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Abstract 

Previous research typically examined homeownership inequality across individuals or households, 

overlooking the intrahousehold allocation of homeownership. Using couple-level data of the 2016 China 

Family Panel Studies, our study addresses the gap by examining the bargaining over homeownership 

between husbands and wives in China. Descriptive results reveal a large gender gap in homeownership: only 

about one-quarter of couples listed the wife as an owner on the Housing Ownership Certificate, whereas 

about 92% listed the husband. The gender gap in ownership, however, has narrowed among couples married 

after 2000. Multivariate analyses show that economic autonomy, relative resources, housing purchase 

conditions, and modernization significantly increase wives’ homeownership, but with varying degrees 

among rural and urban wives. Women’s own socioeconomic status is more important for acquiring 

homeownership for urban wives, yet rural wives’ homeownership depends more on the resource exchange 

with their husbands. Given the stratifying effects of homeownership, our findings of the unequal distribution 

of homeownership between husbands and wives underscore how family dynamics reproduce gender 

inequality. 

 

Introduction 

Homeownership is recognized as a prominent indicator of social standing (Carruthers and Ariovich 2004; 

Foley 1980). As housing is one of the most valuable assets of personal wealth (e.g., Arrondel and Lefebvre 

2001; Forrest 2015; Xie and Jin 2015), homeownership constitutes an important source of wealth inequality 

(Flippen 2001; Killewald, Pfeffer, and Schachner 2017). Transmission of homeownership across 

generations also influences intergenerational social mobility (Benton and Keister 2017). Moreover, 

homeownership is closely associated with individual well-being. It increases life satisfaction (Hu 2013; 

Zang 2020; Zumbro 2014) and mitigates the negative psychological impact of stressful life events, such as 

divorce (André, Dewilde, and Muffels 2019). Finally, homeownership produces positive externalities to 

society, including enhanced life chances of children (e.g., Aaronson 2000; Boehm and Schlottmann 1999) 

and increased political participation (Gilderbloom and Markham 1995; Li and Wang 2012). 

To better understand the stratifying effect of homeownership, it is crucial to untangle the determinants of 

how one becomes a homeowner. Scholars have examined how personal, family, and institutional factors 

explain the unequal distribution of homeownership. Individual factors, such as socioeconomic 

characteristics and race, are essential for one to gain homeownership (e.g., Davidoff 2006; Haurin 1991). 

Family factors, such as the resources of parents, grandparents, and siblings, also increase homeownership 

(Keister 2003; Lersch and Luijkx 2015). Contextual factors, such as residential segregation (Dawkins 2005; 

Hoff and Sen 2005) and institutional reforms (Lux and Sunega 2014; Zavisca and Gerber 2017), further 

influence individual homeownership. However, previous studies have primarily focused on how individuals 

become homeowners, overlooking the fact that housing purchase is usually a collective decision of the whole 

family. Thus, the unequal distribution of homeownership across individuals is not only a consequence of 

social processes but also a result of bargaining within the family, especially between husbands and wives. 

Our study addresses this gap by examining how homeownership is allocated within the family through 

couple-level bargaining. 
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Understanding intrahousehold bargaining over homeownership has important theoretical and practical 

implications. By investigating the allocation of homeownership between husbands and wives, our study 

contributes to current research by extending the study of homeownership inequality to the context of 

intrahousehold bargaining. Furthermore, understanding the mechanisms of homeownership allocation 

between husbands and wives can advance our understanding of how family dynamics generate gender 

inequality. Existing research has found women to be disadvantaged in homeownership in many societies 

(Doss et al. 2012; Gandelman 2009). The unequal access to homeownership of husbands and wives may 

widen the gender gap in many social outcomes determined by homeownership, for example, psychological 

well-being and political participation. More importantly, women’s homeownership may substantially 

improve their rights in the family. Empirical evidence based on developing countries indicates that female 

homeowners suffer less domestic violence than non-owners (Panda and Agarwal 2005). A recent Chinese 

study has shown that homeownership could significantly increase women’s decision-making power and 

reduce time spent in housework (Wang 2014). Our study thus provides important insights into how the 

division of homeownership between the husband and wife produces gender inequality. 

Situating our empirical work in China, we examine the division of homeownership between the husband 

and wife by analyzing whether the husband’s and wife’s names appear on the Housing Ownership 

Certificate (fangchanzheng), the legal proof of property ownership. Whose name should be listed on the 

certificate is an important area of negotiation among Chinese couples. Having the name on the certificate 

brings several advantages. If only one party’s name is on the certificate, he/she could have tremendous 

control over the property, including selling it to an innocent third party and pledging it for loans from 

financial institutions. Moreover, in the division of properties at divorce, both parties often seek to get 

housing, given the soaring housing prices in China. Although the Chinese Marriage Law acknowledges 

housing as marital property, judges usually rule in favor of the party whose name appears on the certificate. 

The interest of the party whose name is not on the certificate may thus be damaged. In fact, whose name 

should appear on the certificate is one of the most frequently disputed issues among the about-to-be-married 

young couples (Rong 2011; Wang 2017). Therefore, capitalizing on nationally representative data from the 

2016 Chinese Family Panel Studies, our study aims to answer two questions: how is the ownership of 

housing properties divided between husbands and wives in China? How do individual and institutional 

factors influence how a couple decides whose name to be listed on the certificate? 

 

Explanations of the homeownership inequality 

A vast literature has demonstrated that homeownership is distributed unevenly by social groups across 

societies. To understand the unequal distribution, scholars tend to explain the disparity in homeownership 

with three groups of factors: (1) personal attributes, including education, occupation, economic resources, 

gender, and race; (2) family characteristics involving resources from parents, grandparents, and other family 

members; (3) contextual factors, such as housing reform and residential segregation. 

One primary body of prior research explaining homeownership inequality has focused on individual 

socioeconomic status. Personal income directly predicts whether one can afford housing and affects one’s 

housing tenure choice (Blaauboer 2010; Davidoff 2006; Haurin, Herbert, and Rosenthal 2007; Norris and 

Winston 2012). Educational attainment not only increases one’s economic resources but also shapes one’s 

values and habits of savings and investments, thereby enabling individuals to become homeowners 

(Gyourko and Linneman 1997; Kain and Quigley 1972; McKoy and Vincent 2008). In socialist and post-

socialist economies, occupational characteristics, such as affiliations with the state sector and cadre status 

significantly increase the likelihood of housing ownership (Fu 2016; Fu, Zhu, and Ren 2015; Li and Zheng 

2007; Logan, Fang, and Zhang 2009; Song 2010; Song and Xie 2014; Zhu, Fu, and Ren 2014). 

In recent decades, an emerging body of literature has focused on intergenerational wealth mobility, linking 

homeownership to extended family characteristics. Parental socioeconomic status, parental wealth, and 

extended-family economic condition significantly increase the likelihood of homeownership (Boehm and 

Schlottmann 1999; Hall and Crowder 2011; Helderman and Mulder 2007; Henretta 1984; Spilerman and 
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Wolff 2012). Family events are also related to residential decisions. Scholars found that entry into 

cohabitation, marriage, or parenthood increases homeownership (Haurin and Rosenthal 2007; Holland 2012; 

Li and Li 2006; Mulder and Billari 2010; Thomas and Mulder 2016; Smits and Mulder 2008). Besides the 

micro-level factors, some scholars have investigated the influence of contextual factors on homeownership. 

In transitional economies, housing reform is a prominent factor in determining homeownership. Most 

occupants became homeowners in the privatization of state-owned housing (Logan, Bian, and Bian 1999; 

Walder and He 2014; Fu, Zhu, and Ren 2015). Moreover, macro-level economic factors, such as GDP per 

capita and housing price are also associated with local homeownership rates (Ranney 1981; Zhu, Fu, and 

Ren 2014). 

Existing studies discussed above have typically explored the homeownership inequality across individuals 

or households. The distribution of homeownership, however, might not be equal within the household. 

Although family members might live in the same household, not all members may possess ownership of 

their homes. Little research has examined the intrahousehold allocation of homeownership, especially 

between husbands and wives. We situate the study of homeownership inequality in the context of 

intrahousehold bargaining and examine the mechanisms explaining the allocation of homeownership 

between husbands and wives. 

 

Intrahousehold allocation of homeownership in the Chinese contexts 

Homeownership has become a central concern of Chinese families in the last two decades. Before 

marketization, housing was considered collective welfare under state socialism in China (Fu, Zhu, and Ren 

2015; Logan, Fang, and Zhang 2009). There was no housing market nor private property rights. Since 1988, 

the market-driven housing reform has finally led to the emergence of the private housing market and private 

property rights. Housing purchase gradually becomes one of the most crucial family decisions with the rise 

in consumerism and the development of the real estate market. For purchased commercial housing and self-

built rural houses, people could apply to the local government for the Housing Ownership Certificate. Whose 

name should be listed as an owner on the certificate is very important to couples given its legal ramifications 

for the division of joint properties should the marriage end. If only one partner’s name is listed as the owner, 

he/she could sell or mortgage the property without notifying the other partner. Moreover, according to the 

regulations of immovable property in China, the owner listed on the certificate does not necessarily 

contribute to the housing payment. As a result, the listing of owners on the certificate highly depends on the 

negotiation between the husband and wife. Integrating the Chinese contexts and previous explanations of 

homeownership inequality, we propose the following mechanisms that might influence the allocation of 

ownership between the husband and wife. Considering the traditional disadvantage of women’s property 

rights in the family, we emphasize the factors that will increase the wife’s likelihood of homeownership. 

First, wives’ improved social status may increase their likelihood of being a homeowner. According to the 

autonomy perspective, wives’ social standing and resources could increase their capacity to gain higher 

power in household decision-making and achieve favorable outcomes (Cohen 1998; Gupta 2007; Oropesa 

1993). Therefore, we expect education and employment to increase wives’ likelihood of homeownership. 

Furthermore, in the context of China, a wife’s employment in the state sector may be an important 

determinant of homeownership. Before real estate marketization, urban housing, as a state welfare provision, 

was allocated by the work units within the state sector. During the housing reform that privatized most 

public housing, existing occupants only needed to pay a relatively low price to obtain the ownership of their 

residence (Walder and He 2014). In today’s China, some prestigious work units within the state sector still 

provide their employees with “welfare housing,” which is much cheaper than the market price. Given such 

an institutional legacy, we expect that a wife’s employment in the state sector will increase her likelihood 

of homeownership. 

Second, the division of homeownership between husbands and wives may also depend on wives’ social 

status relative to their husbands’. Social exchange theory and economic bargaining theory help to 

conceptualize the bargaining process over homeownership between the husband and wife (Bittman et al. 
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2003; Brines 1994; Cherlin 2000; Heer 1963; Lundberg, Pollak, and Wales 1997; Manser and Brown 1980; 

McElroy 1990). According to the exchange theory, the family is formed through the exchange of certain 

attributes between partners who are self-interested actors trying to maximize their own utility and achieve 

their goals. As one of the most valuable assets of the family, housing would be desired by both the husband 

and wife. Spouses may utilize their relative resources to bargain for homeownership. Relative resources 

affecting the wife’s bargaining power may include educational and age differences between the husband 

and wife. 

In China, hukou may be another important resource that spouses exchange in the union formation (Lui 2017; 

Qian and Qian 2017; Tian, Qian, and Qian 2018; Wang and Schwartz 2018). Since urban hukou is associated 

with better welfare in China, we expect that wives with urban hukou might have more bargaining power 

and be more likely to attain homeownership when they marry husbands with rural hukou rather than urban 

hukou. In addition to current hukou status, hukou origin also matters, especially in the urban marriage 

market. Men who grew up in rural areas but later found a decent job and eventually resided and got married 

in the cities are labeled as “phoenix men” (fenghuangnan). “Phoenix men” are expected to leverage his and 

even his wife’s resources to support his natal family in rural areas (Sun and Yang 2019). To avoid loss of 

resources in marriage, some urban parents tend to persuade their daughters not to marry “phoenix men” (Wu 

and Dong 2019; Zhang 2019). Thus, we expect that wives born in urban areas might be disadvantaged in 

homeownership if they marry men born in rural areas. Given the huge migrant population in China, we also 

consider the couple’s migration status as a factor affecting the wife’s bargaining power. As migrants are 

usually disadvantaged in local family ties and social networks, we expect that local wives might have more 

bargaining power over homeownership when their husbands are migrants, whereas migrant wives might 

have limited access to homeownership when they marry local husbands. Couples in which both the husband 

and wife are migrants might rely more on the wife’s economic contributions and thus are more likely to list 

her as an owner than local couples. 

Wives’ bargaining power over homeownership may depend on family and contextual factors. The wife’s 

bargaining power might change over the family life cycle. In China, given its Confucianism traditions that 

emphasize the continuation of the family bloodline, women giving birth, especially bearing sons, might 

increase their status within the family. The wife’s bargaining power might also differ by the timing of 

housing purchase. In patrilineal and patriarchal traditions, marital housing is usually provided by the 

husband’s natal family. As a result, wives are rarely listed as an owner of housing properties bought before 

marriage. However, if the property is purchased after marriage as the couple’s joint investment, the wife 

may have greater leverage to bargain over the ownership. Finally, the wife’s bargaining power might depend 

on the extent to which her economic contribution is needed for the housing purchase. The higher the housing 

price and the larger the housing mortgage, the higher the demand for the wife’s contributions. Therefore, as 

the housing price increases, the wife may have greater bargaining power and be more likely to be listed as 

an owner on the Housing Property Certificate. 

Finally, structural changes, such as ideational changes and modernization might lead to large cohort 

differences in wives’ homeownership. In premodern Chinese society, women rarely had property rights to 

lands, housing, and other family assets (Bernhardt 1999; Ebrey 1993). Although women were granted legal 

rights of inherence during the Republic Era of China and had improved social status with the introduction 

of Western ideologies, few women possessed property ownership (Xu 2012). Women’s access to 

homeownership remained limited during the collectivization period that abolished private property rights, 

despite their heightened social status with the “Women’s Liberation Movement” (Zhou 2003). The 

emergence of privately-owned housing since the late 1980s has led to Chinese women’s extensive access to 

homeownership. Women’s increased labor force participation has enhanced their economic potential and 

enabled them to purchase housing independently (Han 2017). In fact, 46.7% of the apartments resold on one 

of the largest housing trading platforms in China were purchased by women in 2018. The One-Child Policy 

has also increased women’s access to homeownership. Traditionally, Chinese parents only prepare 

matrimonial housing for their sons, who are viewed as permanent members of the family and expected to 

provide eldercare (Wang and Zhou 2017). Since the introduction of the One-Child Policy, many women 
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born after 1980 are the only child of their natal family. Parents now provide financial help to their daughters’ 

housing purchases as well (Deng, Hoekstra, and Elsinga 2019). Therefore, we expect that homeownership 

may be more prevalent among the younger female cohort and wives with more parental resources. 

 

Data and methods 

Data 

We analyzed data from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS), a nationally representative longitudinal 

survey of Chinese communities, families, and individuals, launched in 2010 by the Institute of Social 

Science Survey (ISSS) of Peking University. In this study, we used the 2016 wave of CFPS data. In each 

wave, the CFPS collected data at the family and individual levels using different questionnaires. In the 

family questionnaire, the CFPS asked questions about the housing conditions of the household, including 

which family members’ names were on the Housing Ownership Certificate, purchasing price, mortgage, and 

so on. In the adult questionnaire, the CFPS collected detailed information about respondents’ age, education, 

employment status, family background, marriage, fertility history, living arrangements, and other 

demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. Linking the housing ownership information of the family 

questionnaire to the individual questionnaire, we were able to identify whether the respondent’s name was 

on the certificate. To understand the homeownership allocation between the husband and wife, we restricted 

our sample to the respondents who were currently married, which consisted of 13,289 female and 12,405 

male respondents. Then, we matched each couple in the survey and generated couple-level observations. 

We further confined our sample to the couples in which both partners were interviewed, which included 

10,037 observations. Finally, we kept the couples in which at least one spouse owned their current residence, 

thus excluding 3,912 couples who were not owners. After list-wise deletion of missing data, the final sample 

consisted of 5,104 couples. 

 

Variables 

The dependent variable is the ownership allocation between the husband and wife of their current residence. 

If the respondent’s name is listed as an owner on the Housing Ownership Certificate, we identified that 

he/she has ownership of the property. We did not restrict when one became an owner, as the bargaining 

between the husband and wife could happen both before and after marriage. Sometimes, those who are more 

attractive in the marriage market will ask the other party to list his/her name on the ownership certificate as 

a prerequisite for marriage. In this scenario, although the property was acquired before marriage, spouses 

might still use their relative resources to strike a bargain over ownership. In our analysis, the homeownership 

variable included three categories: exclusive1 ownership by the husband, exclusive ownership by the wife, 

and joint ownership by the husband and wife. 

To explore different mechanisms that might shape the intrahousehold allocation of homeownership, we 

included sets of independent variables measuring economic autonomy, bargaining exchange, and 

modernization. We used the wife’s education, her state sector affiliation, and her father’s education to 

measure her economic autonomy. We measured her education by schooling years. A dummy variable 

denoted whether her current job or last job before retirement was within the state sector. We also considered 

parental resources as an indicator of the wife’s economic independence of her husband, measured by her 

father’s education in five categories: (a) primary school or below (reference group); (b) middle school; (c) 

high school; (d) college or above; and (e) missing. 

We compared the following attributes between the husband and wife to measure marital exchange and 

bargaining. The age gap between the husband and wife was measured by seven categories: (a) the husband 

and wife were of the same age (reference group); (b) the husband was more than 5 years younger; (c) the 

husband was 3–5 years younger; (d) the husband was 1–2 years younger; (e) the wife was 1–2 years younger; 

(f) the wife was 3–5 years younger; (g) the wife was more than 5 years younger. The educational gap 
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between the husband and wife was measured by seven categories: (a) the husband and wife had the same 

schooling years (reference group); (b) the wife’s schooling was 6 or more years longer; (c) the wife’s 

schooling was 4–6 years longer; (d) the wife’s schooling was 1–3 years longer; (e) the husband’s schooling 

was 1–3 years longer; (f) the husband’s schooling was 4–6 years longer; (g) the husband’s schooling was 6 

or more years longer. To capture hukou intermarriage, we constructed two variables comparing the 

husband’s and wife’s original and current hukou status. First, we compared the couple’s current hukou in 

four categories: (1) both the husband and wife were urban (reference group); (2) the wife was rural, and her 

husband was urban; (3) the wife was urban, and her husband was rural; (4) both the husband and wife were 

rural. Second, we compared the couple’s original hukou status, i.e., hukou status at 3 years old, in four 

categories: (1) both the husband and wife were urban (reference group); (2) the wife was rural, and her 

husband was urban; (3) the wife was urban, and her husband was rural; (4) both the husband and wife were 

rural. We also compared husbands’ and wives’ migration status. A respondent was considered a migrant 

when the location of his/her hukou registration was not in the same county as his/her current residence; 

otherwise, the respondent was local. Therefore, the couple’s migration status comparison included four 

categories: (a) both the husband and wife were local (reference group); (b) the wife was local, and her 

husband was a migrant; (c) the husband was local, and her wife was a migrant; (d) both the husband and 

wife were migrants. 

We also included the contextual factors that might influence the wife’s bargaining power over 

homeownership in the analysis. We used a dummy variable to indicate whether the current residence was 

purchased or built after marriage. The wife’s fertility behavior was measured by two dummy variables, 

whether she had a child and whether she had a son. We used the purchasing price and total mortgage of the 

current residence to indicate the financial cost of ownership. To examine cohort differences in 

homeownership, we divided our sample into six marriage cohorts: before 1970, 1970–1979, 1980–1989, 

1990–1999, 2000–2011, and 2012–2016. The last marriage cohort will capture the potential influences of 

the revised Marriage Law of China in 2011, which imposed more protection of premarital assets (Zang 

2020). We used the economic development level as a proxy for the modernization level of the localities, 

measured by the logged prefecture-level GDP per capita. 

We included the following control variables. We controlled for housing characteristics including the current 

market price, area in square meters, and year of purchase of the current residence, as well as the number of 

other housing properties owned by the household members. Household annual income in 2015 and the 

husband’s affiliation to the state sector were included to measure the economic condition of the family. We 

also included the wife’s birth year as an interval variable. Whether the wife has ever been divorced was 

controlled as a dummy variable, as divorce usually involves property divisions. The CFPS has oversampled 

five provinces and municipalities, including Shanghai, Liaoning, Henan, Gansu, and Guangdong (Xie and 

Hu 2014). Thus, we controlled for these five oversampled “large provinces,” using the other “small 

provinces” as a reference group. 

 

Analysis plan 

We began by describing the allocation of homeownership between the husband and wife in China. Then, 

we presented the distribution of explanatory variables and controls by the different ownership conditions. 

For the multivariate analysis, we employed multinomial logistic regressions using maximum-likelihood 

estimation to predict the likelihood of being in certain categories relative to the reference category of the 

dependent variable. Since homeownership is traditionally in the possession of the husband, this study 

focused more on under which conditions the wife was a homeowner. Thus, we set the category “exclusive 

ownership by the husband” as the reference group and compared it to the other two ownership types where 

the wife was a homeowner, i.e., joint ownership by the husband and wife and exclusive ownership by the 

wife. We first applied the multinomial logistic regression model to the full analytical sample. Given rural-

urban differences in modernization level and family culture, urban women usually hold more egalitarian 

gender attitudes and stronger decision-making power in the family (Cheng 2019; Shu 2004), which might 
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lead to different bargaining processes over homeownership compared to rural women. Moreover, in some 

more traditional rural areas with strong son preference, women are often excluded from acquiring land 

contracting rights, making it less possible for them to access homeownership (Chen and Cheng 2019). Thus, 

we divided our sample by the wife’s current hukou status and applied the multinomial logistic regression 

model to the subsamples of rural and urban women, respectively. 

 

Results 

Homeownership allocation between the husband and wife 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the variables by ownership status. We observed that wives were 

quite disadvantaged in homeownership compared to their husbands in China; 75.33% of the couples had the 

husband as the owner but not the wife, 16.60% jointly owned the residence, and only 8.07% had the wife as 

the owner but not the husband. In other words, if the couple lived in tenured housing, 91.93% of the couple 

had the husband listed as an owner on the certificate, whereas only 24.67% had the wife listed. Due to such 

limited access to homeownership, wives in China are very likely to suffer financial losses, especially in the 

division of properties in the event of a divorce. 

The average educational level was higher among wives who were the only owner of the residence than those 

without homeownership and those who shared ownership with husbands. The purchasing price of a property 

owned only by the wife was higher than that owned solely by the husband or jointly by the couple. In terms 

of the age gap between the husband and wife, wives who were more than 5 years older than their husbands 

were the most likely to have the exclusive ownership of the household compared to other age combinations 

of the couple. The wife’s educational advantage was also associated with a higher homeownership rate; 

21.21% of couples had the wife as the sole owner when the wife had over 6 more years of schooling than 

the husband. Table 1 shows that wives who worked in the state sector were more likely to have exclusive 

ownership of the residence. In terms of the couples’ hukou combinations, wives’ homeownership rate was 

the lowest when both the husband and wife had rural hukou. Finally, we observed substantial regional 

differences in the intrahousehold ownership allocation. In Shanghai, more than half of the couples shared 

ownership compared to only 7.95% in Henan province. 

According to Table 1, the joint ownership rate was higher when the residence was purchased or built after 

marriage. The homeownership allocation between the husband and wife also changed over time. Only 5.85% 

of the couples married before 1970 had the wife as the sole owner, compared to 16.91% of those married 

after 2011. In Table 2, we show homeownership allocation by marriage cohort and whether the property 

was purchased/built before or after marriage. The last column in Table 2 indicates the proportions of couples 

residing in properties purchased/built before and after marriage for each marriage cohort. Housing has 

increasingly become a prerequisite for marriage in China, especially after the emergence of the real estate 

market, which may explain the increase in housing purchased/built before marriage over time. But the higher 

proportions of couples living in properties purchased/built after marriage among the earlier marriage cohorts 

may, in part, be due to their higher probability of housing replacement. Couples married earlier may have 

moved out of their marital home to a new residence. Most couples married before 2000 lived in homes 

purchased/built after marriage, whereas about half of the couples married between 2000 and 2011 lived in 

homes purchased before marriage. Premarital housing purchases were the most prevalent among the latest 

marriage cohort; 89.58% of couples married between 2012 and 2016 purchased or built the property before 

marriage. For the housing purchased/built before marriage, the disproportionately large percentage of 

husbands as the homeowner is not entirely driven by the unequal bargaining power. On the one hand, due 

to the son preference culture, men are more likely to receive financial support from parents to purchase/build 

housing. On the other hand, as men are expected to provide housing for marriage, they are more motivated 

to obtain homeownership to increase their attractiveness in the marriage market. 
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Table 1. Ownership by explanatory variables (N = 5,104). 
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Table 2. Homeownership by marriage cohort and timing of purchase/building (N = 5,104). 

 

If the wife is the sole owner of the residence purchased/built before marriage, it is most likely that the 

residence was provided by the wife and her natal family. The results in Table 2 indicate an increase in wives’ 

contributions to housing purchases. About 17% of couples married between 2012 and 2016 who 

purchased/built their homes before marriage had the wife as the sole owner. The ownership rate of wives 

for properties purchased/built after marriage also increased in recent marriage cohorts. Wives married more 

recently tended to share ownership with their husbands. 

 

Determinants of homeownership allocation between the husband and wife 

Table 3 shows the results from multinomial logistic regression models predicting homeownership allocation. 

In terms of the association between the wife’s economic autonomy and homeownership, results suggest that 

education significantly increased wives’ homeownership. Specifically, a one-year increase in the wife’s 

schooling was associated with a 4.08% increase (e^0.040 = 1.0408) in the odds of joint ownership vs. 

exclusive ownership by the husband. The wife’s affiliation with the state sector did not significantly increase 

her likelihood of ownership. Compared to wives whose fathers had no more than primary school education, 

the odds of joint ownership vs. husbands’ exclusive ownership were 38.68% higher for those whose fathers 

finished middle school. 

The results of Table 3 also lend support to the exchange-bargaining hypothesis of the homeownership 

allocation between the husband and wife. The couple’s age difference was significantly associated with the 

wife’s access to homeownership. For wives who were more than 5 years older than their husbands, the odds 

of wives having exclusive ownership vs. no ownership were 3.58 times those of wives who were of the same 

age as their husbands. When wives were slightly younger than their husbands, the odds of wives having 

exclusive ownership vs. no ownership were much lower than when wives married husbands of the same 

age. The wife’s educational advantage over her husband significantly increased her access to 

homeownership. The odds of wives who had over 6 more years of schooling than their husbands having 

sole ownership vs. no ownership were 3.31 times those of wives who had the same schooling years as their 

husbands. 
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Table 3. Multinomial logistic regression on homeownership (N = 5,104). 

 

 

Results of Table 3 suggest that hukou status played an important role in wives’ homeownership attainment. 

The odds of joint ownership and wives’ exclusive ownership vs. husbands’ exclusive ownership among 

rural couples in which both husbands and wives had rural hukou were 29.46 and 82.34% lower than urban 

couples in which both husbands and wives had urban hukou. We also observed the exchange of 

homeownership among the hukou intermarriages, yet the results are contrary to our expectations. Urban 

wives marrying rural husbands was not associated with higher odds of exclusive or joint ownership than 

their marrying urban husbands. However, the odds of wives’ exclusive ownership vs. husbands’ exclusive 

ownership among couples in which the wife had rural hukou and the husband had urban hukou were 66.03% 
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higher than urban couples. The couple’s migration status was also associated with homeownership 

allocation. The odds of wives’ exclusive ownership vs. husbands’ exclusive ownership when local wives 

married migrant husbands were 5.67 times when local wives married local husbands. The odds of joint 

ownership and wives’ sole ownership relative to husbands’ sole ownership were higher among couples in 

which both husbands and wives were migrants than couples in which both were local. However, compared 

to wives who married locally, migrant wives married to local husbands suffered substantial disadvantages 

in gaining exclusive ownership. The wife’s fertility behaviors, including having children and having sons, 

were not associated with her homeownership status. 

Homeownership allocation also highly depended on the timing and price of the purchase and the total 

amount of mortgage. For properties purchased/built after marriage, wives had 84.04 and 80.94% higher 

odds of having joint ownership and exclusive ownership rather than no ownership compared to properties 

purchased/built before marriage. The higher the purchasing price and the total amount of mortgage, the 

higher the likelihood of wives having homeownership. A 10,000 yuan increase in the purchasing price was 

associated with 0.80 and 1.00% higher odds of joint ownership and exclusive ownership by the wife rather 

than exclusive ownership by the husband. Similarly, a 10,000 yuan increase in the total amount of mortgage 

increased the wife’s odds of joint ownership and exclusively ownership vs. no ownership by 1.51 and 0.90%. 

The odds of wives’ exclusive ownership vs. no ownership were higher among more recent marriage cohorts 

than among couples married before 1970. Wives’ divorce experience significantly increased their likelihood 

of exclusive ownership. GDP per capita was positively associated with wives’ exclusive ownership vs. no 

ownership. We also observed significant provincial differences even after controlling for regional variations 

in economic development; wives in Guangdong province had the least access to homeownership whereas 

wives in Shanghai had the highest likelihood of joint ownership vs. no ownership. 

 

Comparisons between rural and urban women’s homeownership attainment 

The results from multinomial logistic regression models for the rural sample and urban sample are shown 

in Table 4. Most of the variables used for estimation in Table 4 are the same as those in Table 3. Since the 

original hukou status was homogenous in the rural subsample, we only included the husband’s and wife’s 

hukou status at 3 years old in the urban sample. State sector affiliation was only included in the urban 

sample, as rural residents rarely had access to jobs within the state sector. We provided statistical tests for 

whether the differences in the coefficients of explanatory variables between the rural and urban samples 

were statistically significant in the last column of Table 4.2 

For rural wives, their own educational attainment did not significantly increase their likelihood of 

homeownership. In contract, urban wives’ higher educational attainment was associated with higher odds 

of their having joint ownership and exclusive ownership vs. no ownership. For both urban and rural wives, 

the odds of their obtaining joint ownership vs. not having ownership were higher for wives whose fathers 

finished middle school than wives whose fathers had no more than primary school education. The couple’s 

age difference had different implications for rural and urban wives’ homeownership. Rural wives who were 

more than 5 years elder than their husbands were more likely to gain exclusive ownership than rural wives 

who were of the same age as their husbands. However, urban wives were more likely to jointly own the 

property with their husbands when they were slightly younger than their husbands. For rural wives, their 

odds of exclusive ownership rather than no ownership were much higher when they had a large educational 

advantage over their husbands than when they had the same education level as their husbands. Among urban 

wives, we did not observe any significant association between the couple’s educational difference and the 

wife’s homeownership status. In the intermarriages by hukou origin, we observed that urban wives suffered 

35.92% lower odds in obtaining joint ownership vs. no ownership when they married men of rural origins 

than when they married men of urban origins. 
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Table 4. Multinomial logistic regression on homeownership of rural and urban wives. 

 

 

Similar to the results based on the full sample, both rural and urban women had a higher likelihood of 

homeownership if the property was purchased/built after marriage. For both rural and urban women, larger 

mortgages were associated with higher odds of their exclusive ownership and joint ownership vs. exclusive 

ownership by their husbands. Purchasing/building price increased the likelihood of exclusive ownership by 

urban wives vs. exclusive ownership by their husbands and increased the likelihood of rural wives’ joint 

ownership vs. exclusive ownership by their husbands. Urban wives experienced more drastic changes in 

access to homeownership over time than rural wives; urban wives’ exclusive homeownership substantially 

increased in recent marriage cohorts. The local economic development level was not significantly associated 

with rural wives’ homeownership status but significantly increased urban wives’ exclusive homeownership. 

Although the effect of divorce experience was only significant for urban wives, the differences in the 

coefficients between the urban and rural samples were not statistically significant. The regional differences 

among rural and urban wives’ homeownership status were similar to the results of the full sample in Table 
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3. These results suggest that regional culture and ideological norms may also influence intrahousehold 

homeownership allocation beyond economic development. 

 

Robustness check 

Previous research (Chen and Yu 2009) shows that sibling size and structure affect women’s homeownership 

due to the dilution of financial support received from the natal family and intragenerational transfers. We 

conducted a robustness check to test such a hypothesis. As shown in Table 5, none of the sibling variables 

were significantly associated with the wife’s likelihood of homeownership. Moreover, the effects of natal 

family resources, indicated by the education of the wife’s father, remained similar to those in Tables 3 and 

4. Since the CFPS only collected sibling information in 2010, matching the sibling variables to the 2016 

CFPS data will result in a more than 10% sample size reduction due to the missing data. Therefore, we did 

not include sibling factors in the main results for model parsimony. 

 

Table 5. Robustness check for sibling factors (N = 4,479). 

 

For macro-level factors, such as prefecture GDP per capita, a multilevel model may increase the estimation 

precision by considering the standard errors at different levels. However, it is difficult to perform statistical 

tests of varying coefficients across subsamples for multilevel models. As a robustness check, we also 

estimated a multilevel multinomial logistic regression model shown in Table 6. The direction and 

significance of the coefficients of GDP per capita based on the multilevel model were similar to those in 

Table 3. 

 

Table 6. Robustness check using multilevel multinomial logistic regression (N = 5,104). 

 

 

Conclusion and discussion 

Homeownership is an important stratifying factor that affects people’s life chances. While several studies 

have explored the determinants of homeownership attainment across individuals or households, our study 

contributes to the literature by examining the homeownership inequality within the family. Using the most 

recent data from China, we examine how the husband and wife bargain over the ownership of their home 

and highlight the factors that may improve the wife’s access to homeownership. Similar to previous studies 
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(Doss et al. 2012; Gandelman 2009), our results reveal a large gender gap in homeownership status. Only 

about one-quarter of couples listed the wife as an owner on the Housing Ownership Certificate, whereas 

more than 90% of husbands were owners. However, such a gap has narrowed among the latest marriage 

cohorts. Wives married after 2000 experienced substantial growth in their exclusive homeownership status. 

The multivariate results suggest that economic autonomy, relative resources, housing purchase conditions, 

and modernization significantly increase wives’ homeownership. The wife’s economic autonomy, indicated 

by her education and family background, was positively associated with her joint ownership with her 

husband. In terms of relative resources, wives with larger age seniority and educational advantage over their 

husbands were more likely to have exclusive ownership of the home. In the hukou intermarriages, we did 

not find support for our hypothesis that wives with urban hukou would increase their bargaining power over 

homeownership by marrying rural husbands. Instead, rural wives with urban husbands were more likely to 

have exclusive ownership than urban wives with urban husbands. These results suggest that there might be 

other unobserved types of resources exchanged in hukou intermarriages, for example, appearance and 

personality. In terms of couples’ migration status, local wives, with their advantages of local family ties and 

social networks, had greater access to exclusive ownership when married to migrant husbands than local 

husbands. Our results also suggest that the wife’s bargaining power is larger when the purchasing/building 

of the property involves or requires her financial contributions. Wives were more likely to gain 

homeownership if the property was purchased/built after marriage. The higher the housing price and 

mortgage, the higher the odds for wives to have joint ownership and exclusive ownership. Finally, macro-

level modernization and ideational changes influence wives’ homeownership. Local economic development 

increased wives’ access to exclusive homeownership. Significant regional variations in homeownership 

allocation persisted even after controlling for regional differences in economic development. Regional 

differences in family ideology and mate selection process, therefore, may also influence the intrahousehold 

bargaining over homeownership. 

Considering rural-urban differences in modernization and family culture in China, we further compare the 

intrahousehold homeownership bargaining mechanisms by the wife’s hukou status. The results suggest 

varying effects of the determinants of homeownership among rural and urban wives. Absolute resources 

play a more important role in acquiring homeownership for urban wives, whereas relative resources are 

more consequential for rural wives. Only for urban wives, higher education was associated with higher odds 

of joint ownership and exclusive ownership. Employment in the state sector also increased urban wives’ 

odds of obtaining exclusive ownership. Couples’ educational gap was not significantly associated with 

urban wives’ homeownership status. In contrast, rural wives with large educational advantages over their 

husbands were more likely to have exclusive homeownership. Such rural-urban differences might be related 

to the norms of housing provision. In rural areas, purchasing/building housing is primarily the husband’s 

responsibility. Rural wives who did not contribute money to the property may use their relative resources to 

bargain with their husbands in exchange for ownership. In urban areas, however, it is common for wives to 

contribute to housing payments and obtain homeownership based on their contributions. Therefore, for 

urban wives, their own socioeconomic status and economic capability are more important for acquiring 

homeownership. For rural wives, however, their homeownership depends more on the resource exchange 

with their husbands. Moreover, the influence of modernization on wives’ access to homeownership seems 

more pronounced among urban wives. Local economic development only increased the likelihood of 

exclusive homeownership for urban wives. Compared to rural wives, urban wives experienced more 

substantial increases in their access to exclusive homeownership in recent marriage cohorts. 

Our results also suggest that rural and urban couples may have different age preferences in the mate selection 

process. Wives’ age seniority increased their access to exclusive homeownership in the rural sample. In the 

urban sample, however, wives were more likely to gain joint ownership when they were slightly younger 

than their husbands. These results reflect the widely accepted saying of the rural mate selection criterion, 

“A wife three years older is like a brick of gold (nu da san, bao jin zhuan).” In response to the phenomenon 

of “Phoenix men” in the Chinese marriage market, we examined how the intermarriages by hukou origin 

shape the homeownership allocation between the husband and wife. Our results show that for wives born in 
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urban areas, marrying a husband born in rural areas rather than born in urban areas might decrease their 

likelihood of joint ownership vs. no ownership. 

Our findings suggest that we should move away from a purely individual-level or household-level 

perspective in the study of homeownership. Future research should pay more attention to the family context 

that generates the gender gap in homeownership. Furthermore, understanding the allocation of 

homeownership between the husband and wife could shed light on the studies of gender inequality in many 

other aspects. A vast literature demonstrates that women are disadvantaged in wealth accumulation (e.g., 

Deere and Doss 2006; Neelakantan and Chang 2010). Such research seeking to explain the gender inequality 

in wealth has primarily considered socioeconomic and marital factors (Ruel and Hauser 2013), ignoring that 

the distribution of an important element of household wealth—housing—between the husband and wife 

might also lead to gender wealth gap. As shown by previous studies, homeownership significantly increases 

people’s involvement in civic and political affairs (Chen, Wu, and Miao 2019; Manturuk, Lindblad, and 

Quercia 2012; McCabe 2013; Rotolo, Wilson, and Hughes 2010). Wives’ limited access to homeownership 

thus might broaden the gender inequality in political participation. Moreover, homeownership may largely 

reduce the negative economic and emotional impact of marital dissolution. Therefore, the unequal 

intrahousehold distribution of homeownership may help to explain why women bear a disproportionate cost 

of divorce (Dewilde and Uunk 2008; Poortman 2000). 

Our analyses of the determinants of homeownership allocation also have implications for understanding the 

future trend of women’s homeownership in China. As the gender gap in education and income has narrowed 

in recent years, more Chinese women could afford to purchase housing independently. In addition, many 

women of the younger cohorts, especially those who are the only child of their natal family, are more likely 

to receive financial help from parents in purchasing housing. Finally, in the metropolitans of China, the 

husband’s own income is usually not enough for the housing payment due to the skyrocketing housing 

prices. Women may have more leverage to bargain for joint homeownership when their financial 

contributions are highly needed. Taken together, we expect that women’s homeownership will be more 

prevalent in the future. 

As one of the first studies of intrahousehold bargaining over homeownership, our research is limited in 

several ways. Due to data limitations, we can only investigate the homeownership of the couple’s current 

residence. For couples with more than one housing property, the ownership allocation for properties other 

than the current residence may be different. As the CFPS did not ask when the respondent's name was listed 

on the homeownership certificate, for the housing purchased before marriage, we were not able to 

distinguish whether the bargaining over homeownership happened before or after marriage. It is also 

difficult for us to estimate the causal effect of the determinants on wives’ access to homeownership using 

cross-sectional data. In this study, we did not find support for the hypothesis that women having children 

and sons would increase their bargaining power over homeownership. In future analyses, we wish to include 

all waves of CFPS data to explore the causal relationship between the time-varying variables, such as 

childbearing and homeownership allocation. Moreover, without retrospective information, we are not able 

to incorporate some potentially endogenous factors that might affect homeownership allocation, such as 

financial support from parents and multigenerational living arrangements. As the CFPS only collected 

information, such as the respondent’s sibling size and structure in the baseline, matching those variables to 

the 2016 wave will result in a large sample loss. Thus we did not include them in the final analysis. Scholars 

are welcome to use other sources of data to investigate how those factors might influence the 

homeownership allocation between the husband and wife. The interactions between the different dimensions 

of bargaining power, e.g., how relative resources interact with contextual factors, are also interesting to be 

explored in future studies. Finally, qualitative methods may help to uncover the underlying mechanisms of 

the bargaining over homeownership between the husband and wife. For example, we are not able to provide 

firm explanations of the results that rural wives’ hukou disadvantages led to higher bargaining power over 

homeownership. Future research is needed to gain more insight into this topic. 
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Notes 

1 In fact, the husband or wife might jointly own the housing property with other family members rather than 

their spouse. However, in this study, the exclusive ownership only refers to the allocation between the 

husband and wife. If the husband/wife does not jointly own the property with their spouse, he/she will be 

identified as having exclusive ownership. 

2 First, we estimated the multinomial logit model with all the other variables in Table 3 and their interactions 

with dummy variables representing the wife’s hukou status. Then we re-estimated a restricted version of the 

same model, deleting the interaction between the hukou dummy and one variable at a time. We obtained 

chi-square test statistics from such nested models for the null hypothesis that a particular variable has the 

same effect on homeownership among the rural and urban wives. We reported the statistical significance of 

the tests in the last column of Table 4. 
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