
Stratified Pathways to Family in China 

 

Rising cohabitation, delayed marriage, and growing premarital pregnancy have diversified 

pathways to family in China.  However, existing research is limited in its focus on isolated 

demographic events, failing to take a holistic, life-course perspective.  This presentation 

examines how the changing timing and sequencing of cohabitation, marriage, and childbearing 

reshape family-formation trajectories in China.  Using the China Family Panel Studies 2010–

2022, this study applies sequence analysis to identify union formation and childbearing 

trajectories, exploring cohort changes and their determinants.  It identifies five typical 

pathways: rapid marital childbearing, delayed marital childbearing, transition through 

cohabitation, shotgun marriage, and nonmarital childbearing.  Results show that marriage is 

increasingly driven by pregnancy in China.  Moreover, emerging pathways such as shotgun 

marriage and nonmarital childbearing are stratified by socioeconomic status, growing more 

rapidly among lower-educated women.  Further analysis using the 2020 Chinese Private Life 

Survey shows that it is primarily contraceptive practices and responses to pregnancy that 

channel women into stratified pathways.  The findings underscore a pattern of "diverging 

destinies" in Chinese family formation, highlighting the role of family trajectories in social 

inequality reproduction.  

 

 


