Gender in Marriage and Life Satisfaction under Gender Imbalance in China: The Role
of Intergenerational Support and SES

Abstract This study examined gender differences in the influence of marital status and marital quality
on life satisfaction. The roles of intergenerational support and perceived socioeconomic status in the
relationship between marriage and life satisfaction were also explored. The analysis was conducted
with data from the Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) in 2006, representing 1,317 women and
1,152 men at least 25 years old. Chi-squared tests and logistic regression models were used in this
process. Marriage, including marital status and relationship quality, has a protective function for life
satisfaction. Marital status is more important for males, but marital quality is more important for
females. The moderating roles of intergenerational support and perceived socioeconomic status are
gender specific, perhaps due to norms thatascribe different roles to men and women in marriage.
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1 Introduction

Due to higher baby girl mortality and the sustained nationwide abnormal sex ratio at birth (SRB), the
gender structure in China is out-of-balance. As a consequence, a great number of males can’t find
brides when their cohorts enter the marriage market. A prediction based on the census data of 2000
showed that the number of males squeezed in the marriage market would reach far above 30 million
(Klasen & Wink 2002). If the re-marriage market is taken into consideration, surplus males in the
marriage market every year will number 1.2 million (Li et al. 2006). In addition, under the rule of
marrying up and patriarchal culture, socioeconomic status (SES) is the key for men to get married,

and men with higher SES have a broad range for their matching choice. On the contrary, good looks
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and age rather than SES determine women’s competitiveness in the marriage market, and those
women with higher SES who have often devoted themselves to career development and are over a
certain age have less chance to find single men better off than they are. As a result, those females in
modern cities with higher SES, namely surplus women, are also squeezed in the marriage market,
which further increases imbalance in the gender structure (Wei & Zhang 2010). Thus forced
singlehood is expected to become a basic feature of social structure in China. What happens to the life
satisfaction of these forced bachelors and surplus women? Is the benefit of marriage different for
Chinese forced single persons in comparison with voluntarily unmarried people in western countries,
and are gender differences due to genderrole division and the availability of coping resources?
1.1 Marriage and Psychological Well-being
Marriage has long been recognized as a fundamental social institution (Burgess & Locke 1945; Goode
1963) that provides important protective barriers against the stressful consequences of external threats
(Gove et al. 1983; Umberson 1992; Ross 1995). Efforts to encourage marriage have been supported
by research linking it to adult psychological well-being (Musick & Bumpass 2012). In western
countries, numerous studies have confirmed that married and cohabiting individuals were more likely
to report greater life satisfaction and had lower risk of psychological disorders and depression than
their unmarried, divorced, and widowed counterparts (Stack & Eshleman 1998; Di Tella et al. 2003;
Soons et al. 2009; Musick & Bumpass 2012).
The marriage ties thatserve as sources of social support can also be sources of conflict and
distress (Horwitz et al. 1998). It is not marriage per se butgood marriage thatserves important
psychological functions for the partners (Gove et al. 1983). The association between marital quality

and psychological distress was broadly examined in different samples of Western societies. Happy



marital relationship was found to contribute to better psychologicalhealth (Barnett et al. 1994;

Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 2001; Bloch et al. 2010; Braun et al. 2010). Also, the marital happiness

trajectory was associated with subsequent changes in both life happiness and depressive symptoms

(Kamp Dush et al. 2008; Waite et al. 2009). A few studies also found both marital status and quality

were important for maintaining lower ambulatory blood pressure and mental health (Holt-Lunstad et

al. 2008; Prigerson et al. 1999). Additionally, people in unhappy marriages were found to have

smaller declines in emotional well-being after divorce than those whose marriages were viewed more

positively (Johnson & Wu, 2002; Williams, 2003). However, those who were divorced or separated

after unhappy marriages did not improve significantly in psychological well-being (Kalmijin &

Monden, 2006; Waite et al. 2009). In short, the beneficial effects of marital status and relationship

quality have both been confirmed in Western societies, but the joint effects of marital status and

quality on life satisfaction are still not clear.

Marriage in China should be a different social institution. China’s collective values differ from

the individualism observed in Western developed countries. However, with the rise of modern

economies and the associated individualism, sexual relations, cohabitation, and childbearing, which

were once confined to marriage, now take place outside of it and have increased dramatically over the

past forty years (Heuveline & Timberlake 2004). Also the rates of self-matching and divorce have

increased rapidly in recent decades. Marriage is still almost universal, divorce remains relatively

uncommon in China, and being single has more negative social implications in comparison to

Western societies. Although the culture of extramarital sex, late marriage and divorce is more open in

urban areas, the culture gap for marriage ideology between rural and urban areas is narrowing rapidly

due to migration of farmers. Hence, marriage is expected to be more important for Chinese life



satisfaction in both rural and urban areas. In China, recent studies confirmed that the psychological

well-being of unmarried rural males was significantly lower than that of married males (Li et al.,

2009), and happy marital relationship correlated with better psychological well-being of rural women

(Chen & Tian 2010). Few studies in China have tested the joint effects of marital status and quality on

life satisfaction, which are expected to be strongly beneficial to Chinese adult men and women.

According to the theory of gender roles, gendered socialization processes encourage women to

value highly and identify with the role of wife and mother, and to place a high value on the e motional

component of personal relationships (Bernard, 1972; Gilligan, 1982); as a consequence marriage is

expected to be more beneficial for men than for women (Gove et al., 1983; Umberson, 1992). Gender

difference in these effects has been explored in Western societies (Gove et al., 1983; Umberson, 1992;

Barnett et al. 1994; Ross, 1995). However, more recent studies indicated that marriage seemed to

affect the health of men and women similarly (Barnett et al. 1994; Ross, 1995; Umberson et al. 2006;

Hewitt et al. 2012), but men and women responded to marital transitions with different types of

emotional problems (Simon 2002). Some studies even report that the advantages of being married

compared being single, divorced or widowed are greater for women than for men (Williams et al.,

1992; Marks & Lamber,1998). Such inconsistent findings could reflect demographic and cultural

changes in the developed Western societies, which have significantly altered women's status and roles

both within and outside of the family that provided equal advantages to women and men (Williams,

2003). In contrast to the increased workforce participation that leads to changes in women’s role and

their reduced dependence on a happy marriage in Western countries, women's increasing level of

economic activity in East Asia does not appear to have been accompanied by increases in men's

domestic roles (Tsuya & Bumpass, 2004). Especially as China has transitioned to a market-oriented



society, women's status in the urban workplace has deteriorated. Housekeeping remains the primary
role of Chinese women (Zuo & Bian, 2001), and having a harmonious marital and family life instead
of a successful career is still the highest achievement to which women can aspire. Additionally,
marriage and children are the keys for men to gain social acceptance, since single men are thought to
be a source of trouble to societies in Asian counties. Hence, gender difference in marriage and life
satisfaction should be distinguished in China, where women may be more sensitive to negative
aspects of relationships than men due to gender-linked roles, motives, and goals (Taylor et al., 2000).
1.2 The Role of Social Support and SES
According to the transactional theory of stress, any life or social event can be potentially stressful;
whether or not it actually affects psychological health is a function of the subject’s cognitive appraisal
of the event, and the availability of coping resources. If the event is not judged to be threatening or the
necessary resources exist to offset the threat, stress will not occur (Lazarus & Folkman 1984). Hence,
whether marital loss or conflict as an adverse life event affects psychological health is up to the
availability of individual and social coping resources. Individual SES and social networks have been
identified as an important protection — or at least a buffer- against stress, helping individuals maintain a
generally positive emotional state (Wang 2004). Hence, the negative consequence of forced singlehood
and unhappy marriage on life satisfaction could vary depending on the moderating effect of social
support and individual SES. In addition, researchers highlight that people who are not married tend to
have lower levels of social support and contact (Hurlbert & Acock,1990; Hewitt et al., 2012). In China,
forced bachelors also tend to be isolated from society and to stay at the bottom of the social hierarchy,
which may contribute to their lower levels of life satisfaction. This suggests that social support and

individual SES may have mediating effect on life satisfaction and marriage. Unlike forced bachelors,



who usually have lower education and income (Tucker et al., 2005) as well as smaller social networks

(Li, Li & Peng, 2009), surplus women have more social capital than married women in China, which

may suggest that the mediating /moderating effect of social support and individual SES may be gender

specific.

Social support has long been known to affect the individual’s emotional health and general

well-being in a directly beneficial way, or it may have more health-enhancing effects during times of

high stress (i.e., buffering/ interactive effects) (Dean et al. 1990; Wills 1985; Reinhardt 1996). There is

now an extensive literature on the relationship between social support and mental health, mostly

confirming the former’s beneficial and/or moderating effects (Berkman et al. 2000; Seeman 2000,

Hogan et al. 2002; Escriba-Aglir et al. 2010). Some recent work also addresses the role of social

support on the links between marriage and psychological well-being. In western societies, the

med iating and moderating effect of friend/relative support and general social support on marital quality

or status and psychological distress has been confirmed (Cotton et al. 2003; Hewitt et al. 2012). A

study of Chinese elderly adults in cities also revealed that the effect of marital status on depressive

symptoms was mediated by family support and moderated by friend support (Zhang & Li 2011).

However, the specific supportive role of family, which is more likely than other kinds of social

relations to protect psychological health (Thompson & Heller 1990), has not been tested. In China, kin

provide more social support than other relationships due to the social interaction pattern of

“diversity-orderly structure” which describes the Chinese human relationship based on distance to an

individual. Intergenerational support has been identified as the most primary and stable social resource.

Its beneficial effect on life satisfaction and mental health of Chinese elderly has been tested in many

studies (Krause et al. 1998; Cong & Silverstein 2008; Wang &L.i, 2011). However, little research has


http://www.psychosomaticmedicine.org/search?author1=Vicenta+Escrib%C3%A0-Ag%C3%BCir&sortspec=date&submit=Submit

concerned the beneficial or buffer effect of intergenerational support on life satisfaction of unmarried

adults.

The protective role of SES on mental health has been the topic of many studies (Evans &

Katrowitz 2002; Rosenbaum 2008; Mirowsky & Ross 1998; Taylor & Seeman 1999). Previous

research, both in developing and developed countries, has indicated that psychological health problems

tend to be more prevalent among those of lower socioeconomic status (Johnson et al. 1999;

Ashing-Giwa & Lim 2009; Gilman 2002; Mossakowski 2008; Ardington & Case 2010; Hamad,et al.

2008). The mediating or moderating effects of SES on the impact of family structure (Barrett & Turner

2005), adverse events in childhood (Schieman et al. 2006; Mock & Arai 2010), and body mass index

(Hu et al. 2012) on adult mental health were also observed in some studies. However, no study has

addressed the role of SES on the association between marriage and psychological well-being and its

dependence on gender. Emerging research indicates that it is not necessarily poverty itself but adverse

changes in socioeconomic status that predict psychological stress (Das et al. 2007). Individuals may

assess their economic condition based on changes they have experienced rather than their current

income (Yu 2008). However, most previous work concerned the objective and status profile of SES

rather than subjective cognition and changes of individual coping resources.

In this study, we use the data from a national sample of Chinese adults to assess the impact of

marital status and quality on life satisfaction simultaneously, and further explore the moderating and

med iating effect of intergenerational support and individual SES on both marital status and quality. We

focus on whether the association between marriage and life satisfaction and the dynamic of

intergenerational supportand SES for life satisfaction differs between men and women.

2 Data, Variables and Method



2.1 Data

Data for this study come from the 2006 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS), which is an annual or
biannual survey of urban and rural households designed to gather data on social trends and the
changing relationship between social structure and quality of life in China. This survey was conducted
by Renmin University of China and Hong Kong University of Science and Technology. Using the
sampling frame from the fifth census of China and a staged probability proportionate to size [PPS]
design, a questionnaire interview was administered covering cities and towns in 28 provinces,
municipalities, and autonomous regions. The population originally interviewed was limited to between
eighteen and sixty-nine years of age. In the present study, to distinguish the singles who are forced
bachelors and those who are below the age of marriage, 215 cases were excluded due to missing values
or males and females aged less than 25. Only 2,469 valid samples are used for analysis, of which
53.3% of the respondents are female. Table 1 shows the details.

2.2 Variables and Measurement

2.2.1 Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction refers to an individual’s personal evaluation of his/her life. In our study, life
satisfaction is measured on a five-point scale response to a question of “how do you feel about your
life?” Because responses to this question are highly skewed in the two categories of “satisfied” and
“unsatisfied”, and only a few responses fall into the other categories, life satisfaction is recoded as
dichotomous variable in this study. The responses of “very unsatisfied”, “unsatisfied” and “average”
were recorded as poor life satisfaction, and the responses of “satisfied” and “very satisfied” were
recorded as good life satisfaction.

2.2.2 Marriage, Intergenerational Support and Perceived SES



Marriage is described by two indexes: marital status and marital quality. Considering the real and

potential availability of partners under the gender imbalance in Chinese society, marital status in this

study is recorded as singles and couples. Singles includes unmarried, divorced, and widowed, and

couples include cohabiting and married. Marital quality is assessed in three dimensions: marital

satisfaction, partner change expectation, and marital communication. Marital satisfaction is measured

on a five-point scale response to the question, “In general, how satisfied are you with your marital

life?” Partner change expectation is measured on a four-point scale response to the question, “If you

had the opportunity to choose your partner again, would you choose the same person?” Marital

communication is measured on a seven-point scale response to whether “my partner listens to me about

my troubles” and “my partner tells me about his/her troubles”. To compare the differences in life

satisfaction based on marital quality, the values of three dimensions for marital quality are summed,

and recorded as dichotomous based on the median: 0= low marital quality (value between 4 and 14);

1= high marital quality (value between 15 and 23).

Intergenerational support is subdivided into financial support, instrumental support and

emotional support, and is measured on a seven-point scale. Financial support is based on the frequency

of receiving money from parents and adult children separately during the past 12 months. We measure

instrumental support with the question, “How often do your parents provide help with housework (such

as housecleaning and preparing dinner) and personal care (such as taking care of a baby or the aged)?”

and “How often do your adult children provide help with housework (such as housecleaning and

preparing dinner) and personal care (such as take care of a baby or the aged)?” Emotional support is

measured with the items “How often do your parents listen to you when you want to talk about your

worries or ideas?” and “How often do your adult children listen to you when you want to talk about



your worries or ideas?”. Forced bachelors may not have their own children, but adoption is a possible
choice for them. The supports from parents and children are both included and summed for analysis.
According to the transactional theory of stress, it is the subjective cognition of SES rather than
objective SES that predicts psychological well-being. Perceived SES is defined as the perception of
individual SES, and is measured with three indexes: SES, changed SES and SES change expectation.
SES is assessed with a five-point scale in response to a question of “in your opinion, which
socioeconomic status do you belong to”. Changed SES and SES change expectation are measured
based on change direction compared with that three years ago and three years in the future, respectively,
in terms of income, property, position, work condition, and socioeconomic status. Response of

“1”

“decline” is recorded as , responses of “no difference” and “hard to choose” are recorded as “2”,
and response of “increase” is recorded as “3”. Values of the five items are summed.
2.2.3 Socio-demographic Factors
The socio-demographic variables of education, income, age and Hukou are controlled in the analysis.
Education is measured as the highest level of education achieved. Considering that there are few cases
for some of the options, twenty-three categories are merged into five, namely informal education,
primary school, junior high school, senior high schoolor technical secondary school,and junior college
and above. Income is measured by the total amount of earnings last year, including bonuses, subsidies
and dividends,and converted with In+1. Age is assessed as a continuous variable. Hukou is coded as
dichotomous variable: 0="“rural”, 1="urban”.

Table 1 here
2.3 Analytic Strategy

We first compare the difference in life satisfaction between singles and couples, and between
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subgroups of couples based on marital quality in men and women separately, by chi-squared test.

Logistic regression is used to analyze the relationship between marital status and life satisfaction, as

well the moderating role of intergenerational support and perceived SES, since life satisfaction is

recoded as a dichotomous variable. Limiting the analysis to couples, correlations in marital quality,

intergenerational support, perceived SES, and life satisfaction are tested. Analyses are conducted in

male and female samples separately, to identify whether there are gender differences.

Analysis proceeded in three stages: First, we estimated a baseline model of the association

between marriage and life satisfaction, including control variables (Model 1). In the second stage, the

main effects of intergenerational support and perceived SES and their mediating effects were examined

with equations for each set of variables (Models 2 and 4), and then with both sets in Models 6. In the

third stage, the main effect and moderating effect of intergenerational support and perceived SES were

examined. Each set was tested separately in Model 3 and Model 5, then both sets in our final models

(Model 7). All analyses are conducted using SPSS 16.0 software.

3 Results

3.1 Differences in Life Satisfaction Based on Marital Status

Figure 1 shows that both in male (F=134.579; P<0.000) and female samples (F=101.014; P<0.000), the

difference in life satisfaction between singles and couples is significant. The percentage of people with

good life satisfaction in couples is far greater than in singles.

Figure 1 here

To determine whether the difference in life satisfaction disparity was due to age differences

between singles and couples, the two groups are further subdivided into five categories based on age:

1=25-29; 2=30-39; 3=40-49; 4=50-59; 5=60-69. As Figure 2 shows, health disparity between the two
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groups varies greatly with age and depends on gender. For females, the gap in life satisfaction between
the two groups is greatest at stage 2. However, the gap becomes narrower with increasing age. For
males, only 30% of single males have good life satisfaction before age 60, and the gap between the two
groups of males narrows from stage 4.
Figure 2 here
3.2 Difference in Life Satisfaction Based on Marital Quality
As figure 3 shows, the percentage of people with good life satisfaction in the group with good marital
quality is higher than that in the group with poor marital quality. The difference is significant in both
males (F=419.399; P<0.000) and females (F=76.141; P<0.000), and the gap is higher in females.
Comparing the life satisfaction between singles and the subgroup with poor marital quality, we find
there is a significant difference between genders: the percentage of single women with good life
satisfaction is higher than that of married women with poor marital quality, while the percentage of
single men with good life satisfaction is even lower than that of men with poormarital quality.
Figure 3 here

3.3 Marital Status and Life Satisfaction
Tables 2 and 3 show the results of logistic regression for marital status and life satisfaction in males
and females separately. There was a significant association between marital status and life satisfaction
for women and men, and the effect size is bigger for men. The mediating effect of intergenerational
support and individual SES for marital status and life satisfaction is not significant, and perceived SES
explained more of the difference in life satisfaction than intergenerational support. However, the
moderating effect is only significant for women.

As Table 2shows, married or cohabiting women were more likely to have good life satisfaction

12



than single women, controlling for individual socio-demographic factors (Model 1). The influence of

marital status on life satisfaction had no significant decline after the variables intergenerational support

(Model 2) and perceived SES (Model 4) were added separately, which means that marital status has a

direct impact on life satisfaction, independent of intergenerational support and perceived SES. Women

with more financial support were more likely to have good life satisfaction, and there was a negative

association between emotional support and life satisfaction. In addition, SES and changed SES were

positively correlated with life satisfaction for women. In Model 6, intergenerational support and

perceived SES were tested together. The influence of financial support, SES and changed SES on life

satisfaction remains significant.

In Model 3, the main effect of financial support on life satisfaction for women was significant

and the coefficient for interaction with financial support was only marginally significant, while the

coefficient for marital status was no longer statistically significant. Thus single women with more

financial support are more likely to have bad life satisfaction. In Model 5, findings are similar for the

role of SES change expectation; that is, single women with better SES change expectation are more

likely to have bad life satisfaction. Additionally, the main effects of SES and changed SES remained

significant. In our final model, the main effects of financial support, emotional support, SES and

changed SES on life satisfaction remained statistically significant for women, the moderating effect of

financial support on life satisfaction was no longer statistically significant, and the correlation between

interaction of SES change expectation and life satisfaction for women became statistically significant.

Table 2 here

The results of marital status formen are presented in Table 3. Married or cohabiting men were

also more likely to have good life satisfaction than single men (Model 1). The coefficient for marital
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status remains significant and even increased after intergenerational support (Model 2) and perceived
SES (Model 4) were added separately; thatis, marital status had a direct impact on male life
satisfaction independent of intergenerational supportand perceived SES. There was a negative
association at a marginally significant level between emotional supportand life satisfaction for men
(Model 2), and the influence was notsignificant in Model 6. SES and changed SES were positively
correlated with male life satisfaction,and their coefficients increased in Model 6.

In Models 3 and 7, there were no statistically significant associations between intergenerational
supportand male life satisfaction, or between its interaction and life satisfaction.In Models 5 and 7,
only the main effects of SES and changed SES on male life satisfaction were statistically significant.
Intergenerational supportand perceived SES explained no difference in male life satisfaction between
singles and couples.

Table 3 here
3.4 Marital Quality and Life Satisfaction
We limit the sample to couples, and divide them into three groups: cohabiting with marriage,
cohabiting without marriage, and separated. The correlation of marital quality and life satisfaction is
analyzed, controlling for marital status and individual objective SES. As Tables 4 and 5 show, the
effect of marital quality on psychological well-being is greater for women than for men. There is a
gender difference in the effects of intergenerational support and perceived SES on life satisfaction.

As Table 4 showed, women with high marital quality were more likely to have good life
satisfaction than those with low marital quality (Model 1), and this was also true for Models 2 and 4;
that is, the correlation between marital quality and life satisfaction was independent of
intergenerational support and individual perceived SES. Financial support, SES, and changed SES were
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positively correlated with female life satisfaction. In Model 6, only the coefficient of financial support

became marginally significant.

In Model 3, marital quality and financial support were positively correlated with life satisfaction,

and there was a negative association between their interaction and life satisfaction, implying that

financial support can partly compensate for the negative effect of low marital quality on female life

satisfaction. In Model 5, the main effects of marital quality and SES were statistically significant, and

their interaction was negatively correlated with female life satisfaction; that is, SES partly buffered the

negative effect of lower marital quality. Findings were similar for our final model.

Table 4 here

The results of marital quality for men are presented in Table 5. Men with high marital quality

were also more likely to have good life satisfaction (Model 1). In Models 2 and 4, the coefficients of

marital quality showed no significant decrease, so there were no significant mediating effects of

intergenerational support and perceived SES. SES and changed SES were positively correlated with

life satisfaction for men, and there was no significant association between intergenerational support and

male life satisfaction. Findings were similar for Model 6.

In Models 3 and 5, marital quality no longer had a statistically significant effect on life

satisfaction. Emotional support was negatively correlated with life satisfaction for men, and there was a

positive association between the interaction of emotional support and life satisfaction. Emotional

support explained most, although not all, of the difference in life satisfaction between those with high

and low marital quality. There was a positive association between SES and life satisfaction for men,

and the interaction of SES was negatively correlated with life satisfaction at a marginally significant

level, suggesting that male SES buffered most of the negative effect of low marital quality for
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psychological well-being. Findings were similar for Model 7.

Table 5 here

4 Conclusion and Discussion

The first objective of this study was to assess the difference in life satisfaction between groups based

on marital status and quality, in order to understand more about the role of marriage in Chinese culture.

Our comparative and regression analyses consistently showed that the life satisfaction of married or

cohabiting men and women was better than that of single men and women, and men and women with

high marital quality were more likely to have good life satisfaction than those with low marital quality.

However, single women were more likely to have good life satisfaction than married women with low

marital quality, and single men were more likely to have bad life satisfaction than married men with

low marital quality. These findings reveal joint effects of marital status and quality and gender

difference in the institution of marriage in Chinese culture. Marriage per se still serves as an important

protection against the stressful consequences of external threats in developing China, especially for

adult men. Our study also indicated that the disparity in life satisfaction between singles and couples

was most serious at the ages 30 to 49, and this disparity narrowed rapidly after age 50. Undoubtedly,

the forced bachelors especially the surplus men, will face more psychological depress under the gender

imbalance thatexists in China.

The second objective was to explore the mediating and moderating effect of intergenerational

support and individual SES on marriage and mental health. Our results suggested that there was no

significant mediating effect of intergenerational support and perceived SES, and their moderating effect

was significant. However their moderating effect was gender-dependent. The association between

marital status and life satisfaction was moderated by financial support and SES change expectation for
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women; the negative psychological effect of being a single female was strengthened instead of buffered

by financial support and SES change expectation. The association of marital quality and life

satisfaction was also moderated by financial support and perceived SES. Some of the negative

psychological effect of low marital quality on females may be buffered by increased financial support

and higher SES. In males, the moderating effects of intergenerational support and perceived SES on

marital status and life satisfaction were not significant, and the association between marital quality and

life satisfaction was moderated by emotional support and perceived SES, where more emotional

support was more likely to improve life satisfaction for men with high marital quality, but most of the

negative effect of low marital quality was buffered by high SES. These gender differences further

confirm that marriage has different functions for men and women in China. In addition to women being

more emotionally invested in marriage than men (Gove et al. 1983), marriage is also a very important

way for women to acquire economic resources in China. To avoid the loss of their economic resources,

married women may choose keep their marriage, even with low marital quality, while single women

acquiring economic resources by themselves have to face more difficulty in the marriage market. In

contrast, marriage is dependent on men’s SES rather than a way to acquire economic resources.

Marriage may be more likely to represent a social contract and identity for men, which can offerthema

sense of permanence, belonging and purpose (Waite & Gallagher 2000), and provide them an

opportunity to gain social acceptance. These findings indicate that intergenerational support and

perceived SES can only buffer the negative effect of low life satisfaction on married people, and

traditional gender role norms are the greatest obstacle to improve life satisfaction of surplus men and

women.

The impact of intergenerational support and perceived SES on life satisfaction, and how these
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differ between genders, was also explored. Women with more financial support, higher SES and the

upward mobility of SES were more likely to have good life satisfaction in general, and higher SES and

upward mobility of SES were also associated with good life satisfaction for men. This implies that

financial support is more important for women than for men in maintaining good life satisfaction.

However, perception of individual SES was a more powerful predictor of life satisfaction for men and

women.

Among the limitations of this study is the use of cross-sectional data. The lack of longitudinal

data makes it difficult to determine the causal relationship between marriage, social support, individual

capital, and life satisfaction. A surprising finding is that emotional support correlates negatively with

life satisfaction. A possible explanation is that people with more psychological difficulties are more

likely to communicate with their parents or children. Further longitudinal data are necessary to explore

this relationship. In addition, whether marriage has a selective effect for life satisfaction, so that people

with worse life satisfaction are more likely to have marital difficulties or be single, is hard to test with

cross-sectional data. However, as Pearlin and Johnson (1977) noted, the selection interpretation is

generally made by investigators studying subjects with severe impairments. Also, Gove et al. (1981)

strongly suggested that social selection is not a key determinant of the relationship between marital

status and psychological well-being in a normal population. In addition, sex life is a part of marriage

that maybe causally related to life satisfaction, especially for males, and this could be an important

direction for future research.
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Table 1. Sample characteristics and variable measurements

Variables Female (N=1317) Male (N=1152)

Mean /Percentage Mean/Percentage  Code and Range
Life satisfaction 53.3% 46.7% 0=Poor;

1=good

Marital quality
Marital satisfaction 3.88(0.68) 3.95(0.64) 1-5
Partner change expectation  3.25(0.79) 3.33(0.77) 1-4
Communication 10.48(2.08) 10.68(2.16) 2-14
Intergenerational support
Financial support 5.01(2.37) 4.81(2.32) 1-10
Instrumental support 4.75(2.19) 4.29(2.24) 1-10
Emotional support 4.44(2.08) 4.20(1.93) 1-10
Perceived SES
SES 1.86(0.88) 1.90(0.90) 1-5
Changed SES 10.49(2.09) 10.57(2.26) 5-15
SES change expectation 10.98(2.10) 11.01(2.11) 5-15
Marital status
Single(including divorce and 6.9% 8.3% Dummy variable
widow)
Cohabiting 0.3% 0.3% Dummy variable
Married and cohabiting 92.4% 91.3% Dummy variable
Married and separate 0.3% 0.1% Dummy variable
Age 44.38(11.65) 45.87(12.23) 25-70
Hukou 53.3% 51.3% O=rural; 1=urban
Education
Informal education 18.7% 5.1% 1
Primary school 25% 26.4% 2
Junior high school 32.1% 36.5% 3
Senior high school 17.9% 22.6% 4
Junior college and above 6.3% 9.5% 5
Income (In+1) 3.38(1.77) 3.85(1.09) 0-7
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Table 2. Logistic regression models of marital status and life satisfaction, for women (N=1317)

Variables Modell  Model2 Model3 Model4 Model5 Model6 Model7
Marital status

Singles (married and cohabiting for reference) 0.507** 0.507**  0.500 0.489** 1.499 0.499** 0.837
Intergenerational support

Financial support 1.141** 1.162*** 1.124* 1.140**
Instrumental support 0.984 0.971 1.005 0.988
Emotional support 0.868**  0.862** 0.864 0.862*
Perceived SES

SES 1731%**  1748*** 1 712***  1.730***
Changed SES 1.186***  1.179***  1183***  1.175***
SES change expectation 1.058 1.071* 1.057 1.070+
Interaction

Marital status*financialsupport 0.701+ 0.708
Marital status *instrumentalsupport 1.208 1.368
Marital status*emotionalsupport 1.207 1.089
Marital status*SES 0.949 0.930
Marital status*changed SES 1.239 1.321
Marital status*SES change expectation 0.732+ 0.717*
Control variables

Age 0.991 0.993 0.993 0.997 0.997 0.999 0.998
Hukou (rural for reference) 0.955 0.964 0.969 1.039 1.045 1.042 1.059
Education 1.262%**  1.254***  1253***  1199**  1202**  1.200** 1.203**
Income (In+1) 1.092** 1.089**  1.091** 1.043 1.045 1.042 1.047
Constant 0.559+ 0.557 0.554 0.018***  (0.016***  0.018***  0.017***
Df 5 8 1 8 11 11 17

R 0.049 0.061 0.065 0.172 0.176 0.179 0.185
-2LL 1754903 1742077 1738.867 1614.477 1610422 1591.372  1584.251

Note ***P<0.001, **P<0.01, *P<0.05, +P<0.1
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Table 3. Logistic regression models of marital status and life satisfaction, for men (N=1152)

Variables Modell Model2 Model3 Model4 Model5 Model6 Model 7
Marital status

Singles (married and cohabiting for reference) 0.592* 0.577* 0.323+ 0.554* 0.446 0.548* 0.186
Intergenerational support

Financial support 0.972 0.982 0.963 0.972
Instrumental support 1.088 1.074 1.090 1.072
Emotional support 0.911 0.906+ 0.926 0.923
Subjective SES

SES 1.494%**  1512%** ] 535%** ] 553***
Changed SES 1.093** 1.097%*  1.095**  1.099**
SES change expectation 1.056 1.048 1.060+ 1.051
Interaction

Marital status*financialsupport 0.885 0.908
Marital status *instrumentalsupport 1.144 1.173
Marital status*emotionalsupport 1.179 1.164
Marital status*SES 0.853 0.949
Marital status*changed SES 0.936 0.939
Marital status*SES change expectation 1114 1.103
Control variables

Age 1.013* 1.013* 1.012* 1.017%* 1.017%*  1016**  1.016**
Hukou (rural for reference) 1.096 1.075 1.077 1.187 1.187 1.198 1.198
Education 1.268***  1.262***  1.264***  1.166* 1.166* 1.149+ 1.151*
Income (In+1) 1.106+ 1.114+ 1.119* 1.004 1.006 0.989 0.995
Constant 0.151***  0.181 0.185 0.023***  0.023***  0.026*** 0.028***
Df 5 8 1 8 11 11 17

R 0.036 0.040 0.043 0.104 0.105 0.112 0.116
-2LL 1627.838 1624141  1621.223  1571.378b  1570.365 1542.906  1538.783

Note ***P<0.001, **P<0.01, *P<0.05, +P<0.1
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Table 4. Logistic regression models of marital quality and life satisfaction, for women (N=1279)

Variables Modell Model2 Model3 Model4 Model5 Model6 Model7
Marital status

Cohabiting with marriage 0.435 0.388 0.420 0.273 0.275 0.254 0.276
Cohabiting without marriage 0.736 0.711 0.762 0.938 0.993 0.921 1.033
Marital quality 1.233%**  1.224*** 1 250%**  1.246***  1.469* 1.237***  1.509*
Intergenerational support

Financial support 1.115* 2.899** 1.092+ 2.917**
Instrumental support 0.933 0.564 0.945 0.527
Emotional support 0.940 0.594 0.943 0.673
Perceived SES

SES 1.710%**  6.240** 1.696***  5.963**
Changed SES 1.205%**  1.248 1.200%**  1.234
SES change expectation 1.056 1.074 1.052 1.077
Interaction

Marital quality* financial support 0.948** 0.946*
Marital quality*instrumental support 1.030 1.034
Marital quality*emotional support 1.025 1.018
Marital quality*SES 0.930* 0.932*
Marital quality*changed SES 0.998 0.998
Marital quality*SES change expectation 0.999 0.999
Control variables

Age 0.987* 0.989+ 0.989+ 0.993 0.993 0.994 0.994
Hukou (rural for reference) 1.021 1.032 1.044 1.126 1118 1135 1.137
Education 1.200%*  1.201**  1.202** 1.139+ 1.136+ 1.152* 1.152*
Income (In+1) 1.126%**  1124***  1128*** 1072+ 1.073+ 1.072+ 1.076+
Constant 0.022**  0.025**  0.016** 0.000***  0.000**  0.001***  0.000**
Df 7 10 13 10 13 13 19

R? 0.130 0.136 0.143 0.245 0.249 0.246 0.257
-2LL 1557.418 1551.294 1544.119  1427.172 1421.828 1412980 1401.016

Note: ***P<0.001, **P<0.01, *P<0.05, +P<0.1
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Table 5. Logistic regression models of marital quality and life satisfaction, for men (N=1152)

Variables Model 1 Model2 Model3 Model4 Model5 Model6 Model7
Marital status

Cohabiting with marriage 4.214 3.892 3.126 6.136 6.820 5.761 4.664
Cohabiting without marriage 4.335 4311 3.770 5.432 5.485 5.369 4.307
Marital quality 1.108*** 1.105*** 1,008 1.136***  1.143 1.131*** 1,009
Intergenerational support

Financial support 0.964 1.527 0.947 1417
Instrumental support 1.073 1.182 1.069 1.066
Emotional support 0.943 0.333** 0.978 0.386*
Perceived SES

SES 1568***  4.087** 1.618***  3.870*
Changed SES 1.099%*  1.059 1.102**  1.051
SES change expectation 1.042 0.925 1.045 0.928
Interaction

Marital quality* financial support 0.975 0.978
Marital quality*instrumental support 0.996 1.001
Marital quality*emotional support 1.059** 1.053*
Marital quality*SES 0.948+ 0.952+
Marital quality*changed SES 1.002 1.003
Marital quality*SES change expectation 1.007 1.007
Control variables

Age 1.011 + 1.010+ 1.012* 1.014* 1.015* 1.013* 1.015*
Hukou (rural for reference) 1.022 1.009 0.985 1.096 1.094 1.120 1.102
Education 1.220** 1.219%*  1.241** 1.125 1.135+ 1113 1.142+
Income (In+1) 1.114+ 1.119+ 1.119+ 1.006 1.013 0.986 0.991
Constant 0.007* 0.008* 0.045 0.001***  0.000* 0.001***  0.005
Df 7 10 13 10 13 13 19

R? 0.048 0.050 0.062 0.126 0.130 0.132 0.145
-2LL 1486.410 1484.365 1474533 1425060 1421.304  1400.155 1388.131

Note: ***P<0.001, **P<0.01,

*P<0.05,
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