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Abstract: Against the backdrop of high-quality development of the 
national economy, the development of each city is also facing trans-
formation and upgrading. Cities need high-quality development, 
and high-quality talents are the key. The problem of attracting 
high-quality talents in domestic small and medium-sized cities in 
high-quality development needs to be solved urgently. This paper 
takes Huai’an, a third-tier city in China, as an example, to under-
stand the intentions and confusions of college students when they 
seek employment. The qualitative approach of semi-structured in-
terviews is employed. The study finds that in small and medium-
sized cities, factors hindering college students from staying in local 
cities for employment include that the intensity of the government in 
publicizing high-quality development has not reached to most col-
lege students, the guide courses in colleges and universities meet 
difficulties in the process of delivery, and college students' own ca-
reer planning are not guided well. In response to the above prob-
lems, this paper puts forward suggestions such as strengthening the 
positive interaction between schools and college students, enhanc-
ing the publicity of high-quality urban development among college 
students, and closely integrating college students’ career guidance 
courses with local development. Quality development attracts more 
high-quality talents. 
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Introduction 
HE Fifth Plenary Session of the 19th Central Committee of the Communist Party 
of China clearly identified “high-quality development” as one of the important 
guiding ideologies for economic and social development during China’s “14th 

Five-Year Plan” period (Li et al., 2019). High-quality development is a brand-new de-
velopment concept, which means innovation in growth patterns. At present, China’s 
cities have entered a stage of high-quality development. The traditional urban develop-
ment model with land and capital as the core variables is changing, and the traditional 
way of agglomeration of elements driven by resources and investment is breaking 
through mechanism re-building, new goal setting, and new route choices (Cheng & 
Masser, 2003). The high-quality development of cities means that a large number of 
high-quality talents are needed. Among all, fresh college graduates are undoubtedly an 
important part. They are not only large in number, but also constitute the main body for 
high-quality development (Chen, 2013). 

At present, the research on high-quality urban development and talent flow at 
home and abroad mainly focuses on the macro level (Banister & Lichfield, 2003; 
Downs, 2010; Hopkins, 2001). Some scholars expounded the connotation of high-
quality urban development from the aspects of the transformation of development en-
dowments, the theoretical mechanism and goal setting of high-quality urban develop-
ment, etc (Easterly & Levine, 2003; Engerman & Sokoloff, 2002). Among them, tech-
nological innovation, industrial upgrading, fairness and efficiency, and urban security 
are the key elements of high-quality urban development. In terms of the realization path, 
it can be regarded as the main realization path from the aspects of urban industry and 
employment, regional integration and urban-rural integration, and the governance of 
quality of life. 

Secondly, in the research on urban talent flow, some scholars believe that it 
points out the new characteristics of the current talent flow. The mobility of young tal-
ents is greater and faster (Smith, 2014); high-tech industries attract more talents 
(Abramo et al., 2011); key cities and urban agglomerations are still the first choice for 
employment (Awumbila, 2017). At present, the problem of urban talent flow is mainly 
manifested in the obvious downward trend of population, and the urban population is 
facing two levels. Scholars believe that promoting the integration of regional talents, 
empowering enterprises, and improving the suitability of urban life can solve the prob-
lems faced by the high-quality development of Chinese cities. 

The above-mentioned research on the high-quality development of cities and 
the flow of urban talents is to propose macro solutions from the national level or the 
regional level such as the Yangtze River Delta and the Pearl River Delta. It is also a 
strong guiding role for Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen or other first-tier 
cities such as Hangzhou, Chengdu, and Nanjing. However, for most other third- and 
fourth-tier cities in China, the above research recommendations are difficult to imple-
ment, and they cannot provide specific solutions and solutions. This paper, taking 
Huai’an City, Jiangsu Province as an example, attempts to solve the dilemma of attract-
ing and retaining talents faced by third-tier cities under the background of high-quality 
development. Starting from the employment intention of college students in this city, 
this paper explores what motivates university students to stay or leave a city when seek-
ing employment and provides implications. 

T 
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Theoretical Framework 
Since the last century, the push-pull theory has become a mature theoretical paradigm to 
study issues such as population mobility, migration, and brain drain (Zhou, 2006). The 
basic framework of this theory was first proposed by the British economist and sociolo-
gist E. G. Ravenstein in 1885. The famous seven laws of population migration are de-
rived from his book The Laws of Population Migration. Later, R. Herbele formally pro-
posed in 1938 that population mobility was caused by a series of forces, including the 
“push” of the outflow place and the “pull” of the inflow place. When people’s needs 
were not met in their original place of residence, they might plan to move to another 
place; In addition, even if he is satisfied with his current situation, there may be greater 
opportunities in other places to promote his mobility. In the 1960s, the British scholar 
Everett Lee put forward the systematic transfer theory, which is known as “push-pull 
theory”. This theory believes that under the circumstances of market economy and free 
flow of population, people move and flow because they can improve their living condi-
tions through mobile employment. As a result, the factors that improve the living condi-
tions of immigrants in the inflow area become a pull, while the unfavorable social and 
economic conditions in the outflow area become a push. Push-pull theory is an im-
portant theoretical basis in the study of regional choice of college students’ employment. 
There are four basic theoretical issues in the push-pull theory proposed by Everett Lee: 
factors affecting migration, migration amount, migration direction and migration char-
acteristics. This paper focuses on the first factor, the factors that affect migration, that is, 
the factors that local college students stay or leave. Everett Lee subdivided the factors 
of the migration process into four aspects: factors related to the place of emigration, 
factors related to the place of emigration, intermediary barriers and personal factors. 

Zhong & Liu (2019) identify that among the factors for college students to 
choose rural employment, their own advantages and disadvantages, cultural differences 
between urban and rural areas, employment policies, wages and other factors will be-
come the driving force for college students to stay in rural employment, emphasizing 
that the country should strengthen the guidance and publicity of college students’ rural 
employment policies. Local governments should combine the rural revitalization strate-
gy; adjust measures to local conditions, and increase measures and efforts to attract col-
lege students to rural employment. Zhang & Liu (2012), combined with the analysis of 
the push and pull theory, pointed out that college students’ choice of the location for 
employment development is the result of rational analysis, and it is the decision made 
by college students after weighing the pull of the inflow place and the push of the out-
flow place. Among them, the factors conducive to improving living conditions are pull-
ing forces, while the unfavorable living conditions are pushing forces. 

When studying the intention of college students to stay in Huai’an City, this 
paper also focuses on the above aspects for interview and research. In third-tier cities, 
there are often two weaknesses in college students’ employment choice: first, there is a 
lack of development opportunities and salary treatment in a big city; the second is the 
lack of sense of belonging and identity of hometown. These two weaknesses are the 
main impetus for college students to move out, and it is difficult to make a break-
through in the short term. However, these two aspects must be improved if we want to 
retain more local college students. Local governments and colleges and universities can 
take advantage of dislocation to play a good role in employment and emotion, and fully 
highlight that the salary of Huai’an City is more competitive than that of its hometown 
(except the first tier big cities). It is more livable and has a sense of belonging than the 
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first-tier big cities (except hometown). Only in this way can we achieve objective re-
sults in the talent competition. 

Push-pull theory is an important theoretical basis in the study of regional 
choice of college students’ employment. There are four basic theoretical issues in the 
push-pull theory proposed by Everett Lee: factors affecting migration, migration 
amount, migration direction and migration characteristics. This paper focuses on the 
first factor, the factors that affect migration, that is, the factors that local college stu-
dents stay or leave. Everett Lee subdivided the factors of the migration process into four 
aspects: factors related to the place of emigration, factors related to the place of emigra-
tion, intermediary barriers and personal factors. 

Methodology 
This paper uses semi-structured interviews (Seidman, 2006), a qualitative research ap-
proach, to investigate university students who are about to graduate, focusing on their 
subjective feelings, career planning and study plans in the city of Huai’an. Most of the 
students interviewed were senior students. Because of the employment needs faced by 
senior students, they have already thought deeply about the development of studying in 
Huaihe River. Moreover, because the 2022 cohort of graduates were not affected by the 
COVID-19 during their freshman year and the last semester of their sophomore year, 
they could freely enter and leave the campus. 

In terms of interviewees, this paper conducted in-depth interviews with 22 such 
students. Audio recordings were made upon the consent of all the interviewees. We 
compared, analyzed and summarized the data regarding interviewees’ understanding of 
Huai’an City’s high-quality development, their own career planning, their intention to 
stay in Huai’an, and their expectations for the development of college students in 
Huai’an.  

First, the first three interview questions are the interviewers’ comprehensive 
understanding of Huai’an city. As the first condition for moving in and out, it is about 
the understanding of a particular place. Therefore, the first part of the interview should 
be clear about the respondents’ understanding of City Huai’an. The second part of the 
interview is about personal factors, including their own capabilities, positioning, career 
planning, etc. Only when one understands his own abilities and needs can he make rea-
sonable choices in employment. Personal factors are completely subjective and not nec-
essarily accurate, so there will be a gap between ideal and reality. Only by clarifying the 
personal factors of the interviewees can we find out the main reasons for college stu-
dents to stay and leave. The third part of the interview is about the reasons for college 
students to stay and leave. There are many variables of immigration and emigration in 
the push-pull theory. As mentioned above, it is impossible to quantify all variables ob-
jectively and accurately. There are several important factors that really affect the immi-
gration or emigration of individuals. The focus of this study is to directly understand the 
main reasons for respondents to move in or out through interviews. The fourth part is 
suggestions. From the perspective of college students, we should know what improve-
ments H City needs to make in attracting talents. 

Among the 22 interviewees, 15 were graduates, 5 were non-graduates, and 2 
were teachers. The majors covered 6 majors, including science, engineering, humanities 
and social sciences. There were 5 students from this city and 17 from other cities (in-
cluding 5 from other provinces). When interviewing students, we should take gender, 
major, region, grade, occupation and other factors into consideration as much as possi-
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ble, and randomly select students and teachers from eligible groups as interviewees, 
which can reflect the objectivity of the interview content more widely and truly. 

Findings 

Impression of High-Quality Urban Development: Per-
sonal Experience is the Key 
Whether one decides to work and live in a city depends on their impressions of the city. 
City impression refers to an individual’s comprehensive emotion towards a city. The 
impression of a city comes from many factors. For college students who have lived in a 
city for four years, personal experience is undoubtedly the most intuitive impression of 
a city. From the results of the questionnaire survey and interview, the 18th grade stu-
dents generally have a better impression of Huai’an than other grades. The reason is that 
the 18th grade students have more opportunities to go out, and their favorability to 
Huai’an has also been greatly improved after personal experience. However, due to the 
epidemic, students of other grades were often managed in a closed manner during 
school and could not experience the customs and customs of Huai’an in person. Their 
impression of Huai’an was not much different from that before they came to Huai’an. In 
the interview, cultural tourism, convenient transportation, and simple and friendly folk 
customs are the three high-frequency keywords that appeared in the interview. 
 

In terms of culture, Zhou Enlai’s influence is relatively large. Compared 
with his hometown of Nantong, Huai’an has more tourist attractions. (In-
terviewee 2) 
 
Huai’an is not as backward in economy as imagined. It feels that the 
economy is okay, and tourism is still very good. It is like Zhou Enlai Me-
morial Hall, Zhou Enlai’s Childhood Reading Center, and Wu Chengen’s 
Former Residence. (Interviewee 3) 
 
Huai’an culture is still strong, Zhou Enlai, Wu Chengen and so on. When I 
first came, there was no high-speed rail, West Amusement Park, and now 
Fangte Park is still under construction. There have been great changes in 
the past four years. (Interviewee 4) 
 
I knew it was Zhou Enlai’s hometown before, and I felt that the scenery, 
humanities and culture here are very good. I feel that there are more tour-
ist attractions, such as Bochi Mountain and Taohua Island. (Interviewee 5) 
 
Huai’an’s life is relatively harmonious. Culturally, there are Han Xin and 
Zhou Enlai. (Interviewee 9) 
 
Culture last week, Enlai and Hanxin, are located on the north-south divid-
ing line, and high-speed rail has also been built in recent years. (Inter-
viewee 13) 
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Basically, they are all in school, they go out less and know less. (Inter-
viewee 16) 
 
Often closed management, little chance to go out to learn about Huai’an, 
and no impression of Huai’an. (Interviewee 17) 

 
For the impression of a city, personal experience is undoubtedly the best choice. 

Freshmen who have just arrived in an unfamiliar city, their freshness and curiosity 
about the city will drive them to go out and explore the city often. During their fresh-
man year, the 18th grade students were not affected by the epidemic and could freely 
enter and leave the campus, which greatly satisfied their exploration of the city. The 
students in grades 19, 20, and 21 were in closed management most of the time during 
school, and they had no chance to go out and learn about the city. In the four years from 
2018 to 2022, Huai’an has developed greatly, especially in terms of transportation. In 
the past four years, Huai’an has opened a high-speed railway and built an elevated road. 
For everyone living in Huai’an, the travel experience diametrically reflects quality im-
provement.  
 

“Before there was no high-speed rail, it took me four hours to get home. 
Now, with high-speed rail, I can go back in less than two hours sometimes 
on weekends, and the elevated direct access to the high-speed rail station 
is very convenient” (Interviewee 14) 

  
In addition to the experience of the city, the experience of the school is also an 

important factor in the emotion of a city. Some students seldom go out because they are 
relatively housebound. Apart from the well-known tourist attractions, what they know 
most about Huai’an City is school life. 
 

Huai’an people are more enthusiastic and simpler, especially the school 
dormitory, canteen aunts, and teachers are very good. The head teacher is 
very responsible for our class, supervises the study, leads us to do topics 
and projects, let us formulate postgraduate entrance examination plans, 
and also help us contact tutor. (Interviewee 7) 

 
I have a good impression of Huai’an. The school’s teachers, canteen aunts, 
and dormitory aunts are very friendly, and students get along well with 
each other. (Interviewee 9) 
 
I have deep feelings for the school and the college. The library, laboratory, 
and postgraduate entrance examination classroom are all very good, es-
pecially for teachers and classmates. (Interviewee 11) 

 
It can be seen that the teachers of the school, the auntie dormitory, the people 

that ordinary students often come into contact with, or the places where students often 
go to the library, sports field, laboratory, and postgraduate entrance examination class-
room, constitute the main cognition of students’ understanding of the school. If the city 
of the university is the second home, then the university is the second home. Four years 
of study and hands-on experience in life form a strong emotional expression. For stu-
dents who are more housebound, the school experience is greater than the city experi-
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ence, and the emotion for the school is greater than the emotion for the city. In other 
words, in the hearts of these students, the emotion for the school is the emotion for the 
city, and the high-quality development of the school represents the high-quality devel-
opment of the city. All the people and things that students can meet in school constitute 
the basis for their emotions towards the school and also determine their impression of 
the city. 

The impression of a city plays an important role in the factors of individual mi-
gration in or out. A good impression will increase the probability of moving in, while a 
bad impression will increase the possibility of moving out. There are many aspects to 
the impression of the city, of which the sense of personal experience is undoubtedly the 
most direct and real way. College students have lived in a city for three or four years at 
least, and for six or seven years at most. They have personally experienced the campus 
and the city. This kind of feeling is not formed in a moment or in a single event, but a 
comprehensive emotional cognition formed by little accumulation in years of school life. 
Once formed, it is difficult to change. Therefore, from the perspective of immigration 
factors or emigration factors, the impression of the city is very important, which re-
quires the efforts of the local government and universities to constantly work on a good 
impression from the first day of college students. 

Lack of Publicity in Urban Development: University 
Students Generally do not Understand the Status Quo 
and Planning of High-Quality Cities 
The development of the city includes not only major livelihood projects such as the 
construction of high-speed railways, viaducts or large commercial centers, parks, and 
amusement parks to improve the quality of life of local people; Upgrade, transform. 
Compared with the former, which everyone can experience personally, the development 
of the latter is much more low-key, and very few people know it. The latter is the key to 
truly attracting and retaining talents. Observing the scale and intensity of investment 
promotion in Huai’an in the past five years, it has indeed brought leap-forward devel-
opment to the city, and major projects have been launched one after another. But for 
college students in Huai’an, all this is unfamiliar. 
 

I don’t know about related companies, but I never thought about develop-
ing in Huai’an. (Interviewee 16) 
 
I don’t know much about the related companies in Huai’an. It seems that 
there is Foxconn. The companies in Huai’an seem to be quite ordinary, 
and there are not many famous companies. (Interviewee 20) 

 
This is a problem that needs to be solved urgently in the development of small 

and medium-sized cities like Huai’an. The government spends a lot of manpower and 
material resources to attract investment, but as a college student in this city, when they 
are about to graduate, they know nothing about it, let alone these companies seek job 
development. In the interviews, it was found that many college students have basically 
had a general job-seeking intention before graduation. Unless they have a particularly 
ideal and satisfactory job, they generally look for a job according to their original inten-
tion. 
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In the second semester of my sophomore year, I have the idea of looking 
for a job. Since I have studied this major, although I am not too interested, 
but I have studied it, I will still engage in this industry, otherwise my pre-
vious studies will be in vain. (Interviewee 17) 
 
After the freshman year, I felt that I was not interested in this major, nor 
did I understand it, so I thought about changing careers and doing anima-
tion design. (Interviewee 19) 

 
Among these job-seeking students, preconceived job-seeking intentions are 

usually formed in their junior year or even earlier. The lack of urban development pub-
licity will inevitably lead to the low development intention of the city’s college students 
to stay in Huai’an. 

Secondly, the development of each city usually has a plan for the next 5-10 
years, which will focus on the development trend of the city’s future development, key 
industries, and residents’ living standards. Taking Huai’an’s “14th Five-Year Plan” as 
an example, the Plan clearly points out that the development orientation of Huai’an dur-
ing the “14th Five-Year Plan” period is “green highland, hub new city”, and at the same 
time accelerates the promotion of “innovative Huai’an, open Huai’an, beautiful Huai’an, 
happy Huai’an”. “Construction, the specific indicators are not listed one by one. But for 
ordinary college students, these plans are very unfamiliar and distant. First, ordinary 
college students hardly pay attention to the future long-term development plan of the 
city where the university is located, and no one will give them policy presentations and 
interpretations; second, the development plan takes a long time and has great uncertain-
ty, and most college students Pay more attention to the current reality. 

 
The high-quality development of Huai’an requires the introduction of ad-
vanced enterprises and the retention of talents. A good company should 
have good treatment and working environment. The monthly salary of 
7,000 CNY in Huai’an is relatively good. The working environment should 
look relatively clean and not cause too much harm to the body. (Interview-
ee 2) 
 
The high-quality development of Huai’an is first of all for enterprises to 
retain talents, especially young people with a high degree of education. In-
troduce some famous and good companies. (Interviewee 3) 
 
High-speed rail, West Amusement Park, and small trains (city light rail) 
are all high-quality developments. (Interviewee 4) 
 
The level of higher education in Huai’an must be continuously improved in 
order to promote high-quality development. (Interviewee 5) 
 
Huai’an promotes culture better, like the spirit of Zhou Enlai. Higher edu-
cation has yet to be improved. (Interviewee 6) 

 
Through interviews with two teachers, we can see that they are conservative 

about college students’ understanding of the city’s high-quality development. 
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This problem may be difficult for students. High quality development should 
be an economic term. They may not know what high quality development is. 

College students should not understand the high-quality development of the 
city, which has nothing to do with them. 

From the above interviews, it can be seen that the understanding of ordinary 
college students on the high-quality development of their cities mainly focuses on the 
following aspects: attracting more high-quality talents, the development level of local 
higher education, and the characteristic landscape of the city. These understandings are 
relatively one-sided, and it is difficult to clearly see the development status and devel-
opment potential of a city. Contradicting the actual situation, on the one hand, the local 
government has increased its investment promotion efforts to attract some large-scale 
high-quality enterprises; the problem is the lack of publicity about the current situation 
of urban development and long-term planning. Local college students can neither see 
the existing urban development nor understand the future urban development, resulting 
in the low development intention of staying in Huai’an. 

The Ambiguity of College Students’ Self-Positioning: 
The Uncertainty of City, Job and Career Planning 
When talking about future career plans, among the students interviewed, only 4 students 
clearly expressed their future career plans, and the other 16 students also talked about 
the industries and career development they want to work in in the future, but all It 
means that there are many uncertainties in the future, the plan cannot keep up with the 
changes, and it is necessary to take a step by step. It can be seen from this situation that 
college students generally lack accurate self-positioning and career planning. 
 

Ability is not particularly prominent, general. I hope to have a stable job 
like a teacher and do not want challenging work. (Interviewee 3) 
 
In the future, you may go to the grid, take the selection, or read the blog. I 
prefer to do the atmosphere of scientific research. (Interviewee 4) 
 
The ability needs to be improved, and step by step after work. (Interviewee 
5) 
 
Looking at the decision in the future, there are many uncertain factors. 
(Interviewee 7) 
 
Do a stable and ordinary work, and there is a certain amount of monthly 
salary. (Interviewee 13) 
 
I don’t know this industry, I just find a job related to my professionalism 
and learn while doing. (Interviewee 16) 

 
I think it is very difficult for me to know, position and plan my career. It is dif-

ficult for me to have an accurate understanding and position of myself, which is always 
changing. It is even more difficult for college students. There are many possibilities for 
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their future development. It is uncertain where they will develop, what industry they 
will be in, and what organization they will be in. (Interviewee teacher 1) 

Some students have very clear career plans. Most of our college students are 
preparing for the postgraduate entrance examination, which is the guidance of the col-
lege. But they are not sure what to do after they are admitted to the postgraduate en-
trance examination, and they do not have to do scientific research. For others, they 
should take the examination or look for jobs, and take each step to see. (Interviewee 
teacher 2) 

It can be seen from the responses of the teachers interviewed that the uncertain-
ty of college students’ self-awareness, positioning and career planning is a common 
phenomenon.  

College graduates have not really experienced the society, and lack intuitive 
feelings about their own abilities, interests, and social work requirements. There is a big 
difference between ideals and reality. In the early stage of graduation, it is usually diffi-
cult for college graduates to have a very clear and accurate understanding of the self-
positioning and career planning. As a result, they often have career plans that do not 
match their abilities when looking for jobs. During the interviews, it was found that 
only a small part of the students had a rational and pragmatic attitude towards work, and 
most of the other students were blind in their job search. The first is to have a low pro-
file, hoping to do a high-paying, decent job. Such students often choose large cities or 
economically developed first-tier cities, and feel that it is difficult for small and medi-
um-sized cities such as Huai’an to find ‘suitable’ jobs. The second is to underestimate 
oneself, feel that he has no ability, and he does not understand professional knowledge, 
so he can find an administrative clerical position casually, and he can support himself. 
Such students are more likely to go home for development. The reason is that they are 
close to home and can take care of each other with their parents. They do not expect 
work to be successful, but only want to live a comfortable and comfortable life. The 
third is due to the severe employment situation in the society; choose to join the team of 
postgraduate entrance examination, public examination and examination. Under the 
influence of the epidemic in the past two years, many companies have laid off employ-
ees, cut wages or even closed down. This dilemma has become a choice that college 
students have to face when looking for a job. Therefore, a stable job has become the 
first choice for many college students to find a job. The purpose of the postgraduate 
entrance examination is also to increase the bargaining chip for finding a stable job. 

Whether it is an inaccurate career orientation or a desire to work within the sys-
tem in pursuit of stability, this general trend is not conducive to the development of tal-
ents in small and medium-sized cities like Huai’an, and it becomes more difficult for 
local companies to recruit suitable talents. 

Ideal Work and Less Stress in Life are the Keys to Stay-
ing in Huai’an 
When talking about staying in Huai’an to work in Huai’an, except for a few classmates, 
they clearly want to go home for development because of family reasons. Most of the 
other students have feelings for the city of Huai’an and their alma mater, and have the 
intention to stay in Huai’an for development. But the premise of staying in the city is to 
have an ideal job. 
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I have considered working in Huai’an. After graduation, I may go back to 
Huai’an to be a teacher in a university or have such an Internet company 
in Huai’an. I am also willing to stay in Huai’an. (Interviewee 1) 
 
I have also invested in companies in Huai’an before, with a monthly salary 
of more than 7,000 RMB and a lot of overtime. But there is no upside in 3 
years. I felt unacceptable, and finally chose a family that has 4 salary ad-
justments a year. (Interviewee 2) 
 
I have a stable job and I hope I can take care of my parents. If Huai’an 
can satisfy such a living state, he will also consider staying in Huai’an. 
(Interviewee 3) 
 
Have a job that you accept, and have your own relatively independent 
space. If all are satisfied, we will also consider coming to Huai’an for de-
velopment. (Interviewee 6) 
 
As long as there is a satisfactory job, most students will definitely choose 
to stay in Huai’an. Of course, it is not only Huai’an, but the location is not 
so important to have a satisfactory job now. Unless there are remote areas 
like Xinjiang and Tibet. (Interviewee teacher 1) 
 
In Huai’an, those who want to be admitted to the civil service or the estab-
lishment, or who are paid more than 100000 CNY a year by enterprises, 
should stay. Now students are very realistic, and they will also compare 
jobs. As long as their families are not too bad, they would rather wait for 
the job exam than do jobs with low wages. (Interviewee teacher 2) 

 
From the perspective of teachers, ideal work is the key to the development of 

college students. 
Most of the ideal jobs expected by the interviews are in the system or expect 

Huai’an to have well -known enterprises to provide superior treatment. Although emo-
tionally speaking, most of the students in the interview have the intention of leaving 
Huai’an, but from the reality, the possibility of truly staying in Huai’an is very small. 
Because the work they expect is too ideal, reality is difficult to satisfy their expectations. 
First, the job in any urban system is ‘Xiangyu’, with fewer posts, many job seekers, and 
fierce competition; second, the posts of Huai’an city enterprises meet their expectations 
of work, and the conditions they need are what they do not have.  

The emergence of the above problems is precisely caused by the lack of urban 
development and propaganda and the inaccurate career planning. First of all, Huai’an 
has high -quality enterprises, and college students in Huai’an City also have a great op-
portunity to enter the enterprise. However, Huai’an’s high -quality enterprises are com-
pared to other general companies in Huai’an. Its work treatment, development prospects 
and stability are advantageous, but it cannot compare it with high -quality companies in 
large cities, even the Fortune 500 companies. Secondly, although the work in the sys-
tem is stable and the social reputation is good, it is also difficult to improve, strong 
sense of rules, repeated work content, and young people with innovative ideas may not 
be suitable for young people.  
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Soft Power Matters 
Combined with the intention of staying in Huai’an for development and the suggestions 
for Huai’an to attract more college students to Huai’an for development, finding an ide-
al job is undoubtedly the most critical factor for development in a certain place. 
 

Huai’an has more professional counterparts and diversified jobs, so that 
more college students will stay. (Interviewee 3) 
 
Wages and housing are the top priorities. (Interviewee 7) 
 
More job opportunities, higher salaries, and more preferential policies for 
students studying in Huaihe University. (Interviewee 8) 
 
Huai’an can improve salaries and increase the benefits for the introduc-
tion of high-quality talents. (Interviewee 9) 
 
The housing subsidy for college students after working, the company’s 
treatment is good, and there are two days off. (Interviewee 13) 

 
Only with a material foundation can there be a superstructure. Work and life 

are undoubtedly the most important concerns of all the interviewed students. The inter-
viewed students expressed their hope that Huai’an can introduce some large and well-
known enterprises and increase the preferential policies for students who stay in 
Huai’an. Huai’an has also introduced a number of large enterprises in recent years, and 
has also improved the preferential policies for students studying in Huai’an. Taking 
undergraduates as an example, they can enjoy a housing subsidy of 50,000 CNY when 
buying a house in Huai’an, and a monthly living allowance of 1,000 CNY. Subsidy is 
for 3 years. Non-Huai’an graduates can enjoy an annual travel subsidy of 2,000 CNY to 
visit relatives, continuous subsidy for 3 years, etc. These preferential policies are not 
too strong, but in the interview, none of the interviewees knew about these preferential 
policies. 

Secondly, the interviewed students also said that Huai’an has advantages in his-
tory and culture, and there are many tourist attractions. We can increase publicity ef-
forts to let more people know about Huai’an. 

From the official propaganda point of view, Huai’an is the world’s food capital 
and an important central city in northern Jiangsu. In history, there are celebrities such as 
Zhou Enlai, Han Xin, and Wu Chengen, and it has rich tourism resources and red cul-
ture. Moreover, it can be seen from the interviewed students that Huai’an has a long 
history, rich cultural heritage and rich tourism resources. However, it is such a resource-
rich city that is ‘low-key’ and unknown. In addition, it is located in northern Jiangsu. It 
is easy for people who don’t understand it to have a misunderstanding of a small town 
in northern Jiangsu that is ‘economically backward and weak in development’. In recent 
years, the Huai’an government has vigorously attracted investment and carried out posi-
tive publicity, such as hosting the 2020 CCTV Mid-Autumn Festival Gala and the 2021 
China International Marathon, etc., Huai’an’s popularity is gradually increasing. 

Discussion 
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Improving the Positive Interaction between Colleges 
and Students 
The alma mater has an irreplaceable position in the psychology of college students; it is 
the home of college students in a foreign country (Brunello & Cappellari, 2008). The 
teaching methods of instructors, the educational management attitude of administrators, 
and the learning and living experience brought to students by various space areas such 
as school classrooms and dormitories are the direct source of students’ feelings for their 
alma mater (Justice et al., 2007). The service management of the school, and the various 
space areas of the school should be more student-oriented and better serve the students, 
thereby generating a positive interaction between the school and the students. 

For university students, the first is the teaching of teachers, which should not 
only have a high theoretical level, but also have a benign interaction inside and outside 
the classroom. Instructors should not change classroom teaching into reading PPT, or 
turn a blind eye to students’ questions after class. Teachers should make complex and 
boring theoretical lessons lively and interesting, adopt inspiring teaching, and be able to 
respond positively to students’ questions. Secondly, administrative teachers should be 
student-centered when managing and serving students. Whether it is various lectures, 
reports or student activities, it should be for the growth and development of students, 
reducing or even avoiding formalism, bureaucracy and other styles that hurt students’ 
emotions. Third, create a good campus space area. In addition to the more humanized 
learning and living areas like libraries, canteens, and dormitories, schools can also make 
a difference in the creation of landscapes. Many colleges and universities have moun-
tains, rivers, bridges, forests, squares, etc., which can constitute the memory of college 
students’ alma mater. These space areas will be made into places with individuality, 
meaning and symbolism, which will become the school’s Internet celebrity check-in 
place, and make campus life colorful. When students mention the city, they think of 
their alma mater, and there are many fond memories of their alma mater. 

Strengthening the City’s Positive Publicity to College 
Students 
From the interview results, most college students lack a clear understanding of the de-
velopment of the city where their alma mater is located. Coupled with the epidemic that 
started in 2020, the school has been closed and managed frequently, and students cannot 
go out to experience all aspects of the city. It can be seen from the online remarks made 
by students. This will undoubtedly become more difficult for second- and third-tier cit-
ies that want to retain more college students in the city. The only way to change this 
predicament is to increase the positive publicity of the city among the student groups at 
the official level of the government and schools. 

Promotion can be divided into online and offline. First of all, online publicity is 
to fully occupy the online media that college students often browse, such as Douyin, 
Station B, Weibo, etc., and publish a large number of videos, pictures, and topics of 
Huai’an’s high-quality development, involving all aspects of life, tourism, and history, 
food, leisure, economic development, transportation construction, etc. Let college stu-
dents often see all kinds of positive publicity reports in Huai’an, so as to increase their 
favorability to the city. The second is offline promotion. After the epidemic is effective-
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ly controlled, local governments and schools can join forces to organize regular on-the-
spot visits, such as economic development, corporate visits, cultural experiences, and 
tourism. Some students can be randomly selected or arranged to focus on the economic 
development and customs of Huai’an. Students take a one-day or half-day short-
distance visit or tour in Huai’an for free or at half their own expense. After the end, let 
the students write their experiences and feelings and post them on Weibo Chaohua, 
Douyin, and QQ space to increase the positive publicity of Huai’an. 

College Students’ Career Planning Courses should be 
Closely Integrated with Local Development, and should 
be Carefully Implemented 
The career planning course should be a compulsory course for every college student 
first and foremost. Due to the strong subjectivity of the course, schools and teachers 
have great autonomy to decide how to explain this course. Universities and local gov-
ernments can take advantage of this opportunity to closely combine career planning 
courses with local development, develop textbook compilation and teaching content, 
and guide students to stay in the city. 

The first thing to do is to make a career plan for college students. As mentioned 
in the previous article, many college students have inaccurate self-positioning, resulting 
in too high or too low career planning. Schools should make full use of the career guid-
ance courses and make career plans detailed and practical, especially to solve the many 
puzzled problems of college students, such as what can be done in the future, what is 
suitable for them, the development prospects of a certain industry or occupation, and 
how can they be able to do it in the future? What level of development has been 
achieved? These problems are not theoretical problems, but practical problems, which 
must be discussed and explained in a classified and detailed manner in combination 
with the specific actual situation. Let the vast majority of college students have a more 
reasonable and pragmatic career plan when they graduate. 

Secondly, it is necessary to deeply integrate the development trend of the city 
with the career planning of college students. This requires teachers to combine personal 
career planning with the development of Huai’an in a targeted manner when explaining 
career planning. The real case is the best. Through the explanation of real cases, stu-
dents will subconsciously combine their personal career planning with Huai’an, which 
can at least improve their intention to stay in Huai’an. Teachers should also combine the 
current situation of Huai’an’s development with the future prospects, that is, they 
should not only see real benefits for students studying in Huai’an, but also give them 
confidence and expectations to stay in Huai’an, so that they feel that Huai’an is worth 
staying for a long time. 

The career planning of many college students stems from preconceived notions, 
such as the more developed the city, the greater their own development; if they do not 
learn their major well, they think their ability is not good; These viewpoints are all 
heard. After listening to a lot, a concept is formed. If you want to change this mindset, 
you must continue to guide with correct career planning explanations. Colleges and 
universities can carry out career planning courses in the second year of college, and use 
the time of sophomore and junior year to guide the concept, and it will produce corre-
sponding results in the senior year. 



Xu & Zhuang. (China). College Employment Intentions in Small and Medium-sized Cities. 

SIEF, Vol.13, No.1, 2022 1834 

The Government should Intensify Efforts to Introduce 
Well-Known Enterprises and Publicize the Preferential 
Policies for College Students to Study in the City 
The ideal work and life are undoubtedly the core factor for college students to stay in 
Huai. However, the number of work and high-quality state-owned enterprises in the 
system cannot meet the needs of the majority of college students in Huai’an’s universi-
ties. This requires the government departments to introduce some high -quality large -
scale enterprises, which can provide more positions to attract more college students to 
develop Huai’an. The government should focus on more college students in the city and 
attract more foreign college students. College students in the city have the advantages 
of emotion and distance. Under the same conditions, the probability of leaving Huai’an 
is greater. In terms of the popularity and influence of Huai’an City, there is no obvious 
advantage in attracting non -Huai’an college students in the city. According to this trend, 
when the Huai’an government is attracting investment, it should consider the profes-
sional settings and job needs of universities in the city. Huai’an enterprises must pro-
vide corresponding jobs and competitive salary for college students in Huai’an. In this 
way, we can stay in more students in Huai. 

Secondly, the government must vigorously promote the preferential policies of 
college students to come to Huai’an. During the interview, it was found that most of the 
interviews did not know the preferential policies to come to Huai’an. According to rele-
vant documents released in 2022, undergraduate students will have higher subsidies 
when they purchase houses, rent houses, and visit relatives. And these policies are re-
leased in multiple official media, but most college students do not know or even know it. 
Improving college students’ awareness of the subsidy policy of staying at the city can 
start from the following three aspects.  

The first is to increase the entertainment of promotional channels. Generally, 
this information is published on the official media, but few college students will take 
the initiative to pay attention to local official media. In today’s short-video era, people 
usually obtain information in entertainment methods such as short videos, so the infor-
mation of various preferential policies for students in Huai’an college students should 
also appear in the field of college students in the form of short videos. 

Secondly, it is necessary to improve the popularity of publicity methods. Short 
videos will increase the probability of young college students to see information, but 
whether it can attract college students to read and remember the information, it is neces-
sary to see if this short video can attract his attention. The duration of the short video is 
generally in one minute or even ten seconds. The preferential policies of leaving 
Huai’an should be presented in the most attractive way of young people. If you have to 
see the video, you can basically understand the core content of the policy. Only by 
achieving such a publicity effect, the government’s preferential policy of staying in 
Huai’an has achieved the expected purpose, and more college students can stay in 
Huai’an to develop. 

The third is to increase the practical value of publicity content. Judging from 
the interview results, most of the short videos of Huai’an introduced urban development 
and tourism landscapes, and rarely involved talents, especially enterprises recruiting 
talents. When the fresh graduates of Huai’an City University brushed short videos, they 
brushed a company to recruit their professional positions. The salary and benefits were 
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very competitive, and they also met the recruitment conditions of the company. It is 
possible to keep Huai development. The way and form is the carrier that attracts the 
attention of college students, and the content is the key. These contents must clearly 
show the advantages of the development of Huai’an, such as ‘good corporate treatment, 
high quality of life, various subsidies, and development potential.’ The government 
should make full use of new media such as short videos and Weibo, so that the college 
student group can see the useful information of ‘unexpected’ during entertainment. The 
content of this information is to directly respond to the job search issues that college 
students are urgently paid. This problem is continuously presenting these problems in 
front of college students in a short video, allowing them to understand the high -quality 
development of Huai’an, the ideal work of Huai’an, and the city’s comparative ad-
vantages.  

Large cities such as Beijing, Guangzhou and Shenzhen have congenital ad-
vantages in attracting fresh university graduates. These cities have developed economy, 
have many opportunities for employment, and have a wide range of development pro-
spects, enhanced space to improve their citizens’ livelihood. Each year they attract 
many fresh college graduates ‘North Drifting’ and ‘Southern’. However, with the trans-
formation of China’s economic development, from the rapid growth of the past to high -
quality growth, the development of many second- and third -tier cities in China has also 
caught up. It has greatly improved in employment opportunities, wages, and living fa-
cilities. In addition, second -tier and third -tier cities have less competitive pressure, 
slow life rhythm and cheap house prices. Cities have various subsidy policies for gradu-
ates of the city. Balance of life. 

Under the trend of a new round of talent competition (Michaels et al., 2001), 
small and medium-sized cities need to take advantage of the local regional advantages. 
Young college students are paying attention to new media platforms, focusing on pro-
moting local special resources, livable conditions, and various preferential policies for 
Huai’an. Universities should do a good job of professional planning of college students 
and organically integrate personal career planning with local development. Universities 
should also create a good interaction between schools and students. In terms of teaching, 
management, and regional space, students -oriented, mostly for students, and make their 
alma mater a youthful memory of students. With the joint efforts of the government and 
universities, retaining and attracting more college students is the key to promoting local 
high-quality development. 

One limitation of the study lies in the relatively small sample of the participants 
from only one city in generalizing the results regarding students’ employment intention 
in third-tier cities. Future results will employ more sampling participants from more 
cities to explore the topic researched.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

References

Abramo, G., D’Angelo, C. A., Di Costa, F., & 
Solazzi, M. (2011). The role of infor-

mation asymmetry in the market for uni-
versity–industry research collaboration. 



Xu & Zhuang. (China). College Employment Intentions in Small and Medium-sized Cities. 

SIEF, Vol.13, No.1, 2022 1836 

The Journal of Technology Transfer, 
36(1):84-100. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-009-9131-
5  

Awumbila, M. (2017). Drivers of migration and 
urbanization in Africa: Key trends and is-
sues. International Migration, 7(8). 

Banister, D., & Lichfield, N. (2003). The key 
issues in transport and urban development. 
In Transport and urban development (pp. 
11-26). Routledge. 

Brunello, G., & Cappellari, L. (2008). The la-
bour market effects of Alma Mater: Evi-
dence from Italy. Economics of Education 
Review, 27(5):564-574. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2007
.05.004  

Chen, X. (2013). STEM Attrition: College Stu-
dents’ Paths into and out of STEM Fields. 
Statistical Analysis Report. NCES 2014-
001. National Center for Education Statis-
tics. 

Cheng, J., & Masser, I. (2003). Urban growth 
pattern modeling: A case study of Wuhan 
city, PR China. Landscape and Urban 
Planning, 62(4):199-217. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0169-
2046(02)00150-0  

Downs, A. (2010). Neighborhoods and urban 
development. Brookings Institution Press. 

Easterly, W., & Levine, R. (2003). Tropics, 
germs, and crops: How endowments in-
fluence economic development. Journal 
of Monetary Economics, 50(1):3-39. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0304-
3932(02)00200-3  

Engerman, S. L., & Sokoloff, K. L. (2002). Fac-
tor endowments, inequality, and paths of 
development among new world econom-
ics. DOI: https://doi.org/10.3386/w9259  

Hopkins, L. D. (2001). Urban development: The 
logic of making plans (Vol. 166). Island 
Press. 

Justice, C., Rice, J., Warry, W., Inglis, S., Miller, 
S., & Sammon, S. (2007). Inquiry in 
higher education: Reflections and direc-
tions on course design and teaching meth-
ods. Innovative Higher Education, 
31(4):201-214. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-006-9021-
9  

Li, T., Li, Y., An, D., Han, Y., Xu, S., Lu, Z., & 
Crittenden, J. (2019). Mining of the asso-
ciation rules between industrialization 
level and air quality to inform high-
quality development in China. Journal of 
Environmental Management, 246:564-
574. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2019.06
.022  

Michaels, E., Handfield-Jones, H., & Axelrod, B. 
(2001). The war for talent. Harvard Busi-
ness Press. 

Seidman, I. (2006). Interviewing as qualitative 
research: A guide for researchers in edu-
cation and the social sciences (3rd ed.). 
New York: Teachers Colleges Press. 

Smith, M. E. (2014). Peasant mobility, local 
migration and premodern urbanization. 
World Archaeology, 46(4)516-533. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.2014.93
1818 

 
 

Received: 30 August 2022 
Revised: 15 September 2022 
Accepted: 03 October 2022

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-009-9131-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-009-9131-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2007.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2007.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0169-2046(02)00150-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0169-2046(02)00150-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0304-3932(02)00200-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0304-3932(02)00200-3
https://doi.org/10.3386/w9259
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-006-9021-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-006-9021-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2019.06.022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2019.06.022
https://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.2014.931818
https://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.2014.931818

