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Die geschlechtsspezifische Dynamik von Alterpräferenzen –  
Empirische Evidenzen aus dem Online-Dating 

Abstract: 
This study uses innovative data from online dat-
ing to analyze men’s and women’s preferences
regarding the age of a partner. These data include
observations on how individuals behaved on on-
line dating platforms as well as information on
which preferences individuals stated in a survey
from an online panel. The paper analyzes how
male and female age preferences can be explained
by an individual’s own age, preferences for other
traits, and own market-relevant traits that are fa-
vorable or unfavorable for others. Our results 
show that age preferences essentially shift with
age, but in different ways for men and women:
Whereas men increasingly prefer younger women
as they age, women’s age preferences become in-
creasingly diverse. They also show that age pref-
erences are confounded with gender-specific 
preferences for attractiveness and education. Fi-
nally, preferences for age also vary with market-
relevant traits such as education and parenthood,
but not with prior marital experience. Altogether,
our analyses point to a gender-specific decline in
mate value with differential consequences for
men’s and women’s mating preferences. 

 Zusammenfassung: 
In der vorliegenden Studie werden innovative Da-
ten, die aus dem Online-Dating stammen, verwen-
det, um die Präferenzen von Männern und Frauen 
hinsichtlich des Alters eines Partners zu untersu-
chen. Diese Daten umfassen sowohl Beob-
achtungen, wie sich Individuen auf den Plattformen 
einer Partnerschaftsbörse verhalten, als auch In-
formationen über die Präferenzen, die Individuen 
bei einer Online-Umfrage nannten. In diesem Bei-
trag wird analysiert, wie die Alterspräferenzen von 
Männern und Frauen durch das jeweilige Alter des 
Individuums, die Präferenzen hinsichtlich anderer 
Eigenschaften sowie die je eigenen marktrele-
vanten Eigenschaften, die anderen als wünschens-
wert oder nicht gewünscht erscheinen, erklären 
werden können, Wie unsere Ergebnisse zeigen, än-
dern sich Alterspräferenzen wesentlich mit dem ei-
genen Alter, dies jedoch für Männer und Frauen in 
unterschiedlicher Weise: Während Männer zuneh-
mend jüngere Frauen bevorzugen, wenn sie selbst 
älter werden, entwickeln sich die Alterspräferenzen 
hinsichtlich der Partner in zunehmend unterschied-
licher Weise. Zudem zeigen die Ergebnisse, dass 
die Alterspräferenzen mit geschlechtsspezifischen 
Präferenzen hinsichtlich der Attraktivität und des 
Bildungsstandes konfundieren. Schließlich variie-
ren die Alterspräferenzen auch mit marktrelevanten 
Eigenschaften wie Bildungsstand und Elternschaft, 
nicht jedoch mit vorherigen Eheerfahrungen. Alles 
in allem weisen unsere Analysen auf einen ge-
schlechtsspezifischen Rückgang des Wertes auf 
dem Partnermarkt mit für Männer und Frauen un-
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terschiedlichen Konsequenzen für die Partner-
präferenzen hin.     
 
Schlagwörter: Alterspräferenzen, Partnerwahl, of-
fenbarte Präferenzen, selbst berichtete Präferenzen, 
Partnermarkt,  Online Dating. 

1. Introduction 

Even though there can be no doubt that age is a central variable in assortative mating 
(Hollingshead 1950; Klein 1996a), sociological research on the role of age in mate selec-
tion is rare. The lack of studies is striking, because not only an actor’s characteristics but 
also the relational position on the “partner market” change continuously with age. In addi-
tion, a higher rate of union dissolution as well as an increasing prevalence of repartnering 
and remarriage (Engstler/Menning 2003; Lankuttis/Blossfeld 2003) are leading to a sig-
nificant growth in the number of people who want to form another partnership or mar-
riage, thus eventually making mate selection more relevant over an increasingly broad age 
interval.  

Most sociological work on the role of age in partner search can be found in the field of 
homogamy research (Atkinson/Glass 1985; van de Putte/Matthijs 2001; van de Putte et al. 
2009; van Poppel/Liefbroer/Vermunt/Smeenk 2001; Vera/Berado/Vandiver 1990). Scholars 
studying age in assortative mating often rely on presumed similarity preferences for age, 
take patterns of age homogamy as evidence for such preferences, or even interpret age ho-
mogamy as an indicator of gender egalitarianism (cf. van de Putte et al. 2009) or romantic 
involvement (cf. Shorter 1977). However, if similarity in age is a preferable state for a cou-
ple, why do age differences between mates vary significantly at marriage (Bytheway 1981)? 
Why do men increasingly marry younger women as they get older – a largely neglected 
regularity in the literature, as pointed out recently by England and McClintock (2009)? To 
gain deeper insights into the role of age in mate choice, it is necessary to examine the part-
ner preferences of both men and women, because the implicit assumption that age-related 
marital patterns are an expression of age preferences might be seriously flawed (South 
1991). In our paper, we shall argue that age preferences of men and women (a) not only 
shift strongly as they age, but, moreover, are related to (b) an individual’s overall image of 
an ideal partner as well as (c) an individual’s relative position in the mate market.  

Utilizing Web-generated process data from a major German dating site, we shall first 
disclose age preferences by reconstructing contact choices of men and women in an early 
encounter context. Furthermore, we shall examine how men and women reciprocally gen-
erate age-segmented opportunity structures for the opposite sex through their contact be-
havior. In a second step, we shall use additional information on the partner preferences of 
site users taken from an online panel to analyze what meaning is subjectively ascribed to 
age in the context of a partner market, drawing on individuals’ perceptions of themselves 
and others. In particular, we shall analyze how far certain age preferences in men and 
women are “confounded” by preferences for other mate traits such as physical attractive-
ness and educational attainment level.  
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Finally, we shall assess whether the age preferences of men and women vary accord-
ing to the individual traits favored or disfavored by others. Such variations could be ex-
pected if actors prove to adjust their preferences to their relational position in the market, 
that is, their own mate value.  

Our paper is structured as follows: First, we shall discuss theoretical approaches to 
age preferences in men and women and derive hypotheses for our empirical analysis. 
Second, we shall describe the data and our methodological approach. In the subsequent 
empirical section, we shall present the results of our analysis of revealed age preferences 
and stated age preferences. Finally, we shall draw conclusions and sketch further research 
perspectives. 

2. Definitions of preferences 

The literature on mate choice often uses the concept of preferences in different ways, and 
most empirical studies lack any explicit definition. For our analysis, we distinguish be-
tween different concepts of preferences. With regard to some object of choice, a prefer-
ence means that an actor favors an Alternative A over an Alternative B. Specific traits 
(such as age, education), specific values of traits (such as a certain age), or even a specific 
person might represent an actor’s object of potential choice. The subject of this choice, 
the actor, can have absolute preferences and relational preferences toward these objects. 
The former refer to a preference for an alternative independent from individual character-
istics of the actor, whereas the latter refer to a preference of objects in relation to the ac-
tor’s characteristics. 

Relational preferences can be seperated into preferences for a similar or a dissimilar 
partner. For instance, a woman may favor a man with a similar educational level but may 
disfavor a man of the same age (preferring an older man instead). If we observe patterns 
of interaction between men and women, we speak of “homophily” when partners have 
similar characteristics and “heterophily” when partners are dissimilar.  

Preferences for different partner traits might be interrelated. For example, the prefer-
ence for a certain age might coincide with preferences for educational level. We label this 
“confounded preferences.” 

The measurement of preferences comprises two methodological approaches: First, a 
preference can be measured via self-report data surveyed by questionnaire items assessing 
the characteristics of an ideal mate. This is called the stated preferences approach (cf., 
e.g., Ben-Akiva et al. 1994), and is often used in the social sciences. A stated preference 
is a subjectively expressed tendency to choose in a certain way in a hypothetical choice 
situation. Second, in contrast, one can also observe actual choices of individuals and 
thereby virtually “reveal” their preferences. This has been labeled the preference approach 
(cf. ibid.), and is usually applied by behavioral economists. 
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3. Theories and hypotheses on age preferences  

In the following, we shall discuss age-related mate preferences against the background of 
(a) social norms and (b) social exchange. Subsequently, we shall extend the exchange 
theory perspective on mate selection to (c) a market perspective on partner preferences.  

The impact of social norms 

Age patterns of marriage partners have been explained in terms of societal norms regard-
ing an acceptable age relation within a couple (e.g., Lewis/Spanier 1979; Spanier/Glick 
1980). The core assumption is that men and women internalize socially shared concep-
tions about a “normal” partnership during the course of their socialization. Age norms for 
partnerships are stabilized by social sanctions penalizing those who violate the norm. As a 
consequence, individuals learn to desire the “normal” and reproduce this conception 
through their own mating decisions. From this perspective, preferences regarding a part-
ner’s age are essentially expressions of internalized conventions of what is perceived as 
acceptable in a society. Because the majority of marriages (at least in western societies) 
can be characterized by a husband being an average of 3 years older than his wife (Cox 
1970; Klein 1996a, 1996b; Presser 1975), a de facto norm of the “older man” is inevitably 
present. Hence, age norms suggest that the man should be slightly older than the woman, 
but not too much older (Vera et al. 1990).  

With regard to inter- and intragenerational variation, age differences are explained by 
shifts in the norm structure due to social change or to different levels of commitment to 
marital norms in different social classes. For example, lower age discrepancies in the up-
per social classes are sometimes supposed to be a result of their lower commitment to tra-
ditional norms (e.g., Cuber 1971; Vera/Berardo/Berardo 1985, 1987). Similarly, larger 
age differences for older individuals at the time of marriage is discussed as an effect of 
less binding normative commitments for older persons (e.g., Bytheway 1981).  

The social norms perspective on the age of partners allows us to derive some basic 
hypotheses on the age preferences of men and women. If there is a “man-older” norm in 
society, we should find a clear tendency for “man-older” preferences being shared by men 
and women. However, because a man should be only slightly older (about 3 years), he 
should not prefer much younger women, and women should not prefer much older men. 
Instead, one could expect that norms prescribe preferences for “directed” similarity (simi-
lar age, but man slightly older). However, the question remains: How do age preferences 
change with age? A social norms perspective offers two contradictory ideas: One is to ex-
pect that age preferences will not change significantly over age for men and women. Al-
ternatively, as Bytheway (1981) argues, age-related partnership norms might lose their 
relevance for choices by older persons. If this is the case, we expect to observe more idio-
syncrasies in the age preferences of older individuals and, what is crucial here, an increas-
ing alignment of age preferences in men and women among older age groups.  



Zeitschrift für Familienforschung, 23. Jahrg., Heft 3/2011, S. 267-290  

 

271 

Social exchange  

Arguments referring to norms paint a picture of individuals who fulfill the expectations of 
their normative context in a rather passive or even mechanical way. The subjective utility 
maximization approach, in contrast, also referred to as the rational choice approach (Els-
ter 1986), allows us to conceive marital and nonmarital unions as a specific form of social 
exchange (Blau 1964; Edwards 1969). In this vein, men and women try to maximize their 
utility by balancing out the “giving and taking” of the rewards usually connected to an in-
dividual’s resources such as age, education, or physical attractiveness. From this perspec-
tive, the decision to mate with somebody is conceptualized as a decision to enter a spe-
cific kind of exchange relationship. Usually, literature drawing on the exchange concept 
assumes that men try to exchange their socioeconomic resources (such as education or in-
come) against the physical beauty of women and vice versa (Elder 1969; Taylor/Glenn 
1976). Nonetheless, clear empirical evidence for this pattern is waning in more recent 
studies (Stevens/Owens/Schaefer 1990).  

With regard to male and female preferences for a partner’s age, social exchange the-
ory gives different predictions depending on the exact meaning of age within anticipated 
exchange relations. First, the age of partners or rather the age discrepancy between them 
might be considered as a characteristic of couples in which general similarity is important 
for reasons of everyday cultural life. Similarity in age can facilitate a common lifestyle or 
might reduce conflicts in daily interaction routines, because partners of the same birth co-
hort also share comparable life experiences, tastes, and values. In the same vein, family 
economics considers age to be a complementary trait. As a result, similarity matching 
along age should be optimal in marriage markets (Becker 1973). Drawing on these argu-
ments, scholars studying homogamy in marriages often presume similarity preferences 
with regard to age when explaining marriage choices (e.g., Kalmijn/Flap 2001). Some-
times they even interpret rates of age homogamy on the aggregate level as evidence for 
the prevalence of robust similarity preferences for age at the microlevel (McPher-
son/Smith-Loving/Cook, 2001). Thus, if similarity in partner’s age serves as a cultural re-
source determining the quality of everyday life interaction, we can expect both men and 
women to prefer partners of equal age regardless of their own age. If it is similarity in age 
that contributes to a union’s quality, we should also expect men’s and women’s similarity 
preferences for age to be constant over the life span.  

However, social exchange theory can also be used to derive other hypotheses that 
do not necessarily predict preferences for age similarity. This is the case when age is 
defined as an interpersonal resource relating to an individual’s overall mate value; for 
example, if a person’s age is related to his or her beauty as perceived by individuals of 
the opposite sex. Unmistakably, modern western cultures prescribe standards of 
“beauty” that place a premium on youthful looks (Öberg/Tornstam 1999). It follows 
that age can be seen as a continuously declining resource of physical attractiveness dur-
ing later phases of the life course. If a society has a physical attractiveness stereotype 
(“what is beautiful is good,” cf. Dion/Berscheid/Walster 1972), individuals complying 
with the standard of beauty will occupy advantageous positions in partner markets. Put 
briefly, if society valorizes youth, being old can be a problem when searching for a 
mate.  
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This problem would seem to be more severe for women if the assumption of “a dou-
ble standard of aging” holds true (Sontag 1979). This observation implies a strong gender-
specific coupling of attractiveness and age. According to this perspective, the perception 
of physical attractiveness is attached more strongly to youth for women than it is for men. 
Empirical support for this can be found in rating studies reporting a negative effect on 
beauty ratings of female stimulus pictures when these lack youthfulness compared to no 
clear effect of age on men’s physical attractiveness (e.g., Berman/O’Nan/Floyd 1981; 
Deutsch/Zelenski/Clark 1986; Henss 1991). This leads to the generalization that men are 
expected to seek women who comply with a female beauty ideal that might be “fixed” at 
an age of about 20–25 years (England/McClintock 2009). Accordingly, men in their 20s 
are expected to prefer women of about the same age. However, as these men get older, 
they will show an increasing preference for younger women, because they have to go 
“down” further in order to achieve the ideal age of women. More fundamentally, scholars 
in evolutionary psychology argue that the male preference for younger women is a bio-
logically “hard-wired” relic of human evolution, because pairing with young women 
maximizes a man’s reproductive success (e.g., Buss 1989). Nonetheless, England and 
McClintock (2009) have suggested that men’s preferences for a fixed-age ideal might be 
offset by a preference for age similarity. Thus, men’s preferred age discrepancy with re-
gard to women might be a “weighted average” of two contradictory causal influences 
(ibid: 800). Consequently, men will increasingly prefer younger women as they grow 
older, but not as young as they would be if no similarity preference was at work. 

Female preferences for older men are sometimes traced back to a genuine uncertainty 
in mating markets in conjunction with socially segregated gender roles (Oppenheimer 
1988). If a family’s socio-economic status depends essentially on male income, a 
woman’s status and life chances depend strongly on her husband’s career prospects. 
However, when a man is young and possibly still in education or just at the beginning of 
his occupational career, uncertainty regarding his “true” ability as a breadwinner will be 
high. From this point of view, younger men represent considerably less desirable partners 
for women. Consequently, in a situation of choice, women are supposed to show a ten-
dency to prefer older over younger men. If this line of thought is accurate, women should 
not differentiate between men who just have reached the peak of their occupational career 
and those who have been financially secure for a longer period of time. That is, the argu-
ment of women seeking economic security cannot provide a differentiated hypothesis on 
the desired male age: A man can become economically secure in his 20s just as much as 
in the final years of his life. In contrast, given the traditional gender role scenario in which 
female income prospects are less relevant, only a low uncertainty is connected to younger 
women from the man’s perspective because eminent female traits (such as physical attrac-
tiveness) tend to be immediately apparent and easy to assess (Oppenheimer 1988: 577). 
Thus, uncertainty regarding socio-economic prospects of women should not affect men’s 
preferences for age of partner.  

Different relationship goals might activate different preference sets for partner’s age 
and hence significantly frame the decision-making process. Buunk, Dijkstra, Kenrick, and 
Warntjes (2001) have suggested that preferences for partner’s age shift according to the 
level of involvement, namely, short-term versus long-term mating aspirations. Following 
exchange theory, the stronger the desire for a long-term relationship, the more actors will 
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aspire to an intensive and multidimensional social exchange with the future partner. On 
the basis of our previous discussion, we shall propose two working hypotheses: First, we 
expect men seeking a long-term relationship to have a stronger attachment on the similar-
ity dimension of age, that is, to have a weaker preference for younger partners and a 
stronger preference for partners similar in age. Second, we expect women with long-term 
goals to have a stronger attachment to older men and women with short-term goals to 
have a weaker preference for older men. 

The examples of men’s preference for physical attractiveness and women’s prefer-
ence for social status illustrate an important issue of mate preference that has often been 
neglected in the academic discussion: Preferences in different dimensions might be em-
pirically confounded. That is, a certain preference has interdependent relationships with 
other preferences within the overall set of preferences. This would cast doubt on the util-
ity of assuming analytically distinct preferences. To give an example, if a man’s prefer-
ence for physical attractiveness is correlated with his preference for younger women, then 
this correlation will reveal something about the “meaning” of age in the context of mate 
search. Following the concept of confounded preferences, we expect as a working hy-
pothesis that male preferences for women’s age are (partially) a function of male prefer-
ences for female attractiveness, whereas female preferences for men’s age are (partially) a 
function of female preferences for male socio-economic status.  

A partner market approach 

A partner market approach is the natural extension of the social exchange perspective. It 
draws attention to the fact that individuals, as well as their characteristics, are subject to 
competition. As a result, the value of certain resources on the partner market is deter-
mined by their availability (Stauder 2008). Hence, the chance of preference realization 
depends on the individual’s position in the partner market, and this, in turn, is determined 
by the individual’s resources. The terms “partner value” or “partnership market value” are 
sometimes used in this context (cf. Todd/Miller 1999). Against the background of this 
market position, actors reflect on the probabilities of realizing their preferences. A higher 
partner value corresponds to a better negotiating position, that is, more chances of assert-
ing one’s own interests compared to those of others. The less an actor’s traits are desirable 
and the lower the perceived availability of desirable mates, the more he or she will be 
forced to give up preferences with a low probability of realization. It follows that in a 
partner market, preference sets of actors should be interrelated with their resource sets. 

Consequently, certain age preferences might be the outcome of an adaptive cognitive 
process reflecting one’s chances on the mating market. These chances depend highly on 
an actor’s overall resource set, whose worth is evaluated in the partner market. Maintain-
ing idealistic mating aspirations without any chance of their realization makes little sense, 
because such behavior can cause cognitive dissonance, psychic stress, or frustration, and 
it will probably lead to long-term singlehood. Therefore, it is reasonable for individuals to 
take into account their ability to live up to their actual desire for the opposite sex, and to 
adjust their personal preference to their personal constraints (Penke/Todd/Lenton/Fasolo 
2008). Thus, we would expect men and women to change age preferences as a function of 
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their own market-relevant traits (their “benefits”), that is, the traits promising to be re-
warding and therefore desired by the opposite sex. If traditional gender roles can still be 
found empirically in a society, we expect that men will try to trade status-relevant charac-
teristics such as educational level for the youthfulness of women. Consequently, higher 
educational attainment levels should be associated with men’s stronger preference for 
younger partners. However, if the relevance of traditional gender roles is diminishing 
through, for example, women’s increasing educational opportunities, rising labor force 
participation, and better job chances in modern societies, this effect should be observed 
independently from gender.  

Finally, unfavorable traits will restrict actors because they represent interactional 
“costs” that could force them to adjust their partner preference. In social exchange theory, 
“costs” represent any perceived costs or a lack of rewards from the perspective of others 
who will enter into a social exchange relation with the actor (Brehm/Miller 2002). Thus, 
the more unfavorable actors’ resource sets, the more they will be forced to adjust their as-
piration level. Accordingly, we expect that unfavorable traits drive actors to shift their 
preferences toward partners deviating from an ideal age. In particular, having children 
from previous relationships and being divorced might belong to those unfavorable traits. 
The presence of children could be perceived as a source of stress and costs for any new 
relationship, since caring for those children imposes time investments and effort for ac-
tivities not directly related to this relationship. In addition, because mate choice implies 
inherent uncertainty regarding the true characteristics of prospects (Todd/Miller 1999), 
being divorced might serve as a signaling device to hidden partner traits promising to 
have detrimental effects on a potential relationship. Hence, the own experience of a pre-
vious marriage might alter the actor’s preference structure for partner’s age and there is 
some empirical evidence supporting that claim (e.g. South 1991). Thus, a cognitive psy-
chological view on exchange processes underlines the relevance of relational preferences 
in general: It indicates that actors reflect their position in a market and adapt their aspira-
tional level over the course of (un)successful exchange processes.  

4. Data and methods  

To address the issues discussed, we utilized two datasets collected on a major German 
online dating website.1 The first dataset was derived from a database dump of e-mail in-
teractions and user profiles on this site. This Web-generated process data permitted a de-
tailed and nonreactive analysis of choices of contact partners embedded within a mate se-
lection context. Hence, we could observe who was choosing whom for an initial contact 
and subsequent interaction. This enabled us to assess how men and women change their 
contact behavior with age, and consequently, how they reciprocally generate the opportu-
nity structures for mating with the opposite sex. That is, how they react to the situation 

                                                        
1 Datasets were collected by the research project “Prozesse der Partnerwahl bei Online-Kontakt-

börsen” [Processes of Mate Choice in Online-Dating] funded by the German Research Foundation. 
We would like to thank the provider of the platform for making the data collection possible.  
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structured by age and simultaneously create the opportunity structure for contacts to the 
opposite sex.2  

The second dataset contains survey data from a sample of online dating users col-
lected via an online questionnaire on the same site.3 It includes questions about the users’ 
absolute and relational preferences regarding several traits in a potential mate. In line with 
the conventional approach of stated preferences, this approach measured preferences on a 
subjective level that is latent in the behavioral data (Schmitz/Skopek/Schulz/Klein/Bloss-
feld 2009). Moreover, by using questionnaire data, we were able to assess the association 
of certain age preferences with preferences for other traits, as well as with the respon-
dent’s traits. Utilizing this subjective information in a second step enabled us to describe 
the actor’s perceptions and evaluations of their situation within an age-segmented mating 
market. 

In summary, we adopted a research design involving both an observation and a survey 
paradigm. This integrated approach delivered information on both revealed preferences 
and stated preferences allowing an integrated perspective on adapted mating behavior as 
well as on idealized mating conceptions (Schmitz et al. 2009). Of course, there were also 
limitations to our data. We did not analyze a statistically representative sample of the 
adult German population. Rather, our sample can be considered as a population of men 
and women searching for mates online in which we could analyze preferences in a real 
mate choice context.4 In the following, we shall discuss our data, the methods applied, 
and the results obtained separately for each dataset.  

Web-generated process data on choices (Dataset 1) 

The process-generated data covered user activities over a randomly chosen time period of 
about half a year between January and June 2007.5 Registered users created their own 
user profiles (an online equivalent of a personal ad), looked for other people by filtering 
the database using search forms, and interacted with these through an internal messaging 
system on the website.  

Profiles contained both standardized sociodemographic data (such as gender and age) 
and nonstandardized data such as photographs and textual descriptions. Moreover, the co-
operating company also provided time-related data on e-mail exchanges between users. 
From this data, we filtered out initial contact e-mails together with their sender and target. 
Subsequently, we merged sociodemographics (gender and age at time of mailing event) to 
sender and target nodes and removed self-directed and same-sex contacts. Out of 116,138 
                                                        
2  In our study, we were limited to analyzing preferences and choices of individuals of different ages. 

Therefore, a variation of preferences over age might have been due not only to an age effect but also 
to a cohort effect. We believe the latter to be unlikely, because the average age difference of 3 years 
in couples seems to be a historical constant (cf. Klein 1996a). Nonetheless, we cannot test this claim 
directly, and this has to be borne in mind when interpreting our data.     

3  Questionnaires were part of an online panel study launched on this site by researchers at the Univer-
sity of Bamberg.  

4  At the time of data collection, the dating website targeted a broad audience of men and women look-
ing for romantic partners. It was not targeted on any regional, social, religious, or preferential niche.  

5  The platform provider gave us access to the data in anonymized form.  
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user dyads, we removed those with missing age information on either side, resulting in 
115,909 dyads. We finally ended up with a sample of 10,427 senders of first contacts 
(65.42% male) who sent an average of 11.12 contacts (12.75 for men vs. 8.02 for 
women). Men contacted women who were an average of 4.76 years younger, whereas 
women contacted men who were an average of 2.74 years older.  

By using behavioral choice data from online dating, we were, to some extent, able to 
“disclose” the age preferences underlying users’ contact decisions (cf. Fiore/Taylor/Zhong/ 
Mendelsohn & Cheshire, 2010; Hitsch/Hortaçsu/Ariely 2010; Schmitz et al. 2009; Sko-
pek/Schulz/Blossfeld 2009, 2011).6 Nevertheless, it should be noted that individual pref-
erences were not measured directly in this way. Observed behavior was used to draw in-
ferences on the decision makers’ preferences.  

We used men’s and women’s choices to calculate the degree of age-related homophily 
and heterophily in the selection of potential mates. Note that we used the word homophily 
as a descriptive concept measuring the extent to which interpersonal relationships evolve 
between individuals sharing similar characteristics. Analogously, we adopted the term 
heterophily for those couples with dissimilar characteristics.7 Referring to the literature, 
we defined age similarity (or age homophily) as a maximum age difference of 2 years in a 
sender-target dyad.8 Accordingly, we treated a difference in age of at least 3 years in ei-
ther direction as being dissimilar or heterophilic. We used the term hyperphily (or hypo-
phily) to characterize sender-target dyads in which targets were a minimum of 3 years 
older (or younger). 

Fractions of homo-, hypo-, or hyperphilic age relations were averaged over dyads by 
sender and subsequently averaged by sender’s age. Moreover, to serve as an empirical 
reference, we calculated expected fractions of relations by age and gender.9  

Data collected in an online panel survey (Dataset 2) 

In order to analyze stated relational age preferences, we used a dataset collected via an 
online panel between June 2009 and April 2010. All registered and active users10 of the 

                                                        
6  Within the observation window, interacting via e-mail was free of charge on this site. Nonetheless, 

users had to make reasonable selections on whom to contact because interacting with several thou-
sands of other users would be practically impossible. Users were expected to restrict their contact 
efforts most probably to a favored subsample from the whole population of users. Therefore, we in-
terpreted an initial contact as a sign of the user’s willingness to engage with the addressed user. 

7  Here, we followed other authors such as Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954) or Verbrugge (1977) who 
used the homophily concept to study structures of friendship choices in spatial communities. 

8  As in studies on age homogamy, we had to make a qualitative decision regarding the range of age 
discrepancy that could be considered as “similarity in age” (see, for a detailed discussion, Vera et al. 
1985). We also experimented with other cutoffs for similarity. 

9  Expected values took the gender-specific age distribution of site users into account and denoted the 
most likely fractions if the site users’ choice of partners were to be completely random in terms of 
age. Further details can be found in Skopek et al. (2009).  

10  Active users were defined as those who had logged on to the site at least once during the 6 months 
prior to the starting date of our survey. Inactive users did not receive an e-mail invitation. A total of 
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online dating site were invited to participate via e-mail. A total of 3,535 users took part in 
the survey, corresponding to a response rate of about 10%.  

For our analyses, we restricted the sample in the following ways: We dropped indi-
viduals who did not specify their gender or date of birth and were not currently searching 
for a partner. Because we were interested in heterosexual preferences, we also dropped 
persons looking for same-sex partners or partners of both sexes. Moreover, we restricted 
the analysis to persons aged 18–80 years. Our final sample contained 2,672 persons 
(61.41% male). 

The dependent variable in our analysis was the stated preference regarding the age of 
partners. Respondents could specify whether their ideal partner should be younger, 
younger to almost equal, equal in age, almost equal to older, or older on a 5-point scale 
ranging from 1 (younger) to 5 (older). Furthermore, respondents could specify that age 
doesn’t matter (coded as 6). This enabled us to capture the subjective quality and rele-
vance of age relations.  

Independent variables were the respondent’s educational level, age at interview, and 
whether he or she is looking for a long-term relationship, has been married previously, 
and whether he or she has children. Because there were about 23% missing values on the 
long-term relationship variable, we decided to set missing values to zero and control these 
cases with an additional binary indicator. Moreover, we included measures indicating re-
spondent’s absolute preferences for physical attractiveness, educational level, and age as 
partner features. Because we performed a case-wise deletion in order to have only com-
plete cases, the final sample contained 1,370 men and 901 women. The appendix gives 
further information on the construction of our variables as well as their distribution.  

We analyzed stated age preferences with multinomial logistic regression models be-
cause the outcome variable is a qualitative category.11 We decided to use a multinomial 
rather than an ordinal model because in substantial terms the assumption and the model-
ing of the outcome as ordinal would be a severe misspecification.12 Furthermore, the 
category doesn’t matter prevents the outcome from being ordinally scaled. However, 
omitting this category would result in a potentially biased subsample of persons, namely, 
only those who specified a preference for an age relation. Moreover, we had a substantive 
interest in this particular outcome, because it expresses the respondent’s indifference to 
specifying an age relation, which itself may vary by age and gender. 

                                                                                                                                                 
35,235 users were invited to participate in our survey. A detailed analysis of response can be found 
at Zillmann/Skopek/Schmitz/Blossfeld (2011). 

11  The multinomial regression model (MRM) generalizes the binary logit model (outcomes are 0 or 1) 
by estimating the probability of one outcome over another in a set of qualitative outcomes (e.g., in 
our case, the probability of younger over equal). The multinomial model uses the data more effi-
ciently than pairwise binary logit models, because it estimates parameters simultaneously. Thus, it 
can be understood as a linked set of binary logit estimations. However, because parameters can dif-
fer for each outcome, the MRM usually produces a lot of parameters. This makes it harder to inter-
pret effects than in a binary logit model (see, for a detailed discussion, Long 1997). 

12  Although the coding of relational age preference outcomes (1 to 6) might suggest that the categories 
have an ordinal structure, this does not have to be present within the actors’ perception. For exam-
ple, actors could have the subjective perception that they favored a partner of the same age com-
pared to either younger or older partners. 
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To make the complex results easier to interpret, we plotted not only contrast effects 
for pairs of outcomes, but also discrete changes in outcome probabilities for a unit change 
in the independent variables while holding continuous variables constant at the sample 
mean and dummy-coded variables at the zero level. Logit coefficients for contrasts as 
well as discrete changes were estimated separately for men and women.   

5. Results  

We started by analyzing the patterns of age-related homophily and heterophily. These are 
depicted by the 2 x 3 collection of serially numbered graphs in Figure 1. Columns display 
the patterns for men contacting women (left) and women contacting men (right). The 
rows are organized into homophily (first row), hyperphily (second row), and hypophily 
(third row). Each plot shows observed (marked by a circle) and expected (dotted line) 
fractions over age. Expectations were computed under the assumption of a random match. 
In addition, a median spline provides a smoothed representation of the observed trend. 

Graphs 1 and 2 in Figure 1 show that, on average, both men and women “preferred” 
homophilic age contacts to a greater extent than one could expect under random condi-
tions. Nonetheless, the graphs display remarkable gender differences. For men, age ho-
mophily was very high at young age levels: More than 50% of first-time e-mails from 
men up to 25 years were addressed to women of similar age. However, the degree of 
men’s homophilic contacts declined strongly although remaining higher than chance. In 
contrast, women’s homophily increased over age, starting with relatively low values in 
women below 25 years (a maximum of 30%) and then oscillating considerably higher 
than expected at around 40% for higher ages.  

Graphs 3 to 6 in Figure 1 show that heterophily diverged substantially between men 
and women. Only a small proportion of men contacted older women, and this was far be-
low the proportion to be expected under the assumption of a random match (see Graph 3). 
Men’s low level of hyperphily in age decreased even further with age. Men increasingly 
avoided contacts with older women. Instead, the older they were, the more they favored 
increasingly younger women (see Graph 5). Thus, male hypophily in age increased 
strongly with age. At the age of about 30 years, more than 70% (expectation was 30%) of 
male initial contacts addressed women who were at least 3 years younger. This fraction is 
even larger – albeit in accordance with the expectation – for men older than 45 years. 
Women, in contrast, made more contacts with older men, which is more or less consistent 
with the expectation for women younger than 30 years and exceeds the expectation for 
women older than 30 (see Graph 4). However, at higher ages, women contacted older 
males less and less in absolute terms. Contacting younger men was very rare for women 
in their 20s or younger. With increasing age, hypophily also rose for women, albeit this 
increase lagged behind the statistical expectation of a random match (Graph 6). Note that 
there was a remarkable asymmetry between the age hyperphily of men and the age hypo-
phily of women: Whereas women increasingly desired younger mates, men generally had 
less desire for older women and did not relax this preference as they got older. 
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Figure 1:  Age homophily and heterophily in men and women initially 
contacting targets in online dating. 
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Note: The mean fraction of contacts targeting older, younger, and same-aged targets was calculated and 
plotted from users’ initial contacting e-mails; calculation is based on 115,909 initial contact events and 
10,427 initiating men and women; age difference d equals Agetarget - AgeInitiator, the difference between the 
age of target and the age of initiator.  
Source: Database dump of a German dating site, first half-year of 2007.  
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Overall, these results reveal a highly age-dynamic and gendered pattern of contacting 
along age. When men are young, they mostly prefer women of the same age. As they 
grow older, they increasingly prefer younger women, and they vigorously avoid contacts 
with older women. In contrast, women prefer older men at younger ages, and their 
choices become more and more mixed at higher ages.  

The normative approach postulating a norm of the “older man” accounts for the aver-
age pattern of men contacting younger women and women contacting older men. How-
ever, our results do not support the hypothesis that age preferences remain stable over 
age. In a similar vein, our results seem to question the idea that similarity in age is a cul-
turally relevant factor. Instead, they indicate that youthful age is a crucial female resource 
on the partner market: As men get older, they have to “go down” further in age to reach a 
fixed female age ideal. In the next step, we shall examine this by assessing whether male 
preference for younger women is confounded with a preference for attractiveness. 

All in all, our choice data were somewhat puzzling when it came to the role of male 
age in female choice. The hypothesized male-older preference in women seems to be con-
firmed only in younger women, whereas the structure of female choice in terms of male 
age seems to become more and more blurred as women get older. Therefore, our interim 
conclusion is that age influences men’s and women’s choices differentially and hence, the 
situation of both sexes differs increasingly with age. Evidently, women face difficulties 
with age: Whereas they are increasingly looking for men in the same age group, they are 
increasingly less favored by exactly these men.  

After illustrating both the age-dependent reaction to a potential partner’s age in men 
and women and the created gender-specific opportunity structures, we shall now turn to 
the impact of this dynamic on the subjective level. The question arises whether the re-
ported patterns of male and female choice regarding age are relevant for men’s and 
women’s subjective age preferences. Tables 1 and 2 report the results of the multinomial 
regression on male and female relational age preferences. Effects of independent variables 
are listed in columns. Comparisons of outcomes are organized in rows.13 To facilitate in-
terpretation, we report plotted contrast effects for pairs of outcomes as well as discrete 
changes in outcome probabilities for a unit change in the independent variables (with con-
tinuous variables held at the sample mean and dummy-coded variables held at zero).14 In 
addition, Figure 2 plots the conditional effects of age on outcomes.  
                                                        
13  Beta coefficients indicate the effect on the log-odds (logits) for a unit change in the respective co-

variate. For example, coefficient β1|2 for age (men) indicates that the logits of Outcome 1 versus 
Outcome 2 increase by 0.041 for an additional year in age, and that this effect is significant at a 
level of .001. The factor change in the odds (relative risk ratio) of 1 over 2 given a unit change in 
age can be derived readily by taking the exponent of β1|2 (exp{0.041}=1.042). Multiplying this by 
minus one gives the reversed contrast (e.g., β2|1=-β1|2). We also calculated each outcome’s pre-
dicted probability change for a discrete unit change in a covariate (denoted by Δ1) while holding all 
other variables constant. Note that the amount, significance, and direction of changes in the overall 
probability of an outcome depend strongly on the level of the covariate of interest as well as on the 
level of all other covariates in the model. 

14  Therefore, we interpreted displayed discrete changes as changes in probability referring to a (hypo-
thetical) person of average age, valuating importance of partner traits at an average level, and char-
acterized by a medium educational level, low long-term commitment (and no missing value in that 
variable), no child, and not having been previously married. 
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Table 1 shows that age significantly influenced men’s preferences for female age. Hold-
ing other variables constant, a one unit increase in men’s age made the preference for a 
younger woman (Outcome 1) more likely over remaining outcomes. Similarly, the prob-
ability of younger or almost equal (Outcome 2) increased with age, although the effect 
was stronger on Outcome 1, because the odds of Outcome 1 over Outcome 2 themselves 
increased significantly for each year of age. In contrast, other outcomes became less 
likely with age. Discrete changes suggested that the loss in probability was largest for the 
indifference preference (Outcome 6). Figure 2 plots the conditional effect of age on prob-
abilities in order to visualize this finding. Very much in line with our prior results, there 
was a distinct age-graded shift in men’s preference for younger women. Older men in-
creasingly preferred younger women and were less interested in the indifference outcome 
(6 = doesn’t matter).  
 
Figure 2: Conditional effect of age on preference outcomes in men and women. 

 
Note: Predicted probabilities of preferential outcomes summing to one were plotted by age; predictions 
were based on the multinomial regression model in Tables 1 and 2; effect of age was conditional on 
holding the other variables in the model at the mean of the respective estimation sample (men and 
women).  
Source: Survey data on users of a German online dating site collected in 2009/2010.  
 
Age had a significant effect on preferential outcomes for women as well (see Table 2). 
Contrasting logit coefficients indicated that compared to the remaining outcomes, the de-
sire for a man to be older or almost equal or older declined significantly with age. Even 
more, the preference for older men vanished almost completely with age. This can be 
confirmed by an inspection of the area plot in Figure 2. Moreover, the older the woman, 
the more likely she was to state a preference for men who are younger or younger or al-
most equal compared to other outcomes. In contrast to men, the probability of the indif-
ference outcome (doesn’t matter) increased with women’s age (odds of 6 over 4 and 6 
over 5 increased significantly by age). One possible explanation for this pattern is that 
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older women abandon their original (age) preferences due to their deteriorating chances of 
finding a partner. Compared to the older men preference (Outcomes 4 and 5), the same-
age men preference (Outcome 3) became more probable with age. However, the overall 
probability of Outcome 3 increased only marginally with age. When analyzing who is 
contacting whom regarding age (see Figure 1), we found that, with increasing age, female 
choice along age became less uniform and increasingly mixed. Analyses of stated prefer-
ence painted a similar picture: Female age preferences became rather idiosyncratic and 
diversified among older women (see Figure 2). 

We expected age preferences to be confounded with preferences for other traits. In 
particular, we hypothesized that men’s age preferences would correspond with their abso-
lute preference for physical attractiveness. As logit contrasts and discrete changes in Ta-
ble 1 show, the more “looks” were preferred as an important partner trait, the higher the 
probability of desiring a younger or younger or almost equal female partner over other 
outcomes and the lower the probability of indifference (age of partner doesn’t matter). In-
terestingly, there was a similar effect for women: the more “looks” were rated as a rele-
vant partner feature, the more likely women were to state a preference for younger or al-
most equal partners. In other words, age preferences are partially a function of prefer-
ences for physical attractiveness—not only for men but also for women.15  

Furthermore, the more women emphasized education as an important partner feature, 
the stronger their age preference shifted from equal and doesn’t matter to almost equal or 
older or older men. Thus, women’s age preferences seemed to be confounded with pref-
erences for educational (and hence economic) status. But there was also an effect for men: 
the stronger the preference for female educational status, the less likely the preference for 
younger women compared to other preferences. Interestingly, men tended to shift to 
doesn’t matter rather than to the older category. Thus, a high absolute preference for edu-
cation seems to be associated with age preferences for women but not for men. Further-
more, men, but not women, showed a greater indifference toward a potential partner’s age 
when they had a high absolute preference for education. 

The importance of age as a partner feature decreased the indifference regarding the 
age relation for both women and men. The higher the importance of age, the stronger the 
preference for younger, younger or almost equal, or equal women in men and the stronger 
the preference for equal or almost equal or older men in women.  

We hypothesized that men with a higher education would be more favored on the 
market and therefore might have evolved a stronger preference for younger women. This 
was confirmed by our data analysis (see Table 1). A high level of education significantly 
increased the probability of Outcome 1 over all other outcomes. There was a difference of 
about +7.7 percentage points in the probability of  Outcome 1 for a hypothetical man (see 
above) with a high compared to a medium level of education. In contrast to men, female 
odds in favor of Outcome 1 compared to the remaining outcomes were reduced (albeit 
just on a 10% level of significance for most contrasts) and odds in favor of Outcome 6 
were increased for more highly educated women (see Table 2). This means that, com-

                                                        
15  This result seems to contradict common biological assumptions in evolutionary psychology (Buss 

1989). 
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pared to women with medium level of education, more highly educated women preferred 
younger men less often and were more frequently indifferent about the age of the partner.  

Seeking a long-term relationship influenced age preferences in women but not in 
men. This did not support our hypothesis that men with a long-term goal frame would 
more often prefer women of a similar age. Evidently, by and large, male age preferences 
are independent from the desired level of involvement in a relationship. In line with our 
hypotheses, women interested in a long-term relation significantly preferred men to be 
older or almost equal or older. When there was no a priori long-term interest, women 
showed a stronger preference for younger as well as same-aged men. 

Our theoretical discussion suggested that having children or the experience of a previ-
ous marriage might be conceived as unfavorable traits in the partner market, and that actors 
with such characteristics would therefore adjust their preference structure for partner’s age. 
Our results indicated that men with children stated a weaker preference for younger 
women and were more often indifferent regarding female age. The male’s deviation from 
the modal age preference together with a greater expression of indifference can be inter-
preted as a sign of men’s adjustment to a restricted position in the mate market. For 
women, having a child was associated with both a weaker preference for younger men and 
a stronger preference for older or almost equal or older men. The “costs” of having chil-
dren in the perspective of others seemed to lead women to refrain from female modal age 
preference. However, having been married previously had no significant impact on female 
or male preferences. Previous marriage experience might not be a “cost” per se in the per-
spective of others, but rather a characteristic defining different segments in the market. 
That is, individuals who have been married before might prefer partners with similar mar-
riage experience, but this has little to do with their preference regarding a partner’s age.  

6. Discussion of results and conclusion 

This study traced back age-related partner preferences to men’s and women’s age, their po-
sition in the partner market (their resource set), and their conception of an ideal partner 
(their preference set). Using process data from online dating, we were able to show that re-
vealed age preferences vary strongly with age, but in a gender-specific manner: Whereas 
(a) men increasingly prefer younger women as they age, (b) women’s age preferences be-
come increasingly diverse. Using multinomial regression models, we corroborated these 
findings on the level of stated relational age preferences and additionally demonstrated that 
(c) age preferences are confounded with preferences for attractiveness and education in a 
gender-specific way, and that (d) preferences for age also vary with market-relevant traits 
such as education and parenthood, but not with prior marital experience.  

Altogether, our analyses point to a gender-specific dynamic of age with differential 
consequences for men’s and women’s mating preferences: Age has a different meaning 
for men and women. Hence, they face different conditions on the partner market as they 
age, and this has a differential effect on their mate value. In particular, women face re-
strictions on the mate market with increasing age. Whereas they are increasingly looking 
for similar aged men, they are less favored by men of their own age group. Thus, men and 
women face a disproportionate decline in market value: Male chances of realizing mating 
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preferences stay constant or become better; female chances become worse with age. This 
has far-reaching consequences for actors who tend to adapt their preferences to the struc-
tural market conditions. The age preferences that are put into practice differentially shape 
the opportunity structures of men and women on the partner market, and hence can influ-
ence the preferences of others.  

We conclude that both normative explanations for assortative mating along age and 
the axiomatic assumption of similarity preferences have been considered too narrowly 
and need to be handled with more care in future research. As western societies become 
older, and people increasingly tend to repartner and remarry, mate choice will increas-
ingly become a phenomenon of age. This also increases the need to analyze it scientifi-
cally. Our finding that women’s preferences become increasingly heterogeneous with age 
might well be a substantive issue for further research. Future studies should also assess 
how far the proposed approach can be applied to other preference dimensions (e.g., pref-
erence for status traits). One methodologically relevant field of research would be the in-
tegration of the different information on stated and revealed mating preferences and 
analyses of how far subjective preferences and choice behavior are congruent. Finally, our 
results might inspire further studies on age homogamy to account for gender-specific 
preference variability from a life-course perspective.       
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