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One possible reason for this incomprehensible result 
explained by Jackson et al. (2017) is because of the sample 
selection in different studies. The majority of studies that 
using large and representative samples are mostly cou-
ples with well-established marriages. Those who consider 
money as an important matter may already separate in the 
early years of marriage. Another possible reason that sup-
ported by many previous studies is marital quality may not 
solely depend on the absolute income but on the subjective 
feeling of the financial situation (Dew et al., 2012; Gudmun-
son et al., 2007) and financial management (Skogrand et al., 
2011). When couples must constantly worry about money, 
frequently disagree on the way money should be spent, or 
have different opinions on how to manage their finances 
tend to experience more frequent conflict and lower marital 
happiness (Dew & Xiao, 2011; Tavakol et al., 2017).

For decades, studies on subjective well-being and income 
have provided strong evidence and suggest that individual 
income perception is also subject to the individual’s income 
compared with the income of others. The happiness stud-
ies taken a social comparison perspective in exploring the 
relationship between income and subjective well-being 
have found the “relative status” of the reference group has 
a significant effect on one’s happiness (Clark et al., 2008; 
Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005; Huang et al., 2016; Kifle, 2013). It 
means that one’s subjective feeling does not only depend on 
the absolute income but also the relative income compares 

Introduction

It is apparent that marriage involves more than just an 
emotional connection, frequently, it also involves financial 
connections. The financial related issues often determine 
the quality and stability of marriage life (Archuleta, 2013; 
Britt-Lutter et al., 2019). According to Dew (2016) money 
related matters are often the most frequent source of conflict 
in a marriage. As financial problems are a reflection of the 
demands and expectations of a couple with low income, it 
is reasonable to expect low-income families tend to experi-
ence more financial stress, and lower marital and life sat-
isfaction. However, many existing empirical evidences are 
not favorable to this assumption as studies show that the 
relationship between income and marital quality is weak 
and inconsistent (Hardie et al., 2014; Jackson et al., 2017; 
Maisel & Karney, 2012).

	
 Yunchao Cai
caiyunchao@aku.edu.cn

Qian Li
liqiancecilia@gmail.com

1	 Ankang University, No. 92 Yucai Road, Ankang City, 
Shaanxi Province, P. R. China

2	 Faculty of Management & Economics, Universiti Pendidikan 
Sultan Idris, Tanjong Malim, Malaysia

Abstract
The role of relative income has been greatly discussed in the studies of subjective well-being. However, it is rarely studied 
with couple’s relationship satisfaction. This study uses two waves of data from the China Family Panel Survey (N = 9,291 
in the 2014 wave, and N = 6,844 in the 2018 wave) to examine the association between relative income status and couple’s 
marriage satisfaction. The multivariable logistic analyses were applied to test the hypotheses. Generally, we find that the 
relative income status compared with people out-household has an important role in explaining marital satisfaction for 
husband and wife. Such associations are both significant from family and individual perspectives, but heterogenous from 
a gender perspective.

Keywords  Relative income status · Marriage satisfaction · Family income · China

Accepted: 13 April 2023 / Published online: 10 May 2023
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2023

The Role of Relative Income in Determining Marital Satisfaction for 
Husband and Wife in China

Yunchao Cai1  · Qian Li1,2

1 3

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0933-8943
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10834-023-09904-0&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-5-6


Journal of Family and Economic Issues (2024) 45:45–55

to others. Given the empirical evidence on the weak rela-
tionship between income and marital quality, there is still 
no study that has taken relative income in comparison to 
others to evaluate couples’ relationship satisfaction. There-
fore, the current study aims to fill up this gap by examin-
ing the relationship between the relative income and marital 
satisfaction in different sex married couples using nationally 
representative data from China.

This study aims to make two research contributions con-
cerning previous works. First, compared with research on 
the direct relationship between income and marital satisfac-
tion, this research extends the analysis of the income effect 
on marital quality by examining the relative income status 
in relation to marital satisfaction. It may contribute to the 
small empirical literature on establishing how the economic 
power of an individual or family associate with the satisfac-
tion of family members. Secondly, previous studies such as 
Furdyna et al. (2008), Zhang et al. (2012), and Zhang and 
Li (2015) have done some work to establish the associa-
tion between relative income and marital satisfaction within 
marriage. Whereas this study examines the relative income 
outside the family with the couple’s marital quality. It is 
important to note that the relative income of married couples 
is more complex than the relative income studied among 
individuals. For a married couple, there are family income 
and income of a husband or wife. Therefore, the relative 
income also can be seen from relative family income, rela-
tive income between husband and wife, and the husband’s 
or wife’s income relative to other individuals’ income. Hus-
band/wife may not only evaluate their marriage based on 
their absolute family income as previous literature focused. 
The family’s relative income or the relative income between 
a couple, or the partner’s relative income compared to other 
people all may relate to marital quality.

Literature Review

Income and Marital Quality

Aspiration for a higher economic status seems to be part 
of human nature. People’s needs, wishes, and expectations 
are strongly shaped by economic power. Of the numerous 
studies focusing on the relationship between economic 
resources and marital quality, most assume economic 
resources are associated with couples’ happiness and sat-
isfaction. They argue that abundant financial resources can 
provide couples with opportunities to engage in more activi-
ties that can reduce stress, and resolve conflicts (Dakin & 
Wampler, 2008). On the other hand, economic hardship will 
elevate psychological problems among the couples, leading 

to frequent conflict or lower relationship quality (Dean et 
al., 2007; Ross et al., 2021).

Despite income being the foundation of family economic 
resources, research that examines the direct relationship 
between family income and marital quality is relatively 
scarce. In general, evidence on the relationship between 
family income and marital quality in the last two decades 
tends to suggest that there is a weak and mixed relation-
ship (Jackson et al., 2017; Karney & Bradbury, 2020). It is 
also consistent with the finding from the decade review on 
economic circumstances and family outcomes by White and 
Rogers (2000) in1990s. Among recent studies, researchers 
such as Hardie et al. (2014), Jackson et al. (2017), Maisel 
and Karney (2012), and Yunchao et al. (2020) studied sam-
ples from Germany, the United States, and Malaysia all find 
household income and marital satisfaction are unrelated. 
But Schramm and Harris (2011) used a sample of 295 mar-
ried individuals from Utah, and Hardie and Lucas (2010) 
used two nationally representative surveys of young couples 
in the United States both found a positive relationship. In 
terms of the differences between husband and wife, stud-
ies like Chung et al. (2010) examined couples from Korea 
and Japan and find that wives’ satisfaction with their mar-
riages is positively influenced by their family income while 
their husbands’ marital satisfaction is not for both countries. 
However, an investigation of the German sample by Hardie 
et al. (2014) found no significant relationship for either men 
or women.

Also need to be noted that most research that studies 
economic factors and marital quality commonly exam-
ines the subjective evaluation of economic resources and 
marital quality. These studies are supported by the family 
stress model (Conger et al., 1992) and Vulnerability–Stress–
Adaptation (VSA) model (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) which 
perceived economic hardship increases emotional distress, 
increases conflictive marital interactions, and decreases 
positive marital interactions. The empirical evidence also 
favors these hypotheses and suggests that it is not the abso-
lute income that matters in marriage, but the subjective situ-
ation of one’s finance (Barnett, 2008; Conger et al., 1999; 
Gershoff et al., 2007). Even if income is the foundation of 
family economic resources, the subjective feeling of income 
adequacy tends to matter more than the absolute value of 
income.

Relative Income and Marital Quality

Since Richard A. Easterlin’s seminal article (1974) sets out 
the “paradox” that self-reported happiness levels do not rise 
with substantial real income growth in Western countries 
over time, the relative income has been greatly studied with 
subjective well-being. The fundamental assumption under 
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relative income with individual subjective well-being is the 
social comparison theory. The theory suggests that people 
do not evaluate their own lives in isolation, and they some-
times compare their income with that of others (Festinger, 
1954). Many researchers in the last few decades have tested 
the social comparison hypothesis of happiness in differ-
ent contexts. Numerous empirical evidence has constantly 
shown that having higher (lower) income than a reference 
group leads to higher (lower) subjective well-being for 
individuals, including job satisfaction and life satisfaction. 
(Clark et al., 2008; Gao & Smyth, 2010; Huang et al., 2016; 
Kifle, 2013; Knight et al., 2009; McBride, 2001; Oshio 
et al., 2011). However, among the existing literature that 
investigates the relationship between relative income and 
subjective well-being, little do we know about the relation-
ship between the relative income and the marital quality of 
couples.

Most of the existing literature that researched the rela-
tive income and marital quality defined relative income as 
wife-to-husband income ratio or wife’s share of couple’s 
total income. Supported by different theoretical approaches 
from the dependence model to the gender identity model, 
research of this stream of studies examines how the wife’s 
relative income compare with her husband or within a fam-
ily affects couples relationship satisfaction and subjective 
well-being. Such as Zhang et al. (2012) used the Chinese 
Urban Household Survey conducted in 2004 to study wives’ 
relative income and marital satisfaction among the urban 
Chinese population. Their finding shows that the relative 
income of wife has a more negative impact on a couple’s 
marital satisfaction, and this negative association is stronger 
for women than for men. Later Zhang and Li (2015) con-
firmed this result by examining 763 urban Chinese women 
suggesting that higher-earning wives tend to report lower 
marital happiness and higher marital instability. For couples 
in the United States, Bertrand et al. (2015) find that those 
couples with higher wife’s income compares with husband 
are less satisfied with their marriage. Hajdu and Hajdu 
(2018) examined nationally representative data from Hun-
gary showing that the relationship between a woman’s rela-
tive income and the level of life satisfaction is unfavorable 
for both men and women.

In terms of the association between the wife’s income 
share within a family and her marital satisfaction and sub-
jective well-being, mixed findings were revealed by studies. 
Such as Rodgers and DeBoer (2001) suggest that women’s 
absolute and relative income has a considerable positive 
impact on their marital happiness and well-being, whereas 
Furdyna et al. (2008) and Zhang and Li (2015) found nega-
tive relationship. But Chen and Hu (2021) using the 2014 
China Family Panel Studies data found wife’s marital sat-
isfaction has no significant relationship with wife’s earning 

more than husband. Different from the mixed findings on 
the wife’s marriage satisfaction and subjective well-being, 
more consistent findings show that wife’s relative income is 
negatively associated with husband’s marriage satisfaction 
and subjective well-being (Bertrand et al., 2015; Chen & 
Hu, 2021; Hajdu & Hajdu, 2018; Rodgers & DeBoer, 2001; 
Wu, 2021). Moreover, a nonlinear relationship also found 
by Syrda (2020) between wife’s relative income within a 
family and husband’s psychological distress is not only sig-
nificantly related and also significantly U-shaped.

The Current Study

In summary, as reviewed above, previous literature has 
established the possible determinant of the wife’s relative 
income compared to the husband’s marital quality. How-
ever, no study has examined the association between rela-
tive income and marital quality from perspective of family 
and partner compared to other people. The current study is 
designed to explore these potential associations in several 
ways.

First, this study tests the relationship between family rel-
ative income status and marital satisfaction of husband and 
wife. With social comparison effect as the guiding theory, 
studies on relative income suggest that people tend to feel 
happier when their relative income status is higher com-
pared to the reference group (Clark et al., 2008). At the time, 
the unitary household model (Becker, 1965) proposed that 
each household has one utility function and each household 
maximizes a common set of preferences where all income is 
pooled. Thus, when a couple earns more than others it may 
positively affect their subjective well-being and improve 
their feeling toward marriage. In contrast, lagging behind 
in earnings may reduce their subjective well-being and 
increase the possibility of heightening tensions and stress-
ors. The tensions and stressors may further influence the 
couple’s ability to respond appropriately to issues surround-
ing their relationship then led to lower satisfaction with their 
marriage (Karney & Bradbury, 2020). This effect may per-
tain to both husband and wife as they share one utility of the 
household. We thus propose the following prediction.

Hypothesis 1  The higher relative family income status of 
one’s family compared to others, the higher husband’s and 
wife’s marriage satisfaction.

Second, this study tests whether the marital satisfaction 
of husband and wife is determined by their own relative 
income status. According to the dependence model, within a 
family, couples are financially interdependent. The income 
of a partner will not only relate to the well-being of the 
person but also their partner (Nock, 2001; Tisch, 2021). It 
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Hypothesis 3  The higher relative income status of the hus-
band compares to others, the higher the wife’s marriage 
satisfaction.

Hypothesis 4  There is no significant correlation between 
the relative income status of wife compared to others and 
husband’s marriage satisfaction.

Data, Measurements and Empirical 
Methodology

Data

The data for this study come from the China Family Panel 
Studies (CFPS) which is a nationally representative and 
longitudinal survey data1. It was conducted by the Institute 
of Social Science Survey of Peking University every two 
years. The first wave of CFPS was initiated in 2010 and 
covers 25 provincial regions across the country. Beginning 
with   2016 wave, samples from all 31 provincial regions 
were included. The latest wave available online is the CFPS 
2020. For all waves, the observations are on an individual 
basis but nested within a particular household. Symmetrical 
information for a gene and core members of the family was 
collected in each wave.

For this study, we restrict our sample to CFPS 2014 and 
CFPS 2018 because only these two waves provided data 
on questions that related to marriage satisfaction. The 2014 
wave contains 37,147 individuals in 13,946 households. The 
2018 wave contains 32,669 individuals in 14,241 house-
holds. Based on samples in these two waves, we constructed 
a dataset where the level of observation is the couple. For 
each married individual, information on their spouse has 
been matched. Respondents for single households, sepa-
rated, or where only one person responded within a fam-
ily were dropped. After matching and cleaning the data, a 
total of 16,135 married couples with 9,291 from 2014 to 
6,844 from 2018 were included for analysis. These couples 
are restricted to different-sex married couples living in the 
same household. The questionnaire was answered by both 
partners.

Measurements

Marriage satisfaction. The dependent variable in this study 
is marriage satisfaction that is measured by the question 
“How satisfied are you with your current married life?“. The 

1   The CFPS data can be obtained from Peking University Open 
Research Data webpage through registration. https://opendata.pku.
edu.cn/.

is because the person with less income will depend on the 
partner with a higher income, which leads to the dependent 
partner feeling less satisfied, or the person with less income 
feeling anxious about a lower contribution. Therefore, the 
higher one’s relative income compared to others might 
improve their recognition within the family, and might have 
more influence on the resources of the household (Halleröd, 
2005).

Nonetheless, the empirical studies that tested the associa-
tion between partners’ income and their marital quality have 
shown mixed findings as reviewed in the previous section. 
Especially for samples from China, a wife earning more is 
negatively associated with her marital happiness (Chen & 
Hu, 2021; Zhang & Li, 2015). Although a wife earning more 
than other people is not like earning more than her husband, 
the higher relative income compared to other people may 
contribute to her confidence within the family and lead to 
better feelings toward her marriage. The same may apply 
for the husband. Thus, we propose the following prediction.

Hypothesis 2  The higher the relative income status of hus-
band or wife compared to others, the higher the husband’s 
and wife’s marriage satisfaction.

Third, earning income has different meanings for each gen-
der. According to the gender identity model, husbands are 
the “breadwinner” of the family. Husbands have the respon-
sibility to provide financial contribution to the household 
and wives the responsibility of household chores (Trappe 
et al., 2015). The empirical evidence discussed above also 
strongly supports this assumption through data from differ-
ent countries. It means that the traditional gender division 
norm— “men are breadwinners, women are homemakers” 
--- still exists among different cultures, which also include 
Chinese couples (Chen & Hu, 2021). Therefore, in terms 
of relative income compared to other people, when the 
husband’s income status is relatively lower, it might lead 
the wife to feel less satisfied with her husband’s financial 
contribution and then feel less satisfied in marriage. This is 
consistent with the norms of adult masculinity, where hus-
bands have the responsibility to be the main breadwinner. In 
contrast, wives are not subject to the social expectations of 
main financial contributor to the family. Thus, we propose 
the following predictions.
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Empirical Methodology

This study applied multivariable logistic analyses to test the 
above hypotheses. The general specification of the regres-
sion model is below:

MSit = β0 + β1Iit + β2RIit + β3Xit + Y eari + Provini + µit � (1)

Where MSi  represents marriage satisfaction of husband or 
wife i at time t.Iit  is the vector of income variables for a 
couple, or husband, or wife i at time t.RIit  is the vector of 
relative income variables for a couple, or husband, or wife 
i at time t.Xi  include the demographic and socioeconomic 
controls that are education level, employment status, health 
status, education level of the spouse, employment status 
of the spouse, health status of the spouse, urban/rural, and 
family size. Given four years gap of the sample data and 
large income gap between provinces in China, year fixed 
effects (Y eari ) and province fixed effects (Provini ) are all 
included in the model. μit is the error term.

When panel data are available, time-invariant unobserved 
individual characteristics can be incorporated in regressions 
and could potentially be associated with observables in the 
model (1). However, as the income level of an individual 
or a family may vary within our sample period, the main 
independent factors of interest (relative income status) did 
not change significantly. Therefore, the coefficients in (1) 
are estimated by logistic regression. Furthermore, since data 
from changes within an individual were only considered in 
the fixed effects regression model, the fixed effect logis-
tic regression estimation cannot be applied to our sample 
due to many variables being time-invariant. Therefore, we 
also conducted random effect logistic regression to con-
firm model (1). In our random effect logistic regression, the 
unobservable characteristics that were constant across time 
but different for each province are accounted for.

Results

Descriptive Findings

The descriptive statistics for all the variables used in the 
empirical analysis are presented in Table  1a  and 1b. The 
mean values were calculated based on all samples for hus-
bands and wives respectively in both years. The t-test was 
conducted for some of the variables to compare the differ-
ences between husbands and wives. From Table 1a we find 
that there is a significant difference between husbands and 
wives in their marriage satisfaction in the case of China. 
That 91% of husbands and 83.6% of wives reported being 
satisfied with their marriage shows that the responses on 

responses range from 1 (being very dissatisfied) to 5 (being 
very satisfied). As marital satisfaction typically skewed 
high, we created a new dichotomous variable in which sat-
isfied (4) and very satisfied (5) were combined and coded as 
1. Respondents reporting 3 and below were combined and 
coded as 0. The same practice can be found in other studies 
on marital quality (Britt & Huston, 2012; Furdyna et al., 
2008; Kaufman & Taniguchi, 2006).

Relative income. Who one compares to whom is a core 
issue for studies exploring the relationship between relative 
income and subjective well-being (Van Praag, 2011). Gen-
erally, the objective approximation method and subjective 
self-assessment method have been applied by most research 
in measuring relative income. Despite its accuracy in cal-
culation, the major critique of the objective approximation 
method is its approximate selection of reference groups 
(Van Praag, 2011). In contrast, a subjective self-assessment 
can solve this challenge by capturing the respondent’s 
psychological process. Therefore, given the CFPS survey 
included a question on subjective feeling about an individ-
ual’s income level compared to people in their living area, 
this study used the subjective measure of relative income for 
all couples in the sample.

The main independent variable in this study is the per-
ceived relative income of couples. There are two types of 
relative income in a family used in this study. One is the 
relative income of the individual compared to others; the 
other is the relative family income. In terms of individual’s 
relative income, the CFPS survey provide a question on 
“What is your relative income level in your local area?” The 
response ranges from 1 to 5 representing relative income 
from very low (1) to very high (5) where a higher score 
represents a higher income status of the person.

For the relative family income, however, the CFPS survey 
does not provide questions on the subjective measure. Thus, 
we defined the couple’s relative family income by combin-
ing the couple’s relative income status measured above. For 
each couple, the relative family income was computed by 
summing the relative income score of the husband and wife. 
The score ranges from 2 to 10 with a higher score represent-
ing a higher income status of the family.

Demographic and socioeconomic variables. Consistent 
with existing literature, commonly used demographic and 
socioeconomic variables were included as control variables. 
The variables included age (age categories: below 25 years 
old, 26–35, 36–45, 46–55, 56–65, and 65 and above), edu-
cation (below primary education, primary, lower secondary, 
upper secondary, and college and above), family income 
(natural log transformed), employment (employed, not 
employed), self-rated health status (extremely healthy, very 
healthy, somehow healthy, neutral, not healthy), family size, 
and urban/rural.
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marriage satisfaction tended to be highly skewed. Concern-
ing relative income status, men reported higher relative 
income status than women on average. Even though the dif-
ference was relatively small, it was still significantly differ-
ent between husbands and wives. The sample also shows 
that husbands tended to be older than their wives by about 2 
years on average,as well as higher educated, and tended to 
be employed. However, wives tended to report better health 
status compared to their husbands. For family variables in 
Table 1b, there were about 46% of couples living in a rural 
area, and 4.37 people per household. The mean value for 
relative family income status was 5.48. It was slightly lower 
than the median of the relative family income scale.

Relative Family Income and Marriage Satisfaction

Table  2 presents the results for the first hypothesis that 
expects the relative family income status to be positively 
associated with husband’s and wife’s marriage satisfaction. 
Columns (1) and (2) present the results for the husband, 
and columns (3) and (4) present the results for the wife. 
The results from four models in columns 1–4 showed that 
regardless of husband or wife, their own marriage satisfac-
tion is significantly related to their relative family income 
status. Both random effect logistic regression and logistic 
regression are consistent in the association between relative 
family income status and marriage satisfaction for husbands 
and wives. By comparing the coefficient of relative family 
income between husband and wife, we can see the tendency 
that wives’ marriage satisfaction is higher than husbands. 
Regarding family income, our results are consistent with 
some of the previous studies and reveal that among Chi-
nese couples their family income tends not to determine 
their marital satisfaction. Therefore, like studies on the 

Table 1a  Descriptive statistics of the main variables for husbands and wives
Husbands Wives T-test

Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. T Significant
Marriage satisfaction 0.9118 0.2836 0.8360 0.3703 -20.80 ***
Relative income 2.7730 0.9723 2.7107 1.0776 -5.37 ***
Personal income 4.980 4.8943 3.4421 4.4456 -32.09 ***
Age 49.6918 13.1343 47.8063 12.9042 -13.27 ***
Education level 2.6088 1.1812 2.3297 1.2478 -27.98 ***
Employment status 0.8839 0.3203 0.7833 0.4120 -27.83 ***
Health status 2.9307 1.1935 3.1486 1.2407 16.90 ***

Table 1b  Descriptive statistics of the main variables for families
Families (N = 16,135) Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
Urban/Rural 0.4617 0.4985 0 1
Family Size 4.3683 1.9332 2 21
Relative family income 5.4839 1.6128 2 10
Family income 10.6648 1.1585 0 15.2977
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001

Table 2  Regression results on marriage satisfaction of husbands and 
wives
VARIABLES Husband’s marriage 

satisfaction
Wife’s marriage 
satisfaction

(1)
Logistica

(2)
RE 
logisticb

(3)
Logistic

(4)
RE logistic

Family income 0.0137 0.0183 0.0170 0.0197
(0.0273) (0.0188) (0.0216) (0.0247)

Relative fam-
ily income

0.0872*** 0.0871*** 0.159*** 0.159***

(0.0183) (0.0151) (0.0143) (0.0176)
Education 
level (spouse)

0.131*** 0.135*** 0.0856*** 0.0857**

(0.0337) (0.0273) (0.0238) (0.0266)
Employed 
(spouse)

-0.132 -0.139* -0.00316 -0.00750

(0.0789) (0.0626) (0.0794) (0.0749)
Health status 
(spouse)

-0.0626* -0.0656 -0.0725*** -0.0744***

(0.0254) (0.0336) (0.0196) (0.0209)
Age 0.00924** 0.00929** 0.0117*** 0.0117***

(0.00285) (0.00300) (0.00225) (0.00144)
Education 
level

0.0211 0.0208 -0.0440 -0.0416

(0.0301) (0.0319) (0.0254) (0.0279)
Employed 0.147 0.136 -0.0805 -0.0822

(0.0985) (0.108) (0.0599) (0.0626)
Health status -0.221*** -0.224*** -0.250*** -0.251***

(0.0260) (0.0239) (0.0194) (0.0133)
Urban 0.126 0.132 0.108* 0.110

(0.0643) (0.0757) (0.0502) (0.0609)
Family size -0.0215 -0.0282 0.00405 -0.000712

(0.0155) (0.0163) (0.0124) (0.0147)
Constant 2.430*** 1.780*** 1.955*** 1.046***

(0.634) (0.320) (0.490) (0.281)
Observations 16,135 16,135 16,135 16,135
Pseudo R2 0.0374 0.0391
Rho 0.0243 0.0145
Year dummy and province fixed effects are included but their coef-
ficients are not reported in the regression tables.
aLogistic represents the logistic regression.
bRE logistic represents random effect logistic regression.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001
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with their marriage satisfaction. Considering the associa-
tion between husband and wife, the higher coefficient of 
the wives’ relative income indicates that it had a stronger 
correlation for wives than for husbands. However, regard-
ing income, the result showed that only husbands’ income 
determines his marriage satisfaction, as wives’ income did 
not show any significant relationship with her appraisal of 
marriage satisfaction. A similar result was also found by 
Qian and Qian (2015) on urban Chinese people finding that 
a man’s income contribution had a greater beneficial impact 
on his life satisfaction than a woman’s contribution to her 
life satisfaction.

In terms of third hypothesis, the results found in Table 4 
show that husbands’ relative income is significantly related 
to wives’ marriage satisfaction given both partner’s socio-
economic and demographic characteristics are controlled. 
This result is supportive of the hypothesis in that the higher 
the relative income status of the husband compared to oth-
ers,   the higher his wife’s marital satisfaction. Similar to 
Wu’s (2021) finding that the husband earning more than his 
wife was positively related to the wife’s life satisfaction, 
in our case, the husband’s relative income status compared 
with others also matters for his wife’s marriage satisfaction. 
Interestingly, unlike the husband’s relative income status, 
husbands’ absolute income was negatively associated with 
wives marriage satisfaction. This indicates that Chinese 
wives who had higher-income husbands tended to be less 
satisfied with their marriage.

In contrast, both models in columns (1) and (2) show that 
wives’ relative income status was nonsignificantly related to 

relationship between income and life satisfaction, evidence 
from Chinese couples in this study suggests that it is not the 
absolute family income that matters in couple’s marriage 
satisfaction, but the family’s relative income status.

Beside the main independent variables, this study 
included respondent’s and spouse’s socioeconomic and 
demographic variables as controls. Interestingly, the results 
showed that spouse’s education level matters in husband’s 
and wife’s marriage satisfaction rather than their own. The 
higher the spouse’s education level, the higher the level of 
marriage satisfaction reported by both husband and wife. 
The higher coefficient of husbands than wives means that 
wives education level is stronger in determining husbands’ 
satisfaction than husbands’ education level on wives. The 
results also showed that health status for husband and wife 
both negatively affected their own marriage satisfaction 
and their partner. Older couples tended to be more satisfied 
with their marriage compared to younger couples. More-
over, wives’ employment status was negatively related with 
husbands’ marriage satisfaction, but husbands’ employment 
status did not show any significant relationship.

Relative Income and Marriage Satisfaction

Table  3 presents the results of the second hypothesis that 
examined the association between the relative income sta-
tus of husbands and wives marriage satisfaction compared 
to others. Same as above, columns (1) and (2) present the 
results for husbands and columns (3) and (4) present the 
results for wives. The results are supportive of the proposed 
hypothesis in that the relative income status of husband 
and wife were both significantly and positively associated 

Table 3  Regression results on relative income and marriage satisfac-
tion of husbands and wives
VARIABLES Husband’s marriage 

satisfaction
Wife’s marriage 
satisfaction

(1)
Logistica

(2)
RE 
logisticb

(3)
Logistic

(4)
RE 
logistic

Personal income 0.0169** 0.0172* 0.00453 0.00454
(0.00631) (0.00775) (0.00570) (0.00571)

Relative income 0.178*** 0.178*** 0.233*** 0.233***
(0.0291) (0.0339) (0.0210) (0.0232)

Controlsc Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 16,135 16,135 16,135 16,135
Pseudo R2 0.0395 0.0388
Rho 0.0241 0.0152
aLogistic represents the logistic regression.
bRE logistic represents random effect logistic regression.
cSame control variables as in Table  2, year dummy, and province 
fixed effects are included, but the coefficients are not reported in the 
regression tables.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001

Table 4  Regression results on relative income and partner’s marriage 
satisfaction
VARIABLES Husband’s marriage 

satisfaction
Wife’s marriage 
satisfaction

(1)
Logistica

(2)
RE 
logisticb

(3)
Logistic

(4)
RE 
logistic

Spouse’s personal 
income

0.00874 0.00925 -0.0124** -0.0121*

(0.00749) (0.00697) (0.00479) (0.00500)
Spouse’s relative 
income

0.0428 0.0432 0.138*** 0.138***

(0.0271) (0.0259) (0.0228) (0.0240)
Controlsc Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 16,135 16,135 16,135 16,135
Pseudo R2 0.0355 0.0334
Rho 0.0247 0.0144
aLogistic represents the logistic regression.
bRE logistic represents random effect logistic regression.
cSame control variables as in Table  2, year dummy, and province 
fixed effects are included, but the coefficients are not reported in the 
regression tables.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001
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analyses were husbands’ income did not show any signifi-
cant relationship with wives’ marriage satisfaction as pre-
sented in Table  4. This may be because when wives also 
earn some level of income, they are not solely dependent on 
their husbands. This may account for the previous negative 
association between wives’ marital satisfaction and their 
husbands’ income level.

Conclusion and Discussion

This study expands on previous literature on the impact of 
income on marital quality by investigating relative income 
status in relation with marital satisfaction using data from 
CFPS 2014 and 2018. In general, this study confirmed the 
hypotheses about the relationships between the relative 
income status of family and spouse compared with people 
outside the household and the marital satisfaction of hus-
band and wife. At the family level, however,  the direct 
relationship between family income and marital satisfac-
tion is not significant in contrast to the majority of previ-
ous literature: the relative income status of a family tends 
to positively determine the marital satisfaction of husbands 
and wives in China. In terms of individual perspectives, 
the hypothesis of one’s relative income status may be posi-
tively associated with one’s marital satisfaction is also sup-
ported by our results. As one of the contributions of this 
study that investigate the relative income status of husband 
and wife, our findings show that the higher one’s relative 
income compared to others might improve one’s marital 
satisfaction. This is confirmed for both husband and wife 

their husbands’  level of marriage satisfaction. This is also 
supportive of the fourth hypothesis. Moreover, wives’ abso-
lute income also did not show any significant relationship 
with their husbands’ marriage satisfaction. However, these 
results are not consistent with previous studies that found 
that wives earning more than their husbands had a negative 
association with husbands’ marriage satisfaction (Bertrand 
et al., 2015; Chen & Hu, 2021). Our findings suggest that 
when wives income status is compared not with their hus-
band but outside the family, their income status does not 
significantly impact husbands’ feelings toward marriage. 
This indicates that there are gender differences in terms 
of spouses’ relative income status and their feeling toward 
their marriage.

Supplementary Analysis

To check the robustness of the findings, we only selected 
data for dual-earner families since some husbands/wives 
from our original sample had no income. Their relative 
income status may not be consistent with their true income 
level compared to others. After applying the same logistic 
regression as above and presenting the results in Table 5, 
we found that the majority of the results were consistent 
with the previous analyses of the original sample. Relative 
family income and husbands’ relative income status wrre 
both positively and significantly associated with husbands’ 
marriage satisfaction. For wives marriage satisfaction, the 
relative family income status, wives relative income status, 
and husbands’ income status all showed a positive and sig-
nificant relationship. The only differences with the previous 

Table 5  Regression results on relative income and marriage satisfaction for dual earner couples
VARIABLES Husband’s marriage satisfaction Wife’s marriage satisfaction

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Family income 0.0379 -0.0331

(0.0247) (0.0182)
Relative family income 0.127*** 0.185***

(0.0380) (0.0281)
Personal income (Own) 0.0820* -0.0609

(0.0417) (0.0335)
Relative income (Own) 0.306*** 0.290***

(0.0611) (0.0424)
Personal income (Spouse) 0.0273 -0.0379

(0.0444) (0.0296)
Relative income (Spouse) 0.0252 0.148**

(0.0560) (0.0452)
Controlsa Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 5,103 5,103 5,103 5,103 5,103 5,103
Pseudo R2 0.0609 0.0672 0.0553 0.0454 0.0462 0.0376
Only logistic regression was applied in above six models since both RE logistic and logistic show similar result in Tables 2 and 3.
aSame control variables as in Table 2, year dummy, and province fixed effects are included, but the coefficients are not reported in the regres-
sion tables.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001
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