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Abstract
In light of the growing racialized immigrant popula-
tion in Canada and advances in dating technologies,
this study examines Chinese immigrants’ partner pref-
erences and mate selection processes through the lens
of online dating. We draw on in-depth interviews with
31 Chinese immigrants who have used online dating
services in Metro Vancouver to search for different-sex
partners. Chinese immigrant online daters show strong
preferences for dating Chinese. They emphasize perma-
nent residency status and similarity in age at arrival
when evaluating potential partners. Given their pref-
erences, Chinese immigrants strategically choose the
dating platforms they primarily use. Men exhibit higher
selectivity in their preferences and choices of platforms.
Notably, platforms catering to Chinese users create “dig-
ital ethnic enclaves” where Chinese immigrant daters
congregate. The findings illuminate the intersection of
race, gender, immigrant status, and age at arrival in
shaping divergent experiences of mate selection and
immigrant assimilation in the digital era.
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RÉSUMÉ
Dans le contexte de la croissance de la population immi-
grée racialisée auCanada et des progrès des technologies
de rencontre, cette étude examine les préférences des
immigrants chinois en matière de partenaires et les pro-
cessus de sélection des compagnons à travers le prisme
des rencontres en ligne. Nous nous appuyons sur des
entretiens approfondis avec 31 immigrants chinois qui
ont utilisé des services de rencontres en ligne dans la
régionmétropolitaine deVancouver pour rechercher des
partenaires de sexe différent. Les immigrants chinois qui
utilisent les services de rencontres en lignemontrent une
forte préférence pour les rencontres avec des Chinois. Ils
mettent l’accent sur le statut de résident permanent et la
similarité de l’âge à l’arrivée lorsqu’ils évaluent les parte-
naires potentiels. Compte tenu de leurs préférences,
les immigrants chinois choisissent stratégiquement les
plateformes de rencontre qu’ils utilisent principalement.
Les hommes font preuve d’une plus grande sélectivité
dans leurs préférences et leurs choix de plateformes.
En particulier, les plateformes destinées aux utilisa-
teurs chinois créent des “enclaves numériques” où les
immigrants chinois se rassemblent. Les résultats met-
tent en lumière l’intersection de la race, du sexe, du
statut d’immigrant et de l’âge à l’arrivée dans la forma-
tion d’expériences divergentes de sélection du partenaire
et d’assimilation des immigrants à l’ère numérique.

INTRODUCTION

In immigrant-receiving countries like Canada, intermarriage is a key indicator of immigrant
assimilation (Alba and Nee 2003; Gordon 1964; Kalmijn 1998). Increasing levels of intimate rela-
tionships formed across racial/ethnic and nativity lines signal the weakening and blurring of
social boundaries between population groups (Qian and Lichter 2007). A large body of intermar-
riage research has found that immigrants tend to marry other co-ethnic immigrants instead of
intermarrying, although variation exists by race/ethnicity, gender, age at arrival, and socioeco-
nomic status (e.g., Choi and Tienda 2018; Lee and Boyd 2008; Lichter et al. 2015; Qian and Lichter
2001; Qian et al. 2012; Qian and Qian 2020).
While prior research has examined immigrants’ marital patterns, little is known about their

mate preferences. For example, Lichter et al. (2015) argue that differences in intermarriage rates
across immigrant groups stem from four “predisposing conditions” (p.58): race/ethnicity, national
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132 DIGITAL ETHNIC ENCLAVES

origin, economic incorporation, and preferences. While they explicitly measure the first three
conditions, they assume that the unexplained variation net of observed characteristics reflects
preferences. Theoretically, preferences are a crucial basis formate choices (Kalmijn 1998; Schwartz
2013), but immigrants’ preferences for potential partners aremore often assumed than empirically
interrogated. To fill this gap, we investigate what immigrants value in potential partners and why
they value certain attributes.
This study examines immigrants’ partner preferences and mate selection processes in Canada

through the lens of online dating. Single people increasingly search for romantic partners online
(Rosenfeld et al. 2019). In Canada, revenue from online dating services reached 126million dollars
in 2020 (Koronios 2020), and the number of online daters is forecasted to increase from 2.2million
in 2020 to 3.0 million in 2024 (Blumtritt 2021). Looking for partners online may be especially
appealing to immigrants because international relocationmakes it challenging for them to extend
their social circles in the host society (Qian 2022).
We draw on interviews with 31 Chinese immigrants in Metro Vancouver (hereafter Vancou-

ver). Vancouver is one of Canada’s most popular immigrant-receivingmetropolises, with Chinese
immigrants representing the largest foreign-born group (Statistics Canada 2017a, 2017b ). Our
participants (17 women and 14 men) used online dating services in Vancouver to search for
different-sex partners. We pay particular attention to online daters’ preferences. On many dat-
ing sites/apps, users are asked to state their criteria for partners. Thus, in online dating settings,
mate preferences often are explicitly expressed and less constrained by local marriage markets
(Robnett and Feliciano 2011). We also investigate how Chinese immigrants’ mate preferences
influence their choices of dating platforms and explore variation in their preferences and platform
choices. Overall, this study deepens our understanding of how immigrants take diverse paths in
mate selection and illuminates the crucial implications of relationship formation in the digital era
for ethnoracial relations and immigrant assimilation in Canada.

THEORIES OF ASSIMILATION AND INTERMARRIAGE

Scholars have long used the notion of assimilation to theorize the ways in which immigrants and
their descendants adapt to the host country (Alba and Nee 2003; Gordon 1964; Portes and Zhou
1993). The classical assimilation theory predicts a unidirectional and irreversible outcome for all
immigrants, which is linear assimilation into the mainstream host culture (i.e., the middle-class
white culture in the U.S.) (Gordon 1964). Gordon (1964) views intermarriage with native-born
whites as the ultimate indicator of assimilation. This theory—while illuminating the experiences
of European white immigrants to the U.S. during the twentieth century—insufficiently captures
the adaptation trajectories of contemporary racialized immigrants to a predominantly white host
society (Alba and Nee 2003; Portes and Zhou 1993; Zhou and Gonzales 2019).
Extending the classical assimilation theory, the segmented assimilation theory proposed by

Portes and Zhou (1993) underscores the divergent trajectories and outcomes of immigrant assim-
ilation in contemporary U.S. society. This theory focuses on the new second generation who are
children of post-1965 immigrants from racially and economically diverse backgrounds. Assim-
ilation is segmented in that the new second generation can experience upward or downward
assimilation into different economic segments of American society. Importantly, this theory
emphasizes the contextual effects of co-ethnic communities. When co-ethnics congregate to live
and work in geographically bounded areas of the host society, ethnic enclaves occur and fur-
ther create strong social networks (Wilson and Portes 1980). Such enclaves (e.g., Chinatowns) can
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facilitate the upward mobility of their members while preserving the ethnic culture (Portes and
Zhou 1993; Zhou andLogan 1989). The segmented assimilation theory focuses on the potential pos-
itive effects of ethnic enclaves on economic incorporation, but some research suggests that such
enclavesmay limit intergroup contact, reduce intermarriage, and thus hindermarital assimilation
for racial minorities (Choi and Tienda 2017; Qian et al. 2018).
As another reformulation of the classical assimilation theory, the new assimilation theory

developed by Alba and Nee (2003) offers an inclusive framework to account for the diverse
paths to assimilation in multiple domains among all immigrant generations. The processes of
assimilation are shaped by forces operating at varying levels, such as individuals’ self-interests
and agency, social networks in ethnic communities, labor market structures, and immigration
and settlement policies. Assimilation therefore takes different forms “both within and across
ethnic groups” (Alba and Nee 2003, p. 66). Despite acknowledging intermarriage as a key
indicator of assimilation, this theory recognizes America’s recent celebration of multicultur-
alism and hence does not view intermarriage with native-born whites as the culmination of
assimilation.
Alba and Nee (2003) underscore the substantial variation in intermarriage and the critical

implications of intermarriage for social boundaries. Intermarriage signals that the two part-
ners have crossed group boundaries to accept each other, whereas endogamy suggests otherwise
(Kalmijn 1998; Schwartz 2013). Thus, high levels of racial/ethnic intermarriage indicate dimin-
ished status distinctions and group boundaries between people of different races/ethnicities (Choi
and Tienda 2017; Qian and Lichter 2007). With an increase in immigrant populations, if native-
born people retreat from marrying someone of a different race/ethnicity but increasingly marry
foreign-born co-ethnics, it suggests that distinctions drawn along nativity lines are weakened but
ethnoracial boundaries remain rigid (Qian and Lichter 2007).

HETEROGENEITY INMATE SELECTION AMONG IMMIGRANTS

Treating intermarriage as a barometer of boundary-crossing, research on Asians in North Amer-
ica indicates that ethnoracial and nativity boundaries remain difficult to cross: Racial/ethnic
endogamy is common and has increased with the large influx of immigrants from Asia; foreign-
born immigrants are more likely to marry foreign-born than native-born co-ethnics (Lichter et al.
2015; Lee and Boyd 2008; Qian and Lichter 2001, 2007; Qian andQian 2020). Boundary-crossing in
union formation is influenced by marriage market conditions. Larger group size and higher eth-
nic concentration expand the pool of co-ethnic partners, thereby impeding intermarriage across
racial/ethnic boundaries (Alba and Nee 2003; Choi and Tienda 2017; Hou et al. 2015; Qian et al.
2018).
Gender also prominently shapes boundary-crossing in relationship formation for Asians,

although research on this topic has predominantly focused on the U.S. context (Choi and Tienda
2017, 2018 ; Lee 2015; Lee and Boyd 2008). Existing research, while not specifically distinguish-
ing foreign-born from U.S.-born Asians, reveals that a lower percentage of Asian men than Asian
women marry a different-race partner (Choi and Tienda 2017; Kao et al. 2018). Asian men’s lower
intermarriage rate is due, in part, to their unfavorable position in the dating market (Kao et al.
2018). For instance, in online dating, Asian men are far more likely than Asian women to be
excluded as potential partners by non-Asians (Robnett and Feliciano 2011). Scholars posit that
Asian men’s lower desirability as romantic partners is rooted in racial stereotypes that portray
Asian men as unmasculine (Kao et al. 2018; Lee 2015).
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134 DIGITAL ETHNIC ENCLAVES

Although the existing literature on intermarriage largely treats immigrants as one generation
(i.e., first-generation immigrants), immigrants arrive in the host country at different life stages.
The age at arrival of immigrants shapes their cultural exposure, which in turn has implications
for marital behaviors (Choi and Tienda 2018; Kalmijn 1994). According to the classical and new
assimilation theories, younger age at arrival is linked to earlier socialization in the receiving soci-
ety, including host language acquisition and exposure to societal norms, and thus it predicts a
higher likelihood of intermarriage (Alba and Nee 2003; Gordon 1964). Corroborating this argu-
ment, research generally finds that child immigrants are more likely than those arriving at later
ages to marry outside of their racial/ethnic or nativity groups (Choi and Tienda 2018; Lee and
Boyd 2008; Qian et al. 2012). However, the relationship between age at arrival and intermarriage
is not necessarily linear. According to the life course paradigm, immigrants arriving during adoles-
cence have the lowest intermarriage rate because their identity formation and social networks are
disrupted by international moves during a particularly sensitive developmental stage (Choi and
Tienda 2018). Choi and Tienda (2018) indeed find that, among Asians (especially Asian women),
adolescent immigrants are less likely than both child and adult immigrants to intermarry with
whites. Given the conceptual importance of age at arrival in marital assimilation, our qualita-
tive study complements prior quantitative studies by examining what age at arrival means to
immigrants in their search for romantic partners.

MATE SELECTION IN THE DIGITAL ERA

People in search of a romantic partner increasingly use online dating services, andmeeting online
is now one of the most popular ways couples met (Rosenfeld et al. 2019). Against this back-
drop, our study focuses on the online dating setting. The marriage-focused literature (as reviewed
above) provides relevant guidance on conceptualizing dating preferences and choices. Dating
offers “a staging ground” for marriage, and in both types of relationships, individuals use sim-
ilar sets of criteria to evaluate potential partners (Blackwell and Lichter 2004, p.720). Likewise,
research on dating can inform the understanding of marriage formation. As marriage gener-
ally involves more commitment, social boundaries are less likely to be crossed in marital than
dating relationships (Blackwell and Lichter 2004). Thus, a finding that immigrants show strong
preferences for dating co-ethnic immigrants would suggest low chances of boundary-crossing in
marriage.
Although it is well-documented that couples who met offline tend to form endogamous rela-

tionships (for reviews, see Kalmijn 1998; Schwartz 2013), less well established is whether online
dating disrupts or perpetuates existing patterns. On the one hand, online dating may facilitate
boundary-crossing in relationship formation. By allowing users to meet potential partners out-
side of school, workplace, and existing social networks (e.g., family or friend introduction), online
dating alleviates third-party control and lessens constraints on meeting opportunities that arise
from offline segregation (Rosenfeld and Thomas 2012; Thomas 2020). On the other hand, online
dating may reinforce social boundaries and promote endogamous relationships. It is not uncom-
mon that dating platforms target specific users (e.g., sexual minorities, elderly daters, or racial
minorities), which creates niche dating markets (Schwartz and Velotta 2018). In addition, dating
sites/apps often rely on similarity-based algorithms to match users sharing common characteris-
tics (Finkel et al. 2012). With the filtering function available on many dating platforms, users also
can search for potential partners who meet their preexisting preferences (Curington et al. 2021;
Xiao and Qian 2020).
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Considering the two possibilities above, it remains an open question how racialized immigrants
experience social boundaries in virtual dating markets. Online dating may diversify the pool of
potential partners for immigrants or reproduce ethnic enclaves in cyberspace. By examining the
preferences and search strategies adopted by immigrant online daters, our research contributes
to the broader discussions about the implications of new technologies for boundary-crossing in
relationship formation.

THE VANCOUVER AND CANADIAN CONTEXT

Guided by the theories and research reviewed above, the current Canadian study on Chi-
nese immigrants explores the intertwined and heterogeneous processes of mate selection and
assimilation in the digital era. In this section, we outline three immigration-related features
of Canadian society that are relevant to situating our study: the multiculturalism policy, the
status distinction drawn by immigrant status, and the concentration of Chinese people in
Vancouver.
Canada is a major immigrant-receiving country, with immigrants representing over 20 percent

of its population in 2016 (Statistics Canada 2017a). The large and growing influx of immigrants
from non-European countries has increased ethnocultural diversity in Canada (Statistics Canada
2017a). More than just celebrating cultural diversity, Canada has adopted the multiculturalism
policy since 1971, working to achieve ethnic equality through promoting cultural heritage main-
tenance and intercultural contact (Berry 2013). Building on the new assimilation theory that
acknowledges the impact of contemporary multiculturalism on marital assimilation (Alba and
Nee 2003), we examine how immigrants in Canada, where multiculturalism is buttressed by
a federal policy, experience ethnocultural distinctions and boundary-crossing in relationship
formation.
Non-permanent residents are a distinct group in Canada. Based on immigrant status, Statistics

Canada (2021) classifies individuals into non-immigrants, immigrants, and non-permanent resi-
dents. Non-immigrants refer to citizens by birth, most of whomwere born in Canada; immigrants
are foreign-born persons who are or have been permanent residents of Canada; non-permanent
residents include persons holding work, study, or temporary resident permits as well as refugee
claimants. Although Statistics Canada’s definition of “immigrants” excludes foreign-born persons
holding temporary visas, we will follow the scholarly convention and use “immigrants” to refer
to all foreign-born persons who are not citizens by birth (e.g., Choi and Tienda 2018; Lichter et al.
2015; Qian and Lichter 2007).
In 2016, only 1.5 percent of Canada’s total population were non-permanent residents, whereas

21.9 percent were immigrants who were permanent residents or naturalized citizens (Statistics
Canada 2017c). In addition to their small share, non-permanent residents are excluded from
the immigrant population by Statistics Canada’s definition and thus often ignored in reports
about immigrants in Canada. Given that non-permanent residents are treated as a distinct group
by government agencies, they face institutional constraints that potentially affect their dating
opportunities and desirability (Pila 2016). In other words, they may be evaluated differently from
permanent residents andnaturalized citizens inCanada’s dating andmarriagemarkets. It isworth
noting that immigrant status can be correlated with age at arrival. Immigrants arriving at younger
ages are less likely than adult immigrants to still hold temporary visas by the time they reach the
prime marriage age. Thus, adult immigrants in search of romantic partners may face additional
disadvantages due to their lack of citizenship (or permanent residency) and associated rights
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136 DIGITAL ETHNIC ENCLAVES

(Bean and Stevens 2003). We will explore how immigrant status and age at arrival shape social
boundaries in relationship formation among Chinese immigrants in Vancouver.
In Canada, and especially in Vancouver, the relative size of the Chinese population is large.

Approximately 1.8 million individuals in Canada identify as being of Chinese ethnic origin, the
largest non-white origin category (Statistics Canada 2017c). The share of people of Chinese origin
is particularly notable in Vancouver because it has long been a popular destination for Chinese
immigrants (Yu 2008). More than 20 percent of Vancouver residents identify as being of Chinese
origin, accounting for 28 percent of all self-identified Chinese in Canada, although Vancouver
makes up only 7 percent of Canada’s population (Statistics Canada 2017b). Thus, Vancouver is an
important site for examining the experiences and assimilation trajectories of Chinese immigrants.

METHODS

Data and sample

We draw on 31 semi-structured in-depth interviews with Chinese immigrants in Vancouver. Our
participants were born in Greater China (Mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan; see Table 1 for
details). They had used online dating platforms in Vancouver to look for a different-sex partner.
The interviews were conducted by the second author and a research assistant from September
2018 to April 2019.
We recruited participants through a variety of online and offline venues. We posted recruit-

ment flyers on social media and online forums (such as Reddit), and widely distributed physical
copies on information bulletins of community centres, coffee shops, and gyms across Vancou-
ver. In addition, the recruitment information was shared on local Chinese-language news media
and classified websites catering to Chinese people in Vancouver. We also recruited participants
through personal connections and snowball sampling. To maximize the diversity of users, we did
not post flyers on any particular online dating platforms.We also avoided distributing the flyers on
college or university campuses because we intended to interview people who had passed through
emerging adulthood years (18−25 years; Arnett 2000).
Table 1 shows the sociodemographic characteristics of our participants (17 women and 14 men)

at the time of interview. The mean age was 33 years for women and 32 years for men. Most par-
ticipants were born in Mainland China (25) and had never been married (24). All participants
had at least a bachelor’s degree with one exception (a high school diploma through the Adult
Basic Education program). For immigrant status, all participants were Canadian permanent res-
idents or naturalized citizens except for two men holding work or study permits (one of whom
was applying for permanent residency). Twelve participants came toCanada before age 18, and the
others came during adulthood. Our sample is younger and more educated than Chinese immi-
grant adults in Vancouver (authors’ calculation of the 2016 Census Public Use Microdata File),
corresponding to the age and educational differences between online daters and the general pop-
ulation in Canada (Qian 2022). The share of non-permanent residents in our immigrant sample
(6.5 percent) is close to the national average (6.3 percent; Statistics Canada 2017c) and the average
among Chinese immigrant adults in Vancouver (6.8 percent; authors’ calculation).
Eighteen participants were looking for a serious relationship through online dating, whereas

only four were searching for casual relationships. The other nine were open to different types of
relationships (e.g., long-term, short-term, or friends), although two of them explicitly excluded
hookups. This characteristic of our sample echoes previous studies conducted in Canada and
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Ta b l e 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of the 31 participants, by gender

Sociodemographic characteristics Women (N = 17) Men (N = 14)
Age
20−24 0 2
25−29 8 4
30−34 4 5
35−39 3 0
40 or older 2 3
Place of birth
Mainland China 12 13
Hong Kong 2 0
Taiwan 3 1
Marital status
Never married 14 10
Married 2 1
Divorced 1 3
Educational level
High school 0 1
Bachelor’s degree 11 5
Master’s degree 6 7
Doctoral degree 0 1
Immigrant status
Non-permanent resident 0 2
Permanent resident 7 6
Naturalized citizen 10 6
Age at arrival
Before 18 6 6
18 or older 11 8

China which show that for most users, finding a serious relationship, instead of a casual one,
is the primary purpose of using online dating services (Qian 2022; Xiao and Qian 2020). Research
suggests that different-sex couples whomet online indeed transition tomarriage faster than those
who met in other ways (Rosenfeld 2017). Overall, our findings regarding Chinese immigrant
online daters’ preferences and platform choices aremore relevant to understanding the formation
of serious relationships (especially marriage) in the digital era.
All the interviews were conducted face to face and audio-recorded with participant consent.

We conducted interviews in the language preferred by the participants. Five interviews were con-
ducted inEnglish and twenty-six inMandarin (with selected quotes translated intoEnglish for this
paper). Interviews lasted from one to three hours (mean = 111 minutes). During the interviews,
we asked participants about their sociodemographic characteristics, motivations for using online
dating services, partner preferences, online dating experiences (e.g., the platforms they chose, rea-
sons for their choices, experienceswith each platform, online interactions, offlinemeetings), their
past relationships, and expectations for marriage and family.
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138 DIGITAL ETHNIC ENCLAVES

Analytical strategy

After the interviews were transcribed verbatim and checked for accuracy, we used various coding
methods to analyze the transcripts. First, we read each transcript line by line and used initial
coding to break down the data into small excerpts (Charmaz 2014; Saldaña 2016). We identified
salient codes, paid attention to emerging themes, and wrote downmemos for every transcript and
also across the transcripts. Second, we conducted focus coding for participants’ mate preferences
in online dating. During this stage, we discovered and agreed upon the saliency of immigrant
status, as well as age at arrival and its associated cultural exposure, in the narratives. Last, we
applied attribute coding to capture participants’ sociodemographic and immigrant characteristics,
which allowed us to gain a fuller picture of our participants’ backgrounds and check validity when
wewere analyzing themes across transcripts. Overall, our analysis was inductive and stopped after
thematic saturation was reached (Saunders et al. 2018).
When writing up our findings, we double-checked the data to achieve intercoder reliability.

When different interpretations occurred, we reexamined the original excerpts and relevant codes
until we reached an agreement. Through cross-examination, we also made sure that our trans-
lation accurately represented participants’ views. To maintain confidentiality, all participants are
referred to by pseudonyms in this paper.

RESULTS

Preferences for race and ethnicity

Our participants showed a strong preference for co-ethnic dating (i.e., dating Chinese). When
asked about their preferences for race and ethnicity, seven women (41 percent) mentioned that
they preferred to date Chinese men, among whom five only looked for Chinese men in online
dating. Preferences for dating co-ethnics were even more prevalent among men: Eight male par-
ticipants (57 percent) preferred to date Chinese women, with seven of them limiting their online
dating pool to Chinese women.
A few other participants expanded their pool of preferred partners by including both Chinese

and non-Chinese Asians. Two women expressed a preference for dating Asian men, but one of
them referred to East Asianswhen probed by the interviewer (as she put it, “people from theAsian
cultures that I more or less understand, like Taiwan, Hong Kong, Mainland China, Korea. . . and
Japan.”). Two men preferred East Asian women.
A minority of the participants expressed preferences rather than only Chinese or only Asians.

Of the thirty-one participants, only three men and four women were open to dating all ethnic-
ities. Moreover, although none of our participants singled out any group of non-Asian visible
minorities as preferred dating candidates, some explicitly mentioned their preferences for dating
whites, suggesting that among non-Asians, whites were considered the most desirable partners.
Specifically, one woman accepted both Asians and whites. Three other women were more inter-
ested in dating white men, although one of them had not yet had such an experience. As for
men, none of them expressed a preference for dating white women only. One man accepted both
Asians and whites as potential partners, but most people he had dated were Asians. Notably,
this man and a woman preferring whites explicitly said “no blacks” when describing their
preferences. Our participants’ exclusion of blacks from their dating pool corroborates previous
intermarriage research documenting black exceptionalism, that is, boundaries involving blacks
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are more rigid than those involving non-blacks (Choi and Tienda 2017, 2018 ; Lee and Bean
2010).
In sum, our participants all had clear answers when asked about their ethnoracial preferences

for potential partners. These well-thought-out preferences arose likely for two reasons. Because
race/ethnicity is a primary category for organizing social relations (Ridgeway 2009), our partici-
pants had developed their preferences before they started looking for partners online. They may
also have been primed to thinkmore about race/ethnicity as some dating platforms allowed users
to filter potential partners by race/ethnicity without social sanctions (Curington et al. 2021). Over-
all, among the Chinese immigrant online daters we interviewed in Vancouver, we found strong
evidence for preferences for co-ethnic dating but little for interracial or interethnic dating. This
finding highlights the prevalence of racial/ethnic preferences and the saliency of ethnoracial
boundaries in online dating (as also documented in other research, Robnett and Feliciano 2011;
Tsunokai et al. 2019).

Preferences for immigrant status

In addition to preferring co-ethnic dating, our participants emphasized potential partners’ immi-
grant status. Many participants considered holding Canadian permanent residency as a basic
criterion, or threshold, for acceptable partners. Most of these participants would not consider
non-permanent residents when searching for partners online. Ligang (male, 27) said, “permanent
residents are after all superior to non-permanent residents, that is, havingmore to offer.” Once the
threshold of permanent residency was reached, our participants showed no preference between
dating permanent residents and dating naturalized citizens. In fact, the participants rarely brought
up citizenship when talking about their mate preferences in online dating.
Permanent residency was taken for granted by our participants and considered very common

and a must-have. According to the 2016 census, non-permanent residents accounted for only 6
percent of all foreign-born persons in Canada (Statistics Canada 2017b). Our participants’ obser-
vations regarding the online dating pool corresponded to the census data. As Gaoyun (female, 27)
recalled, almost 90 percent of the people, whose dating profiles she came across on the dating app
2RedBeans, mentioned that they had permanent residency. Similarly, when asked whether immi-
grant status mattered to him, Sam (male, 25) responded (in English): “Ah, it’s not something I’ve
had to consider yet. So, I think everybody I’ve talked to [in online dating] is either permanent resi-
dent or Canadian citizen.” Some participants believed that it was not difficult to obtain permanent
residency. As Gaoyun put it, “youwould have it as long as you stayed in Canada after graduation.”
In addition, as pointed out by Bingxian (female, 27) who had obtained permanent residency her-
self, if someone was unable to obtain it with personal efforts, that person’s ability must fall short
of her standards. Thus, permanent residency was often viewed by our participants as a basic level
of status attainment for immigrants and therefore a minimal requirement for potential partners.
While some people arrived in Canada as permanent residents, others arrived with temporary

visas and obtained permanent residency later. Jiajing (female, 31) was an example of the latter
group, whose story illuminated how non-permanent residents were disadvantaged in the online
datingmarket. She came toCanadawith a study permit in 2011 and then got awork permit through
the Live-in Caregiver Program (LCP). The LCP allows foreign nationals to work in Canada as live-
in caregivers and apply for permanent residency after certain requirements are fulfilled. While
applying for permanent residency, Jiajing was looking for a Chinese partner on Jiayuan.com
(a popular dating site based in China that offers services to Chinese peopleworldwide; also known
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as China’s Match.com). Looking back, she thought that “still being in the process of immigration
worked to my disadvantage,” and that she would be “more popular in the dating market” if she
“had a formal job that wasn’t just for immigration purposes.” She felt that some Chinese men
whom she met online discriminated against her status, including her job (“living-in caregiver,
especially in the eyes of Chinese people, is the same as nanny.”) and her route to immigration
through this job. In Jiajing’s case, employment and immigrant status were tied together. Being
a non-permanent resident and holding a devalued job created double disadvantages for Jiajing
when she was evaluated as a potential partner by men.
As online daters both evaluate other candidates and are evaluated by others, the preference

for Canadian permanent residency and citizenship is also manifested in how people present
themselves in their search for partners. Some participants strategically presented their immigrant
status on their dating profiles because they viewed having permanent residency or citizen-
ship as an advantage that would increase their desirability. For example, Ruyuan (female, 29)
used a dating platform on WeChat (the most popular social media app in China). According
to Ruyuan, this platform had users (mostly Chinese users) in China, Canada, and Australia.
She chose to post a photo of herself with a Canadian flag in the background because she
wanted to “stand out” by hinting at her Canadian citizenship status in her profile. Other
participants adopted a more direct approach: They specified on their profiles that they held
Canadian permanent residency or citizenship, although few dating platforms required such
information.

Preferences for age at arrival

In addition to the minimum requirement of immigrant status, most of our participants expressed
strong preferences for dating someone who had come to Canada at a life stage similar to them-
selves. Although age at arrival and immigrant status are conceptually related (as discussed in the
literature review), our participants rarely linked the two factors together. Instead, they associ-
ated age at arrival with cultural exposure. Potential partners’ cultural characteristics were often
evaluated based on how “westernized” they were: The earlier they arrived, the more culturally
assimilated they were perceived to be. Our participants commonly classified Chinese immigrants
into two groups: immigrantswho came during adulthood (i.e., at age 18 or older; hereafter referred
to as adult immigrants) and immigrants who came before age 18 (hereafter referred to as 1.5 gener-
ation). In addition, when articulating preferences for potential partners’ age at arrival and cultural
exposure, our participants brought up Canadian-born Chinese (CBC) who were deemed more
“westernized” than Chinese immigrants.
In our study, 1.5 generation Chinese immigrants felt in between home and host cultures (con-

sistent with prior research; e.g., Marshall and Lee 2017), and these participants preferred someone
compatible in this regard, most often someone who belonged to the same group (1.5 generation).
For example, Ruyuan (female, 29) moved to Canada with her mother at 15, and she told the inter-
viewer that she would be attracted to amanwho both preserved some Chinese values and enjoyed
western lifestyles, ideally with a western educational background. Ruyuan added: “For someone
who grew up entirely in China, it’s harder forme to accept him because we’re different in theways
of thinking and life.”
With the same logic, our participants who came to Canada at age 18 or older preferred dating

Chinese immigrants who arrived at a similar age. For example, Bingxian (female, 27) first moved
to Canada for undergraduate studies when she was 19. In 2018, she went on a date with a Chinese
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man, but she felt “no chemistry.” When asked about his background, she brought up his age at
arrival and education without being probed:

Interviewer: Is he an immigrant as well?
Bingxian: He came at 29 and didn’t receive any education here.
Interviewer: Is it important to have received education here?
Bingxian: Quite important. He was 29 [when he came]. I came at 19 when my world-
views hadn’t been fully developed, so I may be a little more westernized. At 29,
people’s worldviews have been sculpted and can hardly be changed if they come to
Canada at this age. That’s why I think receiving education here matters.

The importance of age at arrival in a potential partnerwas also evident among other adult immi-
grants who came to Canada later in life. When selecting a partner, our participants who arrived
in their 20s or 30s valued Chinese language skills and similar cultural backgrounds because they
believed that these qualities would facilitate partner interactions. For example, Mingqi (male,
47), who came to Canada at 29, preferred someone who was able to speak Chinese very fluently
so that they could precisely convey their feelings and fully understand each other in their daily
communications. Even for CBC women who could speak Chinese, their fluency usually did not
meet his standard. Liuzhao (male, 32) highlighted the importance of growing-up environments
and cultural upbringings, “which were manifested in small details but would have a great impact
on future life.” He came to Canada at 23 and preferred someone from a similar background, or
bluntly speaking, a Chinese immigrant woman who grew up in China. The comparability in age
at arrival meant that they would have similar cultural backgrounds and shared interests, such as
“the same cartoons we watched in childhood.”
The importance of similar cultural upbringings was not limited to men’s narratives. Similar to

Liuzhao, Fanghua (female, 34) who was an adult immigrant gave the example of cartoons and
childhood experiences when explaining why she did not want to date CBC or white men. She
perceived lacking common interests and shared cultural knowledge as barriers to dating across
nativity and racial lines. As she put it, “I’m very worried that I couldn’t resonate with my partner
[if he was CBC or white], the person I’m supposed to be closest to.”
The examples discussed above indicate that age at arrival, which one can know through a sim-

ple question, was often used by our participants as a proxy for cultural backgrounds. Immigrants’
age at arrival in the host country influences the exposure to environments during their forma-
tive years (such as educational institutions and pop culture), which in turn shapes their values,
worldviews, lifestyles, and manners. Therefore, online daters screened potential partners based
on their age at arrival, attempting to find someonewithwhom they could share cultural similarity,
communicate meaningfully, and get along well.

Gendered divergences

In addition to the above themes, notable gender differences emerged from our data. Over-
all, men were stricter regarding their criteria for potential partners. First, compared with
women, men attached greater importance to permanent residency status owing to their fear of
marriage fraud. Second, more men than women firmly excluded CBC from their dating pool
for the consideration of cultural matching. Third, men’s stricter requirements were related to
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their unfavorable position in the Canadian dating market. Next, we elaborate on these three
findings.

Men’s fear of marriage fraud

Although many participants required permanent residency in evaluating potential partners,
men paid more attention to this requirement than women did. Some men only accepted per-
manent residents or naturalized citizens as potential partners because they worried about
marriage fraud. A metaphor was mentioned by several participants: Immigrant men with Cana-
dian permanent residency or citizenship served as a “porter of immigration” (bān yùn gōng
in Mandarin) for women who married them just to obtain permanent residency. Since men
were afraid that women may take advantage of them, they did not want to date a woman
who was searching for merely an immigration ticket to Canada instead of a sincere serious
relationship.
Men’s worries about marriage fraud were further exacerbated in the online dating context,

which was perceived as a less reliable space filled with strangers. For example, Weimin (male, 31)
commented on a Taiwanese woman, whomhemet through Tinder, that “hermotive was impure”
because she intended to marry a Canadian for the immigration purpose. Although he got along
well with this woman, he treated her as a friend rather than a potential romantic partner for the
fear of marriage fraud. He shared a story to explain his point: He knew a woman from Thailand
who immigrated through marriage and took away her husband’s savings and properties. Weimin
then emphasized that “I’m afraid of exactly this kind of thing.” Zhaibo (male, 57) also perceived
high risks of marriage fraud. He was divorced and started using online dating services in his 50s.
On Jiayuan.com, Zhaibo came across many women much younger than him, and some were still
in Mainland China. At the initial phase of online messaging, he asked these women questions
such as “why do you choose me given our huge age gap.” He told the interviewer: “Just through
several questions, I can tell that some women came to me just for permanent residency or money,
for impure motives.”
By contrast, female participants seldom worried about being victims of marriage fraud,

although some expressed understanding of men’s concerns about this issue. As Kaiwen (female,
48) said:

Men normally have requirements for women’s immigrant status. I thinkmen are very
afraid of being a porter of immigration. A man will lose face if a woman uses him as
a porter of immigration, such that she married him and later dumped him.

Moreover, some women indicated willingness to relax the criterion of permanent residency
if they were sure that a potential partner “sincerely liked [them],” “gave [them] a sense of
security,” or “made [them] see a future together.” For example, in Qingya’s (female, 29) and
Mengchen’s (female, 27) opinions, they did not mind sponsoring their partner to become a
Canadian permanent resident as long as it was an earnest long-term relationship.
This gendered fear of marriage fraud may originate from the deep-seated norm and practice

of female hypergamy, that is, women marrying men who have higher status than themselves.
In China, it is still much more common for women than for men to marry up in status or to
achieve upward social mobility through marriage (Qian and Qian 2014). Chinese immigrant men
may have internalized the idea of female hypergamy. As a result, they were worried that their
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permanent residency status may be abused for calculative purposes by women who had not yet
achieved this status, which led to their heightened caution against being victims ofmarriage fraud
in the context of immigration and online dating.

Gendered attitudes toward dating CBC

Although both women and men expressed preferences for dating Chinese immigrants who were
similar to themselves in terms of age at arrival, they were differentially accepting of CBC as part-
ners. Female participants were often flexible about dating CBC men, but most male participants
were strongly unwilling to date CBCwomen. For instance, Yuhan (male, 29), who came to Canada
at 13, preferred women who arrived at a similar age and adult immigrants over CBC women.
He said that he would resonate with the former two groups because like him, they also learned
English as a second language and experienced the gradual processes of overcoming language
barriers and cultural shocks.
Mengchen (female, 27) who came to Canada at 18 was, however, more open to dating CBC and

had a CBC boyfriend at the time of our interview. When describing her preferences for potential
partners, Mengchen did not set strict criteria for ethnicity or immigration-related characteristics
but rather left them open. Nevertheless, she did mention her unwillingness to date men who had
just come to Canada from China:

Mengchen: I tend to choose someone who isn’t the most traditional kind of Chinese
men because I think we may be different in lifestyles and ways of thinking.
Interviewer: Like someone who came to Canada very recently from China?
Mengchen: Probably not dating thosemen. They just came, somuch of their thinking
is rooted in Chinese norms. . . I’m a Chinese immigrant, but I think I’m in the mid-
dle [of Chinese and Canadian cultures]. My life is influenced by western cultures a
lot.

Similarly, Xiaoqian (female, 28) came to Canada at 19, and she preferred a Chinese immigrant
with at least some western educational background. She also liked CBC because she thought that
they “combined tradition and modernity.” In her eyes, CBC were partly influenced by traditional
Chinese cultures (including language, history, etc.); at the same time, they had an open mindset
regarding money, family, and divisions of household labor.
The examples above indicate that, compared with their male counterparts, our female partici-

pants were more accepting of western cultures and thus more open to dating CBC or immigrants
who came to Canada early in life. Many men explained that they could not get along well with
CBC women due to “cultural differences,” “communication barriers,” or “not speaking the same
language.” Moreover, stereotypical opinions on CBC emerged in our interviews with men but not
with women. For instance, although Mike (21, male) came to Canada at 2 years old and spoke
English as his preferred language in the interview, he did not “really feel very connected to. . . a
CBC who can’t even speak any Mandarin and who is pretty much a white person in a Chinese
person’s body.” He also perceived CBC to be “white-washed”:
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I do think the 1.5 generation are closer to where I am. Once we’re born here, we’re
pretty white-washed. They buy into white hegemonic ideals, under the influence of
white supremacy. You can look at them and tell they’re already white-washed.

Other descriptions of CBC from men included “selfish,” “not family-oriented,” “having no
connection to their heritage,” or “trying so hard to be white.”

Asian men’s unfavorable position in the Canadian dating market

The stereotypes our male participants held about CBC indicate that, in immigrant men’s opinion,
CBC aligned more with whites. Thus, Chinese immigrant men usually grouped CBC and whites
together when evaluating dating candidates. We found that men’s greater unwillingness to date
CBC andwhites was related to their perceptions of how they were evaluated in the western dating
market. Threemen explicitly mentioned that CBCwomen strongly preferred to “date white guys”
but not to date Chinese or Asians. Four men noticed that, on dating platforms, they got much
fewer matches with CBC and especially white women. For example, Jinhan (male, 24) was open
to dating all ethnicities, but he observed that about 70 to 80 percent of women who liked him
back on Tinder were East Asians. Yuhan (male, 29), who preferred immigrant women over CBC
at the time of our interview, had dated a white woman before, and he distinctly remembered one
comment from her: “You are the first Asian man that caught my eye!” To him, this comment was
more like scorn than praise. Yuhan also stated that western media shaped a “bad reputation” of
Asian men, portraying them as “unmasculine,” “nerdy,” and “unattractive.”
The feelings and experiences of ourmale participants add to previous U.S. researchwhich finds

that Asian men are at the bottom of desirability hierarchies and encounter sexual racism on and
offline (Bedi 2015; Curington et al. 2021; Kao et al. 2018). Chinese immigrant men’s stricter exclu-
sion of CBC andwhites as acceptable partners is a common strategy for copingwith stigma: People
who are stigmatized withdraw “from social contacts that they perceive as potentially rejecting”
(Link et al. 1989, p. 400). However, Chinese immigrant men’s withdrawal and self-elimination
from a broader dating pool may reinforce their marginalized position and unfavorable prospects
in the Canadian dating market.

How preferences shaped choices of online dating platforms

Clearly, our participants held preferences for partners’ race/ethnicity, immigrant status, and age
at arrival. Our interviews further reveal that preferencesmattered for choices of online dating plat-
forms. Table 2 lists the dating platforms ever used by our participants and it includes descriptions,
taken largely from official webpages of the platforms, to shed light on their main features. Our
participants used over 17 different dating sites/apps, including those founded in western coun-
tries (such as Canada and the U.S.) and in China. Despite the wide variety of dating platforms,
most participants (74 percent) solely or primarily used only one platform: 10 participants used just
one platform, and 13 experimentedwithmultiple platforms but ended up using onemain site/app.
For the rest eight participants who reported using multiple “primary” platforms, five of them in
fact either only used platforms founded in western countries or only used those founded in China
according to their mate preferences. Below, we show how our participants purposefully selected
the solely- or primarily-used platforms to maximize the chances of fulfilling their preferences.
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Tab l e 2 A list of online dating platforms used by the participants

Platform Description
Number of participants
ever using each platform

Tinder “Swipe right. . . the world’s most
popular free dating app” 1

12

Plenty of Fish Founded in Vancouver; “Search for
members who have your favourite
traits” 2

6

OkCupid “matches you on what matters to
you” 3

4

Bumble “On Bumble, women make the first
move” 4

4

eharmony “match couples based on features of
compatibility” 5

3

Badoo “Meet and chat to people near you” 6 3
Facebook Dating “help you meet people with similar

interests” 7
2

Craigslist Personals Shut down in 2018; “ads seeking
romance or sexual connections” 8

2

Match.com “Profiles may include. . . selected
preferences regarding the person
they’re searching for” 9

1

Coffee Meets Bagel “receive quality matches curated just
for you by our ever-evolving
algorithm” 10

8

East Meet East “exclusively dedicated to Asian
dating” 11

1

2RedBeans “the leading online dating site for the
Chinese with overseas
background” 12

9

Tantan Founded in China; “See people
around you, browse their photos” 13

9

WeChat Chinese multi-purpose social media
app

6

Jiayuan.com Founded in China; “Users primarily
are highly-educated professionals”
14

3

Classified websites catering to
Chinese people in Vancouver

e.g., VanPeople, Vansky 3

Other Chinese platforms e.g., Renren (Chinese social
networking service similar to
Facebook)

3

Note: The sum in the column “Number of participants ever using each platform” is greater than 31 because some participants
used more than one platform. The description for each platform was retrieved on January 23, 2022 from Internet sources (mainly
from each platform’s official webpage). 1https://tinder.com/; 2https://www.pof.com/; 3https://www.okcupid.com/; 4https://
bumble.com/; 5https://www.eharmony.com/; 6https://badoo.com/; 7https://www.facebook.com/dating; 8https://www.npr.
org/sections/thetwo-way/2018/03/23/596460672/craigslist-shuts-down-personals-section-after-congress-passes-bill-on-traffic
kin; 9https://www.match.com/; 10https://coffeemeetsbagel.com/; 11https://www.eastmeeteast.com/; 12https://www.2redbeans.
com/en/chinese-dating; 13https://tantanapp.com/en; 14https://www.jiayuan.com/.
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Participants who preferred whites or were open to dating all races and ethnicities mainly used
what we call “western mainstream dating platforms” (e.g., Tinder, Plenty of Fish). Every partici-
pant in this group used Tinder, except two women who used eharmony and Match.com around
2010 to 2013, prior to Tinder’s popularity. Of the three women who preferred dating whites, two
solely used these western mainstream dating platforms without ever trying any of the Chinese-
oriented platforms that wewill discuss shortly (the exceptionwas awomanwho preferred but had
not datedwhites). AsMichelle (female, 26), who preferred datingwhites, pointed out (in English),
“there are just more white guys on Tinder, I think.”
Participants who preferred East Asians favored Coffee Meets Bagel, a dating app founded by

three Korean immigrants in the U.S., because these participants noticed that a large number of
East Asian users were on this app. For example, Sam (male, 25) found out that CoffeeMeets Bagel,
but not Bumble, provided an option of filtering for East Asians, which exactly satisfied his ethnic
preference for potential partners. He also commented (in English) that Coffee Meets Bagel “will
push people of your own ethnicity to you more often.”
Participants searching for a partner of Chinese ethnicity in Canada solely or primarily used

what we call “Chinese-oriented dating platforms.” A variety of such platformswere available, and
themajority of these participants triedmore than one. First, 2RedBeans, claimed to be “the leading
online dating site for the Chinese with overseas background,” was used by 7 of the 15 participants
who preferred to date Chinese. Second, several participants who preferred Chinese partners used
dating platforms based in China yet with active users worldwide, such as Jiayuan.com (known
as China’s Match.com) and Tantan (known as Tinder of China). Third, some participants looked
for partners through dating sections on classified websites that specifically served Chinese peo-
ple in Vancouver (e.g., VanPeople, Vansky). These websites are known as “Chinese Craigslist”
and their webpages are in Chinese as opposed to English. Last, Chinese social media, especially
WeChat, were also popular venues for locating co-ethnic dating candidates. Some participants
belonged to WeChat groups consisting of Chinese immigrants in Vancouver who were looking
for partners. Others used public accounts on WeChat that provided matchmaking services, sim-
ilar to dating sections on classified websites. Still others enlisted the help of a local matchmaker
who used WeChat to connect interested daters.
We further identified different patterns if subdividing participants based on their preferences

for age at arrival. For those who were more willing to date 1.5 generation Chinese immigrants,
they valued the duality of western and Chinese cultures in potential partners. Therefore, they
explored both western mainstream dating platforms and Chinese-oriented ones, although they
often ended up primarily using the latter. Participants who preferred dating adult immigrants,
however, showed higher selectivity: They usually avoided western mainstream dating platforms
or quickly stopped using them if they had ever tried. As Kaiwen (female, 48) observed, there were
“very few Chinese” on Tinder. She added: “If any, those are the Chinese people who can’t speak
Chinese; those speaking Chinese don’t use Tinder to look for partners.”
A case in point is Liuzhao (male, 32), whomwementioned earlier. He came to Canada at 23 and

preferred Chinese women who also arrived during adulthood. He almost solely used 2RedBeans.
Below, he explained the main reason he deleted Tinder after 1 or 2 days of trial:

It was all westerners who were on Tinder, or more westerners were on it. Also, I don’t
like most of them. In fact, even if there were women I like, I don’t think I would go
meet them offline. After all, this is an app that I don’t knowmuch about, and women
on it are also the type that I have never got to know.

 1755618x, 2023, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/cars.12414 by U

niversity O
f B

ritish C
olum

bia, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [05/03/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



Canadian Review of Sociology/Revue canadienne de sociologie 147

Liuzhao had “never got to know” western women, likely due to limited contact opportunities
offline, especially considering that he arrived inCanada during adulthood.Hewas in turn discour-
aged from using Tinder by his perceived social distance with western women. This feeling was
compounded by his Tinder trial. When asked if he had swiped right (meaning liking someone) on
Tinder, Liuzhao said yes, but—in his unsolicited words—he “had never been swiped right. . . so
there was no match.” Thus, his preference for dating Chinese adult immigrants interacted with
his experience of social exclusion on Tinder to shape his platform choices.
This feeling of not knowing westerners enough also contributed to some women’s hesitation in

using western mainstream dating platforms. Jiajing (female, 31) used Jiayuan.com in 2012 to look
for a Chinese partner. She explained why she did not consider western dating sites:

I know a western website. There are more white people on it. I don’t feel confident
about evaluating white people on dating sites. It’s not easy to know their background,
so I don’t feel safe enough. . . If I encounter white men in my life [offline], I may
consider them, but I won’t if it’s on the Internet. In particular, I won’t use dating sites
that specifically cater to white users.

The examples above suggest that the online dating context exacerbated the distrust our partici-
pants felt toward out-groupmembers. Thus, thosewhowere looking forChinese adult immigrants
typically resorted to platforms where immigrant Chinese daters congregated.
In addition to the differences by age at arrival, participants’ choices of online dating platforms

differed by gender. Recall that men held stricter criteria for potential partners’ race/ethnicity,
immigrant status, and age at arrival than women did. Resultantly, men were also more selec-
tive than women in choosing dating platforms. A much higher percentage of men than women
avoided western mainstream dating platforms altogether (50 vs. 29 percent). The percent-
age reached 75 percent among the eight men who preferred women of Chinese ethnicity as
potential partners, compared to 38 percent of women who had a preference for co-ethnic
dating.

Online dating platforms create digital ethnic enclaves

As shown above, our Chinese immigrant participants had a strong preference for co-ethnic dat-
ing and accordingly, they mainly used Chinese-oriented dating platforms. Below, we apply the
classic notion of ethnic enclaves featured in the segmented assimilation theory to the online set-
ting.We show that Chinese-oriented dating platforms function as “digital ethnic enclaves,” which
resemble ethnic enclaves in physical spaces for Chinese immigrants in Vancouver.
Chinese-oriented dating platforms created “Chinatowns” in cyberspace where a great number

of Chinese daters congregated, providing virtual nichemarkets for Chinese immigrants whowere
searching for co-ethnic partners. For example, more than half of the participants who preferred
datingChinese and used 2RedBeans explicitly reported “moreChinese users” as an important rea-
son for favoring this platform. The easy access to a large number of Chinese daters was important
to many participants because they reported difficulty making friends in daily life in Vancouver,
let alone finding a partner who met their criteria.
Furthermore, like in Chinatowns where Chinese language and ways of living are largely pre-

served, users on Chinese-oriented dating platforms could communicate in Chinese and maintain
many Chinese elements in their dating practices while in Canada. Chinese language skills were
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described as the foundation of smooth interactions with people on these platforms. For instance,
Mike (male, 21), who came to Canada at age 2 and whose Chinese was “really bad,” recounted (in
English) his unfruitful experience on Tantan:

Mike: I send Mandarin at first. After two or three exchanges, I say “Can we speak
English?”.
Interviewer: Did they speak English?
Mike: Most times they just stop talking to me.

Although Mike felt that there was “so much potential there to meet somebody,” the
insufficiency of Chinese language skills became a barrier to entry into the digital ethnic enclave.
In addition to language usage, personal dating ads or profiles (also written in Chinese) mostly

addressed the mating criteria emphasized in Chinese culture. If matched on the platforms, many
daters then switched to Chinese instant messaging services for further communication. For
instance, Kaiwen (female, 48) described how she used the dating section of a Vancouver-based
classified website that served local Chinese people:

Kaiwen: It has personal dating ads. People post how old I am; what immigrant status
I hold now, which is quite important here because people view Canadian permanent
residency and citizenship as a bonus; I have a formal job; I have a car; I own prop-
erty; etc. Just like the criteria that are usually emphasized in matchmaking events in
China.
Interviewer: Then if you are interested in someone, how do you make contact?
Kaiwen: People leave their QQ ID, which is a Chinese communication channel, or
their burner account for WeChat to protect privacy.

Chinese-oriented platforms hence created digital ethnic enclaves for Chinese immigrants to
search for partners of similar ethnic, immigrant, and cultural/language backgrounds.
The formation of these digital ethnic enclaves also reflects the influence of Canada’s multicul-

turalism policy on the maintenance of ethnocultural communities. Some participants mentioned
that they did not feel the need to assimilate into the white mainstream culture. Zhilin (female,
33) gave a vivid account of this multiculturalism issue: “Unlike America, there isn’t a clear main-
stream society in Canada. Every ethnicity has its own circle here. All these circles merge together
to become Vancouver. We can find a comfort zone.” Although these digital ethnic enclaves pro-
vided the “comfortable zone” for Chinese immigrants to maintain their cultural heritage and
search for co-ethnic partners, the segregation in cyberspace may inhibit accomplishing another
element of Canada’smulticulturalismpolicy—the promotion of intercultural contact (Berry 2013).

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

Prior research onmarital sorting patterns has identified a strong tendency for individuals tomarry
within their racial/ethnic group (for reviews, see Kalmijn 1998; Schwartz 2013). Adding to the
findings on the aggregate patterns, our results show a prominent preference for dating co-ethnics
among Chinese immigrants in Vancouver. This preference likely relates to the increased oppor-
tunities for intragroup contact in Vancouver because of its large Chinese population. Advancing
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prior research that links group size to marriage-market conditions (Choi and Tienda 2017; Hou
et al. 2015; Qian et al. 2018), our study suggests that the pool of potential co-ethnic partners may
influence union formation not only by creating or limitingmeeting opportunities but also through
moulding mate preferences. Strong preferences for co-ethnic dating impose barriers to intermar-
riage and indicate that ethnoracial boundaries remain salient and rigid in Vancouver, one of the
most diverse metropolises in Canada (Statistics Canada 2017b).
Drawing on the new and segmented assimilation theories (Alba andNee 2003; Portes and Zhou

1993), our study illustrates how immigrant status, age at arrival, and gender shape the diver-
gence in relationship formation and immigrant assimilation. Recall that most of our participants
were searching for serious relationships. Therefore, our results aremore pertinent to illuminating
the formation of marriage rather than casual relationships. Our participants tended to exclude
non-permanent residents from their pool of potential partners. While U.S. research has found
various barriers to relationship formation that undocumented immigrants encounter (Pila 2016),
our study reveals the unique marginalization of non-permanent residents in the Canadian con-
text. Our findings suggest that personal preferences for potential partners are deeply influenced
by institutionally-defined distinctions. Lacking permanent residency not only limits immigrants’
ability to live, work, or study in Canada but also constrains their dating and marriage prospects.
Moreover, our study adds to the limited body of research on the heterogeneity of intermarriage

patterns by age at arrival within immigrants (Choi and Tienda 2018; Lee and Boyd 2008; Qian et al.
2012). Many participants preferred to date someone who had arrived in Canada at an age similar
to themselves. They emphasized the role of age at arrival in shaping values, habits, lifestyles,
language capability, and familiarity with specific cultural references, all of which are viewed as
crucial indicators of assimilation in the immigration literature (Zhou and Gonzales 2019). Our
study thus suggests that age at arrival is used by immigrants as a proxy of cultural exposure and
influences their likelihood of intergroup dating and intermarriage.
Our findings also reveal that gender intersects with immigrant status and age at arrival in shap-

ingmate preferences, relationship formation, and assimilation. Comparedwithwomen,menwere
more concerned about marriage fraud and thus more strictly excluded non-permanent residents
as potential partners. Male participants’ self-protection arose in part from their internalization
of China’s female-hypergamy norm (i.e., women marrying up in status; Qian and Qian 2014).
Additionally, comparedwithwomen,menmore strictly excluded non-Chinese persons from their
dating pool and were less open to dating CBC or Chinese immigrants who came to Canada earlier
in life. Men’s self-exclusion partly resulted from their lived experiences of rejection and discrim-
ination in the Canadian marriage market. Our findings are among the first to demonstrate that,
despite a greater presence of theChinese population inCanada, the racialized stereotypes of Asian
men as unfavorable partners persist and further affect Chinese immigrant men’s relationship
behaviors and their prospects of boundary-crossing and marital assimilation.
When linking preferences to behaviors, we find that Chinese immigrants strategically chose

online dating platforms to meet potential partners who satisfied their preferences. We show
that Chinese-oriented dating platforms create “digital ethnic enclaves,” which resemble ethnic
enclaves in physical spaces for Chinese immigrants. Whereas the segmented assimilation theory
andprior researchhave focused onhowethnic enclaves affect the labormarket and economic inte-
gration of immigrants (Portes and Zhou 1993; Zhou and Logan 1989), we discuss the implications
of digital ethnic enclaves for relationship formation and boundary-crossing of immigrants.
The presence of digital ethnic enclaves appears a double-edged sword for Chinese immigrants.

On the one hand, digital ethnic enclaves gave these immigrants access to nichemarkets andmore
opportunities to actualize their mate preferences. Through using Chinese-oriented dating plat-
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forms, Chinese immigrants were exposed to a large local pool of potential co-ethnic partners who
tended to also satisfy their other preferences (e.g., age at arrival). On the other hand, digital eth-
nic enclaves and their resulting subdivided markets reproduced discrimination and segregation
in cyberspace. Our male participants were in unfavorable positions in virtual dating markets as
negative stereotypes of Asian men remained unchallenged. To cope with stigma, they retreated
from western mainstream dating platforms but stayed in digital ethnic enclaves. Such platform
choices could further limit intergroup contact and the chances of interracial or interethnic dating
for Chinese immigrants.
The formation of digital ethnic enclaves also has implications for ethnoracial relations and

group boundaries in a multicultural host society. While digital ethnic enclaves allow racialized
immigrants to preserve and enhance their cultural heritage, ethnic concentration in cyberspace
may reduce intergroup interactions, reinforce social boundaries, and heighten racial/ethnic
discrimination (Curington et al. 2021; Robnett and Feliciano 2011). Overall, our findings sug-
gest that the social distance created by offline segregation is projected to the online dating
setting. The uncertainty and safety concerns associated with the online environment may fur-
ther lower online daters’ perceived trust toward out-group members and lead them to stay
within the “comfort” enclaves. With the rapid pace of digitalization, ethnic online commu-
nities are increasingly formed and gaining popularity among racialized immigrants (Williams
Veazey 2022). Thus, addressing the challenges that digital ethnic enclaves pose for inter-
group contact and racial/ethnic equality will be crucial to the success of multiculturalism in
Canada.
Our study has several limitations. First, most of our participants had at least a bachelor’s degree

and worked at managerial or professional jobs. Thus, we cannot explore how education and occu-
pation shape Chinese immigrants’ mate preferences and relationship formation, although these
are important characteristics that influence intermarriage patterns (Choi and Tienda 2017; Qian
et al. 2018; Qian and Lichter 2007). Second, our participants were searching for different-sex part-
ners. It remains unknown howChinese immigrant sexualminorities, who are triplymarginalized
because of their race, nativity status, and sexual orientation, evaluate potential partners and navi-
gate the Canadian dating market. Third, Vancouver is a unique site to study Chinese immigrants’
dating preferences due to its large Chinese community. More studies are needed to examine how
digital ethnic enclaves affect dating and marriage of racialized immigrants living in host societies
with a small co-ethnic population.
In conclusion, this study investigates partner preferences and platform choices of Chinese

immigrant online daters in Vancouver. Our participants had a strong preference for dating co-
ethnics (i.e., Chinese). Many participants viewed holding Canadian permanent residency as a
basic criterion for potential partners. They often preferred dating a Chinese immigrant of a
similar age at arrival to themselves and attributed this preference to their desire for achiev-
ing cultural compatibility with their partner. To approach an ideal pool of potential partners
who met their preferences, our participants strategically selected the online dating platforms
they primarily used. Gender differences were also salient, with men having more rigid mat-
ing criteria and more restrictive platform choices than women. Importantly, we propose the
theoretically innovative concept “digital ethnic enclaves” to advance the understanding of immi-
grant assimilation and social boundaries in the technological era. As online dating increasingly
replaces in-person ways of meeting potential partners (Rosenfeld et al. 2019), our research
suggests strong preferences for homophily and large intergroup distance among online daters.
In many ways, online dating may hinder rather than facilitate boundary-crossing in relationship
formation.
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