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Abstract
Using the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) data, we examine the relationship between family decision-making power and 
women’s marital satisfaction. Interestingly, this paper reveals that overall, there is a negative association between women’s 
family decision-making power and marital satisfaction. However, some heterogeneities exist: the negative association is 
found among women with less education (income), and constrained by Confucian family ethics, but no association is found 
for women from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. Women from more traditional and economically disadvantaged back-
grounds are conflicted by the prospect of breaking existing social norms designated for them. Therefore, when operating 
outside the traditional norms to become family decision-makers, their marital satisfaction is reduced.
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Family Decision‑Making Power and Women’s 
Marital Satisfaction

In contemporary China, two very different forces influence 
women’s attitudes about gender and the behavioral adjust-
ments made by women to improve their well-being. The 
first force is “socioeconomic transformation.” With this 
process, women increasingly reject labels such as depend-
ency and obedience; instead, they proactively go out of their 
homes and work in offices, universities and other settings to 
realize economic freedom and self-worth (Pratten, 2013). 
Women do not rely on their husbands for their own well-
being, but aim to construct a new and more equal gender 
identity. They start participating in important socioeco-
nomic affairs that are inconsistent with the traditional role 
of assisting their husbands. Overall, women attain independ-
ence from their husbands financially and rid themselves of 
emotional dependence on their husbands. Such changes 
have enhanced women’s opportunities outside the home; 
thus, they have more bargaining power in the family than 
ever before. Many women acquire the confidence to take a 
decisive role in important family affairs, such as household 

investments. The pro-women family power relation driven 
by socioeconomic transformation is found to improve the 
welfare of women and children due to more control over 
resource allocation. Consequently, women’s satisfaction 
in the marriage will keep improving to some extent with 
increasing bargaining power.

Meanwhile, there is another competing force described 
as “Confucian family ethics,” which sets various barriers 
to women’s development. The written rules of Confucian-
ism limit women’s power severely, and require women to be 
obedient to men throughout their lives (Turner & Salemink, 
2015). Formally, men are the heads of the family unit and 
exercise legal power over the women and children in the 
household. Women typically do not have formal roles in 
Confucian life outside the home, and their lives are con-
trolled by male kin. Accordingly, they must defer to the 
wishes and needs of closely-related men in the family, e.g., 
fathers and husbands. In Confucianism, women are mostly 
restricted to private, separated space (Valutanu, 2012), which 
denies women access to education and public activities. 
Thus, for the vast majority of Chinese women, belonging 
to a home is the only means of economic survival. Though 
China’s feudal society no longer exists, traditional modes of 
thinking are difficult to eliminate. Such a social environment 
has long constrained women’s daily behavior and role posi-
tioning within the family; thus, they have formed inherent 
beliefs and intuitions about certain behaviors since birth. 
The psychological expectations regarding a couple’s family 
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roles and responsibilities shape the widely accepted gender 
role norms. Therefore, under Confucian family ethics, when 
traditional roles are adhered to, women’s marital satisfac-
tion will thereby increase. In contrast, any deviation from 
the accepted social arrangement, such as the case wherein 
women cross the social category to play a decisive role in 
important family affairs, will negatively affect their marital 
satisfaction.

As shown above, two competing forces simultaneously 
influence family decision-making power and women’s mari-
tal satisfaction; however, there is a lack of literature in China 
to determine the stronger force of the two. Given this, the 
paper employs the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) data 
to investigate whether or not women’s control over family 
decision-making power improves their marital satisfac-
tion. In the context of China, some contributions made in 
the paper are summarized as follows: first, to the best of 
our knowledge, this is the first empirical paper to rigor-
ously investigate the relationship between family decision-
making power and women’s marital satisfaction in China 
with its rapidly transitioning socioeconomics. We found 
that women’s decisive role in family affairs has a negative 
effect on their marital satisfaction even if the socioeconomic 
transformation force empowers women greatly. Second, we 
detected the traditional gender role attitudes in engendering 
the negative marital satisfaction effect of women’s family 
decision-making power, especially for those women with a 
lower socioeconomic status and constrained by social norms. 
Specifically, we found that women with less education and 
income, and constrained by traditional gender norms, con-
sistently adhere to mainstream gender role attitudes, and are 
unwilling to be decision-makers in the family. This will help 
researchers further understand why women’s empowerment 
in the family might adversely impact their well-being in cer-
tain contexts. Additionally, it is worth noting that the hetero-
geneous effects between women’s marital satisfaction and 
their family decision-making power across socioeconomic 
statuses and surrounding environments, might enrich future 
theoretical analysis.

Our study closely relates to the literature on factors asso-
ciated with marital satisfaction and marital stability. Accord-
ing to previous research, marital satisfaction is affected by 
many factors, including sex (Whiteman et al., 2007), age, 
status of job (Yu & Liu, 2021), number of children (Wendorf 
et al., 2011), education (Rouhbakhsh et al., 2019), time spent 
together (Johnson & Anderson, 2013), cultural considera-
tions (Lalonde et al., 2004), trust (Fitzpatrick & Lafontaine, 
2017), and personality traits (Sayehmiri et al., 2020). Over 
recent decades, the impact of marital power on marital sat-
isfaction has been studied in Western countries (Beach & 
Tesser, 1993; Bulanda, 2011; Leonhardt et al., 2020; Rog-
ers & DeBoer, 2001). In comparison, related topics studied 
in non-Western countries are still relatively scarce. As of 

now, no related research has been conducted in the Chinese 
context despite the occurrence of a huge socioeconomic 
transformation. Moreover, the findings based on Western 
countries are generally inconclusive. For example, Saranta-
kos (2000) found that marital power is not associated with 
quality of marriage at all; however, Leonhardt et al. (2020) 
indicated that equality in power relations correlates posi-
tively with marital quality among women. The mixed results 
above suggest that the relationship between martial power 
and marital quality may not be comprehensive enough; 
therefore, it is necessary to incorporate other cases, espe-
cially non-Western cases for further clarification.

Our work also relates to the literature that investigates 
how decision-making power in the family is attributed to 
individual family members. Starting with seminal papers 
by Chiappori (1988, 1992), the static collective model of 
household behavior has become the standard paradigm 
of household analysis. It views households as a collec-
tion of different individuals with diverse preferences and 
endowments, and members negotiate with each other for 
the sake of a Pareto-efficient intra-household allocation of 
welfare (Chiappori et al., 2008; Knowles, 2012). However, 
a static model cannot be used to analyze the evolution of 
intra-household decision power, given that it cannot take 
into account the effect of an individual’s current choices for 
long-term welfare. Considering the drawbacks of the static 
model, some scholars proposed the influential limited com-
mitment intertemporal collective model to analyze house-
hold behaviors in a dynamic environment (Bredemeier et al., 
2021; Chiappori & Mazzocco, 2017; Chiappori et al., 2020; 
Voena, 2015). These papers showed that in contracts with 
limited commitment, the spouses cooperate without being 
able to commit to a contingent plan; instead, they can rene-
gotiate the agreement at any time. The optimal household 
decisions can be obtained by solving a standard Pareto prob-
lem with participation constraints that require the expected 
utility of staying married to be greater than or equal to that 
of divorce (Mazzocco, 2007; Mazzocco et al., 2014). Thus, 
in the absence of commitment, household decisions depend 
on the decision-making power in each period, which is deter-
mined by the outside options of members (Safilios-Roths-
child, 1970; Treas & Kim, 2016). In this regard, external 
shocks due to education, income, inheritance rights, social 
capital, etc., will dynamically change the relative bargain-
ing position of members in family decision-making process 
(Agarwal, 1997). Besides this, some scholars suggested that 
social norms, beliefs, divorce laws, and in particular, gen-
dered institutions will also impact family members’ options 
outside the home (Mabsout & van Staveren, 2010; Voena, 
2015).

In the paper most closely related to our work here, Ber-
trand et al. (2015) claimed that traditional gender identi-
ties cause couples to make efforts to avoid having a female 
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primary earner. However, if the wife earns more than the 
husband, empirical results showed that the spouses tend to 
be less satisfied with their marriage, more likely to report 
that the marriage is in trouble, and are more likely to divorce. 
Our finding of a negative effect of women’s decision-making 
power on their marital satisfaction is of major importance for 
this strand of literature. While starting from family decision-
making power, we again confirmed the claims of Bertrand 
et al. (2015) that any deviation from traditional gender iden-
tities may hurt marriages to some extent even in a transition-
ing society.

The remainder of this paper is arranged as follows. The 
second section provides an overview of Confucian family 
ethics and gender roles in China. The third section displays 
variables, data, and summary statistics. Econometric analy-
sis and its interpretation are given in the fourth section, and 
the last section discusses and concludes the study.

Confucian Family Ethics and Gender Roles 
in China

In the Confucian tradition characterized as patriarchal and 
patrilineal, women were placed at a severe social disad-
vantaged position relative to men (Thornton & Lin, 1994). 
Some argue that male-centered Confucianism has been 
the primary reason for the low social status of women in 
China, since it became an official ideology of the state in 
the Han Dynasty (B.C. 207–A.D. 202) (Mak, 2013). Tradi-
tionally, under Confucianism, women were asked to follow 
“the Three Obediences and Four Virtues,” which is a set 
of moral principles and social code of behaviors specifi-
cally for women. The three obediences require women to 
comply with men without exception throughout their lives. 
That is, a female should obey her father before marriage, 
obey her husband during married life, and obey her sons in 
widowhood. The four virtues imposed on women reinforces 
physical charm, fidelity, propriety in speech, and diligence 
and thrift (Cheng, 2008). This set of virtues represents tradi-
tional society and the traditional roles of women within that 
society. Additionally, Confucianism required women not to 
receive education, not to engage in paid work, to carry on 
the family line as a mission, and to honor this observance for 
the entirety of their respective lifetimes (Mak, 2013). Over-
all, traditional China, as a patriarchal society, regarded men 
as the breadwinner, decision-maker, and the master of the 
family, and they were expected to work outside of the house, 
gain resources for the family to live on, and make a differ-
ence in society. By contrast, women were seen as powerless, 
docile, obedient, and inferior to men for their whole lives 
(Turner & Salemink, 2015; Valutanu, 2012). Once a woman 
married, her only identity was as a wife and the only right 
place for her was her husband’s family (Turner & Salemink, 

2015). Her domestic role of supporting and protecting her 
husband’s family became the only criterion for measuring 
her success in life. The imbalance of power between a man 
and a woman was seen as normal and fundamental within a 
family. The Confucian doctrine of gender hierarchy defined 
women’s and men’s differential rights, positions, and roles 
within a family for more than two thousand years.

Since the collapse of the Qing dynasty (the last imperial 
dynasty) in 1911, social norms concerning gender roles have 
changed remarkably. The May Fourth Movement during the 
1910s and 1920s challenged the gender stratification of Chi-
nese society in an open and systematic fashion, and chal-
lenged the patriarchal family in favor of individual freedom 
and women’s liberation. The Movement criticized classical 
Confucian traditions and promoted a new Chinese culture 
based upon progressive, modern, and western ideals. The 
activist advocated equality between women and men, free 
love and marriage, educational opportunities for women, 
labor force participation of women, and fundamentally, 
women’s emancipation.

The May Fourth Movement however, included and was 
effected by only a small number of urban and elite women 
(Li, 2000). It was after the founding of the People’s Republic 
of China in 1949 that dramatic changes took place that had a 
strong impact on the lives of hundreds of millions of Chinese 
women. The new government made a firm commitment to 
guarantee the equality between women and men, as reflected 
in the famous quotation “women hold up half the sky”. The 
New Marriage Law in 1950 abolished feudal marriage (e.g., 
bigamy, concubines), and implemented a marriage policy of 
monogamy and equal rights between men and women. This 
law also explicitly granted women the freedom to participate 
in the labor market and pursue a formal education. Since 
the 1950s, enormous progress has been made in increas-
ing women’s economic opportunities and education level. 
By 2017, females accounted for 55% of college graduates, 
whereas males accounted for only 45%, and the percentage 
of female students is 10% higher than that of male students 
(Wang et al., 2019). According to the World Bank statistics, 
female labor force participation (FLFP) of China is above 
62%, far higher than 46% global FLFP in 2020. Addition-
ally, women play important roles in significant leadership 
positions, and the gender wage gap in certain occupations is 
also gradually narrowing (Bian et al., 2015).

Despite these substantial improvements, traditional 
notions and practices concerning gender relations and the 
family have persisted. Women still bear a heavier burden of 
housework relative to men, e.g., caring for children and the 
household (Xie, 2013). Men continue to dominate in core 
political arenas, and women are often underrepresented in 
various leadership positions. Female labor force participa-
tion has followed an inverted U-shaped trajectory: it started 
to fall in the 1980s at its peak (84% FLFP) along with the 
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historic economic reform, accelerated its decline in the late 
1990s (72.60% FLFP in 1995) during the downsizing of 
state-owned enterprises, and continued to drop to 62% in 
2020. Gender gaps in pay have again widened in many sec-
tors (Ge & Yang, 2014), gender discrimination in the labor 
market is widespread, and there is evidence of a worsening 
bias in views about women’s right to work and leadership 
in the workplace. In decades of major structural changes in 
the economy, a number of China’s earlier achievements in 
gender equality have gradually eroded. Overall, as China 
reforms socioeconomically from a centrally planned regime 
to a market-determined system, traditional views and prac-
tices regarding gender relations and division of labor within 
the family have rebounded.

Although Chinese society has undergone unprecedented 
transformation in many dimensions, women fall far behind 
their male counterparts economically and politically. An 
egalitarian gender identity remains under construction in the 
complex interplay and interaction between modern ideas and 
traditional culture. The persistence of traditional social and 
gender identity norms still exists in Chinese society. Thus, it 
is of practical importance to study to what extent Confucian 
family ethics determine the family structure and women’s 
well-being.

Variables, Data, and Summary Statistics

Variables

The dependent variable, that is, M_satisfaction is defined 
as the degree to which an individual is satisfied with their 
marriage. The respondent chooses from five options: very 
unsatisfied, quite unsatisfied, neutral, quite satisfied, and 
very satisfied. The corresponding values range from 1 to 5. 
The larger the value, the more satisfied with her marriage a 
woman is found to be.

The independent variable, that is, Decision is defined 
as women’s family decision-making power and is assessed 
by who takes charge in five important family affairs; these 
include household expenditure allocation, household sav-
ings and investment, buying a house, children’s education, 
and high-priced consumer goods. If a particular matter is 
decided by the wife, it is assigned with 1, by the husband, 
− 1, by co-negotiation, 0. Then, the scores of the above 
family affairs are added to construct a comprehensive vari-
able that reflects women’s decision-making power in family 
affairs. The higher the value, the greater women’s decision-
making power in the family is found to be. Additionally, 
we also employ the principal component analysis (PCA) 
method to extract a principal component from the above five 
dimensions. We name the new indicator as PCA_Decision , 
and it reflects the women’s family decision-making power 

too. According to our calculations, the correlation between 
Power and PCA_Decision is as high as 0.99; thus, the indi-
cators measured by the two methods are highly consistent. 
Based on the above consideration, we only use the variable 
of Decision to carry out the following empirical analysis.

Based on previous empirical studies, some possible con-
founding factors are controlled. Among them, female char-
acteristic variables include household registration ( Urban , 
if urban household registration, Urban = 1, otherwise = 0), 
religious belief ( Religion , if a believer, Religion = 1, other-
wise = 0), years of education ( Education ), annual income 
( Income , unit: ten thousand Chinese renminbi, RMB), inter-
personal relationship ( Relation , 0–10, where a greater value 
indicates a better interpersonal relationship), age ( Age ), 
status of job ( Employment , if employed in the past week, 
Employed = 1, otherwise = 0), type of job ( Jobtype , 0–3, if 
unemployed, Jobtype = 0, agriculture-related job, Jobtype 
= 1, employed in companies, Jobtype = 2, entrepreneurship 
and self-employed, Job_type = 3), the frequency of eating 
together with family members per week ( Eat_together ). In 
addition, existing studies have shown that personality traits 
explain a large degree of individual subjective well-being 
(Diener, 1984; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005); so, the factor of 
“The Big Five” personality is added to the model. Given 
data availability in the CFPS 2012, Neuroticism is measured 
with the following four items: I feel depressed; I feel low; I 
feel afraid; and I feel sad; Agreeableness is measured by the 
following two items: I think people are unfriendly to me; I 
do not think people like me; Conscientiousness is assessed 
by the following item: I have difficulty concentrating on 
doing things. Each of the items corresponds to the following 
four options: most of the time, often, sometimes, and rarely 
with assigned values of 1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively. Then, 
a variable reflecting individual personality ( Personality ) is 
constructed by summing the scores obtained from each item. 
The greater the value is, the higher the non-cognitive skills.

Meanwhile, according to Wang et al. (2019), individual 
well-being has a significant spillover effect within the fam-
ily, so we also control some variables at the family level: 
the number of children ( N_Child ) and the social status of 
the family ( Family_status , 1–5, where a larger value indi-
cates the higher social status of the family). Additionally, 
the standard theory of family decision-making suggests that 
marrying a high-value (e.g., well-educated, physically attrac-
tive) husband increases a woman’s marital satisfaction and, 
de facto, decreases her influence in family decision-making. 
So, to distinguish between the effect of household decision-
making power and that of the husband’s perceived value on 
women’s marital satisfaction and decision-making power, we 
control the husband’s characteristics. The variables include 
the husband’s years of education ( S_Education ), annual 
income ( S_Income ), interpersonal relationship ( S_Relation ), 
personality traits ( S_Personality ), age ( S_Age ), status of job 
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( S_Employment ), physical appearance ( S_Appearance , 1–7, 
where a larger value indicates a more attractive appearance)1 
and household labor contribution ( S_Housework ). Consider-
ing that factors such as the external environment will also 
affect individual well-being, variables related to the envi-
ronment are controlled. They include the average level of 
trust among neighbors in the community (N_trustc , 2.3–5, 
where a larger value indicates that there is a high level of 
trust between neighbors) and gender role attitudes in the 
community ( Rolec , 2–10, where a larger value indicates that 
the community emphasizes traditional gender role attitudes). 
Additionally, the paper adds provincial dummies to control 
the impact of regional heterogeneity.

In the heterogeneity and mechanism analysis, the vari-
able of gender role attitudes ( Role ) is worth noting. It is 
measured by the two statements: (a) men should focus on 
career, women should focus on family, and (b) marrying 
well for women is better than financial independence. The 
respondent can choose from five options, between 1, which 
represents strongly disagree and 5, which represents strongly 
agree. Then, the variable of gender role attitudes is con-
structed by summing the scores of the two statements. The 
higher the value, the more attitudes are inclined to the tra-
ditional gender role.

Data Source

The data used in this paper are from CFPS. It adopts a strati-
fied and multi-stage sampling method to collect the data. As 
a nationally representative survey, the CFPS captures recent 
changes in social, economic, and demographic features in 
China (Xie & Lu, 2015). The baseline survey, launched in 
2010, surveyed 14,789 households, 635 villages, 162 coun-
ties, and 25 provinces in China (Xie & Hu, 2014). After-
wards, the organization conducts a biennial follow-up survey 
by tracking family members, with an average response rate 
of about 79%. It includes individual, family, and community-
level information.

Although the CFPS longitudinal survey data was updated 
in 2018, only the 2014 round of CFPS collected the neces-
sary information for our empirical analysis, that is, indi-
vidual marital satisfaction and gender role attitudes. There-
fore, this paper mainly uses the CFPS 2014 data to study the 
impact of family decision-making power on women’s marital 
satisfaction. Although the time effectiveness of the CFPS 

2014 is not ideal, the important topic examined in this paper 
remains an unstudied academic field in China. No previous 
relevant research has applied a rigorous empirical test to this 
topic; so, the related findings in the paper will form the basis 
of further research in the future.

Summary Statistics

Table 1 lists the summary statistics of the main variables in 
this paper. We can see that the mean value of M_satisfaction 
is 4.380, suggesting that women in the sample are satisfied 
with their marriage overall. The mean value of Decision is 
-1.170, indicating that only a small number of women are 
decision-makers of important family affairs. Consistent with 
the reality of Chinese society, the husband is responsible 
for major family affairs, while the wife plays the role of 
supporting her husband. In terms of the external environ-
ment, most neighbors show their support for the traditional 
gender role attitudes. In addition, 45.8% of the women in 
the sample live in cities, the mean level of education is 

Table 1   Summary statistics of main variables

N, number of observations, Mean, mean value of the variable, SD, 
standard deviation

N Mean SD Min Max

M_satisfaction 9,264 4.380 0.947 1 5
Decision 10,030 − 1.170 3.639 − 5 5
Urban 9,628 0.458 0.498 0 1
Religion 9,569 0.125 0.330 0 1
Education 9,421 5.852 4.801 0 22
Income 9,556 0.420 1.249 0 30
Relation 9,289 7.276 1.893 0 10
Personality 9,469 24.691 3.231 7 28
Age 10,029 48.419 13.352 19 93
Employment 9,555 0.656 0.475 0 1
Jobtype 9,858 1.141 0.881 0 3
Eat_together 9,487 6.523 1.507 0 7
N_Child 10,030 1.379 0.891 0 9
Family_status 9,283 3.185 0.967 1 5
N_trustc 9,237 6.667 0.717 0 10
Rolec 9,203 7.630 0.770 2 10
S_Education 9,458 7.747 4.220 0 22
S_Income 9,531 1.027 2.060 0 40
S_Relation 9,107 7.225 1.752 0 10
S_Personality 9,089 25.415 2.717 8 28
S_Age 10,029 50.396 13.661 19 93
S_Employment 9,531 0.795 0.404 0 1
S_Appearance 9,876 5.555 1.099 1 7
S_Housework 9,265 3.967 1.175 1 5
Role 9,257 7.885 2.017 2 10

1  The coefficient of correlation between the wife’s physical appear-
ance and her husband’s physical appearance is 0.995. To avoid the 
multicollinearity problem in regression equation, we do not control 
female physical appearance, instead, controlling the husband’s physi-
cal appearance. This is consistent with positive assortative matching 
in marriage.
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5.8 years of schooling, and each family has 1.4 children on 
average. While making a mean comparison, men generally 
have more education and income than their spouses. Thus, 
women have been in a relatively disadvantaged position in 
terms of human capital accumulation and the job market. 
As expected, men are somewhat older than their spouses in 
marriage. All these variables are consistent with the realities 
of Chinese society in 2014, thus ensuring the representative-
ness of the sample. The Pearson correlations2 between the 
independent variable and control variables show that the 
coefficient of correlation between any two variables is gener-
ally less than 0.1. The exception is that a larger coefficient 
of correlation appears between the wife’s characteristics and 
the husband’s corresponding characteristics. Specifically, the 
coefficient of correlation between a couple’s education levels 
is 0.563, income is 0.374, employment is 0.267, interper-
sonal relationship is 0.223, and personality trait is 0.469. 
This reflects the phenomenon of positive assortative match-
ing in marriage in contemporary China. Overall, multicollin-
earity is unlikely to be a problem in our econometric model.

Figure 1 displays the relationship between women’s mari-
tal satisfaction and their family decision-making power. It is 
shown that the wife’s marital satisfaction is lower when her 
family decision-making power exceeds that of her husband. 
This suggests a negative correlation between women’s fam-
ily decision-making power and their marital satisfaction.

Econometric Analysis and Interpretation

Econometric Model

To test the impact of family decision-making power on 
women’s marital satisfaction, we set women’s marital satis-
faction as the dependent variable and family decision-mak-
ing power as the independent variable. After controlling for 
some confounders that may affect the relationship between 
the two variables, we establish the following econometric 
model to identify the parameters to be estimated:

Where in, M_satisfactioni refers to women’s marital satisfac-
tion, Decisioni is women’s decision-making power in family, 
and the variables in Xi are possible confounders from three 
levels. At the individual level, they include individual i’s 
household registration, religious belief, education, income, 
interpersonal relationship, personality traits, age, status of 
job, type of job and the frequency of eating together with 

(1)M_satisfactioni = �0 + �1 ∗ Decisioni + Xi� + �i

family members. At the family level, they include the num-
ber of children, social status of the family, and the spouse’s 
education, income, interpersonal relationships, personality 
traits, age, status of job, physical appearance, and household 
labor contribution. At the community level, they include the 
average trust between neighbors in the community and gen-
der role attitudes in the community. �i is a random error 
term. Due to the ordinal nature of marital satisfaction, we 
use an ordinal response model to estimate the parameters 
in Eq. (1).

Benchmark Regression Results

Referring to Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004), we first 
regard M_satisfaction to be a continuous variable and use 
the ordinary least squares (OLS) method as the benchmark 
regression. After OLS, we employ the ordinal probit model 
to re-estimate the parameters of interest in Eq. (1). Table 2 
reports the OLS and ordinal probit model results. In Col-
umns (1) and (3), we do not control the husband’s character-
istics; and in Columns (2) and (4), we control both the wife 
and husband’s characteristics. The coefficients of Decision in 
Columns (1) and (3) are greater in absolute value than those 
in Columns (2) and (4). This indicates that the husband’s 
characteristics do affect women’s marital satisfaction. In 
Table 2, we see that the husband’s interpersonal relation-
ship, age, physical appearance, and housework activities are 
important determinants of women’s marital satisfaction. So, 
it is necessary to account for the relation between the hus-
band’s identity and behaviors in women’s marital satisfac-
tion function. Overall, the estimated coefficients of Decision 
are all significantly negative. This indicates that the status 
of being family decision-makers has a negative effect on 
women’s marital satisfaction.

From the above, we know that the power within the fam-
ily is also a key determinant of women’s marital satisfaction. 
Compared with the “socioeconomic transformation force,” 
the “Confucian family ethics force” determines the marital 
satisfaction of current Chinese women to a greater extent. 
It emphasizes the traditional gender division of labor, and 
the retention and consolidation of husband-supporting and 
child-rearing patterns in the family, thus, setting up an invis-
ible barrier to the development and empowerment of women 
(Elam & Terjesen, 2010; Elson, 1999). In the current social 
context, though women’s socioeconomic status has improved 
as never before, most of them still find it difficult to rid them-
selves of the gender role norms of “men being the masters 
of the family.”

2  We do not display the correlation matrix due to its large number of 
rows and columns. It can be provided on request at any time if readers 
are interested in the matrix.
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Heterogeneity Effect

The full sample regression results above show that although 
the socioeconomic changes have empowered women greatly, 
the gender norms shaped by Confucian ethics have not been 
shaken and many women continue to support the traditional 

norms of “men being the masters of the family.” Concerning 
possible heterogeneity, we next examine the martial satis-
faction effects of women’s family decision-making power 
across subsamples, i.e., socioeconomic statuses and sur-
rounding environments.

Regarding socioeconomic status, we mainly consider 
two indicators: women’s education and income. In China, 
less education and income are generally positively asso-
ciated with a lower socioeconomic status (Lowry & Xie, 
2009). First, we divided the sample according to women’s 
years of education ( Education ). In total, four subsamples 
are generated, which include primary school and below 
( Education ≤ 6 ), junior high school ( 6 < Education ≤ 9 ), 
senior high school ( 9 < Education ≤ 12 ), and bachelor 
degree and above ( 12 < Education ). Then, the ordinal pro-
bit model is applied to estimate the effect of women’s family 
decision-making power. The results are displayed in Table 3. 
It shows that the coefficient of Decision is significantly nega-
tive in Column (1), but it is insignificant in other columns. 
This indicates that the negative effect of family decision-
making power on women’s martial satisfaction is particularly 
significant among less educated women. Second, besides 
education, we further generate three subsamples for hetero-
geneity analysis according to women’s income. It is defined 
as a low-income group if a woman’s income is less than the 
25% quartile of Income ; a middle-income group if a wom-
an’s income is located between the 25% and 75% quartiles of 
Income ; a high-income group if a woman’s income is greater 
than the 75% quartile of Income . Then, we use the ordinal 
probit model to estimate parameters of interest. The results 
are displayed in Table 4. It is shown that the coefficients of 
Decision in Columns (1) and (2) are significantly negative at 
the 5% and 10% levels. Referring to the high-income group, 
Decision has negative coefficients in low and middle-income 
groups. This confirms that the negative marital satisfaction 
effect of women’s family decision-making power is par-
ticularly significant among those women with less income. 
Overall, we find a negative association of women’s marital 
satisfaction with their decision-making power among these 
women with a lower socioeconomic status, but no associa-
tion for more socioeconomically advantaged women. 

Third, we use the traditionalization of community to 
measure surrounding environments. Its classification is 
mainly based on the variable of traditional gender role 
attitudes in the community ( Rolec ). When it is less than 
the value of its 25% quantile, it is classified as a less tra-
ditional community; when it is greater than the value of 
its 75% quantile, it is classified as a more traditional com-
munity; when it is between the value of its 25% and 75% 
quantiles, it is classified as a moderately traditional com-
munity. Then, the ordinal probit model is used again to 
examine the impact of family decision-making power on 
women’s marital satisfaction. The coefficients of Decision 

Table 2   The impact of family decision-making power on women’s 
marital satisfaction

Notes. Robust standard errors in parentheses. The following vari-
ables are also included but not reported—Religion , Income , Jobtype , 
Nchild , S_Education , S_Income , S_Employment , and S_Personality
—due to their non significance and for sake of saving space. The pro-
vincial effect is controlled to account for provincial heterogeneities
 +  p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

OLS Ordinal Probit

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Decision − 0.017*** − 0.011*** − 0.023*** − 0.016***
(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

Urban 0.065** 0.060* 0.087** 0.083*
(0.025) (0.025) (0.033) (0.037)

Education − 0.006* − 0.004 − 0.013*** − 0.012**
(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

Income 0.013 0.008 0.012 0.005
(0.011) (0.011) (0.013) (0.014)

Relation 0.073*** 0.053*** 0.106*** 0.088***
(0.006) (0.007) (0.008) (0.009)

Personality 0.034*** 0.025*** 0.042*** 0.032***
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005)

Age 0.000 0.008* 0.001 0.009*
(0.001) (0.003) (0.001) (0.005)

Employment − 0.026 − 0.008 − 0.039 − 0.020
(0.034) (0.034) (0.045) (0.050)

Eat_together 0.050*** 0.051*** 0.053*** 0.058***
(0.009) (0.010) (0.010) (0.011)

Family_status − 0.005 − 0.009 − 0.001 − 0.007
(0.014) (0.014) (0.018) (0.020)

N_trustc 0.114*** 0.072*** 0.162*** 0.115***
(0.013) (0.013) (0.017) (0.019)

Rolec 0.059*** 0.025 0.083*** 0.038+ 
(0.015) (0.015) (0.021) (0.023)

S_Relation 0.027 +  0.022 0.034  +  0.028
(0.014) (0.014) (0.019) (0.021)

S_Age − 0.009** − 0.011*

(0.003) (0.004)
S_Appearance 0.012  +  0.021*

(0.007) (0.009)
S_Housework − 0.009** − 0.011*

(0.003) (0.004)
Adj/pseudo R2 0.088 0.182 0.049 0.104
N 7,980 6,945 7,980 6,945
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in Columns (2) and (3) of Table 5 are significantly nega-
tive, but is not significant in Column (1). Although setting 
aside the issue of significance, the coefficient of Decision 
in Column (1) shows that family decision-making power 
has almost zero impact on women’s marital satisfaction. 
So, the negative marital satisfaction effect of women’s 

family decision-making power becomes stronger along 
with the degree of traditionalization of community, that 
is, in an environment that puts greater emphasis on tra-
ditional social norms, women’s marital power will have a 
more negative effect on their marital satisfaction.

In conclusion, the above results show a heterogeneous 
effect of family decision-making power across women’s 
socioeconomic statuses and surrounding environments. 
Among those women with less education and income, and 
living in communities that emphasize traditional family eth-
ics, the status of being a family decision-maker will reduce 
their marital satisfaction significantly.

Transmission Channels

We have shown that traditional social norms are the decisive 
force in the relationship between women’s marital power 
and their marital satisfaction. The following question is how 
traditional social norms bring about this situation. There 
will be some transmission channels through which tradi-
tional social norms exert their influence to cause a negative 
relationship between marital power and women’s marital 
satisfaction. Regarding this, we will continue by exploring 
possible important influencing channels.

The unique channel of women’s gender role attitudes 
is emphasized in the paper. Both years of education and 
income might play important roles in shaping women’s 
gender role attitudes and influencing their gender-equal 
behaviors. Numerous studies show that receiving more edu-
cation can lead to more egalitarian gender role attitudes, 
especially among females (Brewster & Padavic, 2000; 
Deole & Zeydanli, 2021; Du et al., 2021). The liberaliz-
ing effect of education mainly operate through providing a 
gender-neutral curriculum (Cantoni et al., 2017) and chang-
ing the way people get access to new information (Jensen 
& Oster, 2009). Meanwhile, several studies revealed that 
the increased economic value of women, which improves 

Table 3   Heterogeneous effect 
by educational level

Notes. Standard errors in parentheses. The covariates are same with those in Table 2
** p < 0.01

Sub-sample (1) (2) (3) (4)
Primary school 
and below

Junior high school Senior high school Bachelor 
degree and 
above

Decision − 0.018** − 0.005 − 0.016 − 0.020
(0.006) (0.008) (0.013) (0.020)

Covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes
Provincial effect Yes Yes Yes Yes
Pseudo R2 0.112 0.107 0.139 0.177
N 3,496 1,795 805 381

Table 4   Heterogeneous effect by income level

Notes. Standard errors in parentheses. The covariates are same with 
those in Table 2

Sub-sample (1) (2) (3)
Low income Middle income High income

Decision − 0.018 − 0.015 − 0.010
(0.008) (0.009) (0.013)

Covariates Yes Yes Yes
Provincial effect Yes Yes Yes
Pseudo R2 0.105 0.100 0.147
N 1986 1602 978

Table 5   Heterogeneous effect by the degree of traditionalization of 
community

Notes. Standard errors in parentheses. The covariates are same with 
those in Table 2
*** p < 0.001

Sub-sample (1) (2) (3)
Less tradi-
tional com-
munity

Moderately tradi-
tional community

More tradi-
tional com-
munity

Decision 0.006 − 0.022*** − 0.032***

(0.008) (0.006) (0.009)
Covariates Yes Yes Yes
Provincial effect Yes Yes Yes
Pseudo R2 0.095 0.112 0.131
N 1,913 3,376 1,656
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women’s socioeconomic status, can foster more egalitarian 
gender role attitudes (Heath & Mushfiq, 2015; Jensen & 
Oster, 2009; Qian, 2008). For example, Xue (2018) found 
that a substantial, long-standing increase in relative female 
income eroded a highly resilient cultural belief in China: 
women are less capable than men. This is confirmed in 
Columns (1) and (2) in Table 6. Both women’s education 
and income are positively (/negatively) associated with 
their egalitarian (/traditional) gender role attitudes. In other 
words, those women with less education and income tend 
to support traditional gender beliefs that women play an 
auxiliary role in assisting their husbands. Once they cross 
the boundaries of social norms to become family decision-
makers, their marital satisfaction will be affected negatively.

Additionally, strong traditional gender norms also might 
greatly shape women’s outlook on the world, life, and val-
ues, making them subconsciously accept conventional fam-
ily ethics, such as “men being the masters of the family.” 
While influenced by their family members and peers at the 
stage of value formation, these women may be more likely 
to emphasize that women are unfit for political and eco-
nomic affairs; instead, they should look after the household 
and children. This is confirmed in Column (3) in Table 6. 
The constraints of traditional gender norms in the commu-
nity will strengthen women’s support for traditional gender 
role attitudes. Therefore, these women tend to comply with 
traditional social and cultural norms and are more willing 
to play a supportive role in assisting husbands and raising 
children (Turner & Salemink, 2015; Valutanu, 2012). Under 
such circumstances, once there is a deviation from the social 
norms, women’s marital satisfaction will be reduced.

Overall, we know that the force of Confucian family 
ethics exhibits greater influence than the socioeconomic 

transformation force in determining contemporary Chinese 
family lives. Once any deviation from the traditional gender 
role arrangement happens in the family, marital dissatisfac-
tion will grow in women’s minds. While surrounded by tra-
ditional social norms, those women with less education and 
income tend to have traditional gender attitudes, so, they are 
unwilling to replace men as family decision-makers. Con-
sequently, when we put women in a place against their will, 
their marital quality may suffer to some extent.

Propensity Score Matching

The empirical evidence above shows that women’s family 
decision-making power reduces their marital satisfaction. 
However, the result may be affected by the non-randomness 
of family decision-making power; that is, whether women 
have family decision-making power or not is not determined 
randomly. The difference in marital satisfaction between 
women who have family decision-making power and those 
who have none may be due to the characteristic variables 
that determine the women’s family decision-making power, 
rather than the behavior itself of those women who have 
family decision-making power.

There are some differences in many aspects between 
women who have family decision-making power and those 
who have none. This may cause estimation biases in the 
estimated coefficient on the independent variable due to self-
selection effects. For example, women with certain demo-
graphic characteristics have a higher probability of holding 
family decision-making power but have a lower probability 
of being satisfied with their marriage. This would confound 
the negative effect of women’s family decision-making 
power on their marital satisfaction. Additionally, as men-
tioned in the literature, there is a large spillover effect within 
the family, especially between the spouses (Wang et al., 
2019), whereby the behavior of a husband might change 
in response to his wife’s marital satisfaction. An unsatis-
fied woman might be granted more power to raise her satis-
faction, and potentially keep her in the marriage. This will 
result in a self-selection bias of family decision-making 
power. To correct such a bias, this paper uses the propensity 
score matching (PSM) tool introduced by Rosenbaum and 
Rubin (1983) to find a control group with similar character-
istics for the treatment group. In this way, we can obtain the 
treatment effect of women’s family decision-making power.

The PSM is a method that can effectively control self-
selection bias based on observational data. In the framework 
of the PSM, we first need to obtain a propensity score (PS), 
which is the probability of an individual being assigned to 
the treatment group. In this paper, it is the probability that a 
woman has family decision-making power. To better obtain 
the estimated value of the probability, we generate a 0–1 

Table 6   The effect of education, income and traditionalization of the 
community on women’s gender role attitudes

Notes. Standard errors in parentheses. The covariates are same with 
those in Table 2
* p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001

DV: traditional gender role attitudes

(1) (2) (3)

Education − 0.066***

(0.007)
Income − 0.065*

(0.028)
Rolec 0.385***

(0.035)
Covariates Yes Yes Yes
Provincial effect Yes Yes Yes
Pseudo R2 0.164 0.164 0.164
N 6,946 6,946 6,946
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dummy variable named Decision_wife . When the value of 
Decision is between 1 and 5, Decision_wife is equal to 1; 
when its value is between -5 and 0, Decision_wife is equal 
to 0. Thus, for Decision_wife , 1 means that women are in a 
dominant position in family decision-making process.

This paper selects the following matching covariates to 
predict the probability that a woman has family decision-
making power: household registration ( Urban ), religious 
belief ( Religion ), age ( Age ), age difference ( Age_diff  , wife’s 
age–husband’s age), years of education ( Education ), years of 
education difference ( Education_diff  , wife’s education–hus-
band’s education), annual income ( Income ), annual income 
difference ( Income_diff  , wife’s income–husband’s income), 
personality traits ( Personality ), personality traits difference 
( Personality_diff  , wife’s personality traits–husband’s per-
sonality traits), interpersonal relationships ( Relation ), inter-
personal relationship difference ( Relation_diff  , wife’s inter-
personal relationship–husband’s interpersonal relationship), 
status of job ( Employment ), type of job ( Jobtype ), spouse’s 
status of job ( S_Employment ), spouse’s physical appearance 
( S_Appearance ), and mutual trust between neighbors in the 
community ( N_trustc ) and gender attitudes in the com-
munity ( Rolec ). Then, based on the calculated PS value, a 
counterfactual control group is constructed using matching 
methods to measure similarity. We can form an appropri-
ately randomized experiment to infer the marital satisfaction 
effect of women having family decision-making power. To 
ensure the robustness of the treatment effect, we use three 
matching methods to estimate the marital satisfaction effect 

of women’s family decision-making power: nearest neighbor 
matching, radius matching and kernel matching.

Table 7 shows the estimation results obtained after match-
ing with the PSM method. The average treatment effects on 
the treated group (ATT) have very similar values and sig-
nificance in the PSM. Overall, in the three matching meth-
ods, women’s family decision-making power will affect their 
marriage satisfaction negatively. This provides strong evi-
dence for the negative marital satisfaction effect of women 
having family decision-making power.

Table 8 shows that the pseudo R2 drops to about 0, and 
the likelihood ratio chi2 cannot reject the null hypothesis at 
the 1% significance level.3 In all three matching methods, 
the mean bias and median bias after matching have been 

greatly reduced. Therefore, the PSM reliably eliminates the 
difference in observable characteristic variables between 
the treatment group and the control group. In summary, the 
data after matching by the PSM are balanced, and the nega-
tive effect on marital satisfaction of women having family 
decision-making power obtained from this is reliable.

Robustness Check

It is concerning that women’s marital satisfaction may be 
related to the status of “stay-at-home husbands.” Indeed, it 
may be not the power to make family decisions per se that 
reduces women’s marital satisfaction, but rather the need 
to work to feed the family and possibly involve a long-term 
career choice. To eliminate this confounding effect, we intro-
duce working hours per week ( Workhour ) as a control vari-
able in the model. Additionally, to reduce the dependence on 
a single independent variable, we use women’s family finan-
cial decision-making power ( Finance ) as a surrogate indica-
tor for Decision . It is assessed by “Who is the family finan-
cial decision-maker?” If the answer is “wife,” it is assigned 
1, otherwise, 0. The ordinal probit model is again used here 
to estimate the regression results. Again, we use the question 

Table 7   The treatment effect of women’s family decision-making 
power

Notes.  Bootstrap standard error in parentheses (200 bootstrap sam-
ples). Whether it is one to one NNM or one to two NNM, the ATT is 
significantly negative. Similarly, when we change the radius to 0.01, 
the Gaussian kernel to Epanechnikov kernel, the ATT remains signifi-
cantly negative
 +  p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

(1) (2) (3)
NNM
(One to Three)

RM
(Radius = 0.05)

KM
(Gaussian Kernel)

ATT​ − 0.132*** − 0.113*** − 0.114***
(0.034) (0.028) (0.024)

N 6,867 6,869 6,867

Table 8   Balance test about 
matching equality

Matching method Pseudo R2 LR chi2 P value Mean bias Median bias

Raw data 0.074 612.13 0.000 8.9 6.0
NNM (One to Three) 0.002 11.59 0.999 1.3 1.1

Matched data RM (Radius = 0.05) 0.000 2.29 1.000 0.6 0.4
KM (Gaussian Kernel) 0.000 1.77 1.000 0.5 0.4

3  Additionally, the T-test results indicate that there is no systematic 
difference between the treatment group and control group for the 
covariates after the PSM. The results are available upon request.
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of “Who is the decision-maker of important family affairs” 
in the CFPS 2012, to generate a variable named Head as the 
proxy variable of Decision in the CFPS 2014. It is assigned 1 
if the wife is the decision-maker of important family affairs; 
otherwise, it is 0. Columns (1), (2) and (3) of Table 9 show 
that family (financial) decision-making power still affects 
women’s marital satisfaction negatively, so, the robustness 
of our main results is further confirmed.

Extension: Men’s Marital Satisfaction

Contrasting women and men’s points of view could enrich 
the paper. So, besides women’s martial satisfaction, it would 
also be interesting to analyze men’s marital satisfaction, 
especially, the relationship between men’s family decision-
making power and their martial satisfaction. To construct 
an econometric model, the dependent variable is men’s 
martial satisfaction ( M_satisfaction_men ), and the inde-
pendent variable is men’s family decision-making power 
( Decision_men ). Their definitions are like the variables of 
women’s marital satisfaction ( M_satisfaction ) and women’s 
family decision-making power ( Decision ) respectively. For 
M_satisfaction_men , the larger the value, the more satisfied 
with his marriage a man is found to be; for Decision_men , 
the larger the value, the greater decision-making power in 
the family a man is found to have. While controlling for 
men’s demographic features, their spouses’ characteristics, 
family-level and community-level variables, Table 10 dis-
plays the results of OLS and ordinal probit regression. Dif-
ferent from that in Table 2, the coefficient of Decision_men 
is insignificant at even 10% level. While setting aside the 

issue of significance, its coefficient is near zero. This indi-
cates that there is no association of men’s martial satisfac-
tion with their family decision-making power. In China, the 
patriarchal tradition dictates that men should be the masters 
of the household, and the women be generally housewives. 
So, in the majority of families, men dominate over family 
affairs, especially important family affairs, while women 
only handle trivial matters. The sense of men being the mas-
ters of the family has been deeply rooted in men’s minds, 

Table 9   Robustness check

Notes. Standard errors in parentheses. The covariates are same with 
those in Table 2. The Dependent variable is M_Satisfcation
+  p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

(1) (2) (3)

Decision − 0.020***

(0.005)
Finance − 0.140***

(0.040)
Head − 0.155**

(0.053)
Workhour − 0.001 − 0.001 − 0.001

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Covariates Yes Yes Yes
Provincial effect Yes Yes Yes
Pseudo R2 0.098 0.098 0.098
N 4,306 4,306 4,306

Table 10   The impact of men’s family decision-making power on 
men’s marital satisfaction

Notes. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Covariates include 
men’s household registration, religious belief, education, income, 
interpersonal relationship, personality traits, age, status of job, type 
of job and the frequency of eating together with family members, 
the number of children, social status of the family, the average trust 
between neighbors in the community and gender role attitudes in the 
community. Spouse’s characteristics include the spouse’s education, 
income, interpersonal relationships, personality traits, age, status of 
job, physical appearance, and household labor contribution
+p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

OLS Ordinal Probit

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Decision_men − 0.000 0.001 − 0.000 0.002
(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.005)

Covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes
Spouses’ characteristics No Yes No Yes
Provincial effect Yes Yes Yes Yes
Adj/pseudo R2 0.061 0.069 0.045 0.053
N 7,384 6,732 7,384 6,732

Fig. 1   Family decision-making power and women’s marital satisfac-
tion.
Note The husband has more decision-making power if the value of 
Decision is less than zero; the wife and husband have equal decision-
making power if the value of Decision is equal to zero; and the wife 
has more decision-making power if the value of Decision is greater 
than zero
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so, the contribution of men as decision makers to their mar-
tial satisfaction is not marginally significant. In this regard, 
men’s martial satisfaction is not dependent on their family 
decision-making power at all.

Discussion and Conclusion

Discussion

The extant literature shows that rising intra-household 
bargaining power improves women’s welfare including 
subjective well-being to a large extent (Liu, 2008; Luke & 
Munshi, 2011). However, our study reveals that women’s 
family decision-making power has a negative impact on their 
marital satisfaction. This unconventional finding is insight-
ful for future policy on women’s development. Although a 
huge socioeconomic transition is happening in China, many 
women continue to embrace traditional gender norms; thus, 
they are unwilling to play the role originally assigned to men 
of being the primary decision makers in the family. So, at the 
current stage of development, a slowly-evolving gender iden-
tity still prevents Chinese women’s all-round empowerment.

Then, an important question follows. In a country where 
unprecedented socioeconomic changes are taking place, why 
do women continue to embrace such gender role norms as 
“men being the masters of the family.” From policymakers 
to ordinary people, everyone understands the importance of 
women’s empowerment and gender equality. However, a vast 
majority of people are reluctant to accept more egalitarian 
gender role arrangements. Even with societal transformation 
it remains difficult to shake the predominantly Confucian 
cultural base in contemporary China.

The reason for this paradoxical phenomenon could be 
attributed to the male-led and male-centric development 
model in China’s economic reform. In this model, improve-
ments in family and community well-being benefit males 
dramatically, but females progress relatively slowly. Chi-
na’s economic transition from the 1970s onward resulted 
in a variety of setbacks for females, including diminished 
employment opportunities for women, a lack of childcare 
and eldercare options, a widening gender wage gap and a 
resurgence of traditional stereotypes about women’s work 
(Wang & Klugman, 2020; Yang, 2020). With childcare for 
example, market reforms led to a decline in state-funded 
childcare support for women in the workforce, consequently, 
childcare responsibilities were shifted largely onto moth-
ers and grandmothers. Combined with division of labor, 
it has put women in an extremely disadvantaged position 
in the labor market in recent years (Appleton et al., 2014). 
The abolishment of the decades-old one-child policy in 
2015 severely impacted women’s job searches and career 
promotion because of work-childcare conflicts (He & Zhu, 

2016). Female labor force participation (FLP) has declined 
to 62% in 2020 at its peak of 84% in the 1980s, the gender 
gap in LFP also has increased to 12%, given many female 
workers are pushed out of the labor force. Meanwhile, the 
idea that marrying well for women is better than financial 
independence is again prevalent, so, many women person-
ally choose to serve their family members (Chen, 2018). As 
women have been placed in a disadvantaged position overall, 
they embrace the traditional gender norms of “men being the 
masters of the family.”

This is further confirmed in the heterogeneity analysis 
above. The negative marital satisfaction effect of women’s 
family decision-making power is found among those women 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. For women with 
less education, employment opportunities are relatively 
scarce in a skill-based market economy. If employed, they 
are more likely to work long hours in low-wage jobs (Hughes 
& Maurer-Fazio, 2002; Kim, 2000). Female workers with 
less education may not receive adequate social pensions 
and often lack job security. The widening gender wage gap 
further reinforces women’s economic disadvantages (Zhao 
et al., 2019), thus, for these disadvantaged women, economic 
dependence on their husbands leads to stricter adherence to 
traditional gender norms. By contrast, the negative martial 
satisfaction effect is not found for socioeconomically advan-
taged women. This indicates that women can overcome their 
dependence on men for their well-being given adequate eco-
nomic opportunities. Women’s advanced ideas and financial 
independence can eliminate the fetters of male dominance, 
and gain more intrahousehold bargaining power for their 
own well-being.

Accordingly, the government should continuously sup-
port women, especially women from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds in both family and market domains, and most 
importantly, help them to build a more egalitarian gender 
identity. In the policy-making process, the gender dimen-
sion should be considered to empower women to attain 
more equal rights, roles, and responsibilities. It is impera-
tive that developing nations promote the well-being of all 
its citizens by empowering women and fostering egalitarian 
gender norms. Related measures should be taken to ensure 
women’s fair access to economic and political opportuni-
ties, such as investing in women’s education and stringent 
enforcement of antidiscrimination laws. In particular, greater 
policy interventions providing targeted support for disadvan-
taged women are needed to create a more gender-equitable 
environment. As women and men are provided with equal 
opportunities, women’s well-being will be less constrained 
by gender-biased division.

Long term, the government should promote women-
friendly policies in order to achieve a more equalitarian 
Chinese society. More immediately, the State must initiate 
and incentivize greater economic equality between men 



580	 Journal of Family and Economic Issues (2023) 44:568–583

1 3

and women to avoid unnecessarily prolonging limiting 
gender role norms. We wonder whether the State wishes 
to prolong the traditional gender role norms or not. The 
answers can be inferred from current study, and it can be 
confirmed in contemporary China. The finding of a nega-
tive relationship between women’s marital satisfaction and 
their family decision-making power has important implica-
tions for contemporary Chinese families and society. The 
inference is that any factors enhancing women’s family 
decision-making power might unexpectedly undermine the 
marriage stability of the spouses. Consequently, this will 
negatively affect family development and social stability 
in the short run. The rising divorce rate in recent years, 
especially the increasing number of divorces initiated by 
women, may be a reflection of such situation as increasing 
bargaining power of women in China. Thus, short term, 
the State may be disincentivized from enhancing women’s 
bargaining power so as to maintain marriage and social 
stability. In the face of rising divorce rates and falling mar-
riage and fertility rates, State-run media has been used 
to stigmatize educated and enterprising women. In recent 
years, “career-oriented women” have been criticized as 
“unresponsive toward household needs” in mass media. 
The prevailing narrative is that family harmony should 
not be sacrificed for women’s career pursuits. Instead, 
the place for a woman is in the home where her family 
members’ needs should be her top priority. The traditional 
family value system has revived and to some extent been 
further strengthened, where men are regarded as masters 
of the family (Yang, 2020). In addition, pro-government 
media also vilify women who remain unmarried in their 
late twenties and beyond as “leftover women.” This soci-
etal and familial pressure has caused many unmarried 
women to suffer shame, social embarrassment, and social 
anxiety (Magistad, 2013). The rebounded conservative and 
patriarchal views of marriage force women to pursue mar-
riage and childbirth much earlier. Even for many educated 
women, the influence of public opinion prevents them 
from overcoming their dependence on men. Overall, with 
the governmental intervention, mass media, popular real-
ity shows, advertisements, and other print media, have all 
served to exaggerate differences between men and women 
in terms of capabilities, division of labor and family roles. 
So, we expect the influence of traditional gender norms 
will continue to persist not until women overcome both 
visible and invisible pressures imposed by social norms.

The discussions above reveal that the policies initiated to 
achieve short-term objectives may run counter to the govern-
ment’s long-term vision. So, we need to consider the socio-
cultural environment in designing policies to improve both 
women’s and overall social welfare. According to Akerlof 
and Kranton (2000), the degree of match between the social 
identity assigned to women and their acting behaviors is 

time variant. So, no general conclusions and policies on 
women’s marital satisfaction will fit for all countries. In the 
case of contemporary China, we cannot increase women’s 
martial satisfaction by discouraging them from strengthen-
ing intrahousehold bargaining power. It is because many 
women remain economically disadvantaged that they have to 
comply with the influential social norms of “men being the 
masters of the family.” Instead, more sustainable measures 
should aim at eliminating such a sex-biased social environ-
ment where women are not provided equal opportunities. 
In that situation, a gender egalitarian society will likely 
improve both women and men’s well-being in the long run.

It is interesting to note that we observed that men’s mar-
tial satisfaction was not at all dependent on their family 
decision-making power. This finding highlights a poten-
tial gap in the current literature, given that most of exist-
ing studies focus extensively on women’s well-being and 
perceived marriage quality. Without taking into account 
men’s martial satisfaction, it is presumptuous to give pol-
icy suggestions to improve the welfare and well-being of 
married partners. It remains to be determined why there is 
no association observed between men’s martial satisfaction 
and their family decision making power in contemporary 
China. Perhaps level of education, income, socioeconomic 
status, and cultural backgrounds might modify the lack of 
association. As was observed for women, there may be 
some heterogeneities of association between men’s mar-
tial satisfaction and their family decision-making power. 
Future research using a more recent dataset may be war-
ranted to elucidate the driving factors behind this curious 
observation among the men in this study.

This paper has identified several interesting and insight-
ful facts regarding family power relations and women’s 
marital satisfaction in contemporary China. Nevertheless, 
we note that there remain some limitations in the study. 
First, given the possible spillover effect within the fam-
ily, the study not only controls women’s characteristics 
but also considers their spouses’ characteristics. However, 
some variables may have been omitted from Eq. (1). For 
example, other non-cognitive abilities, e.g., openness and 
extraversion are not included in “The Big Five.” Failure 
to control such factors that may influence intra-household 
bargaining power and women’s marital satisfaction leads 
to some estimation bias. Second, the finding is more likely 
to be a correlation than a causal relation. Accounting for 
data availability, we use the 2014 CFPS cross-sectional 
data to estimate the relationship. In a cross-sectional data-
set, we are not able to fully remove the confounding fac-
tors as it would result in self-selection bias of women’s 
family decision-making power. Although the PSM method 
is applied, some self-selection effects based on unobserv-
able factors remain to be handled. Given the importance 
of the topic, such a correlational study remains interesting 
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and insightful for scholars and policymakers. In future, it 
is suggested for scholars to find a suitable exogenous shock 
as the instrument of family decision-making power, to bet-
ter clarify the causal relation between family decision-
making power and women’s marital satisfaction. Although 
there are great challenges and uncertainties, we expect 
that future research can take this opportunity to make the 
conclusion of this paper more robust and credible.

Conclusion

This paper uses the CFPS data to study the relationship 
between family decision making power and women’s mari-
tal satisfaction. After controlling for possible confounding 
variables, the current study found that overall, women’s 
marital satisfaction is negatively associated with their 
family decision-making power. A series of robustness 
checks, including the PSM method, obtained the conclu-
sion consistent with benchmark regression. However, the 
heterogeneity analysis showed that the negative associa-
tion between women’s family decision-making power and 
their marital satisfaction is found among those women 
with a lower educational level (income) and constrained 
by external cultural norms, but the association is not found 
among women from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. It 
is revealed that socioeconomically disadvantaged women 
tend to hold traditional gender norms, thus, when deviating 
from traditional norms to become family decision-makers, 
their martial satisfaction will be negatively affected.
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