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Abstract: At present, income and welfare inequality between migrant workers and urban natives has
improved in China, but there are still many “semi-urbanized” migrant workers, whose psychological
integration into the migrant city is very important for their mental health. By using a second stage
conditional process model to decompose the effect of income on psychological integration into direct
and indirect effects, this study explores the different psychological integration paths of migrant
workers in different migration ranges, based on the data of the China Migrants Dynamic Survey
(CMDS). The results show that the total effect of income on psychological integration is positive, and
the value of inter-provincial samples is twice that of full samples. There is a significant difference in
psychological integration paths between inter-provincial and intra-provincial samples, and when
social comparison acts as a mediator, income has no direct effect on psychological integration of
intra-provincial samples, while the direct and indirect effects of inter-provincial samples account
for half of each other. Perceived discrimination played a reversed moderated role in the effect of
social comparison on psychological integration, i.e., the lower the degree of perceived discrimination,
the stronger the positive effect of social comparison on psychological integration, and vice versa.
Therefore, according to the actual needs of different groups, relevant policies should be gradually
adjusted to improve the psychological integration of migrant workers, thus contributing to their
mental health.

Keywords: migrant workers; psychological integration path; conditional process analysis; group
differences; perceived discrimination

1. Introduction

With the development of industrialization and urbanization, the expansion of urban
boundaries and the cross-regional migration of population have become a normal status. By
the end of 2020, there were 285.6 million migrant workers in China, of which 169.59 million
had left the local area [1]. They provide abundant labor resources for cities and promote
the development of the urban economy. However, there are some significant differences
in social welfare between migrant workers and local residents, which hinder the better
integration of migrant workers into cities [2]. Meanwhile, the internal differentiation
of migrant workers leads to different psychological adaptation processes of different
groups [3].

Social integration is a multi-dimensional progressive concept [4]. Different scholars
divide social integration into different dimensions, but generally speaking, it includes
economic, social, cultural, and psychological dimensions [5,6]. The progressive process of
dimensions usually starts with the integration of economic dimension and finally deep-
ens to the psychological dimension. Therefore, psychological integration is not only a
dimension of social integration but also the target and result of social integration [7]. The
psychological integration process of migrant workers is essentially the transmission of
social integration from the economic dimension to the psychological dimension. How
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exactly is this process carried out? What roles do factors of different dimensions play
in this transmission process? Are there any significant differences in the psychological
integration paths between different groups of migration range? For these problems, the
existing studies involve less and lack systematic empirical conclusions. Therefore, based
on the data of Special Survey on Social Integration and Mental Health of China Migrants
Dynamic Survey in 2014, this article systematically deconstructs the effects of economic,
social, and cultural factors on the process of psychological integration of migrant workers
by using a moderated mediation model and tries to explore the different psychological
integration paths of migrant groups in different migration ranges.

2. Theoretical Model and Hypotheses
2.1. Theoretical Model

Urbanization has been advancing at an unprecedented speed in the history of the
world and has become an important phenomenon and dimension in the development of
economic and social modernization in various countries. The early theories or models that
explained the migration mechanism of population mainly include the dual sector model [8],
the push–pull theory [9], the human capital theory [10], the Harris–Todaro model [11], etc.

According to the general law of development, the urbanization process is not only
the centripetal force of population and resources flowing to cities but also the centrifugal
force of outward expansion. Since the end of World War II, in the social development
of the United States and other countries, the phenomenon of population returning from
big cities and megacities to small cities and even rural areas has appeared. This process
is called counter-urbanization. Berry believes that the United States in the 1970s was a
turning point, and the essence of the counter-urbanization process is the decline of scale,
density, and heterogeneity, which is a movement that changes the population distribution
from a relatively concentrated state to a less concentrated state [12]. According to his view,
“counter-urbanization” and “de-urbanization” have led to the disintegration of American
cities, and the population distribution pattern has changed from urbanization to counter-
urbanization. Cloke explains counter-urbanization from the perspective of the countryside
and thinks counter-urbanization is rural revival [13]. Rural gentrification is seen as a
manifestation of counter-urbanization or “comfortable migration” [14,15].

The definition of psychological integration has developed from a one-way identity
of “giving up all other aspects of one’s identity and gradually thinking of oneself as a
member of the immigrant community” [16] to a two-way identity; it contains the contents
of identification and acceptance, which are embodied in the identification of individuals
with society and the acceptance of individuals by society [17,18]. Some scholars define
psychological integration as a process of change in terms of psychological and emotional
identification with one’s own social identity and belonging, as well as the social distance
between oneself and local residents [19]. That is, social integration can only be truly
achieved if individuals have a sense of identity and belonging to the place where they have
migrated [20,21]. Therefore, the process of psychological integration goes from economic,
social, and cultural factors to psychological factors, and this process usually starts with
economic factors.

Income is a major indicator of the economic dimension of social integration. Data
from China’s previous population censuses and National Dynamic Monitoring Survey
of Migration all show that cities in relatively developed areas are places of concentrated
migration. This is mainly due to higher income, more employment opportunities, and
well-developed service industries in these regions [22]. At present, there is no consensus
among scholars on how income affects the process of social integration. Most studies
have shown that income is a positive factor affecting social integration, but some scholars
have found that income has no significant impact on it [23], and there was even a periodic
phenomenon of the “income paradox” [24]. Therefore, the impact of income factors on
different dimensions of social integration should be different, and the existence of social
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comparison is one of the important reasons for this difference. Social comparison is the
process of comparing one’s situation and status with that of others [25].

Social comparison theory was put forward by Leon Festinger, which means that
each individual makes self-evaluation by using others as the yardstick of comparison in
the absence of objectivity [26]. Talking about the mediating role of social comparison, a
study found that upward social comparison mediated the relationship between SNS usage
and users’ subjective well-being [27]. Another study revealed that emotions based on
social comparison play a mediating role between the social comparison orientation and
psychological well-being of Facebook users [28].

Discrimination has been identified as a major stressor and impact on migrant health [29].
Migrants usually reported a higher level of perceived discrimination [30]. Efforts aiming
at reducing discrimination and enhancing integration for migrants help with protecting
migrants’ health [31]. The concept of social integration also originated from the study of
social exclusion. Current studies focus more on the ability and willingness of migrant
workers to integrate, as well as some “hard barriers” in terms of institutional obstacles,
and less on the acceptance attitude and willingness of local residents [32]. In fact, the
“soft barriers” formed by the discrimination and exclusion of local residents in the cities
where they migrated are also important obstacles to the social integration of migrant
workers. Especially for the psychological integration, when individuals feel excluded or
discriminated against in the social environment for a long time, and lack of effective coping
methods and supporting resources, social alienation is likely to be triggered [33,34]. Social
alienation is not only closely related to criminal behaviors, abnormal peer relationships,
and other social risk signals but also has a direct negative impact on the physical or mental
health of individuals [35,36]. In recent years, the perception and reaction of vulnerable
groups to discrimination has become the focus of social exclusion research [37]. Based on
this, we speculate that the perceived level of external discrimination of migrant workers
will affect the transmission of social integration from the economic dimension to the
psychological dimension.

Due to the vast territory of China, geographical separation is an important factor
for the cultural differences among different regions [38]. From the cultural dimension, it
is more difficult for migrant workers of inter-provincial migration to integrate into the
local society than for those of intra-provincial migration. Therefore, whether the range of
migration is cross-provincial is an important factor in the cultural dimensions of social inte-
gration. By analyzing whether there is a significant difference in psychological transmission
paths between inter-provincial and intra-provincial migrant workers, we will examine the
influence of cultural dimension factors on the process of psychological integration.

In view of the above, we constructed a theoretical model of psychological integration
paths, as shown in Figure 1. This model framed the main hypotheses in this study, which
are introduced in Section 2.2. Hypotheses.
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2.2. Hypotheses

For a concise and clear description, the direct influence of income on psychological
integration is defined as direct effect, the influence of income on psychological integration
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through social comparison is defined as indirect effect, and the overall influence of income
on psychological integration is defined as total effect, then: total effect = direct effect
+ indirect effect. The level of subjective self-assessment formed by comparison with
surrounding people is defined as social comparison, and the degree of discrimination that
one feels is defined as perceived discrimination. The income mentioned in the article refers
to nominal income. Thus, we propose five hypotheses to be tested.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The total effect of income on psychological integration is positively significant.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). When there is a social comparison, the direct effect of income on psychological
integration is significant.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The indirect effect of income on psychological integration through social
comparison is significant, that is, social comparison plays a mediating role in the process of income
affecting psychological integration.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The perceived discrimination has a moderating effect on the process of social
comparison affecting psychological integration, that is, the level of perceived discrimination will
affect the size of the indirect effect.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). In the above four hypotheses, there are significant differences between the
estimated results using the inter-provincial samples and those using the intra-provincial sample,
that is, the psychological integration path of the inter-provincial migrant workers is different from
that of the intra-provincial ones.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Data and Sample

This study uses the data of Special Survey on Social Integration and Mental Health of
China Migrants Dynamic Survey (CMDS) 2014 to make an empirical analysis. As shown in
Figure 2, the survey contained eight cities (or districts of municipalities directly under the
central government): Chaoyang in Beijing, Qingdao in Shandong, Xiamen in Fujian, Jiaxing
in Zhejiang Province, Shenzhen in Guangdong, Zhongshan in Guangdong, Zhengzhou in
Henan, and Chengdu in Sichuan, covering the eastern, central, and western regions and
representing different urban locations, population scales, economic levels, and industrial
types. The objects of the survey were non-local hukou residents aged 15–59 years old who
had lived locally for one month or more as of May 2014. Multi-stage stratified random
sampling was conducted in eight cities (districts). The total number of effective samples in
eight cities was 15,997, which basically avoided the problem of homogeneity of samples.
As the object of this study is migrant workers, the rural hukou samples were selected, and
the final valid migrant worker samples totaled 13,925.
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3.2. Variables
3.2.1. Dependent Variable

The research focuses on the psychological transmission mechanism of social inte-
gration, so the results of psychological integration are taken as the object, defined as
psychological belonging (Bel), and set as the dependent variable. The measurement of
psychological belonging is influenced by many uncertain factors, but it is a relatively
subjective judgment, which can be reflected by the self-evaluation of the interviewees.
There are three related items in the social integration scale of the questionnaire, which are
“feeling of belonging to the city”, “feeling of being a member of the city”, and “thinking of
oneself as part of the city”. The measurement scale is a Likert scale. Participants selected
items based on their feelings and assigned the following values: 1 = completely disagree,
2 = disagree, 3 = basically agree, and 4 = completely agree.

The data corresponding to these three items were found to be highly collinear by
a correlation test. Therefore, an integer K with a value range of 3–12 was obtained by
summing up the scores of the three items, which were assigned according to the value
range of K and used as the substitute variable of psychological belonging (Bel). The
assignment rules are as follows: when K ≤ 3, Bel = 1; when 3 < K ≤ 6, Bel = 2; when
6 < K ≤ 9, Bel = 3; when 9 < K ≤ 12, Bel = 4. The higher the value of Bel, the stronger the
sense of psychological belonging.

3.2.2. Independent Variable

Since the study of the psychological transmission mechanism of social integration is
mainly based on the decomposition of the effect of income on the psychological integration
of migrant workers, the factors closely related to the theoretical hypothesis are taken into
account in the selection of the independent variables.

Income (Inc), as the main indicator variable of economic dimension, is the starting
point of the psychological integration process, and it is set as the core independent variable.
The relevant items in the questionnaire included “personal income in the last month or
last employment month” and “average monthly income of family in local”. The formation
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of psychological feelings cannot be separated from the family background, and there is
no significant difference between the estimation results using “personal income in the
last month or last employment month” or “average monthly income of family in local”.
Therefore, in the formal model, the data of “average monthly income of family in local”
after logarithmic processing is used as a substitution variable of income level (Inc).

3.2.3. Mediating Variable

In order to examine whether there is an indirect (mediating) effect of income on psy-
chological belonging through social comparison (Comp), three items of social comparison
were selected from the questionnaire: “compare your income and occupation with that of
your relatives, friends, and colleagues in your hometown”, “with that of your relatives,
friends, and colleagues in your current residence”, and “with that of people in whole
society”, then “what level you think you are in”. The measurement scales were all 10-level
Likert scales, and the higher the value from 1 to 10, the higher the interviewees’ subjective
assessment of their socioeconomic status through social comparison. After testing, the
data of these three items are highly collinear, so we continue to use the same processing
method as the psychological belonging to assign values, and the specific process will not
be repeated.

3.2.4. Moderating Variable

To verify the moderating effect of perceived discrimination (Desp) on indirect effect,
the score value of “I feel that local people look down on me” in the questionnaire was used
as a substitute variable for perceived discrimination. The measurement scale is a Likert
scale, with values from point 1 to 4, where the higher score means the higher degree of
perceived discrimination.

3.2.5. Grouping Variable

In order to test whether the path of psychological integration of migrant workers
in inter-provincial migration was different from that of ones in inter-provincial migra-
tion, a grouping variable was set up, which represents the range of migration (Range).
The grouping variable Range entered the model as a dummy variable, where the value
of inter-provincial migration sample is “1”, and the value of intra-provincial migration
sample is “0”.

3.2.6. Control Variable

Based on the existing studies and the availability of data, to control for other factors
that may affect the mediating variable and dependent variable, we screened out other
control variables, including gender, age, level of education, time of current migration,
self-assessment of physical health, working hours per week, and whether or not they
accepted free training provided by government.

The descriptive statistics for each variable are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables (sample size = 13,925).

Categorical Variables Sample Size Frequency Continuous Variables Mean S.D.

Gender
Male 7639 54.9% Age (years) 32.53 8.79

Female 6286 45.1% Average income of family
(yuan/month) 6200 6400

Education

Primary or below 1444 10.4% Time of current migration
(year) 4.17 4.40

Middle school 7695 55.3% Working hours per week
(hours) 55.89 20.43

High school 3446 24.7% Self-assessment of physical
health (1–5) 3.76 0.97

College 1070 7.7% Mediating variable
Bachelor or above 270 1.9% Social comparison (1–10) 5.45 1.59
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Table 1. Cont.

Categorical Variables Sample Size Frequency Continuous Variables Mean S.D.

Range of
migration

Inter-provincial 7455 53.5% Moderating variable
Intra-provincial 6470 46.5% Perceived discrimination (1–4) 1.82 0.68

Free training Accepted 4071 29.2% Dependent variable
Have not accepted 9854 70.8% Psychological belonging (1–4) 3.33 0.62

Data Source: The authors collated data from Special Survey on Social Integration and Mental Health of 2014 China Migrants Dynamic
Survey National.

3.3. Modeling

In order to decompose the direct and indirect effects of income on psychological inte-
gration, i.e., to verify the mediating role of social comparison and the moderating effect of
perceived discrimination, we draw on the modeling method of Hayes [39,40], constructing
a second stage conditional process model based on the theoretical hypothesis model.

First, without considering the range of migration, a full-sample model (Model 1) is
obtained by using Equations (1)–(3).

Comp = ia + a0 Inc + akUk + µa (1)

Bel = jb + b0 Inc + b1Comp + b2Desp + b3Comp × Desp + bkUk + µb (2)

Bel = ic + c0 Inc + ckUk + µc (3)

where, U is a set of control variables and enters the model as a covariate, and the value
range of k is an integer from 4 to 10. Equation (1) represents the path regression equation
of the independent variable (Inc) and control variable (U) to the mediating variable (Comp);
Equation (2) represents the path regression equation of the independent variable (Inc),
control variable (U), mediating variable (Comp), moderating variable (Desp), and interaction
term of mediating variable and moderating variable (Comp × Desp) to the dependent
variable (Bel); Equation (3) represents the total regression equation of the independent
variable (Inc) and the control variable (U) to the dependent variable (Bel).

Then, the grouping variable (Range) was substituted into the model in the form of
a dummy variable, and the Equations (4)–(6) were used for modeling to obtain the inter-
provincial migration model (Model 2).

Comp = jd + d1 Inc + dkUk + d11Range + µd (4)

Bel = je + e0 Inc + e1Comp + e2Desp + e3Comp × Desp + e11Range + ekUk + µe (5)

Bel = i f + f1 Inc + fkUk + f11Range + µ f (6)

Similarly, Equations (4) and (5) are path regression equations for the inter-provincial
migration model, and Equation (6) is the total regression equation for it.

4. Results

In order to examine whether there is a mediating effect of social comparison and a
moderating effect of discrimination perception in the process of income affecting psycholog-
ical integration, we used the program PROCESS 3.5 to analyze the models. A bias-corrected
confidence interval (CI) was constructed using the non-parametric Bootstrap method to
estimate the conditional indirect effect of the model, that is, the mediating effect with
moderating effect. The criterion is to observe whether zero is included between the upper
and lower bounds of CI. Table 2 shows the estimated results of the main variables in
Equations (1)–(6).
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Table 2. Moderated mediating effect estimated results (Bootstrap = 5000).

Effects Moderating
Variable

Model 1 Model 2

Coefficient S.E.

Bias-Corrected
95% CI

Coefficient S.E.

Bias-Corrected
95% CI

Lower
Bound

Upper
Bound

Lower
Bound

Upper
Bound

Total effect 0.022 *** 0.009 0.004 0.039 0.047 *** 0.009 0.029 0.064
Direct effect 0.000 0.009 −0.017 0.017 0.021 * 0.009 0.004 0.039

Conditional
indirect effect

Low value 0.023 *** 0.003 0.018 0.028 0.022 *** 0.003 0.017 0.028
Median value 0.019 *** 0.002 0.015 0.023 0.019 *** 0.002 0.016 0.023

High value 0.015 *** 0.003 0.011 0.020 0.016 *** 0.003 0.011 0.021

Note: The median of the moderating variable means that perceived discrimination is at the mean level. The high or low value is obtained
by adding or subtracting one standard deviation from the mean, which means that perceived discrimination is at a high or low level.
*** and * indicate significance at levels of 0.1% and 5%, respectively.

4.1. Total Effect of Income

The total effect of income on psychological integration can be tested by the total
regression equation. The column “total effect” in Table 2 shows the estimation results of the
total regression equations for Model 1 and Model 2, when controlling for other factors. The
results show that income has a significant positive total effect on psychological belonging,
and the total effect value (0.047) of inter-provincial migration model is about twice that
of the full-sample model (0.022), indicating that total effect of income of inter-provincial
migrant worker samples on psychological integration is twice that of the full samples.

This confirms well that the inter-provincial income gap is one of the main reasons for
the inter-provincial migration of the labor force, which is consistent with the conclusions of
many previous studies. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is accepted, and the part of Hypothesis 5 about
Hypothesis 1 is also accepted.

4.2. Mediating Role of Social Comparison

The effect of income on psychological belonging through social comparison can be
tested by a path regression equation. The columns “direct effect” and “conditional indirect
effect” in Table 2 show the estimation results. After eliminating the influence of control
variables, both Model 1 and Model 2 have significant conditional indirect effects at different
levels of moderating variable. This means the mediating effect of social comparison existed,
indicating that income has an indirect effect on psychological belonging through social
comparison. The values of conditional indirect effect in two models are very close (Models
1: 0.023, 0.019, and 0.015; Model 2: 0.022, 0.019, and 0.016), which means that there is no
significant difference in statistics.

The direct effect of Model 1 is zero and is not statistically significant, indicating that
the impact of income on psychological belonging has only an indirect effect, without having
a direct effect. The direct effect of Model 2 is significant, and the estimated value of direct
effect and conditional indirect effect is about 0.02, which indicates that the effect of income
on psychological belonging is half through the direct effect of income and the other half
through the indirect effect of social comparison.

The results indicate that the psychological integration path of inter-provincial migrant
workers is significantly different from that of intra-province ones and further confirms that
the income gap between different provinces is an important reason the inter-provincial
migration of labor force. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is not accepted in Model 1, it is accepted
in Model 2, and the part of Hypothesis 5 about Hypothesis 2 is also accepted. Moreover,
Hypothesis 3 is accepted in both models, but the part of Hypothesis 5 about Hypothesis 3
is not accepted.
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4.3. Moderating Effect of Perceived Discrimination

The moderating effect of perceived discrimination on the stage of social comparison
affecting psychological belonging (the second stage of indirect effect in mediating model)
can still be examined by path regression equations; Table 3 presents the complete estimated
results of four path equations for two models. The results show that in Model 1 and
Model 2, the interaction coefficients of social comparison and perceived discrimination are
both negative and statistically significant, indicating that perceived discrimination plays a
moderating role in the stage of social comparison affecting psychological integration. In
other words, the lower the degree of perceived discrimination, the stronger the positive
effect of social comparison on psychological belonging, i.e., the stronger the indirect effect;
the higher the degree of perceived discrimination, the weaker the positive effect of social
comparison on psychological belonging, i.e., the weaker the indirect effect.

Table 3. Path estimation results of full-sample and inter-provincial migration model (Bootstrap = 5000).

Variable
Categories Variables

Social Comparison
(Mediation Variable)

Psychological Belonging
(Dependent Variable)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E.

Intercept
term −3.998 *** 0.181 −4.007 *** 0.181 3.086 *** 0.078 3.032 *** 0.077

Control
variables

Self-assessment of
physical health −0.254 *** 0.012 −0.254 *** 0.012 −0.052 *** 0.005 −0.054 *** 0.005

Time of current
migration −0.002 0.003 −0.002 0.003 0.008 *** 0.001 0.008 *** 0.001

Working hours per
week 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.001 −0.001 * 0.000 −0.001 ** 0.000

Age 0.006 *** 0.002 0.006 *** 0.002 0.004 *** 0.001 0.003 *** 0.001

Gender (Control group = Female)
Male 0.029 0.023 0.029 0.023 −0.017 0.010 −0.017 0.009

Education (Control group = Primary or below)
Middle school 0.156 *** 0.041 0.154 *** 0.041 0.075 *** 0.017 0.067 *** 0.017
High school 0.159 *** 0.045 0.156 *** 0.045 0.115 *** 0.019 0.099 *** 0.019

College 0.118 * 0.053 0.114 * 0.053 0.121 *** 0.023 0.098 *** 0.022
Bachelor or above 0.333 *** 0.065 0.332 *** 0.065 0.153 *** 0.027 0.151 *** 0.027

Free training (Control group = Not accepted)
Accepted in past

three years 0.147 *** 0.024 0.141 *** 0.025 0.136 *** 0.010 0.102 *** 0.010

Grouping
variable

Range of migration (Control group = Intra-provincial)
Inter-provincial −0.027 0.023 −0.164 *** 0.010

Independent
variable

Average monthly
income of family 0.485 *** 0.021 0.488 *** 0.021 0.000 0.009 0.021 * 0.009

Mediating
variable Social comparison 0.039 *** 0.003 0.039 *** 0.003

Moderating
variable

Perceived
discrimination −0.209 *** 0.007 −0.196 *** 0.007

Interaction
term

Social comparison ×
Perceived

discrimination
−0.011 ** 0.004 −0.010 * 0.004

Note: The Bootstrap 95% confidence interval (CI) method two-tailed test is used. The upper and lower bounds of CI are not listed due to
space reasons. ***, **, and * indicate significance at levels of 0.1%, 1% and 5%, respectively.

This conclusion can also be shown by the magnitude of conditional indirect effect
when the moderating variable is at different levels in Table 2, which also indicates that
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the reverse moderating effect of perceived discrimination is significant. When the level of
perceived discrimination is low, the value of conditional indirect effect is high, but when
the level of perceived discrimination is high, the value of conditional indirect effect is low.
The coefficients of the interaction terms in full-sample model and inter-provincial migration
model are very close, being −0.011 and −0.010, respectively, which shows that there is no
significant difference in the moderating effect of perceived discrimination between two
models. Thus, Hypothesis 4 is accepted, but the part of Hypothesis 5 about Hypothesis 4 is
not accepted.

Figure 3 shows the test results of the theoretical hypothesis model (Figure 1). There
are significant differences in psychological integration paths between groups with different
ranges of migration.
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5. Discussion

Based on the results of this study, the following suggestions are put forward to
substantially promote the psychological integration of migrant works in China.

First, the policy of equal treatment for migrant workers and local residents should be
promoted and implemented as soon as possible. The analysis of psychological integration of
migrant workers shows that social comparison plays a partial or even complete mediating
role in this process, and the subjective self-evaluation grade of migrant workers’ social
and economic status formed through social comparison has a significant positive effect on
their psychological integration. Therefore, in deepening the reform of the hukou system
(household registration system in China), it is imperative to promote and implement
policies and measures for the equalization of public service at the same time, such as
rationally allocating resources in basic education, medical care, housing, and other aspects
and providing more urgent public services that match the actual needs of migrant workers
so as to improve the efficiency of public service supply. This not only promotes social
fairness but also improves the social comparative subjective self-evaluation level of migrant
workers, thus promoting their psychological integration.

Second, an inclusive neighborhood environment should be created. It can give full
play to the role of ties between neighbors and make migrant workers integrate into the local
life. The study on the moderating effect of perceived discrimination shows that the lower
the degree of perceived discrimination, the stronger the positive effect of social comparison
on psychological integration. Therefore, while striving to provide more public services to
meet the actual needs of migrant workers, we should also strengthen social recognition,
social acceptance, and psychological counseling. In practice, it is necessary to integrate
various neighborhood resources and give full play to the neighborhood management
services as a link for migrant workers to integrate into local life. Neighborhoods with
more migrant workers should further enrich and improve their cultural life, promote
their participation in neighborhood activities, participate even more in the management,
and strengthen the communications and interactions between local residents and migrant
workers. By creating a neighborhood atmosphere conducive to eliminating discrimination
and exclusion by local residents, migrant workers should receive guidance and assistance
to better integrate into local life. On the one hand, it can make migrant workers feel
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more accepted and respected, reduce their perception of discrimination, and improve their
psychological integration. On the other hand, it is also helpful to eliminate the harm of
negative emotions to the physical and mental health of migrant workers and maintain the
stable development of a harmonious society.

Third, cultural education and vocational training provided for inter-provincial migrant
workers should be guided by demand matching. Through group comparison, this study
found that income level directly affects the psychological integration of inter-provincial
migrant groups, and the increase of income can significantly enhance their sense of psycho-
logical belonging. As a result, cultural education and vocational training for inter-provincial
migrant workers should be strengthened in a targeted way, such as seminars on local lan-
guage and culture and vocational training that is more appropriate to the local industrial
structure. These measures will effectively improve the local language and cultural adapta-
tion ability and vocational skills matching degree of inter-provincial migrant groups. This
not only enables them to obtain more local employment opportunities but also increases
the possibility of reasonably obtaining higher income, thus more effectively promoting the
economic, social, cultural, and even psychological integration level of the inter-provincial
migrant groups.

However, there were limitations to this study. First of all, as a cross-sectional study,
the conclusions of comparing the differences of migrant workers’ psychological integration
paths in different migration ranges is time-sensitive, so our future research needs the
support of longitudinal data. In addition, the object of this study only focuses on migrant
workers living in cities, but with the rapid development of urbanization in China, fac-
tors affecting immigration decision-making become more complex, and the phenomenon
of counter-urbanization or gentrification cannot be ignored. Many scholars in Europe
or America have conducted in-depth research on counter-urbanization and gentrifica-
tion [12–15,41–50]. Therefore, in our future surveys and studies, we will focus on other
types of migrants.

6. Conclusions

This study explored the differences in the psychological integration paths of migrant
workers between the different migration range groups and verified the mediating role of
social comparison and the moderating effect of perceived discrimination in the process of
income influencing psychological integration.

The findings are as follows. (1) The total effect of income on psychological integration
is positive and significant, and the total effect on inter-provincial migrant worker samples
is twice that of the full samples. (2) The psychological integration path of inter-provincial
migrant workers is significantly different from that of intra-provincial ones. The effect
of income on psychological integration of intra-provincial migrant workers is completely
realized through the mediating role of social comparison, while the effect of income on that
of inter-provincial ones is exerted through two ways: one is the direct effect of income itself,
the other is through the indirect effect (mediating role) of social comparison. (3) Perceived
discrimination plays a reverse moderating role in the process of social comparison affecting
psychological integration: the lower the degree of perceived discrimination, the stronger the
positive effect of social comparison on psychological integration, and vice versa. Therefore,
according to the actual needs of different groups, relevant policies should be adjusted
step-by-step to promote the psychological integration of migrant workers in China, thus
improving their mental health level.

In addition, although China is still in the stage of large-scale urbanization, with
the rapid advancement of China’s urbanization progress, the phenomenon of counter-
urbanization or gentrification is gradually emerging. A large number of people are concen-
trated in cities, resulting in increasingly serious urban problems such as traffic congestion,
environmental pollution, high housing prices, and the shortage of educational resources.
As a result, the counter-urbanization phenomenon of urban population returning to the
suburbs or rural areas appears in economically developed regions such as Guangdong,
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Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Beijing. Otherwise, the residence, employment, and consumption of
urban residents in the eastern coastal areas such as the Pearl River Delta and Yangtze River
Delta, which have a high level of urbanization, began to expand to rural areas, which is
similar to the phenomenon of rural gentrification. In China, these kinds of phenomenon
have attracted increasing attention from policymakers and scholars. Therefore, research on
related issues needs to be further developed.
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