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Abstract: With the growing preference for a “younger workforce” in China’s urban labor market, the “35-year-old
threshold” has become an implicit criterion widely embedded in recruitment practices. Although not explicitly
institutionalized by law, this age restriction has become a normalized filtering mechanism that, through both
institutional and cultural processes, poses significant barriers to middle-aged women seeking to reenter the
workforce. Drawing on intersectionality theory and the ideal worker model, this paper analyzes how age and gender
intersect to produce structural exclusion in recruitment procedures. It further reveals how mainstream discourse
legitimizes age discrimination through cultural narratives. The study argues that the “35-year-old threshold” not only
reduces employment opportunities for middle-aged women but also narrows their professional aspirations and career
trajectories, reflecting the urban labor market’s bias against non-standard worker profiles. Achieving substantive
gender equality and labor fairness requires simultaneous reform at both the institutional and cultural levels—

rethinking recruitment norms while reconstructing a more inclusive understanding of diverse career paths.
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