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The dynamics of cross-border residence from Hong Kong to Mainland China 
 

Abstract: 

What makes cross-border residence between Hong Kong and Mainland China different 

from conventional residential mobility is that it is almost a mixture of intra-urban 

mobility and migration between cities. This research aims at investigating how various 

household/economic attributes shape one’s preference for future cross-border residence, 

in along with their location and tenure preferences, grounded on utility analysis. The 

logistic regression models report the willingness of elderly citizens to move and become 

homeowners. Meanwhile, the general reluctance of lower income individuals is observed, 

though they may consider shorter distance moves if the decision for cross-border 

residence has been reached. In addition, while an individual’s duration of stay in the 

Mainland has impacts on likelihood of cross-border residence decisions and their tenure 

choice preferences, frequency of visits to the Mainland dictate one’s location preferences. 

The positive response of elderly citizens (and public housing renters in a sense) brings 

forth some policy implications with regard to availability of social security, social service 

and even potential abuse of public rental housing, which needs to be addressed by the 

government.  

 

Key words: Cross-border residence, location preferences, utility analysis, logistic 

regressions 
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1.0 Introduction  

The position of Hong Kong as a gateway to China has changed ever since the Chinese 

Mainland adopted the Open Door Policy in 1978. Due to an entirely different 

economic/political system, Hong Kong has been the gateway for foreigners to do 

business with China. As China is becoming more open than she has ever been, 

undoubtedly the Chinese market provides ample business opportunities for Hong Kong 

people. On the other hand, the Chinese Mainland is a serious competitor of Hong Kong 

as well. To see how intensified the interaction between Hong Kong and Mainland China 

has become, it should be pointed out that more than 200,000 Hong Kong residents were 

working across the border (CSD, 2003). Apart from those who had already lived across 

the border, over 5 million cross-boundary passenger trips had been recorded during a 2-

week survey period in November 2003 (Planning Department, 2004). Moreover, it was 

estimated that 32,200 households intend to take up residence in the Mainland in the next 

ten years (CSD, 2006).  

 

Meanwhile, more and more Hong Kong citizens currently live in the Chinese Mainland. 

Various surveys conducted previously tend to reach similar results. In 2005, it was 

estimated that 91,800 people had taken up residence in the Chinese Mainland 

(approximately 1.7% of Hong Kong’s population over the age of 18), up from 41,300 in 

2001 and 61,800 in 2003, respectively. Most of these residents live in Guangdong 

Province, in particular Dongguan, Shenzhen and Guangzhou (including Panyu). However, 

this situation starts to change as more Hong Kong citizens (amount to 25.9% in 2005) 

live in areas outside Guangdong province. The same survey also reports that 32,200 
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households (or 80,200 persons) have stated their intent to relocate to the Mainland in the 

next 10 years.  

 

However, problems arise as policy makers are not able to respond to this potential 

population movement without acknowledging its possible implications. For instance, 

under “one country, two systems”, how would different sections of the populace value 

possible relocation to the Mainland, the place with the same ethnic background while 

displaying vast differences in other aspects such as cultural, legal, political and economic 

disparities? Also, as Hong Kong’s economy has been greatly improving after the 

outbreak of the SARS epidemic in 2003, coincided with an anticipated aging local 

population, would such factors change the dynamics of cross-border residential 

movements? This study attempts to fill the knowledge gap of such population movement 

under this rather unique setting, when a heterogeneous structure is involved.  

 

The two objectives of this research are similar, yet slightly different in nature: 

1) To explore the types of individuals in Hong Kong who are most likely to 

consider cross-border residence in the near future. 

2) To have a more thorough investigation on both the location and tenure 

preferences of those who have stated their intentions to reside in the Mainland 

in the future, subject to numerous attributes. 

 

The rest of the paper is divided into five sections. The first two sections review the 

literature with respect to the factors affecting residential mobility in general. Section 1 
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provides a review on the economic factors, while section 2 focuses on the non-economic 

side. The third section reports the research findings. Following this is a section discussing 

the implications of the phenomenon. Lastly, there is a conclusion summarizing what have 

been investigated in this paper. 

 

2.0 Literature Review 

The literature review is divided into two parts. The first part is an overview of studies 

concerning the effects in which economic factors contribute to residential mobility. Then 

the second section focuses on the non-economic factors. It should be noted that all of the 

above factors are somewhat inter-related, as one factor can turn out to be the determinant 

of another.  

 
 

2.1. Economic Factors 

Economic incentives are generally perceived to be the major contributing factors in one’s 

decision-making process with regard to relocation. To put it differently, it is the 

economic advancement, instead of changing preferences, that causes a move (Kendig, 

1984). Also, it was discovered that 35% of all moves of married couples were the result 

of economic reasons (Spitze, 1984; Glick, 1993). The two major economic concerns 

relating to home-moving decisions are employment opportunities in the host areas and 

the disparities in living cost. 

 

2.1.1 Employment opportunities 
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Employment is one of the major reasons of residential mobility. As a job change implies 

a change in income, a change in employment often leads to household relocation (Clark 

& Onaka, 1983). This is particularly so if such opportunities cannot be found locally. 

Goodman (1976) suggests that longer distance migration was generally motivated by 

employment, along with other reasons. In short, employment and residential mobility are 

positively related (Odland, 1988; Barff, 1989, 1990). As lower income households rely 

on the wages on their daily living, Orr (1975) stressed that low income households were 

more sensitive to employment opportunities than that of higher income households. 

However, migration costs of a long-distance move may render relocation unaffordable to 

unskilled workers because of their low-wage income (Schiff, 1994). 

 

Although such relocations involve time and cost spent on travel, people tend to look for 

jobs elsewhere if the unemployment in one place is getting worse. Pawson & Bramley 

(2000) support this notion by stressing that areas with declining employment base could 

exhibit above average rates of net mobility. Reibstein (1992) further points out that such 

job-related circumstances may actually force people to move, though it is generally 

assumed that all families would prefer not to spend time and money traveling (Goodman, 

1976).  

 

2.1.2 Living Cost 

Apart from job-related reasons, living cost difference is generally viewed as another 

major reason that causes residential mobility. For instance, the results of Berger and 

Bloomquist’s (1992) study suggest that the location of where migrants relocate to is 
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largely determined by housing price differences between metropolitan areas. This idea is 

further supported by Gabriel et al. (1992), who states that in-migration is deterred in a 

region with high housing prices.  

 

There is quite a difference between the prices of properties in Hong Kong and in the 

Mainland. According to Li (2002), the monthly mortgage payment for an apartment of 

decent size purchased in Shenzhen can be as low as HK$1000-2000/month, much lower 

than the monthly rental level of flats of similar size in Hong Kong. In addition, many of 

the new apartment buildings in Shenzhen are elegantly designed and offer some 

picturesque settings; however, comparable apartments are hardly affordable in Hong 

Kong.  

 

Also, income has an important relationship with mobility, as it has been discovered on 

numerous occasions that mobility declines with income (Pickvance, 1973; Kain and 

Quinley, 1975). However, an inverted U-shape has been reported in regards to mobility 

with income (Brown and Kain, 1972; Weinberg, 1975). In other words, the middle-

income population groups appear to be the most mobile sector of all. In a study on Hong 

Kong citizens on Cross-border residence in Mainland China, Chiu and Ho (2005) 

comment that higher-income households are less likely to relocate from higher (e.g. Hong 

Kong) to lower living standard area (e.g. Mainland China), while lower-income 

households, without sacrificing too much quality or variety of consumer goods, can enjoy 

lower living cost from relocation. This is corroborated by Burnley et al. (1997), who 
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pointed out that low income households treated living cost as the major concern for a 

possible relocation.  

 

2.2. Non-economic factors 

2.2.1 Family Life Cycle 

The family life cycle has been generally viewed as the most crucial idea explaining 

residential mobility or migration. Previous studies reveal that there were correlations 

between mobility rate and household characteristics (Quigley & Weinberg, 1977). For 

instance, in general, mobility and age are inversely related (Clark & Onaka, 1983). 

However, there is one exception of this rule, which is that retirees are found to be moving 

out of the big cities due to the push factors such as the less desirable living conditions 

(Fokkema et al., 1996).  

 

With regard to household size, previous studies portray a rather ambiguous picture in its 

influence on mobility behaviours. Studies by Brown and Kain (1972) and Maisel (1966) 

discern a negative relationship between household size and mobility propensities, while 

Rossi (1955) and Weinberg (1975) have reached opposite results. The presence of 

children brings another dynamic into a household’s formation, but the ramifications of 

children to residential mobility are not that consistent. While Hui & Lam (2000), along 

with Chevan (1971), conclude that the mobility rate was higher for couples with children, 

other researches suggest otherwise (Long, 1972; Kain and Quinley, 1975; Goodman, 

1976).  
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2.2.2 Housing Tenure 

Aside from family-related attributes, housing tenure is arguably the most crucial 

differentiator of residential mobility (Clark, 1982 and Cadwallader, 1992). It has been 

almost a consensus in housing studies that renters are more mobile than home owners 

(see Quigley & Weinberg, 1977, for a detailed review).  

 

From an institutional perspective, it has been found in the international literature that 

disparities in the context of housing policies, in addition to one’s wealth levels and tenure 

structure, differentiates residential mobility behaviours (Strassman, 1991; Dieleman, 

2001). There is already a large body of literature comparing the regimes of intervention in 

housing markets across countries (World Bank, 1993; Balchin, 1996). Some nations, for 

example, Germany and Sweden favour rental tenure. Meanwhile, other nations, such as 

Australia and Finland, prefer ownership (see Kemeny, 1981; Hedman, 1994; Doling, 

1997; Castles, 1998).  

 

In general, the primary concern of relocation is that the expected benefits from such a 

move must at least compensate the costs involved so that the resulting net gain would 

improve its utility, when a household has aspirations on relocation (Venti & Wise, 1984). 

However, conventional ideas on residential mobility are restrained to understanding intra-

urban residential mobility. In the case of Cross-border residence, the Hong Kong citizens 

are subject to two vastly different social and political structures, not to mention the 

intensive government housing policies that play a major role in shaping their housing 

adjustments. This creates an interesting yet relatively unexplored scenario for which this 
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study intends to fill the knowledge gap in housing decisions under this rather unique 

circumstance.  

 

3. Methodology and Data 

This study presents a two-stage structure on exploring the stated preferences of Hong 

Kong citizens who have expressed an interest of moving to the Mainland in the next 10 

years.. The first stage intends to assess how different household and economic-related 

attributes influence the likelihood of potential cross-border residential decision. The 

second stage looks more specifically at two of the dimensions in cross-border residence, 

the location and tenure preferences of those who already have intended to move across 

the border in the future. Three logistic regression models are deployed to investigate the 

three dimensions of housing decisions of potential cross-border residents, grounded on 

the belief that individuals maximize their utility level, subject to a budget constraint. 

Based on individual preferences on factors such as job opportunities, cost of living, 

income, marriage, among others, the utility of a particular household (nth household in the 

ith location) would be,  

Uin =  V(Xin, δi) + εin 
 

where the utility function Uin is deconstructed into the known portion, V(Xin, δi), where 

Xin is a vector and consists of observed characteristics of the nth household and the vector 

of parameters δi related to the ith location, and the unknown portion, 1in. This represents 

the utility that the household would get in choosing the ith location and the associated 

consumption bundle Xin is V(Xin, δi). However, there is always something not known 

about the household, which is captured in the unknown portion εin.  
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The Data were extracted from a survey conducted by the Census and Statistics 

Department of Hong Kong in 2005 concerning the aspirations and experience of taking 

up residence in the Chinese Mainland. In the survey some 11,100 households were 

randomly selected and more than 28,000 Hong Kong citizens over the age of 18 were 

interviewed. With the exception of conventional household indicators such as one’s 

currently housing conditions, age, sex, household size, income level, two more variables 

are included (Table 1). The frequency of visits in the Mainland in the past 12 months 

(FREQVISITS) and the duration of stay in the Mainland (DURSTAY) are both selected 

for investigations. 

Variable Descriptions 
PUBLIC A dummy variable. 1 represents an individual who 

currently lives in the public housing sector, 0 
otherwise. 

OWNERS A dummy variable. 1 represents an individual who 
lives in Hong Kong as an owner, 0 otherwise.  

AGE2035 A dummy variable. 1 represents an individual who is 
within 20 to 35 years old, 0 otherwise. 

AGE55UP A dummy variable. 1 represents an individual who is 
55 years old or above, 0 otherwise. 

HIGHINCOME A dummy variable. 1 represents an individual having 
a monthly household income of $40,000 or higher, 0 
otherwise. 

LOWINCOME A dummy variable. 1 represents an individual having 
a monthly household income of $10,000 or less, 0 
otherwise. 

HSIZE Household size (counting only those who are aged 10 
and over and excluding domestic helpers) 

SEX A dummy variable. 1 represents a male, 0 female. 
FREQVISITS Frequency of Visits in the Mainland in the past 12 

months 
DURSTAY Usual duration of stay in the Mainland (in days)  
Table 1: Descriptions of variables selected for the study 
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4. Empirical Results 

The results from the logistic regression models are presented in Table 2 below. 

Variable Stage 1: On general 
preference of Cross-
border residence 
(1=Intend to move 
to the Mainland, 
0=No intentions to 
move) 

Stage 2a: On the 
location 
preferences of 
those who have 
stated their 
intentions in 
cross-border 
residence. 
(1=Guangdong 
Province, 
0=Other areas in 
the Mainland) 

Stage 2b: On the 
tenure 
preferences of 
those who have 
stated their 
intentions in 
cross-border 
residence. 
(1=Owners, 
0=Renters) 

PUBLIC -0.737*** 1.259*** 0.565 
OWNERS -0.817***  -0.472 1.398*** 
AGE2035 -1.301***  -0.107 -0.386 
AGE55UP 0.365*** 0.710 1.263** 
HIGHINCOME -0.151 0.067 2.652** 
LOWINCOME -1.290*** 1.207 0.071 
HSIZE -0.967*** -0.139* 0.437** 
SEX -0.494*** 0.140 -0.498 
FREQVISITS 0.004 0.033*** -0.005 
DURSTAY 0.014*** -0.015 -0.043*** 
Table 2: Logistic regression model results  
Note: *** significant at 1%; ** significant at 5%; * significant at 10% 
 

Stage 1: On general Cross-border residential propensities 

All but two variables are significant at the 1% level, as shown in Table 4. The respective 

impacts of public sector residents (PUBLIC), property owners (OWNERS), and the 

individual’s sex (SEX) on the intended cross-border residential mobility are negative, 

which are consistent with the general knowledge from the previous mobility literature. 

 

On the other hand, there are some interesting findings which point to a different 

behavioural structure with regard to cross-border residence, compared to that of 
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conventional residential mobility. For instance, younger individuals (AGE2035) have the 

lowest possibility of relocation to the Mainland, which is a departure from what is 

suggested in mobility literature. Meanwhile, senior Hong Kong citizens (AGE55UP) 

view cross-border residence as a preferable option to staying in Hong Kong, which is also 

different from conventional mobility literature.  

 

Also, earning household income of more than $40,000 a month (HIGHINCOME) has a 

negative, yet insignificant effect on cross-border mobility tendencies. Meanwhile, earning 

a household income of less than $10,000 a month (LOWINCOME) has a significant, 

negative impact on cross-border residence. This finding supports the inverted U-shape 

conclusion by Brown and Kain (1972) and Weinberg (1975) about mobility with income. 

 

Further, household size (HSIZE) has a significant and negative effect on cross-border 

residential mobility, which leans towards the school of thought proposed by Brown and 

Kain (1972) and Maisel (1966). The findings report that while the frequency of visits to 

the Mainland (FREQVISITS) does not have a significant relationship with cross-border 

residence, the duration of stay (DURSTAY), has a significant and positive impact on 

cross-border residential mobility. The ever-increasing amount of cross-boundary 

passenger trips (frequency) between Hong Kong and the Mainland does not automatically 

lead to cross-border residence and the subsequent demand for properties in the Mainland. 

However, it is the time spent in the Mainland that more likely encourages Hong Kong 

citizens to consider moving across the boundary. 
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Stage 2a: On location preferences of Hong Kong citizens who have intended to move to 

the Mainland in the next 10 years 

The logistic regression model shows that there are three significant factors in explaining 

the location preferences of those who had stated their willingness to live in the Mainland 

in the next 10 years; and all three factors have positive correlations with moving into the 

Guangdong Province.  

 

Regarding residents of the public sector (PUBLIC), it is reasonable to say that aside from 

lower cost of living across the border, the relatively low transportation cost incurred in 

travel between Hong Kong and the Guangdong Province is key concerns of moving. This 

is also applicable to how household size (HSIZE) affects the distance of cross-border 

residential movements, as a bigger family induces much higher transportation cost when 

traveling between the Mainland and Hong Kong, regardless of the purposes. 

 

The frequency of visits to the Mainland (FREQVISITS) is significant in explaining where 

potential cross-border residents wish to move to. Empirical results point out that the more 

frequent an individual visits the Mainland in the preceding 12 months, somewhere in the 

Guangdong Province is preferred. It is attributed to the idea that the more often an 

individual visits a particular place, the more he is adapted to its environment, which 

makes it preferable. Areas that are close to the Hong Kong-Mainland boundary appear to 

be the better-known candidates, as the destination of 90% of cross-border passenger trips 

were also to areas within the Guangdong Province (Planning Department, 2003). 
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Stage 2b: On tenure preferences of Hong Kong citizens who have intended to move to the 

Mainland in the next 10 years 

Five variables are significant in explaining the tenure preferences in Mainland of Hong 

Kong citizens who have stated their intentions in cross-border residence, which two of 

them are at 1% level and the remaining three at 5% level.  

 

The positive impact of (AGE55UP) suggests that living in owned housing is preferable 

among older citizens in Hong Kong once they relocate across the border. Then, the 

positive ramifications of (HIGHINCOME) on ownership in Mainland as accommodation 

tells us that individuals, with household income of HKD$40,000/month or more, would 

prefer owned housing as accommodation when they move to the Mainland. This is 

attributed to their relatively better financial conditions which allow more alternatives in 

terms of housing arrangements in the Mainland. This argument is also applicable to the 

variable has a positive and significant relationship between the (OWNERS) variable and 

homeownership in the Mainland. Further, Household size (HSIZE) also has a positive 

impact on ownership tendencies in the Mainland once individuals have decided to move. 

This indicates that the larger a household, the more likely it would be homeowners in the 

Mainland. 

 

Nonetheless, there is a negative impact of (DURSTAY) on ownership propensities 

among potential cross-border residents. It means that the longer an individual have stayed 

in the Mainland in the past 12 months, the less likely they would be homeowners once 

they reside in the Mainland. 
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6. Conclusion 

Having reviewed the phenomenon of cross border residence of Hong Kong citizens in the 

Chinese Mainland, it should be noted that the situation is more complicated than it looks.  

The results from Stage 1 illustrate themes consistent to previous mobility literature, for 

instance the respective intentions of public sector residents (PUBLIC), property owners 

(OWNERS), and males (SEX) to potential cross-border residence. Meanwhile, themes 

departing from the literature are discerned as well. Older population instead of younger 

persons is more likely to find cross-border residence more preferrable, along with the 

reluctance of lower income individuals to relocate to the Mainland. Lastly, an 

individual’s usual duration of stay in the Mainland has a positive relationship with the 

propensities to reside in the Mainland in the future. 

 

With regard to the location choice of those who already had stated their willingness to 

move to the Mainland, three variables, which are public sector residents (PUBLIC), 

lower income individuals (LOWINCOME), one’s frequency of stay in the Mainland 

(FREQSTAY), are significant in explaining where these people will move for permanent 

residence across the border. All of them point to a shorter distance move.. Meanwhile, the 

findings about one’s tenure preference suggest that homeowners in Hong Kong 

(OWNERS), elderly citizens (AGE55UP) and individuals with household income of 

HKD$40,000 or above (HIGHINCOME) tend to prefer residing in ownership housing in 

the Mainland. By contrast, rental housing is more preferred by those who stay in the 

Mainland for longer periods of time in the past 12 months (DURSTAY).  
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Two policy implications can be observed. The first implication relates to the projected 

population formation in the near future. The declining birth rate and the higher life 

expectancy induce an older general population in Hong Kong. As suggested by the 

empirical findings, the elderly appears to embrace future cross-border residence more 

than other population groups do. However, current institutional measures somewhat keep 

them from residing in the Mainland permanently, as either their eligibility for social 

security and health care service provided by the government would be revoked once they 

move to the Mainland, or they have to travel back and forth between Hong Kong and the 

Mainland not to lose the eligibility for government assistance although these people tend 

to prefer settling in the Mainland as homeowners. Therefore, the government could revise 

the current arrangements on social welfare/service provisions, which helps reduce the 

cost involved in cross-border residence thus enhancing the living conditions of these 

citizens. 

 

The other implication is derived from the intended cross-border residential mobility 

among public rental housing (PRH) residents. When integrating the effects of both 

PUBLIC and OWNERS on the likelihood of cross-border residence, it can be observed 

that PRH tenants have higher possibility of moving to the Mainland than people in the 

public ownership sector. The problem lies in how the PRH flat is handled by these 

residents. The positive correlations between duration of stay and potential renter status in 

the Mainland may shed some light, as it is possible that a tenant household is able to 

spend more time residing across the boundary while occupying their PRH flat in Hong 
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Kong, without violating the decree governing the asset ceiling on the eligibility for PRH. 

Either way, this is likely to create problems with respect to the housing resource 

allocations of PRH.    

 

Given that cross-border residence between Hong Kong and Mainland China is a 

relatively new topic and the heterogeneous structures between Hong Kong and the 

Mainland is something not present in conventional residential mobility studies, this paper 

provides some insights that have not been provided by conventional studies or 

government surveys. In addition, it offers some possible directions to look at residential 

mobility between places which share similar, but not identical, features as the cross-

border residence between Hong Kong and Mainland China. On the other hand, as this 

study solely looks at the flow of Hong Kong citizens to the Mainland for permanent 

residential purposes, further studies are needed to concentrate on the other side of the 

phenomenon, which is the residential mobility behaviours of Chinese residents to Hong 

Kong. 
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