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Abstract 
Classic assimilation theory perceives migrant-native intermarriage as both a means to and a result of 
immigrants’ integration processes into host societies. The literature is increasingly focusing on marital 
exogamy of immigrants, yet almost nothing is known about their native partners. This explorative study 
contributes to the literature on migrant integration and social cohesion in Europe by asking whether the 
native partners in exogamous unions have different attitudes toward gender equality, sexual liberaliza-
tion, family solidarity, and religiosity/secularization than natives in endogamous unions. Our theoretical 
considerations are based on preference, social exchange, and modernization theories. We use data of the 
Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) of seven countries. The sample size is 38,447 natives aged 18 to 
85, of whom about 4% are in a mixed union. The regression results of the study are mixed. Persons in 
exogamous unions show greater agreement with family solidarity, are thus less individualistic than those 
in endogamous couples. Yet, mixing is associated with greater openness to sexual liberalization and gen-
der equality as well as more secular attitudes. These findings can only partially be explained by socio-
demographic control variables. Hence, immigrants in exogamous unions with natives may integrate into 
the more liberal milieu of their host societies, in which natives continue to place a high value on provid-
ing support to family members. 

Key words: Exogamy, gender equality, attitudes, partner choice, migrant assimilation, Generations and 
Gender Survey  

1. Introduction

Increasing shares of migrants in European host societies have affected receiving countries 
by creating a change of opportunities on partner markets. It is still true that non-migrant 
natives are usually in unions with other natives, and migrants are generally in unions with 
other migrants (Schroedter/Kalter 2008). However, in European countries with larger mi-
grant populations, there appears to be a slight increase in mating preference for members 
of minority groups as partners (Potârcă/Mills, 2015), and the numbers of intermarriages 
are on the rise (Qian/Lichter 2011). In Europe, the average crude mixed marriage rate is 
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0.8 per thousand persons, and about 15% of the total number of marriages in 2006 and 
2007 were intermarriages (Lanzieri 2012).  

Classic and new assimilation theories perceive marriages between majority and (mi-
grant) minority groups as a means to or/and a result of immigrants’ integration into their 
host societies (Alba/Nee 1997; Aldridge 1978; Gordon 1964). Elwert (2018) highlighted 
that “intermarriage lies between the poles of social openness and social restraints” (Elwert 
2018: 14); it is connected with social structure (Blau 1977; Blau/Becker/Fitzpatrick 
1984), and social status (Davis 1941). Numerous studies have focused on the migrant 
partners in mixed couples in Europe and the US, including on their determinants and 
trends in partner choices (e.g. Baykara-Krumme/Fuß 2009; Beck-Gernsheim 2006; Chis-
wick/Houseworth 2011; Chi 2015; Lichter/Qian/Tumin 2015; Pagnini/Morgan 1990). Re-
search on the so-called intermarriage premium effect (Furtado/Song 2015; Lee/Bean 
2004) works with the implicit assumption that the native partner facilitates (further) social 
integration of the migrant partner. However, to date almost nothing is known about the 
native partners in these unions (Elwert 2018).  

This is somewhat surprising, as the literature promotes the perception that people in 
mixed marriages could be “seen as the ultimate boundary breaker” (Rodríguez-García 
2015: 13). This basic assumption, however, has rarely been contested (Milewski/Gawron 
2019). Our paper is of an explorative nature and aims to increase our knowledge about the 
native partners in such unions, who are as diverse as the immigrants themselves. 

For the natives, there are different possible types of mixed unions with migrants, 
which coincide with different societal and legal conditions for meeting, mating, and mar-
rying the potential partner. First, the marriage markets in older member states of the Eu-
ropean Union include a growing percentage of descendants of the immigrants who arrived 
in the 1950s and 1960s (Eurostat 2014). Second, migrants from European and non-
European countries today, especially women, move more often as singles than the classic 
work migrants who arrived in the 1960s did (Anthias/Lazaridis 2000). Some research has 
indicated that being in a mixed union may foster the possibilities of permanent residence 
in Europe for migrants from non-European countries (de Hart 2015; Koopmans/ 
Michalowski/Waibel 2012). Migrants from countries belonging to the European Union 
have the privilege of freedom of movement (Verwiebe 2008). In the member states of the 
European Union, the share of European migrants is still lower than the share of non-
European migrants (Mau/Büttner 2011), but the number of intra-European couples has 
been increasing (Schroedter/de Winter/Koelet 2015; Verwiebe 2008). Third, marriage 
migration may not be a new phenomenon, but as a result of globalization, in which also 
marriage markets are globalized, it is increasing (Elwert 2018). Non-migrant men and 
women can meet and mate with potential spouses abroad and “import” them (Constable 
2003; Kim 2010; Niedomysl/Östh/van Ham 2010). In the case of marriage migration, the 
native partner is the starting point of the integration of the migrant into the society at des-
tination. In these marriage market segments, natives – like migrants – may need to over-
come legal obstacles created by integration and migration policies, as well as prejudices 
or even sanctions imposed by their social networks, if they form a mixed marriage (Al-
ba/Foner 2014; Carol 2013; Contucci/Sandell 2015; Rodríguez-García 2010; Schlueter/ 
Meuleman/Davidov 2013).  
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In our study, we pose the research question of whether natives in mixed unions are 
not only a selected group in their attitudes toward diversity (as expressed in their partner 
choice), but whether they also have more liberal values and attitudes in other social or 
cultural dimensions compared to their native counterparts in endogamous unions. Our pa-
per contributes to the literature in two ways. First, we investigate natives in a mixed union 
because they are assumed in the scientific literature to play a prominent role in the inte-
gration processes of the migrant partner and the children of the mixed couple. Second, we 
focus on values and attitudes, which have rarely been included in previous research on 
exogamy (Huschek/de Valk/Liefbroer 2011), but which are essential for understanding 
social change. We study attitudes toward sexual liberalization, gender equality, and family 
solidarity as well as religiosity, because these attitudes are crucial both for individual un-
ion formation and for the self-concept of societies. Despite variations within Europe, 
these dimensions are intertwined because all of them are subject to modernization pro-
cesses (Gerhards 2010; Inglehart 1997; Norris/Inglehart 2012).  

In the second section of our study, we summarize the theoretical considerations and 
the previous research on partner choice and exogamy, and relate them to social attitudes. 
Modernization theories serve as the backdrop of our research, as opinions on immigration 
(Rustenbach 2010) and on diversity (Brown et al. 2018) are seen as important elements in 
value shifts toward individualism. A mixed couple is defined as a union (marriage or co-
habitation) between a native who lives in his/her country of birth and an immigrant who is 
not living in the country of his/her birth or who is a child of at least one parent who was 
not born in this country. In the third chapter, we introduce our data, which cover seven 
European countries of the first wave of the Generations and Gender Survey, and our ana-
lytical strategy. In the fourth chapter, we present the results of the multivariate regression 
models. Finally, we discuss our results and the limitations of our analyses, as well as the 
implications of our findings for future research. 

2. Background: Theoretical considerations and empirical findings 

2.1 Mate selection and exogamy from the natives’ perspective  

Mate selection may follow two main paths. On the one hand, “opposites may attract each 
other”, and on the other hand, mate selection may be homogamous in nature, “’like mar-
ries like’ – with reference to a wide variety of traits” (Goode 1964: 33), and endogamous, 
“marriage within the group” (Rosenfeld 2008: 3) (Burges/Wallin 1943). Previous research 
suggests that both of these paths complement each other (Kalmijn 1998); e.g., partners 
may start the mate selection process based on a preference for homogamy and then “cast a 
wider net” to more heterogeneous options if they are not successful. Economic theories, 
which assume that marriage is about gaining benefits for both partners, support both 
types. In positive assortative mating, the traits of the partners supplement each other and 
increase the benefit of a marriage, whereas in negative assortative mating, partners marry 
when substitutes are most effective (Becker 1973). 
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Classic status exchange theory (Davis 1941) views intermarriages as a possibility of 
status exchange (e.g. Gullickson/Fu 2010). This theory assumes that a high socio-
economic status of a partner belonging to a minority group can be exchanged with the 
majority status of the native partner. In the end, both partners would presumably benefit 
from the union (Sassler/Joyner 2011). With respect to migrant status, the literature pro-
vides mixed evidence on the question of whether exogamy is also associated with heter-
ogamy in other socio-demographic characteristics. Some quantitative studies (e.g. 
Glowsky 2011; González-Ferrer et al. 2018; Medrano et al. 2014; Schroedter/Rössel 
2014; van Wissen/Heering 2014) have shown that exogamy is often accompanied by het-
erogamy in other traits, such as age, education, and cultural characteristics, and have 
traced this pattern back to status exchange mechanisms. Others see exogamy as having lit-
tle connection to heterogamy in other characteristics, and explain intermarriage with a 
migrant using homogamy/preference theories (Çelikaksoy/Nielsen/Verner 2006). They 
suggest that resources such as education are more important for partner choice than, for 
example, ethnicity (Çelikaksoy/ Nekby/Rashid 2010). This pattern may be traced back to 
a tendency of single people to “sort along class lines” (Choi/Tienda 2017: 302). Social 
class may have a greater influence on meeting potential partners than ethnicity (Cohen 
1977; Lampard 2007).  

The mechanisms of mate selection in mixed unions are related not only to social 
class, but also to gender. Therborn (2004) showed how family and gender roles have 
changed throughout the world over the years, but pointed to the continuous differences 
between men and women who are “embedded in social and economic relations of ine-
quality” (Therborn 2004: 127). Men and women in these relations have been influenced 
by different ideals such as romantic love and how they identify themselves through un-
ions (Giddens 1992), and this affects how they practice gender roles (Evans 2017). Gul-
lickson and Fu (2010) highlighted gender differences in classic status exchange theory 
(Merton 1941). They suggested that the socio-economic characteristics of minority-group 
men are more valued than such characteristics of minority-group women on partner mar-
kets. According to household economics (Becker 1973), such gender differences are the 
result of a gendered work division, which maximizes the productivity of the commodities 
of a family, i.e., through specification in household work for women and labor market 
participation for men.  

In an empirical study, Glowsky (2011) investigated German men who marry women 
from poorer countries. These native men tend to be retired or unemployed, and they ex-
change access to citizenship for specific attributes of migrant women, such as migrant 
women’s physical attractiveness and being of younger age than themselves. A similar 
finding of exchanging youth and attractiveness has been reported for Spain, but for both 
native men and women who are in a mixed union with a migrant (González-Ferrer et al. 
2018). Findings for Germany show that men often search for their mates abroad, rather 
than finding their partners in the residential migrant population of the host society. By 
contrast, native women depend more on the opportunity structures of the local partner 
market and are more likely to find a migrant partner there than to search them abroad 
(Nauck 2009).  

In addition to heterogamy in individual social characteristics and gendered patterns, 
intermarriages reflect the diversity and the migration history of European countries: 
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While immigration is a relatively new issue in Eastern European countries (Salt 2011), in 
Western Europe different migrant generations and contexts coexist. In former colonial 
powers, natives may have more similarities to migrants from former colonies, due to a 
shared religion, and might have more differences to Eastern European migrants (Medrano 
et al. 2014). In the older member states of the European Union, growing diversity stems 
largely from the immigration of Muslims (Modood 2003; van der Noll 2014). For coun-
tries in Eastern Europe, the experience of being a host country is new, and the numbers 
and the origins of the immigrants in these countries differ from those in Western Europe. 
Immigration patterns also vary greatly by country. In the Baltic countries minority groups 
are the result of migration in the Soviet era (Puur et al. 2018). For Poland, changing Eu-
ropean politics have changed the partner market: women in mixed unions tend to have 
partners from Western Europe, while men tend to have partners from other Eastern Euro-
pean countries (Slany/Żadkowska 2017). In multiethnic countries such as Russia (Soroko 
2018), the role of different Christian confessions creates still other opportunities and bar-
riers for members of majority and minority groups to mate (Werth 2008).  

Whereas this literature on mixed partner choice among natives is rather scarce, there 
is even less literature on the scope, internal dynamics of conflict and negotiation, and so-
cial consequences of marital mixing for natives (Rodríguez-García 2015). Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim (2013) suggested a shift of power inside mixed unions, which bears the poten-
tial for problems in these partnerships. Williams emphasized the exposure of persons in 
mixed unions to their environment, i.e. they experience scrutiny by almost every part of a 
society (Williams 2010). Women in a mixed union report that they experience prejudices 
and discrimination when their partner is a migrant more often than men do (Breger 1998; 
de Hart 2006).  

2.2 Exogamy and social attitudes  

Previous literature on partner choice has suggested that cultural aspects also matter. Based 
on preference theory, the partners may have similar values, opinions, and tastes (Kalmijn 
1998). Values and attitudes toward culture have rarely been directly investigated in previ-
ous research on exogamy, though (Huschek/de Valk/Liefbroer 2011). Rather, empirical 
studies implicitly assume that native-migrant unions may be associated with cultural dif-
ferences between the partners, and that the native partner (i.e. mainly referring to Europe-
ans) may hold the “more modern” attitudes. Such stereotyping has been fueled by scien-
tific and public discourses on immigrant assimilation in western receiving countries, 
which detected a “fault line” (Alba 2005:41) between majority and minority groups 
caused by religion and/or culture. Specifically, the attitudes toward sexual liberalization 
and gender equality are seen as crucial for immigrant integration in western countries 
(Norris/Inglehart 2012). As these dimensions are key for partner choice, we want to elab-
orate how exogamy and social attitudes could be associated.  

According to socialization theories, value orientations evolve in early life, reflect the 
life conditions in preadolescent years, and are very stable over the life course (Inglehart 
1997). Theories of modernization mostly work on the assumption that a shift occurred 
from materialist values – i.e., safety, familism, collectivism ‒ toward postmodern values ‒ 
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i.e., an emphasis on a high quality of life, self-expression, individualism ‒ in the last dec-
ades, especially in Western European countries (Inglehart 1997; Inglehart/Welzel 2010). 
This value shift is visible in attitudes toward religion, gender roles, or establishing a fami-
ly (Inglehart/Norris 2003; Norris/Inglehart 2012). Moreover, this shift could be the source 
of conflicts within a society, because older birth cohorts and more “conservative” indi-
viduals may lose their familiar surroundings and must adapt to changing societies (Ingle-
hart/Ponarin/Inglehart 2017). Modernization theories suggest that boundaries based on na-
tional or ethnic group identity may become less important if living conditions are secure 
and self-expression is highly valued. In such societies, individual wellbeing is a crucial 
factor in fostering (interpersonal) trust (Rustenbach 2010) and tolerance (Inglehart 1997). 
Thus, modernization processes may also imply an attitudinal shift toward greater open-
ness to population diversity (Inglehart 2018). 

What do these modernization theories and previous empirical findings imply for na-
tives in a mixed union with a migrant? The perception of immigration and migrants is 
mainly influenced by economic determinants; i.e., skilled and highly educated people are 
more likely to have positive attitudes toward migrants (Mayda 2006). It has also been 
shown that exogamous unions are more common among people who are highly educated 
(Carol/Lesczensky 2019) or have postmodern value orientations (Khatib-Chahidi/Hill/ 
Paton 1998; Mays 2012). Thus, exogamy may be an expression of pro-diversity attitudes. 
On the other hand, mixed unions may serve as a coping strategy when value shifts have 
occurred in the society. A mixed union may enable native spouses to adhere to more tradi-
tional gender roles (Refsing 1998). One such example are men in the US who marry 
Asian wives, assuming that these women will be more conservative than those in the US 
(Constable 2005). A qualitative study in Germany has provided mixed evidence about 
children and their parents; Khounani (2000) showed that natives in endogamous couples 
combine aspects of “tradition” and “modernization”. Compared to these natives, the part-
ners in a mixed, intra-European couple (in his study, the partners were mainly from Scan-
dinavia) tend to be more “liberal,” and the partners in a mixed couple with a non-European 
partner (usually from Iran or Turkey) tend to have more “traditional” family values and 
attitudes toward childrearing.  

In our study, we concentrate on four dimensions of attitudes which are indicative of 
individualism/collectivism and modernization: gender equality, sexual liberalization, sec-
ularization/religiosity (following Norris/Inglehart 2012), and family solidarity. Perry 
(2014, 2016) showed that people in the US with a higher religiosity in adulthood and reli-
gious upbringing are less likely to be in a mixed union. For many natives in Europe, reli-
gion is becoming less important (Adamczyk 2013), but public discourses and contention 
about Islam indicate that the issue of religion – still or again – matters in European socie-
ties (Storm 2012). In religiously mixed unions, both partners have to negotiate how they 
practice their own religion and that of their partner in day-to-day life. They could mix the 
two, or one partner may give up his or her affiliations and traditions (Tseng 1977).  

Religiosity, in turn, is associated with other social attitudes, most prominent among 
them are attitudes toward sexual liberalization and gender equality (Norris/Inglehart 
2012). There is also the role of family solidarity which could account for differences be-
tween collectivistic and individualistic behavior, and in which we can differentiate be-
tween immigrants and European natives. There is evidence of a higher intergenerational 
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solidarity in migrant families compared to natives (Carnein/Baykara-Krumme 2013) and 
to families in the migrants’ country of origin (Baykara-Krumme 2013). The latter aspects 
are related to the question of modernization as well (Inglehart 1997).  

2.3 Working hypotheses 

To conclude our literature review and theoretical considerations about associations of 
mixed couples and attitudes toward culture and religion, we formulate working hypothe-
ses to guide our empirical study. We treat the couple type (mixed vs. endogamous) as the 
main explanatory variable and attitudes as dependent variables. This allows us to take into 
account unions of short and longer durations, as well as the possibility of value changes in 
an existing union. Although values evolve in younger ages and seem to be relatively sta-
ble, social attitudes could change over an individual life course. This could be the case 
depending on aging and changes in the responsibilities for others, or as the result of a 
highly significant event in society people share, or as the consequence of an individual 
life event or specific experiences (Hofer/Reinders/Fries 2010). In mixed partnerships, in-
dividuals may change their attitudes as a reaction to experiences of discrimination, which 
could affect our analysis. We could, however, not take into account how attitudes had in-
fluenced the partner choice initially or whether/why they have changed in the course of 
the union. We aim at exploring what attitudes individuals in mixed unions have, in order 
to test the assumption that the native partners in mixed unions are forerunners in migrant 
integration and social cohesion.  

Hence, our first and main hypothesis proposes an association between exogamy and 
social attitudes toward gender, family, and religion, with different possible scenarios. On 
one hand, we can consider mixed unions to be a coping strategy for natives who had been 
confronted with modernization and had been searching for a more conservative partner 
with whom they could share these values. These natives may consider religion to be an 
important factor in life, and sort their public and private spheres along conservative gen-
der and family roles. Exogamy may therefore be associated with more traditional atti-
tudes. On the other hand, we might assume that choosing a migrant partner and living in a 
mixed partnership requires a person to cross social boundaries and to resist discrimination 
against migrants in the host society. This would mean that being in a mixed union is an 
expression of pro-diversity attitudes, which could, in turn, be associated with more liberal 
attitudes (exogamy and association of attitudes – hypothesis/H1). We estimate separate 
models for men and women, because previous research has provided different results for 
men and women.  

Second, we account for the socio-demographic composition of the sample. The na-
tives, who have higher education levels, who are younger, who are in a subsequent union, 
and who live in a non-marital union, may have more liberal attitudes. We examine intra-
European variations using country clusters, assuming there are more liberal attitudes in 
the older EU member states as well as in the northern countries (Gerhards 2010; Liebert 
2003; Walby 2004). Controlling for socio-demographic composition of the groups in the 
sample and country of residence would presumably decrease the differences in attitudes 
between natives in mixed and endogamous marriages (if there should be any) (composi-
tional hypothesis/ H2).  
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We control for heterogamy regarding other traits – i.e., comparative education ‒ of 
the partners. Such heterogamy would moderate the association between exogamy and atti-
tudes. Thus, controlling for heterogamy is expected to reduce the effect of the mixed un-
ion (heterogamy hypothesis/ H3).  

In addition, we investigate the role of marriage migration in exogamous unions. Re-
lating to discussions of previous studies of men and women in such unions, we would ex-
pect natives in a couple with a marriage migrant to be more conservative (marriage migra-
tion hypothesis/ H4). 

3. Empirical analysis 

3.1 Data and sample 

We used the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS), which is an international survey co-
ordinated by the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE 2005) de-
signed to yield a better understanding of family relations. It contains data collected be-
tween 2004 and 20131. We chose the GGS primarily because it contains information on 
attitudes of the respondents (Vikat et al. 2007). In addition, it includes a sufficient number 
of natives in mixed couples for a multivariate analysis. However, these data did have 
some limitations. We used cross-sectional data, which do not allow us to draw conclu-
sions on causality. The data only contain information on stable unions, and provide rather 
limited information on the partner. Therefore, we want to emphasize that our analysis has 
an explorative character.  

The GGS data enable us to compare older member states of the European Union and 
destinations for migrants (Belgium) data from 2008 to 2010, France (2005), Germany 
(2005), Sweden (2012 to 2013) as well as new members and new destinations for mi-
grants Poland (2011 and 2012) and Lithuania (2006), which were subject to temporary re-
strictions on free movement for the first years of their memberships. Our sample also con-
tains data of the non-EU member state Russia (2004 to 2008). As our research interest is 
only about natives in co-residential couples, we excluded migrant respondents (of both 
the first and the second generation), and singles. We constructed two study samples, sepa-
rated by gender. The sample for men consists of 18,361 persons; the sample for women 
comprises 20,086 individuals.  

To address the questions regarding marriage migration, we constructed one subsam-
ple for each sex (786 women and 696 men) that consists exclusively of natives in mixed 
unions. 

                                                        
1 This paper uses data from the GGS Ware 1 (doi:10.17026/dans-z5z-xn8g), See Gauthier, A. et al. 

(2018) or visit the GGP website: (https://www.ggp-i.org/) for methodological details. We used wave 
1, version 4.3 of 2016 (UNECE 2005). 
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3.2 Variables 

We used four dependent variables which captured attitudes toward culture and religion. 
These were sexual liberalization2, gender equality3, individualism (family solidarity)4, and 
secularization5. These items were based on Likert scales and ranged from 1 to 5. For all 
four dependent variables, a low score indicates a more conservative, collectivistic, or reli-
gious point of view, and a high score was connected to more liberal attitudes, individual-
ism, or secularism.  

The main independent variable captures whether a person is in a mixed union or not: 
we defined that those natives, born in the country of residence with both parents also born 
in the country of residence, are in an endogamous union if their partner is also a native 
(0). If the partner was not born in the country of residence, or if the partner had not been a 
citizen of the country of residence since birth, we identify the person as migrant and thus 
the couple was regarded a mixed union (1). For our subsamples of only exogamous na-
tives and the question of whether the partner is a marriage migrant or not, we considered 
how much time had passed between arriving in the destination country and the start of the 
union. Cases with less than one year in the host country before starting a union were de-
fined as marriage migration (1). If the migrant partner had been in the host country longer 
than a year, migration and union formation were presumably not correlated. Thus, we did 
not classify such relationships as resulting from marriage migration (0). 

We use country of residence as a group variable in multilevel analyses6. Additional 
independent variables accounted for individual socio-demographics, and couple charac-
teristics. The birth years of the respondents were grouped into ten-year intervals. To ex-
amine education, we pooled the International Standard Classification of Education 
(ISCED) levels into one of three groups: low (corresponding to primary education), me-
dium (corresponding to lower and upper secondary level, as well as post-secondary level), 
and high educational level (corresponding to tertiary education). The education of the 
partner was constructed in a similar way and was used to pinpoint educational homogamy/ 
heterogamy between the partners.  

For the order of partnership, we used the question of whether the respondent had any 
previous partnerships and combined the question for the number of union dissolutions 
with this. If there was any previous partnership, we identified the actual partnership as a 
subsequent and not the first one. The variable of whether the partners were married (1) or 
were in a non-marital relationship (0) was constructed by combining the marital status 
given and the question as to whether respondents were married with their current partner.  

Further controls were the number of children and the union duration, which was 
measured by using the year of data collection and the information of the starting year of 
the union.  

                                                        
2 Items captured attitudes toward divorce and homosexuality. 
3 Items captured women’s gender roles, such as motherhood and labor force participation. 
4 Items captured responsibility of children in caring for and giving financial help to their parents. 
5 Items captured the importance of religious ceremonies in life-course rituals. 
6 The smallest group of women is 1,839, the largest group is 6,376, there are 2,869.4 on average. The 

smallest group of men is 1,704, the largest group is 5,408, the average is 2,623. 
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3.3 Methods 

For the question of attitudes to sexual liberalization, gender equality, individualism (fami-
ly solidarity) and secularization, we estimated a linear multilevel regression model for 
each dimension, considering the hierarchical structure between the individual and the con-
textual level (Olive 2017). This was necessary to account for the differences among Euro-
pean countries in these questions. We present a two-level random effect generalized least 
squares regression model with the country of residence as cluster (Rabe-Hesketh/Skrondal 
2008). Results are displayed as regression coefficients. The first models contain the main 
explanatory variable of whether the native is in a mixed union or not and the birth cohort. 
The second models add the rest of the independent variables described above. Our last 
analysis reduces the sample to exogamous unions in order to account for marriage migra-
tion, as this is specific to mixed unions.  

4. Results 

4.1 Descriptive findings on exogamy 

In a bivariate overview of our samples (for women see Table 1.1 and for men see Table 
1.2) 4% of the native women are part of a mixed couple, as are 4% of the native men. 
There are differences between the countries, with the highest frequencies of women in 
mixed couples in Russia (7%), Belgium (5%) and France (5%), and the lowest in Lithua-
nia (3%) and Poland (1%). The highest numbers of men in mixed couples can be found in 
Sweden (6%) and Russia (6%), and the lowest in Lithuania (3%) and Poland (1%). Men 
and women in mixed couples have higher proportions of highly educated individuals; the 
share of highly educated natives in mixed unions is 7 percentage points higher for men 
and 6 percentage points higher for women compared to endogamous unions. The share of 
subsequent unions is higher in exogamous unions (among women 10 percentage points 
and among men 11 percentage points). Marriage migration is more common for native 
men (25%) than for women (19%). 

Native women have higher scores for attitudes toward sexual liberalization and gen-
der equality, i.e., women are more “liberal” in social attitudes, however they are more re-
ligious than men. There are hardly any differences for family solidarity (higher scores in-
dicating a higher degree of individualism and lower scores more collectivistic/familistic 
attitudes) between the sexes. By country, men and women in the older member states of 
the European Union have higher scores for such attitudes than those natives in Eastern 
Europe and Russia, with the most liberal attitudes in Sweden (results not displayed). By 
couple type (see Table 1.3), both native men and women in mixed couples throughout Eu-
rope have slightly higher mean scores for secularization and for sexual liberalization. Na-
tive men in mixed couples also have slightly higher mean scores for attitudes toward gen-
der equality. Again, there are no significant differences for family solidarity. 
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Table 1.1: Descriptive overview of the sample for native women, by couple type 
  Endogamous couples Mixed couples Total 

N % N % N % 

Country of residence Belgium 1,741 94.7 98 5.3 1,839 9.2 
France 2,351 94.6 134 5.4 2,485 12.4 
Germany 2,276 96.0 94 4.0 2,370 11.8 
Sweden 1,821 95.4 88 4.6 1,909 9.5 
Poland 6,284 98.6 92 1.4 6,376 31.7 
Lithuania 2,169 96.7 73 3.3 2,242 11.2 
Russia 2,658 92.8 207 7.2 2,865 14.3 

Birth cohort 1924-1929 194 1.0 7 0.9 201 1.0 
1930-1939 1,540 8.0 89 11.3 1,629 8.1 
1940-1949 2,888 15.0 138 17.6 3,026 15.1 
1950-1959 4,365 22.6 178 22.6 4,543 22.6 
1960-1969 4,258 22.1 189 24.0 4,447 22.1 
1970 1994 6,055 31.4 185 23.5 6,240 31.0 

Education (respondent) Low  1,357 7.1 40 5.1 1,397 7.0 
Medium 10,282 53.3 347 44.1 10,629 52.9 
High  5,104 26.4 248 31.6 5,352 26.6 
mv 2,557 13.2 151 19.2 2,708 13.5 

Order of partnership 1st 16,417 85.1 578 73.5 16,995 84.6 
(respondent) 2nd+ 2,883 14.9 208 26.5 3,091 15.4 

Relative education to 
partner 

Homogamy 11,493 59.6 404 51.4 11,897 59.3 
Higher Level 2,733 14.2 100 12.7 2,833 14.1 
Lower level 2,496 12.9 127 16.2 2,623 13.1 
mv 2,578 13.4 155 19.7 2,733 13.6 

Union type Cohabitation 2,860 14.8 149 19.0 3,009 15.0 
Marriage 16,440 85.2 637 81.0 17,077 85.0 

Union 
duration (in years)  

≤ 5  2,898 15.0 146 18.6 3,044 15.1 
6-10 1,839 9.5 73 9.3 1,912 9.5 
11+ 13,945 72.2 537 68.3 14,482 72.1 
mv 618 3.2 30 3.8 648 3.2 

Number of children 0 2,803 14.5 120 15.3 2,923 14.6 
1 4,623 23.9 177 22.5 4,800 23.9 
2 7,542 39.1 282 35.9 7,824 38.9 
3+ 4,332 22.5 207 26.3 4,539 22.6 

Marriage migration 
of partner 

No na na 634 80.7 na na 
Yes na na 152 19.3 na na 

Total  19,300 96.1 786 3.9 20,086 100 

Source: GGS, Wave 1 (2004-2013), authors’ calculations. Note: mv=missing values, na=not applicable. 
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Table 1.2: Descriptive overview of the sample for native men, by couple type  
  Endogamous couples Mixed couples Total 

N % N % N % 

Country of residence Belgium 1,723 94.8 94 5.2 1,817 9.9 
France 1,973 95.1 101 4.9 2,074 11.3 
Germany 1,954 95.6 90 4.4 2,044 11.1 
Sweden 1,597 93.7 107 6.3 1,704 9.3 
Poland 5,333 98.6 75 1.4 5,408 29.5 
Lithuania 2,927 96.8 97 3.2 3,024 16.5 
Russia 2,158 94.2 132 5.8 2,290 12.5 

Birth cohort 1924-1929 373 2.1 15 2.2 388 2.1 
1930-1939 2,252 12.8 97 13.9 2,349 12.8 
1940-1949 3,212 18.2 155 22.3 3,367 18.3 
1950-1959 3,989 22.6 150 21.6 4,139 22.5 
1960-1969 3,565 20.2 146 21.0 3,711 20.2 
1970 1994 4,274 24.2 133 19.1 4,407 24.0 

Education (respondent) Low  1,266 7.2 33 4.7 1,299 7.1 
Medium 10,007 56.6 337 48.4 10,344 56.3 
High  4,217 23.9 214 30.7 4,431 24.1 
mv 2,175 12.3 112 16.1 2,287 12.4 

Order of partnership 
(respondent) 

1st 15,229 86.2 510 73.3 15,739 85.7 
2nd+ 2,436 13.8 186 26.7 2,622 14.3 

Relative education  
of partner 

Homogamy 10,517 59.5 375 53.9 10,892 59.3 
Higher Level 2,088 11.8 87 12.5 2,175 11.9 
Lower level 2,855 16.2 121 17.4 2,976 16.2 
mv 2,205 12.5 113 16.2 2,318 12.6 

Union type Cohabitation 2,310 13.1 92 13.2 2,402 13.1 
Marriage 15,355 86.9 604 86.8 15,959 86.9 

Union 
duration (in years)  

≤ 5  2,445 13.8 115 16.5 2,820 13.9 
6-10 1,445 8.2 68 9.8 1,532 8.2 
11+ 13,228 74.9 492 70.7 13,349 74.7 
mv 547 3.1 21 3.0 660 3.1 

Number of children 0 2,946 16.7 115 16.5 3,061 16.7 
1 4,178 23.7 159 22.8 4,337 23.6 
2 6,771 38.3 267 38.4 7,038 38.3 
3+ 3,770 21.3 155 22.3 3,925 21.4 

Marriage migration of 
partner 

No na na 524 75.3 na na 
Yes na na 172 24.7 na na 

Total  17,665 96.2 696 3.8 18,361 100.0 

Source: GGS, Wave 1 (2004-2013), authors’ calculations. Note: mv=missing values, na=not applicable. 
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Table 1.3: Descriptive statistics: attitudes, by sex, couple type, and country (difference 
between means) 

 Country Women Men 
Difference = 

mixed ‒ endogamous 
Difference = 

mixed ‒ endogamous 

Sexual liberalization Belgium -0.1 -0.0 
France -0.1 -0.1 
Germany -0.1 -0.2 
Sweden -0.0 -0.0 
Poland -0.1* -0.2 
Lithuania -0.0 -0.1 
Russia -0.0 -0.2 
Total sample -0.1** -0.2*** 

Gender equality Belgium -0.0 -0.0 
France -0.1 -0.0 
Germany -0.0 -0.1 
Sweden -0.0 -0.0 
Poland -0.1* -0.0 
Lithuania -0.1 -0.1* 
Russia -0.1 -0.1* 
Total sample -0.0 -0.1*** 

Individualism 
(family solidarity) 

Belgium -0.0 -0.3*** 
France -0.1 -0.2 
Germany -0.1 -0.1 
Sweden -0.2** -0.2** 
Poland -0.1 -0.0 
Lithuania -0.1 -0.1 
Russia -0.0 -0.0 
Total sample -0.0* -0.0 

Secularization 
(religiosity) 

Belgium -0.1 -0.1 
France -0.1 -0.4* 
Germany -0.1 -0.1 
Sweden -0.0 -0.1 
Poland -0.1 -0.2 
Lithuania -0.3*** -0.3** 
Russia -0.1 -0.0 
Total sample -0.2*** -0.3*** 

Note: Differences between the mean scores for natives in mixed and endogamous couples. 
Read as, e.g., in the total sample native women in mixed unions have a 0.1 point higher score in attitudes 
to secual liberalization than natives in an endogamous union, indicating that natives in mixed unions are 
more liberal. 
T-test: * t ≤ 0.05; **t ≤ 0.01; ***t≤ 0.001. 
Source: GGS, Wave 1 (2004-2013), authors’ calculations (Nwomen=20,086, Nmen018,361).  

4.2 Multivariate results for attitudes toward culture 

Results for all four attitudes are displayed in Table 2.1 for women and 2.2 for men.7 We 
start by testing our main hypothesis of an exogamy effect (H1).  
                                                        
7 We focus on the results of the pooled country dataset containing the seven countries. We estimated 

the same models in addition separately for each country. We found in almost all countries similar 
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The first dimension is sexual liberalization. If we only control for couple type and birth 
cohort (W1.1 & M1.1), women and men have significantly higher scores – indicating 
more modern attitudes – if they are in a mixed union. This effect becomes smaller and no 
longer significant for native women (W1.2), if we control for individual determinants and 
couple characteristics. And also for men the effect gets weaker after controlling, but re-
mains significant with a 0.1 point higher score for being in a mixed union (M1.2). 
 
Table 2.1: Results of linear regression models for attitudes among native women  

  Sexual liberalization Gender equality Individualism 
(family solidarity) 

Secularization 

  W1.1 W1.2 W2.1 W2.2 W3.1 W3.2 W4.1 W4.2 

Type of couple  Mixed  0.14***  0.02  0.05 -0.04 -0.06* -0.12***  0.18***  0.06 
(Ref. endogamous) 

Birth cohort 
(Ref.: 1930-1939) 

1924-1929 -0.15* -0.25***  -0.19*** -0.27*** -0.25*** -0.29*** -0.06 -0.15 
1940-1949 -0.24*** -0.20*** -0.21*** -0.19*** -0.13*** -0.11*** -0.19*** -0.15*** 
1950-1959 -0.36*** -0.29*** -0.29*** -0.26*** -0.04 -0.01 -0.30*** -0.22*** 
1960-1969 -0.52*** -0.41***  -0.42*** -0.36*** -0.06** -0.02 -0.42*** -0.30*** 
1970-1994 -0.52*** -0.40*** -0.42*** -0.41*** -0.03 -0.06* -0.40*** -0.29*** 

Education 
(Ref.: medium) 

Low  -0.30***  -0.20***  -0.06**  -0.31*** 
High  -0.22***  -0.24***  -0.02  -0.30*** 

Order of partner-
ship (Ref.: 1st) 

2nd+  -0.46***  -0.32*** 

 

 -0.30***  -0.50*** 

 

Relative education 
(Ref.: homogamy) 

Higher level  -0.09***  -0.02  -0.07***  -0.10*** 
Lower level  -0.14***  -0.03*  -0.05**  -0.16*** 

Union type 
(Ref.: marriage) 

cohabitation  -0.30***  -0.19***  -0.12***  -0.47*** 

Union duration 
(Ref.: ≤5 years)  

6-10  -0.16***  -0.18***  -0.14***   -0.26*** 
11 + more  -0.16***  -0.24***  -0.24***  -0.31*** 

Number of 
children 
(Ref.: 0) 

1  -0.22***  -0.26***  -0.07***  -0.19*** 
2  -0.22***  -0.22***  -0.01  -0.26*** 

3+  -0.27***  -0.21***  -0.07***  -0.32*** 
R² within 0.061 0.069 0.071 0.079 0.003 0.003 0.025 0.053 
R² between 0.242 0.567 0.036 0.455 0.528 0.383 0.201 0.676 
R² overall  0.036 0.145 0.035 0.150 0.006 0.071 0.016 0.118 

Note: * p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001. Missing values not displayed.  
Multilevel linear regression model, dependent variables range from 1=conservative/collectivistic/reli-
gious to 5=liberal/individualistic/secular. Country of residence used as cluster, results displayed in re-
gression coefficients. 
Source: GGS, Wave 1 (2004-2013), authors’ calculations. N=20,086. 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
results for the mixed union as well as for the controls like for the pooled sample. But only few of the 
effects were significant, which is surely related to the small sample size and the large confidence in-
tervals. 
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Table 2.2: Results of linear regression models for attitudes among native men  
  Sexual liberalization Gender equality Individualism 

(family solidarity) 
Secularization 

M1.1 M1.2 M2.1 M2.2 M3.1 M3.2 M4.1 M4.2 

Type of couple 
(Ref. endogamous) 

Mixed  0.20***  0.12***  0.13***  0.07** -0.05  -0.09**  0.30***  0.20*** 

Birth cohort 
(Ref.: 1930-1939) 

1924-1929 -0.09* -0.12** -0.15*** -0.18*** -0.27*** -0.27*** -0.17** -0.18*** 
1940-1949 -0.22*** -0.19*** -0.19*** -0.18*** -0.10*** -0.09*** -0.21*** -0.17*** 
1950-1959 -0.28*** -0.25*** -0.24*** -0.24*** -0.04* -0.04 -0.27*** -0.22*** 
1960-1969 -0.37*** -0.32*** -0.35*** -0.34*** -0.03 -0.03 -0.35*** -0.27*** 
1970-1994 -0.39*** -0.34*** -0.39*** -0.47*** -0.03 -0.12*** -0.37*** -0.31*** 

Education 
(Ref.: medium) 

Low  -0.10***  -0.05*  -0.06**  -0.24*** 
High  -0.24***  -0.25***  -0.02  -0.37*** 

Order of partnership 
(Ref.: 1st) 

2nd+  -0.37***  -0.27***   0.27***  -0.52*** 

Relative education 
(Ref.: homogamy) 

Higher level  -0.07***  -0.08***  -0.04*  -0.11*** 
Lower level  -0.09***  -0.00  -0.11***  -0.21*** 

Union type 
(Ref.: marriage) 

Cohabitation  -0.27***  -0.14***  -0.10***  -0.38*** 

Union duration 
(Ref.: ≤5 years)  

6-10  -0.12***  -0.18***  -0.12***  -0.19*** 
11 + more  -0.17***  -0.26***  -0.24***  -0.31*** 

Number of children 
(Ref.: 0) 

1  -0.14***  -0.21***  -0.05**  -0.18*** 
2  -0.18**  -0.16***  -0.07***  -0.23*** 

3+  -0.22***  -0.13***  -0.10***  -0.31*** 
R² within 0.040 0.048 0.075 0.071 0.003 0.003 0.025 0.054 
R² between 0.026 0.591 0.004 0.410 0.609 0.430 0.000 0.760 
R² overall  0.026 0.101 0.042 0.141 0.007 0.060 0.018 0.109 

Note: * p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001. Missing values not displayed.  
Multilevel linear regression model, dependent variables range from 1=conservative/collectivistic/reli-
gious to 5=liberal/individualistic/secular. Country of residence used as cluster, results displayed in re-
gression coefficients. 
Source: GGS, Wave 1 (2004-2013), authors’ calculations. N=18,361. 
 
For the second question of gender equality, the first models produce a pattern similar to that 
for sexual liberalization, which suggests that people in mixed unions have more modern atti-
tudes. Note that model W2.1 shows that the effect is insignificant for native women, where-
as model M2.1 indicates that the effect of being in a mixed union is significant for native 
men, with a score that is more than 0.1 points higher. The insertion of further independent 
variables decreases the effect of the couple type, and, interestingly, changes its direction for 
women (W2.2). Hence, for native women, exogamy is shown to be associated with having 
more traditional attitudes toward gender equality, all other variables held constant. 

The third dimension is individualism based on attitudes to family solidarity. Here we 
find a different pattern than in the previous two dimensions. Under control of characteris-
tics of couples and individual determinants, native women and men in mixed unions have 
significantly lower scores for individualism; i.e. they have more collectivistic attitudes 
and support family solidarity more if they are in a mixed union (W 3.2 & M 3.2). 
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The fourth question relates to secularization and religiosity. Similar to the attitudes to-
ward sexual liberalization and gender equality, being in a mixed couple has a positive (and 
significant) effect for native men and women (W4.1 & M4.1), indicating their higher degree 
of modern attitudes. In terms of effect size, mixing has the greatest impact on secularization 
among all four dimensions tested. Controlling for characteristics of couples and individual 
determinants, the effects become smaller both for men and women, but the direction re-
mains the same (W4.2 & M4.2). For native men it is still significantly elevated if they are in 
a mixed union, whereas we can no longer find a significant effect for native women. 

4.3 Effects of controls 

In line with previous literature, our findings show that for all four attitudinal dimensions, be-
ing younger is connected to more openness toward modernization, and being older is associ-
ated with having more conservative values. Having a higher level of education is linked to 
having more liberal views, and living in a non-marital cohabitation is associated with more 
openness. However, we also find that these individual determinants have only a small influ-
ence on the effect of the couple type, which only partially supports our working hypothesis 
regarding compositional differences between exogamous and endogamous unions (H2).  

The couple type effect is moderated by other independent variables. In our exogamy 
hypothesis (H3), we had assumed that exogamous unions are more likely to be subsequent 
unions, and that such couples are also likely to be more heterogamous in terms of other 
traits. Indeed, the main effect of the couple type becomes weaker when controlling for the 
order of partnership. Thus, being in a subsequent union is connected to having more indi-
vidualistic and more secular attitudes. However, the controls for educational homogany/ 
heterogamy are not as clear as hypothesized. Compared to women in couples with educa-
tional homogamy, women who are less educated than their partner tend to have more mod-
ern attitudes regarding sexual liberalization, gender equality, and secularization, but more 
traditional attitudes regarding family solidarity. By contrast, women who are more educated 
than their partner score higher in individualism, but have less modern attitudes regarding 
sexual liberalization, gender equality, and religiosity. For men, we find that being better ed-
ucated than their partner is associated with lower scores and less modern attitudes, while be-
ing less educated than their partner is associated with higher scores, and, thus, with having 
more liberal attitudes (except regarding individualism (family solidarity)). Hence, we find a 
gendered pattern in which men tend to display “modern” behavior when their partner is bet-
ter educated than they are. These men also have more liberal attitudes. But for women, we 
find that although being better educated than their partner is a rather modern pattern of part-
ner choice, it is not associated with having more modern attitudes. 

The control variable on union duration produces similar results for each of the four 
dimension; the longer a union lasts, the more liberal, individualistic, and secular are their 
attitudes. The results on the control for the number of children indicates that having a 
larger family is connected with more traditional attitudes toward sexual liberalization and 
religiosity, but with more modern/individualistic attitudes toward gender equality and in-
tergenerational obligations. Regarding the country of residence, we find large differences 
between the Western and Eastern European countries for all four dimensions. People in 
Poland, Lithuania, and Russia are significantly more conservative and supportive of the 



Journal of Family Research, Volume 31, Issue 3/2019, pp. 361-386 377 

 

collective and the family than the women and men in the older member states of the Eu-
ropean Union. We also see small differences within the cluster of the older member 
states; we find the most liberal and the most individualistic attitudes in Sweden as com-
pared to natives living in France, Belgium, and Germany. These results are in line with 
previous literature, which demonstrated differences between European countries.8  

4.4 Marriage migration 

We also estimate models to get a better understanding of the role of marriage migration 
(Table 3). Note that the sample size is even smaller for this subsample and the confidence 
intervals become rather large. Therefore, we refrain from interpreting the significance and 
size of the coefficients, but explore the direction of the effect only. In principle, we find a 
similar pattern as for the samples of all persons in unions when we compare those natives 
whose partner is a marriage migrant to those in a mixed union with a migrant who did not 
move for union formation (be it either a single first-generation migrant, or a migrant child 
born abroad or at destination of his/her migrant parents). Having a marriage migrant as 
partner is associated with higher secularization and more openness toward sexual liberali-
zation and gender equality. Thus, our working hypothesis regarding a higher degree of 
traditionalism among natives in a couple with a marriage migrant has to be rejected (H4). 
The effects of the independent variables are similar to those described in section 4.3. 
 
Table 3: Results of linear regression models for attitudes among exogamous natives 

Attitudes toward … 
 

Women Men 
W1 W2 M1 M2 

Sexual liberalization 
Marriage migration (Ref.: no) Yes 0.04 0.03 0.14 0.07 
Gender equality 
Marriage migration (Ref.: no) Yes **0.19** **0.20** 0.11 0.06 
Individualism (family solidarity) 
Marriage migration (Ref.: no) Yes 0.05 0.07 0.06 0.05 
Secularization 
Marriage migration (Ref.: no) Yes 0.13 0.11 0.01 -0.03 

N  786 786 696 696 

Note: * p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001. 
Models 1 controlled for birth cohort, Models 2 additionally controlled for individual variables and char-
acteristics of the couple. 
Source: GGS, Wave 1 (2004 to 2013), authors’ calculations. 

                                                        
8 Moreover, we find that exogamy is associated with almost the same results across Europe, so that 

the moderating effect of the country differences cannot explain our results. 
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5. Discussion and conclusion 

As intermarriages reflect opportunity and social structures, as well as the host society’s 
openness to immigrants, such unions are special cases in terms of mate selection. Moreo-
ver, intermarriages are indicative of majority-minority group relations, and, thus, of the 
level of social cohesion in the country. Consequently, scholars who have studied inter-
marriage generally agree that mixed unions facilitate migrant integration, and therefore 
reflect attitudes toward out-groups and the level of social change in a society. Whether 
mixed unions are long-lasting or end in disruption and divorce may serve as the ultimate 
test of majority-minority relationships. In addition, examining mixed unions is helpful for 
understanding the socialization of migrant children, as children born to parents in mixed 
unions have to deal with their parents’ different cultural and social backgrounds. Given 
that it is often assumed that the native partner in a mixed union influences the migrant 
partner and their joint children, we found it somewhat surprising that only a few studies 
have actually investigated the characteristics of the native partner in a mixed union. Thus, 
the aim of our research was to examine the attitudes of natives in mixed unions. This em-
pirical study was based on the underlying assumption that the decision to enter a mixed 
partnership reflects openness to out-groups and population diversity. Against this back-
ground, we posed the research question of whether the social attitudes of natives in exog-
amous unions differ from those of natives in endogamous unions. 

In order to investigate this question using quantitative data, we had to deal with the 
well-known scarcity of data on minority populations in Europe. In the end, we decided to 
use pooled data from seven European countries (GGS), as this was the only way to obtain 
a sample that included a sufficiently large number of mixed unions, as well as information 
on the attitudes of the partners. However, our study has several limitations. Although the 
number of mixed unions in Europe has been growing, the prevalence of intermarried na-
tives is still rather small. Hence, our sample size of natives in exogamous unions was ra-
ther small, and the size of the effects found was also quite small. It is important to keep 
these limitations in mind in the following discussion, in which we offer our interpretations 
of the results of our analysis.  

Our main working hypothesis was that there is an association between being in a 
mixed marriage and attitudes. We used four different attitudinal dimensions to test this 
hypothesis, all of which are included in modernization theories, and are correlated with 
attitudes toward diversity. Three of these dimensions – sexual liberalization, gender 
equality, and religiosity/secularization – feature prominently in public and scientific de-
bates on migrant integration and cultural diversity in Europe today. The fourth dimension 
captures attitudes toward family solidarity. This dimension is also related to moderniza-
tion, but has received less attention in current integration debates. We worked with com-
peting hypotheses. First, we posited that compared to natives in an endogamous union, 
natives in a mixed union may be more resistant to modernization; i.e., they may be more 
religious, and they may have more conservative attitudes regarding gender and family 
roles. If these natives are more “traditional” than average, they may perceive immigrants 
or marriage migrants as secondary options in the partner market. Thus, exogamy may be a 
means of coping with resistance to modernization. Crossing ethnic boundaries could im-
ply that a native is less liberal in terms of his/her other attitudes. Alternatively, it could 
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mean that the native is more liberal in terms of his/her attitudes regarding culture and re-
ligion; i.e., that s/he is more open to modernization in general, and has positive views on 
diversity. In the latter case, exogamy would also be associated with more individualistic 
attitudes on other dimensions. Interestingly, our study provided evidence for both hypoth-
eses. Being in a mixed marriage was found to be associated with higher levels of seculari-
zation and more openness towards sexual liberalization and gender equality, i.e., pointing 
toward more individualistic values, but with more traditional attitudes toward family soli-
darity; i.e., pointing to more collectivist values. 

These findings are noteworthy for three reasons. First, family solidarity is one dimen-
sion of modernization theory that is also subject to change. We expected to find that as 
individualism increased, family solidarity would also become less important, especially as 
we used variables that referred to intergenerational relationships and to support of the el-
derly by the younger generations. In modern Western European countries (despite cross-
country variation), care responsibilities are often delegated to the welfare state. We may 
conclude from our finding that exogamy was associated with a higher degree of familism, 
and that crossing the “ethnic line” in union formation is a modern behavior that reflects 
traditional attitudes. Perhaps these natives perceived the choice of a migrant partner as a 
secondary option that enabled them to form a family; i.e., they cast a wider net in order to 
avoid being single. Crossing ethnic boundaries when choosing a partner was, however, 
found to be associated with having more liberal attitudes toward sexual liberalization and 
gender equality, and with lower religiosity. Our observation that these three dimensions 
are linked is in line with the literature. But our findings challenge Inglehart’s individual-
ism/collectivism dichotomy. In “real life,” individuals may “mix” traditional and modern 
elements, and show a value synthesis (Klages 2002). Exogamous unions may be such a 
case, as it appears that the partners often have divergent attitudes.  

Second, we assessed the role of marriage migration. Our assumption was that natives 
who are in a union with a marriage migrant had more conservative attitudes than natives in 
other exogamous unions. However, our results did not support this hypothesis. As this sub-
sample was very small, we were unable to examine this potential association in detail. We 
could not, for example, distinguish the migrant partners by their migrant generation, country 
of origin, or religious affiliation. Placing all migrant partners in one category may be too 
simple, as it does not account for the diversity in European immigrant populations. This lim-
itation may explain this finding. Whether a European native married a person from a reli-
giously distinct country (Foner/Alba 2008; Koopmans 2015), a first-generation migrant 
from another EU country, or a member of the second migrant generation might also make a 
difference.  

The third point we want to raise is that the pattern of the association between exoga-
my and attitudes is similar for women and men (regardless of whether they are marriage 
migrants). Hence, our results do not indicate that there are gender differences in the like-
lihood of using exogamy as a strategy for coping with modernization processes, or in 
openness to diversity. If exogamy is a strategy for coping with modernization or con-
straints on the partner market, then its association with social attitudes would be similar 
for both sexes. However, we found differences by gender in the socio-demographic back-
ground variables. The education of the respondent and the comparative education of the 
partner were shown to have more explanatory power for the exogamy effect among wom-
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en than among men. This result suggests that future research should continue looking into 
mixed partner choice from the natives’ perspective, with a focus on gendered patterns and 
social attitudes.  

Unfortunately, our analyses were based on cross-sectional data. Hence, the study of 
attitudes allows for two potential interpretations. Attitudes may influence either the part-
ner selection as such or the reason for seeking the union. Future research should, there-
fore, investigate how attitudes affect partner choice among natives and immigrants. We 
also need to acknowledge that our sample contained only existing unions. Previous litera-
ture has shown that exogamous unions have a higher risk of dissolution than endogamous 
unions (e.g., Milewski/Kulu 2014). At the same time, divorce tends to be associated with 
more modern attitudes. Therefore, it is likely that natives who ever had an exogamous un-
ion were underrepresented in our sample. We would, however, expect that this un-
derrepresentation led to an underestimation of the impact of exogamy on attitudes.  

As cultural differences between the partners in mixed unions are often cited as poten-
tial explanations for difficulties in the partnership or union disruption, future research 
should include information on values, attitudes, and opinions in analyses, and, of course, 
in data collections. Ideally, future studies would also compare the attitudes of the partners 
in each couple, which we were not able to do with our data source. We may speculate that 
what matters in determining whether a union endures is not just how conservative or lib-
eral the partners are, but whether they are well-matched and get along.  

Finally, we want to take a step back and focus our attention on the prevalence of in-
termarriage among natives in Europe. Although some of the previous literature reported 
that the number of mixed unions has been increasing, the prevalence of exogamous un-
ions among natives is still rather small: i.e. of the natives in our data, only about 4% were 
in a mixed union. We suggest that future research on modernization processes and social 
cohesion focus not only on gender issues and religiosity, but on attitudes regarding diver-
sity in a perhaps increasingly hostile Europe (Turper et al. 2015); and investigate how 
these dimensions are interrelated, and how the societal climate affects partner choice and 
the family life in mixed unions.  

To conclude, our findings imply that the social adaptation process of migrant partners 
may be facilitated by exogamy in partnerships, because migrants may integrate into a 
more liberal milieu if they have a native partner. At the same time, the natives in these 
mixed marriages tend to have more traditional attitudes toward the family in general. Both 
the percentages of mixed unions and the patterns of our results regarding the attitudes of 
natives in such unions suggest that the widespread assumption that exogamy is the ulti-
mate boundary breaker and an indicator of social cohesion in increasingly diverse Euro-
pean immigration countries should be challenged more frequently in empirical studies.  
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