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Abstract
Online dating has modernized traditional partner search methods, allowing individuals
to seek a partner that aligns with their preferences for attributes such as age, height,
location, or education. Yet traditional forms of partner selection still exist, with continued parental involvement in the matching process. In this paper, we exploit different matchmaking methods with varying degrees of youth autonomy versus parental
involvement. We use a unique dataset collected in Chengdu, China, where profiles
from the blind date market (n = 158) capture parental preferences and profiles from an
online dating website (n = 500) capture individual preferences. Regarding gender, we
find that men generally display a desire for women younger, shorter, and less educated
than themselves, while women desire older and taller men of the same education as
themselves. With regards to parental influences, we find parents specify a narrower
range of accepted partner attributes. Further, we find an interaction effect between
gender and generational influences: the preferences of parents advertising their
daughters on the blind date market show a greater discrepancy in attribute preferences to the online daters than parents advertising their sons.
Keywords: Online dating, Blind date market, Gender differences, Generational
differences, China

Introduction
Since the advent of the reform and opening-up, Chinese society has undergone a considerable structural change (Guan et al. 2018; Gao and Wang 2020). These modernizing
influences on Chinese society and economy have simultaneously recast mate selection
and matchmaking approaches (Chang et al. 2011; Blair and Madigan 2016, 2018). Under
traditional approaches to matchmaking in China, third parties such as parents and other
connections within a closed-form social network recommend partners from a known
pool of individuals with strategic benefits for the family in mind (Riley 1994). Such traditional forms relying on social connections lessen the probability of matching with a
stranger. The coming of the internet age has revolutionized methods of matchmaking
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with the rise of online dating. One of China’s most popular dating websites claims to
host up to 60 million daters, with the largest fraction of users being between 20 and
30 years old and mostly single (Xia et al. 2014).
While new forms of matchmaking have been introduced, gender1 and generational
norms that have defined the partner selection process for centuries continue to exert
their influence, creating a push and pull between traditional and modern values on
China’s youth. Regarding gender, while on the one hand, women have more say in both
social and economic life owing to their greater educational and occupational freedoms,
substantial progress still needs to be made in attitudes towards gender equality (Attané
2012). Similarly, with reference to generational norms, while individualism is on the
rise (Sun and Ryder 2016), filial piety continues to determine parent–child relationships
(Zhang 2016; Hu and Scott 2016). It is unclear how this negotiation between two temporally shifting value systems has engendered changes in the attribute preferences that
Chinese men and women hold for their prospective partners. Thus, it is not surprising
that researchers have called for more empirical work on the partner selection process in
contemporary China and investigations into how attitudes and expectations are moderated by factors such as gender and generation (Blair and Madigan 2016, 2018).
This paper aims to assess how partner preferences are moderated by gender and generational norms in China. This assessment has three specific objectives. First, whether
there are differences in attribute preferences for partners by gender, i.e., are there differences in partner preferences for males and females? Second, whether there are differences in partner preferences across generations, i.e., are there differences between
parents acting on behalf of their children versus these children acting autonomously?
Lastly, building on the two above, whether there is an interaction of gender and generation in determining partner preferences, i.e., do parents have differential preferences for
their daughters as compared to their sons?
To answer these questions, we use two samples with varying degrees of youth autonomy versus parental involvement. The former preferences are captured by individual
dating profiles from an online website, and the latter by profiles advertised by parents on
‘blind date markets’ (xiangqinshichang, 相亲市场),2 which are public gatherings in large
open parks where daters’ details are displayed on printed placards (Wong 2014). Clearly,
individuals acting for themselves online still have implicit channels of parental influence.
Thus, this study does not seek to distinguish between individuals and parents explicitly
but instead uses a proxy of the greater strength of parental involvement in partner preferences by comparing matchmaking methods. Overall, we find significant differences in
gender preferences for attributes such as age, height, and partner education. Furthermore, we find that parents’ preferences for their sons are different from their daughters.
These findings suggest that gender and generational norms continue to mediate the mate
selection process in contemporary China and do so in different ways for youths and
parents.

1

In this paper, our analysis is limited by the available data to studying binary gender (man; woman) and we use sex
terms interchangeably (male; female). We acknowledge gender identity lies on a spectrum.

2

We use the term ‘blind date market’ as it is a commonly-used English translation of the xiāngqīn shìchǎng. Please see
“Capture parental preferences via blind date market placards (Offline sample)” section for more details.
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The paper proceeds as follows: In Related works section, we discuss the relevant theoretical background to the study and provide an overview of how norms have changed
with socioeconomic transformations in China. Data and methods section provides
details of the data collection and our statistical methodology. Results section presents
the results, and Discussion section situates these findings and the limitations of our
study within existing empirical and theoretical frameworks. Finally, Conclusion section
offers concluding remarks and recommendations for future research.

Related works
Theoretical background

Based on convergence theory, the Goode model of family changes argues that as societies modernize and industrialize, family life too will transform from a more “traditional”
setup to a more “modern” conception (Goode 1963). Some studies have applied this
theory to explain how modernization has impacted Chinese familial life (Xu and Whyte
1990; Xu 1994). In ascertaining the causes of changes in family traits and norms from
past to present, numerous mechanisms have been proposed, such as social structural
changes, direct government intervention, and cultural influence from western values
(Whyte 1990).
Regarding the specific influences on an individual’s mate selection process, Kalmijn’s
(1998) theory identifies three core determinants: first, the marriage candidate’s own
preferences play a role in determining the desirability of a potential spouse. These preferences are partly defined by resource requirements, such as socioeconomic resources
and cultural resources, but these resource-based needs are supplemented with preferences for homogamy, i.e., marrying into a partnership with shared income, status, taste,
values, and lifestyles (Kalmijn 1991). Second, third-party involvement from parents or
extended family members is incentivized by preserving in-group homogamy. The extent
to which younger generations are embedded in the same set of cultural and societal values determines the conflict between these first and second determinants and the relative strength of an individual’s preferences versus the preferences of those not directly
involved in the marriage. Finally, an individual is limited by opportunity constraints in
selecting whom to marry. Kalmijn (1998) argues that structural constraints define the
pool of possible candidates based on daily interactions, facilitated by group membership
to schools, workplaces, and religious organizations and limited by geographic proximity
to a local marriage market.
While Kalmijn’s theory focuses on selecting a marriage partner and explaining homogamy, we apply a similar framework to our study. Specifically, one can ask how Kalmijn’s three determinants increase and wane in relative strength as a society modernizes.
Technological advancement and the advent of the internet has resulted in ‘the death of
distance,’ lessening the restrictiveness of Kalmijn’s third hypothesis over opportunity
constraints, though not entirely abating its influence. The interplay between Kalmijn’s
first and second hypotheses is of greater relevance for our work. We wish to ascertain
the continuity and conflict between an individual’s preferences and those of a third-party
influencer (i.e., parents).
Matchmaking methods have varying degrees of third party influence, where more traditional forms may represent a greater ascription to historical gendered and generational
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norms, while emerging forms, such as online dating, place greater emphasis on individualism and have wider pools of choice, but do not guarantee that traditional norms are
ignored. Irrespective of the mode of matchmaking, different generations and genders
may display specific preferences for certain attributes of a suitable partner, and the values assigned to these partner attributes (e.g., income, education, or filial piety) are subject to changing social dynamics of the time (Blair and Madigan 2016 2018; Lui 2019;
Chang et al. 2011; Ong and Wang 2015). Studying such preferences in mate selection
thus reflects how the values of today’s world operate and are passed onto future generations (Schwartz 2013) and offer an insight into tomorrow’s social values and norms.
The following section documents the relevant literature and background on the modernization of Chinese society over the past three decades and how it has introduced tensions between traditional and emerging value systems around gender and generational
norms in mate selection.
Gender influences on mate selection

In traditional Chinese society and philosophy, men and women were assumed to exist
in a natural hierarchy of the superior and the inferior (Rosenlee 2006). The separation
of the sexes was rooted in the believed natural order of the cosmos, where men, equated
with yang, are dominant, dynamic, powerful, and superior, and women, paired with yin,
are subservient, still, gentle and inferior (Hall and Ames 1998; Wang 2012). These supposed innate differences relegated women to the ‘inner’ sphere concerning domestic
duties and support for the husband and men to the ‘outer’ sphere focusing on legal, economic, and political matters3 (Hall and Ames 1998). The assumed natural hierarchy of
women as the weaker sex moralized a system of oppressive practices, including approval
of concubinage, foot binding, and widow chastity (Ebrey 2020; Wang 2003). By the end
of the Han dynasty, the Confucian treatment of women as the lowest rank in relational
hierarchies was broadly established, and the distinct separation of women from mainstream political and intellectual discourse presided into the Song and Qing dynastic
periods (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, accessed August 10, 2020).
Since the establishment of power by the Communist Party of China (CPC) in 1949,
the role of women has undergone several key transformations. Firstly, women have
enjoyed greater occupational and educational emancipation. Between 1949 and
1952, female labor force participation rose to 74% as compared to 87% for men (Nan
and Xue 2002). Nowadays, China’s female labor force participation is ranked 47 out
of 180 in 2019 (Indexmundi 2019). During the same period, women’s educational
attainment rose dramatically, and women’s college enrolment surpassed men’s in the
first decade of the twenty-first century (Wu and Zhang 2010; Yeung 2013). Simultaneous changes in the structure of China’s economy and society, such as urbanization, individualism, and industrialization, along with the rise of feminist thought,
shifted gendered dynamics (Liu et al. 2013). Higher female education and employment allowed for less traditional gender divisions of labor, granting women greater

3
Allowing women to act beyond their assigned sphere was thought to bring cosmic imbalance between yin and yang,
and risked societal and familial chaos. Two proverbial statements in ancient texts reinforce this sentiment: “when the
hen announces the dawn, it signals the demise of the family” (Book of Documents), and “Male intellect builds state,
female intellect topples states” (Book of Poetry) (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, accessed 10th August 2020).
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financial and occupational freedom (Hu and Scott 2016). Such freedoms changed the
power dynamics in personal relationships, with Chinese women exercising greater
say and participation in household decision-making (Guthrie 2008; Gittings 2006).
Secondly, since the CPC came to power, gender equality has witnessed a growing role in policy rhetoric, with Mao’s famed proclamation that “women hold up
half the sky” becoming the slogan of the women’s liberation movement (Croll 1995).
Support for women’s rights gained traction in policy, with China being one of the
first countries to disallow all forms of discrimination towards women at the United
Nations International Convention in 1980 (Attané 2012). Another way in which policy has changed women’s role in Chinese society is through the one-child policy. By
reducing family size and domestic burden, four decades of the one-child policy has
been attributed to helping women remain in their professional careers and a resultant increase in dual-earner households (Ma et al. 2011). Similarly, the introduction
of the one-child policy has been cited as reducing the traction of patrilineal norms
(Deutsch 2006).
Despite these transformations of gender norms, aspects of modern Chinese society still confine women to traditional roles and stereotypes (Jankowiak and Li 2014).
The survey of Evans (2008) has shown the appropriateness of male and female roles
remains unchallenged, with over 60% of respondents retaining belief in the statement “men are turned towards society, women devote themselves for the family.”
Policy introductions can be a double-edged sword, with studies showing that the
one-child policy has negatively affected women as it promoted female infanticides
(Croll 2012). Further, research has also shown that post-reform era economic pressures have increased age hypergamy, i.e., women preferred older men for greater
financial and social potential, while men marry later to accumulate greater resources
(Mu and Xie 2014). In other countries, the resulting gender imbalance of community
sex ratio and increased spousal age gap within marriage has been shown to correlate to inter-partner violence and men wielding more control over their wives (Bose
et al. 2013; Angelucci and Heath 2020). Further, even with four decades of women’s
liberation through structural change and government agendas, the role and status of
women remain separate and inferior in many regards (Attané 2012).
When considering how these shifts in gender norms subsequently affect family
and marriage decisions, seemingly conflicting value systems continue to play. On the
one hand, new gender dynamics are taking hold, with both males and females facing
a relatively weaker desire to marry young, particularly for women who have access
to greater financial and educational freedom in their professional careers (Lui 2019).
On the other hand, stereotypical gender norms remain. Blair and Madigan (2016:16)
report that “in keeping with long-standing gender stereotypes, females did express
a greater preference for more pragmatic qualities in a male partner (well educated,
wealthy, successful, and ambitious).” In this regard, the Chinese youth are trying to
manage pressures from traditional cultural values and modern progressive expectations (Blair and Madigan 2018). Further work is required to document how these
tensions govern mate selection processes.
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Generational influences on mate selection

In China, parents play a significant role in their children’s romantic life and marriage,
which can be traced back to traditional cultural values. The Confucian concept of filial
piety (xiaojing, 孝敬) enforces a two-part value system on the child: xiao (孝), a material
or financial commitment of care, where children reimburse their parents in later life, and
jing (敬), non-material respect and obedience to the elderly (Hu and Scott 2016). Thus,
filial piety exerts a culturally-imposed contract between parent and child. Furthermore,
China is considered a collectivist society where a person’s commitment to social institutions, especially the family, is prioritized over individual preferences (Ting-Toomey et al.
1991). As outlined in the classic Confucian text The Great Learning, upholding proper
marital and family values serves as building blocks to stabilize society, and elements of
this thinking persist to modern-day policy (Kirk et al. 2020).
Traditionally, parental preferences played a dominant role in curating the family unit,
where arranged marriages were the norm, and parents assigned spouses to their children
on the grounds of social and economic suitability (Yang 1968). In a patrilineal society, a
married woman served her elders and her husband with an obligation to produce a male
heir (Baker 1979). Under this traditional treatment of marriage, where obligations to the
parents and the family take precedence over individual needs, “the marital relationship
was hardly the focus of romantic expectations” (Pimentel 2000: 33). Emotional feelings
of the individuals involved in the marriage contract were quashed by the responsibility
to align with the hierarchical axes of devotion to patrilineal familial values and maintenance of gendered values (Potter 1988).
Over the past three decades, significant socioeconomic and cultural changes in
China as part of the modernization process have likely impacted intergenerational relationships. Since 1989, China has opened up dramatically to western influences, and
increased international trade has brought about rapid economic changes. Wages have
risen, and geographic mobility has increased across the nation, with migrants traveling
greater distances (Gao and Wang 2020). This means not only greater physical distance
from the family but also more cultural differences with children adopting lifestyles and
value systems from those of their parents (Jackson and Liu 2017). For example, the experiences of parents who have lived through the Cultural Revolution are different from
those of younger generations who have taken on more individualistic ideas (Jackson and
Liu 2017).
This modernization process has also significantly altered both family and relationship
dynamics in contemporary China, resulting in differences in the values held by older and
younger cohorts. Research has indicated an increasing acceptance of sexual and intimate
relationships in college-age daters (Yang 2011), the lower stigma surrounding divorce
(Farmer 2020), the later average age of marriage (Lui 2019), and the greater desire for
romantic not arranged marriage decisions (Lai and Thornton 2015). When comparing
generational priorities for mate selection, Chang et al. (2011) document a decline in the
importance of values such as virginity and an increase in significance given to religiosity
and earning capacity. Given such changes, the Chinese youth call for less interference
from their parents in their dating and marriage life (Xinhuanet.com 2019).
Despite these generational divides, filial piety remains an important determinant in governing Chinese family life (Zhang 2016). Financial emancipation, reduced
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patrilocalism (shared occupancy with paternal in-laws), and an improved social security net has reduced the material necessity for filial piety (Ma et al. 2011). However, the
non-material aspect (jing) continues to be stressed as a moral and virtuous obligation
of China’s youth (Liu 2008). The societal pressure to fulfill such duties is not abated by
geographical distance from one’s parents (Jackson and Liu 2017) or greater educational
attainment (Hu and Scott 2016). Parental involvement remains strongly influential in
family and marital decisions (Riley 1994; Pimentel 2000), and while Chinese youths find
their partner, they still wish to satisfy their parents’ wishes (Zhang and Kline 2009). Such
considerations can yield positive marriage outcomes for couples, and research shows
that parental approval of mate choice is a determinant of later marriage quality and happiness (Pimentel 2000).
Marriage also continues to be a binding social norm for the majority of young people, even with contemporary acceptance of other forms of dating (Evans 2008; Lui 2019;
Ji and Yeung 2014). In a 2010 survey, Attané (2012:9) reports that 48% of women and
40% of men believed in the statement “a good marriage is better than a good career,”
indicating marriage is still seen as a conveyor of social status. Despite the continuing
importance of marriage norms, both in urban and rural areas (Lui 2019), the process has
shifted away from arranged marriage towards more free choice in mate selection (Xu
and Whyte 1990).
These tensions between new and old values result in China’s youth being pushed and
pulled from different directions when making mate selection decisions. On the one
hand, the strong social values and need for financial support in old age mean that China’s youth continue to feel obligated to provide care for their parents (Zhang 2016), thus
accommodating their preferences. While at the same time, they have been exposed to
new modern ideas and are moving towards individualism, with greater acceptance for
prioritizing their own needs (Yang 2011). Previous attempts have been made to compare
generational differences in partner preferences (Chang et al. 2011), but they do so by
comparing preferences between two different points in time. Others have attempted to
study how parental involvement affects preferences (Huang et al. 2016) but do so only
from the husband’s perspective. Thus, it is difficult to ascertain how intergenerational
tensions play out in a contemporary setting of mate selection.

Interaction of gender and generational influences

How do gender and generational relations interact with each other? In the contemporary
setting, while cultural values continue to guide gender and intergenerational values in
Chinese society, they do so with heterogeneous effects across the population. Women
are likely to be less traditional than men in their views towards patrilineal norms and
gender roles (Hu and Scott 2016). Additionally, the dramatic pace of China’s modernization has created sizeable differences in the life experiences of younger and older cohorts,
but the direction of effect from modernizing influences is not always consistent. For
example, Hu and Scott (2016) show that higher education levels corrode belief in traditional gender norms but enhance commitment to filial piety. Similarly, while there have
been generational shifts towards a greater acceptance of later marriage age, such a privilege is not accorded to both genders, with higher-educated females who are not married
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by the age of 27 years old being considered sheng nv (剩女) or “leftover women” (Feldshuh 2017).
The interaction of gender and generational influences affects partner choice and
relationship preferences. In past decades, the Chinese youth have been introduced to
romantic love and dating culture (Yang 2011; Blair and Madigan 2018). For both genders,
the rise of individualism has allowed young people to treat mate selection as a choice to
fulfill their own needs and obligations, not that of their family and society as expected in
collectivist cultures (Dion and Dion 1988; Yang 1968). Exploratory premarital relationships, dating, and even intimacy among college-age students have become more widely
accepted in the past two decades (Yang 2011), and both young men and women wish
to date more frequently (Blair and Madigan 2016). However, even in newer and more
casual forms of matchmaking, such as online dating platforms, gender differences persist. Studies have found that men tend to message younger females while females message older men (Xia et al. 2014). Further findings suggest women prefer men with higher
income, while men message women of all income levels (Ong and Wang 2015; Xia et al.
2014).
Finding a partner who conforms to gender and generational expectations becomes a
complicated negotiation process, as structural shifts in traditional norms and family values have introduced sharp discontinuities across both lines (Blair and Madigan 2016; Hu
and Scott 2016). Understanding this negotiation process requires us to understand the
preferences across both gender and generational influences and how they interact with
each other. By documenting partner preferences by gender, generation, and their interaction, our research contributes to the literature on changing partner preferences and
family life in China.

Data and methods
Site of study

The site for our study is the city of Chengdu, located in China’s Sichuan Province.
According to Chengdu Statistical Yearbook 2019 (Statistic Bureau of Chengdu and NBS
Survey Office in Chengdu 2019), Chengdu is the seventh-largest city in China with an
urban population of 8.5 million. The GDP per capita is 105,399 RMB (15,737 in U.S. dollars), and Chengdu is often regarded as one of China’s fastest-growing urban centers. As
the capital of Sichuan Province, Chengdu serves as the political, cultural, and economic
hub of south-western China (Qin 2015).
We conduct our study in Chengdu for several reasons. First, Chengdu’s blind date
market is a well-known and active site, with visitors participating every week to seek
partners for themselves and their children (Hu 2017; Jialin 2017). Second, previous studies have demonstrated heterogeneity in contemporary marriage patterns across China’s
East, West, North, and South regions (Ji and Yeung 2014). Accordingly, we eliminate
the potential confounding effect of geographical variation on gender and generational
influences by focusing on one city. Third, Chengdu has been selected as a site for prior
research on family and marriage structure in urban China. These studies have covered
mate selection (Whyte 1990; Xu and Whyte 1990), marriage quality and unemployment
(Hu et al. 2010), shifts from arranged to free-choice marriages (Xu 1994), comparisons of Chinese urban areas to American urban areas (Xu 1998), and attitudes towards
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homosexual family practices and acceptance (Wei and Siqing 2012). However, we
acknowledge the limitations in focusing on one city, and similar to Xu and Whyte (1990)
and Xu (1998), we avoid claims that Chengdu is representative of China as a whole.
Capture parental preferences via blind date market placards (Offline sample)

We use ‘blind date markets’ to capture parental preferences in matchmaking.4 Emerging
in Shanghai in 2004 (Cheng and Tsui 2019), the ‘blind date markets’ (xiangqinshichang,
相亲市场) are commonly found in parks or squares in cities and offer a space primarily
for parents to advertise their children on printed A4 placards in the hope of setting them
up with a partner (Wong 2014). In most cases, media sources report that advertisements
consist of education, income, and age of daters, alongside characteristics aspired for in
potential partners (Winter 2014). The authors’ observations at the Chengdu blind date
market and media reports of other markets (Vandenberg 2018; Wong 2014; Winter
2014) offer confirmation that, in the majority of cases, it is parents or family members
who post the placards and then wait beside the placard to gauge potentially interested
parties.5
Elements of these blind date market placards align to online dating profiles along three
key axes: (1) the creation of a structured profile with specific details about an individual’s characteristics, (2) the inclusion of detailed preference revelation for desired partner
characteristics, and (3) the admission of strangers to the search pool. While comparable
to online dating in the operational data structure, the blind date markets introduce intergenerational variation as matchmaking methods with greater parental involvement.
The offline data in the blind date markets were collected on 6-7th April 2019 from the
People’s Park, Chengdu (renmingongyuan, 人民公园), which hosts the largest such gathering in the city. We selected Saturday and Sunday to collect the data as the market is
most active at weekends. For our research, we collected information from every publicly
displayed placard in the park, i.e., a full population sample (n = 369). These were collected by taking photographs of each placard separately.
Our objective for using the blind date market placards was to generate a sample with
a high likelihood of parental involvement. To ensure our sample focuses on parental
involvement, we use a quantitative heuristic where we only keep placards in our sample
when the placard explicitly mentions a parent’s phone number as contact details. Direct
parental involvement is indicated in 39% of male placards and 66% of female placards
(n = 158). We analyze this subsample in the rest of the main paper. Appendix 1 presents
additional analysis with the full blind date market sample for a robustness check. We
find some significant differences between the placards with and without explicit mention of parental contact details suggesting our decision to retain only “confirmed” parents is required to avoid sample contamination.

4
We use the term ‘blind date market’ as it is a commonly-used English translation of xiāngqīn shìchǎng. In our use of
the word ‘market,’ we do not imply a financial exchange occurs at any point in the process. A consultation with a bilingual speaker from Sichuan Province confirmed the English translation is acceptable. Throughout this paper, we term
participants of the blind date market as ‘offline’.
5

We appreciate the blind date markets also serve a social function as a meeting place for elderly Chinese citizens but
this function is not mutually exclusive to also seeking a spouse for their children. We conducted 15 interviews with participants at the blind date market, finding that 7 interviewees, when asked “why are you at the blind date market”, gave a
response including the motivation “looking for a spouse for my daughter/son.”.
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To clean up the data, we took the following steps. First, we allocated each placard
with a unique identifier using the last five digits of the phone number displayed on
the card. To ensure the privacy of the individual profiles, we did not collect any personally identifying information, such as full phone numbers or names. All data analysis was conducted on anonymized data. Second, each photograph was passed through
optical character recognition (OCR) software which extracts the text from the image,
then translated from Chinese to English. We manually check the translation to ensure
accuracy and refer to the original photograph in the case of discrepancies. Third, we
manually coded the profile information from each placard into a data frame to mimic
an online profile structure, i.e., own attributes and desired partner attributes. In particular, we extract data on a person’s age, height, education, and relationship status, and the
corresponding attributes desired in a partner. Fourth, we identified duplicate profiles by
matching the last five digits of the phone numbers and then checked the original data
to confirm true duplication. After clearing duplicate profiles, we were left with 274 profiles. Lastly, we only retain profiles that explicitly mention parents’ phone numbers in
our final offline sample (n = 158).
Capture individual’s preferences from online dating profiles (Online sample)

We use online profiles on a dating website to capture individuals’ (youth) preferences.
While we recognize the inherent structural and behavioral differences in online dating platforms versus blind date markets, we are interested in comparing these samples
because they inherently have different degrees of parental involvement. Furthermore, as
Finkel et al. (2012:13) demonstrate, online dating has caused a fundamental shift in the
“dating landscape,” but this conclusion does not imply “the acquaintance process or the
matching processes has fundamentally changed” allowing for the assessment of differences between the two samples.
We selected an online website for sampling based on three motivations. First, it must
resemble the blind date market placards in the design of the profile, i.e., it should not
only display the height, age, and education qualification of the profile owner but also
showcase these attributes in the desired partner. This criterion excluded China’s most
popular dating websites because they only display individual attributes, not partner
preferences. Second, the website must have a search function that limits the returned
profiles to Chengdu.6 Lastly, the website must have a non-demanding sign-up process,
without ID or phone number verification, to allow us to conveniently make both a male
and a female profile for data collection.
Based on the above criteria, we selected a popular dating website that has been
active for 15 years and has over 1.4 million users. The online data was collected from
April 20 to 25, 2019. To ensure privacy, no personal identifying information was collected from the profiles, i.e., names or profile pictures. For the purpose of analysis, every
anonymized profile was given a unique identifier. After creating a male and female profile, we searched for a potential partner (male for the female profile, and female for the
male profile) using the following search restrictions: (1) location: we limited the searches

6

This was important as the researchers were based in Beijing during the period of data collection from the online platform, and some dating platforms only allow individuals to ‘search for daters in your area.’
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to 50 miles from Chengdu to match profile location to the offline sample; (2) nationality: we limited searches to Chinese nationals, so foreigners were excluded to avoid a bias
introduced from cross-national dating patterns; (3) age: we limited searches to between
18–55 years old. We took several steps to ensure that we only collected data from real
and active profiles. First, we filtered out all profiles without a photograph. Second, we
filtered out profiles that were inactive for more than three months. Based on the above,
we used our male profile login to collect data on 250 female profiles and our female login
to collect data on 250 male profiles, giving a total of 500 profiles in our online sample.
Select and define variables

For the purpose of the study, we restrict our analysis to age, height, and education qualifications7 and do so for three reasons. First, given that the purpose of the paper is to
compare the offline and online samples, we focus on characteristics listed on both the
blind date market placards and online dating profiles. Our scope was limited by the relative scarcity of details on the blind date market placards, which only consistently advertised these three attributes. Second, the selected variables are objective and easily coded
for analysis. Other characteristics, such as personal attributes (“kind,” “homely”) and
physical appearance (“beautiful,” “fair-skinned”), are more open to subjective inference
and vulnerable to bias in Chinese-English translations. We appreciate that other variables, such as house prices and occupations, likely influence mate selection in China but
the analysis of these other influences is outside the scope of our study due to a lack of
consistent data on the blind date market placards and online profiles.
Finally, prior research has empirically demonstrated that the variables analyzed in this
study are relevant for determining partner selection in the Chinese context (Blair and
Madigan 2016; Ong 2016; Su and Hu 2019; Xia et al. 2014). Age is commonly accepted as
an attribute that influences partner choice (Pawłowski 2000) and age ranges are used to
filter potential partners from an available pool of candidates (Schwarz and Hassebrauck
2012; Dunn et al. 2010). Similarly, due to gender stereotypes and societal norms, height
plays a central role in partner selection (Yancey and Emerson 2014). Lastly, education
too has been shown to be an important determinant of mate selection and is a trait commonly associated with the theory of assortative matching (Becker 1973; Blossfeld 2009;
Skopek et al. 2011). Further, in China specifically, education is often considered a proxy
for economic prospects and is shown to be determinant of marriage formations (Yu and
Xie 2015). High demand for housing (Davis 2005) and rising housing prices (Wu et al.
2012) have intensified the relevance of economic prospects to marriage decisions.
For our analysis, we define both an attribute and an attribute preference for age,
height, and education. Own Attribute refers to the listed attribute of the profile owners
themselves, and Partner Attribute refers to the desired attribute for a suitable partner.
We categorize individuals who did not specify their own attribute as Unspecified Own,
and those who do not specify a partner attribute as Unspecified Partner. By comparing
both an own and a partner attribute, we construct a number of distance variables. For
age, we take the difference between Own Age and the maximum of the specified range

7

We also report statistics on relationship status to aid our interpretation of age distributions, though it is not the core
focus of analysis and discussion.
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Table 1 Summary of Own Attributes between males and females within the online and offline
sample
Online sample

p value

Male (n = 250) Female
(n = 250)

Offline sample (Parents)
Male (n = 31)

p value

Female (n = 127)

Age (years)
Mean (SD)

33.8 (7.44)

39.7 (7.80)

< 0.001 35.9 (6.89)

31.8 (4.79)

Median [Min, Max] 33.0 [19.0, 50.0] 41.0 [19.0, 50.0]

35.0 [27.0, 49.0] 31.0 [22.0, 49.0]

Unspecified

1 (3.2%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

174 (5.32)

161 (4.26)

0.004

0 (0%)

Height (cm)
Mean (SD)

< 0.001 172 (5.31)

162 (3.94)

Median [Min, Max] 175 [157, 206]

160 [150, 173]

171 [163, 184]

162 [150, 173]

Unspecified

12 (4.8%)

2 (0.8%)

0 (0%)

2 (1.6%)

BA own

150 (60.0%)

166 (66.4%)

MA own

19 (7.6%)

27 (10.8%)

3 (9.7%)

24 (18.9%)

PhD own

8 (3.2%)

3 (1.2%)

1 (3.2%)

4 (3.1%)

School own

39 (15.6%)

17 (6.8%)

4 (12.9%)

4 (3.1%)

Vocational own

24 (9.6%)

37 (14.8%)

1 (3.2%)

0 (0%)

Unspecified own

10 (4.0%)

0 (0%)

4 (12.9%)

12 (9.4%)

Single

165 (66.0%)

105 (42.0%)

Separated/
divorced

69 (27.6%)

133 (53.2%)

5 (16.1%)

7 (5.5%)

Widowed

3 (1.2%)

10 (4.0%)

0 (0%)

1 (0.8%)

Other

13 (5.2%)

1 (0.4%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

Unspecified

0 (0%)

1 (0.4%)

3 (9.7%)

19 (15.0%)

< 0.001

Educ
< 0.001 18 (58.1%)

83 (65.4%)

0.062

Status
< 0.001 23 (74.2%)

100 (78.7%)

0.15

for Partner Age and call this variable Max Age. Similarly, we calculate the difference
between Own Age and the minimum of the specified range for Partner Age, calling this
variable Min Age. Analogous calculations are made for height, to construct the variables
of Max Height and Min Height. For education, a distance variable is calculated by comparing whether the level of minimum specified partner education is Lower, the Same, or
Higher than the profile’s Own Education level.
Statistical methods

To demonstrate and describe differences in partner preferences by gender and by parental influence, we present summary statistics for each comparison group across our
three key variables. To assess the significance of any differences, we conduct One-way
ANOVA tests for equality of means for age and height variables and Chi-squared tests
for equality of distribution for education variables.
To assess the main effects of gender and parental influence, alongside their interaction
effect, we employ a regression framework that indicates the effect of categorical membership on preference specifications. Specifically, we regress a number of key preference
variables on a female dummy, an offline sample dummy (i.e., under parental influence),
and the interaction of these dummies alongside an idiosyncratic error term. For numeric
and continuous dependent variables ( DepV ) in Max Age, Min Age, Range Age, Max
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Table 2 Desired Partner Attributes between males and females within the online and offline sample
Online sample
Male (n = 250)

p value
Female
(n = 250)

Offline sample (Parents)
Male (n = 31)

p value

Female
(n = 127)

Min Age
Mean (SD)

− 11.1 (6.08)

− 2.46 (3.65)

Median [Min,
Max]

− 11.0 [− 30.0,
5.00]

− 2.00 [− 18.0,
11.0]

Unspecified

2 (0.8%)

0 (0%)

< 0.001

− 5.71 (2.29)

− 5.00 [− 8.00,
− 3.00]

24 (77.4%)

0.353 (2.37)

< 0.001

0.00 [− 8.00,
7.00]
76 (59.8%)

Max Age
Mean (SD)

1.92 (7.04)

12.2 (4.58)

Median [Min,
Max]

2.00 [− 20.0,
67.0]

12.0 [− 1.00,
33.0]

< 0.001

− 2.00 [− 9.00,
1.00]

− 2.85 (3.00)

5.00 [0.00,
12.0]

4.92 (2.39)

Unspecified

2 (0.8%)

1 (0.4%)

4 (12.9%)

7 (5.5%)

< 0.001

Min Height
Mean (SD)
Median [Min,
Max]
Unspecified

− 17.1 (5.77)

− 17.8 [− 30.5,
− 2.54]

171 (68.4%)

10.8 (5.07)

< 0.001

10.2 [− 10.2,
25.4]

− 14.2 (3.64)

− 15.0 [− 24.0,
− 8.00]

108 (43.2%)

7 (22.6%)

9.18 (3.23)

< 0.001

10.0 [0.00,
20.0]
16 (12.6%)

Max Height
Mean (SD)

− 0.943 (7.85)

26.3 (6.48)

Median [Min,
Max]

− 2.54 [− 12.7,
45.7]

25.4 [10.2, 45.7]

Unspecified

180 (72.0%)

143 (57.2%)

Min Educ

< 0.001

− 10.5 (0.707)

− 10.5 [− 11.0,
− 10.0]

14.0 (NA)

29 (93.5%)

126 (99.2%)

< 0.001

0.185

Specify Higher
Partner Educ

0 (0%)

22 (8.8%)

0 (0%)

2 (1.6%)

Specify Lower
Partner Educ

32 (12.8%)

40 (16.0%)

3 (9.7%)

19 (15.0%)

Specify Same
Partner Educ

20 (8.0%)

74 (29.6%)

10 (32.3%)

62 (48.8%)

Unspecified Own 10 (4.0%)
Educ

0 (0%)

4 (12.9%)

12 (9.4%)

Unspecified
Partner Educ

114 (45.6%)

14 (45.2%)

32 (25.2%)

188 (75.2%)

0.022

14.0 [14.0,
14.0]

Height, Min Height, and Range Height, we report beta coefficients from an OLS regression of the form:

DepVi = α + β0 Femalei + β1 Offlinei + β2 (Female ∗ Offline)i + ǫi
For education, we construct a binary variable indicating if an individual’s preferences
specify a BA (Bachelor’s degrees) or higher for their partner and report odds-ratios from
a Logit regression of the form:


 
P Specify ≥ BA = 1

 = α+β0 Femalei +β1 Offlinei +β2 (Female∗Offline)i +ǫi .
ln
1 − P Specify ≥ BA = 1
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Fig. 1 LHS (Left-hand-side): Range of preferences for Partner Age as compared to Own Age (shown with
mean and IQR (interquartile range)). The subgroups displayed are grouped by gender and degree of parental
involvement (online vs. offline sample). RHS (Right-hand-side): The proportion of profiles that did not specify
Own Age or Min/Max Partner Age

Results
Summary statistics of dater attributes

Table 1 summarizes dater characteristics (i.e., the dater’s own attributes) from the online
and offline samples. Considering the online sample first, males are significantly younger
than females (33.8 years vs. 39.7 years, p < 0.001). This age discrepancy may be driven by
the composition of relationship status. There are considerably more single men than single women (66% vs. 42%, p < 0.001) and more divorced women than divorced men (53.2%
vs. 27.6%; p < 0.001). Online female daters are more educated, with a higher proportion
of Bachelor’s degrees (66.4% vs. 60%) and Master’s degrees (10.8% vs. 7.6%).
The gender age pattern observed in the online sample is reversed in the offline sample;
that is, men are significantly older than women (35.9 years vs. 31.8 years, p = 0.004), and
the differences in relationship status composition are insignificant. The same education
pattern is observed in both samples: females are significantly more likely to hold Bachelor’s degrees (65.4% vs. 58.1%) and Master’s degrees (18.9% vs. 9.7%).
Gender analysis

Our first research question asks: are there gender differences in partner preferences?
Thus, initially focusing on a gender frame, Table 2 summarizes partner preferences
across three variables: age, height, and education.
Considering the age in the online sample, males accept a minimum age further from
their own age as compared to females, with a gap of 11 years versus 2.5 years respectively (p < 0.001). For accepted maximum ages, men on average only allow a woman to be
two years older, while women on average allow a man to be 12 years older. In the online
sample, an overwhelming majority of daters specify both a minimum and maximum age
for their partners.
Regarding age in the offline sample, parents of sons on average accept female partners
up to 5.7 years younger but notably specify that the partner cannot be older than the
son, with a maximum accepted age of 2.9 years younger. Parents of daughters display
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Fig. 2 LHS: Range of preferences for Partner Height as compared to Own Height (shown with mean and
IQR). The subgroups displayed are grouped by gender and degree of parental involvement (online vs. offline
sample). RHS: The proportion of profiles that did not specify Own Height or Min/Max Partner Height

the reversed preference pattern, accepting male partners up to 4.9 years older, but similarly specify that this partner should not be younger than the daughter, with a minimum
accepted age of 0.4 years older. As compared to the online sample, parental preferences
impose a narrower accepted age range for both genders. However, in the offline sample,
more placards do not specify an acceptable age range, especially for minimum age, so
those that specify age values may be skewing the observed distribution towards more
‘picky’ preferences.
Analogous findings are observed for height. In the online sample, men on average
accept a partner who is a minimum of 17 cm shorter than themselves and a maximum
of 2 cm shorter, i.e., preferences are directed towards women who are no taller than the
man himself. In contrast, women online desire men taller than themselves, on average
specifying a height range between 10.8 cm taller and 26.3 cm taller. Compared to age
preferences, a higher proportion of males online do not specify a minimum height, and
a higher proportion of females online do not specify a maximum height. This reinforces
the finding that men care most about their partner being shorter, irrespective of how
much shorter, and women care about their partner being taller. Similar gender-specific
findings can be drawn from the offline sample as to the online sample, and once again,
parents specified a narrower range. Parents of sons on average desire a female partner
to be between 14.2 cm shorter and 10.5 cm shorter, while parents of daughters on average desire a male partner to be between 9 cm taller and 14 cm taller. However, the vast
majority of parents do not specify a maximum height.
Finally, regarding preferences in educational qualifications, no males online specify
that they desire partners with higher education levels than themselves, whereas the corresponding figure for females is 8.8%. Further, only 8.0% of males require a partner with
the same or higher education levels as themselves, whereas 38.4% of females specify that
a partner must match or exceed their own educational qualifications. In general, males
are less picky about the educational qualification of their partners, with a higher proportion having no specific requirement for their partner’s education (75.2% unspecified
partner), unlike females who tend to specify educational qualifications more stringently
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Table 3 Desired Partner Attributes between the online and offline sample, within each gender
Male

p value

Online (n = 250) Offline
(Parents)
(n = 31)

Female

p value

Online
(n = 250)

Offline
(Parents)
(n = 127)

− 2.46 (3.65)

0.353 (2.37)

− 2.00 [− 18.0,
11.0]

0.00 [− 8.00,
7.00]

0 (0%)

76 (59.8%)

Min Age
Mean (SD)
Median [Min,
Max]
Unspecified

− 11.1 (6.08)

− 5.71 (2.29)

2 (0.8%)

24 (77.4%)

− 11.0 [− 30.0,
5.00]

< 0.001

− 5.00 [− 8.00,
− 3.00]

< 0.001

Max Age
Mean (SD)

1.92 (7.04)

Median [Min,
Max]

2.00 [− 20.0,
67.0]

Unspecified

− 2.85 (3.00)

12.2 (4.58)

4.92 (2.39)

− 2.00 [− 9.00,
1.00]

< 0.001

12.0 [− 1.00,
33.0]

5.00 [0.00, 12.0]

2 (0.8%)

4 (12.9%)

1 (0.4%)

7 (5.5%)

− 17.1 (5.77)

− 14.2 (3.64)

10.8 (5.07)

9.18 (3.23)

10.2 [− 10.2,
25.4]

10.0 [0.00, 20.0]

171 (68.4%)

7 (22.6%)

108 (43.2%)

16 (12.6%)

26.3 (6.48)

14.0 (NA)

25.4 [10.2, 45.7]

14.0 [14.0, 14.0]

143 (57.2%)

126 (99.2%)

22 (8.8%)

2 (1.6%)

< 0.001

Min Height
Mean (SD)
Median [Min,
Max]
Unspecified

− 17.8 [− 30.5,
− 2.54]

0.005

− 15.0 [− 24.0,
− 8.00]

0.002

Max Height
Mean (SD)
Median [Min,
Max]
Unspecified

− 0.943 (7.85)

− 10.5 (0.707)

180 (72.0%)

29 (93.5%)

− 2.54 [− 12.7,
45.7]

< 0.001

− 10.5 [− 11.0,
− 10.0]

NA

Min Educ
Specify Higher
Partner Educ

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

Specify Lower
Partner Educ

32 (12.8%)

3 (9.7%)

40 (16.0%)

19 (15.0%)

Specify Same
Partner Educ

20 (8.0%)

10 (32.3%)

74 (29.6%)

62 (48.8%)

Unspecified Own 10 (4.0%)
Educ

4 (12.9%)

0 (0%)

12 (9.4%)

Unspecified
Partner Educ

14 (45.2%)

114 (45.6%)

32 (25.2%)

188 (75.2%)

< 0.001

< 0.001

(45.6% unspecified partner). In the offline sample, a similar pattern is observed where no
parents of sons expect a female partner to have higher education, and educational preferences are more stringently specified for daughters than sons. However, the differences
between genders are insignificant, suggesting the gender-specific differences in education preferences are less distinct than in the online sample.
Generational analysis

Our second research question asks: do parents acting on behalf of their children have
different preferences from autonomous individuals? Given that the prior analysis demonstrates significant gender differences exist within samples, a fair generational comparison can only be made by fixing gender-specific variation as constant. Thus, we compare
females online versus parents acting for their daughters offline and then compare males
online versus parents acting for their sons offline. For each variable, we present a visual
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A. Female Online
School Own

Vocational Own
Unspecified Partner

School Partner
BA Own

Vocational Partner

BA Partner

MA Own
PhD Own

MA Partner
PhD Partner

B. Female Offline (Parents)
Unspecified Own
School Own

Unspecified Partner

School Partner
Vocational Partner

BA Own

BA Partner

MA Own

PhD Own

MA Partner

Fig. 3 Flow of female preferences from Own Education to desired Partner Education, including those who did
not specify either of these attributes
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A. Male Online
Unspecified Own
School Own

Vocational Own
Unspecified Partner

BA Own

School Partner
Vocational Partner
MA Own

BA Partner

PhD Own

B. Male Offline (Parents)
Unspecified Own

School Own

Unspecified Partner

Vocational Own

School Partner
BA Own

BA Partner

MA Own
PhD Own

Fig. 4 Flow of male preferences from Own Education to desired Partner Education, including those who did
not specify either of these attributes
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representation of results (see Fig. 1, 2, 3, 4) and additionally refer to Table 3 for a tabular
presentation of summary statistics and p values.
Considering age preferences, Fig. 1 presents the accepted age ranges in each comparison group. It shows the stereotypical associations that the majority of men want
a younger female partner, and the majority of women want an older male partner.
Despite these shared directional preferences across samples, it can immediately be seen
that parental preferences impose stricter constraints on the width of an accepted age
range for both genders. While females online on average accept male partners between
2.5 years younger and 12.2 years older, parents of daughters require a male partner
to be no more than 0.4 years younger and up to 4.9 years older. Similarly, while males
online on average accept female partners between 11.1 years younger and 1.9 years older,
parents of sons specify a narrower age range between 5.7 years younger and 2.6 years
younger. Considering missing data, a larger proportion of blind date market placards do
not explicitly mention a minimum partner age (See Table 3 for details).
As shown in Fig. 2, the observed height preferences further indicate that parents specify a narrower range of accepted attribute values. Parents of daughters accept a height
distance to male partners that is significantly narrower than females online. Similarly, for
males, a narrower range is desired by parents in the offline sample as compared to the
online sample. Given the significant degree of unspecified height preferences, these findings may be skewed towards individuals who are particularly ‘picky’ about height and
should thus be interpreted with caution. The greater extent of unspecified preferences
for height as compared to age or education may indicate that this variable may be less
important in driving suitable partner selection.
Lastly, Fig. 3 demonstrates the flow of educational preferences from a dater’s own education to their partner’s desired education. Parents of daughters more frequently specify
a BA degree or higher as a requirement, irrespective of their daughter’s own education, and less frequently leave a desired partner’s education unspecified. The differences
between the online and offline distributions are significant (p < 0.001), suggesting parental influence has a considerable effect on educational preferences.
Considering males next (see Fig. 4), we find for both samples that there are no specifications for a female partner with education above a Bachelor’s degree (BA). However,
a greater proportion of parents specify that a partner for their son must have at least
a BA degree, while a greater proportion of the online profiles leave partner education
unspecified. These distributions for desired partner education are significantly different
between males online and parents of sons offline (p < 0.001).
Gender and generational interactions

Thus far, our results indicate statistically significant differences when comparing partner
preferences along a gender axis and a generational axis. It remains to be seen whether
these two determining factors have a significant interaction effect. Thus, to answer our
third and final research question, Table 4 presents the results of our regression analysis.
The significance of the female dummy across 6 out of 7 specifications indicates that
females have significantly different preferences as compared to the base category, i.e.,
males online. In particular, they specify a higher minimum and maximum height, an
older minimum and maximum age, and a wider range of acceptable ages and are more
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Table 4 Main effects and interaction effects of gender and parental preferences across age, height,
and education. Beta coefficients are shown with corresponding p values
Dep Var

Min
Height

Max
Height

Range
Height

Min Age

Max Age

Range
Age

Specify > BA

Model

(1) OLS

(2) OLS

(3) OLS

(4) OLS

(5) OLS

(6) OLS

(7) Logit

Intercept

− 0.94

− 17.07***

15.47***

12.99***

(0.86)

− 11.07***

1.92***

(0.53)

(0.31)

(0.34)

(0.36)

− 2.75***

27.22***

27.86***

8.62***

10.31***

1.71***

2.41***

(1.08)

(0.66)

− 0.23
(1.11)

(0.43)

(0.48)

(0.50)

(0.30)

Offline (parents)

− 9.56*

2.91***

5.36***

(1.09)

(5.07)

(1.84)

− 4.77***

− 8.85***

2.56***

(5.04)

− 9.47*

(2.16)

(0.45)

Female*Offline
(Parents)

− 2.72

− 4.51***

2.23
(8.73)

− 2.55**

− 0.41

1.48***

(1.24)

− 2.55

(2.33)

(0.50)

180

356

175

556

644

554

658

Observations

180

356

175

556

644

554

658

R2

0.79

0.87

0.01

0.47

0.46

0.19

0.22↑

F statistic

220.47***

789.36***

1.51

166.83***

186.00***

43.47***

Degrees of
freedom

(df = 3; 176) (df = 3; 352) (df = 3; 171) (df = 3;
552)

(df = 3;
640)

(df = 3;
550)

(0.84)

Female

(8.68)

(1.99)

(1.09)

(1.24)

(0.27)

(df = 3; 654)

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01, ↑McFadden’s Pseudo R2

likely to specify their partner needs a BA degree or higher. The dummy indicating an
individual comes from the offline sample, i.e., is under the parental influence, is significant across all specifications, notably so for the accepted age and height ranges, which
are significantly narrower than those specified in online profiles.
Finally, the interaction term measures whether parents treat daughters differently from
sons. For parents of sons, the preference effect is captured solely by the offline dummy,
whereas for parents of daughters, the preference effect comes from the sum of the
female dummy, the offline dummy, and the female-offline interaction. Considering significant coefficients, parents of daughters specify a significantly lower maximum height
and a significantly younger maximum age suggesting a male partner’s attributes must be
closer in the distance to a female’s own attributes. The aggregate effect from the summed
coefficients still implies that male partners are desired to be taller and older than women
themselves. Parents of daughters are significantly more likely to specify a BA or higher
for their daughters than for their sons. Generally, for all dependent variables apart from
Range Height, the R2 is relatively high, suggesting a considerable proportion of variation
in partner preferences is determined by a dater’s own gender, whether their parent is
influencing preference specification, and the interaction of these effects.

Discussion
Discussion of gender axis

Our first research question assesses whether gender is a determining factor of partner
preference and our findings confirm there are significant differences by gender for both
the online and offline sample. In particular, our findings show that men were on average
younger than women on the online dating platform, while sons were on average older
than daughters in the blind date market. A higher average female age on the online platform could be explained by the presence of a higher number of divorced females. This,
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in turn, may reflect a persistent societal stigma in China towards divorce, especially for
women (Zurndorfer 2018). Online dating websites have been shown to cater particularly
well to niche or thin dating markets (Dwyer et al. 2020), so for divorced women, this
mode of finding a partner grants greater flexibility in partner search than confining oneself to the smaller and more traditional blind date markets. This suggests that the online
dating method of matchmaking is more accepting of modern attitudes towards divorce,
as compared to traditional gender norms, which may stigmatize divorced women.
Across both samples, our results align with the reported gender norm that women
prefer partnering with older men (Choo and Siow 2006; Dunn et al. 2010; Su and Hu
2019). Further, our research shows that women wish to partner with men taller than
themselves. In almost all human populations, the natural distribution of heights between
males and females has an average male height taller than females drawn from the same
population. This natural distribution is reflected in gendered dating norms and preferences, where men commonly expect to partner with smaller women and vice versa.
This norm has been demonstrated previously in the US (Yancey and Emerson 2014) and
China (Su and Hu 2019).
Considering gender-specific educational preferences, our results demonstrate a female
reluctance to partner with lesser educated males and a male reluctance to partner with
higher educated females. In our online and offline samples, not only did a higher proportion of women have BA and MA degrees, but they also tended to be more specific about
the educational qualifications they desired in their partners. This finding is similar to
that of Ong (2016), where male visits to female profiles were unaffected by the profile
education level, but female visits to male profiles were positively dependent on education level. The study of Su and Hu (2019) also finds that female users on a Chinese dating website displayed stronger preferences for the education level of potential partners
when compared to male daters. Historical norms prioritizing a male breadwinner and
deprioritizing female education appear to have been somewhat abated given that the
women in our sample had a high average level of education and strong preferences for an
educated partner. The interplay between education and ascription to traditional norms
aligns with Hu and Scott’s (2016) finding that higher education erodes commitment to
gender norms. However, the extent of the reversal in traditional gender roles is limited,
given that male preferences remain insensitive to partner education levels. This suggests
that a man’s conceptions of female norms bind more strongly than a woman’s conception
of her own gender role.
Discussion of generational axis

Our second research question seeks to understand differences between generational
preferences by isolating this effect through matchmaking methods with varying degrees
of parental involvement. Our key finding in assessing the impact of parental influence is
that the accepted age and height ranges are narrower when parents act on behalf of their
children in the blind date market as compared to the online dating platform. It is particularly noteworthy that parents of daughters in the blind date market on average exclusively specify that a man must be older than the woman. This finding supports other
studies confirming the entrenched traditional norms against women marrying younger
and shorter men. It appears that the online dating market, with lesser parental influence,

Page 21 of 30

Kirk and Gupta The Journal of Chinese Sociology

(2022) 9:2

allows for greater variety in preferences over the “acceptable” range of age and height
distances to a partner.
Discussion of interaction effects

Finally, we ask if there is an interaction between gender and parental influence, i.e.,
whether the effect of parental influence varies by a child’s gender. We find a significant
interaction between gender and parental influence across age, height, and education variables. In general, the differences between males online versus parents acting for their
sons are less stark than females online versus parents acting for their daughters. It is
relevant here to mention the possibility of influence from the shengnv (剩女) or “leftover
women” phenomena in our offline sample, given parental pressures in China are exacerbated once an unmarried woman reaches a certain age. Those labelled as “leftover” are
seen as undesirable partners, and these age-based marriage norms affect females more
than males (Fincher 2016; Zurndorfer 2018).
Our findings give evidence for the shengnv phenomenon in two ways. Firstly, the
average age of female placards (31.8 years) is significantly lower than male placards
(35.9 years) in the offline sample, i.e., parents take action in the blind date market much
earlier for their daughters. This suggests parental expectations over ‘appropriate’ marriage ages appear to bind stronger for daughters than for sons. The second piece of evidence comes from our findings on the distribution of a woman’s own education and how
a man specifies education for their female partner. In the offline sample, there are more
women with Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees, and these women desire men with similar educational qualifications. However, the preferences of male daters are insensitive
to educational qualifications. Notably, no placard in the blind date market specifically
desired a woman with a Master’s degree or higher. This means that while a subset of
highly qualified women may want highly qualified males, their desires are not reciprocated. This asymmetry in expectation and the ensuing lack of a “double coincidence of
wants” may cause a subset of highly qualified women to be “leftover.” Thus, the decision
to postpone marriage by highly educated women, who lack suitable partners and have
rising economic opportunities (Lake 2018), creates tension with parental expectations of
an acceptable age for a daughter to be still single. The blind date market could potentially
act as a platform for parents to exert their third-party influence and advertise “leftover”
daughters.
In general, our findings suggest that parental expectations bind more strongly for
daughters than sons. This supports the finding of Blair and Madigan (2016) that parental
influence was less strong for young men than young women and reveals a deeper pressure from older generations for women to conform to gender norms.
Theoretical positioning of findings

As Table 4 demonstrates, both gender and generational influences are significant determinants in the desired qualities of a partner. Our findings of a significant gender term in
the online sample align with Kalmijn’s first hypothesis that an individual’s preferences,
as conditioned by their own traits (such as gender), are an important determinant of the
mate selection process even when third-party influence is minimal. In the offline sample,
we find that parental influence generates significantly different preferences, particularly
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in the narrower specification of acceptable partner traits. Thus, Kalmijn’s second
hypothesis holds: matchmaking methods with greater third-party influence impact
preference formation. Finally, we find a significant interaction effect between an individual’s own traits, namely their gender, and the degree of parental involvement, where
third-party influence affects females more than males. Thus, while Kalmijn’s theory deals
explicitly with homophily, the framework is useful in explaining our set of results—both
gender and generational norms affect the partner selection process, and the interaction
of these norms arises from the dual influences of individual preference and third party
preference.
Discussion of limitations

We recognize some limitations of our study. First, we cannot ascertain the representativeness of our sample. Regarding geographical specificity, we focus our study only on
Chengdu and thus cannot claim our findings represent urban China as a whole. Regarding the users themselves, the samples are drawn from daters who have self-selected into
each sample. The issue of self-selection bias may be accentuated with the online dating sample as different platforms may attract different types of “daters.” For instance, a
website may attract more singles looking for casual “hook-ups” while others may attract
users seeking a long-term partner.
Second, our study is limited to assessing differences in partner preferences across
gender and generational axes only in three attributes, namely age, height, and education. Other factors, especially economic attributes, such as income, housing assets, and
employment status, influence partner selection in China (Ong and Wang 2015; Yu and
Xie 2015) but remain uncaptured. We were unable to robustly study these influences due
to inconsistent data on such attributes on the marriage placards and dating websites.
Third, these two samples come from modes of matchmaking with inherently different
structural and behavioral features. Regarding platform features, structural constraints
are relevant when considering the revealed preference ranges for each attribute. The
online dating website prompts users to select filters on the displayed profiles, such as
height, age, or location. This prompted selection differs in behavioral effect as compared
to explicitly writing an accepted height range on a placard without a prompt. An additional difference is imposed by how filtering affects the visibility of other profiles. When
a filter is applied online, profiles that do not meet that criterion are not visible to the
user. However, because of the nature of an open park with publicly displayed placards,
imposing a height or age restriction does not per se remove filtered profiles from view.
Fourth, regarding varied motivations to use a certain mode of matchmaking, the motivation for visiting the blind date market may be different from logging on to an online
dating website. One could argue that searching for a partner in the blind date market
may be driven by a more serious and long-term commitment as opposed to shorterterm dating motivations on the online dating website. Even if the comparisons between
matchmaking methods are weakened by the potential confounding differences in their
features, the comparisons for gender within methods are robust because these comparison groups operate within the same structure. It is important to note that we do not
wish to compare between “apples and oranges” directly. Instead, we use our two samples
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to understand how inherently different matchmaking methods, with different degrees of
youth autonomy versus parental influence, affect preference formation.
Fifth, we rely on the blind date market as a proxy for a method of matchmaking with
greater parental involvement. It is possible that the offline sample is contaminated by
autonomously acting individuals and that the online sample contains some profiles made
by parents on behalf of their children. To mitigate contamination, we only keep placards
that explicitly mention a parent’s contact details, but we cannot ascertain how reliable
this proxy is beyond our qualitative observations. While this step increases the likelihood that our remaining offline sample reflects parental preferences, it results in a large
reduction in sample size, making the statistical estimates of p-values and beta coefficients less reliable.
Finally, there is a likelihood of individuals misrepresenting themselves while looking
for a potential partner. Research worldwide, including in China, has shown that individuals lie about their key characteristics on their online profiles (Hall et al. 2010; Peng
2020; Pursey et al. 2014; Toma et al. 2008). The blind date market is no less susceptible
to such misrepresentations. In interviews we conducted at the blind date market during
data collection, one respondent even directly admitted to misrepresentation, saying, “I
am 32 years old now, here it shows 26. It’s incorrect.”

Conclusion
While recognizing the limitations of this study, our research uses a quantitative methodology by exploiting differences in matchmaking methods to assess gender and generational influences on partner preferences in Chengdu, China. Specifically, the greater
autonomy on modern online dating websites versus greater parental involvement in
traditional blind date markets creates variation in preference expression. While these
matchmaking methods are not substitutes for each other, they allow us to compare and
contrast mate selection processes. We also contribute a new dataset by digitizing a sample of offline blind date market placards using optical character recognition software.
We make this dataset publicly available for future researchers. Applying our methodology, we find that partner preferences are significantly influenced by gender and the
degree of parental involvement across parameters of age, height, and education.
While our research contributes to the literature on gender-specific preferences and
third-party influence in matchmaking through its unique comparison of an online and
offline sample, many questions remain to be answered. In particular, attention could be
paid to understanding the prior motivations to use either matchmaking methods or to
find individuals who have both an online profile and a placard hosted by their parents
in a blind date market. These steps could then be used to delineate between autonomously acting individuals and their parents to understand the drivers of preferences
better. Equally, future work could be directed towards understanding the posterior outcome, i.e., assessing the long-term consequences of various matchmaking modes on
marriage outcomes and family life. Further research that helps to understand these prior

Page 24 of 30

Kirk and Gupta The Journal of Chinese Sociology

(2022) 9:2

Page 25 of 30

Table 5 Own Attributes and desired Partner Attributes for subsets of the offline sample, within each
gender
Male

p value Female

Offline (Known
parents)
(n = 31)

Offline
(Unknown
actors) (n = 49)

Mean (SD)

35.9 (6.89)

39.8 (9.21)

Median [Min,
Max]

35.0 [27.0, 49.0]

39.0 [28.0, 70.0]

Unspecified

1 (3.2%)

0 (0%)

Mean (SD)

172 (5.31)

171 (4.47)

Median [Min,
Max]

171 [163, 184]

170 [162, 182]

Unspecified

0 (0%)

1 (2.0%)

BA Own

18 (58.1%)

22 (44.9%)

MA Own

3 (9.7%)

1 (2.0%)

PhD Own

1 (3.2%)

School Own

4 (12.9%)

Vocational Own

1 (3.2%)

p value

Offline (Known
parents)
(n = 127)

Offline
(Unknown
actors) (n = 67)

31.8 (4.79)

36.9 (9.61)

31.0 [22.0, 49.0]

35.0 [25.0, 66.0]

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

162 (3.94)

162 (3.77)

162 [150, 173]

160 [155, 176]

2 (1.6%)

0 (0%)

83 (65.4%)

35 (52.2%)

24 (18.9%)

9 (13.4%)

1 (2.0%)

4 (3.1%)

3 (4.5%)

11 (22.4%)

4 (3.1%)

5 (7.5%)

3 (6.1%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

11 (22.4%)

12 (9.4%)

15 (22.4%)

Age (Years)
0.036

< 0.001

Height (cm)
0.31

0.765

Educ

Unspecified Own 4 (12.9%)

0.399

0.055

Status
Single

23 (74.2%)

27 (55.1%)

100 (78.7%)

40 (59.7%)

Separated/
divorced

5 (16.1%)

17 (34.7%)

0.109

7 (5.5%)

14 (20.9%)

Widowed

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

1 (0.8%)

5 (7.5%)

Other

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

Unspecified

3 (9.7%)

5 (10.2%)

19 (15.0%)

8 (11.9%)

− 5.71 (2.29)

− 5.80 (8.44)

0.353 (2.37)

0.833 (1.95)

− 5.00 [− 24.0,
10.0]

0.00 [− 8.00,
7.00]

0.00 [− 1.00,
6.00]

24 (77.4%)

34 (69.4%)

76 (59.8%)

49 (73.1%)

− 2.85 (3.00)

− 2.10 (6.96)

4.92 (2.39)

5.59 (3.33)

− 3.00 [− 14.0,
32.0]

5.00 [0.00, 12.0]

6.00 [− 5.00,
12.0]

4 (12.9%)

9 (18.4%)

7 (5.5%)

8 (11.9%)

− 14.2 (3.64)

− 13.7 (4.31)

9.18 (3.23)

8.91 (2.44)

10.0 [0.00, 20.0]

9.00 [3.00, 13.0]

7 (22.6%)

21 (42.9%)

16 (12.6%)

12 (17.9%)

< 0.001

Min Age
Mean (SD)
Median [Min,
Max]
Unspecified

− 5.00 [− 8.00,
− 3.00]

0.971

0.402

Max Age
Mean (SD)
Median [Min,
Max]
Unspecified

− 2.00 [− 9.00,
1.00]

0.547

0.167

Min Height
Mean (SD)
Median [Min,
Max]
Unspecified

− 15.0 [− 24.0,
− 8.00]

0.66

− 13.0 [− 26.0,
− 8.00]

0.547

Max Height
Mean (SD)
Median [Min,
Max]
Unspecified

− 10.5 (0.707)

NA (NA)

14.0 (NA)

NA (NA)

NA [NA, NA]

14.0 [14.0, 14.0]

NA [NA, NA]

29 (93.5%)

49 (100%)

126 (99.2%)

67 (100%)

− 10.5 [− 11.0,
− 10.0]

NA

NA
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Table 5 (continued)
Male

p value Female

Offline (Known
parents)
(n = 31)

Offline
(Unknown
actors) (n = 49)

Specify Higher
Partner Educ

0 (0%)

1 (2.0%)

Specify Lower
Partner Educ

3 (9.7%)

Specify Same
Partner Educ

10 (32.3%)

p value

Offline (Known
parents)
(n = 127)

Offline
(Unknown
actors) (n = 67)

2 (1.6%)

0 (0%)

4 (8.2%)

19 (15.0%)

9 (13.4%)

5 (10.2%)

62 (48.8%)

32 (47.8%)

Unspecified Own 4 (12.9%)
Educ

11 (22.4%)

12 (9.4%)

15 (22.4%)

Unspecified
Partner Educ

28 (57.1%)

32 (25.2%)

11 (16.4%)

Min Educ

14 (45.2%)

0.133

0.547

motivations and posterior outcomes is much needed as the push and pull of traditional
versus emerging norms continues to have an effect in contemporary China.

Appendix 1: Robustness checks for homogeneity of offline sample
In our main paper, we analyze a subset of the offline sample, retaining only placards at
the blind date market in Chengdu, which explicitly mentions parental contact details.
This decision is made to ensure that our offline sample has a high likelihood of parental
involvement. We now compare the retained subset (“known” parents) to the dropped
subset (“unknown” actors) as a robustness check.
Table 5 presents summary statistics of the full offline sample, disaggregated by placards that explicitly mentioned parental contact details versus those that did not. We
observe that placards mentioning parental details tend to be significantly younger than
those that did not mention parents for both males (35.9 years vs. 39.8 years, p = 0.05) and
females (31.8 years vs. 36.9 years, p < 0.001). There is no significant difference between
placards that mention parents versus those that did not regarding age gap preference for
males. However, there is a significant difference for females in the accepted age ranges.
There is no significant difference in the composition of relationship status for males.
However, profiles that were placed by parents had a considerably higher proportion of
single females than those that did not mention parents (78.7% vs. 59.7%, p < 0.001). There
are no significant differences by height or education across placards that mention parents versus those that do not mention parents.
These findings indicate some statistical differences between “known” parents in our
offline sample and “unknown” actors, so we cannot claim the offline sample is homogeneous. Accordingly, we opt for a more cautious approach and only keep explicit parents
in our sample for the main paper.
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