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Abstract  This article employs qualitative research methods to explore the urban 
adaptation and adaptation processes of Chinese migrant children. Through 
twenty-one in-depth interviews with migrant children, the researchers discovered: 
The participant migrant children showed a fairly high level of adaptation to the city; 
their process of urban adaptation emerged as three categories: the U-Type, the 
J-type, and the “flat line” type. Also explored were long-term acquisition of explicit 
behaviors, implicit notions, adaptation to the socio-cultural environment, and 
success in education as difficult aspects of adaptation. After comparing these three 
processes, the research team developed a theory of migrant children urban 
adaptation. It hypothesizes that during the urban adaptation process, migrant 
children will encounter four stages of development: excitement and curiosity, shock 
and resistance, exploration and adaptation, and finally integration and assimilation.  

Keywords  migrant children, urban adaptation, urban adaptation development 
stages, qualitative research 

摘要  本研究采用质性方法对中国流动儿童城市适应状况及过程进行了探讨。通过

对21名流动儿童的深度访谈发现：受访流动儿童城市适应状况较好；流动儿童城市

适应过程呈现三种类型：U型、J型、水平线型；长期习得的外显行为、内隐观念、

人文环境和学习成绩是几个较难适应的维度。在对三种适应过程比较后，提出了流

动儿童的城市适应过程理论：流动儿童在城市适应过程中会经历四个发展阶段：兴

奋与好奇、震惊与抗拒、探索与顺应、整合与融入。 
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1  Background 

In a country like China with a majority agricultural population, migration from 
rural to urban areas is a long-standing phenomenon—perhaps due to the 
instinctive human pursuit of happiness and dream fulfillment. During the process 
of reform and opening up, the national economy has grown rapidly. A burgeoning 
rural population has chosen to leave their homes, flooding into urban areas 
seeking a better living environment and space for personal development. As a 
result, a migration trend particular to China has formed. Since the 1990’s, the 
migration of peasant workers has gradually changed. While previously it was 
usually individuals that migrated, now urban-rural migration has become a 
movement involving both the entire family and/or the husband/wife unit. Hence 
there has emerged a new migration trend in our country: “family migration”. As a 
result of this trend, an immediate consequence is that the number of migrant 
children in urban areas has also sharply increased (Duan and Liang, 2004). Using 
Beijing as an example, the Center of Population Development Studies from the 
People’s University of China noted that from 1997 to 2006, the number of 
migrant children in Beijing increased from 155 000 to 504 000, an increase at the 
rate of 2.25. It can be seen that migrant children in China’s cities have become a 
large group that cannot be ignored. 

Moreover, there is a possibility that migrant children will become permanent 
residents in the cities. To “accelerate the construction of a harmonious society,” 
the present government believes one key measure is to solve issues affecting 
people’s livelihood. The government have thusly paid a lot of attention to 
peasant workers’ issues and published a series of policies and regulations to 
protect the legal rights and interests of peasant workers living in the cities. In 
particular, in The CPC Central Committee and the State Council on Several 
Policies to Increase Farmers’ Income, the government formally accepted 
peasant workers as urban residents (The CPC Central Committee and the State 
Council, 2004). Such a relaxed policy environment and the existence of 
conditions better than their hometowns have attracted more second-generation 
peasant workers to choose the city as their permanent residence. The vast 
majority of their children—migrant children—will also follow their parents to 
become permanent members in cities. Moreover, migrant children themselves 
have strong desire to stay in cities1. 

                                                        
1 Migrant Children Research Group of Psychological College, Beijing Normal University 
(2006). Report on Migrant Children’s Education Status in Beijing. 
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However, migrant children still face many obstacles during the urban 
adaptation process. Because urban culture is totally different than that of the rural 
area, they face indifference and exclusion from the city environment while also 
experiencing a lack of pertinent education conditions such as human resources 
and facilities (Zhang, Qu and Zou, 2003). Some existing research even indicates 
that the psychological health of migrant children is worse off than that of the 
native children of Beijing2. Some migrant children demonstrate slow adaptation 
to the urban area, experiencing difficulty entering into regular city life (Wu, 
2004). This situation obstructs the normal development of these migrant children, 
while also negatively affecting the stability and development of society as a 
whole. 

Therefore, we must clearly understand the current urban adaptation and 
adaptation processes of migrant children in order to accordingly discover proper 
intervention measures to assist migrant children in adapting to urban life 
successfully.  

2  Cultural adaptation 

2.1  Migrant children’s urban adaptation 

In China, research regarding the urban adaptation of migrant children is not very 
rich (For example, on CNKI—Chinese Journal Net—there are only seven search 
results). Moreover, these limited papers only describe the urban adaptation of 
migrant children, with little research on their adaptation process. Several issues 
are relevant to gaining a better understanding of urban adaptation. 

Firstly, no definite conclusions have been drawn on migrant children’s urban 
adaptation. Study results on urban adaptation of migrant children are ambiguous. 
Some studies emphasize that these children experience psychological problems 
such as loneliness, inferiority, learning frustration, and cannot integrate into the 
cities (Wu, 2004; Xiong, 2006; Zhou and Zhang, 2003). In general their 
psychological condition is not as healthy as that of native urban children.3 
Another study, however, constructs a different and more positive picture. These 
results show that the psychological status of the group is not noticeably worse 
than native urban children, including their levels of loneliness, depression and 
creativity (Shen and Wang, 2006; Yang, Yao and Yang, 2005a; 2005b). Since the 
methods employed by these researchers to evaluate urban adaptation are 
inconsistent with each other, it is difficult to compare results. Secondly, the 

                                                        
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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research results are incomplete. Current domestic studies only focus on one or 
two aspects of urban adaptation focusing primarily on the integration of migrant 
children communities (Zhou and Zhang, 2003), their learning adaptation (Yao 
and Yang, 2005b), and so forth. The latest research on urban adaptation standards 
indicates that migrant children’s adaptation is a multi-dimensional concept 
framed primarily within a theoretical framework focused on stress-coping theory 
and social-learning theory. In stress-coping theory, urban adaptation is 
psychological; in social-learning theory, urban adaptation is social/cultural (Liu, 
Fang and Zhang, et al., 2008). Each of these theories should be considered from 
several angles. First, the psychological approach needs to be considered from the 
perspectives of psychological adaptation and personality. The social-culture 
approach—a broader concept—needs to be considered from six perspectives: 
interpersonal relationships, adaptation to the environment, language, explicit 
behavior, implicit ideas and education. More detailed evaluation criteria may 
exist within each subsection. For example, interpersonal relationships may 
include those of peer-peer, teacher-student, parent-child, interpersonal 
relationships, and so forth. According to the results of this study, urban 
adaptation is related to every aspect of the child’s life. It is difficult to reflect the 
real situation of migrant children’s urban adaptation from current study results 
that only utilize research from one or two dimensions of their lives. 

2.2  External research on cultural adaptation 

Gaining a clear understanding of migrant children urban adaptation in China, is 
difficult to do from current research on the subject. In order to gain some context 
for the study, we reviewed various non-Chinese research on cultural adaptation 
on cultural adaptation. As the cultural differences between urban and rural areas 
are so significantly different (Jiang, 2003), to some extent we can conceptualize 
urban adaptation as a type of cultural adaptation. 

Our analysis of related literature and research on cultural adaptation displays 
the following features. 

First, this research generally has a very clear theoretical framework. In the 
investigation of cultural adaptation, researchers generally utilize stress-coping 
theory and social-learning theory as theoretical frameworks to study cultural 
adaptation. Stress-coping theory looks at cultural adaptation on a psychological 
level whereas social-learning theory emphasizes the social aspect. Only with 
successful adaptation on both levels can adaptation be characterized as successful 
(Cox, 2004; Yang, Noels and Saumure, 2006; Ward and Chang, 1997). Under this 
theoretical framework, cultural adaptation can be described from various 
perspectives. Second, this research employs relatively consistent measuring tools. 
In the investigation of cultural adaptation, generally psychological adaptation is 
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estimated via Zung’s Self-rating Depression Scale, and socio-cultural adaptation 
is evaluated though the Socio-cultural Adaptation Scale. These scales facilitate 
comparison between and among study results to reach a conclusion on a group’s 
cultural adaptation. 

Within studies of cultural adaptation, the most influential theory is the 
U-Curve theory proposed by Lysgaard (Black and Mendenhall, 1991; Ward, 
1998). This theory argues that, as time goes by, the process of cultural adaptation 
describes a U-shaped track. Initial adaptation occurs relatively easily, followed 
by a period of adaptation crisis with feelings such as loneliness and unhappiness. 
Finally the subject proceeds to adjust and integrate into the new cultural 
environment. Oberg’s four-stage theory is usually used to describe the same 
process in detail (Black and Mendenhall, 1991). Oberg posits that for people who 
enter a new cultural environment, the first experience is the honeymoon stage, 
wherein they are attracted by the new culture and excited by new things. This is 
followed by the culture shock stage, in which they need to deal with the new 
environment every day and begin to experience emotions such as frustration, 
anger and fear, etc. The shock stage leads to the adjustment stage, wherein people 
begin to learn the standard behaviors of this new culture and gradually start to 
adapt to this new environment. Finally they reach the mastery stage in which the 
subject has completely adapted to the new environment and is freely capable of 
coping. Besides the four-stage theory, there are also other theories, such as 
five-stage and seven-stage theories. Nonetheless, these theories are simply more 
detailed breakdowns of the “adjustment” to “mastery” process. All of these 
theories follow the adaptation process from “honeymoon” to “shock” and 
eventually to successful adaptation: None of them exceed the analytical 
framework of the four-stage theory. 

Since the advent of U-Curve theory, researchers have tested it through a large 
number of empirical studies. Some studies have confirmed the existence of the 
U-Curve theory, such as research from Chan (1973) and Hull (1978) (Black and 
Mendenhall, 1991); some studies has denied the U-Curve theory and proposed a 
J-curve theory. These studies argue that there is no honeymoon stage during 
adaptation, but more typically a direct shock stage. After the shock stage, the 
situation of the subject gradually improves until they ultimately successfully 
adapt. For example, studies from Davis (Black and Mendenhall, 1991), Ward 
(1997), and Bikos (Chan, 2001) all fit in this category. Some research has 
generated mixed results, such as represented by the research of Klineberg and 
Hull. They suggest that some students’ adaptation processes support the U-Curve 
theory, whereas others appear to demonstrate a J-Type reaction. A few people 
also appear to undergo a “flat-line” adaptation process, which their adaptation 
condition does not change a lot over time, i.e., there is no significant worsening 
or improvement of their condition. Although not all existing research results 



LIU Yang, FANG Xiaoyi, CAI Rong, WU Yang, ZHANG Yaofang 370 

support the U-Curve theory, it remains the dominant theory (Ward, 1998). No 
definitive alternative cultural adaptation process theory to the U-Curve theory 
exists, and many researchers identify and employ it. 

The results of these cultural adaptation research studies are important 
references in the framework and methodology for this research. We aim to use 
the cultural adaptation theory as a reference to further explore migrant children’s 
urban adaptation status and process. Our goal is to build a theory of migrant 
children’s urban adaptation status and process and to provide the scientific basis 
for practical use. 

3  Research methodology 

Qualitative research is one of today’s leading social science research methods. It 
involves fieldwork personally designed and conducted by the researcher as well 
as relying on various data collection methods to interactively study social 
phenomenon under natural circumstances. Its purpose is to analyze data and to 
propose theory through induction, to interact with study subjects by describing 
their behavior and intention, and then to obtain an interpretive understanding 
about the study subjects (Chen, 2001, p. 12). 

Qualitative and quantitative research is appropriate in different circumstances. 
Qualitative research is most suitable in the following cases for exploratory 
research on phenomena that are unfamiliar to the researchers. It can be used to 
inductively build potentially innovative theory in a bottom-up way, or to 
intensively describe and analyze social phenomenon from a micro-level often 
through case studies on small samples of data or for conducting research 
facilitate the understanding of complex data. Qualitative research is often seen as 
a way to collect data through open methods and to understand the subjects’ point 
of view on the problem (Chen, 2001, p.73). Looking at the current research status 
in China, the qualitative research method is more suitable for the study of 
migrant children’s urban adaptation and adaptation process. 

3.1  Subjects 

According to the March 2008 Interim Measures for Migrant Children’s 
Education developed by the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Public 
Security and also according to sampling standards from related research, we used 
convenience sampling to select 21 migrant children between the ages of 6 to 19 
years. Nine of them came from a migrant school, ten from public school, and two 
had left school. Among those 21 children, the shortest migrant period of time in 
Beijing was 7 months, and the longest time was 12 years. Table 1 provides basic 
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information for these subjects and their parents. 
 
Table 1  Basic information of subjects 
No. Gender Age School 

level 
School 

type 
Time in 

Beijing 
Father’s 

occupation 
Mother’s 

occupation 
A1 Male 13 Middle 

school 
Public 12 years Recycler None 

A2 Male 14 Middle 
school 

Public 10 years Recycler None 

A3 Female 14 Middle 
school 

Public 4 years Audio &video 
vendor 

Audio &video 
vendor 

A4 Female 14 Middle 
school 

Public 8 years Cook in dining 
hall 

Cleaner 

A5 Female 13 Middle 
school 

Public 6 years Computer  
maintainer 

Telephone card 
vendor 

A6 Female 15 Middle 
school 

Migrant 10 years Car beauty and 
maintenance 

Furniture 
factory 

A7 Male 15 Middle 
school 

Migrant 9 months Floor vendor Floor vendor 

A8 Female 16 Middle 
school 

Migrant 7 months Builder Cook in dining 
hall  

A9 Male 19 Middle 
school 

Migrant 7 years Paint vendor None 

A10 Female 15 Middle 
school 

Migrant 11 months Bedplate vendor Bedplate vendor 

A11 Male 9 Primary 
school 

Public 4 years Builder Water vendor 

A12 Female 12 Primary 
school 

Public 6 years White-collar White-collar 

A13 Female 12 Primary 
school 

Public 9 months Not in Beijing Not in Beijing 

A14 Male 7 Primary 
school 

Public 1 year Alcohol and 
cigarettes  
vendor 

Alcohol and 
cigarettes  
vendor 

A15 Female 9 Primary 
school 

Public 4 years Cleaner Housekeeper 

A16 Female 14 Primary 
school 

Migrant 2 years Recycler Recycler 

A17 Female 13 Primary 
school 

Migrant 2 years Cleaner Nursery maid 

A18 Female 12 Primary 
school 

Migrant 6 years Electrical /  
mechanical 
repairman 

Gatekeeper 

A19 Male 12 Primary 
school 

Migrant 2 years Clothing vendor Storage-man 

A20 Male 15 Drop out Drop out 3 years Breakfast vendor Breakfast vendor 
A21 Male 16 Drop out Drop out 4 years Recycler Recycler 
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3.2  Research tools 

Based on existing study results and researchers’ knowledge about migrant 
children, we created a draft for the outline of the subject interviews. After 
conducting preliminary interviews with ten migrant children (not including the 
formal subjects), we established the final outline of the interview used in this 
research study. 

3.2.1  Basic information 

This information includes the migrant children’s age, their time spent in Beijing, 
their housing conditions, parents’ occupation, migrant status and their living 
condition in their hometown, etc. 

3.2.2  Criteria for urban adaptation 

This section mainly explores the criteria for urban adaptation in the minds of 
migrant children and the adaptation condition under these criteria. Interview 
questions in this category are as follows: Do you think you have already adapted 
to the life in Beijing? Why? What make you feel comfortable living in Beijing, 
and what makes you feel uncomfortable? Compared to the moment when you 
just arrived in Beijing, are there more and more comfortable aspects, or more 
uncomfortable aspects to living in Beijing?  
 
3.2.3  Urban adaptation process 
 
This section mainly explores the kinds of urban adaptation processes migrant 
children experience. Interview questions in this category are as follows: What 
kind of process of urban adaptation did you experience? How many stages were 
there during this process? What was the duration of each stage? What were some 
of the characteristics of each stage? What were you like (learning, making friends, 
mood, etc.) when you just came to Beijing? How about now? Could you say 
something about the timing and reasons for these changes?   

3.2.4  Influencing factors of urban adaptation 

This section mainly explores the “influencing factors” of migrant children’s 
urban adaptation. Interview questions in this category are as follows: What 
factors do you think will influence your adaptation to life in Beijing?  
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3.3  Research procedures 

3.3.1  Interviews 

The interviewers in this study were four Masters and doctoral students with 
excellent knowledge of qualitative research methods from the Psychology 
College of Beijing Normal University. Before the interview, the interviewers first 
introduced themselves and explained the purpose of the research. They 
emphasized the anonymity and confidentiality of the research, and if subjects 
agreed, had them sign information consent forms and recorded audio during the 
interviews. After the interview, interviewers expressed thanks to subjects and 
answered their questions. After the completion of the interview process, 
interviewers noted the duration of the interview, took notes about interview 
questions responses as well as subjects’ feelings and impressions, and then 
finally summed up strategies in order to make the next interview process proceed 
more smoothly. 

3.3.2  Transcription 

Three Masters students majoring in psychology were responsible for transcribing 
the recorded materials. All interview records were transcribed completely 
verbatim. In order to ensure the reducibility and reliability of the transcriptions, 
the researchers checked all transcripts against recorded materials. To assure the 
authenticity and objectivity of the transcriptions and to provide a basic guideline 
for further data analysis, researchers discussed the psycho cognitive process of 
the participants with all transcribers. 

3.3.3  Analysis 

This research study utilizes the theory of migrant children adaptation (Liu, Fang 
and Zhang, et al., 2008) and the U-Type theory (Ward, 1998) as its theoretical 
framework for data analysis, employing type and scenario analysis of qualitative 
research as its analysis method for research results. Additionally, the study relies 
on computer-aided qualitative analysis software Atlas.ti (ver. 5.0) as its coding 
and analysis tool. 

In the analysis of urban adaptation, the researchers first established the parts of 
their interview wherein migrant children judged their own urban adaptation, then 
they encoded these experiences with words describing general states such as 
“I’m very adaptive” or “I’m not so adaptive.” Researchers then used theories to 
review the subjects’ status, encoding their reasons based on the urban adaptation 
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criterions proposed in pre-existing research (Liu, Fang and Zhang, et al., 2008). 
These codes represented the adaptation status in specific dimensions, and also 
was taken as the overall characteristics of the adaptation status. 

For example, participant A3 replied that she felt “pretty adaptive.” When asked 
“What makes you think you have adapted?” she replied, “Because I feel I am a 
part of this way of life. Generally speaking we have the same ideas (way of 
thinking) or do the same thing as Beijing kids. For example, in our sports festival, 
there is no difference between our class and other classes. We also take part in 
basketball and football games (daily life). We don’t feel too different. Besides, 
we all speak Putonghua although maybe we have a little accent (language).” 

Using the aforementioned method of analysis, researchers described the 
adaptation features and adaptation status of each subject, and finally evaluated 
the adaptability of the migrant children via the specific characteristics of each 
subject’s urban adaptation process. 

In order to make data analysis more precise, researchers first proposed a 
U-Type stage characteristics table (details in Table 2), based on 4-Stage Theory 
(Black and Mendenhall, 1991; Chan, 2001, p.56) and related studies (Bikos, 
2007, pp. 28–58).  

 
Table 2  UCT Theory stage characteristics  
Stage order Stage name Possible features of stage 

1 Honeymoon 
stage 

Only happens at a psychological level. Subject displays 
emotions such as excitement, exhilaration and curiosity. 

2 Culture shock  
stage 

Children cannot adapt at all. At a psychological level they 
show emotions such as loneliness, fear, disappointment 
and feeling lost; At a social-cultural level, they cannot 
adapt very well in different situations.   

3 Adjustment  
stage 

Children start to adapt to life in Beijing. At a psychological 
level, emotions such as loneliness, fear, disappointment 
and feeling lost have faded and their mood tends to be 
stable; At a social-cultural level, the children begin to 
show basic adaptation at various levels: For example, 
they start to acquire simple explicit behaviors, begin to 
adapt to their learning environment and to build 
interpersonal relationships. 

4 Mastery stage Children have totally adapted to the life in Beijing. At a 
psychological level, they feel happy and comfortable, 
satisfied with their life in Beijing, and are increasingly 
cheerful and confident; At a social-cultural level, they 
have adapted very well on every level, especially with 
regards to implicit notions that are difficult to change and 
explicit behaviors that are hard to acquire. 
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We utilized keywords that appeared in the urban adaptation data to break down 
the whole adaptation process: Initial state (keyword is “just arrived”); 
Intermediate state (keywords included “one month”, “a couples of weeks”, “one 
year” and so on); Current state (keyword is “now”). Using the urban adaptation 
criterion proposed in the existing research (Jiang, 2003), we made a code 
classification to the detail contents presented in each block of data in order to use 
it to define each stage’s characteristics and finally refer to Table 3 to describe the 
development stages and stage characteristics of each subjects. 

For example, A21 said: 
 

When I just got to Beijing, I felt very disappointed. The environment was 
very dirty (physical environment), so after a short time I told my father that I 
wanted to go back to Shanghai (I had stayed in Shanghai for more than one 
year), but my dad did not agree. After I went to school, I became a joke 
because of my accent (language), and also classmates always looked at me like 
I was weird (peer relationship). [Initial state] 

Two months later, I gradually got acquainted with my classmates and felt 
they began to treat me equally. They no longer looked at me strangely (peer 
relationship), and my Putonghua also become better (language). Gradually, I 
became used to Beijing (physical environment), and no longer always stayed 
at home (entertainment mode). [Intermediate state] 

Now, I have adapted to the life here very well, because I get along very 
well with children in Beijing (peer relationship), and also am used to Beijing 
(physical and cultural environment). I feel I am a member of this city 
(self-identification). [Current state] 
 
After comparing development stages and stage characteristics of each subject, 

we made conclusions about the development stages and stage characteristics of 
the whole migrant children group. 

4  Analysis results 

4.1  Migrant children’s adaptation  

The research results showed that among twenty-one children, seventeen adapted 
successfully, one adapted to some extent, and three did not adapt very well 
(Among these, their time in Beijing was eleven months, nine months and four 
years respectively). 
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4.1.1  Description of overall adaptation and its feature 

Adapted successfully 
At a psychological level those who adapted successfully give evidence of the 

characteristics of emotional stability, a feeling of happiness and of 
comfortableness, cheerfulness, and confidence:  

 
a. Now, I am as active and cheerful as I was in my hometown. (A8) 
b. I am happier and happier now. (A15) 
 
At a social and cultural level interviews give evidence that subjects 

successfully rebuilt their interpersonal relationships and got used to the social 
conventions of the city. Putonghua became the dominant language in their daily 
life. They successfully acquired implicit notions and explicit behaviors; became 
familiar with Beijing’s environment, and tended to have a stable study 
performance. 

 
a. There is no difference between us after 5th Grade, no one treated me like an 

outsider and they would call me to play with them. (A3) 
b. I have even forgotten my native tongue now. (A17) 
c. We have the same ideas and do the same things as native children in Beijing. 

For example, we all participated in the sports festival. (A3) 
d. I understand Beijing very well; I see a lot of aspects of the world. (A21) 
e. I study as well as my classmates now. (A5) 
 

Partial adaptation 
Those who partially adapted provide evidence of psychological  

characteristics that included having a better mood, but that loneliness and 
homesickness still exist. 

 
a. I feel better now. When I first got here I’d say my mood was a “four”, but 

now it is seven, eight, though I still miss my hometown a little bit. (A19) 
 
On the social and cultural level patial adapters emphasized that they had 

developed basic interpersonal relationships but they were still not as emotionally 
supported as in their hometown, especially within their peer relationships; They 
could speak Putonghua fluently, but still preferred to speak their native tongue, 
or both languages. It was still hard for them to acquire certain explicit behaviors 
that are required in the city.  
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b. I have many friends in school, but not many at home. Only a few children play 
with me, and they are not my best friends either, so I still feel lonely. (A19) 

c. I am already fluent enough in Putonghua, but often go back to my native 
tongue. (A19) 

d. I can play anything in my hometown, because the ground is all covered with 
grass, but here, I can only play a few games, because the ground is all 
covered with stones. (A19) 

 
No adaptation 

Those with no adaptation displayed psychological characteristics of loneliness, 
dissatisfaction, and a dominant feeling of homesickness. 

 
a. I’m still kind of missing people in my hometown, and feel it is better than 

here. (A10) 
 
On a social and cultural level non adapters had not built basic interpersonal 

relationship yet, and they were neither familiar with nor had they adapted to 
Beijing’s environment.  

 
b. I know very little about Beijing now. (A20) 
c. I think housing and food is not as good as that of my hometown. The 

environment is also worse than my hometown, there is garbage everywhere. 
(A20) 

d. I know very few people here. (A20) 
e. I think it is boring here. I stay at home after school. (A7) 

4.1.2  Aspects of adaptation 

Our study results indicated that on the social-cultural level, children’s adaptation 
statuses are different on different levels. On some levels it is easy for children to 
adapt, while on others it is difficult. 

It was easy for the children to adapt to the language. They acquired basic 
Putonghua skills within one week to three months. For example: “I could not 
speak Putonghua when I just got here, but I followed my father as he went 
shopping. I listened to him speak Putonghua, and a week later, I could speak 
Putonghua too”. (A18) Although the subject’s language skills could not be 
considered to be completely adaptive, Putonghua became the dominant language, 
which they spoke well enough for daily communication, and it was not an 
obstacle for their adaptation to the city. 

In terms of explicit behaviors, superficial routines are very easy to adapt to, 
such as the rules of urban life: “When I first got to Beijing, I always threw litter 
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away carelessly, but my father told me not to do that. I kept that in mind and that 
never happened again.”(A19) On how to go shopping: “ That’s very easy, I could 
do it just after following my parents a few times.” (A3) However, some 
long-term explicit behaviors are so hard to adapt to that it will take a very long 
time to adjust, such as work and rest routines: “In my hometown, we used to 
sleep very early and get up at about 5 in the morning, but here people sleep late 
and get up early. I always still close my eyes every morning when I get up, 
feeling awful. I spent seven, eight months gradually getting used to it.” (A19) On 
entertainment: “I think it is boring here. I stay at home after school.”(A7) 

Implicit notions constitute a dimension that is hard to change and require one 
or two years of adaptation. For example, self-identification: “After about two or 
three years I felt that I became a Beijing resident.” (A21) 

Learning behaviors are also a very hard state to adapt to: “After one year, my 
study performance gradually become stable. It was still only average, after two 
years, I managed to catch up with the others.” (A3) Other aspects of learning 
such as rules, content and the way of teaching are relatively easy to adapt to: “I 
got used to the teaching methods only after one month.” (A8) 

Adapting to the physical environment is relatively easy: “I got to be familiar with 
my surroundings [physical] after one and a half months.” (A19) However, subjects 
needed a very long time to adapt to the cultural environment: “Two years later, after I 
got to know more and more people, I become pretty used to Beijing.” (A21)  

In terms of interpersonal relationships, migrant children may make friends 
very rapidly: “Classmates here are very kind to me, and always take me to play 
once the class is over. I got to know them quickly.”（A5) However it will take a 
long time for children to build interpersonal relationships as strong as those of 
their hometown, especially near their living environments: “I have many friends 
in school, but not many at home. Only a few children play with me, and they are 
not my best friends either, so I still feel lonely.” (A19) 

4.2  The process of urban adaptation 

Our study results indicated that children’s urban adaptation process emerged as 
three types: Six children were the U-Type, eight children were the J-Type, one 
child is the Flat-line Type, and there were four children whose adaptation process 
could not be judged (their migration time to Beijing was two years, eleven 
months, nine months and four years respectively), because they had not yet 
adapted. The detailed description of each category is as follows:  

4.2.1  U-Type adaptation 

Subjects in this category (A4, A5, A14, A15, A17, A18) experienced four stages 
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during their process of urban adaptation: excitement, shock, adjustment  and 
mastery. 

For example, A5 experienced the following: 
 

It was very early in the morning when I first arrived in Beijing, and I was so 
happy to see my parents that I could not get to sleep that day. When it was 
dawn, Dad took me to look around, and I thought Beijing was so good. When 
we went back home, there was a really big television in the house, I was so 
happy. 

I had hoped that I could perform very well in school in Beijing, but after I 
went to school, I found there were so many clever students here and it was 
very hard to catch up. Teachers were stricter than those of my hometown, 
which really made me feel bad. Besides, my classmates always thought my 
clothes were tacky. Mom took me to buy new ones after she heard about this. 
We usually bought new clothes about once every half-year, but as time went 
on I bought more and more clothes. 

My classmates were nice to me. They took me to play once class was over, 
and after one year, I had more friends and also did better in my studies.  

I think I am pretty well adapted to the life of Beijing now. I don’t dress 
differently from the native children in Beijing. I am happy and study as well as 
children in Beijing.  

4.2.2  J-Type adaptation 

For example, A21: 
 

When I just got to Beijing, I felt very disappointed. The environment was 
very dirty, so only after a short time I told my father that I wanted to go back 
to Shanghai (I had stayed in Shanghai for more than one year), but my dad did 
not agree. After I went to school, I always became a joke because of my accent, 
and also classmates always looked at me like I was weird. 

Two months later, I gradually became acquainted with my classmates and 
felt they began to treat me equally. They no longer looked at me with that 
strangely, and my Putonghua also became better. Slowly, I became familiar 
with Beijing, and no longer always stayed at home. Now, I have adapted to the 
life here very well, because I get along very well with children in Beijing. I am 
pretty used to Beijing, and feel that I am a member of the city. 

4.2.3  Flat-line adaptation 

Subjects in this category did not show obvious changes during the urban 
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adaptation process:  
 

We lived in a vegetable garden when we first came here, almost the same as 
in my hometown. At that time, although I had no friends, I played all day long. 
Besides, my uncle was also there. He likes me very much and often took me to 
supermarket, so I already started adapting pretty well from that moment. Now 
it is OK for me, because I can play with my friends and people who care about 
me, and also can say thanks to the people who love me. 

I have been in a pretty pleasant mood since I came here. I never experienced 
any sudden changes. (A6) 

4.2.4  Other subjects did not display complete adaptation  

A7, A10, A19, and A20 did not adapt, so we cannot evaluate the adaptation 
process in its entirety for them. However, we can describe stages that they have 
experienced to this point.  

 
(1) Subjects A7 and A20 experienced excitement and shock stages during their 

urban adaptation process: 
 

I thought Beijing was good and I felt happy when I first came here. But after 
half a year, I went back to hometown for a visit. My mood wasn’t so good 
after that. Sometimes I really miss my home where it is cleaner than Beijing. 
Beijing is very dirty and there is garbage everywhere. Besides, I feel it is 
boring here. I stay at home except when I go to school. Compared to this, I 
know lots of people in my hometown and have many friends to play with and 
can also walk around everywhere. I still feel I am different from the children in 
Beijing. They feel at home here while I still feel uncomfortable and don’t dare 
to talk in front of strangers. (A7) 

I thought Beijing was good when I just came here and thought it should be a 
fun place, but gradually I found it was not as good as I expected. After a year I 
can’t bear to stay here any more. I really look forward to going home. I don’t 
know many people here and know nothing about Beijing. (A20) 
 
(2) A19 experienced shock and adjustment stages during the urban adaptation 

process: 
 

When I first came to Beijing, I thought it was dangerous here. After a few 
days in school, I got accustomed to the rules. My Putonghua became better 
after about two months. After a year, I don’t miss my hometown that much. 
Now I can talk like native children in Beijing and have also learned to protect 
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the environment. I feel better now. When I first got here I’d say my mood was 
a “four”, but now it is seven, eight, though I still miss my hometown a little bit. 
This is because there are no friends to play with me when I go home and is not 
as fun here as it is in my hometown. (A19) 
 
(3) A10 has been in the shock stage ever since arrival (11 months): 
 

When I just got to Beijing, I was very disappointed. It is not only not better 
than what I thought, but even worse. There is garbage everywhere. I did not 
know anybody here so I stayed at home. We live in a big yard; there are not 
many people around. Only my younger brother and I were at home: I was 
scared and felt we were not in a safe place. I didn’t have a chance to go to 
school; I only stayed at home to do some housework everyday. I missed the 
life in my hometown and always wondered how I could go back to that kind of 
life. Now I am in school. My schedule is similar to what I had in my 
hometown, however, I have only been here for two months and don’t know my 
schoolmates well—also I don’t know this school very well. (A10) 

5  Discussion 

5.1  The status of migrant children in cities 

5.1.1  Overall urban adaptation 

In the overall urban adaptation process, seventeen children adapted successfully, 
one adapted to some extent, and three did not adapt very well. These results 
demonstrated that migrant children’s urban adaptation is relatively good. The 
three children that had still not adapted very well had only stayed a relatively 
short period of time in Beijing: 2 years, 9 months and 11 months. This suggests 
that time is an important factor in migrant children’s urban adaptation: The 
longer they stay in Beijing, the better they adapt to the environment. 

In the comparison between children who successfully and who children do not 
adapt very well, we identified four critical factors.  

 (1) Time of entering school after coming to cities 
Subject A10 cannot adapt to city life very well after 11 months. The main 

reason is, as the subject said:  
 

I don’t have a chance to go to school. I only stay at home to do some 
housework everyday. I miss my hometown and always think about how I can 
go back to that kind of life. Now I am in school. My schedule is similar to 
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what I had in my hometown. However, I have only been here for 2 months, 
and don’t know my schoolmates. Also I don’t know this school very well. 
 
However, for the children that demonstrated good adaptation, entering school 

accelerated their adaptation. For example, A12 said: 
 

Originally, I was not very social, maybe because I came from another place 
and had no friends here. But after I entered school I had more chances to meet 
schoolmates and gradually became happier. 
 
Therefore, it is a very important factor that migrant children enter school after 

they come to Beijing. If they cannot enter school for a long time, there is less 
chance for them to access the culture of the city. As a result, this will certainly 
obstruct them from establishing new interpersonal relationships, learning local 
language and urban living behaviors, becoming familiar with their external 
environment, and hence obstruct their urban adaptation process. This prompts us 
to believe that when we intervene to help these children, we should pay more 
attention to those subjects who have already been in Beijing for a long time but 
have still not entered school. 

(2) Activities during leisure time 
After arriving Beijing for one year, subject A20 would like to go home. Even 

now (4 years later), he is still in the shock stage: “I don’t know Beijing very well 
even now and have no friends here.” Additionally, he also mentioned many times 
that he cannot adapt to life in Beijing because there is no leisure time, no time to 
go outside and to know other people. On the contrary, other subjects’ parents 
often took them outside after arriving in Beijing. This greatly promoted their 
urban adaptation. For example, A19 noted: “I was not familiar with the 
environment when I first arrived. My father often took me out to visit various 
places in Beijing. He also took me shopping. After one and a half months I was 
familiar with my environment and could go out to play by myself.” 

We can see that the arrangement of leisure time may also affect migrant 
children’s adaptation. Most migrant children’s parents are busy making a living 
and do not have time to contribute to their children’s leisure time. For this reason, 
not only should primary and secondary schools be concerned about migrant 
children’s extracurricular activities but also communities should also give full 
attention to their educational functions. Communities should introduce 
high-quality education resources into neighborhoods and also hold activities to 
introduce Beijing and help migrant children adapt to the urban environment. 

(3) Social support 
From interviews with subjects A10 and A20, it is clear that a common problem 

is the lack of social support. For example, when we asked the subjects how they 
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solve problems when there are difficulties, A10 said: “I always solve problems 
by myself; nobody helps me. My parents do not have time to deal with these 
things.” However, the children who adapted well to the city all received lot of 
social support, for example, A3 mentioned, “It was very hard to adapt in the first 
year. My parents made a lot of painstaking efforts to help me get through that.” 

Therefore, social support does have an impact on urban adaptation. This 
suggests that we should enrich social support for migrant children. Communities 
could hold seminars for migrant children’s parents to introduce the characteristics 
of urban adaptation for migrant children that just come to Beijing, thereby 
making parents understand what help their children need, and hence help parents 
take better care of migrant children. In addition, communities can also teach 
migrant children how to seek social support, thus when they need help they can 
find the appropriate assistance. 

(4) Personality 
In the interviews with the children that adapted successfully, they all 

mentioned cheerfulness and a positive attitude. For example, A8 said: “I make 
friends naturally.” A4 said: “It is hard to adapt, but you still need to adapt to this 
environment.” However, the response from A10, who did not adapt very well, is 
quite different: “I would prefer to stay at home in a familiar environment; I am 
always been an introverted person, even in my hometown.” 

Therefore, the individual’s personality can also affect urban adaptation. People 
need to pay more attention to these introverted children and initiate some 
interpersonal opportunities for them. We should be concerned for their 
development needs and provide help accordingly. In this way, we can help these 
children better adapt to cities. 

5.1.2  Different aspects of adaptation 

From the results in different areas of adaptation we can see migrant children have 
difficulty in the following areas, all of which develop over a long period of time: 
external behavior, implicit notions, peer relationships and learning. Only when 
they adapt to these areas do we believe that they have truly adapted to life in the 
city. 

This demonstrates that during the intervention process, we need to treat 
migrant children’s transitions properly and allow them a gradual process. When 
migrant children’s progress is slow or stagnant in these areas, we should not feel 
anxious because the experience of this process is integral to their adaptation. We 
should never blame a gradual adaptation process on migrant children’s abilities 
or lack thereof, and we should never doubt their ability to assimilate. Instead, we 
should create conditions to promote their adaptation. At the same time, we should 
also pay attention to their feelings during adjustment to the aforementioned areas. 
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There might be some symptoms during their adjustment to these areas of 
adaptation. For example, some children may get along very well with classmates 
in one week, however this might be a momentary phenomenon and they have not 
yet fully adapted. A3 said, “I only felt that I had made real friends after a year, 
more or less. Now, when I am sad or unhappy, my friends will show their 
concern.” Therefore, it is essential that we are fully aware of adaptation 
difficulties in these areas. Migrant children’s adaptations should be evaluated by 
their true feelings rather than making conclusions based on superficial 
phenomena.  

5.2  Migrant children’s process of urban adaptation 

As indicated above in section 4.2, our results can be classified as U-Type (6), 
J-Type (8), and flat-line Type (1). Our results are similar to the research of 
Kineberg and Hull (Black and Mendenhall, 1991). These results tend to be 
consistent with the U-Type theory. 

Some previous research (Ward, 1998) failed to verify the U-Type theory for 
two reasons. First researchers did not select subjects that had recently arrived in 
the city. Subjects that have already stayed in their migration region for a longer 
period have already experienced the excitement stage and are in the shock stage. 
Second, these other studies mostly employed retroactive research methods in 
which subjects cannot clearly identify situations and experiences from the time at 
which they first migrated to the region. If the impression of shock is stronger 
than the impression of excitement, subjects will easily ignore the excitement and 
only report their impression of shock. This also happened in our research. 
Among the subjects that stayed in Beijing, the shortest period of time was only 
seven months. We also asked some retrospective questions to explore their 
process of adaptation, for example: What was the situation when you first arrived 
here? This could account for why our study only partially supports the U-Type 
theory. 

However, according to our interviews, a number of children, such as A8, A10 
and A21, did begin their adaptation process from the shock stage. The main 
reason for this was the difference between their expectations and the reality of 
the situation, as well as the cultural gap between their hometown and Beijing. 
For example, A10 said, “I came here and took a look at Beijing, it is not only not 
better than what I thought, but—even worse—there was garbage everywhere.” 
A8 said, “Initially, I just could not adapt to this at all, it was all too different from 
my hometown.” 

Thus the difference between expectation and reality and the culture gap 
between their hometown and Beijing will affect the adaptation process. Subject 
A6 demonstrated this as a Flat-line type. This outcome may have occurred 
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because A6 did not have high-expectations for life in Beijing: “As long as I can 
live with my parents, everything is ok.” For A6, interpersonal relationships and 
the environment in Beijing were similar to the situation in the hometown: “We 
lived in a vegetable garden when we just came here, almost the same as in my 
hometown. At that time, although I had no friends, I played all day long. Besides, 
my uncle was also there, he likes me very much and often took me to 
supermarket, so I already started adapting pretty well from that moment.” Since 
there is no obvious difference in A6’s living environment, his adaptation process 
is the Flat-line Type.  

As a result, we should consider the difference between expectation and reality 
and the cultural gap between the child’s hometown and Beijing as a very 
important factor during their adaptation process.  

To generalize our study’s results to all migrant children, we prefer to use the 
U-Type theory to describe their urban adaptation. The theory suggests that 
migrant children will experience four development stages during the urban 
adaptation process. Although our study results represent three types of processes, 
all of these processes include certain stages in U-Type theory. For a group that 
displays varied types of processes, a comprehensive description of all kinds of 
stages is more conducive to the overall situation. At the same time, current stage 
theories also indicate that a good stage theory does not necessarily require that 
everyone in the group display the same characteristics simultaneously. Rather, a 
good theory merely requires that the characteristics are similar for the majority of 
the group (Morera, 1998). 

For our purposes we renamed the U-Type stages according to the 
characteristics of our study subjects, further describing the characteristics of each 
stage. Table 3 demonstrates the placement of the data in these revised stages.   
 
Table 3  Stages during the migrant children urban adaptation process 
Stage 
order 

Stage name Stage characteristics Potential 
time frame 

1 Excitement 
and 
curiosity 

On a psychological level, the subject displays emotions such 
as excitement, curiosity, happiness, etc. They are excited 
about coming to Beijing and living together with their 
parents, curious about all differences between Beijing and 
their hometown. 

Several 
days 

2 Shock and  
resistance 

On a psychological level, the subject shows emotions such 
as loneliness and fear. They are shocked and disappointed 
by the difference between vision and reality, and hence 
begin to miss everything in their hometown; on a social 
and culture level, migrant children begin to feel 
uncomfortable within their interpersonal relationships and 
are also uncomfortable about language, school, and also 
some external behaviors. At the same time, they feel it is 
very hard to integrate into Beijing’s environment. 

Several 
days to  
one year 
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(Continued) 

Stage 
order 

Stage name Stage characteristics Potential 
time frame 

3 Exploration 
and 
adaptation 

The subject gradually adapts to life in Beijing. On a 
psychological level, they no longer have strong feelings 
of homesickness. Feelings of loneliness and fear have 
gradually been reduced. They are increasingly cheerful. 
On a social-culture level, they begin to learn the local 
language, construct elementary interpersonal 
relationships, and adapt to their educational 
environment. Some external behaviors, such as traveling 
habits, health habits, and dress habits, are also changing. 
Also, they have gradually become familiar with 
Beijing’s environment. 

One year  
to two  
years 

 

4 Integration 
and 
assimilation 

The children adapt to the life in Beijing very well. On a 
psychological level, they are happy and comfortable and 
satisfied with their life in Beijing. They are more 
cheerful and confident. On the social-culture level, they 
have already re-built their own interpersonal relationship 
network. Their studies are stable, they can speak 
Putonghua fluently and they are more inclined to use 
Putonghua. They have completely acquired the 
behaviors that are needed to succeed in Beijing’s daily 
life and they hold implicit notions similar to those held 
by native residents in Beijing. They are familiar with 
Beijing’s environment and hence regard themselves as 
residents of Beijing. 

Two years 
 to the  
present 

 
According to existing stage theories, children in the same stage present similar 

characteristics and have the same obstacles (Morera, 1998). Therefore we can use 
this stage assessment table to evaluate the status of children’s adjustment and 
then carry out corresponding and appropriate interventions. However, 
development is a continuous process. A stage—it is to be remembered—is only a 
theoretical construct. In certain stages the characteristics of the previous stage 
may not have disappeared completely. Thus, a stage is defined by which 
characteristics are more prominent (Morera, 1998). When using the stage 
assessment table it should be noted that  children in given stages  not only 
exhibit characteristics of this stage, but may also present characteristics from 
other stages. Therefore, we have to take both common characteristics and 
individual differences from that particular stage into consideration when 
considering interventions. 

5.3  Conclusion 

When compared with existing study results, our research has the following 
advantages: 
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First, our evaluation of urban adaptation is based on a clear theoretical 
framework. Previously, researchers often evaluated urban adaptation according to 
their own understanding of urban adaptation. Within our research, we utilized 
existing urban adaptation theory as a guide and employed urban adaptation 
standards derived form this theory to generate evaluation criteria. As such, there 
was more space for follow-up research. This method was also conducive to the 
comparison of study results.  

Second, our research provides a clearer description of urban adaptation. Most 
previous research only proposed a general overview of urban adaptation. Our 
research by contrast identified the overall urban adaptation process, as well as 
describing the possible characteristics for each stage of urban adaptation, from 
which practitioners can provide more guidance in practice.    

Third, our research provides a more comprehensive description of urban 
adaptation. Most previous research only described one or two aspects of urban 
adaptation. Our research explores this problem from both psychological and 
social-cultural angles, while also presenting the various aspects of urban 
adaptation across a range of areas. In this way, this research better reflects the 
overall situation of migrant children’s urban adaptation and provides the basis for 
carrying out intervening measures.  

Finally, our research explores migrant children urban adaptation theory. Little 
previous research had been conducted on migrant children’s urban adaptation. 
Basing our theory on cultural adaptation process theories, this research proposed 
a theory that is based on China’s migrant children’s urban adaptation process and 
hence enriched existing research results. 

But at the same time, we can note a number of deficiencies within this current 
research: 

Our research evaluated migrant children’s urban adaptation based on 
interviews with twenty-one children and used these results to propose a theory of 
migrant children urban adaptation. However, limited by objective conditions, we 
only employed the convenience-sampling method, and did not have a chance to 
select children that had recently arrived in Beijing. The elapsed time for our 
sample’s migration was also not balanced. As a result, it was not easy to deduce 
complete and accurate conclusions about the children’s urban adaptation or to 
reach reasonable conclusions about urban adaptation for the country as a whole. 
A corresponding quantitative study is needed.  

Future research should focus first on creating a proper tool for measurement. 
This could take the form of establishing a stage assessment table for migrant 
children’s urban adaptation according to the theory proposed in this paper. This 
would provide a scientific basis for understanding migrant children’s urban 
adaptation stages. A second focus could be to increase the number of subjects and 
choose more representative samples. This would allow us to understand the 
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overall distribution of migrant children and then utilize an appropriate 
stratification sampling method. In that way, migrant children’s adaptation status 
and process can be better . 

Glossary 

adaptation process 适应过程 
adapted successfully 完全适应 
aspects of adaptation 各维度适应状况 
CNKI 中国期刊网 
family migration 家庭化人口流动 
Interim Measures for Migrant Children’s 

Education《流动儿童少年就学暂行办法》 
native tongue 老家话 
no adaptation 没有适应 
partial adaptation 部分适应 

physical environment 物理环境 
Putonghua 普通话 
superficial routines 浅表性外显行为 
the construction of a harmonious society 
构建和谐社会 

The CPC Central Committee and the State 
Council on Several Policies to Increase 
Farmers’ Income 《中共中央国务院关于促

进农民增加收入若干政策的意见》 
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