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The Changing Educational Gradient
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Abstract: The rising age at marriage and non-marriage has been occurring concurrently
with the rising educational level in many developing countries. This paper examines
the changing relationship between educational attainment and the marriage rate (per
cent ever married) and timing (age at marriage) in Malaysia over the past four decades,
using multiple waves of Labour Force Survey data. Bivariate analyses show significant
educational differentials in the proportion ever married and mean age at marriage for
males and females, across ethnic groups and urban-rural locations. The educational
effect on the rate and timing of marriage varied over time. Results from binary logistic
regression show that controlling for ethnicity, urban-rural location, and age, the
negative educational effect on the rate of marriage has turned positive in recent years.
The change in the direction of the relationship between education and marriage rate was
more pronounced for males than for females. The reduction in the educational gradient
and a shift from negative to positive effect means that the conventional hypothesis of the
education-marriage nexus needs to be re-assessed. The effects of rising education on the
rate and timing of marriage should be considered in the implementation of the National
Family Policy.
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1. Introduction

In developing countries, the marriage institution has undergone dramatic
changes in the past few decades (Jones, 1994, 1997, 2005, 2007, 2010;
Jones and Gubhaju, 2009; Jones et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2012; Jones and
Yeung, 2014; Leete, 1994). Marriage was almost universal until 1970 when
a trend towards delayed and non-marriage emerged (Tsuya, 2001). The
rising age at marriage occurred concurrently with rising education in many
countries, including Malaysia. The strong positive association between
education and age at marriage is well established (Gangadharan and Maitra,
2003; Goldstein and Kenney, 2001; Li and Cheng, 2019; Sabbah-Karkaby
and Stier, 2017; Tey, 2007, 2011). Oppenheimer (1997) argued that better-
educated women have better opportunities in the labour market than lesser
educated women, which reduces their economic need to get married, and
perhaps their desire to marry (Dykstra and Poortman, 2010).

The World Development Indicators (World Bank, 2021) show that in
many developing countries, males used to have more education than females
until the 1990s when the gender gap reversed in favour of females. Between
1980 and 2019, the secondary enrolment ratio in Malaysia rose from 56.0%
to 80.7% for males and 53.4% to 87.0% for females. The gross tertiary
enrolment ratio rose from below 10% in the 1980s to over 20% by the late-
1990s, with males outnumbering females. At the turn of the 21st century,
more women than men were enrolled in institutions of higher learning,
and the gender gap is growing wider. In 2019, the gross tertiary enrolment
ratio for females was more than 10 percentage points higher than for males
(48.7% compared to 37.7%) (World Bank, 2021).

The age at marriage and non-marriage among Malaysian men and
women has risen significantly since 1970, especially among the better
educated. Between 1991 and 2000, the singulate mean age at marriage
(SMAM) for males rose from 27.9 years to 28.6 years and that for the
females from 24.6 years to 25.1 years. While the SMAM for the females
continued to rise to 25.7 years in 2010, that of the males declined slightly
to 28.0 years (United Nations, 2019). At the same time, the proportion
never married for those aged 25-29 years among males and females had
increased from 49.0% and 25.9% in 1991 to 54.9% and 29.8% respectively
in 2000, but decreased slightly to 53.1% for males in 2010, as opposed to the
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continuing rise to 37.8% for females (United Nations, 2019).

The literature shows a changing educational gradient in marriage in
recent years, and there are different educational effects for men and women.
This paper examines the changing educational gradient on the rate (as
measured by proportion ever married) and the timing of marriage (measured
by SMAM) in Malaysia for both males and females across ethnicity
and stratum in the past four decades — an era of rapid socio-economic
development, social changes, globalisation, and the advent of information
technology.

2. Literature Review

Marital patterns have major implications for the society, including population
growth, fertility, female labour force participation, inequality in income,
ability, and other aspects among families (Becker, 1973). An individual
searches for a partner who can maximise his or her well-being, as measured
by the consumption of household-produced commodities, which include
the quality of meals, quality and quantity of children, prestige, recreation,
companionship, love, and health status. The gain from marriage as compared
to remaining single is directly linked to income, human capital, the
relative difference in wage rates, and the level of non-market-productivity-
augmenting variables such as education.

With higher education and economic independence, women tend to
set a higher standard for the minimally acceptable match, and this has
resulted in delayed marriage and a greater risk of non-marriage, in keeping
with the theory of marriage timing (Oppenheimer, 1988). An increasing
number of better-educated women chose to pursue a career over family
formation (Johnson-Hanks, 2015; Mills et al., 2011), resulting in marriage
postponement and childbearing. Furthermore, as women have overtaken
men in higher education (World Bank, 2021), many of them would find
it increasingly difficult to find a compatible partner if they adhere to the
traditional norm of seeking a life partner with at least similar educational
background.

Several studies showed that better-educated males and females were
no longer more likely to remain unmarried than their lesser-educated
counterparts, especially at later ages. The reduction and even reversal of
the negative educational gradient in marriage were seen for both males and
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females (Cheng, 2014; Fukuda et al., 2020; Kalmijn, 2013; Schoen and
Cheng, 2006), with some studies focusing on females (Goldscheider et al.,
2001; Goldstein and Kenney, 2001; Heard, 2011; Torr, 2011). Studies also
found that the educational effect on age at marriage differs between males
and females. Li and Cheng (2019) noticed that better-educated males and
females delayed marriage, but the period of marriage postponement was
shorter for women. The educational gradient in marriage depends on the
socio-cultural context. A study by Kalmijn (2013) in 25 European countries
show that for females, the negative effect of education on the marriage rate
was evident in countries where gender roles are traditional, but the opposite
was true in gender-egalitarian countries; for men, the educational effect on
marriage is absent in traditional countries but becomes positive as gender
roles become more equal. The relationship between education and marriage
was also found to vary over time. The negative relationship between
education and marriage for women in the past has turned positive in recent
years (Fukuda et al., 2020; Goldstein and Kenney, 2001; Torr, 2011).

Past studies on marriage in Malaysia focused on delayed marriage
and/or non-marriage (Brien and Lillard, 1994; Tey, 2007, 2011), or among
the females only (Tey, 2009), and very little is known about the effects of
educational improvement on the timing and rate of marriage. This paper
sought to fill this gap and contribute to a better understanding of the
changing marriage trends and patterns in Malaysia, which may reflect the
situation in other developing countries.

3. Methodology

This study used data from four waves of the Labour Force Survey (LFS)
conducted by the Department of Statistics, Malaysia (DOSM). These
surveys elicited information on the marital status and educational level of
the population aged 15-64 years. The 30% sample microdata from surveys
conducted in 1982, 1997, 2009, and 2018 provided by DOSM was utilised
to examine the changing marriage patterns and the educational gradient
on the marriage rate and timing over the past four decades. The sampling
frame for LFS was based on the listing of enumeration blocks (EBs) in the
Household Sampling Frame created for the censuses, covering both urban
and rural areas for all administrative districts across the states in Malaysia.
A two-stage stratified sampling design was adopted in the sample
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selection. In the first stage, the EBs were selected using the probability
proportional to size method. The living quarters (LQs) were chosen from
the selected EBs in the second stage, using systematic sampling to ensure
an equal probability of selection. The survey included individuals residing
in private LQs, and excluded those residing in institutional LQs such
as hotels, hostels, hospitals, prisons, boarding houses, and construction
worksites. Personal interview was used to collect information on labour force
participation, employment, demographic, and socio-economic characteristics
from the respondents. A detailed explanation of the sampling design is
available in the survey’s main report downloadable from the DOSM portal.

The analysis on the marriage rate focused on Malaysian citizens aged
25-64 years. At this age, most people would have completed schooling,
and be old enough to enter marriage. On the other hand, the SMAM was
computed for respondents aged 15-54 years. The sample size for each wave
of data is shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Sample Size (Malaysian Citizens), Multiple Waves of LFS

Year n (15-64 years) n (15-54 years) n (25-64 years)
1982 48,971 45,061 31,687
1997 38,009 34,510 27,554
2009 75,784 66,703 53,280
2018 63,177 53,421 46,559

Source: Author’s computation using multiple waves of LFS (30% sample).

The LFS provided updated information on the educational attainment
and marriage pattern of Malaysians, since the last census was conducted in
2010. Table 2 shows that the estimated proportion of population with tertiary
education and per cent ever married based on the 2009 LFS corresponded
closely with the estimates from the two per cent sample of the 2010
population census. The discrepancy of the estimates from the two data sets
is rather small, especially among those aged 35 and over, as few people
would continue studying or enter marriage beyond that age. This close
correspondence indicates the high reliability of the LFS data on per cent with
tertiary education and per cent ever married.
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Table 2: Individuals with Tertiary Education and Ever Married by Age Group, 2009
LFS and 2010 Census (%)

Tertiary education Ever married
Age group
2009 LFS 2010 census 2009 LFS 2010 census

25-29 years 335 36.3 49.9 55.0
30-34 years 27.1 30.5 74.7 77.6
35-39 years 232 23.8 86.6 86.8
40-44 years 19.2 19.5 90.3 923
45-49 years 15.6 14.7 93.0 94.2
50-54 years 12.7 11.7 94.5 95.2
55-59 years 8.5 8.0 96.1 96.2
60-64 years 6.6 53 95.8 954
Overall (15-64 years) 20.8 21.4 81.5 83.4

Note: The “tertiary” education classification in the 2010 census was recoded according
to the classification used in LFS, in which those whose highest level of education was
above Form 5.

Sources: Author’s computation using the 2009 LFS (30% sample) and the 2010 census
(2% sample).

The main variables used in this study include marital status (never
married versus ever married), educational level (none/primary, secondary,
and tertiary), ethnic group (Bumiputera, Chinese, Indian, and Others),
stratum (urban versus rural), and age. Individuals with no education and
primary education were grouped into one category, as the 2018 data showed
that only 2% of the Malaysian citizens had no formal education. The analysis
began with an examination of the changing levels of education and marital
status in the past four decades. Crosstabulations were used to examine the
relationship between education and marriage rate (per cent ever married)
and timing (age at marriage — SMAM). Because information on age at
marriage was not collected in the LFS, the SMAM was computed to indicate
an increase of delayed marriage over the period 1982-2018. The SMAM is
the average years of single life among those who marry before age 50, and
it is a synthetic indicator estimated from marital status categories of males
and females aged 15-54 years. This period measure of age at marriage is
subject to several deficiencies (Hajnal, 1953), such as biases arising from the
use of five-year age groups in the computation, different age distributions
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across various sub-groups of the population, and ignoring the fact that
most individuals aged 15-19 are not ready to enter the institution of higher
learning. Nevertheless, given that over 90% of the males and females aged
15-19 years were never married in the selected waves of LFS, the inclusion
of this age group in the computation of SMAM at the tertiary level will have
only a small effect on the estimated SMAM.

Scatter plots were used to present the association between age at
marriage and education according to ethnic groups, urban-rural locations,
and state. The strength of the relationship between education and SMAM
was measured using the Spearman correlation. At the multivariate level,
binary logistic regression was performed to estimate the educational
gradient in marriage, by assessing the likelihood of being ever married
among individuals in different educational groups, after adjusting for other
variables in the model. The marginal effect was used to assess the change
in the predicted probability of the dichotomous dependent variable in the
multivariate context. The marginal effects were computed using STATA
version 14, while SPSS version 26 was utilised to perform all other data
analyses. The sample weight was applied to minimise sampling error. All
analyses were stratified by gender to explore the differential educational
effect on marriage between males and females.

4. Results
4.1 Trends in educational attainment and marital status

Malaysia has made commendable progress in education and socio-economic
development since Independence in 1957. Between 1982 and 2018, the
proportion of males aged 25-64 with tertiary education rose from 6.7%
to 28.3% while that of females rose from 3.0% to 30.8% (Table 3). The
proportion with primary or no education decreased correspondingly from
64.4% and 79.7% to 12.8% and 15.4% for males and females respectively.
In 2009, females still lagged behind males in tertiary education but had
overtaken the males a few years later. The 40 years period under study
witnessed a faster increase in tertiary education among women compared
with men, across all ethnic groups and in both urban and rural areas.

All ethnic groups have made tremendous progress in secondary and
tertiary education. The Bumiputera registered a faster increase than the



68  Siow Li Lai

non-Bumiputera in secondary and tertiary education, while the Chinese and
Indians had about the same pace of progress in educational attainment.

The educational level rose in both urban and rural areas. The LFS
showed that the proportion with secondary and tertiary educational
attainment had increased faster in the rural areas, compared with urban areas,
especially among the females. However, rural residents still trailed behind
urban residents in tertiary education. In 2018, about one-quarter of the rural
population had no schooling or only primary education, compared to slightly
above 10% among the urban dwellers (Table 3). The higher educational
level of urban dwellers compared to those from rural areas can be attributed
partly to the location of institutions of higher learning and better employment
opportunities, which are concentrated in the cities and major towns.

Table 3: Educational Level of Individuals Aged 25-64 Years by Selected Socio-
Demographic Variables, 1982-2018 (%)

Overall Bumiputera Chinese Indian Urban Rural
Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

None/ Primary

1982 64.4 79.7 69.8 83.8 57.3 73.3 54.5 74.2 47.5 65.1 74.4 87.9

1997 37.6 48.9 37.3 49.2 359 46.4 342 49.6 26.9 38.5 50.6 61.4

2009 21.4 27.6 21.0 27.4 22.4 26.8 19.5 303 16.0 21.7 335 40.7

2018 12.8 15.4 12.1 14.5 13.5 15.5 15.6 21.0 10.3 12.6 22.6 26.8

1982-2018

gﬁ;&r:ggage -80.1 -80.7 -82.7 -82.7 -76.4  -78.9 -71.4 717 -78.3 -80.6  -69.6  -69.5
Secondary

1982 28.9 17.3 242 13.5 349 229 38.4 224 413 29.4 21.5 10.4

1997 49.7 41.6 50.1 41.2 50.5 433 52.4 43.1 55.5 483 42.5 335

2009 57.2 523 57.7 522 56.4 52.7 56.6 51.9 58.8 54.6 53.4 47.1

2018 58.9 53.8 58.7 52.7 59.3 56.8 58.9 54.4 58.4 54.0 60.6 53.1

1982-2018

gﬁ;%egnetage 103.8  211.0 1426 2904 69.9 148.0 53.4 142.9 41.4 83.7 181.9  410.6
Tertiary

1982 6.7 3.0 6.1 2.6 7.8 3.8 7.1 34 11.1 5.5 4.1 1.7

1997 12.8 9.5 12.6 9.6 13.6 10.3 13.5 7.3 17.6 13.2 6.9 5.1

2009 214 20.1 21.2 20.4 212 20.6 23.9 17.8 25.1 23.7 13.1 12.2

2018 28.3 30.8 29.1 32.8 27.1 27.7 255 24.6 31.2 33.4 16.8 20.1

1982-2018

Eﬁzri%egrgage 3224 9267  377.0 1,161.5 2474 6289 2592 6235 181.1 507.3  309.8 1,082.4

Note: “Others” ethnic group was included in the computation of “Overall” percentages.

Source: Author’s computation using multiple waves of LFS (30% sample).
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Concomitant with rising educational attainment in Malaysia, the
marriage pattern has undergone significant changes. More and more
individuals are remaining single. Males were more likely to remain single
than females (Figure 1). Non-marriage for males and females doubled from
13.3% and 8.2% in 1982 to 25.7% and 16.4% respectively in 2018. Non-
marriage among the rural males increased fastest from 10.7% to 26.3%,
while it also more than doubled from 5.4% to 11.8% among rural females. In
contrast, the increase in the non-marriage rate was more gradual in the urban
areas, from 17.7% to 25.5% for males, and 13.3% to 17.5% for females.

Figure 1: Individuals Aged 25-64 Years Who Were Never Married by Selected Socio-
Demographic Variables, 1982-2018 (%)

(a) by stratum

Female Male Female

Overall

m1982 m1997 m2009 m2018

(b) by ethnic group

350

30.0

25.0

150
10.0
5.0
0.0

Male ‘ Female Male ‘ Female Male ‘ Female ‘

Bumiputera Chinese Indian

m1982 1997 m2009 m2018

Note: “Others” ethnic group was included in the computation of “Overall” percentages.
Source: Author’s computation using multiple waves of LFS (30% sample).

There was wide ethnic variation in the non-marriage rate. In 2018,
33.6% and 24.1% of the Chinese males and females were never married,
as compared to 22.4% and 13.4% among the Bumiputera, and 25.6% and
17.1% among the Indians (Figure 1).
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4.2 Changing educational effect on the proportion ever married

The marriage rate had declined across all educational levels, except for
females with secondary education. The proportion of the population aged
25-64 who were ever married among males and females was much lower
among the better educated compared to those with lesser education (Table
4). However, the effect of education on the proportion ever married has
diminished in recent years for the males, with the gap across educational
levels decreasing from 15.3% to 7.4%, but it remained substantial for the
females, at 17.3% in 2018, a small decline of about two percentage points
from 1982. For males, the marriage rate decreased markedly between 1982
and 2018 among those with primary or no education (from 91.4% to 79.2%),
but the change was more modest among those with tertiary education (from
76.1% to 71.8%). The decrease in marriage rate was much more modest for
females, from 95.0% to 91.2% among those with primary/no education, and
from 75.9% to 73.9% for the tertiary educated.

Females were more likely than males to enter marriage at different
ages across all educational groups, except for those with tertiary education
in 1982 and 1997. The gender gap in the marriage rate was smallest at the
tertiary level (0.2%-4%), and had not changed much over time. However,
the gender gap in the marriage rate at the primary and secondary educational
levels had widened over time, due to the faster decline in the marriage rate
among the males.

The educational gap in the marriage rate was more pronounced for the
non-Bumiputera. Chinese males and females were more likely than others
to remain single across all educational levels. In 2018, 58.7% of the Chinese
males and 61.1% of the Chinese females aged 25-64 with tertiary education
were ever-married, compared to 77.2% and 78.5% for the Bumiputera, and
66.4% and 69.0% for the Indians. Between 1982 and 2018, the educational
effect in reducing the marriage rate became stronger for the Chinese (males
and females) and Indian females but became weaker for the Bumiputera. An
increase in the marriage rate was observed among females with secondary
education for all ethnic groups, and Bumiputera females with tertiary
education. Higher educational attainment reduced the marriage rate of the
females more than that of the males, except the Indians in 1982.

Educational attainment reduced the marriage rate at about the same
amount in urban and rural areas. In 2018, the educational effect in reducing
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the marriage rate ranged from 6.0% in the rural areas to 7.9% in the urban
areas for the males, and 18.6% in the rural areas to 16.3% in the urban
areas for females. Between 1982 and 2018, rural residents with primary or
no education recorded a greater reduction in the marriage rate than their
urban counterparts, especially among males. The marriage rate among rural
females was higher than that in urban areas at all educational levels. The
gender gap in the proportion ever married was relatively larger among those
with lesser education, but the urban-rural differential was negligible at the
tertiary level in recent years.

Table 5 shows a considerably lower marriage rate among the younger
cohort compared to the older cohorts, especially for those with tertiary
education. In 1982, tertiary-educated males and females aged below 35 were
less likely to enter marriage than those with lower education. However, the
educational effect on the marriage rate for males had weakened and reversed
in direction over the years. For females, the effect of education in reducing
the marriage rate had also waned but remained rather substantial in 2018,
even among those aged 25-29. Better educated younger women were more
likely than the lesser educated ones to remain single upon graduation and
starting their career. However, as of 2018, better-educated females aged
35 and older were more likely to enter marriage than the lesser educated
females, but the educational effect was not as significant as for males.

Between 1982 and 2018, the decline in the marriage rate was faster
among those with lesser education than those who were better educated,
across all age groups. This indicates a declining trend in marriage among the
lesser educated individuals, particularly among the males. On the other hand,
there was an increase in the marriage rate among the secondary educated
females aged 35 and above, and tertiary educated females aged 45-49 years.
The 2018 statistics showed that the proportion ever married among females
was relatively higher than that of males, and the gender gap was wider at
younger ages, especially at the lower educational level.
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4.3 The changing educational effect on SMAM

Between 1982 and 2018, SMAM for both males and females showed an
increasing trend across all educational levels, and it was more pronounced
among the lesser educated individuals (Table 6). Males married 2-6 years
later than females in 2018, and the gender gap in age at marriage decreased
with educational level. The 2018 statistics revealed that tertiary-educated
females were more likely to marry later than those who were less educated
(SMAM of 28.6 years versus 25.3 years among those with no/primary
education). The educational effect on age at marriage was less pronounced
for males and even showed a reversal more recently, as tertiary-educated
men married earlier than those with lower education. The educational gap
in SMAM for females also narrowed over time but remained substantial.

The trend in delayed marriage was observed for all three ethnic groups.
The transition to later age at marriage began earliest among the Chinese.
Recent statistics showed that the Bumiputera and Chinese males with lesser
education married later than those with tertiary education, starting from the
year 2009 (1997 for the Chinese males). The positive educational effect on
age at marriage for the males persisted for the Indians, albeit with a smaller
effect in recent years. Higher female education was positively associated
with later age at marriage for all ethnic groups. It is noteworthy that Chinese
females with no/primary education registered the most significant increase
in age at marriage between 1982 and 2018.

Urbanisation is associated with later marriage. The positive educational
effect on age at marriage for females varied between urban and rural areas.
Between 1982 and 2018, the positive educational effect on delayed marriage
became smaller in urban areas, but the opposite was true in rural areas. For
males, education became negatively associated with age at marriage since
the year 2009 in rural areas, and in 2018 in urban areas. The mean age at
marriage for females in the urban areas has always been higher than that of
the rural areas, especially at the lower educational level. The smaller urban-
rural gap in mean age at marriage in recent years for females at the tertiary
level indicates the strong influence of education in delaying marriage, where
rural women with higher education were as likely as their urban counterparts
to postpone marriage.
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Scatter plots were used to portray the linkage between education and age
at marriage by ethnic group and urban-rural location (Figures 2 and 3). The
figures show a strong positive relationship between age at marriage and per
cent with tertiary education, by ethnicity and urban-rural location for both
males and females. The per cent with tertiary education rose rather sharply
for all the three ethnic groups, accompanied by a rise in age at marriage
over the years.

In 1982, the proportion with tertiary education was about the same for
all ethnic groups but there was a rather wide variation in the age at marriage,
with the Chinese marrying latest and the Bumiputera the earliest, for both
males and females. The ethnic differentials in age at marriage persisted over
the years. However, the Bumiputera, who lagged a little in tertiary education
until the 1990s, had overtaken the non-Bumiputera since then. For both
Bumiputera males and females, the age at marriage was lower than expected,
given their level of education.

The positive correlation between education and age at marriage can be
observed in both urban and rural areas. The proportion of males and females
with tertiary education and age at marriage had risen concurrently over the
years. Urban residents had higher education and married later than those
living in the rural areas, resulting in a strong positive correlation between
the two variables. There was a slight anomaly in the lower age at marriage
among urban males than rural males in 2018, given their educational
differential. The positive educational gradient in the timing of marriage
was more pronounced by urban-rural location than by ethnicity, and for
the females than for the males, as indicated by the scatter plots and the
Spearman correlation coefficients.

A comparison of the scatter plots of SMAM with per cent with tertiary
education by state for 1982 and 2018 shows that the positive educational
gradient in marriage timing for males had become flat over the years (Figure
4). However, the education gradient for females remained almost unchanged
over the forty years (Figure 5). This trend shows that the increase in tertiary
education was not the main reason for marriage postponement among males.

Except for males in 2018, states with higher educational levels also
had a later age at marriage. In 2018, the mean age at marriage among the
males in Putrajaya was about the same as most other states, despite having
the highest educational level. Part of this could be attributed to the fact
that the majority of the population in the federal administrative centre are
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Bumiputera, who marry earlier than the non-Bumiputera, as alluded to
above. With a relatively high educational level, males and females in Kuala
Lumpur entered marriage much later than others. The late marriage in Pulau
Pinang can be partly attributed to the ethnic composition of the state, where
the Chinese (who married the latest) constituted a majority.

Figure 2: SMAM and Percentage of Individuals with Tertiary Education by Selected
Socio-Demographic Variables, Male, 1982-2018

(a) by ethnic group
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Source: Author’s computation using multiple waves of LFS (30% sample).
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Figure 3: SMAM and Percentage of Individuals with Tertiary Education by Selected
Socio-Demographic Variables, Female, 1982-2018
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Figure 4: SMAM and Percentage of Individuals with Tertiary Education by State,
Male, 1982 and 2018
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Figure 5: SMAM and Percentage of Individuals with Tertiary Education by State,
Female, 1982 and 2018
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4.3 Multivariate analysis

The factors affecting the rate and timing of marriage are inter-related and
have confounding effects. For instance, the educational level is higher in
urban areas than in rural areas, and both variables are positively correlated
with the rate and timing of marriage. Hence, binary logistic regression was
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used to examine the relationship between education and marital status, by
estimating the likelihood that males and females ever marry, net of other
socio-demographic variables for the four years under study (Table 7). The
control variables in Model 1 include ethnic group and stratum, while age was
added in Model 2. The likelihood ratio test of overall significance shows that
all the independent variables were significant in explaining the dependent
variable in each of the logistic regression models (p<0.001). The overall
percentage of correct prediction was higher for model 2 as compared to
model 1, especially for the males.

The first model shows a negative educational gradient in the marriage
rate (per cent ever married), as indicated by odds ratios of less than 1 and
negative marginal effects. The educational effect on the marriage rate
was larger for females than males. However, the educational effect on the
marriage rate had decreased in recent years. In the second model, adjusting
for age would have reduced the negative educational gradient on the
marriage rate, and even reversed into a positive effect in the more recent
years, as shown by odds ratios of greater than 1 and positive marginal
effects. In 2018, males and females with secondary and tertiary education
were more likely to enter marriage than those with primary or no schooling,
after controlling for ethnicity, stratum, and age in the model. The positive
educational gradient in marriage was seen since 1997 for the males.
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Table 7: Adjusted Odds Ratios and Marginal Effects in the Binary Logistic Regression

Siow Li Lai

Analysis (for individuals aged 25-64 years)

Male Female
Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

AOR Marginal AOR Marginal AOR Marginal AOR Marginal

(95% CI) effect (95% CI) effect (95% CI) effect (95% CI) effect
1982

0.38%%+ 0.90%#+ 0.25% % 0.46%++
Secondary 35038y Ol (0890000 OOV 024025y OB (045,046 000
4 03355 0.64% %+ 0.20% % 0,345
Tertiary 035033 014 063,065 0% 020,020 O1® (034,035 007
t(ég:g‘;‘;r;c 114,301.31 480,234.39 139,159.26 246,239.44
ol [p<0.001] [p<0.001] [p<0.001] [p<0.001]
Overall
g?rcc:g?cgf 86.72 87.51 91.77 91.77
prediction
1997

04255 14355 0.38%% 0,815
Secondary 457043y 010 a2 144y 0% (033,038 007 (0s80,081) 002
. 0.44%% 1.57%%% 0.18%%* 0.42%%*
Tertiary 043,044y 010 (55158 005 (018,019 OV (041,042 OO
tce};tl:t‘;‘t‘irt‘fc 126,079.18 894,881.58 187,358.42 331,812.02
o] [p<0.001] [p<0.001] [p<0.001] [p<0.001]
Overall
g?gggﬁge 84.05 85.77 90.06 90.06
prediction
2009

0.59% 1.78%%% 0.49%++ 1.20%%*
Secondary 59 059y 008 (1771800 %98 (049,050 00 (119, 121) 002
. 0.47%%x 1.75%%% 0.20%%+ 0.63 %%+
Tertiary —047,048) 012 73,1760 %% (0200200 0% 062,063 00
tce}s‘tl:g‘t‘fnec 101,169.76 1,570,142.67 279,233.50 708,855.58
o] [p<0.001] [p<0.001] [p<0.001] [p<0.001]
Overall
E;rc":rnrfcgte 77.11 82.04 86.02 86.69

prediction
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Male Female
Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
AOR Marginal AOR Marginal AOR Marginal AOR Marginal
(95% CI) effect (95% CI) effect (95% CI) effect (95% CI) effect
. 0.61%#+ 2,53k 0.26%%* 1.10%%*

Tertiary 060,062 0 @50,257 % (0250200 O (108,112 00!
%‘;:&‘:zfc 36,479.64 574,176.31 103,150.63 347,816.92
o [p<0.001] [p<0.001] [p<0.001] [p<0.001]
Overall
g?rf:r’;fcgte 74.33 79.96 83.61 85.10
prediction

Notes:

Reference group: None/Primary.

AOR = adjusted odds ratio.

Model 1 includes education, ethnicity, and stratum as the independent variables.
Model 2 includes education, ethnicity, stratum, and age as the independent variables.
Wald test significance: ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05

Source: Author’s computation using multiple waves of LFS (30% sample).

5. Discussion

Malaysia has achieved commendable progress in education, which has a
significant influence on social changes, including changes in the marriage
and family institutions. Data from multiple waves of LFS show that the
rise in educational level, age at marriage, and non-marriage had occurred
concurrently. The scatter plots of the relationship between per cent with
tertiary education and SMAM by ethnicity, stratum, and year show a very
steep educational gradient on the timing of marriage. However, a comparison
of the scatter plots for 1982 and 2018 shows that while the educational
gradient on age at marriage for males had become flat in recent years, that
for the females remained almost unchanged.

Males are more likely to remain single as compared to females. The
gender gaps in the proportion never married and age at marriage were much
smaller at a higher educational level than at a lower level. Traditionally, men
were the breadwinners while women were the homemakers. Hence, men
would only enter marriage when they are financially stable, and the rising
cost of living could be a reason for the lesser educated men to postpone
or forgo marriage. Also, lesser-educated men may have difficulty finding
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a life partner, as some women still prefer to marry men with at least the
same education level. In the more egalitarian societies, women’s wages
are higher, and nearly all married women work for pay (Kalmijn, 2013).
Studies have found that more education resulted in greater female labour
force participation (England et al., 2012; Tienda et al., 1992) and improved
women’s employment status (Li and Cheng, 2019). Better educated women
tend to prioritise career over marriage and childbearing. According to the
2020 LFS report (DOSM, 2021), the labour force participation rate among
Malaysian women ranged from 37% among women with primary education,
48% among those with secondary education, and 69% among the tertiary-
educated. The 2014 Malaysian Population and Family Survey found that
childcare was the main reason for women to stop working (see Abdullah, et
al., 2021 in this issue).

This study found that better-educated women were just as likely to
enter marriage as the lesser-educated, albeit at a later age. Better educated
females are inclined to marry later due to extended schooling years and the
propensity not to enter marriage while in school (Blossfeld and Huinink,
1991; Sabbah-Karkaby and Stier, 2017). Part of the reason for the delayed
marriage is due to role incompatibility, as married women, especially those
with children are expected to drop out of school. Women also tend to spend
their first decade of adulthood “enjoying” the experience of employment
before marriage (Quah, 2005). On the other hand, the negative educational
effect on marriage among the younger males has waned over time and turned
into a positive effect in 2018. The positive educational effect on marriage
continued into older ages among the males, while that for females is less
profound. Kalmijn (2013) found that the positive educational effect on
marriage among men aged 40-49 years was established under two settings:
when gender roles become more equal and the degree of inequality in
socio-economic outcomes between educational groups is strong. Malaysia
has made a great stride towards gender equality, as shown by the Malaysia
Gender Gap Index score of 0.709 in 2019, due to the higher female
educational attainment (DOSM, 2020).

The higher opportunity cost of marriage among higher educated women
did not result in less marriage, but it was positively associated with late
marriage. The high marriage rate of tertiary-educated women and low labour
force participation rate (despite a significant rise in recent years) suggest that
marriage and family institutions remain the bedrock of the social institution
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in Malaysia, and women are still bounded by family responsibilities.

The negative effect of education on the proportion ever married is more
substantial for the Chinese and Indians. Women’s education is directly
linked to marriage postponement for all ethnic groups, but it is worth
noting that the lesser educated Chinese females experienced the largest
increase in SMAM over time. Likewise, the Chinese and Bumiputera males
with lesser education reported a slightly higher SMAM than their tertiary-
educated counterparts in recent years. These suggest that delayed marriage
is pervasive across all educational groups. It is also noteworthy that the
Bumiputera registered the largest percentage increase in the proportion
with secondary and tertiary education over time, and correspondingly, the
largest percentage increase in the proportion remaining single, but they still
have the highest marriage rate. Islam, the religion for the Malays and some
other Bumiputera is often interpreted as encouraging its followers to enter
marriage and form a family (Jones, 2005). Tey (2009) also found that tertiary
education has merely resulted in delayed marriage rather than non-marriage
among the Malays between 1970 and 2000, and this study reaffirms the
continuity of this pattern into the 21st century.

The educational level has always been higher in urban areas than in
rural areas. The effect of urbanisation in mediating the relationship between
education and delayed marriage was evident from the scatter plots shown
above. Tey (2011) pointed out that rural-urban migration would have altered
family norms and systems, which may lead to the weakening of family roles
in marriage. The lack of information on migration in the LFS precludes an
analysis of the role of internal migration in explaining the educational effect
on marriage.

The educational gradient in marriage has changed dramatically over
time. Binary logistic regression shows that controlling for age weakens
the negative educational gradient in marriage, and even reversed it into a
positive effect in recent years. This finding corroborates previous research
findings in different countries (Cheng, 2014; Fukuda et al., 2020), especially
among women (Goldscheider et al., 2001; Goldstein and Kenney, 2001;
Heard, 2011; Torr, 2011). Less-educated individuals are less likely to marry
because they are less poised to compete for potential partners than better-
educated individuals entering the marriage market (Shafer and Qian, 2010).
Torr (2011) argued that in earlier years where specialisation of gender roles
was high, and lower educational attainment was normative for women,
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higher education decreased the likelihood of marriage for women. The
scenario was reversed in recent years where specialisation of gender roles
has become lower, and higher educational attainment was normative for
women. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the weakening or reversal
of the negative educational gradient in marriage occurs after further adjusting
for age in this study. Past research in countries such as the United States
found that at later ages, better-educated individuals were more likely to enter
marriage than their lesser-educated counterparts (Cherlin, 2010; Goldstein
and Kenney, 2001; Schoen and Cheng, 2006; Thornton et al., 2007). Highly
educated women were more likely to postpone marriage relative to the least
educated women for the younger cohorts, but this is not the case for the
older cohorts (Kroeger et al., 2015). These findings show that the educational
effect on marriage may deviate from cohort to cohort. In this analysis,
younger individuals were over-represented as the LFS focused on individuals
in the prime working ages (79.8% aged below 50 years in 2018 LFS). With
rising educational level, the younger cohorts tend to be better educated than
the older cohorts. The crossover in educational gradient suggests that the
conventional education-marriage nexus needs to be re-assessed.

6. Limitations

This study has several limitations. The binary logistic regression analysis
results do not necessarily imply causality, since multi-wave cross-sectional,
and not longitudinal survey data were utilised in this analysis. The variables
used are limited by the number of socio-demographic characteristics reported
in the LFS. Variables such as migration status and parents’ educational
attainment would be useful in unravelling the roles of internal migration and
family background in elucidating the educational effect on marriage.

7. Conclusion

The rise in education has occurred concurrently with rising age at marriage.
The reduction in the educational gradient in marriage and a shift from
negative to positive effect means that higher educated men and women
are postponing marriage and not forgoing marriage. Delayed marriage
raises concerns about a series of reproductive health and social issues,
such as pre-marital sex, unprotected sex, out-of-wedlock pregnancies, and
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exposure to the risks of pregnancy complications and infertility beyond the
prime reproductive age. Since the adoption of the New Population Policy
in 1984, the programme thrust has shifted from family planning to family
development. The importance of marriage and family formation, and family
values should be instilled in schools and through campaigns via social media
so as to preserve and strengthen the marriage institution in Malaysia.
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