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Abstract: In spite of their lower socioeconomic position in comparison to urban
citizens, migrant workers usually report higher subjective well-being. Two

interpretations address this inconsistency between objective socioeconomic status and
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subjective well-being judgement: homogeneous reference group hypothesis (HRG) and
the prospect of upward mobility hypothesis (PUM). These two theories imply that
migrant workers may choose different reference groups when engaging in social
comparison. On one hand, HRG suggests that migrant workers may compare their
income with that of other farmers in their origins, therefore their lower income status
relative to urban workers won’ t hurt their evaluation of well-being. On the other
hand, PUM suggests urban workers are migrant workers’ reference group, acting as a
signal of their income status in the future; thus the positive effect from expectation of
upward mobility would overwhelm the negative influence of current lower income
status. Based on large-scale nationally representative survey data, we test the above
hypotheses by constructing multiple reference groups of migrant workers (i. e. farmers,
migrant workers and urban workers). Our findings support the homogeneous reference
group hypothesis: holding one’s own income constant, the more other farmers in same
province earn, the less satisfied migrant workers are, indicating migrant workers’
higher income status relative to other {armers has a significant effect on their subjective
wellb-being. Furthermore, the mysterious subjective well-being premium of migrant
workers over urban citizens shrinks dramatically, even to negative, after including the
average income of their rural peers. Nevertheless, the prospect of upward mobility
hypothesis is not supported: the average income of other urban workers shows no
significant influence, and it may not result from the depressing effect of the prospect of
upward mobility.
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1 —3.648%%  —2.946%  —2.617* —2.061%*
0.771) (0.583) (1.154) (0.969)
2 —2.839%%  —2,137%* —1,808 —1.252
0.774) (0.579) (1.163) (0.976)
3 —1.613* —0.910 —0.582 —0.026
(0.772) (0.578) (1.165) (0.979)
4 —0.652 0. 050 0. 380 0.935
(0.773) (0.578) (1.168) (0. 980)
Latent R*? 0. 066 0. 067 0.067 0.068
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