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Although previous investigations have agreed that Chinese rural-to-urban migrants’
socioeconomic status (SES) increases with their migration, the association between
SES and subjective well-being is uncertain. To address this research gap, the present
study proposed that the association between objective SES and subjective well-being is
mediated by subjective SES. This model was tested with a sample of 432 Chinese rural-
to-urban migrants. The results indicate a significant association between objective SES
and subjective well-being and a partial mediating effect of subjective SES. Furthermore,
subjective social mobility, which is one’s expectation about the possibility to move
upward in the social hierarchy, was found to moderate both the direct path from
objective SES to subjective well-being and the indirect path from subjective SES to
subjective well-being. These findings suggest that Chinese rural-to-urban migrants
gained in subjective well-being not only because of direct financial achievement but
also because of their perceptions and beliefs about their relative social status.

Keywords: objective socioeconomic status, subjective socioeconomic status, subjective well-being, subjective
social mobility, Chinese rural-to-urban migrants

INTRODUCTION

Millions of Chinese rural-to-urban migrants have played an important role in maintaining China as
the world’s fastest-growing major economy and leading the world to economic recovery following
the recent global recession (Ramzy, 2009). The migrants referred to in the present study are those
who move from rural areas to towns and cities seeking better living conditions without possessing
a permanent urban household registration in China (HuKou) (China National Bureau of Statistics
[CNBS], 2015). The number of Chinese rural-to-urban migrants is already the greatest in human
history (Knight and Gunatilaka, 2010) and will continue to expand rapidly in future decades.
According to the latest population statistics bulletin, there were 273.95 million migrants in 2014,
an increase of 5.01 million over the previous year (China National Bureau of Statistics [CNBS],
2015). In Beijing, more than 70% of the impermanent populations of 8.18 million people were
rural-to-urban migrants in 2014 (Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics [BMBS], 2015). To raise
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their socioeconomic status (SES), the Chinese government’s
recent policy of new-type urbanization further encouraged more
migrants to settle in urban areas with their families.

A number of empirical investigations have shown that
migrants’ SES has increased with migration in recent decades.
Based on the national investigation bulletin in 2014, almost all
the observable measures of migrants’ SES, including income,
employment, living conditions, and welfare, have improved
significantly in the past decades (China National Bureau of
Statistics [CNBS], 2015). Lu (2012) analyzed the long-run wage
tendencies of migrants and found that it grew at an annual rate of
10% from 1979 to 2010. Knight and Gunatilaka (2010) showed
that the average income per capita of migrant families is 2.9
times of that of rural families. Similar results were also found
in other studies (Li, 2007; Zhu, 2010). Taken together, mounting
evidence has demonstrated that Chinese rural-to-urban migrants
have indeed achieved higher SES by moving from rural areas to
urban areas.

Despite the high attention paid to the observable socio-
economic achievements described above, whether attaining
higher SES leads to an increased feeling of well-being is a far more
important social issue (McGillivray, 2007; Van Hoorn, 2008;
Knight and Gunatilaka, 2010; Chen, 2013). Migration theory
posits that the main reasons for migration are better jobs and
higher income, which further provide a means to maximize
happiness (Knight and Gunatilaka, 2010; Den Berg, 2011).
Millions of migrants have moved out of rural areas not only to
escape poverty and misery but also to seek healthier and happier
lives. Improving the well-being of migrants is also a fundamental
goal of new-type urbanization in present China. Generally, the
feeling of well-being has been measured using so-called subjective
well-being, comprising cognitive judgments of life satisfaction
and affective evaluations of emotions and moods (Diener et al.,
1999, 2002). However, previous studies still have not reached
a consistent conclusion about the association between SES and
subjective well-being in Chinese rural-to-urban migrants. Some
studies found a strong correlation between the two variables. For
instance, Knight and Gunatilaka (2010) found that lower income
was the predominant reason for migrants’ unhappiness. Li (2007)
suggested that compared with their past experience living in rural
areas, 55.9% of migrants reported that they enjoyed happier lives
with improved SES in their current urban location. Similarly,
Lin (2007) showed that 68.1% of migrants reported a stronger
sense of happiness in their sample. This conclusion has been
supported by other investigations (Zhang, 2007). In support of
this line of findings, Howell and Howell (2008) analyzed 111
independent samples from 54 economically developing countries
and found that the effect size of the relationship between SES
and subjective well-being is stronger for those with a lower
income and education level. Undoubtedly, Chinese rural-to-
urban migrants make up the majority of the people with lower
income and education levels in the social hierarchy. Therefore,
previous findings seem to suggest that SES effectively predicts
Chinese rural-to-urban migrants’ subjective well-being.

However, increasing evidence has suggested that SES has only
a negligible impact on migrants’ subjective well-being. Recent
studies found that migrants’ subjective well-being did not differ

significantly from that of rural residents (Chen, 2013) or was
even lower than that of rural peasants and urban citizens (Knight
and Gunatilaka, 2010). A latest research (Easterlin et al., 2012)
also revealed that despite the rapid economic growth of the
past two decades, China’s lower-income group’s life satisfaction
decreased from 1990 to 2007. This finding is in line with the
increasing evidence from different samples suggesting that higher
SES contributes little to one’s happiness (Diener et al., 1999; Boyce
et al., 2010; Anderson et al., 2012). Altogether, these findings seem
to indicate that the association between SES and subjective well-
being among Chinese rural-to-urban migrants is weaker than
expected. In another words, SES does not always bring happiness
to Chinese rural-to-urban migrants.

Therefore, there may exist variables that mediate or moderate
the effect of SES on migrants’ subjective well-being. Here,
we present a potential explanation for the contradictory
findings: that previous studies focused mainly on the observable
measurements of SES, or so-called objective SES (Clark and
Oswald, 1994; Adler et al., 2000; Nettle, 2005; Kraus and
Stephens, 2012), thus neglecting the subjective SES, which is
defined as an individual’s perception of where he/she resides on
the social ladder (Adler et al., 2000; Demakakos et al., 2008;
Anderson et al., 2012; Kraus and Stephens, 2012; Kraus et al.,
2013a; Curhan et al., 2014).

Objective SES is the economic and social position in relation
to others, which is widely measured by using three indicators:
income, education, and occupation. In contrast, subjective SES
is a person’s conception of his or her position compared with
that of others (Anderson et al., 2012; Kraus and Stephens,
2012). Although objective SES provides the material basis for
subjective SES (Demakakos et al., 2008), the correlation between
the two variables is only moderate. For instance, Adler et al.
(2000) found that the correlations between subjective SES and
the three indicators of objective SES ranged from 0.11 to 0.32.
Similar results were reported in other investigations (Ostrove
et al., 2000; Gong et al., 2012). Moreover, the extent of the
correlation coefficients varied in different samples. Ostrove et al.
(2000) discovered that subjective SES was significantly related
to educational attainment, household income, and occupation
in White, Latina, and Chinese Americans but not in African
Americans. Therefore, subjective SES may work beyond objective
SES to influence its psychological effects.

In support of this line of findings, an increasing number
of investigations have found that compared with objective SES,
subjective SES exhibits a more stable and intense association
with psychological functioning, such as negative affectivity, stress,
and pessimism (Demakakos et al., 2008; Lei and Tam, 2012;
Kraus et al., 2013b), health-related factors (Adler et al., 2000;
Demakakos et al., 2008; Gong et al., 2012; Lei and Tam, 2012;
Kraus et al., 2013a; Quon and McGrath, 2014), cognition,
empathy, and behavior (Kraus et al., 2010, Kraus et al., 2011).
Hence, we hypothesize that due to the more proximal association
between subjective SES and subjective well-being, it may mediate
the effect of objective SES on subjective well-being among
Chinese rural-to-urban migrants. We based our hypothesis on
several related studies. First, subjective SES is an immediate
measure that can discriminate subtle but substantial variations
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in the social environment that objective SES cannot access. For
example, subjective SES may differ within jobs belonging to
the same occupation but with dissimilar types of work, such
as famous professors versus ordinary instructors (Gong et al.,
2012). Second, one previous study found that subjective SES more
strongly predicted psychological well-being than objective SES
in a United States sample (Curhan et al., 2014). Additionally,
research exploring the impact of SES on health revealed that
subjective SES mediates fully or partially the associations between
objective SES and depression (Demakakos et al., 2008; Gong
et al., 2012). Based on the above literature, we hypothesize
that the correlations between objective SES, subjective SES and
subjective well-being among rural-to-urban migrants in China
are significant and positive (H1). However, in addition to the
significant direct effect of objective SES on subjective well-being
(H2a), subjective SES serves as a mediator between objective
SES and subjective well-being in Chinese rural-to-urban migrants
(H2b).

A further hypothesis is that subjective social mobility may
serve as a moderating factor. Subjective social mobility is defined
as people’s subjective belief that they have a higher probability
to reach a higher social class in future, especially in comparison
to their parents’ positions (Fischer, 2009; Kelley and Kelley,
2009; Den Berg, 2011; Huang et al., 2016). Different from
actual social mobility, subjective social mobility focuses on one’s
attitude toward inequality (Kelley and Kelley, 2009) and one’s
expectations about moving up on the social ladder (Den Berg,
2011). Large-scale surveys on subjective social mobility support
this moderating hypothesis. For example, Fischer (2009) found
that subjective social mobility mitigates the negative effect of
income inequality on people’s subjective well-being and that
living in a socially mobile society is beneficial to individual
life satisfaction. Kelley and Kelley (2009) found that subjective
social mobility has a notable effect on subjective social class and
attitude toward inequality, even after controlling for actual social
mobility, income, and class. In summary, these results suggest
that subjective social mobility can help disadvantaged Chinese
rural-to-urban migrants to adapt to the urban life. It is reasonable
to hypothesize that subjective social mobility moderates both the
direct path from objective SES to subjective well-being (H3a)
and the indirect path from objective SES to subjective well-being
through subjective SES, including the effects of objective SES on
subjective SES (H3b) and subjective SES on subjective well-being
(H3c), among Chinese rural-to-urban migrants.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
There were three eligibility criteria for selecting participants in
the present study: (1) their ages range from 18 to 60 years old.
Most migrants more than 60 years old are retirees or return to
their hometown in China. This limit was set to avoid a sampling
bias. (2) They work or stay in Beijing without a permanent
hukou in the city. Hukou is an individual’s registration status
in a certain administrative-geographical unit and is normally
denoted as rural or urban. Therefore, hukou information can help

to identify participants as real rural-to-urban migrants. (3) They
had been living in Beijing for at least 3 months. A total of 432
Chinese rural-to-urban migrants with rural hukou aged from 19
to 60 years were recruited, and the mean age was 31.88 years
(SD= 8.47), with 44.2% females.

The investigation was conducted in 2014 in the Haidian
and Changping districts in Beijing, two districts primarily
inhabited by rural-to-urban migrants. Trained interviewers met
participants on streets and identified participants with the
above criteria. All participants who consented to participate
were requested to subsequently complete the anonymous
questionnaire and received a small amount of compensation
(about $5) for their participation. Interviewers read the items
aloud to some illiterate participants, and the participants
provided oral answers to the interviewers, who faithfully
recorded the answers in questionnaires. The total process took
approximately 50 min, and the whole study was completed
in 2 weeks. The investigation protocol was approved by the
Institutional Review Boards at Beijing Normal University and
Central University of Finance and Economics in China.

Measures
Demographic Form
Participants’ background information including age, gender,
marital status (i.e., unmarried, married, divorced, and widowed),
and hukou were recorded in a brief demographic form.

Subjective Well-Being
Participants’ subjective well-being was measured by the
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) and the Positive Affect and
Negative Affect Scale (PANAS). The SWLS includes five items
assessing overall self-judgments of respondents’ lives (Diener
et al., 1999). Participants were asked to indicate their feelings
on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (lowest satisfaction with life)
to 7 (highest satisfaction with life). The mean of the five items
was calculated and then transformed into standardized scores.
Cronbach’s alpha of the SWLS was 0.78.

The PANAS includes a positive affect scale (PAS) and a
negative affect scale (NAS), which surveyed whether participants
frequently experienced certain emotions recently (Watson et al.,
1988). Participants were asked to respond to 20 items for the PAS
and the NAS with answers ranging from 1 (none of the time) to
5 (most of the time). Cronbach’s alpha of the PAS was 0.80, and
that of the NAS was 0.82 individually.

As in previous research (Anderson et al., 2012), we formed an
overall index of subjective well-being by standardizing scores on
each of the three indicators after the NAS items were reversely
coded, and the scores were then averaged. Previous investigations
found that these measures are reliable and valid for Chinese rural-
to-urban migrants (Du and Liu, 2011; Xing et al., 2012).

Objective SES
Objective SES was indexed by personal monthly income in
the present study because migrants’ income is a significant
consequence of migration (Li, 2007; Li and Li, 2010; Lu, 2012;
China National Bureau of Statistics [CNBS], 2015). Income is
the most frequently used and reliable indicator of objective SES
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(Johnson et al., 2011; Kraus and Stephens, 2012). Participants
were asked to factually report their monthly income, which was
transformed into a natural logarithm, and its standard score was
used (Boyce et al., 2010; Johnson et al., 2011).

Subjective SES
We adopted the MacArthur Scale to assess migrants’ subjective
SES (Adler et al., 2000). A diagram of a ladder with 10 rungs
was shown to participants and described as follows (Adler et al.,
2000): “the rungs in the ladder represent the social classes where
people stand in our society. At the top of the ladder are the
people who are the best off, those who have the most income,
most education, and best jobs. At the bottom are the people
who are the worst off, those who have the lowest income, least
education, and worst jobs or no job.” Participants were asked to
make a comparison to their acquaintances (e.g., friends, family,
and work group) around themselves and marked the rung that
best represents where they believe they stand on the ladder.
Participants’ scores ranged from 1 (bottom rung) to 10 (top rung)
and were transformed to standard scores. The measure was used
previously for Chinese rural-to-urban migrants and has shown to
be reliable and valid (Jin, 2016).

Subjective Social Mobility
The six-item subjective social mobility scale (Ming, 2013) was
used to assess participants’ level of subjective social mobility.
These items were as follows: “According to the present society, I
am capable of improving my social status.” “Compared with my
parents, my social status will be higher in the future.” “Compared
with my companions, I have a higher social status now.” “I will
achieve a higher social status in the future.” “I could improve my
social situation provided I strived constantly.” “My social class will
be higher than my companions’ in the future.” Participants rated
how well each item fit with their experience on a scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The means of all six
items were computed and then transformed into standard scores.
This scale has been used among Chinese undergraduates with
adequate reliability (Ming, 2013; Huang et al., 2016). Cronbach’s
alpha of the present sample was 0.80.

Data Analyses
Previous literature has suggested that gender, marital status, and
age may be effective predictors of subjective well-being (Diener
et al., 1999; Zhang, 2007; Chen, 2013); hence, these three factors
were controlled for in the following analysis. The two nominal
variables (gender and marriage) were dummy-coded individually
(0 = female, 1 = male; 0 = unmarried, 1 = married), and other
continuous variables were standardized.

The first analysis was conducted to test the associations
between objective SES, subjective SES, subjective social mobility,
and subjective well-being among migrants. The second analysis
examined the model that subjective SES mediates the effect of
objective SES on subjective well-being. The third analysis tested
the models that subjective social mobility moderates the direct
effect of objective SES on subjective well-being and the indirect
effect of objective SES on subjective well-being through subjective
SES.

We used IBM SPSS version 19 to perform the correlation
analyses. For the latter two analyses, we used the PROCESS
macro1 (Hayes, 2013, 2016) to perform bias-corrected
bootstrapping multiple-mediation analyses with 5000 resamples.
Multiple-mediation analyses have the benefit of examining the
indirect effects through subjective SES and the moderating role
of subjective social mobility while controlling for the effects
of the other factors simultaneously. The mediating effects
of subjective SES between objective SES and subjective well-
being were tested by using Model 4. The moderating roles of
subjective social mobility on the above effects were tested using
Model 59.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
between the Main Variables
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and zero-
order correlations between the main variables’ measures in
this study. Consistent with H1, there were significant and
positive correlations between objective SES, subjective SES and
subjective well-being. Additionally, subjective social mobility was
significantly positively correlated with objective and subjective
SES and subjective well-being separately. To control for a
potential Type I error accumulation, we used the Benjamini–
Hochberg procedure to correct the level of statistical significance
of correlation coefficients (Benjamini and Hochberg, 1995). The
false-discovery rate (FDR) of 5% was applied to adjust all p-values
resulting from correlation coefficients in Table 1. The results
suggested that all correlations remained statistically significant
after Type I error accumulation was controlled.

The Mediating Effect of Subjective SES
on the Association between Objective
SES and Subjective Well-Being
We found that the mediation model was significant; γ = 0.04,
SE = 0.02, 95% CIs = [0.01, 0.10], R2

Model = 0.08, 1R2
Addition

of Mediators = 0.02. The results of the path in the mediation are
shown in Figure 1A. Consistent with the mediation hypothesis
H2b, we found a significant indirect path from objective SES
to subjective well-being through subjective SES. In line with
hypothesis H2a, the direct path between objective SES and
subjective well-being was still significant after subjective SES was
entered into the analysis, indicating that the relationship between
objective SES and subjective well-being is only partially mediated
by subjective SES. The mediation effect size that describes the
ratio of the indirect effect to the total effect (ab/c) was 0.10.

The Moderating Role of Subjective Social
Mobility on the Effects of Objective and
Subjective SES to Subjective Well-Being
The mediation model tested in Figure 1A was extended by
adding subjective social mobility as a moderator. As displayed

1http://www.afhayes.com

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 May 2017 | Volume 8 | Article 819

http://www.afhayes.com
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


fpsyg-08-00819 May 18, 2017 Time: 16:47 # 5

Huang et al. Socioeconomic Status on Subjective Well-Being

by Figure 1B, the moderated mediation model (R2
= 0.17,

p < 0.001) showed that the interaction between subjective
social mobility and objective SES (c3

′) and the interaction
between subjective social mobility and subjective SES (b2) were
both significant. For the former interaction (c3

′), in supporting
H3a, objective SES was positively associated with subjective
well-being in the high subjective social mobility condition,

β = 0.45, t = 3.451, p = 0.001, but not in the low subjective
social mobility condition, β = 0.11, t = 0.844, p = 0.399,
as displayed in Figure 2. For the latter interaction (b2), in
supporting H3c, subjective SES was positively correlated with
subjective well-being in the low subjective social mobility
condition, β = 0.39, t = 3.083, p = 0.002, but not in
the high subjective social mobility condition, β = −0.15,

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations of main variables (N = 432).

Variables M SD 1 2 3

(1) Objective socioeconomic status 8.25 0.65 – –

(2) Subjective socioeconomic status 4.94 2.36 0.12∗ – –

(3) Subjective social mobility 3.46 0.86 0.10∗ 0.22∗∗∗ –

(4) Subjective well-being 0.00 2.03 0.14∗∗ 0.15∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗

∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001. (All correlations were still statistically significant when the false-discovery rate at 5% was controlled for).

FIGURE 1 | Mediation showing unstandardized coefficients for the direct and indirect paths from objective socioeconomic status to subjective
well-being among Chinese rural-to-urban migrants (A) through subjective socioeconomic status and (B) moderated by subjective social mobility. Asterisks
indicate statistically significant coefficients (∗p < 0.05).
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FIGURE 2 | Subjective social mobility as a moderator of the
association between objective socioeconomic status and subjective
well-being.

FIGURE 3 | Subjective social mobility as a moderator of the
association between subjective socioeconomic status and subjective
well-being.

t = −0.186, p = 0.236 (see Figure 3). Correspondingly, the
conditional indirect effect of objective SES on subjective well-
being through subjective SES in the low subjective social mobility
condition was also significant, γ = 0.06, SE = 0.03, 95%CI
[0.01, 0.15], but not in the high subjective social mobility
condition, γ = −0.02, SE = 0.03, 95%CI [−0.08, 0.01].
Finally, the product term (objective SES × subjective social
mobility, a3) was non-significant for subjective SES, which
did not support H3b, indicating that the relationship between
objective and subjective SES was independent of subjective social
mobility.

DISCUSSION

The present study examined the associations between objective
SES, subjective SES and subjective well-being and the moderating
role of subjective social mobility among Chinese rural-to-urban
migrants. In accordance with previous findings, the direct
effect of objective SES on subjective well-being was significant.
Additionally, in line with our hypothesis, the mediating role
of subjective SES on the correlation between objective SES and
subjective well-being was significant. Migrants with higher levels
of objective SES might also experience higher levels of subjective
SES, further providing an increase in their subjective well-being.
Furthermore, we found that subjective social mobility moderates
both the direct path from objective SES to subjective well-being
and the indirect path from subjective SES to subjective well-
being. Specifically, the direct and positive effect of objective
SES on subjective well-being is only salient for migrants with
higher social mobility belief. However, the indirect effect of
objective SES on subjective well-being through subjective SES
is only significant for the lower subjective social mobility
group.

The present results confirm that attaining higher objective
SES could effectively improve Chinese rural-to-urban migrants’
subjective well-being, consistent with previous investigations
(Nettle, 2005; Lin, 2007; Zhang, 2007; Knight and Gunatilaka,
2010). There are two possible reasons for this result. First,
Chinese rural-to-urban migrants’ objective SES improves
significantly by moving from rural to urban areas, but they
still stand on the bottom of the social ladder. Therefore,
financial achievement would still directly raise migrants’
subjective well-being. This conclusion is supported by previous
literature (Howell and Howell, 2008; Knight and Gunatilaka,
2010). Second, income is a valid and informative measure
of objective SES for migrants because it not only affords
the most direct assessment of migrants’ approach to valued
material goods and services but also reflects the significant
changes in evaluating consequences of migration (Li, 2007;
Li and Li, 2010; Kraus and Stephens, 2012). Therefore, the
present findings provide support for the Chinese government’s
recent efforts to support new-type urbanization by showing
that economic growth can directly elevate people’s subjective
well-being.

In addition, our findings further uncovered a mediating
role of subjective SES in the association between objective
SES and subjective well-being. While most previous studies
focused on the material consequences of migration, especially
on income and employment (Li, 2007; Lu, 2012; China National
Bureau of Statistics [CNBS], 2015), they neglected the role
of subjective SES. Our findings provide evidence for the first
time that subjective SES may be an important predictor of
subjective well-being among Chinese rural-to-urban migrants,
as well as subjective and physiological health (Demakakos
et al., 2008; Gong et al., 2012; Quon and McGrath, 2014).
Kraus and Stephens (2012) reported that SES is more than
simply how much one has; what is more important is how
much one believes one has. Although previous studies found
that migrants’ subjective well-being decreased with higher
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expectations in relation to actual lower achievement (Knight
and Gunatilaka, 2010), or by perceived discrimination (Wang
et al., 2010; Chen, 2013), few investigations directly explored
this hypothesis. The present findings extend this research
and differentiate the effects of objective SES and subjective
SES on Chinese rural-to-urban migrants’ subjective well-being.
Specifically, our findings show that in addition to the direct
impact of objective SES on subjective well-being, there is another
indirect route via subjective SES’ mediation. Together, our
findings shed light on the complicated picture of the impact of
one’s social status on subjective well-being, supporting future
intervention programs by recommending that both migrants’
objective and subjective SES should be considered in social
welfare programs.

However, although the correlation between objective SES and
subjective SES remained significant even after the Benjamini–
Hochberg procedure was applied to control for the Type I
error accumulation, the coefficient was very low. There are
three possible reasons for this result. First, objective SES and
subjective SES may represent different aspects of one’s SES.
The former measures how much one actually possesses, while
the latter is how much one believes he or she possesses
relative to others (Boyce et al., 2010; Kraus and Stephens,
2012). The relative standard selected to make the comparison
is crucial and may cause mixed results. Second, previous
research has suggested that the association between objective
and subjective SES differs among ethnic groups (Ostrove et al.,
2000). It is possible that the weak correlation may reflect a
large difference between Chinese rural-to-urban migrants and
normal residents, raising a question for future investigations.
Finally, only income was used when measuring objective SES
in the present study. Although previous literature revealed only
a moderate correlation between the objective and subjective
statuses (Adler et al., 2000; Ostrove et al., 2000; Gong et al., 2012),
it may still be possible that the correlation would be stronger
if all three measures of objective SES were used (Adler et al.,
2000).

In addition, the mediating effect of subjective SES in the
present study is much weaker than the direct effect of objective
SES. One possible reason is the presence of other mediating
factors. For example, recent studies consistently found that
compared with SES, sociometric status (defined as the level
of respect and admiration individuals attain in society) had
a significant impact on subjective well-being (Boyce et al.,
2010; Anderson et al., 2012). Another possible reason is
that some setbacks may undermine this indirect path, such
as experience of discrimination and over-expectation about
migration (Knight and Gunatilaka, 2010; Chen, 2013). Therefore,
future investigations should continue to explore the mediating
effects of these factors.

To date, no research has examined the effects of subjective
social mobility on subjective well-being among Chinese rural-
to-urban migrants. However, the present finding is in line with
previous studies documenting the positive effect of subjective
social mobility on subjective well-being among residential
participants (Fischer, 2009; Nikolaev and Burns, 2014). After
all, upward social mobility is a powerful motivation that

drives millions of migrants to move to towns and cities.
Migration theory also posits that migrating is a strategy
of social mobility in itself (Knight and Gunatilaka, 2010;
Chen, 2013; Jin, 2016). Our results add to this theoretic
framework.

It is intriguing that subjective social mobility exhibited
differential moderating effects on the above direct and indirect
paths. Compared with migrants reporting lower levels of
subjective social mobility, the effect of objective SES on
subjective well-being only displayed significance among those
reporting higher levels of subjective social mobility. However,
the significant effect of subjective SES on subjective well-being
was only present for migrants reporting lower levels of subjective
social mobility. These findings provide an effective explanation
for the controversy about the relationship between SES and
subjective well-being among migrants. It is possible that someone
holding a stronger sense of social mobility may concentrate more
on observable achievements that could evidence their “success.”
In contrast, someone with weaker subjective social mobility
may rely on more subjective feelings. Either way, migrants can
appreciate an elevated sense of subjective well-being. We believe
there may be more factors such as subjective social mobility
awaiting future investigations that add to the complexity of the
impact of SES on subjective well-being.

Limitations and Future Directions
Some caveats must be addressed in interpreting the present
results. First, we analyzed our results using a set of cross-
sectional data; thus, the causality in the associations found in
this study is uncertain. The results suggest remarkable tendencies,
but causal relationships between these variables should be
confirmed by replications and be examined by longitudinal and
experimental (intervention) research in the future. Second, as
shown above, only using income to represent objective SES may
cause a low correlation between objective and subjective SES.
The three indices of SES—educational attainment, occupation,
and household income—should all be included to avoid conflicts
in future research. Third, although we distinguished subjective
SES from objective SES, these measures still focused on the
material form of social status. As suggested by other researchers,
sociometric status is an alternative dimension of social status,
reflecting the levels of respect and appreciation one achieves
in society. Previous investigations have found that sociometric
status has a stronger effect on subjective well-being than does
SES (Boyce et al., 2010; Anderson et al., 2012). Therefore, future
research might extend the effects of SES and explore the effect
of sociometric status. Fourth, in the present study, we only
focused on the positive effects of SES and subjective social
mobility on migrants’ subjective well-being, neglecting multiple
negative factors that may damage migrants’ subjective well-being,
such as perceived discrimination. More valid models including
positive and negative factors should be developed in future
studies. Finally, one must be cautious in generalizing our findings
because the sample in this study came from Chinese rural-to-
urban migrants in Beijing, a super-city in a developing country.
Further evidence needs to be presented from other diverse types
of cities.
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CONCLUSION

The present study confirmed the significant and positive
association between objective SES and subjective well-being
and further showed that subjective SES partially mediated
this relationship among Chinese rural-to-urban migrants.
Additionally, the moderating roles of subjective social mobility
were present both on the direct path from objective SES to
subjective well-being and the indirect path from subjective SES
to subjective well-being.
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