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Early Women, Late Men: Timing Attitudes and Gender Differences in Marriage

Abstract

Around the world, women marry earlier than men, but it is not well understood why this gender
gap exists. Using panel data collected in Nepal, the authors investigate whether attitudes about
marital timing held by unmarried youth and their parents account for women marrying earlier
than men. They also examine whether the influence of timing attitudes differs by gender. On
average, unmarried youth and their parents viewed 20 to 25 as acceptable ages for women to
marry, while ages 23 to 30 were appropriate for men. In turn, women entering the acceptable
marriage age range earlier than men accounted for a third of the gender gap in marital timing.
The influence of youth and parents’ timing attitudes did differ by gender, but only at the extreme.
When they were much too young for marriage, both genders were less likely to marry, but this

dampening effect was substantially larger for women.

Keywords - Asian/Pacific Islander families, Intergenerational, Marriage and Close
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Early Women, Late Men: Timing Attitudes and Gender Differences in Marriage

Introduction

Marital timing differs by gender, with women marrying earlier in life than men. This
gender differential holds across contexts. The singulate mean age at marriage is higher for men
in all 114 countries for which the United Nations has data (United Nations, 2011). On average,
men marry 3.3 years later than women in the world as a whole, ranging from a low of 1.8 years
in North America and Northern Europe to a high of 6.6 years in Western Africa (Ortega, 2014).
Further, this gender gap of about three years has remained steady in recent decades, even as
marriage is increasingly postponed and both men and women marry later in life (United Nations,
2016). This gender gap in marital timing is important because it has implications for gender
differences in many other aspects of life. In much of the world, marriage is a key social
institution that fundamentally shapes individuals’ lives, influencing where and with whom they
live, regulating access to resources, and shaping the well-being of themselves and their children.

Using panel data from Nepal, we investigate timing attitudes held by unmarried youth
and their parents as one potential source of this gender gap in marital timing. Timing attitudes
are subjective evaluations of particular ages as good or acceptable times for marriage. We
examine whether valuation of younger ages at marriage for women than men accounts for a
substantial portion of the gap in marital timing. We also investigate whether the influence of
timing attitudes differs by gender. Timing attitudes about women may be more highly valued

because they are tied to valuation of virginity and childbearing. In turn, timing attitudes may
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have larger influences on women. By contrast, in patriarchal contexts like Nepal, men have
greater control over their own marriages and men’s marriages are key to continuing the family
line. In turn, timing attitudes held by and about men may be more influential.

To our knowledge, this is the first study to address whether marital timing attitudes
explain why women marry earlier than men and if the influence of such attitudes differs by
gender. Further, it is one of only a few studies on marriage to take an intergenerational approach,
taking into account not only individual’s own attitudes, but also those of their mothers and
fathers. Previous studies on the United States, Europe, and East Asia examine gender differences
in the influence of economic characteristics, as well as some attitudes and beliefs. Yet, they do
not address timing attitudes and only a handful report the extent to which the influences they
examine account for women marrying earlier than men. Previous studies from non-Western, low-
income contexts largely ignore gender differences altogether. Instead, studies on these contexts
focus on identifying why some women marry early (during adolescence) and concentrate on
explaining variation in marital timing among women, rather than between women and men (e.g.
Gyimah, 2009; Kamal, 2011; Kroeger, Frank, & Schmeer, 2015; Shapiro & Gebreselassie,
2014).

Background

Gender differences in marriage
The two most influential theories of marital timing are Becker’s (1981) specialization
model and Oppenheimer’s (1988) marital search model. Becker (1981) suggested that women

exchange household production for men’s income-earning capabilities. Thus, women marry
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younger than men because they need a husband to support them and, if they are economically
independent, women can forgo marriage entirely. In turn, employed men with high levels of
income and education are more likely to marry, while women with those characteristics are less
likely to marry. Oppenheimer (1988; 1997) agreed that historically men’s income earning
capabilities were important for marriage, while attractiveness and household capabilities were
more important for women. However, she suggested that gender roles and marriage markets
were changing over time, such that women’s economic productivity outside the home was
increasingly valued. Thus, women’s economic status would not make them forgo marriage, but
instead delay marriage by lengthening the period needed to develop their own economic
capabilities and find a suitable husband. In turn, as women’s economic status becomes more
important, women marry at older ages and the gender gap in marital timing narrows.

Following these seminal frameworks, empirical research on marriage has a strong
tradition of examining gender differences in economic influences on marriage, as well as
changes over time in those influences (Addo, 2014; Dominguez-Folgueras & Castro-Martin,
2008; Lloyd, 2006; McClendon, 2016; Piotrowski, Kalleberg, & Rindfuss, 2015; Xie, Raymo,
Goyette, & Thornton, 2003; S. T. Yabiku, 2004; Yu & Xie, 2015). Many of these studies support
the marital search model by finding that gender differences in economic influences did decline
over time as women’s economic status increased. For example, American and Korean men’s

education and employment status has had a consistently positive influence on marriage, while
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women’s economic characteristics showed positive effects only among recent cohorts (Kim,
2017; Sweeney, 2002).

Most of these studies do not go on to address though whether the gender gap in marital
timing is explained by the characteristics they examine. Given their focus on gender differences
in effects, most studies present models separately for men and women and only examine
whether, for example, the coefficient for education is larger or more positive for men than
women (Addo, 2014; Lloyd, 2006; Piotrowski et al., 2015; Yu & Xie, 2015). The handful of
studies that do investigate the extent to which the characteristics they examine account for the
gender gap in marital timing provide mixed results. South (2001) and Sassler and Schoen (1999)
reported that American women marry significantly earlier than men, even when adjusting for
family background, attitudes toward gender roles, and socioeconomic characteristics. By
contrast, Shafer and James (2013) find that gender differences in marital timing disappear once
they adjust for education and employment. Thus, even within the United States, previous studies
have not clearly identified all factors that account for the gender gap in marital timing.

It is important to note that the interwoven nature of economic and ideational influences is
implicit in the specialization and marital search theories. The immediate influence of individuals’
economic characteristics, including education, employment, and income, are the focus of both
theories. The ideational context shapes the size and direction of these economic influences

however. When excelling in the labor market is valued for a person’s gender, individuals of that

gender generally marry later and their economic characteristics positively influence marriage.
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Conversely, when excelling in the labor market is not valued for a person’s gender, individuals
of that gender generally marry earlier and their economic characteristics negatively influence
marriage. Thus, for example, in gender egalitarian Finland where both men and women’s
productivity is highly valued, both men’s and women’s education, employment, and income
promote marriage (Jalovaara, 2012).

Recent empirical and theoretical work further extends the role of ideational factors from
the contextual level to the individual level. Individuals’ own valuation of their careers, beliefs in
men’s provider role and women’s homemaker role, valuation of marriage in general, and
attitudes about old age support have been shown to influence entrance into marriage (Barber &
Axinn, 1998; Carlson, McLanahan, & England, 2004; Jennings, Axinn, & Ghimire, 2012;
Koball, 2004). More broadly, newer demographic theories highlight the role of ideational factors
as important sources of variation and change in marital timing. Developmental idealism theory
points to the influence of values and beliefs that relate marriage and family to development
(Allendorf & Thornton, 2015; Thornton, 2001, 2005), while Second Demographic Transition
theory highlights secularization and individualism (Lesthaeghe, 2010; Lesthaeghe & Neidert,
2006; Van de Kaa, 1987).

While this research suggests that ideational factors are important in all contexts, they may
have special relevance in non-Western contexts. The specialization and marital search models
were originally formulated to explain marriage in the United States and are shaped by

particularities of the Western nuclear family system. Both models assume that newly married
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couples form their own households and marriage occurs when a couple is economically able to
form a household. Yet, as outlined by Hajnal (1982), there are substantial swathes of the globe in
which marriage does not customarily lead to the creation of a new household and does not
require economic independence of those getting married. In such contexts, individuals’ own
economic characteristics may be less influential, giving greater space for the potential influence
of ideational factors, including timing attitudes. Nepal customarily has an extended family
system in which marriage does not lead to new households. Thus, our setting is one of the
contexts in ' which ideational factors may be particularly relevant.
Timing attitudes

While past research on entrance into marriage has largely neglected timing attitudes,
these attitudes are a focus of life course research, although they are usually referred to as age
norms or deadlines (Liefbroer & Billari, 2010; Settersten & Mayer, 1997). For example,
Liefbroer and Billari (2010, p. 290) define age norms as “expectations about the appropriate age
at or age range within which behaviors should occur.” Past work in this area has concentrated on
establishing and describing timing attitudes for many life course events, including leaving the
parental home, childbearing, and marriage (Aassve, Arpino, & Billari, 2013; Settersten &
Higestad, 1996).

Only a few studies assess whether timing attitudes influence individuals’ entrance into
marriage. Early studies using cross-sectional data found that individuals who value older ages at

marriage were more likely to have married at older ages (Modell, 1980; Thornton & Freedman,
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1982). Others used panel data to more rigorously assess the influence of timing attitudes. Most
notably, Tosi (2017) found that age norms influence when young people leave their parental
home due to marriage or other reasons in Italy. Specifically, young Italians living with their
parents who thought they were too young to leave home were more likely to still be living with
their parents four years later, rather than having left home for marriage or other reasons. These
young Italians were also influenced by their parents’ age norms; the youth were more likely to
have left home if they perceived their parents as approving home-leaving for a person of their
age. Similarly, in a companion paper, we found that timing attitudes of young people and their
parents do influence young people’s entrance into marriage in Nepal (Allendorf, Thornton,
Mitchell, Young-DeMarco, & Ghimire, 2015). Others have found that young people married
significantly later when their mothers or neighbors valued older ages at marriage in the US and
Nepal (Axinn & Thornton, 1992; Thornton, Axinn, & Xie, 2008; Yabiku, 2006). Similarly,
ethnic-specific norms about marital timing, known as adat, are significantly related to age at
marriage at the aggregate level in Indonesia (Buttenheim & Nobles, 2009). None of these
studies, however, examine whether timing attitudes explain why women marry earlier than men,
or whether their influence differs by gender.

Overall, previous research on gender differences in marriage established that there are
gender differences in the influence of socioeconomic and ideational characteristics, but do not
examine timing attitudes. On the other hand, previous studies on timing attitudes (or age norms)

show that such attitudes do affect marriage, but do not address gender differences in their effects,
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nor the extent to which they account for women marrying earlier than men. Thus, this article
makes an important contribution to both literatures by addressing whether the influence of timing
attitudes differs by gender and whether such attitudes explain why women marry earlier than
men.
Conceptualization

The schemas that people hold provide ways of understanding the world and living within
it (Fricke, 1997; Geertz, 1973; Johnson-Hanks, Bachrach, Morgan, & Kohler, 2011). People use
such schemas to make decisions, both consciously and unconsciously, about how to behave
(Bachrach, 2014; Johnson-Hanks et al., 2011; Swidler, 2001). When individuals’ attitudes and
beliefs are consistent with a particular behavior, individuals are more likely to engage in that
behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). Given the large number of potential schemas that can impact
a behavior, especially one as multi-faceted as marriage, we expect that the effect of any one will

be relatively weak.

It is not simply individuals’ own schemas that are influential however. When it comes to
marriage, the attitudes and beliefs of parents are also important. Parents’ role is apparent in
contexts with the custom of arranged marriage where parents themselves play a dominant role in
contracting the marriages of their children. However, parents’ play an important role in
children’s marriage even in contexts with considerable youthful autonomy, like Italy and the
United States (Thornton et al., 2008; Tosi, 2017). Parents’ attitudes likely influence children’s

marriage in a variety of ways. Through exposure to their parents, children’s attitudes often grow
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to resemble those of their parents through the process of socialization (Bandura, 1986;
Chodorow, 1978). Children may also choose to act in accordance with their parents’ attitudes,
rather than their own. Children often hold substantial amounts of respect and affection for their
parents and may act in keeping with their parents’ attitudes in order to please them or prevent
their parents from experiencing shame and embarrassment. Even if children would rather not
behave in accordance with their parents’ attitudes, parents can coerce such behavior through
control of resources, emotional and social pressure, and even violence (Chowdhry, 2007; Mody,

2008).

Timing attitudes and ideational factors more broadly may often mediate economic
characteristics, but can also act as exogenous causal factors in their own right. The mediating
role is highlighted in the specialization and marital search models discussed above. Older timing
attitudes for men appear to be an outgrowth of the economic need for men to establish
themselves economically, while younger timing attitudes for women are a product of women’s
need to quickly find a husband to support them. By contrast, the exogenous role is highlighted in
developmental idealism theory. According to this theory, the dissemination of a powerful
collection of values and beliefs that portray Western behavior as inherently good, modern, and
causally connected to socioeconomic development, motivated individuals around the world to
adopt Western marriage practices (Allendorf, 2017; Allendorf & Thornton, 2015; Thornton,
Dorius, & Swindle, 2015). Regardless of whether timing attitudes are mediating underlying

economic factors or acting as exogenous causal forces though, we view such attitudes as an
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important part of the marriage process and expect that they contribute to gender gaps in marital

timing.

When contemplating marriage, there are a variety of relevant attitudes and beliefs that
individuals could draw on. Timing attitudes — evaluations of particular ages, or a range of ages,
as good or acceptable times to marry — comprise one set of schemas that are relevant to entrance
into marriage. We conceptualize timing attitudes as influencing marriage by shaping many
smaller behaviors that lead up to marriage. Individuals and their parents likely begin searching
for a potential spouse when the young person is close to or has reached the “right” age for
marriage. When they reach the right age, individuals and their parents may also be more likely to
accept marriage proposals. Conversely, those who receive a proposal for themselves or their
child may reject the offer if they believe they or their child are too young. Further, if individuals
are later perceived to be “too old” for marriage, they and their parents may abandon the marital

search as hopeless or inappropriate.

These dynamics could account for why women marry earlier than men. If young people
and their parents value relatively young ages at marriage for women and relatively old ages at
marriage for men, than women would enter the desirable marriage age range earlier. In turn,
young women and their parents would experience the dynamics described above at younger ages

than men and their parents, resulting in women marrying earlier.
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Hypergamy is likely to play a role in this process as well. Timing attitudes for women
are not determined in isolation from those for men. One reason that individuals may value
relatively young ages at marriage for women and old ages at marriage for men is because they
value hypergamy and want to ensure that wives are younger than their husbands. In turn, part of

the effect of timing attitudes may be mediating related attitudes about hypergamy.

There is also reason to expect the size of the influence of timing attitudes to differ
between men and women. On one hand, timing attitudes may have a greater influence on
women’s behavior because timing attitudes about women are tied to the valuation of virginity
and childbearing. In Nepal, as well as much of South Asia, women’s, but not men’s, sexuality is
tightly linked to marriage and young women are expected to remain virgins until marriage
(Allendorf, 2017; Desai & Andrist, 2010). Women marrying young helps ensure that they do not
have time to endanger their reputations though interactions with men. Further, in Nepal, as well
as many non-Western contexts, childbearing is expected to take place only within marriage and
is often expected to start relatively quickly after marriage (Ghimire, 2017; Gipson & Hindin,
2007). Undesirable ages for women’s marriage may be particularly disliked because they are
ages at which women cannot have children or do so only at risk to themselves and their children.
Maternal mortality, obstetric fistula, and other adverse outcomes are more common among very
young mothers (Abdullah, Malek, Faruque, Salam, & Ahmed, 2007; Mehra & Agrawal, 2004).

(Given that the vast majority of Nepali women marry well before their late 30s and 40s when

14
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fecundity begins to decline and health risks rise, concerns about older ages are probably of little

relevance in Nepal.)

The combined pressure of childbearing and the valuation of virginity would also work to
create a narrow range of acceptable marriage ages for women, which may further serve to
increase the effect of marital timing attitudes on women. Limiting desirable marriages ages to
ages in which young women are assured of virginal reputations would serve to push timing
attitudes down towards menarche, which occurs in early adolescence. A girl becomes a sexual
being and potentially vulnerable to a damaged reputation through interactions with men upon
reaching menarche (Bennett 1983: 234-236). Thus, marrying close to the time of menarche
ensures that girls’ reputations and purity are intact. Conversely, limiting desirable ages for
marriage to those in which women are ready for childbearing serves to push timing attitudes up
towards the older end of adolescence. In turn, the desirable range of marriages ages for women
may be narrower than it is for men. A narrow age range may further motivate young women and

their parents to work especially hard to marry within the desirable window.

There are also reasons to expect that timing attitudes held by men would be more
influential. In highly patriarchal societies like Nepal, men have more decisionmaking power and
access to resources than women (Allendorf, 2007; Morgan & Niraula, 1995). This differential
also applies specifically to marriage. In Nepal, as well as other contexts with patriarchal family
systems and arranged marriage, men exercise greater control over the choice of their spouse than

women (Allendorf, 2017; Caldwell, Reddy, & Caldwell, 1983; Ghimire, Axinn, Yabiku, &
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Thornton, 2006; Riley, 1994). This disparity suggests that men are better able to act on their

attitudes and, thus, men’s timing attitudes are more influential.

There is also reason to expect that timing attitudes about men may be more important
than those for women, whether they are held by women or men. In a patrilineal and patrilocal
context like Nepal, son’s marriages hold special significance for their parents and the broader
family. It is sons who carry on the family line, inherit family wealth, and are responsible for their
parents in old age, and it is sons’ wives who are expected to co-reside with parents (Jennings et
al., 2012; Karve, 1965; Niraula & Morgan, 1996). Thus, the importance of son’s marriage to the

family may make parents’ and sons’ especially keen to ensure that men marry on time.

Finally, we should note that while marriage is fundamentally a two-sided process, our
conceptualization takes a one-sided approach. Marriage is two-sided because it involves the
behavior of the two people getting married and their families, a bride’s side and a groom’s side.
In practice, we expect that both sides are influential. However, we are not able to assess the
potential influence of the timing attitudes held by (future) spouses and parents-in-law because
data on their timing attitudes are not available. Thus, in keeping with the analysis, our

conceptualization takes a one-sided approach.

Methods

Data

16
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The data are part of the Chitwan Valley Family Study and were collected from 2008 to
2014. Data collection began with a baseline survey of a representative sample of individuals
aged 15-59 residing in Chitwan Valley, located in south-central Nepal. Current residents aged
12-14 in 2008 were also part of the data collection, but were administered the baseline interview
on a rolling basis from 2008 to 2012 after they reached 15 years of age. Additionally, parents of
never married respondents who were less than 35 years old and spouses of original respondents
were interviewed. These spouses and parents were interviewed even if they were not part of the
original sample and lived outside Chitwan Valley, but not if they lived outside Nepal. The final
sample of the baseline survey had a response rate of 97.1% and includes 5,802 individuals; 4,576
respondents aged 15-59 in 2008 who were interviewed in 2008, plus another 1,226 respondents
aged 12-14in 2008 who were interviewed upon reaching age fifteen. The baseline survey was
followed by ongoing collection of data on marriages through 2014. These data were collected
via household interviews conducted every three months. Thus, marriage data were gathered even

if individuals moved outside Chitwan or Nepal after the baseline survey.

Our analytical sample comprises the 1,562 individuals at risk of first marriage with
matching baseline interviews from both parents. We defined those at risk of first marriage as all
never married youth aged 15-24 at the baseline survey. (These 1,562 youth include 972
individuals aged 15-24 in 2008 who were administered the baseline survey in 2008 and 590
individuals aged 12-14 in 2008 who were administered the baseline survey on an ongoing basis

after their fifteenth birthday.) Overall, 1,770 respondents were at risk of first marriage, but 208
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of them did not have matching interviews from their mother and father because one or both
parents were deceased, living outside of Nepal, or unavailable for interview. Thus, our analytical
sample includes 88% of all youth at risk of a first marriage. We refer to these never married
youth as “children” to highlight their relationship to their parents and provide clarity in our

intergenerational discussion.

It is important to note that the analytical sample has a skewed age distribution. At the
time of the baseline survey, 40% of respondents were age 15, another 17% were 16, and only
18% were 20 to 24. This young age distribution is due to the survey design and left truncation.
Interviewing children aged 12-14 in 2008 on an ongoing basis after their fifteenth birthday
inflated the number of 15 year olds and, to a lesser extent, 16 year olds. Those aged 15 and 16 in
the analytical sample include those aged 15 to 16 in 2008 and those aged 12 to 14 in 2008. (The
survey design called for interviewing all 12-14 year olds in 2008 when they reached 15, but
some were not interviewed until they were 16.) Further, in Nepal, many marry at relatively
young ages in their late teens and early twenties. Thus, many individuals that were at the high

end of the age range married before data collection began and were not eligible for the sample.

Measurement

Timing attitudes. Attitudes about marital timing were collected with six questions asked
at the baseline interview. Children and parents were asked to report their ideal age at marriage, as

well as the lowest and highest acceptable ages at marriage, for women and men separately. The

18

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



exact questions were: 1) “What do you feel is the ideal age for a [woman/man] to get married
these days?; 2) What would be the youngest age you would consider acceptable for a
[woman/man] to get married these days?; and 3) What would be the oldest age you would

consider acceptable for a [woman/man] to get married these days?

We expect that women marry earlier than men because women enter into the acceptable
marriage age range at younger ages. Thus, our research question is really about the interplay of
timing attitudes with young people’s age, rather than timing attitudes in isolation. In keeping
with this focus, our main variable of interest is a secondary, time-varying variable that compares
children’s age to the range of acceptable marriage ages for their gender. In other words, we

identify whether children would be perceived to be the “right age”, “too young”, or “too old” to

marry.

Specifically, based on the lowest and highest acceptable ages at marriage for a person of
their gender and time-varying age, we categorize children’s person-months into the following
five categories: 1) more than 5 years too young, 2) 3-5 years too young, 3) 1-2 years too young,
4) within the acceptable range (the right age), and 5) too old. For example, a man that is seven
years younger than the lowest acceptable marriage age for men is categorized as more than 5
years too young. We use three versions of this variable; one based on the child’s own lowest and
highest acceptable marriage ages for a person of their gender and two based on the parents’
lowest and highest acceptable marriage ages for a person of their child’s gender (one for mothers

and one for fathers). Another benefit of using this categorical measure is that it appropriately
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allows for a non-linear effect of timing attitudes. We use the term “placement in the marriage age

range” and the broader “timing attitudes” to refer to these three key measures.

Marriage. The dependent variable is the monthly hazard of entering a first marriage. The
period of risk starts in 2008 for children aged 15-24 in 2008 and just after their fifteenth birthday
for children aged 12-14 in 2008. Thus, each person-month is coded 0 for every month a child
remained unmarried and 1 for months in which a child married. Children remained at risk of
marriage until they married or were censored when data collection ended in 2014. Marriage
behavior did show the expected gender differential; 52% of daughters and 26% of sons married

during the study period (Table 1).

Controls. The temporal ordering of our variables minimizes the potential for reverse
causation. Yet, the association could still be inflated by correlations with other factors that are
associated with both timing attitudes and entrance into marriage. Thus, we included controls for
children’s education, nonfamily work experience, age, and interactions of gender with age and
nonfamily work experience. We also controlled for household and parent characteristics,
including caste/ethnicity, distance from the urban center, mothers’ education, and fathers’
education. In models with children’s, mothers’, and fathers’ timing attitudes we further included
control(s) for the length of their acceptable marriage age range. We should note that children’s
education and work experience paired with parents’ education adjusts for the economic
characteristics of both the individual children and the broader household. By controlling for these

economic characteristics, the measured effects of timing attitudes will include any effects of
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economic characteristics that are mediated via timing attitudes, as well as effects of timing
attitudes that are exogenous. (The measured effects of these timing attitudes will not include
effects of the economic characteristics that operate via other pathways beyond timing attitudes.)
We included the length of the marriage range because individuals may be more likely to marry in
the acceptable age range when that range is shorter, while the effect of a longer range may be
diffused over several years. Age is time-varying, while all other controls are fixed at the baseline.

We present the descriptive statistics for these variables in Table 1.

[Table 1 about here]

To provide the most conservative adjustment for age, we used several dummies for single
years of age, as well as interactions of the age dummies with gender. Age is strongly related to
both entrance into marriage and timing attitudes. Thus, our analysis rests on identifying effects of
timing attitudes and gender differences in such attitudes that are not due to correlations with age.
Unlike a continuous measure of age, single-year dummies provide greater control because their
use does not force a consistent, linear relationship between each successive year of age and
entrance into marriage. We further include interactions of age with gender to allow these age
effects to vary between daughters and sons. Thus, for example, the effect of being 15 years old is

allowed to differ between daughters and sons.

Analytical Strategy

21
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We began our analysis by first establishing whether timing attitudes for women are
indeed younger than those for men. Thus, we started with a descriptive examination of marital
timing attitudes by gender. Next, we turned to our central questions, assessing if timing attitudes
explain why women marry earlier than men and whether the influence of such attitudes on
marriage differs by gender. To address these questions we examined predicted probabilities
based on discrete-time hazard models of marriage in which the person-month is the unit of
analysis. Rather than analyzing the transition rate (H) directly in these models, we make a logit
transformation, [H/(1-H)], and estimate this as a function of the predictors using logistic
regression (Petersen, 1993). All models were also adjusted for clustering within households and

neighborhoods and rely on robust standard errors.

Our first central aim was to assess whether gender differences in the distributions of
placement in the acceptable marriage age range explain why daughters marry earlier, or at higher
rates, than sons. One approach would be to run a series of pooled models with both sons and
daughters and assess whether the coefficient for gender moves closer to zero, indicating a
reductionin gender differences, as timing attitudes are added to the model. Yet, this approach
requires that the effects of all variables in the model are the same for sons and daughters. If we
allowed the effects of any variable to differ by including interactions with gender, the coefficient
for gender can no longer be interpreted as a straightforward measure of overall gender
differences. The effect of work experience does differ significantly for sons and daughters

(results not shown) and we wanted to allow for gender differences in age effects. Thus, it is
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inappropriate to assume that the effects of all variables are the same for sons and daughters; the

model should include interactions with gender.

Rather than examining the coefficient for gender, we examined whether the gender
difference in the predicted probabilities of marriage is reduced when timing attitudes are added
to the model. Specifically, we compared gender differences in predicted probabilities of marriage
across six models. The first model, which is our main comparison model, included only gender
and control variables. The remaining five models added children’s placement in the marriage age
range according to their own, their mothers’, and their fathers’ timing attitudes. If gender
differences in the distribution of placement in the marriage age range account for the gender gap
in the entrance into marriage, then the gap between sons’ and daughters’ predicted probabilities
of marriage will be reduced when children’s placement in the acceptable marriage age range are
included in the model. These probabilities were calculated as the average predicted probability
for all sons in the sample held at their observed values and the average predicted probability for

all daughters in the sample held at their observed values.

Our second central aim was to examine if the influence of timing attitudes differs by
gender. If we had used ordinary linear regression, we would have addressed this goal by testing
if the coefficients for children’s placement in the acceptable marriage age range differ between
daughters and sons. Specifically, we would have included an interaction of gender with
placement in the marriage age range in pooled models of both sons and daughters and tested if

the interaction terms were statistically significant. However, this approach may not be the best in
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our case because we used logit models. Unlike coefficients from ordinary linear regression
models, coefficients from logit models are affected by residual variation (Allison, 1999;
Williams, 2009). In turn, the comparison of coefficients across groups can be incorrect if residual
variation differs across the groups. In this case, if residual variation differs by gender, tests of
whether the coefficients for timing attitudes differ between sons and daughters could appear
statistically significant even when the effects do not actually differ and vice versa.

Instead of comparing coefficients, we compared predicted probabilities of marriage
derived from the models. Unlike logit coefficients, predicted probabilities are unaffected by
residual variation (Long, 2009). So, testing whether predicted probabilities are equal across sons
and daughters allowed us to examine gender differences without interference from undetectable
differences in residual variation. This approach is not entirely parallel to testing for differences in
coefficients however. When testing whether coefficients are equal, one test would
parsimoniously indicate whether the effects of timing attitudes differ by gender overall. When
comparing predicted probabilities, however, there is not one test. Instead, since predicted
probabilities vary across different levels of the variables, we must use multiple tests at different
levels (Long, 2009). In turn, there may not be one, simple conclusion.

Since timing attitudes are measured with categorical variables, we examined gender
differences among the predicted probabilities of marriage for each of the categories of placement
in the marriage age range. We began by calculating the effects of timing attitudes separately for

sons and daughters. We subtracted the expected probability of marriage for each of the
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categories outside the acceptable marriage age range from the probability of marriage within the
acceptable marriage age range. For example, the effect of being 1-2 years too young on sons is
the predicted probability of marriage among men within the acceptable marriage age range
minus the predicted probability of marriage among men 1-2 years younger than the lowest
acceptable age. Next, to examine whether these effects of timing attitudes differ between sons
and daughters, we subtracted the sons’ effects (or differences) from the daughters’ effects. We
tested whether differences in the predicted probabilities were different from zero using the delta
method (Long & Freese, 2014). When calculating predicted probabilities for this question, we
held all other variables in the model at the pooled means for sons and daughters together. Thus,
any observed differences in the predicted probabilities are due only to differences in the effects
of timing attitudes and not to gender differences in the distribution of other variables.

Finally, it should be noted that we present and tested transformed versions of the original
predicted probabilities. Since our unit of analysis is the person-month, the predicted probabilities
derived directly from the models are the probabilities of marrying in only one person-month and
are extremely small. We transformed them into the expected probability of marrying within five
person-years, or 60 person-months, of exposure to make them larger and more interpretable. If
the predicted probability of marriage in one person-month is Al, we transformed it into Aéo, the
probability of marrying within 60 person-months, where Aqg =1 — (1 — A )%,

Results

Do marital timing attitudes differ by gender?
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The means and standard deviations of ideal ages at marriage, as well as the lowest and
highest acceptable ages, are presented in Table 2. The mean ideal age for a woman to marry was
22.1 according to daughters, 21.7 according to their mothers, and 21.2 according to their fathers.
The lowest acceptable age at marriage for women was just below the ideal age with means of
20.7, 20.5, and 19.9 for daughters, mothers, and fathers respectively. The highest acceptable age
was slightly farther away from the ideal with means of 25.3, 25.1 and 25.5 respectively. Overall,
both daughters and their parents viewed the early twenties, roughly ages 20 to 25, as the
desirable age range for women. The average length of this range was five years, specifically 4.6,

4.7, and 5.5 years according to daughters, mothers, and fathers respectively.

[Table 2 about here]

Compared to those for women, timing attitudes for men were older and more varied. The
mean ideal age at marriage for a man was 25.3 for sons, 26.0 for their mothers, and 25.2 for their
fathers (Table 2). The mean lowest acceptable age was slightly below the mean ideal at 23-24,
while the mean highest acceptable age was farther above the mean ideal at 29-30. Overall, sons
and their parents viewed the mid and late twenties, roughly ages 23 to 30, as the desirable
marriage age range for men. In turn, the desirable range for men was roughly one or two years
longer than the range for women. The average length of the acceptable range for men was 5.3,
5.9, and 6.5 years respectively according to sons, their mothers, and their fathers. Further

pointing to greater variation in attitudes for men, the standard deviations were consistently larger

26

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



for men. The standard deviation for ideal, low, and high ages at marriage for men ranged from

2.7 to 3.7, while they ranged from 1.9 to 3.0 for women.

As expected, these gender differences in timing attitudes resulted in substantial
differences in the distribution of sons and daughters’ placement in the acceptable marriage age
range. Overall, younger timing attitudes for women concentrated daughters’ person-months
within or close to the acceptable marriage age range for their gender. Conversely, older timing
values for men, concentrate sons’ person-months well below the acceptable age range. While
there are slight variations in exact percentages, this pattern holds regardless of whether it is
children’s, mothers’, or fathers’ timing attitudes that define the acceptable marriage age range.
Thus, for the sake of brevity, we discuss exact percentages only for placement in the marriage
age range based on children’s own timing attitudes as an illustrative example of this common
pattern. As seen in Table 2, 31% of daughters’ person-months were within their own acceptable
marriage age range versus 17% of sons’ person-months. Similarly, 26% of daughters’ person-
months were in the 1-2 years too young category, while only 15% of sons’ were. By contrast,
daughters spent only 8% of their person-months more than five years too young, while sons
spent 36% of their person-months in this youngest category. The two genders met in the middle
at the 3-5 years too young, with roughly a third of both sons’ and daughters’ person-months
falling in this intermediate category. Such substantial gender differences in the distributions of
children’s placement in the acceptable marriage age range could account for a sizeable amount of

the gender gap in marital timing. (Conversely, if there had been only trivial gender differences in

27

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



these distributions, then it would be impossible for timing attitudes to account for women

marrying earlier than men.)

We should also note that our sample spent little time above the acceptable marriage age
range. Sons and daughters were “too old” for marriage for less than 5% of their person-months
according to children’s, mothers’, and fathers’ timing attitudes. This scarcity is due to a
combination of left truncation, high marriage rates at young ages in the study area, and the length
of the data collection period. As noted above, the data collection lasted for six years and
followed a sample of never married youth aged 15-24 at baseline (or 12-24 in 2008). Those who
were at the younger end of this age range were still below or within the acceptable marriage
ranges six years later at the end of the study. Individuals who were at the older end of this age
range at the start of the study period and, thus, could have aged to become older than the oldest
acceptable marriage age were relatively sparse. Many older individuals married prior to the start
of the study and were not eligible to be in our sample in the first place or married during the
study period before aging into the oldest category. The number of person-months in this older
category was too small to provide robust estimates. So, we did not go on to examine whether the

influence of being perceived as “too old” differs between daughters and sons.

Do timing attitudes explain gender differences in entrance into marriage?

Next, we examined whether this substantial difference in the distributions of sons and

daughters placement in the marriage age range explains daughters marrying earlier than sons. As
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described above, to address this question we examined whether daughters’ and sons’ expected
probabilities of marriage converge as children’s placement in the acceptable marriage age range
was added to the model. In Model 1, with only gender and controls, the expected probability of
marriage was .50 for daughters and .22 for sons, resulting in a difference of .27 (Table 3). This
gender gap of .27 was our baseline; we examined the extent to which it was reduced as children’s
placement in the marriage age range — according to children’s, mothers’, and fathers’ timing
attitudes — was added to the model. In Models 2-4, we added children’s placement in the
acceptable marriage age range one-by-one, first according to children’s timing attitudes, then
mothers’ attitudes, and finally fathers’ attitudes. The results of these show how much of the
gender gap is explained by each family member’s timing attitudes individually. Next, Model 5
included placement in the marriage age range based on both mothers’ and fathers’ attitudes,
showing how much of the gender gap parents’ attitudes explain together. Finally, Model 6
included children’s placement in the marriage age range according to all three family members’

attitudes, showing how much of the gender gap all three family members’ timing attitudes

collectively explain.

[Table 3 about here]

We begin by describing how much each family member’s timing attitudes reduce the
gender gap individually (Table 3, Models 2-4). When children’s placement in the marriage age
range according to their own timing attitudes was included in the model, the gap was reduced

from .27 to .25, a reduction of 9% (Table 3). Mothers’ and fathers’ timing attitudes both
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individually reduced the gap to .23, translating to reductions of about 15% (Table 3). Thus, it
appears that each parents’ timing attitudes explain slightly more of the gender difference than

children’s own attitudes.

Next, we evaluated the combined impacts of family members. When children’s
placement in the marriage age range according to both parents’ are included in the model, the
gender gap falls from .27 to .20, a reduction of 26% (Table 3). When all three family members’
timing attitudes were included, daughters’ probability of marriage falls to a low of .44, while
sons’ rises to a high of .26 (Table 3). The expected probability of marriage still differs
significantly and sizably between sons and daughters, but the gap fell to a low of .19 (Table 3).
Collectively, children and parents’ timing attitudes reduced the gender gap by 32%. Thus, timing
attitudes did not account for the entire gender gap in the entrance to marriage, but they did

explain a sizeable portion.

Does the influence of timing attitudes on marriage differ by gender?

Above, we assessed whether gender differences in the distribution of timing attitudes, or
specifically children’s placement in acceptable marriage age ranges, explain the gender gap in
marital timing. In other words, assuming that being the right age for marriage has the same effect
on sons and daughters, does the concentration of daughters’ person-months within acceptable
marriage ranges paired with concentration of sons’ person-months below the acceptable range,

account for women marrying earlier than men? As discussed above, however, the assumption
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that being the right age for marriage has the same effect on sons and daughters may be wrong.
Thus, we next address whether the influence of timing attitudes differed between sons and

daughters.

Since we had three sets of timing attitudes — those from children, mothers, and fathers —
we examined potential gender differences in the influence of each family members’ attitudes in
turn. To avoid multicollinearity problems, we evaluated gender differences in the effects of each
family members’ timing attitudes one at a time. Using three separate models, we evaluated
gender differences in children’s placement in the acceptable marriage age range according to
children’s own attitudes, then according to their mother’s attitudes, and finally according to their
father’s attitudes. As noted above, the effects of timing attitudes were measured as the predicted
probability of marriage inside the range of acceptable marriage ages minus the probability of
marriage in a category below the acceptable range. (As noted above, we did not assess potential
gender differences in the influence of being too old for marriage because the number of person-

months in this oldest category was too small to provide rigorous estimates.)

We began with children’s own timing attitudes (Figure 1). A sizeable gender difference
in the influence of timing attitudes appeared only for the youngest category. Compared to being
within the acceptable marriage range, being more than five years too young for marriage
substantially reduced the expected probability of marriage for daughters, but not sons.
Specifically, daughters’ probability of marriage was reduced by .28, while sons’ was reduced

only by .02, resulting in a large, statistically significant gender difference of .27 (.28 — .02 with
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rounding error, p-value=0.00). By contrast, there were no gender differences in the influences of
the other two categories that are closer to the acceptable age range. There was no gender
difference because there was no effect of these categories for either gender; daughters and sons
who were 3-5 years and 1-2 years too young for marriage according to their own attitudes, were

not less likely to marry than those who were the right age.

[Figure 1 about here]

Next, we turn to mother’s timing attitudes (Figure 2). It appeared that mothers’ timing
attitudes have consistently larger effects on daughters than sons. Daughters’ expected probability
of marriage was reduced more than sons’ for each of the three categories below the acceptable
range. Compared to those within the marriage range, daughters’ expected probability of marriage
was reduced by .08, .16, and .27, respectively, for those 1-2 years too young, 3-5 years too
young, and more than 5 years too young. Sons’ reductions in the expected probability of
marriage were substantially smaller or nonexistent at .00, .05, and .06 respectively. Only the
largest gender difference of .21 (.27 — .06) in the effects of the more than 5 years too young
category was statistically significant though (p-value = .03). The modest differences of .10 and
.08 for the other categories of 3-5 and 1-2 years too young have p-values of 0.23 and 0.24

respectively.

[Figure 2 about here]
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Finally, we examined gender differences in the influence of father’s timing attitudes on
their children (Figure 3). Again, there was a striking difference in the effect of the youngest
category. Being more than five years too young for marriage according to their father’s timing
attitudes reduced daughters’ expected probability of marriage by .27, while it reduced sons’ by
only .10. The resulting gender difference of .17 (.27 — .10) did not quite reach statistical
significance though (p-value = 0.09). The other too young categories showed small and
remarkably similar dampening effects on daughters and sons. When they were 3-5 years too
young for marriage, daughters’ and sons’ expected probabilities of marriage were reduced by .08
and .06 respectively. When they were 1-2 years too young, the probability of marriage was
reduced by .08 and .04 respectively. Not surprisingly, these slight gender differences of .02 (.08

—.06) and .04 (.08 — .04) were not statistically significant.

[Figure 3 about here]

When we compared gender differences across children’s, mothers’, and father’s timing
attitudes there was a common pattern. The extreme category — more than five years too young
for marriage — consistently showed substantial gender differences across all three family
members’ attitudes. Being much too young for marriage according to themselves, their mothers,
and their fathers, reduced both sons and daughters’ entrance into marriage, but much more so for
daughters. By contrast, the effects of being only a little too young for marriage showed little to
no gender differences across family members. The impact of being 1-2 or 3-5 years too young

according to children’s and fathers’ timing attitudes showed no gender differences; the point
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estimates were near zero and not statistically significant. According to mothers’ timing attitudes,
these somewhat too young categories had moderately larger effects on daughters, but these
moderate gender differences were not statistically significant. Overall, the influence of timing
attitudes was larger for daughters than sons, but this gender difference appeared only when

children are much too young for marriage.

These findings also have implications for the earlier analysis, in which we examined
whether timing attitudes explain why women marry earlier than. In the analysis presented in
Table 3, we assumed that the effects of timing attitudes were the same for sons and daughters;
any accounting for the gender gap in timing was due only to differences in the distribution of
sons and daughters’ placement in the acceptable marriage age range. Given the evidence of
sizeable gender differences in the influence of being more than five years too young for marriage
presented in Figures 1-3, we also assessed whether our analysis of the gender timing gap would
change if we allowed the influence of timing attitudes to differ between sons and daughters.
Specifically, we conducted the analyses presented in Table 3 with models that included
interactions of gender with children’s placement in the acceptable marriage age range. The
results were virtually identical; the gender gaps differ from those presented in Table 3 by only
.00 to .01 when the interactions of timing attitudes with gender were added. In turn, the
differences in the point estimates of the gender gap translated into differences in the relative

change of only one to four percentage points.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Given the incredible diversity of human behavior around the globe, the universal pattern
of women marrying earlier than men is remarkable. Marital timing shapes education, access to
employment and resources, living arrangements, childbearing, and many other aspects of life.
Thus, gender differences in marital timing contribute to gender differences in family life,
economic opportunities, and well-being. Yet, despite its universality and importance, it is still
not well understood why women marry earlier than men. In this article, we examined one factor
that might account for this difference in marital timing — gender differences in the valuation of

particular ages as good, or acceptable, times for marriage.

We found that timing attitudes explained a third of the gender gap in marital timing in
Chitwan Valley. Daughters married earlier than sons, in part, because young people and their
parents preferred younger ages at marriage for women. Specifically, while children and their
parents viewed the early twenties as an acceptable time for marriage for women, they favored the
mid and late twenties for men. Thus, daughters reached the right age to marry at younger ages

than sons, which led to daughter’s earlier entrance into marriage.

Since children and parents’ timing attitudes did not account for the entire gap, however,
there must be other important factors that explained why women marry earlier than men. Part of
the remaining gap may be explained by the timing attitudes of other people. As noted above, we

were not able to take into account the timing attitudes of future spouses and parents-in-law.
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Further, we did not take into account timing attitudes held by neighbors or at other collective

levels. Thus, timing attitudes are likely to explain even more than a third of the gap.

Other ideational schemas, beyond timing attitudes, may also contribute to the gender gap
in marital timing. As noted above, attitudes about hypergamy may contribute to the gap. In
Chitwan Valley and many other contexts, there is a widespread desire to match the age hierarchy
to the gender hierarchy by ensuring that wives are younger than husbands. Such attitudes would
lead to sons and their parents targeting younger brides and, conversely, daughters and their
parents targeting older grooms. The valuation of women’s virginity to prospective husbands and
the parents-in-law is also likely to contribute to the gap. Men and their parents may
disproportionately target young brides not directly because they are young, but because they
have exemplary reputations. Further, in South Asia, some believe that young brides are more
malleable and better able to adapt themselves to their marital family. This belief would also lead

to men and their families targeting younger women for marriage.

As pointed out by Becker (1981) and Oppenheimer (1988; 1997), economic factors are
also likely to play a role in the gender gap. Yet, these economic factors may play out in slightly
different ways in Nepal and other South Asian contexts. Like Western contexts, men’s
employment in high-paying jobs in the formal sector are increasingly valued, but take a long
time to obtain and, thus, delay men’s marriage. Any employment for women, on the other hand,
is not as highly valued as men’s, but appears to speed up, rather than delay marriage in South

Asia. In neighboring India, Desai and Andrist (2010) found that employed women were more
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likely to marry than unemployed women. They speculated that concern about daughters
interacting with men while working outside the home prompts parents’ to marry employed
daughters quickly to safeguard their reputations. Connections between dowry and age at
marriage may also play a role in South Asia. Older brides usually require larger dowries, which
provides.an incentive for parents to marry their daughters at young ages when the financial
burden is lighter. Unlike India and Bangladesh though, large dowries are not commonly
exchanged in Nepal. So, we do not expect dowry concerns to play an important role in Chitwan

Valley.

The other major contribution of this article was to assess whether the influence of marital
timing attitudes differs by gender. We found that the timing attitudes of children themselves,
their mothers, and their fathers all had larger influences on daughters. This gender difference
appeared only when children were much too young for marriage though. Specifically, daughters
that were more than five years too young to marry were substantially less likely to marry than
daughters who were the right age for marriage. By comparison, sons that were more than five
years too young for marriage according to their mothers and fathers were less likely to marry, but
the dampening effect was smaller than that for daughters. Further, sons’ own timing attitudes had

no effects on their entrance into marriage.

While we expected gender differences, we were not able to predict the direction. On one
hand, we expected that links to childbearing, valuation of virginity, and concerns about

daughters’ reputations might lead to greater influences of timing attitudes on daughters. On the
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other hand, the centrality of men’s marriages for carrying on the patrilineal family and men’s
greater decision-making power might lead to greater influences of sons’ timing attitudes. Our
results are consistent with links to concerns about daughters’ reputations and childbearing
making timing attitudes more influential for daughters. Simply put, young women and their
parents may scrupulously avoid marriage when they believe young women are much too young
to leave the natal home and begin childbearing. These connections may also explain why son’s
own timing attitudes did not affect their behavior. Even though they have greater control over
their marriages than daughters, sons may not use that power to enact their timing attitudes
because timing attitudes about men are not as highly valued as those about women. It is also
possible that, contrary to our initial expectations, the importance of men’s marriage to the
patriarchal family devalues timing attitudes about men. When faced with the choice of a son
marrying at the wrong time or not marrying at all, sons and their parents may well choose a
mistimed marriage. Further, since a daughter-in-law will become a member of their family and
parents often live with their daughters-in-law, sons marrying the right girl, whenever she is

found, may be much more important than marrying at the right time.

This article takes an important step in examining whether there are gender differences in
the influence of timing attitudes and the extent to which such timing attitudes explain the gender
gap in-marital timing. Future research is needed to examine these questions in other contexts and
identify other factors that explain the remaining gap in marital timing. The particularities of the

family system and gendered schemas may play an important role in these processes. In turn,
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contextual differences in family and gender systems may result in different findings elsewhere.
Future studies, both in Nepal and elsewhere, should also evaluate the impacts of the value of
women’s virginity and hypergamy, beliefs about malleability, and other characteristics. Ideally,
such studies should further elaborate the role of timing attitudes, including the impact of
neighbors’ attitudes and the simultaneous impacts of attitudes held by both brides’ and grooms’

sides.
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