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Entry into First Marriage and Marital Outcomes of Rural Migrants in China:  

The Influence of Initiation of Economic Migration by Men and Women  

Introduction 

Since the late 1980s, migration has gradually become a rite of passage for many 

young men and women in rural China, who are also at marriageable ages. However, the 

understandings of the relationship between migration and family formation behaviors in 

China are limited. In this research, drawing on the theories of marital opportunities and 

job-search and a gender perspective, we examine the relationship between migration and 

entry into first marriage, as well as the effect of migration on marital outcomes of rural 

migrants in China.  

In rural China, there has always been a shortage of females at marriageable ages due 

to skewed sex ratios at birth (Coale and Bannister, 1994; Chen and Mueller, 2002). The 

problem got increasingly serious with the strict implementation of family planning in the 

early 1980s. Rural men are faced with the structural constraint of numerical shortage in 

the marriage market (Caldwell, Reddy and Caldwell, 1983; Jiang and Sanchez-Barricarte, 

2012). From the perspectives of marital opportunities and the job search theory, it is very 

likely that rural males’ prospect of getting married is improved after migration not only 

by accessing to an enlarged pool of potential mates, but also by increased socioeconomic 

status. In terms of marital outcomes, it is hypothesized that men’s marital outcomes are 

affected by migration in a way that helps sustain the tendency to marry down in education, 

age and hukou type. That is, migration makes them more likely to marry those who are 

less educated, younger and with rural hukou.   

For females, patriarchal culture exerts strong influence on their lives in rural China. 

Despite their numerical advantage in the marriage market, they tend to marry early. 

Research has found that migration increases the average age at marriage for females in 

rural China and helps redefine gender relations (Belanger and Linh, 2011; Li and Liang, 

2016; Rahman, 2009; Zheng, 2002). It is, therefore, hypothesized that females’ hazard of 

getting married is decreased by initiation of economic migration. In terms of marital 

outcomes, it is possible that participation in economic migration helps break down the 

norm of marry-up for female migrants.       

Data and Methods 

This research makes use of the 2015 data of the China National Migrant Population 

Monitoring Survey. The survey is conducted by the China Population and Development 

Research Center (CPDRC). It collects a nationally representative PPS sample of the 

floating population in China. Respondents of this survey are defined as inter-county 

temporary migrants (non-hukou migrants) with age 15 or above and who have been at 
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destinations for more than one month. The total sample size of the 2015 data is 206,000. 

We restrict our sample to those with rural hukou, who are now 15-59 years old, and who 

reported “jobs or business” as the reason for the first migration. 

 Discrete event history analysis is conducted to examine the relationship between 

initiation of economic migration and entry into first marriage and marital outcomes. This 

method requires person-year data. For each year until one first got married or right 

censored (i.e. not married till the survey), he/she is considered as being at the risk of 

entering first marriage and is contributing one person-year record to the sample. Since the 

youngest age at first marriage in the sample is 15 years old, the first person-year recode 

for each respondent starts at age 14.  

In models of the effect of migration on entry into first marriage, the dependent 

variable is binary, with 1 indicating getting married and 0 indicating being 

single/right-censored. The key independent variable is migration status. Since the date of 

the first migration is known, it is treated as a time-varying variable. Other independent 

variables include the logarithm functions of current age minus 15 and 59 minus current 

age, education, ethnicity, time period (before 1978; 1978-2006; 2006-2015) and 

geographical area of the origin province (i.e. eastern, middle and western China). Age is 

also treated as a time-varying variable.  

To examine the effect of migration on marital outcomes in terms of age, education, 

and hukou type, we construct three dependent variables. The dependent variables have a 

value of 0 indicating being single/right-censored, 1 indicating that the respondents marry 

those who are of the same age or younger, who are equally or less educated and who are 

with a rural hukou, and 2 indicating the respondents marry those who are older, who are 

more educated and who are with an urban hukou. The key independent variable is 

migration status constructed in the same way as above. Other variables included in 

models are the logarithm functions of current age minus 15 and 59 minus current age, 

education, time period (before 1978; 1978-2006; 2006-2015) and geographical area of the 

origin province (eastern, middle and western China). 

 To test our hypotheses on migration’s effect on marital outcomes, we test whether 

the difference in the effect of migration on marrying those who are of the same age or 

younger, who are equally or less educated and who are with a rural hukou and the effect 

on marrying those who are older, who are more educated and who are with an urban 

hukou is statistically different.  

 For each dependent variable, we estimate two gender-specific models. Thus, we 

have a total of 8 models. All our results are weighted.  

Preliminary Results 
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It is found that the start of one’s migration career increases the hazard of entry into 

first marriage for both rural men and women. That is, the expected gendered effect of 

migration is not confirmed by our model results. Instead, it is found that males and 

females are affected equally by the initiation of migration.  

From model results of the effect of migration on marital outcomes, it is found that 

migration increases the likelihood of entry into marriage both for males and females, 

regardless of their spouses’ characteristics, which is consistent with results discussed 

above. Moreover, it is found that initiation of migration increases the probability of 

marrying those who are better educated, and with urban hukou, but not the probability of 

marrying those older than oneself. Interestingly, these patterns hold for both men and 

women. 
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Table 1. Socioeconomic Characteristics for females, males and the full sample 

 

Females Males All 

Age 34.99 36.21 35.66 

 
9.01 9.23 9.15 

Age at first marriage 22.88 24.72 23.88 

 
3.39 4.23 3.98 

Age at first migration 25.66 25.93 25.8 

 
8.45 8.57 8.52 

Gender (%) 

 
  

Male - - 54.47 

Female - - 45.53 

Education (%) 

 
  

Elementary or less 21.78 13.85 17.46 

Junior high school 54.26 58.54 56.59 

Senior high school 18.48 22.09 20.44 

College or above 5.47 5.53 5.5 

Marital Status(%) 
   

Not married 11.49 15.86 13.87 

Married 88.51 84.14 86.13 

Marital Status before Migration (%) 
   

Not married 48.85 55.62 52.54 

Married 51.15 44.38 47.46 

Ethnicity 
 

 
 

Han 93.58 93.64 93.61 

Non-Han 6.42 6.36 6.39 

Area 
 

 
 

East 30.85 30.52 30.67 

Middle 44.33 44.22 44.27 

West 24.82 25.27 25.06 

N 59770 80786 140556 
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Table 2. Spouse characteristics by marriage timing  (percentages) 

        
Male Female Total 

Marriage Before Migration Marriage After Migration 

 
Male Female Total Male Female Total 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Age difference greater than 5 

   
      

Yes 16.32 16.91 16.6 14.14 15.23 14.67 18.72 19.15 18.91 

No 83.68 83.09 83.4 85.86 84.77 85.33 81.28 80.85 81.09 

Education 
         

Same or less 98.58 96.72 97.71 99.32 98.49 98.91 97.78 94.36 96.27 

More 1.42 3.28 2.29 0.68 1.51 1.09 2.22 5.64 3.73 

Urban hukou 
         

Yes 3.21 4.26 3.7 2.16 2.32 2.23 4.36 6.85 5.46 

No 96.79 95.74 96.3 97.84 97.68 97.77 95.64 93.15 94.54 

Same origin Province 
   

      Yes 95.78 95.58 95.69 98.11 93.21 98.09 98.07 92.27 92.8 

No 4.22 4.42 4.31 1.89 6.79 1.91 1.93 7.73 7.2 

N 75,278 55,434 130,712 44,263 33,032 77,295 31,015 22,402 53,417 
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Table 3.Model Results of the effect of migration on entry into first marriage, males 

 Coef.          S.E. z p>z 

lnage1 1.957921   .0332487 58.89 0 

lnage2 -.1344338    .023007 -5.84 0 

_Iedu_1 .0751527   .0208531 3.6 0 

_Iedu_2 -.0679243   .0261235 -2.6 0.009 

_Iedu_3 -.2501228   .0435615 -5.74 0 

_Iethnic_1 .1355702   .0277992 4.88 0 

_Ifirstmig_1 .6866737   .0158912 43.21 0 

_It_1 1.10257   .0250395 44.03 0 

_It_2 2.377149   .0314257 75.64 0 

_Iarea_1 .129602   .0178158 7.27 0 

_Iarea_2 .0537696   .0193832 2.77 0.006 

_cons -9.823485   .1605585 -61.18 0 

 

 

Table 4. Model Results of the effect of migration on entry into first marriage, females 

 Coef.          S.E. z p>z 

lnage1 1.880616   .0443924 42.36 0 

lnage2 -.2913698   .0426909 -6.83 0 

_Iedu_1 -.2139892      .0219 -9.77 0 

_Iedu_2 -.5032899   .0309521 -16.26 0 

_Iedu_3 -.7983216   .0508464 -15.7 0 

_Iethnic_1 .0686012   .0316188 2.17 0.03 

_Ifirstmig_1 .8099881   .0195405 41.45 0 

_It_1 1.302068    .035324 36.86 0 

_It_2 2.746827   .0453266 60.6 0 

_Iarea_1 .1614064   .0207503 7.78 0 

_Iarea_2 .1400079   .0233979 5.98 0 

_cons -8.639838   .2419209 -35.71 0 

 

 

 


