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Gender Identity Marriage and Labor Behavior within Households

XU Ji*and HUANG Ya’ na’
(‘a: Guanghua School of Management Peking University;
b: The Institute of Industrial Economics Chinese Academy of Social Sciences)

Summary: Gender identity is a form of social identity. Social identities tell people how they are supposed to behave by
providing them a reference group. Identity influences economic outcomes because deviating from prescribed behavior is
inherently costly ( Akerlof & Kranton 2010) . Bertrand et al. (2015) report that the norm in the U. S. that a man should
earn more than his wife affects behavior in both marriages and labor markets. While studies of social norms have been
conducted in Western countries ( e. g. Bertrand et al. 2015; Wieber & Holst 2015; Hederos & Stenberg 2015; Karen
et al. 2017) less has been learned about the role of social norms in China.

In feudal times few Chinese women worked in the market and a belief in female inferiority was prevalent. However
since the 1950s the Chinese government has promoted a women’ s liberation movement. The slogan that “women hold up
half the sky” has been widely used to encourage women to join the workforce. This policy has enhanced the status of
women and female participation in the labor force has reached an unprecedented level. This paper explores three
questions. Is there any evidence to support the existence of gender identity in contemporary China? What impact does
gender identity have on marriages and labor market behavior in China? What are the channels through which gender identity
acts?

We answer these questions using data from the 2005 China census and 2010—2014 China Family Panel Studies.
First we calculate the distribution of relative household income earned by the wife. We find a sharp and statistically
significant drop in the distribution where the wife’ s income equals that of the husband. This discontinuity appears in all
subsamples suggesting that gender identity is prevalent in China’ s society. Second we estimate the impacts of gender
identity on the marriage market the labor market and household production where relevant marriage markets and potential
earnings are constructed based on demographic characteristics. We find that gender identity hinders matching in the
marriage market by depressing the marriage rate and postponing first marriage. Gender identity also distorts wives’ labor
market behavior. Women tend to quit the labor market choose jobs with lower salaries and do more housework. Once
gender identity is broken in a family there is a positive correlation between the divorce rate and a wife’ s relative income.
The correlation is negative between the satisfaction level with respect to a partner” s financial or housework contribution and
a wife’ s relative income. Finally preliminary findings hold that women with rural residence low education level long
marriage duration and more children are more susceptible to pressures of gender identity.

This paper provides empirical support for the existence of a norm in China that a man should earn more than his wife.
By focusing on the interaction of gender identity and relative household income we provide evidence for a value to studies
that use an interdisciplinary approach including insights from sociology and psychology. Our paper contributes to the
relevant literature and facilitates comparisons between cultures. The impact of gender identity on marital and job stability in
China we find is less than that found by studies of Western countries. However gender identity is universal and has
implications for Chinese society. Finding ways to diminish the negative impacts of gender identity could help improve the
quality of marriage matches decrease labor market distortions and improve family relationships. Modifying gender attitudes
could also play an important role in promoting labor market efficiency family harmony and social stability. Our results
suggest that modernization and education could help mitigate the negative impacts of gender identity. Families with fewer
sunk costs such as those with no children and shorter marriage durations suffer less from gender identity.

Keywords: Gender Identity; Marriage Match; Labor Participation; Housework
JEL Classification: D13 J16 JI12
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