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PREFACE 

Marriage and social inequality are closely interrelated. Marriage is dependent on 

the structure of marriage markets, and marriage patterns have consequences for 

social inequality. This book demonstrates that in most modern societies the 

educational system has become an increasingly important marriage market, 

particularly for those who are highly qualified. Educational expansion in general and 

the rising educational participation of women in particular unintentionally have 

increased the rate of “assortative meeting” and assortative mating across birth 

cohorts. Rising educational homogamy means that social inequality is further 

enhanced through marriage because better (and worse) educated single men and 

women pool their economic and sociocultural advantages (and disadvantages) 

within couples. 

In this book we study the changing role of the educational system as a marriage 

market in modern societies from a cross-national comparative perspective. Using 

life-history data from a broad range of industrialized countries and longitudinal 

statistical models, we analyze the process of spouse selection in the life courses of 

single men and women, step by step. The countries included in this book vary 

widely in important characteristics such as demographic behavior and institutional 

characteristics. The life course approach explicitly recognizes the dynamic nature of 

partner decisions, the importance of educational roles and institutional 

circumstances as young men and women move through their life paths, and the 

cumulation of advantages and disadvantages experienced by individuals. The book 

consists of thirteen country-specific studies, each conducted by researchers who 

have an intimate understanding of the country in question. Most studies employed 

nationally representative data, covering cohorts of men and women over a broad 

historical period. As far as possible, very similar statistical analyses were used. But 

we preferred to avoid complete standardization of method because both the 

educational system and the age at marriage vary from one country to another and 

over time. The book is theoretically driven and combines demographic approaches 

with rational choice theory to explain assortative mating. 

The initial idea for this cross-national comparative project was stimulated by 

empirical results from an event history analysis carried out on West Germany. This 

research clearly indicated that educational expansion has increased the rate of 

educational homogamy in Germany. There has been an increasing closure of social 

structure and social networks as an unintended consequence of educational 

expansion. In addition, we found that in Germany social origin has a strong effect on 

educational homogamy. There have been strong direct and indirect effects of 

father‟s education on marriage patterns. 
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The primary aim in our thirteen-nation comparison was to check the 

generalizability of our findings and interpretations for Germany. Taking into 

account the inevitable constraints of data availability and expertise, we tried to 

include countries varying widely in important characteristics, such as educational 

systems, family tradition, and the extent to which the roles of men and women have 

undergone a progressive transformation. The countries included in our comparison 

are West Germany, the Netherlands, Flemish Belgium (Flanders), France, Italy, 

Spain, Great Britain, Denmark, Sweden, Hungary, Slovenia, the United States of 

America and Israel. 

As editors of the book and organizers of the cross-national research project, we 

would like to thank all the contributors for their fruitful cooperation and for the 

enormous effort they put into their analyses and country-chapters. We tried to use 

comparable data and made a commitment to apply a common research design to 

study the changes in “assortative meeting” and “assortative mating”. However, the 

contributors did not simply help us carry out a previously designed analysis. As 

clearly indicated by the wealth of information in the country-specific chapters, much 

of the work in this book represents the creative contributions of our collaborators. 

We are grateful to Gijs Beets who supported the publication of this manuscript as 

a volume in the European Studies of Population series. All the chapters in the book 

were peer-reviewed by the members of the international group and revised several 

times. They were also evaluated by two anonymous Kluwer Academic Publishers 

reviewers. We are very grateful for their thoughtful comments and constructive 

suggestions which improved the quality of this book. 

The major financial support for the comparative project, in particular for the joint 

workshop held in Bremen, was a grant from the German Research Foundation 

(Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) for the Sfb-186 research project “Household 

Dynamics and Social Inequality” at the University of Bremen. During the final 

stages of preparing this book, support was also provided by a grant from the 

Volkswagen Foundation (Volkswagen Stiftung) for the GLOBALIFE project at the 

University of Bielefeld and the Otto Friedrich University Bamberg. 

Our thanks go to our former colleagues at the University of Bremen for their 

superb collegial support. In particular, we wish to thank Faith Dasko who, as a 

native speaker, copy-edited the entire manuscript with great sensitivity. We also 

thank Julie Winkler-Vinjukova, who helped us organize the workshop, and 

improved the English of several chapters with great care. In various stages of the 

project, our student assistants, Teresa Lankuttis, Lars Borchert, Thorsten Schneider 

and Ruben van Gaalen, supported us with commitment and professionalism in 

coordinating the project and preparing the typescript. 

 

Hans-Peter Blossfeld 

Otto Friedrich University Bamberg 

 

Andreas Timm 

University of Bremen 
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1 

EDUCATIONAL SYSTEMS AS MARRIAGE MARKETS IN 

MODERN SOCIETIES:  A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

HANS-PETER BLOSSFELD AND ANDREAS TIMM 

INTRODUCTION 

The answer to the question Who marries whom? is central for an understanding of the reproduction of social 

inequality in modern societies (Mare 1991). Rates of homogamy reflect the degree to which individuals of 

similar social origin and with the same characteristics such as education, religion, race, ethnicity, or occupation, 

marry each other (Kalmijn 1991, 1998; Kalmijn, Flap 2001). They indicate the degree of exclusion through the 

social structure and the extent to which social networks are closed to outsiders (Glass 1954; Simmel 1917/1970; 

von Wiese 1967; Laumann 1973). 

The growing interest in assortative marriage over the last several years (see Kalmijn 1998) might suggest that 

there is no need for another study on that issue. But this impression is wrong. There is not only a lack of 

systematic cross-national comparative analysis about the mechanisms of how single people meet, form couples 

and eventually marry, but also a paucity of dynamic analysis on the processes of assortative mating in the life 

course. Most of the current studies have been ex post facto analyses of the stock of marriages at a given point in 

time (Jürgens 1973; Mayer 1977; Tegtmeyer 1979; Galler 1979; Haller 1983; Ziegler 1985; Handl 1988; 

Teckenberg 1991; Ultee, Luijkx 1990; Jones 1991; Mare 1991; Kalmijn 1991; Erikson, Goldthorpe 1992; Uunk, 

Ganzeboom, Robert 1993; Jones, Luijkx 1996; Uunk 1996; Wirth 1996, 2000; Teckenberg 2000). This kind of 

research starts from marital matches, normally observed in cross-sectional studies, and then tries to “explain” 

patterns of assortative mating through the spouses‟ individual characteristics. The methodological problems of 

such a “causal approach” are obvious: this type of analysis not only starts from the outcomes (the unions) and 

then goes back in time to their causal conditions (the individual characteristics), but also often excludes all those 

persons from the study who are still single at the time of the interview. An appropriate causal analysis, however, 

should proceed the other way around. It should study the mechanisms of how change in some property earlier in 

time induces change in still other properties later in time. In other words, research on assortative mating should 

start with young single men and women and move along the time axis to reconstruct the effects of changes in 

earlier social circumstances in the life course on people‟s later marriage decisions (Lichter 1990; Lichter, 

Anderson, Hayward 1995; Blossfeld 1996; Blossfeld, Müller 1997). 

The aim of our cross-national comparative study in this book is to achieve exactly that goal. Using life-

history data from a broad range of industrialized countries and longitudinal statistical models, we reconstruct the 

process of spouse selection in the life course of single men and women step by step. We compare the results 

across countries and within each country across successive birth cohorts covering long historical periods, often 

the time span after the end of World War II. Of central interest for our analysis is the extent to which young men 

and women pool their educational resources at the time of their first marriage. Education is considered in this 

book as a central variable for marriage because (1) education is the most important determinant of occupational 

success in industrialized societies (Shavit, Müller 1998, p. 1) and (2) it reflects cultural resources influencing 

individuals‟ preferences for specific partners. Thus, from a life course perspective, educational homogamy 

implies that the degree of social inequality engendered in an individual‟s life course is further enhanced through 

marriage because advantageous (and disadvantageous) economic and sociocultural resources of two individuals 

are then pooled and cumulated (Mayer 1977). 

In most modern societies the participation in higher education has increased dramatically in recent decades 

(Shavit, Blossfeld 1993, p. 14), and more for women than for men (Erikson, Jonsson 1996; Shavit, Blossfeld 

1996). We are therefore especially interested to explore the role of the educational system as a marriage market 

and to analyze the changes induced by educational expansion. Educational expansion means that there is an 

increasing chance to meet people of the opposite sex with the same educational level at an age when individuals 

typically begin to form couples. Educational expansion should therefore increase the likelihood of educational 

homogamy across cohorts and, as a consequence, not only reinforce social inequality among married couples 
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from one birth cohort to the next (see Blossfeld, Drobnic 2001), but also lead to a growing divergence of social 

opportunities for the next generation of children. 

The overall result of current studies on assortative mating is that there is a strong correlation between 

characteristics of both spouses in terms of their social origin and level of education (see e.g. Ziegler 1985; Ultee, 

Luijkx 1990; Teckenberg 1991; Wirth 1996; Mare 1991; Kalmijn 1991; Smeenk 1998; Teckenberg 2000). This 

suggests that there are important social mechanisms in modern societies that influence intragenerational spouse 

selection and lead to an intergenerational reproduction of social inequality. However, since marriages are not 

arranged anymore and contemporary young men and women are not forced to marry particular persons today, 

the interest in explaining how social inequality actually is reproduced in marital decision-making seems to be 

gaining momentum. We propose in this book that any empirical analysis has to take into account the dynamic 

interplay of opportunity structures to meet potential partners in specific phases in the life course - i.e. the chance 

to meet someone of the opposite sex within the social networks structured through the educational system for 

example - as well as individual‟s preferences determining the choice of partners within these social circles 

(Blossfeld 1996; Blossfeld, Müller 1997; Blossfeld, Prein 1998). In particular, we would like to investigate how 

independently taken individual marriage decisions at the micro level lead to a reproduction of social inequality at 

the macro level and, conversely, why a significant number of men and women succeed in escaping these forces 

of social reproduction by marrying a partner who does not have the same social origin or educational 

background. 

This book presents the findings of twelve very similar longitudinal studies on assortative mating. The 

countries included are West Germany, Flanders, France, the Netherlands, Italy, Spain, Great Britain, Denmark, 

Sweden, Hungary, Slovenia, and the United States of America. The primary aim of this comparison has been to 

test the generality of earlier country-specific findings and interpretations (see Kohn 1987) about the role of the 

educational system as a marriage market in West Germany (see Blossfeld, Timm 1997). This longitudinal study 

revealed that the German educational system has become an increasingly important marriage market, particularly 

for those who are highly qualified, with the effect that educational homogamy has been increasing drastically in 

West Germany across birth cohorts. The cross-societal comparisons in this book provide the opportunity to test 

the generality of these findings on Germany and assess the impact of broader historical, cultural, and societal 

contexts influencing marriage decisions in the life course. Finally, at the end of this book, these longitudinal 

comparisons are enriched by a cross-sectional case study of educational intermarriage in Israel, a society with 

unique multiple and cross-cutting divisions. 

THEORIES AND HYPOTHESES 

Most theories of assortative mating describe spouse selection as the result of a long-term, cumulative and 

continuously changing life course process (see e.g. Haller 1983; Lichter 1990; Lichter, Anderson, Hayward 

1995). From a social structural point of view, this process begins with the economic and cultural conditions of 

primary and secondary socialization in the family of origin during childhood and youth, branches off when 

young people are selected into the various tracks within the educational system, and further differentiates into the 

manifold occupational fields and job careers after entry into the employment system. All of these role transitions 

in the life course are connected with a permanent restructuring of social networks and interaction relationships 

(Laumann 1973) with continuous changes in the opportunities to meet certain potential spouses in everyday 

activities. In the following, we first describe the specifities of the educational system as a marriage market, then 

we develop a general partner search model and discuss the consequences of gender-specific preferences and the 

mechanisms of social origin for marital choice, and finally, we describe our cross-national comparison. 

The Educational System as a Marriage Market 

Partner decisions and spouse selection are most often made in the phase of transition from youth to 

adulthood. This phase of the life course cannot be specified by rigid age categories but rather has to be 

conceptualized as the gradual adoption of adult roles and differential participation in certain “adult” activities 

(Hogan 1978; Marini 1984, 1985; Blossfeld, Nuthmann 1989). Thus, partner decisions and the decision to marry 

are itself a defining characteristic of the normative conception of the transition to adulthood (Featherman, 

Hogan, Sorensen 1984). The other significant transitions are completion of education and entry into first stable 

jobs which are determined by the country-specific institutional structures of the school and university systems 

and the organization of the employment and industrial relations systems. The focus of our discussion in this book 

is on the role of the educational system as a marriage market. 

First of all, the organization of the educational system in all modern societies (Shavit, Blossfeld 1993) 

imposes normally a relatively rigid age-graded logic on the life course of youth and young adults. Although the 

degree of tracking in the educational system varies across modern countries, educational careers are as a rule 

structured in a sequence of selection barriers or hurdles that have to be mastered by each generation (Shavit, 

Blossfeld 1993). In most societies, educational decisions are also concentrated on specific ages and they are 



 

 

11 

normally hard to postpone or to revise once they are made (cf. for example Blossfeld 1989, 1990). At every 

educational hurdle, a certain proportion of young men and women fail to succeed in the process of acquiring 

higher qualifications. The probability of a successful transition at a particular educational attainment level 

depends (1) on the number of positions available at the next level relative to the origin level for each cohort, and 

(2) on the social allocation of these positions according to mechanisms such as gender and social origin (cf. 

Shavit, Blossfeld 1993). 

This stepwise selection process in the educational system has three important consequences for the role of the 

educational system as a marriage market. First, in each generation the less able and educationally disadvantaged 

are leaving the educational system at earlier selection barriers (and at younger ages). The selection process in the 

educational system therefore creates increasingly homogeneous groups within the educational system with rising 

age. From one step in the selection process to the next, only those youth or young adults who remain together 

longer will attain either the same or eventually a higher educational level. According to Blau (1994), this 

structural homogenization has important consequences for social networks because the probability that 

friendships develop is first of all dependent on contact opportunities. Thus, educational selection produces a 

structurally increasing likelihood of establishing a social relationship with a similarly qualified partner - and then 

perhaps of later marriage - due to the mere fact that one has continued together in the educational system. It is 

important to note that we mean here not only the contacts that one makes directly within the classroom or the 

educational institution itself, but also those within everyday life activities. This means friends, and friends of 

friends, contact opportunities in free-time and sports activities and the like which, of course, are also to a large 

extent structured directly or indirectly by the fact that young people participate in the educational system. 

Conversely, the structural chance of meeting a partner with a different level of educational attainment 

decreases significantly with time in school because (1) those in each age group with lower qualifications have 

already left the educational system and have thereby taken other life course trajectories (with different and 

normally more heterogeneous social networks); and (2) because of “ceiling effects” the chances of meeting a 

partner with higher qualifications clearly decreases as individuals‟ levels of educational attainment advance. In 

other words, the growing opportunity of meeting people with the same level of qualification in the course of the 

educational career is a by-product of the selection process in the educational system and therefore indirectly 

increases the likelihood of educational homogamy. 

Second, the process of selection in education means that the more highly qualified will leave the educational 

system at a later age. Since attaining an education makes it difficult to adopt family roles in most countries 

(Marini 1985) and involves a high degree of economic dependence on parents or the state (see e.g. Blossfeld, 

Nuthmann 1989), most young men and women participating in the educational system are therefore normally 

“not ready” to start a family. Completion of education is thus an important step in the normative (and economic) 

conception of the transition to adulthood and, in this way, becomes a socially significant precondition for 

entering into marriage (Blossfeld, Huinink 1991; Blossfeld, Jaenichen 1990; Blossfeld 1995; Smeenk 1998). 

Since the more highly qualified postpone the starting of a family longer, the probability will grow that they 

will then quickly “catch up” with their age cohort after leaving school and eventually marry the partner who 

became a boy or girl friend during the period of education. Thus, for the highly educated, the decision of 

marrying a person of the same educational attainment level should be highly age-graded directly after leaving the 

educational system. 

Third, in this process of educational selection, the less qualified enter the labor market and employment 

system at an earlier age. This transition is often connected with a more heterogeneous social network at work and 

leisure and implies an increase in the frequency of contacts to people with different social characteristics such as 

age, occupation, or educational attainment level. The chances of meeting a spouse with a different level of 

education is thus structurally increased for these groups at younger ages. Many of these contacts will occur by 

chance and be unimportant. But without the chance to meet, no new social relationships can develop. Sometimes 

life-long friendships and marriages begin with such kind of “accidental” encounters (Blau 1994). Thus, lower 

qualified people are not only prepared to marry at an earlier age (because they are leaving the educational system 

earlier and that involves a higher degree of economic independence on parents or the state) but their - conscious 

or latent - “readiness” meets with a more heterogeneous marriage market at the workplace and leisure activities. 

A lower level of educational attainment should therefore be related to a less age-graded marriage behavior and a 

higher likelihood of heterogamy at an earlier age. 

On the other hand, lower qualified young adults who have left the educational system earlier in the life 

course will for a longer time tend to meet at the workplace similarly aged single people with the same lower 

educational attainment level. If it is true that individuals tend to prefer spouses of approximately the same age, 

this should then reinforce the tendency of homogamous marriage also among the less qualified. Having left the 

educational system earlier, however, gives lower qualified people more time to choose an appropriate partner in 

the life course. Thus, homogamy among the lower qualified should therefore be less age-graded than for the 

higher educated. 

In summary, the structural opportunities to meet a potential spouse with the same qualification level in the 

life course should be strongly dependent on the educational attainment level. This opportunity will be highly 

time-dependent because it is based on the logic of a stepwise selection process producing filtered educational 
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groups with rising age. The likelihood of educational homogamy should therefore increase significantly with the 

level of educational attainment. A logical implication of this structural life course process is that educational 

expansion (cf. Shavit, Blossfeld 1993; Müller, Karle 1993; Erikson, Jonsson 1996) should produce higher levels 

of educational homogamy across cohorts because both the level of educational attainment and the duration of 

educational participation increases for a growing number of young people within each cohort (cf. Blossfeld 

1985, 1989). 

A Decision Model of Marital Choice 

The opportunities to meet people with the same educational attainment level are only the necessary 

(structural) conditions for educational assortative mating (Blau 1994). Young men and women still have to 

choose a particular partner from their selective social networks (cf. Blossfeld 1996; Blossfeld, Müller 1997). 

Partner search is, however, an important but rather difficult type of decision making process under uncertainty 

(Todd, Miller 1999). In this search process, (1) individuals encounter prospective partners in a temporal 

sequence, (2) who are appearing in random order and (3) are coming from a population with unknown 

parameters; (4) there are search costs and (5) time limits for partner decisions; (6) there is the difficulty of 

backtracking to previously rejected prospects (because they might have found another partner in the meantime); 

(7) there is temporal discounting; and above all, (8) there is the problem that mating must be mutually acceptable 

to both prospective partners. 

In the literature, various search models have been suggested making more or less realistic assumptions on the 

search process (Gigerenzer, Todd 1999). We do not discuss here in detail all the models that have been proposed 

(see the discussion in Todd, Miller 1999), for example, by statisticians (models for the so-called “secretary 

problem,” see Ferguson 1989 or Gilbert and Mosteller 1966), by economists (“optimization models under 

constraints,” see Lippman, McCall 1976), by biologists (models on animals engaging in mate search, (see 

Anderson 1994 or Johnstone 1997) or by economic game theorists (models on “two-sided matching,” see Roth, 

Sotomayor 1990). Instead we are following the footsteps of Giegerenzer and Todd (1999) who suggested that 

individuals with limited time and knowledge normally use simple and frugal heuristics to make reasonable 

inferences in complex decision situations. These heuristics do not require finding out or guessing about what all 

the prospective partners and their life courses may hold in the future, as, for example, the economic models of 

optimization under constraints do (see also the discussion in Blossfeld, Prein 1998). Instead, these heuristics 

limit the search for partners or information using easily applicable decision rules and may be considered as 

specific models of bounded rationality. 

The most important heuristic in the context of this book is Simon‟s (1956) concept of satisficing. Satisficing 

is a method for making a partner choice from a set of alternatives encountered sequentially when one does not 

know much about possible partners ahead of time (Simon 1999). Typically, in such situations, there may be no 

optimal solution for when to stop looking for prospective marriage partners and settle down with a particular 

one. Satisficing takes the shortcut of setting an adjustable aspiration level and ending the search for further 

alternatives as soon as one is encountered that exceeds the aspiration level (Simon 1956). Following Todd and 

Miller (1999), we assume that the adjustable aspiration level is based on individuals‟ past life course experiences 

and the mate values of those who do and do not show interest. 

In the context of this book, we assume that the educational attainment process, as a process of cultural 

transmission and cultural learning, plays an important role in determining the individual‟s conception of an 

acceptable partner (Haller 1983). We assume that the standards of an appropriate (marriage) partner in terms of 

educational attainment level rise with the individual‟s educational attainment level. Thus, people are assumed to 

orientate their more or less vague and conscious idea of what they consider to be an acceptable (marriage) 

partner (Oppenheimer 1988) on their respective educational attainment level reached at each point in the life 

course. Individuals who are below this level are less attractive partners or might not be seriously considered, and 

those who do, must not necessarily be the “ideal partners”. In other words, we do not have to assume that the 

search will be continued until a “perfect” partner has been found (Oppenheimer 1988). Individuals‟ definitions 

of an acceptable partner, however, are assumed to reflect the already reached educational attainment level in the 

life course (Lichter, Anderson, Hayward 1995). 

An important additional feature of mate selection is that at the same time when individuals are evaluating 

prospective mates, they are also evaluated in return (Todd, Miller 1999). In other words, partner decisions are 

consensual choices. This means that if a person wants to let a first encounter or repeated rendezvous develop into 

a long-term intimate relationship or even marriage, then this can only happen if both partners agree (Blau 1994). 

Both partners must therefore have an interest in the continuation and stability of the intimate relationship and in 

turning it into a marital union at a certain point in time. Thus, preferences of both partners of the opposite sex 

have to be taken into account if we are going to explain marriage decisions. We therefore concentrate on the 

impact of gender on partner decisions and its change over time. 
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Gender-Specific Preferences and Their Changes 

If there was no gender-specific division of labor in the family and the labor market, then, according to Becker 

(1981, p. 73), men and women would benefit mostly from each other if they resemble themselves as much as 

possible in all their personal traits (intelligence, health, education, religion, social origin etc.). This view implies 

that the preference (and utility) structure of men and women tends to be inherently prone to (educational) 

homogamy, i.e., that “the like likes the like”. It might seem that this general claim is consistent with empirical 

evidence, as shown by Blau (1994, p. 4). 

However, research also shows that modern societies are still characterized by high levels of sex-segregation 

in the workplace (Bielby, Bielby 1988), gender-specific income and occupational structures (Hakim 1998), and a 

gendered division of work within the family (Brines 1994; Blossfeld, Drobni 2001). Although the gender 

structure has changed significantly in these societies across cohorts, these changes have been quite asymmetric 

for women and men. Female labor market participation has multiplied and most young women are today forced 

to juggle household and family demands with involvement in paid work, while young men still seem to be 

constrained to their role as provider by the traditional gender-based division of household and employment 

responsibilities (see Blossfeld, Drobni 2001). 

Becker (1981) asserts that the fundamental reason for the difference in the utility functions of men and 

women is the gender-specific division of work in society. In this view, women and men do not only marry to 

fulfill their intimacy needs or because they want to have children together. Rather they marry because the gender 

roles are inherently complementary (Becker 1981). In a gender-traditional society, men expect to benefit from 

their wives, since women have been socialized to be more orientated towards taking charge of the household and 

raising children. On the other side, women count on benefiting from their husbands since men have specialized 

in life-long gainful employment. In a gender-traditional society, a good education is therefore particularly 

important for men, since husband's income position determines the economic and social status of the family. In 

such a context, women thus tend to prefer men with high levels of education and good labor market opportunities 

and compete for them in the marriage market. 

On the other hand, traditional men have ambiguous or mixed preferences with regard to women‟s education 

in gender-traditional societies (Becker 1981). As discussed above, husbands have the greatest advantage if their 

wives are as similar as possible in their traits, including educational level. However, these men are also providers 

and need wives who assume the bulk of family care and domestic functions and therefore should not have 

invested too much into their own career resources (or income potential). Thus, in the Becker model they prefer 

women with similar qualifications but low labor market orientation. 

Since women in gender-traditional societies attach less value to their own formal education, the average level 

of education of these women remains far below that of the men. In other words, only some men can structurally 

succeed in finding women with the same level of education, while many of them have to marry downwardly 

regarding educational attainment level. Yet this downward marriage does not in fact frustrate them because 

traditional women are supposed to stay at home and their lower educational attainment level is therefore not as 

consequential. In sum, Becker‟s gender-traditional model suggests a tendency towards educational hypogamy for 

men and a tendency towards educational hypergamy for women, in particular for the older birth cohorts in the 

country-studies of our book. This discussion also suggests that it would be misleading to separate preference-

based explanations (the preferences of men and women in a gender-traditional society) from structural marriage-

market explanations (the structural force of men to marry downwardly) in an artificial way. Both mechanisms 

are quite interdependent and constitute a dynamic system. 

Becker‟s model also implies that women who are marrying downwardly (or men who are marrying 

upwardly) should be an exception in gender-traditional societies because these couples diverge with regard to the 

distributive realities regarding the gender of providers and dependents in traditional society. But this might not 

be the only explanation. According to the “doing gender” approach, they also violate socially sanctioned 

arrangements offering recurrent opportunities to advance claims about the self as “naturally” male and female 

(Berk 1985). Thus, breadwinning wives and dependent husbands in more gender-traditional societies risk (a) 

social accountability, (b) negative judgements from relatives, friends, colleagues, and (c) even a threat of their 

gender identities (Brines 1994). 

Yet these social and interactional pressures should not only be important in gender-traditional societies. We 

expect that they also conspire to slow down the diffusion of equal gender roles across cohorts. In particular, they 

should limit the speed of a symmetric change in gender roles (Brines 1994) and therefore even constrain the 

choice of women to marry downwardly among later born cohorts. With asymmetric role change, we mean the 

empirically well-documented “failure” of husbands to increase their housework and child care participation more 

substantially when their wives work (Brines 1994), or their insistence on the provider role, for example, in West 

Germany (Blossfeld, Drobni 2001). However, it remains an empirical question to which extent the structural 

and cultural context of work and family roles change enough across cohorts to profoundly alter this normative 

context in different societies. 

In general, the probability that young men and women change gender norms in successive birth cohorts 

should strongly depend on the degree of conformity with these norms in the preceding cohorts as well as their 
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usefulness under new structural constraints. We claim that social norms are changed by rational actors, if the 

actions of others objectively change costs and benefits to an extent that these norms do not facilitate the actor‟s 

means-ends relationships anymore (Blossfeld, Prein 1998). We therefore argue that men‟s preferences regarding 

women‟s educational attainment should dramatically change across cohorts. When the continuous gainful 

employment of wives becomes normal and the wife's income becomes a significant determinant of the living 

standard and “lifestyle” in dual-earner families (see also Egebeen, Hawkins 1990), men will increasingly prefer 

women with a high income potential. Since the level of education is a major determinant of labor market, career 

and income opportunities in modern societies (Shavit, Müller 1998), men in each later birth cohort should 

increasingly prefer highly qualified women. This change in preferences, together with men's structurally 

increased chance of meeting women of equal qualification in the educational system, should therefore raise the 

level of educational homogamy and reduce educational hypogamy of men across cohorts. 

Of course, men with low qualifications in each successive cohort will also increasingly prefer women with 

higher qualifications and income potential, but these qualified women might be still socially accountable if they 

marry downwardly, at least as long as the male breadwinner ideology plays an important role in a specific 

society. Thus, we assume that the continuation of the male breadwinner norm in an emerging dual-earner society 

will keep the proportion of women who marry less qualified men low across cohorts. Many dual-earner couples 

in modern societies still try to maintain the image of wives as secondary providers by defining husband‟s income 

as essential and wife‟s salary for “extras” (Blossfeld, Drobni 2001). This model also suggests that the best 

educated women and the worst educated men should have the highest likelihood of remaining single (see, e.g. 

Lichter, Anderson, Hayward 1995). The former because, if they are not successful in finding an equally qualified 

partner, it is still socially and psychologically costly for them to marry downwardly; the latter because they are 

not very attractive marital partners in face of the male breadwinner and dual-earner norm. 

Mechanisms of Social Origin 

The aspect of assortative mating that most intrigues sociologists is the role of the family of social origin. 

Social origin refers to a conglomerate of highly correlated economic and social characteristics of parents such as 

wealth, household income, prestige, jobs, education etc. These correlates not only make status differences 

between educational groups of parents symbolically more important, but also function as barriers between social 

circles. With increasing level of father‟s education, we therefore expect the social networks to become more 

exclusive so that the father‟s educational attainment level should have a positive direct effect on the rate of 

educational homogamy of the children. 

However, expansion of education has increased the number of children from disadvantaged backgrounds in 

institutions of higher education and thus makes contacts between children of different social origin easier (see 

also Shavit, Blossfeld 1993; Müller, Karle 1993; Müller, Haun 1994; Henz, Maas 1995; Erikson, Jonsson 1996). 

This should diminish the social barriers between children from different social classes and increase the 

probability of coupling among these children. We therefore assume that the positive effect of father‟s 

educational attainment level on educational homogamy of his children decreases across cohorts. This effect 

should be the stronger the greater the degree of openness and the less rigid the degree of tracking in the 

educational system. 

With regard to the indirect effects of social origin on the choice of friends and marriage decisions, we 

formulate the following six hypotheses: 

The opportunity of meeting an equally qualified partner in the educational system is the highest if the level of 

education of son/daughter corresponds to that of the father. In this case, the social networks of the family of 

origin and the social networks mediated through the educational system will overlap the most and mutually 

reinforce each other. 

On the other hand, those sons/daughters who have attained higher education levels than their fathers will 

have access to new social networks via school. We assume that these sons/daughters will not only prefer partners 

with the same education, but will also try to secure their higher social status through homogamous marriage. We 

therefore expect that the likelihood of educational homogamy also increases in this case. 

However, these upwardly mobile sons and daughters also retain their networks with people from their social 

origin (friends, acquaintances, relatives, etc.) (Blau 1994). Thus, we expect that these social networks will 

increase the likelihood of choosing a partner from their social origin and therefore to marry downwardly. This 

effect of social origin on downward marriage should be particularly important for traditionally oriented men, as 

discussed above. Yet, it might also become important for women across cohort. 

Sons and daughters who are downwardly mobile in their educational career should, of course, be less inclined 

to educational homogamy at this lower level. Thus, we assume a negative effect of social origin on homogamy 

for this group. 

Since these downwardly mobile people can also utilize the social networks of their family of origin, they 

should have a chance to meet better educated partners and to marry upwardly. This will especially be the case for 
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traditionally oriented women, but might also be an increasingly important mechanism for men marrying 

upwardly. 

Finally, in terms of social networks, the likelihood should be very small that sons and daughters who are 

upwardly (downwardly) mobile due to their educational career, marry up (down) even further. Such double 

upward (downward) mobility should be difficult to achieve due to the lack of social networks. 

In summary, if children from privileged (underprivileged) social origins fail (succeed) in the course of their 

educational career and fall below (go beyond) the educational attainment level of their fathers, then we expect a 

counter-mobility through marriage which then will at least partially correct the individual failures 

(achievements) in educational attainment. On the other hand, there will also be a certain proportion of children 

from the underprivileged classes who will succeed through their own educational career and then be able to 

secure this upward mobility through educational homogamy. These latter sons and daughters, we would call the 

“true beneficiaries of educational expansion.” The percentage of these couples and its change across generations 

should thus be an excellent indicator of the degree of social openness in modern societies. In this book we will 

examine which of these partially opposing tendencies has been dominant in various countries. 

DATA AND METHODS 

In chapters 2 to 13, we use individual-based event history data and longitudinal analytical methods and 

techniques (Blossfeld, Rohwer 2002) to test our hypotheses. The majority of data used in this book came from 

retrospective or longitudinal panel surveys collected in the 1990s. This included the German Socio-Economic 

Panel (GSEOP) (chapter 2), data from the Panel Study on Belgian Households (PSBH) and the Fertility and 

Family Survey including data on Flanders and Brussels (chapter 3), the French Survey on Education and 

Qualification (FQP) (chapter 4), the Netherlands Family Survey and the Family Survey Dutch Population 

(chapter 5), the Italian Household Longitudinal Survey (chapter 6), the Spanish Socio-demographic Survey 

(chapter 7), the British Household Panel Study (BHPS) (chapter 8), the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) 

(chapter 9), the IDA database for Denmark (chapter 10), the Swedish Level of Living Survey (LNU) (chapter 

11), the Hungarian Social Mobility and Life History Survey (1992) (chapter 12), and the Quality of Life Survey 

in Slovenia (chapter 13). 

The basic analytical framework of event history analysis is a discrete state space and a (continuous or 

discrete) time axis. The following twelve country-specific chapters analyze transitions across a set of discrete 

destination states (upward, downward or homogamous marriage), including the length of time in the state 

„single.‟ The time axis or clock used in this book is age, starting at a predefined year, normally the age at which 

people are legally allowed to marry. Dependent on the available country-specific datasets, discrete- (Yamaguchi 

1991; Vermunt 1997) or continuous-time event history models (Blossfeld, Rohwer 2002) were used. There is, 

however, no principal difference between discrete-time and continuous-time event history models since the 

earlier are a special cases of the latter. The usual kind of censoring in the data is right-censoring. In this case the 

end of the episode of being „single‟ is not observed but the observation of the episode is terminated at an 

arbitrary point in time. This type of censoring typically occurs in life course studies at the time of the 

retrospective interview or in panel studies at the time of the last panel wave. Because the timing of the end of the 

interview or observation window is determined independently from the substantive process under study, this type 

of right censoring is unproblematic and can easily be handled with event history methods (Blossfeld, Rohwer 

2002). 

The central concept of event history analysis is the transition rate: 
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The transition rate provides a local, time-related description of how the marriage process evolves over time. 

It can be interpreted as the propensity (or intensity) to change from the origin state „single‟ to one of the 

destination states (upward, downward or homogamous marriage), at time t. But one should note that this 

propensity is defined in relation to a risk set (T > t) at t, i.e. the set of units that still can experience the marriage 

event because they have not yet experienced the marriage event before t. 

The central idea in event history analysis is to make the transition rate, which describes the marriage process 

evolving in time, dependent on age (t) and on a set of (time-constant „x‟ and time-varying „x(t)‟) covariates: 
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The causal interpretation of the transition rate requires that we take the temporal order in which the marriage 

process evolves very seriously. In other words, at any given age, t, the transition rate r(t) can be made dependent 

on conditions that happened in the past (i.e., before t), but not on what is the case at t or in the future after t. 
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There are several possibilities to specify the functional relationship g(.) (see Blossfeld, Rohwer 2002) as is 

shown in the country-specific chapters. 

The most important scientific progress permitted by event history analysis is based on the opportunity to 

include explicitly measured time-varying covariates in transition rate models (Blossfeld, Rohwer 2002). These 

covariates can change their values over process time (age) in the marriage analysis. Time-varying covariates can 

be qualitative or quantitative, and may stay constant for finite periods of time or change continuously. From a 

substantive point of view, time-varying covariates can be conceptualized as observations of the sample path of 

parallel processes. These processes can operate at different levels. In the context of this book, the impact of 

parallel processes at the level of the individual‟s different domains of life, at the intermediate level (e.g., 

organizational features of the school systems), at the macro level (e.g. educational attainment levels of birth 

cohorts) as well as any combination of such processes are studied. 

In dealing with such systems of parallel processes, the issue of reverse causation is often addressed in the 

methodological literature (see, e.g., Kalbfleisch, Prentice 1980; Tuma, Hannan 1984; Blossfeld, Hamerle, Mayer 

1989; Yamaguchi 1991; Courgeau, Lelièvre 1992). Reverse causation refers to the (direct or indirect) effect of 

the dependent process (here: marriage) on the independent covariate process(es) (here, for example, educational 

participation). Reverse causation is often seen as a problem because the effect of a time-dependent covariate on 

the transition rate is confounded with a feedback effect of the dependent process on the values of the time-

dependent covariate. However, Blossfeld and Rohwer (2002) have developed a causal approach to the analysis 

of interdependent processes that also works in the case of interdependence. For example, if two interdependent 

processes, Yt
A
 and Yt

B
, are given, a change in Yt

A
 at any (specific) point in time t' may be modeled as being 

depend on the history of both processes up to, but not including t'. Or stated in another way: What happens with 

Yt
A
 at any point in time t' is conditionally independent of what happens with Yt

B
 at t', conditional on the history 

of the joint process Yt = (Yt
A
,Yt

B
) up to, but not including, t' („principle of conditional independence‟). Of 

course, the same reasoning can be applied if one focuses on Yt
B
 instead of Yt

A
 as the „dependent variable.‟ 

Beginning with a transition rate model for the joint process, Yt = (Yt
A
,Yt

B
), and assuming the principle of 

conditional independence, the likelihood for this model can then be factorized into a product of the likelihoods 

for two separate models: a transition rate model for Yt
A
 which is dependent on Yt

B
 as a time-dependent covariate, 

and a transition rate model for Yt
B
, which is dependent on Yt

A
 as a time-dependent covariate. From a technical 

point of view, there is therefore no need to distinguish between defined, ancillary, and internal covariates (see, 

e.g., Kalbfleisch, Prentice 1980) because all of these time-varying covariate types can be treated in the 

estimation procedure. In this book, estimating the effects of time-varying processes on the (upward, downward 

or homogamous) marriage rate was normally achieved by applying the method of episode splitting (see 

Blossfeld, Rohwer 2002). 

THE CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE: COUNTRY AS CONTEXT 

Previous life course analysis using West German data clearly supported the above hypotheses about the 

increasing importance of the educational system as a marriage market as well as the direct and indirect effects of 

social origin on educational homogamy (Blossfeld, Timm 1997). However, in the absence of appropriate cross-

national evidence, there would be no way of knowing whether this interpretation applies also outside the 

particular historical, institutional, and cultural context of West Germany. No analysis based only on West 

Germany could tell us whether the increasing importance of the educational system as a marriage market as well 

as the specific effects of social origin on educational homogamy are an integral part of the social-stratification 

system typical of modern postindustrial societies, or are to be found only in countries that have a specific 

educational system, or only in countries characterized by a particular economic or political system. Replications 

of our research by competent colleagues in other countries, particularly standardized case studies as used in this 

book, make it possible to check the generality of the German findings and the validity of our theoretical 

interpretations. 

The aim of this book is therefore to study the process of spouse selection in the life course of single men and 

women in various modern countries and to compare these longitudinal patterns across these societies. Using the 

countries as contexts (see Kohn 1987), we are primarily interested in testing the consistency of the relationships 

discussed above in various structural settings. Insofar as the following twelve national case studies yield similar 

findings, our interpretation of the relationship between social origin and educational expansion on the one side 

and educational homogamy on the other, in large part, can abstract from whatever differences there may be in 

the cultures, educational, political, and economic systems, as well as historical circumstances of the particular 

countries. But when the empirical findings differ from case study to case study, then we must look to what is 

idiosyncratic about the particular countries for our interpretation of the mechanisms (Kohn 1987). In the latter 

case, cross-national differences might well be instances of more general lawful cross-national regularities. But 

developing such more general cross-national hypotheses is a difficult task because it is normally hard to identify 

which of the many differences in history, culture, educational, political or economic systems between countries 

(or between studies) lies at the heart of the differences in findings. 
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The countries included in this book vary widely in important characteristics, such as the timing and degree of 

the transition into the service society (compare for example, Italy and Spain on the one side and Sweden as well 

as Denmark on the other), the political system (democracies and (former) socialist states); the societal emphasis 

on social equality and the connected types of welfare state regimes (e.g., liberal, social democratic, or 

conservative; see Esping-Andersen 1990, 1999), the organizational form of the school system (nationally 

centralized in most countries, decentralized in the United States of America, and regional in Germany) including 

the degree of “tracking” (mostly rigid with the exception of the United States of America and Sweden; see 

Erikson and Jonsson 1996) and educational attendance rates. The countries included in this cross-national 

comparison are West Germany, the Netherlands, Flanders, France, Italy, Spain, Great Britain, Denmark, 

Sweden, Hungary, Slovenia, and the United States of America. In each of the country-specific chapters, the 

organizational aspects of the educational system and the historical and cultural context within which individuals 

have to make their partner decisions are taken into account. This life-course approach explicitly recognises the 

dynamic nature of partner decisions, the importance of educational roles and institutional circumstances as 

young men and women move through their life paths, and the cumulation of advantages and disadvantages 

experienced by individuals. In particular, we are trying to better understand how spouse selection of single men 

and women from different social classes evolves over the life cycle, along with shifts in the educational system 

as well as country-specific constraints and opportunities. 

Chapter 2 reports on the empirical results for West Germany. Chapters 3 to 13 then present the case studies on 

Flanders, France, the Netherlands, Italy, Spain, Great Britain, Denmark, Sweden, Hungary, Slovenia, and the 

United States of America. Each study was conducted by researchers, who have an intimate understanding of the 

country in question, and most employed relatively recent nationally representative data, covering cohorts of men 

and women educated over a broad historical period. We also employed very similar statistical analyses, but 

preferred to avoid complete standardization of method because both the educational system and the age at 

marriage themselves varied from one country to another. However, we did attempt to maintain sufficient 

standardization to enable a systematic comparison of the results. Thus almost all of these case studies follow a 

common set of guidelines. In Chapter 14 these comparisons are enriched by a cross-sectional case study of 

educational intermarriage in Israel, a society with unique multiple and cross-cutting divisions. Finally, Chapter 

15 summarizes the cross-national similarities and differences and draws more general conclusions about educational 

homogamy in modern societies. 
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