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ABSTRACT

Chinese Women’s Family Status: Analysis of Chinese Decennial Surveys, 1990-2010
The experiences and status of Chinese women have significantly changed over the last two to
three decades, along with China’s modernization. In this article we investigate the domestic
division of labor between the two sexes at the present-day in the context of gender equality.
Based on data from three Surveys on Chinese Women’s Social Status taken in 1990, 2000 and
2010, the article focuses on important dimensions of women’s family status, such as general
changes in domestic decision-making and the time women spend in domestic labor, including
rural-urban differences. The article points to “equal rights for both husband and wife” (Fu Qi
Ping Quan, 夫妻平权) as being the major pattern in domestic decision-making, yet men have
still more rights than women. Also, women are still the main force in domestic labor, although
the difference between the times spent in domestic labor by women and men respectively has
gradually narrowed. There also seems to be a greater correlation between education and
women’s status in rural areas than in urban areas.
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Gendered power relations
in the family depend on women’s status in
the given structure of resources and of soci-
ety. As Chinese society progressively
modernizes, the empowerment of Chinese
women in education, careers and marriage
has significantly changed their status and
experience: Since 1950, the marriage law of
the People’s Republic of China has stated
that both men and women are free to marry,
that marriages should be monogamous,
that men and women have equal rights, but
also that women should be protected.
Mao’s renowned statement, “Women hold
up half the sky” (Fu Nv Neng Ding Ban
Bian Tian, 妇女能顶半边天), was not only
an affirmation of women’s abilities, it also
further increased women’s family and eco-
nomic status. The law of the People’s
Republic of China on the Protection of the
Rights and Interests of Women, passed in
1992, specified that men and women have
equal social status and political rights.
According to the China Statistical Yearbook
for 2012, released by the National Bureau
of Statistics of China, 51.2% of Chinese
degree-level students were female. Also,
according to the sixth census in 2010,
51.1% of professional technicians were
female. These data indicate that women’s
educational status has caught up with and
is surpassing that of men (Yu 2014). To a
certain extent, married women’s participa-
tion in domestic labor and their domestic
decision-making power are important indi-
cators that reflect their family status. In
addition, these are key factors in judging
women’s social status and gendered power
relations (Li 2013). In this article we
understand factors affecting women’s
family status and functions through the
analysis of their domestic decision-making
power and domestic labor situation. We
will focus on urban-rural differences
because of the huge differences in China
between urban and rural women in terms

of educational level, the distribution of
resources and patterns of family decision-
making. We find that women’s domestic
decision-making power and domestic labor
situations have a direct influence on their
levels of satisfaction with their family status. 

LITERATURE REVIEW OF THE STATUS
OF WOMEN WITHIN THE FAMILY

Women’s social status reflects the level of
civilization in a society, while women’s
family status, in its turn, is an essential fac-
tor in measuring their social status (Wang
2013). Social and economic development
allows women to leave their homes so that
they are no longer fully reliant on their
families. Not only have they been able to
realize economic independence in this
period, they have also reshaped gender
consciousness, meaning that they are
gradually ridding themselves of the tradi-
tional gender division of labor and are in
the process of achieving equal social status
for themselves in relation to men. How-
ever, women’s social status still fluctuates
due to economic development and indu-
strialization (Liu and Zhao 2011), and they
are still faced with the dilemma of balanc-
ing the needs of their families with the
development of their own careers (Li
2011). Research has shown that, compared
to men, women still do most of the dome-
stic work (Bianchi et al. 2006, Yang 2014,
Yu 2014), and have not changed their role
of “being inside the house (Zhu Nei, 主内
)”, which revolves around keeping house.
The inequality between the two sexes
found in domestic labor has created
women’s unfavorable   position in the labor
market (Becker 1985; Noonan 2001),
which in turn has affected their levels of
satisfaction with their incomes, standards of
living and family status.

Existing studies (Guo et al. 2007, Gong
and Zhong 2009, Chen 2011, Cao and
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Yang 2014, Wu 2014) usually measure
women’s marital familial status with respect
to the following aspects: women’s marital
autonomy, reproductive rights, decision-
making power over family matters, right to
take possession of family resources, eco-
nomic status within the family, etc. Gene-
rally speaking, women’s family status refers
to the extent to which women are able to
control their families when compared to
men. A woman’s level of control and
authority depends on the resources that
both sexes are willing to contribute to mar-
riage, the so-called ‘relative-resource per-
spective’ first suggested by Robert Blood
and Donald Wolfe in their book Husbands
and Wives: The Dynamics of Married Living
(1960). This pioneering study put forward
a resource theory to explain marital power.
It suggested that an individual’s authority
and power in a marriage come from a com-
parison of the resources the couple posses-
ses individually (Liu and Li 2013). The
person who possesses the most resources is
in the best position to dominate and
change the other spouse’s behavior. And
when the resources one possesses are par-
ticularly rare or important to the family,
one has greater family power (Song 2012).
This perspective emphasizes the differences
in structural resources between the couple
(Yang 2014), and the domestic division of
labor may be a good proxy to show such
differences. The impact of relative resource
levels on the domestic division of labor is
mainly reflected in the allocation of dome-
stic labor time (Brines 1994). Women with
higher education levels and incomes are
able to provide a higher economic contri-
bution to the family. The theory claims that
this would likewise result in a reduction in
their domestic labor time. On the other
hand, in families where the husbands con-
tribute more than the wives, it is argued
that women have to achieve a “contribu-
tion balance” between the two by partici-
pating more in housework. According to
the relative-resource perspective, one’s

family power is related to one’s contri-
bution to the family, yet one’s contribution
is not the only determinant of this. The
power and status of each family member
also falls under the impact of norms such as
different cultural traditions and social
customs (Wang 2005). 
Unlike the relative-resource perspective,

functionalist approaches contend that the
division of labor and the distribution of
power and status are the result of the func-
tions of the family. In order to maintain the
normal operation of a family and to achieve
the greatest benefit to it, men and women
have to co-ordinate their labor. To ensure
the family’s standard of living, men usually
take up the external, productive and occu-
pational function, while women mainly
remain in the house doing housework,
mothering, and maintaining family relation-
ships. In this case, women are more like the
emotional leader who exerts “emotional
functions” and satisfies the needs of family
members for emotional comfort (Becker
1981, Yang 2014). 
Resource theory and functional theory

provide us with two different perspectives
with which to explain the distribution of
power within the family and the relative
statuses of husbands and wives. Along with
the numerous factors that affect married
women’s family status, domestic labor time
and domestic decision-making power are
the most important in determining
women’s social status and gender power (Li
2013). The time-availability perspective
offers us a new angle from which to look at
the domestic division of labor. It suggests
that domestic labor is based on family
members’ availability, and the time that
men and women spend on domestic labor
is correlated with the time they spend in
the labor market. According to existing
research on women’s domestic decision-
making power, “equality between men and
women” is the major pattern in deciding
family matters, and it is becoming more
common (Wang 2009, Wang 2013). How-
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ever, the rights of men are still greater than
those of the women in the family. More-
over, according to research on the time
married women spend in domestic labor
(Xu and Liu 2003, Li 2013, Yang 2014, Yu
2014), the time women devote to domestic
work is affected by their educational levels,
working hours and income: the higher
these levels, the lower the time spent in
domestic labor (henceforward ‘domestic
labor time’).
This article uses the results of survey

data from 1990, 2000 and 2010 to investi-
gate the dynamic changes and trends in
domestic decision-making power and
domestic labor time in the past twenty
years.1 Next we will analyze in greater
depth the factors that affect women’s
domestic decision-making power and
domestic labor time based on data from
2010. This will include an analysis of rural-
urban differences in those factors that affect
women’s self-evaluated levels of satisfaction
with their family status.
Table 1 lists the dependent variables that

will be investigated in the following, the
descriptions of these variables in the origi-
nal questionnaire and their assignment after
the readjustment of their categories. 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Since our research focuses on married
women’s domestic decision-making power,
domestic labor time and their levels of
satisfaction with their family status, we only
investigate women whose civil status is
“married”, based on the data of Survey on
Women’s Status in 1990, 2000 and 2010.2
‘Married women’s satisfaction levels with

their family status’ corresponds to women’s
subjective assessment and this is often
dependent on their considerations of fac-
tors such as contribution to the family, the
family resources they control, their family
authority level, etc. Women’s domestic
decision-making power also varies accord-
ing to their education levels, personal abili-
ties and economic status relative to their
husbands. And such gendered power rela-
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Table 1. Dependent variables studied in this article 

Name of dependent                Meaning of the variable                 Variable assignment
variable                                  and the original statement 
                                                in the questionnaire                      
1. Whether or not women      Who has more authority                0=None (category 1)
have domestic decision-          in family? (1. husband                   1=yes (categories 2 & 
making power                          2. wife 3. similar)                          3 collapsed)

2. Women’s domestic            Interviewees’ time spent on           Continuous variable
labor time                              housework before the day of         minute as unit 
                                                the interview (including cooking, 
                                                cleaning, taking care of family 
                                                members, daily purchases etc.)      

3. Women’s satisfaction         All in all, are you satisfied with      0=Dissatisfied (category 3, 4 
level of their family status      your family status? (1. Very            and 5 collapsed)
                                                satisfied 2. Quite satisfied              1=Satisfied (category 1 and 
                                                3. Fair 4. Quite dissatisfied           2 collapsed)
                                                5. Very dissatisfied)                       



tions can be reflected in the allocation of
domestic labor time. Naturally both dome-
stic decision-making power and domestic
labor time may influence a woman’s subjec-
tive assessment of her family status. 
Table 2 gives basic descriptive informa-

tion of the key dependent and independent
variables in our analysis by rural-urban
area.3

ANALYTICAL RESULTS

1. Dynamic change to women’s domestic
decision-making power and factors affecting
this in the past two decades
In married families, domestic decision-
making power is a crucial dimension in
determining gender-related power within
the family structure. According to relative-
resource theory, the greater one’s control
over a family resource, the greater one’s
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of variables

                                                                             Urban                  Rural

Dependent variables                                          Mean       Std. err.         Mean       Std. err.
Time (min.) spent on domestic labor by women     190.20     1.59              171.31     1.608
Women have decision-making power                      73.4                              56.8         
Women are satisfied with family status                    88.3                              84.5         

Independent variables                                                                                               
Who has a better pre-marriage family 
financial situation?                                                                                                         
Men                                                                      17.9                              16.3         
Women                                                                  21.8                              19.1         
Similar                                                                   60.3                              64.5         

Who contributes more economically to the family?                                                           
Husband                                                                58.1                              71.9         
Wife                                                                       10.5                              4.7           
Similar                                                                   31.4                              23.3         

Who takes up domestic labor?                                                                                           
Husband                                                                7.4                                8.4           
Wife                                                                       71.7                              76.4         
Similar                                                                   21.0                              15.1         

Women’s education level                                                                                                  
Illiterate or semi-illiterate                                       3.7                                20.9         
Primary school                                                       10.9                              32.4         
Junior high                                                            34.0                              36.9         
High school and above                                           51.4                              10.1         
Women have profitable employment                       82.9                              59.2         
Wife has property rights in family                           95.3                              91.3         
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Table 3. Trends in the percentage of husband’s and wife’s domestic decision-making power 
from 1990 to 2010

                                1990                     2000                     2010
                                     Hus-    Wife     Joint       Hus-    Wife     Joint       Hus-    Wife     Joint
                                  band                              band                              band           

Decision on    nation-   37.5       9.7     48.8       33.1      9.2     57.7       27.3      6.9     65.8
engaging in   wide                          
type of                      
agricultural      urban     22.0       9.8     65.8       24.1      9.7     66.2       22.1      7.8     70.1

production/
business           

rural       39.0       9.6     47.1       35.1      9.1     55.8       31.6      6.2     62.3

Housing          nation     31.6       3.2     60.7       29.5      3.9     66.7       25.3      4.9     69.8 
choice/             wide              
building a        
house               urban     27.9       6.6     62.7       21.3      6.0     72.8       19.9      6.7     73.4

                         
rural       32.2       2.6     60.3       32.0      3.2     64.8       30.6      3.2     66.2

                         
Decision on      nation     23.9     14.3     58.3       21.4    41.8     36.7       15.1   49.73 5 . 2
household         wide              
daily                         
expenditure      urban     11.5     21.1     65.2       14.2    49.0     36.8       11.2    53.9     34.9

                         
rural       26.8     12.7     56.5       23.8    39.5     36.7       19.2    45.3     35.5

Purchase of     nation-   23.5       6.0     67.1       36.8      8.1     55.1       28.7      8.7     62.6
high-end          wide
products/                  
large                urban     12.1       8.0     77.9       24.2    12.6     63.3       21.9    11.6     66.5

production                
tools                

rural       26.4       5.3     64.4       40.9      6.7     52.4       35.9      5.6     58.5

Investment/    nation-   38.3       4.0     53.8       39.6      5.0     55.5       25.3      4.9     69.8
loan                 wide  
                       
                       urban     18.6       6.7     72.7       26.6      6.8     66.6       20.4      6.7     72.9

                       
                       

rural       40.2       3.7     52.0       42.7      4.5     52.7       29.9      3.2     66.8

Education/      nation-   24.1       6.8     65.8       21.2      7.2     71.7       16.1    11.4     72.5
career              wide  
choice of 
children           urban     15.0       7.0     77.6       15.4    10.1     74.5       12.3    13.6     74.1

                         
                       

rural       26.2       6.7     63.5       23.0      6.2     70.8       20.1      9.2     70.7



individual influence and control over gen-
der relations. Women’s power in the family
is, on the one hand, affected by factors
such as education levels and incomes. On
the other hand, a woman’s power in the
family also changes with the transformation
of the socio-cultural environment she is a
part of (Wang 2009). Therefore, it is neces-
sary to analyze the dynamic change in
women’s domestic decision-making power
from a temporal perspective. In all three
phases of the survey on Chinese women’s
social status, we find measurements of deci-
sion-making power regarding domestic
matters exemplified through six dimen-
sions: daily family expenses, purchases of
goods for the whole family, investment,
children’s education, etc. Table 3 summa-
rizes the percentage of domestic matters
that are decided by husbands only, wives
only and both; it also shows trends and
rural-urban differences. 

a. General characteristics of domestic decision-
making power in the past twenty years
Generally speaking, “taking a joint deci-
sion” seems to have been the dominant
pattern in how decisions are made between
husband and wife in both urban and rural
families in the past two decades. Apart
from decisions on “domestic daily
expenses” and “purchases of high-end
products/large production tools”, joint
decisions in all the other four aspects have
increased. This may indicate that “equality
for husbands and wives” is the major charac-
teristic of family power relations. Seen from
the data collected in the three surveys, the
percentage of husbands making individual
decisions is always higher than that of
wives. This shows that, regarding family
decisions on important economic matters,
such as investments and purchases of pro-
perty, the percentage of husbands’ making
individual decisions is far greater than that
of wives. This indicates that husbands are
in charge of the finances and that they con-
trol the property in the family. 

b. Rural-urban differences in domestic 
decision-making power in the past twenty
years
There is a significant difference between
rural and urban women in domestic decision-
making power and family status. This is due
firstly to the differences in educational
level, income, resource allocation and cul-
tural traditions. Secondly, traditional pro-
duction methods still exist in some rural
areas, and some rural women are still con-
strained by the conventional family pattern
of “men on the outside, women on
the   inside” (Nan Zhu Wai, Nv Zhu Nei.
男主外，女主内。). We learn from Table 3
that, from 1990 to 2010, when it comes to
major economic decisions such as family
housing and investment, the percentage of
husbands making the decision alone is
always higher than that of wives; moreover,
the percentage of rural husbands making
decisions alone is always higher than that of
urban husbands. This reflects the fact that
the authority of rural husbands is greater
than that of urban husbands in the family.
Although “joint decision-making” is still
the basic pattern of the distribution of
family power in both rural and urban areas,
the percentage of urban married couples
making decisions together is always higher
than that of rural married couples. This
reflects the fact that urban married couples
enjoy more equal rights than rural married
couples. 
In fact, women’s status has improved

considerably in the past two decades due to
the rapid development and progress of
Chinese society. Awareness of equality
between men and women has also
increased. As a result, the percentage of
husbands making decisions alone in dome-
stic matters is dropping more quickly than
in the case of urban husbands; the gap in
the extent of “equality between husband
and wife” between rural and urban areas is
also shrinking substantially. Although equa-
lity between husband and wife is more com-
mon in urban areas, the percentage of rural
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Table 4. Model 1. Logistic regression model of whether married women have domestic decision-
making power in the family. Coefficients are in odds ratio.

                                                                           Urban                       Rural
                                                                           Coefficient                   Coefficient
Wife’s education level 
(reference group: illiterate or semi-illiterate)                                            
Primary school                                                          1.319                          1.195**
                                                                                (.162)                          (.080)

Junior high school                                                     2.099***                     1.489***
                                                                                (.152)                          (.084)

High school or above                                                3.144***                     2.161***
                                                                                (.152)                          (.118)

Wife’s birth cohort
(reference group: 1943-1959)                                                                 
1960 to 1969                                                            .654***                       .945
                                                                                (.090)                          (.076)

1970 to 1979                                                            .674***                       1.234**
                                                                                (.092)                          (.081)

1980 to 1992                                                            .754**                         1.133
                                                                                (.117)                          (.099)

Pre-marriage family financial situation of 
husband and wife (reference group: similar)                                            
Woman better                                                           .969                             1.114
                                                                                (.078)                         (.074) 

Man better                                                               .590***                       .697***
                                                                                (.077)                         (.076) 

Whether or not working in 
profitable employment                                         1.357***                     1.186**
                                                                                (.069)                          (.076) 

Intercept                                                             1.648***                     0.812**
                                                                                (.154)                         (.102) 

Sample size                                                          5.969                          5.490 

Cox & Snell R2                                                   .043                            .024 

Note：***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1. Standard errors are shown in brackets. 



married couples being equal is steadily
increasing. When measured by “joint deci-
sion-making”, rural areas are catching up
with urban areas in terms of “equality
between husband and wife”. 

c. Dynamic changes in domestic decision-
making power in the past twenty years
In general, the percentage of husbands
making decisions alone is decreasing, show-
ing a downward trend in “husband’s
authority”. Domestic decision-making pat-
terns are gradually moving towards equality
between husbands and wives. Although the
percentage of husbands making their own
decisions is still higher than that of wives,
the difference is becoming smaller, and the
percentage of husbands and wives making
decisions together is gradually increasing.
However, to put this into different con-
texts, in family matters concerning business,
housing, investments or loans, the percent-
age of husbands making decisions alone is
distinctly higher than that of wives. This
shows that husbands are relatively more
responsible for the family’s economic affairs
and matters of property. Conversely, a pat-
tern of “wife’s authority” is becoming more
obvious when it comes to making decisions
on daily expenses in the past twenty years.
Men’s greater decision-making power in
relation to family decisions, housing and
children’s education shows the significance
of their power in the family, while women’s
greater decision-making power with regard
to daily expenses shows the ordinariness
and triviality of their power in the family
(Wang 2009). In matters concerning
children’s education and career choices,
more than two-thirds of married couples
make their decisions together. This shows
that decision-making in relation to
children’s education is moving towards a
pattern of “equality between husband and
wife”.

d. Logistic regression analysis of whether
married women have domestic decision-
making power
After analyzing trends in women’s domestic
decision-making power and comparing
rural-urban differences in the past twenty
years, we shall now use the data from the
third Survey on Chinese Women’s Social
Status in 2010 to conduct a multivariate
analysis to see how factors such as women’s
educational levels, birth cohorts and mar-
riage cohorts affect their domestic decision-
making power in both urban and rural
areas.
Model 1 in Table 4 is the multivariate

analysis of whether women have domestic
decision-making power. It shows that, in
both rural and urban areas, the higher the
education level of women, the higher the
possibility of making domestic decisions.
Women with higher education not only
have a better disposition overall, they also
have a stronger awareness of gender
equality and gender power, and are more
active in making domestic decisions. In
both rural and urban areas as well, women
in gainful employment can significantly
increase their ability to make domestic
decisions: economically independent
women who do not fully rely on their
husbands have more say in the family and a
better basis for participating more in
domestic decision-making. The pre-
marriage economic situations of both the
husband’s and the wife’s family also have a
significant impact on married women’s
domestic decision-making power. If the
husband’s pre-marriage family’s financial
situation is better, the wife’s likelihood of
having domestic decision-making power is
less. It may be assumed that, if the
husband’s family has a better pre-marriage
financial situation, then he would
contribute relatively more money to the
wedding and housing expenses; as a result,
he is able to enjoy more decision-making
power than his wife. This represents the
resource theory mentioned before: one’s
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power in the family is correlated with the
quantity of resources one possesses. The
one with the most resources has the greater
potential to influence other family
members’ behavior and thus that person
has greater power in the family. 

2. Trends in women’s domestic labor time
and factors affecting it in the past twenty
years
Domestic labor time is an essential factor in
studying the distribution of power of mar-
ried couples in the family, as it directly
affects women’s perceptions of their own
family status. In addition, the participation
of different gender groups in domestic
labor is a critical indicator of the progress
of gender equality, as this can reflect a
woman’s family status (Zhou 2013). Since
domestic labor may have the characteristics
of repetition, a longer time spent in such
labor means a greater sacrifice of the time
women can spend on their hobbies,
entertainment and career development,
thus affecting their experience of happiness
and perceptions of family status. As men-
tioned above, traditional gender roles have
changed along with China’s progress with
modernization; in such a context, what is
the domestic division of labor between the
sexes like in present-day China? Is it more
equal now or not? Based on the data from
the three phases of the Survey on Chinese
Women’s Social Status, in the following we
will provide an overview of especially the

trends in women’s time spent in domestic
labor in the past twenty years. Using
multiple regression methods, we will also
determine how factors such as level of
education, number of children and income
affect married women’s domestic labor
time, paying particular attention to rural-
urban and gender difference.

a. Trends in women’s domestic labor time in
the past twenty years
Since domestic labor time can, to a certain
extent, reflect relations of power and status
between husbands and wives, in the analysis
we chose the interviewees whose marital
statuses are defined as “married” as our
research subject. While investigating
women’s domestic labor time, we also took
men’s domestic labor time as a reference
point in order to identify trends in the
domestic labor time of both genders. Table
5 shows the average daily domestic labor
hours of both genders in both rural and
urban areas.
From Table 5 it is clear that, regardless

of rural or urban origin, both husbands’
and wives’ domestic labor time has
gradually decreased in the past twenty
years; compared to 1990, in 2010 hus-
bands halved their domestic labor time, but
for wives domestic labor time was only
reduced by approximately one third at that
date. With the improvements in technology
and the popularity of household appliances,
people no longer have to spend a lot of
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Table 5. Daily domestic labor time of both sexes for both rural and urban areas from 1990 to 2010
(unit: minute)

                            Women                                             Men

                            Urban                Rural                            Urban                Rural

1990                    269.73              321.42                         134.78              132.23

2000                    222.44              273.98                           88.39                93.71

2010                    171.31              190.20                           70.63                64.09
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Table 6. Model 2. OLS analysis of married women’s daily domestic labor time
                                          
                                                        Urban                                 Rural           
                                                        Coefficient   Standardized     Coefficient    Standardized 
                                                                                coefficient                              coefficient
Education level (reference group: 
illiterate or semi-illiterate)                                    
Primary school                                    -4.519          -.028                 -3.016          .012

                                                     (8.240)                                  (4.196)        
Junior high school                              -10.959        -.017                 -2.802          .012

                                                     (7.747)                                 (4.467)        
High school or above                          -12.458        -.050                 -13.225**    -.034

                                                     (7.798)                                 (5.977)         

Birth cohort 
(reference group: 1943-1959)                              
1960-1969                                         -9.864**      .037                   .877             .003

                                                     (4.128)                                  (4.046)        
1970-1979                                         -10.791***  .044                   -2.738          -.010

                                                     (4.256)                                  (4.393)        
1980-1992                                         -11.824**    .028                   -1.272          .004

                                                     (5.455)                                  (5.546)         

Pre-marriage family financial  
situation on husband and wife
(reference group: similar)                                     
Woman better                                     2.871           .010                   -.820            -.003

                                                    (3.475)                                  (3.800)        
Man better                                         .922             .003                   -2.720          -.009

                                                    (3.720)                                  (4.014)        

Whether or not working                    -46.674***  -.185                 -23.858***  -.076
in a profitable employment                (4.398)                                  (4.235)
(reference group: no)                                                                                                        
Who has more economic 
contribution to the family?
(reference group: similar)                                     
Wife contributes more                         -.516            -.001                 4.675           .008

                                                     (4.911)                                  (7.260)         
Husband contributes more                   10.594***   .042                   6.771*         .026

                                                     (3.129)                                  (3.470)         
Number of children                               12.440***   .071                  5.515***      .047

                                                     (2.248)                                 (1.678)  

Profitable employment                     -.178***      -.356                 -.209***      -.389
working hours                                  (.008)                                   (.007)  

Intercept                                          171.31                                  190.20 

Sample size                                       5.969                                    5.490 

Adjusted R2                                      0.532                                    0.438 

Note：***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1. Standard errors are shown in brackets. The data from the above
table are calculated from the findings of the survey in 2010.



time in traditional domestic labor. Also,
changes in economic structure have mobi-
lized the rural population to move away for
work in non-agricultural jobs, and as a
result the time spent on domestic labor has
decreased. The table shows that women are
still the “main work force” when it comes
to domestic labor in China, but we can also
see that the differences in domestic labor
time between the two sexes in both rural
and urban areas has become less in the past
two decades. Men and women are becom-
ing more equal in terms of the domestic
division of labor. Moreover, widespread
local education in rural areas has led to a
rise in gender awareness and the female
employment rate. These have all con-
tributed to a lower difference in domestic
labor time between rural and urban women
from almost an hour in 1990 to only 1/3
hour in 2010. However, the difference in
domestic labor time between men and
women in rural areas is still larger than that
in urban areas. Urban areas have a better
domestic gender division of labor than
rural areas. 

b. OLS regression model of factors affecting
women’s domestic labor time4
From the trend analysis of married couples’
domestic labor time in the past twenty
years, it becomes clear that, although the
domestic division of labor is becoming
more equal, women are still mostly respon-
sible for domestic labor. In the following,
we will integrate the factors affecting
women’s domestic labor time, such as
individual educational levels, age, and the
relative resources possessed by husband and
wife to make an OLS regression model. 
We have analyzed the general situation

and the trend in domestic labor time of
both sexes in both rural and urban areas
and have concluded that, although women
are still the main force in domestic labor,
the differences in the time spent in
domestic laboring between men and
women are becoming smaller. In the

following, we will investigate the factors
affecting women’s domestic labor time by
using the time (minutes) respondents spent
daily in domestic labor (data taken from
the 2010 survey) as a dependent variable in
order to conduct an OLS multiple
regression. 
With regard to educational level, in both

rural and urban areas we find that the
higher the educational level of women, the
shorter their time spent in domestic labor.
However, in rural areas, only women who
have been to high school or have higher
education have a significantly shorter
domestic labor time than other women. 
With regard to birth cohort, in urban

areas younger women have shorter
domestic labor times. This can be under-
stood as the younger generation has a
stronger sense of gender equality, and an
equal distribution of domestic labor is a
characteristic of the post-1980s married
group. Besides, younger married women
have more work pressures than older
women. Older women, due to more
flexible working hours, can spend more
time in domestic labor. Nonetheless, birth
cohort is not a significant factor in affecting
women’s domestic labor time in rural areas.
This may be because women in rural areas
are more influenced by traditional gender
roles and believe – or have no other
options – that women are supposed to be
responsible for domestic labor. Therefore
the pattern of an equal distribution of
domestic labor between men and women is
not found in rural areas.
With regard to family economic contri-

butions, when a husband contributes more
than his wife, the wife’s domestic labor
time will be significantly higher than that of
women from families where husband and
wife have made similar economic contri-
butions. Economic contributions ensure
the satisfaction of family members’ basic
needs, such as food, housing, clothing,
transportation and education. In families
where the husband contributes more, the
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wife may take up more housework in order
to ‘repay’ him for his contribution. This
corresponds to relative-resource theory: the
spouse who has more resources can more
or less avoid domestic labor. Since the
husband has provided his income to the
family, the wife, being “disadvantaged” as
she has made a lower monetary contri-
bution, will have to take up more domestic
labor as a result. 
Whether or not women have gainful

employment or labor with an income has a
significant impact on their domestic labor
time. In both urban and rural areas, the
analysis shows that women who have an
income enjoy 46 minutes and 23 minutes
less domestic labor time respectively when
compared to women who lack an income.
The absolute value of the standardized
coefficient in regression equation shows the
relative impact of each independent
variable. The standardized coefficient of
“whether women have a profitable job/
labor” is 0.185, which suggests that this is
the major predictive variable of married
women’s domestic labor time. Further-
more, an increase in women’s working
hours leads to a decrease in their domestic
labor time. There is therefore a “sub-
stitution” effect between work and
housework. The standardized regression
coefficient of this variable is the highest,
which shows that women’s working hours
are the most important predictive variable
for their domestic labor time. In addition,
the number of children is significantly and
positively correlated with women’s
domestic labor time in both rural and
urban areas. The standardized regression
coefficients of this variable are 0.071 and
0.047 respectively. This shows that the
number of children is also an important
factor in affecting women’s domestic labor
time in both rural and urban areas. Women
in both areas are still more responsible for
taking care of the children. The three
independent variables that we have just
analyzed have relatively bigger standardized

regression coefficients. They have at the
same time proved the time-availability
theory: due to limited time and energy, and
whether or not they are employed, the time
women spend in the labor market, their
type of work and their caring for their own
children all significantly affect their
reasonable allocation of time. Paid labor
thus ‘eats’ the time for domestic labor. 

3. Logistic analysis of married women’s
self-evaluated levels of satisfaction with their
family status
We have investigated the general situation
of the trends and factors affecting married
women’s domestic decision-making power
and domestic labor time in the past twenty
years. Apart from the domestic division of
labor and the relative authority of husbands
and wives, factors such as the household
interactions of husbands and wives and the
economic conditions of both also affect
women’s levels of satisfaction with their
family status. In comparison to model 1,
we added five variables in Table 7, namely
“who has more power at home”, “who
does more housework”, “who contributes
more economically”, “interaction between
husband and wife” and “whether or not
the woman has control over her own
property”, in order to investigate which
factor has the most significant impact on
women’s self-evaluated levels of satisfaction
with their family status.5
Among the individual factors, level of

education only significantly affects rural
women’s levels of satisfaction with their
family status; the higher educational level a
rural woman has, the higher possibility of a
better satisfaction level. Educational level
determines women’s income and ability to
handle housework, affecting the distribu-
tion of power between husband and wife,
and with it the level of women’s self-eva-
luated levels of satisfaction with their family
status. From the descriptive statistical
analysis above, the fact that there are fewer
better educated women in rural areas has
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Table 7. Model 3. Logistic regression analysis of factors affecting married women’s self-evaluated
levels of satisfaction with their family status. Coefficients are in odds ratio.
                                                                                
                                                                                Urban                  Rural
                                                                                Coefficient              Coefficient
Wife’s education level
(reference group: illiterate or semi-illiterate)                                          
Primary school                                                           .954                       1.291**
                                                                                      (.239)                     (.112)
Junior high school                                                      1.253                     1.431***
                                                                                      (.227)                     (.121)
High school or above                                                  1.431                     1.529**
                                                                                      (.228)                     (.171)
Wife’s birth cohort
(reference group: 1943 to 1959)                                                             
1960 to 1969                                                             .843                       1.178
                                                                                      (.137)                     (.111)
1970 to 1979                                                             .778*                      .945
                                                                                      (.139)                     (.116)
1980 to 1992                                                             .582***                  .961
                                                                                      (.169)                     (.145)
Pre-marriage family financial situation of 
husband and wife (reference group: similar)                                            
Woman was better                                                      1.077                     1.037
                                                                                      (.116)                     (.108)
Man was better                                                           1.043                     1.049
                                                                                      (.119)                     (.113)
Whether or not working in a profitable                    1.098                     1.244*
employment(reference group: no)                             (.105)                     (.108)
Who has more power at home
(reference group: similar)                                                                       
Wife has more power                                                  1.639***                1.218
                                                                                      (.142)                     (.146)
Husband has more power                                           .668***                  .635*
                                                                                      (.106)                     (.095)
Who takes up more housework
(Reference group: similar)                                                                       
Wife takes more                                                          .836                       .815
                                                                                      (.131)                     (.135)
Husband takes more                                                   1.277                     .889
                                                                                      (.229)                     (.195)
Who has more economic contribution to 
the family? (reference group: similar)                                                      
Wife contributes more                                                 .720*                      1.004
                                                                                      (.163)                     (.206)
Husband contributes more                                          1.156                     1.392***
                                                                                      (.112)                     (.107)
Individual property control                                       3.264***                3.168***
(reference group: cannot or basically cannot)            (.154)                     (.115)
Intercept                                                                   .481**                    .511***
                                                                                      (.299)                     (.222)
Sample size                                                               5.969                     5.490
Cox & Snell R2                                                        .072                       .066

Note：***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1. Standard errors are shown in brackets. 



made the factor of education more signifi-
cant in affecting women’s levels of satisfac-
tion with their family status. Regarding
individual property rights in both rural and
urban areas, women with control over their
own property are on average three times
more likely to have a higher level of satis-
faction with their family status than those
who do not have control over their own
property. This suggests that “economically
independent” women are more likely to
have a higher level of satisfaction with their
family status. In rural areas, if women are
engaged in gainful employment or labor,
they are 24% more likely to have a better
level of satisfaction with their family status
than those who do not have a job. This
variable, however, is not significant for
urban women. 
Married women’s birth cohorts do not

form a significant variable in rural areas.
Yet, in urban areas, women born later are
less likely to be satisfied with their family
status; the post-1980s group has a signifi-
cantly lower level of satisfaction with their
family status than other groups. This is
partly because the post-1980s group had
most probably just entered the workplace
when they were being interviewed. They
are more burdened with economic and
career pressures in the face of fierce compe-
tition and increasing living costs, which
negatively affected their levels of satisfac-
tion with their family status. 
Regarding relative authority and eco-

nomic contributions in the family, women
in both rural and urban areas are less likely
to be satisfied with their family status when
their husbands have more authority, which
not only suggests that the distribution of
power within the family has a significant
impact on women’s self-evaluated levels of
satisfaction with their family status, it also
provides evidence to support the assump-
tions of resource theory mentioned earlier.
Nonetheless, in rural areas, if the husband’s
economic contribution is relatively greater,
the wife is more likely to be satisfied with

her family status. This may be due to the
fact that rural people tend to be more
affected by traditional concepts and that
women in rural areas tend to think that
men are supposed to be the breadwinners
out of a sense of responsibility to their
families. Therefore, when a rural man con-
tributes more to the family, his wife may be
more satisfied with her family status. 
Regarding interaction between husband

and wife, women from families with better
interaction with their husbands are four
times more likely to be satisfied with their
family status in both rural and urban areas.
This suggests that, apart from ‘explicit’ fac-
tors such as income and economic contri-
bution, ‘implicit’ factors are also important
in affecting women’s levels of satisfaction
with their family status. 

CONCLUSION

As society progresses, men and women are
becoming more equal in terms of educa-
tion, career opportunities and rewards for
labor. More women are educated today,
and they are gradually coming out of the
house and participating in productive and
professional wage work. Economic inde-
pendence allows women to rid themselves
of their traditional roles as domestic labor-
ers, thus changing their family status and
their relations with men. At the household
level, women’s domestic decision-making
power and domestic labor time are also im-
portant factors in assessing gender equality.
These factors reflect the relative authority
of men and women in the family, and with
it women’s self-evaluated levels of satisfac-
tion with their family status. 
This article has made use of data from

the Survey on Chinese Women’s Social Sta-
tus in 1990, 2000 and 2010 to investigate
the general situation and trends in husband
and wife’s decision-making power in family
matters from 1990 to 2010. In China
shared decision-making within the family
seems to be the preferred pattern.
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Although the percentage of husbands
making decisions alone is always higher
than that of women, the trend seems to be
declining, and the percentage of women
who participate in making decisions is
increasing. Furthermore, when examined in
the context of the rural-urban divide,
although rural husbands tend more often
to make decisions alone compared to urban
husbands, this trend is also declining.

Next, we analyzed the factors affecting
women’s family power and domestic labor,
and rural-urban differences in these regards.
We found that, for both areas, women with
higher educational levels are more likely to
have power. Higher education can give
women employment with greater earnings,
thus improving their bargaining power in
respect of family issues. This is consistent
with the findings of an analysis using HRS
data which states that decision-making
power depends significantly on relative
household earnings in the United States
(Friedberg and Webb 2006). Birth cohort
is a major factor for urban women. Women
who are born earlier are more likely to have
authority at home, though this is not signi-
ficant in rural areas. For both areas, the
better the man’s pre-marriage family finan-
cial situation, the less likely it is for his wife
to have authority in family. For both areas,
women in gainful employment are more
likely to have power or influence at home,
proving the relative-resource theory. For
domestic labor time, we used findings from
the three surveys to analyze the general
situation and trends in married women’s
domestic labor time over the past twenty
years, We found that, in both rural and
urban areas, the extent of both men’s and
women’s domestic labor has shown a
slowly declining trend in these twenty
years. Rural women work longer hours
doing domestic labor than urban women,
but the gender division of labor for dome-
stic work is becoming more ‘equal’. 
We then conducted a multivariate regres-

sion analysis of the factors affecting

women’s domestic labor time. Here we saw
that having a paid job and the time spent
doing the paid job are important factors
affecting women’s domestic labor time.
Since women have limited time, they have
to make a trade-off between work and
housework, which also proves the assump-
tions of the time-availability perspective. A
married woman’s level of satisfaction with
her family status reflects her subjective
judgment after considering factors such as
her own contribution to the family, the
family resources she can control, her power
in family etc. Although a higher educa-
tional level may lead to greater ability and
income for women, educational levels only
have a significant impact on rural women.
One possible explanation for this difference
lies in the “relative scarcity” of educational
resources in rural areas. From the descrip-
tive results shown above, in urban areas
more than 85 percent of urban respondents
have education to junior high school or
above, whereas in rural areas, more than 50
percent of respondents are below the level
of primary school. Since higher levels of
education are more popular in urban areas,
this does not have significant impact except
in rural areas. In both rural and urban ar-
eas, women with control over their own
property are more likely to be satisfied with
their family status. Also, apart from explicit
resources such as income and property in a
family, implicit resources are also impor-
tant. Since the family has an emotional
function, women who communicate more
and have better interactions with their hus-
bands are more likely to satisfy their own
emotional needs and are therefore more
likely to be satisfied with their family status.
This is an important perspective that can-
not be ignored in future research into
women’s family status. 
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NOTES
1. The “Survey on the Status of Chinese women”,
which was jointly conducted by the China
Women’s Federation and the National Bureau of
Statistics was initiated in 1990 and is taken every
ten years. These surveys cover the following 
aspects related to women: legal status, economy, 
education, politics, health, marriage and family,
lifestyle, gender ideology and gender attitudes. 
2. According to the filter criteria mentioned earlier,
we included 19637 respondents from the 1990
survey, 16626 respondents from the 2000 survey,
and 21958 respondents from the 2010 survey 
respectively in our analysis here.
3. As to the birth cohort of the respondents in our
analysis, we divide it into four categories: respon-
dents born between 1943-1959, 1960-1969,
1970-1979, and 1980-1992. 
4. In this part, the dependent variable we analyzed
is the amount of domestic labor time the respon-
dent used the day before the day of the interview.
As it is a continuous variable, an OLS regression
model is used in the following analysis. In addi-
tion, the standardized coefficients are also provid-
ed here, making it possible to compare the relative
effect of the independent variables. 
5. For the measurement of women’s control over
individual property, we chose the question “Can
you buy expensive goods for your own use?” We
collapse the categories “totally can” and “basically
can”, and assign their value as 1, which means
women have control over individual property; 
“basically cannot” and “totally cannot” were also
collapsed, and were assigned as 0, which means
women do not have individual property control.
Based on the synthesis of the above variables and
variables in Model 1, we make Model 3. Regres-
sion result is showed in Table 7. 
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