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Parent-child similarities in traditional mate preferences were examined in Chinese immi-
grants to North America. Adult children (n � 63) rated their preferred mate character-
istics. Children then completed measures of interdependence, family allocentrism, Chi-
nese identity, and Asian values. Their parents (n � 63) also rated their own prefer-
ences for their child’s spouse and their own Asian values. Parents reported greater
preference for traditional mate characteristics than did their children. Parents’ prefer-
ences were related to parents’ own Asian values. Children’s traditional mate preferences
were predicted by their parents’ preferences and their own family allocentrism. Family
allocentrism was a marginally significant partial mediator of parent’s influence on
children’s preferences. Family connectedness may, therefore, facilitate intergenerational
transmission of values in immigrant Asian families.
Keywords: immigration, acculturation, family relationships, marriage and dat-
ing, values

Socialization and enculturation are pro-
cesses by which individuals internalize and
identify with the values and norms of their
social groups (Grolnick, Deci, & Ryan,
1997). Both socialization, the intentional in-

struction in norms and values, and encul-
turation, which describes the indirect ab-
sorption of norms and values through expo-
sure and observation, occur within all of the
major cultural institutions and groups a
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child encounters: family, school, cultural
groups, and peer groups. The norms and
values that these different institutions and
groups espouse are usually closely related to
one another and, thus, reinforce one an-
other (Kaǧitçibaşi, 1998; Schönpflug, 2001).
For children of immigrant parents though,
this situation may be more complex. For
these children, the primary socializing
groups may endorse different and even con-
flicting values and norms (Dinh, Sarason, &
Sarason, 1994; Kwak, 2003).

For most children of immigrants, nego-
tiating between the differing cultural beliefs
of family, school, and peer group proceeds
smoothly and easily (Phinney, 1990). There
may be situations, however, in which immi-
grants’ children are required to choose be-
tween the values and identities of their fam-
ily and those of the receiving culture (Kwak,
2003). These situations provide an opportu-
nity for exploring intergenerational trans-
mission of values by contrasting children’s
values with those of their parents.

One such situation may be the choice of
a spouse or romantic partner (Dasgupta,
1998; Hynie, 1996; Sung, 1985). The present
study examined children’s internalization of
their parents’ values regarding romantic
partner preferences within Chinese immi-
grant families to North America. This study
had two goals. The first was to compare
children’s and parents’ endorsement of “tra-
ditional” mate characteristics in a potential
partner. The second was to explore possible
mediators and moderators of children’s in-
ternalization of their parents’ preferences.

Acculturation and Immigrant Families

It was once believed that a successful move
into a new culture required abandoning
one’s old beliefs and behaviors in exchange
for the values and behaviors of the receiving
culture. Current research into the psychol-
ogy of immigration, however, suggests that
successful adaptation does not require a loss
of one’s previous cultural identity. Rather,

the process of change is gradual, often tak-
ing several generations, and immigrants can
and often do adjust to their new cultural
environment by embracing both their old
and their new cultures’ norms and values
(Berry, 1997; LaFromboise, Coleman, &
Gerton, 1993).

While new behaviors do need to be
learned in order to adapt to a new social
environment, pressure for change is experi-
enced initially and primarily for behaviors
that are public: the behaviors required for
work or school or for negotiating with peo-
ple in the public sphere. Traditional behav-
iors in private realms, those of the family
and the home, are often largely retained.
Moreover, immigrant parents typically en-
courage their children to maintain those
behaviors and norms that are most closely
tied to family traditions, authority, and fam-
ily honor (Dion & Dion, 2001; Georgas,
1989; Kwak, 2003). At the same time, how-
ever, children of immigrants who are raised
in a new culture are immersed in the receiv-
ing culture’s norms, via their school, the
media, and their peers. Consistent with this,
children of immigrants report and perceive
that they endorse the values of the receiving
culture more, and the values of the culture
of origin less, than do their parents (Geor-
gas, Berry, Shaw, Christakopoulou, & Mylo-
nas, 1996; Knafo & Schwarz, 2001; Rick &
Forward, 1992; Rosenthal, Demetrious, &
Efklides, 1989).

Many of the behaviors required in the
receiving culture need not be inconsistent
with the fundamental values of immigrant
families and would not result in any sense of
conflict (Hynie, 1996). Moreover, children
of immigrant parents may be able to en-
dorse two sets of cultural norms and values
because environmental cues activate only
those beliefs relevant to the particular cul-
tural setting (Hong, Benet-Martinez, Chiu,
& Morris, 2003; Tsai, Ying, & Lee, 2000).
Immigrant children’s behavior may thus be
determined by their family’s culture when
they are with their family and by the receiv-
ing culture when they are with peers, in
which case potential conflicts between the
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different cultural beliefs would not be sa-
lient. There may be some areas of immi-
grant children’s lives, however, where the
norms and values espoused by the two cul-
tures and the behaviors that they conse-
quently demand are widely divergent and
even contradictory. This would be particu-
larly likely with behaviors that fall simulta-
neously within both the public and the pri-
vate realm. In these cases, the conflict be-
tween the two cultures may become
apparent, and children of immigrant fami-
lies may confront a difficult and painful di-
lemma: Which set of cultural norms should
they follow (Ying, Coombs, & Lee, 1999)?

Culture and Marriage

One area that seems particularly prone to
elicit this conflict is that of dating and mar-
riage (Dasgupta, 1998; Hynie, 1996), and
the way this conflict is experienced in Chi-
nese immigrant families may reflect compet-
ing cultural values (Sung, 1985; Tang &
Dion, 1999). Marriage is a public act in that
whom one marries is known and acknowl-
edged not only by friends and family, but
also by the state and society at large. How-
ever, marriage is also an emotionally in-
tense, long-term personal relationship.

Attitudes and beliefs about marriage are
strongly tied to family related values and
beliefs and vary widely as a function of cul-
ture. Cultures that are highly collectivist,
such as China, tend to view marriage in
terms of the maintenance, continuity, and
well-being of the family. In these cultures,
parents play a significant role in choosing
their children’s future spouse and arranged
marriages are common. In contrast, in cul-
tures that are highly individualist, like Can-
ada and the United States, marriage is an
entirely personal decision, and marriage
partners are chosen on the basis of love
(Dion & Dion, 1996; Doherty, Hatfield,
Thompson, & Choo, 1994). Because family
relationships are also important to individu-
als from highly individualistic cultures

(Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002),
it may be more accurate to say that young
adults in individualist cultures strive to
achieve both personal fulfillment and pa-
rental approval when seeking a romantic
partner. However, parental involvement in
and supervision of partner choice is typically
much lower than in more collectivist cul-
tures. Thus, children from collectivist fami-
lies growing up in individualist cultures may
be more likely to find themselves caught
between the desire to fulfill strong family
expectations and maintain family honor and
the individualist beliefs that marriage is en-
gaged in for love and that love is the ulti-
mate route to personal fulfillment (Dion &
Dion, 1996).

Choosing a partner for different pur-
poses (i.e., to promote family continuity and
well-being vs. romantic love) may also result
in preferring partners with different traits or
characteristics. Indeed, cultural differences
have been observed in terms of preferred
mate characteristics, and these preferences
seem to be consistent with the idea that
people from collectivist cultures seek mates
who would promote family continuity,
whereas those from individualist cultures
seek mates who would satisfy love and at-
tachment needs (Toro-Morn & Sprecher,
2003).

For example, in the most extensive cross-
cultural study on mate preferences (Buss et
al., 1990), participants from China and In-
dia placed a much greater emphasis on a
cluster of traits that the researchers labeled
“traditional values” than did participants
from other countries, but especially than
those from North America and Europe.
Chastity played a large role in this cluster
and other values included being a good
housekeeper, having strong cultural ties,
and wanting children. Thus, cultural differ-
ences in how marriage is perceived seem to
be related to cultural differences in ideal
mate characteristics, and this difference may
be particularly large between individuals of
Chinese and North American heritage (cf.
Toro-Morn & Sprecher, 2003). Chinese im-
migrant parents may, therefore, have very
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different expectations regarding their chil-
dren’s mates than do their adult, North
American-raised children. The first goal of
this study was, therefore, to compare the
mate preferences of children of Chinese-
North America immigrants with those of
their parents.

Predicting Cultural Differences in
Preferences and Conformity to Parents’

Values

The second goal of this study was to explore
predictors of children’s preferences for tra-
ditional mate characteristics and possible
moderators or mediators of the influence of
parents’ preferences on children’s prefer-
ences. Four variables were explored: inter-
dependence, family allocentrism, Asian val-
ues, and Chinese identity.

Interdependence

Cultural differences in marriage and mate
preferences have typically been assumed to
be the consequence of cultural differences
in individualism and collectivism. First iden-
tified by Hofstede (1980) in a study of em-
ployees in a large company across numerous
countries, individualism and collectivism are
two orthogonal dimensions that are among
the most widely used variables applied to the
study of cross-cultural differences (Fiske,
Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998; Oyser-
man, et al., 2002). Although cultures typi-
cally have both collectivist and individualist
tendencies, some cultures can be described
as endorsing one worldview more strongly
than the other. Collectivist cultures are
those cultures in which the goals of the in-
group are given priority over the goals of the
individual. In these cultures, people endorse
hierarchical relationships and conformity to
ingroup norms. Individuals growing up in
collectivist cultures are believed to develop a
strong psychological sense of collectivism,
which has been labeled interdependence or

allocentrism. In contrast, individualist cul-
tures are those that prioritize autonomy and
independence, and where individual goals
take precedence over the goals of the in-
group. The psychological variable that cor-
responds to individualism is independence
or idiocentricism (Fiske et al., 1998; Oyser-
man et al., 2002; Triandis, 2001).

The relative endorsement of tradi-
tional mate preferences in collectivist cul-
tures may, therefore, reflect psychological
differences in interdependence and inde-
pendence (cf. Dion & Dion, 1996). In-
deed, China and India have been found to
be among the most collectivist of the many
cultures that have been measured on this
dimension, whereas the United States is
the most individualist, with Canada close
behind (Oyserman et al., 2002). Thus, one
might expect interdependence to be re-
lated to preferences for traditional mate
characteristics. Interestingly, there is also
evidence that, in a bicultural setting, pa-
rental values regarding collectivist ideals
are transmitted more effectively than
those that are more individualist and that
interdependence may actually promote
cultural transmission from parents to chil-
dren (Phalet & Schönpflug, 2001; Schön-
pflug, 2001). Interdependence may there-
fore moderate the influence of parents’
endorsement of traditional mate charac-
teristics on children’s own traditional
mate preferences by facilitating value
transmission or mediate transmission to
the extent that traditional mate prefer-
ences are part of an interdependent
self-construal.

Family Allocentrism

Research with the children of immigrants,
however, suggests a more proximal media-
tor of traditional mate preferences than in-
terdependence, that of one’s interrelated-
ness with one’s family or family allocentrism
(Lay et al., 1998). Lalonde and his col-
leagues (2004) compared ideal mate prefer-
ences of South Asian Canadians and Cana-
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dians of European descent. In line with the
results of Buss et al. (1990), Lalonde and his
colleagues found that South Asian Canadi-
ans placed a greater emphasis on traditional
mate characteristics than did European Ca-
nadians. In a second study, Lalonde and his
colleagues found that those South Asian Ca-
nadians with the strongest family allocen-
trism were the ones with the greatest prefer-
ence for traditional traits, whereas interde-
pendence did not predict this preference.
Family allocentrism may therefore mediate
the association between Chinese immigrant
parents’ and children’s endorsement of tra-
ditional mate characteristics, just as it medi-
ates the influence of culture on South Asian
immigrant children’s mate preferences.

Asian Values

A preference for traditional mate character-
istics may also reflect a general endorsement
of traditional Asian values. Although there
are significant cultural differences between
Chinese populations in Hong Kong, Taiwan,
Singapore, and the People’s Republic of
China, these populations share a cultural
history that is strongly influenced by Confu-
cian philosophy and values. This philosophy
gives rise to an emphasis on harmony, col-
lectivism, filial piety, and clear hierarchical
relationships (Bond & Hwang, 1986; Ho,
1986; Kim, Atkinson, & Yang, 1999), values
that Kim and colleagues refer to as tradi-
tional Asian values.

Marriage in traditional Chinese cultures
was seen as a means of continuing the family
line and was, thus, naturally considered to
be a family concern, rather than an individ-
ual one (Dion & Dion, 1996; Ebrey, 1990).
Parents still play a strong role in the selec-
tion of their children’s mate in modern
China (Xiaohe & Whyte, 1990) and parental
approval is reported to be an important fac-
tor in determining modern Chinese wom-
en’s and men’s marital satisfaction (Pimen-
tel, 2000). Thus, to the extent that children
of Chinese immigrants have internalized tra-
ditional Asian values, they should both wish

to have a partner who will help promote
family honor and continuity and also desire
to honor their parents’ wishes regarding
their choice of partner. Endorsement of
Asian values may, therefore, both predict
traditional mate preferences and mediate
(by facilitating value transmission) or mod-
erate (by increasing the motivation to con-
form) parents’ influence on their children’s
mate preferences.

Chinese Identity

Finally, ethnic identity might also play a role
in the endorsement of traditional mate pref-
erences and mediate between parents’ and
children’s values. Identification with a spe-
cific ethnic group includes endorsement of
that group’s values (Grolnik et al., 1997;
Phinney, 1990). Indeed, Gaines and his col-
leagues found that strength of ethnic iden-
tity may mediate differences between U.S.
Anglos, African Americans, Asian Ameri-
cans, and Latinas/Latinos ethnic groups on
a general measure of cultural value orienta-
tion (Gaines et al., 1997). Thus, to the ex-
tent that children of Chinese immigrants
identify with being Chinese, they should en-
dorse Chinese values, including a prefer-
ence for traditional mate characteristics.

In sum, in the present study children’s
mate preferences were compared with those
their parents preferred for them, with a spe-
cial focus on those traits that were identified
as traditional mate characteristics. It was hy-
pothesized that children’s preferences for
traditional traits would be related to their
parents’ endorsement of these traits, but
that these adult children who had been
raised in North America would value tradi-
tional traits less than their parents did. The
extent to which children’s traditional pref-
erences were also predicted by interdepen-
dence, family allocentrism, Asian values, and
Chinese identity was examined, and the role
of these variables as mediators or modera-
tors of parents’ influence on children’s pref-
erences was explored.

2 3 4 H y n i e , L a l o n d e , a n d L e e



Method

Participants

The sample was recruited through a snow-
ball technique, beginning with contacts
known to the third author and was com-
prised of 63 parent–child dyads, 44 of whom
were Chinese Canadian and 19 of whom
were Chinese American. There were 14 fa-
ther-son dyads, 10 father-daughter dyads, 21
mother-son dyads, and 18 mother-daughter
dyads for a total of 24 fathers and 39 moth-
ers among the parents, aged 40 to 69
(M � 52.65, SD � 5.80), and 35 sons and 28
daughters among the children, aged 15
to 35 (M � 20.76, SD � 4.28).1 All parents
were born in China or Hong Kong and ar-
rived in North America between 1958 to
1996, with an average length of residence in
North America of 27.68 years (SD � 8.42).
All but eight of the children were born in
North America. These eight all emigrated
before the age of five and were, thus, also
effectively second generation. Participants
were not paid, but a small donation of $5.00
CDN was given to a charity of their choice.

Procedures

A survey was prepared in English and then
translated into Chinese by the third author,
followed by a back-translation procedure to
confirm the accuracy of the translation (cf.
Van de Vijver, & Leung, 1997). However, all
participants chose to complete the English
version. Surveys were mailed to the partici-
pants along with a stamped addressed enve-
lope in which to return the completed survey.
Parents and children were assigned surveys
with matching codes, but codes were anony-
mous and not linked to the participants’
names. Participants were asked to com-
plete the survey in a quiet and private
place and mail them back separately and
to not share their answers with their family
coparticipant until after the surveys were
returned. All scales utilized 7-point Likert
type scales, where 1 represented Strongly Dis-

agree and 7 represented Strongly Agree, unless
indicated otherwise.

The survey began with a series of demo-
graphic questions. These were followed by a
series of questions about desired traits or char-
acteristics for the child’s mate or spouse. The
next page included a list of 26 mate character-
istics derived from the work of Fletcher and
his colleagues (Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, &
Giles, 1999) and additional items associated
with traditional mate preferences in other cul-
tures (Buss et al., 1990; Lalonde et al., 2004).
The items selected reflected four dimensions:
physical attractiveness, social status, warmth/
understanding, which are the three dimen-
sions identified by Fletcher et al., (1999), and
traditional values. The present scale was con-
structed by selecting the five items that loaded
most highly on each of the three factors in
Fletcher et al. (1999) and, for the traditional
values, by choosing the items that were rated
most highly by participants in collectivist cul-
tures in the Buss et al. (1990) study and/or
that loaded consistently on the Traditional
Mate factor in the Lalonde et al. (2004) study.
Participants rated their own preference using
a 7-point Likert-type scale, with 0 indicating
that the trait was irrelevant or unimportant
and 6 indicating that it was required or indis-
pensable. Note that children were rating how
important each trait was to them for their own
spouse, whereas parents were rating how im-
portant it was to them that their children se-
lect a mate with these traits.2

Both parents and children were asked to
complete the Asian Values Scale, a 17-item
measure of traditional Chinese values such as
conformity, harmony, and emotional self-con-

1 Unfortunately, children’s marital status was not mea-
sured. However, an analysis of desiredmate characteristics
with age, divided at the median of 19 years (an age below
which marriage was unlikely), as an independent dichot-
omous variable showed no significant effects of age.

2 All participants completed this scale twice, once from
their own perspective, and once from the perspective of
their family coparticipant. The co-participant percep-
tions were collected for other purposes and will not be
discussed here.
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trol. Cronbach‘s alphas and test–retest reliabil-
ity for this scale have been found to be in the
.80 to .90 range with Asian American students
(Kim et al., 1999). Scores on the Asian Values
Scale have been found to decrease by genera-
tion and to be correlated to behavioral mea-
sures of acculturation and other measures of
Asian values, such as interdependence. Sam-
ple items include “The ability to control one’s
emotions is a sign of strength” and “Family’s
reputation is not the primary social concern”
(reverse scored). A mean score was calculated
across the 17 items. For children the scale was
fairly reliable, Cronbach’s alpha � .69. For
adults the reliability was higher, Cronbach‘s
alpha � .73.

Children alone were asked to complete
measures of self-construal, family allocen-
trism, and social identity. Self-construal was
measured using one of the most widely used
scales, Singelis’ interdependence/indepen-
dence scale (Singelis, 1994). The 24-item
measure contains two 12-item subscales that
measure independence, a person’s separate-
ness or uniqueness (e.g., “I enjoy being
unique and different from others in many
respects”), and interdependence, the
strength of an individual’s connectedness
and relatedness to others (e.g., “My happi-
ness depends on the happiness of those
around me”). Singelis reports Cronbach’s
alphas around .70 for both scales, and found
that the scales reliably distinguished be-
tween European and Asian Americans, and
that interdependence predicted making
more attributions to one’s social environ-
ment. Measures for both independence and
interdependence were calculated by averag-
ing the scores on the respective subscales
and each achieved acceptable reliability: for
independence, � � .78; for interdepen-
dence, � � .76.

Children then completed the family allo-
centrism scale. Family allocentrism is a mea-
sure of the degree of connectedness to one’s
family. The scale was developed primarily with
European and Asian Canadians and has been
found to have good internal reliability (Cron-
bach’s alphas between .80 and .90), to be as-
sociated with greater orientation to ingroup

norms, and to distinguish between connected-
ness to family versus that to friends (Lay et al.,
1998). Sample items include “I am very similar
to my parents” and “Knowing that I need to
rely on my family makes me happy.” Partici-
pants rated their agreement with 21 items and
their score was the average of these items. The
scale achieved reasonable internal reliability
in this sample, Cronbach’s alpha � .73.

Social identity was measured using the
Social Identity Scale (Cameron, 2004). This
scale was developed on Canadian and Aus-
tralian samples and is found to correlate
with collective self-esteem, perceived group
cohesion, and inclusion of group members
in the self-concept. Test-retest reliabilities
were almost all between .70 and .90.

Participants completed this 12-item scale
for their Chinese identity, rating each item on
a 5-point scale. This scale measures strength of
identification with a specific cultural group in
terms of ingroup ties (e.g., “I feel strong ties to
other Chinese”), cognitive centrality (e.g., “I
often think about the fact that I am Chinese”),
and ingroup affect (e.g., “In general, I’m glad
to be Chinese”). The average score for the
entire scale was used.3

Results

Partner Traits

A principle axis factor analysis was con-
ducted on the combined mate characteristic
ratings that parents and children made for
their own preferences (N � 126).4 Items

3 North American identity was also measured for chil-
dren for comparison purposes. North American iden-
tity did not correlate with any variable and is therefore
not reported here.

4 We believed that parents and children would generate
the same factors because these factors are assumed be
universal (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000) or reflect a tradi-
tional mate factor that has been observed in numerous
samples around the world (Buss et al., 1990). Factor anal-
yses conducted separately within parents and children
yielded the same factors, but, because of relatively small
sample sizes, must be treated with caution.
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were examined for skewness and those that
were significantly skewed for either parents
or children were transformed for the entire
sample prior to the analysis. Examination of
the scree plot of the factor analysis sug-
gested that a four-factor solution was suit-
able. A four-factor solution was then forced
with an oblique rotation. Items that loaded
over .35 on each factor were averaged to
create four scales, one for each factor.

The first factor explained 27.02% of the
variance. Items loading over .35 on this fac-
tor included emotionally stable, supportive, de-
pendent character, kind, good listener, under-
standing, and considerate. This factor was la-
beled Understanding. This scale was highly
reliable for parents, Cronbach‘s alpha � .93,
and was acceptable for children, � � .76.

The second factor explained 10.19% of
the variance and was labeled Traditional.
Items loading over .35 on this factor in-
cluded similar culture, similar religion, family
reputation, parents’ approval, chastity, strong
cultural ties, and desires children. This scale was
highly reliable for both parents, � � .84,
and children, � � .82.

The third factor explained 7.95% of the
variance. This factor was labeled Attractive.
Items loading over .35 on this factor were
good body, romantic, sexy, physically attractive,
adventurous, and outgoing. Cronbach’s alpha
for the scale was .79 for both parents and
children.

The last factor explained 4.95% of the
variance and was labeled Status. Items load-
ing on this factor included similar education,
nice house/apartment, good job, financially sta-
ble, independent, and intelligent. This compo-
nent was labeled Status and was reliable for
both parents, � � .85, and children,
� � 79.5

Comparing Child and Parent Desired Traits

A 4 (Trait: Understanding, Traditional, Sta-
tus, Attractive) by 2 (Respondent: Parent,
Child) by 2 (Child Gender) mixed design
analysis of variance was conducted on de-
sired mate characteristic ratings.6 Because

the parent–child ratings came from dyads
and, thus, were paired variables, both Trait
and Respondent were treated as repeated
measures. Greenhouse-Geisser adjustments
were applied to degrees of freedom to con-
trol for violations of sphericity. Degrees of
freedom are reported to the nearest whole
number. Tukey’s HSD was used for all post
hoc comparisons.

There was a main effect of Trait, F(3,
154) � 114.99, p � .001, eta2 � .65. The
characteristic of Understanding was rated as
most desirable, followed by Status, with Tra-
ditional traits and Attractiveness rated as
least desirable. The latter two traits did not
differ (see Table 1). There was no effect of
gender, F(1, 61) � 1.57, p � .22, eta2 � .02,
and only a marginal effect of respondent,
F(1, 61) � 2.285, p � .06, eta2 � .04, such
that children tended to report stronger en-
dorsement of all traits than their parents
did.

There was a significant Trait � Gender
interaction which essentially reflected a dif-
ference in the importance of Status by Gen-
der, F(3, 154) � 7.84, p � .001, eta2 � .12.
Respondents endorsed Status more highly
for women’s spouses than for men’s (see
Table 2). For women, Understanding was
most important, followed by Status, and
then Traditional and Attractiveness, which
were rated as equally unimportant. For men,
Traditional, Attractiveness, and Status were
all equally low and all less important than
Understanding.

There was also a significant two-way in-
teraction between Trait and Respondent,
with the difference here focusing on the
relative importance placed on Attractiveness
by children and their parents, F(3,
176) � 11.85, p � .001, eta2 � .32. Compar-
ing within traits, children placed signifi-

5 Outgoing also loaded on the Status factor at .43, the
same as its loading on Attractive, but seemed more
consistent with the other Attractive items and was there-
fore included with them.

6 When parent gender was included in this analysis, it
had no main effects and no interactions.
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cantly greater emphasis on Attractiveness
than did their parents (see Table 1). Within
Respondent, children valued Understand-
ing most, followed by Attractiveness and Sta-
tus, which did not differ, and desired Tradi-
tional traits least of all. Parents also rated
Understanding as most important, followed
by Status, and then Traditional traits. Attrac-
tiveness was rated as least important. The
interaction between Respondent and Gen-
der was not significant, F(1, 61) � 1.60, p �
.21, eta2 � .03.

There was a significant three-way inter-
action between Trait, Respondent, and
Gender, F(3, 176) � 4.93, p � .003, eta2 �

.08. Comparing across gender of child,
both children and parents thought that
women should place more emphasis on
Status than men should (see Table 2).
Male children emphasized Attractiveness
more than did female children, but the
parents of sons and daughters did not dif-
fer in their preferences as a function of
the gender of their child. Comparing chil-
dren to parents, sons placed a greater em-
phasis on Attractiveness than did their par-
ents whereas the difference between
daughters and their parents was marginal.
Finally, comparing traits within each
group of respondents, daughters priori-

Table 1
Mean Ratings of Adult Children and Parent’s Desired Mate Characteristics for the Child

Variable
Child

N � 63
Parent
N � 63 Overall means

Understanding 5.20ab 4.96cd 5.08ef

SD .62 .98 .80
Status 4.11a 4.24c 4.17ef

SD .99 1.08 1.04
Attractive 3.81b 2.82bcd 3.32e

SD .95 1.07 1.01
Traditional 3.23a 3.64d 3.43f

SD 1.20 1.25 1.22
Overall Mean 4.09 3.91

SD .94 1.11

Note. Means within columns or rows with at least one shared superscript are significantly different at p � .05.

Table 2
Mean Ratings for Desired Traits by Respondent and Gender of Child

Son Daughter

Son
N � 35

Daughter
N � 28

Parent
N � 35

Child
N � 35

Parent
N � 28

Child
N � 28

Understanding 4.84cd 5.22ef 5.08g 5.17hi 5.03lmn 5.12jk

SD 1.17 .54 .66 .72 .85 .69
Status 3.75ac 3.81e 4.73a 4.41hi 3.78kl 4.57jk

SD 1.13 1.08 .72 .75 .73 .73
Attractive 2.70bcd 4.14bf 2.92g 3.49h 3.42m 3.21k

SD 1.08 .88 1.05 .93 .98 .99
Traditional 3.66d 3.09ef 3.60g 3.38i 3.37n 3.50j

SD 1.26 1.19 1.25 1.21 1.22 1.23

Note. Means with the same subscript are significantly different p � .05.
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tized Understanding more than Status and
both of those traits more than Traditional
and Attractiveness, which did not differ. In
contrast, parents of daughters did not dif-
fer in the emphasis they placed on Under-
standing and Status, both of which they
valued more than Traditional. Attractive-
ness was seen as least important. Sons de-
sired Understanding the most in a mate,
then Attractiveness and Status, which they
desired equally. Traditional traits were de-
sired the least. Sons’ parents valued Un-
derstanding most, followed by Status and
Traditional, which did not differ, and At-
tractiveness least.

What Predicts Endorsement of Traditional Mate
Characteristics?

Means were calculated for parents and chil-
dren on Asian values and for children alone
on family allocentrism, Chinese identity,
and interdependence and all variables were
centered for the regression analyses. For
Asian values, parents’ scores ranged
from 2.24 to 6.41, with a mean of 4.13 (SD �
.84). Children’s scores ranged from 2.18
to 4.94, with a mean of 3.90 (SD � .64). A
paired samples t test indicated that chil-
dren’s endorsement of Asian values was mar-

ginally lower than that of their parents,
t(61) � 1.88, p � 06. Parents’ endorsement
of Asian values was correlated with their
length of residing in North America,
r(62) � �.35, p � .006, and with their en-
dorsement of traditional traits for their chil-
dren’s mates, r(62) � .46, p � .001. Thus,
parents’ endorsement of these traits did
seem to reflect traditional values.

Children’s scores on allocentrism
ranged from 3.19 to 5.67, with a mean
of 4.46 (SD � .58). Chinese sense of identity
had a mean of 4.69 (SD � .59) and ranged
from 3.25 to 6.00. Interdependence ranged
from 3.00 to 7.00, with a mean of 4.65 (SD �
.72). Independence ranged from 3.00
to 7.00, with a mean of 4.71 (SD � .79).
Correlations between children’s traditional
mate preferences, the preferences of their
parents, and the potential mediators/mod-
erators are represented in Table 3. The zero-
order correlations suggest that children’s
preferences are correlated only with their
parents’ preferences, their own family allo-
centrism, and their own general endorse-
ment of Asian values.

Children’s preferences for Traditional
traits were regressed onto their parents’
preferences for Traditional traits, and on
children’s Asian values, Chinese identity, in-

Table 3
Correlations Between Children’s Preferences for Traditional Mate Values, Parents’ Preferences,
and Measures of Identity, Values and Self-Concept

TradC TradP AsianVC Alloc ChinID Interdep Indep Yrs in NAa

TradC .82 .40*** .28* .41*** .24† .24† .18 �.30*
TradP .84 .22† .28* .21 .19 .05 �.22†
AsianVC .69 .29* .01 .19 .08 �.17
Alloc .73 .24† .24† .11 .07
ChinID .79 .16 .19 .21†
Interdep .76 .57*** .16
Indep .78 �.02

Note. Cronbach’s alpha for scales presented along the diagonal. TracC � Children’s Traditional Mate Preferences; TradP �
Parents’ Traditional Mate Preferences; AsianVC � Children’s Asian Values; Alloc � Family Allocentrism; ChinID � Chinese Sense
of Identity; Interrel � Interrelatedness; Interdep � Interdependence; Indep � Independence; Yrs in NA � Children’s years in
North America.
a Children’s age is controlled for correlations with this variable.

†p � .10. *p � .05. **p � .01. ***p � .001.
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terdependence, independence, and family
allocentrism.7 The interactions between par-
ent preferences and each of the psycholog-
ical variables were entered in the second
step to test potential moderators of the ef-
fect of parent preferences on children’s
preferences. However, the step with the two-
way interactions was not significant, nor
were any of the individual two-way interac-
tion terms. Thus, there was no evidence that
these variables moderated the effect of par-
ent preferences on children’s preferences
and only the first step is described.

The regression equation explained a sig-
nificant proportion of the variance in chil-
dren’s preferences for Traditional traits,
R2

adj � .22, F(6, 56) � 3.93, p � .002. Chil-
dren’s preferences were significantly and
positively associated with their parents’ pref-
erences (� � .28, t � 2.29, p � .03) and
children’s family allocentrism (� � .26,
t � 2.04, p � .05). In contrast, children’s
Asian values (� � .13, t � 1.11, p � .27),
Chinese sense of identity (� � .10, t � 1),
interdependence (� � .02, t � 1), and in-
dependence (� � .10, t � 1) were not re-
lated to their preferences for Traditional
mate characteristics.

To test whether these variables mediated
the relationship between children’s and par-
ents’ endorsement of Traditional mate char-
acteristics, the zero-order correlations in Ta-
ble 3 were examined. Family allocentrism
was the only variable that met the necessary
requirements of being associated with both
the dependent variable (children’s Tradi-
tional trait preferences) and the indepen-
dent variable (parents’ Traditional trait
preferences) (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Re-
gressions showed that parents’ preferences
significantly predicted children’s prefer-
ences, � � .40, t � 3.44, p � .001, and family
allocentrism was significantly related to par-
ents’ endorsement of Traditional traits, � �
.28, t � 2.28, p � .03. When allocentrism was
added to the equation with parent prefer-
ences, family allocentrism significantly pre-
dicted children’s preferences, � � .32,
t � 2.77, p � .007, while the beta value for
parents’ preferences dropped from � � .40

to � � .31, t � 2.70, p � .009. Because
parents’ preferences were still significant,
partial mediation was suggested. A Sobel test
indicated that the partial mediation was
marginally significant, Z � 1.75, p � .08.

Discussion

The results of this study indicate that there
are differences between Chinese immigrants
to North America and their adult, North
American-raised children regarding prefer-
ences for traditional mate characteristics. Al-
though both children and parents empha-
sized the importance of an understanding
partner above and beyond all other charac-
teristics, Chinese immigrant parents rated
traits associated with traditional family struc-
ture, function, and roles as being of moder-
ate importance relative to other potential
characteristics, even though they themselves
had resided in North America an average
of 30 years and were so well acculturated
that they were more comfortable complet-
ing the survey in English than in Chinese. In
contrast, their North American raised chil-
dren perceived traditional characteristics as
being the least important of the possible
traits in an ideal mate.

Parents’ preferences for traditional traits
were related to their general endorsement
of Asian values, which, in turn, were related
to their length of residence in North Amer-
ica. For the children, however, the relation-
ship between Asian values and traditional
mate preferences did not hold when other
variables were taken into consideration.
There was also no evidence that children’s
endorsement of traditional mate character-
istics was related to their Chinese identity or
to interdependence. Rather, children’s en-

7 Child and parent gender were not included given that
they had no effect on endorsement of Traditional val-
ues. When analyses were run with the inclusion of child
and parent gender, gender had no main effect and did
not interact with any of the other variables.
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dorsement of traditional mate characteris-
tics appeared to be a reflection of their fam-
ily connectedness. Moreover, family con-
nectedness or allocentrism tended to
partially mediate the influence of parents’
mate preferences on those of their children.
Thus, these children of Chinese immigrants
may have been oriented to the maintenance
of family specific values rather than tradi-
tional cultural values. Indeed, for immi-
grants, the role of the family in socialization
and enculturation may be more distinct
than in nonimmigrant families, because
their values may be notably different from
those of the surrounding culture. While the
family may be communicating and endors-
ing cultural values, these may be experi-
enced as family values and be internalized
and endorsed out of a sense of family con-
nectedness rather than cultural identity.

The results of this study replicated those
of Fletcher and his colleagues (Fletcher et
al., 1999) regarding dimensions of pre-
ferred mate characteristics. The factors of
warmth-loyalty, vitality-attractiveness, and
status-resources identified in Western sam-
ples coincided with the dimensions of un-
derstanding, attractiveness, and status that
we obtained for our sample, supporting
claims that these factors reflect universal
concerns in mate selection (Gangestad &
Simpson, 2000). Evolutionary theory postu-
lates that physical attractiveness is a marker
of good health, and thus of a greater likeli-
hood of healthy, viable offspring; status is
important in obtaining resources necessary
for promoting the survival of one’s offspring
(Buss & Schmitt, 1993); and warmth and
interpersonal skills indicate good parenting
skills (Kirkpatrick, 1998). However, our re-
sults reinforce findings (e.g., Buss et al.,
1990) that other dimensions may matter
when partner choice is made in a more col-
lectivist cultural milieu.

The gender differences observed for
both status and attractiveness are also con-
sistent with past research and evolutionary
theories. Women are generally found to be
more concerned with their partner’s status
than are men, whereas men are more inter-

ested in their partner’s physical appearance
than are women. This is typically attributed
to evolved sex differences in mating strate-
gies (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Interestingly,
while both children and their parents in this
study preferred a high status spouse for the
daughters, parents did not share their son’s
relative emphasis on a potential spouse’s at-
tractiveness. Parents’ reluctance to empha-
size physical attractiveness may have been a
consequence of a general sexual conserva-
tism. Chinese culture is very restrained
about expressions of sexuality relative to
North American culture (Kaufman, Poston,
Hirschl, & Stycos, 1996; Sung, 1985). This
traditional reticence may have led parents to
resist either acknowledging or reporting
physical and sexual attraction as a motivat-
ing factor for their children. The difference
in preferences for attractive spouses be-
tween parents of daughters and sons may,
therefore, have been masked by a general
reluctance to openly discuss sexual matters.

Moreover, the effect sizes for findings
that pertained to gender were consider-
ably smaller than those associated with
other differences (ranging from .03 to
.12), suggesting that these differences
were not as meaningful as other significant
differences, such as the interaction be-
tween type of trait and generation of re-
spondent (eta2 � .32). Nonetheless, the
observation of only half of the usual gen-
der differences in parents’ preferences for
their children was intriguing. It suggests
that there is social pressure on women to
pursue high status partners above and be-
yond their own status preferences, whereas
the same social pressure may not occur for
men’s preference for attractiveness.

This may be because patriarchal societies
judge a family’s status primarily by the male
members. To the extent that a child’s mate
becomes a member of the family and, thus,
contributes to the family’s status, there may
be considerable pressure within traditional
families for daughters to choose high-status
mates. If this is true, one might then expect
a relationship between endorsement of tra-
ditional values and a preference for one’s
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daughter to choose a high status mate. In-
deed, in the present study, there was a
strong positive relationship between par-
ents’ preference for their children to choose
a high status mate and their endorsement of
traditional mate attributes, but this was true
for both daughters, r(28) � .76, p � .001,
and sons, r(35) � .51, p � .002. However,
there was also a negative relationship be-
tween years of residence in North America
and preference for a high status mate for
parents of daughters, r(28) � �.39, p � .04,
but not for parents of sons, r(35) � �.09, ns.
Acculturation may, therefore, influence sta-
tus preferences for spouses of female chil-
dren and, thus, reflect changes in tradi-
tional sex role expectations (cf. Tang &
Dion, 1999).

Finally, caution must be taken in gener-
alizing to other samples given both the sam-
ple size and sampling procedure used.
Snowball sampling can generate samples
with relatively similar values and demo-
graphic characteristics, since participants
are by definition all somewhat acquainted
with one another. It is also not clear if sim-
ilar effects would occur for children of im-
migrants from other Chinese cultures.
There may be substantial differences be-
tween Chinese immigrants from Hong
Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, and the People’s
Republic of China. These communities dif-
fer widely in terms of living conditions, po-
litical and cultural history, and reasons for
migrating. Likewise, immigrants to the U.S
and Canada may acculturate differently,
given the different orientations espoused by
these two nations regarding immigration
and multiculturalism (Berry, 1997). Subse-
quent research needs to address these dif-
ferences with respect to their impact on
both endorsement of traditional values and
intergenerational value transmission.

Conclusions

Acculturation in immigrant families occurs
at varying rates for different values and be-

haviors and for different generations;
change occurs most slowly for family-related
values and for older generations. This sets
up a situation of potential conflict. To the
extent that one’s marital partner becomes a
part of one’s family, children of immigrants
may find themselves at odds with their par-
ents about their choice of partner. However,
the results of this study revealed consider-
able agreement. Parents and children in
North American Chinese families agreed on
the most important characteristics in an
ideal mate: that he or she is warm and un-
derstanding. Moreover, the stronger par-
ents’ preferences for a traditional mate, the
more their children shared these prefer-
ences. Thus, although children disagreed
with their parents about the relative impor-
tance of traditional traits, they were clearly
influenced by their parents’ values. More-
over, this influence was partially determined
by the strength of children’s connectedness
with their family. The results of this study
highlight the importance of strong family
relationships, as opposed to more distal in-
fluences like cultural identification in the
processes of socialization, enculturation,
and acculturation in immigrant families.
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