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Digital Empowerment of Urban-Rural Integration: Network Infrastructure

Construction and Employment Quality of Rural-to-Urban Migrants

Sun Shengmin Xu Fengsheng
(School of Economics, Renmin University of China, Beijing 100872, P.R.China)

Abstract: Urban-rural integration is an essential prerequisite for Chinese path to modernization, and
enhancing the employment quality of rural-urban migrants constitutes a key pathway to advancing
this integration. Information technologies are profoundly reshaping labor markets, but they also
create a digital divide challenge since rural-urban migrants have significantly less access to the
internet than their urban counterparts. To examine how network infrastructure impacts rural-urban
migrants’ employment quality, this study focuses on the staggered rollout of the 2013 Broadband
China Pilot Program. Combining data drawn from the 2012 - 2018 China Migrants Dynamic Survey
(CMDS) with a difference-in-differences strategy, the findings show that network infrastructure
construction significantly improves migrants’ employment quality. Three mechanisms help explain
these findings. First, broadband networks expand information dissemination and enable migrants to
access abundant real-time job vacancies, which helps them reduce reliance on native-place informal
networks that are inherently exclusionary and have limited capacity to transmit job information.
Second, as a vital urban resource, broadband attracts high-skilled entrepreneurial talent, stimulates
urban entrepreneurial dynamism and fosters digital-intensive enterprises that expand migrants’
employment options. Third, broadband replaces traditional health information channels such as radio
and allows migrants to access online education on occupational disease prevention and nutrition,
which improves their health status. Meanwhile, abundant online learning resources facilitate
vocational upskilling and help migrants transition into high-skill-intensive industries. Heterogeneity
analysis reveals that older migrants benefit less because age-related cognitive decline hinders their
broadband adoption, and individuals with low human capital gain modestly owing to their weaker
information processing abilities. Additionally, network infrastructure enhances migrants’ social
integration and long-term settlement intentions in destination cities, breaks down urban-rural labor
mobility barriers and promotes synergistic development. These findings provide empirical evidence
and policy implications for improving the urban-rural integration institutional framework in the
internet era, suggesting governments should prioritize network infrastructure coverage in
underserved areas, collaborate with enterprises and communities to build integrated employment
service platforms that aggregate citywide job information, and provide targeted digital skill support to
vulnerable groups to ensure they share digital development dividends.

Keywords: Network infrastructure construction; Employment quality; Rural-to-urban migrants;

Urban-rural integration
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