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Examining Ethnicity: Patterns of Minority Identification 
Among Children of Interethnic Marriages in China
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ABSTRACT  Ethnic identity is a highly contested issue in China. Yet, the literature on the 
social construction of ethnoracial identity is dominated by research on the Americas. 
In this study, we investigate patterns of ethnic identification among children of inter­
ethnic parents in China using census data from 2000 and survey data from 2010–2018. 
We focus on children who are aged 20 or younger and have one parent identified as an 
ethnic minority and one parent identified as an ethnic Han. We find that the strongest 
predictor of a child’s minority identification is the father’s ethnicity. Minority identifi­
cation is also associated with gender, birth year, mother’s education, household income, 
migration status, parent’s perception of the child’s diligence, the geographic concen­
tration of minorities, and eligibility for ethnicity-based bonus points on the college 
entrance examination. Taken together, the results suggest that children’s ethnoracial 
identity is shaped by family demographic characteristics as well as by education policy.

KEYWORDS  Ethnic minorities  •  Ethnoracial identification  •  Education policy  •  
Interethnic families  •  China

Introduction

The tension between maintaining a distinct ethnic identity and a unified national iden­
tity underlies the history of Chinese ethnic minorities. After the People’s Republic of 
China was established in 1949, the state announced plans to improve the economic 
welfare of ethnic minorities and integrate them into society. However, during the Cul­
tural Revolution, from 1966 to 1977, ethnic differences were considered antithetical 
to national unity, and minorities were forced to assimilate. By the early 1980s, the 
state began to promote cultural diversity and develop programs and policies to reduce 
inequalities between majority and minority populations. Today, anxiety about diver­
sity is rising again, as exemplified by the struggle over ethnic identity in Xinjiang.1

1  Millions of Uyghurs and other Muslim ethnic minorities live in the province of Xinjiang in northwestern 
China. In 2017, the Chinese government implemented a multifaceted program intended to deradicalize and 
assimilate the ethnic population of Xinjiang. The government argued the program was necessary to curtail 
terrorist attacks occurring throughout the region, while the international community expressed concern 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/dem

ography/article-pdf/59/4/1431/1624577/1431francistan.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024

https://doi.org/10.1215/00703370-10061919
https://doi.org/10.1215/00703370-10061919


1432 A. Francis-Tan and Z. Mu

Thus, ethnic identity has endured as a highly contested issue throughout the 
recent history of China. Yet, there is surprisingly little quantitative research about 
the construction of ethnoracial identity. In this article, we quantitatively investi­
gate patterns of ethnic identification among children of interethnic parents in China 
using census data from 2000 and survey data from 2010–2018. Our study makes 
three contributions to the literature. First, it provides evidence on the construction 
of ethnoracial identification in Asia, going beyond the literature’s usual focus on the 
Americas. Second, it offers a window into how public policy influences ethnicity in 
an extraordinary population that must choose between minority and majority ethnic 
affiliation to determine the allocation of education benefits. Third, the study advances 
research on affirmative action in China. To our knowledge, this is the first study to 
organize and analyze detailed information on ethnicity-based bonus points on the 
college entrance examination.

We leverage two data sources. First, we use census data, focusing on children who 
were aged 20 or younger in 2000 and had one parent identified as an ethnic minority 
and one parent identified as an ethnic Han, since only those with parents of different 
ethnicities have a choice regarding their state-registered ethnicity. Second, we use sur­
vey data from the China Family Panel Studies, focusing on children who were aged 
20 or younger in 2010, had one parent identified as an ethnic minority and one parent 
identified as an ethnic Han, and appeared in any survey wave between 2010 and 2018. 
Our dependent variable is an indicator for whether a child is identified as a minor­
ity, which is consistent with the monoethnic classification system in China. Logistic 
regressions are employed to estimate the predictors of minority identification.

In summary, we find that the strongest predictor of a child’s minority identification 
is the father’s ethnicity. Minority identification is also associated with gender, birth 
year, mother’s education, household income, migration status, parent’s perception of 
child’s diligence, and the geographic concentration of minorities. Notably, eligibility 
for bonus points in college admissions is positively associated with being identified 
as a minority. Taken together, the results suggest that children’s ethnoracial identity is 
shaped by family demographic characteristics as well as by education policy, which 
treats majority and minority ethnic groups differently in some circumstances. Eligi­
bility for bonus points on the college entrance examination increases the incentive 
to identify as a minority because intense competition for college admission makes 
bonus points extremely valuable.

Background and Previous Literature

The Social Construction of Ethnoracial Identity

Traditional conceptions of race and ethnicity as static and inherent have been chal­
lenged by social constructionist theories that illuminate their fluid and dynamic 
nature (e.g., Barth 1969; Loveman 2014; Marx 1998; Nagel 1994; Wimmer 2008). 

about the size, secrecy, and scope of the program. Much is unknown about the program, but it partly 
involves the reshaping of Uyghur ethnic identity.
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1433Ethnic Identification in China

Constructionist theories are concerned with the determinants of ethnoracial bound­
aries defining who belongs to an ethnoracial group and who is excluded.

Two research areas are highly relevant to the present study. One has investigated 
patterns of identification among children with parents from different ethnoracial 
groups. Although most of these studies have focused on the United States (e.g., Bratter 
2007; Bratter and Heard 2009; Brunsma 2005; Davenport 2016; Khanna 2004; Lichter 
and Qian 2018; Liebler 2010; Qian 2004; Roth 2005; Xie and Goyette 1997), some 
have examined other contexts, such as New Zealand (e.g., Kukutai 2007) and Brazil 
(e.g., Marteleto 2012; Schwartzman 2007). Such studies have regressed ethnoracial 
identification on individual, household, and community factors. Although most studies 
have relied on parents’ classification, a few studies have used self-identification (e.g., 
Bratter and Heard 2009; Davenport 2016; Khanna 2004). These types of classification 
represent distinct aspects of race that may be influenced by different social processes.

Three factors emerged as significant predictors of identification across studies: 
the ethnoracial composition of the local population, parents’ socioeconomic status 
(often proxied by education), and father’s ethnoracial group. Specifically, the likeli­
hood of minority identification increases as the local population share of the minor­
ity group increases (Bratter 2007; Brunsma 2005; Davenport 2016; Liebler 2010; 
Qian 2004; Roth 2005; Xie and Goyette 1997). The higher the parents’ education, the 
lower the likelihood of (monoracial) minority identification (Bratter 2007; Brunsma 
2005; Davenport 2016; Lichter and Qian 2018; Roth 2005; Schwartzman 2007); an 
exception is Marteleto (2012), who found that Preto (Black or dark-skinned) identifi­
cation rises with parental education in Brazil. Also, having a minority father tends to 
increase the likelihood of minority identification (Bratter and Heard 2009; Brunsma 
2005; Qian 2004; Xie and Goyette 1997). Notably, Bratter and Heard (2009) con­
firmed this pattern for Americans with Black and White parents but not for Americans 
with Asian and White parents.

Another highly relevant area of research has investigated the impact of public pol­
icy on identification. Scholars have long recognized the state’s role in race-making 
(see Loveman 2014; Marx 1998). Quantitative studies have demonstrated how spe­
cific policies influence ethnoracial identification (Antman and Duncan 2015; Bratter 
and O’Connell 2017; Francis and Tannuri-Pianto 2013; Francis-Tan and Tannuri- 
Pianto 2015). In the U.S. context, Antman and Duncan (2015) found that multiracial 
persons who stood to benefit from identifying as minorities became less likely to do 
so following state bans on affirmative action in college admissions and government 
hiring, while Bratter and O’Connell (2017) found that children of Black–White inter­
marriages were less likely to be classified as multiracial in states with historical bans 
on interracial marriage. In Brazil, Francis and Tannuri-Pianto (2013) and Francis-Tan 
and Tannuri-Pianto (2015) found that the implementation of quotas for Blacks at a 
prestigious university inspired shifts from non-Black to Black identity and from ligh­
ter to darker racial categories.

However, the literature is almost entirely focused on the Americas. Quantitative 
research on ethnoracial identification in Asia is rare. Studies on Chinese ethnic minor­
ities have typically focused on their distinct family patterns (e.g., Mu and Lai 2016) 
or their socioeconomic disparities relative to the Han majority (e.g., Hannum and Xie 
1998). Several features of the Chinese context make the quantitative study of ethnic 
identification both interesting and important.
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Ethnic Minorities in China

China is a multiethnic country with 56 officially recognized ethnic groups (see Table 
A1 in the online appendix for a list of these groups and their population sizes). 
Although ethnic Han make up the vast majority of the population, the percentage 
of ethnic minorities has been rising. In 1982, the year in which the system of ethnic 
classification was finalized, the percentage of Chinese identifying as minorities was 
6.7%. Ethnic minorities represented 8.0% of the population in 1990, compared with 
8.8% in 2000 and 8.4% in 2010. Ethnic groups display significant heterogeneity in 
religion, language, and cultural practices (Zang 2015). While some minority groups 
are quite distinctive from the Han majority, others are almost indistinguishable.

The tension between maintaining a distinct ethnic identity and a unified national 
identity underlies the history of Chinese ethnic minorities (Gladney 1994). After the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China, the state took action to recognize ethnic 
minorities, raise their economic status, and integrate them into society (Zhou 2009). 
In the early 1950s, the state commissioned party cadres and researchers to identify 
ethnic groups to be classified on the basis of religion, language, and culture (Gladney 
2004), but only 10% of the groups that applied for recognition were listed in the 1953 
census.

In 1966, Mao Zedong launched the Cultural Revolution, a brutal campaign to 
consolidate power and impose uniformity throughout China (Meisner 1999), sig­
nificantly affecting many groups, including ethnic minorities. Ethnic diversity was 
considered antithetical to the notion of a unified Chinese people (Heberer 1989). Fac­
ing the pressure of the state’s anti-tradition campaign, many ethnic minorities were 
forced to assimilate. This period, 1966–1977, was disastrous for ethnic communities 
because they had to reject their traditions and identities (Dillon 1994).

However, by the early 1980s, the situation improved dramatically when official 
policy became favorable toward ethnic minorities (Hannum and Xie 1998; Wu and 
Song 2014). The state began to promote cultural diversity and developed programs to 
reduce inequalities between the majority and minority populations. Thus, when the 
ethnic classification system was revised in 1982, many people wanted to officially 
register their minority identity, motivated by a desire to embrace their ethnic heritage, 
make use of ethnic policies, or both (Scharping 2003).

Ethnicity is reported on a person’s identity card and household registration, or 
hukou.2 Historically, minority identification was recognized for those who could pro­
vide evidence of their ethnic heritage. In some cases, this simply entailed proving 
one’s village of birth, given that certain villages were associated with certain ethnic 
groups. The informality of the system made it easy to obtain minority status, but it 
also allowed some fraudulent claims (Scharping 2003). By the 1990s, a person could 
claim minority status only if one or both parents were registered as minorities. There­
fore, only those with parents of different ethnicities can choose their ethnicity. Only 
monoethnic classification is permitted officially; the notion of multiethnic identity is 
not well established (Lu 2022).

2  In China, every person is registered as an agricultural or nonagricultural resident of a particular area. 
Social program benefits depend on residency status.
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1435Ethnic Identification in China

Ethnic minorities have benefited from public policies regarding political rep­
resentation, fertility, employment, and education (Zang 2015). Perhaps the most 
salient was the one-child policy (OCP). Most provinces allowed minority couples to 
have more than one child (Greenhalgh 2008). However, the importance of the OCP 
declined over time, even before its relaxation in 2013 and termination in 2015, as 
the level of economic development increased and the demand for children decreased 
(Zhang 2017). In contrast, the importance of education policies has risen over time 
because the returns to education have increased markedly since the 1980s (Yang and 
Wu 2009; Zhao 2010).

Many education initiatives have been enacted for ethnic minorities. At the primary 
and secondary levels, the government subsidizes the construction and operation of 
schools in minority areas and offers some Tibetan and Uyghur students the opportu­
nity to study in special classes in Han-dominated schools (Leibold 2016). At the uni­
versity level, the government supports 12 ethnic minority universities and organizes 
preparatory courses to help minority students transition to college (Leibold 2016; 
Sautman 1998; Zhu 2010). Nevertheless, the most widespread policy is the allotment 
of bonus points on the national college entrance examination, or gaokao (Sautman 
1998; Wang 2007). Most provinces, though not all, award bonus points to minorities. 
We detail these policies in the Methods section.

The Social Construction of Ethnic Identity in China

Qualitative studies have long documented the endogenous boundaries between eth­
nic groups in China (e.g., Gladney 1994; Harrell 2001; Joniak-Lüthi 2016; Mul­
laney 2011; Stroup 2017; Wang 2010; Yuan et al. 2014; Zhu 2007). Recent studies 
have focused on the role of education. For example, Yang (2017, 2020) investigated 
schooling and the formation of ethnic identity among Tibetan students. Lu (2022) 
conducted in-depth interviews with 20 Hui–Han biethnic college students. They were 
asked why their parents registered them as Hui. Respondents mentioned the commu­
nity’s tradition of inheriting their father’s ethnicity and their grandparents’ desire to 
transmit religion. But they most frequently mentioned their parents’ desire for them 
to receive bonus points in college admissions. Respondents noted that bonus points 
raised their self-awareness of being Hui and deepened their ethnic identity.

Little quantitative research investigates the social construction of ethnicity in 
China. Recent studies suggest that changes in minority populations across census 
years are explained not only by changes in fertility but also by changes in ethnic 
identification (Francis-Tan and Mu 2019; Wu and Ingram 2019). Perhaps the clearest 
evidence of this phenomenon is that all birth cohorts experienced a rise in minority 
identification across censuses from 1982 to 2000. For example, among those born in 
1965, 6.8%, 7.8%, and 8.3% were identified as minorities in 1982, 1990, and 2000, 
respectively. Francis-Tan and Mu (2019) linked policy incentives to these trends, 
finding that the OCP inspired an increase in minority identification during the 1980s 
and 1990s, especially among lower status families.

Research has also explored the predictors of minority identification (Francis-Tan 
and Mu 2019; Wu and He 2018). Using data from 2005, Wu and He (2018) found 
that children of more educated, interethnic parents in autonomous provinces are 
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more likely to be identified as minorities. Building on this study, Francis-Tan and Mu 
(2019) verified the positive association between parents’ education and the child’s 
minority identification. They also reported that this pattern has been growing over 
time, with estimates being two to three times higher for 2000 than for 1982 and 1990.

Data and Methods

Census

In this study, we use two data sets. The first is the 1% sample of the 2000 Chinese 
Census, made available through IPUMS International (Minnesota Population Center 
2018). The main advantage of using this data set is its size, which is important in a 
study examining minority populations. We focus specifically on children aged 20 or 
younger in 2000 who have two parents in a first-time marriage, one identified as Han 
and the other identified as a minority. By age 20, the vast majority of children who 
lived with both parents at age 5 are unmarried and still living with their parents. Limit­
ing the sample to first-time marriages minimizes the presence of children from blended 
families who are not explicitly identified as stepchildren in the census. The estimation 
sample, which is representative of children living with two biological parents of differ­
ent ethnicities, is composed of 86,762 children living in 58,264 households.

Our dependent variable is an indicator for whether a child was identified as an 
ethnic minority. For the census, a parent is almost always the one who provides infor­
mation on the household members. Information on ethnicity was obtained using a 
closed-ended question with 56 officially recognized ethnic groups as options. This 
variable is consistent with the monoethnic classification system adopted throughout 
China, and it mirrors the principal ethnoracial distinction embedded in regulations 
concerning bonus points in college admissions (i.e., majority vs. minority groups).

We also construct independent variables from the census data. We consider socio­
demographic variables that are typically included in studies of China: gender, age, 
hukou status, and province. Hukou status is categorized as rural (rural hukou and resi­
dence), urban (urban hukou and residence), and migrant (hukou and residence differ). 
We also consider variables that are commonly included in research on children from 
multiracial families: an indicator for whether the father or mother is identified as a 
minority, the mother’s education, and the percentage of ethnic minorities at the pre­
fecture level (the smallest geographic unit provided in the census data).3 Additionally, 
we construct an indicator for whether the minority parent’s ethnic group has histor­
ically been associated with Islam. Given that having a strong religious background 
provides a foundation for identity (Mu 2021; Van Niekerk and Verkuyten 2018), we 
would expect a positive association between Islamic background and minority status. 
In China, 10 ethnic groups (Hui, Uyghur, Kazakh, Dongxiang, Kyrgyz, Salar, Tajik, 
Uzbek, Bonan, and Tatars) are associated with Islam. Table 1 displays summary sta­
tistics for the census variables.

3  To minimize collinearity, we follow the literature on Brazil in controlling for one parent’s education 
(Marteleto 2012; Schwartzman 2007). Using father’s instead of mother’s education yields very similar 
results, which is expected given the high educational homogamy in China.
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Table 1  Summary statistics: Chinese Census

Independent Variable N Mean SD Min. Max.

Female 86,762 .47 .50 0 1
Age
  0–3 86,762 .18 .39 0 1
  4–7 86,762 .19 .40 0 1
  8–11 86,762 .23 .42 0 1
  12–14 86,762 .18 .39 0 1
  15–20 86,762 .21 .41 0 1
Father Identified as Ethnic Minority 86,762 .43 .49 0 1
Parent’s Ethnic Group Associated With Islam 86,762 .05 .22 0 1
Mother’s Education
  No schooling 86,762 .09 .29 0 1
  Primary incomplete 86,762 .06 .23 0 1
  Primary complete 86,762 .36 .48 0 1
  Middle school 86,762 .34 .47 0 1
  High school 86,762 .12 .33 0 1
  Some college 86,762 .03 .17 0 1
  College or more 86,762 .01 .10 0 1
Hukou Status
  Rural resident 86,762 .71 .45 0 1
  Urban resident 86,762 .14 .34 0 1
  Migrant 86,762 .15 .36 0 1
% Ethnic Minorities in Prefecture 86,762 29.27 25.41 0.04 98.32
Eligibility for Bonus Points on the Gaokao 86,762 .56 .50 0 1
Province
  Beijing 86,762 .01 .10 0 1
  Tianjin 86,762 .00 .07 0 1
  Hebei 86,762 .05 .21 0 1
  Shanxi 86,762 .00 .06 0 1
  Inner Mongolia 86,762 .09 .29 0 1
  Liaoning 86,762 .11 .31 0 1
  Jilin 86,762 .04 .20 0 1
  Heilongjiang 86,762 .04 .20 0 1
  Shanghai 86,762 .00 .04 0 1
  Jiangsu 86,762 .01 .10 0 1
  Zhejiang 86,762 .01 .10 0 1
  Anhui 86,762 .01 .10 0 1
  Fujian 86,762 .02 .14 0 1
  Jiangxi 86,762 .01 .08 0 1
  Shandong 86,762 .01 .10 0 1
  Henan 86,762 .02 .13 0 1
  Hubei 86,762 .03 .17 0 1
  Hunan 86,762 .06 .24 0 1
  Guangdong 86,762 .02 .15 0 1
  Guangxi 86,762 .13 .34 0 1
  Hainan 86,762 .01 .11 0 1
  Chongqing 86,762 .02 .15 0 1
  Sichuan 86,762 .02 .14 0 1
  Guizhou 86,762 .12 .33 0 1
  Yunnan 86,762 .11 .32 0 1
  Tibet 86,762 .00 .02 0 1
  Shaanxi 86,762 .00 .05 0 1
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China Family Panel Studies

The second data set that we use is the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS; Institute of 
Social Science Survey 2015), whose main advantages are its wide range of variables 
and its recency. The CFPS, designed by researchers at Peking University, is China’s 
first large-scale longitudinal survey focused on family and society. The baseline sur­
vey was conducted in 2010 and sampled 25 provinces/municipalities where approx­
imately 95% of the population resides. Follow-up surveys were conducted in 2012, 
2014, 2016, and 2018. We focus on children who were aged 20 or younger in 2010, 
were claimed as children of both parents, have one parent identified as Han and one 
parent identified as a minority, and appeared in any survey wave between 2010 and 
2018. Note that we are unable to leverage the panel structure of the CFPS because, by 
design, ethnicity does not vary by wave.4 Thus, we collapse information across waves 
so that each child contributes one observation to the estimation sample. The estima­
tion sample, which is representative of children living with two biological parents of 
different ethnicities, is composed of 699 children living in 487 households.

Our dependent variable is an indicator for whether a child was identified as an 
ethnic minority. In 83% of cases, a parent is the one who provides the CFPS with 
information on the child’s ethnicity; in 17% of cases, the child provides information 
on their own ethnicity. The question on ethnicity is asked only the first time a person 
appears in the survey. In later waves, information on ethnicity is prepopulated. Again, 
the dependent variable is consistent with China’s monoethnic classification system 
and mirrors the principal ethnoracial distinction embedded in regulations concerning 
bonus points in college admissions.

Independent variables are constructed from the CFPS data. We consider sociode­
mographic variables that are typically included in studies of China: gender, birth year, 
hukou status, and province. Hukou status and province are calculated with the earli­
est available information. We also consider variables that are commonly included in 
research on children from multiracial families: an indicator for whether the father or 
mother is identified as a minority, mother’s education (median across waves), and the 
percentage of ethnic minorities at the county level in 2010. County (CFPS version of the 

4  However, a small number of persons (including four children) experienced changes in minority status 
across survey waves. We spoke with a CFPS administrator who believed that these differences resulted 
from data coding errors. Thus, throughout the analysis, we use information on ethnicity as first reported. 
The results are similar if we instead use ethnicity as last reported.

Independent Variable N Mean SD Min. Max.

  Gansu 86,762 .01 .09 0 1
  Qinghai 86,762 .01 .09 0 1
  Ningxia 86,762 .00 .05 0 1
  Xinjiang 86,762 .01 .07 0 1

Note: The sample includes children with one Han parent and one minority parent.

Table 1  (continued)

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/dem

ography/article-pdf/59/4/1431/1624577/1431francistan.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024
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variable) is a finer geographic division than prefecture (the census version of the vari­
able). As we did with the census, we also include an indicator for whether the minority 
parent’s ethnic group has historically been associated with Islam. Additionally, we con­
sider variables that are unique to the CFPS: a proxy for household income, an indicator 
for whether the father was a member of the Communist Party in any wave, parent’s 
perceived diligence of the child, and parent’s educational aspirations for the child.5

To obtain a proxy for household income, we calculate the decile of net household 
income by wave for each child, calculate the mean of deciles across waves for each 
child, and categorize the average decile into quantiles. One might expect that money 
would “whiten” (Schwartzman 2007), such that higher household income would 
imply a greater likelihood that children are classified as Han. Yet, it is also possible 
that minority status would be more likely at higher levels of income if having greater 
financial resources fosters college readiness or enables families to embrace their eth­
nic identities. Communist Party membership is known to confer economic benefits, 
which may increase the chances of college attendance. We hypothesize that party 
membership is positively associated with identifying one’s child as a minority because 
embracing minority status may be advantageous for gaining party membership.

Parents are asked about perceived diligence and educational aspirations only if 
their children are aged 15 or younger; these variables are the means across waves.6 
Perceived diligence is a composite of seven responses (e.g., my child studies very 
hard), where 1 equals strongly disagree and 5 equals strongly agree. The literature has 
documented both negative and positive associations between a child’s minority status 
and their perceived diligence (Blanchard and Muller 2015; Reyna 2000, 2008). It is 
possible that children who are more diligent are less likely to be seen as minorities 
or that children who are minorities are less likely to be perceived as diligent. How­
ever, we do not believe that parents would strongly exhibit such tendencies. Thus, we 
hypothesize a positive association between perceived diligence and minority identi­
fication, since diligent children are expected to be college bound and minority status 
may yield positive returns to children in college and employment. Educational aspi­
rations are measured by a parent’s response to “the highest level of education that 
you wish your child can obtain,” where the response units are years of schooling. 
Approximately 75% of parents indicated a desire for their children to obtain a col­
lege degree. We expect that educational aspirations will be positively associated with 
minority identification. Table 2 displays summary statistics for the CFPS variables.

Bonus Points on the Gaokao

We began compiling information about bonus points on the national college entrance 
examination from government and nongovernment websites in 2019. The information 
gathered reflects the policies circa 2018, at the end of our sample period. Ideally, we 
would have the time series of policies for the entire period, but this was not possible.

5  Using information from multiple waves improves the measurement of variables that are prone to mea­
surement error or missing values.
6  One parent (mother or father, depending on who completes the survey) provides information on per­
ceived diligence and educational aspirations.
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Table 2  Summary statistics: China Family Panel Studies

Independent Variable N Mean SD Min. Max.

Female 699 .47 .50 0 1
Birth Year
  1990–1997 699 .22 .42 0 1
  1998–2002 699 .18 .38 0 1
  2003–2008 699 .22 .41 0 1
  2009–2012 699 .21 .40 0 1
  2013–2018 699 .17 .38 0 1
Father Identified as Ethnic Minority 699 .37 .48 0 1
Parent’s Ethnic Group Associated With Islam 699 .04 .19 0 1
Mother’s Education
  Primary incomplete 699 .18 .39 0 1
  Primary complete 699 .25 .44 0 1
  Middle school 699 .34 .47 0 1
  High school 699 .12 .33 0 1
  Some college or more 699 .10 .30 0 1
Father Member of Communist Party 699 .09 .29 0 1
Household Income
  Quantile 1 699 .22 .42 0 1
  Quantile 2 699 .16 .37 0 1
  Quantile 3 699 .21 .41 0 1
  Quantile 4 699 .22 .41 0 1
  Quantile 5 699 .18 .39 0 1
  Missing 699 .00 .05 0 1
Hukou Status
  Rural resident 699 .58 .49 0 1
  Urban resident 699 .19 .39 0 1
  Migrant 699 .24 .43 0 1
% Ethnic Minorities in County 699 29.74 29.46 0 97.41
Missing County Information 699 .05 .21 0 1
Perceived Diligence of Child 503 3.56 .51 1.75 5.00
Parent’s Educational Aspirations for Child 537 16.00 1.74 9.00 20.00
Eligibility for Bonus Points on the Gaokao 699 .50 .50 0 1
Province
  Beijing 699 .00 .05 0 1
  Tianjin 699 .00 .05 0 1
  Hebei 699 .07 .26 0 1
  Shanxi 699 .01 .08 0 1
  Liaoning 699 .23 .42 0 1
  Jilin 699 .03 .18 0 1
  Heilongjiang 699 .03 .16 0 1
  Shanghai 699 .01 .11 0 1
  Jiangsu 699 .01 .08 0 1
  Zhejiang 699 .01 .11 0 1
  Fujian 699 .01 .11 0 1
  Jiangxi 699 .00 .05 0 1
  Shandong 699 .00 .05 0 1
  Henan 699 .03 .16 0 1
  Hubei 699 .01 .09 0 1
  Hunan 699 .01 .10 0 1
  Guangdong 699 .05 .21 0 1
  Guangxi 699 .06 .24 0 1
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1441Ethnic Identification in China

Nevertheless, it is useful to get a sense of the evolution of these benefits. In 1977, the 
gaokao was reinstated after being suspended during the Cultural Revolution. In 1980, 
the Ministry of Education issued regulations promoting the establishment of prefer­
ences for ethnic minorities in university admissions (Wang 2007). Thus, even the oldest 
cohorts in the data were not yet enrolled in school when the bonus point system was 
established. The policies were relatively stable over time. The most common type of 
change was to moderate the number of bonus points awarded to ethnic minorities.7

Therefore, even if the precise number of points is unknown, our information 
reflects which groups were eligible for bonus points during the study period. In any 
case, we do not know exactly when parents made decisions regarding their children’s 
ethnicity. Parents are permitted to change their child’s official ethnic designation until 
they reach adulthood.

Table 3 provides a summary of the policies; Table A2 in the online appendix pro­
vides detailed policy information. Among the provinces, 26 offer bonus points to (at 
least some) ethnic minorities, and five do not. Eligibility for bonus points is jointly 
determined by province, ethnic group, and geography. For example, Jilin gives  
5 points to Mongol, Manchu, and Korean minorities living in autonomous counties; 
Jiangsu gives 3 points to all minorities; and Shandong gives 5 points to all minorities 
living in minority areas, which typically include autonomous prefectures, autonomous 
counties, ethnic townships, and other minority concentrated areas designated by the 
government.

On the basis of the information in Table 3, we calculate for each child in our esti­
mation sample whether they would be eligible to receive more bonus points on the 
gaokao as a minority than as a Han. This binary variable measures the extensive 
margin. Bonus points are so valuable that whether there are bonus points is more rel­
evant to decisions regarding minority identification than how many points there are. 
Overall, 56% of children in the census estimation sample and 50% of children in the 
CFPS estimation sample were eligible for bonus points on the gaokao.

To calculate eligibility, we assume that each province’s policy applies only to per­
sons whose hukou registration was in the province and that tiebreaker benefits are 

7  The policies in 2018 can be compared with an incomplete snapshot of the policies in 2007 (Wang 2007). 
Many of the policies were similar, but in some cases, the number of points awarded was higher in 2007. 
For example, Heilongjiang awarded 20 points to students from small ethnic minority groups in 2007 but 
awarded 10 points to them in 2018.

Independent Variable N Mean SD Min. Max.

  Sichuan 699 .02 .15 0 1
  Guizhou 699 .16 .36 0 1
  Yunnan 699 .21 .41 0 1
  Gansu 699 .03 .16 0 1
  Xinjiang 699 .00 .04 0 1

Note: The sample includes children with one Han parent and one minority parent.

Table 2  (continued)
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Table 3  Bonus points for ethnic minorities applying to universities in their province, circa 2018

Province
Bonus 
Points Ethnic Groups Geography

Beijing 0 —a —a

Tianjin 5 All minorities All areas
Hebei 10 All minorities Autonomous counties
Shanxi 0 —a —a

Inner Mongolia 10 Mongol, Daur, Russian, Ewenki,  
and Oroqen

All areas

Liaoning 5 All minorities Autonomous counties
Jilin 5 Mongol, Manchu, and Korean Autonomous counties
Heilongjiang 10 Mongol, Kyrgyz, Daur, Xibe, Russian, 

Ewenki, Oroqen, and Hezhen
All areas

5 Other minorities Minority areas
Shanghai 0 —a —a

Jiangsu 3 All minorities All areas
Zhejiang 5 All minorities Minority areas

3 Han One autonomous county
Anhui 5 All minorities Minority areas
Fujian 10 Hui, She, and Gaoshan Minority areas
Jiangxi 5 All minorities Minority areas
Shandong 5 All minorities Minority areas
Henan 5 All minorities All areas
Hubei 10 All minorities Autonomous counties
Hunan 20 All minorities Minority areas

10 All minorities Other areas with majority minorities
5 All minorities Other areas with minority minorities
5 Han Minority areas or areas with majority 

minorities
Guangdong 0 —a —a

Guangxi 20 Hui, Miao, Yi, Dong, Yao, Sui, Jingpo, 
Mulao, Maonan, and Gelao

Rural areas

3+ All minorities All areas
Hainan 15 All minorities Minority areas

3 Han Minority areas
Chongqing 10 All minorities Minority areas
Sichuan 25 All minorities Minority areas

10 Han Minority areas
10 All minorities Other areas with minority 

concentration
5 Han Other areas with minority 

concentration
Guizhou 10 All minorities Specific urban areas

20 All minorities Other areas
Yunnan 10 Mongol, Tibetan, Miao, Bouyei, Yao, 

Hani, Dai, Lisu, Va, Lahu, Sui, 
Jingpo, Blang, Achang, Pumi, Nu, 
Deang, Derung, and Jino

All areas

20 All minorities Borderlands
10/20 Han Borderlands

10 Yi, Zhuang Rural areas
Tibet 10+ All minorities All areas
Shaanxi 0 —a —a

Gansu 20 All minorities Areas with minority concentration
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negligible.8 Most students attend universities in their province of hukou registration. 
Coding the ethnic group restrictions is straightforward, but coding the geographic 
restrictions is not. Using the census, we define autonomous counties and minority areas 
as prefectures where ethnic minorities account for a majority of the population. Using 
the CFPS, we define autonomous counties as counties designated as ethnic autono­
mous counties and minority areas as autonomous counties plus villages/urban neigh­
borhoods reported to be ethnic minority areas (based on the CFPS community files).

Statistical Models

In the main analysis, we investigate the predictors of ethnic identification among 
children of interethnic marriages. Logistic regressions are employed to estimate the 
statistical association between minority identification and the set of independent var­
iables. The following basic model is implemented for child i in geographic area j:

Yij = βXij + θEij + λMj + εij ,

8  Several policies include the provision that minority candidates with the “same circumstances” as Han 
candidates will be given priority for admission. This means that when a minority candidate is at the admis­
sion threshold and is tied with a Han candidate on all relevant exam scores, only the minority candidate 
will gain admission. These tiebreaker benefits are negligible because an individual’s chances of being in 
precisely this situation are minute.

Province
Bonus 
Points Ethnic Groups Geography

10 Han Areas with minority concentration
Qinghai 35 All minorities Autonomous counties

20 All minorities Other areas
10/20 Han Autonomous counties

Ningxia 20 Hui All areas
10 Other minorities All areas
30 Hui Guyuan City or mountainous areas
20 Other minorities Guyuan City or mountainous areas
10 Han Guyuan City or mountainous areas

Xinjiang 15 Tibetan, Mongol, Uyghur, Kazakh, 
Kyrgyz, Daur, Xibe, Tajik, Uzbek, 
Russian, and Tatar

All areas

5 Hui All areas
10 All students Southern Xinjiang Four 

Areas/Prefectures

Notes: The table lists bonus points on the gaokao for persons applying to four-year universities in their 
province of registration. However, it does not list tiebreaker benefits, which we assume are negligible. 
Minority areas include autonomous counties, ethnic townships, and other minority areas designated by the 
government. For current information on bonus points by province, please refer to http:​/​/gaokao​.eol​.cn and 
http:​/​/www​.gaokao​.com.
a Not applicable.

Table 3  (continued)

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/dem

ography/article-pdf/59/4/1431/1624577/1431francistan.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024

http://gaokao.eol.cn
http://www.gaokao.com


1444 A. Francis-Tan and Z. Mu

where Y is minority identification, X is a vector of individual-level predictors, E is 
eligibility for bonus points on the gaokao, and M is the percentage of ethnic minor­
ities in the area. The index j corresponds to prefectures in the census sample and to 
counties in the CFPS sample. Adjusted odds ratios are reported in the tables. Standard 
errors are adjusted for clustering on household because some households have mul­
tiple children.9

Results

Evidence From the Census (2000)

Table 4 displays descriptive statistics from the census for children with two Han par­
ents, one Han parent, and no Han parents. Approximately 3% of children living with 
two biological parents have interethnic parents. Relative to children with two Han 
parents, those with one Han parent are more likely to have parents with a low or high 
level of education, reside in an urban area, and live in a prefecture with an elevated 
concentration of minorities. Children with no Han parents are more likely to have a 
sibling, have parents with a low level of education, reside in a rural area, and live in 
a prefecture with an elevated concentration of minorities.

Table 5 displays multivariate logistic regressions of ethnic identification based on 
the census sample. The estimated coefficients are adjusted odds ratios. Province fixed 
effects are also included in Models 3 and 4. Unless otherwise noted, we use Model 4 
to provide numerical estimates in the text.

The table shows that girls have a higher odds of minority identification, as the coef­
ficients are significant in all four models. Specifically, girls have a 5.5% higher odds of 
being identified as a minority. Moreover, the odds rise uniformly with the child’s age. 
Relative to children aged 0–3, children aged 8–11, 12–14, and 15–20 have a 10.7%, 
21.1%, and 24.2% higher odds of minority identification, respectively. The strongest 
association, by far, is that with father’s ethnicity. The odds of being identified as a 
minority are approximately 12 times higher when a child’s father is an ethnic minor­
ity. Minority identification is also positively associated with Islam. Once province 
is controlled for in Models 3 and 4, a child whose parent belongs to an ethnic group 
historically associated with Islam has twice the odds of minority identification. Addi­
tionally, the odds increase with the mother’s education level. For example, relative to a 
child whose mother completed no schooling, a child whose mother completed middle 
school has about 1.6 times the odds of being identified as a minority, whereas a child 
whose mother completed some college has about 2.9 times the odds.

9  The decision to use all children and cluster standard errors on household rather than randomly choose one 
child per household is inconsequential for the census data. Only 3% of households with multiple children 
report different minority status for their children, and randomly choosing one child per household yields 
almost identical results. In contrast, the decision is consequential for the CFPS. In that data set, almost 
19% of households with multiple children (35 households) report different minority status for their chil­
dren, and randomly choosing one child per household somewhat reduces the significance of results. Dis­
cordance in minority status between children in the same household is much higher in the CFPS than the 
census primarily because the CFPS was conducted over a decade. Thus, with the CFPS, within-household  
variation in minority status contributes meaningfully to the estimation of the model.
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Although urban resident children are slightly less likely than rural resident children 
to be identified as a minority, the difference is not statistically significant. Migrant 
children have 18.5% higher odds of minority identification. The coefficient on the 
percentage of ethnic minorities at the prefecture level is significant in both Model 3 
and Model 4. As the concentration of minorities increases by 10 percentage points, 
the odds of minority identification increase by 9%. Finally, the results indicate that 
eligibility for bonus points on the gaokao increases the likelihood of minority identi­
fication. Children who are eligible for bonus points have nearly 2.1 times the odds of 
being identified as a minority.

Table 4  Mean characteristics of children by ethnicity of parents: Chinese Census

Independent Variable
Two Han 
Parents

One Han 
Parent

No Han 
Parents

Female .46 * .47 .47
Age
  0–3 .14 ** .18 ** .16
  4–7 .17 ** .19 ** .19
  8–11 .25 ** .23 ** .22
  12–14 .20 ** .18 † .18
  15–20 .24 ** .21 ** .25
Any Siblings .62 ** .59 ** .78
Mother’s Education
  No schooling .08 ** .09 ** .27
  Primary incomplete .04 ** .06 ** .08
  Primary complete .37 ** .36 ** .38
  Middle school .39 ** .34 ** .21
  High school .10 ** .12 ** .05
  Some college .02 ** .03 ** .01
  College or more .01 ** .01 ** .00
Father’s Education
  No schooling .02 ** .02 ** .12
  Primary incomplete .03 ** .04 ** .07
  Primary complete .25 ** .29 ** .36
  Middle school .51 ** .43 ** .33
  High school .15 ** .16 ** .10
  Some college .03 ** .04 ** .02
  College or more .01 ** .02 ** .01
Schooling Gap Between Father and Mother 1.26 ** 1.14 ** 1.64
Age Gap Between Father and Mother 1.73 ** 2.21 ** 2.05
Mother’s Labor Force Participation .85 * .85 ** .90
Father’s Labor Force Participation .96 ** .96 ** .97
Hukou Status
  Rural resident .74 ** .71 ** .88
  Urban resident .12 ** .14 ** .04
  Migrant .14 ** .15 ** .08
% Ethnic Minorities in Prefecture 4.91 ** 29.27 ** 51.53
N 2,638,826 86,762 244,803

Notes: Calculated from the 2000 census. Significance levels are calculated from t tests on the equality of 
means.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01
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Table 5  Multivariate logistic regressions of ethnic identification: Chinese Census

Dependent Variable: Minority Identification

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Female (ref. = male) 1.057** 1.064** 1.055** 1.055**
(0.015) (0.017) (0.018) (0.018)

Age (ref. = 0–3)
  4–7 0.954* 0.994 1.001 1.001
  (0.022) (0.026) (0.028) (0.028)
  8–11 1.033 1.057* 1.104** 1.107**
  (0.025) (0.028) (0.032) (0.032)
  12–14 1.140** 1.135** 1.207** 1.211**
  (0.030) (0.033) (0.037) (0.038)
  15–20 1.218** 1.198** 1.240** 1.242**

(0.032) (0.035) (0.040) (0.040)
Father Identified as Ethnic Minority 10.419** 12.088** 12.205**

(0.281) (0.367) (0.371)
Parent’s Ethnic Group Associated With Islam 1.075 2.233** 2.347**

(0.052) (0.142) (0.149)
Mother’s Education (ref. = no schooling)
  Primary incomplete 0.985 1.216** 1.238**
  (0.060) (0.080) (0.081)
  Primary complete 0.896** 1.322** 1.349**
  (0.038) (0.063) (0.065)
  Middle school 1.132** 1.590** 1.631**
  (0.048) (0.079) (0.082)
  High school 1.721** 2.167** 2.214**
  (0.085) (0.132) (0.135)
  Some college 2.217** 2.845** 2.888**
  (0.159) (0.249) (0.252)
  College or more 1.868** 2.748** 2.796**

(0.185) (0.330) (0.335)
Hukou Status (ref. = rural resident)
  Urban resident 0.955 0.995
  (0.039) (0.041)
  Migrant 1.166** 1.185**

(0.042) (0.043)
% Ethnic Minorities in Prefecture 1.010** 1.009**

(0.001) (0.001)
Eligibility for Bonus Points on the Gaokao 2.053**

(0.112)
Province Fixed Effects No No Yes Yes
N 86,762 86,762 86,762 86,762

Notes: The sample includes children with one Han parent and one minority parent. Coefficients are 
expressed as odds ratios. Standard errors, adjusted for clustering on household, are shown in parentheses.

*p < .05; **p < .01
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Evidence From the CFPS (2010–2018)

Table 6 displays multivariate logistic regressions of ethnic identification based on 
the CFPS sample. As with the census results, the estimated coefficients are adjusted 
odds ratios, and province fixed effects are included in Models 3 and 4. However, the 
sample size is less than 1% of the census sample size. Unless otherwise noted, we use 
Model 4 to provide numerical estimates in the text.

The results indicate that minority identification is more likely for girls than for 
boys, although the difference is not statistically significant. The odds of minority 
identification increase with birth year—opposite the pattern found in the census data. 
Relative to children born during 1998–2002, children born during 2009–2012 and 
2013–2018 have 2.4 and 1.6 times the odds of being identified as a minority, respec­
tively. As with the census data, the strongest association is that with father’s ethnicity. 
The odds of being identified as a minority are almost 6 times higher when a child’s 
father is an ethnic minority. Minority identification is not significantly associated 
with Islam, but it is significantly associated with mother’s education. Relative to a 
child whose mother completed primary school, a child whose mother completed high 
school has almost 2.0 times the odds of minority identification, and a child whose 
mother completed some college or more has about 3.5 times the odds.

Whether a child’s father is a member of the Communist Party, a variable unique 
to the CFPS, is not significant. Another unique variable, household income, is sig­
nificant. Children who belong to the poorest households have 2.1 times the odds 
of minority identification, and those who belong to the richest households have 4.0 
times the odds, relative to children who belong to households in the fourth quantile. 
As with the census data, the coefficient for migrant children is greater than 1, but here 
the coefficient is not significant. The coefficient on the percentage of ethnic minori­
ties at the county level is significant in Model 3, and its size is comparable to previous 
estimates. According to Model 3, as the concentration of minorities increases by 10 
percentage points, the odds of being identified as a minority increase by 16%. Also 
consistent with the previous results, eligibility for bonus points on the gaokao is asso­
ciated with a higher odds of minority identification. Those children who are eligible 
for bonus points have approximately 2.8 times the odds of minority identification.

Table 7 displays multivariate logistic regressions of ethnic identification, adding 
perceived diligence of the child and the parent’s educational aspirations for the child 
as predictors. The sample size declines because these variables are missing for some 
children who were infants or were over age 15 during the sample period. The esti­
mated coefficients are adjusted odds ratios, and province fixed effects are included in 
all models. Unless otherwise noted, we use Model 4 to provide numerical estimates 
in the text.

In every column of the table, the association between perceived diligence and 
minority identification is negative and significant. A 1-standard-deviation (0.51) 
increase in perceived diligence is associated with roughly a 36%10 decrease in the 
odds of being identified as a minority. The association between the parent’s educa­
tional aspirations and minority identification is positive but not significant. Statistical 

10  36% = (1 – 0.289) × 0.51 × 100.
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Table 6  Multivariate logistic regressions of ethnic identification: China Family Panel Studies

Dependent Variable: Minority Identification

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Female (ref. = male) 1.122 1.038 1.126 1.066
(0.174) (0.174) (0.204) (0.194)

Birth Year (ref. = 1998–2002)
  1990–1997 1.489 1.554 1.537 1.566
  (0.366) (0.437) (0.465) (0.483)
  2003–2008 1.496† 1.331 1.514 1.604†

  (0.344) (0.326) (0.402) (0.431)
  2009–2012 1.543 1.898* 2.271** 2.401**
  (0.415) (0.531) (0.695) (0.735)
  2013–2018 1.895* 1.778† 1.504 1.624

(0.535) (0.538) (0.538) (0.576)
Father Identified as Ethnic Minority 5.326** 5.747** 5.907**

(1.317) (1.639) (1.677)
Parent’s Ethnic Group Associated With Islam 0.967 1.969 1.956

(0.571) (1.417) (1.409)
Mother’s Education (ref. = primary complete)
  Primary incomplete 2.008† 1.366 1.329
  (0.716) (0.540) (0.535)
  Middle school 1.391 1.393 1.429
  (0.364) (0.389) (0.402)
  High school 1.820† 2.061* 1.997*
  (0.629) (0.743) (0.705)
  Some college or more 2.632* 3.636* 3.462*

(1.162) (2.013) (1.923)
Father Member of Communist Party 1.200 0.923 0.966

(0.417) (0.348) (0.370)
Household Income (ref. = quantile 4)
  Quantile 1 2.719** 2.335* 2.099*
  (0.853) (0.841) (0.758)
  Quantile 2 2.518** 2.358* 2.299*
  (0.865) (0.902) (0.906)
  Quantile 3 2.202** 2.074* 2.028*
  (0.662) (0.684) (0.682)
  Quantile 5 2.511** 3.850** 3.993**
  (0.775) (1.367) (1.439)
  Missing 0.730 1.118 1.332

(0.910) (1.121) (1.402)
Hukou Status (ref. = rural resident)
  Urban resident 0.972 1.118
  (0.298) (0.349)
  Migrant 1.611 1.672

(0.496) (0.531)
% Ethnic Minorities in County 1.016* 1.008

(0.007) (0.007)
Missing County Information 2.126 2.122

(1.241) (1.262)
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variation in this variable is limited because most parents hope that their children will 
attend college.

Comparing Table 7 with Table 6 is illuminating. Girls are more likely than boys 
to be identified as minorities, and now the difference is at least marginally significant 
in three of four models. As in Table 6, minority identification is significantly associ­
ated with birth year, father’s ethnicity, and mother’s education. Children born during 
2009–2012 have a higher odds of being identified as a minority than children born 
during 1998–2002. The odds are approximately 11 times higher when a child’s father 
is an ethnic minority. The odds of minority identification are about 2.4 times higher 
when a child’s mother completed high school and about 2.9 times higher when his 
or her mother completed some college or more, relative to children whose mother 
completed primary school. As in Table 6, the coefficients on Islam and Communist 
Party member are not significant. Household income is significant, and consistent 
with the previous results, children who belong to the poorest households and those 
who belong to the richest households have the highest odds of minority identification. 
Both migrant status and the percentage of minorities at the county level are positively 
associated with being identified as a minority, and their respective coefficients are 
significant in some of the four models. Notably, the association between minority 
identification and eligibility for bonus points on the gaokao is stronger in Table 7 than 
in Table 6. Eligible children have 6.7 times the odds of being identified as a minor­
ity when controls for perceived diligence and educational aspirations are included in 
Model 4.

Discussion

In quantitatively investigating patterns of ethnic identification among children of 
interethnic parents in China, this study makes several contributions to the literature. 
First, it adds to the evidence on the construction of ethnoracial identification in Asia, 
going beyond the quantitative literature’s dominant focus on the Americas. Second, it 
offers a window into how public policy influences ethnicity in an extraordinary popu­
lation that must choose between minority and majority ethnic affiliation to determine 
the allocation of education benefits. Third, the study advances research on affirmative 

Dependent Variable: Minority Identification

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Eligibility for Bonus Points on the Gaokao 2.758**
(1.081)

Province Fixed Effects No No Yes Yes
N 699 699 692 692

Notes: The sample includes children with one Han parent and one minority parent. Coefficients are 
expressed as odds ratios. Standard errors, adjusted for clustering on household, are shown in parentheses.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01

Table 6  (continued)
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Table 7  Multivariate logistic regressions of ethnic identification (with additional covariates):  
China Family Panel Studies

Dependent Variable: Minority Identification

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Female (ref. = male) 1.636* 1.604† 1.526† 1.443
(0.380) (0.395) (0.360) (0.369)

Birth Year (ref. = 1998–2002)
  2003–2008 1.269 1.437 1.312 1.569
  (0.354) (0.449) (0.372) (0.507)
  2009–2012 2.375** 2.944** 2.533** 3.422**
  (0.789) (1.084) (0.841) (1.278)
  2013–2018 1.185 1.487 1.309 1.775

(0.533) (0.717) (0.595) (0.875)
Father Identified as Ethnic Minority 9.131** 9.761** 9.492** 10.985**

(3.547) (3.688) (3.662) (4.067)
Parent’s Ethnic Group Associated With Islam 2.540 2.192 2.562 2.220

(2.031) (1.820) (2.057) (1.870)
Mother’s Education (ref. = primary complete)
  Primary incomplete 1.586 1.591 1.472 1.511
  (0.787) (0.839) (0.752) (0.829)
  Middle school 1.092 1.126 1.133 1.194
  (0.402) (0.419) (0.417) (0.442)
  High school 2.345† 2.503* 2.252† 2.402†

  (1.074) (1.165) (1.025) (1.107)
  Some college or more 3.632* 3.310† 3.303† 2.910†

(2.292) (2.187) (2.035) (1.864)
Father Member of Communist Party 1.254 1.466 1.360 1.712

(0.574) (0.664) (0.646) (0.824)
Household Income (ref. = quantile 4)
  Quantile 1 4.204** 4.734** 3.688** 3.990*
  (2.158) (2.657) (1.864) (2.197)
  Quantile 2 3.280* 3.666* 3.228* 3.668*
  (1.728) (1.962) (1.759) (2.033)
  Quantile 3 3.261** 3.115* 3.270** 3.178*
  (1.401) (1.424) (1.421) (1.479)
  Quantile 5 3.585** 3.703** 3.885** 4.217**

(1.648) (1.773) (1.827) (2.057)
Hukou Status (ref. = rural resident)
  Urban resident 0.620 0.529 0.673 0.583
  (0.239) (0.210) (0.258) (0.232)
  Migrant 1.901 2.000† 1.884 2.032†

(0.774) (0.752) (0.783) (0.797)
% Ethnic Minorities in County 1.020* 1.022* 1.010 1.008

(0.010) (0.010) (0.009) (0.010)
Missing County Information 0.966 0.995 0.958 0.962

(0.801) (0.829) (0.798) (0.820)
Perceived Diligence of Child 0.459** 0.353** 0.417** 0.289**

(0.133) (0.113) (0.123) (0.095)
Parent’s Educational Aspirations for Child 1.116 1.126

(0.085) (0.088)
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action in China. To our knowledge, this is the first study to organize and analyze 
detailed information on bonus points on the college entrance examination.

Three variables commonly included in the study of China emerge as predictors: 
gender, birth year, and hukou status. Girls tend to have a higher odds of minority 
identification than boys. In analyses of American populations, gender is included in 
regressions but often yields insignificant or mixed results (e.g., Bratter 2007; Khanna 
2004; Xie and Goyette 1997). One exception is Davenport (2016), who found that 
biracial women are much more likely than biracial men to identify as multiracial. The 
interactive model of identity, which emphasizes the complementary nature of mar­
ginalized identities (see Davenport 2016), may help to explain our results on gender. 
Women, who are marginalized because of preferences for male children in Chinese 
families, may be more likely to be assigned a marginalized ethnicity by their parents.

The only conflicting results across our data sets are with respect to birth year, 
which is negatively associated with minority identification in the census but posi­
tively associated in the CFPS. The literature is not informative regarding age or birth 
cohort, as few systematic patterns emerge. The census results, which may be more 
reliable given the larger sample size, may suggest that children are more likely to be 
identified as minorities as they approach college age. But our findings may be only an 
apparent contradiction and may suggest that the incentives to identify as a minority 
began to rise in the late 1990s and early 2000s, a period when returns to college edu­
cation were increasing rapidly in China.

We also find that migrant children tend to have a higher odds of minority iden­
tification. The only other evidence on hukou comes from Wu and He (2018), who 
reported that urban hukou is positively associated with minority identity for chil­
dren in autonomous regions. Perhaps minorities who tend to live in less privileged 
living conditions are more likely to migrate to places with better living conditions. 
Alternatively, perhaps rural migrant families in urban areas perceive themselves as 
marginalized and are more likely to identify their children as marginalized ethnically; 
that is, a sense of geographic dislocation may amplify feelings of ethnic dislocation.

Variables often included in research on children from multiracial families are also 
predictors: father’s ethnicity, mother’s education, and the geographic concentration 
of ethnic minorities. In our study, the strongest predictor of a child’s minority identi­
fication is the father’s minority identification, in line with previous research on China 
(Francis-Tan and Mu 2019; Wu and He 2018). This result is also consistent with 
U.S. studies finding that having a minority father increases the likelihood of minority 

Dependent Variable: Minority Identification

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Eligibility for Bonus Points on the Gaokao 3.818* 6.687**
(2.092) (3.790)

Province Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 491 447 491 447

Notes: The sample includes children with one Han parent and one minority parent. Coefficients are 
expressed as odds ratios. Standard errors, adjusted for clustering on household, are shown in parentheses.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01

Table 7  (continued)
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identification (Brunsma 2005; Qian 2004; Xie and Goyette 1997).11 Nevertheless, the 
association with father’s ethnicity is much larger in the Chinese setting. Patriarchal 
norms remain prevalent in China (Li et al. 2011; Mu and Xie 2016). In her qualitative 
work, Lu (2022) reported that Hui–Han respondents partly explained their minor­
ity identification by appealing to the traditional practice of inheriting the father’s 
ethnicity.

Minority identification is positively associated with the mother’s level of edu­
cation in both of our data sets. Even though this result affirms and extends work on 
China (Francis-Tan and Mu 2019; Wu and He 2018), it appears to run counter to most 
of the literature on the Americas, which has found that monoracial minority identifi­
cation varies inversely with parents’ level of education (Bratter 2007; Brunsma 2005; 
Davenport 2016; Lichter and Qian 2018; Roth 2005; Schwartzman 2007). However, 
the difference in results might be explained by the fact that respondents are unable to 
choose a multiracial category or multiple ethnic categories in the Chinese surveys. In 
the United States, some educated parents favor a multiracial classification to describe 
their children rather than a monoracial White or minority classification (Bratter 2007; 
Roth 2005). Consistent with our findings, Marteleto (2012) reported that Black iden­
tification varies positively with parental education in Brazil, which might be related 
to the adoption of race-based affirmative action in higher education. Analogously, our 
results for mother’s education may reflect the desire to take advantage of education 
benefits among children from households with high socioeconomic status. Another 
possibility is that parents with more education may be more likely to embrace minor­
ity identities because they have been exposed to the discourse of multiculturalism and 
minority rights in school (see Howard 2001; Paschel 2016; Telles and Paschel 2014).

The percentage of ethnic minorities at the community level is positively correlated 
with the likelihood of minority identification. In the literature, the local population 
share of the minority group is perhaps the most common predictor of minority iden­
tification (Bratter 2007; Brunsma 2005; Davenport 2016; Liebler 2010; Qian 2004; 
Roth 2005; Xie and Goyette 1997). The binary indicator that Wu and He (2018) 
included for autonomous regions, which have a higher concentration of minorities, 
was likewise positive and significant. Across these cases, the underlying mechanism 
is undoubtedly related to the degree of contact with persons identifying as ethnic 
minorities. Minority identification tends to rise with exposure to minority culture, 
language, and traditions; social interactions with peers; and information about bene­
fits for ethnic minorities.

Furthermore, variables that are relatively unique to our study emerge as predictors: 
ethnic group associated with Islam, household income, perceived diligence of the 
child, and eligibility for bonus points on the gaokao. In the census sample, having a 
parent whose ethnic group has historically been associated with Islam increases the 
odds of being identified as a minority. This variable is not significant in the CFPS, 
likely because only 25 children had such a parent. Although no studies have con­
sidered this variable, some studies have explored the heterogeneous effects of spe­
cific ethnoracial groups (Davenport 2016; Roth 2005; Xie and Goyette 1997). In our 

11  In contrast to the literature, Bratter and Heard (2009) found the child’s tendency to match the father’s 
race only in Black–White families.
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sample, more than 90% of parents belonging to an ethnic group associated with Islam 
identify as Hui, who are known to have distinct cultural practices and salient Islamic 
identities (Mu and Lai 2016). The Hui–Han respondents that Lu (2022) interviewed 
mentioned that their decision to identify as Hui was partly influenced by their grand­
parents’ desire to transmit religion.

In the CFPS sample, we find that children in the poorest households and those in 
the richest households have the highest likelihood of minority identification. Most 
studies have not included household income as a predictor due to data unavailabil­
ity. Nevertheless, Davenport (2016) found that biracial Americans living in wealthy 
households are more likely to identify as White. Perhaps biracial persons are able 
to cross racial boundaries as they obtain traits (here, income) associated with one 
group or another. Thus, low income may pose a barrier to boundary crossing and may 
explain why the poorest children in our sample are less likely to be classified as Han. 
However, boundary crossing cannot explain why the richest children in our sample 
are also less likely to be classified as Han. Similar to our argument concerning moth­
er’s education, the desire for children from higher status families to gain admission 
to college may drive these results. It is also possible that more financially established 
families can afford to fully embrace their ethnic identities.

Perceived diligence of the child is negatively associated with minority identifica­
tion in the CFPS sample, which is congruent with several interpretations. It might be 
that parents are more likely to classify less diligent children as minorities, that chil­
dren identified as minorities are perceived to be less diligent, or that a third variable 
is positively correlated with diligence and Han identification. By taking advantage of 
heterogeneity in minority status among households with multiple children, we can 
investigate these hypotheses further. Among siblings with discordant minority status, 
diligence is positively associated with minority identification. In most cases, the child 
identified as a minority was rated more diligent than the child identified as a Han. 
This evidence casts doubt on the first two interpretations. Therefore, what more likely 
explains the negative association in the full sample is a third variable (e.g., social cap­
ital) that is correlated with both diligence and minority status.

Finally, our analysis indicates that eligibility for bonus points on the gaokao is 
positively associated with identifying a child as a minority. These and other results 
highlight the role of education policy in shaping an individual’s identity. Findings on 
eligibility for bonus points may be interpreted as direct effects. Jointly determined by 
one’s province, area of residence, and ethnic group, eligibility substantially raises the 
incentives for minority identification because bonus points are extremely valuable 
given the intense competition for college admission and high returns to college atten­
dance. Findings on mother’s education and household income may be interpreted as 
indirect effects. Children for whom a college education is attainable—those from 
educated, high-income households—are more likely to be identified as ethnic minor­
ities, despite their ability to identify as Han.

All in all, our results justify the qualitative literature’s recent focus on the forma­
tion of ethnic identity in school settings (Lu 2022; Yang 2017, 2020). The issue of 
bonus points arose in research by Lu (2022) when her college informants mentioned 
bonus points as one of the main reasons their parents registered them as minori­
ties. Moreover, our research sheds light on the history of ethnic policy in China. 
During the 1980s and 1990s, changes in ethnic identification were mostly attributable 
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to the OCP (Francis-Tan and Mu 2019). However, during the 2000s and thereaf­
ter, changes in ethnic identification were increasingly attributable to education pol­
icy. The results also illustrate the process by which the state makes race (Loveman 
2014; Marx 1998; Wimmer 2008), therefore complementing other quantitative stud­
ies (Antman and Duncan 2015; Bratter and O’Connell 2017; Francis and Tannuri- 
Pianto 2013; Francis-Tan and Tannuri-Pianto 2015). Similar to how racial quotas in 
college admissions inspire shifts from non-Black to Black identity in Brazil (Francis 
and Tannuri-Pianto 2013), bonus points in college admissions inspire shifts from Han 
to minority identity in China.

It is important to recognize the limitations of our research. Even if changes in 
ethnic designation on a survey reflect changes in official records, they are not nec­
essarily accompanied by changes in behaviors or practices. Ethnographic research is 
needed to determine whether the ethnic fluidity exhibited among children of inter­
ethnic parents is instrumental or culturally meaningful. Although we utilize multiple 
data sources, the estimation samples are cross-sectional. Hence, our estimates are 
largely correlational. Another limitation is that both of our samples are only represen­
tative of children living with two biological parents. However, this household type is 
the most prevalent in China, as single-parent, cohabiting-parent, and blended house­
holds are relatively uncommon. Additionally, despite our efforts, many details about 
bonus points on the gaokao are unknown, and little is understood regarding how 
families interpret such policies at the micro level. Much remains to be learned about 
patterns of ethnoracial identity in Asia. Future research can explore causal effects, 
examine other types of policies, and investigate contexts beyond Mainland China. 
Understanding more about the determinants of identity is not only of academic value 
but also of practical value. In China and elsewhere, who gets to shape ethnoracial 
identity and how it gets shaped are highly contested issues. ■
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