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The Spatial Diffusion of Population Outflow in China:

Empirical Patterns and Mechanistic Explanations
LEI Linxuan®,ZHOU Hao"
(A. Department of Sociology , Peking University , Beijing , 100871, China ;
B. Center for Chinese Society and Development , Peking University , Beijing , 100871, China )

Abstract: Since the 1980s, the direction and spatial distribution of China's population migration and mobility
have remained broadly stable. In recent years, however, new spatial patterns have emerged, characterized
by the coexistence of "diffusion within agglomeration" at destinations and "sprawling diffusion" at origins.
Compared with destination—side diffusion, origin—side diffusion has received insufficient scholarly attention.
Owing to data limitations, existing studies have found it difficult to depict the dynamic evolution of population
out—migration from the origin perspective at spatial scales below the provincial level. Moreover, most
studies have relied on linear econometric models to examine determinants , thereby overlooking the potential
transmission and spillover effects of migration shaped by geographic proximity and social networks. Against
this background, this study uses microdata from the 2000, 2010, and 2020 Chinese population censuses,
takes the out—migration rate of the floating population at the prefecture—level administrative unit as the
research object, and adopts the mixed diffusion model as its theoretical framework. Combining global
Moran’s I, LISA cluster maps, and the spatial Durbin model (SDM) , the study empirically examines the
spatial diffusion process of population out—migration in China. The findings are as follows. First, regional
out—migration rates exhibit significant spatial autocorrelation, with high—value clusters concentrated in
central and western China as well as parts of Northeast China, while low—value clusters are mainly found in
the southeastern coastal regions. Second, from 2000 to 2020, population out—migration showed a clear
diffusion pattern: the overall out—migration rate increased, the number and spatial extent of high—out—
migration areas continued to expand, and diffusion spread from local centers to surrounding areas. Third,
population out-migration stems from individuals’ and households’ adaptive responses to socioeconomic
change, while the dominant factors influencing out—migration vary across different stages. Fourth, population
out—migration in China demonstrates significant spatial diffusion effects: an increase in the out—-migration
rate of one region is often accompanied by an increase in neighboring regions. Existing migration intensity
also affects out—migration in adjacent areas, suggesting that migration behavior and migration culture are
transmitted across regions through migration networks, social networks, mass media, and related channels.
Fifth, socioeconomic factors also generate spatial spillover effects, indicating that population mobility is
shaped by the joint operation of structural adaptation and the diffusion of migration experience and culture.
This study extends research on the spatial diffusion of China’s population migration and mobility from the
origin perspective. It reveals the sprawling diffusion of population out—migration across China over the past
two decades and shows that this diffusion results from the combined effects of adaptive responses and
diffusion mechanisms. These findings not only support the applicability of mixed diffusion theory to China’s
population migration and mobility, but also offer a cultural-pathway explanation for China's transition from
"stable settlement" to "active migration",providing an alternative perspective for understanding the continued
development of future migration flows.
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