Extending social protection to rural migrants
People’s Republic of China
Social Protection in Action: Building Social Protection Floors

More than 270 million people, accounting for 35
per cent of the national labour force, have
migrated from their rural villages to urban cities in
China. Due to a series of expansionary measures of
the social protection system in China – particularly
the expansion of the minimum living standard
guarantee (Dibao) to all rural and urban poor and
the introduction of subsidized health insurance
and pension schemes for urban and rural residents
– the social protection coverage of rural migrant
workers has significantly improved in recent years.
More rural migrant workers are also progressively
included under the social insurance for urban
workers (SIW), which provides them with more
comprehensive and higher levels of protection.

Main lessons learned
•

•

•
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China’s experience shows that migrant
workers, despite their large number and
high mobility, can progressively be included
under existing social protection schemes.
Extensive coverage of the migrants was
feasible because of large government
subsidies for those without formal jobs or
self-employed.
Thanks to the social security law enacted in
2010 that requires rural migrant workers to
affiliate under the social insurance scheme
for urban workers (SIW), and the
introduction of health and pension schemes
for urban and rural residents (SIR) in which
many rural migrant workers participated
together with their rural or urban-based
families, migrant workers and their families
are better integrated into urban life with
higher levels of consumption and improved
health status, all of which are essential for
achieving a harmonious society, which is a
national strategic objective.
However, the achievement of basic and
universal coverage is only the first step. As
China develops, continuous efforts are
needed to improve the adequacy of
protection for migrant workers.
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1. How are migrants covered?
In China, social protection was extended to rural
migrant workers through two main schemes: health
insurance and old-age pension schemes for rural or
urban residents (SIR) and the Social Insurance for
urban Workers (SIW).
Urban workers are registered under the SIW, while
rural and urban residents are entitled to the SIR,
which offers a lower level of protection compared to
the SIW. Initially, most of rural migrant workers were
covered by the SIR. However, the new social security
law enacted in 2010 authorizes rural migrant workers
working in urban areas to be registered by their
employers under the SIW.

As a result of the inclusion of rural migrant workers in
the SIR and SIW and the extension of coverage under
these two schemes, today rural migrant workers are
better protected. Out of the 277 million rural migrant
workers in 2015, around 80 per cent were covered by
the old-age pension schemes either for urban
workers or for residents, and over 95 per cent were
covered by health insurance schemes either for
urban workers or for residents. In addition, all poor
rural migrant workers are entitled to a minimum
living standard guarantee called Dibao. The objective
of the Government is to provide basic health and
pension protection to the entire population, including
this group, by 2020.
2. How were these breakthroughs achieved?
The effective extension of social protection to rural
migrant workers can be explained by a number of
national and regional policies and initiatives.
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As a result of the implementation of the social
security law, the number of migrant workers
participating in SIW has increased in the last few
years. Today, the proportion of rural migrant workers
covered by the SIW has reached 26 per cent of the
total number of rural migrant workers.
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At the national level, the Central Committee of
the Community Party of China (CC of CPC) and
the State Council decided in 2002 to strengthen
rural health. This lead to the creation of a rural
health insurance programme in 2003.
The State Council decided in 2007 to extend the
minimum living standard guarantee (Dibao) to
rural residents; it provides income security and
other social assistance services to the rural poor.
The CC of CPC adopted a policy in 2009
concerned with rural reform and development
that led to the introduction of a rural pension
system.
With the adoption of the Social Insurance Law in
2010, coverage under SIW for all rural migrant
workers with employment contracts became a
legal requirement.
In line with the Social Insurance Law, the
Employment Injury Regulation was revised in
2011. This has facilitated the extension of
employment injury insurance to migrant workers
and it now has the highest coverage rate within
all branches of SIW.
A government policy was adopted in 2013 to
gradually merge the urban and rural residents’
health insurance programmes. Although the
merge has yet to be completed, the schemes’
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of Shanghai (regardless their type of hukou) will be
covered under SIW than urban workers. This will
contribute to increasing the adequacy of benefit
entitlements for rural migrant workers.

essential parameters, such as benefit packages
and fiscal subsidies, are being aligned and
strengthened.
The State Council decided in 2014 to merge the
basic old-age insurance programmes for urban
and rural residents. Measures on improving the
portability of accumulated social security rights
and entitlements were developed and
implemented. Migrant workers today are better
protected, which encourages more workers to
migrate within China.

3. What are the remaining challenges?
As explained previously, SIW provides higher levels of
protection compared to SIR. SIR, for instance, does
not provide any protection in the case of work injury,
unemployment and maternity.
Despite the enactment of the social security law in
2010, most migrant workers are still covered by SIR
even though they should be registered under SIW by
their employers. As indicated on the graph below,
SIW coverage rates of those working outside their
rural town is below 30 per cent for employment
injury, and below 20 per cent for old-age pensions
and health.

Another important feature of the Chinese social
protection system is decentralization. Local
authorities are responsible for the design and daily
management of their schemes in line with the
principles set by the central Government. The level of
regional motivation, commitment and innovation is
thus as important as the national policies in the
extension of social protection coverage to rural
migrant workers. Shanghai can be presented here as
a concrete example.

•
The metropolitan government of Shanghai was
innovative in its strategy to extend SIW coverage to
migrants. Extension started with a transitional
scheme called Comprehensive Social Insurance for
Migrants (CSIM). Instead of providing the insured
migrants a full range of social insurance, CSIM
focused on protection in three branches, namely
employment injury, hospitalization and retirement.
After nine years of operation, more and accurate
information had been collected, administrative
capacity strengthened and the coverage of CSIM
broadened. In 2011 the metropolitan government of
Shanghai launched the second step, i.e. integrating
CSIM into the mainstream SIW scheme.

Source: National survey report on rural-to-urban migrant
workers, 2013 and 2014.

To improve adequacy of benefits for rural migrant
workers, China will need to provide access to the SIW
to more rural migrant workers by fully implementing
the social security law. To progress in this direction, a
four-year national campaign on universal social
security registration was launched by the Ministry of
Human Resources and Social Security (MOHRSS) in
2014. The campaign aims to develop an integrated
national social security database so that full
coverage, particularly for vulnerable groups like rural
migrant workers, can be progressively achieved.

It is expected that when the integration is complete,
more rural migrant workers employed in the region
ILO Social Protection Department | China: Extending social protection to rural migrants

3

REFERENCES
Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CC of the CPC) and State Council. 2002. 中共
中央、国务院关于进一步加强农村卫生工作的决定 [Joint decision on further strengthening the
rural health service] (Beijing).
CC of the CPC. 2008. 中共中央关于推进农村改革发展若干重大问题的决定 [Decision on
facilitating rural reform and development] (Beijing).
Huang, H. 2015. 中国医保与农民工医疗保障 [Health protection of migrant workers], presented
at a seminar which was organized jointly by the ILO and the All China Federation of Trade Unions
of the Peoples’ Republic of China (P.R.C.) (ACFTU) (Kunming).
Ministry of Human Resource and Social Security of the P.R.C (MOHSS). 2006-14. 历年人力资源和
社会保障事业发展统计公报 [Annual Statistics Bulletins on the Development of Human
Resources and Social Security] (Beijing).
MOHRSS. 2011. 流动就业人员基本医疗保障关系转移接续暂行办法 [Provisional measures on
transfer and maintenance of health insurance rights of migrant workers] (Beijing).
National Bureau of Statistics of China of the P.R.C (NBS). 2005-14. 历年中国统计年鉴 [China
Statistical Yearbooks] (Beijing).
NBS. 2013-14. 2013年、2014年全国农民工监测调查报告 [Survey reports on rural-to-urban
migrant workers] (Beijing).
National Development and Reform Commission of the P.R.C (NDRC). 2013. 发改委：逐步统一城
乡居民基本医疗保险制度 [Policy recommendations on gradually unifying the health insurance
schemes for urban and rural residents] (Beijing).

Building Social
Protection Floors
Country Note Series
September 2016
This Note was produced
by Aidi Hu of the ILO. It
was reviewed by Isabel
Ortiz
and
Valérie
Schmitt of the ILO.
The editor of the series
is Isabel Ortiz, Director
of the Social Protection
Department,
International
Labour
Organization (ILO).
For more information,
contact: ortizi@ilo.org

Peoples’ Congress of the P.R.C. 2010. 社会保险法 [Social Insurance Law] (Beijing).
Social Security Net. 2014. 人社部将启动全民参保登记计划 [A universal social security
registration program to be launched by the MOHRSS] (Beijing).
Shanghai bureau of the ACFTU. 2015. 着力保障农民工平等享有社会保险权益 [Protecting the
equal social insurance rights of migrant workers], presented at a seminar which was organized
jointly by the ILO and ACFTU (Kunming).

www.social-protection.org

State Council. 2007. 国务院关于在全国建立农村最低生活保障制度的通知 [Circular No.19 of
2007 concerning the setting up of the MLSG program for the rural population] (Beijing).
State Council. 2011. 工伤保险条例 [Employment Injury Insurance Regulation] (Beijing).
State Council. 2014. 国务院关于建立统一的城乡居民基本养老保险制度的意见 [Decision on
developing a unified pension system for all urban and rural residents] (Beijing).

INTERNATIONAL LABOUR OFFICE
4, route des Morillons
1211 Genève 22
Switzerland
Follow us on:
www.facebook.com/SPplatform
www.linkedin.com/company/4835021
www.twitter.com/soc_protection
www.youtube.com/user/ILOTV

ILO Social Protection Department | China: Extending social protection to rural migrants

4

