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Abstract:
For adolescents facing a critical stage of major life choices 
and social identity change, everyday language that implies 
a social clock has a profound impact. Meanwhile, the 
researcher finds that teenagers around his life have all 
already heard about daily corpus like “leftover women and 
men”, though they are not leftover women or men. Hence, 
the researcher put forth effort on specific influence of the 
implicit social clock in the daily language of marriage and 
romantic love domain for 12-18 years old adolescents. This 
study used a questionnaire research method and interview 
research method. A total of 233 questionnaires and 29 in-
depth interviews with adolescents aged 12-18 and their 
families in Zhejiang and Shanghai were analyzed. Based on 
previous research centered on the expectations of the social 
clock hidden in everyday language, the study concludes 
that the everyday language in marriage and romantic 
relationships has a profound psychological impact on 
adolescents, including limited self-consciousness limitation 
and intimacy stereotyping.

Keywords: The social clock; left women; left men; ado-
lescent.

1. Introduction
Neugarten proposed the concept of a “social clock”. 
A culturally or socially structured timetable rein-
forces society’s expectations of human behavior as 

appropriate to their age [1]. Although the concept 
has been studied by other professionals and the table 
of social practices comprising the “social clock” has 
changed over time, the core definition of the social 
clock remains the same as when it was proposed, 
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providing the theoretical basis for this study. Based on 
previous studies and observations of daily life scenarios, 
the researcher found that the “social clock” is hidden in 
everyday language. It is especially prominent in romantic 
love and marriage, for example, the popular Chinese term 
“leftover men and women” has appeared as an official 
term in The Language Situation in China 2006. Broadly 
speaking, an unmarried woman or man aged 27 is consid-
ered a “leftover woman” or “leftover man”. It means that 
those who do not enter into a relationship or get married 
are social outcasts. According to Erikson’s eight stages of 
personality development, for adolescents aged 12-18 years 
old, identity and role confusion characterize this stage [2].
Based on the above theories, this study takes adolescents 
aged 12-18 years old as the research object. Based on the 
above research background, the researcher proposed a 
research question and made a corresponding research hy-
pothesis:
Zhejiang and Shanghai as a regional example: what is the 
influence of the everyday language that exists in love and 
marriage relationships with an implied social clock on ad-
olescents’ perceptions of marriage and love. The hypoth-
esis is that adolescents are negatively affected by limited 
self-consciousness limitation and intimacy stereotyping 
on romantic love and marriage conceptions.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Core Definitions and Theories
Based on the research hypothesis proposed by the re-
searcher, and previous researchers’ study, some core con-
cepts need to be clarified first. One of them is the social 
clock theory; secondly, about the definition and character-
istics of adolescents. Parents, peers or teachers as well as 
the Internet through the language exactly to adolescents 
in the perspectives of marriage and romantic love, but the 
research still has gaps and deficiencies, because the for-
mation of the concept of marriage is related to social fac-
tors, such as the influence of traditional Chinese cultural 
concepts.
2.1.1 Definition of social clock

Neugarten first introduced the concept of the social clock, 
which refers to society’s expectations of human behavior 
in relation to one’s age, or layman’s terms, “what one 
does at one’s age.” [1]. The theory of social clock as the 
core theory of this study is also the basic theory, regard-
less of the follow-up research by subsequent scholars, the 
basic theoretical foundation remains consistent with that 
proposed by Neugarten. The study explores the psycho-
logical and behavioral effects on adolescents of everyday 

discourse in the marital domain, which is a part of life. In 
corroborating the impact of the inquiry, Social Clock The-
ory provides the theoretical basis for locating everyday 
language that fits the social clock of the implicit notion of 
matrimony, helping the study to move forward and draw 
conclusions.
2.1.2 Definition and characteristics of adolescents

In Erikson’s eight stages of personality development, it 
is suggested that teen years from 12-18 is the fifth stage. 
Identity vs. Role Confusion in psychosocial development 
is synonymous with this stage. As adolescents transition 
from childhood to adulthood, teens may begin to feel 
confused or insecure about themselves and how they fit 
into society. In seeking to establish a sense of self, adoles-
cents may experiment with different roles, activities, and 
behaviors [2]. Teenagers are developing at a high speed 
in their physical, cognitive, psychological, and social re-
lationships, are anxious and tense in their hearts, have a 
weak ability to solve problems on their own, are suscepti-
ble to external influences, and are physically and mentally 
vulnerable. Although they lack the “stereotypical” vulner-
ability of the traditionally disadvantaged groups in terms 
of physical function, family financial strength, or mental 
illness, the most neglected disadvantaged groups are like-
ly to be negatively affected by the social clock implicit in 
their daily language, which may have a negative impact 
on their future concepts of marriage and romantic love. 
Hence the researcher chose teen years from 12-18 as the 
study group.

2.2 Previous Study

2.2.1 Everyday language implies a social clock

In two studies by Chen Yu’an. and Zheng, Xiaoxue & Li, 
Joan. it was shown that social clocks are exactly implied 
in everyday language [3, 4]. The researcher analyzed the 
interviews to stereotypically study the implicit everyday 
use of what people hear and the implications for the in-
terviewees. Through the feedback from the respondents, 
the study shows that the social clock is exactly implied in 
everyday language, with frequent occurrences of phrases 
such as “leftover man and leftover woman”. These two 
previous studies exactly helped the researcher to pave the 
way for exploring the specific impact of social clocks in 
everyday language in the marriage segment, suggesting 
that social clocks are implicit in everyday usage.
2.2.2 Leftover women and men issue

Mao, Jonas Y., Ji, S. M. & Wan, L. L. showed that from 
2000 to 2020, the desired age of marriage in China has ris-
en from the early twenties to 27 years old [5]. In addition, 
questionnaire data suggests that the younger generation’s 
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“independent choice” to fall in love, get married, and have 
children is based on the emotional well-being of both part-
ners and the stability of their own careers. These findings 
indicate that the problem of leftover men and women ex-
ists and is becoming more serious in China. The existence 
of this phenomenon helps the researchers to promote the 
concept of marriage and love, which is a social clock 
implicit in the problem of leftover men and women, as a 
foundation for the research. In a study by Ding, Xiuwei., 
it is shown that the concept of “leftover men and women” 
is the result of the generation of modernity in China [6]. 
The concept of “leftover men and women” is a strange 
concept squeezed out by the traditional concept of mar-
riage in the generation of Chinese modernity. The tradi-
tional concept of marriage coexists with the phenomenon 
of older singles with the intention of getting married, and 
the absence of either does not constitute the phenomenon 
of “leftover men and women”. The study further by Dou, 
Hui demonstrates that the language of traditional concepts 
is the same as everyday language, such as “a man is old 
enough to get married and a woman is old enough to get 
married,” has an impact on the concept of marriage, lead-
ing to the phenomenon of “leftover men and women,” and 
paving the way for the study to be carried out [7].
2.2.3 The impact of language on thinking

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is used as the basis to study 
the relationship and influence of language and thinking in 
both studies [8]. It is clearly stated in them that the lan-
guage used by human beings can have a great impact on 
their way of thinking. Therefore the Sapir-Whorf hypoth-
esis and related follow up studies help the researcher to 
validate the implicit social clock in language in this study. 
As a prerequisite element aids in proving that there is a 
social clock implicit in language and also that language 
has an impact on human thinking.
2.2.4 Adolescents’ perspective of marriage and roman-
tic

In the study, TV dating programs are used as an example 
to explore the impact of the concept of marriage on ado-
lescents [9]. The article clearly indicates that dating pro-
grams introduce the issue of leftover men and women as 
a focal point and have an impact on adolescents’ concepts 
of marriage. The article can help this study to determine 
that adolescents are aware of the concept of leftover men 
and women through the media and that these concepts 
have an impact on adolescents, which can help to prove 
the feasibility of this study. In Liu L.’s study, the article 
indicates that adolescents have formed concepts of mar-
riage and that parents’ concepts of marriage have a strong 
influence on their children, it also shows that adolescents’ 

concepts of marriage can be influenced by the concept of 
an implied social clock [10].

3. Research Methods

3.1 Questionnaires
In the questionnaire section, 233 out of 235 valid ques-
tionnaires were collected. These questions focused on 
seven core phrases, focusing on love and marriage rela-
tionships. These seven core phrases were identified in two 
steps: first, according to the common corpus heard by the 
researcher in everyday contexts; second, the researcher 
conducted corpus-based validation with the help of the 
Corpus Center of Beijing Language and Culture Univer-
sity, and finally selected the seven most frequently used 
phrases.
The questionnaire was structured into three parts: first, 
basic information such as age, geography, and education; 
second, participants were asked if they had ever heard the 
seven core phrases; and finally, psychological and behav-
ioral influences were examined in the corpus of marriage 
concepts containing the social clock. In addition, the ques-
tionnaire avoided suggestive phrases when asking partici-
pants in order to prevent participants from receiving inter-
ference from external factors in the process of answering 
and to improve the reliability of the questionnaire.
Of the 233 valid data, 50.21% of the respondents were 
adolescents aged 12-18 in Zhejiang and Shanghai. The 
rest were language exporters who make up the language 
environment around the adolescents, including current 
students who have already reached adulthood, parents and 
teachers.

3.2 Interviews
In the interview section, it was conducted by using a 
semi-structured, semi-open-ended outline, with personal-
ized interview outlines designed for different respondents 
among total of 29 interviews. After the interviews were 
organized in an anonymous coding form, they were ana-
lyzed in a categorical manner against the research hypoth-
esis.
18 adolescents, to verify whether they had heard every-
day language containing the social clock, whether it was 
high-frequency or not, and how they were affected by it in 
their perspectives of romantic love and marriage.
11 adults (7 parents and 4 current students), to verify 
whether this group, as one of the main social networks 
of adolescents, corresponds to the description of the phe-
nomenon by the research hypothesis.
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4. Research Analysis

4.1 Questionnaires Analysis
In the questionnaire survey, the researcher focused on 
analyzing the psychological and behavioral impact of the 

daily language of “leftover men and women” and “a man 
should be married when he is old enough to get married, 
and a woman should be married when she is old enough 
to get married” on adolescents, for example, with the per-
spectives of marriage and love as a social clock.

Fig. 1 Psychological effect
From figure1 about psychological effect, 112 valid adoles-
cent questionnaires were sent to adolescents. Of the 112 
valid adolescent questionnaires, 58.93% of the respon-
dents indicated that they were negatively affected by this 
type of language, and 36 of the adolescent participants 

indicated that they did not agree with this prediction in 
their hearts. The more pronounced negative psychological 
effects were a certain degree of marital, age-related stress 
and anxiety, fear of not being able to cope with the expec-
tations of family and friends, and rebelliousness.

Fig. 2 Behavioral impact
From the figure2 about behavioral impact, as for the be- havioral effects on adolescents, the researchers found that 
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of the 80 validated adolescent questionnaires, 25% of 
the participants reported that they were pressured to start 
looking for a partner or to engage in counterproductive 
behaviors, rejecting socially pressured behaviors to find a 
partner. Therefore, the researcher concludes that the daily 
language that implies the social clock’s notion of marriage 
causes adolescents to feel confused about starting a rela-
tionship or entering a marriage in the future, and to devel-
op age and marriage anxiety, or even to develop rebellious 
behaviors, which leads to the emergence of the so-called 
“leftover men and women” problem. At the same time, 
however, researchers have found that the language of the 
implied social clock has had a small number of positive 
effects, such as generating motivation to actively seek a 
partner.

4.2 Interview Analysis
The researcher found in the interviews that among the 6 
parents interviewed, as many as 4 parents believed that 
their children should start a family before the age of 30, 
mentioning words such as “golden age” that imply the 
best time for their children to start a family. P3MH48: 
“The golden age of a girl is around 25, if you pass 30, it’s 
too late for you to find a boyfriend. Similarly, about 72% 
of the 18 adolescent respondents indicated that their par-
ents or elders in their families had clear expectations for 
their relationships and marriages and those of their peers 
around them during the interviews.
In further exploring the specific influence of everyday 
language on the perspectives of marriage and romantic 
love on adolescents, although some of the adolescent in-
terviewees were not aware of the social clock implicit in 
the language in terms of the influence of the concept of 
marriage on them, through the interview transcripts, the 
researcher found that the exact social clock implicit in the 
language led to a solidified mindset on the concept of mar-
riage for the interviewees, as exemplified in the interviews 
of S1MH16 and S19FS16. About how the phenomenon of 
grasping for a relationship in college or after graduation 
is viewed due to the general environment that prohibits 
students from falling in love in high school; S1MH16: “I 
feel like it’s just two maybe the two systems are just com-
plementary to each other, you can’t talk about it in high 
school anyway, and then you hurry up to talk about it in 
college”; S19FS16: “Hurry up and get married, not hurry 
up and fall in love.”
In the adolescent stage, physical, cognitive, psychologi-
cal, and social development at a high rate, for example, 
in identity orientation development: adolescents are in 
the identification of self-perception, positioning, and 
switching identities and thus more adapted to the social 

environment. However, identity can be affected by the 
environment in which they live. The social clock implied 
by language in the context of marriage and relationships 
tends to solidify and stereotype adolescents’ concepts of 
intimacy, leading to the deepening of stereotypes and the 
deepening of the social clock implied by language in the 
context of marriage and relationships, amplifying its neg-
ative effects.

5. Conclusion
Taking Zhejiang and Shanghai as regional examples, 
through the questionnaire and interview method, the re-
searcher found that the social clock implied in the daily 
language of the concept of marriage and romantic love 
has a negative impact on the youth’s future concept of 
marriage and their own relationships, including limited 
self-consciousness limitation and intimacy stereotyping, 
and generating age marriage pressure, and even rebellious 
psychology or behavior. Finally, it leads to the formation 
of the problem of “leftover men and women”. However, 
researchers have also found a tiny positive effect of this 
type of corpus or language on the motivation to find a 
partner. In general, however, this type of language has 
a predominantly negative impact on adolescents’ per-
ceptions of marriage and love and subsequent choice of 
spouse, with a secondary positive impact. Both question-
naire and interview data were collected through close 
friends and family who filled out and forwarded ques-
tionnaires or were interviewed on social networks, so the 
data lacked some diversity. In the future, more general 
questionnaire collection and better and more targeted per-
sonalized interviews can be conducted on different social 
media.

References
[1] Neugarten B. L. Age norms, age constraints, and adult 
socialization. American Journal of Sociology, 1965, 70(6): 710-
717.
[2] Svetina M. Resilience in the context of Erikson’s theory of 
human development. Current Psychology, 2014, 33(3): 393-404.
[3] Chen Y. Perspective, analysis, and guidance on the 
phenomenon of accelerated youth group anxiety. Youth Studies, 
2024, (04): 37-44+97.
[4] Zheng X. & Li J. Against the social clock: An examination of 
temporal autonomy. China Youth Studies, 2022, (09).
[5] Mao Jonas Y., Ji S.M. & Wan L.L. The development of 
college students’ concepts of love, marriage, and childbearing 
under the low fertility rate: An analysis based on 32,282 national 
survey data. Youth Exploration, 2024, (02): 88-101.
[6] Ding X. Abandoning the concept of “leftover men and 

5



Dean&Francis

969

Yunheng Li

women” and replacing it with “excessive singleness”. China 
Women’s Daily, 2017, B01.
[7] Dou, Hui. The influence of language on thinking from a 
linguistic and cultural perspective. Young Literati, 2020, (03): 
162.
[8] Wang L. A study on the relationship between language and 
thinking based on the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. Mudan, 2019, 

(05): 33-34.
[9] Wang P. The influence of TV dating programs on adolescents’ 
relationship views: A social representation perspective. Zhejiang 
Journal, 2012, (04): 204-209.
[10] Liu L. A study of adolescents’ views and behaviors in 
marriage in Jilin Province. Life and Partners, 2022, (41): 72-74.

6




