there are a few renters. 
One neighbourhood was chose for being representative of an industrial work-units and 
the other for its strong administrative position. 

1.5.2.1 Xiaoxixincun

Xiaoxixincun is a good example of large-scale state-owned manufacturing work-unit. 
It is located north of the city gate, close to the bus station and a large market. In the 
70’s an optical factory and a long-distance bus terminal built welfare housing for their 
workers. Most of the buildings are 6 to 8 stories high without elevator. At the time the 
neighbourhood was built, housing offered good quality and conditions. In particular, 
compared to traditional housing, workers living in work unit housing were the most 
favoured group during socialist times. In 2010, most people living here were (ex)staff 
of the optics company. The economic restructuring and the closing of many industrial 
work-units resulted in massive job losses and a major impact on the amount of laid-off 
workers living in work-units. Many of the residents are now part of the urban poor as they 
are unemployed due to market transition. The generation in their 50s and 60s who lived 
the height of the socialist period are now living a new reality expressed by one resident: 
“before everything was fine, we were all equal, but now it has changed […] people who 
are over 60 cannot find another job, but we can go to parks for free and have medical care 
and transport for free”. 
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1.5.2.2 Nanxiucun

Nanxiucun provides an excellent example of an educational work-unit in the central 
north area of the city. This neighbourhood is for (retired) teachers and staff of Nanjing 
University, or their relatives like elderly parents or children. Given that universities are 
work-units with better resources, the housing conditions offered were above average. 
Most buildings have four storeys with two open entrances and staircases. There is 
no elevator. Even within this neighbourhood, the hierarchical spatial allocation of 
apartments is evident as two buildings are reserved for academics that enjoy special 
conditions. These apartments are a larger than 100m2 and their building has an outside 
door and bell to enter.

Work units were once a privileged neighbourhood with lively and close neighbourly 
relations. However, this notion has completely changed and this privileged position 
diminished considerably. A resident voices her concerns given these changes: “since [this 
neighbourhood] is a work unit, it is best if colleagues live together, otherwise people can 
not know each other. If people are from the same work unit we can be friendly to each 
other. Nowadays, people living together are from all corners of the country, they are from 
different places. They have never worked together nor grown together. So they do not 
feel close to each other, we just live here. Only the ones that have worked together do 
activities together.”

1.5.3 Commercial neighbourhoods
Commercial-neighbourhoods began to be built in the late 1990s as residential development 
got transferred to private developers as part of the housing commodification. Those 
built in the early period resemble work-unit housing in their physical characteristics. The 
ones built later on vary substantial in terms of location, amenities, landscaping, property 
management services, elaborated security systems and different types of building design 
(height, orientation, size of dwelling, number of rooms, size of bedrooms and living 
room). Different than the other neighbourhood types, commercial housing offer units 
of at least 100m2, open kitchen concept and one or even two toilets and showers. From 
the two neighbourhoods chosen for this study, one is from the first wave of commercially 
constructed housing that got heavily subsidized and the other represents more recent 
high-end commercial housing. 

1.5.3.1 Meihuashan

Meihuashan is one of the first commercial neighbourhoods in Nanjing. It is located right 
outside the east gate of the city wall. Before 1990 there was no housing outside the city 
wall, and this area is the first to develop. In addition to being very close to the inner city, 
transportation is also convenient in this area. This neighbourhood is very well known and 
was developed by Ren Hen, a developer from a Singaporean company. Given that this 
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neighbourhood was one of the first to be built, it is a relatively mature community with a 
very strict and good management. The physical aspect of the buildings resembles more 
those of former work-units than newer commercial housing. However, this varies too as 
the neighbourhood has gone through five stages of construction. Each reflecting new 
building codes and designs. It has 56 buildings, most are 5 stories tall. Some have open 
entrances and others have a door to the building. The newest towers have an elevator 
and an intercom. It also offers areas for kids to play, tennis courts and a multi-purpose 
room for different classes and activities. 

The three positive aspects that are frequently mentioned about the neighbourhood 
are that the management quality is excellent, that people in the community are well 
educated and that it has a lively environment (renqi) supported by facilities like the 
community centre where the elderly and children can find a place for recreation. The 
community gates remain open to outsiders so other people can freely go in and join 
the activities organized in the neighbourhood. A resident states that “living conditions 
in our community are still ordinary. In this community we have in common the pursuit 
of living quality. We like the liveliness in this neighbourhoods, so outsiders coming in do 
not bother us.” 

1.5.3.2 Zhonghaili

This commercial neighbourhood is located south west of the city centre, in the district 
of Hexi. Since 2004 this area west of the Qinhua River started to develop as the Olympic 
Stadium for holding national sports was built. In 2010 there were many vacant lots and 
few services available in the area like a few restaurants and two big supermarkets to 
which residents had to drive to. Public transportation and access to the metro line and 
the bus lines was also limited. Work was underway for new infrastructure like roads, 
waterways and the subway line to service this growing area of the city. The Hexi district 
reflects certain suburban conditions in its design with big housing blocks, wide avenues 
and almost no one walking on the streets. 

Zhonghaili was built by a reputable Singaporean developer. Its housing and 
neighbourhood quality is outstanding. It comprises 9 buildings and 525 apartments. This 
neighbourhood also offers playgrounds, a swimming pool for the summer, tennis courts, 
a gym and a multi-purpose room, as well as underground parking. Residents tend to 
be very positive about the built environment although their feelings regarding social 
expectations differ according to age and past experiences. A young couple in their 30s 
express that their social relations are with friends from college who live elsewhere and 
that ‘this neighbourhood is just for [them] to take rest and raise [their] baby daughter.” 
Contrastingly, an older resident taking care of his grandchild mentions that the new 
generations did not experience communities in the past [….] now we have other society 
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where people cannot have close ties. Now we meet and only greet each other. That is the 
sacrifice we have to pay if we want to develop. It is impossible to avoid disadvantages.”

1.5.4 Urban Village neighbourhoods
Urban-villages (chengzhoncun) neighbourhoods have been developed since the 90s in 
the inner suburbs and urban fringe of cities as a result of urban sprawl and land reform. 
As traditionally rural and collectively owned land started to be encompassed by the city, 
the government reclaimed the land for urban expansion and farmers were left without 
their traditional means of livelihood. Within the housing plots that they retained, farmers 
started building rooms for rent and turned into landlords. These neighbourhoods offer 
private rental housing and significant affordable housing opportunities for rural migrants 
who moved to the city in search of employment. Planning regulations are usually not 
met. Urban villages tend to have narrow streets to maximize housing opportunities 
and buildings are multi-storied. As units were built with the intention of maximizing 
opportunities for renting one-room units to migrants, these neighbourhoods offer the 
smallest units between all neighbourhood types. Rental rooms tend to have a small gas 
stove inside or just outside in the corridor and do not have private toilet or shower. These 
neighbourhoods tend to offer all sorts of services from small restaurants to supermarkets 
and schools.

1.5.4.1 Gaojiecun

Gaojiecun is a small urban village located in the north part of the city. Naveco automobile 
factory moved here and built housing for their employees. In 1988 when land got 
expropriated, original resident farmers were compensated, some changed their hukou to 
urban and some got a job at Naveco’s production-unit. The ones who stayed built their 
houses and additional rooms growing the size of the urban village. Buildings are two or 
three story height and streets are very windy, narrow and unevenly paved. The housing 
area is densely packed and streets width varies considerably. Several households tend to 
share kitchen and toilet in some parts. Parked cars are frequently seen in different parts 
of the neighbourhood. This neighbourhood, as the other urban village, provides a wide 
range of services. In the early 2000s there were rumours that the community would be 
demolished and since 2005 it was forbidden to sell due to possible demolition.  These 
neighbourhoods are considered transitional areas as rural migrants are quite mobile. A 
frequently cited view on interpersonal relations in the neighbourhood is illustrated by 
a landlord who shares that “the people who rent always come in and out and they have 
unstable jobs. The rooms rarely get empty, in 1 or 2 days [someone else moves in], so no 
point in establishing a relation. As the Chinese saying goes ‘you can talk to each other but 
it does not mean you care for each other’.”
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1.5.4.2 Shiangxuiqioercun

Shiangxuiqioercun is located southeast of the inner city and right by a military airport 
landing runway. Due to the proximity to the airport, they cannot legally build high 
buildings. In the 1980 there were only some small houses, but in the 90s when the 
government took the land, farmers started to build rooms for rent. Most original residents 
received a city hukou in 1994 as their land status also changed. However, for some their 
hukou did not officially change, although they got categorized as urban citizen by the 
government.

This urban village has a rural character in its built environment. It has some areas for crops 
and many streets are either dirt roads for motorbikes or narrow pedestrian streets. There 
is one main road going east-west and branching streets on the north and the south side. 
On the main street all kind of services are available: supermarkets, family restaurants, 
barber shops, clothing, groceries and a number of other stores. Given that public 
transport does not stop close to this area many people own motorcycles. Many residents 
come from Anhui province. Many migrants find their home in this neighbourhood by 
worth of mouth, mainly from other relatives who already live in the neighbourhood.

1.6 Thesis outline

This thesis consists of seven chapters: introduction, 5 chapters - each addressing one of 
the research questions - and conclusion. Chapters 2 to 6 are based on published materials 
or papers submitted for publication to peer-reviewed journals. Chapter 3, 4, 5 and 6 are 
based on empirical research. 

Chapter 2 examines state-of the-art literature to understand the underlying mechanisms 
resulting in ‘divided cities’ and how these differ between Western and Chinese cities. 
Chapter 3 examines how neighbourhood differentiation emerged and the resulting 
spatial inequalities. Chapter 4 delves into the recruiting patterns of the different housing 
segments and how these sorting mechanisms have changed over time. Chapter 5 
examines the factors explaining the differentiation in neighbourhood attachment. 
Chapter 6 investigates the relational practices shaping residential (im)mobility. The 
conclusion provides reflections on the social change and spatial re-division at the 
neighbourhood level in Nanjing as well as the implications of these transformations for 
the future of urban China. 
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Abstract

Explanations of the existence of socio-spatial divisions in Western Europe and the United 
States revolve around the importance of economic, demographic, political, and socio-
cultural macro developments and often also on the role of globalization. Much of the 
literature also emphasizes the role of institutions, especially the national and local state 
as well as individual and household constraints and opportunities. Many authors explain 
socio-spatial divisions by a mix of these factors and developments. This paper provides 
an account of the current state of affairs concerning the literature and theory on divided 
cities in China. Concentrating on a selection of 88 articles published in international 
journals during the last decade, we examine how authors explain urban socio-spatial 
divisions in Chinese cities. The paper indicates that a five-category framework of trends, 
policies, players, position, and preferences are useful in addressing the complexity of 
explanations attributed to current urban divisions and inequalities in Chinese cities. 
While the spatial patterns in the Western and Chinese contexts share rather similar 
characteristics, the interplay of mechanisms is significantly different. The influence of 
the state, its institutions, and the cultural background has a much stronger explanatory 
power in China than in the West.

KEYWORDS: Segregation, urban inequalities, divided cities, socio-spatial divisions, China



551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo
Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020 PDF page: 43PDF page: 43PDF page: 43PDF page: 43

43

Explaining divided cities in China

2.1 Introduction

The segregation of social groups is a major theme in urban geography and urban 
sociology. Numerous articles on socio-spatial segregation have been published, not only 
quite a long time ago (e.g.,  Duncan and Lieberson, 1959; Lieberson, 1981; Massey and  
Denton, 1993; Murdie, 1969; Taueber and Taueber, 1965), but also in the past decade. While 
many researchers have focused on Western cities (e.g., Bolt et al., 2009; Friedrichs, 1998; 
Johnston  et al., 2002, 2007;  Kazepov, 2005; Meusen and Van Kempen,  1995; Musterd, 
2005; Peach, 1996, 1999; Phillips, 1998; Van  Kempen, 2005; Wessel, 2000) a growing 
number of researchers have focused on the spatial segregation and concentration in 
Eastern Europe (e.g.,  Gentile and Sjöberg, 2006; Gentile and Tammaru, 2006; Giffinger 
and Reeger, 1997; Kovacs, 1998; Leetmaa  et al., 2009; Ouředníček,  2007; Ruoppila, 2005; 
Spevec and Klempic Bogadi, 2009; Sykora, 1999). Research on socio-spatial segregation 
in cities in Africa, Latin America, and Asia is comparatively sparse; however, in China there 
is now a substantial body of research on socio-spatial divisions in cities.

Segregation refers to the processes of social differentiation and the resulting unequal 
distribution of population groups across space. This concept implies the existence of areas 
either of discrete divisions with distinctive social traits where a group is concentrated, or 
to over- and under-representations in relation to the total population of an area (Van 
Kempen and Özüekren, 1998). The concept of ‘divided cities’ is a useful characterization 
when referring to spatial segregation. The concept implies that cities have clear spatial 
divisions. Other terms such as polarized cities, dual cities (Mollenkopf and Castells, 1991; 
Marcuse, 1989; Marcuse, 2000), fragmented cities, partitioned cities (Marcuse  and Van 
Kempen, 2000, 2002), have been used to refer to the existence of segregated cities 
divided into quarters. In this article the terms divided cities, segregation, and socio-
spatial divisions are used interchangeably, because they all refer to the same issue of 
spatial division in cities.

The relevance of examining divisions in cities, especially the processes and mechanisms 
leading to these divisions, lies in the intrinsic relation to issues of socio-spatial inequalities. 
Groups living in different spaces have access to different resources and opportunities. 
Living in certain areas may not only foster social contacts, but also lead to a decrease in 
social networks and thus to social exclusion and concentrations of poverty (Friedrichs,  
1997; Wacquant, 2008; Wilson, 1987). Economic restructuring and social polarization are 
relevant mechanisms leading to spatial divisions. For western cities this process has been 
well documented (e.g., Marcuse and Van Kempen, 2000; Murie and Musterd, 1996). In 
China, the economic reform and open-door policy has brought about new social and 
spatial divisions. Through the transformation that Chinese cities are undergoing, the 
reform has created ‘new social divisions and newly divided cities’ (Wang and Murie, 2000, 
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p. 413). New neighbourhoods of similar income status have appeared and their structure 
has shifted from being work-based to residence-based (Wang, 2000). Chinese cities seem 
to be developing from a situation of almost no segregation and mixed neighbourhoods to 
one of segregation and spatial divisions. Chinese cities are starting to resemble Western 
cities in their patterns of segregation.

Against the backdrop of the Western literature, we examine the processes and 
mechanisms used to explain socio-spatial divisions in Chinese cities. On the basis of work 
published in selected international journals during the last decade, we shed light on the 
differences and similarities in the explanations scholars have offered for the emergence 
and existence of these divisions. China’s urbanization process has been extensively 
studied, and considerable research has been devoted to different topics. However, a 
relatively small number of these studies has paid direct attention to the spatial aspect 
and geographic distribution of these phenomena on the urban scale. This paper provides 
a critical review, examining the numerous explanations scholars use for the current socio-
spatial divisions in Chinese cities through a framework of five categories.

2.2 Theoretical backgrounds: Western perspectives on 
segregation

Research into spatial segregation is almost a century old; the origins lie in the inequality in 
urban society. In the 1920s, the Human Ecologists of the Chicago School paid systematic 
attention to the description of urban spatial segregation (e.g. Park et al., 1925/ 1974). 
These authors were followed by the deductive social-area analysis of the 1940s and 1950s 
(e.g. Shevky and Bell, 1955), and in turn by the inductive factorial ecology of the 1960s 
and 1970s (e.g.  Murdie, 1969). These scholars all regarded the city as a separate entity, 
existing independently of the rest of the world. Wider national or world trends seemed 
unimportant and processes of globalization and internationalization, which are currently 
seen as important drivers of urban spatial segregation (e.g. Sassen,  1991; Marcuse and 
Van Kempen, 2000), were beyond imagination at that time. Equally, the role of the state, 
another influential factor recognized nowadays, especially in Western Europe, was 
disregarded and barely acknowledged as a contributor to spatial segregation. Since these 
initial studies, new and different factors have been identified as important in explaining 
urban segregation. The roles of individual preferences, constraints and opportunities, 
gate-keepers, institutional factors, and macro developments are aspects that have 
contributed to a deeper understanding of the mechanisms that explain the observed 
spatial patterns.
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2.2.1 Preferences: behavioral approach
The major contribution of the behavioral approach is that it acknowledges that 
segregation should be regarded, at least to a certain extent, as the result of individual 
preferences, perceptions, and decisions. For example, residents are able to decide 
whether they want to stay or move to a different dwelling in the neighbourhood or to 
another area elsewhere in the city or even beyond the city limits. Research on housing 
behavior has been incorporated into research on segregation since the late 1970s.

Behavioral approaches link a household’s preferences, choices, and decisions to the 
family life-cycle (Clark and Dieleman, 1996). Preferences are related to the number of 
family members, their ages, and the household composition. These aspects can be 
reflected directly in the selection of such aspects as floor space, number of rooms, type 
of dwelling, price, and tenure (Rossi, 1955; Clark et al., 1986). Given that different kinds 
of dwelling are generally located in different urban areas, the segregation of different 
household types is likely to occur. Individual choices, preferences, and decisions are 
considered important in explaining segregation in Western cities (Peach, 1996, 1999).

The dynamic created in cities by the decisions of the more affluent deserves special 
attention. In the gentrification literature the urban dynamics created by the inflow 
of richer people into low-income areas and the concomitant fall-out of low-income 
households has been prominent. It is also important to note that in many countries 
housing has become a key investment for those with higher incomes; the explosion 
of house prices in certain parts of the market and growing differentials in prices have 
become apparent in all European cities (Fainstein, 2008; Van Kempen and Murie, 2009). 
Inevitably, this situation affects spatial patterns within cities.

2.2.2 Positions: neo-Weberian approach
As the behavioral approach focused on the role of choice and preferences, it was 
realized that little attention had been given to the constraints people face in a housing 
system that embraces different tenures with different means of market access (Hamnett 
and  Randolph, 1988; Murie et al., 1976). Moreover, the role of supply on the housing 
market is crucial, as desirable housing is a scarce resource. Since Rex and Moore’s (1967) 
Race, Community and Conflict it has been fully recognized that different groups are 
differently positioned in terms of resources with regard to their access to dwellings. 
Income is an important resource, while social, political, and cultural resources were also 
increasingly seen as enablers for a certain kind of housing situation, including the type of 
neighbourhood (Van Kempen and Özüekren, 1998; Van Kempen and Van Weesep 1998).
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2.2.3 Policies: institutional approach
The role of the central state and local government is seen as a major factor determining 
patterns of segregation, given their influence on the distribution of housing. In some 
cases the role of the state has never been prominent, as in Belgium (Kesteloot et al., 
1997). However, in other cases, such as the Netherlands and Sweden, the role of the state 
is decisive (e.g., Van Kempen and Priemus, 1999, 2002). The changing character of the 
welfare state is a major topic for many urban researchers focusing on spatial segregation 
(Musterd and Ostendorf, 1998).

Urban and housing policies are particularly important in deter-mining what supply 
of housing can be found in various parts of the city. For example, large numbers of 
social-rented dwellings in the Netherlands are concentrated in specific areas and these 
concentrations have engendered spatial concentrations of low-income groups (Bolt et al., 
2009). Both urban policies and housing policies have the capacity to curb market forces. 
There is a direct relation-ship between policy intervention and level of segregation, given 
that these policies are capable of perpetuating or changing existing spatial patterns. 
For this reason, the role of housing policy and urban policy figures prominently in the 
literature on spatial segregation in West European cities (e.g., Bolt et al., 2008; Preteceille, 
2000).

As states may change their priorities (Van Kempen and Murie, 2009), a deliberate choice 
to adopt, for example, measures or policies of a market-oriented approach may lead to 
an increase in expensive owner-occupied dwellings and to the promotion of individual 
homeownership, especially among middle- and higher- income groups. At the same 
time, affordable dwellings may be privatized or demolished to make way for the more 
expensive alternatives (Bolt et al., 2009). As a consequence, low-income households are 
increasingly forced to find accommodation in a declining public or social-rented part 
of the housing market or in unattractive and unsatisfactory parts of the private sector, 
creating new concentrations of low-income groups in the city (Lee and Murie, 2002).

2.2.4 Players: institutional approach
Individual people are the foundation stones of governments, housing associations, and 
other organizations. The role of key individuals in organizations can be crucial for the 
directions these organizations take. A new city mayor, a new USA president or a new 
housing-association director can make big differences. The institutional approach has 
highlighted the role of managers and the implicit or explicit goals, values, assumptions, 
and ideologies that guide them in their work (Pahl, 1975; Lipsky, 1980; Henderson and 
Karn, 1987). Although the role of individuals in managerial positions is recognized in this 
literature, a clear link with the processes of segregation or concentration has not always 
been made.
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2.2.5 Trends: macro developments
The direct and indirect influence of macro developments is increasingly acknowledged 
in the explanation of spatial segregation and concentration (Sassen, 1991; Marcuse 
and Van Kempen, 2000; Kazepov, 2005). These developments operate on spatial-scale 
levels above those of the individual city. Economic developments on a world scale 
determine to an important extent the financial room to maneuver in a local context 
of individuals, market parties, and government authorities. Rising employment levels 
offer more households additional opportunities on the housing market. Demographic 
developments on different spatial-scale levels are of great importance in the competition 
between different groups on the housing market. More immigration towards an area 
means in principle more competition in that area for housing or the best locations. 
Sociocultural developments are of importance for the differential demands people put 
on their dwelling and residential environment (Van Kempen and Özüekren, 1998).

Often the influence of macro developments is put in the framework of globalization. This 
influence has to do with the global mobility of goods, capital, and people. Foreign capital 
is seen as increasingly influential in spatial developments, the physical appearance of 
cities and neighbourhoods and, consequently, with the population structure of areas 
within a city (Beauregard and Haila, 2000). These macro developments may lead to social 
polarization (more households with a high income, more households with a low income, 
and a simultaneous decrease of the middle or median-income groups), and social 
inequality (those with the highest incomes earn more and more money, while those with 
the lowest incomes earn less and less) (Sassen, 1991, 1996; Hamnett, 1994).

Not everybody is convinced that social polarization and inequality can be seen as a logical 
result of economic developments. Chris Hamnett (1994) has shown that, in the Netherlands 
in the beginning of the 1990s, a process of polarization could not be demonstrated. He 
used the concept of professionalization, meaning that a society is increasingly populated 
by people with a high level of education and relatively high incomes, while the middle-
income and deprived groups become less important in terms of numbers. This situation 
is a kind of one-sided form of polarization. Hamnett was however criticized by the Dutch 
sociologist Jack Burgers, who asserted that Hamnett had not included people without a 
job in his calculations (Burgers, 1996).

The sociologist Loïc Wacquant has stated that an economic recession has many more 
negative effects on those with lower incomes than on the more prosperous (1993, 1996). 
He also asserted that an economic boom would not always lead to positive effects for 
those at the bottom of society (Wacquant, 1996). Social polarization and inequality are 
thus not automatically resolved by positive economic developments.
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2.3 The changing spatial structure of Chinese cities

Historically, the urban structure of Chinese cities is different from that of western 
cities. When the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) came to power in 1949, China was 
predominantly a rural society. During the period of central planning administration 
(1949–1978), Chinese cities were transformed into industrial centers, the basis of socialist 
planning principles. These included a fixed population number, separation of functional 
zones, mixed land-use zones integrating industry and residential areas, proximity of 
workplace and residence, low-density limited suburbanization, the promotion of public 
transport, and equal living standards (Gu et al., 2005; Wu, 2005).

The socialist ideology relied on having a classless urban society sustaining no significant 
income inequalities and no obvious segregation pattern. The city was composed of a 
collection of individual self-contained work-unit neighbourhoods, which formed the 
basic urban spatial structure of socialist China (Gu et al., 2005). These clusters or small 
communities created independent areas with integrated structures of residence, work, 
and services. Social equality was considerable within each of these work units, although 
there were differences between them (Wang and Murie, 2000). The largest inequalities 
were related to the administrative and occupational level. Given that the higher the 
administrative rank of the work unit, the greater was its capacity for investment in housing, 
work units related to higher administrative urban functions, such as universities, were the 
best off. Given that the housing-allocation system was based on the one hand on the 
rank of the work unit and on the other on the merit, seniority, and need of the employee, 
distributional inequalities were inevitable (Wang, 2000). Nevertheless, although absolute 
equality was not fully pursued and there were inequalities between work units, clearly 
recognizable patterns of spatial segregation did not evolve.

After the reform, Chinese cities embarked on comprehensive transformation. A new 
urban social structure emerged composed of an elite of top managers and private 
business owners, as well as increasing numbers of migrant workers (Hu and Kaplan, 2001; 
Huang, 2006; Shen, 2002) and the new urban poor composed of the unemployed, laid-
off workers, and poor rural migrants (Liu and Wu, 2006; Wu, 2009). New phenomena of 
spatial differentiation and spatial concentration have followed together with a highly 
complex tenure mix (Gu and Shen, 2003; Li and Huang, 2006; Li and Wu, 2006a; Li and Wu, 
2008; Tian et al., 2010). A new socio-spatial mosaic has emerged in which new, small-scale 
types of residential area coexist next to each other in cities. While pre-1949 urban areas 
and work-unit housing compounds still accommodate a rather mixed population, only 
households with a rather high income have access to commodity housing areas, while 
urban villages are clear concentration areas for migrants (see Chan et al., 2003; Chung, 
2010; Hao et al., 2011; Liu and Wu, 2006; Liu et al., 2010; Song et al., 2008; Tian, 2008; 
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Wang and Murie, 2000; Wang et al., 2009; Wu, 2004b; Zhang, 2011; Zhang et al., 2003 for 
more elaborate descriptions of these types of areas). In addition, new elements in the 
built environment have emerged such as shopping malls, modern office towers, hi-tech 
development zones, and central business districts (CBD) with high-quality space. While 
the inner city is undergoing urban renewal, urban sprawl is happening at the city fringe. 
Chinese cities are undergoing a dynamic process of urban restructuring, leading from 
a situation of hardly any socioeconomic segregation towards cities with more spatial 
divisions of socioeconomic groups.

2.4 Methodology

The explanations for the changing socio-spatial structure of Chinese cities are examined 
against the backdrop of the extensive literature explaining divisions in Western cities. 
Five broad categories are proposed as a framework in which to examine the different 
explanations for divided cities: trends, policies, players, position, and preferences. 
Trends refer to macro developments on a large, sometimes even global scale; Policies 
refer to institutional procedures or administrative regulations; Players to individuals 
or key positions with a certain array of power; Position to house-hold or social-group 
constraints, resources, and the ability to act and to access housing. Preferences refer to 
individual values, aspirations, choices, and attitudes. The underlying rationale was to 
categorize and examine the numerous factors authors use as explanations for the current 
changing socio-spatial structure of Chinese cities, and assess the relative relevance given 
to these factors.

To ascertain which kinds of explanation authors use to explain socio-spatial divisions in 
Chinese cities, a systematic search was undertaken for articles published in international 
journals in which urban socio-spatial segregation was a central topic. Firstly, given that 
socio-spatial divisions and segregation are inherently urban and geographical subjects, 
two journal lists were selected from the social science citation index (SSCI): the urban 
studies and the geography journal lists. From these two lists, 62 journals (see Appendix A) 
were then selected given their focus and potential attention to urban and geographical 
aspects capturing the main body of international literature on Chinese urban spatial 
segregation. Within these 62 journals, relevant articles were searched in the Web of 
Science using two main key words: (1) China and (2) Chinese cities. Secondary key words 
were searched in ‘topic’: urbanisation/urbanization, urban (re)development, neighbour-
hood/neighbourhood, segregation, concentration, urban change, and urban planning. 
In total, there were thus 20 combinations of main and secondary keywords. The search 
was restricted to articles published in the selected journals during the last decade: that 
is, between 2000 and 2010.
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Table 2.1 Article selection on socio-spatial divisions by journal.

Urban Studies list Geography list Total

Journals in SSCI list 35 52 87

Journals searched 20 42 62

Journals w/hits on China 12 23 35

Journals w/relevant articles 9 12 21

The search yielded 242 articles. This result shows that there is an impressive body of 
literature on Chinese cities. However, only a relatively small number of these articles 
examines Chinese cities from an urban socio-spatial point of view, explicitly relating it 
to segregation patterns. We acknowledge that many of the studies on urban China are 
helpful in understanding changes occurring in Chinese cities, but for this study we have 
only used articles that focus on or make a direct relation to socio-spatial divisions. The final 
selection resulted in 88 articles in 21 different journals (see Tables 2.1 and 2.2). Through 
this selection method, relevant studies and insights in books, book reviews, editorials or 
materials in Chinese were not included. Consequently, the arguments studied are those 
of scholars who write in English and who publish peer-reviewed articles in international 
journals. We call on others to incorporate the views and perspectives of authors who only 
write in Chinese in order to find out if differences emerge.

Table 2.2 Article selection on socio-spatial divisions by year.

Publication year Search hits Relevant articles

2000 15 6

2001 8 4

2002 32 8

2003 17 6

2004 17 8

2005 19 7

2006 30 12

2007 21 5

2008 22 8

2009 35 12

2010 26 12

Total 242 88

An interesting observation is that, despite the growing literature on Chinese cities, the 
scholarly articles that focus on urban socio-spatial aspects are still rather few and the 
number per year is not rising significantly (see Table 2.2). Thus, further descriptive and 
explanatory work lies ahead for urban geographers and urban sociologists.



551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo
Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020 PDF page: 51PDF page: 51PDF page: 51PDF page: 51

51

Explaining divided cities in China

2.5 Examining the literature on socio-spatial divisions 
in Chinese cities

In this section, we examine the role of each of the five categories mentioned earlier. The 
section starts with the role of trends as the Economic Reform in China is the main macro 
development that has triggered all the subsequent changes in Chinese cities. This issue is 
mentioned in the majority of articles.

2.5.1 The role of trends
After the Open Door and Reform Policy, a new path was set for development in China. 
This national government initiative to restructure the economy implied a shift in the 
state’s priorities. Instead of class struggle, economic growth became the main mission. As 
a result, the state strengthened its capacity and legitimacy for the years to come. Scholars 
tend to agree that the most relevant government initiative was the introduction of the 
market-oriented system (Gu and Shen, 2003; Li and Wu, 2006a, 2006b). The reorganization 
of the occupational structure together with large-scale migration into cities, the opening 
for direct foreign investment, and the influence of globalization have all had an impact 
on spatial patterns in cities.

Cities shifted from being centers of production to centers emphasizing consumption 
(He and Wu, 2007; Wang et al., 2005; Wu, 2004a). The CCP closed many state-owned 
enterprises (SOE) that were making no profits, which led to millions of workers being laid 
off (Wu, 2004b). The re-emerging private sector, which had been abolished during the 
socialist planned economy, prompted people to shift to jobs in this new sector (Wong 
et al., 2006). The new opportunities in the private sector came with a bigger salary in 
various professions and the rise of a group with higher consumption power (Hu and 
Kaplan, 2001). However, many of the former workers did not have the skills necessary for 
a job in the private sec-tor. On the other hand the private sector created a big demand 
for low-income jobs (Gu and Shen, 2003; Shen, 2002). The increase in these kinds of 
job led to the large-scale rural–urban migration of people seeking work. At the same 
time, the internal migration of people seeking well-paid jobs in the emerging private 
sector also increased. Migration processes are identified by many as an influential macro 
development affecting the social and spatial structure of cities (Cao, 2010; Li et al., 2009; 
He et al., 2008; Shen, 2002).

Despite the fact that the diversification of the occupational structure and national and 
international migration led to the emergence of new groups, such as the affluent (Hu 
and Kaplan, 2001; Li and Wu, 2006b), rural migrants (Li and Wu, 2006a, 2006b), and the 
new urban poor (Chen et al., 2006; Li and Wu, 2006a; Liu et al., 2008a; Wu, 2002a, 2002b, 
2007) and created social and economic disparities that were not previously present, 
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some argue that the degree of polarization or professionalization of Western cities could 
not be found in Chinese cities until recently (Liu and Wu, 2006; Wu and Ma, 2006). New 
differentiations of spatial divisions between rich and poor are now however clear in 
Chinese cities (Zhang et al., 2003).

In the western literature globalization plays an important role in many articles on spatial 
segregation. In the literature on China, globalization also plays a part in the explanations 
of divisions in Chinese cities, but different authors stress different issues. While Wu argues 
that the effect of globalization on the spatial order is considered meaningful owing to its 
catalytic effect of bringing an increased influx of foreign trade and investment (Wu, 2003), 
others argue that FDI in particular was the main source for financing urban development 
(He and Zhu, 2010; Zhang, 2002); and others argue that globalization is a major trigger for 
the growth and enhancement of high-wage occupations as well as marginal low-skilled jobs 
(Wong et al., 2006) and Gu and Shen (2003) argue that the inflow of direct foreign investment 
has led to a new elite class mainly living in the new housing constructed in the suburbs.

A few authors have addressed the relationship between economic globalization in the 
form of foreign investment and the marketization of urban land and housing on the 
one hand and urban fragmentation on the other (Wu, 2001) together with its link with 
a resident’s neighbourhood location (Chen and Sun, 2007). Others see globalization as 
a discourse that is effectively used in Chinese cities as a symbolic way in the promotion 
of high-end property for housing consumption, globalizing lifestyles and the emerging 
of spaces of consumption (Hu and Kaplan, 2001; Gaubatz, 2008; Wu, 2003, 2004c; Wu 
and Webber, 2004). This discourse translates into the physical presence of the built 
environment, as capital investment is visible in the spatial structure of different areas in 
the city. In addition, Wu and Ma (2006) argue that the appropriate term for describing 
Chinese cities is ‘globalizing cities’ (Marcuse and Van Kempen, 2000) as it captures the 
dynamic aspects of the transformations and the fact that global processes are influencing 
Chinese cities.

2.5.2 The role of policies
While trends related to the global economy have propelled a clear change in the structure 
of Chinese cities, policies have been identified as the foremost mechanisms leading to a 
divided urban structure (Huang and Jiang, 2009; He et al., 2010a, 2010b; Wang and Murie, 
2000; Wang et al., 2005; Wu, 2004b). Most of the authors emphasize the prominent role 
of policies in explaining segregation patterns. Fan asserts that institutions are the main 
factor for creating differences and inequalities (2002), while Huang  (2003) argue that 
institutional forces together with market forces play an important role in shaping the 
urban structure. Despite the fact that some have stressed the decreasing capacity of the 
state (Hu and Kaplan, 2001; Wu, 2001), most conclude that the state is ultimately involved 
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in regulating the market and thus determining the final spatial outcomes (Chen et al., 
2006; Li and Wu, 2006b; Logan et al., 2009; Ma, 2002; Wang et al., 2002).

The housing reform in China is crucial for urban development. It has entailed a series 
of crucial policies affecting socio-spatial pat-terns (Wang et al., 2005; Wu, 2002a, 2002b; 
Yeung and Howes, 2006; Zhu, 2000). The reform was designed to change the way housing 
was allocated in cities, breaking the link between work and residence, and reducing 
dependency on the government for housing. Housing responsibility shifted from the state 
to the city and then to the market (Li and Wu, 2008; Wu and Ma, 2006; Zhao and Bourassa, 
2003). In turn, this shift created a large demand for commodity housing. After 1998 all 
newly built housing was sold through market mechanisms (He, 2007; Wang, 2000). This 
shift has been referred to as the largest privatization program of the last century (Wang 
and Murie, 2000) and has had a tremendous impact on land appropriation for urban 
growth, redevelopment, and the reorganization of social groups over space. Within the 
housing provision system, Li distinguishes four different types of housing according to the 
procedure for obtaining it (2000a). While for work-unit housing allocation occupational 
rank and seniority are important; for market housing, individual household attributes are 
(and will become) more relevant. The criteria for housing consumption are constrained 
by the wider system of housing provision (Wu, 2004d). Housing reform and land reform 
provide institutional support for real-estate development (Ren, 2008; Wu, 2007).

The wave of urbanization and urban redevelopment has been the center of attention for 
many scholars studying the development of Chinese cities. The 1984 urban policies have 
led to a ‘comprehensive transformation of the operation and administration of urban 
enterprises, migration, land use and urban planning’ (Gu and Shen, 2003, p. 108; Wu and 
He, 2005). Planning bureaus and institutes have the power to decide where certain types 
of housing are to be built. Further mechanisms have been implemented to support local-
government entrepreneurialism and the promotion of local economic growth through 
housing and land reform (He and Wu, 2005; Shin, 2009; Wei and Li, 2002; Wu, 2001). Local-
government profit-driven entrepreneurial activities are characteristic of the state and 
significantly influence social and spatial changes in different areas of cities.

Urban transformation has occurred through the development of the urban land market 
and through the processes of urban redevelopment (Tian, 2008; Xu et al., 2009). The urban 
land market started to emerge in 1980 when land-use rights and land ownership were 
separated in order to make land-use rights available for commercial use. This fundamental 
institutional change has led to the development of real-estate markets (Hu and Kaplan, 
2001). State-owned enterprises became property investors and purchasers of commodity 
housing (Wu, 2003). Local governments gained control over urban land, land leasing, the 
negotiation of urban land, land revenue, and the production of commodity housing to 
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promote urban redevelopment.  Walcott and Panell (2006) highlight the role of the state 
in deliberately creating a framework for state investment in property and capitalization 
in land-use rights. This commodification of urban housing invariably affects urban socio-
spatial patterns (Chen et al., 2006). The strongly profit-oriented process of land leasing 
driven by speculation enhances urban sprawl (Li and  Huang, 2006) and the displacement of 
residents (Li and Song,  2009; Yang and Chang, 2007). The scale of residential displacement 
is rather large, creating areas that become the domain of prosperous households and other 
areas for low-income households. Moreover, high-income families have moved out of the 
old traditional areas, whereas the low-income households and the older generations have 
remained there, creating concentrations of marginal populations including unemployed 
urban households and rural migrants (He et al., 2008).

Urban redevelopment has led to changing urban functions and an increasing demand for 
land. Studies of urban redevelopment help us understand changes at the neighbourhood 
level and are thus relevant.  He and Wu (2007) have put forward the concept of ‘property-
led redevelopment’ to describe the strategy for promoting urban and economic 
growth. It changes not only the built environment, but also the social geography of 
neighbourhoods.  Li and Wu (2006b) argue that neighbourhoods in central areas of the 
city, which are generally dilapidated areas, are being transformed through residential 
displacement and gentrification. Gentrified neighbourhoods attract professional middle-
class residents (He, 2010; Wang and Lau, 2009). Gentrification also engenders processes 
of displacement and thus leads to the considerable transformations of neighbourhoods 
(He and Wu, 2005, 2007; Li and Wu, 2008; Yang and Chang, 2007). Gentrification is thus 
one of the leading processes resulting in socio-spatial transformations in cities. The state 
plays an important role in facilitating gentrification through policy interventions and 
mobilizing resources to address fragmented property rights (He, 2007).

Another institutional policy considered to be one of the most important elements in 
shaping the current structure of Chinese cities is the hukou. It is a fundamental agent 
for social fragmentation (Li and Wu, 2006a). The existence of the hukou system has been 
important in the development of Chinese cities in general and patterns of segregation 
in particular. The group of rural migrants possessing an official ‘rural’ registration, but 
living a ‘quasi-urban way of life’ (Ma, 2002) has received considerable research attention 
in China (Chan, 2009; Fan, 2002; Goodkind and West, 2002; Gu and Shen, 2003).

One’s hukou defines one’s access to opportunities or constraints and thus directly 
affects one’s life chances. For example, while a hukou guarantees urban residents job 
security, food, education, housing, and other benefits, a rural hukou allows the collective 
ownership of land and avoidance of the one-child policy (Chan, 2009; Fan, 2002; He et 
al., 2008). However, for rural migrants in cities, their hukou status imposes many barriers 
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by excluding them from access to subsidized housing (Liu and Wu, 2006) and limiting 
their housing options. This situation forces rural migrants to concentrate in company 
dormitories or in private rental housing (Shen, 2002), creating a spatial concentration of 
rural migrants in urban villages (Gu and Shen, 2003; Wang, 2005; Wang et al., 2010).

2.5.3 The role of players
Although some studies of Chinese cities have pointed out the roles of the different players, 
this differentiation is not always explicit, nor has it been a central theme in the study of socio-
spatial divisions in China. Nevertheless, a few aspects can be highlighted. Whereas in the 
Western literature players are usually individuals, in the Chinese case they cannot only be 
individuals, but also entities such as the state or the local government. The party-state can be 
argued to be one of the most important players. In the Chinese context, it plays multiple roles 
as decision maker, regulator, and evaluator, approving, and overseeing implementation. For 
example, Huang (2004) argues that local governments behave differently in different cities 
resulting in the diversity of housing stock, housing markets, and housing patterns. These 
entrepreneurial activities of the local government deserve further attention.

Just as the government exercises multiple identities (Lin and Ho, 2005; Ma, 2002; Yang 
and Chang, 2007), so do the individuals within it. Ma argues that the line between the 
public and private sectors is blurred as the same individual plays a hybrid role of party 
official and businessman (Ma, 2002). This feature is relevant in China’s political context as 
most of the transactions occur within a web of personal relations and often the objectives 
are rather short term given that the period of a political position is limited.

Moreover, Ma argues that the top leaders of the CCP have determined all the important 
events, such as the open-door policy, the reform, setting up the special economic zone, 
decentralizing, instituting paid land-leasing schemes in cities, all of which have led to clear 
socio-spatial divisions in cities (2002). Wu highlights the link between city mayors and the 
Chinese political elite and leaders as this relationship not only strengthens the status 
of the city, but also allows for circumventions to facilitate development projects within 
certain city areas (Wu, 2003). It is also argued that leaders’ attitudes towards globalization 
and regionalism are reflected in the city’s approach to redevelopment (Gaubatz, 2008). 
Gu and Shen (2002) reports that politically-influential local-government officials and the 
managers of work units are strongly opposed to the rent reform. As a consequence, even 
after many years, the rent for public housing remains very low. This curbs the incentives 
for the tenants to buy commercial housing, so they tend to stay where they are even if the 
housing conditions are not good.

In addition, the state and its policies have enabled new actors wanting to make money, like 
developers, who are often directly related to the government, and who promote a global 
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lifestyle to sell higher-end property (Wu, 2004c). Other relevant players in the process of 
residential relocation are identified, such as real-estate speculators, developers, brokers, 
and demolition companies (Wu, 2004a); or foreign investors and state-owned enterprises 
in urban land-leasing negotiation (Wu, 2003); or planning bureaus and institutes that 
hold the power to decide where certain types of housing are built; or design companies, 
relocation companies, and academic institutions involved in urban redevelopment and 
resettlement (Shin, 2009, 2010; Yang and Chang, 2007). Nevertheless, there is very little 
known about the incentives, values, and assumptions of these new players.

2.5.4. The role of position
Examining the position of households or social groups in relation to their access to 
housing is also extremely important in the Chinese case. Just as in the western literature, 
in China, different groups are differently positioned in terms of their access to the housing 
market (Wu and Li, 2005). However, while in the western context the resources available 
to a household mainly relate to their socioeconomic position, the literature on Chinese 
cities shows that the housing-market position is determined more by the prominent 
role of policies and institutions than by a house-hold’s socioeconomic position (Fang, 
2006; Huang, 2003; Li, 2004; Liu and Wu, 2006; Li and Wu, 2008). Nevertheless, the role 
of socioeconomic status, which was not important before the re-form, is becoming 
increasingly so in explaining where people live (Li and Huang, 2006).

People’s positions do matter. Studies have been carried out regarding the ‘sorting’ 
of people into different residential areas (Chen and Sun, 2007). Despite the fact that 
commercial housing is now sold directly to individuals, the main buyers of commodity 
housing are still the work units (Li, 2004; Wang and Li, 2004). Most areas have 
heterogeneous populations but homogenous tenure (Li and Wu, 2008). Therefore, 
institutional attachments like work-units or job position still have a relevant role in tenure 
choice and spatial differentiation (Huang and Clark, 2002; Li and Wu, 2008; Wu, 2004a).

Another important force identified for structuring urban space that is directly related to 
position is residential mobility (He et al., 2008, 2010a; Li and Siu, 2001). Huang argues that 
after the housing reform, the majority of moves was initiated by the danwei, and a large 
percentage was involuntary (2003). The danwei rather than market forces provided the 
incentives for suburbanization (Feng  et al., 2008; Li and Siu, 2001). Many of these moves 
involved people with higher education and high-status jobs as work-units would buy 
housing outside the city core and offer it at a heavily-subsidized price.

The relationship between residential mobility and access to housing position is also 
exemplified by the fact that low-income groups experience different processes owing 
to institutional arrangements that have a major impact on their housing-market position 
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and thus on their place of residence (He et al., 2008; Liu and Wu, 2006; Liu et al., 2008b; 
Logan et al., 2009; Wu et al., 2010). Several authors have focused on disadvantaged groups 
in Chinese cities (He et al., 2008; Wu, 2004b, 2007). Despite the fact that the housing 
market is open to everyone (Wu and Webber, 2004), the urban poor have limited welfare 
dependency and are excluded from the housing market. But the urban poor also have 
limited residential choice because of their weaker social ties. (Chen et al., 2006). They live 
in the old dilapidated parts of the city and in deteriorating workers’ villages (Wu, 2007).

Some argues that low-income groups, such as the urban poor and rural migrants, can 
also be differentiated further into established migrants and recent migrants (Logan et al., 
2009); they experience different processes owing to institutional arrangements that have 
a major impact on their housing-market position and thus on their place of residence 
(Wu, 2002a, 2002b; Zheng et al., 2009). Whereas established migrants might have a better 
position than former danwei employees in terms of access to the housing market owing to 
the likelihood of a higher salary, recent migrants are likely to earn even less than laid-off 
danwei workers. Former workers are eligible for social housing, while migrants are in an 
institutionally inferior position through their hukou and face institutional exclusion from 
social-market housing. Their position limits their living areas to company dormitories, 
construction sites or private rental housing in urban villages. As a result, their housing 
conditions differ from those of poor groups with an urban hukou (Jiang, 2006; Huang, 
2001; Shen, 2002). The spatial concentrations of rural migrants’ urban villages are 
regarded by some as the logical outcome (Li and Huang, 2006; Chen et al., 2006; Shen, 
2002; Wang et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2003).

Commodity and self-built housing are two types of private housing that can be accessed 
by groups with higher incomes as well as those with a low-rank occupational status (Li, 
2000a). They can choose either to rent or to buy (Huang and Clark, 2002). Certainly, the 
affluent group is in a more advantageous position. Despite the fact that affordability 
seems to be an aspect of concern (Li, 2004), the housing market has concentrated 
heavily on high-end residential development, disregarding market housing for other 
social groups. As a result, the concentration of the affluent has become an important 
development shaping the patterns of segregation (Li and Wu, 2006a, 2008).

2.5.5 The role of preferences
Whereas in the western literature, the role of preferences has long been of importance, 
the relevance of preferences in the literature of the Chinese context is rather recent and 
less prominent given that residential mobility is still to a large extent tied to institutional 
factors (Wu, 2004a).  Wang and Li (2004) argue that current housing consumption is 
generally not the outcome of a household’s choice. Less than 10 years ago, the main buyer 
of housing was still the work unit (Li, 2000b). Nevertheless, it is increasingly relevant to 
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examine housing decisions, preferences, and factors influencing housing choice as the 
impact of socioeconomic status is becoming stronger. As the introduction of the housing 
market provides residents with more choice with regard to their type of housing, housing 
preferences are becoming more relevant and are expected to play a bigger role in the 
future (He and Wu, 2007; Huang and Clark, 2002; Li, 2004; Li and Siu, 2001; Wang, 2000; 
Zhou and Ma, 2000).

As there is an increased social and spatial mobility in Chinese cities, scholars have examined 
the extent to which western theories apply to the Chinese case to explain this process. 
The hypothesis that housing mobility is a housing-adjustment process related to changes 
in the life course reveals rather different results in the Chinese context. Important factors 
in the life course, like age, marital status or birth of a child, seem to bring about a change 
in residence less often (Gu et al., 2005; Li, 2004). Similarly, residential dissatisfaction does 
not lead to residential mobility, and neither does change of marital status (Fang, 2006; 
Li 2004). Detailed local studies of residential differentiation and housing mobility have 
found that housing tenure is not only an important dimension for spatial differentiation, 
but also the main feature of segregation Li and Wu, 2008). Residential mobility out of 
choice often, although not always, accompanies a tenure choice, which at an aggregate 
level has effects on the city’s urban restructuring (Li and Siu, 2001). Low affordability and 
high subsidies contribute to low rates of homeownership (Huang, 2004).

Despite the fact that the affluent are taking advantage of the increasing housing choice, 
and are willing to pay for the symbolic value of certain neighbourhoods (Hu and Kaplan, 
2001; Wang and Lau, 2009), many still live in public housing subsidized by the state or 
in former work-unit housing closer to their workplace. This inertia implies that, despite 
having access to better housing quality, the practical advantages of the former work-
unit housing are still strong. This notion is supported by Wang and Li (2004, 2006) who 
found that when talking about housing preferences, neighbourhood variables are more 
important than dwelling characteristics since residents prefer neighbourhoods with 
a good reputation, security, and convenience. In particular, gated communities have 
received considerable attention (Huang, 2006; Wu, 2005; Wu and Webber, 2004; Wu, 
2010). Villas and town houses are sold to those who can afford them with the promise 
of a safe, sanitized, and modern environment supported by a discourse of modernity 
(Pow, 2009). The predilection of the affluent for these residential areas reflects their 
preferences for a specific lifestyle. Pow (2007) argues that a new moral ordering of urban 
space is emerging based on territoriality and exclusion, enhancing class identity and 
distinction. Gated communities are chosen more for their symbolic significance than for 
their functional utility.



551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo
Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020 PDF page: 59PDF page: 59PDF page: 59PDF page: 59

59

Explaining divided cities in China

2.6 Conclusion

In this paper, we have examined the mechanisms creating socio-spatial differentiation 
in Chinese cities by looking at five categories of explanations within the relevant body 
of international peer-reviewed literature. Whereas research on urban spatial segregation 
and concentration commenced in Western cities about a century ago, research in 
Chinese cities is only a few decades old. The number of articles on spatial divisions in 
Chinese cities is however steadily growing. While western theories and mechanisms have 
been a steppingstone for scholars in explaining socio-spatial divisions in China, it is clear 
that these theories and mechanisms differ significantly in the Chinese context and thus 
require further conceptualizations and understandings.

The western literature’s starting point is the thesis of the Chicago school: people arrange 
themselves into distinct neighbourhoods, asserting the pivotal role of individuals. 
Since then many developments have also been examined such as the supply of the 
housing market, the role of the welfare state, urban and housing policies, demographic 
developments, and globalization. In China, the urban experience is fundamentally 
different and research highlights the role of policies within the distinctiveness of China’s 
context (Ma, 2002; Wu and Ma, 2006). The intertwined structure of party-state political 
power, the complex reciprocal relations between government and business, and the 
ingrained institutional factors have been the starting point for many researchers.

Economic restructuring has had major implications for change in the socio-spatial structure 
of cities. New social groups like the affluent, migrants or the new urban poor are starting 
to concentrate owing to policies, changes in land use, the entrepreneurial approach of 
local government, and urban-redevelopment processes. In addition, the displacement 
of the poor and gentrification are shaping different city areas. Cities are now much more 
differentiated in terms of employment, education, population, household composition, 
and housing quality. New neighbourhoods with a homogeneous composition are 
shaping the urban structure and pockets of concentration can increasingly be found at 
the community level (Wu and He, 2005).

Despite the emerging market-oriented mechanisms, the institutional factors play a major 
role in housing provision and housing consumption. Not everyone has been empowered 
equally by the housing commodification. Income mainly determines different groups’ 
housing-market positions; these can also be shaped however by the legacy of institutional 
policies, such as hukou status and work relationships. The preferences of households and 
individuals have not yet received much attention in the literature on Chinese cities, but 
are gradually becoming more important, especially in the context of a rising commercial 
housing market. Interestingly, conventional propositions that households adjust their 
housing needs according to their life cycle do not seem to apply in China.
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The most detrimental impact of these new patterns and socio-spatial changes could lead to 
conflicting class distinctions supported by different and new residential neighbourhoods 
and ways of living. Further studies should address the perceptions and feelings about 
these divisions. Furthermore, the role of players and gatekeepers, like urban planners 
and developers, needs further re-search. Studies addressing inter-city variations would 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the dynamics in urban China.

Chinese cities are also divided cities. Distinctive and more homogeneous neighbourhoods 
by tenure, socioeconomic status, and hukou are increasingly shaping the urban structure. 
However, the city is not divided in the Western sense. While the literature on Western 
divided cities is almost always built on negative connotations leading to, for example, 
negative neighbourhood effects for people living in concentration areas of the poor, 
these connotations do not seem to apply in the Chinese case. Nevertheless, the concept 
of a divided city is a useful characterization when examining socio-spatial differentiation 
in urban areas. The concept reveals the complexity of urban inequalities in different 
geographical contexts. In this case, although similar socio-spatial patterns are emerging 
from different political and economic backgrounds, the cultural and institutional 
particularities of China result in a new type of divided city: a divided city with Chinese 
characteristics. This portrayal reflects on one hand the dynamism of the transformations 
currently occurring, while on the other highlighting the impact of the context in which 
these processes operate. This endeavor requires further elaboration. Authorities are 
beginning to realize the risk involved in developing a polarized and segregated society 
and the deep implications in a society that traditionally cared for its disadvantaged 
citizens and where cities tended to be more homogenous in character with practically 
no segregation. Paying attention to the future developments of segregation in Chinese 
cities is not only necessary, but also imperative. Understanding the role and relevance of 
the different dynamics involved in the complex transformation of China’s divided cities 
is crucial.
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Chapter 3

Abstract

As Chinese cities are becoming increasingly diverse at the neighbourhood level, this 
chapter examines the changing profile of four neighbourhood types: traditional, work-
unit, commercial and urban village. Their historical development as well as their current 
dwelling attributes and socio-demographic profiles are examined using the data gathered 
from a survey undertaken in Nanjing corresponding to every individual in the household 
providing a richer profile of the neighbourhoods. An analysis of each neighbourhoods’ 
profile in terms of socio-demographics as well as on dwelling attributes provides a clear 
perspective on actual conditions of differentiation and inequality. A Gini-coefficient as 
well as a Theil Index are used to discern the relative variation and distribution of certain 
aspects between and within neighbourhood types. Results show that there is a higher 
inequality in terms of housing area within traditional and urban villages; while the 
difference is bigger between for work units and commercial neighbourhoods.  Work-
units are the most unequal in terms of income. This is mirrored in residents’ perspectives 
who are the most negative on their evaluations of life in work-units; while residents in 
commercial neighbourhoods are the most positive. 

KEYWORDS: Neighbourhood, traditional, work-unit, commercial, urban-village, urban 
inequality
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3.1 Introduction

It is widely known that neighbourhoods are increasingly being differentiated and 
that there is a growing inequality in urban China (He et al., 20I0; Li and Huang, 2006). 
Thirty years ago, China was a relatively homogenous society with fairly equal housing 
conditions and most urban residents were exposed to rather similar urban environments. 
The housing reform of 1998 brought about many changes, which have significantly 
shaped the urban environment and the social geography of cities. Already at the turn of 
the century, Wang and Murie (2000) forecasted that spatial differentiation would occur 
according to differentiated areas related to construction periods. These newly divided 
cities show unprecedented level of diversity and heterogeneity in residential urban 
spaces (Wu, 2010b; Wu and He, 2005).

This increasing socio-spatial differentiation raises questions around inequality. In the 
past couple of years, China has implemented policies aimed at reducing or slowing down 
the growing rate of inequality. For example, limitations have been set to the number of 
homes that can be owned by one individual; a maximum housing area for newly built 
homes was limited to 90m2; or more recently, a 20 per cent income tax on home sales was 
announced. For these or any other policies to be effective -and in order for them to support 
a more equitable distribution of resources- a thorough understanding of the current 
conditions of inequality and the interdependencies occurring between neighbourhoods 
are essential (Galster, 2001; Keams and Parkinson, 2001). It is also imperative to identify 
the implications on residents’ perceptions and expectations regarding the increasing 
differentiation. As China’s leadership continues to work towards a harmonious society, 
a detailed examination of neighbourhood differentiation between and within, together 
with an evaluation of levels of inequality, seems crucial for the design of spatial and social 
planning policies.

To this end, several scholars have made important contributions to a deeper understanding 
of the current urban transformation and differentiation in urban China. On one hand, 
socio-spatial differentiation has been studied at the subdistrict level (Wu and Li, 2005) 
as well as at the neighbourhood level with emphasis on poverty neighbourhoods (He 
and Wu, 2007; He et al., 2008; 2010; Li and Wu, 2006; Liu and Wu, 2006; Liu et al., 2008; 
Wu, 2007; Wu and He, 2005; Wu et al., 2010) and some on the residential location of the 
affluent (Hu and Kaplan, 2001). On the other hand, studies on housing inequality have 
focused on aspects of housing consumption, tenure and prices (Huang, 2004; Huang and 
Clark, 2002; Li, 2000a, 2000b; Li, 2012; Li and Yi, 2007; Logan et al., 2009). Most of these 
studies have used national or citywide data. To this date, with some exceptions (He, 2013), 
there is still a gap not only in terms of the use of contemporary data to examine the latest 
changes, but also in providing a comparative analysis of the extent of differentiation 
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between and within different neighbourhood types and the significance of this for 
inequality. In addition, little is known about residents’ perceived inequality in terms of 
how they experience their residential space. 

It is in this context that this chapter aims at creating a more comprehensive understanding 
of current conditions of actual and perceived inequality. By scrutinizing a multi-
neighbourhood household survey collected in Nanjing at the end of 2010, this study 
provides a deeper understanding of the current neighbourhood differentiation in terms of 
the spatial structure and social change between and within different four neighbourhood 
types. It is argued that even though differences between neighbourhood types are quite 
prominent due to the spatial, institutional and temporal settings, inequality within each 
neighbourhood type is higher and relevant to address policy-wise. 

The following section provides a brief discussion on the unit of analysis, followed by 
an account of data and methodology. The next section provides an examination of 
neighbourhood differentiation in terms of dwelling attributes and socio-demographic 
characteristics. Thereafter, inequality is measured using the Gini-coefficient and Theil 
index to provide a decomposition of inequality based on spatially defined subgroups. 
The final section concludes with recommendations for policy. 

3.2 The neighbourhood as unit of analysis 

In almost every part of the world neighbourhoods are the core constituents of the 
urban fabric. Every city is composed of these residential spaces, which serve different 
functions for economic activities, service provision and socialization. Spatial attributes of 
a neighbourhood vary in quantity and composition, making neighbourhoods “distinctly 
categorized by type and/or by quality” (Galster, 2001: 2113). Physical aspects that define 
a neighbourhood include the landscaping, streetscaping, design and materials. In 
addition to these physical characteristics, certain neighbourhood characteristics are a 
reflection of the collective attributes of its residents. For example: age distribution, family 
composition, education levels, and occupation. Galster (2001) highlights the importance 
of residents, given that their aggregated attributes are assigned to the neighbourhood 
itself. Moreover, issues of social exclusion, marginalization and segregation, all have a 
spatial component, which in most cases, ultimately comes down to the neighbourhood 
level. 

The term “neighbourhood” was first coined by William E. Drummond in 1912 (Johnson, 
2002) when planners, architects and urban policy makers were looking for a concept to 
improve living conditions and that could satisfy human needs. As a design solution, it 
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provided a space for the interaction between the built environment and the residents, a 
micro community with a focus on housing. In China, the concept of the neighbourhood 
was introduced by Western planners and Western-trained Chinese planners in the late 
1940s (for a historical review see Lu, 2006). 

Since then, the neighbourhood has served as a key unit for urban development. This 
study takes the neighbourhood as the primary unit of analysis. In particular, four 
neighbourhood types are examined. First, traditional-neighbourhoods: inner city 
neighbourhoods built before 1949. Second, former work-unit (danwei): productive units 
mainly built during the socialist time (1949-1978), and allocated as welfare housing. Third, 
commercial-neighbourhoods: began to be built in the late 1990s and sold at market 
prices. Fourth, urban-villages neighbourhoods have been developed since the 80s in the 
inner suburbs and urban fringe as a result of urban sprawl and land reform. 

Each neighbourhood type comprises a distinct set of characteristics, as each is 
representative of a particular time period reflecting a distinctive institutional context. 
Ten years into the turn of the twenty-first century and about twelve years after the 
housing reform, these neighbourhood types co-exist in Chinese cities. Already from 
their spatial configuration and built environment, it is apparent that there is a growing 
neighbourhood differentiation.

3.3 Data and methodology

Fieldwork was carried out in the capital of Jiangsu Province, Nanjing, a second-tier coastal 
city. Nanjing has a historical importance, as it has been the capital of ten dynasties and the 
capital of the Republic of China. During the planned economy (1949-1978), it was chosen 
by the central government for industrial development. As a traditional industrial city, it 
accommodates large state-owned enterprises in heavy industry and it holds a strategic 
location for industrial growth in industries like petrochemical, machinery and textiles. 
Nowadays, it is a typical example of a Chinese city experiencing market transition and 
economic restructuring (He et al., 2008). 

A multi-neighbourhood survey was conducted between October and December of 
2010 by means of face-to face home visits in the four types of neighbourhoods. For each 
neighbourhood type, there were two different neighbourhoods in the sample. Traditional 
include Pingshijie and Diaoyutai; work-unit are Xiaoxixincun and Nanxiucun; commercial 
include Meihuashan and Zhonghai; and Gaojiecun and Shiangxuiqioercun are the urban-
villages. All neighbourhoods are located within the urban city core of Nanjing (Figure 3.1). 
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Figure 3.1 Location of surveyed neighbourhoods in Nanjing

The target was to gather 800 surveys in total, 100 in each neighbourhood. A systematic 
random sampling with a fixed interval was used to select respondents. In total, 1488 
addresses were visited. Of these, 678 had to be counted as nonresponse because either 
residents did not want to participate or there was no one at home. The response rate is of 
55 per cent. In total, 826 full surveys were gathered, and after revision for completeness 
and consistency 804 surveys are included in the analysis. Either the household head or 
the spouse completed the survey. In order to provide a more representative picture of the 
neighbourhood, the survey gathers information not only at the individual level, but also 
at the household level. Socio demographic information like age, gender, education, and 
hukou was collected for every household member living on the same address, resulting 
in a total population sample of 1937 people. The survey also gathers the respondent’s 
current and previous housing conditions and evaluations, reasons for mobility, future 
expectations, and information on neighborly relations. 

In order to analyze the differences between and within the neighbourhoods, two commonly 
used measures for inequality, the Gini-coefficient and the Theil index are employed. 
These measurements of inequality explain the relative variation of an attribute among  
individuals or groups of people. The first measure was proposed by the Italian Corrado 
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Gini and measures the distribution of an attribute, like income, over the total population 
sample. The coefficient varies between perfect equality measured as 0, and 1, which is 
perfect inequality. Since this measurement uses the mean value of the total population, 
a comparison of two Gini-coefficients between different groups can only tell something 
about the relative distribution of that attribute in comparison to the other group. This 
means, for example, that two neighbourhoods with a same Gini-coefficient of 0.3, which 
is already regarded as unequal, are not equally rich or equally poor, but that their income 
distribution is equally distributed. Thus, this measurement lacks a comparative aspect. 

To overcome this methodological problem, another tool, the Theil index proposed 
by Henri Theil (1967) is used in the analysis. It has the benefit of being additive across 
different subgroups. This means that the overall measure is the sum of inequalities within 
and between subgroups and, thus, a comparison between and within groups is possible. 
In other words, this index can be decomposed into the sum of the individual groups and 
the proportion of variability relative to the overall inequality can be identified. It has also 
been argued to be a solid analytical tool to examine inequalities attributable to between 
and within spatially defined subgroups (Novotny, 2007).

3.4 Neighbourhood development and typology

This section incorporates the main findings of existing literature, together with fieldwork 
to explain the main characteristics of each neighbourhood type by providing a brief 
historical overview of the drivers of housing transformation and their effect on how these 
neighbourhoods look like today. 

The development of neighbourhoods in China has experienced several major 
transformations over time. Traditional neighbourhoods (Figure 3.2), which have a long 
history in the inner city, are the oldest type of residential area that still accommodates a 
significant group of the population in Chinese cities. In Nanjing, these were built during 
the Ming and Qing Dynasties in the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries respectively with 
a central courtyard. Former private housing was also built in these areas at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. After 1949, private property was confiscated by the state and 
housing got divided into smaller units for several families to share. Currently, these 
areas are mainly composed of rundown one- or two story buildings, are managed by 
the municipal housing bureaus and are sometimes used as resettlement housing (Logan 
et al., 1999). Given their central location, these neighbourhoods have been identified 
as key targets for redevelopment, a socio-spatial change leading to displacement and 
gentrification (He, 2010; He and Wu, 2007; Li and Song, 2009; Wu, 2004a). Response from 
residents is very mixed and even though in some cases demolishment has occurred for 
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several years, there is still a group of mainly elderly citizens that do not want to relocate. 
These neighbourhoods will most likely still exist for some years as there is still resistance 
from the original residents to move; however, for their child it might be easier to accept 
compensation and redevelopment, leaving way for urban planners to demolish these 
areas completely. Previous research has found that these areas are generally characterized 
by an overrepresentation of the elderly, a high population density, low education levels, 
and a concentration of poverty through a mix of laid-off and migrants (He et al., 2010; Liu 
and Wu, 2006; Wu and He, 2005).

Figure 3.2 Traditional Neighbourhoods. Former private housing (top left); Shared semi-open 
kitchen (top right); View of a neighbourhood street from above (bottom left); Street view 
showing traditional characteristics (bottom centre and right)

The year 1949 marked a turning point for urban development. The Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) pronounced the aim of creating an egalitarian society. From then onwards 
national five-year plans set out the guidelines for economic and social development, 
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consequently, having implications for the urban development. Massive construction 
projects were initiated by work-units to ease the existing housing shortages that resulted 
from the Sino-Japanese war. These large-scale residential developments, the new work-
unit built neighbourhoods (Figure 3.3), provided residential six- to eight-story buildings 
with open staircases and without elevators. They resemble the company town model 
living facilities with a functional and economic integration of residence and production 
in close proximity. Apartments, canteens, dormitories, public bathhouses, nurseries and 
primary schools were all integrated in close proximity. Different types of work-units, for 
example industrial, education or government, were able to provide different qualities of 
services and features exclusive to their residents (Lu, 2006), depending on their power 
and relation to the central government. Overall, this type of residence provided highly 
subsidized housing as part of the welfare program. It was considered a privileged form 
of urban housing and constituted the single most important form of organization during 
the socialist period (Wu, 2010b). By the mid-1980s, work-units owned practically all of the 
urban public housing (Wang, 2000). 

Figure 3.3 Work-unit Neighbourhoods,. Open entrance and staircase (top left and bottom 
centre); Typical building structure (top right and bottom left); Neighbourhood gate (bottom 
right)
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After the nationwide housing reform of 1998, sitting tenants were encouraged to buy 
their flats. Different schemes were created to ensure a shift from rent-occupied to 
owned-occupied housing and the formation of the housing market (for an analysis of 
policies see Wang et al., 2012). Overall, as these neighbourhoods experienced housing 
privatization, and different social groups were affected (Wang et al., 2005) low-income 
households became owners of work-unit apartments, which are generally considered 
low capitalized assets within the market (Huang and Clark, 2002; Wu, 2004b; Wu, 2007). 
Previous studies mainly focusing on manufacturing work-units, have called these areas 
“degraded workers villages” due to the concentration of industrial laid-off workers (He et 
al., 2010) and given that many of these neighbourhoods tend to house the urban poor 
who were hit by market redundancies (Wu, 2004b; 2007).

As residential development got transferred to private developers as part of the housing 
commodification, commercial housing neighbourhoods (Figure 3.4) started to appear in 
the early 1990s. There is a substantial variation between neighbourhoods belonging to 
this type. Most of the newly constructed housing after the reform was bought by work-
units and sold to employees at highly subsidized prices based on institutional factors 
such as employment history and occupational rank (Li, 2000b ). Those built in the early 
period resemble work -unit housing in their physical characteristics although they differ 
in that they represent housing commodification, not privatization. At a later stage, the 
design principle of the micro-district (xiaoqu) was widely implemented for commercial-
neighbourhoods. The concept was transmitted from the Soviet Union socialist planners. 
This scheme gained support as it provided a unit for national community building 
(shequjianse), a way to organize residents’ lives efficiently, and the basic unit for new 
urban governance (Lu, 2006). These micro-districts offer variation in terms of location, 
amenities, landscaping, property management services, elaborated security systems 
and different types of building design (height, orientation, size of dwelling, number of 
rooms, size of bedrooms and living room). Most buildings in these areas are residential 
multi-story buildings and in some cases include single-family housing (villa). Developers 
cater to the newly rich, as in principle access to this housing now depends on income, 
and not institutional attachments, as it did still in the end of the 1990s. This type of 
neighbourhood is the model for present-day planning in Chinese cities. 
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Figure 3.4 Commercial Neighbourhoods.
Landscaping, amenities and services

The last type of neighbourhood examined is the urban-village or chengzhoncun (Figure 
3.5) (for discussion of the concept see Chung, 2010). These neighbourhoods started to 
emerge in the early 1990s as cities grew, and traditionally rural and collectively owned 
land started to be encompassed into the city. As the government reclaimed the land 
for urban expansion, farmers were left without their traditional means of livelihood. 
Therefore, farmers turned into landlords by building rooms on their housing plots and 
renting them out to rural migrants who moved to the city in search of employment. 
Planning regulations are usually not met and these neighbourhoods tend to have narrow 
streets to maximize housing opportunities. In terms of height, most of the buildings are 
multi-storied. For example, in coastal cities buildings can be ten to fifteen floors high, 
while in other cities like Nanjing, they are just two or three floors. Urban-villages have 
a mixed land use where industries are also located (Hao et al., 2011). Urban officials and 
policy makers tend to regard these areas as problematic and undesirable due to their 
gray status. However, they offer significant affordable housing opportunities for migrants 
(Wang et al., 2009). Moreover, these neighbourhoods tend to offer all sorts of services 
from small restaurants to supermarkets and schools. These areas have been characterized 
as concentrations of private rental housing (Wu, 2007) and low quality market rental at 
high prices (Liu et al., 2010; Logan et al., 2009).
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Figure 3.5 Urban-village Neighbourhoods. Street store (top left); Different rental housing 
constructions and streets (top right, bottom left and centre); Landlords house (bottom right)

3.5 Current socio-spatial differentiation between and 
within the four neighbourhood types

Using the survey data, this section examines both dwelling attributes as well as socio-
economic characteristics of the four different neighbourhood types in terms of their 
distribution within the neighbourhood and in comparison to other neighbourhood types.

3.5.1 Differentiation of dwelling attributes 
Among the four neighbourhood types (Table 3.1) is not surprising that the largest 
concentration of the smallest units is located in urban-villages as these units were built 
with the intention of maximizing opportunities for renting one-room units to migrants. 
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Slightly bigger units are more common in traditional neighbourhoods; but the large 
majority are under 60m2. In work-units, most of the apartments range between 61- 80m2 
and in this sample there were no apartments bigger than 100m2. Clearly, the largest units 
are located in commercial housing with a majority well over 100m2. This is reflected in the 
number of sleeping rooms. One-bedroom units are primarily found in urban-villages and 
traditional areas; whereas two-bedrooms is characteristic of work-units, and three-and-
four-bedrooms for commercial. This does not directly reflect the size of the apartments, 
as traditionally, sleeping rooms used to be larger than living rooms and this relation has 
changed. This differentiation in terms of housing space and internal character reflects the 
time-institutional context in which the different neighbourhoods were built and position 
themselves in a different niche in terms of the housing market. 

Table 3.1  Dwelling attributes per neighbourhood type

Traditional Work-unit Commercial Urban-village
Housing area (m2) %

<=20 30 2 0 65
21-40 39 5 0 18
41-60 14 25 1 3
61-80 6 59 9 3
81-100 4 10 18 4
101-120 4 0 25 2
121-150 2 0 31 1
>=150 2 0 18 3

Number of sleeping rooms %
1 61 11 0 82
2 25 74 38 10
3-4 12 16 62 7
>=5 2 0 1 1

Tenure %
Rent 47 14 5 90
Own 3 78 91 0
Free 50 8 4 10

Regarding facilities, in traditional housing it is common to find a partly open corridor 
with a few gas stoves that serves as a shared kitchen where neighbors commonly cook 
together, while in urban-villages it is more common for renters to have a small gas stove 
in their room or just outside in the corridor, reflecting a comparatively less social dynamic 
around food. Work-units usually have a closed room used for cooking while commercial 
housing might also have an open kitchen concept. In general, units in urban-villages have 
no private toilet or shower, similar to traditional housing, where there are public toilets. 
Work-unit housing tends to have one shower and toilet per unit, while in commercial 
housing one or even two are most common.
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In terms of tenure, traditional housing has historically been inherited from one generation 
to another. However, the survey results show that this has changed as half of the residents 
have inherited, but about the other half report to be renting. This could be explained by 
the ongoing redevelopment where some of the dwellings have been demolished, others 
emptied by the original residents and are now rented out for short term to migrants or for 
relocation purposes. In work-units and commercial housing the housing reform seems 
to have achieved its change of tenure policy as the large majority of residents own their 
housing (Li, 2000a). The percentage of renters in work-units and to a much smaller extent, 
in commercial housing, point to a clear increase for these dwellings to be rented in the 
private market. Many times, the owners of a work-unit move to commercial housing 
and rent out their work-unit, or leave it to family members for free. The same situation 
occurs in commercial housing, where the ones that have the opportunity to buy another 
commercial apartment, leave their first commercial unit to a family member (parents or 
child). In urban-villages the tenure distribution clearly reflects the social composition of 
the neighbourhood, where the large majority of migrants rent to a small group of original 
villagers, the landlords who self-built their homes.

3.5.2 Differentiation in socio-demographic characteristics
An overview of all characteristics is provided in Table 3.2. On average, the household size 
is of three people in all neighbourhoods, except in work-unit where it is two. The biggest 
households are found in commercial housing where many times the couple brings their 
parents to take care of their son/daughter. Also, in traditional housing there are bigger 
household sizes. In some cases, this is explained by the fact that a child is registered and 
physically lives with their grandparents most of the week to facilitate access to schools, 
while parents live elsewhere. Other times, it is simply that as houses are inherited, 
several generations continue to live there. In work-units, one-generation household 
structures are common, although two or three represent the majority. Although there 
is a comparatively similar sized group of one-generation households in work-units and 
urban-villages, the distribution within the urban-village shows that overall most of the 
households are two or three person dwellings. This, together with the gender distribution, 
reflects the change in the way migrants relate to the city. Second-generation migrants 
are no longer young males moving alone, but families consisting of both partners and 
child(ren). 
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Table 3.2 Socio-demographic attributes per neighbourhood type

Traditional Work-unit Commercial Urban-village
Household size (person) %

1 3 12 2 11
2 20 38 23 36
3 42 30 36 40
4 16 10 17 7
5 12 8 18 5
>=6 6 4 3 1

Gender %
Female 48 49 52 46
Male 52 51 48 54

Age (years) %
1-18 4 6 13 15
19-30 16 16 16 25
31-45 21 24 32 43
46-60 36 15 17 12
>=61 23 38 22 5

Hukou %
Local urban 84 89 88 10
Other 16 11 12 90

Marital Status %*
Single 16 12 9 7
Married 73 81 86 91
Widowed 10 7 5 2

Education %*
Iliterate 7 3 2 4
Primary 9 6 4 18
Highschool 61 32 17 71
Technical 17 16 26 6
University 6 43 52 1

Employment %*
Not working 53 55 43 31
Working 47 45 57 69

Occupation %**
Worker 41 27 2 52
Clerk 30 25 58 9
Professional 3 38 20 4
Entrepreneur 0 1 12 0
Self-employed/
informal 26 9 7 34
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Traditional Work-unit Commercial Urban-village
Household  monthly income 
(CN元) %***

<=1500 21 5 1 6
1501-3500 43 32 3 48
3501-5500 28 26 17 37
5501-9500 5 25 30 7
9501-10000 2 8 31 2
>=10001 1 4 18 1

Length of residence %
Before 1949 17 1 0 2
1949-1983 45 15 0 3
1984-1997 16 29 3 10
1998-2004 6 20 28 22
2005-2010 16 35 69 63

*The sample only includes all household members above 18 years. 
**This variable only includes all household members above 18 years old that report being employed. 
*** Includes main salary, bonus, subsidies, spring festival, 13th month salary of the household.

The distribution of different age groups is a crucial aspect to take into account to 
understand the different life experiences and thus, expectations of residents. Clearly, 
the concentration of youngest groups is in the urban-village, as half of the population 
consists of people under thirty years old. This includes a significant number of people 
under eighteen, pointing at the growing number of children in these neighbourhoods. 
Within the urban-village the largest concentration corresponds to the generation of older 
migrants who were born before 1980 (Fan, 2008), which most likely indicates that they 
have lived in the city for several years. Similarly, this age group is the largest in commercial 
housing indicating that relatively young people have moved to commercial housing most 
likely with the economic support of their parents. The largest concentration of people 
above sixty-one, that are the ones that have lived throughout the turbulent times of the 
Nanjing massacre, the Great Leap Forward or the Cultural Revolution, are in traditional 
and work-units. In all neighbourhoods, the large majority of residents older than eighteen 
are married. Of the single population the highest concentration is in traditional housing 
which point mainly to the individuals that have been relocated.

Predominantly, urban hukou is the largest group in every neighbourhood type except in 
urban-villages where this relation is inverted. This is a clear indication that rural migrants 
concentrate in urban-villages but albeit the small numbers, they are also finding housing 
in traditional housing located right in the city center or even in some manufacturing 
work-units. For commercial housing most of the non-local urban hukou are not rural 
migrants, but migrants from other cities. 

Table 3.2 continued
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Overall, in the four neighbourhood types there is a relatively high level of education as 
very few have primary school as the highest level of education achieved; although this 
percentage is higher in urban-villages reflecting previous urban-rural policies. Both in 
traditional housing and urban-villages, the majority of the population has completed 
their education up to high school. Although work-units show a mix of education 
levels, work-unit and commercial neighbourhoods mainly house the highly educated 
that have completed a university degree. Education is an important factor as it has an 
interdependency with housing given that there is a general well-known connection 
between the reputation of one’s university, one’s job’s rank, and the access to a pool of 
resources, being financial or in-kind. 

When examining employment versus not-working (laid-off, retired, unemployed, 
housewife/husband) as a whole between the different neighbourhood types, contrary 
to urban myths, urban-village is the neighbourhood where the largest proportion of 
residents work compared to other neighbourhoods. Despite the fact that most residents 
in the urban-villages work as service or manufacturing workers or in the informal 
sector, unemployment within the neighbourhood still stands out as relatively high as 
it is expected that migrants move to the city because of work. This could be explained 
in different ways. First, it could be a temporal factor where the survey was undertaken 
relatively short before the spring festival; or it could be that the new generation of 
migrants move to the city without a job; or thirdly, that since both partners and child 
come to the city, one of them stays at home taking care of the child while they are young. 
In terms of unemployment, the highest rate is reported in traditional housing and work-
units. Still, the proportion is sizable in, for example, commercial housing, reflecting the 
grandparents that live with their son/daughter. 

Even though income is a key measure for studies on differentiation and inequality, it is a 
complex and rather inaccurate measure in China because of all the different allowances, 
subsidies and in-kind modes of exchange. This item is relevant, it should always take 
into account its relative comparative value. Its distribution shows that the majority of the 
population within traditional housing earn about as much as residents in urban-villages. 
Nevertheless, population within traditional housing earn about as much as residents in 
urban-villages. Households’ income in work-units tend to be under 10,000 yuan, whereas 
in commercial housing more households have a higher income, which can many times be 
much higher than 10,000 yuan. This points to an interesting situation where high-income 
residents do live in work-units; however, after passing a certain threshold of income, most 
likely they move to commercial housing. 

Residential mobility is contributing to the deepening of neighbourhood differentiation 
(Huang and Deng, 2006). Research has found that neighbourhood attributes are more 
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important than dwelling attributes when it comes to preferences (Wang and Li, 2006). Not 
surprisingly, length of residence in both commercial housing and urban-villages show that 
more than 90 per cent of the residents moved in after the housing reform, with a majority 
of them moving after the year 2005. Conversely, traditional-neighbourhoods congregate 
a significant group of residents that have lived the longest in the same neighbourhood as 
their housing is inherited from generation to generation. Also, the data shows that a large 
group moved there after 1949, when the CCP took over and abolished private property; 
and that in the last five years of the first decade of the twentieth century, more people 
have moved in, mainly, as relocation housing. Work-units on the other hand, show that 
a significant group moved in during the 1980s. Still, in the five years before the data was 
collected, there were a noteworthy percentage of residents moving in. This could point 
at a higher mobility trend, mainly in the rental market. 

3.6 Inequality between and within the four 
neighbourhood types

3.6.1 Statistical inequality
It has been asserted that the different neighbourhood types have certain attributes in 
common as well as many distinctive ones. To understand the current differences between 
these neighbourhood types in terms of inequality, using Stata, the Gini-coefficient was 
calculated for attributes that could indicate high inequality such as housing space, 
income, education, occupation, age and tenure (Figure 3.6). The two aspects that show 
not only the highest magnitude of inequality, but are considered to be quite unequal 
due to their distribution are housing area and income. The Theil index is calculated (FAO, 
2006) in order to further understand the statistical degree of heterogeneity between and 
within the neighbourhoods in terms of these two attributes (Table 3.3).

In terms of housing area, the overall Theil value is 0.2997. The variation is higher within than 
between traditional-neighbourhoods and urban-villages; whereas, the variation of m2 is lower 
within than between in work-unit and commercial housing. This means that the variance of 
m2 in work-units and commercial housing is lower as the range of unit sizes do not vary as 
much. Although in principle it is true that the housing space within the average commercial-
neighbourhood might not vary as much, the variation within different commercial-
neighbourhoods can be tremendous. A similar analysis of only commercial neighbourhoods 
that include villas will surely give different results. In terms of the comparatively higher 
variance found within urban-villages, this number reflects the large differences between the 
housing of the two main groups: the small unit of rental accommodation and the much larger 
housing area of landlords. It is for this reason that the score for urban-villages is the main 
contributor to the overall Theil index value for housing area.
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Figure 3.6 Gini-coefficient, selected attributes of the four neighbourhoods (N=804)

Table 3.3 Theil index for housing area (m2) and household income for four neighbourhood 
types

Housing area (m2)  Household income

Between neighbourhoods 0.229505466 0.130209367

Within neighbourhoods

Traditional 0.504918973 0.331657778

Work-unit 0.819361938 0.028242723

Commercial 0.668821364 0.060176548

Urban-village 0.241313285 0.617131531

Overall Theil Index 0.299729036 0.867521507

Regarding income, the absolute value of the Theil index is quite high at 0.8675. As already 
seen in the previous section; there are people with a very low income living in traditional 
housing whereas in commercial housing there are households that earn much more. As seen 
by decomposing the value, the variation is higher within than between the neighbourhoods. 
This shows that in terms of income variation, all neighbourhoods show between them a 
similar degree of inequality. However, the income variation within each neighbourhood 
is rather high except for urban-villages. The highest inequality is shown within work-unit, 
followed by commercial. The once relatively equal work-unit neighbourhood has turned 
into the most unequal in terms of income distribution after the housing reform. There is a 
mix of population within this type of neighbourhood. On one hand, a large group of laid-
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off and retired population; while on the other, social-period privileged groups that were 
enabled to buy their housing at a subsidized price, and that up to date, their current housing 
still represents a rather convenient option to stay. It would be insightful to find out how many 
of these households only have a work-unit housing versus the number of households that 
in addition have an apartment in commercial housing where they live during the weekend. 
Work-unit neighbourhood contributes the most to the overall inequality value in terms of 
income distribution. Figure 3.7 shows the proportional distribution of housing area and 
income, relative to the population size of each neighbourhood. Residents of traditional and 
urban-village neighbourhoods have a smaller share of the total housing area and income; 
while the population in commercial neighbourhoods has a larger proportion of both. 

Figure 3.7 Proportional distribution of housing area and income between four types of 
neighbourhoods.

3.6.2 Residents’ perceptions
In addition to the traditional measures of inequality, it is relevant to examine residents’ 
perceptions regarding their own evaluation of their housing conditions (Table 3.4). 
Responses on living status and income show that the largest concentration of more 
dissatisfied residents live in traditional housing, where inequality is high within the 
neighbourhood. However, in urban-villages, where inequality is also high, residents are 
not that dissatisfied in general. In work-units, evaluations tend to be more neutral while 
in commercial-neighbourhoods residents are the most positive. 
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Table 3.4 Respondent’s evaluations

Traditional Work-unit Commercial Urban-village

Evaluation of housing conditions %

Very poor 11 1 0 1

Poor 56 19 3 24

Adequate 27 53 35 68

Good 6 26 56 6

Very good 1 1 6 1

Evaluation of living status %

Poor 20 2 0 0

Surviving 49 23 0 25

Adequate (wenbao) 30 48 58 62

Well-off (xioakang) 2 23 38 11

Wealthy 0 3 4 0

Evaluation of income %

Very poor 10 1 1 2

Poor 43 19 9 14

Neutral 44 61 52 76

Good 3 19 37 8

Very good 0 0 2 1

Harmonious society %

Not really 25 51 7 18

More or less 36 19 18 68

Yes 39 29 75 14

When asked if their neighbourhood constitutes a harmonious society, comparatively, 
residents in urban-villages are less negative than residents in traditional housing or work-
units. This could well be related to a lack of expectations given their institutional status, 
or that their system of reference is very different than for the rest of the residents in 
cities.  Interestingly, work-unit housing is where the majority of the residents are not 
convinced that their housing situation reflects a harmonious society. This could be for 
two reasons: first, their expectations are primarily reflecting communist era values like 
neighbourhood attachment and neighborliness; second, some might still feel they are 
the privileged working-class group, but their housing situation does not correspond 
with the current options available in the city. Finally, only in commercial housing a large 
majority of residents feel positive. Taking into account China’s recent urban history, the 
upgraded housing living conditions offered by new built homes is a major improvement. 
It is consistent then to respond positively to this new form of living.
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3.7 Conclusion

This chapter examines the intricacies of socio-spatial differentiation by looking at 
four different types of neighbourhoods at the end of 20I0 in Nanjing. The increasingly 
complex urban fabric present during the urban transition period has created fragmented 
urban experiences at the neighbourhood level. This raises questions and challenges for 
planning a harmonious society. 

Each of the four neighbourhood types examined - traditional, work-unit, commercial and 
urban-village - reflects a distinctive historical period of construction as well as unique 
institutional contexts. Overall, this neighbourhood typology is highly differentiated 
as each type provides different dwelling characteristics and differentiated socio-
demographic attributes. Also, each serves a distinctive function in housing diverse 
sectors of society. 

It is thus not surprising to find that a high degree of inequality is found between them, 
in particular, in terms of housing area and income. However, when decomposing the 
relative share of inequality, it is surprising to find out that overall inequalities are higher 
within than between neighbourhoods. For housing area this is particularly relevant for 
urban-villages, where the majority of the residents live in small rooms and their landlords 
in much larger houses. In terms of income, higher variation is found in work-units and 
commercial neighbourhoods. These significant variations within neighbourhoods cannot 
be ignored by policy makers and planners. 

A harmonious planning approach for urban China calls for and relies upon a thorough 
understanding of neighbourhood differentiation. Moreover, further understanding of 
the dynamics between and within these neighbourhoods is fundamental to appreciate 
how the neighbourhoods shape residents’ perceptions and expectations of their position 
in a more equitable society.
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Abstract

The urban transition in China has resulted in new divisions, socio-spatial segregation 
and fragmentation. This paper examines these processes of differentiation by analysing 
the recruiting patterns that filter different social groups into eight neighbourhoods that 
represent four housing segments: urban villages, traditional neighbourhoods, former 
work-units and commercial neighbourhoods, contributing to the debate whether 
distributional allocation has shifted from institutional factors like hukou, occupation, and 
education to market factors like income. Applying a CHAID analysis as well as a log-linear 
analysis to the data of 509 households who moved into the 8 neighbourhoods between 
1998 and 2010, the results show that the four segments recruit different social groups 
in terms of hukou, occupation, education, and income. After 2005, income becomes a 
more important dividing line, at the expense of occupation and education, yet hukou 
remains the dominant factor influencing housing segmentation by the end of the first 
decade of the 21st Century. Even though recruiting patterns have changed over time the 
housing market is still very segmented and this causes socio-spatial segregation of the 
population. The complex patchwork of neighbourhoods in terms of social composition 
is probably the result of a limited number of dimensions that in combination produce a 
wide variety of outcomes at the neighbourhood level.

KEYWORDS: China, neighbourhood, segregation, housing segmentation, CHAID, log-
linear analysis
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4.1 Introduction 

As China is undergoing an urban transition, the urban fabric has changed dramatically, 
visibly showing new dividing lines and increasing socio-spatial segregation in a 
patchwork of neighbourhoods that cater for different social groups (He and Qian 2017). 
To understand this process, the role of the housing market is crucial. The housing reform 
of 1998 has changed the sorting mechanisms for the different housing segments. The 
housing market is much more complex and diverse than it used to be. Since 1998 a period 
of rapid economic growth has been characterized by a market-oriented economy. There 
is more diversity in terms of housing supply in cities and different housing segments 
recruit different types of households. Socio-spatial segregation highly depends on 
the extent to which housing policies create even or uneven opportunities in different 
segments (Andersen et al. 2016). Understanding how these segments have changed over 
time sheds light on the changing segregation patterns in urban China.  

Traditionally, housing has played a key role in the stratification system in China (Logan, 
1999, 2009). With limited income inequality, the allocation of better accommodation 
was determined by institutions; the work-units catered for their employees and the 
municipalities for those without family and gainful employment, often in traditional 
housing that had been socialized in the Mao era. The source of inequality was not price 
but access to public rental housing, and this was contingent on political position, work-
unit authority and education (Walder, 1992). The economic reforms added a new dividing 
line to this stratification, because it allowed the rural population to work in the city, albeit 
at temporary positions, without giving them access to public housing. The hukou system 
preserved their original household registration depending on the place-of-birth in either 
rural or urban areas, making a clear distinction between locals and migrants. The large 
influx of rural migrants in particular gave rise to a new housing segment: private rental 
accommodation in the villages that were caught up in the expanding urban fabric, 
referred to as urban villages or villages in the city (chengzhoncun). 

Economic reform was followed by housing reform that first created a quasi-market in 
which employees of work-units could buy their homes at considerable discounts, later 
followed by a dual market with the development of ‘commodity’ housing sold at market 
prices. The role of the work-unit as provider of housing was abolished with the major 
reform in 1998, which advocated the transition towards a full-fledged market system. 
This raises the question whether the role of the institutional factors in housing allocation 
is diminishing and whether income is becoming more decisive in the access to housing. 
Evidence from the first stages of the reform (Huang and Clark, 2002, Logan, 2009) suggest 
that the old system persists, while later studies (Tao et al., 2014) do find evidence that 
market factors have become more important over time. The unanswered question is 
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whether this is because more market segments are added or whether this also holds for 
the existing housing stock.  

There are different barriers in the housing market that create a filtering of people that 
move to different neighbourhood types. Urban villages, traditional neighbourhoods, 
former work-units, and commercial neighbourhoods provide distinct built-environmental 
features and are characteristic of a different time period and different housing policies. 
To assess if patterns of recruitment have changed substantially over time, this article 
provides empirical analyses of the socio-demographic profile of the groups that the four 
neighbourhood types cater for, by looking at the interactions between these four housing 
segments and the market. By providing a formal test, this paper uncovers the driving 
factors that shaped housing segmentation in the 2000’s.  Through a parsimonious model, 
key variables are teased out to understand how the sorting mechanisms differentiate 
across these housing segments and how they changed over time.

Given that the housing reform’s goal was to shift from a socialist to a market based 
housing system, using a time framework from 1998 to 2010 allows for an assessment of 
the extent to which different housing segments have shifted in accessibility and market 
factors have become more prevalent. The following section provides a review of how the 
current housing segmentation came into being. The methodology is explained followed 
by the CHAID analysis and the log-linear analysis as significance tests leading to the 
findings and finally to conclusions. 

4.2 Housing segmentation in China 

Housing segmentation in urban China represents a multi-level urban housing system and 
housing areas of different standards have become a dominant feature of large Chinese 
cities (Wang and Murie, 1996, pp. 845). Several macro-level changes like the hukou 
system, the planned economy, the introduction of the market system and the housing 
reform have shaped the current housing market. These institutional aspects have spatial 
implications, which eventually become visible over space creating a differentiated access 
to housing. 

4.2.1 Before 1998 
The creation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 led to a reorganization of urban 
areas. Before then, these were rather small and the majority of urban housing was private. 
During the socially planned economy (1949-1978) the system shifted to a predominantly 
public-sector owned housing. One of the main pillars of the system became the provision 
of welfare housing. All housing production was the responsibility of the state and the 
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system was designed to supply urban dwellers with decent, low cost housing as they 
were subject to living in rented public dwellings provided by work-units. Urban workers 
relied on their employer for housing provision at highly subsidized rents, establishing 
a strong link between work and residence (Logan et al., 1999; Mostafa, Wong and Hui, 
2006). Public housing in the form of work-unit housing became the dominant housing 
type.

Differences in housing conditions existed between work-units. Workers in large and 
centrally managed manufacturing enterprises enjoyed better housing than those in 
small, locally managed ones (Wang, 2000). As housing allocation was based on merit, 
seniority and need, certain groups with higher positions and those who had worked for 
longer periods of time were favoured (Gu, 2002; Wang and Murie, 2000). It was the most 
privileged groups who had access to the public rental stock (Logan et al. 1999). In urban 
areas there was also a smaller group of collective owned enterprises where peasants 
were assigned. This group was entitled to fewer benefits than those working in the 
state sector. They did not receive housing from their employer and many usually lived in 
traditional private houses (Wang and Murie, 2000). 

Urban centres experienced a shortage of housing in the 1960s and 1970s as a result of 
increased demand stemming from low levels of housing investment and from high levels 
of rural-urban migration (Gu, 2002). The government faced problems of insufficient 
investment, poor management and housing shortages (Wang and Murie, 1996). The 
state controlled the production and pricing of the housing stock and held a monopoly 
over housing investment, while the work-units administered the system and were largely 
responsible for the construction, maintenance and allocation of housing (Gu, 2002; Sato, 
2006). Attempts to increase housing investments were met by the financial constraints 
inherent in the system at the time. As a result, the government had a strong motivation to 
push the housing reform forward. The housing reform was a response to an investment 
issue and not so much to a housing problem (Wang, 2000).

The market economy was introduced in 1978 and brought significant changes to the 
development of the country. The restructuring of the state economy resulted in varied 
income levels for the public sector and created a more diversified urban population 
in terms of occupation (Wang, 2000). For example, a new group of private business 
emerged as well as a surge in urban unemployment as many former work-units had to 
close down after the reform. Other existing differences were enhanced such as the urban 
employment structure relation where well-educated people worked in the state sector 
with higher salaries and less educated in collective sector with lower salaries (Logan et 
al., 2010; Wang, 2000).
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With the Housing Reform, housing which was provided by the state shifted to the market 
(Logan et al., 2009; Wang and Murie, 1996; Wu, 1996). The early phase emphasized 
privatization of former work-unit housing (Wang and Murie, 1996, 2000; Wu, 2001). All 
existing public housing stock was to be sold to current residents at a discount rate of 50% 
of the value price. The privatization process was largely subsidized as employers would 
buy commercial housing at market value and offer it at a lower price to their employees 
(Wang and Murie, 1996). Factors determining the level of discount included seniority, 
age, education and occupation (Logan et al., 2010). The structure of inequality was thus 
embodied in the transition as profitable former work-units with better bargaining power 
adopted more housing reform measures and provided greater support to their workers. 
These groups paid less for better housing due to the state subsidy. Even households 
in the same former work-unit paid different prices due to job rank and job seniority. In 
comparison, low-income households had no access to housing through the market and 
workers in the private sector had no access to subsidized housing. 

Since 1988 cities witnessed a mix of increasing home ownership and decreasing public 
rental housing (See Wang et al., 2012 for an overview). The government also experimented 
with the sale of new housing at the cost of construction and the introduction of housing 
sales at preferential prices, shifting policy from rent increases to the promotion of 
homeownership (Chiang, 2005; Wang et al., 2005; Yeung and Howes, 2006). It was hoped 
that the low price would encourage the purchasing of newly built houses. However, 
because rent levels remained extremely low, there was little incentive for individuals to 
buy a house. Work-units retained much of the financial burden, in the form of a housing 
subsidy offered to their employees (Gu, 2002; Wu, 1996). 

After 1994, the next phase of the reforms aimed at deepening the housing reform by 
changing the housing investment system, management and distribution. Reforms were 
based around the concept of co-ownership of housing, sharing responsibility between 
three parties: the state, the former work-unit and the individual. The government 
established the Housing Provident Fund (HPF) as the cornerstone of reform transferring 
housing costs also to individuals. This aimed at generating funding for housing 
development and at increasing housing production (Yeung and Howes, 2006). In 
addition, banks were required to participate in order to reduce the financial burden of 
the government (Yeung and Howes, 2006). 

Although the housing reform mainly targeted urban residents, the introduction of 
the market economy also brought about a redistribution of the population. The urban 
population dramatically increased, mainly due to rural to urban migration. Since the 
introduction of the household registration of residence (hukou) in 1958, society was 
structurally and institutionally divided into different categories: agricultural (rural) or non-
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agricultural (urban). It attached individuals to their place of birth and it resulted in a system 
of differential privileges and restrictions. Under the hukou system urban households were 
entitled to subsidized housing, social insurance, retirement benefits, medical care and until 
recently, full employment. Rural residents on the other hand were allowed to have two kids 
and to own land. One’s hukou does not change with de facto place of residence. This meant 
that even upon migration to cities individuals with a rural hukou retain their rural residence 
status. Migrants were encouraged to move to cities at different points in time, but there 
were also regulations to restrict them from certain professions.

As housing provision only occurred in urban areas and for urban residents, rural migrants 
had to find different housing solutions (Wang and Murie, 2000; Wu and Treiman, 2004). 
This has had a significant impact on the housing landscape of Chinese cities as this 
created different patterns of housing with housing conditions being very different to 
those of permanent urban residents (Shen, 2002; Wang, 2000). Since the early 1990s, 
rural migrants found affordable accommodation in urban villages, outside of the formal 
planning sphere (Friedmann, 2006; Hao et al., 2010; Shen, 2002; Wang, 2000). Migrants 
tend to rent or sublet as they are excluded from the government’s programs of social 
housing. Their mobility has increased over time and the role of hukou has shaped their 
housing strategies. Earlier studies have found that hukou plays a limited role on their 
permanent settlement intentions and tenure decisions (Li and Zhu, 2014; Tao et al., 
2015; Yang and Guo, 2018). There have been many changes to the hukou system since 
its conception (Chan and Buckingham, 2008; Chen and Fan, 2016; Goodkind and West, 
2002; Shen, 2002). Regulations in some cities have made it possible for rural migrants to 
apply for a different resident status if they, for example, buy a fully priced house. Earlier 
generations of rural migrants were in the city only temporarily and tended to be more 
of a homogenous group, recent generations are more diverse (Chan and Buckingham, 
2008; Du et al., 2018; Tang and Hao, 2019). Regardless of their preferences and settlement 
intentions, hukou still restricts them in accessing alternative better housing.

4.2.2  Between 1998-2004
The year 1998 saw the introduction of widespread and full-scale housing reforms, which 
led to a reorganization of housing resources. The National Housing Reform established 
new policies and ended the welfare allocations system. Work-units stopped being 
housing providers and homes were sold according to the costs of land and construction 
to the individual. All housing requirements of public sector employees were to be met by 
the market (Wang, 2000). The end of the welfare housing system shifted construction and 
allocation of housing to professional companies and paved the way for new commercial 
neighbourhoods (Wang et al., 2005; Zhao and Bourassa, 2003). 
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The housing industry was recognized as a new economic driver, able to generate 
demand in many sectors and increase consumption of urban residents (Cao and Keivani, 
2014; Wang et al., 2012). As land for commercial housing was sold to developers through 
a bidding process for the best price, which gave higher profits to the government, 
developers shifted these costs to consumers raising housing prices. This led to a housing 
inflation and housing market overheating (Cao and Keivani, 2014). Few ordinary residents 
were able to buy commodity housing as, even at low prices, they were still considered 
too high (Zhao and Bourrassa, 2003). Commodity housing was beyond the means of most 
except the very rich (Wang and Li, 2004, 2006).

While the housing reform offered professionals and seniors in the state-sector subsidized 
housing options, the low-income groups and young generations had little to none such 
opportunities. However, although officially the year 1998 marks a breaking point for 
the government’s responsibility on housing provision and it created the financial and 
institutional environment for the housing market (Wang et al., 2012); many former work-
units continued to construct and sell houses to their employees. People living in public 
housing were still tied to their employment and retired people received more subsidies 
than professionals/technicians (Logan et al., 2010). Many young graduates were still able 
to first find jobs in the public sector to gain access to subsidized housing and then moved 
on to the private sector to work (Wang, 2000; Wang et al., 2012). The housing reform 
privileged the same groups that had been favoured in the previous system. The factors 
that were relevant in determining access to better housing like hukou, education and 
occupation were still dominant in the early years of the reform (Logan et al., 2010). 

Migrants experienced a different path according to their rural or urban hukou status. 
Migrants with a rural hukou had little access to non-market housing and were mainly 
restricted to urban villages and worker’s dormitories (Wu, 2004, 2007). Their hukou is 
crucial for housing access. Urban migrants, individuals with their hukou tied to a different 
city, had better chances of accessing housing if they were recruited by a former work-unit 
or a higher education institution. In this respect, education remained an important aspect 
for receiving subsidies for owner occupation (Logan et al., 2010). Urban migrants had 
more chances for better housing than even urban locals and through their government 
employer; they could also change their hukou status (Logan et al., 2010; Wu, 2002).

4.2.3 Between 2005-2010
In addition to the complex challenges inherited from the years before, in 2005 the 
government took control of the housing market to stop the rising housing prices and to 
address the affordability problem of the middle-income households (Cao and Keivani, 2013). 
The government’s macro-economic adjustments policies included prioritizing development 
of low priced ordinary commercial housing and affordable housing and making it less 
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interesting to go into speculative investment (Ye and Wu, 2008; Cao and Keivani, 2013). Even 
though further measures for mortgage and housing transactions were implemented, housing 
prices kept increasing and newer residential areas exposed higher building standards (Wang 
et al., 2012). Housing costs were to be mainly met by individuals’ income.

The emerging urban housing market was dominated by commercial housing sold at full 
prices. Therefore, it seems plausible that income replaces education or occupation in 
its relation to housing access (Wang et al., 2012). Low and medium-low income groups 
suffered as housing became less affordable for them also due to mortgage constrains 
(Mostafa et al., 2006). Parental contribution has become a major source for housing 
purchase for many (Li 2010). Rural migrants seem to be limited to private rental housing 
and worker’s dormitories (Wu, 2006), yet urban migrants might have gotten a better 
position. Urban-to-urban migration in China has increased with the labour migration of 
the growing numbers of higher educated employees.

Given that the housing reform has been in phases, different groups have faced different 
paths at different times. Between 1998 and 2010 there was an economic turbulence with 
a financial crisis, market overheating, housing price inflation and global credit crunch 
(Wang et al., 2012). Some of the effects of the early reform become visible at this stage 
and they intertwine with newer policy effects. On the basis of the existing literature 
presented above we hypothesise that the role of income has become more prominent 
in this period at the expense of the more classical institutional factors like hukou and 
occupation. More specifically we expect that hukou is a still crucial element in housing 
segmentation in 2010, but may have become less decisive in the last period (2005-2010) 
compared to the first period (1998-2005).

4.3 Data and Methodology

4.3.1 Sample Selection
Fieldwork was carried out at the end of 2010 in Nanjing, a Chinese city experiencing market 
transition and economic restructuring (He et al., 2008). For each of the four different 
types of housing segments (urban villages, traditional housing, former work-units, and 
commercial housing), two neighbourhoods within the city proper were selected. In total 
804 valid questionnaires were gathered providing information about the respondent as 
well as the household. 

In terms of housing segmentation, the question addressed is to what extent have the 
recruitment patterns of the four neighbourhood types changed over time given the 
urban transition and housing reform. At the top of the housing ladder among the selected 
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housing segments is commercial housing. These are homes built and sold in the market 
as commodity. For the purpose of this study one was chosen for being representative 
of the first wave of commercially constructed housing which got heavily subsidized and 
the other representing more recent high-end apartment commercial housing.  A slightly 
different socio-demographic trend might be evident; as young couples would not be 
eligible for a subsidy in the earlier wave as this was done under work related criteria like 
seniority. For the newer commercial housing, younger couples could afford to buy these 
apartments in many cases with the help of their parents or with a mortgage.

Former work-units were the privileged form of housing during the socialist time. One 
neighbourhood was selected for being a traditional manufacturing workers former 
work-unit and the other as a representative of a more powerful type of former work-unit. 
The manufacturing former work-unit houses low educated, low-income groups; while 
the university one has a higher representation of higher incomes and higher education. 

The traditional housing segment was built before the 1950s, some houses date back to 
the Qing and Ming dynasties. These areas are now targeted for demolition as part of 
urban redevelopment. One of the traditional neighbourhoods is located close to the city’s 
economic centre and a wave of demolition happened some years before but it was paused 
given that it got very politicized. The other neighbourhood has not suffered any demolition. 

The fourth housing segment, the urban villages are placed at the bottom of the ladder because 
of their grey status within the city’s planning department and their informal nature. One of 
the neighbourhoods selected is located close to a small airport. For this reason, construction 
height is enforced to maximum three floors. The other neighbourhood is also low-height with 
maximum of four floors.  Housing of the original residents and landlords stand out as they 
tend to be bigger, in better conditions and some even have cars parked in front. 

4.3.2 Data and variables
Table 4.1 displays population composition with respect to hukou, income, occupation 
and education in the four segments at the time of the interview, showing significant 
differences (Chi-squares with p values lower than 0.00 for each sub-table) between the 
segments. The table also shows the various dimensions in the socio-spatial segregation 
between the segments. With hukou, the main dividing line is between the urban villages 
and the other segments. No less than 75% of the inhabitants of these villages are rural 
migrants, while their proportion is 3.5 to 9% in the other segments, which cater for the 
population with local urban hukou for 85% or more. For income, the dividing line is 
between the urban villages and traditional neighbourhoods on the one hand (with more 
than 50% lower incomes) and commercial neighbourhoods on the other (with less than 
5% lower incomes). The former work-unit unit is the only type of mixed neighbourhood.  
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Occupational segregation is also different in its dimensions. The non-employed (many of 
which are retired) make up a large proportion of the population in both the traditional 
and the commercial neighbourhoods, while the professionals are clearly overrepresented 
in the former work-unit and the commercial neighbourhoods. Educational segregation 
follows the same dividing lines as income with the urban villages and traditional 
neighbourhoods as the homes for the lower and middle educated, and the work-units 
and commercial areas for the higher educated.  

The table illustrates that socio-spatial segregation is a multi-dimensional phenomenon, 
with several only partially overlapping dividing lines, creating the patchwork in the urban 
fabric through the combination of these dimensions. Digging deeper into the data shows 
for instance poverty and wealth of retired people in the traditional and commercial 
neighbourhood respectively. It also shows that one former work-unit houses more workers 
and the other more professionals due to its history in manufacturing and higher education. 

The bottom panel in the table shows another historical contingency by listing the period 
in which the respondents have settled in the area. The traditional neighbourhood shows 
very little turnover as almost 80% of the respondents have lived there before 1998. 
The former work-units have been around since the Mao era, but show more dynamics, 
probably due to the privatisation of the housing after 1998, which allowed people to 
filter up to better quality housing. Urban villages are more recent, but also have high 
turnover, because many people follow their jobs. Commercial housing is a more recent 
phenomenon, which is why nearly everyone has settled after 1998.

For the rest of this paper we will focus on those that settled between 1998-2004, period one 
(19,3% = 150 respondents) and between 2005-2010, period two (46.1% = 359 respondents).

4.4 Statistical analysis 

In order to answer the question for whom the different housing segments cater, as well 
as to identify how this might have changed over time, two statistical methods are used 
to analyse which groups are overrepresented in the different housing segments. This 
analysis identifies product market combinations: the product being the housing segment 
and the market the social groups recruited by these segments.

The first method used is the classification tree for automatic interaction detection analysis 
CHAID (Kass 1980). The decision tree analysis or CHAID analysis is commonly used as a 
segmentation tool in several disciplines as it is an analytical method to find target-group 
member segmentation (Yang et al., 2013). The analysis is designed to produce optimal 
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explanations for the recruiting patterns of the different housing segments. The purpose of 
using CHAID is to find differences between housing segments with respect to the household 
groups. The significance level used for splitting nodes and merging categories is 0.05. The 
minimum number of cases in the parent node was set to 50, and 10 for the child node.

CHAID provides optimal splits, by partitioning the total set into mutually exclusive, 
exhaustive, subsets that best describe the dependent variable. It looks for heterogeneity 
within the group. CHAID first looks for the best partition for each predictor. The 
independent variable with the largest significant relation with the dependent variable 
is first selected to split the sample in different nodes. The results of the predictors are 
compared and the best one is chosen to split the data. Categories of a predictor will be 
merged if the difference is not significant.  

Table 4.1. Population composition for each housing segment 

 Urban village Traditional Work-unit Commercial Total 
Hukou  

local urban 9,9% 85,0% 87,4% 85,1% 66,7%
local rural 8,9% 2,0% 1,0% 0,0% 3,0%
urban migrant 5,9% 4,0% 6,1% 11,4% 6,9%
rural migrant 75,2% 9,0% 5,6% 3,5% 23,5%

Income (RMB/mth)  
<3500 54,3% 63,9% 36,9% 3,6% 40,4%
3500-5000 37,1% 28,4% 25,7% 17,5% 27,6%
5000-9500 6,6% 5,3% 24,6% 29,5% 16,2%
>9500 2,0% 2,4% 12,8% 49,4% 15,9%

Occupation  
Non-employed 39,6% 59,2% 24,1% 52,5% 43,9%
Informal 17,3% 14,4% 5,0% 3,0% 10,0%
Worker 37,6% 17,4% 21,6% 3,0% 19,9%
Professional 5,4% 9,0% 49,2% 41,6% 26,2%

Education  
Lower 26,0% 20,9% 9,3% 6,6% 15,8%
Middle 71,0% 66,2% 29,4% 15,7% 45,8%
Higher 3,0% 12,9% 61,3% 77,8% 38,5%

Moved in  
Before 1998 15,2% 78,5% 44,8% 3,5% 34,7%
1998-2004 22,2% 5,9% 20,1% 27,9% 19,3%
2005-2010 62,6% 15,6% 35,1% 68,7% 46,1%

Total 202 200 198 201 801
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CHAID is a strong technique to explore relations between predictor variables and 
dependent variables, and to achieve a parsimonious description of large datasets as 
it reduces the number of independent variables and simplifies categories (Deurloo et 
al., 1987). CHAID does not favour predictors with more categories.  The advantages of 
this analysis are that it deals with categorical data and missing values of a large number 
of potentially useful independent variables, which is particularly useful in situations in 
which there is thin data. The limitation is that it is sensitive to statistical power due to size 
of the group and how the variables are split. 

The second method used is a log-linear analysis to provide a statistical formal test to 
find out the relationship between variables and how the effect of several variables 
have changed over time. Log-linear models are powerful tools to identify relations and 
higher order interaction effects in complex tables. This analysis requires few categories 
and parameters, and should avoid empty cells. The aim is to find the most parsimonious 
model that best accounts for the variance of the observed frequencies. A disadvantage 
of this method is that an extremely large sample can lead to significant values even if the 
impacts of the effect are minor. Four saturated models provide the relationship between 
three variables: the housing segment type (A), one of the four variables (B): income, 
hukou, occupation and education, and the time of the move (C). Table 4.2 provides the 
dimensions of the contingency tables for each of the log-linear models.

Log-linear models require a series of contingency tables and decompose the cell-
frequencies into a number of parameters: an overall effect representing the size of the 
sample; a main effect representing the marginal distribution of the variable; a first-order 
interaction effect representing the association between two variables; and a second-
order interaction effect representing the association between three variables. In our 
analysis of model 1 the relevant parameters are the association between segment and 
independent variable (first-order effect A*B) and the second-order effect of how this 
association varies over time (A*B*C). The other parameters are calculated but not shown 
in the results. The magnitude of the parameters measures the association and can be 
compared within and between models.

Table 4.2. The variables selected for the four log-linear models 

A B C

Model 1: Segment (4) Hukou (4) Period (2)

Model 2: Segment (4) Income (4) Period (2)

Model 3: Segment (4)    Occupation (4) Period (2)

Model 4: Segment (4) Education (3) Period (2)

Note: In brackets the number of categories 
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4.4.1 Housing segmentation analysis

4.4.1.1 CHAID analysis

This section examines the results of two CHAID analyses (one for each period) to 
scrutinize how housing segments differentiate in terms of the population distribution. 
The dependent variable is the four housing segments while the independent variables 
include hukou, income, occupation and education. 

Period One: 1998-2004 

The group of movers in Period One is small (N=150) compared to the movers in Period 
Two (N=359). Out of this first group, 37% moved into commercial, 29% to urban villages, 
26% to work-units and 7% to traditional (Figure 4.1). Movers during this time period are 
segmented over two aspects: hukou and education. Urban hukou holders, 95 cases, 
mainly moved to commercial (52%) and work-units (38%); while rural hukou holders 
(both locals and migrants), 41 cases, primarily moved into urban villages (78%) during 
this period. Urban migrants are a small (14 cases) but distinct group and end up in either 
urban villages or commercial housing. The group is too small to be split up further but is 
seems probable that is encompasses two different income categories.

In the next step, the local urban hukou holders are split by education. 64% of the highly 
educated with urban hukou moved into commercial housing; while 35% of the highly 
educated urban hukou holders moved to work-units. This shows that unsurprisingly 
the highly educated did not move to traditional housing nor to urban villages during 
this period. Education was an important factor to get access into commercial housing. 
Local urban hukou holders with medium and lower education mainly concentrated in 
(manufacturing) work-units, followed by commercial and traditional neighbourhoods.

Period Two: 2005-2010

During the second period, 38% of the moves happened to commercial, 35% to urban 
villages, 19% to work-units and 8% to traditional neighbourhoods (Figure 4.2). According 
to the CHAID analysis, the strongest predictor differentiating this group of movers is also 
hukou. Furthermore, the group of rural hukou is differentiated by education and the local 
urban hukou by income, and further into occupation.

For this time period, again three groups are differentiated on the basis of hukou.  First, the 
group of urban migrants. The contrast with the ones with rural hukou (migrants or locals) 
is striking. Only 14.3% of the urban migrants moved into an urban village, as opposed 
to 77,9% of the people with rural hukou. Almost 50% moved into commercial housing, 
as opposed to less than 5% of the people with rural hukou. Urban migrants are clearly 
a heterogeneous group, but the number of cases (36) is too small to be split up further.
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The group of rural hukou holders is further differentiated by income. The lowest 
income group concentrates in urban villages but also has some access to traditional 
neighbourhoods which is probably an effect of the allocation of affordable housing for 
people with local rural hukou that had to move. The middle-income groups are nearly 
completely dependent (>90%) on the urban villages. Only the very well off can also 
access commercial housing and to a lesser extent work-units.

The third division by hukou is that of the urban local hukou holders. Both commercial 
and work-units attract the large majority of this group with a 64% and 27% respectively. 
Education was a differentiating factor in the previous time period for urban hukou, but 
now income appears to have become more important. For the relatively small group 
of low-income urban hukou holders, almost half moved to urban villages or traditional 
housing; and the other half concentrated in work-units. Of the middle-income urban 
hukou, 58% moved to commercial and 36% to work-units. And the highest incomes 
primarily move to commercial (83%) compared to a 15% that move to work-unit housing.  

Node 0
Category % n

29,3 44urban village
7,3 11traditional

26,0 39work unit
37,3 56commercial

Total 100,0 150

Hukou

Segment 4

Node 1
Category % n

1,1 1urban village
8,4 8traditional

37,9 36work unit
52,6 50commercial

Total 63,3 95

Education

local urban;  <missing>

Node 2
Category % n

92,7 38urban village
2,4 1traditional
4,9 2work unit
0,0 0commercial

Total 27,3 41

rural migrant; local rural

Node 3
Category % n

35,7 5urban village
14,3 2traditional
7,1 1work unit

42,9 6commercial
Total 9,3 14

urban migrant

Node 4
Category % n

0,0 0urban village
16,7 4traditional
58,3 14work unit
25,0 6commercial

Total 16,0 24

middle;  <missing>

Node 5
Category % n

0,0 0urban village
1,6 1traditional

34,4 21work unit
63,9 39commercial

Total 40,7 61

higher

Node 6
Category % n

10,0 1urban village
30,0 3traditional
10,0 1work unit
50,0 5commercial

Total 6,7 10

lower

urban village
traditional
work unit
commercial

Page 1

Figure 4.1 Housing segmentation of Period One movers CHAID Dendrogram 
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This means that households with a low income, despite their local urban hukou, were 
unable to get into commercial housing, and also that those with a middle income were 
likely to end up in work-units.  

The group of urban hukou with a middle income is further differentiated by occupation. 
Those in employment enter either a work-unit (52%) or commercial housing (41%) 
regardless of the type of occupation (the size of the group being too small for a further 
split). The non-employed concentrate in commercial housing (88%).  A further look at the 
underlying data reveals that most of these are pensioners. 

4.4.1.2 Log-linear test

As CHAID is an exploratory analysis, it might capitalize on accidental issues and thus, it 
requires an additional formal test. The log-linear analysis serves this purpose and more 
importantly is used to assess if patterns of recruitment have changed substantially over 
time by looking at the interactions between product (housing segments) and market 
(socio-demographic groups) in the two periods. 

The aim of this log-linear analysis is to find out which aspects, like hukou, occupation, 
education and income make a difference for the recruiting patterns of each housing 
segment. To this end, four log-linear analyses test the changing role of four variables: 
hukou, income, education and occupation. Table 4.3 shows the final results of the log-
linear analysis, based on the saturated model, including all interactions. The parameters 
shown in the table are the sum of the first-order effect (the association between segment 
and the independent variable) and the second-order effect (how this association 
changes over time). A negative parameter indicates that a category is underrepresented 
in a particular segment, a positive sign means overrepresentation. The parameters can 
be directly compared between variables, categories and periods. The magnitude is not 
affected by the size of the groups, but the significance is

The role of hukou 

Overall, the combined interaction effects show that hukou was a strong predictor of 
segmentation before 2005 and has remained to be so after that year.  The amplitude of 
the parameters is large which indicates that recruitment happens along the lines of hukou. 
Yet, the results of the hukou model also clearly show that the large contrast in housing 
segmentation is not between migrants and locals, but between those with urban or rural 
hukou, both before and after 2005. Urban hukou holders shun the urban villages and 
choose for commercial housing, while the reverse is true for rural hukou holders. 
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The urban village segment is extremely tailored towards rural migrants (+1.577 before 
2005, +1.593 after), but also recruits rural local hukou holders, in particular during Period 
One (+1.191), less in Period Two (+0.604). Traditional housing used to tailor mainly for 
local urban hukou (+0.557), but after 2005 their inflow has greatly decreased (-0.502) and 
instead the group of local rural hukou holders has increased (+0.617 for Period Two), but 
the latter effect is not significant. In former work-units, the strongest relation is with local 
urban hukou; however, after 2005, the relation is less strong (from +1.113 to +0.590). It 
looks as if local rural holders have found their way into work-units, at a loss of access to 
commercial housing, but the group is too small to produce significant results, so that 
might be a coincidence. The commercial housing segment consistently attracts people 
with urban hukou, both locals and migrants, but it seems that urban locals in particular 
are increasingly moving into this segment.

The role of income

The interaction effects of income in the patterns of recruitment are stronger after 2005 
than before. The sorting of households by income into the four housing segments is 
becoming more important. In urban villages, the recruitment pattern has not changed 
that much over time. This segment clearly sorts for the lower income groups having an 
underrepresentation of higher income groups showing a linear effect. In the traditional 
segment there are bigger shifts. It increasingly caters for the needs of the lowest income 
group. The recruiting pattern of former work-unit also shows differences over time. 
Before 2005, different income groups found access into this segment; however, after 
2005 it is mainly middle-high incomes that moved into work-units. In the commercial 
housing segment, the pattern did not change much over time. The commercial segment 
increasingly does not cater for lower income and it continuously concentrates higher 
incomes. 

The role of occupation

Occupation has lost some of its importance over time in driving segmentation. The 
interaction effects are less strong after 2005. Over time, urban villages continue to sort 
out workers and remain a deterrent for professionals. Even though the recruiting for 
workers has slightly decreased, this is still the main target group. People in the informal 
sector are less attracted to urban villages, while the representation of the non-employed 
has increased. The traditional segment has catered less for the non-employed over time 
and increasingly more for the ones with an informal job. This segment is still sorting 
for workers but slightly less after 2005 while the professionals are even less catered for 
after 2005. The work-unit segment shows two main shifts over time. The ones with an 
informal job are less underrepresented after 2005 while the relation with workers has 
diminishes substantially. This segment recruits fewer workers and more professionals. 
Finally, commercial housing mainly sorts out professionals and though even less over 
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time, for the unemployed who take care of their grandkid. After 2005 this group is much 
less attracted to commercial housing.  The group of workers is less underrepresented 
after 2005.

The role of education

The parameters for education tend to be more extreme before 2005 than after 2005. 
The combined interaction effects show that education had a stronger relation with the 
different segments, in particular in the urban village, before than after 2005. Before 2005 
urban villages typically catered for the lower and middle educated and did not attract 
higher educated. These relations were very strong and extreme. A shift over times shows 
that after 2005 the urban village has a weaker relation to education, but still sorted out 
for middle and lower level educated. The traditional segment showed far less contrast 
between hukou holders in 2005 and it looks as if it increasingly attracts the ones with 
middle education while the highly educated became less represented after 2005. Work-
units seem to sort out the highly educated in the first period, and after 2005 they still 
mainly cater for the highly educated, but the underrepresentation of the lower educated 
is less. 

The commercial segment mainly continues to sort the highly educated but this relation 
is weaker after 2005. Nevertheless, even after 2005 this group is the main target for 
commercial housing. Even though this segment does not cater for the low and middle 
educated directly, there is a shift over time where primarily, the middle educated are less 
underrepresented.

4.5 Conclusions

This study aims to contribute to the understanding of the socio-spatial segregation and 
fragmentation which results from the urban transition in China. It does so by analysing 
the allocation of movers into 8 neighbourhoods in Nanjing that represent four segments 
within the urban housing market: urban villages, traditional neighbourhoods, former 
work-units, and commercial housing. The period under study is the first decade after the 
official housing reform, starting from the expectation that institutional factors in housing 
allocation like hukou, occupation and education, might have lost some of their impact to 
market factors like income.

The results first of all show that socio-spatial segregation is a multi-dimensional 
phenomenon. Looking at the population composition at the end of the period it becomes 
clear that several dividing lines co-exist which only partially overlap. Access to the formal 
city seems to be driven by hukou, with rural migrants being excluded. Occupational status 
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represents another dividing line, with the non-employed being largely excluded from the 
work-units and professionals being overrepresented in both work-units and commercial 
neighbourhoods. Income and education share a similar dividing line in providing access 
to commercial neighbourhoods for the higher educated and the better-off. 

Given this multi-dimensional character, an automated interaction detection technique 
(CHAID) is used to analyse the dynamics in the housing market in two periods: 1998-2004 
and 2005-2010. The results confirm the decisive role of housing allocation in shaping 
segregation. In the first period hukou separated the ones with rural hukou, who ended up 
in urban villages and traditional housing, from those with urban local hukou that also had 
access to work-units and commercial housing. Education popped up as the determinant 
that differentiated among the ones with urban hukou between those moving into work-
units or commercial housing. A third groups was identified in the form of migrants 
with an urban hukou that move into a wide variety of segments, from urban villages 
to commercial housing. The role of hukou remained unchanged in the second period. 
For the ones with rural or local urban hukou, segmenting the first into urban villages in 
particular and the second into work-units and commercial housing. The position of urban 
migrants however improved in the second period, having more access to work-units and 
commercial housing than in the first period, converging more, but not completely, with 
those having local urban hukou. Income showed up as the most important dimension 
within these groups. The ones with rural hukou (locals and migrants) are fully restricted to 
urban villages and traditional housing, except for those from the highest income category. 
For the local urban hukou holders, income decides where they end up: lower incomes 
move into work-units, but also into traditional housing, middle incomes concentrate in 
the work-units and the higher income concentrate in commercial housing.

The next step provides a formal test using a log-linaer analysis of the relative strength 
of the various dimensions in the two time periods. Hukou is the strongest predictor 
both before and after 2005, but the relative strength has diminished slightly over time. 
It particularly shows that the main dividing line is no longer between local and other 
hukou but between urban and rural hukou irrespective of the origin. Income has become 
a stronger predictor over time, with lower incomes having less access to work-units 
and commercial housing, middle incomes having better access to work-units, but not 
to commercial housing which caters more exclusively for the upper middle and higher 
income brackets. Education and occupation are still significant dimension but less so 
after 2005. The higher educated seem to have a slightly weaker position in accessing 
commercial housing, as do the non-employed. 

The results add to the ongoing debate, started by Wang and Murie in 1996, whether 
housing ‘choices’ in post-reform China are subject to institutional or market forces. 
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It adds to this debate not by stating that both are important (which seems to be the 
consensus at the moment), but by identifying the differential role of institutional and 
market factors, with hukou providing the divide between the formal and the informal 
city and income increasingly differentiating between the housing segment in the 
formal city, with traditional neighbourhoods as pockets of poverty and new commercial 
neighbourhoods as the more exclusive domain for the better off. On top of that, former 
work-unit neighbourhoods are identified as becoming more accessible to households 
with a modest income and to urban migrants. These neighbourhoods warrant more 
attention as here institutional forces waver and market forces are moderate, providing 
access to a variety of social groups in potentially mixed neighbourhoods. 

The most important result however is that the complex patchwork of neighbourhoods in 
terms of social composition is probably the result of a limited number of dimensions that 
in combination produce a wide variety of outcomes at the neighbourhood level. Yet, the 
results would have been more detailed if the sample had been larger. An interesting follow-
up to this research would be possible if one could access the micro-data from the 2000, 
2010 and 2020 census. Areas that fall under the jurisdiction of resident committees could 
be a proper proxy for the neighbourhood. As the census has detailed records on hukou, 
occupation, education and income (and several more like household composition) and 
registers the last move in the ten years preceding the moment of census taking, it would 
allow far more detailed analysis that could be compared across cities. CHAID – analysis 
as a form of big-data analysis would be apt in tracing the effects of (predetermined) 
segmentation and multi-level regression analyses could be used to further identify 
relevant neighbourhood characteristics that define the sorting mechanisms of people 
into neighbourhoods.
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Abstract

The housing reform in China has transformed the closely-knit relations characteristic of 
work-unit neighbourhoods during the Mao era. Due to residential mobility, decoupling 
of work and residence, and new ways of accessing housing, residents’ relation towards 
their neighbourhood has changed. Based on a survey in Nanjing in four neighbourhood 
types, it is argued that there is a substantial geographical variation in mean levels of 
neighbourhood attachment. While communal life has largely eroded in former work-unit 
neighbourhoods, traditional neighbourhoods seem to have endured the storm and are 
still characterized by a low level of residential mobility and intensive neighbourhood 
interactions. The mean length of residence in urban villages is much shorter than in 
the traditional neighbourhoods, but there are important neighbourhood ties present, 
as many rural migrants rely on other migrants. Neighbourhood social ties are a boost 
to attachment in both traditional neighbourhoods and urban villages. However, the 
highest mean score on neighbourhood attachment is in commercial neighbourhoods, 
despite the limited length of residence and the low level of neighboring. Quality of the 
residential environment, like available services and sense of security are the main drivers 
of the high level of attachment in these neighbourhoods. 

KEYWORDS: China, neighbourhood attachment, work-unit neighbourhoods, traditional 
neighbourhoods, urban village, commercial neighbourhoods
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5.1 Introduction

Since the Chicago School, communities at the neighbourhood level have been 
regarded as a key unit for social organization. Neighbourhoods have been considered 
a geographical area that has special meaning for residents as they develop attachment 
due to both social factors (e.g. local social ties, generational rootedness) and physical 
factors (e.g. residential quality and the presence of amenities) (Hidalgo and Hernandez, 
2001; Lewicka, 2011). Place attachment is the feeling towards a place (Anguelovski, 
2013) and a subjective measure around the meaning and the relations of a place to 
the memories of the past, the reality of the present and the expectations of the future 
(Manzo, 2008). Given the increasing mobility there are questions to the extent that place 
attachment persists (Wu et al., 2018). Neighbourhood characteristics as well as processes 
like redevelopment that a neighbourhood maybe going through have an effect on 
people’s feelings (Lewicka, 2011; Li, 2019); thus, urbanization, migration and economic 
development can change place attachment. As the creation and practices that shape 
community attachment tend to vary according to different geographies, it is a topic that 
requires further investigation across social and cultural contexts. Urban China provides 
a significant opportunity to examine changes in community attachment as the urban 
structure has radically transformed in the last three decades and it is one of the most 
complex urban environments currently developing (Forrest and Yip, 2007).

The emergence of new residential neighbourhoods has changed the dominant 
traditionally closely integrated communities bound by work-place residence in urban 
China. The traditional Chinese city was highly fragmented by social hierarchy (Hao, 
2020). During the socialist period work-units were the dominant type of neighbourhood 
and these were formed on the base of affiliation to the workplace, providing a strong 
common link. As cities are undergoing huge social and spatial transformations, and a 
new typology of neighbourhoods has emerged, there are substantial implications not 
only on the urban experience of city dwellers, but also on residents’ feelings towards and 
expectations of their residential space as well as the type of social relations established 
(Logan, 2004).

The year 1949 marked a turning point for urban development in China. The Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) pronounced the aim of creating an egalitarian society. Massive 
construction projects were initiated by work-units (danwei) to ease the existing housing 
shortages that resulted from the Sino-Japanese war. Cities started to develop through 
these new work-unit neighbourhoods which provided residential six- to eight-story 
buildings with open staircases and without elevators (Madrazo, 2014). Residents within the 
neighbourhood were each other’s colleagues and communal life was organised around 
the workplace. The socialist workplace did not only own the work-unit compound, it was 
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the sole provider of communal services, like canteens, public bathhouses, nurseries, and 
primary schools (Zhu and Fu, 2017). 

In the 1970s, Whyte and Parish (1985) studied neighbourhood life in work-units. They 
argued that close relationships were much more common in urban China than in Western 
society. This was not only because people worked together with their neighbours, but 
also because of the long working hours and limited transport options making it difficult 
to visit people outside the neighbourhood (see also Lu, 2006). Moreover, the level of 
residential mobility was very low, which meant that the proportion of residents with a 
long length of residence was very high (Forrest and Yip, 2007). 

By the mid-1980s work-units owned practically all of the urban housing (Wang, 2000), 
which started to change with the housing market reforms in 1988 and 1998 which led to 
a gulf of privatization and commercialization of the housing market. Initially, residents 
were offered to buy their dwelling at a discount rate (Logan et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2012). 
Many of those new homeowners in work-units sold their old apartment and moved into 
new commercial housing areas that started to appear in the beginning of the 1990s. The 
reforms of the housing market and reforms of the labour market led to the decoupling 
of housing and working (Forrest and Yip, 2007). Work-units started to hire temporary 
workers who were not entitled to work-unit housing (Hazelzet and Wissink, 2012). 
Previous studies, mainly focusing on manufacturing work-units, have called these areas 
“degraded workers villages”, due to the concentration of industrial laid-off workers (He et 
al., 2010; Wu, 2004; 2007). The work-units that remained strong and functioned well are 
those in key sectors, such as universities, governmental organisations, and energy and 
telecommunications providers (He, 2013). In combination with the economic boom and 
rising incomes, residential mobility increased dramatically1 (Li et al., 2010). Consequently, 
social networks strongly based on trust and bounded by geographic proximity in the 
work-unit were affected. While most respondents in the study of Hazelzet and Wissink 
(2012) established their existing friendships through the workplace, most friends do 
not live in the neighbourhood anymore as work and residence has become spatially 
separated.

While the sense of community in many former work-unit neighbourhoods has been 
deteriorating, there are still traditional courtyard neighbourhoods dating back to the 
pre-communist era that are characterised by intensive neighbourly relations and a 
strong neighbourhood attachment (Forrest and Yip, 2007; Wang et al., 2017). Although 
a strong attachment does not necessarily mean that residents want to stay (Wu, 2012), 

1 Between 1980 and 2000 the annual gross mobility in Guangzhou (where commodification of the 
housing market developed more extensively than in other major Chinese cities) rose from 0.9% to 
9.6% (Li & Wang, 2003).
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there may be an ambivalent feeling of attachment as many of these neighbourhoods 
face demolition in the near future (Li et al., 2019). According to the 2005 micro census, 
traditional neighbourhoods make up a relatively small proportion of the housing stock. 
Over 50% of urban households in China lived in (gated) commercial housing, while those 
living in privatised former work-units housing accounted for less than 40% (He, 2013). 

Gated housing estates are often seen as an impediment to social cohesion in Western 
literature, as the choice to live in these kinds of neighbourhoods is believed to be 
motivated by the desire for privacy (Lees and Baxter, 2011; Breitung, 2012). In the Chinese 
context, however, gating does not reflect individualism but a continuation of collectivism 
with integrated communal services to promote collectivist living (Huang and Low, 
2008). Most work-units were gated, and new commercial neighbourhoods are too. The 
government continues to organize its population into territorial collectives, for example 
by consolidating Residents’ Committees (RCs) in urban neighbourhoods as grassroots 
arms of State agencies (Zhu and Fu, 2017). Since the 1990s, new community centres have 
been established which deal with issues regarding helping laid-off people, social welfare 
and insurance, and reducing crime. The community, which in many cases is equivalent 
to the gated housing estate, has become the basic unit of urban governance (He, 2013). 
This implies that gating in the Chinese context does not necessarily lead to the end 
of a sense of community (Wu, 2012). Several studies have shown that neighbourhood 
attachment tends to be higher in commercial neighbourhoods compared to other 
types of neighbourhoods (Li et al., 2012; Zhu et al., 2012). While residents of commercial 
neighbourhoods have less neighbourly interactions than residents of other types of 
neighbourhood (Hazelzet and Wissink, 2012; He, 2013), they tend to be more satisfied 
with their neighbourhood and it is satisfaction with the quality of the neighbourhood 
which seems to drive their neighbourhood attachment (Liu et al., 2017). 

Next to the housing reforms leading to commodification, the relaxing of restrictions on 
rural to urban migration since the 1980s is another force that has profoundly changed 
the residential differentiation in Chinese cities. The rural migrant labour force increased 
from about 20–30 million in the early 1980s to about 150 million in 2009 (Chan, 2010). 
Most people with a rural hukou (household registration) found housing in urban villages. 
These neighbourhoods emerged when traditionally rural and collectively owned land 
started to be encompassed into the city. As the government reclaimed the land for urban 
expansion, farmers were left without their traditional means of livelihood. Therefore, 
farmers turned into landlords by building rooms on their housing plots and renting 
them out to rural migrants who moved to the city in search of employment. Planning 
regulations are usually not met, and these neighbourhoods tend to be densely built 
to maximize housing opportunities (Madrazo, 2014). Rural migrants are not eligible 
for regular urban welfare benefits (access to local schools, urban pension plans, public 
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housing, etc.) and face discrimination in the labour market as well as social exclusion in 
their place of living (Wu, 2012). Although these could be major impediments to develop 
a sense of attachment to their new residential environments, rural migrants tend to form 
tight-knit communities, often based on the same origin of township (Zhang, 2001). In 
contrast to commercial neighbourhoods, it is not residential satisfaction, but local social 
ties that form the source of neighbourhood attachment in urban villages (Liu et al., 2017; 
Wu et al., 2019). 

In the context of China’s housing and neighbourhood transformation, this paper 
contributes to further understanding neighbourhood attachment in the Chinese context 
by exploring the heterogeneity of attachment in different neighbourhood types. Based 
on a survey in Nanjing, it provides insight in the factors that explain the differences in 
mean attachment between neighbourhoods. It is important to unpack these relations 
since the neighbourhood is a key geographical scale and organizational unit to promote 
place attachment and neighbourhood participation (Zhu and Fu, 2017); and more 
recently the Chinese government has stressed the improvement of place attachment as 
a key planning and policy aspect (Lu et al., 2018).

5.2 Determinants of Neighbourhood Attachment 

Attachment lies at the centre of studies on people and places (Altman and Low, 1992; 
Hidalgo and Hernandez, 2001). Place attachment generally refers to the affective 
bond people have with their place of residence, feelings and preferences that reflect 
an individual’s assessment of a place (Rollero and Piccoli, 2010). The term was coined 
to refer to people’s emotional bonds to places in the form of meaning, identity and 
memories (Zhu and Fu, 2017). A significant connection to both the physical space and 
factors like residential quality and the presence of amenities (Hidalgo and Hernandez, 
2001; Lewicka, 2011), and to the social environment (e.g. local social ties, sense of security) 
has been the attention of many researchers (see Lewicka 2011 for an overview). Positive 
attachment reflects satisfaction, security and commitment, while negative attachment 
reflects discomfort, alienation and insecurity (Lewicka, 2010). The development of 
neighbourhood attachment is linked to residents’ living experiences and how it 
emotionally and functionally serves their needs to make them meaningful places (Li et 
al., 2019; Wu et al., 2019).

The literature provides a rather complex and inconsistent study of the concept of 
community attachment, and no one theoretical approach integrates all types of 
attachments (Lewicka, 2005; 2011). However, differences between neighbourhoods 
in terms of the mean level of attachment can be broadly attributed to three groups of 
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factors (Lewicka, 2011; Li et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2019). First, neighbourhoods differ in socio-
demographic composition. Neighbourhoods in which categories that are associated with 
a high level of attachment (e.g. elderly and homeowners) are strongly represented will 
have a higher mean score on neighbourhood attachment. Second, perceived quality of 
the residential environment drives attachment. Third, social factors, like neighbourhood 
social ties, have traditionally been regarded as strong predictors of neighbourhood 
attachment. 

5.2.1 Socio-demographic characteristics
In the Western literature individual’s financial and cognitive resources are considered key 
factors in neighbourhood attachment as these resources will allow individuals to choose 
a residential environment that satisfies their needs (Parkes et al., 2002). Level of education 
and income have been found to positively affect attachment (Rollero and Piccoli, 2010; 
Woolever, 1992). At the same time, when residents within the same neighbourhood are 
compared (that is to say, the quality of the neighbourhood is controlled for), level of 
education and income do not affect attachment (Brodsky et al., 1999; Dekker and Bolt, 
2005). Most urban China studies do not find an effect of income and level of education 
(Liu et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2017; Wu and Logan, 2016; Zhu and Fu, 2017; Zhu et al., 2012). 
Zhu et al. (2012) did only find an effect of education in non-commercial neighbourhoods, 
but not in commercial neighbourhoods. The evidence for employment status is more 
mixed. While Wu (2012) found that unemployed residents feel less attached to the 
neighbourhood, Wu and Logan (2016) found no difference between residents with 
or without employment. The latter argue that the non-significant effects of socio-
economic indicators may be the result of two countervailing effects. On the one hand, 
households with a stronger socio-economic position are more likely to find residential 
environments that meet their needs, on the other hand they might be less focused on 
their neighbourhood for their social ties.

Tenure has also been identified as an important aspect affecting neighbourhood 
attachment in the Western literature (Bailey et al., 2012). Ownership is regarded as an 
investment that creates a higher attachment to the neighbourhood (Bolan, 1997). While 
some studies on urban China find a positive effect of homeownership on neighbourhood 
attachment (Wang et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2017), others find no differences between owners 
and renters (Forrest and Yip, 2007; Zhu and Fu, 2017). Forrest and Yip (2007) attribute the 
absence of a homeownership effect to the fact that the distinction between owners and 
renters is less clear-cut in the Chinese context compared to the Western context. Many 
households have become owners through buying, usually at a discount rate the place 
that they were renting, which in most cases did not involve a change in residence or an 
investment in a new neighbourhood (Forrest and Yip, 2007). Within the Chinese context, 
hukou or residential status is another factor impacting neighbourhood attachment. 
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Participation in the local community is constrained by the household registration system. 
A rural hukou limits access to schools, health services and other welfare arrangements. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that some studies have found that a non-local and rural 
hukou is associated with a lower level of attachment (Wang et al., 2017; Wu, 2012). 
However, Zhu and Fu (2017) did not find an effect of hukou on attachment. 

Age is an important predictor of neighbourhood attachment as young generations 
compared to old generations have different life experiences and different expectations of 
their neighbourhood (Woolever, 1992). A generation effect might provide insights in how 
values and experiences have changed just within a few years. Older generations in urban 
China might be more melancholic of a tight community and have endured hardships also 
in regards to their living environment while younger generations might feel different 
about these aspects. A positive effect of age on neighbourhood attachment seems to be 
a consistent finding in Chinese studies (Wang et al., 2017; Wu, 2012; Wu and Logan, 2016; 
Zhu and Fu, 2017). 

The length of residence, which is positively related to age, is another factor that may 
impact attachment. While many studies assume that people have a stronger affective 
bond with their neighbourhood, the longer the time they have spent there (Dekker and 
Bolt, 2005; Hipp, 2010), Kleinhans et al. (2007) argue that changes in the neighbourhood 
may lead to a decline in attachment when the residential environment does not meet the 
housing needs of residents anymore. The evidence on the effect of length of residence is 
mixed. Several studies find a positive effect of length of residence (Forrest and Yip, 2007; 
Liu et al., 2017; Wu, 2012; Zhu and Fu, 2017). Other studies found that while length of 
residences has a strong positive effect on neighbourly interaction, there is no significant 
effect on attachment (Wang et al., 2017; Wu and Logan, 2016).

Gender might also make a difference as women are more inclined than men to engage in 
local social interactions (Fischer, 1982; Guest and Wierzbicki, 1999). Wu (2012) finds that 
women have a higher score on neighbourhood attachment than men. However, most 
studies show no impact of gender on attachment (Wang et al., 2017; Zhu and Fu, 2017; 
Zhu et al., 2012). The presence of children might make a difference as having children 
might increase the opportunities of interaction with other households with children in 
the neighbourhood. However, Wu (2012) and Zhu and Fu (2017) do not find a significant 
effect. 

5.2.2 Perceived quality of the residential environment
Characteristics of the built environment and the physical structure play an important role 
in neighbourhood attachment (Woolever, 1992). Promoters of new urbanism argue that a 
sensible design of the residential environment encourages social interaction and creates 
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a sense of community (Talen, 1999), although critics argue that it attracts individuals 
with a similar disposition for social interaction as people are bound to pre-similarities 
(Fischer, 1982; Kasarda and Janowitz, 1974). Many studies have found a positive impact 
of the evaluation of the living environment on attachment (Rollero and Piccoli, 2010). In 
addition, attachment to physical aspects could possible develop faster than for social 
dimensions (Lewicka, 2011). Flint and Kearns (2006) show that investment in physical 
infrastructure tends to raise trust and optimism (see also Kleinhans, 2007). In addition, 
Parkes et al. (2002) argue that access to services and facilities in the area have an effect on 
residential satisfaction and eventually on neighbourhood attachment.

According to Zhu and Fu (2017), satisfaction with the built environment is a stronger 
predictor of neighbourhood attachment than personal ties within the neighbourhood. 
Several studies have found that the levels of satisfaction with the residential environment 
are higher in commercial neighbourhoods compared to other neighbourhoods which 
also translates into higher levels of attachment (Li et al., 2012; Zhu et al., 2012). 

5.2.3 Social factors
Social relations established with neighbours is probably the determinant that has received 
most attention in the research on neighbourhood attachment (Hidalgo and Hernandez, 
2001; Lewicka, 2011). Western studies highlight that attachment relies on social support 
that enables mutual help, friendliness, and social liveliness which is achieved through 
establishing relations with the people living in the same neighbourhood. This is also a 
characteristic of some neighbourhoods in China referred to as neighbourhoods with 
renqi, a sort of social liveliness. The type, frequency and intensity of these relationships 
can vary. While weak ties allow for more ties as they require less time investment (Hipp 
and Perrin, 2006), strong ties are important for support, security and feeling at home 
(Granovetter, 1973; Kleinhans et al., 2007). It is argued that if residents know their 
neighbours it can be expected that a sense of trust will develop.

In China, neighbourly relations tend to be more frequent in traditional and former 
work-unit neighbourhood than in commercial neighbourhoods (Forrest and Yip, 2007; 
Li et al., 2012). However, He (2013) found in a comparison of four neighbourhoods in 
Guangzhou that the interaction with neighbours in the former work-unit neighbourhood 
was at the same low level as in the commercial neighbourhood.  This is indicative of the 
dissolving sense of community after the decoupling of work and residence and changes 
in population composition. In contrast, the level of neighbouring is much higher in the 
traditional neighbourhood and the urban village. The latter finding seems surprising 
given the high level of residential mobility of rural migrants and the negative stigma 
(urban villages are often portrayed as hotbeds for criminality) that residents have to cope 
with. Given their restricted access to services, migrants living in urban villages tend to 
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rely on other migrant neighbours, as many tend to come from the same region (He, 2013; 
Liu et al., 2012; Wu, 2012; Wu and Logan, 2016). Wu and Logan (2016) argue that migration 
to the city has been enabled through a pre-existing social network of people with the 
same place of origin and these networks also help to develop an attachment to their 
neighbourhood. 

Several studies have found the expected positive effect of neighbourly relations on 
neighbourhood attachment (Liu et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2012), although this positive effect 
was not found in a separate analysis of residents in a commercial neighbourhood (Zhu 
et al., 2012) and the effect of neighbourly interaction on neighbourhood attachment was 
substantially smaller in a redeveloped neighbourhood compared to an urban village 
(Liu et al., 2017). This can be explained by the fact that in redeveloped neighbourhood 
residents probably do not know each other while in an urban village, residents tend to 
come from the same place or origin. 

Next to neighbourhood social ties, sense of security has often been studied as a social 
factor predicting place attachment (Lewicka, 2011). Studies that include sense of security 
consistently show a positive effect on neighbourhood attachment (Brown et al., 2003; 
Lewicka, 2010). While residents of commercial neighbourhoods tend to have a low 
amount of neighbourly interactions (Hazelzet and Wissink, 2012; He, 2013), they tend to 
have a high sense of security (Yip, 2012) and also in the Chinese context it is found that 
this sense of security positively affects neighbourhood attachment (Chang et al., 2020).

The findings in the literature indicate that the sources of neighbourhood attachment 
may differ between different types of neighbourhoods. In commercial neighbourhoods, 
satisfaction with the residential environment and sense of security might be the main 
driver of attachment. In urban villages and traditional neighbourhoods, which are 
characterised by a lower quality of the dwelling and the residential environment, it can be 
expected that neighbourhood attachment is mainly stimulated through neighbourhood 
social ties. 

5.3 Data and Methodology

The data used for this paper was collected from a multi-neighbourhood survey 
gathered in Nanjing in 2010. The geographical scale is the neighbourhood or residential 
compound. The target was to collect 200 questionnaires per neighbourhood type using 
a systematic random sampling to select respondents. In total, 804 questionnaires were 
completed, amounting to a 54% response rate. Four distinctive neighbourhood types 
representative of four time periods were selected for this study: traditional, former work-
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unit, commercial and urban village (Madrazo, 2014). For each neighbourhood type, the 
survey was held in two different neighbourhoods, all of which are located within the 
urban core of Nanjing. 

Two of the few traditional neighbourhoods left in the inner city were selected (PSJ & 
DYT). There were plans to demolish PSJ against which still many residents were resisting 
(Madrazo, 2014). For the selection of work-units, several site visits were undertaken. A 
former work-unit typical of manufacturing workers (XXC) located just outside north of 
the city wall was chosen. The second work-unit is a university work-unit (NXC), which 
is much more privileged in terms of access to resources and financial capacity than the 
manufacturing work-unit. For commercial housing, one of the selected neighbourhoods 
is one of the first commercial neighbourhoods built in Nanjing, just outside the Eastern 
city wall (MHS). Before the 1990s there was practically no housing outside the city wall 
of Nanjing. The second neighbourhood of this type (ZHL) is located in Hexi, the new 
Olympic Village area southwest of the city wall. This area has recently been developed, 
as in 2005 it was still practically all farmland. It was difficult to find sizeable urban villages 
that were not in the suburbs. Two located on the east side of the city wall were chosen, 
one located on the northern side (GJC), and one in the southern part (SXQ). 

Each neighbourhood is examined in terms of their independent variables (Table 5.1) and 
then a series of multiple regression models are used to identify which factors play a role 
in the variation of neighbourhood attachment between the different neighbourhoods 
(Table 5.2). Neighbourhood attachment is the dependent variable which is a mean score 
of three items. Respondents were asked to indicate whether they agreed to the following 
statements on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree): “this neighbourhood 
gives me a sense of belonging”; “I like to live in this neighbourhood”; and “I like to be 
involved in this neighbourhood”. 

The internal reliability of this attachment scale is good (Cronbach’s α = 0.764). The 
score of 0.31 on eta-squared (which can be defined as the proportion of variance that 
can be accounted for by the differences between the neighbourhoods) indicates that 
there is a lot of variation between the neighbourhoods in terms of attachment (Table 
1). The level of attachment appears to be highest in the traditional neighbourhood 
PSJ, closely followed by the two commercial neighbourhoods. The lowest mean score 
on neighbourhood attachment can be found in former work-unit XXC.There are three 
groups of independent variables: (1) Socio-demographic characteristics, (2) perceptions 
of the quality of the residential environment and (3) social factors. 

The socio-demographic composition of each neighbourhood varies widely between 
the neighbourhoods (Table 1). The lowest mean age can be found in the urban villages 
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and the newest commercial neighbourhood. In terms of length of residence, there is a 
substantial differentiation between the neighbourhoods. Traditional neighbourhoods 
show the longest length of residence, followed by former work-units, and then by urban 
villages. Since commercial neighbourhoods are relatively new neighbourhoods, it is not 
surprising that these neighbourhoods have the shortest mean length of residence. The 
newest commercial neighbourhood is housing the highest concentration of families with 
young children among all neighbourhoods. The proportion of families with children is 
also relatively high in urban villages, whereas all other neighbourhood types have few 
families. 

Hukou status is the variable that shows the highest variation between the neighbourhoods 
(eta-squared = 0.60). It is not surprising that the proportion of people with an urban 
hukou is very low in urban villages and very high in all other neighbourhoods. Regarding 
education, commercial housing has the highest concentration of highly educated people. 
The two former  work-units can be clearly distinguished from each other in this respect 
given that the one related to the university has much more highly educated residents. 
Urban villages have the least highly educated residents among all neighbourhoods. There 
is also a wide differentiation regarding income. Residents in both commercial housing 
have the highest incomes, followed by former work-units. Also, in this aspect there is a 
clear difference between the two work-units, the university one having higher incomes 
than the manufacturing one. Income differences between the two traditional and two 
urban villages are not substantial. Residents in both neighbourhood types report similar 
incomes. 

Home ownership is highest in commercial neighbourhoods, followed by former work-
units with urban villages having the lowest concentration of homeownership as most 
units are for rent.

With respect to perceptions of the residential environment, we included three predictors 
in our model regarding satisfaction with housing quality, services in the neighbourhood, 
and the location. Respondents are asked to rate these on a scale of 1 (very poor) to 5 
(very good). Furthermore, they indicate whether they agree to the statement: “I like the 
services in my neighbourhood” on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Satisfaction with housing quality is highest in commercial neighbourhoods, followed by 
former work-units, while residents in traditional neighbourhoods are the least satisfied. 
In terms of the relative location, residents in the traditional neighbourhood PSJ are most 
satisfied, while residents of the urban villages are least satisfied. The quality of the services 
is evaluated most poorly in former work-unit XXC and traditional neighbourhood DYT, 
while residents of commercial neighbourhoods are most likely to rate the facilities in 
their neighbourhood as good.
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The group of social factors consists of two different aspects: sense of security and 
neighbourhood social ties. To measure sense of security, respondents were asked 
to indicate whether they agree with the statement “my neighbourhood is a safe 
neighbourhood” on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Neighbourhood 
social ties is the mean score on three statements (cronbach’s α = 0.654): “Neighbours 
know each other in this neighbourhood”; “I have close relationships with my neighbours”; 
and “Most of my friends live in this same neighbourhood”.

The two traditional neighbourhoods and the urban villages have the highest score on 
neighbourhood social ties, which is similar to the findings of He (2013). The score is higher 
in SXQ than in the other urban village, which can probably be attributed to the fact that 
many rural migrants share the same region of origin (Anhui province). The former work-
units, which used to be characterised by intensive neighbouring before the housing 
reforms (Whyte and Parish, 1985; Hazelzet and Wissink, 2012), have the same low score 
on neighbourhood social ties as commercial neighbourhoods, which are known for 
their weak neighbourly interactions from the onset (Zhu et al. 2012). Although there is a 
positive correlation between neighbourhood social ties and sense of security (r = +0.39), 
the commercial neighbourhoods show the highest rating for sense of security, while the 
ratings for traditional neighbourhoods are below average. The picture for the former 
work-units (NXC scores higher than XXC) and the urban villages (SXQ scores higher than 
GJC) is more mixed.

Our analytical strategy is to run a series of regression models to assess to what extent the 
different categories of variables contribute to the explanation of the differences in mean 
neighbourhood attachment between the neighbourhoods (Table 5.2). Model 0 only 
includes the neighbourhood dummies. In model 2, the socio-demographic variables 
are added to the regression equation. The three indicators for the perceptions of the 
residential environment are added one by one in models 3 to 5, while the two social 
indicators are added in models 6 and 72. 

5.4 Explaining differences in neighbourhood 
attachment 

As mentioned in the previous section there are considerable differences between 
the neighbourhoods with respect to the mean level of attachment. These differences 
account for 30% of the variance in neighbourhood attachment (Table 5.2, model 0). 

2 The final regression model meets the assumptions of linearity, homoscedasticity, normality of the 
residuals and the absence of multicollinearity (highest VIF-score = 4.04). 
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All neighbourhoods have a significantly lower mean attachment compared to the 
reference category (the newest commercial neighbourhood ZHL), except for traditional 
neighbourhood PSJ, which has a slightly higher score on attachment (not significant).

Of all the included socio-demographic variables in model 1 only three have a significant 
effect on attachment, leading to an improved quality of the model (Adjusted R2 = 0.342). 
Each of these significant effects in the model is in the expected direction. The older people 
are the more they are attached to the neighbourhood and a longer length of residence 
also positively affects attachment.  In addition, owner occupation has a positive effect on 
neighbourhood attachment. 

The inclusion of individual variables in model 1 does not lead to substantial changes 
in most of the regression coefficients of the neighbourhood dummies. The two urban 
villages (GSC and SXQ) are the only exceptions, as the differences with the reference 
neighbourhood are substantially reduced when objective individual characteristics 
are controlled for. That means that the lower level of attachment in urban villages can 
partly be attributed to the socio-demographic composition of the population. More 
specifically, the lower mean age and the lower probability to be a homeowner explains, 
to some extent, why the mean level of attachment is lower in urban villages than in 
commercial neighbourhoods. The socio-demographic composition does not play a role 
in the differences in mean attachment between the other types of neighbourhoods. 

In a model without the neighbourhood dummies (not shown)3 three additional individual 
variables have a significant effect on attachment in the expected direction. Having young 
children, an urban hukou and a higher income leads to a higher level of neighbourhood 
attachment. This indicates that these factors play an important role in the neighbourhood 
choice, or the lack thereof.  For instance, a rural hukou status makes it very difficult to 
access any other residential environment than an urban village. Furthermore, high income 
households are spatially sorted into higher quality neighbourhoods. Including the 
neighbourhood dummies means that the difference in quality between neighbourhoods 
is controlled for. This is in line with the findings in Western literature (Brodsky et al., 1999; 
Dekker and Bolt, 2005). Higher incomes tend to score higher on attachment than lower 
incomes, but when both groups within the same neighbourhood are compared, they do 
not appear to differ.

Models 2, 3, and 4 (Table 5.2) include the respondents’ assessment of their dwelling 
and neighbourhood. In line with the expectation, satisfaction with the quality of the 
dwelling positively affects attachment (model 2). The effect of homeownership is not 

3  Available upon request.
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significant anymore in this model. This indicates that the effect of home ownership is 
(partly) mediated by residential satisfaction. Owners are more satisfied with the quality 
of their dwelling and, consequently, more attached to their neighbourhood. Inclusion 
of satisfaction with housing quality also leads to smaller regression coefficients for the 
neighbourhood dummies (except for traditional neighbourhood PSJ). That means that 
the lower level of attachment in the other neighbourhood types can be partly attributed 
to the fact that resident in commercial neighbourhoods are on average more satisfied 
with the quality of their house than residents elsewhere (see Table 1).  

The inclusion of satisfaction with services (model 3), which positively affects 
neighbourhood attachment, further reduces the effects of the neighbourhood 
dummies for urban villages and former work-units. That means that the lower level of 
neighbourhood attachment in these neighbourhoods can partly be explained by the 
lower level of satisfaction with the services in the neighbourhood. Former work-unit XXC 
has the lowest mean score on satisfaction with services (Table 5.1) and also shows the 
largest drop in the regression coefficient compared to model 2. The difference between 
traditional neighbourhood DYT and the reference category is not significant anymore 
when both satisfaction with housing quality and services are controlled for. Traditional 
neighbourhood PSJ scores significantly higher on attachment than the reference 
category in model 4. However, once satisfaction with location is controlled for (model 5), 
the difference between PSJ and the reference category is not significant anymore, while 
attachment is significantly lower again in DYT compared to the reference category. This 
can be explained by the fact that residents in both traditional neighbourhoods score 
relatively high on satisfaction with their location, which positively affects their level of 
attachment. The inclusion of the satisfaction with the location variable does only lead 
to small changes in the other neighbourhood dummies, although in the case of urban 
village SXQ the difference with the reference category is not significant anymore. 

Models 5 and 6 (Table 5.2) include the social factors into the equation: sense of security 
and neighbourhood social ties respectively. The inclusion of sense of security leads to the 
biggest jump in the quality of the model (from an adjusted R-square of 0.422 in model 4 
to 0.629 in model 5). The high level of sense of security in commercial neighbourhoods 
is a major reason why in these neighbourhoods the level of attachment is highest. 
Inclusion of the sense of security variable leads to substantial lower coefficients for the 
former work-unit dummies. Moreover, the effects of both urban village dummies are not 
significant anymore. The final model includes neighbourhood social ties (model 6) which 
have a positive impact on attachment. Inclusion of this variable leads to a reduction of 
the coefficients of length of residence and age, the latter being not significant anymore. 
This indicates that people may develop more neighbourhood ties as they grow older 
and live in the neighbourhood for a longer time. These neighbourhood ties explain to 
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a large extent why older people and people with a longer length of residence develop 
a stronger attachment to the neighbourhood. Compared to the previous model, the 
regression coefficients for traditional neighbourhood DYT and the urban villages have 
increased and the differences between the urban villages and the reference category 
are significant again. This is due to the higher scores of traditional neighbourhoods and 
urban village on social ties in comparison to the commercial neighbourhoods. This may 
seem striking in the case of the urban villages, given the short length of residence (Table 
5.1), although studies have shown that migrants in urban villages tend to form ties with 
residents originating from the same region (He, 2013; Wang et al., 2017). 

The last column of Table 5.2 shows the standardised Betas of the final model. Sense of 
security turns out to be, by far, the strongest predictor of attachment, while neighbourhood 
social ties also have a relatively strong effect on attachment. The indicators for perception 
of the residential environment do not have as strong effects. Satisfaction with services 
appears to play a more important role than the other two predictors. Socio-demographic 
indicators play a limited role when perceptions of the residential environment and 
social factors are taken into account. Only length of residence has a significant effect on 
attachment, but the relative strength is limited. 

5.5 Conclusions 

On the basis of the literature we identified three categories of factors that help to explain 
differences between neighbourhoods in regard to mean levels of neighbourhood 
attachment: socio-demographic characteristics, perceived quality of the residential 
environment and social factors. The explanatory power of the regression model which 
includes all these factors is very high. This model is also successful in explaining much of 
the variation between the neighbourhoods (the neighbourhood parameters of the final 
model were much smaller compared to model 0). The relative contribution to the model 
differs between the three categories of factors. Socio-demographic characteristics play a 
limited role in the explanation of different levels of attachment between neighbourhoods. 
The results show that the low mean for age and the low propensity to own, partly explain 
the lower level of attachment in urban villages, but socio-demographic characteristics do 
not play a role in the differences between the other types of neighbourhoods. That does 
not mean that socio-demographic characteristics are not relevant in the explanation of 
attachment. Resources like an urban hukou and a high income enable people to select 
a residential environment that is likely to serve their needs. Access to a more desirable 
neighbourhood makes it easier to develop attachment. That may explain why having an 
urban hukou and income have a positive effect in a model in which the neighbourhood 
dummies are excluded.
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This study furthermore shows that social factors are more important than the evaluation of 
the residential environment, which is in line with most of the literature on neighbourhood 
attachment (e.g. Hidalgo and Hernandez 2001; Lewicka 2011). While most of the focus in 
the literature is on close ties in the neighbourhood, sense of security turns out to be an 
even stronger predictor of attachment. A high sense of security has also been found to 
be a major reason for the high mean level of attachment in commercial neighbourhoods. 
With regard to perceptions of the residential environment, satisfaction with services in 
the neighbourhood is the strongest predictor of neighbourhood attachment. 

In China, neighbourhoods have been historically important spaces for community. The 
close neighbourhood ties in the former work-units prior to the housing market reforms 
were based on the fact that neighbours were colleagues as well. Communal life was 
organised around the workplace. In most cases social ties were established due the fact 
that people shared their workplace rather than to the fact that they shared the same 
neighbourhood. As work and residence have become spatially separated, social networks 
have become spatially dispersed (Forrest and Yip, 2007; Hazelzet and Wissink, 2012). 
This explains why the former work-units in our study are characterised by less intensive 
neighbourhood ties compared to traditional neighbourhoods and urban villages. At 
the same time, there is a clear difference in the mean level of attachment between both 
work-units. This can partly be attributed to the much better quality of the services and 
higher sense of security in the former work-unit that is linked to an academic institution.

In contrast to the former work-unit neighbourhoods, traditional neighbourhoods still 
preserve community life of the past although they may be looming the consequences 
of redevelopment. Many residents have lived in the neighbourhood their entire life and 
have strong neighbourhood social ties. The mean level of attachment in the centrally 
located PSJ neighbourhoods does not differ from the commercial neighbourhoods, 
despite the lower quality of the services and the much lower quality of the dwellings. In 
contrast to the study of Wu and He (2005), who found that the prospect of demolition had 
a negative effect on the level of attachment, the PSJ residents have maintained a strong 
sense of community (at the time of the survey). Residents that were still living in the 
neighbourhood at the time of the survey did not want to move and had been resisting 
demolition. It should be stressed, however, that after the survey was undertaken, the 
neighbourhood has been further demolished, a fate shared by many other traditional 
neighbourhoods. These neighbourhoods, characterised by intensive neighbourhood 
social ties, are disappearing from the Chinese urban landscape. Its residents are displaced 
to make space for urban redevelopment and gentrification. Future research could look 
into the question of how the displaced residents develop attachment to their new 
residential environments.
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While the traditional neighbourhoods are disappearing, commercial neighbourhoods 
have become the dominant type of neighbourhood in China. The less intensive 
neighbourhood social interactions compared to other neighbourhoods does not 
stand in the way of developing a strong neighbourhood attachment. The mean score 
on attachment is highest in commercial neighbourhoods (together with traditional 
neighbourhood PSJ), which is mainly explained by the higher quality of the physical 
environment and the higher sense of security. The mean length of residence in the sample 
is only three to seven years and, as Lewicka (2011) argues, attachment to physical aspects 
could possibly develop faster than for social dimensions. It is, however, very unlikely that 
residents will replicate the same pattern of neighbourhood social ties of the traditional 
neighbourhoods and the former work-units of the past once their length of residence 
increases. Due to the structural changes in the Chinese society, like increasing residential 
mobility, economic inequality and the decoupling of work and residence, most networks 
will remain much more spatially dispersed compared to the situation before the housing 
market reforms. 

Different from commercial neighbourhoods, in urban villages neighbourhood social 
networks play an important role. Rural migrants face a lot of obstacles that may hinder 
the development of neighbourhood attachment. Although discrimination and exclusion 
from urban welfare may be obstacles to establish attachment for rural migrants, the 
emotional attachment to their birthplace does not necessarily form an impediment to 
their attachment to their neighbourhood (Du, 2017). At the same time, this exclusion 
makes them more reliant on the tight-knit communities that are formed on the basis of 
the same origin of township (Zhang, 2001). Due to these tight-knit communities, the mean 
level of attachment is not significantly lower than in the commercial neighbourhoods, 
once the differences in residential quality, neighbourhood services and sense of security 
are accounted for. 

While most research on place attachment focuses on the level of the neighbourhoods, 
research in Western contexts reveals that residents can develop a stronger attachment 
to the city than to their neighbourhood, possibly because neighbourhood boundaries 
are more blurred than the boundaries of the city (Hidalgo and Hernandez, 2001; 
Lewicka, 2010). A survey in urban villages of Guangzhou (Du et al., 2018) revealed that 
residents did not develop a stronger attachment to the city than to the neighbourhood. 
Further research could reveal the relationship between scale of place and strength of 
attachment for residents of different neighbourhood types as well as examine whether 
this relationship differs between migrants and locals. 
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Abstract

This article examines residential (im)mobility in four types of neighbourhoods that reflect 
the housing segmentation created by the reform in China. First hand data collected in 
Nanjing at the end of 2010 is used to provide a richer perspective on how residential (im)
mobility creates a recursive relationship between households and neighbourhoods across 
housing segments. Examining residential (im)mobility as a relational practice rather than 
as a (non)event, contributes to a better understanding of: the way persistent structural 
and institutional conditions shape the social geography of neighbourhoods; the crucial 
role of family ties beyond the household; and how residential immobility in particular can 
be an active strategy to maintain access to resources. Together, these three key findings 
substantiate that in China the meaning of housing is not so much a commodity or an 
episode in a housing career, but an asset to be shared among generations.

KEYWORDS: relational practices, residential (im)mobility, linked lives, neighbourhood, 
China
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6.1 Introduction 

Processes of residential mobility and immobility significantly shape the socio-spatial 
geography of cities. These processes continuously reshape forms of inequalities across 
the urban fabric as they create and reinforce residential segregation, gentrification, 
neighbourhood polarization and exclusion from access to resources (Coulter et al., 
2016; Hedin et al., 2012; Van Kempen and Özüekren, 1998; Wu, 1996). Current theories 
of residential relocation that start from a life-course perspective focus on mobility as 
a life event, but immobility also requires further research to understand the different 
meanings it may have for residents and to assess the impact it has on their lives, as well 
as on the spatial processes within their neighbourhoods (Coulter and Scott, 2015; Coulter 
et al., 2016). The life course perspective has become the dominant conceptualization of 
residential mobility processes, in which parallel careers of individuals and household 
members trigger, and restrict or enable, residential relocation within the opportunity 
structure of housing and labour markets. Recently, several extensions to this model have 
been proposed through the examination of relational practices in residential mobility 
(Coulter et al., 2016). 

The first is the further detailing of the opportunity structure, identifying the structural 
and institutional conditions shaping the geography of neighbourhoods. The second is the 
inclusion of linked lives, incorporating family ties beyond the household or nuclear family, 
like (grand)parents or siblings (Mulder, 2007, 2018). The third is the conceptualization of 
immobility as not just the absence of mobility but as an active strategy to maintain access 
to resources and opportunities. These three extensions are particularly pertinent in the 
Chines context, where institutions are dominant, where family ties are more important 
and where mobility is often forced. New approaches of understanding relational practices 
in residential (im)mobility theory are promising to further understand the changes in 
urban China during the early period of the housing reform. 

Since the Housing Reform in the 1990s the changing structure of housing provision led to 
a reorganization of urban space into a highly differentiated landscape. Before the reform, 
immobility was the norm and the urban spatial structure was rather stable. Despite the 
fact that housing was not distributed equitably, as it was based on institutional hierarchy 
related to one’s work place, there was a limited degree of social differentiation over 
space (Li, 2000b; Li and Siu, 2001; Wang and Murie, 2000; Wu, 1996). The majority of 
urban dwellers lived in housing provided by their work-unit and the ones working in 
the collective sector lived in housing administered by the municipal bureau. The aim 
of the housing reform was to shift from housing as a welfare provision to housing as a 
commodity by introducing market mechanisms (Huang and Deng, 2006; Li and Huang, 
2006; Wang and Murie, 2000; Wu, 1996; Wu, 2004). The housing reform included the 
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development and commercialization of new housing resulting in an initial wave of urban 
mobility which helped to improve the housing conditions for a significant part of the 
urban population (Huang and Clark, 2002; Li 2000; Li, 2003; Li, 2004; Wang and Murie, 
2000; Zhang, 2002). 

As inequality was embedded in the housing provision and allocation process, the housing 
reform led to households with different institutional and socio-economic characteristics 
be systematically channelled to different types of housing (Bian and Logan, 1996; Li, 
2000a). Not everyone has been equally situated during the housing reform, as there are 
different channels for housing access, and certain groups’ possibilities for residential 
mobility remain quite limited (Huang, 2003; Huang and Clark, 2002; Li, 2000; Logan et 
al., 2009; Wang and Murie, 2000; Wang, 2000). This has created different categories of 
housing and a visible segmented housing structure over space (Li, 2000; Madrazo ,2014; 
Wang and Murie, 2000; Wu, et al., 2002). Traditional, former work-unit, commercial and 
urban-village neighbourhoods are four relevant housing segments in urban China. Each 
reflects particular structural and institutional contexts as well as a differentiated set of 
social characteristics and housing quality. 

To better understand the outcomes of residential (im)mobility, relational practices help 
uncover the recursive relation between institutional and structural conditions, the role 
of the extended family in residential choices and residents’ active strategies regarding 
residential (im)mobility. All these vary according to the structure of the neighbourhood, 
as these practices reinforce patterns of institutionalization. For example, an active 
strategy of immobility precludes others from moving in and consolidates the existing 
structure within the specific neighbourhood. Examining empirically how these relational 
practices occur and shape urban China’s fragmentations during the early stages of the 
housing transition also contributes to theoretical frameworks for residential mobility 
and immobility. The aim of this paper is to show that institutionally defined segments 
do not only provide differential access to specific categories of residents, but also that 
the meaning of (im)mobility and its relational practices differ between residents of these 
diverse neighbourhoods.

6.2 Theoretical background

Residential mobility processes were captured by the life-course approach as both a 
response to a diversity of experiences in life events as well as to changes in housing 
needs (Clark and Dieleman, 1996; Clark et al., 2006; Clark et al., 2012; Mulder, 1993; Mulder 
and Hooimeijer, 1999). The model of Mulder and Hooimeijer identified several ‘careers’ 
in terms of education, labour, household and housing in which life events could trigger 
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a residential relocation. Whether or not a move actually takes place also depends on the 
choice set, which is defined by the combination of opportunities and constraints provided 
by the context and the resources and restrictions at the individual level. Even though the 
life-course approach offers a rather comprehensive conceptualization, including both 
the effect of the context on mobility behaviour and the effect of collective outcomes 
of relocation on the structure of the housing market, scholars have proposed several 
extensions (Coulter et al., 2016; Mulder, 2007). 

First, structural and institutional conditions not only impact the choice set, but also 
trigger adaptive strategies to relate to these structural conditions (Coulter et al., 
2016). Practices of residential (im)mobility become relational through time and space. 
Time provides meaning through biographical positions and experiences, and space 
provides meaning through the connection with structural conditions (Coulter, 2016). It 
is the structural conditions that incite people to develop their adaptive strategies for 
residential (im)mobility (Moen and Wethington, 1992). As policies privilege certain forms 
of moving and staying, (im)mobility practices are also configured by power relations. In 
turn, material inequality arises from the enabling and constraining influence of structural 
conditions. State policies and institutions have a powerful effect in China and are crucial 
in understanding housing mobility. 

Second, the practice of linked lives helps to uncover residential (im)mobility decisions (Coulter 
et al., 2016; Hedman, 2013), but the role of the wider family has often been neglected in 
housing research (Mulder, 2007; Mulder, 2018). Linked lives as a way to understand the value 
of intergenerational practices is very relevant in the case of China. The role of extended 
families, kinship and social networks that extend beyond the household unit, has traditionally 
and culturally been very important and it remains so when it comes to residential (im)
mobility decisions. In China, residential (im)mobility decisions are not only taken by one or 
two individuals, but often, by the extended family. Intergenerational resources (financial 
and others) as well as restrictions are all compounded together to take residential decisions. 
Intergenerational connections between (grand)parents and (grand)children and how they 
can support each other becomes the aim of residential behaviour. The generation that started 
their labour career after the housing reform could no longer rely on the State for the provision 
of housing and had not accumulated wealth to buy a home in the market, so parents’ financial 
and institutional resources are key to attaining home ownership for this generation  (Cui et al., 
2019). Also, older generations are moving with their offspring to help care for the grandchildren; 
or grandchildren move with the grandparents to have access to schools (Chen et al., 2011; 
Gruiters & Ermisch, 2019). The Chinese case provides a clear example of the ripple effects of 
how lives are affected by residential decisions of kin. Residential mobility is interwoven with 
an adaptive strategy of life, as it restructures families, labour markets and cultural attitudes 
toward domestic living arrangements (Coulter et al., 2012, 2016).  
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Third, re-conceptualizing residential (im)mobility as an active practice rather than a 
depersonalized, discrete transitions that carry people from dwelling to dwelling also 
provides a new perspective to conceptualize immobility as an active process rather 
than a mere absence of movement (Hanson, 2005). Although most studies bundle non-
movers into one group, Cresswell’s (2012) notions of ‘stillness and stuckness’ highlight 
that residential immobility takes on different meanings depending on its duration and 
whether moving is desired or not (Coulter, 2015). Immobility can also be an active process, 
a desired choice and an act of resistance.  It creates anchors to structure the everyday life 
activities (Cresswell, 2012). In urban China at the beginning of the 21st century, for people 
who have not benefited from the housing reform or the market economy, residential 
mobility means a threat to their stable life rather than an opportunity. Residential 
immobility as an active practice to maintain access to crucial aspects of the city, like 
schools, employment, transit and a livelihood, will vary between housing segments as 
these provide different structural conditions.

Previous studies on China’s residential mobility have extensively focused on housing 
production, the effects of housing policies and local government’s role (Bian and Logan, 1996; 
Huang, 2004; Wang, 2000; 2004; Wang and Murie, 2000). Institutional factors like the type of 
work-unit still reflect a strong link between workplace and residence, and the household 
registration status (hukou) is a defining aspect of housing for large parts of the population 
(Bian and Logan, 1996; Huang and Deng, 2006; Li, 2000; Li and Siu, 2001; Wang and Murie, 
2000, Wu, 2001; Wu, 2004). Housing of rural migrants has also received attention (Hao et al., 
2013; Huang et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2009). Unlike in Western market economies, studies 
in urban China have found that residential mobility as a housing adjustment process is less 
applicable to the case of transitional China (Huang, 2003; Huang and Clark, 2002; Haung 
and Deng, 2006; Li, 2004; Wu, 2004). Research at the micro-level has provided insights into 
housing behaviour by examining different submarkets (Li, 2000a/b) and distance patterns of 
residential mobility (Li, 2003; 2004; Li and Siu, 2001). Other studies have examined choice of 
tenure (Huang and Clark, 2002), crowding and housing consumption (Huang, 2003); voluntary 
and involuntary relocation (Wu, 2004); and the role of dwelling vs. neighbourhood attributes 
in housing decisions (Wang and Li, 2004, 2006). However, there is still a gap in understanding 
the more intrinsic relational practices shaping residential (im)mobility.

Overall, it should be acknowledged that there is a continuous and recursive relation 
between housing segments providing their own set of institutional frameworks and 
household strategies that adapt to these institutional settings.  In turn, these also shape 
the neighbourhood as a spatial expression of this recursive relation. Behavioural practices 
of residents reveal a recursive and continuous relation between households’ strategies 
that shape the neighbourhood and the housing segments within the larger scheme of 
urban policies and development. 
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6.3 Neighbourhood transformation in China 

The economic and housing reforms have transformed existing neighbourhoods and 
created new ones reinforcing a segmented housing structure over space (Huang 
and Clark, 2002; Li, 2000, 2003; Madrazo, 2014; Wang and Murie, 2000; Wu, 2004). 
Four neighbourhood types, namely traditional, former work-unit, urban village and 
commercial housing, offer distinctive locations and housing standards related to their 
historical and institutional development (Hao et al., 2013; Madrazo, 2014; Wang, 2004; 
Wu, 2007; Wu et al., 2013; Zhang, 2018). 

Traditional neighbourhoods are located in the inner city. These accommodate a mix of 
buildings from the Ming and Qing Dynasties and housing built during the twentieth 
century. The housing was allocated by the Municipal Housing Bureau to households in 
need, that were not serviced by a work-unit. These, often run-down, one or two story 
buildings with central courtyards were divided in units for several families with a shared 
kitchen and washing facilities. Given their central location and the commodification of 
urban land, these neighbourhoods are facing demolition and urban redevelopment 
at unprecedented scale. Depending on their particular situation, residents are offered 
compensation in-kind or cash, in relation to floor space and number of people registered 
on site. Before redevelopment, housing rights could be transferred from generation 
to generation, but this strategy is being overturned by policies of compensation, 
redevelopment and gentrification. 

Former work-units were the living grounds of the majority of the urban population since 
the 1950s. As part of the reform, work-units sold their housing to sitting tenants, their 
employees, at discounted prices (Li, 2000; Wang and Murie, 2000; Wu, 1996). The Housing 
Reform meant that employees would eventually stop relying on the work-unit for their 
housing. However, dependency between employees and employers continued as work-
unit homes kept being sold at subsidized prices and employees received monetary 
subsidies for commercial housing (Huang and Clark, 2002). Initially, the sale of work-
unit housing did not come with full ownership rights to sell or rent which worked as 
an incentive for immobility (Huang and Clark, 2002).  Residents preferred to wait for 
the next available subsidized option instead of bringing their property to the market 
to move to other available options (Fang, 2006). Depending on the resources of each 
work-unit, households had differential access to housing quality and subsidy. Former 
work-unit neighbourhoods do not offer high quality housing in comparison to the larger 
units and higher standards offered in commercial housing, but they still offer decent and 
convenient housing with proximity to jobs, schools and urban transit. 
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Commercial housing neighbourhoods are the direct result of State policy and housing 
reform. At its very beginning it could only be bought by the new class of the urban rich 
who had a higher salary working in private business or in foreign funded enterprises. 
However, throughout the 80s and 90s work-units assumed an even greater role in housing 
provision through the construction, acquisition and selling of these new residential areas 
to their employees based on seniority and rank (Wu, 1996; Li, 2003). Access to commercial 
housing was not exclusively through market mechanisms as the transition implied work-
unit employees could access commercial housing with a subsidy from their work-unit. 
Today, commercial housing can be treated as a commodity as it offers the best quality of 
housing and a new way of living. 

Urban villages started to emerge as a result of urban expansion in the early 1990s. As 
rural areas became surrounded by urban land, the government took over what used 
to be farmers’ arable land leaving families with just enough land for their house. These 
former farmers were forced to change their livelihood and started building rooms for rent 
on their land for rural migrants moving into cities. This housing segment thus became 
home for two different groups: former farmers who own housing and rent out rooms to 
make their livelihood; and rural migrants who tend to have more transient lives in the city 
(Chan, 2010; Wu and Logan, 2016; Wu, 2006; Yang and Guo, 2018). Rural migrants have no 
access to public housing due to their hukou status and most of them only have access to 
the rental market at low prices offered in urban villages. Affordability and proximity to 
employment are key factors for migrants to choose their housing (Wu, 2004). In addition, 
migrants look for the support and help by others from their same hometown as having 
this social capital is important in the everyday life. They rarely move to improve their 
housing condition and more often move due to employment (Huang et al., 2018). Urban 
villages are also facing processes of demolition, redevelopment and gentrification. 
Redevelopment does not provide compensation to renters living in the neighbourhood 
who will be displaced as a consequence of State-led gentrification. Only the few owners 
are eligible for compensation as the land is de jure rural but de facto urban. 

6.4 Research design & methodology 

This study offers a micro-level analysis of residential (im)mobility in the urban core of 
Nanjing, the capital of Jiangsu province. Four housing segments are examined and two 
neighbourhoods of each type are used as case studies: Traditional includes Pingshijie 
(PSJ) and Diaoyutai (DYT); former work-units are Xiaoxixincun (XXC) and Nanxiucun 
(NXC); commercial includes Meihuashan (MHS) and Zhonghai (ZHL); and Gaojiecun (GJC) 
and Xiangshioercun (XSC) are the urban-villages (Figure 6.1). 
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Fieldwork was carried out in 2010. For each neighbourhood type the target was to 
have 200 respondents for the survey. In total 804 were included in the analysis. The 
response rate is 54%. The survey was designed to gather information at the individual 
and household level including socio-demographic information for every member living 
on the same address. The survey was complemented with more than 80 interviews with 
residents, to further probe into their residential circumstances, concerns and decision 
making regarding their (im)mobility. 

Figure 6.1 Location of neighbourhoods in Nanjing 

6.4.1 Delving into neighbourhoods’ structure: past and future mobility
Residential (im)mobility processes constantly shape the structure of a neighbourhood. As 
residents move out, there is space for new households to move in, and as residents move in, 
they reshape the composition of the neighbourhood. In the traditional neighbourhoods 
more than 85% of the population have lived there longer than 10 years (many of them all 
their lives). The ones that have settled in these neighbourhoods come mainly from other 
traditional neighbourhoods. The low turnover rate blocks the opportunity for outsiders 
to occupy low quality but affordable housing.

In the former work-unit neighbourhoods, 36% have moved to these neighbourhoods 
in the last ten years. Of these almost half lived in another work-unit before and a third 



551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo
Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020 PDF page: 154PDF page: 154PDF page: 154PDF page: 154

154

Chapter 6

came from commercial estates.  Only 7% of all the inhabitants of 2010 had moved 
from elsewhere. Even though the turnover rate is higher than in the traditional 
neighbourhoods, the vacancies are taken up by people from the same neighbourhood 
type or the commercial segment. The work-unit neighbourhoods hardly cater for the 
needs of those in traditional housing or with rural hukou. 

As the commercial neighbourhoods have been built more recently, the majority of the 
population (71%) has moved in less than ten years ago. A striking feature is that 70% of 
these settlers come from work-units and 26% from other commercial estates, leaving 
only 4% for people from traditional neighbourhoods, urban villages or newly arrived 
migrants. Urban villages are the exception to the rule that insiders are favoured. The 
majority (67%) has moved in during the last ten years, and only 17% of these come from 
commercial neighbourhoods or work-units. Most are migrants from other rural areas in 
China. This confirms the notion of urban villages as arrival cities, but the striking feature 
is that so few find their way into the other three segments of the housing market. Out of 
all the rural migrants that moved into Nanjing in the last 6 years prior to the survey, 84% 
moved into the urban villages (81 out of the 97 recent arrivals in our sample).

The findings clearly show the very low yearly turnover rates in the existing neighbourhoods 
(1.5 in traditional and 3.6 in work-unit neighbourhoods) and dependency of movers on 
new construction (commercial estates and urban villages). Immobility is shaping the 
market and the question is whether the new areas will show higher turnover in the future.

To answer that question, residents were asked if they would want to move in the 
following 5 years after the survey was undertaken. Only 8.7% said yes, while 68.9% said 
they would not want to move and 22.3% were unsure. This result is again striking, as the 
level of residential mobility intentions is low when compared to Western contexts (e.g. 
Clark & Lisowski, 2018). The proportion of households that want to move, differs between 
neighbourhoods. A higher proportion can be found in traditional neighbourhoods (12.6%) 
and urban villages (11.4%) than in commercial (4.7%) and work unit neighbourhoods 
(5.7%), indicating that low turnover rates are to be expected particularly also in 
commodified housing. 

Of the total sample that was unsure about a future move, less than 10% in former work-
units and commercial neighbourhoods selected this option.  In urban villages (37.8%) 
and in traditional (32.3%) neighbourhoods, this option may partly reflect residents’ 
uncertainty due to potential redevelopment. The results suggest that, if given a choice, 
the overall majority intends to stay in their current homes. The reasons for this immobility 
are further examined in the following section. 
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6.5 Using relational practices to uncover the meaning 
of residential (im)mobility 

Examining relational practices of residential (im)mobility contributes to a better 
understanding of the institutional conditions shaping neighbourhoods, the importance 
of linked lives, as well as use of residential immobility as an active strategy to maintain 
access to resources. As these relational practices differ between housing segments, this 
section is structured around the four type of neighbourhoods. 

6.5.1 Traditional neighbourhoods
Traditional neighbourhoods (PSJ & DYT) are located within the inner city centre, 
providing a central location to reside. 84% of residents have a local urban hukou and only 
less than 23% have higher education. Both neighbourhoods have housed 78% of their 
residents since before the Housing Reform in 1998. This means that only a relatively small 
percentage of residents moved into the neighbourhoods between 1998 and 2010, 10% 
in PSJ and 28% in DYT. These neighbourhoods are not ‘on sale’ and dwellings are mostly 
allocated by the housing bureau for rental. Moves into this neighbourhood are mainly as 
renters and to smaller units. More than 75% of these movers report that they do not feel 
their housing improved with the move. These findings are in line with previous research 
on housing consumption in China, as they show that even though there is a general 
improvement with living conditions, not all households benefit equally from residential 
mobility (Wu, 2004). Most of the residents are disabled, jobless or impoverished and have 
low education, making employment difficult.

The structural conditions of these neighbourhoods create the context in which residents 
operate. Due to their location, these neighbourhoods are targets for redevelopment, leading 
to processes of displacement and involuntary moves where households are dependent on 
allocation rules (Liu and Wu, 2006; Wang, 2004; Wu, 2004). Policies provide compensation 
in cash based on two aspects: size of the unit and number of people registered on that 
address. These are negotiated individually with each household, and the compensation per 
m2 generally does not reflect market prices.  As a result of small units and compensation 
below market prices, it is almost impossible for households to afford a market priced home. 
Usually they have to opt for low-rent public housing tenancy (Wu, 2004). These less affluent 
households mainly depend on what is given to them through compensation. 

In this respect, a lady in her early 70s living in PSJ shares the setback of her circumstances:

“One hundred years ago our grandfathers and grandmothers came and began 
to live here. It has been three generations. We all know each other […] we are 
not willing to leave. We will miss all these old and nice neighbours. We will 
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not be able to live together again. Different families have different economic 
conditions and we cannot get the same compensation of our houses as they 
are not the same size […] We cannot decide where we are going to live it is the 
government who decides where we live. If you want to choose you have to pay 
by yourself. We have no money. We can only rely on the government.”

Residents of DYT have not yet experienced demolition in their neighbourhood, but 
already feel uneasy as the adjacent neighbourhood was recently demolished. It would 
seem that the choice is between better home quality at the relocation home or better 
location at the current home. As two residents share:

“We all hope to live in new houses but we do not want to move far away […] 
Some people have children studying here so they come back to rent a house and 
they rent out their new far away house.’ Her grandson adds that ‘if we move, the 
living conditions including sanitation, sunlight and air will be better. However, 
it will be too far. If the government can help us improve our sanitary conditions 
[here] then we are not willing to move. But we know that the government will 
make us go […] the city wall tourism belt will be built here.” 

It is evident that many of the residents regard the move as dependent on government 
policies and not on them. Most of their concerns have to do with compensation, lack 
of medical treatment, distance of the potential future home, heavy commuting, 
dealing with new types of inconveniences and social dispersion. Residential mobility 
also reconfigures, personal relations (Coutler, 2015) and residents in this segment are 
concerned of losing their important social ties that have been deeply rooted in the 
neighbourhood throughout time. 

Structural conditions often lead to the loss of resources, not only for households who lose 
their current home, but also for their offspring as these homes could be inherited and 
the compensation homes will not be inherited (Huang et al., 2020, Li et al., 2019). Some 
residents commented that demolition can lead to family conflicts due to this inheritance 
matter. If the household accepts the compensation offered and move away, children also 
lose access to schools, which are considered quite good in the area. The relevance of 
linked lives and intergenerational ties is apparent.

The strength of intergeneration ties is also reflected in the strong connection with the 
past and previous generations. Some even find it hard to believe that they may have 
to move as illustrated by a man’s baffled response when asked about a potential future 
move: 
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“We see a great progress after the reform. However, some old people would 
complain. I have been here for several generations and I have never heard of 
demolition in all the past dynasties.”

Others show more confidence in their future and the government, even though they may 
not want to move but know they will have to as a result of urban development. A man 
who shares his hopeful reflection exhibits this notion:

“I [have] been living [in this neighbourhood] for several generations. My 
ancestors lived here. I do not know where I will move to [but] it will not be good 
if people see these old and broken houses from the city wall. I have faith in the 
government. I believe that they will consider our benefit.”

Residential immobility can be regarded as a behavioural strategy to maintain access to 
urban resources in these neighbourhoods. At the time the survey was undertaken, PSJ had 
already gone through some years of demolition. This meant that two thirds of the residents 
had already accepted the compensation offered by the government and moved out. The 
ones remaining in the neighbourhood had shown persistence in staying even though 
the area surrounding their immediate home was demolished. Their immobility may well 
be a reflection of a resistance strategy to maintain their advantageous location or hope 
for better compensation. Also, the gap between compensation and cost of purchasing 
new homes is too big to bridge. 78% said they want to stay in the neighbourhood. These 
residents have resisted earlier waves of demolition and relocation. 

Residents of traditional neighbourhoods face institutional conditions like redevelopment 
and displacement. Many decide to stay and not accept government compensation as not 
only the compensation will not make up for their current circumstances, but also because 
resisting the move is a strategy that will benefit not only them, but also their children and 
grandchildren now and in the future. 

6.5.2 Former work-unit neighbourhoods
Former work-units (NXC & XXC) are neighbourhoods that traditionally provided housing 
to their employees. Residents were either born into it or assigned to them as individuals 
entered the workforce. The work-unit used to organize and affect one’s life completely. 
Two different former work-units were chosen for this study. One is a university work-unit 
(NXC), located in the city centre, with residents being highly educated; and the other (XXC) 
a manufacturing work-unit, just outside the city wall, where most residents have high-
school education. NXC is quiet and clean, while XXC is busier and more hectic. At least 
85% of residents in both neighbourhoods have urban hukou. In both neighbourhoods, 
45% of residents have lived there since before the Housing Reform. This reveals the 
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extent to which housing reform policies have encouraged residents to move out and 
as result, also create a new rental market in former work-units where there were only 
homeowners at the beginning of the reform. These neighbourhoods have now become 
areas providing more affordable rents compared to new developments. These structural 
and institutional conditions set the environment in which residents operate. 

A key structural condition of these neighbourhoods is that original residents received 
hefty subsidies from their employer to purchase these units. A lady whose husband still 
works at the work-unit reported that their employer subsidized about 70% of the unit 
price. Another resident shares how the subsidy shapes their feelings and conditions:

“We cannot complain because we did not pay for the houses, the money was 
given by the work-unit. Houses are small and satisfy basic needs. We do not 
need to move elsewhere.” 

Intergenerational dependencies and the relevance of linked lives when taking residential 
decisions is also apparent in this housing segment. In many instances, survey respondents 
declared to be owners of the unit and during interviews it became clear that the ownership 
belonged to another family member, such as the parents. However, this did not seem to 
be an important distinction as de facto they occupied the housing and the ownership 
belongs to the family. Extended family members are part of the decision making process 
making residential choices an intergenerational matter. A young guy who was planning 
his wedding and was fixing his home which was allocated to his father by his work-unit, 
remarks:

“For common working class, this kind of house is a necessity. The country 
donates a lot of houses by paying the rent for you. Other young people have to 
rent houses when they marry. What if you cannot afford it? Rich work-units can 
subsidize you to rent a house as long as you have the right status. You can keep 
living in the house, so does the second generation.”

A lady in her late 20s shares a similar intergenerational reflection: 

“It is convenient to live here […] The houses here were distributed by my fathers’ 
work-unit […] He moved out and I will live here a long time because I must 
consider the education for our kids. There are many schools nearby and most 
people’s cultural qualities are comparatively high.”

Inclination for residential (im)mobility and intergenerational concerns in former work-
units are also evident in an interview with an older gentleman:
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“The house we live in was distributed as welfare. [It was] sold to us at very low 
price. We are now the old residents [and] we do not want to move because this 
is convenient for old people to see a doctor and for younger people to go to 
work.”

As old generations lived through events like the Cultural Revolution their life experiences 
are quite different from younger generations. This is evident in different expectations 
and levels of conformity. This is demonstrated by the reflection of an old lady:

“The environment here is good. It is because we are old, young people will not 
get used to it. We do not have any other place to go. Young people have money 
and they buy new homes. They do not like the house type here. This is an old 
house, different from new houses. Nowadays houses tend to have large living 
rooms but small bedrooms.”

Residents of former work-units who have lived in these neighbourhoods for a long time 
or who’s offspring live there now have been able to establish strategies to take advantage 
of the institutional conditions and the value of resources within the extended family 
to access housing and the city. Renters are a new type of dweller who can now access 
former work-unit housing, which is relatively affordable housing with relatively decent 
conditions. Given the location of these neighbourhoods, residents have adopted active 
strategies of residential immobility to allow them to stay and maintain access to school, 
transit and health services for them and their extended family. 

6.5.3 Commercial neighbourhoods
Commercial neighbourhoods are a direct result of the housing reform and housing 
commodification. Private developers started developing residential areas mainly in the 
form of multi-story buildings since the 1990s. New apartments offered bigger units and 
offered better quality of housing. MHS was one of the first of its kind to appear in Nanjing, 
located just outside the city gate on the East side; while ZHL was one of the most exclusive 
ones in 2010 in the new and developing area of Hexi, south-west of the city centre. 88% 
of residents have a local urban hukou and 78% have higher education. Practically, all 
residents moved after 1998, since by definition, commercial housing appeared after this.

Both neighbourhoods have primarily residents who own, which is largely set by the State’s 
housing policy (Li, 2004). China has promoted homeownership since the housing reform 
and it has become a nation of homeowners. Moreover, both rent and ownership can 
be subsidized for privileged groups who have access to institutional benefits (Bian and 
Logan, 1996; Wang and Murie, 2000). Rental tenure is normally attributed to households 
in their initial stage of their housing career or without enough financial resources to get 



551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo
Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020 PDF page: 160PDF page: 160PDF page: 160PDF page: 160

160

Chapter 6

a mortgage. In the housing hierarchy it is expected that households would move from 
rent to own. However, in the Chinese context and during the early years of the housing 
transition, tenure works differently. The rental market seems to be small in commercial, at 
least in 2010. In the future it may be different as these families move to other commercial 
housing and are able to keep this property to let. 

More than 90% of respondents feel there was in improvement in their move to this 
housing segment. Regarding housing consumption, moves that implied obtaining 
bigger units are mainly in commercial neighbourhoods compared to moves to other 
neighbourhood types. An interesting dynamic occurring for a small privileged group in 
urban China is that those who have benefited from the financial support of their work-
unit, from advantageous State housing policies and/or private sector benefits, have been 
able to acquire more than one home and in some cases even multiple homes4. 

The value of linked lives and the way several generations of one family organize themselves 
in terms of their housing is quite evident in commercial neighbourhoods. Taking the 
household income as the only measurement of one’s financial situation ignores other 
important elements, like practices of everyday life such as financial support from family 
members.  This financial interdependency is very common in the Chinese contest. As a 
recent university graduate states:

“Buying so young you need to have rich parents and rely on them. Nowadays 
young people have no choice [as the housing] prices are too high. I started 
working in 2008 at a bank and my husband runs his own company in logistics. 
We cannot even afford the down payment by ourselves.”

The decision to support family members’ does not only involve economic support but also 
residency choices. This may be reflected in having several generations living under one 
roof. Grandparents move to the neighbourhood to take care of their grandchild exemplify 
this. Another example is a grandpa who shared that they bought in ZHL neighbourhood 
as their granddaughter wanted to attend high school in this area and they wanted to 
provide her with the convenience of living nearby. However, the granddaughter ended 
up going to another high school and they moved here and left their previous residence 
close to the city centre for their son and granddaughter. Support does not only flow 
from older to younger generations, but also the other way around. A female migrant 

4 Several respondents reported spending weekdays in one home convenient for work and the 
weekend in another one where most of the family would be based, or the daughter/son living in 
one home and the couple in another while they would also sleep in their children’s home several 
nights. 
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moved with her son to MHS neighbourhood as he got a job with a large communications 
company. 

The meaning and purpose of a home also varies across generations. However, a home is 
more than a mere commodity, as there is a link to traditions and following generations. 
This is illustrated by an old man who shares:

 “We buy houses which we hope that our descendants of all ages can live in. Our 
tradition is to pass down hereditary treasures.”

A resident in his 50s echoes this notion when he share that:

“Buying a house is a crucial decision to make so I should not change my house 
within 10 years. Buying a house is very important in Chinese traditions. Only 
when one buys a house can he or she live in peace and work in contentment.”

Another resident in his mid 40s also commented:

“Chinese of my generation hold relatively new concepts (compared to the 
older generation) in terms of expectations and support to children, for instance 
my wife and I hope our child can live independently after graduating from 
university. We hope we can send him to study abroad. My mother in-law is 
living with us. We do not want to move anymore.”

Strategies for residential (im)mobility also reflect preferences to stay as 80% said they 
would not want to move in the future. A reason to stay in commercial neighbourhoods 
is that many have kindergarten and primary schools linked to the neighbourhood. In 
addition, they offer discounted prices for residents and the education of their kids. As a 
young mother says: 

“We do not want to move. It is very convenient for the child to go to school here. 
As residents we have a discount of about 25%.”

Commercial housing clearly reflects how lingering institutional conditions shape 
the environment in which residents operate and access housing for different family 
generations. Residential immobility in 2010 is also an active strategy of residents to 
maintain access to resources they have gained through institutional channels, or for few 
through the private market, but that give them access to more than just a roof. 
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6.5.4 Urban village neighbourhoods 
Urban villages started to emerge in cities in the 1990s as cities expanded and collectively 
owned land became surrounded by the city. The government took the land and farmers 
became landlords by building on their existing plots as many rooms as possible for rent. 
These areas provided housing for rural migrants who moved to the city for employment 
searching for affordable rents. GJC is located north-east of the city centre surrounded by 
other more urbanized areas, while XSQ is located south-east of the city wall somewhat 
isolated due to surrounding river. It is like a small town lost in the city, also due to its access 
on only two sides of the neighbourhood. Only 15% of the residents have lived here before 
1998. Most of these are the original residents, now landlords in the neighbourhood. Not 
surprisingly, none of the moves since then report ownership as tenure. Most moves into 
urban villages were to smaller units and do not report an improvement with the move. 

Institutional and structural conditions related to redevelopment, displacement and hukou 
set the environment for residents’ behavioural strategies in this neighbourhood type. While 
landlords tend to have some trust or hope that the government will look after them, renters 
(mostly rural migrants) are mainly concerned with the affordability of their homes. Rural 
migrants tend to mainly move for work reasons and because they want to save money 
(Chan, 2010; Chung, 2018; Wu and Logan, 2016; Yang and Guo, 2018). Moreover, this group 
has different household arrangements and they do not move to settle down, quite the 
opposite, as they need to remain flexible (Chen and Fan, 2016; Du, 2018). 

Views of landlords and renters focus on different concerns in urban villages particularly 
around demolition and displacement. Landlords views do not seem as strong as their 
counterparts in traditional neighbourhoods, but they would still rather not move and 
maintain their current livelihood. A landlord states that:

“Without a job an urban hukou is useless. In the past we had land for planting 
and we could earn our own bread.  I would prefer if there were no demolition. 
My child now goes to university. At least [through rents] I can make some money 
to afford his schooling. If demolition takes place, I will lose this source of income 
and we cannot afford his schooling simply by working for others.”

His view is echoed by another landlord who also shows concern for their situation if they 
were to be forced to move and lose their livelihood:

“Before I used to do farming, now I live off rents. If only there was no demolition 
and I could continue to live off rent […] after demolition, I will have to lead a 
hard life again.”



551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo
Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020 PDF page: 163PDF page: 163PDF page: 163PDF page: 163

163

Residential (im)mobility as a relational practice during China’s housing transition 

Contrastingly, renters in urban villages are mainly concerned about affordability and 
proximity to work. Their housing situation tends to be more fluid, reflecting a transient 
lifestyle in the city. A young boy who works as a cook explains that:

“Young people often change jobs, so we do not care much about the living 
conditions […] I moved from another room in this [neighbourhood]. I moved 
because the water bill there got higher. It rose from 8 Yuan to 16 Yuan per 
month. Here I pay 10. I will only move if I change jobs.’

Linked lives and intergenerational residential decisions in urban villages work slightly 
different than in other neighbourhoods. Being close to people from the same hometown 
is considered important, especially if this reflects family ties. A young mother who works 
as a shop manager for a clothing store in the city centre said that her parents moved 
three years before her to Nanjing and then her mother helped her find a house for her in 
the same neighbourhood. She adds: 

“Because I got married, I moved [to another unit in the same neighbourhood] to 
live with my husband. We do not want to move. My father still has his tea store 
on the street. It’s cheap to live here.”

This type of neighbourhood provides simple housing solutions at very affordable rents. 
Landlords have worked a livelihood that would be impossible to replicate elsewhere. 
Renters are either more fluid and only if they change jobs, their housing will change too, 
or have family and hometown ties in the neighbourhood which are important in their 
residential strategies. 

6.6 Conclusion

Analysing relational practices (Coulter et al., 2016) in residential (im)mobility contributes 
to a better understanding of the meaning of the neighbourhood for residents of the 
various neighbourhood types. Three additions to the life-course perspective provide 
relevant insights to understand how residential (im)mobility processes take place in 
urban China. First, structural and institutional conditions shaping the geography of the 
neighbourhood. Second, the significant role of family relations and intergenerational 
dependencies for housing. Third, residential immobility can be an active strategy to 
maintain access to resources. Within this context, a recursive relationship between 
households and neighbourhoods shape each other’s strategies and structure. 
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At the theoretical level, this paper acknowledges that the life-course approach is 
enriched by considering relational practices (Coulter et al., 2016). Understanding these 
mechanisms, illuminates the relation between the geography of neighbourhoods and 
residents’ strategy as an active practice. It delves into the meaning of the home and how 
residential considerations take place. 

Residential (im)mobility is one of the most important processes that differentiate urban 
space and structure. It not only shapes and recreates social challenges, it also helps to 
understand what it means to live where one lives, to make sense of different practices and 
strategies occurring in different neighbourhoods and housing segments. As structural 
conditions incite people to develop their adaptive strategies and each neighbourhood 
provides a different set of institutional, economic and social constraints, these strategies 
vary between neighbourhood types. Institutional factors like hukou, land rights and 
compensation policies are relevant in traditional neighbourhoods and urban villages.  
Pre-reform housing allocation still shapes strategies of residents living in former work-
units and commercial housing. All these aspects remain important when defining the 
particular geography of each housing segment during the first decade of the 21st Century. 

Intergenerational dependencies and their relation to residential considerations are 
important in all neighbourhoods. Locational decisions like moving and staying are made 
within a wider family context. The extended family including grandparents, parents 
and grandchildren, rather than the nuclear family is taken into account for residential 
(im)mobility and the reorganization of housing resources. Not only in terms of financial 
resources, but also regarding inheritance issues in traditional and former work-unit 
neighbourhoods. 

Overall, in all neighbourhoods there is a strong display of future residential immobility. 
It has been argued how this immobility can be an active strategy to maintain access 
to social connections and crucial aspects of the city like schools and employment in 
all neighbourhoods. Even in urban villages, for all the original residents and owners, 
avoiding a move is directly linked to maintaining their livelihood. 

In 2010 in Nanjing, practices of residential (im)mobility reflect active strategies to maintain 
access to intergenerational resources and access to key urban amenities. The meaning of 
housing is not so much a commodity, but an asset to be shared among generations. 
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7.1 The impact of urban socio-spatial transformations 
in China 

This thesis contributes to further understand the changing geography of urban China 
during the first decade of the 21st Century. It sheds light on different dimensions of 
‘divided cities’ and urban fragmentations, in particular related to neighbourhoods and 
housing segments. Processes creating socio-spatial differences and inequalities in urban 
areas are at the forefront of this research. 

It sets the stage by providing a review of international peer-reviewed literature published 
between 2000 and 2010 explaining socio-spatial urban fragmentations. As existing 
Western literature provides a stepping-stone to understanding China’s geography, 
it acknowledges the need to reconceptualise existing theories to fully understand 
urban China. The theoretical relevance of this lies in that it sets out to expand and 
reconceptualise common concepts and relations that are used to understand socio-
spatial fragmentations and inequalities in Western contexts. For example, the role of 
institutions, access to housing and social relations work differently in China, resulting in 
unique socio-spatial fragmentations. Understanding these intricacies is indispensable for 
understanding the Chinese city and its development. 

By looking at traditional, former work-units, commercial and urban village 
neighbourhoods, it unravels key dynamics occurring at the neighbourhood level within 
the larger process of urban change and development. This thesis examines the increasing 
socio-spatial inequality in terms of housing segmentation, attachment and residential 
(im)mobility using empirical analysis of data gathered in 2010 of four neighbourhood 
types in Nanjing.

In addition, this thesis demonstrates how the neighbourhood provides an exemplary 
unit of analysis to properly examine socio-spatial fragmentations. Historically, housing 
development in China has been designed as communities in the form of neighbourhoods 
or compounds. The concept of neighbourhood is profoundly different in a number of 
ways, including its function, level of state control, and allocation or access. Particularly 
in urban China, neighbourhoods provide a reference to political, institutional and social 
contexts making them meaningful manifestations of relevant urban fragmentations. 

The quantitative and qualitative analysis helps enrich our understanding of the social 
fabric and the spatial changes in Chinese cities a decade into the housing reform. It sheds 
light on how residents experience their neighbourhoods and how these neighbourhoods 
are being transformed. This work contributes to the international knowledge on large 
cities, which are undergoing immense social and spatial transformations through 
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processes of urban growth and expansion, redevelopment and displacement. As people’s 
place of residence and centre of gravity anchors their urban experience, neighbourhoods 
are crucial socio-spatial units to understand geographic processes shaping life in cities. 

This chapter provides the overall conclusions. The following section provides the main 
research findings of each research question. Section 7.3 delivers general conclusions and 
theoretical reflections. Section 7.4 provides an update on the case study neighbourhoods 
in Nanjing. Section 7.5 offers considerations for future research and Section 7.6 postulates 
policy recommendations for China’s urban development.  

7.2 Main research findings  

This research is embedded in the current scientific debate on inequality, housing 
segmentation, community attachment and residential (im)mobility; which are at the 
forefront of political discussions regarding changes experienced in cities worldwide. 
It also examines at the micro-level four distinctive neighbourhood types in Nanjing: 
traditional, former work-unit, commercial and urban village. Each housing segment has 
its own particular structural conditions and role in China’s urbanization and housing 
transition.

Chapter 2 (section 7.2.1) provides a systematic review of published work between 2000 
and 2010 in international peer-reviewed journals on existing explanations for divided 
cities in China against the backdrop of Western theories. Chapter 3 (section 7.2.2) 
examines how neighbourhood differentiation emerged and what are the resulting 
spatial inequalities. Subsequently, it delves into three different interrelated themes that 
shed light on the meaning of the neighbourhood and the experience that these create 
for their residents.  Chapter 4 (section 7.2.3) unravels the recruiting patterns and sorting 
mechanisms shaping housing segmentations and how these have changed over time. 
Chapter 5 (section 7.2.4) examines the factors that explain the existing differentiation in 
neighbourhood attachment across the four neighbourhood types and Chapter 6 (section 
7.2.5) uses relational practices to understand how linked lives, structural conditions and 
adaptive strategies shape processes of residential mobility and in particular, residential 
immobility. 

The thesis uses a mixed method approach. A multi-neighbourhood survey was conducted 
in 2010 by means of face-to face home visits in eight neighbourhoods (4 neighbourhood 
types) in Nanjing. The target was to gather 800 questionnaires in total, 100 in each 
neighbourhood. A systematic random sampling with a fixed interval was used to select 
respondents. In total, 1488 addresses were visited in these eight neighbourhoods. The 
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response rate is 55 per cent. In total, 826 full questionnaires were gathered, and after 
revision for completeness and consistency 804 questionnaires are included for the study. 
This survey gathers information not only at the individual level, but also at the household 
level. Socio-demographic information like age, gender, education, and hukou was 
collected for every household member living on the same address, resulting in a total 
population sample of 1937 people. In addition, 80 structured face-to-face interviews 
were undertaken with residents of the eight neighbourhoods to further explore their 
concerns, decisions and views. 

7.2.1 How do underlying mechanisms resulting in ‘divided cities’ differ 
between the West and China?

Whereas research on urban spatial segregation and concentration commenced in 
Western cities about a century ago, research published in English on Chinese cities is 
only a few decades old. While western theories have been a stepping-stone for scholars 
in explaining socio-spatial divisions, it is clear that these mechanisms differ significantly 
in the Chinese context and thus require further conceptualizations. Chinese cities have 
become more divided after the Open Door Policy and Economic Reform policy in 1978 
as they embarked on a comprehensive transformation. The socialist ideology relied 
on having a classless urban society with no significant income inequalities and no 
obvious segregation patterns. The city was composed of a collection of self-contained 
work-unit neighbourhoods, which formed the basic urban spatial structure of socialist 
China. In particular, as a result of the Housing Reform new social divisions and newly 
divided cities emerged. Distinctive and more homogeneous neighbourhoods by tenure, 
socioeconomic status, and hukou are increasingly shaping the urban structure. A new 
socio-spatial mosaic has emerged in which small-scale differentiated types of old and 
new residential area coexist next to each other in cities. The concept of ‘divided cities’ is a 
useful characterization when examining socio-spatial differentiation in urban areas, as it 
reveals the complexity of urban inequalities in different geographical contexts.

Against the backdrop of Western explanations, Chapter 2, using 88 articles in 21 journals 
provides a critical review of the numerous explanations scholars use for the current 
socio-spatial divisions in Chinese cities. This analysis sheds light on the differences and 
similarities in the explanations scholars have offered for the emergence and existence 
of socio-spatial divisions. Underlying mechanisms are organized within a five-category 
framework of explanations: trends, policies, players, position and preferences.

Trends refer to macro developments that operate on spatial levels above those of the 
individual city. In China, the Open Door and Reform Policy set a new path for development. 
This national government initiative to restructure the economy and to introduce a 
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market-oriented system implied a shift in the state’s priorities. The reorganization of the 
occupational structure together with large-scale migration into cities, the opening for 
direct foreign investment, and the influence of globalization have all had an impact on 
new spatial patterns in cities. The re-emerging private sector, which had been abolished 
during the socialist planned economy, created a huge demand for high-skilled as well as 
low-skilled workers, prompting people to shift jobs. This in turn led to the emergence of 
new groups, such as the affluent, the new urban poor and rural migrants. 

Policies refer to institutional procedures or administrative regulations. Urban and 
housing policies are particularly important in determining the distribution of housing in 
various parts of the city. In China policies have been identified as the primary mechanism 
leading to a divided urban structure as most authors emphasize the prominent role of 
institutions in explaining segregation patterns. As the Housing Reform was designed to 
change the way housing was allocated in cities, the first shift led a large privatization 
program and then all newly built housing was sold through the market. These housing 
policies had a tremendous impact on: land market reform and appropriation for urban 
growth, redevelopment, displacement, and the reorganization of social groups over 
space. Another major institutional policy considered to be one of the most important 
elements in shaping the current structure of Chinese cities is the hukou system. It defines 
one’s access to opportunities or constraints and thus directly affects one’s life chances. 
While urban hukou initially guaranteed urban residents job security, food, education, 
housing, and other benefits, a rural hukou allowed the collective ownership of land and 
avoidance of the one-child policy. 

Players refer to individuals on key positions with a certain array of power. The role of 
key individuals in organizations can be crucial for the directions these organizations take 
and the implicit or explicit goals, values, assumptions and ideologies that guide them in 
their work. In China, party-members can be argued to be the most important players. 
They play multiple roles as decision makers, regulators, and evaluators, approving 
and overseeing implementation. Local governments and city mayors are particularly 
important players in China. Local governments gained control over urban land, land 
leasing, land revenue, and the production of commodity housing to promote urban 
redevelopment. An important link exists between city mayors and the Chinese political 
elite that not only strengthens the status of their city, but also allows for circumventions 
to facilitate development projects within certain city areas. Moreover, the line between 
the public and private sectors is blurred as the same individual can play a hybrid role of 
party official and businessman. This feature is relevant in China’s political context as most 
of the transactions occur within a web of personal relations. New actors like developers, 
are often directly related to the government and promote a global lifestyle to sell their 
higher-end property. 
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Position refers to the household’s or social group’s constraints, resources and ability to 
access housing. This aspect recognizes that different groups are differently positioned 
in terms of resources to access dwellings, although not only demand but also housing 
supply is a crucial element. While income is regarded as an important resource, social, 
political, and cultural resources are also increasingly seen as enablers for housing access. 
While in Western contexts resources available to a household mainly relate to their 
socioeconomic position, in China, household’s position is more determined by policies 
and institutions than by their socioeconomic position. Despite that the housing market is 
open to everyone, many groups have not been positioned to access the housing market.  
The new urban poor have limited welfare access.  

Preferences refer to individual values, aspirations, choices, and attitudes. In China, the 
current housing consumption is generally not the outcome of a household’s choice. Even 
after the reform, the main buyer of housing was still the work-unit, which eventually 
allocated housing to their employees. Despite that the affluent are taking advantage of 
the increasing housing choice, and are willing to pay for the symbolic value of certain 
neighbourhoods, many still live in public housing subsidized by the state or in former 
work-unit housing closer to their workplace.

Overall, the conclusion of chapter 2 is that although spatial patterns in the Western 
and Chinese contexts share rather similar characteristics, the urban experience is 
fundamentally different and the interplay of mechanisms is significantly distinctive. 
Most notably, the influence of the state, its institutions, and the cultural background has 
a much stronger explanatory power in China than in the West. New neighbourhoods 
with a homogeneous composition are shaping the urban structure and pockets of 
concentration can increasingly be found at the community level. ‘Divided city’ is a useful 
characterization when examining socio-spatial differentiation in urban areas as the 
concept reveals the complexity of urban inequalities in different geographical contexts. 
Urban fragmentations and their degree of differentiation and inequality need to be 
examined at the neighbourhood level. 

7.2.2 How has neighbourhood differentiation emerged and what are the 
resulting spatial inequalities? 

Thirty years ago, China was a relatively homogenous urban society. Cities’ cellular 
composition reflected fairly equal housing conditions and most urban residents were 
exposed to rather similar urban environments. That does not mean that differences in 
housing conditions did not exist. Workers in large and centrally managed enterprises 
enjoyed better housing than those in small, locally managed ones. Housing allocation was 
based on merit, seniority and need, giving better housing to certain groups with higher 
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positions. Since the Open Door and Reform Policy of 1978 that geared the government’s 
main tasks on developing the country’s economy and the Housing Reform in 1998 that 
ended housing provision as part of the welfare system, cities’ urban fabric has changed 
dramatically. In the midst of this transition, there are four distinctive neighbourhood 
types that currently co-exist: traditional, work-unit, commercial and urban village. Each 
reflects the distinctive historical and institutional contexts in which they emerged in their 
dwelling attributes and socio-demographic profiles. 

To understand the extent to which the urban experience is fragmented at the 
neighbourhood level, Chapter 3 examines the spatial structure and social composition 
between and within these four different neighbourhood types. Like in many other parts 
of the world, neighbourhoods are the core constituents of the urban fabric in China. Every 
city is composed of these residential spaces, which serve different functions for economic 
activities, service provision and socialization. As a design solution, Western planners and 
Western-trained Chinese planners introduced the concept of neighbourhood in the late 
1940s. Since then, the neighbourhood as a micro community with a focus on housing has 
served as a key unit for urban development. 

Eight different neighbourhoods, two of each type, located in the urban core of Nanjing 
are taken as case study. Historically, Nanjing has been the capital of ten dynasties and was 
the capital of the Republic of China until 1949. During this period, large-scale municipal 
infrastructure was constructed laying the foundation of modern development. During 
the planned economy (1949-1978), it was chosen by the central government for industrial 
development. As a traditional industrial city, it accommodates large state-owned 
enterprises in heavy industry and it holds a strategic location for industrial growth in 
industries like petrochemical, machinery and textiles. It is a typical example of a Chinese 
city experiencing market transition and economic restructuring. 

First, traditional neighbourhoods were built during the Ming and Qing Dynasties (15th 
and 18th centuries respectively) in the inner city. These are the oldest type of residential 
areas in Chinese cities. Former private housing was also built in these areas at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. After 1949, private property was confiscated by the 
state and housing got divided into smaller units for several families to share. Homes vary 
in size and generally share a central courtyard, a semi-closed corridor with gas stoves 
and a shared kitchen where neighbours cook together. Toilets are public. These areas 
are largely managed by the Housing Bureau and house an overrepresentation of the 
elderly, people with a low level of education, laid-off/unemployed and rural migrants. 
In terms of tenure many residents rent and many others have inherited their homes for 
several generations, making this group the ones with the longest length of residence in 
all neighbourhood types. These neighbourhoods are targeted by urban redevelopment, 
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a socio-spatial change leading to displacement and gentrification. Among the four types, 
this neighbourhood has the largest group of residents that feels their neighbourhood 
represents a harmonious society5. 

Second, former work-unit (danwei) neighbourhoods were built during the socialist time 
(1949-1978) by work-units to ease the existing housing shortages that resulted from the 
Sino-Japanese war. All housing production was the responsibility of the state and it was 
supplied to urban dwellers by their work-unit. These large-scale residential developments 
provided residential six- to eight-story buildings with open staircases and without 
elevators. They resemble the company town model living facilities with a functional and 
economic integration of residence and production. Apartments, canteens, dormitories, 
public bathhouses, nurseries and primary schools were all integrated in close proximity. 
Most of the apartments range between 61- 80m2. They generally have one shower and 
toilet per unit and a closed room for the kitchen. Depending on the work-unit’s power 
(industrial, education or government) and relation to the central government, work-units 
were able to provide different qualities of services and features exclusive to their residents.  
Profitable work-units with better bargaining power were able to provide greater support 
to their workers. It was institutional attachment that determined the type of housing 
one could access. This explains a high variation in our sample within this neighbourhood 
type, as one neighbourhood was selected for being a traditionally manufacturing 
workers work-unit and the other as a representative of a more powerful type of work-
unit. The manufacturing work-unit houses lowly educated, low-income groups; while 
the university one has a higher representation of higher incomes and higher educated 
residents. These apartments were provided at highly subsidized discounts as part of the 
welfare program. The reform started a large-scale privatization process of work-units by 
encouraging sitting tenants to buy their flats. Different schemes were created to facilitate 
the shift from rent-occupied to owner-occupied housing. Ownership is the main tenure, 
although there are a few renters.

Third, commercial-neighbourhoods began to be built in the late 1990s as residential 
development got transferred to private developers as part of the housing 
commodification. There is a substantial variation between neighbourhoods belonging 
to this type. Those built in the early period resemble work-unit housing in their physical 
characteristics although they differ in that they represent housing commodification.  
From the two chosen for this study, one is from the first wave of commercially constructed 
housing, which got heavily subsidized, and the other represents more recent high-
end commercial housing. These neighbourhoods offer a variation in terms of location, 

5 The concept of ‘harmonious society’ was introduced by the Communist Party in 2005 as a key goal 
to address disparities between society and China’s economic growth
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amenities, landscaping, property management services, security systems and different 
types of building design (height, orientation, size of dwelling, number of rooms, size of 
bedrooms and living room). These neighbourhoods (xiaoqu). provided a unit for national 
community building (shequjianse), and a way to organize residents’ lives efficiently. It also 
provides the basic unit for new urban governance for the state to retain neighbourhood 
control. The largest housing units are in commercial housing, with a majority well over 
100m2. They tend to offer an open kitchen concept and one or even two toilets and 
showers. Ownership is the main tenure. The biggest households are found in commercial 
housing where many times the couple brings their parents to take care of their son/
daughter. There are non-local hukou holders, although most are not rural migrants, but 
migrants from other cities. A large proportion of the residents are highly educated with 
a completed university degree and with high incomes. Residents’ evaluation of housing 
conditions is the most positive of all neighbourhood types and most are positive that 
their neighbourhood feels like harmonious society. 

Fourth, urban-villages or chengzhoncun neighbourhoods have been developed since the 
90s in the inner suburbs and urban fringe as a result of urban sprawl and land reform. As 
traditionally rural and collectively owned land started to be encompassed by the city, 
the government reclaimed the land for urban expansion and farmers were left without 
their traditional means of livelihood. Therefore, farmers turned into landlords by building 
rooms on their housing plots and renting them out to rural migrants who moved to 
the city in search of employment. Planning regulations are usually not met and these 
neighbourhoods tend to have narrow streets to maximize housing opportunities. In terms 
of height, most of the buildings are multi-storied. As units were built with the intention of 
maximizing opportunities for renting one-room units to migrants, these neighbourhoods 
offer the smallest units between all neighbourhood types. Rental rooms tend to have 
a small gas stove inside or just outside in the corridor. Units in urban-villages do not 
have private toilet or shower, similar to traditional housing. These neighbourhoods offer 
private rental housing and significant affordable housing opportunities for migrants. 
Moreover, these neighbourhoods tend to offer all sorts of services from small restaurants 
to supermarkets and schools. It houses many young singles as well as many families 
consisting of a couple and child(ren). Half of the population consists of people under 
thirty years old and the majority of the population has completed their education up 
to high school. Compared to other neighbourhood types, the largest proportion of 
residents work in urban villages. Regarding residents’ evaluation of housing conditions, 
the majority see it as adequate, with also a group saying living conditions are poor. The 
majority evaluate their neighbourhood as more or less a harmonious society. 

The Gini-coefficient and the Theil index were calculated to measure inequality. The Gini-
coefficient was calculated for attributes including housing space, income, education, 
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occupation, age and tenure. Housing area and income are the two characteristics that 
show the highest magnitude of inequality. The Theil is calculated for these two attributes 
to further understand the statistical degree of heterogeneity for these neighbourhoods. 
There is a higher variation of housing area within traditional neighbourhoods as some 
households live in a room and others have even two floors; and within urban villages 
there is also a contrasting difference between the small units for migrants and the houses 
of landlords. Former work-unit and commercial housing are by design more similar in 
terms of housing area. In terms of income variation, it is highest within former work-
units, followed by commercial neighbourhoods. This could partly be explained by the 
type of jobs offered by the two different former work-units, as one is a manufacturing 
and the other an academic institution. The urban transition has also shifted the sorting 
mechanisms of these neighbourhood types and who gets to live in them, which may also 
be contributing to the deepening of neighbourhood differentiation.

7.2.3 How have recruiting patterns and sorting mechanisms shaping 
housing segmentation changed overtime?

Chapter 4 examines the recruiting patterns filtering different social groups into four 
housing segments: urban village, traditional, former work-unit, and commercial 
neighbourhoods, focusing on the role of the destination neighbourhood. It provides 
a formal test of the housing segmentation and an analysis of how these patterns have 
changed over time in the first decade of the 21st Century. The results show that the four 
segments recruit different groups in terms of hukou, education, income and occupation. 
Even though the role of these factors has changed over time and income has become 
more important dividing line at the expense of occupation and education, hukou remains 
the dominant factor influencing housing segmentation. The housing market remains 
very segmented causing socio-spatial segregation of the population. 

With the introduction of the market economy in 1978 and the restructuring of the state 
economy, new and varied income level jobs were created along with a more diversified 
urban population, both in terms of occupation and income. For example, a new group 
of private business emerged as well as a surge in urban unemployment as many work-
units had to close down after the reform. The existing urban employment structure 
characterised by well-educated people who worked in the state sector with higher 
salaries and the less educated, who worked in the collective sector with lower salaries, 
got more differentiated. This also had consequences in terms of housing access since the 
workers in the state sector paid less for better housing due to the housing welfare. 

Access to housing in China had been linked to the households’ position within the 
spectrum of the state redistribution to the market. Housing distribution was very much 
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determined by institutional factors rather than purchasing power. During the Mao 
period, even though there was little segregation, inequality existed in the housing 
system. During the socially planned economy (1949-1978) cities became important for 
the development of the country and the housing system shifted to a predominantly 
public housing sector. One of the main pillars of the system became the provision of 
welfare housing. This meant that all housing production was the responsibility of the 
state.  The source of inequality was not price but access to public rental housing, and this 
was contingent on political position, work-unit authority and education. The system was 
designed to supply urban dwellers with decent, low cost housing as they were subject 
to living in rented public dwellings provided by their former work-units. Differences in 
housing conditions existed between former work-units according to their economic 
and political strength. In urban areas there was also a smaller group of collective owned 
enterprises where farmers were assigned. This group was entitled to fewer benefits than 
those working in the state sector. They did not receive housing from their employer and 
usually lived in traditional private houses. 

The urban population dramatically increased, mainly due to rural to urban migration. 
Since the introduction of the household registration of residence (hukou) in 1958, society 
was structurally and institutionally divided into different categories: agricultural (rural) 
or non-agricultural (urban). It attached individuals to their place of birth and it resulted 
in a system of differential privileges and restrictions. Under the hukou system urban 
households were entitled to subsidized housing, social insurance, retirement benefits, 
medical care and until recently, full employment. Rural residents on the other hand were 
allowed to have two kids and own land. One’s hukou does not change in relation to de 
facto place of residence. This meant that even upon migration to cities individuals’ with 
a rural hukou retain their rural residence status. Since rural migrants were not eligible 
for subsidized state housing, they were restricted to finding affordable accommodation 
in urban villages. On the contrary, urban migrants, individuals with their hukou tied to a 
different city, had better chances of accessing housing if they were recruited by a former 
work-unit or a higher education institution.

The state controlled the production and pricing of the housing stock and held a monopoly 
over housing investment, while the former work-units administered the system and were 
largely responsible for the construction, maintenance and allocation of housing. The 
government faced problems of insufficient investment in housing as it was provided only 
by the state, leading to poor maintenance and housing shortages. Thus, the government 
had a strong motivation to push the housing reform forward and shift the responsibility 
to the market. 
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Since 1988 cities witnessed an increase in home ownership and a decreasing public 
rental sector. The early phase of the housing reform focused on the privatization of 
former work-units. All existing public housing stock was to be sold at a discount to sitting 
tenants. Factors determining the level of discount included seniority, age, education and 
occupation. Even households in the same former work-unit paid different prices due to 
job rank and job seniority. The government also experimented with the selling of new 
housing at construction costs. As the privatization process remained largely subsidised 
by the government and work-units retained much of the financial burden, the next 
phase of the reform focused on changing the housing investment system. New forms 
of co-ownership like the Housing Provident Fund (HPF) were established to also transfer 
housing costs to individuals. 

The year 1998 saw the introduction of widespread and full-scale housing reforms, which 
led to a reorganization of housing resources. The National Housing Reform established 
new policies and ended the welfare allocations system, transitioning to a full-fledged 
market system. Work-units stopped being housing providers and homes were sold 
according to the costs of land and construction to the individual. The end of the welfare 
public housing system shifted construction and allocation of housing to professional 
companies and paved the way for new commercial neighbourhoods. It marked the point 
at which work-units would not be housing providers anymore and homes would be 
sold to the individual according to the costs of land and construction. Nevertheless, few 
ordinary residents were able to buy commodity housing even at low prices; commercial 
housing was beyond the means of most except the very rich.

Seniors, professionals and highly educated groups had access to privileged housing 
options.  The growing demand for housing and speculative investments eventually led 
to a housing inflation. Work-units would buy commercial housing at market value and 
offer it to their employees at a discount. While the housing reform offered professionals 
and seniors in the state-sector subsidized housing options, the low-income groups and 
young generations had little to none such opportunities. The housing reform privileged 
the same groups that had been favoured in the previous system. The factors that were 
relevant in determining access to better housing like hukou, education and occupation 
are still dominant in the early years of the reform.

In 2005 the government took control of the housing market to curb rising housing 
prices and address the increasing affordability problem of middle-income households. 
The emerging urban housing market was dominated by commercial housing sold at full 
prices. Income started replacing education or occupation as key factors providing access 
to housing. It meant that income would replace education or occupation in its relation 
to housing access. The same group that was already favoured in the previous system, 
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based on hukou, education and occupation were favoured by the reform, creating a 
deeper division with the less skilled workers, low-income groups and rural hukou holders. 
As income inequality increased over the course of the first decade of the 21st Century, 
housing has become less affordable for less skilled workers, especially low and medium-
low income groups also due to mortgage constraints. Parental contribution has become 
a major source for housing purchase for many. 

To understand how different barriers in the housing market create a filtering of people 
moving into different types of neighbourhoods, variables including hukou, income, 
occupation, education and time of the move are teased out to understand how these 
sorting mechanisms differentiate across the four housing segments over time. This is 
done through a CHAID analysis as well as a loglinear analysis to the data of 509 households 
who moved into the four housing segments between 1998 and 2010. A total of 150 
settled between 1998 and 2005 (Period One), and 359 between 2005 and 2010 (Period 
Two). This analysis identifies the interactions between product (housing segments) and 
market (socio-demographic groups) in the two periods.

Methodologically, this chapter uses CHAID and a loglinear analysis as these are useful 
tools identifying the differences in the housing segments by pointing at how each 
market segment teases out for product differentiation. A CHAID analysis is relevant as 
a segmentation tool and as an exploratory technique in preliminary analysis for model 
construction and as an analytical method to find target group member segmentation. 
The analysis is designed to produce optimal explanations for the recruiting patterns 
of the different housing segments, within the overall context. The purpose of using 
CHAID is to find differences between housing segments with respect to the household 
groups. CHAID is a strong technique to explore relations between predictor variables 
and dependent variables, and to achieve a parsimonious description of large datasets as 
it simplifies categories and reduces the number of independent variables. The loglinear 
analysis provides a statistical formal test to find out the relationship between variables 
as well as to understand how the effect of several variables has changed over time. The 
parameters can be directly compared between variables, categories and periods. The 
magnitude is not affected by the size of the groups, but the significance is. The aim is to 
find the most parsimonious model that best accounts for the variance of the observed 
frequencies. Four saturated models provide the relationship between three variables: 
housing segment type, time of the move and one of the four variables: hukou, income, 
occupation and education.

By examining the composition of the neighbourhood with respect to hukou, income, 
occupation and education, it is evident that socio-spatial segregation is a multi-
dimensional phenomenon, with several only partially overlapping dividing lines, creating 
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the patchwork in the urban fabric through the combination of these dimensions. Period 
one captures a smaller (N=150) proportion of moves in comparison to period two (N=359). 

Movers during period one (1998-2005) are segmented over two aspects: hukou and 
education. Registered moves occurred 37% into commercial, 29% to urban villages, 
26% to work-units and 7% to traditional neighbourhoods. The majority of the moves 
were by local urban hukou holders, while the second largest group of moves was done 
by rural migrants followed by urban migrants. Urban hukou holders, mainly moved 
to commercial (52%) and work-units (38%); while rural hukou holders (both locals and 
migrants), primarily moved into urban villages (78%) during this period. Local urban 
hukou can be further differentiated by education. Most moves during this period were 
done by residents with higher education. Education was an important factor to get 
access into commercial housing. Local urban hukou holders with medium and lower 
education mainly concentrated in the manufacturing work-unit, followed by commercial 
and traditional neighbourhoods. 

During period two (2005-2010) hukou’s role is still the most important in housing 
segmentation, followed by income. This period captures more moves than period one given 
the structure of the data since one of the commercial neighbourhoods was constructed 
during this period. 38% of the moves happened to commercial, 35% to urban villages, 19% 
to work-units and 8% to traditional neighbourhoods. Also for this time period, three groups 
are differentiated on the basis of hukou: urban migrants, rural hukou and local urban hukou. 
Like in period one, urban migrants are recruited differently than rural migrants.  They are 
mainly recruited by commercial and former work-units, while rural migrants are mainly 
recruited in urban villages. The group of rural hukou holders is further differentiated by 
income. The lowest income group concentrates in urban villages but also has some access 
to traditional neighbourhoods which is probably an effect of the allocation of affordable 
housing for people with local rural hukou that had to move. Most urban hukou holders moved 
to commercial neighbourhoods (64%), followed by former work-units (27%) Education was a 
differentiating factor in the previous time period for urban hukou, but now income appears 
to have become more important. Households with a low income, despite their local urban 
hukou, were unable to get into commercial housing, and those with a middle income were 
likely to end up in work-units. The group of urban hukou with a middle income is further 
differentiated by occupation. Those in employment enter either a work-unit (52%) or 
commercial housing (41%) regardless of the type of occupation (the size of the group being 
too small for a further split). The non-employed concentrate in commercial housing (88%).  A 
further look at the underlying data reveals that most of these are pensioners. 

Overall, the combined interaction effects show that hukou was a strong predictor of 
segmentation before 2005 and has remained to be so after that year.  The results of the 
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model also clearly show that the large contrast in housing segmentation is not between 
migrants and locals, but between those with urban or rural hukou, both before and 
after 2005. The urban village segment is extremely tailored towards rural migrants. Even 
though it also recruits rural local hukou holders, over time this group moves less to urban 
villages. Traditional housing used to tailor mainly for local urban hukou, but after 2005 
the group of local rural hukou holders has increased. The strong relation between former 
work-units with local urban hukou is less strong after 2005. The commercial housing is 
very much tailored to the needs of urban hukou holders.

The interaction effects of income in the patterns of recruitment are overall stronger after 
2005 than in period one. The sorting of households by income into the four housing 
segments is becoming more important. The traditional segment increasingly caters for 
the needs of the lowest income group and the urban village segment clearly sorts for 
the lower income groups. After 2005 it is mainly middle-high incomes that move into 
former work-units. Commercial segment caters less and less for lower incomes and it 
increasingly recruits higher income groups. 

Occupation has lost some of its importance over time in driving segmentation. The 
interaction effects of occupation in the patterns of recruitment are stronger for period 
one than for period two. Over time, urban villages continue to sort out workers and remain 
a deterrent for professionals. The traditional segment has decreased its recruiting for the 
unemployed and increasingly targets for the ones with an informal job. Former work-
units seem to recruit fewer workers and more professionals. Commercial housing mainly 
sorts out for professionals and for the unemployed who take care of their grandkid.

The combined interaction effects show that education had a stronger relation with the 
different segments, in particular in the urban village, before than after 2005. A shift over 
time shows that after 2005 the urban village has a weaker relation to education, but still 
sorted out for middle and lower level educated. Work-units seem to sort out the highly 
educated in the first period, and after 2005 they still mainly cater for the highly educated, 
but the underrepresentation of the lower educated is less. The commercial segment 
mainly continues to sort the highly educated but this relation is weaker after 2005.

Results show that socio-spatial segregation is a multi-dimensional phenomenon. Looking 
at the population composition at the end of the period it becomes clear that several 
dividing lines co-exist which only partially overlap. Access to the formal city seems to 
be driven by hukou, with rural migrants being excluded. Occupational status represents 
another dividing line, with the non-employed being largely excluded from the work-
units and professionals being overrepresented in both work-units and commercial 
neighbourhoods. Income and education share a similar dividing line in providing access 
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to commercial neighbourhoods for the higher educated and the better off. Market 
mechanisms are increasingly important in explaining the recruiting patterns in residential 
segmentation. There is a differential role of institutional and market factors, with hukou 
providing the divide between the formal and the informal city and income increasingly 
differentiating between the housing segments in the formal city, with traditional 
neighbourhoods as pockets of poverty and new commercial neighbourhoods as the more 
exclusive domain for the better off. Former work-unit neighbourhoods are identified as 
becoming more accessible to households with a modest income and to urban migrants. 
These neighbourhoods warrant more attention as here institutional forces waver and 
market forces are moderate, providing access to a variety of social groups in potentially 
mixed neighbourhoods. This raises the question whether the transformation of existing 
neighbourhoods and the rise of new market segments also affects how residents feel 
about their neighbourhood. This is the topic of the next chapter on attachment.

7.2.4 Which factors explain the differentiation in neighbourhood 
attachment across the four neighbourhood types?

Due to residential mobility, decoupling of work and residence and new ways of accessing 
housing, resident’s relation towards their neighbourhood has changed. The housing 
reform has transformed the closely-knit urban structures of the work-unit neighbourhoods. 
Given the increasing mobility and changing neighbourhood dynamics like demolition 
and redevelopment, there are questions to the extent that neighbourhood attachment 
persists and how these changes have an effect on people’s feelings towards their place 
of residence. Chapter 5 examines diverse drivers of neighbourhood attachment and how 
these vary between different types of neighbourhoods.

Since the Chicago School, communities at the neighbourhood level have been 
regarded as a key unit for social organization. Neighbourhoods have been considered a 
geographical area that has special meaning for residents as they develop attachment to 
their neighbourhood due to both social factors and physical factors. Place attachment 
refers to the affective bond people have with their place of residence. Positive attachment 
reflects satisfaction, security and commitment while negative attachment reflects 
discomfort, alienation and insecurity. 

Urban China provides a significant opportunity to examine changes in community 
attachment as the urban structure has radically changed in the last four decades. The 
traditional Chinese city was highly fragmented by social hierarchy, during the Mao 
era communal life was organized around the workplace. Residents were each other’s 
colleagues, residential mobility was very low and transport options were limited. These 
geographical circumstances enhanced the way important social relations were created 
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and cultivated in China. The housing reform led to the separation between work and 
place and a wave of residential mobility has dismantled the socially tight communities. 
Social networks strongly based on trust and bounded by geographic proximity in the 
work-unit were severely affected.

Differences between neighbourhoods in terms of the mean level of attachment can 
be attributed to three types of factors. First, neighbourhoods differ in population 
composition. Socio-economic variables like income, education, employment and tenure 
are important aspects in attachment. However, studies have only had mixed results in 
the case of China. This is partly explained by the way socialist urban China was organized 
regarding housing allocation and how the housing reform initially provided subsidies for 
tenants to buy. Socio-demographic variables like gender, presence of children, age and 
length of residence have also been identified as important in creating attachment. The 
longer someone spends in the neighbourhood, the stronger affective bond it is created. 
This is also positively related with age. A generation effect might provide insights in how 
values and experiences have changed just within a few years. Older generations in urban 
China might be more melancholic of a tight community while younger generations 
might not see this as important. 

Second, the quality of the dwelling and the built environment play an important role 
in neighbourhood attachment. Attachment to physical aspects could possible develop 
faster than for social dimensions. Promoters of new urbanism argue that a sensible 
design of the residential environment encourages social interaction and creates a sense 
of community, although critics argue that it attracts individuals with a similar disposition 
for social interaction as people are bound to pre-similarities. 

Third, social relations established within neighbours is a strong predictor of neighbourhood 
attachment. A sense of community relies on social support that enables mutual help, 
friendliness, and social liveliness. It also creates a sense of trust. This is achieved through 
establishing relations with the people living in the same neighbourhood. This is also a 
characteristic of some neighbourhoods in China referred to as neighbourhoods with 
renqi, a sort of social liveliness. The type, frequency and intensity of these relationships 
can vary. In addition to neighbourhood social ties, sense of security has often been 
studied as a social factor predicting place attachment consistently showing a positive 
effect on neighbourhood attachment. 

Each neighbourhood is examined in terms of their socio-demographic characteristics and 
then a series of multiple regression models are used to identify which factors play a role 
in the variation of neighbourhood attachment between the different neighbourhoods. 
The dependent variable on neighbourhood attachment is the mean score of three 
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evaluations of residents’ feelings of belonging, participation and overall evaluation of 
living in the neighbourhood. The level of attachment is higher in the one of the traditional 
neighbourhoods (PSJ), closely followed by the two commercial neighbourhoods. The 
lowest mean score on neighbourhood attachment is in one of the former work-units 
(XXC).

Results show that whereas the two urban villages and the two commercial 
neighbourhoods resemble each other in terms of social profile and neighbourhood 
quality, there are considerable differences between the two work-unit neighbourhoods 
and the two traditional neighbourhoods. Several findings are relevant. First, there are 
a number of individual characteristics that impact neighbourhood attachment. Age, 
length of residence and ownership have a positive effect on neighbourhood attachment. 
In a model without the neighbourhood dummies, three additional individual variables 
have a significant effect on attachment in the expected direction. Having young children, 
an urban hukou and a higher income leads to higher neighbourhood attachment. This 
indicates that these variables play a role in neighbourhood choice. For instance, high 
income households are spatially sorted into higher quality neighbourhoods which 
explains why they score higher on attachment than lower incomes, but when both 
groups within the same neighbourhood are compared, they do not appear to differ.

Second, satisfaction with the quality of the dwelling and the services in the neighbourhood 
positively affect attachment. When including the respondents’ assessment of their 
neighbourhood, results confirm that satisfaction with the quality of the dwelling 
positively affects attachment. However, the effect of homeownership is not significant 
anymore indicating that the effect of home ownership is (partly) mediated by residential 
satisfaction. The higher satisfaction scores in commercial neighbourhoods largely 
explain why levels of attachment are highest in these residential areas. Residents in 
both traditional neighbourhoods score relatively high on satisfaction with their location, 
which positively affects their level of attachment.

Third, social ties and sense of security have a strong impact on neighbourhood 
attachment. The high level of sense of security in commercial neighbourhoods is a 
major reason why in these neighbourhoods the level of attachment is highest. These 
neighbourhood ties explain to a large extent why older people and people with a longer 
length of residence develop a stronger attachment to the neighbourhood. Traditional 
neighbourhoods and urban villages have the highest score in this respect, while former 
work-units and commercial neighbourhoods have the same low score. In both traditional 
and urban villages residents have close ties with their neighbourhoods either due to 
the fact that they have lived there very long and know each other well, or due to other 
residents being from the same hometown.
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These findings indicate that there is a substantial geographical variation in mean levels 
of neighbourhood attachment and that the drivers also differ. Sense of security turns out 
to be, by far, the strongest predictor of attachment, while neighbourhood social ties have 
a relatively strong effect on attachment. The perceptions of the residential environment 
do not have as strong effects. Socio-demographic indicators play a limited role when 
perceptions of the residential environment and social factors are taken into account. 
Only length of residence has a significant effect on attachment, but the relative strength 
is limited. 

The highest mean score on neighbourhood attachment can be found in commercial 
neighbourhoods, despite the limited length of residence and the low level of 
neighbouring. Physical aspects of the residential environment, like available services 
and the quality of the dwelling, as well as sense of security are the main drivers of the 
high level of attachment in these neighbourhoods. The work-units are characterised by 
less intensive neighbourhood ties compared to traditional neighbourhoods and urban 
villages. In contrast to the work-unit neighbourhoods, traditional neighbourhoods still 
preserve community life of the past although they may be looming the consequences of 
redevelopment. The mean level of attachment in a traditional neighbourhood (PSJ) does 
not differ from the commercial neighbourhoods, despite the lower quality of the services 
and the much lower quality of the dwellings. These neighbourhoods, characterised by 
intensive neighbourhood social ties, are disappearing from the Chinese urban landscape 
due to redevelopment. In urban villages, neighbourhood social networks play an 
important role. Due to these tight-knit communities, the mean level of attachment is 
not significantly lower than in the commercial neighbourhoods, once the differences 
in residential quality, neighbourhood services and sense of security are accounted 
for. The high attachment in rural villages is surprising given the high level of mobility. 
Understanding how processes of residential mobility and immobility are changing the 
composition of neighbourhoods is an important step to further understand the urban 
experience and its fragmentations.

7.2.5 How do structural conditions and linked lives define relational 
practices that shape processes of residential (im)mobility across 
neighbourhood types? 

Chapter 6 provides a rich perspective on how residential (im)mobility creates a recursive 
relationship between households and neighbourhoods across housing segments. Processes 
of residential mobility and immobility significantly shape the socio-spatial geography of 
cities. These processes continuously shape forms of inequalities across the urban fabric as 
they create and reinforce residential segregation, gentrification, neighbourhood polarization 
and exclusion from access to resources.  Since the Housing Reform in the 1990s the changing 
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structure of housing provision in urban China has resulted in residential mobility, which has 
reorganized urban space into a highly complex and differentiated landscape. This chapter 
shows that institutionally defined segments do not only provide differential access to specific 
categories of residents, but also that the meaning of (im)mobility and its relational practices 
differ between residents of these diverse neighbourhoods. It delves into the meaning of the 
home and how residential considerations take place. 

A relevant approach to integrate the diversity of experiences in life events and changes 
in housing needs and residential (im)mobility is captured by the life-course approach. 
Using relational practices as a mode to analyse residential mobility and immobility, 
three additions to the life course approach are relevant: First, the persistent structural 
and institutional conditions of the particular geography of these housing segments lead 
to specific practices triggering adaptive strategies within each neighbourhood type. 
Second, linked lives, intergenerational dependency and the crucial role of family ties 
beyond the household to take residential (im)mobility decisions. The role of extended 
families, kinship and social networks that extend beyond the household unit, has 
traditionally been very important in urban China and it remains so when it comes to 
residential (im)mobility decisions. Third, residential immobility understood as an active 
strategy rather than as a (non)event, sheds light on residents’ strategies to maintain 
access to urban resources and even of one’s livelihood.  These are crucial to understand 
residents’ adaptation strategies in the four housing segments. Residential mobility is 
interwoven with adaptive strategies as these restructure families, labour markets and 
cultural attitudes toward domestic living arrangements. 

The economic and housing reforms have transformed existing neighbourhoods and 
created new ones. Processes of neighbourhood transformation are key to understand the 
institutional contexts in which residents operate. Processes of mobility and immobility 
play a crucial role in neighbourhood transformation. Residents who move out make space 
for new households to move in, and as residents move in, they reshape the composition 
of the neighbourhood. Also residents who do not move out shape the composition of 
the neighbourhood, as people grow older and experience changes in social position and 
household composition.

During the socialist period, urban immobility was the norm and the urban spatial structure 
was highly stable. Urban dwellers outside the work force lived in housing administered 
by the municipal bureau in traditional neighbourhoods, but most lived in housing 
provided by their work-unit. The economic and housing reform led to the creation of 
two other types of neighbourhoods. One directly resulted from the commercialization 
of housing and the other, from urban expansion. All these changes caused a wave of 
residential mobility. 
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Traditional neighbourhoods are facing demolition and urban renewal. Depending on 
their particular situation, residents are offered compensation in-kind or cash. However, 
before redevelopment, housing rights could be transferred from generation to 
generation, a strategy being overturned by policies of compensation, redevelopment 
and gentrification. Many of the residents regard the move as dependent on government 
policies and not on them as they do not have a lot of choice. Structural conditions, 
like processes of redevelopment, demolition and displacement, often lead to the loss 
of resources, not only for households who lose their current home, but also for their 
offspring as these homes could be inherited and the compensation homes will not be 
inherited. If the household accepts the compensation offered and move away, children 
also lose access to schools, which are considered quite good in the area. Most of their 
concerns have to do with compensation, lack of medical treatment, distance of the 
potential future home, heavy commuting, dealing with new types of inconveniences and 
social dispersion. Residential mobility also reconfigures personal relations and residents 
in this segment are concerned about losing their important social ties deeply rooted 
in the neighbourhood throughout time. The strength of intergenerational ties is also 
reflected in the strong connection with the past and previous generations.

In the former work-units housing was not distributed equitably, despite the socialist 
ideology of a classless urban society. The distribution was based on an institutional 
hierarchy related to one’s work place and this resulted in a limited degree of social 
differentiation over space. Depending on the resources of each work-unit, households 
had differential access to housing quality and subsidy. Institutional factors like the type of 
work-unit still reflect a strong link between workplace and residence. The housing reform 
meant that this segment of the population would eventually stop relying on the work-
unit for their housing. Dependency between employees and employers continued as 
work-unit homes kept being sold at subsidized prices and employees received monetary 
subsidies for commercial housing.  Housing reform policies have encouraged residents to 
move out through the subsidies to buy commercial housing. This has also created a new 
rental market in former work-units where there were only homeowners at the beginning 
of the reform. A key structural condition of these neighbourhoods is that original residents 
received hefty subsidies from their employer to purchase these units. Intergenerational 
dependencies and the relevance of linked lives when taking residential decisions is also 
apparent in this housing segment. In many instances, survey respondents declared to be 
owners of the unit and during interviews it became clear that the ownership belonged to 
another family member, such as the parents.

Commercial housing neighbourhoods are the direct result of state policy and housing 
reform. Commercial housing clearly reflects how lingering institutional conditions shape 
the environment in which residents operate and access housing for different family 
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generations. Residential immobility in 2010 is also an active strategy of residents to 
maintain access to resources they have gained through institutional channels, or for some 
others through the private market, but that give them access to more than just a roof as 
they access better quality neighbourhood and urban resources. The decision to support 
family members’ does not only involve economic support but also residency choices. 
This may be reflected in having several generations living under one roof. Grandparents 
move to the neighbourhood to take care of their grandchild exemplify this. Support does 
not only flow from older to younger generations, but also the other way around.

Urban villages emerged as a result of urban expansion in the early 1990s. As rural 
areas became surrounded by urban land and the government took over what used to 
be farmers’ arable land, farmers were to change their livelihood and started building 
rooms for rent on their land for rural migrants moving into cities. This housing segment 
thus became home for two different groups: former farmers who own housing and rent 
rooms to make their livelihood; and rural migrants who tend to have a transient character 
in the city. Urban villages are also facing processes of demolition, redevelopment and 
gentrification. Redevelopment does not provide compensation to renters living in the 
neighbourhood who will be displaced as a consequence of state-led gentrification. Only 
the few owners are eligible for compensation as the land is de jure rural but de facto urban. 
Views of landlords and renters focus on different concerns in urban villages particularly 
around demolition and displacement. Landlord’s views do not seem as strong as their 
counterparts in traditional neighbourhoods, but they would still rather not move and 
maintain their current livelihood. 

It is the structural conditions that incite people to develop their adaptive strategies. 
The practice of linked lives helps to uncover residential (im)mobility decisions. In all 
neighbourhoods the relevance of linked lives stands out. This notion helps to understand 
the value of intergenerational practices relevant in the case of China. The role of 
extended families, kinship and social networks that extend beyond the household unit, 
has traditionally and culturally been very important and it remains so when it comes 
to residential (im)mobility decisions in China. Residential mobility is interwoven with an 
adaptive strategy of life, as it restructures families, labour markets and cultural attitudes 
toward domestic living arrangements. Immobility can also be an active process, a desired 
choice and an act of resistance. The re-conceptualizing of residential (im)mobility as an 
active practice rather than a depersonalized, discrete transitions that carry people from 
dwelling to dwelling also provides a new perspective to conceptualize immobility as an 
active process. It creates anchors to structure the everyday life. 

Mobility in the four neighbourhoods varies. In the traditional neighbourhoods more than 
85% of the population have lived there longer than 10 years (many of them all their lives). 
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In the former work-unit neighbourhoods, 36% have moved to these neighbourhoods 
in since 1998. As the commercial neighbourhoods have been built more recently, the 
majority of the population (71%) has moved in less than ten years. In urban villages, the 
majority (67%) has moved in during the last ten years. The findings clearly show the very 
low yearly turnover rates in the existing neighbourhoods.

When asked if residents would want to move in the next 5 years, only 8.7% said yes, while 
68.9% said they would not want to move and 22.3% were unsure. At least 50% of residents 
in each neighbourhood said they do not want to move. Given these finding, immobility 
seems to be shaping the market and the question is whether the new areas will show 
higher turnover in the future. This makes it even more important to reconceptualise 
immobility as an active process rather than a mere absence of movement to highlight 
different meanings this can have for residents. Immobility can also be an active process, 
a desired choice and an act of resistance.

In traditional neighbourhoods, households are facing issues related to their curtailed 
inheritance, access to urban services for children and uncertainty around the location 
of their future home. Moreover, residents in this segment are concerned of losing their 
important social ties that have been deeply rooted in the neighbourhood throughout 
time. Residential immobility can be regarded as a behavioural strategy to maintain access 
to urban resources in these neighbourhoods. 

Given the location of former work-units, residents have adopted active strategies of 
residential immobility to allow them to stay and maintain access to school, transit and 
health services for them and their extended family.  Residents of former work-units who 
have lived in these neighbourhoods for a long time or who’s offspring live there now 
have been able to establish strategies to take advantage of the institutional conditions 
and the value of resources within the extended family to access housing and the city.

In commercial neighbourhoods strategies to access and use housing are a result of 
intrinsic family relations. Grandparents, working couples and children are all-dependent 
on each other for their housing decisions in relations to institutional or financial access, 
proximity to schools and jobs, and support for caring for the youngest ones. A reason to 
stay in commercial neighbourhoods is that many have kindergarten and primary schools 
linked to the neighbourhood. In addition, they offer discounted prices for residents and 
the education of their kids.

In urban villages, residents face similar issues than in traditional ones related to being 
displaced as this would shackle the original residents’ livelihoods. Institutional and 
structural conditions related to redevelopment, displacement and hukou set the 
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environment for residents’ behavioural strategies in this neighbourhood type. While 
landlords tend to have some trust or hope that the government will look after them; 
renters, mostly rural migrants, are mainly concerned with the affordability of their homes. 
This type of neighbourhood provides simple housing solutions at very affordable rents. 
Landlords have worked a livelihood that would be impossible to be replicated elsewhere. 
Renters are either more fluid and change their housing, if they change jobs, or are more 
tied to the neighbourhood due to local family and hometown ties, which are important 
in their residential strategies.

As structural conditions incite people to develop their adaptive strategies and each 
neighbourhood provides a different set of institutional, economic and social constraints, 
these strategies vary between neighbourhood types. Institutional factors like hukou, 
compensation policies and state-housing allocation remain very important when defining 
the particular geography of each housing segment. The meaning of housing is not so much 
a commodity, but an asset to be shared by successive generations. Locational decisions 
like moving and staying are made within a wider family context. The extended family in 
terms of grandparents, parents and grandchildren, rather than the nuclear family is taken 
into account for residential (im)mobility. Not only in terms of financial resources like in 
commercial housing, but in access to inheritance like in traditional and former work-units 
and access to educational or health facilities. In particular, residential immobility can be an 
active strategy to maintain access to crucial aspects of the city like schools, employment, 
transit in all neighbourhoods and even a livelihood for landlords in urban villages. This 
analysis of resident’s lives and concerns adds to the narrative of spatial change in the 
context of urban transformations. In urban China at the beginning of the 21st century, for 
people who have not benefited from the housing reform or the market economy, residential 
mobility means a threat to their stable life rather than an opportunity.

7.3 General conclusions and theoretical reflections

This thesis examines the socio-spatial changes and fragmentations occurring in the 
first decade after the housing reform (2000-2010). As Chinese cities embarked on 
comprehensive transformations, since the 1990s the government started experimenting 
with shifting housing responsibility from the state to the market. Nevertheless, even 
after the end of the welfare housing system in 1998, former work-units were still shaping 
housing access. In this larger context of cities experiencing major changes (Shen and 
Xiao 2020), China’s cities have become and are still becoming ‘divided cities’.  There is 
an increasing socio-spatial division in terms of residential sorting, neighbourhood 
attachment and the practices and adaptive strategies related to residential (im)mobility. 
The meaning of the urban neighbourhood is changing drastically and in different ways 
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for the different population groups in urban China. It is not only market mechanisms, but 
also institutions that create ‘divided cities’. 

This work contributes to the existing international literature on socio-spatial 
fragmentations in several ways:
It has identified that institutional factors remain fundamentally important and a 
conspicuous legacy in the new housing structure in urban China. Even though market 
mechanisms are increasingly more important, the relative importance of institutional 
factors endure in shaping urban divisions. For example, the legacy of the work-unit in 
providing access to better and/or subsidized commercial housing. Also, having an urban 
hukou, even if it is from a different province provides better access to housing than 
local rural hukou. The role of the extended family in taking residential choices shapes 
housing strategies. Hukou, relation to work-unit and family ties are still relevant factors 
determining socio-spatial divisions in urban China. 

It adds to the existing scientific knowledge and literature, by demonstrating that re-
conceptualizations are needed to further encompass current dynamics and relations 
in cities. Regarding the life course approach, it adds by using relational practices of 
residential (im)mobility to uncover three aspects. First, the way persistent structural and 
institutional conditions of the particular geography of these housing segments lead to 
specific practices within neighbourhoods.  Second, the crucial role of family ties beyond 
the household. The ties and dependencies between individuals (or generations) are more 
evident and leveraged to take decisions. For example, individuals rely on their parents 
and grandparents to collectively share available resources (financial, assets, time) to take 
housing decisions that involve them all.  Third, how in particular residential immobility 
can be regarded as an active strategy to maintain access to resources. It is commonly 
assumed that households that do not move are stuck or left without options to move; 
however, this research shows that it can also be an active decision to avoid the alternative 
of loosing access to the resources currently available. 

It also highlights the value of doing research at the neighbourhood level as these are the 
core constituents of the urban fabric. There are still relatively few studies from this time 
period that delve deeper into neighbourhood differentiation and provide comparative 
results. Through empirical data and using the typology of traditional, former work-unit, 
commercial and urban village it can be argued that each of the neighbourhood types 
examined provides specific advantages to and caters for different social groups.

Traditional neighbourhoods provide inadequate way of living in terms of housing quality, 
but to existing residents it provides a strong sense of attachment and identity. Most have 
lived there very long and enjoy the social connections with other neighbours. Although 
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they are aware that the living quality is rather poor, they feel satisfied with their access 
to urban resources like parks, transportation and schools given their location. Residents 
of traditional neighbourhoods face the threat of redevelopment, and displacement. 
Many are rejecting the government’s compensation as they believe staying in the 
neighbourhood is a better strategy that will benefit their current as well as their children’s 
and grandchildren’s access to housing and services like schools and health services. 
Former work-units are experiencing a radical change in their social character and for the 
people who lived the Mao era work-unit experience and remain living there, there is a 
sense of loss. The feeling that they could trust and know their neighbours has disappeared. 
In terms of convenience, these neighbourhoods provide their residents favourable access 
to schools, transit and health services and only a small proportion of residents want 
to move. However, given that there is more mobility in this neighbourhood, it has the 
potential of becoming the most versatile housing segment in the future. It may provide 
housing to a range of populations, including rural migrants in the rental sector and for a 
diversity of purposes, including housing children or being a temporary family residence. 
It will be interesting to see how these neighbourhoods develop in a few decades. 

Commercial housing is a segment offering much better quality housing and more 
residential space. However, access to this type of housing is restricted to the rich or the 
ones with institutional connections. The group that was able to access commercial housing 
in the beginning of the reform was the one that was already advantageously positioned 
through institutional ties. Although income is increasingly important to access this type 
of housing, in many ways there is still a tight link between the private and the public 
sector blurring the lines between these two. Although the level of neighbouring is much 
lower than in traditional neighbourhoods and urban villages, residents tend to have a 
positive attachment to their neighbourhood, which is primarily driven by the physical 
quality of the environment. Although the overwhelming majority does not have plans to 
move in the near future, some residents may be tempted to move as newer commercial 
neighbourhoods may offer even better housing quality or investment opportunity. 

Urban villages mainly cater for rural migrants and provide very low housing quality for 
renters. Nevertheless, urban villages provide affordable and practical housing solutions 
for those who want to save on housing costs and in many cases, also grant opportunities 
to connect with people from the same hometown. Residents that expect to move in the 
near future do not have the ambition to improve their housing situation, but anticipate 
a change in jobs, possible threats like redevelopment or increase in housing costs. 
Although residents’ attachment is not very high, there are strong social ties within this 
type of neighbourhood. These areas tend to be quite lively and economically active, both 
characteristics desirable for any healthy city. 
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In sum, this thesis engages with current debates on divided cities, segregation and urban 
development of large cities and contributes to the growing literature on socio-spatial 
divisions in cities. It highlights the relevance of the concept of ‘divided cities’ to examine 
processes and changes resulting in uneven development. Western theories have been 
used throughout this thesis as stepping-stone to examine the Chinese urban case. There 
is a long history of knowledge exchange between these two particular geographies, 
dating back to the 1940s when Chinese planners adopted Western planning principles. 
This work also acknowledges that it still represents situated knowledge and that the 
reference or starting point is the West (Haraway 1988), even though it aims at contributing 
to the literature published in English on urban China. 

7.4 Nanjing and its neighbourhoods: a brief update

Nanjing has certainly experienced some changes at the urban level since 2010 when 
fieldwork was undertaken for this research. This section provides a brief update of the 
status of each of the neighbourhoods after a visit in 2019 when interviews with residents 
and visits to all the neighbourhoods were undertaken.  

7.4.1 Traditional neighbourhoods
Despite that these neighbourhoods provide housing options to very low-income groups, 
these neighbourhoods will continue to disappear as planning processes target them for 
redevelopment. They provide very low quality housing, but they offer other advantages 
in terms of location, and access to transport and services, as well as a tight interpersonal 
community, which certainly contribute towards affordability and satisfaction for the 
households.

Diaoyutai has not undergone many changes since 2010. Views on the neighbourhood 
are still mixed. Households with young kids seem to be more positive of living in this 
neighbourhood due to access to schools and convenience in terms of transport. Other 
households are waiting for the government to redevelop the neighbourhood so that they 
can be moved to what they expect would be better housing. In all instances, residents 
have no resources to move permanently anywhere else, so their housing future fully 
depends on government plans. The neighbourhood next to this one, LaoMenDong, is 
perceived to set the future path of Diaoyutai. It was just redeveloped into a tourist area 
showcasing the unique architectural aspects of traditional neighbourhoods. All residents 
were relocated elsewhere. 

Pingshijie, on the other hand, has practically all been demolished with just a handful 
of homes still standing. This has been a lengthy process, which started in 2008, as 
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each household has had to agree to move with the compensation offered, in kind or 
in cash, by the government. The few last remaining residents are not satisfied with the 
compensation proposed, they like their location and feel that their livelihood will not 
be the same as their new homes would be smaller or further away. Or some even fear 
loosing their livelihood as they would loose their current business, like a family who is still 
selling noodles every day. Only in the next few years it will become clear to what extent 
residents’ strategy of resistance will benefit them and how their ‘nail house’ will feature 
(or not) as a reminder of what once stood here for many centuries. 

7.4.2 Former work-unit neighbourhoods
These neighbourhoods have not experienced substantial changes over time, neither in 
the built environment nor in their overall resident composition. These neighbourhoods 
may not be considered among the best quality in the current housing market, especially 
in comparison to commercial housing, but they certainly offer convenience due to 
proximity to employment and transportation. It will be interesting to see how population 
patterns change in 10 or 15 years and how these neighbourhoods may cater for a mix 
of groups and needs. Ranging from the elderly and people with low paid jobs to rural 
migrants, to higher income groups who maintain their units and their family members 
use them, or move temporarily to facilitate child care and work accessibility. These 
neighbourhoods have the potential to cater to a wide section of society, as they provide 
not only comparatively affordable rents, but also convenient and flexible housing options 
for many. 

7.4.3 Commercial neighbourhoods
It seems that despite that both commercial neighbourhoods have not experienced 
changes in their built environment, residents have moved out and new residents 
moved in. Residents at both Meihuashan and Zhonghaili share that there are many new 
neighbours. Residents still seem to be very positive about their neighbourhood and 
consider their environment very good. In Meihuashan, this is partly due to the excellent 
results from the management, the new middle and primary schools in the area, and 
residents continue to organize many activities keeping renqi or social interactions. Due 
to the development of Hexi area in the last decade, Zhonghaili neighbourhood is now 
one of the oldest neighbourhoods in this district. This highlights how quickly changes 
have occurred and how the contextual development makes a difference on how the 
neighbourhood is perceived. As time passes by, older commercial neighbourhoods will 
provide comparatively lower housing quality as new neighbourhoods with much higher 
housing standards continue to be built. 

7.4.4 Urban Village neighbourhoods
Both urban villages have now been completely demolished. In 2010 it was already hard 
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to find urban villages closer to the city core and these two have now disappeared. These 
neighbourhoods were very lively with people coming in and out and economic activities 
occurring within the neighbourhood. They provided temporary affordable housing 
for many and a stable source of income for some. Every landlord in Shiangxuiqioercun 
received different compensation according to the size of their homes and were moved 
to a government affordable housing neighbourhood nearby. It is relevant to understand 
new choices that rural migrants have to make to meet their housing needs when they 
move to the city, since there will be less and less urban villages for them to find affordable 
and flexible housing options. 

7.5 Future research 

The thesis provides empirical data at the neighbourhood level of the changing socio-
spatial fragmentations during the first decade of the 21st Century, a time of transition 
in urban China. It examines the context, processes and residents’ narratives in four 
neighbourhood types. 

In terms of methodological issues, the fieldwork was carried out in 2010, around the 
same time than The National Census was conducted. Although many households were 
not willing to answer what they thought was the census for a second time; in other 
cases it actually proved to be helpful since residents felt obliged to share with us more 
information. Nevertheless, it may had be better to undertake this work shortly before or 
after the census. Fieldwork for this thesis was carried out by a non-Chinese with limited 
Chinese language skills. This required simultaneous interpretations during interviews 
that were complex and required a second translation once interviews were transcribed. 
Being and looking like a foreigner proved to be beneficial in many instances to gain 
access to people’s interest, time and stories; in other cases, it also discouraged residents 
to share their views. A similar research may benefit from partnering a Chinese and a non-
Chinese researcher to undertake this type of work and being able to expand access to 
residents and officials.

Due to the scope of this project and new insights gained as it unfolded, there are several 
suggestions we can offer for future research:
Segregation has increased during this decade and recent literature suggests that further 
studies are still needed (Shen 2020). As Chinese cities are still in transition, it is compelling 
to examine how urban fragmentations continue to unfold. It is relevant to compare how 
changes in segmentation, the institutional structure of the housing market, and its sorting 
mechanisms are shaping segregation over time. Factors like hukou, family and work 
continue to change influencing segregation and how this is expressed geographically. 
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Future research could also examine different ways of developing neighbourhood 
attachment. For example, understand how displaced residents develop (or not) 
attachment to their new residential environments. Or how in commercial housing after 
a longer period of time (our sample showed a mean length of residence of only 5 years) 
social networks and social ties expand geographically. Another relevant question for 
future research is the effect of urban welfare exclusion (like access to local schools, urban 
pension plans, public housing) for the attachment to the city as a whole. While most 
research on place attachment focuses on the level of the neighbourhoods, research in 
western contexts reveals that residents tend to develop a stronger attachment to the city 
than to their neighbourhood (Lewicka, 2010). 

Another suggestion would be to focus on the changing role of former work-unit 
neighbourhoods. These are still fundamental in housing urban residents, not only due 
to the historical legacy but also because of the proportion of the housing stock they 
represent. Even though at the beginning of the century it seemed like there was a growing 
neighbourhood differentiation, as commercial and urban village neighbourhoods 
emerged, it may well be that in the future this diversity will narrow down. As cities are 
growing and redeveloping, traditional neighbourhoods and urban villages are at risk 
of disappearing. Former work-units, may start catering for those groups being forced 
to move and in search of affordable housing options. This neighbourhood type has 
experienced drastic changes in its composition and position within the city. Further 
research is needed to further understand their future and changing geography. 

Additional research can also focus on the changing role of the neighbourhood in creating 
meaning for residents. Neighbourhood committees in China have increasingly become 
essential for local service delivery and as the unit for social management and control. They 
help run a culture of organizational discipline and negotiate compliance with norms of 
development (Logan 2011).  As the government has experimented with neighbourhood 
committees, their role is key for political development at the urban level. A comparative 
study of neighbourhood committees of different types of neighbourhoods could reveal 
more on the socio-spatial fragmentations of these areas and the implications for the 
meaning of the neighbourhood. 

Further cross-national comparisons of neighbourhoods that are fragmented and at a 
disadvantage from the rest of the city would help to understand how fast paced urban growth 
is differently affecting diverse social groups. Urban villages and traditional neighbourhoods 
in China share geographical characteristics with slums in India or favelas in Brazil. Each 
of these geographical contexts creates a set of narratives and meanings attached to the 
neighbourhood. As each differs in their level of service and infrastructure provision, type 
of employment and access to resources, and cultural and institutional structures, residents 
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of these different neighbourhoods need to come up with adaptive strategies relevant to 
their geographic context. An international comparison could reveal relevant aspects to 
theoretically understand dividing cities, and also point at key policies or practices that can 
help better serve residents and avoid further urban upheavals in fast growing cities.  

Another suggestion for future research is to delve deeper into the selected small group 
of individuals who benefitted the most from the housing reform and understand how 
they now take housing decisions. This group refers to the individuals who worked at well-
positioned work-units, accessed subsidized housing and were given the opportunity to 
acquire more than one unit (sometimes even double digit numbers). Understanding 
how they use more than one home in their daily activities and how they take residential 
decisions could provide relevant insights into the extent of the ambiguity in the definition 
of home.

What will the eventual socio-spatial structure of Chinese cities be? At what point will it 
reach a level of stability? As cities keep transforming and reshaping their socio-spatial 
patterns, further research is needed to deeply understand the experiences and narratives 
of the people living in them and their meaning of home. China’s policies and approach 
for urban development represent a unique case due to its scale and character. Paying 
attention to the current and future developments of segregation and segmentation in 
Chinese cities is not only necessary, but also imperative.

7.6 Policy recommendations and reflections on the 
future of urban China     

Nanjing may become China’s seventh megacity by 2025 (The Guardian Jan. 30, 2019). 
While the diversity of the urban form has increased since the 90s, its urban future still 
remains uncertain. Older neighbourhoods are being redeveloped, new commercial 
neighbourhoods are being created, and existing ones are changing. Development of 
megacities tends to ensue social, economic and environmental problems that need to 
be handled properly to offer visions of opportunity. It is vital to untangle how spatial 
processes occurring in spaces of importance, such as residential neighbourhoods 
around which people organize their lives, shape the urban fabric. At the urban scale, 
it is in neighbourhoods where processes of change create social, economic and spatial 
new realities. Each neighbourhood type illustrates a particular and diverse narrative of 
how life unfolds, who gets to live there, how people feel attached to their living area 
and on staying or leaving. The different neighbourhood types, or housing segments, 
are reflections of processes existent in contemporary urban China. All these are central 
concerns that need to inform policy. 
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As urbanization continues in China, development and redevelopment processes 
will continue to reshape the urban socio-spatial structure affecting how, where and 
the type of housing in which different social groups can live.  Every city is unique in 
their development, and this is even more apparent in China where local policies vary 
immensely from place to place.  Even though market factors are becoming more 
prominent and many claim that the future China will be more like the West, given its 
very unique structural and cultural context, China may continue to add to the spectrum 
of new perspectives on urban change compared to other cities and geographies. Having 
strong local governments able to mobilize resources and take decisions can be an asset 
but also a risk. Local governments have a responsibility to provide vital services to 
residents and having a strong position allows it to be more efficient in regulating and 
implementing policies and procedures to serve its goals and provide public services. 
However, if policies and outcomes do not reflect a balanced approach that addresses the 
concerns of all social groups, governments may be faced with growing dissatisfaction. If 
policies addressing urban reorganization only become a way of exercising robust control, 
growing mistrust in the government may become a serious concern in the near future. 

Low income disadvantaged groups living in at least two of the housing segments 
examined are faced with new and serious housing affordability issues.  Displacement of 
residents of traditional neighbourhoods as well as of urban villages into low-cost public 
housing neighbourhoods is of concern. There is a short supply of low cost housing and 
affordable housing needs to be placed high in the policy agenda. Affordable housing 
policy launched in 2007, marked the resurgence of direct state intervention in housing 
provision (Shi et al. 2016; Wang and Shao, 2014). However, the way this is provided and 
the meanings attached to these neighbourhoods may seriously curtail the opportunities 
of all those residents. 

The housing continuum consisting of the range of housing options represented in the 
neighbourhood segments available to households in urban China offers limited options.  
Housing segments are very fragmented and there is little interaction between these. 
Traditional and urban villages, which are affordable and well connected to the rest of the 
city, are disappearing as a result of redevelopment. Former work-units offer decent housing, 
but compared to the generally speaking high quality commercial neighbourhoods, they 
are also lagging behind. This poses a problem for all the population groups that have 
limited economic, institutional and guanxi (personal connections involving obligations 
to each other) resources, and for those who want to save on housing costs. 

All current official and urban development efforts are focused on building commercial 
housing, for which the high prices are out of reach for many. Only the ones who have 
the economic resources or the institutional resources within their family, through 
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employment or compensation rights to their home/land - are able to afford commercial 
housing. These trends can be seen in many cities across the globe. Housing, to a large 
extent is being built for the very rich or privileged, leaving other vulnerable groups with 
limited options. 

There are many real challenges for urban planners. One, in particular with respect to the 
social aspects of urban planning, is being able to assess how to better meet different 
social groups’ needs. Two, given the sizeable scale of urban areas, city management can 
be quite difficult. The pure management of such technocratic apparatus is complicated. 
Three, utilizing relevant guiding principles that can serve as a framework for direction. 
For example, in 2010, the concept of planning a harmonious society was the main slogan 
used by the government. Even if it did not clearly tie this to social outcomes, it provided 
an opportunity to discuss potential interpretations, definitions and desires.  It is pertinent 
to set out the social goals that are to be achieved in urban China. Given the strategic 
character of cities, planning as a methodology with a set of tools to achieve certain 
desired outcomes, is crucial in regulating processes of social and spatial transformations. 
As power materializes through the built environment and urban fragmentations reflect 
particular types of urban spatiality, urban planning is essential in setting the guidelines 
for development. There is a need to incorporate ‘social planning’ in planning practices in 
China. Urban planning would greatly benefit from incorporating a focus on addressing 
social needs and existing social problems. For example, the relocation of populations 
and its consequences on loss of place identity and attachment, and their access to 
services and resources should be a central concern of all urban planners. Most likely 
solutions need to be as complex as the problems and social concerns need to be directly 
embedded in planning. 

China is at the epicentre of the urban future and the next 20 years will be decisive. Planners, 
scholars, officials and anyone involved in understanding and shaping urban socio-
spatial change, should actively engage with these real places and spaces to appreciate 
their value and improve the living experience of all urban residents. There is need for 
a planning approach guided by principles of inclusion and diversity, attention to the 
multiplicity of people living in cities, what their diverse needs entail and how to enable 
them to contribute to society. Being adequately housed is key to successful educational 
outcomes, stable health and economic sustainability. Future work should focus on the 
challenges and solutions for creating spaces that reflect meaningful encounters and 
which can affectionately be called home. Cities are to be created and enjoyed by the 
people that play, work and live in them.
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Appendix 1: Journal selection 

A.1. SSCI urban studies: 35 total journals in this list

Relevant articles on socio-spatial divisions in China were found in nine journals: CITIES, 
CITY & COMMUNITY, HABITAT INTERNA-TIONAL, HOUSING STUDIES, INTERNATIONAL 
JOURNAL OF URBAN AND REGIONAL RESEARCH, JOURNAL OF URBAN AFFAIRS, URBAN 
AFFAIRS REVIEW, URBAN GEOGRAPHY, URBAN STUDIES.

Articles about China were found in 12 journals: ENVIRONMENT AND URBANIZATION, 
JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION, JOURNAL OF URBAN PLANNING 
AND DEVELOP-MENT-ASCE, and the ones above.

Twenty journals were searched: Those above plus: EUROPEAN PLANNING STUDIES, 
EUROPEAN URBAN AND REGIONAL STUDIES, HOUSING POLICY DEBATE, INTERNATIONAL 
REGIONAL SCIENCE REVIEW, JOURNAL OF ARCHITECTURAL AND PLANNING RE-SEARCH, 
JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY ETHNOGRAPHY, OPEN HOUSE INTERNATIONAL, REGIONAL 
SCIENCE AND URBAN ECONOMICS.

A.2. SSCI geography: 52 total journals in this list

Relevant articles on socio-spatial divisions in China were found in 12 journals: ANNALS 
OF THE ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN GEOGRAPHERS, ANTIPODE, AREA, ENVIRONMENT 
AND PLANNING A, EURASIAN GEOGRAPHY AND ECONOMICS, GEOFORUM, POPU-LATION 
SPACE AND PLACE, PROFESSIONAL GEOGRAPHER, REGIO-NAL STUDIES, TIJDSCHRIFT 
VOOR ECONOMISCHE EN SOCIALE GEOGRAFIE, TRANSACTIONS OF THE INSTITUTE OF 
BRITISH GEOG-RAPHERS, URBAN GEOGRAPHY.

Articles about China were found in 23 journals: ANNALS OF RE-GIONAL SCIENCE, 
APPLIED GEOGRAPHY, COMPUTERS ENVIRON-MENT AND URBAN SYSTEMS, ECONOMIC 
GEOGRAPHY, EUROPEAN PLANNING STUDIES, GEOGRAPHICAL JOURNAL, GEO-
GRAPHICAL REVIEW, GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE-HUMAN AND POLICY 
DIMENSIONS, POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY, PROGRESS IN HUMAN GEOGRAPHY, SINGAPORE 
JOURNAL OF TROPICAL GEOG-RAPHY, and the ones above.

Forty two journals were searched: Those above plus: AUSTRA-LIAN GEOGRAPHER, 
CANADIAN GEOGRAPHER-GEOGRAPHE CANA-DIEN, CULTURAL GEOGRAPHIES, 
ENVIRONMENT AND PLANNING D-SOCIETY & SPACE, ERDKUNDE, GENDER PLACE AND 
CULTURE, GEOGRAFISKA ANNALER SERIES B-HUMAN GEOGRAPHY, GEO-GRAPHICAL 
ANALYSIS, GEOGRAPHISCHE ZEITSCHRIFT, GEOGRA-PHY, GEOPOLITICS, GLOBAL 
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NETWORKS-A JOURNAL OF TRANSNATIONAL AFFAIRS, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF 
URBAN AND REGIONAL RESEARCH, JOURNAL OF ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY, JOURNAL 
OF GEOGRAPHY, MITTEILUNGEN DER OSTERREICHIS-CHEN GEOGRAPHISCHEN 
GESELLSCHAFT, PAPERS IN REGIONAL SCIENCE, SCOTTISH GEOGRAPHICAL JOURNAL, 
SOCIAL & CUL-TURAL GEOGRAPHY.
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Part B: Socio-economic status 
Please let us know more about your and your partner’s occupation. If unemployed, skip to Q#7 
 

 
Question 

Main 
respondent 

 
Partner 

2. How many years have you worked at this job?   

3.How much do you work? 
3a) hours per day 
3b) days per week 
3c) days of rest per month 

a) 
b) 
c) 

a) 
b) 
c) 

4. How far is your job? 
4.1transport: 
a) walk; b) bus; c) bike & electrical bike; d) motorcycle; e) car; f) metro 
g) taxi 
4.2Travel Time 
a) less than 10 min; b) between 10min and half hour; c) between half 
hour to an hour; d) more than 1 hr 

a) Transport 
 
 

b) Time 

a) Transport 
 
 

b) Time 

5. Do you have a second job? 
a) no b) yes 

  

6. Is your job stable? 
a) yes b) no 

  

7. Have you changed jobs in the last 5 years? 
a) No 
b) No, entered work force within last 5 years 
c) Yes, before worked at 

c1 state-owned enterprise 
c2 party and government organization 
c3 state institution 
c4 collectively-owned enterprise 
c5 private sector 
c6 foreign enterprise 
c7 joint venture 
c8 small business 
c9 informal/flexible sector 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If a or b →9 
If C → 8 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If a or b →9 
If C → 8 

8. What were the reasons for job change? (multiple answers) 
a) government or work-unit allocated/arranged it 
b) laid-off 
c) contract terminated/job finished 
d) dismissed-fired 
e) better wage –choose for better salary 
f) improve working conditions 
g) closer to living place 
h) more stable job 
i) wanted more working hours 
i) other 
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9. What is your family’s monthly income? 
(Including main salary, second job, partner’s job, bonus, allowance, spring festival, 13 th month salary) 
 > 500 yuan 
 501 -1000 
 1001 - 1500 
 1501 - 2000 
 2001 - 2500 
 2500 - 3000 
 3001 - 3500 
 3501 - 4000 
 4001 - 4500 

 4501 - 5000 
 5001 - 5500 
 5501 - 6000 
 6001 - 6500 
 6501 - 7000 
 7001 – 7500 
 7501 – 8000 
 8001 – 8500 
 8501 – 9000 

 9001 – 9500 
 9501 – 10000 
 10 001 – 20 000 
 10 001 – 20 000 
 20 001 – 50 000 
 50 001 – 75 000 
 75 001 – 99 999 
 > 100 000 

 
 

10. Benefits 
A. How many people in your household receive work-unit benefits (healthcare allowance, 
endowment insurance, unemployment insurance, subsidy for children’s education, disabled benefits)? 

 
1) How much did your household receive last month as work unit benefits? 
    Yuan/month 
2) How much do you receive for housing subsidy?    
3) How much do you receive for housing rental?    

 

B. How many people in your household enjoy benefits from the government (MLSP, wubaohu 
allowance, healthcare allowance, cheap rental treatment, partial exemption of children’s education )? 

 
1) How much your household received last month as benefits from the government? 

  Yuan/month 
2) How much do you receive for housing subsidy? 
3) How much do you receive for housing rental? 

 
11. Has your household income changed significantly in the last 5 years? 

1 
Increased 

2 
Stayed the same 

3 
Decreased 

4 
Not sure 

□ □ 
* 

□ □ 
* 

 
B) Why? (multiple options) 

a) Number of working persons 
changed 
b) One person started earning more 
c) Compensation from government 
d) Housing rental 
e) subsidy 
f) Investment 

*skip to Q12 
 

g) Children’s education costs 
h) Financial pressure due to disease/health 
i) Financial pressure due to purchasing or renting 
housing 
j) Loss of main living resource due to land 
confiscation and education 
k) Other    

 

12. How do you evaluate your living status? 
a) Wealthy - rich 
b) Well-off – rich but not so rich (xioakang) 
c) Adequate better (wenbao) 
d) adequate only for food 
e) Poor 
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Part C: Activities/Lifestyle 
 

13. How often do you use the following transport methods? 
 1 

Daily basis 
2 

Few times a 
week 

3 
Few times 
a month 

4 
never 

a) Walk □ □ □ □ 
b) Bike □ □ □ □ 

c) Motorcycle □ □ □ □ 
d) Public transport 
(metro/bus) 

□ □ □ □ 

e) Private Car □ □ □ □ 

f) car given by nation □ □ □ □ 

g)Taxi □ □ □ □ 

h) Other     □ □ □ □ 
 

14. how often and where do you (do a mentioned activity)? 
a) everyday; b) 1 or 2 times a week c) 3 to 6 times a week d) once a month e) 1-3 times a year 
f) 4 or more times a year g) never h) no regular frequency 

 This 
neighbourhood 

Another 
neighbourhood 

internet elsewhere 

a) Local food market (nongmazhetsu?)     

b) Big supermarket (Walmart, Metro)     

c) Buy clothing     

d) Buy electronics     

e) Theatre     

f) Restaurant   
 

 

g) Meet with friends     

h) Hairdresser     

i) KTV     

j) Shopping     

k) Visit lake or park     

l) Sports centre     

m)Cinema     

 
15. How do you rate different aspect of your life in Nanjing? 

 1 
Very poor 

2 
Poor 

3 
Neutral 

4 
Good 

5 
Very 
good 

6 
Not 

applic 
able 

7 
don’t 
know 

a. Your income □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
b. Your housing 
conditions 

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

c. Your job □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
d. Education and 
development for your 
children 

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

e. Facilities □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
f. Overall feeling □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
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Part D: Migration 
 
If your hometown is not Nanjing, please answer the following questions. Otherwise, go to the next 
section, question # 21. 

 
16. How many years ago did you leave your hometown for the first time? 

 
 

17. How many years ago did you come to Nanjing? And your partner? 
 
 

18. Before coming to Nanjing, where did you or your partner get the information about life and employment 
conditions? (multiple answers) 
a)Relatives and friends 
b)Villagers from same place 
c)Newspaper, magazine and media, 
d)Job agency 

e)Government office 
f)Recruitment work-unit 
g)Other   

 
 

19. Which were the main reasons to come to this city? (multiple answers) 
a) good job – personal development 
opportunities 
b) make money 
c) improve life quality 
d) study 
e) be with family/partner 

f) like this city 
g) best option closer to hometown 
h) education for kids 
i) other    

 
 

20. Are you planning in staying in Nanjing? 
a) Yes 
b) Yes, maybe for about  years 

 
 

c) No, I want to leave in  years 
d) I’m not sure/don’t know 

 
 
Part E: Housing 
 
 

Present housing situation 
(about the place where the survey is undertaken) 

 
21. Which year you moved here? 

 

22. What tenure do you have here? 
a) rent (private rental) 
b) shared rent (co-rent) 
c) relative’s place 
d) provided by employer 
e) social housing (nominal rent) 
f) inherited 

 
g) purchased with mortgage (standard 
commodity housing) * 
h) purchased without mortgage * 
i) purchased with subsidy (discount) * 
j) purchased without subsidy * 
k) self built * /inherited 

 

23. * If you purchased/or paid to built - how much did you paid for the house? (not present market value) 
yuan 
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24. About your home: 
a) What is the total size of your home (floor space)?  m2 
b) Number of sleeping rooms?    
c) size of living room/hall? 
d) How many toilets  and showers  are in your home? 
e) Do you use AC/heater? (multiple answers) 

 
1.Yes 
2. No 2a) Don’t have one 

2b) Don’t like it 
2c) Doesn’t work 
2d) It’s too expensive 
2e) Other 

 
 

25. On average, how much do you pay per month for the following aspects? 
a) rent/mortgage:    
b) utilities (gas, water, electricity):    
e) property fees:    
f) management fees (garbage collection, maintenance, security):    

 
 

26. How did you find this place? 
a) newspaper 
b) add -street 
c) job 
d) acquaintance/friend 
e) family 

 
 

f) real estate 
g) internet 
h) came to ask directly 
i) govt. gave me this place 
j) other   

 
 

27. Why did you specifically move to this house/neighbourhood/? (multiple answers) 
a) more rooms 
b) bigger space 
c) family changes (marriage, birth to baby) 
d) price 
e) better quality/living conditions 
f) job offered it to me/work unit allocation 
g) close to my job 
h) better/nice location 
i) education of kids/access to schools and 
universities 

j) convenient services available (transport, 
shops…) 
k) status 
l) lived in this neighbourhood before, and I 
wanted to stay here 
m) no choice, had to move here 
n) left my other home to my son/daughter 
o) by chance 
p Gov. gave it due to demolition 
q) inherited  
r) other   

 

28. Moving to this place meant for you: 
a) this was the last resort – nothing else worked 
b) 1st step in a housing career 
c) improvement of living conditions 
d) always lived here 
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29. How do you consider the following aspects: 
 1 

Very 
poor 

2 
Poor 

3 
Neutral 

4 
Good 

5 
Very 
good 

6 
N/A 

7 
unsure 

a. housing quality □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
b. Size of your living room □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
c. Number of sleeping rooms □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
d. the location of your home □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
e. overall feeling □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
 
Present Neighbourhood Situation 
 

30. Do you feel your neighbourhood constitutes a harmonious society? 
a) yes 
b) more or less 

c) I’m not sure 
d) no 

31. Which are the 3 most positive aspects of your neighbourhood? 
a) Playground 
b) Shops 
c) Schools 
d) health services 
e) parking area 
f) Public space 
g) Park/Nature 

h) Location 
i) Mixed area – also offices 
j) Proximity/accessibility to transportation 
methods 
k) People living in this area 
l) Quality of the neighbourhood 
m) other 

 

32. Are there any problematic issues in your neighbourhood? (multiple answers) 
a) Yes 1. No good schools 

2. No good services (hospitals, stores…) 
3. Location 
4. Environment/infrastructure 
5. Kind of people living there 
6. Lack of belonging (family feeling) 
7. Little communication with each other 
8. security 
9. other 

b)Not at all 
c) I don’t know 

 
 

33. What do you think about the following statements regarding your neighbourhood? 
 A 

Strongly 
disagree 

B 
Disagree 

C 
Neutral 

D 
Agree 

E 
Strongly 

agree 

F 
Never thought 

of this 
a. I like to live in that 
neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

b. My family and I 
participate in 
neighbourhood 
activities 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

c. It is a safe 
neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

d. I like to be involved 
in the community 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 
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e. Neighbours know 
other in this 
neighbourhood→ 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

f There is disturbance 
between neighbours 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

g. Have little space 
for myself/not enough 
private space 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

h. I have close 
relationships 
with my neighbours 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

i. I share similar 
values with my 
neighbours 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

j. Most of my friends 
live in that same 
neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

k. I feel privileged to 
live in that 
neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

l. I think residents of 
other neighbourhoods 
are different than us 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

m. I care what 
neighbours think of 
me 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

n. This 
neighbourhood gives 
me a sense of 
belonging 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

o. The reputation of 
your neighbourhood is 
very important 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

p. People from my 
same hometown live 
in that neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

q. I like 
neighbourhood 
services 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
 

34. Who do you see/meet with more often on a weekly basis? 
a) neighbours or friends in the same neighbourhood 
b) friends living in other parts of the city 
c) family in this neighbourhood 
d) family outside the neighbourhood 
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35. Within the last 3 years, how has the population of your neighbourhood changed? (if lived less than 2 
years, not applicable (X)) 

 A 
Current situation 

 
 
 

1Few 2 
Many 

B 
1You see 
more…. 

 
2You 
see 
less… 

c 
3Sam 
e… 

4 
Don’t know 

C 
Do you like the 
change? 

 
1 yes 
2 no 
3 don’t care 

a. Families □ □ □ □ □ □  

b. Young 
couples 

□ □ □ □ □ □  

c. Older people □ □ □ □ □ □  

d. People from 
other cities 

□ □ □ □ □ □  

e. People from 
other small 
towns 

□ □ □ □ □ □  

f. People with 
higher 
education 
(university) 

□ □ □ □ □ □  

g. People with 
lower 
education 
(primary 
school or less) 

□ □ □ □ □ □  

h. People with 
higher income 

□ □ □ □  □  

i. People with 
lower income 

□ □ □ □  □  

j. People with 
same lifestyle 
than mine 

□ □ □ □  □  

 
36. Do you think that your neighbourhood will be a better or worse place to live in a few years? Let’s say in 
5 years…. 
a. better Why? 
b. worse 
c. the same 
d. don’t know 

 
 

Second home 
 

37. Where we are now is this your primary residence? 
a. Yes b. No 
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? (If no, skip to Q#40) If yes, how many? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

39. If your second home is market purchased is it (circle) 1st hand or 2nd hand and why? 
a) because you preferred it like this 
b) you could get a good deal for it 
c) you didn’t mind doing/investing in the work 
d) other   

 
 

Past situation 
If you have moved at least once, please answer the following questions, otherwise, go to future situation 
Q#53. 

 
40. In how many places have you lived in the last 10 years? 
41. Can you please tell about your previous home? 

 a. Where did you live 
before? 
- city/town 
- area/district/xiaoqu 

b. How long (years) you 
lived there? 

Previous 
Address 

  

 

42. How would you categorize your previous dwelling? 
a) Traditional housing 
b) Modern high-rise 
c) Older low rise (danwei) 

 
d) Self-standing house/villa 
e) Self-built housing/urban village 
f) Dormitory (work) 

 

43. What tenure did you have there? 
a) rent (private rental) 
b) shared rent (co-rent) 
d) relative’s place 
d) provided by employer (dormitory) 
e) social housing (nominal rent) 

 
f) purchased with mortgage (standard commodity 
housing) 
g) purchased without mortgage 
h) purchased with subsidy (discount) 
i) purchased without subsidy 
j) inherited/self-built 

38. Do you have a second home  in the city or village  
  

 A B C D 
Why did you How do you use that Where is your What type of 
buy it? property? second home housing? 
1 for investment 1 rent it to family located? 1 traditional housing 
2 family reasons 2 rent it to others 1 same area 2 danwei 
3 got it from job 3 personal use – 2 downtown 3 commercial housing 
(subsidy) weekend or holiday 3 suburb apt. 
4 other 4 for children or 4 other city 4 commercial housing 

 parents (no rent)  villa 
 5 for business  5 migrant village 
 6 it’s empty  6 affordable/economic 
 7 other  housing 

a. 2nd     
b. 3rd     
c. 4th     
d. 5th     
e. 6th     
f. 7th     
g. 8th     
h. 9th     
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44. How much did you pay per month excluding utilities? 
a) yuan 
b) I did not pay 
c) I do not remember 

 
45. About your previous home 
a) What was the total size of your home (floor space)?  m2 
b) Number of sleeping rooms in the house ?    
c) size of living room?   
d) How many toilets  and shower  were there in your home? 

 
46. What did you do with your previous home/property? 
a) kept it 1. Rent it out 

2. Gave it to family member for their use 
3. It’s empty 
4. Keep it as 2nd home 
5. Other 

b) sold it 
c) was demolished 
d) nothing, just moved out 

 
47. What was the most important reason to move to your previous home? 
a) work unit gave it to me 
b) because of my work 
c) family reasons 
d) no other option 
e) for it’s location 
f) it’s was a good investment 

g) was a good neighbourhood 
h) To improve housing conditions 
i) To improve neighbourhood 
j) previous home was demolished 
k) I don’t know 
l) other   

 

48. Which were the 3 most positive aspects of your previous neighbourhood? 
a) Playground 
b) Shops 
c) Schools 
d) health services 
e) parking area 
f) Public space 
g) Park/Nature 

h) Location 
i) Mixed area – also offices 
j) Proximity/accessibility to transportation 
methods 
k) People living in this area 
l) price 
m) other   

 

49. Were there any problematic issues in your previous neighbourhood? 
a) Yes 1. No good schools 

2. No good services (hospitals, stores…) 
3. Location 
4. Environment/infrastructure 
5. Kind of people living there 
6. Lack of belonging (family feeling) 
7. Less communication with each other 
8. security 
9. other 

b)Not at all 
c) I don’t know 
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50. What do you think about the following statements regarding your previous neighbourhood? 
 A 

Strongly 
disagree 

B 
Disagree 

C 
Neutral 

D 
Agree 

E 
Strongly 

agree 

F 
Never 

thought of 
this 

a. I liked to live in 
that neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

b. My family and I 
participated in 
neighbourhood 
activities 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

c. It was a safe 
neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

d. I liked to be 
involved in the 
community 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

e. Neighbours knew 
other in the 
neighbourhood→ 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

f There was 
disturbance between 
neighbours 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

g. Had little space 
for myself/not 
enough private 
space 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

h. I had close 
relationships 
with my neighbours 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

i. I shared similar 
values with my 
neighbours 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

j. Most of my 
friends lived in that 
same 
neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

k. I felt privileged 
to live in that 
neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

l. I felt residents of 
other 
neighbourhoods are 
different than us 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

m. I cared what 
neighbours thought 
of me 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

n. The 
neighbourhood 
gives me sense of 
belonging 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

o. I thought the 
reputation of your 
neighbourhood is 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 
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very important       
p. People from my 
same hometown 
lived in that 
neighbourhood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

q. I liked 
neighbourhood 
services 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
 

51. Moving from your past residence to your current residence has changed your social status? (self- 
esteem/feel proud) 
a) no 
b) a little 

c) a lot 
d) I don’t know 

 

52. How do you find your current situation compared to your previous situation? 
 A 

Better 
B 

Same 
C 

worse 
a. Home in general □ □ □ 
b. Size of home □ □ □ 
c. Quality of home □ □ □ 
d. Location & transport □ □ □ 
e. Type of neighbourhood □ □ □ 
f. Services around it (stores, sports, schools, 
hospitals) 

□ □ □ 

g. Social sphere □ □ □ 
h. relation with neighbours □ □ □ 
i. Safety □ □ □ 
j. Facilities for kids/older people □ □ □ 

 
 

Future situation 
 

53. Would you want to move elsewhere within the next 5 years? (a, b, c skip to 60+) 
a) I don’t know 
b) Definitely not 
c) Probably not 
d) only if I have to 
e) Maybe 1. But after 5 years 

2. Don’t know 
when 

f) Yes, Definitely 1. But I/we can’t 
2. But I don’t 
know where to 

 
54. What are the three most important reasons for you to move? 
1.    2.    3.    

 

55. Would you be looking for a place to rent or to buy? 
a) to rent b) to buy c) doesn’t matter 
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56. When looking for a new home and neighbourhood, how important are the following characteristics: 
 A 

Very 
important 

B 
Important 

C 
Neutral 

D 
Would be 
nice 

E 
Not important 

a) Quality of dwelling □ □ □ □ □ 
b)Size of dwelling □ □ □ □ □ 
c)Appearance □ □ □ □ □ 
d)Affordable price □ □ □ □ □ 
e)people living there □ □ □ □ □ 
f) Status of area/ good 
reputation 

□ □ □ □ □ 

g)Location □ □ □ □ □ 
h)Proximity to work □ □ □ □ □ 
i)Shops □ □ □ □ □ 
j)Parks/playgrounds □ □ □ □ □ 
k)Transport □ □ □ □ □ 
l)Health services □ □ □ □ □ 
m)Public space □ □ □ □ □ 
n)Parking □ □ □ □ □ 
o)Good schools □ □ □ □ □ 
p)Type of area (villa, 
high rise, traditional) 

□ □ □ □ □ 

 
57. Specifically, what characteristics would you want your next housing to have/be? 
a) doesn’t matter, any place is OK as long as I can pay for it 
b) Minimum size:  m2 
c) Minimum number of sleeping rooms:    
d)Neighbourhood/housing type: 

d1) Traditional housing 
d2) Modern high-rise 
d3) Older low rise (danwei) 
d4) Self-standing house/villa 
d5) Self-built housing 
d6) Dormitory (work) 

 

58. Where would you want to move to? 
a) Same neighbourhood 
b) Similar type of neighbourhood 
c) City centre 

 
d) Out of the city centre 
e) Another city 
f) Anywhere else 

 

59. What would be the maximum amount of yuans that you’d feel comfortable paying? 
If rent – yuan/month:  (excluding) 
If buy – total price of house:  (excluding) 

 
60. Do you have a specific place in mind that you’d like to move to? 
Name of place:    

 

Would you like to add something else?    
 

We would appreciate if you would agree to follow up with an interview. You would receive another gift if 
you agree. If so, please leave your contact info here: 

 
Name/Phone: 

 
Thanks!
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第第
一一
部部
分分

: 家家
庭庭
成成
员员
组组

成成
  

1.
 

您
的
家
庭
成
员
数
量
 (
居
住
在
本
住

宅
)?

  
个
人
 
（
如
果
被
问
卷
者
不
知
道
的
话
请
填
写

X
）
 

 

A
 

家家
庭庭

成成
员员
  

B 与与
被被
调调

查查
者者
的的

关关
系系
  

 

1 
配
偶
 

2 
子
女
 

3 
父
母
 

4 
兄
弟

姐
 
妹
 

5 
朋
友
 

6 
其
他
 

C
 

性性
别别
  

  

1 
女
 

2 
男
 

D
 

年年 龄龄
  

E 婚婚
姻姻

状状
况况
  

 

1 
未
婚
 

2 
已
婚
并
与
配

偶
一
起
居
住
 

3 
已
婚
但
不
与
 

配
偶
一
起
居
住
 

4 
离
异
 

5 
丧
偶
 

F 最最
高高
学学
历历

  
 

1 
未
受
教
育
 

2 
小
学
 

3 
初
中
 

4 
高
中
 

5 
技
校
 

6 
大
专
 

7 
本
科
 

8 
研
究
生
及

以
上
 

9 
其
他
 

G
 

就就
业业
情情
况况

  
 

1 
七
岁
以
下
 

2 
中
小
学
学
生
 

3 
大
学
生
 

4 
单
位
职
员
 

5 
个
体
户
 

6 
下
岗
没
有
工

作
 

7 
下
岗
有
工
作
 

8 
退
休
 

9 
退
休
后
又
自

己
找
了
工
作

10
 失

业
 

11
 待

业
（
等

分
配
）
 

12
 家

庭
主
妇

或
者
家
庭
主

夫
 

H
 

您您
的的

职职
业业
  

 

1 
农
民
 

2 
服
务
员
（
保

 

洁
、
家
政
、
餐
饮

等
）
 

3 
普
通
工
人
（

工

业
）
 

4 
高
级
专
业
技
师

 

5 
公
司
职
员

 

6 
公
务
员
 

7 
经
理
 

8 
中
小
学
教
师

 

9 
大
学
教
师
和
科

研
人
员
 

10
 公

司
拥
有
者

 

（
有
自
己
的
多
于

1 
人
雇
员
，
并
有

正
式
合
同
）

 

11
 个

体
户
（
没

有
正
式
签
订
合
同

雇
员
）
 

12
 非

正
规
职
业

 
13

 其
他
 

I 您您
的的
工工
作作
单单

位位

性性
质质
  

 

1 
国
有
企
业
 

（
大
型
厂
矿
）
 

2 
政
府
机
关
 

3 
事
业
单
位
 

（
大
学
、
医
 

院
、
中
小
学
 

校
、
部
分
研
究

中
心
等
）
 

4 
集
体
企
业
 

（
主
要
由
村
镇

企
业
构
成
）
 

5 
私
营
企
业
 

6 
外
资
企
业
 

7 
合
资
企
业
 

8 
个
体
商
户
 

9 
非
正
规
行
业
 

J 您您
的的
行行
业业
性性
质质
  

  

1 
农
业
、
林
业
、
畜
牧
业
、
渔
业

 

2 
电
力
、
燃
气
及
水
的
生
产
和
供
应

 

3 
制
造
业
 

4 
建
筑
业
 

5 
交
通
、
仓
储
、
 邮

政
 

6 
住
宿
 , 
餐
饮
 

7 
公
共
管
理
、
社
会
组
织
、

 

8 
党
政
机
关
 

9 
卫
生
、
 社

保
和
社
会
福
利
业
 

10
 金

融
保
险
业
 

11
 电

脑
、
信
息
及
软
件

 

12
 批

发
零
售
业
 

13
 公
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第第二二部部分分: 社社会会经经济济状状况况 
请请让让我我们们知知道道您您和和配配偶偶更更多多的的关关于于工工作作的的情情况况，，如如果果你你没没有有工工作作请请直直接接做做  7 
问问题题  填填表表人人  配配偶偶  

2. 您已经从事本工作多少年?   

3、户主目前： a)  h 小时 a)  h 小 

3a) 平均每天工作时间为  h 小时 b)  天 时 

3b) 每周工作  天 c)  天 b)  天 

3c) 每月休息  天  c)  天 

4.1 您去工作一般采用哪种交通方式 交通方式选项: 交通方式选项” 
A)走路 b)公车 c)自行车或者电动车 d)摩托车 e)小汽车 f)地铁 g)出租车   

4.2 这种交通方式大约花费多久时间？（从家里到工作单位） 时间选项： 时间选项： 

a) 10 分钟以内 b)10-30 分钟内 c) 30 分钟-1 小时 d)大于 1 小时   

5. 您有兼职吗? 
a) 没 有 b) 有 

  

6. 您的工作稳定么？（是否存在失业可能） 
a) 是的，稳定 b)不稳定 

  

7. 您过去 5 年内更换过工作吗?   
 
 
如果选择a、b 请
做 9 
如果选择c 请直接

去 8 

 
 
 
如果选择a、b 
请做 9 
如果选择c 请直

接去 8 

a) 没有  

b) 没有, 参加工作未满 5 年  

c) 有, 前一份工作是在  

c1 国有企业 c2 政府机关 c3 事业单位 

c4 集体企业 c5 私营企业 c6 外资企业 

c7 合资企业 c8 个体户 c9 非正规单位 

8 .更换工作的原因? 
a) 单位调动 b) 下岗 

d) 解聘 e) 更高工资 

g) 离家更近 h) 工作更稳定 
j) 其他 

 
c) 合同到期/工作终止 

f ) 工作环境更好 

i）离职增加工作时间（原有时间太短） 

  

 
9. 您家庭的总月收入? 
(包括您和配偶的工资、奖金、补贴、各种津贴、节假日奖金、年终奖金) 
a.  > 500 元 j.  4501 - 5000 s. 9001 – 9500 
b.  501 -1000 k. 5001 - 5500 t. 9501 – 10 000 
c.  1001 - 1500 l.  5501 - 6000 u.10 001 – 20 000 
d.  1501 - 2000 m. 6001 - 6500 v. 20 001 – 50 000 
e.  2001 - 2500 n. 6501 - 7000 w. 50 001 – 75 000 
f.  2500 - 3000 o. 7001 – 7500 x. 75 001 – 99 999 
g.  3001 - 3500 p. 7501 – 8000 y. > 100 000 元 
h.  3501 - 4000 q. 8001 – 8500  

i.  4001 - 4500 r.  8501 – 9000  

 
10. 福利待遇 

A. 享有单单位位福福利利家庭成员数量 (医疗保险, 养老保险, 失业保险, 子女教育补贴, 伤残补贴)? 
1) 全家每月享受单位福利的总金额?  元/月 

2) 享有购房补贴金额?    
3) 享有租房补贴金额?    

 
B. 享有政政府府/社社会会福福利利的家庭成员数量 (最低生活保障, 五保户补贴, 医疗保险, 廉租房补贴, 子女学杂费减免等 )? 

1)全家每月享有政府/社会福利的总金额?  元/月 

2) 享有购房补贴金额?    
3) 享有租房补贴金额?    

 
11. 您的家庭收入是否在过去 5 年里发生显著变化? 

1 
增加 

2 
没有变化 

3 
减少 

4 
不确定 

□ □ 
* 

□ □ 
* 

*如选择 B 或 D,请直接跳至问题 12 
 

B) 因为什么变化? (多选)a) 家庭就业人数发生变化 

b) 某家庭人员收入增长 

c) 政府赔偿款 

d) 出租房收入 

e) 补贴所得 

f) 投资收益/亏损 

 
 

g) 子女教育支出 

h) 疾病、健康原因支出 

i) 购房、住房支出 

j) 耕地征收 

k) 其它    
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12. 请评价您的经济状况? 
a) 富裕   b)小康  c)中等 d)温饱  e)贫困 

 
 

第第三三部部分分: 活活动动/生生活活方方式式 
13. 下列出行交通方式您采用的频率（每一行都请划勾）? 

 1 
每天 

2 
每周数次 

3 
每月数次 

4 
从不 

a) 步行 □ □ □ □ 
b) 骑自行车 □ □ □ □ 
c) 骑摩托车（电动车） □ □ □ □ 
d) 公共交通 (地铁/公交车) □ □ □ □ 
e) 私家车 □ □ □ □ 
f）公车配备 □ □ □ □ 
g)出租车 □ □ □ □ 
h) 其他方式    □ □ □ □ 

 
 

14. 您在以下地方从事相应活动的频率?  （请区分从事活动的场所，分别填写A、B、C、D、E , F） 
A 每天都去 B 一周 1-2 次 C 一周 3-6 次 D 一个月一次 E 一年 1-3 次 F 一年 4 次或多于 4 次 G 从不 H 没有固定的时间去 

 1 附近（就在本街区） 2 其它区域 3 互联网 4 其它 

a) 菜场、农贸市场     

b) 大型超市 (沃尔玛, 家乐福，麦德龙)     

c) 购买服装     

d) 购买电器     

e) 剧院     

f) 餐馆     

g) 朋友聚会     

h) 美容美发     

i) KTV     

j) 逛街     

k) 公园     

l) 体育健身中心     

m) 电影院     

 

15. 您如何从以下方面评价您在南京的生活? 
 1 

非常差 

2 
差 

3 
一般 

4 
好 

5 
非常好 

6 
不适用 

7 
我从来没

有考虑过 

a. 收入 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

b. 住房情况 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
c. 工作 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
d. 子女的成长及教育 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
e. 生活服务设施 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
f. 总体感觉 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
 

第第四四部部分分: 迁迁移移情情况况 
如如果果您您的的家家乡乡  (不不是是户户口口)在在外外地地, 请请回回答答如如下下问问题题. 如如果果您您的的家家乡乡是是南南京京, 请请跳跳过过本本部部分分, 从从问问题题  21 继继续续. 

 
16. 您离开家乡多少年了？ 

 

17. 您来南京多少年了? 
 

您的配偶来南京多少年了？ 

 

18. 在来南京之前, 您以什么途径了解到南京的生活和工作信息? 
a)亲友

b)老乡 

c) 报刊杂志及其它媒体 

d) 工作中介 

e) 政府机构 

f) 应聘单位 

g) 其它   

 
 

19. 您来到这座城市的主要原因?（多选） 
a) 工作好、机会多，个人发展较好 

b) 赚钱 

c) 提高生活质量 

d) 学习 

e) 跟随亲人或与亲人团聚 

f) 喜欢这座城市 

 

g) 因为这个城市是 
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20. 您计划长期居住在南京吗? 
a) 是的 

b) 是的，大概  年（填时间） 

 
c) 不会，在  年（填时间）后离开 

d) 不确定/不知 

 

第第五五部部分分: 住住房房 
现现在在的的住住宅宅状状况况(关关于于我我们们调调查查时时您您所所在在的的住住宅宅)  

 
21. 您哪一年搬到现在的住宅? 
` 
22. 产权情况? 
a) 租房 

b) 合租 

c) 与亲属同住 

d) 单位宿舍 

 

 

 

e) 社会廉租房 

f) 继承 

g) 商品房（贷款）* 
h)商品房（未贷款）* 

 
 
 
 

i) 购买单位分房（优惠价格）* 
j) 购买单位分房（市场价格）* 
k) 自建 * 

 
23. * 如果您购买了本住房或者您自己建房时您花了多少钱? (非现在的市场价格) 元 

 

24. 关于您的住宅: 
a) 您住宅的总面积是 (使用面积)?  平方米 

b) 有多少的卧室   
c) 客厅多大？   
d) 有几个卫生间  多少个淋浴(设施)                            
e) 有空调/暖气吗? 

1.有 

2. 没有 2a) 没有安装 

2b) 不喜欢使用 

2c) 没有效果 

2d) 太贵了 

2e) 其它   
 

25. 您平均每月为以下项目的支出是多少? 
a) 房租/贷款月供:    
b) 水电气:    

 

e) 物业费:    

 

f) 其他管理费 (如垃圾清运，房屋维护，保

安等):    

 
26. 您如何获知本住宅的相关信息? 
a) 报纸 

b) 街边广告 

c) 工作单位告诉的 

d) 熟人 

 
 

e) 家人 

f) 开发商或者中介 

g) 互联网 

h) 自己偶然看到过来的 

 
 

i）政府安置安排的

j）其他   

 
27. 您为何选择搬到本住宅/本片区? (多选) 
a) 更多房间 

b) 更大面积 

c) 家庭变故（结婚、生育等） 

d) 价格合适 

e) 质量好/居住条件 

f) 工作单位提供/工作地点 

g) 离工作地点近 

 
 

h) 地理位置好 

i) 子女入学方便/学校教育质量高 

j) 生活服务方便 (交通, 商店等) 
k) 符合我的身份地位 

l) 以前也在这个片区居住, 想留在这里 

m) 没办法，被安置或者不得不选择这里 

n) 原来的住宅留给自己的父母或者子女了 

 
 

o）偶然间来的 

p)政府给我的安置房

q）继承来的 

r）其它   

 
28. 搬到现在的住宅对您意味着: 
a) 别无选择 

b) 第一次购房 

 
 

c) 改善居住状况 

d）一直住在这里 
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29. 您如何评价以下方面: 
 1 

非常差 

2 
差 

3 
一般 

4 
好 

5 
非常好 

6 
不适用 

7 
我从来没

有考虑过 

a. 房屋质量 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
b. 客厅大小 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

c. 卧室数量 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

d.. 地理位置 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
e. 总体感觉 □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
  
  
现现居居小小区区情情况况  

  

30. 您觉得您的小区提供了一个和谐的居住环境吗? 
a) 是的 

b) 是的, 差不多 

 

c) 不确定 

d) 不是 

 
31.您对本小区最满意的 3 个方面是?  

a) 活动设施 f) 公共空间 k) 小区居民 

b) 商店 g) 公园/自然环境 l) 小区质量 

c) 学校 h) 地理位置 m) 其他 

d) 健康医疗服务 i) 功能多样  

e) 停车场 
 

32. 本小区有您所不满意的地方吗? 

j) 交通方便  

 

 

a) 有(多选) 
 

 

选择 1 请继续选择原因 

1 没有好的学校 

2 没有好的公共服务（医院、商店。。。） 

3 地理位置 

4 环境和基础设施 

5 小区居民 

6 没有归属感 

7 和他人交流不多 

8 安全 
9 其它   

b. 没有 

c. 不知道 
 

33. 您对现在居住房子的以下评价的态度: 
 1 

完全不同意 
2 

不同意 
3 

中立 
4 

同意 
5 

完全同意 
6 

我从来没

有考虑过 

a. 我喜欢居住在那个小区 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
b.家人和我参加片区活动 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
c.小区很安全 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
d.我喜欢成为本社区的一分子 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
e. 邻里互相认识 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
f. 邻里相互干扰很多 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
g. 我没有足够的私人空间 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
h. 我与邻居有紧密的联系 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
i. 我与邻居有共同的价值观 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
j.我的大多数朋友都居住在那个小区 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
k.住在那个小区让我有优越感 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
l.我觉得其它小区的居民和我们层次不同 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
m.我在意邻里对我的评价 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
n.那个小区给我归属感 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
o 你觉得你的片区的社会地位很重要么 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
p.我有老乡居住在那个小区 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
q 我喜欢那里的社区服务 □ □ □ □ □ □ 

 

34. 日常情况下哪类人会经常见面或拜访您? 
a) 邻居、住在附近的朋友 

b) 住在市内其它地方的朋友 

 
c) 家人（住在本邻里小区的） 

d) 家人（不住在本小区的）
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35. 在过去 3 年，您觉得小区居民有哪些变化?  (如果居住在这里低于 3 年，则不适用 ) 
 A 

您对以下情况的感

觉 

B C 

1 
我看到更

多的…. 

2 
我看到更少

的… 

3 
没变化 

4 
不知道 

你喜欢这样的

变化吗? 
 
1 喜欢 

2 不喜欢 
3 不关心 

1 
少 

2 
多 

3 
不

知

道 

a.三口之家 □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

b. 年轻夫妇 □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

c. 老年人 □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

d.其它城市外来人口 □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

e.小城市、县城外来人口 □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

f.高学历人口（大学本科） □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

g.低学历人口（小学及小学以下） □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

h.高收入人口 □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

i.低收入人口 □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

j.和我生活方式类似的人 □ □ □ □ □ □ □  

36. 您觉得本小区将来会变得更好或更差吗? 大概未来 5 年左右的时间里…. 
a) 更好 原因? 
b) 更差 

c) 不会有变化 

d) 不知道 

 
 

第第二二套套住住房房  
  

37. 现在的这套住宅是您的主要住址吗? 
a.是 b. 不是 

 
38. 您有第二套住房吗?  第二套在城市还是在农村？   
(如果没有，跳至问题 40) 如果有, 有多少套? 

 A 
购买第二套房的目的? 

B 
您如何处置第二套房? 

C 
您第二套房的位置? 

D 
房屋类型? 

1 投资 1 租给亲戚使用 1 附近 1 平房 

2 家庭原因（为子女准 2 出租 2 市中心 2 单位楼房 

备等） 3 自己用（周末或者假期） 3 郊区 3 多层、高层商品房 

3 单位提供 (优惠价格) 4 小孩或者父母用（节假日、 4 其它 4 别墅 

4 其它 聚会等 ）  5 城中村 
 5 办公  6 安置房/经济适用房 
 6 空置   
 7 其它   

a. 第二套房     

b. 第三套房     

c. 第四套房     

d. 第五套房     

e. 第六套房     

f. 第七套房     

g. 第八套房     

h. 第九套房     

 
39. 如果你有购买市场上第二套商品住房的， 您所购买的第二套房是一手房  还是二手房  为什么? 
a) 我喜欢 

b) 价格更合适 

c) 投资 

d) 其它   

 
过过去去状状况况  
如果您曾经搬家, 请回答如下问题, 如果您从未搬家, 请跳至问题 53. 

 
40. 在过去 10 年，您的住处更换过多少个地方?  个 

 

41. 最近一次搬家之前的地址? 
 a. 您之前的房子是在城市/县城/乡镇/农村? b. 您在那里居住了多少年? 

前一个家庭住址   
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元 

42. 您前一套住房的类型? 
a) 传统平房 

b) 现代楼房 

c) 旧式楼房 (单位) 
d) 别墅 

e) 自建房 

f) 宿舍 

 
 

43. 您前一套住房的产权情况? 
a) 租房 

b) 合租 

c) 与亲属同住 

d) 单位宿舍 

e) 社会廉租房 

f) 商品房（贷款） 

g) 商品房（未贷款） 

h) 购买单位分房（享受福利优惠） 

i) 购买单位分房（未享受任何优惠） 

j) 继承 

 
 

44. 您每月支付的租金或房贷? 
a) b) 无租金/房贷 c) 不记得 

 

45. 您前一套住房的情况 

a) 住房使用面积?  平方米 

b) 有多少卧室   
c) 客厅的大小   
d) 多少个卫生间  多少淋浴设备   

 
 

46 您如何处置前一套住房? 
a) 保留（是您自有的住房） 1. 出租 

2. 提供亲友居住 

3. 空置 

4. 自己使用（周末、节假日） 

5. 其他   
b) 出售 

c)被拆掉了 

d）仅仅是不住了而已（可能是租用别人、或与别人合租） 
 
 

47. 您搬家至前一套住房的主要原因? 
a) 单位分房 

b) 工作原因 

c) 家庭原因 

d) 没办法，必须搬 

 
e) 居住地点 

f) 投资 

g) 小区品质 

h) 改善居住状况 

 
i) 因为拆迁

k)不知道l
）其他 

 

 

48. 您前一套住房最吸引你的 3 个因素? 
a) 活动设施 

b) 商店 

c) 学校 

d) 健康服务 

e) 停车场 

 
 

f) 公共空间 

g) 公园/自然环境 

h) 地理位置 

i) 功能多样 

j) 交通方便 

 
 

k) 小区居民素质 

l) 因为价格合理 

m）其它 

 

 

 

 

 

49. 您之前的住宅/小区是否有您所不满意的问题? 
 

a 有(多选) 
 
 
 

选择 1 请继续选择

原因 

1 没有好的学校 

2 没有好的公共服务（医院、商店。。。） 

3 地理位置 

4 环境和基础设施 

5 小区居民 

6 没有归属感 

7 和他人交流不多 

8 安全 
9 其它   

b 没有 

c. 不知道 
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50. 您对过去上一个居住房子的以下评价的态度: 
 1 

完全不同意 
2 

不同意 
3 

中立 
4 

同意 
5 

完全同意 
6 

我从来没

有考虑过 

a. 我喜欢居住在那个小区 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
b.家人和我参加片区活动 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
c.小区很安全 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
d.我喜欢成为本社区的一分子 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
e. 邻里互相认识 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
f. 邻里相互干扰很多 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
g. 我没有足够的私人空间 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
h. 我与邻居有紧密的联系 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
i. 我与邻居有共同的价值观 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
j.我的大多数朋友都居住在那个小区 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
k.住在那个小区让我有优越感 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
l.我觉得其它小区的居民和我们层次不同 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
m.我在意邻里对我的评价 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
n.那个小区给我归属感 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
o 你觉得你的片区的社会地位很重要么 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
p.我有老乡居住在那个小区 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
q 我喜欢那里的社区服务 □ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
 

51. 您现在的住宅是否感觉比原有的高档（是否有感觉社会地位或者面子上的提升）? 
 

a) 没有 

b) 不多 

c) 很大程度上有 

d) 不知道 

 

 

52. 关于以下方面您如何评价您现在的住房（相比前一套住房）? 
 1 更 好 2 差不多 3 更差 

a. 总体感觉 □ □ □ 
b. 住房大小 □ □ □ 
c. 住房质量 □ □ □ 
d. 地理位置和交通 □ □ □ 
e. 小区类型 □ □ □ 
f. 周边服务设施 (商店, 运动设施, 学校, 医院等) □ □ □ 
g.人文品质 □ □ □ 
h. 邻里关系 □ □ □ 
i.安全 □ □ □ 
j.为小孩或老人提供的设施 □ □ □ 

 

  

  

未未来来情情况况  

53. 您打算在未来 5 年内搬家吗? (如果选择a、b, c 请做 60+的最后一问) 
a) 不知道 

b) 一定不会 

c) 可能不会 

d)只有逼不得已的情况下 

e) 可能会 1. 但是在 5 年之后 

2. 但是不知道具体时间 

f) 一定会 1. 但是没有条件 

2. 但是还不确定搬到哪里 

 
54. 如果您要搬家，最主要的三个原因是? 
1.    2.    3.    

 
55. 您打算租房还是买房? 
a) 租房 b) 买房 c) 都可以 

 

 



551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo551681-L-bw-Madrazo
Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020Processed on: 25-11-2020 PDF page: 230PDF page: 230PDF page: 230PDF page: 230

230

Appendices

 

 

 

 

56. 如果您要搬家，您觉得以下哪些方面是您所注重的: 
 1 

非常重要 

2 
重要 

3 
一般 

4 
不太重要 

5 
不重要 

6 
我从来没有

考虑过 

a) 房屋质量 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
b)房屋大小 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
c)房屋样式、外观 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
d)可承受的价格 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
e)小区的居民 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
f)小区的口碑 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
g)地理位置 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
h)离工作地点近 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
i)商店 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
j)公园、活动设施 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
k)交通 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
l)健康、医疗服务 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
m)公共空间 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
n)停车场 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
o)好学校 □ □ □ □ □ □ 
p)小区类型 (别墅区, 高层住宅

区, 平房等) 
□ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
57. 您期望的下一套住房： 

a)无论哪里只要我能买得起就可以

b)最少得有:  平方米 

c)最少有几个卧室   
d)片区或者小区的类型: 

d1) 平房 d2) 现代楼房 d3) 旧式多层楼房 d4) 别墅 d5) 自建房 d6) 单位宿舍 
 

58. 您希望住在什么地方? 
a) 仍住在同一个片区 

b) 另外一个类似的片区 

 
 

c) 市中心 

d) 市中心以外 

 
 

e) 省内其它城市 

f) 离开这里就好 

 

59. 您觉得可承受的住房支出是： 

如果租房  元/月 如果买房，总价:    
 

60. 您的理想居住地点/小区/楼盘是? 名称:    
 

60+ 关于您的住房，您有什么要补充的吗?    
 

如果您愿意配合我们进行后续调查，我们将非常感谢并再赠送您一份礼物。如果您允许, 请留下您的联系方式: 
  先生/女士 电话: 谢谢您的宝贵时间! 
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The changing geography of urban China:
social change and spatial re-division at the 
neighbourhood level

Summary
Urban China has undergone major transformations leading to newly divided cities, 
fundamentally changing the ways of living of urban dwellers. Between 1949 and 1978 
spatial segregation patterns were rare in cities. Work-units were the main providers of 
housing, there was a strong sense of community and there was practically no housing 
mobility. The Open Door and Economic Reform Policy of 1978 marked a turning point 
in China’s urban development that geared the government’s main tasks on developing 
the country’s economy. The second key event was China’s Housing Reform officially 
acknowledged in 1998, which shifted to the privatization and marketization of housing. 
This transition has led to a very different socio-spatial structure of cities.

The shifts in the socio-spatial fragmentations can be better understood at the 
neighbourhood level as neighbourhoods provide a reference to the political, institutional 
and social contexts that have produced a new urban geography. Given their physical 
form, housing differentiation is arguably one of the most meaningful manifestations of 
social, economic and spatial inequality. It is ultimately about these spaces that anchor 
individuals to their daily activities, towards which emotional bonds are created and 
through which relational practices become meaningful. Understanding these processes 
and the unfolding challenges around housing is crucial to better plan new and growing 
cities and address the related environmental, economic and social challenges.

The purpose of this thesis is to provide a deeper understanding of the changing 
geography of urban China, explicitly related to inequality and segregation patterns at 
the neighbourhood level during the first decade of the 21st Century. It contributes to the 
international knowledge on large cities, which are undergoing huge social and spatial 
transformations. This work concentrates on four types of neighbourhoods and their socio-
spatial transformations. The four types are traditional, former work-unit, commercial 
and urban village (chengzhoncun). Although spatially these neighbourhood types do 
not occupy the same proportion in cities, these four types provide an opportunity to 
examine and compare a wide spectrum of the current diversity of urban experiences. 

Chapter 2 provides an account of the current state of affairs concerning the literature and 
theory on divided cities in China. Concentrating on a selection of 88 articles published in 
international journals, it provides an analysis of how authors explain urban socio-spatial 
divisions in Chinese cities. It offers a five-category framework of trends, policies, players, 
position and preferences that help address the complexity of explanations attributed 
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to current urban divisions and inequalities in Chinese cities. The interplay of relevant 
mechanisms is significantly different than in other geographies, like the West, as the 
influence of the state, its institutions and the cultural background has a much stronger 
explanatory power in China.

Chapter 3 explores the difference in profiles of four neighbourhood types (traditional, 
former work-unit, commercial and urban village) using data gathered from a multi-
neighbourhood survey undertaken in Nanjing in 2010.  As Chinese cities are becoming 
increasingly diverse at the neighbourhood level, an analysis of each neighbourhoods’ 
profile in terms of socio-demographics as well as on dwelling attributes provides a clear 
perspective on actual conditions of differentiation and inequality. These neighbourhoods 
are different from each other in respect to their socio-economic composition, physical 
characteristics, policies and processes that shape(d) them. A Gini-coefficient as well as a 
Theil Index are used to discern the relative variation and distribution of certain aspects 
between and within neighbourhood types. While housing area can greatly vary within 
traditional and urban village neighbourhoods, the sizes tend to be more similar within 
work-units and commercial neighbourhoods.  Work-units are the most unequal in terms 
of income. This is mirrored in residents’ perspectives who are the most negative on their 
evaluations of life in former work-units, while residents in commercial neighbourhoods 
are the most positive.

Chapter 4 examines specific processes of fragmentation and segregation by analysing 
the recruiting patterns that filter different social groups into eight neighbourhoods that 
represent four housing segments (urban villages, traditional neighbourhoods, former 
work-units and commercial neighbourhoods). Changes in housing segmentation are 
examined by analysing the moves that occurred between 1998 and 2010 into these 
neighbourhoods by applying a CHAID analysis as well as a log-linear analysis to the data. 
The results show that the four segments recruit different social groups in terms of hukou, 
occupation, education, and income. There are changes in housing segmentation and 
access over time and institutional factors in housing allocation like hukou, occupation and 
education, seem to have lost some of their impact to market factors like income. There is 
a differential role of institutional and market factors: hukou provides the divide between 
the formal and the informal city and income is increasingly differentiating between the 
housing segments in the formal city. 

Chapter 5 delves into understanding the different determinants of neighbourhood 
attachment across neighbourhood types. Due to residential mobility, decoupling 
of work and residence, and new ways of accessing housing, residents’ relation 
towards their neighbourhood has changed. Findings show that there is a substantial 
geographical variation in mean levels of neighbourhood attachment.  Through a series 
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of regression models, it assesses the extent to which socio-demographic characteristics, 
perceived quality of the residential environment and social factors are determinants of 
neighbourhood attachment. While communal life has largely eroded in former work-
unit neighbourhoods, traditional neighbourhoods are still characterized by a low level 
of residential mobility and intensive neighbourhood interactions. The mean length of 
residence in urban villages is much shorter than in the traditional neighbourhoods, 
however, social ties tend to be significant with other residents coming from the same 
hometown. Neighbourhood social ties are a boost to attachment in both traditional 
neighbourhoods and urban villages. However, the highest mean score on neighbourhood 
attachment is in commercial neighbourhoods, despite the limited length of residence 
and the low level of neighbouring. Quality of the residential environment, like available 
services and sense of security are the main drivers of the high level of attachment in 
these neighbourhoods. 

Chapter 6 offers a rich perspective on how residential (im)mobility shapes segregation 
and different urban experiences. The prospect of moving or staying creates a recursive 
relationship between households and neighbourhoods across housing segments. 
By examining residential (im)mobility as a relational practice rather than as a (non)
event, it is possible to expand the interpretation of the way persistent structural and 
institutional conditions shape the social geography of neighbourhoods. It highlights the 
crucial role of family ties beyond the household as family relations and intergenerational 
dependencies are a critical factor shaping residential decisions. Findings uncover a 
significant inclination towards residential immobility, which can be regarded as an active 
strategy of residents to avoid the threat of loosing access to existing important social and 
urban resources. Immobility is shaping the current market and the question is whether 
different neighbourhoods will show higher turnover in the future. These results reveal 
that the meaning of housing in urban China is not so much a commodity or an episode in 
a housing career, but an asset to be shared among generations.

Urban villages and traditional neighbourhoods face demolition and residents are 
displaced despite the important role of these neighbourhoods in providing strong social 
relations and, in the case of urban villages, offering housing for an important part of the 
workforce. Work-units seem to be potentially becoming mixed neighbourhoods providing 
access to a variety of social groups as institutional forces waver and market forces are 
moderate.  However, residents with ties to the previous system tend to see these changes 
with certain suspicion. Even though commercial housing provides the best quality of 
residential environment and the model for future neighbourhood development, their 
access is limited mainly to families with higher incomes and neighbourhood ties may 
develop in new ways. 
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As urbanization continues in China, development and redevelopment processes will 
continue to reshape the urban socio-spatial structure affecting how, where and the type 
of housing in which different social groups can live. China is at the epicentre of the urban 
future and the next 20 years will be decisive. Housing segmentation, neighbourhood 
attachment and processes of residential (im)mobility, all have direct implications for 
the socio-spatial fragmentations reshaping cities. The way people live, where they can 
move to or move out of, as well as the bonds created with their neighbourhoods are all 
important aspects to understand to inform policy and improve the living experience of 
all urban residents.
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De veranderende geografie van stedelijk China:
Sociale verandering en ruimtelijke herverdeling op 
het buurtniveau

Samenvatting
Grootschalige transformatie van stedelijk gebied in China heeft geleid tot verdeelde 
steden en een fundamentele verandering in de levenswijze van stedelingen. Tussen 1949 
en 1978 kwam in steden nauwelijks ruimtelijke segregatie voor. Staatsbedrijven waren 
de belangrijkste verschaffers van woonruimte, er gold een sterke gemeenschapszin, en 
er waren zo goed als geen verhuisbewegingen. De Opendeurpolitiek en economische 
hervormingen van 1978 markeerden een keerpunt in China’s stedelijke ontwikkeling 
door de focus van de overheid op de ontwikkeling van de economie. Een tweede cruciale 
gebeurtenis was de in 1998 officieel aangekondigde Huisvestingshervorming, gericht op 
bevordering van marktwerking en privatisering van huisvesting. Deze transities hebben 
geleid tot een sterk veranderde sociaal-ruimtelijke structuur van steden. 

De veranderingen in de sociaal-ruimtelijke structuur kunnen beter worden geduid op 
het niveau van buurten omdat buurten directer de politieke, institutionele en sociale 
context weerspiegelen die de nieuwe stedelijke geografie heeft bepaald. Door de fysieke 
uitingsvorm, is buurtdifferentiatie waarschijnlijk één van de belangrijkste manifestaties 
van sociale, economische en ruimtelijke ongelijkheid. Het gaat uiteindelijk over de 
ruimte waar mensen zijn verankerd met hun dagelijkse activiteiten, waar emotionele 
verbindingen worden aangegaan en waar relaties betekenis krijgen. Het beter begrijpen 
van deze processen en de ontstane knelpunten rondom huisvesting zijn cruciaal om 
economische en maatschappelijke uitdagingen te adresseren en nieuwe en groeiende 
steden beter te ontwerpen. 

Het doel van dit proefschrift is om een beter begrip te vormen van de veranderde 
geografie van stedelijk China, in het bijzonder patronen van ongelijkheid en segregatie 
op het niveau van buurten gedurende het eerste decennium van de 21e eeuw. Dit 
draagt bij aan de internationale kennis over grote steden die grootschalige sociale en 
ruimtelijke transformatie ondergaan. Deze studie focust op vier typen buurten en 
hun sociaal-ruimtelijke transformaties. De vier typen zijn buurten in oude wijken, in 
voormalige ‘fabrieks’wijken (of werkgeverswijken waaronder de Staat), in commerciële 
nieuwbouwwijken en dorpen in de stad (chengzhoncun). Hoewel deze buurttypen niet 
van vergelijkbare ruimtelijke omvang zijn in steden, biedt deze typologie de mogelijkheid 
om een breed spectrum aan stedelijke ervaringen te onderzoeken en vergelijken. 
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Hoofdstuk 2 verschaft een overzicht van de huidige stand van zaken met betrekking tot 
de literatuur en theorie over verdeelde steden in China. Op basis van een selectie van 88 
artikelen uit internationale wetenschappelijke tijdschriften is een analyse gemaakt van 
de wijze waarop de auteurs stedelijke sociaal-ruimtelijke scheidslijnen in Chinese steden 
verklaren. Er wordt een raamwerk gepresenteerd met vijf categorieën (trends, beleid, 
spelers, positie en voorkeuren) dat structuur aanbrengt in de variëteit aan verklaringen 
voor de huidige scheidslijnen en ongelijkheden in Chinese steden. Het samenspel van 
verklarende mechanismen verschilt significant met die in het Westen, omdat de invloed 
van de Staat en zijn instituties en culturele tradities een veel grotere verklarende kracht 
hebben in China. 

Hoofdstuk 3 verkent de verschillende profielen van de vier typen van buurten (in 
oude wijken, in voormalige ‘fabrieks’wijken, in commerciële nieuwbouwwijken en 
‘dorpen in de stad’) op basis van gegevens verzameld via een enquête in verschillende 
buurten van Nanjing in 2010. De buurten verschillen van elkaar met betrekking tot hun 
sociaaleconomische samenstelling, fysieke kenmerken, en het beleid en de processen 
die ze hebben gevormd. Met toepassing van zowel een Gini-coëfficiënt als een Theil 
Index wordt de relatieve variatie en distributie van bepaalde (ongelijkheid)aspecten 
tussen en binnen de buurttypes nader geduid. Waar het woonoppervlak in grote mate 
varieert binnen oude wijken en dorpen in de stad, is de woonruimte in zowel voormalige 
fabriekswijken als commerciële nieuwbouw meer vergelijkbaar. Binnen buurten in 
voormalige fabriekswijken komt de meeste ongelijkheid voor in termen van inkomen. 
Dit weerspiegelt zich in de wijze waarop bewoners hun buurt evalueren. In voormalige 
fabriekswijken zijn bewoners het minst te spreken over de sociale samenhang, terwijl 
bewoners in buurten met commerciële nieuwbouw het meest positief zijn.   

Hoofdstuk 4 onderzoekt specifieke processen van fragmentatie en segregatie door het 
analyseren van recruteringspatronen die verschillende sociale groepen sorteren naar 
acht buurten die de vier eerdergenoemde woningmarktsegmenten representeren. De 
dynamiek in deze segmenten wordt onderzocht door verhuizingen naar deze buurten 
die plaatsvonden in de periode 1998-2010 te onderwerpen aan zowel een CHAID-analyse 
als een log-lineaire analyse. De resultaten laten zien dat de vier woningmarktsegmenten 
verschillende sociale groepen aantrekken, in termen van hukou, beroep, opleiding, en 
inkomen. In de loop van de tijd zijn veranderingen opgetreden in de toegang en daarmee 
de samenstelling van segmenten, waarbij institutionele factoren in woningallocatie zoals 
hukou, beroep en opleiding, aan belang hebben ingeboet ten opzichte van marktfactoren 
zoals inkomen. Er is een onderscheidende rol van institutionele en marktfactoren: hukou 
is bepalend voor de scheidslijn tussen de formele en de informele stad en inkomen 
heeft in toenemende mate invloed op de differentiatie van huisvestingssegmenten in 
de formele stad. 
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Hoofdstuk 5 gaat dieper in op de verklaring van buurtgehechtheid in de verschillende 
type buurten. Als gevolg van het toenemende aantal verhuizingen, de ontkoppeling 
van werk en wonen, en veranderingen in de toewijzing van woningen, is de relatie 
van de bewoners met hun buurt veranderd. Resultaten wijzen op een substantiële 
geografische variatie in gemiddelde niveaus van buurtgehechtheid. Gebruik makend 
van een serie van regressie-modellen, wordt ingeschat in welke mate sociale factoren 
bepalend zijn voor buurtgehechtheid. Waar gemeenschapszin in grote mate geërodeerd 
is in voormalige fabriekswijken, worden oude buurten nog steeds gekarakteriseerd door 
een beperkte mate van verhuismobiliteit en intensieve buurtinteractie. De gemiddelde 
woonduur in dorpen in de stad is veel korter dan in oude wijken, maar daar spelen sociale 
verbindingen met andere bewoners uit dezelfde geboorteregio een belangrijke rol. 
Sociale verbindingen in buurten dragen positief bij aan buurtgehechtheid in zowel oude 
buurten als in de dorpen in de stad. Echter, de hoogste gemiddelde score voor buurt-
gehechtheid vinden we in buurten met commerciële nieuwbouw, ondanks de beperkte 
woonduur en de beperkte contacten met buren. De kwaliteit van de woonomgeving, 
zoals weerspiegeld in de tevredenheid met de voorzieningen in de buurt en een hoge 
waardering voor de veiligheid, is de belangrijke verklaring voor de hoge score voor 
gehechtheid in deze buurten. 

Hoofdstuk 6 biedt een rijk perspectief op de vraag hoe verhuis(im)mobiliteit bepalend 
is voor segregatie en verschillende stedelijke ervaringen. Het vooruitzicht van verhuizen 
of blijven creëert een recursieve relatie tussen huishoudens en buurten over de 
verschillende woningmarktsegmenten. Door het onderzoeken van verhuis(im)mobiliteit 
als een relationele praktijk in plaats van als een (non)gebeurtenis, is het mogelijk om de 
interpretatie te verbreden naar de wijze waarop persistente structurele en institutionele 
omstandigheden de sociale geografie van buurten beïnvloeden. De cruciale rol 
van familierelaties wordt uitgelicht omdat familiebanden en intergenerationele 
afhankelijkheden bepalende factoren blijken te zijn bij verhuisbeslissingen. De resultaten 
leggen verder een sterke neiging tot immobiliteit bloot. Niet verhuizen is een actieve 
strategie van bewoners om het risico op verlies van toegang tot belangrijke sociale en 
stedelijke bestaansmiddelen te reduceren. Immobiliteit drukt een groot stempel op de 
woningmarkt en de vraag is of bepaalde buurten een hogere mate van doorstroom zullen 
zien in de toekomst. De resultaten laten zien dat de betekenis van de woning in stedelijk 
China niet zozeer een basisvoorziening betreft of een episode in een wooncarrière is, 
maar een waardevol bezit dat gedeeld wordt tussen generaties.   

Dorpen in de stad en buurten in oude wijken wacht de sloophamer en bewoners worden 
verplaatst, ondanks de belangrijke rol die deze buurten spelen in het vormen van sterke 
sociale relaties, en, in het geval van dorpen in de stad, onderdak voor een belangrijk deel 
van de arbeidsmigranten. Voormalige ‘fabrieks’ wijken maken kans gemixte buurten 
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te worden. Deze wijken zijn toegankelijk voor een variëteit aan sociale groepen nu 
institutionele krachten aan belang inboeten en er, tot op zekere hoogte, meer ruimte is 
ontstaan voor marktkrachten. Tegelijkertijd kijken bewoners die er werden gehuisvest in 
de tijd van het oude systeem met enige achterdocht naar deze veranderingen. Hoewel 
commerciële nieuwbouw de beste kwaliteit woonomgeving biedt en een model voor 
toekomstige buurtontwikkeling vormt, is toegang tot deze huisvesting beperkt tot 
huishoudens met hogere inkomens en zullen buurtverbanden zich op nieuwe manieren 
ontwikkelen. 

Terwijl de verstedelijking doorgaat in China, zullen (her)ontwikkelingsprocessen de 
stedelijke sociaal-ruimtelijke structuur blijven veranderen en bepalend zijn voor hoe en 
waar de verschillende sociale groepen zich kunnen huisvesten. China is het epicentrum 
voor de stedelijke toekomst en de komende 20 jaar zullen daarin bepalend zijn. 
Woningmarktsegmentatie, buurt-gehechtheid en processen van verhuis(im)mobiliteit, 
hebben directe effecten op de sociale-ruimtelijke fragmentatie van steden. De wijze 
waarop mensen leven, waar zij naartoe of vandaan kunnen verhuizen, en de banden 
die zij opbouwen in hun buurten zijn belangrijke aspecten die beter moeten worden 
begrepen om beleid te onderbouwen dat de woonervaring van alle stedelijke bewoners 
verbetert. 
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城市中国不断变化的地理图景：

邻里层面的社会变迁和空间再划分

概要
 
中国城市经历了重大变革，导致了新的城市分化，从根本上改变了城市
居民的生活方式。在1949年至1978年之间，城市中很少发生空间隔离的
现象。工作单位是住房的主要提供者，具有强烈的社区意识，几乎没有
住房流动性。1978年实行的经济改革和对外开放政策标志着中国城市发
展的转折点，政府的工作重点聚焦在了发展本国经济。第二个关键事件
是1998年正式开始的中国住房改革，使住房转向私有化和市场化。这种
转变导致城市的社会空间结构大为不同。

社会空间碎片化的变迁可以在社区一级更好地理解，因为社区为产生新
的城市地理环境的政治，制度和社会环境提供了参考。考虑到其物理形
式，住房差异可以说是社会、经济和空间不平等最有意义的表现之一。
住房将个人固定在了他们的日常行为的物理空间中，人们也在此过程
中，建立了对于居住空间的情感联系，并在实践中让社会关系变得有意
义。了解这些过程和住房面临的挑战对于更好地规划新兴城市和解决相
关的环境、经济和社会挑战至关重要。

本文的目的是对变化中的城市中国的地理格局提供一种更深入理解，具
体来说是对21世纪前十年的邻里层面的不平等和隔离模式的探讨。本文
对经历重大社会和空间变革的大城市研究贡献了更广的国际视角。本研
究聚焦在四种类型的邻里空间及其社会空间转变，包括传统的旧街区、
（计划经济时期）单位空间、商品房小区和城中村。尽管在空间上这些
邻里类型在城市中所占比例并不相同，但是这四种类型提供了一个机会
来检查和比较当前城市生活体验的多样性。

第2章介绍了有关中国城市分化的文献和理论的现状。本章筛选了在国
际期刊上发表的88篇文章，并着重分析了作者们如何解释中国城市的社
会空间分化。同时，本章提供了一个五维分析框架，包含趋势、政策、
参与者、地位和偏好等五个维度，旨在更好地解析由于当前中国城市的
分化和不平等而造成的解释复杂性。相较于主流研究中西方国家和地区
的情况，本研究中相关机制的相互作用有很大不同，国家、政府机构和
文化背景在中国具有更强的影响力和解释力。
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第3章基于2010年在南京多个邻里单元采集的实地调研数据，探讨了四
种邻里单元类型（旧街区、单位、小区和城中村）的概况差异。根据调
研收集的社会人口统计数据和住宅属性，笔者对每个邻里单元的概况进
行了分析。在中国城市邻里单元日趋多样化的背景下，笔者对实际发生
在邻里层面的分化和不平等的状况提供了更清晰的视角。这些邻里空间
在塑造它们的社会经济组成、物理空间特征、政策和过程方面彼此不
同。基尼系数和泰尔指数用于识别不同邻里类型之间或其内部具体特征
的相对变化和分布。比如旧街区和城中村的住房面积可能有很大差异，
但单位和小区的规模往往较为接近。就居民收入而言，单位是最不平等
的。居民的观点反映了这一点，他们对前单位生活的评价是最负面的，
而小区的居民则最乐观。

第4章选择了8个社区进行实证研究，分别代表了前述理论框架中四种典
型的邻里单元（旧街区、单位、小区和城中村）。笔者通过分析这8个
社区对不同类型人口的吸引模式，研究了社会空间碎片化和住房分化的
具体过程。运用CHAID和对数线性分析方法，笔者对1998年至2010年间
在这些社区中发生的居住迁移行为进行了分析，从而研究了住房细分的
变化。结果表明，这四种典型的邻里单元，其吸引的居住人群在户籍、
职业、教育和收入水平方面呈现出显著不同。住房的获取和分化也逐年
发生变化，同时，市场因素如收入水平逐渐取代制度因素如户口、职业
和教育水平，成为重要影响因素。制度因素和市场因素的作用是不同
的：户口造成了城市中正规和非正规住房的分化，而收入水平造成了城
市正规住房中的日益分化。

第5章深入研究了对不同邻里空间类型的邻里依赖的不同决定因素。由
于居住迁移、工作和居住的分离以及获得住房的新方式，人与邻里空间
的关系发生了变化。调查结果表明，邻里依赖的平均水平存在很大的地
理差异。通过一系列回归模型，本章评估了社会人口特征、居住环境的
感知质量和社会影响等要素，在多大程度上是影响邻里依赖的因素。在
单位中，邻里生活已在很大程度上受到侵蚀，但在旧街区中仍维持了较
低的居住迁移和紧密的社区互动。城中村中居民的平均居住时间比旧街
区要短得多，但是，与老乡的社会联系在城中村里往往很重要。邻里中
的社会关系促进了旧街区和城中村的邻里依赖。然而，尽管居住时间有
限且社区互动水平较低，但在邻里依赖方面的平均得分最高的是小区。
居住环境的质量（如社区服务和安全感）是这些小区被高度重视和依赖
的主要因素。
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第6章提供了关于居住迁移（或定居）如何影响社会隔离和不同城市体
验的多种观点。在不同类型的住房市场中，迁移或定居的预期为家庭和
社区之间建立了递归关系。通过将居住迁移（或定居）作为一种关系实
践而不是事件进行考察，有可能扩展对固化结构和制度条件如何塑造邻
里社会地理的解释。它强调了家庭关系在家庭之外的关键作用，因为家
庭关系和代际依赖性是居住决策的决定性因素。调查结果显示了日益明
显的定居的趋势，这可以看作是居民为防止失去现有社会和城市资源所
采取的积极策略。居民的定居趋势正在影响着当前的市场，但问题是未
来不同的邻里类型是否会显示出更高的人员流动性。这些结果表明，在
中国城市中，住房的意义不仅仅是一件商品或家庭居住史中的一个事
件，而是世代相传的资产。
 
尽管城中村和旧街区在提供牢固的社会关系方面发挥着重要作用，但它
们却面临拆除改造，其居民也将被迫搬离。尤其是城中村，为城市中大
量的外来劳动力提供了可负担的居住空间。随着市场经济的发展，单位
力量逐渐式微而市场力量逐渐活跃，因此单位这种邻里空间可能将成为
不同人群的混居空间。但对于这种变化的趋势，原来单位的老居民仍心
存疑虑。尽管商品房小区提供了最佳的居住环境质量和未来社区发展的
模式，但仅有较高收入的家庭能够支付，未来小区的邻里关系可能会有
新的发展方向。

随着中国城市化进程的持续推进，城市的开发和再开发将持续重塑和影
响中国的城市社会空间结构，进而影响不同社会群体的居住方式、地点
和住房类型。中国处于未来城市发展的中心，未来20年将具有决定性意
义。住房分化、邻里依赖和居住迁移的过程，都直接影响着社会空间的
分化，并重塑着我们的城市。人们的生活方式、居住迁移的选择以及邻
里关系的建立都应得到重视和研究，以便为政策制定提供参考，并改善
所有城市居民的生活体验。
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