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Abstract
In rural China, marriage-squeezed men are more likely to experience discrimination than 
other males. Using data collected from Anhui Province in China on marriage-squeezed 
men’s quality of life, this study examines the influence of discrimination on the quality 
of life and the buffering effect of social support among this cohort. The results show that 
discrimination is a strong stressor, and its negative consequences on marriage-squeezed 
men’s quality of life are difficult to eliminate, with social support having a limited buff-
ering effect. Meanwhile, structural support and functional support had different functions 
on quality of life of marriage-squeezed men experiencing discrimination. Whereas struc-
tural support had no significant main effect on quality of life, interaction with relatives 
and neighbors had a buffering effect on the relationship between discrimination and quality 
of life. In contrast, functional support, particularly from family members, relatives, and 
neighbors, had positive main effects on quality of life; however, no buffering effect was 
observed. The findings affirm that discrimination must be addressed as an independent and 
important factor. Promoting marriage-squeezed men’s social ties outside the family can 
reduce the damaging effect of discrimination, while future research needs to seek other 
protective resources to maintain the men’s quality of life.
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1 Introduction

Some Asian countries, such as China, South Korea, and India, have a sex ratio at birth 
that is more male-biased than the world average, with China presenting the most severe 
ratio of the three. Since the mid-1980s, China’s one-child policy and son preference have 
caused a sharper gender imbalance than in other countries (Jiang et  al., 2016; Zhou & 
Hesketh, 2017). It is estimated that there are already 33 million surplus men across the 
country. The ratio of never-married males to never-married females reached 150:100 in 
2020 and this divide is expected to continue growing until 2050. After 2044, more than 
10% of men aged 50 are projected to never get married (Jiang et al., 2014). Thus, men face 
increasing competition in the marriage market, particularly in remote and impoverished 
rural areas. This problem is intensified due to the outmigration of single women, coupled 
with the practice of hypergamy where women of lower socioeconomic status marry men 
of higher socioeconomic status (Eklund & Attané, 2017; Jiang et  al., 2016). The short-
age of women has also resulted from decades of shrinking birth cohorts in combination 
with age hypergamy, where men are typically older than their female partners. The 2010 
census reported that among 30- to 39-year-olds who have never been married, the sex ratio 
of men to women in rural areas is as high as 411:100, much higher than the national aver-
age ratio of 278:100 (PCO, 2012). Moreover, in the rural marriage market, the bride price 
has risen sharply. Therefore, rural males with low social status and less educational capi-
tal and material assets are forced to adjust their mate selection criteria and strategies, and 
delay or even permanently abandon the prospect of marriage (Attané & Yang, 2018; Zhou 
& Hesketh, 2017). These so-called “marriage-squeezed men” are defined in this study as 
men who have experienced or are experiencing difficulties in finding a spouse (Wang et al., 
2018; Yang et al., 2020).

Studies suggest that rural marriage-squeezed men suffer more stress and have lower 
levels of self-confidence, life satisfaction, and quality of life, and higher levels of depres-
sion and greater risk of suicide than non-marriage-squeezed men (Attané & Yang, 2018; 
Li & Li, 2011; Wang et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2020; Zhou & Hesketh, 2017; Zhou et al., 
2011). Quality of life is a multidimensional construct that involves various domains of life. 
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines it as an individual’s perception of their 
position in life in the context of their culture and value systems and in relation to their 
goals, expectations, standards, and concerns (WHOQOL Group, 1998). Social discrimina-
tion may be an important contextual factor that contributes to disparities in quality of life 
for marriage-squeezed men. Marrying and forming a family are societal norms in China 
(Attané & Yang, 2018); therefore, rural men who remain unmarried beyond a certain age, 
as well as their families, are usually stigmatized as “abnormal,” “incapable,” and “losers” 
(Yang et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2011). Mass media, researchers, and the government tend 
to regard such men as a high-risk group, the assumption being that they are prone to anti-
social behavior and criminal activity due to lack of family restraint, thereby threatening 
security and stability (Jin et  al., 2012). A survey conducted in rural China showed that 
quality of life of bachelors who felt stigmatized is significantly poorer than that of men 
who did not feel stigmatized (Attané & Yang, 2018).

However, previous research has not identified which resources can alleviate the negative 
effect of discrimination on quality of life for marriage-squeezed men. Social support has 
been found useful for individuals to cope with and manage the effects of stress (Liu et al., 
2014; Uchino, 2009). In addition to directly enabling individuals to achieve optimal health 
and longevity, social support can also alleviate the physiological and psychosocial reaction 
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to stress, thereby producing a protective effect (Cohen, 2004; Helgeson, 2003; Lakey & 
Cronin, 2008). Therefore, social support can serve as a buffer against the detrimental effects 
of discrimination. The definition of social support varies widely, but research has made a 
key conceptual distinction between structural support and functional support (Cohen et al., 
2001; Uchino, 2009; Verheijden et al., 2005). Structural support measures the existence of 
social relationships, such as the size and composition of social networks, and frequency 
of contact. Functional support measures the quality of support and is usually conceptual-
ized as perceived social support (Helgeson, 2003; Lakey & Cohen, 2000). Research has 
shown that the impact of perceived support and the size or composition of social networks 
on health is quite separate (Bushman & Holt-Lunstad, 2009). It is believed that perceived 
support has been more reliably associated with health and wellbeing than the structural 
aspects of social networks (Cohen, 2004; Uchino, 2009). However, the empirical results 
are equivocal (Ajrouch et al., 2010; Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2006; Li & Li, 2011; Seawell 
et al., 2014; Su et al., 2013). Thus, a large body of literature has focused on indicators of 
structural and functional social support to understand which types of support can produce 
greater significant influences on health and wellbeing (Uchino, 2009; Uchino et al., 2012).

Researchers contend that cultural differences across countries can influence indi-
viduals’ perception of and intention to use social support (e.g., Beehr & Glazer, 2001; 
Shavitt et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2007). Rural China is a society of acquaintances; it 
is more collectivistic and guanxi (relationship) oriented relative to Western countries. 
Guanxi is an essential element of Chinese culture and occupies a special position in 
every individual’s life (Gold et  al., 2002). People consciously manage and maintain 
their relationships by actively participating in events that involve a social exchange, 
such as weddings or funerals (Gold et  al., 2002). In this cultural context, however, 
existing research has rarely focused on exploring the influences of positive and nega-
tive social relationships on quality of life for marriage-squeezed men. Therefore, this 
study attempts to test the impact of discrimination and explore whether social support 
has a positive buffering effect on quality of life of this group when they experience 
discrimination, including whether perceived functional support produces a better influ-
ence than structural support. The results could contribute to designing interventions 
that promote the wellbeing of marriage-squeezed men.

2  Literature Review

Attané and Yang (2018) surveyed rural areas of Shaanxi Province and reported that 
two-thirds (68.1%) of people would gossip about bachelors known to them. The 
researchers also reported that nearly half (45.1%) of bachelors believed they were 
excluded from society, while 65.4% felt stigmatized due to their status as bachelors 
(Attané & Yang, 2018). Yang et al. (2020) also found that, among marriage-squeezed 
men, the probability and frequency of experiencing discrimination is much higher than 
among married men in rural Anhui. However, in terms of quality of life of marriage-
squeezed men, existing studies have mainly examined the influences of personal and 
family factors, such as the possibility of marriage, family pressure, social relationships 
and support, sex life, and socioeconomic factors (Attané & Yang, 2018; Li & Li, 2011; 
Wang et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2017). They have not considered the detrimental effects 
of discrimination.
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2.1  Relationship Between Discrimination and Quality of Life

Discrimination is a practice that differentiates an individual or a group based on certain 
traits and characteristics, often to an individual’s disadvantage. Frequent exposure to dis-
crimination can make individuals feel excluded from mainstream society, leading to nega-
tive behaviors and thoughts, and a significant reduction in their expectations for the future 
(Seawell et al., 2014; Su et al., 2013). Over the past two decades, research examining the 
effects of discrimination on mental and physical health has increased dramatically. Western 
studies on immigrants and ethnic and other minority groups widely suggest that discrimi-
nation experiences can harm individuals’ physical and mental health in a variety of ways, 
including causing adverse physical and psychological reactions such as high blood pres-
sure, increased negative emotions, reduced individual self-control resources, and increased 
participation in unhealthy behaviors (Koskinen et  al., 2015; Pascoe & Smart Richman, 
2009). Measurements of quality of life reflect and capture an individual’s current life situ-
ation, linking satisfaction with physical and mental health, social relations, and living cir-
cumstances (WHOQOL Group, 1998). Unsurprisingly, therefore, studies of these groups 
have also found that discrimination is significantly and negatively associated with quality 
of life (Otiniano & Gee, 2012; Sevillano et al., 2014).

However, the minorities in western studies do not feel embarrassed or inferior to their 
own group, which means the discrimination mainly causes external and single-level harm. 
In contrast, for marriage-squeezed men in rural China, being squeezed in the marriage mar-
ket represents first level harm, which leads to a series of internal negative emotions. Dis-
crimination may further reinforce the detrimental effect of marriage squeeze and double 
the pressure, which will worsen their quality of life. However, few studies have attempted 
to examine the impact of discrimination on the quality of life of marriage-squeezed men.

2.2  The Relationship Between Discrimination, Social Support, and Quality of Life

Many studies have confirmed the relationship between social support and health, and two 
models have been developed to explain this connection. The main effect model claims 
that social support has a beneficial effect on health, regardless of whether the individual is 
under stress. Whereas the stress-buffering hypothesis posits that, in the presence of stress, 
social support can play a role in protecting an individual’s health by decreasing the occur-
rence of stressful events, easing stressors, and preventing the individual from exhibiting 
detrimental physical, psychological, and behavioral reactions (Cohen, 2004). Structural 
support and functional support may have distinct associations with the quality of life of 
marriage-squeezed men (Shavitt et al., 2016).

2.2.1  The Relationship Between Discrimination, Structural Support, and Quality of Life

Researchers believe that when faced with the pressure of perceived discrimination and 
related experiences of inequality, social support at the emotional level is the most effec-
tive buffer for successfully mitigating negative effects on health outcomes (Jackson et al., 
2003; Koskinen et  al., 2015). Meanwhile, research also shows that diversity of network 
composition is a stronger predictor of health outcomes than network size and frequency 
of contact (Vogt et al., 1992). Therefore, this study gives priority to measuring structural 
characteristics of emotional support networks and selects network composition as a proxy 
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indicator. Groupings of network members are an efficient measure because they not only 
reflect an individual’s interpersonal relationship in the living environment, but also repre-
sent the degree of intimacy with network members and provide a useful means for tracing 
the development of support networks (Litwin, 1997).

Many previous studies support the main effect of structural support, believing the exist-
ence of relationships (e.g., family members, relatives, neighbors, and friends) is beneficial 
for health-related quality of life because these relationships cultivate a better mood, provide 
a sense of identity and a source of companionship, and promote healthy behaviors (Cohen, 
20,014; Gouveia et al., 2016; Helgeson, 2003; Umberson & Karas Montez, 2010). A study 
in China on marriage-squeezed males suggested that the structural aspects (network size 
and composition) of support networks that provide practical support or daily social interac-
tion were beneficial to quality of life for this group (Wang et al., 2018). That is, the diverse 
composition of emotional support networks may also be positively associated with quality 
of life of marriage-squeezed men.

Meanwhile, theoretical research generally claims that structural support does not align 
with the stress-buffering hypothesis (Cohen, 2004; Helgeson, 2003). Some empirical stud-
ies support this theoretical claim. For example, a study on elderly black Americans found 
that the frequency of contact with network members had no significant buffering effect on 
the relationship between perceived discrimination and depressive symptoms (Marshall & 
Rue, 2012). However, some studies on ethnic groups found the opposite and suggested that 
structural characteristics of support (e.g., frequency of contact and network composition) 
could attenuate the association between perceived discrimination or stigmatization and 
psychological well-being (Ikram et al., 2016; Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2006; Mueller et al., 
2006). Receiving attention, love, and care from network members can effectively reduce an 
individual’s negative emotions and physiological responses, allowing better adaptation to 
stressful situations (Uchino, 2009).

2.2.2  The Relationship Between Discrimination, Functional Support, and Quality 
of Life

In fact, most existing studies on the relationship between discrimination and health only 
examine the effect of perceived support, because researchers generally believe it can play a 
protective role against health problems (e.g., Ajrouch et al., 2010; Seawell et al., 2014; Su 
et al., 2013). This study used perceived support as a proxy indicator of functional support, 
which refers to the subjective perception that individuals can receive support from family, 
relatives, neighbors, and friends (Zimet et al., 1988).

Theoretical research also assumes that functional support has a main effect on health 
(Cohen, 2004; Helgeson, 2003). Perceived support is recognized as the most effective fac-
tor in predicting physical and mental health among all social support variables (Cohen, 
2004; Helgeson, 2003; Turner & Brown, 2010). Almost all studies have suggested that per-
ceived support is directly and positively related to health-related quality of life (Holt-Lun-
stad et al., 2010; Pinquart & Duberstein, 2010). Similarly, research on rural forced bach-
elors also confirmed that total perceived support had a direct and significant effect on their 
depressive symptoms and life satisfaction (Li & Li, 2011). Therefore, it can be inferred that 
total perceived support has a main effect on quality of life of marriage-squeezed men.

Theoretical research claims that perceived support has a stress-buffering effect. When 
used to assess the perception of available interpersonal resources, perceived support can 
influence quality of life by altering how an individual appraises stressful events, meeting the 
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psychological needs triggered by stressful events, and reducing physiological stress responses 
to expected or current stressors (Cohen, 2004; Helgeson, 2003; Turner & Brown, 2010). Some 
empirical studies on ethnic groups, immigrants, and disabled people supported this claim and 
suggested that perceived support could mitigate the negative effects of discrimination. Having 
a high level of perceived support could effectively relieve tensions and enable individuals to 
better cope with stress (Chou, 2012; Itzick et al., 2018; Trujillo et al., 2017). However, some 
empirical studies on vulnerable groups did not support this evidence, and found that increas-
ing the level of perceived support could not offset or buffer the stressful consequences of per-
ceived discrimination (Ajrouch et al., 2010; Prelow et al., 2006; Su et al., 2013).

3  Current Study

In summary, discrimination may cause a more serious harmful effect for marriage-squeezed 
men than for minority groups in western studies. However, research on this group has seldom 
focused on discrimination, regarding it as a major pressure. Meanwhile, no previous research 
has explored how to alleviate its negative influence. The existing literature suggests that the 
buffering effects of structural/functional support on the association between discrimination 
and health are inconsistent across cultural and minority groups (e.g., Ajrouch et  al., 2010; 
Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2006; Su et al., 2013; Trujillo et al., 2017). Conflicting findings mean 
we cannot infer which types of support can moderate the relationship between discrimination 
and quality of life for marriage-squeezed men.

Moreover, researchers also suggest it is necessary to distinguish between relationship types 
in the support network because each relationship (e.g., family members, relatives, and friends) 
provides different resources and specialized support (Litwin, 1997). For marriage-squeezed 
men, family members are an important component of support networks. It is common for par-
ents or siblings to voluntarily support adult children or brothers. Due to blood ties, relatives 
are reliable and stable sources of active and intimate relationships. Research also suggested 
that compared with married men, marriage-squeezed men are more inclined to interact with 
fellow villagers (Li & Li, 2011). They exchange gifts with neighbors on festival days to main-
tain good relationships (guanxi) and to avoid isolation. A survey on this group has suggested 
that the importance to quality of life of kin and non-kin ties within support networks providing 
practical support or daily social interaction are unequal (Wang et al., 2018). In other words, 
the buffering role of different sources of social support on quality of life may vary when mar-
riage-squeezed men suffer discrimination. However, no studies have explored the moderating 
effects of distinct sources of support on the relationship between discrimination and quality of 
life for marriage-squeezed men.

This study extends the literature by (1) examining the effect of discrimination on the qual-
ity of life of marriage-squeezed men; and (2) exploring whether the negative effects of dis-
crimination can be mitigated by providing marriage-squeezed men with social support, and 
identifying which types and sources of support should be prioritized.



891Discrimination and Quality of Life Among Marriage‑Squeezed…

1 3

4  Method

4.1  Survey Procedure

All survey procedures were approved by the academic committee at the second author’s 
university. The survey was conducted in rural areas of Chaohu City, Anhui Province in 
January 2015. According to the 2010 census, the male to female ratio in the unmarried 
population aged 15 years and over in rural Chaohu was 164:100. This ratio is much higher 
than the average rural level of Anhui (140:100) and the whole country (149:100).

Research has found that rural men’s age at first marriage generally does not exceed 
28  years, and once this threshold is surpassed, the possibility of finding a wife drops 
sharply (Yang et  al., 2011). Therefore, when designing the survey plan, we tended to 
include at least four subgroups: married/unmarried men aged 20–27  years and married/
unmarried men aged 28–65 years. This allowed the researchers to quickly grasp the com-
position of the sample and avoid too few marriage-squeezed men.

The survey utilized stratified sampling. The research team divided the 18 townships and 
subdistricts under the jurisdiction of Chaohu City into four groups according to level of 
economic development, and then selected one township from each group. Next, we ran-
domly selected six administrative villages from each township, for a total of 24 villages, 
and randomly chose 9–12 respondents from each of the four categories of men per village.

The survey was completed with the assistance of the Municipal Health and Family Plan-
ning Bureau (the Health Commission) and the staff from four township governments. The 
staff took the investigators to the selected village and asked village leaders to help contact 
interviewees and provide a venue. The investigators were then solely responsible for the 
ensuing investigation. First, each interviewee was asked if they would be willing to par-
ticipate in the investigation; the investigators promised to protect their private information 
and informed them of their right to withdraw at any time. After obtaining consent from the 
interviewees, the investigators distributed the questionnaire and asked them to complete it 
on the spot, so that any questions could be answered promptly. Once the questionnaires had 
been completed, the investigators collected them immediately and gave each respondent 
a small gift. Responses were received from 1053 men, including 22.70% unmarried and 
14.53% married men under the age of 28, and 23.46% unmarried and 39.32% married men 
over 28.

4.2  Measurement

4.2.1  Dependent Variable: Quality of Life

This study adopted the abbreviated version of the World Health Organization Quality of 
Life scale (WHOQOL-BREF) to measure the quality of life of marriage-squeezed males. 
This scale comprises a total of 26 items, including 2 general items for measuring over-
all quality of life and generic health and 24 items covering four domains: physical health 
(7 items), psychological health (6 items), social relations (3 items), and environment (8 
items). Items are rated using 5-point Likert scales to assess intensity, capacity, frequency, 
or satisfaction. The WHOQOL-BREF questionnaire has been translated into multiple lan-
guages and has excellent reliability and internal consistency in clinical practice and cross-
cultural comparative research (Hsiao et al., 2014). In this study, this measure also had a 
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high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.86). After reversing scores for the three nega-
tive items, the total quality of life score was calculated by adding together the scores of all 
items. A higher score indicates higher quality of life.

4.2.2  Independent Variables: Discrimination and Social Support

Discrimination This study employed a self-report method to ask respondents “Have you 
ever been looked down upon in work or life, such as [with] verbal ridicule and insult?” The 
answers include: 0 = no; 1 = yes, infrequently; 2 = yes, often.

Structural support Drawing on Van der Poel’s (1993) social support questionnaire, this 
study asked respondents a multiple-choice question to measure individuals’ interaction 
with network members: “When you are in a bad mood due to certain problems, such as 
arguing with others and encountering setbacks in life, who do you often talk to?”. Respond-
ents could select from seven types of relationships: family members, relatives, neighbors, 
friends, leaders and colleagues, internet friends, and others. If the respondent answered 
that there was no one, all options were marked as 0. This study measured the number of 
relationship types (network composition diversity) and distinguished who respondents 
often interact with (composition).

Network Composition Diversity Each of the above seven relationships was assigned one 
point. Network composition diversity was computed by adding the scores of the seven rela-
tionships, ranging from 0 to 7. A higher score indicates having more arenas of interaction 
in the support network and greater degree of social participation.

Composition Based on the geographical scope of marriage-squeezed men’s daily activi-
ties and the strength of their social ties, this study integrated the above seven relationships 
into three groups: family members, relatives and neighbors, and friends and others (includ-
ing leaders and colleagues and internet friends). Each group of relationships comprised a 
binary variable, coded as 1 (exists) or 0 (does not exist).

Functional support The widely used Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Sup-
port (MSPSS) consists of 12 items that evaluate the subjective perception of available 
support from three sources: family members, friends, and significant others (Zimet et al., 
1988). The present study employed this measure to assess the perceived support from fam-
ily members, friends, and relatives and neighbors. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). First, this study measured 
the total perceived support by adding the scores of the 12 items. The scores ranged from 12 
to 60, with a higher score indicating the perception that more social resources are available. 
The internal consistency coefficient of the overall scale was excellent in this study (Cron-
bach’s α = 0.92).

This study then separately calculated the perceived support from family members, 
friends, and relatives and neighbors by adding the scores of items for the three sources. A 
higher score indicates the perception that more support is available from the correspond-
ing source. The Cronbach’s alpha values of the three subscales were 0.82, 0.82, and 0.84, 
respectively.

4.2.3  Control Variables

Three control variables were specifically designed to reflect the marriage squeeze situation 
of rural men.
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Perceived marriage squeeze This variable was measured by asking never-married men 
“Do you feel that it would be difficult for you to get married?” and asking married men 
“Did you ever feel that it would be difficult for you to get married?” The answers were 
coded as either 0 = “no” or 1 = “yes.”

Age Calculating the lifetime marriage rates in one region revealed that 50 years of age 
is often regarded as a watershed moment. This age represents the transition from middle to 
old age and withdrawal from the marriage market. Therefore, to collect more information, 
men’s ages were divided into three groups: 20–27 years (coded as 1), 28–49 years (coded 
as 2), and 50–65 years (coded as 3).

Marital status Depending on whether men have ever been married, this study classified 
marital status into two categories: 0 = married (including married, divorced, and widowed), 
1 = never married.

This study also incorporated some socioeconomic factors as control variables. Specifi-
cally, educational attainment was coded as 0 = primary school and below, 1 = junior high 
school, and 2 = senior high school and above. Annual income was scored as 0 = less than 
¥10,000, 1 = ¥10,000–¥30,000, and 2 = more than ¥30,000.

4.2.4  Statistical Analyses

This study attempted to assess current quality of life, discrimination experience, and social 
support among marriage-squeezed men by using comparative analysis methods, including 
one-way ANOVA, cross-tabulation tables and Pearson’s chi-square tests, and independent 
sample t-tests.

A series of linear regression models were created in a hierarchical manner to examine 
the independent contribution of discrimination and social support to the quality of life of 
marriage-squeezed men, and to identify whether social support can serve as a buffer for the 
relationship between discrimination and quality of life. There were four steps in developing 
the models. (1) Model 1 contained only control variables, including perceived marriage 
squeeze, age, marital status, education level, and annual income; (2) Model 2 added dis-
crimination; (3) The four linear regression models in Models 3A and 3B separately incor-
porated network composition diversity, composition, total perceived support, and perceived 
support from three sources; (4) The four models in Models 4A and 4B added the interac-
tion terms of discrimination and social support variables. Cohen and Hoberman (1983) 
claimed that the buffering hypothesis can be judged by observing the significance of the 
interaction term coefficient. In the regression analysis, network composition diversity and 
functional support variables were mean-centered because they are continuous variables. 
The statistical analyses were performed using Stata 14.

5  Results

5.1  Quality of Life, Discrimination, and Social Support for Marriage‑Squeezed Men

Table 1 reports the differences in quality of life, discrimination experience, and social sup-
port between marriage-squeezed men and other male groups. The results showed that the 
mean score of quality of life among men who perceived marriage squeeze was much lower 
than that of men who did not. Meanwhile, unmarried men aged 28–49 and 50–65 years 
also had significantly lower scores than married men of the same age groups.
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Regarding discrimination, approximately 60% of men who perceived marriage squeeze 
reported that they had experienced discrimination, which was significantly higher than that 
of men who did not perceive marriage squeeze. In particular, nearly 10% of men who per-
ceived marriage squeeze claimed that they often suffer from discrimination, which is more 
than four times the rate of men who did not perceive marriage squeeze. The proportion of 
unmarried men aged 28–49 years who reported having experienced discrimination reached 
67.63%, which was significantly higher than the 51.96% of married men in this age group; 
moreover, the percentage of the former who reported often experiencing discrimination 
was approximately five times that of the latter. Meanwhile, the proportion of unmarried 
men aged 50–65 years who often experienced discrimination was also significantly higher 
than that of married men in the same age group.

For structural support, the network composition diversity of men who perceived mar-
riage squeeze was significantly lower than that of men who did not perceive it. Com-
pared with married men aged 28–49 and 50–65 years, the network composition diversity 
of unmarried men in these two age groups was significantly lower, particularly among 
unmarried men aged 50–65 years. As for member composition, both men who perceived 
a marriage squeeze and those who did not had higher proportions of family members and 
friends and others in their support network than relatives and neighbors. Similarly, married 
and unmarried men aged 28–49 years also had higher percentages of family members and 
friends. By contrast, among married and unmarried men aged 50–65 years, the proportion 
of family members and relatives and neighbors was much higher, while the proportion of 
friends and others was lower. For perceived support, regardless of total support or sup-
port from different sources, men who perceived marriage squeeze and unmarried men aged 
28–49 and 50–65 years had moderately lower scores than those who did not perceive mar-
riage squeeze and married men of the same age group.

5.2  The Relationship Between Discrimination and Quality of Life

Table 2 examines the effect of discrimination on quality of life of marriage-squeezed men. 
Model 1 showed that perceived marriage squeeze and age were significantly negatively 
correlated with quality of life. Compared with men who did not perceive marriage squeeze 
and who were aged 20–27 years, men who perceived marriage squeeze and who were aged 
28–49  years scored significantly lower on quality of life. Meanwhile, both educational 
attainment and annual income were significantly positively associated with quality of life. 
The quality of life scores of men with high school education and above or who earned more 
than ¥10,000 were significantly higher than those with elementary school education and 
below or who earned less than ¥10,000. In Model 2, discrimination was significantly nega-
tively related to quality of life, and its standardization coefficient was greater than that of 
marriage-squeeze variables. That is, the more frequently marriage-squeezed men reported 
experiencing discrimination, the lower their quality of life score. Moreover, compared with 
Model 1,  R2 and Adj  R2 in Model 2 increased significantly.

5.3  The Relationship Between Discrimination, Structural Support, and Quality 
of Life

Table 3 reports the direct and moderating effect of structural support on the quality of life 
of marriage-squeezed men who experienced discrimination. Model 3A showed that after 
adding network composition diversity and composition separately on the basis of Model 
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2, the regression coefficient and significance of discrimination did not change. Meanwhile, 
the main effects of network composition diversity and the three types of relationships on 
the quality of life of marriage-squeezed men were not significant.

After incorporating the interaction terms of discrimination and network composition 
diversity or composition, Model 4A showed that the interaction between discrimination 
and network composition diversity was not significant. However, significant interactions 
between discrimination and composition emerged for relatives and neighbors, and the 
coefficient was positive (standardized B = 0.11, p < 0.05). Figure  1 further illustrates the 
moderate effect of frequent interactions with relatives and neighbors on the relationship 
between discrimination and quality of life for marriage-squeezed men. The horizontal axis 
represents the frequency of discrimination, and the vertical axis represents the mean qual-
ity of life scores (predictive margin) for different combinations of different discrimination 
frequencies and whether the men often interact with relatives and neighbors. In Fig. 1, the 
solid line (frequent interaction with relatives and neighbors) intersects with the dashed line 
(infrequent interaction with relatives and neighbors), indicating the presence of an interac-
tion effect. As discrimination frequency increases, the mean quality of life scores among 
men who often talk to relatives and friends change from lower to higher than the scores of 
men who do not often talk to relatives and friends, and the gap gradually increases. The 
calculation of the average marginal effect shows that among the male groups who reported 
frequently experiencing discrimination, the mean quality of life scores of men who often 
interact with relatives and friends are significantly higher than those of men who do not 
(p < 0.05). That is, when marriage-squeezed men often suffer from discrimination, frequent 
interaction with relatives and neighbors can significantly buffer the negative impact of dis-
crimination on their quality of life.

Table 2  The impact of discrimination on quality of life for marriage-squeezed men

The standardization coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses) are reported. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, 
*p < 0.05, + p < 0.10

Model 1 Model 2

Discrimination  − 0.24*** (0.69)
Perceived marriage squeeze (Ref. No)
Yes  − 0.21*** (0.97)  − 0.18*** (0.97)
Age (Ref. 20–27)
28–49  − 0.09* (1.00)  − 0.07 + (0.99)
50–65  − 0.02 (1.31)  − 0.01 (1.30)
Marital status (Ref. Married)
Never married 0.03 (0.98) 0.03 (0.96)
Educational attainment (Ref. Primary school and below)
Junior high school 0.04 (1.23) 0.05 (1.23)
Senior high school and above 0.16** (1.28) 0.16** (1.27)
Annual income (Ref. Less than ¥10,000)
¥10,000–30, 000 0.09* (1.04) 0.07* (1.02)
More than ¥30,000 0.18*** (1.15) 0.18*** (1.14)
F 18.87*** 24.36***
R2 0.13 0.19
Adj  R2 0.13 0.18
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5.4  The Relationship Between Discrimination, Functional Support, and Quality 
of Life

Table 4 reports the direct and moderating effect of functional support on the quality of life 
of marriage-squeezed men in the face of discrimination. Model 3B showed that after sepa-
rately involving total perceived support and perceived support from three sources based 
on Model 2, the regression coefficient of discrimination decreased slightly, but the sig-
nificance remained unchanged. Meanwhile, total perceived support was significantly posi-
tively associated with quality of life. Specifically, perceived support from family members 
and relatives and neighbors has a significant direct effect on quality of life. That is, when 
marriage-squeezed men perceived more available social support, particularly from family 
members and relatives and neighbors, their quality of life scores were higher.

After involving the interaction terms of discrimination and functional support variables, 
Model 4B showed that neither the total perceived support nor the three different sources of 
support had a significant moderating effect on the relationship between discrimination and 
quality of life.

6  Discussion

Using data collected from marriage-squeezed men in Anhui Province in central China, this 
study revealed the serious threat of discrimination to the men’s quality of life, and explored 
which types and sources of support could mitigate the negative effects of discrimination. 
Table 1 suggests the mean quality of life scores of marriage-squeezed men are significantly 
lower than those of other male groups. The regression analysis results from Tables 2 - 4 
further confirm that perceived marriage squeeze is negatively associated with quality of 
life. While existing studies have already explained this finding in detail (Wang et al., 2018; 
Yang et al., 2017), one notable finding has not yet been reported. After controlling for soci-
oeconomic factors, discrimination, and social support variables, the quality of life scores 
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Fig. 1  Interaction of discrimination and frequent interaction with relatives and neighbors in predicting qual-
ity of life of marriage-squeezed men
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for men aged 28–49 years were found to be significantly lower than those for men aged 
20–27 and 50–65 years. The explanation may be that middle-aged unmarried men suffer 
more pressure from family and society. These findings indicate that policymakers and vil-
lage managers should regard middle-aged unmarried men and men who perceive marriage 
squeeze as a key protection group in the rural social security system. Meanwhile, it is also 
necessary to provide targeted physical and mental health services to improve their health. 
These men are often ignored because of their relatively young age.

As expected, discrimination is a powerful predictor of poor quality of life among 
marriage-squeezed men. Specifically, Table 1 suggests that the proportion of marriage-
squeezed men who reported that they often suffer from discrimination is significantly 
higher than for other male groups. In particular, the proportion of unmarried men aged 
28–49  years who often experienced discrimination is much higher. Meanwhile, the 
results from Tables 2 - 4 suggest that discrimination has a significant negative effect on 

Table 4  The relationship between discrimination, functional support, and quality of life for marriage-
squeezed men

The standardization coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses) are reported. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, 
*p < 0.05, + p < 0.10

Model 3B Model 4B

Discrimination  − 0.20*** (0.68)  − 0.20*** (0.68)  − 0.20*** (0.68)  − 0.20*** (0.69)
Total perceived support 0.23*** (0.06) 0.24*** (0.07)
Family members 0.08 + (0.22) 0.09 (0.30)
Relatives and neighbors 0.14** (0.24) 0.10 (0.35)
Friends 0.04 (0.21) 0.08 (0.32)
Discrimination x Total per-

ceived support
 − 0.02 (0.08)

Discrimination x Family 
members

 − 0.02 (0.35)

Discrimination x Relatives and 
neighbors

0.04 (0.40)

Discrimination x Friends  − 0.05 (0.33)
Age (Ref. 20–27)
28–49  − 0.08* (0.97)  − 0.08* (0.97)  − 0.08* (0.97)  − 0.09* (0.98)
50–65  − 0.02 (1.26)  − 0.03 (1.28)  − 0.02 (1.27)  − 0.03 (1.29)
Marital status (Ref. Married)
Never married 0.03 (0.94) 0.03 (0.94) 0.03 (0.94) 0.03 (0.94)
Perceived marriage squeeze (Ref. No)
Yes  − 0.16*** (0.94)  − 0.17*** (0.95)  − 0.16*** (0.94)  − 0.17*** (0.95)
Educational attainment (Ref. Primary school and below)
Junior high school 0.03 (1.20) 0.02 (1.20) 0.02 (1.20) 0.02 (1.21)
Senior high school and above 0.11* (1.25) 0.11* (1.25) 0.11* (1.25) 0.11* (1.25)
Annual income (Ref. Less than ¥10,000)
¥10,000–30, 000 0.06 + (0.99) 0.06 + (0.99) 0.06 + (0.99) 0.07 + (1.00)
More than ¥30,000 0.17*** (1.11) 0.17*** (1.11) 0.17*** (1.11) 0.17*** (1.11)
F 29.29*** 24.55*** 26.62*** 19.66***
R2 0.24 0.24 0.24 0.24
Adj  R2 0.23 0.23 0.23 0.23
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quality of life, and this negative effect remains almost unchanged after adding the struc-
tural and functional support variables. Combining similar findings in Shaanxi Province 
in western China (Attané & Yang, 2018), it can be concluded that discrimination is a 
significant stressor that contributes to poor quality of life for marriage-squeezed men.

Table  1 shows that the levels of network composition diversity and perceived sup-
port among marriage-squeezed men are significantly lower than for other male groups, 
which is consistent with previous studies (Li & Li, 2011). As age increases, the compo-
sition diversity of unmarried men gradually decreases. Their social circle shrinks and 
may be limited to local and kin relationships. They become more dependent on family 
members, such as siblings, nephews, etc., and may interact frequently with cousins, dis-
tant relatives in the same village, and familiar neighbors and villagers. The frequency 
of communication with friends who live far away decreases. The results in Tables 3 and 
4 further demonstrate the importance of relatives and neighbors in the support network 
for marriage-squeezed males. Table 3 suggests that network diversity and composition 
have no significant main impact on quality of life, which is not in line with expectations. 
The reason may be related to the measurement of data and Chinese culture (Shavitt 
et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2007). We asked who the interviewees often talk to when they 
are in a bad mood. However, in the context of Chinese culture, especially in rural areas, 
cultural norms emphasize that men should control and suppress their emotions. Con-
fiding in others about stressful life events may be regarded as a norm violation which 
can sometimes even create psychological stress for marriage-squeezed men (Shavitt 
et al., 2016). A study on rural forced bachelors in China also found that the emotional 
comfort provided by non-kin ties was not associated with the bachelors’ life satisfac-
tion (Li & Li, 2011). In contrast, functional support has a main effect on quality of life 
(see Table 4). Among the three different sources, perceived support from relatives and 
neighbors has the strongest positive effect, followed by support from family members. 
These results are consistent with the prediction. Reporting a high level of perceived 
support implies that marriage-squeezed men have more positive psychosocial charac-
teristics, which can improve their quality of life through various mechanisms (Uchino, 
2009). Meanwhile, perceiving more support by relatives and neighbors also means the 
men have a good relationship with the people around them, which can lead to feeling 
loved, cared for, supported, and less lonely (e.g., Chou, 2012; Stokes, 2020).

Moreover, although the moderating effect of network composition diversity is not signif-
icant, interaction with relatives and neighbors can alleviate the damaging effect of discrim-
ination on quality of life. However, there was no significant interaction between discrimi-
nation and total perceived support or support from three distinct sources. One explanation 
for these findings may be related to Chinese culture, which may also explain the inconsist-
ency with many Western studies on discrimination and social support (e.g., Chou, 2012; 
Itzick et al., 2018; Marshall & Rue, 2012; Trujillo et al., 2017). In Asian collectivist cul-
ture, helping others or receiving help means that people must fulfill responsibilities and 
obligations. These people may be unwilling to seek frequent social support because of the 
obligation to reciprocate in the future (Mojaverian & Kim, 2013). In contrast, Europeans 
and Americans are oriented toward expressing opinions and beliefs and achieving personal 
goals (Kitayama et al, 2004). They are free to create social relationships and have few obli-
gations toward these relationships (Adams & Plaut, 2003). Research has confirmed that 
the stress-buffering effect of social support varies across cultures. In contrast to Europeans 
and Americans, Asians benefit less, both physically and psychologically, from social sup-
port and report lower use of social support to deal with stressful situations (Shavitt et al., 
2016; Taylor et al., 2007). Therefore, one possible reason for the small buffering effect of 
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social support for marriage-squeezed men is that they are concerned about potential nega-
tive relational implications when seeking social support.

The finding that frequent interactions with relatives and neighbors can reduce the dam-
aging effects of discrimination may be because confiding in someone does not involve a 
material exchange, so marriage-squeezed men are not concerned about obligations and 
indebtedness. Additionally, the establishment of positive and supportive social relation-
ships outside the family also means that marriage-squeezed men experience a good social 
environment and a high degree of social integration. Positive relationships with relatives 
and neighbors can be protective because they reduce the possibility of experiencing dis-
crimination. They also potentially mitigate the harmful effects of discrimination on qual-
ity of life by making individuals feel safe and secure within their physical community, 
reducing the erosion of stressful interactions on individuals’ sense of worth and belong-
ing, reducing adverse psychological and physiological responses, and improving their per-
spectives on the future (Seawell et al., 2014; Stokes, 2020). In contrast, family members, 
friends, and others may be unable to play a protective role because they are a source of 
discrimination. Frustration with a family member who has failed to marry may increase 
pressure on marriage-squeezed men. The men may also take family member interactions 
and support for granted, and thus, rarely receive psychological compensation and com-
fort. Moreover, they may be reluctant to share shameful experiences with friends, and 
even more so with acquaintances. The comfort provided by friends and acquaintances may 
increase the sense of inferiority and stigma.

Meanwhile, another reason why perceived support had no buffering effect may be 
because it is actually a psychological resource. Discrimination as a form of psychological 
aggression can evoke men’s sense of shame, attack their self-concept and sense of self-
worth, and reduce their confidence in receiving support from social network members. 
Consequently, psychological support is not enough to offset the negative impact of dis-
crimination on the quality of life of marriage-squeezed men. Some studies on discrimina-
tion against other populations found similar results (e.g., Ajrouch et al., 2010; Prelow et al., 
2006; Su et al., 2013).

7  Conclusion and Limitations

The present study found that, first, marriage-squeezed men are at a disadvantage regard-
ing social contexts and personal social resources. Young and middle-aged men have 
poorer quality of life and experience more discrimination. Meanwhile, the structural and 
functional support for marriage-squeezed men is worse than for other groups of males. 
Second, discrimination is a powerful stressor that negatively affects the quality of life 
of marriage-squeezed men. This negative consequence is difficult to eliminate, and the 
buffering effect of social support is limited. Meanwhile, when marriage-squeezed men 
experience discrimination, structural support and functional support have different func-
tions that are contrary to prevalent theoretical assumptions (Cohen, 2004; Helgeson, 
2003). Specifically, structural support has no significant direct impact on quality of life, 
while interaction with relatives and neighbors can mitigate the negative consequences 
of frequent discrimination. Functional support, particularly from family members, rela-
tives, and neighbors, has a significant positive main effect on the quality of life of mar-
riage-squeezed men; however, there is no buffering effect on the relationship between 
discrimination and quality of life. These findings show that, for young and middle-aged 
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marriage-squeezed men, developing active and supportive social relationships outside 
the home and promoting communication and contact with villagers can increase the 
ability to cope with discrimination. Moreover, future research needs to investigate other 
protective resources to address discrimination and maintain the health and wellbeing of 
marriage-squeezed men.

There are some limitations. First, some internal relationships between discrimina-
tion, social support, and quality of life were not analyzed. For instance, experiences of 
discrimination and poor quality of life may hinder the establishment and maintenance of 
social support networks, which in turn can lead to repeated discrimination and a worse 
quality of life. Additionally, a causal relationship between structural support and func-
tional support may also exist in the influence process (Harasemiw et  al., 2019). Sec-
ond, the conceptualization and measurement of discrimination has multiple flaws. The 
measurement did not specify whether marriage-squeezed men experienced discrimina-
tion because they had remained single after a certain age, and did not differentiate the 
place of occurrence and the source of discrimination. Research on discrimination dur-
ing adolescence has found that the effects of discrimination on mental health outcomes 
vary based on source (Benner & Graham, 2013). Third, due to data limitations, this 
study only explored the buffering hypothesis of general support and did not reveal the 
effect of tailored support that would better match the needs of men who experience dis-
crimination. In the future, long-term tracking data can be used to further examine the 
causal relationship between discrimination, social support, and quality of life. Mean-
while, the discrimination variable should be measured in greater detail. Researchers can 
also examine whether tailored resources for discrimination weakens its association with 
quality of life, thereby helping policymakers formulate more targeted interventions to 
reduce the damaging influence of discrimination on marriage-squeezed men.
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