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Family Responsibilities and 
Silence of Rural Migrant Workers 
in China: The Role of Town-Fellow 
Organizations

Fang Yuan, Fang Lee Cooke,  
Teng Zhong and Fansuo An

Employee voice in China remains an under-researched topic from an indus-
trial relations perspective. We investigated the relationship between family 
dependents (children and elderly) and migrant worker silence, with town-
fellow organizations as a moderator, based on the data of the 2014 Guang-
dong Migrant Workers Survey. The findings reveal that migrant workers with 
dependent children are more likely to keep silent when their labour rights 
and interests are violated at the workplace, while family responsibilities 
for dependent elderly family members do not have significant impacts on 
migrant workers’ silence. In addition, town-fellow organizations weaken 
the association between family responsibilities for elderly dependents and 
silence. Our study contributes to the existing literature on employee voice 
and provides evidence on the role of town-fellow organizations in China as 
an informal, emerging institutional actor that regulates labour relations 
through their involvement in dispute resolution.
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Introduction
Research on employee voice in China remains limited, despite increasing 
momentum since the mid-2010s (c.f. Huang et al., 2016a, for a review). To date, 
most studies, particularly those of recent years, have been conducted from 
an organizational behaviour (OB) perspective, with employees in large organ-
izations as the main research targets. Leadership style has been viewed as 
a key antecedent for employee voice and silence (e.g., Duan et al., 2018; Lam 
and Xu, 2019; Li and Sun, 2015; Zhang et al., 2015).1 By contrast, few studies 
of voice behaviour have been conducted from an industrial relations (IR) 
perspective (e.g., Huang et al., 2016b; Yang, 2020) with rural-to-urban migrant 
workers as the main study population. Such migrants are nonetheless the 
largest segment of the workforce in urban areas, with the vast majority being 
employed on poor terms and conditions (Chan, 2010; Cooke and Brown, 2015; 
see also Frenkel and Yu, 2015).

Migrant workers are registered as rural residents but have migrated to urban 
areas and are employed in the non-agricultural sector (An and Bramble, 2018). 
Since China adopted its economic reform and opening-up policy in 1978, mil-
lions of workers and their families have moved to cities, thus becoming the 
main force for urbanization and economic development (Li, 2017). Their rights 
and welfare are often infringed, as seen specifically in unduly low wages, 
delays in wage payment, overtime, lack of social insurance and employment 
contracts and safety and health problems (Cooke, 2011; Li and Li, 2010). None-
theless, relatively few have taken action to protest such infringements, and 
many respond with silence to violations of their legally conferred rights (Hal-
egua, 2008). According to China’s Social Psychology Research Report 2012-
2013 (cited in Wang and Yang, 2013), sponsored by the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences in 2013, only 14% of migrant workers sought help from the 
government and took action to protect their rights, whereas 60% responded 
to unfair treatment with silence or merely left their jobs. Even when migrant 
workers take action to seek remedy against non-compliant employers, the 
enforcement of legal decisions may be ineffective (Xie et al., 2017).

According to Aravopoulou et al. (2017), silence may be a reasonable response 
to a rights violation. Research by An and Bramble (2018) indicates that silence 
is a survival strategy for rural migrant workers in return for the opportunity 
to work, albeit with less social security coverage. Furthermore, workers may 
not be aware that their rights have been violated when employers have 
breached the labour law (Yang, 2020). Employee silence has inspired studies 

1.	T his study use the terms ‘employee silence’ and ‘workers’ silence’. We use the former when referring to extant 
literature or when making a general discussion. We use ‘workers’ silence’ when referring to rural migrants, espe-
cially in our study, because many of them do not have a formal employment status, hence are not ‘employees’ in 
the legal sense. This makes them more vulnerable without access to institutional voice mechanism, thus relying 
on informal institutional actors such as town-fellow organizations for support. 
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from an IR perspective (Barry and Wilkinson, 2016; Kaufman, 2015). To date, 
such research has focused on developed economies; hence, little is known 
about issues relating to employee silence in China, whose political, economic 
and cultural environments are significantly different from those of Western 
countries. Prior studies have shown that culture has consequential influ-
ences on the IR tradition (e.g., Chaney and Martin, 2013; Wallby, 2001). For 
example, Western culture emphasizes individuals and their rights and inter-
ests, whereas Chinese culture is more focused on the family, as Confucian 
moral values shape social relations and family interactions (Fan, 2007).

Some researchers have begun to investigate the role of family responsibil-
ities in the employee’s decision to speak up or remain silent (e.g., An and 
Bramble, 2018; Gao and Shi, 2010). Not all family responsibilities are the same, 
a fact that may influence migrant workers’ voice behaviour, particularly in 
relation to children and elderly family members. Our study will address the 
research gap on the relationship between dependent family members and 
the silence of rural migrant workers.

Trade unions are usually regarded in IR research as the basic channel for 
employee voice (Benson and Brown, 2010). Most rural migrant workers are, 
however, in informal employment and at workplaces that are not unionized 
or are unionized but with only limited bargaining power (Cooke and Brown, 
2015). China’s trade unions have acted unevenly in protecting workers’ rights, 
their action being contingent on the attitude of union officials, on the local 
working environment and on local opportunities and political resources 
(Chang and Cooke, 2018; Chen and Gallagher, 2018; Ghorbani et al., 2019).

At the same time, migrant workers from the same hometown often form 
a particular kind of informal community and self-organization, commonly 
known as town-fellow organizations (Tongxianghui). When migrant workers 
are deprived of their labour rights, they have an incentive to act together 
and speak with one voice. To some extent, this kind of organization func-
tions like a trade union. Reliance on informal mechanisms, rather than on a 
formal procedure to redress grievances, is strengthened by China’s cultural 
tradition and legal environment. As Lubman (2000: 396) observed, “the use 
of guanxi (relationship) to influence outcomes is common” in China. Few, 
however, have studied the role of this important form of informal labour 
organization to promote employee voice to seek justice. The studies to date 
have suggested a significant role for power in the process of employees 
speaking up or remaining silent (An and Bramble, 2018). Power-dependence 
theory shows that the dependence of X on Y is determined by the power of 
Y over X (Emerson, 1962). The town-fellow organization may therefore play 
an important role in moderating the relationship between family respon-
sibilities and employee silence because its membership may provide an 
employee with support and other resources for heavy family responsibilities, 
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thus reducing the employee’s dependence on the employer and redressing 
the power imbalance between the two parties. There is still little empir-
ical evidence on the moderating mechanisms of town-fellow organizations. 
Therefore, our study fills a second research gap by examining the role of 
the town-fellow organization as an emerging actor in regulating industrial 
relations, especially its potential moderating effect. In doing so, we extend 
existing knowledge on the role of emerging actors in IR, a topic that remains 
under-examined (Cooke and Wood, 2011; Heery and Frege, 2006), particu-
larly in the Chinese context, where formal institutional actors still play an 
inadequate role in representing rural migrant workers and where external 
informal actors, such as labour non-governmental organizations (NGOs), still 
organize them within a politically confined space.

Using survey data on migrant workers (n = 776) from Guangdong province, 
southern China, our paper will address two research questions:

RQ1. Is silence among migrant workers increased if they have dependent 
family members who are children or elderly?

RQ2. How does the town-fellow organization moderate the linkage between 
family dependents and workers’silence?

Our conceptual model is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Conceptual Framework

Family dependents
• Children
• Elderly

H1a, H1b

Town-fellow  
organizations

Workers’ silence

H2a, H2b

Literature and Hypotheses

Caring for Elderly Parents in China: Cultural Values and Laws
Hu and Scott (2016) argue that the specific sociocultural context is key 
to understanding Chinese family values. The traditional Chinese family is 
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embedded in a blood and patriarchal clan system (Feng, 2003). This kinship-
based system has a strong influence on rural families in China, being upheld 
by family affection and emphasizing respect for seniority (Fei, 1983; Zhang, 
2019). In Chinese culture, which is dominated by Confucian values, family is 
central and plays an important role in childcare; men assume major financial 
responsibility, and the dominant family relationship is that of ‘father and 
son’ (Zhao, 2007). Caring for elderly parents is based on a traditional ‘feed-
back’ model, that is, parents have an obligation to raise their underage chil-
dren, and adult children have a reciprocal obligation to support their elderly 
parents. Ethical obligations thus flow in both directions. This reciprocal care 
is required by Confucianism and underlies the concept of filial piety (Fan, 
2007; Fei, 1983). In China, filial piety is deeply rooted, and support from adult 
children is the most important form of care for the elderly. The more the 
children identify with the culture of filial piety, the more often they will give 
their parents various kinds of support (Chappell and Funk, 2012; Chou, 2011; 
Wei and Zhong, 2016).

This reciprocal care is especially dominant in China’s rural areas, due to the 
absence of a sound pension system for farmers. Rural pension programs 
began to be introduced by the central government in some counties only 
in 2009 and were expanded nationwide in 2011 with a low level of financial 
security (in 2017, monthly pension payments were only RMB70, about US$10); 
therefore, the rural elderly rely mainly on their children for support (Xinhua 
News, 2017). Tao (2016) pointed out that rural pension programs cannot fully 
protect the growing elderly population in rural areas. He asserted that the 
Chinese government should improve the problematic rural pension programs 
to meet the most basic needs and expenses of that population.

In line with the Confucian value of filial piety, China’s Constitution, Inherit-
ance Law and Marriage Law clearly stipulate the responsibility and obligation 
of adult children to look after their dependent elderly parents. For instance, 
article 49 of the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China specifies that 
parents have a duty to support and educate their underage children and that 
adult children have a duty to support their dependent parents.

However, recent research has indicated structural changes in family values 
and behaviours, particularly in families of rural migrant workers. For 
example, Hu and Scott’s (2016) study found that higher education is associ-
ated with weaker traditional gendered and patrilineal values, while seeming 
to enhance moral beliefs of filial piety. Seo and Chung (2020) argued that the 
new generation of Chinese factory workers pay more attention to individual 
values and Western lifestyles. Chen et al. (2016) study of household struc-
ture and migration revealed that elderly members not only support the deci-
sions of younger members to migrate but also care for the latter’s underage 
children in the three-generation household; in addition, sick rural parents 
do not discourage migration or entice migrant workers to return home to 
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care for them. Liu’s (2014) study of ageing, migration and familial support in 
rural China further revealed that it is the collapse of interdependence and 
reciprocity networks through migration and family separation, rather than 
migration per se, that is causing the negative impact on the care of elderly 
family members left behind in the rural areas.

Responsibilities for Family Dependents, Migrant Workers’ Fear and Silence
Silence is defined as the withholding of possible significant input when you 
cannot express your thoughts and feelings (Morrison, 2014). As noted by 
Donaghey et al. (2011), an employee may choose silence either because there 
is no opportunity to speak up or for various other reasons. In addition, Van 
Dyne et al. (2003) contended that silence is a multidimensional concept that 
varies in terms of cues, attributions and consequences for employees.

Previous studies have investigated multiple motives for silence (Milliken et 
al., 2003), with fear being an important one (Kish-Gephart et al., 2009). Mor-
rison and Milliken (2000) believe that employees withhold their suggestions 
and concerns for fear of negative repercussions. The concept of employee 
voice is thus underappreciated in the literature. On the basis of employee 
motive, Van Dyne et al. (2003) propose three types of silence: acquiescent 
silence, defensive silence and prosocial silence. Defensive silence is a form 
of self-protection based on fear. Kish-Gephart et al. (2009) further differen-
tiate defensive silence into three types of fear-based silence according to the 
intensity (low-high) of fear and the response time (short-long).

IR research helps explain the institutional arrangements for workers’ silence 
(Nechanska et al., 2020). In the Chinese context, employee silence is explained 
to a large extent by institutional factors, namely the household registra-
tion (hukou) system and the related disadvantages it brings to rural migrant 
workers in terms of the labour market and urban living. The hukou system is 
a household registration system that officially identifies an individual as a 
resident of a specific area and includes various identifying personal/demo-
graphic characteristics. Rural citizens have less social security coverage than 
do their urban counterparts because the rural population is less favoured 
under the two-tier system of China’s development strategy, although the 
government is making gradual efforts to reduce that inequality (Holdaway, 
2018). For example, migrant workers have little access to a good urban edu-
cation for their children, due to socio-economic inequality (Holdaway, 2018; 
Zhang, 2018). At the same time, healthcare for their elderly family members 
can be costly because of the low coverage ratio of medical insurance. These 
education and healthcare costs therefore take up a large part of the house-
hold budget of rural migrant workers when their dependent family mem-
bers migrate with them. Given the limited resources and income of migrant 
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workers, the legacy of the hukou policy increases the costs of safeguarding 
their rights.

Moreover, due to social discrimination and exclusion stemming from the 
hukou system in China, migrant workers live as ‘second-class citizens’ in 
urban areas (Xu et al., 2011). Migrant workers with family dependents may 
be more likely to remain silent when their labour rights and interests are 
violated, for fear of negative repercussions and out of a desire to protect 
themselves from potential threats. Specifically, there are two reasons. First, 
migrant workers with dependents have a greater need for a stable income 
because they have to pay for their family members, thus leaving them-
selves with little discretionary leeway in their spending decisions. Li and Li 
(2010) indicate that the priority of migrant workers who migrate to the cities 
is to make more money for their family. An and Bramble (2018) assert that 
migrant workers with child dependents are more concerned about protecting 
their children’s rights and thus more likely to tolerate unfair treatment in 
order to keep their jobs. Second, migrant workers with dependents are at 
a disadvantage in the job market and often encounter discrimination from 
employers. On average, migrant workers with dependent children and elderly 
family members are usually older than single or unmarried migrant workers 
(because marrying in one’s twenties is still the norm in rural China, except for 
those who are too poor to do so). Existing studies reveal that the age of job 
seekers is negatively related to job opportunities (Li, 2017). In addition, older 
migrant workers have fewer opportunities to sign a written employment 
contract, which is closely associated with social security benefits in urban 
areas (Wang and Chen, 2010). According to the National Monitoring Survey 
of Migrant Workers 2016 conducted by NBSC (2017), only 35.1% of migrant 
workers have signed a written contract with their employer. Based on the 
data of the China Urban Labour Survey, Gallagher et al. (2013) found that 
migrant workers younger than 30 are 8-12% more likely than older ones to 
sign a written contract. It seems that migrant workers with dependents are 
more likely to tolerate discrimination to keep a job.

In sum, the high costs of voice lead to employee silence (Willman et al., 2006). 
Family dependents aggravate the economic burden and survival pressure on 
migrant workers, who more greatly fear job loss and other material losses. 
Consequently, they are more likely to choose fear-driven silence. Thus, we 
propose the following hypotheses:

H1a:	�M igrant workers with responsibilities for dependent children are more likely to 
remain silent than those without children.

H1b:	�M igrant workers with responsibilities for elderly dependents are more likely to 
remain silent than those without elderly dependents.
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Moderating Role of Town-Fellow Organizations
To date, the literature has suggested that migrant workers lack legitimate 
and effective ways to organize for better rights and have their grievances 
redressed (e.g., Cooke et al., 2016; Xu, 2013). Due to the inefficacy of the ACFTU 
in organizing and representing rural migrant workers, and the institutional 
restrictions on independent unions, non-governmental labour organizations 
have emerged as an informal institutional actor in mobilizing and protecting 
workers, who are mostly rural migrant workers (Chan, 2013; Xu, 2013). Some 
scholars have found that non-governmental organizations (NGOs), together 
with community-based labour, play an important role in protecting labour 
rights by substituting for the ACFTU and local governments (e.g., Cheng et al., 
2010; Li and Liu, 2018).

A small number of studies (e.g., Chan, 2010; Zhang, 2001) drew our attention 
to self-organizing of migrant workers via their community of residence, such 
as migrant worker villages (Mingong Cun) in urban areas, and to the role of 
these self-organizing entities in negotiating with local authorities and busi-
ness elites to protect and advance the interests of migrant workers. These 
entities draw together the production, social life and informal networks of 
migrant workers but have a transient existence, due to the high mobility 
of migrants and, more importantly, their institutional vulnerability (Zhang, 
2001). Workers and worker organizers in these urban villages are migrants, 
their main strength being the solidarity underpinned by their kinship and 
shared place of origin. These self-organizing entities are often known as 
town-fellow organizations, though not all residents of the same Mingong Cun 
are from the same hometown, and town-fellow organizations may operate 
beyond/outside the Mingong Cun.

These organizations are informal social groups formed by migrant workers 
from the same hometown, being loosely organized and not registered 
with government agencies. The government thus cannot track their exact 
number. Based on a reporter’s investigation, there has been rapid growth in 
the number of such organizations in various places, especially in the Pearl 
River Delta region of Guangdong province, with its more developed private 
economy; the city of Shenzhen alone had more than 200 by the early 2010s 
(South China Daily, 2011). A town-fellow organization has two main goals: 
(1) promote communication among migrants from the same hometown; and 
(2) protect the legitimate rights and interests of migrant workers and pro-
vide all members with a sense of security. When rural migrant workers are 
deprived of their labour rights, they have an incentive to come together to 
speak up; thus, in some ways, this kind of organization acts like a labour 
organization in the absence of a trade union. For example, using data from a 
survey of Beijing, Guangzhou, Shijiazhuang and other cities, Lu (2010) found 
that 36.1% of the 449 respondents belonged to a town-fellow organization, 
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with the same proportion belonging to a trade union. In disputes with their 
employer, migrant workers prefer to seek support from the town-fellow 
organization, rather than from the trade union. Similarly, in a study by Wang 
(2010), where 186 migrant workers were asked what they would do if under-
paid or unpaid for their work, 56.5% of them replied that they would rely on a 
network and find town-fellow organization members to help them, whereas 
only 1.6% said they would turn to the union for help.

Previous studies suggest that power relationships play a significant role in 
the process of employees expressing either their voice or silence (An and 
Bramble, 2018). Morrison and Rothman (2009) argued that power asymmetry 
may also cause voice to be seen as risky. Based on the model proposed by 
Morrison (2014), perceived powerlessness is an important inhibitor of voice, 
which determines whether a voice opportunity will result in voice or silence. 
According to power-dependence theory (Emerson, 1962), the value and avail-
ability of resources from alternative sources will determine the dependence 
of one party on the other. Drawing on this theory, we propose that member-
ship in a town-fellow organizations plays an important role in moderating 
the relationship between family responsibilities and employee silence by 
helping workers fulfill heavy family responsibilities through support and 
other assistance, thereby making them less dependent on their employers 
and changing the power imbalance between the two parties. For instance, 
Zhao (2003) asserted that social networks in rural hometowns can provide 
migrant workers with important assistance in finding jobs, accommoda-
tion and financial resources. Wu (2017: 379) found that migrant workers have 
developed a Laoxiang-based (i.e., fellow villager-based) strategy in response 
to domination by their urban co-workers. These Laoxiang communities (a 
kind of town-fellow organization) actively engage in three types of activities: 
“recruitment and training to monopolize occupational niches; strategically 
coordinating conflicts in the Laoxiang network; and offering materialistic 
favors to members” (Wu, 2017: 379). Similarly, Gan (2015) in a study of 574 
rural migrant workers reported that those whose families have higher social 
capital are more likely to settle down for the long term in urban areas. Cheng 
(2011) found that 90% of migrants find jobs through other members of these 
networking groups.

Because town-fellow organizations operate with the support of workers from 
the same village or county, they enjoy solidarity and collective power when 
voice is expressed during disputes (Cheng, 2011). Unlike the ACFTU, these 
groups are informal, with no formal institutional rules/regulations and no 
enforcement mechanisms. Migrant workers join them to gain affective sup-
port and meet security needs (Lu, 2010). Such organizations therefore fill a 
representational void for rural migrant workers in times of need. As noted by 
An and Bramble (2018), silence is a form of self-protection when employees 
lack bargaining power. Thus, based on power-dependence theory, we propose 
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that the association between family responsibilities and employee silence is 
weaker for those workers who are members of a town-fellow organization 
than for those who are not. In summary, we present the following hypoth-
eses:

H2a:	�T he positive relationship between responsibilities for dependent children and 
workers’ silence will be weaker for migrant workers who are members of town-
fellow organizations than for those who are not.

H2b:	�T he positive relationship between responsibilities for elderly dependents and 
employee silence will be weaker for migrant workers who are members of town-
fellow organizations than for those who are not.

Methodology

Data
The data came from a survey of migrant workers conducted from October 
2013 to August 2014. Our study is part of a larger study of employee voice 
and silence in the migrant worker population in China, in contrast to the 
focus of previous studies on socio-economic outcomes (Frenkel and Yu, 2015; 
Gao et al., 2012; Xie and Gough, 2011). We conducted the survey and data col-
lection in two stages. First, we designed the questionnaire and pilot study. 
Using the research goals as a basis, the research team completed the first 
draft of the questionnaire in October 2013 and conducted interviews with 
migrant workers to elicit suggestions in December 2013. Then, the research 
team revised the questionnaire in line with responses to a pilot survey of 50 
respondents in January 2014 and produced the final version, which consisted 
of 45 questions and 135 variables about individuals and their family, working 
conditions and living conditions. The second stage was the survey itself. 
It was conducted in the 12 cities of Guangdong province that attracted the 
most migrant workers. We calculated the sample size of the 12 cities from the 
population size of migrant workers in the Guangdong Statistical Yearbook, 
using the quota sampling method. The research team went first to loca-
tions where a large number of migrants live and work and randomly selected 
respondents for the survey. About 85% of the respondents were interviewed 
at home, about 70% at the workplace and less than 5% at bus stops and 
train stations. Before we began each interview, we told the respondent the 
survey was only for academic purposes and that private information would 
be strictly confidential. Each respondent received a small gift afterwards. 
The survey was conducted during February-August 2014. In total, 26 migrant 
workers declined to be interviewed, and 810 agreed. The response rate was 
96.89%.
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Some responses, however, were extreme and seemed counterintuitive, 
such as working more than 24 hours per day or 7 days per week. In addi-
tion, some of the handwritten responses were barely decipherable on the 
answer sheet. To address such concerns, we filtered out the responses that 
contained outliers, implausible results and missing data, leaving us with 766 
valid responses for the empirical study.

Measurement and Descriptive Statistics

Dependent Variable: Employee Silence
Two continuous variables were created to depict employee silence. If your 
labour rights and interests are violated at the workplace, what will you do (1 
= I will remain silent and take no action; 0 = I will take some action to protect 
my rights)? Multiple actions include: seeking help from the trade union, gov-
ernment, and legal system; negotiating with managers; strike; and so forth.

Independent Variables: Family Dependents
We created two continuous variables for family dependents: children (number 
of children under 16) and elderly (number of people over 60) in a family.

Moderating Variable: Town-Fellow Organizations
We used a binary variable to measure participation in a town-fellow organ-
ization (1 = I participate in a town-fellow organization; 0 = I do not participate 
in a town-fellow organization).

Control Variables
According to previous studies, personal characteristics may influence 
employee voice and silence. We chose several as control variables, including 
age, gender, education and marital status (Chan, 2010; Pai, 2013; Pringle, 2011). 
In addition, we looked at similar studies and controlled for enterprise char-
acteristics, including trade union, ownership, industry and enterprise size 
(An and Bramble, 2018; Willman et al., 2006).

The characteristics of the migrant workers are presented in Table 1. In terms 
of personal characteristics, 62% of them were male, average age was 29.31 
and 47% were married. Their level of education was generally not high: 41.42% 
had only been to high school. On average, each of them was caring for 0.95 
elderly family member and 0.90 child. When their labour rights were violated, 
10.1% of them said they would remain silent. The correlations among the 
variables are shown in Table 2.
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Table 1
Summary Statistics

Variable Measurement Mean Std. 
Dev. Min. Max.

Workers’ 
silence

If your labour rights and interests are  
violated at the workplace, what will you 
do (1 = I will remain silent and take no 
action; 0 = I will take some action to 
protect my rights)

0.10 0.30 0 1

Elderly Number of elderly in family  
(over 60 years old) 0.95 0.98 0 6

Children Number of children in family  
(under 16 years old) 0.90 1.05 0 7

Age Years 29.31 8.93 15 59

Education

Primary school and below = 1;  
Junior middle school = 2; High school = 3; 
Vocational school = 4;  
Beyond vocational college = 5

2.94 1.24 1 5

Marital 
status

Married = 1; unmarried = 0 0.47 0.50 0 1

Gender Male = 1; female = 0 0.62 0.49 0 1

Membership 
in a town-
fellow 
organization

Member of town-fellow organization = 1;  
Not member = 0 0.11 0.31 0 1

Trade union Firm has an established trade union=1; 
otherwise=0 0.40 0.49 0 1

Ownership Foreign=1; domestic=0 0.14 0.38 0 1

Industry Manufacturing = 1; construction = 2;  
services = 3; other = 4 1.71 1.09 1 4

Firm size 100 people or less = 1; 100-299 = 2;  
300-999 = 3; 1,000 or more = 4 2.04 1.17 1 4
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Results
The logistic regression in Table 3 shows that children have a positively sig-
nificant influence on employee silence (beta = 0.436, p < 0.01). In contrast, 
the coefficient for elderly dependents is 0.091 and insignificant. It seems, 
then, that children in a family, rather than elderly dependents, have a direct 
effect on employee silence. Thus, H1a is supported but not H1b. To explain 
the influence of children better, we analyzed the marginal effect in column 
4, finding that the potential for employee silence increases by 4.0% for each 
additional child in the family.

Table 3
Effects of Family Dependents on Workers’ Silence

Dependent variable: silence

Model (1) (2) (3) Marginal effect

Age
-0.027
(0.110)

-0.034
(0.114)

-0.056
(0.114)

--
--

Age_sq
0.000

(0.002)
0.000

(0.002)
0.001

(0.002)
--
--

Trade union
-0.305
(0.282)

-0.246
(0.279)

-0.331
(0.284)

--
--

Junior middle school
1.339*

(0.767)
1.262*

(0.758)
1.363*

(0.766)
--
--

High school
1.573**

(0.794)
1.398*

(0.783)
1.550*

(0.793)
--
--

Vocational school
1.192

(0.842)
0.924

(0.829)
1.187

(0.842)
--
--

Beyond vocational college
0.753

(0.852)
0.554

(0.844)
0.752

(0.853)
--
--

Marital status
-0.364
(0.395)

-0.012
(0.384)

-0.322
(0.405)

--
--



Family Responsibilities and Silence of Rural Migrant Workers in China: The Role of Town-Fellow Organizations 225

Dependent variable: silence

Model (1) (2) (3) Marginal effect

Gender
-0.555**

(0.269)
-0.499*

(0.264)
-0.555**

(0.270)
--
--

Ownership
-1.868**

(0.757)
-1.772**

(0.747)
-1.853**

(0.760)
--
--

Children
0.444***

(0.124)
--
--

0.436***

(0.126)
0.040***

(0.011)

Elderly
--
--

0.155
(0.132)

0.091
(0.140)

0.008
(0.013)

Industry YES YES YES --

Firm size YES YES YES --

Constant
-2.401
(1.912)

-1.929
(1.957)

-2.002
(1.950)

--
--

Log likelihood -207.697 -212.192 -205.544 --

Pseudo R2 0.113 0.091 0.117 --

Notes: �***, **, and * denote statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels, respectively.  
YES means the variable is controlled for.

Results in Table 4 (see column 1) demonstrate that the town-fellow organiza-
tions moderate the relationship between elderly dependents and employee 
silence. The coefficient of the interaction term is -1.845 and significant at the 
5% level, thus supporting Hypothesis 2b, and suggesting that such organiza-
tions weaken the association between family responsibilities and employee 
silence. In contrast, column 2 in Table 4 shows that town-fellow organiza-
tions did not moderate the relationship between dependent children and 
employee silence (beta = -0.992, p > 0.10). Thus, Hypothesis 2a is not sup-
ported.
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Table 4
Moderating Effect of Town-Fellow Organizations

Dependent variable: Workers’ silence

Model (1) (2) (3)

Age
-0.057
(0.116)

-0.009
(0.113)

-0.068
(0.116)

Age_sq
0.001

(0.002)
0.000

(0.002)
0.001

(0.002)

Trade union
-0.078
(0.288)

-0.175
(0.291)

-0.205
(0.295)

Junior middle school
1.161

(0.762)
1.314*

(0.770)
1.291*

(0.771)

High school
1.427*

(0.785)
1.636**

(0.798)
1.620**

(0.798)

Vocational school
0.877

(0.832)
1.200

(0.844)
1.182

(0.847)

Beyond vocational college
0.447

(0.849)
0.736

(0.857)
0.657

(0.864)

Marital status
-0.029
(0.385)

-0.389
(0.401)

-0.375
(0.413)

Gender
-0.432
(0.267)

-0.554**

(0.271)
-0.501*

(0.275)

Ownership
-1.780**

(0.749)
-1.924**

(0.764)
-1.917**

(0.770)

Town-fellow organizations
0.425

(0.652)
-0.125
(0.708)

0.853
(0.750)

Children
--
--

0.474***

(0.128)
0.456***

(0.130)

Elderly
0.267*

(0.137)
--
--

0.208
(0.144)

Town-fellow 
organizations×Children

--
--

-0.992
(0.823)

-0.464
(0.819)

Town-fellow organizations×Elderly
-1.845**

(0.933)
--
--

-1.824*

(0.968)
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Dependent variable: Workers’ silence

Model (1) (2) (3)

Industry YES YES YES

Firm size YES YES YES

Constant
-1.628
(1.966)

-2.685
(1.941)

-1.927
(1.969)

Log likelihood -205.782 -204.255 -198.848

Pseudo R2 0.113 0.122 0.140

Notes: �***, **, and * denote statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels, respectively.  
YES means the variable is controlled for.

To illustrate interaction effects with town-fellow organizations, we drew 
two separate lines to depict the relationship between elderly dependents 
and employee silence. Figure 2 shows that the slope of migrant workers who 
joined such organizations was significantly different from the slope of those 
who did not. Thus, Hypothesis 2b is supported.

Figure 2
Moderating Effect of Town-Fellow Organizations on Relationship between  
Family Dependents and Workers’ Silence
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Discussion and Conclusions
The traditional Chinese family is embedded in a kinship-based clan culture, 
which has a strong influence on rural families in China (Feng, 2003; Zhang, 
2019). That culture is evident in the town-fellow organization, a loosely 
formed and self-organizing urban association of rural migrant workers from 
the same region. It is a relatively new form of grassroots association that 
uses a bottom-up approach; as such, it deserves more in-depth investiga-
tion (Cooke, 2014). For these migrant workers, we examined the relation-
ship between, on the one hand, their silence over violations of their labour 
rights and, on the other, their responsibilities for dependent children and 
elderly family members. We also examined the moderating role of town-
fellow organizations in resolving labour disputes and giving voice to migrant 
workers. The results show that migrant workers with dependent children 
are more likely to keep silent when their labour rights are violated at the 
workplace, while those with elderly dependents are not more likely to keep 
silent. Town-fellow organizations have significant moderating effects on the 
relationship between responsibilities for elderly dependents and employee 
silence. Our study has research and practical implications, as well as limita-
tions, which we will discuss below.

Contributions
Our study makes two contributions to the literature. First, it enriches existing 
knowledge of employee voice in the Chinese context, with a focus on the 
largest segment of the workforce, rural migrant workers, who do not have 
an effective voice mechanism, particularly those with responsibilities for 
family dependents. The empirical results show that responsibilities for chil-
dren, but not for elderly family members, significantly increase the poten-
tial for employee silence when labour rights are violated. In other words, 
H1a is supported but not H1b. It is easy to understand the significant effect 
of children, because children as dependents increase the economic burden 
and survival pressure on migrant workers while fueling their fear of experi-
encing unemployment or material losses. Consequently, migrant workers 
are more likely to choose fear-driven silence. Surprisingly, responsibilities 
for dependent elderly parents have no significant influence on employee 
silence, a finding that seems to contradict the emphasis of traditional Chi-
nese culture on filial piety and reciprocal care between elderly parents and 
their adult children.

One possible explanation would be that social changes and economic 
reforms have affected intergenerational relationships and the roles of 
migrant workers in their families. On the one hand, migration has signifi-
cantly altered their sense of family responsibilitythrough the influence of 
the market economy and the pressures of urban employment and survival. 
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Urban workplaces separate migrant workers from their rural hometowns and 
traditional communities. As traditional morality weakens, so does the moral 
imperative to care for one’s elderly family members and condemn other adult 
children who do not. There has thus been a decline in the level of care and 
emotional support for elderly parents. On the other hand, because migrant 
workers have limited resources and a status as inferior citizens in the city, 
their elderly parents are no longer purely dependents but also breadwinners 
and homemakers. Quah (2009) and Liu (2014) found that parents give their 
adult offspring more care and more financial and emotional support than 
they receive from them. Therefore, with weaker moral sanctions on adult off-
spring, and with their elderly family members still playing an altruistic role, 
the result is a decrease in survival pressure on migrant workers and, hence, 
a decrease in their fear of employers. Consequently, elderly dependents no 
longer exert a significant impact on fear-driven silence.

Our study makes a second contribution. It reveals the informal, but none-
theless important institutional role of town-fellow organizations in organ-
izing migrant workers and representing them when labour rights are violated. 
Previous research has shown that informal (also known as emerging and 
non-traditional) institutional actors can play a beneficial role in supporting 
workers in various ways, specifically in labour disputes (e.g., Cooke and 
Brown, 2015; Heery and Frege, 2006; Michelson et al., 2008). Yet, particularly 
in the Chinese context, research is still lacking on informal institutional 
actors and their role in regulating IR in general and voice and labour disputes 
in particular. This is a major research lacuna, given the increasing import-
ance of informal employment among rural migrant workers, whom the trade 
unions and other formal institutional actors have largely been unable to 
organize and represent effectively. Our study extends existing knowledge 
about a grassroots informal actor, i.e., the migrant worker community, as 
a source of support and mobilization in times of need for migrant workers. 
Unlike registered NGOs, which are external to the community of rural migrant 
workers and which operate in a politically precarious environment (Lee and 
Shen, 2011; Li and Liu, 2018), town-fellow organizations develop internally 
and organically within the community and stem from strong clan and family 
blood connections and bonds. As such, our findings on the influence of these 
organizations, as an alternative to trade unions or other formal institutional 
actors for employee voice, will enrich existing research on workers’ organ-
izing and voice mechanisms. We also provide a new perspective on under-
standing of labour relations in the Chinese context. We note, however, that 
not all town-fellow organizations play a positive role; nor are they institu-
tionally secure, though they are much more secure than some foreign NGOs, 
which must officially register to be able to operate in China.

The empirical results show that town-fellow organizations weaken the asso-
ciation between family responsibilities and workers’ silence. As predicted 
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by power-dependence theory, these organizations provide workers with 
support and other resources to help them deal with heavy family respon-
sibilities, thus making them less dependent on employers and altering the 
power imbalance between the two parties. In other words, the pressure to 
remain silent due to family responsibilities is relieved by assistance from 
town-fellow organizations. Interestingly, this moderating role only acts in 
the relationship between filial responsibilities for the elderly and silence by 
migrant workers in disputes with their employers. That is, H2b is supported 
but not H2a. The reason may be that elderly parents are better able than 
children to tap into sources of support from outside the family, including 
town-fellow organizations. Our research design did not allow us to substan-
tiate this speculation by investigating the social activities of elderly parents. 
Future researchers could extend our study by examining the social resources 
available to elderly parents and how this source of support influences the 
voice and behaviour of their migrant children.

Practical Implications
Our study has several practical implications. First, there is a clear need for 
migrant workers to be represented and have their voice heard more effect-
ively both outside and inside the workplace. ACFTU organizations may con-
sider how they can work together with town-fellow organizations to develop 
effective representational mechanisms. Second, labour regulation should be 
enforced more effectively to strengthen the penalties for violations of labour 
rights, to improve protection of the rights of migrant workers and to increase 
the benefits for them of breaking their silence. Third, non-union organiza-
tions, such as town-fellow organizations, could play a more important role in 
employee voice by developing a formal relationship with local employers for 
both preventative and remedial actions. This suggestion could be acted upon 
by setting up town-fellow organization sub-groups within the enterprise of 
the workers. In enterprises where a trade union is recognized, these sub-
groups could work with the union to develop better support for the workers. 
In enterprises where a union is absent, town-fellow organization sub-groups 
could provide workers with an alternative means to gain a voice. In fact, there 
are town-fellow organizations in some factories, sometimes several, due to 
the diverse hometown origins of the migrant workers, but these organiza-
tions are often small and led by young workers with limited resources and 
experience. To be more effective, they should come together to form a town-
fellow organization for the local area, with a larger membership and more 
resources and organizing capacity. However, they should operate in a way 
that does not pose a political and institutional threat.
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Limitations and Further Research
Our study has several limitations. First, the survey was done in Guangdong 
province, and its findings may not be generalizable to all migrant workers in 
China. Second, our study is a quantitative and cross-sectional one with single 
source data. Future researchers may use multiple source data, including, 
for example, interviews with leaders of town-fellow organizations and with 
elderly parents of migrant workers. This kind of qualitative data would pro-
vide more insight into the challenges, workings and dynamics of such organ-
izations, as well as their ability to advance workers’ rights and interests. It 
may also explain why migrant workers with elderly parents are more likely to 
turn to town-fellow organizations to seek help when their labour rights are 
violated.
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Résumé
Objectif de recherche et questions – La voix de l’employé en Chine demeure un 
thème peu étudié du point de vue des relations industrielles, surtout à l’égard 
des travailleurs venus de la campagne. Ces derniers, qui constituent le segment 
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le plus important de la population active, ont peu de moyens efficaces pour faire 
entendre leur voix. À ce jour, pour expliquer le silence de l’employé dont les droits 
du travail ont été violés, on a accordé trop peu d’attention au rôle des responsabi-
lités familiales. On a également trop peu examiné le rôle modérateur des acteurs 
institutionnels informels, comme les organisations de migrants venus de la même 
ville, qui permettent au travailleur migrant lésé d’exprimer ses revendications.

La présente étude a pour but de combler ces lacunes en répondant à deux ques-
tions: (1) Le travailleur migrant sera-t-il plus enclin à garder le silence s’il a des 
enfants ou des aînés à sa charge? (2) De quelle manière l’organisation de migrants 
venus de la même ville influence-t-elle le lien entre le fait d’avoir des personnes 
à charge et le choix de se taire?

Méthodologie – Il s’agit d’une étude empirique de la relation entre les personnes 
à charge (enfants et aînés) et le silence du travailleur migrant, ainsi que le rôle 
modérateur de l’organisation de migrants venus de la même ville. Les données 
proviennent d’une enquête sur des travailleurs migrants (n = 776) vivant dans la 
province de Guangdong, dans le sud de la Chine.

Résultats – 1) Si un travailleur migrant a des membres de famille à sa charge, ce 
fait influencera sa voix lorsque ses droits auront été violés. 2) Dans cette éventua-
lité, il est plus enclin à se taire pour le bien de ses enfants que pour celui de ses 
aînés. 3) Quant à l’organisation de migrants venus de la même ville, elle affaiblit 
la relation entre le fait d’avoir des aînés à charge et le choix de garder le silence.

Contributions – 1) Ces résultats enrichissent les connaissances actuelles sur la 
voix du travailleur migrant en Chine, surtout celui ayant des responsabilités fami-
liales. 2) Nous avons démontré que l’organisation de migrants venus de la même 
ville joue un rôle institutionnel qui est informel mais néanmoins important, soit 
celui de représenter les travailleurs migrants dont les droits du travail ont été 
violés.

Mots clés: silence de l’employé, membres de famille à charge, acteur institutionnel 
informel, travailleurs migrants, organisation de migrants venus de la même ville.


