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Life course and Marriage Timing in Indonesia 

 

Introduction 

The age at marriage has been rising steadily in Asia. For example, in Southeast Asia, the singulate mean 

age at marriage for women in Indonesia increased from 19 in 1961 to 21 in 1991 (U.N. Demographic Yearbook 

1995). In South Asia, the singulate mean age at marriage for women in India increased from 16 in 1961 to 19 in 

1991 (Das and Dey 1996). In the Middle East too, the average age at marriage has been increasing. In Jordan, 

the singulate mean age at marriage for women increased by a year in the single decade of the 90s (DHS 1990, 

1997). Such rapid changes contradict the impression that age at marriage is a slow moving variable. 

Shifts in marriage timing that increase the length of the celibate period has the potential to bring about 

wide ranging changes in society. It spawns new adolescent and youth cultures (Xenos and Gultiano 1992), 

changes fertility patterns (Dixon 1971, Rindfuss and Morgan 1983), can modify the relationship between 

spouses, and between spouses and affinal kin, and change the age and life course sequencing at sexual initiation 

as well.   

There has been surprisingly little recent research on this trend of increasing age at marriage in Asia 

despite the fact that it indicates a rapid change in the value systems of Asian societies. Current research on age 

at marriage focuses more on the West, since delayed marriages and non-marriages are a part of a larger set of 

changes taking place in the Western family. These changes have been called “the second demographic 

transition” (Lesthaeghe 1995; Van de Kaa 1987) and include an increase in cohabitation, childlessness, and 

non-marital childbearing. Since these correlates of changes in marriage timing have significant policy relevance 

for the West, the body of literature on this topic is fairly large. 

With regard to Asia, only Japan has received attention in the area of delayed marriage (see Raymo 

2003), since here too the social changes accompanying delayed marriage mirror those in the West and have 

policy relevance for Japanese society. The lack of research on this topic for other Asian countries has meant that 

the social changes occurring in several Asian countries has not been adequately documented. This paper is a 

step towards filling this research gap. We will be examining the changes in marriage timing specifically for 

Indonesia and will consider the role played by increasing labor force participation and education in Indonesia. 

Additionally, we will examine the changes in the odds of marriage in a cross-sectional and a dynamic 

perspective, that is, we will look at how odds of marriage are different for multiple cohorts in a cross-section, 

and how they change for a generation (Alwin and McCammon 2003) of people over time.  

Increased education and labor force participation are widely seen as consequences of the process of 

industrialization and modernization. Since Indonesia has witnessed rapid economic growth for several decades, 

this is often assumed to be the reason for the changes occurring in the area of marriage and the family (Xenos 

and Gultiano 1992).  The reasoning often is that as non-Western societies industrialize, they resemble Western 

societies more closely. However, past research on divorce for Malaysia (Jones 1981) and on marriage timing in 

Central Java, a province in Indonesia (Malhotra 1997) shows that we need to be cautious with such reasoning. 

Jones’ research shows that divorce rates in Malaysia actually declined with the onset of industrialization, while 

Malhotra’s research shows that traditional gender norms in Indonesia were often reinforced with the process of 

modernization.  

The literature on marriage timing for the United States and countries in Western Europe often 

investigates marriage timing as an issue about the life course.  The relationship between life course events like 

education, workforce participation, and marriage is one of compatibility. Research on the United States, Spain, 

and Italy (Xie et al. 2003; Copolla 2004) indicates that education and marriage are incompatible life events, 

while workforce participation and marriage are compatible. The former delays marriage, while the latter 

increases the probability of its occurrence. Further, people who are still in school, regardless of their age, are 

considered “minors” who are not yet ready to take on adult responsibilities of having a family. People in the 

workforce on the other hand are regarded as adults who are capable of marrying and raising a family (Copolla 

2004). 
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In this paper we will examine how the two theories – modernization and the life-course – help us 

understand the relationship between education, workforce participation, and marriage timing in Indonesia. 

We will examine these changes for both men and women. Often in the demographic literature the focus 

with regard to age at marriage is on women. However, since marriage timing has changed for both men and 

women (Xenos and Gultiano 1992), a one-sided focus on only women may lead us to neglect important 

differences between the sexes. Moreover, research on the United States indicates that a lot of the shifts in 

marriage timing may be driven by men’s circumstances compared to women’s, making it necessary that we 

examine this question for both sexes. 

 

Research question and hypotheses 

Most South East Asian countries including Indonesia underwent structural adjustment programs in the 

early 1970s to encourage economic growth. The integration into the global economy increased the presence of 

the Western and Japanese private sector in the country which in turn reinforced middle class western values and 

lifestyles. These cultural changes were associated with social structural changes like increased levels of 

educational attainment and labor force participation especially for women but also for men (Malhotra 1997). 

Changes in the economic sphere of society have the potential to change the dynamics in other social domains. 

Marxian sociologists would call this the influence of the economic structure on the infrastructure of society. 

While we are not prioritizing among the different social domains as the Marxian sociologists do, we realize that 

major changes in one area of society can lead to changes elsewhere in society. In this specific case, we are 

interested in understanding how economic changes affect more traditional social systems like marriage and 

family formation. This is our research question. 

While such changes were also the subject of Malhotra’s research, our research differs from hers in 

several ways. While Malhotra’s research focused only on the province of Central Java, we are looking at 

Indonesia as a whole. Our data is also more recent compared to Malhotra’s (which was collected in 1982) and 

exists for two time points in the 1990s. Our methods of analysis are also different from hers. Since we have 

longitudinal data over two time points, we are able to look at determinants of marriage within a single cross-

section and also look at the determinants of change over time prospectively. In contrast Malhotra’s dataset 

though it was collected at a single point in time had life history data which allowed her to examine the research 

question retrospectively.  One area of continuity between her analysis and ours is that we too want to keep the 

focus equally on men and women. Like her we believe that the fertility literature’s exclusive focus on women 

with regard to marriage in developing countries is limiting since an understanding of how the process of family 

formation is affected requires an analysis of men’s marriage patterns as well. 

Our research differs from Malhotra’s in other critical ways. The purpose of her analysis was to examine 

if the process of industrial change and its concomitant social changes had resulted in egalitarian family 

formation processes for women as well as men in rural as well as urban areas. Specifically she asks if 

industrialization has led to increased spousal choice and less economic dependence on men for the women in 

Central Java. In contrast, we want to examine if the occurrence of the marriage event itself has been affected by 

the large scale economic changes. Our purpose in focusing on men and women equally is to get a comparative 

picture of the two significant players in the marriage process rather than to see if the changes benefit both 

equally. Our lack of focus on the latter is guided primarily by the fact that some benefits of delayed marriages 

like more stable marriages benefit both sexes.  

Our analysis focuses primarily on whether increased levels of educational attainment and increased 

levels of labor force participation have resulted in changes in the timing of marriage for young Indonesians. 

Prior research shows that both education and labor force participation are powerful agents of change. They are 

simultaneously the causes and the consequence of the process of industrialization and modernization. Both have 

been documented as being positively associated with processes as diverse as social mobility, women’s 

empowerment, and increased political participation. In Malhotra’s models too they are the key variables for 

explaining the timing of marriage. The causal pathways by which the two variables are likely to be associated 

with marriage timing are described below. 
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Education: In our analysis we measure education in two ways. First, we include a variable that measures 

whether the person is currently enrolled in school or not. Second, we include a variable that measures the 

highest level of education attained by a person. Two hypotheses guide our choice of variables: 

Hypothesis 1: Being enrolled in school will decrease the odds of marriage for both men and women. 

Hypothesis 2: Higher levels of educational attainment will be associated with lowered odds of marriage 

for both men and women.  

There are several ways by which both variables could affect marriage timing. School enrollment could 

influence marriage timing directly. Since attaining even basic education (at least high school) takes time and 

takes an individual well past the traditional age of marriage, a delay in marriage could occur simply by being in 

school. People in school or those who are still students may still be considered “children” even if they are in 

their late teens or early twenties. People at this stage in their life may be regarded as being unprepared for 

taking on the challenges of raising a family. Studies on Sri Lanka (Malhotra and Tsui 1996) and on Italy and 

Spain (Copolla 2003) shows that this reasoning is widespread and is found in very different types of societies. 

By this logic, a person could delay their marriage by simply being in school longer.  

Similarly educational attainment may influence the odds of men’s and women’s marriage. Some 

education is considered useful or even necessary for women since education equips them with basic knowledge 

and skills to negotiate the world. This way education becomes a legitimate alternative to early marriage for 

women (Malhotra 1994).  

 When education is prolonged women become more autonomous and empowered. They are more able to 

take decisions regarding their lives including when (and even to whom) they will get married (Murthi et al. 

1995). Discussing the case of Malaysia, Gavin Jones (1981) writes that women in Malaysia were traditionally 

not felt to know enough about the matter to make a wise choice. However, this attitude changed with the 

expansion of women’s education, and Malaysian women are now allowed the freedom of choosing their own 

spouse (Jones 1981).  

The marriage market too may force women to seek higher levels of education. As more men receive 

higher levels of education, they are likely to want educated wives. This in effect forces parents to educate their 

daughters more. This is also an economically rational decision for upwardly mobile families since better 

educated women attract men who have more education and consequently better income prospects. Sathar et al. 

(1988) also point out that in the event a suitable match cannot be found immediately parents may continue 

educating their daughters till such a time they are able to find a match. 

For men, higher levels of education affect their marital prospects directly. Higher levels of education 

will ensure that they get well paying jobs in an economy that is booming. A man who has a good education and 

is earning well becomes more marketable in the marriage market.  

Societal level changes in marriage timing may be brought about by an increase in educated men and 

women in each province. In this case, it would not matter if an individual man or woman does not have a lot of 

education. If there are a large number of educated persons in the province, all of whom are postponing their 

marriage, then everyone in that province will delay their marriage as well. This leads to our third hypothesis 

related to education: 

Hypothesis 3: As the proportion of educated men in the province increases, the odds of marriage for 

both men and women will increase.  

 

Labor force participation: Our argument of the relationship between labor force participation and marriage 

timing is captured by the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 4: As men’s labor force participation increases, their odds of marriage will increase. 

With regard to men the reasoning behind our hypothesis is straightforward. It is guided by the logic of 

the marriage market. Men who are working are attractive marriage partners since they have financial resources 

to raise and provide for a family. As Copolla (2004) and Xie et al. (2003) point out, economic circumstances are 
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vital to family formation. Since men have traditionally had the role of the breadwinner in society, better paying 

jobs that result from an economic boom can only serve to make them more attractive marriage partners.  

Apart from the fact that raising a family is expensive, Indonesia also has a system where dowry is 

generally given by the groom to the bride (RAND IFLS newsletter). This would also make men who work and 

earn attractive marriage partners. 

Additionally, for men, labor force participation may also indicate economic independence from their 

parents and a marker of their entering adulthood. This too should increase their odds of marriage. A logical 

extension of our hypothesis for men would be that for men with higher levels of income, the odds of marriage 

are higher. This can be expected given that men who make more money would be even more attractive marriage 

partners compared to low earning men. We therefore frame our sixth hypothesis as follows: 

Hypothesis 5: High earning men will have higher odds of getting married compared to men with lower 

incomes. 

The relationship between work force participation and marriage timing is harder to predict for women. 

This is because there are several plausible associations between these two variables in the case of women. On 

one hand there may be an incompatibility between work and family roles. Lehrer and Nerlove (1986) have 

highlighted the incompatibility between women’s labor force participation and fertility along the dimensions of 

time use. Their argument can be extended to marriage timing. While marriage signifies the entry into family 

roles, labor force participation and also education are economic activities that are generally conducted outside 

the home, thereby reducing the time available for carrying out family roles. In this case marriage would decline. 

This is similar to Becker’s thesis on why marriage rates have declined in the West and is consistent with 

Cherlin’s (1992) findings on women and the family in the United States. Cherlin argues that a major reason why 

women are postponing marriage in the U.S is because they are no longer reliant on their husbands for financial 

security and stability.  

It is equally possible however that labor force participation will increase the odds of marriage by 

improving their marriage markets (Oppenheimer 1994) and because entry into the workforce signifies a 

woman’s entry into an adult economic role (Copolla 2004). The latter argument however is a little less likely 

since women don’t traditionally have the role of the economic provider in a family.  

A third possibility is that women’s labor force participation has no effect on marriage timing. This can 

happen in cases where women’s labor force participation prior to marriage is a stop-gap arrangement till such a 

time that her parents are able to find a suitable match for her (Sathar et al 1988). In such cases work force 

participation is not an avenue for empowerment or autonomy and will probably be discontinued after marriage. 

Malhotra and Tsui (1996) found that employment for Sri Lankan women who did not value jobs or who did not 

look upon it as a source of income did not affect their marriage timing. Malhotra’s findings for Central Java 

show that marriage timing was not affected at all by women’s pre-marital work force participation. If this is true 

for Indonesia as a whole, then labor force participation may not affect marriage timing.  

 We favor the reasoning that labor force participation will not be significantly associated with women’s 

odds of marriage as this lack of association seems to be true for Asian countries. The negative and positive 

relationships between work force participation and marriage timing seem to be true for Western countries. 

 

Control variables: We control for socioeconomic status (an index of household assets ownership), urban 

residence, family structure (co-residence with parents and sibling composition), age of the respondent, religion, 

and province of residence in our model. 

 

Data and methods 

 Our analysis mainly utilizes the Indonesia Family Life Survey (IFLS) data collected by RAND in 

collaboration with various organizations in Indonesia. IFLS is a longitudinal dataset that was done in 3 waves. 

The first wave of the IFLS (IFLS1) was done in 1993, the second (IFLS2) in 1997, and the third (IFLS3) in 

2000. The IFLS sample covers thirteen out of twenty seven Indonesian provinces. In the first wave the survey 

sampled 30,000 people from 7,224 households in the first wave. This sample is representative of 83% of the 
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total Indonesian population and constitutes about 93% of the sampling frame. The provinces included in this 

study are: North Sumatra, West Sumatra, South Sumatra, Lampung, DKI Jakarta, West Java, Central Java, 

Yogjakarta, East Java, Bali, West Nusa Tenggara, South Kalimantan, and South Sulawesi. Since the survey is 

longitudinal the second and third waves tracked the respondents from the first wave to get information on how 

their lives had changed in the intervening years. When the analysis for this paper was done, only the first two 

waves of the data were publicly available and of the two only the first wave was available in its entirety.  

In IFLS2, 94% of the IFLS1 households and 93% of the individual respondents (known as target 

respondents) were re-interviewed. In the second wave of the IFLS, 7600 households were covered. This 

increase occurred because respondents who had split from their original household were followed.  

This dataset is relevant to this analysis since it has marital status, education, and work force participation 

information for 30,000 people. It also has basic background information on each respondent such as their age, 

province of residence, region of residence, and religion. 

This analysis depends mostly on the sample from the first wave of the IFLS data. However, the marital 

status information contained in the second wave of the IFLS data is also relevant to this analysis since it 

provides us with information on how the marital status of the IFLS1 respondents changed over time. The unit of 

analysis for both samples is the individual. We restricted this sample to respondents who were between the ages 

of 12-30 at the time of the first survey.  

We are using a logit model for most of our analysis and we will use this model on two samples. The first 

sample comprises everyone in IFLS1 alone. Using a logit model we will compare the people who are married in 

IFLS1 with those who have never been married to understand the differences in the characteristics of these two 

groups. Our second sample is restricted to those who are single in IFLS1 and we track this group of respondents 

to IFLS2 to see if they married in the intervening four years. Using a logit model we then compare the 

characteristics of those who married to those who did not. In the analysis on the first sample, we will mainly 

examine the association between education and marriage. It is not possible to include work in this model since 

we don’t have data on pre-marital work. In the analysis on the second sample we will look at both work and 

education. Further, we do both sets of analyses separately on men and women. 

In analyzing the association between marriage and education, we are also including a multi-level 

analysis using hierarchical linear modeling. For this section we will use the 1991 Indonesian Census data in 

addition to the IFLS data. The unit of analysis for the census data is the province and data exists for all twenty 

seven Indonesian provinces. We are however using the information for those 13 provinces that are a part of the 

IFLS sample. The census data has counts data on the number of people in the province who are working, the 

number of people at each level of education, the number of married, never married, divorced, and separated 

people, and on the number of people in each province who are in the work force.  

 

Results: 

Education: Our results from the cross-sectional model – the model run on the cross-sectional sample of 

IFLS1- show that levels of education are associated with lowered odds of women’s and men’s marriage. 

However, this model can’t accommodate controls for work force participation or school enrollment at the time 

of marriage since the sample is of those who are either married or not in IFLS1. The results only tell us the 

distinguishing characteristics of the people who were married in IFLS1 compared to those who were not 

married at the same time. The determinants of marriage are captured by the dynamic model. This model is a 

logit analysis on a sample of people who were single at IFLS1 and who were tracked into IFLS2 to see if they 

had been married by then or not. The factors that determined marriage from non marriage were analyzed in this 

model. The results from this model show that it is not level of education that matters, but actual school 

enrollment. Therefore, level of education is associated with delayed marriage only so far as it keeps people in 

school. This also explains why level of education is significant in the cross-sectional model which doesn’t have 

controls for school enrollment.  

Provincial level models (models not presented here) were analyzed that examined whether the 

proportion of educated men and women in the province would influence the odds of men’s and women’s 
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marriage. In the case of men, current school enrollment was still the only variable that was associated with their 

odds of marriage. For women however, both current school enrollment and the proportion of educated women 

in the province was associated with a slightly lowered odds of marriage.  

Work-force participation: Our logit analyses on work-force participation were done only on the dynamic 

sample. The results from this model show that work-force participation is strongly associated with increasing 

marriage odds for both men and women. We also tested our hypothesis that increased income would increase 

the odds of marriage for men. The results indicate that there is no association between income and odds of 

marriage for men. For women there is a marginal positive effect, but since the effect is weak and the standard 

error too large, we are unable to make any conclusive remarks on this.  

Provincial level models on the influence of the proportion of workers in the province on marriage odds 

were not significant.  

 

----Tables 1 and 2 about here--- 

 

Conclusion:  

Our results indicate that contrary to conventional wisdom, education and workforce participation don’t 

lead to delays in marriage by through economic independence and empowerment. Instead being enrolled in 

school depresses marriage odds because people are still considered too young to marry. Workforce participation 

in contrast increases marriage odds by signaling entry into adulthood. Paradoxically, since our results on 

income were not significant, it doesn’t appear that having sufficient economic resources to support a family 

matters much in entering into a marital union. Our results on both education and workforce participation 

reinforce life course arguments of marriage being an event in an individual’s life course. People remain 

unmarried while they are considered minors or socially not ready for it. When people become socially ready for 

marriage they get married.  

Previous research on Indonesia has shown modernization to be an insufficient research framework for 

analyzing marriage timing, but no one, to the best of our knowledge, has proposed an alternative framework to 

study it. Based on the results of our analyses, we propose the life course framework as an alternative framework 

within which to understand the processes of marriage and non-marriage. 
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Table 1 

     

Maximum Likelihood Estimates of the Odds of  
Women and Men being Married in 1993 on Selected  

Independent Variables 

     

Parameter 

Estimate  
for 
Women   

Estimate  
for Men   

          

Intercept 0.8755 *** -1.699 *** 

Junior high general -0.3551 *** -0.2913 * 

Junior high vocational -0.8836 *** -0.272   

Senior high general -1.8028 *** -0.8449 *** 

Senior high vocational -1.6525 *** -1.1126 *** 

Diploma -2.2532 *** -2.0428 *** 

University -2.8132 *** -1.9704 *** 

Age 12-15 -5.1405 *** -5.1281 *** 

Age 16-17 -2.3198 *** -2.8082 *** 

Age 18-19 -1.0367 *** -1.3083 *** 

Age 22-23 0.7598 *** 0.901 *** 

Age 24-25 1.4275 *** 2.2233 *** 

Age 26-27 2.2287 *** 2.7574 *** 

Age 28-30 2.4884 *** 3.8969 *** 

Urban residence -0.7919 *** -0.5183 *** 

Hindu -0.1511   0.6577   

Buddhist 0.0254   -1.2573   

Christian -0.5187 ** -0.8608 *** 

N. Sumatra -0.3413 † 0.4603 * 

W.Sumatra -0.2932   -0.5535 ** 

S. Sumatra 0.0846   0.5702 ** 

Lampung 0.519 * 0.3633   

W. Java 0.679 *** 0.8688 *** 

C. Java 0.5156 *** 0.2516   

Yogjakarta -0.1022   -0.0837   

E. Java 0.7158 *** 0.6304 *** 

Bali 0.1415   0.4755   

West Nusa Tengarra 0.0695   0.7384 *** 

S. Kalimantan 0.8134 *** 0.8835 *** 

Sulawesi -0.3322   0.8369 *** 

Chi-sq. 4281.6254 *** 3307.1309 *** 

N 5412  5817  

***p<0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05 †p<0.1 

 

Source: Indonesia Family Life Survey, 1993 
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Table 2 
Maximum Likelihood Logit Estimates of the Odds of 
 Women's and Men's Marriage between 1993 and 

 1997 on Selected Independent Variables 

     

Parameter 
Estimate  
for women   

Estimate  
for men   

          

Intercept 0.1254   -0.8586 *** 

Working Y/N 0.2154 * 0.5653 *** 

Currently enrolled Y/N  -1.2848 *** -1.0405 *** 

Junior High General 0.1272   -0.3269 ** 

Junior High Vocational 0.2549   -0.2792   

Senior High General 0.1348   -0.2238   

Senior High Vocational 0.3392 * -0.0317   

Diploma 0.4146   0.2478   

University 0.2595   0.092   

Age 12-13 -1.1284 *** -2.440 *** 

Age 14-15 -0.5309 *** -1.3687 *** 

Age 16-17 0.0561   -0.876 *** 

Age 18-19 0.1572   -0.0389   

Age 22-23 0.1434   0.3684 ** 

Age 24-25 0.0873   0.4972 ** 

Age 26-27 0.011   0.8414 *** 

Age 28-30 -0.9688 *** 0.8109 *** 

Socioeconomic Status -0.00542   -0.0102   

Urban -0.4331 *** -0.1029   

Number Younger Sisters 0.0547   0.0144   

Number Older Brothers -0.2139 ** -0.1487   

Number Younger Brothers -0.019   0.0334   

Number Old Sisters -0.1692 * -0.5178 *** 

Co-residence with Parents 0.0772   -0.2453 * 

Hindu 0.3668   -0.0846   

Buddhist 0.1164   -1.4293 * 

Christians -0.549 *** -0.51 ** 

N. Sumatra -0.3627 * 0.2122   

W. Sumatra -0.3395 † 0.029   

S. Sumatra -0.00309   0.7463 *** 

Lampung 0.0185   0.4169 * 

W. Java 0.0655   0.6385 *** 

C. Java -0.4337 ** -0.0137   

Bali -0.8255 † 0.5095   

West Nusa Tengarra -0.2698   0.5758 ** 

S. Kalimantan 0.1425   0.3014   

Sulawesi -0.5271 ** -0.0185   

Chi-sq. 613.9731 *** 969.0647 *** 

N 3295  3980  

***p<0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05 †p<0.1 

 

Source: Indonesia Family Life Survey, 1993 and 1997 


