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Abstract

Using data from a recent survey of Chinese college students, this study examines
the contextual factors associated with young adults’ preferences for marriage and
parenthood. The analyses demonstrate that females and males prefer a later age at
marriage, less than two children, and a relatively short timing between marriage and
first birth. Pro-natalist attitudes and religiosity are shown to significantly influence
childbearing preferences, while parental characteristics have a strong association
with males’ preferences, but comparatively less with females’. The analyses suggest
that young Chinese adults are still influenced by traditional cultural expectations, but
that individual traits are also important. The potential influence of cultural globalization
and changing Chinese gender roles are discussed.

Keywords: Marriage, Parenthood, China, Childbearing, Gender

Within China, tremendous social change, particularly in terms of economic growth,

has created a variety of effects upon individuals making the transition into early adult-

hood. Over recent decades, educational attainment has increased for both females and

males (Li 1994; Wu and Zhang 2010), leading to increased occupational opportunities

for young adults. Traditional cultural standards concerning intimate relationships have

similarly changed, with sexual activity among young, unmarried, adults increasing

(Chi et al. 2015; Feng and Quanhe 1996). In matters of mate selection, the traditional role

of parents has lessened considerably, and young adults now exercise considerable individ-

ual choice (Xu 1994). In the face of social change, however, becoming married is still

recognized as a primary goal for young adults in China (Evans 1997; To 2015) and bear-

ing children is, understandably, strongly encouraged (Wu et al. 2014). Despite the seem-

ingly universal acceptance that marriage and parenthood are expected outcomes for

young Chinese adults, females and males often face different challenges and bring differ-

ent perspectives in the pursuit of these goals.

Traditional stereotypes of young women and men seemingly persist within Chinese cul-

ture (Jankowiak and Li 2014), wherein males are viewed as serious, ambitious, stubborn,

independent, and powerful, while females are regarded as quiet, gentle, shy, and jealous.

In the pursuit of a partner, a strong double standard still exists, with females and males

having decidedly different objectives and preferences (Piotrowski et al. 2016). Women are

cast as seeking a male partner who is intelligent and wealthy (Wang and Abbott 2013),

while men are viewed as seeking a female partner whose primary attribute is her physical

beauty (Xia and Zhou 2003). Even after finding a potential partner, females and males are
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expected to take different paths, with Chinese women being expected to marry at an earl-

ier age, while they still have a youthful appearance and can bear children, and Chinese

men being expected to marry later, after they have achieved financial success and stability

(Piotrowski et al. 2016).

In regards to expectations concerning intimate relationships, contemporary young

adults in China tend to be more progressive, as compared to their parents, yet mothers

and fathers continue to exert a significant amount of influence over their children, and

particularly in terms of their dating behaviors (Chen 2009; Wu 1996). Among young

adults, the desire to obtain higher educational attainment typically places them within

a college or university environment, where dating and even the open display of affec-

tion (e.g., holding hands, kissing in public) have become an increasingly commonplace

(Xia and Zhou 2003; Yang 2011). Recent studies have suggested that sexual activity

among Chinese college students is increasing (Lei 2005), suggesting that dating, itself,

may be regarded as a purely pleasurable relationship, as opposed to being a direct path-

way to marriage and parenthood. As educational attainment has increased, and particu-

larly with women’s enrollment rates exceeding those of men (Wu and Zhang 2010),

researchers have noted that higher educational attainment tends to decrease Chinese

women’s likelihood of marriage, yet it significantly increases that of men (Tian 2013).

Patterns of marriage and childbearing have been examined across multiple societies,

and consideration has been given to a multitude of related factors. In the case of con-

temporary China, becoming married and having children continues to be a central goal

for young adults, and most tend to achieve these goals (Santos and Harrell 2017).

Overlooked within these patterns, however, is a broader understanding of the specific

preferences for marriage and parenthood among young adults. The need for greater un-

derstanding of how contemporary Chinese young adults find a partner has been noted

by researchers (Xu et al. 2000), as well as the need to more precisely examine the pref-

erential dimensions of relationship formation (Hu and Scott 2016) and how these might

vary among women and men (Shek 2006). Using a sample of Chinese college students,

this study will examine the preferences for marriage and childbearing among young

adults in contemporary China. Specifically, this study will attempt to more accurately

assess the nature of such preferences, and how they may be influenced by individual

and familial traits.

Marriage and parenthood within the Chinese context
In traditional Chinese culture, marriage is regarded as a universal goal for all individ-

uals (Evans 1997), as being married, in conjunction with having children, brings about

an elevation of social status, inclusion, and acceptance within the community, and also

provides for the unbroken continuation of family lineage (Hesketh 2009; To 2015).

According to the 2000 census, better than 95% of females and males had married at

least once, before reaching 40 years of age (Davin 2007). Understandably, cultural trad-

ition also strongly links marriage with parenthood, thus making having children an ex-

pected and socially necessary addition to marriage, itself. Although fertility rates have

been quite low for several decades in China, the cultural expectation for having chil-

dren remains quite strong (Basten and Jiang 2015). During the 1980s, the number of

children considered ideal by Chinese women was approximately 2.1, yet this number

dropped during the 1990s, and in the period between 2000 and 2011, the desired



Blair and Madigan The Journal of Chinese Sociology            (2018) 5:16 Page 3 of 20
number of children dropped to 1.69 (Jiawei 2015). This decline in the number of de-

sired children is partially a function of the government’s One-Child Policy, although

parents’ concerns about the costs of children’s educational attainment may be partially

responsible (Liu 2012). Educational attainment may affect fertility preferences in other

manners, as fertility rates may be inversely related to women’s educational and occupa-

tional attainment (Wu et al. 2014), and educational attainment may infuse more egali-

tarian ideologies concerning marriage and fertility (Mason 1987).

During the twentieth century, China experienced a wide variety of social, political, eco-

nomic, and cultural change. In conjunction with the New Marriage Law, which

discouraged arranged marriages and strongly supported individual choice (Parrish and

Farrer 2000), the Chinese government also instituted new policies concerning childbear-

ing, effectively lessening the importance of family characteristics (Xu and Whyte 1990).

Specifically, the theme of these policies became known as “later, longer, and fewer,” which

promoted the notions that young adults should wait until “later” to marry, allow for a

“longer” before having their first child, and subsequently have “fewer” children. As a result

of these policies, the average age at marriage began to increase (Feeney and Wang 1993),

resulting in later marriage for young adults. This pattern of later age at first marriage has

been shown to have continued through the remainder of the twentieth century and has

established a pattern which still exists, currently (Cai and Wang 2014).

During the 1980s, the average age at first marriage began to decrease, suggesting that

cultural traditions concerning marriage were beginning to reappear (Davis and Harrell

1993). This trend was relatively short lived, as the average age at first marriage began

to climb during the 1990s, largely as a result from the higher educational attainment by

both females and males, but also due to a growing desire among young adults to attain

financial stability and independence (Parrish and Farrer 2000). At the same time, the

population of unmarried males began to increase during the 1990s, and particularly

those with less education (Lee and Wang 1999). As of 2005, approximately 2% of

women and 10% of men between the ages of 30 and 34 remained unmarried (Jones and

Gubhaju 2009), suggesting that marriage is both highly desired and highly achieved

within the population and that males are facing a considerable challenge. As of

December of 2015, the government declared that the One-Child policy would be

amended, so as to allow couples to have two or more children (see Attane 2016). While

the structures and norms concerning Chinese marriage and fertility have a long and

complex history, being subjected to a variety of social forces, the contemporary mode

appears to be one in which individuals begin their relationships with considerable choice,

and qualities of attraction, both physical and emotional, as well as the open display of af-

fection and attachment, have rapidly become the cultural norm (Gaetano 2008).

Prior to the application of the One-Child Policy, married Chinese couples did not

rush into having children immediately after marriage. Indeed, couples waited approxi-

mately two and a half years before having their first child (the wait was slightly longer

among rural couples) (Feng and Quanhe 1996). Interestingly, after the One-Child

Policy began, the age at marriage began to increase, while the gap between marriage

and first birth began to decrease (Feng and Quanhe 1996). While seemingly contradict-

ory, researchers have suggested that since couples were marrying at later ages, they felt

compelled to shorten the interval between marriage and first birth in order to “catch

up” (Hong 2006). This shortening of the interval between marriage and first birth
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certainly reflects a strong preference to begin parenthood as quickly as possible (Qian

and Knoester 2015), yet the broader cultural underpinnings of such preferences cannot

be overlooked.

Tang and Zhou (2000) compared Chinese and American college students in a

cross-cultural study of dating. Chinese culture, they note, emphasizes the collective rather

than the individual, thus stipulating obedience of authority figures, such as parents and

school personnel, along with an instrumental approach to courtship. The majority of

Chinese college students in their sample had no dating experience and, among those who

did, the average age at which dating began was 18. Only one thirds of students reported

that they were currently dating someone. In comparison to their American counterparts,

Chinese students began dating at older ages, dated less frequently, and such relationships

were less likely to develop into sexual relationships (Tang and Zhou 2000).

Gender and the timing of marriage and parenthood
Given the nature of marriage and parenthood within China’s long cultural history, re-

searchers have noted that females and males typically approach such relationships with

notably distinct preferences and desired outcomes. Indeed, the strong preference for

bearing sons is derived from the traditional practice of sons assuming the rights to all

inheritance of their parents. Upon marriage, sons were expected to bring their wives

into the home of their parents, where the new daughters-in-law would be expected to

provide for the care of their husbands’ parents. Daughters, on the other hand, would be

married out of their respective families, quite literally, as they would no longer be con-

sidered members of their families of orientation, following their marriage. Married

women would therefore have no claim to the property of their own parents, nor of the

parents of their husbands (Bian et al. 1998).

Gender roles within Chinese culture have changed considerably over the past several

decades. Parrish and Farrer (2000) suggest that these changes may be due to a combin-

ation of micro-level mechanisms of bargaining (e.g., within couples’ relationships) and

macro-level changes in existing social institutions (specifically, educational and

occupational). Building upon family exchange theory, economic independence theory

(Willis 1987) assumes that roles within marriage are highly specialized, on a societal

scale. As such, males are attracted to marriage because of the household labor and

childcare to be provided by their wives (Becker 1981), while women are attracted to

marriage because of the financial and instrumental support which their husbands can

provide. However, when there is an increase in women’s labor force participation,

thereby reducing their dependency upon a husband, women will be less attracted to

marriage. An increase in earnings potential, such as achieving a higher level of educa-

tional attainment, can similarly reduce the appeal of marriage for women.

Over the past several decades, the educational and occupational attainment of

Chinese women has increased significantly (Nakano 2016; Yu and Xie 2015), thus af-

fecting their experiences in mate selection. As such, women can wield more power

within the bargaining and decision-making processes that take place within personal re-

lationships (Gittings 2006; Guthrie 2008). As mentioned, previously, the New Marriage

Law of 1950 was intended to bring about equality of the sexes within marriage, though,

it can be argued that the central aim was to counter the patriarchal traditions which

had long existed. The Chinese government similarly advocated equal employment
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opportunities for women and men, which led to substantial increases in the female

labor participation rate during the 1970s (Cooke 2001). Economic independence theory

would thus posit that the higher levels of educational and occupational attainment by

women will make marriage and childbearing less appealing to them (see Qian and Qian

2014), thereby bringing about higher ages at first marriage and first birth. Researchers

have noted that, in societies where women have traditionally assumed the primary bur-

den for household labor and childcare, higher educational attainment by women effect-

ively lowers their desire to marry (e.g., Ono 2003). In addition, greater occupational

opportunities for women in Asia have been shown to substantially lower their prefer-

ence for childbearing (e.g., McDonald 2013).

Explanations concerning the preferences of women and men for marriage and child-

bearing must also recognize the structure of the mate selection pool, as the sex ratio of

the marriage market in China is highly skewed. It is estimated that among individuals

seeking first marriage, the sex ratio will be approximately 150 males for every 100 fe-

males by the year 2020 (Jiang et al. 2014). Such a skewed sex ratio could potentially

provide women with even greater bargaining power, particularly in terms of marriage

and fertility preferences. Within the parameters of economic independence theory,

women, by virtue of their scarcity, would have greater value and could assume a stron-

ger bargaining position in matters pertaining to marriage and childbearing. Sprecher

(1988) argues that the relative scarcity of women improves their dyadic power within

relationships (Ellingson et al. 2004), allowing women to exercise control over the pref-

erence for marriage, the timing of marriage, and childbearing decisions within mar-

riage. Researchers have noted that Chinese women have become increasingly selective,

preferring men with higher salaries, more prestigious occupations, and better living

quarters (Liu 2005). Indeed, many well-educated women often find themselves at odds

with cultural expectations of marriage and their pursuit of educational and occupa-

tional opportunities (Yingchun 2015). Married couples in China are increasingly equal

partners, with approximately 40% of husbands and wives having the same amount of

educational attainment and 20% of wives having more than their husbands (Parrish and

Farrer 2000). It is logical to assume that men, on average, will be at a disadvantage in

regard to controlling their preferences for marriage and childbearing and that this dis-

advantage will be particularly evident among males with less social capital (Peng 2004).

Researchers have repeatedly noted that attitudes concerning intimate relationships

are affected by the cultural context (Chen et al. 2009; Hynie et al. 2006; Sprecher 1988;

Yan 2003). One perspective, developmental idealism (see Thornton 2005), proposes that

modernization brings about a distinct set of family traits—later ages at first marriage,

lower fertility rates, an emphasis upon the nuclear family, egalitarianism, and the ac-

ceptability of divorce. Shifts toward these family traits have been noted (see Pimentel

2000) in China and may suggest that the influence of “Western” ideologies concerning

marriage and childbearing preferences are quite salient (Hatfield and Rapson 2005).

However, patriarchal ideologies have grown in recent years, suggesting a return to more

Confucian-based expectations (Fincher 2014). If so, Chinese men who espouse more

traditional ideologies concerning marriage may find their search for a partner to be dif-

ficult, given that Chinese women, on average, may prefer partners whose ideologies are

more consistent with women’s equal status within relationships, and particularly in

regards to marriage (see Parrish and Farrer 2000). The potential return to more
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traditional preferences has also been noted among females, who still seek men with

higher educational attainment, income, and home ownership (Li and Xu 2004).

Hence, the premise of economic independence theory is that increased social status of

women may affect preferences for marriage and childbearing, yet it is also necessary to

recognize that these preferences develop within a given cultural context. Younger cohorts

of females and males, due to their greater exposure to Western culture and individualism,

may develop preferences for marriage and childbearing in a different manner from the

previous generation. However, long-standing norms, such as filial obligation, are still a sa-

lient element of Chinese culture (Chui and Hong 2006; Chu and Yu 2010) and may also

influence preferences for marriage and childbearing. In order to better understand the na-

ture of such preferences, and how they may differ between females and males, an analysis

of college students, who are transitioning into adulthood, is warranted.

Data and methods
Data for this study were collected during 2015 and 2016 at public universities in the

cities of Nanjing, Shanghai, and Wuhan. Students were randomly approached and

asked to participate in a survey concerning dating and romantic relationships. Of those

approached, 85% agreed to participate, and completed the survey. Following the tabula-

tion of responses, 35 cases were eliminated due to incomplete responses, resulting in a

sample of 648 students (378 females and 270 males). The sample of students ranged in

ages from 18 to 22, who were all currently enrolled at their respective universities. In

regard to relationship status, all of the students in the sample were single and never

married. Among females, 47.1% described themselves as “currently dating someone,”

while 49.3% of males described themselves as likewise. The sample thus draws from a

population of young adults who are attending urban Chinese universities. Any general-

izations drawn from the analyses should be limited to that population. The data are

available, upon request, from the authors.

A variety of questions were used to assess respondents’ preferences and aspirations

concerning future marriage and parenthood. In regard to marriage, participants were

asked how much they agreed with the following statement: “I would like to get married

someday.” Responses to this item ranged from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly

agree” (5). In addition, respondents were asked at what age, ideally, they would like to

get married. In terms of parenthood, respondents were asked: “Ideally, how many chil-

dren would you like to eventually have?” In conjunction with this query, respondents

were also asked at what age, ideally, they would like to start having children. Together,

these items provide a broad range of assessment concerning marriage and parenthood

preferences, as these items directly tap into the preference for each status, as well as

the desired timing, thereof.

Respondents were also queried about a variety of family and individual characteris-

tics. In terms of their parents, participants were asked about the educational attainment

of their mothers and fathers. The higher of the two (when two parents were present)

was then included as a measure of the highest parental education, with responses in-

cluding “eighth grade or less” (1), “beyond the 8th grade, but did not complete high

school” (2), “high school degree” (3), “attended college, but did not finish degree” (4),

“four-year college degree” (5), and “graduate or professional degree” (6). Maternal em-

ployment was also assessed, with respondents being queried about whether their
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mother was employed for pay outside the home (yes = 1, no = 0). Given that the im-

portance of parental role models absolutely must be addressed in regard to the develop-

ment of marriage and parenthood preferences, participants were asked: “For most of

the time when you were growing up, did you think your parents’ marriage was not too

happy (1), just about average (2), happier than average (3), or very happy (4).” Given

that previous studies have suggested that language can shape individuals’ perceptions of

relationships and the cultural meanings thereof (Moore 2009), respondents were also

queried as to whether English was spoken in their homes (1 = yes, 0 = no). In order to

assess the extent of parental influence, participants were offered the following state-

ment: “I would be willing to date someone of whom my parents/family did not ap-

prove.” Responses ranged from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5).

Individual characteristics were also examined within the survey. Respondents were

asked to provide their age and sex, but were also asked about a variety of other traits.

Within China, religious affiliation is relatively low, yet the presence of temples and

shrines are quite common in almost every city and town. Since religion has been shown

to significantly shape perceptions of marriage and family life (Roberts 2004), respon-

dents were asked how often they visited a place of worship (e.g., church, mosque,

shrine, temple), with responses ranging from “do not attend” (1) to “once or more per

week” (6). A basic measure of self-esteem was included, using responses to the state-

ment: “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.” Responses ranged from “strongly dis-

agree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). In regard to attitudes, respondents were asked about

their beliefs concerning gender roles within the family context. The statements used in

creating an index of gender attitudes included the following: (1) it is much better for

everyone if the man earns the main living and the woman takes care of the home and

family, (2) both husbands and wives should contribute to family income, (3) a husband

should spend just as many hours doing housework as his wife, and (4) the spouse who

earns the most money should have the most say in family decisions. Responses to each

of these statements ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” After inverting

the coding schemes, the resultant combined measure of gender attitudes ranged across

a five-point scale, with a higher score indicating more conservative/traditional gender

role attitudes (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87). Respondents were similarly asked about their

pro-natalist attitudes by being asked to respond to the statement: “a person can have a

fully satisfying life without having children.” Responses ranged from “strongly agree” (1)

to “strongly disagree” (5). A measure of school performance was also included, with re-

spondents describing their overall grade performance. Responses ranged from “less

than D’s” (1) to “mostly A’s” (8).

Given the complex nature of dating and dating relationships, multiple measures were

utilized in these analyses. In regard to dating experiences, respondents were asked

“thinking back about all of the dating experiences you’ve had, how long was the longest

romantic relationship you have had?” Responses to this item ranged from “less than a

week” (1) to “more than a year” (9). A measure of respondents’ willingness to date out-

side of their own social groups was included through the combination of responses to

three different questions. Respondents were asked if, in terms of dating partners, they

would be willing to date someone from: (1) a different religion, (2) a different race or

ethnicity, and (3) a different country. The responses to each item ranged from “yes,”

“no,” and “maybe.” Affirmative responses (“yes”) to each were then combined to create



Blair and Madigan The Journal of Chinese Sociology            (2018) 5:16 Page 8 of 20
a measure of desired heterogamy (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.86), with a range of 0 to 3.

Participants were asked how many of their close friends were currently dating or in a

romantic relationship. Responses to this question ranged from “only a few or none of

them” (1) to “all or almost all of them” (5). In order to examine individuals’ adherence

to more traditional dating expectations, respondents were offered the statement: “I

would be willing to kiss on a first date.” Responses ranged from “strongly disagree” (1)

to “strongly agree” (5).

Finally, respondents were subsequently asked about the specific characteristics which

they are looking for in a partner. Respondents were asked to indicate their preference

for particular traits by stating whether each quality was “not at all important” (1) to

“extremely important” (7). Of the particular traits which were queried, some were used

to create indexed measures of a broader set of characteristics. The first of these, prag-

matic, is created through the combination of four traits: well educated, wealthy, suc-

cessful, and ambitious (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.90). The second, caring, is created

through the combination of the following four traits: affectionate, loving, considerate,

and kind (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.86). The third, appearance, is created from the combin-

ation of four traits: sexy, neat, attractive, and well dressed (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87).

Together, these three measures provide a broad assessment of qualities which the re-

spondents might desire in a potential partner, all of which may be associated with their

preferences concerning future marriage and parenthood. Within the analyses, both or-

dinary least squares regression models and logistic regression models will be utilized in

order to estimate the relative impact of the individual and family characteristics upon

marriage and fertility preferences.

Results
Table 1 presents the mean levels of marital and parental preferences among Chinese

college students, by sex. As shown, a minority of both young women and men express

the desire to marry, one day. Among females, 9.0% expressed either agree or strong

agreement to the query concerning the desire to marry, while 14.0% of males felt like-

wise. Although there is no statistical difference in the respective mean levels of females’

and males’ responses to this item, it is, nonetheless, worth noting that 62.4% of women

either disagreed or strongly disagreed with this query, while 60.0% of males did like-

wise. This may suggest that there is a slightly higher aspiration for marriage among

young Chinese men, as compared to young women, while at the same time, slightly

more young women appear to be disinclined to pursue marriage. In regard to the tim-

ing of marriage, young women, on average, prefer to marry at 26.6 years of age, while

young men prefer, on average, to marry at 27.9 years of age. The pattern appears to be

consistent with the “marriage gradient,” such that males tend to be slightly older at the

time of first marriage, as compared to females. It is again worth noting, however, that

substantially more males expressed the preference to marry at age 31 or above (9.5%),

as compared to females (1.7%).

In regard to the preference for having children, both the majority of females and

males appear to view two children as the preferred number. Among females, 63.0%

expressed the preference for two children, while 56.7% of males felt likewise. Compara-

tively fewer young adults expressed a preference for remaining childless (7.4% of fe-

males, 4.1% of males), suggesting that the cultural expectations associated with



Table 1 Mean levels of marital and parental preferences among Chinese college students, by sex

Females Males

Want to marry 3.74 (0.95) 3.63 (0.99)

Strongly agree 2.1% 3.3%

Agree 6.9 10.7

Unsure 28.6 25.9

Disagree 39.9 39.3

Strongly disagree 22.5 20.7

Preferred age at marriage 26.60
(5.00)

27.86***
(3.22)

20 and younger 1.1% 1.1%

21 to 25 31.5 22.2

26 to 30 65.9 67.4

31 to 35 1.7 8.6

36 and older 0.0 0.7

Preferred number of children 1.80 (0.85) 1.84 (0.84)

None 7.4% 4.1%

1 19.0 25.6

2 63.0 56.7

3 or more 10.6 13.7

Preferred age at first birth 27.74
(2.51)

29.59***
(3.24)

20 and younger 1.3% 0.0%

21 to 25 13.0 8.9

26 to 30 77.6 66.6

31 to 35 7.9 21.5

36 and older 0.3 2.9

N 378 270

Note: standard deviations shown in parentheses; significance levels indicate difference between the means of females and males
***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10
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childbearing remain quite salient in contemporary Chinese society. Females reported a

preferred average age at first birth of 27.74, while among men, the comparable prefer-

ence was 29.59 years of age. When considered alongside the preferred ages at marriage,

these figures suggest that the typical young Chinese couple prefers to begin having chil-

dren almost immediately.

Table 2 presents the mean levels of family and individual characteristics among

Chinese college students, by sex. As shown, the parents of both young women and

men were reported to have a relatively high level of educational attainment, with the

typical parent having at least some college. Among females, approximately 83% re-

ported that their mother was employed outside the home during their youth, while the

corresponding maternal employment rate among males was 77%. Both young females

and males reported that their parents had relatively high levels of marital quality.

Assuming that these responses are reliable, it would suggest that most young Chinese

adults in the sample had positive role models concerning spousal roles and relation-

ships. These role models may, understandably, influence young adults’ preferences for

both marriage and parenthood. English was spoken only in a small percentage of fam-

ilies (11% of women’s families and 9% of men’s). Interestingly, significantly more males



Table 2 Mean levels of family and individual characteristics among Chinese college students, by sex

Females Males

Highest parental education 4.62 (1.23) 4.75 (1.27)

Employed mother 0.83 (0.38) 0.77* (0.42)

Parents’ marital quality 3.87 (1.03) 3.99 (1.20)

English spoken at home 0.11 (0.31) 0.09 (0.29)

Date without parent approval 3.05 (1.01) 3.42*** (0.93)

Age 21.39 (9.21) 21.30 (7.04)

Religiosity 1.86 (1.20) 1.91 (1.23)

Longest dating relationship 5.27 (5.54) 5.74 (2.43)

Desires heterogamy 1.08 (1.22) 1.13 (1.23)

Number of friends dating 3.04 (1.09) 3.15 (1.01)

Willing to kiss on first date 2.57 (1.08) 3.24*** (1.12)

Self-esteem 3.47 (0.99) 3.56 (0.94)

Conservative gender attitudes 2.41 (0.59) 2.80*** (0.62)

Pro-natalist attitude 2.69 (1.13) 2.65 (1.06)

College grades 2.20 (0.96) 2.37** (1.16)

Desired partner qualities

Pragmatic 4.76 (1.08) 4.26*** (1.15)

Caring 5.25 (1.05) 5.12 (1.09)

Appearance 4.61 (1.06) 4.74 (1.11)

Note: N = 378 females, 270 males; standard deviations shown in parentheses; significance levels indicate difference between
the means of females and males
***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10
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expressed a willingness to date someone without their parents’ approval, as compared

to females. It is possible that contemporary Chinese sons are simply more independent,

or perhaps even rebellious in this regard.

Females and males in the sample were approximately of the same age (21.39 years of

age among females, 21.30 among males). Young women and men were also similar in

terms of their visitation to a place of worship, with the average respondent doing so

several times each year. Males and females were also similar in regards to their dating

relationships, with most having had a relationship lasting, on average, a few months.

The desire among either sex to date someone from outside their own social groups

(including religion, race/ethnicity, and nationality) was rather low. Of course, this must

be taken in the context of the available pool of potential eligible dating partners, such

that there is a general lack of such diversity in most Chinese university populations.

Peer pressure to be involved in an intimate relationship may be somewhat tangible, as

females and males reported that, on average, approximately half of their friends were

currently in a dating relationship. Young men do express a significantly greater willing-

ness to kiss on a first date, as compared to young women. While the difference between

the sexes in this regard is not entirely surprising, it does, nonetheless, represent a pos-

sible departure from more conservative Chinese dating practices.

The reported levels of self-esteem were moderately high, with no significant differ-

ences shown between women and men. Males did espouse significantly more conserva-

tive gender attitudes, as compared to women. Once again, however, this must be taken

with the patriarchal context of Chinese culture. In terms of espousing a more
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pro-natalist set of attitudes, neither young women nor young men regarded having

children as being necessary for a satisfying life. Males did report a slightly higher grade

performance, as compared to females. Finally, in regard to desired partner characteris-

tics, females expressed a significantly higher preference for a partner with pragmatic

qualities, as compared to males. Hence, females were more likely to be seeking a part-

ner who is well educated, wealthy, successful, and ambitious. In terms of the qualities

of being caring or in regard to appearance, there were no significant differences be-

tween the sexes. We will now examine how these various individual and familial char-

acteristics are associated with marital and parental preferences.

Table 3 presents the results of logistic regression models of the preference to marry

by sex. The models are both significant and yield a substantial amount of explanatory

strength (with Nagelkerke r-squares of .133 and .220 for females and males, respect-

ively). These models are presented separately for females and males, so as to allow for

direct comparison of the respective effects. In previous analyses (not shown) of these

data, the statistical validity of separating the models by sex was ascertained and verified.

Among females, more conservative gender role attitudes are shown to increase the like-

lihood of desiring marriage (b = .644). Given that traditional cultural expectations typic-

ally view marriage as a normative expectation for women, this association is somewhat

expected. Interestingly, though, conservative gender role attitudes are not shown to be

significant in the model for males’ desire to marry. Among females, higher levels of
Table 3 Logistic regression models of desire to marry among Chinese college students, by sex

Want to marry

Females Males

Highest parental education − .117 (.120) − .092 (.130)

Employed mother − .460 (.354) .528 (.430)

Parents’ marital quality .171 (.133) .168 (.137)

English spoken at home .558 (.428) 1.278*** (.508)

Date without parent approval − .076 (.147) .434** (.193)

Age .000 (.018) .036* (.019)

Religiosity .073 (.120) .070 (.131)

Longest dating relationship .005 (.025) .001 (.076)

Desires heterogamy .164 (.120) .173 (.144)

Number of friends dating .007 (.138) .298* (.175)

Willing to kiss on first date .127 (.141) − .102 (.161)

Self-Esteem .277* (.153) .376** (.193)

Conservative gender attitudes .644** (.259) .052 (.270)

Pro-natalist attitude − .065 (.132) .212 (.165)

College grades − .265* (.161) .051 (.176)

Desired partner qualities

Pragmatic .192 (.224) .478** (.223)

Caring − .180 (.198) − .677*** (.221)

Appearance .040 (.211) .039 (.246)

Nagelkerke R-square .133 .220

− 2 log likelihood 321.408 239.606

Note: standard error shown in parentheses; N = 378 females, 270 males
Significance levels: ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10
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self-esteem are also associated with a higher desire to marry (b = .277). It is possible

that higher self-esteem may also increase confidence that they will be able to secure a

partner, one day. However, higher grades in college were shown to negatively impact fe-

males’ desire to marry (b = − .265). Here, females with better performance in school

may be placing a higher priority upon their educational and occupational goals, in their

consideration of marriage.

Among males, the use of English at home is shown to significantly increase the

likelihood that they will desire to marry (b = 1.278). It is conceivable that the use of

English at home may also be associated with higher aspirations for status attainment,

thus suggesting that such males may be more goal-oriented about future statuses

(including marriage). The willingness to date without parental approval is also posi-

tively linked to a higher likelihood of the desire to marry among males (b = .434). Males

are similarly shown to be subject to peer pressure and age effects, as their desire to

marry is also positively linked to the number of their friends who are dating, and their

own age (b = .298 and .036, respectively). As was shown in the female model, higher

levels of self-esteem are shown to significantly increase the likelihood that males will

desire to marry (b = .376). Partner qualities are shown to yield salient effects among

males, as well. Males who express a preference for more pragmatic qualities in a part-

ner are likely to have higher desires to marry, while those who prefer more caring qual-

ities in a partner are likely to have lower desires to marry.

Table 4 shows the OLS regression models of the desired age at first marriage, for fe-

males and males. In the model of desired age at marriage, parental educational attain-

ment is again shown to be negatively associated with females’ preferences (b = − .213).

Thus, young women whose parents have higher levels of educational attainment are

likely to prefer an earlier age at marriage. This seems rather contradictory, but it may

be that daughters may feel pressured to satisfy the marital expectations of parents with

higher educational attainment, who perhaps regard the educational attainment of their

daughters as beneficial for their financial futures, but detrimental for their marital and

fertility aspirations. The possible influence of fertility expectations is also evident in the

model, as females with more pro-natalist attitudes appear to prefer a younger age at

marriage (b = −.226). The willingness to kiss on a first date is similarly shown to be

negatively associated with females’ desired age at marriage (b = − .224).

Among young men, higher levels of parental educational attainment are also shown

to be negatively associated with the desired age at marriage (b = − .313). It is certainly

noteworthy that this association is relatively the same for both sexes. Among males,

though, the use of English in their homes yields a strong positive association with de-

sired age at marriage (b = 1.877). Several possibilities exist in regard to the meaning of

this association, not the least of which is the role of English skills in both future educa-

tional and occupational opportunities, both of which may require that marriage be ef-

fectively delayed for young men. In contrast to young women, males who are willing to

kiss on a first date are shown to desire a higher age at marriage (b = .422). Understand-

ably, females and males typically approach intimate relationships with different atti-

tudes and expectations. In this instance, young men who are more “progressive” in

their beliefs concerning dating may not necessarily regard marriage as the primary goal

of dating relationships. Finally, it is also important to note that males who desire a

more pragmatic partner seem to also desire a younger age at marriage (b = − .611).



Table 4 Ordinary least squares regression models of desired age at marriage among Chinese college
students, by sex

Desired age at marriage

Females Males

Highest parental education − .213** (− .118) − .313** (− .124)

Employed mother .278 (.047) .654 (.086)

Parents’ marital quality − .174 (− .081) − .098 (− .037)

English spoken at home − .271 (− .038) 1.877*** (.172)

Date without parent approval − .103 (− .047) .057 (.017)

Age .020 (.084) .070*** (.153)

Religiosity .004 (.002) − .279* (− .106)

Longest dating relationship .035 (.086) − .003 (− .002)

Desires heterogamy .090 (.049) − .021 (− .008)

Number of friends dating − .183 (− .089) − .029 (− .009)

Willing to kiss on first date − .224** (− .108) .422** (.148)

Self-Esteem − .082 (− .036) − .068 (− .020)

Conservative gender attitudes − .248 (− .066) .265 (.052)

Pro-natalist attitude − .226** (− .115) − .120 (− .040)

College grades .083 (.036) − .005 (− .002)

Desired partner qualities

Pragmatic − .091 (− .044) − .611*** (− .220)

Caring − .078 (− .036) .103 (.035)

Appearance .068 (.032) .205 (.070)

R-square .083 .122

F 1.800 1.937

Note: standardized coefficients shown in parentheses; N = 378 females, 270 males;
Significance levels: ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10
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While pragmatic partner qualities encompass notions of wealth and success, this asso-

ciation may suggest that young Chinese males simply want to quickly locate a spouse

who can also fulfill a provider role within marriage.

Table 5 presents the ordinary least squares regression models of parental preferences

among young women and men, including both their desired number of children and

their desired age at the time of first birth. The models are all significant and yield

substantial explanatory strength, with r-squares ranging from .080 to .186. In the model

of women’s desired number of children, religiosity is shown to be positively associated

(b = .071), suggesting that greater visitations to places of worship is associated with de-

sire for more children. Among those who expressed a religious affiliation, Buddhism

was the highest one reported (17%), while the majority of respondents did not claim a

specific religious affiliation. However, even Buddhism, while a pro-family faith, does not

explicitly address the issue of fertility in a manner of other religions. In this instance,

higher religiosity may simply be related to greater traditional beliefs concerning mar-

riage and family life, which, in turn, would be associated with childbearing. Females’

pro-natalist attitudes are also shown to be positively associated with the desired num-

ber of children (b = .131), suggesting that ideology and faith do play a salient role in the

childbearing preferences of young Chinese women. On the other hand, higher college

grades yield a negative association with the desired number of children (b = −.089),



Table 5 Ordinary least squares regression models of parental preferences among Chinese college
students, by sex

Desired no. of children Desired age at first birth

Females Males Females Males

Highest parental education − .027 (− .039) .017 (.025) − .046 (− .023) − .167 (− .066)

Employed mother − .035 (− .016) − .028 (− .014) .512 (.077) .286 (.037)

Parents’ marital quality .029 (.035) .086** (.122) − .199 (− .082) − .186 (− .069)

English spoken at home − .009 (− .003) .484*** (.170) − .692 (− .087) 1.784*** (.162)

Date without parent approval − .009 (− .010) .046 (.050) − .057 (− .023) − .054 (− .016)

Age − .005 (− .055) .012* (.104) .016 (.059) .062** (.134)

Religiosity .077** (.108) .116*** (.169) − .023 (− .011) − .235 (− .089)

Longest dating relationship − .013 (− .084) .022 (.065) .034 (.075) − .008 (− .006)

Desires heterogamy .071** (.102) .050 (.073) .029 (.014) .081 (.031)

Number of friends dating − .041 (− .052) .031 (.037) − .045 (− .020) − .471** (− .147)

Willing to kiss on first date − .007 (− .008) − .015 (− .021) − .145 (− .062) .498*** (.173)

Self-esteem .040 (.047) .038 (.043) .014 (.006) .136 (.039)

Conservative gender attitudes .131* (.092) − .051 (− .038) − .400* (− .095) − .022 (− .004)

Pro-natalist attitude .131*** (.174) .138*** (.175) − .266** (− .120) − .158 (− .052)

College grades − .089* (− .100) − .096** (− .132) .147 (.056) .049 (.018)

Desired partner qualities

Pragmatic .022 (.028) − .098* (− .134) − .128 (− .055) − .412* (− .147)

Caring − .009 (− .011) .081 (.106) .111 (.047) − .005 (− .002)

Appearance .052 (.064) − .090 (− .119) − .145 (− .061) .104 (.035)

R-square .089 .186 .080 .133

F 1.945 3.189 1.725 2.143

Note: Standardized coefficients shown in parentheses; N = 378 females, 270 males;
Significance levels: ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10
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which again suggests that educational goals (and, perhaps, occupational goals) may de-

tract from females’ fertility preferences.

Among males, parental marital quality again is shown to be positively associated with

parental preferences (b = .086). It is rather intriguing that the influence of parental

marital quality appears to significantly influence the marital and parental preferences of

males, but not females. The notable influence of English being spoken at home is also

shown to be significantly associated with males’ desired number of children (b = .484).

In a manner consistent with that shown among females, young Chinese men with

higher reported religiosity appear to have desires for more children (b = .116). While

the interpretation of this association is open to debate, the meaningful influence of re-

ligiosity is quite evident, at least in terms of its impact upon young Chinese adults’

preferences for having children. The pro-natalist attitudes of young men are also shown

to be positively associated with their desired number of children (b = .138). While re-

ligiosity and pro-natalist attitudes appear to increase the desired number of children

among males, college grades are shown to yield a negative association (b = − .096). In

addition, the desire for a partner with more pragmatic qualities is negatively associated

with males’ desired number of children (b = − .098).

In regard to the desired age at first birth, females with greater pro-natalist attitudes

appear to prefer a younger age (b = − .266). Hence, females who espouse pro-natalist
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attitudes are likely to want to have children sooner, rather than later. Among males, the

influence of English being spoken at home is again evident (b = 1.784), suggesting that

greater English skills both lower males’ desired number of children and increase their

desired age at first birth. Such language skills may be associated with educational and/

or occupational goals among young men. Interestingly, having more friends who are

currently dating is associated with a lower desired age at first birth (b = − .471) among

males. However, the willingness to kiss on a first date yields a positive association

(b = .498) with males’ desired age at first birth. Again, more culturally progressive behav-

iors (i.e., kissing on a first date) may suggest that such males have eschewed traditional ex-

pectations concerning both marriage and fertility. In a manner consistent with their

desired number of children, males’ desire for a partner with more pragmatic qualities is

shown to be negatively associated (b = − .412) with their desired age at first birth. Clearly,

the combination of parental characteristics, dating behaviors, ideologies, and even religi-

osity yields a variety of rather intriguing associations with both the marriage and parental

preferences of young Chinese women and men. The meanings and potential implications

of these effects will now be addressed.

Discussion and conclusions
This study was initiated to provide an exploration of marriage and parenthood prefer-

ences among college students in contemporary China. Although the participants were

randomly selected, the sample is relatively small and select; thus, any broad generaliza-

tions must be offered with these limitations in mind. Nonetheless, the analyses do pro-

vide a unique view into the preferences of young adults, concerning marriage and

parenthood, and also illustrate some of the tangible differences between the preferences

of women and men.

Overall, the young women and men within this college sample expressed a relatively

weak desire to marry. Although there is universal acknowledgement of marriage as an

appropriate, and even necessary, adult status within traditional Chinese culture, this

lower level of desire to marry is to be anticipated, particularly given the legal age re-

quirements for marriage. It was rather noteworthy, however, that comparatively more

males (14%) openly expressed a positive desire to marry. This may indicate their aware-

ness of the skewed sex ratio in China and the obvious dilemma which it presents to

young men who are seeking a prospective wife (see Trent and South 2011). On the

basis of their expressed preferences, the average female would marry around 27 years

of age, while the average male would marry around 28 years of age. Extrapolating these

preferences to the larger population, it would suggest that the “marriage gradient,”

wherein husbands are slightly older than their wives, on average, will remain a salient

feature of Chinese marriages. In regards to parenthood, both sexes expressed a prefer-

ence for slightly less than two children (although two, precisely, was the number of

children preferred by the majority of both females and males). The preferred timing of

first birth yielded a fascinating pattern, as women preferred to have their first child at

approximately 28 years of age, while men preferred to have theirs at approximately

30 years of age. In conjunction with the preferred age at marriage, this suggests that

the average female wants to have her first child roughly 1 year after getting married,

while the average male wants to wait an additional year. While the difference between

the preferences of women and men is important to note, these preferences suggest that
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the average Chinese couple will want to start having children soon after their marriage.

Hence, the “honeymoon” phase, with no children present, is likely to be quite short.

This seeming rush to have the first child is consistent with findings of previous studies

(e.g., Hong 2006; Qian and Knoester 2015).

Gender differences were noted within the regression models of wanting to marry, as

well as the preferred timing of marriage. Females were more likely to prefer marriage

when they had higher levels of self-esteem and more conservative gender attitudes.

Understandably, self-esteem may be associated with confidence and comfort of being

in an intimate relationship, while conservative gender attitudes may reflect the trad-

itional cultural expectations for marriage itself.

Higher grades in college were also associated with a lower preference to marry

among females. The consistent valuation of education and educational attainment in

Chinese culture is perhaps embedded within the preferences for marriage among young

women, in particular. Among young men, on the other hand, the use of English at

home was associated with a stronger desire to marry. Clearly, language yields a sub-

stantial influence upon males’ preferences for marriage, yet other qualities associated

with English usage may be at play here, as will be addressed. Similar to their female

counterparts, males with higher levels of self-esteem were more likely to desire mar-

riage. However, the personal qualities desired in a partner significantly affected males,

yet not females, in this regard. In particular, males who desired more pragmatic qual-

ities, such as being successful, were more likely to desire marriage, while those who de-

sired more caring qualities, such as being loving, were less likely to desire marriage.

These distinctions may reflect the nature of dating, specifically in terms of its objec-

tives. Simply, young men who are looking for a romantic partner may be more con-

cerned with dating (a non-committal relationship), while those who are looking for a

pragmatic partner are perhaps looking specifically for a wife. The role models which

parents represent will likely have an impact upon children’s perceptions of marriage,

but it is certainly intriguing to note that sons, more so than daughters, are affected by

their parents’ marital quality. Both females and males were shown to prefer lower ages

at marriage when their parents had higher levels of educational attainment. This simi-

larity, however, does not necessarily imply that females and males are experiencing the

same impact of parents’ educational attainment. Among females, it is quite possible

that parents with higher educational attainment want their daughters to be successful,

in both the educational and occupational regard, but perhaps view educational attain-

ment as a potential impediment to getting married. Among males, on the other hand,

parents with higher educational attainment may exert greater pressure for their sons to

hurry and find a spouse while they are younger, and the pool of potential partners is

larger. It was also quite interesting that the willingness to kiss on a first date was nega-

tively associated with females’ preferred age at marriage, while it was positively associ-

ated with males’ preferred age. Kissing on a first date is still relatively uncommon in

China and perhaps represents a rather progressive attitude concerning dating and in-

timate relationships. Young women and men, however, may view this behavior differ-

ently, with females perhaps associating kissing with the establishment of a more lasting

relationship, while males may regard kissing (and other aspects of sexuality) as the de-

sired goal of dating (as opposed to viewing relationships as a path to marriage). Further

study is certainly warranted on this finding, but it does clearly suggest that Chinese
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females and males have both distinct perceptions and preferences concerning intimate

relationships.

In regard to preferences for childbearing, males were again positively influenced by

their parents’ marital quality, which illustrates the unique dynamics of parent-son rela-

tionships within Chinese culture. It was also interesting to note that religiosity yielded

strong positive associations with the preference number of children for both females

and males. Buddhism, the predominant faith within China, does not offer a strong

pro-natalist perspective, yet the relative impact of religiosity suggests that perhaps the

traditional expectations of family formation, and specifically bearing children, are

grounded within religious beliefs. The pro-natalist attitudes of individuals did, of

course, have a strong positive association with the preferred number of children.

Among females, pro-natalist attitudes were also positively associated with the preferred

age at first birth. Males were significantly influenced by the use of English at home,

with such usage being associated with a higher preferred number of children and a later

age at first birth. The use of English may be related to the occupational goals of young

men, as language skills will likely yield better financial opportunities for them, thus

making family formation (i.e., childbearing) more affordable, and perhaps expose males

to more non-traditional values and behaviors. In this regard, the use of English may

also indicate a more progressive set of traits, particularly among males, which prompt

them to shift away from traditional cultural expectations (see Inkeles 1996).

Overall, the results suggest that familial traits, such as parents’ educational attain-

ment and marital quality, still have a substantial influence over young adults’ prefer-

ences concerning marriage and childbearing. This would certainly be consistent with

the long cultural history of family control over such decisions. At the same time, the in-

fluence of individual traits, such as individual attitudes, school performance, peers,

partner qualities, and dating behaviors, was quite substantial. Marriage and parenthood

are statuses to which the overwhelming majority of young Chinese adults aspire, yet

these statuses and the very nature of family itself are culturally defined. Much has been

made of the seeming “tug-of-war” in which many young adults find themselves—with

traditional cultural expectations prompting them to remain obedient to their parents

and exercise filial piety, while social transformations within China are encouraging

individualism, materialism, and a consumption-based culture. For contemporary

young females and males, the development of preferences concerning marriage and

parenthood is taking place within a context where the “traditional” and “progres-

sive” notions of family are clearly in the midst of a substantial amount of social

change, perhaps suggesting that the globalization of cultural standards concerning

family may be occurring. In addition, the context in which these changes are oc-

curring is not necessarily uniform throughout China. Researchers have posited that,

despite the substantial changes which have happened over the past half century,

there are still social and geographic “pockets” in which the more traditional com-

ponents of Chinese culture tend to dominate (Santos and Harrell 2017). Future

studies should attempt to more precisely discern this possibility and examine how

gender differences in marriage and fertility preferences may be affected by such

globalization effects.
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