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Local dialect proficiency and migrants’ identity integration:
A case of Shanghai

Simin Zhang1

Muzhi Zhou2

Abstract

BACKGROUND
Language proficiency is a crucial factor in migrant integration; however, few studies have
examined the relationship between local dialect acquisition and migrant integration in
China, a country with numerous dialects. The significance of dialects in shaping regional
identity, nonetheless, may have diminished as Putonghua becomes increasingly popular.

METHODS
Based on the Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey 2017 data, we employ instrumental
variable methods with OLS regressions to investigate the relationship between the
Shanghai local dialect acquisition and identity integration, one of the most fundamental
parts of integration and ‘citizenization,’ among migrants in Shanghai.

RESULTS
Higher Shanghaihua proficiency is positively linked to migrants’ self-identification as
Shanghainese. Moreover, the importance of Shanghaihua proficiency in integration into
the local identity increases with age, indicating the changing significance of Shanghaihua
proficiency concerning identity integration over time. This close relationship between
Shanghaihua proficiency and identity recognition also tends to maintain even for those
who have already acquired the local hukou status (the household registration system).

CONTRIBUTIONS
As migration patterns in China change, integrating migrants into the local population has
become a key focus of social welfare and population policy. This paper provides new
insights into a society marked by a dual-language system during the transitional period
of hukou reform. Considering the growing prevalence of Putonghua and the ongoing
inflow of migrants into this megacity, this study also explores the cultural and identity
implications of a more diverse urban population.
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1. Introduction

The integration of migrants into their host society is a central topic in migration studies.
From the perspective of the overall well-being of migrants, the disparity between
migrants’ behavior and local cultural norms can lead to stress, exerting adverse effects
on their well-being, such as life satisfaction, all-cause mortality, morbidity of physical
diseases, and affective balance (Appau, Churchill, and Farrell 2019; Berkman 1995; Bian
et al. 2015; Cohen 1988; House, Landis, and Umberson 1988; Wei and Gao 2017).
Numerous studies have explored the factors that determine migrants’ or mostly
immigrants’ multidimensional integration into their host society (Ager and Stranger
2004; Alba 1999; Alba and Nee 1997; European Commission: Directorate-General for
Migration and Home Affairs 2013). Among these factors, language proficiency has been
identified as one of the most influential determinants. Research has shown that a higher
level of local language proficiency is often associated with higher levels of integration in
terms of income and education (Ager and Stranger 2004; Delander et al. 2005), health
(Holmes 2012; Sze et al. 2015), and social attitudes (Alexander, Edwards, and Temple
2007; Larin 2020; Nakhaie 2020).

Although there is extensive literature on the relationship between host language
proficiency and migrant integration, few studies have examined this connection within
the Chinese context. The role of local language in influencing integration is particularly
intriguing as China features a dual-language system that includes the dominant
Putonghua (standard Mandarin) alongside various distinct local dialects. China also has
a large floating population, reaching almost 38 million reported by the latest 2020 census,
a 69.73% increase compared to the number in 2010 (Office of the Leading Group of the
State Council for the Seventh National Population Census 2021).3 Previous research on
factors influencing social integration of domestic migrants in China has mainly focused
on policy-related structural factors, such as hukou policy (Chen and Wang 2015; Wang
and Fan 2012) and its changes (Chen, Wu, and Xu 2023) in the historical context of
massive rural to urban migration. However, with over 60% of the population now living
in urban areas since 2019, there have been substantial changes in hukou policies and
social insurance subscription in China, such as the removal of the differentiation between
rural and urban hukou, the slowdown of the massive urbanization process, and the
migration of highly educated and urban people to tier 1 cities (Wang et al. 2023),
especially to metropolitan cities like Beijing or Shanghai.  Improving the social
integration of migrants has been a growing concern of the government and academia as
a vital part of China’s new urbanization strategy (Huang et al. 2018; Huang, Zhang, and
Xue 2018; Liu, Huang, and Zhang 2018). Since 2014, the government has shifted its

3 A floating population refers to those who live in places other than their household registration area for more
than half a year, excluding those who are moving inside a city of a province or a district of a municipality.
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focus to encourage the integration of migrants or mostly migrant workers into local
‘citizens’ who will settle permanently in cities with equal access to public services (L. Li
2024).

The impact of language, particularly dialects, could be a crucial factor in the
integration of migrants in the Chinese context, yet it is often overlooked in discussions
about domestic migration in China. The clear division between the rural and urban hukou
makes most previous studies focus on the disparities in economic status or access to
welfare between rural-to-urban migrants and urban residents. With recent hukou reforms
– especially the 2014–2025 initiatives easing restrictions and expanding service access –
the rigid rural–urban registration divide may have become less pivotal (Chen, Wu, and
Xu 2023), and factors such as language, cultural norms, and social networks may
increasingly influence how migrants integrate into major cities. In this paper, we focus
on language. Although most Chinese, especially the younger, more educated generation,
can speak Putonghua, 86.38% of Chinese use dialects in their daily life (Du 2015).
Theoretically, language is among the top factors determining one’s identity. The
difference between home and host dialects in China still represents social distance
between migrants and locals and further affects how appealing different migration
destinations are (Li and Meng 2014; Liu et al. 2015; Lu and Zhang 2019). In Shanghai,
for example, the ability to use local dialects is fundamental in shaping how one could be
perceived by Shanghainese as locals or others (Kang 2017). Therefore, the affinity
between the home and host dialect could affect the cultural and identity aspects of
migrants’ integration.

In our study, we selected Shanghai, a city with a population of 24.75 million in 2022
and is one of the largest migrant cities in China. Migrants account for 42.1% of the city’s
population. Unlike previous literature that focuses on immigrants’ mother tongues’
defining power of community (Alexander, Edwards, and Temple 2007; Gómez Cervantes
2023; Tannenbaum 2009), in Shanghai, the local dialect, Shanghaihua, is a powerful
indicator of an individual’s locality (Xu 2021). It is widely used among local residents in
daily scenarios, such as grocery shopping and communicating with government officers,
but is extremely difficult to understand for people from other regions of China. Our study
aims to investigate one of the rarely studied channels of integration – the local dialect –
in shaping immigrants’ integration in terms of identity, using 2017 data from the
Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (SUNS). Meanwhile, with the designation of
Putonghua as the official language used in education and the continuous inflow of
migrants into Shanghai, the significance of local dialect is diminishing (Shanghai Bureau
of Statistics 2014), leaving the role of Shanghaihua in shaping domestic migrants’
integration uncertain.

This research contributes to the existing literature on the social integration of
migrants by examining a unique region characterized by its local dialect, significant
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internal migration, and the predominance of Putonghua at the national level. Since 2014,
the Chinese government has recognized the integration of migrants into cities – referred
to as their ‘citizenization’ – as a key objective of new urbanization. This highlights the
importance of improving citizenship during a period of mass migration to major
metropolitan areas. In this policy context, this study offers new insights into the role of
dialects as both cultural bridges and boundaries, as well as the debates surrounding the
preservation of linguistic heritage, local identity, and how the relationships among these
factors can adapt to a more diverse urban population.

2. Language systems in China, theories, and previous studies

The significance of language in the context of integration is related to its multiple
functions (Tian 1995; Yang 2015; Zhu 2002). Language functions as a means of
communication for individuals and possesses the potential to act as a valuable tool for
accessing other resources. It can also be considered an investment in human capital.
Furthermore, it conveys social norms and values and fosters a sense of belonging and
identity. Accordingly, languages as well as accents work as cultural symbols for
belonging or foreignness, directly triggering differentiation and discrimination. It has
been reflected in multiple important integration theories that take migrants’ host language
acquisition and fluency and the status of their mother tongue as strong determinants of
their integration into the destination society (Alba 1999; Alexander, Edwards, and
Temple 2007; Delander et al. 2005; Gómez Cervantes 2023; Kanno 2000; Spolsky and
Shohami 1999; Stevens 1992; Tannenbaum 2009). In the following literature review, we
will briefly introduce the dual-language system in China. We will then explore the
relationship between language and locality, highlighting the similarities between the role
of language in international migration and the role of Chinese dialects in shaping the
social integration of migrants. We will then focus specifically on China or mostly
Shanghai to discuss the differences in the role of languages in shaping integration
processes of international migrants and Chinese domestic migrants.

2.1 The dual-language system in China

The language system in China is a nonphonetic unified writing system with a large variety
of spoken dialects, which are genetically generated but mutually unintelligible. Figure 1
shows the dialect atlas in China. There are eight major groups of dialects in China, the
majority of which concentrate in the southeastern area. Northern dialects are easier for
most Chinese people to understand because of their proximity to the official language,
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Putonghua, which originated from these dialects. However, the diversity of dialects
among other regions remains prevalent. Min and Wu dialects could cause communication
barriers even between neighboring towns (Pong 2009). This highlights the linguistic gap
that exists between different dialect regions, which is similar to the effect of language
barriers on communication. Even in linguistic literature, Chinese dialects are often
referred to as ‘the Chinese language’ (Norman 1988) or are identified as a different
language when compared to Putonghua (Francis 2016).

Figure 1: Language atlas of China

Source: Wurm, S. A., Li, R., and Fu, M. C. (1987). Language atlas of China (in Chinese: 中国语言地图集).

While Putonghua offers most Chinese a way to communicate, it is regional dialects
that signify one’s origin and identity. Chinese dialects reflect local culture and history.
While most parts of China belong to the long tradition of Han Chinese culture with a
homogenous staple of folklore, mythologies, and historical identities, it is not accurate to
assume that China’s dialects do not possess unique cultural significance, as languages
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might. Notably, local culture has a strong role, which is reflected in local variations of
customs and religious practices (Feuchtwang 2003; Sutton 2007). These local traditions
saw a strong revival during the period of economic reforms, with local governments
reviving local identities in many forms to attract tourists, such as local historiography or
the reconstruction of local sites of historical and often religious significance (Goossaert
and Palmer 2011; Kang 2009; Siu 1995).

2.2 Language, locality, and a sense of belonging

The significance of local language proficiency has been verified in sociocultural
integration and, eventually, identity transformation. Sociocultural integration refers to
what level at which migrants adopt customs, social norms, social relations, and practices
of the mainstream in the host society. It results in a decline in social distance between
groups and more homogenous social values and practices in society. Studies are
predominately about cross-border migrants. For example, Remennick’s work (2004)
suggested that in Israel, as Russian migrants’ proficiency in Hebrew increased, they could
cross the social boundaries set by their natural sense of belonging to the previous Russian
community and include more local people as their friends. Their cultural and media
consumption also diverged from exclusively Russian to more Hebrew-based, suggesting
cultural integration. Another study identified English proficiency as the most important
predictor of sociocultural integration in Canada (Nakhaie 2020), which is measured by
questions such as “I am familiar with Canadian culture and customs” and “I am aware of
volunteer opportunities available in the community.” Accordingly, language training
courses have also been identified as foundations of refugee integration in Scandinavian
countries (Valenta and Bunar 2010), whose positive effect on integration again confirms
the facilitator role of language in integration proposed by Ager and Stranger (2004).
Overall, being proficient in the local language in the host society can generate a stronger
sense of belonging, making migrants more similar to locals in their cultural habits and
preferences.

We have previously discussed how some of the Chinese local dialects could be
treated as different languages. Relatedly, many dialects reflect cultural disparity as they
exhibit significant heterogeneity and correspond with local cultures. Taking Shanghai as
an example, Shanghai is unique with its modernity being acknowledged to be a mixture
of urban and Western (Lu 2002). Shanghaihua is a witness to Shanghai’s long migrant
and openness history, and the language is a combination of Chinese, English, Hindi, and
other languages (Xu 2021). Shanghaihua serves as its metropolitan culture representation
with words such as yangpan (‘foreign tray,’ meaning ‘fool’) and xianshuimen
(transliteration of ‘handsome maid’). In Shanghai, many locals still perceive their dialect
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as a marker of their identity and even cultural superiority, and the failure to speak
Shanghaihua lead to new migrants being treated as outsiders (Xu 2021).

Some may question the importance of Shanghaihua as the advancement of
Putonghua after 1949 because of the great homogenization of language and the
diminishing presence of local dialects. However, the existence of a nationwide common
language set makes the local dialect even more unique and enables the oral preservation
of local dialects (Potter and Potter 2009). Thus, Shanghaihua still enjoys its significance
in the identification of locals and nonlocals (Kang 2017; Xu 2021).

2.3 Language and migrants’ identity integration

Identity itself, as a sense of self-conception, could enter the social world through only
some kind of discourse – in other words, language (Johnstone 1996). Also, the theory of
‘doing’ identity through language is prevalent across various fields within sociocultural
linguistics, highlighting the interplay between language, social practices, and individual
agency (Aronsson 1998; Garfinkel 2023; Sidnell 2003; West and Fenstermaker 2002;
West and Zimmerman 1987). From a linguistic anthropological perspective, language is
a way to signify membership in a given speech community, where language similarities
by their nature reflect cultural similarities (Bucholtz and Hall 2005). When people try to
speak a language, as Gardner and Lambert identify in their paper (1972), they are
displaying a potential desire for integration of that community and further complete
identification with the target one.

Identity integration refers to migrants’ sense of themselves in relation to the locals.
Gordon (1964) suggests identity integration as the gradually developed perception of
peoplehood exclusively for the host society. Local identity recognition is often
considered a psychological aspect of social integration for migrants and represents a
higher stage of integration. Multiple studies have verified the significance of language in
identity building (Bucholtz and Hall 2005; Gardner and Lambert 1972) and in triggering
identity tension experienced by multilingual speakers or people learning a new language
(Block 2006; Norton 2013; Ushioda 2009, 2011; Wang, Zhou, and Wang 2021).

Migrants with higher proficiency in the language of the host society are more likely
to display identity integration as they show lower levels of connectedness with their
previous ethnic community (Kalbach and Pigott 2005) and higher intention to invest in
their cultural capital that would enable their integration into the new society (Darvin and
Norton 2015; Norton and Toohey 2011; Peirce 1995). Take Hong Kong as an example.
Hong Kong has three main language varieties: Cantonese, Putonghua, and English (Li
2017), where Cantonese is listed by about 89% of the local population as their usual
language (Census and Statistics Department 2016). Due to British colonization, before
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1997, Cantonese and English were the dominant languages, while after 1997, the end of
British governance, Putonghua was formally introduced. People who identify themselves
as Hong Kongers are significantly inclined toward Cantonese and less positive toward
Putonghua when compared to those who identify themselves as Chinese due to recent
political movements (Chan and Chan 2008; Fong et al. 2018; Gu 2011; Gu and Tong
2012; Lai 2011; Li 2017; Y.-T. Li 2024; Oktavianus 2025; Sung 2020). In short, locals
speaking in Hong Kong Cantonese reflect the prevailing localist culture, fostering
negative sentiments toward the mainland and creating a strong boundary that distances
new migrants from the local community. Migrants’ Cantonese accents and different
demeanors make them direct targets of this bias (Chan and Chan 2008).

We have identified three studies on the role of dialects in shaping migrants’
integration into their host society in China. Wang and Fan (2012)’s study finds that
understanding the Wuhan dialect doubled the possibility for a migrant to identify
themselves as locals, demonstrated by a logit regression model. However, this study
suffers from substantial omitted variable issues, as many confounders are correlated with
Wuhan dialect proficiency and identity. Lu and Chen (2019) further utilize the
instrumental variable (IV) method to study how speaking the Wuhan dialect could
influence one’s social integration; they find that the command of the local dialect
improves social integration in the aspects of intention to integrate, subjectively perceived
integration, and objective integration. Chen et al. (2014) study Shanghai and also used
the IV strategy. Their study shows that Shanghaihua proficiency significantly increases
one’s income in the service industry but did not investigate further into identity
integration. For our study, we focus on this identity integration to which language might
be more connected in the Shanghai context because Shanghaihua is not a strict
requirement in the local job market, and there is a declining usage of Shanghaihua among
younger generations due to the mandatory use of the country-uniformed Putonghua in
education (Xu 2021).

Therefore, when examining regional migration in China, dialects play a significant
role as they are similar to languages in terms of communicative efficacy and cultural
representativeness. It is reasonable to proxy the influence of language on identity
integration to the influence of dialects in the context of domestic migration in China. In
recent studies related to dialects in China, the short dialect distance (the linguistic
distance between the dialect of the home society and that of the host society) has been
argued to give rise to one’s labor migration intention in China (Liu, Fang, and Fan 2020)
and migrants’ social integration in Wuhan, a megacity in the central part of China (Lu
and Chen 2019). Accordingly, we expect that migrants who are more proficient in
Shanghaihua are more inclined to identify themselves as Shanghainese (Hypothesis 1).
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2.4 China’s internal migrant integration: Identity, rural–urban disparity, and
hukou

A distinct feature of Chinese migrants is the cultural fact that, in traditional Chinese
society, individuals typically refer to their ancestral home to denote their place of origin,
and they develop a sense of regional identity based on their ancestral home or birthplace
beyond simply language proficiency. This regional identity essentially reflects an
individual’s recognition of their primary affiliation with either a blood-based community
or a geographically defined community (Chen, Wu, and Xu 2023). China’s traditional
conception of home is deeply rooted in Confucian ethics, ancestral rites, and the
foundational principle of patrilineality (Zhu 2018). Central to the family structure in
traditional Chinese culture is the expectation that family members reside together,
collectively contributing to the family’s welfare under the authority of a patriarch and
adhering to the values of the patrilineal clan (Fei, Hamilton, and Zheng 1992).
Consequently, in contrast to the Western emphasis on familiarity, security, and individual
value, Chinese culture places greater significance on stability, harmonious relationships
among family members, and shared familial aspirations in the construction of the notion
of ‘home,’ often suggesting the birthplace for migrants or even the birthplace of the
parents of the migrants as their identity. Some migrants from Ningbo, Zhejiang, would
consider Shanghai as a second hometown for ‘Ningbo people,’ despite their easy
integration into Shanghai due to the large number of fellow townsmen and the short
cultural distance (Li 2000). Therefore, the integration of migrant workers with the host
city is not only affected by their economic gains but more often determined by whether
they can establish stable, harmonious relationships with those locals in the host city so
that they can construct the notion of home there.

Adding to the complexity of the discourse on migrant identity is the great rural–
urban development disparity and its related household registration system. Research on
the integration of migrants in China has largely focused on the household registration
system, also known as the hukou system, which has functioned as a socioeconomic
institution that stratifies the Chinese population along an urban–rural line since its
implementation in the late 1950s (Connelly, Roberts, and Zheng 2011; Solinger 1999).
Rural migrants in cities could not access social support, such as most state-provided
opportunities and state- or employer-subsidized benefits. Their access to jobs, housing,
education, and health services is severely restricted compared to those with urban
household registration. Although the Chinese government has introduced employment-
based social insurance programs to migrant workers since the late 1990s, the participation
rates have remained low due to institutional and structural constraints, particularly for
those who are not in formal employment (Zhang and Wang 2010). Consequently, the
extent to which migrants have integrated into the destination society largely depends on
their household registration status (Wang and Fan 2012; Zhang et al. 2020). Especially
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for some rural migrants compared to urban ones, working in cities is primarily a means
of earning a living, and when they reach old age, they often return to their hometowns
due to reasons such as family demands and economic returns (Connelly, Roberts, and
Zheng 2011; Wang and Fan 2012; Yuan and Wen 2017; Zhao 2002).

Relatedly, obtaining a Shanghai hukou is extremely competitive. The two main
pathways are through talent programs (such as for special talents working in large
international or state companies and international top university graduates) or the points-
based system, which requires living in Shanghai for at least seven years with stable
employment and consistent payment of urban social insurance, along with restrictions on
education, job type, and housing. As a result, individuals who have migrated to Shanghai
and worked there for decades may have acquired proficient Shanghaihua, though they do
not have a Shanghai hukou. On the other hand, some talented individuals could have
received their Shanghai hukou upon arrival. Considering the strong connection that many
Chinese people feel to their ancestral homes and the competitive nature of obtaining a
local hukou in Shanghai, the relationship between Shanghaihua and the establishment of
a Shanghainese identity may not be straightforward as in many other cross-border
migration cases.

In our study, we further investigated how the significance of Shanghaihua in shaping
identity integration depends on whether the migrants have acquired Shanghai hukou. It
is possible that for individuals without a Shanghai hukou, their proficiency in
Shanghaihua is essential for establishing their sense of belonging and validity in staying
in Shanghai. In contrast, those who have obtained a Shanghai hukou do not require
additional validation to justify their identity in Shanghai.  In short, migrants who have
already acquired the local Shanghai hukou, and thus can enjoy the same political or
economic rights as locals, would experience an easier time in identity integration
compared to their counterparts without local hukou. Accordingly, we expect that the link
between Shanghaihua proficiency and identity integration is stronger for migrants
without a local hukou (Hypothesis 2).

2.5 The diminishing role of Shanghaihua in identity integration

Most literature on language proficiency and its influences on migrants’ social integration
has hardly addressed one question: Could the role of language proficiency in shaping
social integration change? In the context of most societies, it may be challenging to test
this hypothesis because of the small proportion of migrants and because of the great
stability of local languages in education, employment, and written forms. However, in
Shanghai, the proportion of migrants accounts for 40% of the city’s population, among
whom approximately 77% are from non-Wuyu areas, and this number is growing
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(Shanghai Statistical Bureau 2025). Moreover, the use of Putonghua in education was
made mandatory before the mid-1990s in big and coastal cities and before 2000
nationwide (Wang 2016). The large influx of migrants and the improved proficiency in
Putonghua among Shanghai residents have made it less common to use Shanghaihua in
everyday life with Putonghua being increasingly used.

Putonghua has increasingly substituted Shanghaihua as the medium for
communication and has become more popular among younger generations. In fact, 100%
of people aged 13 to 20 self-reported being able to speak Mandarin, while only 78.8%
reported similar abilities regarding Shanghaihua (Shanghai Bureau of Statistics 2014).
This decline in the importance of local dialects may lead more people, especially younger
generations – whether they are migrants or local residents – to view Shanghaihua as less
significant for shaping local culture and identity. It could also be that younger migrants
do not consider Shanghaihua to be important for their establishment of local identity
because they are more isolated from Shanghai locals than their more experienced, older
migrants, as integration takes time. Younger Shanghainese could also hold less
discriminatory views toward those who do not speak Shanghaihua since they grow up in
a society with more migrants with fewer possible prejudices and misconceptions due to
more interactions (Allport, Clark, and Pettigrew 1954; Pettigrew and Tropp 2006) so that
these two groups get along well. Accordingly, we expect that the impact of Shanghaihua
proficiency on one’s report of being Shanghainese is weaker for the younger generations
(Hypothesis 3).

3. Data and methods

This study uses the 2017 wave of data from the Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey
(SUNS). SUNS covers all districts in Shanghai and constructed a citywide representative
sample of the population in Shanghai by asking respondents who have or will stay in
Shanghai for more than six months. It employed multistage probability proportional to
size sampling. All the subsamples were obtained through three stages: the primary
sampling unit was a subdistrict or a town, the second-stage sampling unit was an urban
neighborhood community or a village, and the third-stage sampling unit was the
household. The sampling units were selected using a systematic sampling method. The
SUNS selected 5 to 13 subdistricts/towns from each district, from which two
neighborhoods were selected. Then 30 households were selected from each
neighborhood, and all eligible members who were aged 15 and above and were Chinese
interviewed through face-to-face household visits. The first wave of the survey was
completed in 2017 and included 5,102 households and 8,631 adults aged 15 or above.
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In our analysis, we select people who were not born with the hukou in Shanghai,
have lived in Shanghai or intended to live in Shanghai for more than six months, and
define them as ‘migrants.’ We use a broad definition of migrants due to the long-term
process of language acquisition, cultural adaption, and identity formation. Given the
significant challenges in obtaining a Shanghai hukou, we are also interested in whether
proficiency in Shanghaihua remains important once an individual has acquired local
hukou. In our sample, among those who have obtained a local hukou, 38% of respondents
reported their proficiency in Shanghaihua as not proficient, 33% rated it as fair, and only
30% considered it to be proficient. Among the whole sample of the survey, there are
3,820 migrants. After dropping 485 samples with missing values in the variables of use,
we get the final sample of 3,335 observations.

3.1 Variables

3.1.1 Dependent variables

Shanghainese identity. To capture migrants’ integration in the aspect of identity
recognition, we choose a question designed specifically for such evaluation. The question
is “Do you agree or disagree that you are a Shanghainese?” The answer is measured by a
seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 “Strongly disagree” to 7 refers to “Strongly
agree,” indicating a higher level of identity integration with higher scores.

3.1.2 Key independent variables

Shanghaihua proficiency. This linguistic capability is measured through a self-reported
question in SUNS, asking, “Your Shanghai dialect proficiency is?” The answer is a five-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 “Not proficient at all,” 2 “Not proficient,” 3 “Fair,” 4
“Proficient,” and 5 “Very proficient.”

Local hukou status. For interaction analysis, we included whether the respondent is
currently holding a local hukou and interact it with Shanghaihua proficiency. We do not
include the local hukou status in our main model, which aims to establish the relationship
between Shanghaihua proficiency and Shanghai identity, for two reasons. First, local
hukou status could be influenced by both proficiency in Shanghaihua and local identity,
making it a collider. Second, even if one’s sense of being Shanghainese would be only
enhanced after acquiring local hukou, including this variable would mediate the
relationship between Shanghaihua proficiency and self-identity as a Shanghainese.
Therefore, we include local hukou status in only the interaction models to examine
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whether the effects of Shanghaihua differ for individuals with and without a Shanghai
hukou.

Age. The age variable is an automatically generated value based on respondents’
answers of their birth year and month. Age will additionally be used for interaction
analysis.

3.1.3 Control variables

We also control some individual characters that are correlated with both their
Shanghaihua proficiency and integration. We adopted the birth hukou type as a control.
It has two types (0 = nonagricultural (reference group, including the residential hukou
that is partially launched in several cities for removing the previous differentiating
categories), 1 = agricultural).  Other variables include basic demographic factors: gender
(0 = female, 1 = male), educational level (below high school (reference group), high
school, associate degree, bachelor’s degree and above), and marital status (whether
married with 1 indicating currently married). We also control for migrants’ living
experience with Shanghai, using whether one came to Shanghai for more than half a year
before the age of 14 as a proxy. Besides, we include personal income and one’s
occupational type. The total income is calculated as the sum of one’s wage income,
economic income, and other sources of income. The occupation type refers to the current
occupation type if the individual was employed when surveyed and the type of the last
job if one was not.

3.2 Analytical strategy

Aside from the simple OLS regression predicting the identity recognition variable, we
employ instrumental variables to further explore the causal relationship between
Shanghaihua proficiency and the interested outcome.

Establishing the link between language proficiency and integration may suffer from
serious confounding issues. For example, while language skills might imply
characteristics associated with productivity, such as quality of education, both are
correlated with their integration (Christofides and Swidinsky 2010; Dustmann and Soest
2001; Pendakur and Pendakur 2002). To address the endogeneity problems referring to
the unobserved variables associated with language skills and the dependent variables,
such as personalities or lifestyle preferences, this research relies on the interaction term
(COMP_Diadis) of the respondent’s comprehension ability (COMP), a score given by
the interviewer based on their interviewing experiences with the respondent and the
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dialect distance between one’s original province and Shanghai as the instrumental
variable (IV). To better capture the relationship between IV and Shanghaihua
proficiency, we reverse the original score of comprehension ability so that a lower value
of IV would suggest a higher possibility of mastering Shanghaihua. An effective IV needs
to satisfy two requirements – the instrument relevance and exclusion restriction.

The relevance condition is met by the intuitively close linkage among
comprehension ability, the language environment that the migrant used to live in, and
language acquisition. Comprehension, as a vital procedure in learning a language and
also a part of cognitive abilities, has proved its significance in language acquisition with
multiple related studies (Clark 2011; Clark and Hecht 1983; Ellis 2004; Goldman‐Eisler
1951; Krashen 1985; Segalowitz 2010). To specify the importance of one’s
comprehension abilities, comprehension is often considered to be “at the heart of the
language acquisition process” (Ellis 2004: 103) and the process that precedes production
(Clark 2011; Ellis 2004). Despite the relatively recent discussion on the asymmetries
between comprehension and production, where production might take the lead, the
problem is mostly limited to children acquiring a new language instead of teenagers or
adults (Hendriks and Koster 2010; Ünal and Papafragou 2016). Thus, the direct
relationship between one’s comprehension ability and one’s Shanghaihua proficiency is
intuitive to validate.

The other part of the IV, the dialect distance between the sending province and
Shanghai, is applied as an indicator of the language barrier that captures the heterogeneity
of migrants’ Shanghaihua acquisition ability. Studies have proved that linguistic distance
is among the most important determinants of one’s acquisition of a new language (Cenoz
2001; Isphording and Otten 2014; Lindgren and Muñoz 2013). In this study, we adopted
the formula proposed by Liu et al. (2020) to calculate this dialect distance between one’s
sending province and Shanghai, which was also used by Wu and Yu (2023) to account
for dialect distance. (For detailed calculations of each province, please see Appendix A.)

The exclusion restriction is met if the effect of our IVs on identity integration work
only through Shanghaihua proficiency. Comprehension ability, as a part of cognitive
abilities, might contribute to one’s educational or occupational achievement, enabling the
migrants to socialize more with the local Shanghainese people at work and thus gain a
higher level of identity integration. In this case, to avoid possible channels that our IV is
related to our interested outcome, we control the individual’s total income and occupation
in addition to the educational level to deal with this possible connection between
comprehension abilities and one’s socioeconomic integration and consequently identity
integration.

The following equations demonstrate the identification using the IV–2SLS (two-
stage least squares) model:
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SHNESE𝑖 = α0 +  θ1COMP_Diadis𝑖 + θ2C𝑖 + ε𝑖 (1)

SHID𝑖 = α1 +  β1SHNESE𝑖 +   β2C𝑖 + ε𝑖 , (2)

where Equation 1 denotes the first stage of the IV–2SLS model, estimating the coefficient
of Shanghaihua proficiency (SHNESEi) is exogenously explained using the interaction
result (COMP_Diadisi) of one’s rated comprehension ability (COMPi) and the dialect
distance between the sending province and Shanghai. Equation 2 signifies the second-
stage regression, where Shanghainese identity recognition (SHIDi) is explained by
estimated values of the Shanghaihua proficiency (SHNESEi) in the first stage. C denotes
a vector of control variables. COMP_Diadisi is excluded from Equation 2, alternatively
denoted as the excluded instrument. Variables 𝛼0, 𝛼1, 𝛽1, and 𝛽𝑘 are the unknown
parameters to be estimated, and 𝜀𝑖 is the error term.

4. Results

4.1 Descriptive results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of our selected sample. The mean value of
Shanghainese identity reported by the migrants is about 3, suggesting mild disagreement
with the statement “I identify myself as Shanghainese.” The average score of
Shanghaihua proficiency is around 1.94, which indicates that most migrants identify
themselves as poor at Shanghaihua and corresponds with the fact that dialects construct
communication barriers. The average age of our sample is around 40, and 49% of the
sample are males. Most of them are married, taking up 81% of the whole sample. Within
this migrant group, 24.4% were with nonagricultural hukou when they were born, while
most of them (75.6%) possessed an agricultural hukou, and mostly had never been to
Shanghai for more than half a year before the age of 14. Regarding the education level,
53.8% obtained an educational degree below high school and about 31% have an
associate degree or higher.
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics (N = 3,335)
 Variable Mean (SD)
Shanghainese identity 3.027 (1.943)
Shanghaihua proficiency 1.942 (1.037)
  Comprehension ability 5.59 (1.393)
  Dialect distance 2.614 (0.671)
Age 39.963 (14.781)
Hukou status at birth
  Nonagricultural 24.4%
  Agricultural 75.6%
Local hukou
   Yes 19.6%
   No 80.4%
Been to Shanghai before 14
   Yes 10.6%
   No 89.4%
Male 48.9%
Marital status
  Single 18.9%
  Married 81.1%
Educational level
  Below high school 53.8%
  High school 15.1%
  Associate degree 10.6%
  Bachelor’s degree and above 20.4%
Occupation type
  Managers of national organizations 3.9%
  Professionals 21%
  Administrative, security, and emergency personnels 5.8%
  Business and service 31.4%
  Agriculture, forestry, husbandry, fishery, and water-related industry 3.3%
  Production, transportation, equipment operators, and related personnel 20.9%
  Military officers 0.2%
  Others 13.5%
Numbers of observations 3,335

4.2 Regression results

We proceed to the influence of Shanghaihua proficiency on migrants’ Shanghainese
identity recognition with estimates drawn from OLS and IV–2SLS regressions. The OLS
model in Table 2, Panel A, confirms the positive relationship between Shanghaihua
proficiency and migrants’ identity. The following 2SLS model has shown consistent
results, with the estimated coefficient of Shanghaihua proficiency changed from 0.530
(p < 0.001) to 1.165 (p < 0.001). The increase in this coefficient could be partly because
IV methods produce estimations based on the local average treatment effect. The OLS
estimates measure the average treatment effect of the whole population while IV
estimates the effect of better Shanghaihua proficiency only for the population whose
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choice of Shanghainese identity was affected by the instrument. The larger IV estimate
could be due to the heterogeneity in the studied population. Also, the inclusion of an IV
inevitably adds noise to a model, which is reflected by the increased standard deviation
and results in a larger confidence interval. The Cragg-Donald Wald F statistic of 106.38
indicates a strong selected IV and valid IV estimation results, as it exceeds the thumb rule
of 10. Panel B in Table 2 shows the detailed results of the first stage estimates.

From the results, Hypothesis 1 is supported. These findings suggest that higher
Shanghaihua proficiency will lead to a higher level of Shanghainese identity recognition.

Considering the other variables, possessing an agricultural hukou at birth does not
show signs of strong correlation with recognizing oneself as Shanghainese compared to
those with a nonagricultural hukou at birth. We will continue to examine the role of local
hukou acquisition in the following heterogeneous analysis. Moreover, achieving the
educational level of a bachelor’s degree and above is associated with a higher score of
one’s Shanghainese identity when compared to those who haven’t been to high school,
suggesting a coherence with Shanghai’s elite image.

Table 2: Shanghaihua proficiency and Shanghainese identity recognition
(OLS and IV–2SLS)

Panel A
(1) (2)

VARIABLES Shanghainese identity-OLS Shanghainese ID-IV-2SLS
Shanghaihua proficiency 0.530 1.165

(0.032) (0.190)
0.000 0.000

Age 0.030 0.018
(0.002) (0.004)
0.000 0.000

Hukou status at birth (Reference: Nonagricultural)
Agricultural hukou –0.093 0.002

(0.079) (0.087)
0.238 0.985

Been to SH before 14 (Reference: Yes)

No –0.815 –0.188
(0.104) (0.215)
0.000 0.381

Male –0.130 –0.059
(0.062) (0.069)
0.037 0.394

Married –0.057 –0.113
(0.080) (0.086)
0.477 0.189

Total income (logged) 0.019 –0.006
(0.014) (0.017)
0.186 0.738



Zhang & Zhou: Local dialect proficiency and migrants’ identity integration: A case of Shanghai

104 https://www.demographic-research.org

Table 2: (Continued)
Panel A

(1) (2)
VARIABLES Shanghainese identity-OLS Shanghainese ID-IV-2SLS
Occupation type (Reference: Managers of national organizations)
Professionals –0.104 –0.034

(0.165) (0.175)
0.528 0.848

Administrative, security, and emergency personnels –0.233 –0.182
(0.195) (0.207)
0.233 0.379

Business and service –0.283 –0.250
(0.166) (0.175)
0.088 0.154

Agriculture, forestry, husbandry, fishery, and water-
related industry

–0.485 –0.188
(0.229) (0.257)
0.034 0.466

Production, transportation, equipment operators, and
related personnel

–0.077 0.041
(0.174) (0.186)
0.658 0.824

Military officers –0.398 –0.400
(0.663) (0.700)
0.548 0.568

Others –0.078 –0.012
(0.177) (0.188)
0.661 0.951

Educational level (Reference: Below high school)
High school 0.155 0.053

(0.088) (0.098)
0.080 0.590

Associate degree 0.529 0.324
(0.107) (0.128)
0.000 0.011

Bachelor’s degree and above 0.640 0.595
(0.096) (0.103)
0.000 0.000

Constant 1.517 0.300
(0.256) (0.449)
0.000 0.504

Instrumental variable COMP_Diadis

Cragg-Donald Wald F statistic 106.38
R2 0.236
Adjusted R2 0.232
Observations       3,335    3,335

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017).
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row.
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Table 2: (Continued)
Panel B first stage
VARIABLES
COMP_Diadis –0.044

(0.004)
0.000

Age 0.020
(0.001)
0.000

Hukou status at birth (Reference: Nonagricultural)
Agricultural hukou –0.128

(0.042)
0.002

Been to SH before 14 (Reference: Yes)
No –0.943

(0.054)
0.000

Male –0.127
(0.034)
0.000

Married 0.093
(0.043)
0.031

Total income (logged) 0.034
(0.008)
0.000

Occupation type (Reference: Managers of national organizations)
Professionals –0.086

(0.089)
0.331

Administrative, security, and emergency personnels –0.068
(0.105)
0.518

Business and service –0.008
(0.089)
0.930

Agriculture, forestry, husbandry, fishery, and water-related industry –0.335
(0.124)
0.007

Production, transportation, equipment operators, and related personnel –0.127
(0.094)
0.173

Military officers 0.074
(0.357)
0.836

Others –0.045
(0.096)
0.635

Educational level (Reference: Below high school)
High school 0.094

(0.048)
0.050
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Table 2: (Continued)
Panel B first stage
VARIABLES
Associate degree 0.220

(0.058)
0.000

Bachelor’s degree and above –0.041
(0.053)
0.438

Constant 2.143
(0.136)
0.000

R2 0.221
Adjusted R2 0.217
Observations       3,335

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017).
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row.

4.3 The moderating roles of Shanghai hukou and age

We then examine the moderating role of acquiring a local hukou and age in shaping the
relationship between Shanghaihua proficiency and integration, applying the coherent
OLS method. We did not conduct 2SLS because the constructed instrument for the
interaction term with the previous IV did not pass the test for a strong instrument variable,
falling short on its relevance. Thus, we cannot justify its good use. Also, the results from
the 2SLS in Table 2 are larger than those of the OLS. We therefore prefer a more general
coefficient estimation, which may also be a more conservative one. Column 1 in Table 3
presents the baseline model, which includes the estimates from the previous table.
Column 2 represents the results of this interaction model.

After introducing the interaction of Shanghaihua proficiency and local hukou status,
the results show that compared to those without a local hukou, speaking Shanghaihua
might not improve one’s identity integration as much if the migrant has a local hukou,
although this statement falls short on its statistical significance. There is no evidence
supporting that the link between Shanghaihua proficiency and migrants’ integration differ
depending on one’s local hukou status. Hypothesis 2 is not supported.
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Table 3: The interactions with hukou and age and Shanghainese identity
recognition (OLS regressions)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES Hukou

baseline
Hukou

interaction
Age

baseline
Age

interaction
Shanghaihua proficiency 0.383 0.407 0.530 0.213

(0.031) (0.038) (0.032) (0.084)
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.011

  Local hukou status (Reference: Non-Shanghai)
Shanghai hukou 1.670 1.854

(0.0926) (0.181)
0.000 0.000

Shanghaihua proficiency *
Local hukou

-0.077
(0.066)
0.238

Age 0.012 0.012 0.030 0.014
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.005)
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.003

Shanghaihua proficiency *Age 0.007
(0.002)
0.000

R2 0.304 0.304 0.236 0.240
Adjusted R2 0.300 0.300 0.232 0.235
Observations 3,335 3,335 3,335 3,335

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017).
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row. Control variables are the same as in Table 2.

The moderating role of age in shaping the relationship between Shanghaihua
proficiency and integration is presented in Column 3 of Table 3, with the expectation that
Shanghaihua proficiency is more important for older people. The results have supported
our Hypothesis 3. However, this situation might change in the future since both the people
and the local government have come to realize the importance of dialect preservation:
83.99% of respondents believe that it is “very necessary” to protect local Wu dialects,
and 14.8% of respondents choose “to a certain level of necessity” (Zhang and Fan 2017).
From the policy perspective, the Chinese government has launched the China Language
Resources Protection Project since 2015 to record and preserve local dialects.
Meanwhile, the Shanghai government has encouraged Shanghaihua courses, which led
to more than 200 preschools having pilot programs about Shanghaihua teaching by 2016
(Xia and Shen 2019). With a future young generation having better Shanghaihua
proficiency, the importance of learning Shanghaihua for migrants’ integration into the
host society might be more significant.
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4.4 Robustness checks

Considering that lack of details by using whether one has been to Shanghai for more than
half a year as a proxy for one’s previous encounter with the Shanghaihua environment,
we substitute it with the variable of whether one has any educational experience in
Shanghai to show his or her previous living experience in Shanghai. The results stay
robust (see Table B-1, Appendix B), with the affirmation of Shanghaihua proficiency’s
facilitation effect on one’s identity integration and the consistent confirmation that
previous experience with Shanghai could be correlated with both a higher possibility of
deeper identity integration and better command of Shanghaihua.

Regarding the limitation of self-reported Shanghaihua proficiency and the
availability of the data, we substitute whether using Shanghaihua at work or for social
purposes as an indicator of one’s Shanghaihua proficiency. The results show consistent
proof of how Shanghaihua proficiency could lead to a higher level of identity integration
(see Table B-2, Appendix B).

Some may consider migrants from Zhejiang and Jiangsu provinces as different from
those of other origins since these two areas have witnessed prevailing neighboring
influence from Shanghai. Some might argue that those people feel more toward their
hometown even though they can speak perfect Shanghaihua. Others might think that these
people would experience easier identity integration into Shanghai, considering their
similar cultural and dialectal backgrounds. We apply the OLS interaction of Shanghaihua
proficiency with whether they come from these two provinces and find that the difference
is not significant given the current dataset (see Table B-3, Appendix B).

Besides, local hukou acquisition and homeownership in Shanghai have long been
considered important events during one’s integration. Although these two events are
supposed to occur during the process of one’s identity integration, we still add them into
the model to see if it would alter the results (see Table B-4, Appendix B). We could see
that the relationship between Shanghaihua proficiency and migrant identity integration
remains.

5. Discussion and conclusion

Internal migration in China has undergone significant changes due to the reform of the
hukou system, the influx of skilled migrant workers into large cities, and the country’s
unique dual-language system. In this system, Putonghua serves as the unified language
across China, while local dialects reflect individuals’ sense of belonging and identity.
The role of these dialects in migrant integration and identity recognition within the
context of China’s domestic migration remains underexplored. This study examines how
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the host society’s language influences the identity of migrants in Shanghai, a megacity
with a rich dialectal history. Utilizing data from the Shanghai Urban Neighborhood
Survey 2017, we employ an instrumental variable approach to assess the relationship
between proficiency in Shanghaihua and migrant assimilation regarding identity
recognition.

Our findings indicate that higher proficiency in Shanghaihua positively correlates
with self-identification as Shanghainese, a result that is robust across various indicators.
However, when considering interaction effects with age, we observe that the impact of
Shanghaihua proficiency on identity integration diminishes among younger respondents.
This finding suggests that the significance of the local dialect in shaping the sense of
Shanghainese has weakened over time. Interestingly, we find no strong evidence that the
effect of Shanghaihua on self-identification as Shanghainese differs between those who
have acquired a local hukou and those who have not. The sign of the estimated coefficient
is negative, indicating a weakened importance of local dialect for those who have
Shanghai hukou. However, this estimation is not statistically proven. This finding
suggests that proficiency in Shanghaihua may still serve as a significant barrier for
migrants seeking to truly feel like a Shanghainese, regardless of their administrative
recognition as local residents. A similar finding is noted in Xu’s interviews with Shanghai
migrants (2021), where the connection between the local identity and the vernacular is so
entrenched that nonspeakers will always be considered Waidiren (outlanders), making
the administrative designation of local hukou irrelevant. The term ‘New Shanghairen’ is
even coined by the mainstream media to refer to migrants with Shanghai hukou, signaling
a subtle but existing distinction between them and natives. For most migrants, they
acquire the local hukou mainly for the social support and living environment, just as
widely researched by the migration intention studies (e.g., Zhou et al. 2023). Therefore,
the self-identification as Shanghainese reflects more of a sense of cultural adaptation and
local belonging, which differs from the widely studied concept of economic integration.

Our work has some limitations. First, our paper focuses exclusively on the city of
Shanghai. Shanghai is unique in China, being one of the four tier-1 cities with a long
history of migration driven by trade and import-export activities. The identity of Shanghai
has evolved over time, along with its local dialect. Findings from other major cities in
China may differ. For instance, in Beijing, the local dialect is Putonghua, though it is
spoken with a distinct Beijing accent. Self-identification as a Beijinger may rely more on
administrative recognition than on language factors since people could not directly tell
one’s locality via the language. Hong Kong could be another illustration of dialect
dominance, with even speaking Guangdong-accented Cantonese could be discriminated
against by locals, hindering the identity integration of all migrants, regardless of their
acquisition of a Hong Kong passport. More studies about different locations in China and
around the world should be introduced to the discussion on this topic, and the situation
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could differ based on the original unintelligibility and current popularity of local dialects.
Second, although the use of the instrumental variable enhanced our confidence about the
causal relationship between Shanghaihua proficiency and identity integration, there are
still some critiques of using this method. Among these, the most important one,
considering the generalizability of the results, should be that IV looks at a specific
subpopulation. In our study, this subpopulation consists of those whose Shanghaihua
proficiency is altered by the interaction between one’s comprehension ability and the
dialect distance between their original province and Shanghai. In response, we have
consulted the previous literature in linguistics and have found that multiple studies have
stressed the relationship between one’s comprehension ability (Hendriks and Koster
2010; Ünal and Papafragou 2016), linguistic distance (Cenoz 2001; Isphording and Otten
2014; Lindgren and Muñoz 2013), and one’s language acquisition. Besides, the
evaluation of Shanghaihua proficiency is comparatively subjective, which can be refined
in future research as researchers could adopt more professional linguistic measurements.
Moreover, due to the limitation of the dataset, we could construct IV as the interaction
between only a province-level dialect distance and the individual level, which could be
improved if we could acquire county-level information of respondents since the original
division of dialect regions is based on county. Also, despite our best efforts to meet the
exclusion restriction by controlling possible channels through which IV could directly
influence one’s identity integration, there could still be possibilities that they are
connected through unobserved ways. Finally, we would also like to note that integration
is dynamic. It is important to highlight the cultural diversity brought by migrants into the
host societies as well as the great benefits that the destination societies could gain from a
younger population and expanded labor force market. Our analysis is limited by the cross-
sectional nature of the data, which prevents us from distinguishing whether the declining
significance of Shanghaihua proficiency in shaping migrants’ identity is due to birth
cohorts, age, or period effects. In an increasingly open and diverse society, both migrants
and local Shanghainese may view Shanghaihua as less important in defining one’s
identity. Future studies could further investigate whether this decline is also influenced
by age effects, as older individuals may become more conservative due to increased
socialization across different groups.

Our finding regarding the significance of Shanghaihua in shaping migrants’ self-
identification as Shanghainese has important policy implications. As the government
actively promotes the ‘citizenization’ of migrants in their host society, the substantial
challenges of learning Shanghaihua pose particular difficulties for a city like Shanghai.
Most migrants come from non-Wu regions, where their mother tongues differ
significantly from Shanghaihua. In addition, the strong attachment to their original
hometown or roots further complicates migrants’ sense of belonging. Previous studies
have shown that even children of nonskilled migrant workers, who were born and raised
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in Shanghai, often do not feel they are Shanghainese. A poignant expression of this
sentiment is reflected in one statement of a migrant’s child: “I am not a rural child; I am
a child of the city, but I am not a child of Shanghai” (Xiong 2009). This statement clearly
highlights Shanghai’s unique status in contemporary urban China. On the other hand, it
is interesting to note that as more migrants who do not speak Shanghaihua or any Wu
dialect come to Shanghai, and as younger generations of Shanghainese struggle with their
proficiency in Shanghaihua, the significance of Shanghaihua in shaping one’s sense of
locality appears to be declining over time.

Considering the China Language Resources Protection Project since 2015 and local
preservation programs, we might witness some by-products as they may create a language
environment in which migrants experience more direct exclusiveness and a harder
integration process. Meanwhile, the study reaffirms that migrants take dialect distances
and the popularity of the local dialects into consideration while they choose their
destinations, as this could indicate the cultural distances as well as one’s experience of
hardship when integrating. Consider Shenzhen as an example (Wang et al. 2011), where
the migrant population takes up more than 90%. Due to the lack of strong local dialects
and exclusive local communities, migrants have formed a city where Shenzhen identity
is easy for every migrant to identify with, illustrated by the quote that could be seen both
on the street and also in official government reports: ‘As long as you are here, you are
Shenzhenese’ (Qin 2025). Contributing to the research on international migrant
integration, this study suggests taking language prevalence into consideration since, as
migrants increase, the dominant role of the original local language might subside, such
as the growing Spanish-speaking community in the United States, Quebec in Canada, and
Grisons in Switzerland. Future work can take advantage of these changing language
dynamics to understand the evolving meaning of locality.

Drawing inspiration from new migration patterns and the national policy promoting
the ‘citizenization’ of migrants in major cities, we anticipate that the integration of
migrants – particularly regarding their identity and cultural adaptation – will become
increasingly important. Using Shanghai as a case study, we examine the role of local
dialects in shaping migrants’ sense of identity. This study is one of the few that focuses
on identity integration from a cultural and linguistic perspective to understand the
potential and process of identity integration of domestic migration in China.
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Appendix A: Provincial dialect distance

In this study, we adopted the formula proposed by Liu et al. (2020), which was also used
by Wu and Yu (2023) to account of dialect distance:

𝐷𝑖𝑎𝑑𝑖𝑠𝑖,𝑆𝐻 = ∑ 𝑠𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑖𝑚 ∙ 𝑑𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑚,𝑆𝐻
𝑀
𝑚=1 ,

where 𝑑𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑚,𝑆𝐻 is the dialect distance between county m in province i to Shanghai.
𝑠𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑖𝑚 represents the population share of county m in province i. According to Wurm et
al. (1987), the whole area of Shanghai belongs to the subgroup of Taihupian (太湖片)
under the group Wuyu (吴语), which belongs to the supergroup of Wuyu (吴语). If the
county belongs to the same subgroup, 𝑑𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑚,𝑆𝐻=0. If it is from a different subgroup
but the same group, 𝑑𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑚,𝑆𝐻=1. If from a different group but the same supergroup,
then 𝑑𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑚,𝑆𝐻 =2. If it is from another supergroup, then 𝑑𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑚,𝑆𝐻 =3. The
administrative division has been adjusted to today’s version, and the population share is
calculated using China’s 2010 census.

The provincial dialect distance has a mean of 2.614373 and a standard deviation of
0.6711531. The comprehension ability has a mean of 2.409595 and standard deviation of
1.393112. The current IV has a mean of 6.299788 and a standard deviation of 4.075342.
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PROVINCE DIALECT DISTANCE
BEIJING 3
TIANJIN 3
HEBEI 3
SHANXI 3
INNER MONGOLIA 3
LIAONING 3
JILIN 3
HEILONGJIANG 3
JIANGSU 1.994
ZHEJIANG 0.543
ANHUI 2.914
FUJIAN 2.983
JIANGXI 2.890
SHANDONG 3
HENAN 3
HUBEI 3
HUNAN 3
GUANGDONG 3
GUANGXI 3
HAINAN 3
CHONGQING 3
SICHUAN 3
GUIZHOU 3
YUNNAN 3
TIBET 3
SHAANXI 3
GANSU 3
QINGHAI 3
NINGXIA 3
XINJIANG 3



Demographic Research: Volume 54, Article 4

https://www.demographic-research.org 125

Appendix B. Robustness check

Table B-1: Shanghaihua proficiency and Shanghainese identity recognition
(OLS and IV–2SLS with previous Shanghai education experience as
control)

Panel A
(1) (2)

VARIABLES Shanghainese Identity-OLS Shanghainese ID-IV-
2SLS

Shanghaihua proficiency 0.540 1.154
(0.032) (0.190)
0.000 0.000

Age 0.029 0.018
(0.002) (0.004)
0.000 0.000

Hukou status at birth (Reference: Nonagricultural)
Agricultural hukou –0.121 –0.005

(0.078) (0.090)
0.121 0.960

Education in Shanghai (Reference: Yes)
No –0.668 –0.205

(0.087) (0.168)
0.000 0.223

Male –0.125 –0.060
(0.062) (0.069)
0.045 0.379

Married –0.087 –0.115
(0.080) (0.084)
0.274 0.170

Total income (logged) 0.015 –0.006
(0.014) (0.016)
0.282 0.731

Occupation type (Reference: Managers of national organizations)
Professionals –0.136 –0.041

(0.165) (0.176)
0.408 0.814

Administrative, security, and emergency personnels –0.256 –0.188
(0.195) (0.207)
0.191 0.364

Business and service –0.321 –0.257
(0.166) (0.175)
0.053 0.143

Agriculture, forestry, husbandry, fishery, and water-related industry –0.474 –0.187
(0.229) (0.257)
0.038 0.467

Production, transportation, equipment operators, and related
personnel

–0.106 0.035
(0.173) (0.188)
0.542 0.853

Military officers –0.468 –0.414
(0.664) (0.699)
0.481 0.553
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Table B-1: (Continued)
Panel A

(1) (2)
VARIABLES Shanghainese Identity-OLS Shanghainese ID-IV-

2SLS
Others –0.094 –0.017

(0.177) (0.188)
0.597 0.930

Educational level (Reference: Below high school) 0.0504
High school 0.142 0.050

(0.089) (0.097)
0.108 0.604

Associate degree 0.416 0.292
(0.108) (0.120)
0.000 0.015

Bachelor’s degree and above 0.455 0.542
(0.098) (0.106)
0.000 0.000

Constant 1.510 0.353
(0.256) (0.444)
0.000 0.426

Instrumental variable COMP_Diadis

Cragg-Donald Wald F statistic 104.24
R2 0.235
Adjusted R2 0.231
Observations          3,335        3,335

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017)
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row.

Panel B first stage
VARIABLES
COMP_Diadis –0.044

(0.004)
0.000

Age 0.019
(0.001)
0.000

Hukou status at birth (Reference: Nonagricultural)
Agricultural hukou –0.169

(0.043)
0.000

Education in Shanghai (Reference: Yes)
No –0.711

(0.046)
0.000

Male –0.120
(0.034)
0.000

Married 0.052
(0.043)
0.229

Total income (logged) 0.029
(0.008)
0.000
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Table B-1: (Continued)
Panel B first stage

VARIABLES
Occupation type (Reference: Managers of national organizations)
Professionals –0.128

(0.090)
0.152

Administrative, security, and emergency personnels –0.097
(0.106)
0.363

Business and service –0.057
(0.090)
0.526

Agriculture, forestry, husbandry, fishery, and water-related industry –0.335
(0.125)
0.007

Production, transportation, equipment operators, and related personnel –0.169
(0.094)
0.073

Military officers –0.012
(0.361)
0.973

Others –0.066
(0.097)
0.492

Educational level (Reference: Below high school)
High school 0.083

(0.049)
0.086

Associate degree 0.106
(0.060)
0.074

Bachelor’s degree and above –0.243
(0.054)
0.000

Constant 2.106
(0.137)
0.000

R2 0.206
Adjusted R2 0.202
Observations 3,335

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017)
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row.
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Table B-2: Shanghaihua proficiency and Shanghainese identity recognition
(OLS and IV–2SLS with whether using Shanghaihua at work or for
social purposes as proxy for Shanghaihua proficiency)

Panel A
(1) (2)

VARIABLES Shanghainese identity–OLS Shanghainese ID–IV-2SLS
Shanghaihua proficiency 1.377 5.803

(0.107) (1.121)
0.000 0.000

Age 0.029 –0.007
(0.002) (0.010)
0.000 0.439

Hukou status at birth (Reference: Non–Agricultural)
Agricultural hukou –0.136 –0.020

(0.080) (0.102)
0.089 0.842

Been to SH before 14 (Reference: Yes)
No –0.957 0.272

(0.105) (0.335)
0.000 0.417

Male –0.110 0.149
(0.064) (0.102)
0.084 0.143

Married 0.030 0.160
(0.081) (0.105)
0.711 0.127

Total income (logged) 0.028 –0.009
(0.014) (0.020)
0.054 0.659

Occupation type (Reference: Managers of national organizations)
Professionals –0.144 –0.082

(0.168) (0.206)
0.391 0.692

Administrative, security, and emergency personnels –0.262 –0.214
(0.199) (0.244)
0.188 0.380

Business and service –0.289 –0.221
(0.168) (0.208)
0.086 0.286

Agriculture, forestry, husbandry, fishery, and water-
related industry

–0.663 –0.436
(0.232) (0.291)
0.004 0.134

Production, transportation, equipment operators, and
related personnel

–0.132 0.012
(0.176) (0.220)
0.452 0.955

Military officers –0.231 0.300
(0.674) (0.839)
0.732 0.720

Others –0.079 0.095
(0.180) (0.226)
0.661 0.673
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Table B-2: (Continued)
Panel A

(1) (2)
VARIABLES Shanghainese identity–OLS Shanghainese ID–IV-2SLS
Educational level (Reference: Below high school)
High school 0.203 0.091

(0.090) (0.114)
0.024 0.425

Associate degree 0.631 0.412
(0.109) (0.144)
0.000 0.004

Bachelor’s degree and above 0.708 0.811
(0.098) (0.123)
0.000 0.000

Constant 2.447 2.161
(0.253) (0.318)
0.000 0.000

Instrumental variable COMP_Diadis

Cragg–Donald Wald F statistic 46.16
R2 0.211
Adjusted R2 0.207
Observations 3,334

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017)
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row.

Panel B First Stage
VARIABLES
COMP_Diadis –0.009

(0.001)
0.000

Age 0.008
(0.000)
0.000

Hukou status at birth (Reference: Nonagricultural)
Agricultural hukou –0.022

(0.013)
0.086

Been to SH before 14 (Reference: Yes)
No –0.269

(0.016)
0.000

Male –0.061
(0.010)
0.000

Married –0.028
(0.013)
0.030

Total income (logged) 0.007
(0.002)
0.002
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Table B-2: (Continued)
Panel B First Stage
VARIABLES
Occupation type (Reference: Managers of national organizations)
Professionals –0.009

(0.027)
0.739

Administrative, security, and emergency personnels –0.008
(0.032)
0.800

Business and service –0.007
(0.027)
0.811

Agriculture, forestry, husbandry, fishery, and water-related industry –0.024
(0.038)
0.516

Production, transportation, equipment operators, and related personnel –0.021
(0.029)
0.462

Military officers –0.106
(0.109)
0.330

Others –0.028
(0.029)
0.344

Educational level (Reference: Below high school)
High school 0.012

(0.015)
0.415

Associate degree 0.029
(0.018)
0.102

Bachelor’s degree and above –0.046
(0.016)
0.005

Constant 0.110
(0.041)
0.008

R2 0.245
Adjusted R2 0.241
Observations       3,334

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017)
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row.
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Table B-3: Shanghaihua proficiency and Shanghainese identity recognition
(OLS for controlling whether one is from Zhejiang or Jiangsu [Wuyu
provinces], separating the two subsamples, and doing the interaction
with whether one is from a Wuyu province)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES OLS Non-Wuyu Wuyu WuyuINT
Shanghaihua proficiency 0.509 0.477 0.519 0.484

(0.033) (0.040) (0.060) (0.040)
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

From Wuyu provinces (Reference: No)
  Yes 0.187 0.028

(0.073) (0.160)
0.010 0.861

Shanghaihua proficiency * Wuyu (Reference: No) 0.072
  Yes (0.064)

0.262
R2 0.237 0.163 0.306 0.238
Adjusted R2 0.233 0.157 0.292 0.233
Observations 3,335 2,461 874 3,335

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017).
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row. Control variables are the same as in Table B2.

Table B-4: Shanghaihua proficiency and Shanghainese identity recognition (IV–
2SLS for adding whether having local hukou and homeownership
control)

(1) (2) (3)
VARIABLES Baseline SH hukou SH hukou + Homeownership
Shanghaihua proficiency 1.165 0.892 0.865

(0.190) (0.212) (0.213)
0.000 0.000 0.000

Local hukou status (Reference: Non-Shanghai)
 Shanghai 1.278 1.243

(0.188) (0.185)
0.000 0.000

Own the house 0.243
(0.087)
0.005

Age 0.018 0.007 0.006
(0.004) (0.003) (0.003)
0.000 0.020 0.053

Hukou status at birth (Reference: Nonagricultural)
Agricultural hukou 0.002 0.073 0.098

(0.087) (0.080) (0.079)
0.985 0.360 0.218

Been to SH before 14 (Reference: Yes)
No –0.188 –0.062 –0.059

(0.215) (0.189) (0.188)
0.381 0.744 0.754
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Table B-4: (Continued)
(1) (2) (3)

VARIABLES Baseline SH hukou SH hukou + Homeownership
Male –0.059 –0.009 –0.001

(0.069) (0.063) (0.063)
0.394 0.889 0.990

Married –0.113 –0.094 –0.123
(0.086) (0.081) (0.081)
0.189 0.244 0.127

Total income (logged) –0.006 –0.003 –0.001
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016)
0.738 0.843 0.934

Occupation type (Reference: Managers of national organizations)
Professionals –0.034 –0.048 –0.030

(0.175) (0.164) (0.164)
0.848 0.769 0.855

Administrative, security, and emergency
personnels

–0.182 –0.145 –0.121
(0.207) (0.193) (0.193)
0.379 0.454 0.529

Business and service –0.250 –0.167 –0.138
(0.175) (0.164) (0.164)
0.154 0.308 0.399

Agriculture, forestry, husbandry, fishery,
and water-related industry

–0.188 –0.153 –0.132
(0.257) (0.239) (0.238)
0.466 0.523 0.578

Production, transportation, equipment
operators, and related personnel

0.041 0.064 0.092
(0.186) (0.174) (0.173)
0.824 0.715 0.595

Military officers –0.400 –0.852 –0.849
(0.700) (0.659) (0.656)
0.568 0.196 0.195

Others –0.012 0.060 0.089
(0.188) (0.176) (0.175)
0.951 0.734 0.611

Educational level (Reference: Below high school)
High school 0.053 0.037 0.013

(0.098) (0.091) (0.091)
0.590 0.682 0.885

Associate degree 0.324 0.325 0.287
(0.128) (0.120) (0.119)
0.011 0.007 0.016

Bachelor’s degree and above 0.595 0.331 0.244
(0.103) (0.100) (0.106)
0.000 0.001 0.021

Constant 0.300 0.809 0.844
(0.449) (0.473) (0.473)
0.504 0.087 0.075

Instrumental variable COMP_Diadis COMP_Diadis COMP_Diadis

Cragg-Donald Wald
F statistic

106.38 79.93 78.12

Observations     3,335         3,335         3,335

Source: Shanghai Urban Neighborhood Survey (2017).
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the individual level. Standard errors in the second row, p-values in the third
row.
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