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INTRODUCTION 

Finding a partner is an important transition in an individual’s life course; being in a couple 

provides support and resources to the individual, and biological reproduction often 

follows. Moreover, several disciplines take an interest in how partners’ characteristics 

combine. The study of assortative mating – a term born in the natural sciences – analyzes 

how partners match in couples according to some dimensions. For human beings, 

assortative mating can be studied by an array of characteristics such as physical 

appearance (Sphuler, 1982), personality traits (Glicksohn & Golan, 2001), religion 

(McClendon, 2016), ethnicity (Qian, & Lichter 2007), age (Kolk, 2015), income 

(Greenwood et al., 2014), and occupational status (Kalmijn, 1994).  

Among the others, assortative mating by educational level has traditionally been a topic 

of interest in the social sciences, because education is a good predictor of life chances in 

the socioeconomic sphere, such as income and occupational attainment, but also other 

personal domains such as lifestyle, aspirations, and values (Blossfeld, 2009). Moreover, 

matching patterns of individuals by educational attainment shape the distribution of 

inequalities within and between generations (Schwartz, 2013).  

Among heterosexual individuals, educational homogamy remains the rule as a result of 

several mechanisms. First, individuals are found to prefer partners with similar 

characteristics to their own. Moreover, most couples are formed in education-segregated 

social environments such as educational institutions (schools or universities) and 

workplaces (Blossfeld & Timm, 2003). When partners have different educational levels, 

hypergamy (couples in which the man is more educated than the woman) has traditionally 

prevailed, but in the last years the share of hypogamous couples (where the woman is 
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more educated than the man) has been increasing till the point in which hypogamy 

outnumbers hypergamy (Esteve et al., 2016).  

Hypogamy is a relatively new phenomenon in Western societies. Throughout the 20th 

century, among unions in which partners have different levels of education, hypergamy 

has been the rule, while hypergamy was an exceptional couple pairing. Thus, the 

emergence of hypogamy as a stable phenomenon is recent, and needs to be fully described 

and analyzed.  

Moreover, the rise of hypogamy could be interpreted as a further step in what is known 

as the gender revolution (Goldscheider et al., 2015). Women with higher educational 

attainment to their partners might show a higher bargaining power within the couple in 

several life domains thanks to greater human capital and a higher perception of their 

value. As a result, gender relationships within the family and in the private sphere might 

be realigning. However, recent research has shown that women in hypogamous couples 

do not present such advantages relative to their partners, especially when income is 

considered (Chudnovskaya & Kashyap, 2020). These results suggest that individuals in 

hypogamous couples might be negatively selected in some aspects, which begs questions 

concerning the characteristics of individuals in such couples.  

Investigating the dynamics taking place in the partner market might shed light on which 

individuals are more likely to enter in hypogamous couples, and how and when this 

happens. There is general agreement about the existence of a link between the increase of 

hypogamy and women’s growing involvement in higher education, known as the reversed 

gender gap in education (Esteve et al., 2012). In most Western countries women’s 

involvement in higher education has been steadily increasing since the 1970s, to the point 
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by which they have started outnumbering men in tertiary education in the early 2000s. 

This means that nowadays more women than men have tertiary education. This shift in 

the educational composition of the population might influence patterns of couple 

formation through two main mechanisms. First, the growth of a mating squeeze 

characterized by women outnumbering tertiary-educated men for structural reasons. 

Conversely, preferences might change as a result, with hypogamy becoming a less 

unconventional type of couple pairing and men’s socioeconomic position becoming less 

important feature in women’s choice of a partner.  

Social scientists are also debating the consequences of increasing hypogamy in an array 

of domains. Among the others, the stratification scholarship is involved, because the 

transmission of inequalities from parents to children is highly dependent on family 

formation pathways, along which the choice of the partner is a key step (Mare & 

Schwartz, 2006). Decisions on family formation such as childbearing, parenting styles, 

and the accumulation and allocation of resources are the result of a continuous process of 

negotiation between partners, that might change where different characteristics and assets 

are combined. Women in hypogamous couples could have a stronger bargaining position 

in the couple, where greater competence and social value are perceived, and might thus 

play a greater role in the transmission of resources – e.g. educational attainment – to any 

children. This, in turn, might change patterns and the distribution of inequalities between 

generations. 

Thus, the rise of hypogamy represents a major change in the sphere of family research 

that poses important questions concerning contemporary and future generations. This 

dissertation aims to contribute to this debate, focusing on two main aspects. Following 

recent findings that individuals in hypogamous couples might be negatively selected, I 
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investigate the dynamics taking place in the search for a partner that might lead to such a 

couple forming (Chapters 2 and 3). To do this, I adopt a micro-level and life-course 

approach, following individuals in their partner search trajectories. Then, I study the 

consequences of partner choice for individuals’ ability to transmit their socioeconomic 

resources to their children and whether it changes according to the educational pairing 

(Chapter 4). 

In more detail, the dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter 1 provides a broad 

overview of the theoretical and empirical research on educational assortative mating in 

the social sciences, mainly sociology and family demography. Particular attention is paid 

to the recent rise of hypogamy, its determinants and potential consequences within and 

between generations. An additional aim of this chapter is to identify open questions in the 

topic. As for partner search, I build upon the search theory (Oppenheimer, 1988) and 

stress the importance of studying the complex interaction between preferences and 

structural constraints in partner choice, and how it changes during the life course. 

Moreover, I identify developmental deadlines and behaviors to achieve them as possible 

drivers of couple formation. Finally, I examine the theoretical and empirical possibilities 

of accounting for the role of educational assortative mating in processes of educational 

reproduction across generations.  

Accordingly, three empirical lines are followed to develop these ideas. Chapter 2 focuses 

on how structural constraints shape the process of partner search. Building on the search 

theory of Oppenheimer (1988), I find that the occurrence of hypogamy among individuals 

in their 30s is associated with a mating squeeze characterized by an oversupply of tertiary 

educated women. I focus especially on two social groups; low educated men and women 
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with tertiary education – whose mating prospects have worsened as more women gain 

higher education. 

Driven by the results of Chapter 2, the second empirical contribution of the dissertation 

(Chapter 3) investigates a potential mechanism behind couple formation. I employ the 

developmental regulation model around a deadline (Heckhausen & Buchmann, 2019) 

from the social psychology field to understand whether and to what extent getting closer 

to the normative age of family formation and the feeling of urgency connected to it foster 

the transition to partnership and, eventually, hypogamy. Results show that this 

mechanism holds, especially for women.  

Finally, Chapter 4 moves from causes to consequences of partner choice and educational 

assortative mating for the reproduction of educational attainment between generations. 

Following a generation of potential parents along their demographic pathways – mating 

and fertility – and their children’s achievements, I find that assortative mating mediates 

the parent-child association in educational attainment differently for men and women. 

While for men the type of educational pairing does not make a difference in their chances 

to have a child with a degree, among women with a tertiary degree having a less educated 

partner is detrimental for their children’s chances.   

Overall, the dissertation contributes to the literature providing evidence on the dynamics 

behind the occurrence of hypogamy at the micro-level. Results highlight the need to study 

the search for a partner as a dynamic process in which structural constraints and individual 

perceptions and needs continuously interact with each other. The formation of an 

hypogamous couple is associated with the partner market characteristics and with 

personal needs not uniformly along with the search process. Thus, asking when and how 
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hypogamy occurs provides a more detailed understanding of the dynamics behind couple 

formation.  

Moreover, the dissertation provides insights into the role of partner choice in the 

intergenerational transmission of educational attainment. In particular, among older 

cohorts the detrimental impact of hypogamy on women’s ability to transmit their 

educational resources to their children among older cohorts adds evidence to the stalled 

revolution hypothesis, as suggested by previous studies on the topic (Chudnovskaya & 

Kashyap, 2020). It also highlights the need for future research to investigate within-

couples dynamics further, in order to fully understand how these outcomes originated, 

and how they change across cohorts.  
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CHAPTER 1 

UNION FORMATION AND EDUCATIONAL ASSORTATIVE MATING: 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE 

Abstract 

The chapter provides an overview of theoretical and empirical research on educational 

assortative mating, a traditional topic of interest for the social sciences both for its causes 

and consequences for individuals and societies. Among the determinants of union 

formation, personal preferences and partner market constraints are of special interest. 

Micro-level perspectives about the transition to partnership are presented, addressing a 

potential new research agenda that combines preferences, partner market constraints and 

age. Then, consequences of educational assortative mating are analyzed, as the 

combination of partners’ characteristics shapes subsequent family formation processes 

such as fertility and the social reproduction of socioeconomic resources from one 

generation to the following. Recent developments in the social stratification scholarship 

are presented, addressing their potentialities for the study of the role of educational 

assortative mating in the reproduction of inequalities. Moreover, the chapter describes 

recent changes in patterns of educational assortative mating, highlighting the rise of 

hypogamy, presenting potential causes and consequences. Overall, the chapter provides 

a tool for answering questions about educational assortative mating and the rise of 

hypogamy raised throughout the thesis. 
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1. Introduction 

In the last decades families have undergone major changes, and some of them have 

involved union formation dynamics. Almost all Western countries have witnessed a stable 

and constant retreat of marriage, that is often not only preceded, but also substituted by 

cohabitation. The timing of the entry into a union has been delayed, leading individuals 

to spend more time as singles and couple instability – breakups and divorces – have 

become more frequent.  

Besides the study of the occurrence, timing and duration of unions, social scientists have 

been widely interested in assortative mating. Individuals, indeed, do not match in couples 

randomly, but follow some patterns that lead them to match assortatively according to 

some characteristics – may they be age, status, religion, ethnicity, or education. Couples 

are defined as homogamous when partners belong to the same group or share the same 

characteristics, and, when they are heterogamous, they can be either hypergamous or 

hypogamous for ordinal and continuous outcomes (Esteve, García-Román, & Permanyer, 

2012). In this dissertation, educational assortative mating will be studied. Educational 

assortative mating has a long tradition in family demography and sociology for two main 

reasons; first, education can be considered as a determinant of economic prospects (Shavit 

& Muller, 1998) and, secondly, it is a good proxy of personal values, attitudes and 

preferences. Concerning educational assortative mating, couples are homogamous when 

partners have the same education; when they have different educational attainments, the 

couple is defined as hypergamous when the man is more educated than the woman, and 

hypogamous when the woman is the most educated partner.  
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Not only the timing and the quantum of union formation but also the characteristics of 

the couples in terms of educational pairings have changed. Even though homogamy 

prevails, when partners differ on their educational level hypogamous couples are 

nowadays outnumbering hypergamous ones. The investigation of the reasons and the 

implications of this new phenomenon is still ongoing (Esteve, Schwartz, Van Bavel, & 

Garcia, 2016; Van Bavel, Schwartz, & Esteve, 2018).  

As highlighted by sociological literature, family processes are strictly related to the 

existence and the reproduction of inequalities in a society. On the one hand, the entry in 

a union and the characteristics of the pairing that an individual can reach are stratified by 

already existing differences in individual socio-economic features such as education or 

occupation. Indeed, sociological and demographic research have demonstrated that 

selection into couple, its timing, and stability have traditionally followed socioeconomic 

and educational gradients that changed over time and countries. In the same way, also 

assortative matching by education is dependent on individual characteristics. 

On the other hand, union formation is one of the most important channels by which 

inequalities are reproduced and transmitted. Sociologists’ interest in union formation and 

assortative mating comes from two main reasons. First, the question «who marries 

whom» reflects one of the most important mechanisms in the reproduction of social 

classes and inequalities. Couple formation is not only a demographic event, but it is also 

a social institution that establishes individuals’ position in the stratification system, 

acquiring resources and opportunities compared to their original position. Besides its role 

as a channel of social mobility for individuals, the study of partnership patterns has a 

second reason for interest. Because partners and spouses share their resources, assortative 

mating affects their distribution across families, shapes the distribution of fertility 
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decisions and, when children are present, their family background and future life chances 

(Schwartz, 2013). Union formation and assortative mating can be considered as the 

starting point in the process of social reproduction of socioeconomic inequalities not only 

across individuals but also at the family level. Thus, the relevance of the topic is 

straightforward; the stratification of union formation and the emerging patterns of 

assortative mating are central to the understanding of the reproduction of stratification 

systems (Blossfeld, 2009). 

The present chapter aims to provide a critical review of the theoretical and empirical 

research of union formation and assortative mating, with the aim to identify pathways for 

future research. First, the determinants of union formation will be analyzed to identify 

how inequalities that are already generated by the stratification system may play a role in 

selecting individuals into relationships, and how they are changing over time. In a second 

step, the consequences of union formation and assortative mating will be investigated as 

a mechanism in the generation and reproduction of inequalities, both within and between 

generations.  

2. Old and new trends in educational assortative mating  

Sociological literature has widely investigated trends and mechanisms of educational 

assortative mating (Ultee & Luijkx, 1990; Kalmijn, 1991, 1998; Blossfeld & Timm, 2003; 

Schwartz & Mare, 2005; Schwartz, 2013) both at the macro and micro level. At the macro 

level, the tendency towards educational homogamy has remained stable over time, 

although with some changes and differences among educational levels and couple 

arrangements (Mare, 1991; Schwartz & Mare, 2005). The persistent prevalence of 

homogamy can be explained by the fact that highly educated individuals have become 



11 

 

increasingly likely to partner with similars rather than partner down (Kalmijn, 1991, 

1998; Schwartz & Mare, 2005) through three main mechanisms.  

One explanation points to the expansion of education and the role of educational 

institutions as marriage markets (Blossfeld, 2009; Blossfeld & Timm, 2003). Educational 

systems are highly stratified by age and increasingly homogeneous in terms of 

educational attainment. As individuals extend their time in the educational system, the 

chances of meeting potential partners with the same educational attainment increase. 

According to a structuralist perspective, this homogenization shapes social networks, 

since the probability of friendships and relationships depends on contact opportunities 

(Blau & Schwartz, 1984). Thus, the opportunity to meet people with the same level of 

education increases during the educational career, and indirectly also the likelihood of 

educational homogamy increases. As a by-product of these mechanisms, the educational 

expansion across cohorts will produce higher levels of educational homogamy because 

the level of educational attainment and the duration of educational enrolment increases 

for a growing number of individuals (Blossfeld, 2009). 

In recent years a major change is taking place in the dynamics of couple formation. 

Among younger cohorts, levels of singlehood are permanently increasing, representing 

nowadays 5% of individuals in Europe, with a great country heterogeneity (Bellani, 

Esping-Andersen, & Nedoluzhko, 2017). Among partnered people, when partners differ 

in their educational attainment, hypogamous couples are nowadays outnumbering 

hypergamous ones. Hypergamy has traditionally been pervasive within heterogamous 

unions throughout the whole 20th century, but this trend is gradually decreasing over time 

in many countries, giving place to a growing number of hypogamous couples (Esteve et 



12 

 

al., 2012, 2016). Thus, traditional patterns of couple formation are under threat, and it 

comes with potential consequences on several aspects of family life. 

In the attempt to identify the causes of this major shift in partnering behavior, research is 

extensively focusing on the role played by the so-known reversed gender gap in education 

(Van Bavel, 2012). With this term, social scientists refer to the fact that, around the end 

of the 20th century, in almost all European countries (Esteve et al., 2012; Van Bavel, 2012; 

Van Bavel et al., 2018) and the US (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2006; 2013) women are 

outperforming men in tertiary education. Until the end of the 20th century, education has 

been mainly a male advantage. This was especially true for high education, which was 

traditionally almost male-dominated. Starting from the 1970s, women’s enrollment and 

completion rates in higher education began to increase, reaching, in the late 90s, equal or 

even higher levels compared to men, thus reversing the traditional gender gap in 

education (Van Bavel, 2012; Schofer & Meyer, 2005). Nevertheless, the pace and the 

diffusion of these processes differ across countries and contexts, with Nordic countries 

being the forerunners, followed by Southern and Western ones. However, there are still 

some differences in the educational pathways of men and women. For instance, there is 

still a strong gender segregation in the fields of study, with men showing higher 

representation in STEM fields than women, that still opt more often for disciplines 

coherent with traditional gender roles (Charles & Bradley, 2002). These patterns of field 

choices could have some consequences also for assortative mating in addition to the level 

of education; indeed, the choice of the fields has been demonstrated to have important 

consequences for the earning prospects in the labor market, and therefore in the 

prospective relative earning potential in the couple (Van Bavel, 2010). 
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The reversed gender gap in education has been related to the rise of hypogamy. A 

correlation between the rise of hypogamy and the increasing advantage of women in 

higher education has been documented by several studies (Esteve et al., 2012, 2016), but 

the mechanisms through which the reversed gender gap in education should affect trends 

and patterns of union formation are still unclear. Theoretically speaking, two main 

mechanisms can be identified: compositional changes and shifting preferences. On the 

one hand, the rise of hypogamous couples could be just a function of structural 

constraints; the higher the relative number of women with high education relative to men, 

the higher the likelihood of hypogamous couples, even in absence of changes in 

preferences. Indeed, research with agent-based models has found that this could be the 

case (Grow & Van Bavel, 2015). On the other hand, if changes in preferences about 

female-dominant couples go towards more gender equality, then the negative 

compositional effect of the educational distribution of the population can be offset by 

changes in preferences, avoiding higher rates of singlehood for high-educated women and 

enhancing the social acceptance of non-normative couples as hypogamous ones. 

At the time being, the extent to which trends and patterns of union formation and 

educational assortative mating are due to compositional changes or shifting preferences 

is still an open question. It means disentangling the complex interaction between 

individual preferences and the structure of constraints in which an individual looks for a 

partner, how they can influence each other and how this relationship changes during the 

life course. To provide the tools to explore these questions, the following paragraphs will 

be devoted to the classical theories and approaches that have been developed in the study 

of the determinants of union formation and the new approaches that could help to explain 

current changes in partnering behaviors.  
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It is reasonable to think that changing patterns of educational assortative mating have 

consequences for life-course trajectories and outcomes, as well as for intergenerational 

processes of social reproduction of inequalities. As educational assortative mating is 

relevant in the understanding of the reproduction of inequalities (Blossfeld, 2009; 

Schwartz, 2013), it can be derived that changing patterns of educational assortative 

mating should have an impact on these processes. Thus, the second part of the chapter 

will explore how the reversed gender gap in education and subsequent changing patterns 

of educational assortative mating could influence the intergenerational reproduction of 

inequalities from parents to children. 

3. Determinants of union formation 

Sociological literature has widely investigated the drivers of union formation, and it has 

identified three main social forces that play a role in shaping patterns of educational 

assortative mating: (i) the structure of opportunities (ii) individual preferences and (iii) 

third parties (Kalmijn, 1998). For this work, just the first two will be discussed, since they 

are more relevant when studying educational assortative mating in contemporary 

societies. Indeed, third parties influence has been particularly important when studying 

historical societies, like those experiencing the transition towards modernization 

(Treiman, 1970).  

Individual preferences  

According to micro-level theories, assortative mating is the result of a long-term, 

cumulative and continuously changing life-course process that takes place under a certain 

degree of uncertainty (Lichter, 1990; Lichter et al., 1995). Individuals meet potential 

partners in a temporal sequence from a population whose information is imperfect, and 
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random. As a result of these elements of uncertainty, the search of a partner is 

characterized by search costs and time limits, that individuals face differently according 

to the characteristics and tools that they have.  

Social psychology literature suggests that individuals with limited time and knowledge 

use simple heuristics to make reasonable decisions in complex situations (Gigerenzer et 

al., 1999). The most common heuristic for partner choice has traditionally been that of 

satisficing (Simon, 1956); among a set of alternative potential mates encountered 

sequentially and without perfect knowledge, individuals set an adjustable aspiration level 

and end the search when this level is met (Simon, 1956). Moreover, it can be hypothesized 

that people’s aspirations are based on previous experiences and vary with age and that the 

search for a partner is analogous to the job search (Oppenheimer, 1988). Job searchers 

seek the best job possible, according to the jobs available and the skills and credentials 

that make them attractive. Among all the potential jobs that they know about, job seekers 

set an acceptable match – called the reservation wage. As a consequence, they reject those 

jobs below the reservation wage and accept the first offer at or above. This process entails 

costs and time, that may take individuals to lower their aspirations. Similarly, partner 

seekers have in mind a reservation quality partner that satisfies the minimum of 

requirements given their own perceived attractiveness in the partner market.  

Concerning people’s preferences and aspiration levels, scholars noted that homogamy 

may be generated by two combinations of preferences. The matching hypothesis posits 

that single individuals prefer partners with characteristics similar to their own, and it will 

lead to homogamy. Similarly, the competition hypothesis, which argues that individuals 

prefer partners with more of a characteristic, still predicts homogamy; indeed, if both 
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sides of the market prefer more of a character in their potential mate, then neither wants 

to partner down and everyone ends up with someone similar to themselves.  

Besides theories on homogamy, sociological theories focus on preferences for 

complementary traits. One of the most relevant is the microeconomic theory developed 

by Becker (1974; 1981), which posits clear predictions about gender-specific preferences 

and assortative mating patterns. According to Becker, if there was no gender-specific 

division of labor in the family and the labor market, partners would resemble themselves 

as much as possible in personal traits, education included (Becker 1974; 1981). However, 

modern societies are characterized by gender segregation in the workplace and their 

occupational structures. More precisely, Becker focuses on the two broad categories of 

market and household, that, at the times when Becker was writing, were strongly gender-

segregated. As a result of this division, Becker (1981) argues that in the search for a 

partner, the fundamental reason for the difference in the utility functions of men and 

women is the gender-specific division of work, which leads to matches by complementary 

traits. Indeed, in gender-traditional societies, men expect to benefit from their wives when 

they are more oriented to housework, whereas women count to benefit from their 

husbands because men have specialized in the work dimension. Thus, Becker’s gender 

traditional model suggests a pattern of preferences where men will prefer women oriented 

towards housework, whereas women will opt for men with good economic prospects and 

high education. These preferences will give as a result a pattern of prevalent hypergamy. 

Preferences for complementary traits are predicted also by the exchange theory (Davis, 

1941; Merton, 1941), which assumes that individuals in the partner market balance 

unequal traits through exchange. A good example for understanding the exchange theory 

is the trade-off between age and educational attainment or socioeconomic status: high 
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educated men of old age could bargain their age with a woman of a younger age, but with 

lower educational attainment. The same will happen for education and housework 

abilities: women (and conversely, men) would exchange their lower education with their 

higher propensity towards housework, generating a pattern of hypergamy. 

In contemporary societies, women’s increasing involvement in education and the labor 

market might influence the evolution of individual preferences and threaten their 

traditional patterns. Men’s preferences would move towards women with high education 

and good economic prospects, and, more generally, towards more gender-egalitarian 

attitudes in the couple. Recent empirical evidence supports this hypothesis. Esteve and 

coauthors (2016) documented a positive relationship between female educational 

advantage and mean attitudes about gender egalitarianism. Moreover, younger cohorts 

show preferences more inclined toward gender symmetry and lower aversion of female-

status dominant relationships compared to the older ones (Zentner & Eagly, 2015; Buss 

et al., 2001).  

On the other hand, a bunch of literature suggests that men still avoid female partners with 

characteristics associated with economic success (Fisman et al., 2006; Hitsch et al., 2010). 

This view is supported by the evidence that educational hypogamy is often 

counterbalanced by the maintenance of more traditional patterns in other dimensions such 

as income (Qian 2016; Chudnovskaya & Kashyap, 2020). This can be interpreted as 

evidence that educational hypogamy does not challenge the higher status of men in the 

couple, even though women’s tendency of marrying up in income has declined over time. 
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The partner market 

One of the most relevant concepts in the study of assortative mating is that of the partner 

market. It can be defined as the physical and symbolic space in which individuals look 

for a partner facing a situation of supply and competition for potential partners with 

mating-relevant features, who can be found in several dimensions of life (schools, 

neighborhood, family, friends, etc) (Kalmijn, 1998). 

The general idea underlying the notion of the partner market is that the number and the 

characteristics of eligible partners should be considered as one of the factors that influence 

union formation and assortative mating (De Hauw, Piazza, & Van Bavel, 2014; Fraboni 

& Billari, 2001; Kalmijn, 1998). However, tracing the boundaries of the space where 

partner search develops is not easy, since the search for a partner involves several 

geographical and symbolic spaces, some of which may play a more relevant role than 

others, due both to the greater involvement, time and the higher value that individuals 

attribute to them (Fraboni & Billari, 2001). Thus, issues such as relevance, competition, 

availableness, transparency and spatial limits are useful to clarify what the partner market 

is (Eckhard & Stauder, 2018).  

The first element to clarify is that which refers to the relevance of potential partners; who 

are they? Which characteristics do they have? The notion of relevance refers then to the 

assumptions about preferred traits of a potential partner, as discussed in the previous 

paragraph.  

An additional aspect is that of competition; in the partner market, heterosexual individuals 

do not just search for a partner, but also compete with other same-sex actors. Following 

this reasoning, the notion of availableness includes the characteristics that make an 
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individual available in the market. Marital status is the main criterion of availableness, 

and it is normally assumed that those who are already married or cohabiting are no longer 

searching for a partner (De Hauw et al., 2014). However, studies on divorce suggest that 

marital instability might be determined by the availability of other potential alternative 

partners  (Grow, Schnor, & Van Bavel, 2017; Schwartz & Han, 2014; South, 1995). Thus, 

even married individuals could belong to the partner market, but only to the extent to 

which they are willing to exchange their partner.  

An additional feature to be considered is that of transparency, which refers to the ease 

with which individuals can collect information about potential partners and same-sex 

competitors. Since partner search takes place in a context of uncertainty, the easier is to 

identify potential partners, the lower the search costs in the partner market. Finally, the 

spatial limits in which the search takes place are relevant; they should be effective in 

reflecting the actual spatial range of individuals’ everyday activities.  

Moreover, the partner market changes across individuals’ life courses. All the elements 

discussed before do vary in their characteristics and relevance with age. In other words, 

the mating market conditions that an individual faces vary not only between individuals 

of different ages and characteristics but also within the individual’s life course, and it 

could influence couple outcomes.  

Strictly related to the concept of marriage market is that of marriage squeeze, which 

indicates the imbalance in the availability of men and women with given characteristics. 

Demographic, biological, social and economic factors can influence the characteristics of 

the population and create an imbalance in the mating market, then influencing rates of 

union formation. Unbalanced mating markets have been a matter of concern in many 
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historical circumstances (Abramitzky, Delavande, & Vasconcelos, 2011; Angrist, 2002) 

and societies (Guilmoto, 2012; Jiang, Feldman, & Li, 2014). 

The classic «marriage squeeze hypothesis» argues that union formation opportunities are 

depressed when facing with a shortage of suitable potential partners (Akers, 1967; Fossett 

& Kiecolt, 1991; Angrist, 2002), without assuming potential differences between men 

and women. In the 80s, Guttentag and Secord (1983) proposed what is known as the 

sociocultural perspective, which considers not only the pure ratio between men and 

women, but also the psychological, economic, and social factors that influence mating 

choices. According to the authors, men are in control of the structural power, and because 

of that, have different reactions to sex ratio imbalances compared to women. In a situation 

of an abundance of mate availability men are expected to engage less in committed 

relationships, whereas when in shortage of potential partners they would be encouraged 

to increase their commitment. Thus, the main difference hypothesized for men and 

women is that mate availability would have a positive effect on women, whereas it is 

negative for men.  

A further step in the conceptualization of the marriage squeeze was made by Wilson 

(1987), who emphasized, in addition to the sheer number, the desired characteristics of 

potential spouses. This reasoning came from the rise of female-headed families among 

African Americans during the early 80s, which was related to increasing unemployment 

among black men. He proposed the male marriageable pool index, showing that a 

shortage of black men with desired economic characteristics, such as employment, 

harmed women union rates. Wilson’s contribution stressed out the relevance of 

suitability, rather than just availability, defining the mating squeeze not only as a sheer 

number of men and women, but also a matter of socioeconomic features such as 
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employment, income or educational level. In the 90s the debate was enriched by the 

construction of a link between the marriage squeeze hypothesis and patterns of assortative 

mating. Lichter, Anderson and Hayward (1995) were the first to ask whether an imbalance 

in the sex ratio changes not only union rates but also the characteristics of the matches. 

They argued that in the presence of a shortage of men women do not lower their 

preferences in terms of socioeconomic status, but rather choose to remain single. 

From an empirical perspective, social scientists have been long interested in the 

relationship between population composition and rates of union formation and assortative 

mating, with the aims to (1) measure the partner market and (2) assess whether it has an 

effective impact on union formation dynamics and patterns of assortative mating. 

In the attempt to measure the mating market, three main perspectives have emerged in 

the literature, which reflect different approaches and aspects of the partner search process. 

The first, more common in demographic literature, refers to sex ratios as the main 

determinants of union formation and timing; the second perspective, known as the 

structuralist approach, stresses the notion of social heterogeneity and group sizes. Finally, 

the search theory developed by Oppenheimer (1988) focuses on the connection between 

the timing and the type of sorting.  

The sex ratio approach moves from the question of whether there is a man for every 

woman. Most of the contributions in the literature have been developed in the US (Lichter 

et al., 1995; Qian & Preston, 1993; Schoen, 1983) and have been conducted at the 

aggregate level. Generally, empirical results show that imbalanced sex ratios do not play 

a crucial role in trends of union formation (Qian & Preston, 1993; Schoen, 1986; Schoen 
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& Kluegel, 1988). Even at the individual level, results do not shed light on the impact of 

sex ratios in a clear way (Lichter et al., 1995; Licther et al., 1992)  

Different from the sex ratio approach, the structuralist perspective focuses on social 

heterogeneity and group sizes as critical in determining the likelihood of union formation. 

According to the structuralists, it is not just the imbalance in the number of men and 

women that matters, but rather relative group sizes (Blau, Blumm & Schwartz, 1984): 

even in a situation of a perfect balance between sexes, members of a small group are less 

likely to marry assortatively and hence will have higher probabilities of marrying 

outgroup (Blau et al., 1982). 

The third perspective that links population composition and union formation is an 

adaptation of the economic search theory developed by Oppenheimer (1988). As 

previously discussed, among the costs of the search for a partner, there can be included 

the time invested in this search, as well as opportunity costs of forgoing possible matches 

to continue searching, while benefits rely mainly on achieving a satisfactory match. 

Single individuals have also a set of minimum qualifications they seek in a partner below 

which they will not accept a match. Moreover, costs and benefits depend on an 

individual’s mating market capital (such as education, income, or other individual 

characteristics) and the distribution of potential mates. The crucial point of the search 

theory is that all these elements vary over the life course based on the experience in the 

mating market and an individual’s age. During the life course, both the costs and the 

benefits of the search change with age, in response to changes in the distribution of 

potential mates and personal experiences. 
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In this complex interaction, some mechanisms can be identified. First, personal mating 

market capital changes with age; traits such as income and social skills may increase, but 

others, as fecundity or physical attractiveness, may decrease. For education, it can be 

hypothesized that it may become less important for sorting with increasing age since it 

tends to be replaced by other factors such as occupation or income. Secondly, the mating 

market becomes thinner with age, since the pool of potential partners gets narrower. This 

increasing sparseness in the pool of potential mates can limit people’s ability to find a 

partner, and, in response to it, individuals may lower the reservation quality partner, to 

«cast a wider net», perhaps even violating conventional norms on mating patterns (Qian 

& Lichter, 2018). Furthermore, people move from homogeneous organizations, such as 

schools, towards more heterogeneous ones (as workplaces) with age.  

As a result, in more unfavorable markets, low returns to search can be expected, which in 

turn can cause worse sorting with age. In favorable markets, where search returns remain 

relatively high, sorting outcomes should not change, or even increase with age. However, 

these expected results might change if individuals, growing up with age, update and 

change the minimum set of qualifications that they look for in a potential partner. If it 

was the case, then costs of search become lower, with higher returns. These mechanisms 

can help to link mating market conditions with union formation timing and the 

characteristics of assortative mating, as the result of a continuous process of adaption 

between preferences, age and the disposal of potential partners. 

  The rise of a new mating squeeze 

Recent changes in the educational composition of the population have raised questions 

about the rise of a new education-specific mating squeeze (De Hauw et al., 2014). 

According to scholars, two dimensions are particularly relevant nowadays when studying 
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the mating market. First, given the importance of unmarried cohabitation and the rise of 

births born outside marriage in Europe (Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008), the mating market 

should include also this type of intimate relationship. Secondly, following the concept of 

suitability, education should be included to age and sex, to properly measure the growing 

relative number of women with high education.  

From a theoretical point of view, the new education-specific squeeze should influence 

trends and patterns of educational assortative mating. First, educational homogamy may 

become stronger at the expense of female hypergamy. As already discussed, this could be 

the result of the structural opportunities and the role of the educational institutions as 

mating markets: as more women spend more time in the educational system, the more 

opportunities for them to find an equally educated partner in these settings. However, the 

surplus of women in higher education could not be absorbed completely through 

homogamy. Therefore, it is possible to predict – and it is already corroborated by 

empirical evidence (cfr. par. 1) – a pattern of growing hypogamy, as the result of different 

educational distribution among men and women.  

Looking at specific educational groups, two can be considered as critical and more likely 

to face troubles in the mating market; high educated women and low educated men. For 

women with tertiary education, the likelihood, the timing and the type of assortative 

mating should be affected by the reversed gender gap in education. Concerning the 

likelihood of union formation, two scenarios can be hypothesized. On the one hand, in 

the absence of a proper partner, women would opt for singlehood. On the other, as 

predicted by the search theory, they could extend their search until they find an acceptable 

partner. However, the costs related to search should increase with age, and the final match 

should be not the ideal one also in terms of educational pairing. Similarly, men with low 
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education are those whose relative position in the mating market is getting worse, given 

the increasing women’s level of education and their weaker position in the labor market 

(Bratsberg et al, 2021). Thus, it is possible to hypothesize that they are at higher risk of 

singlehood, and, when they can find a partner, the chances to establish a hypogamous 

union are high for structural reasons.  

An additional aspect that interacts with educational assortative mating is that of age 

homogamy. Research in the field shows that, on average, male partners are two/three 

years older than women, and that age preferences vary during the life course, although 

differently for men and women (Skopek et al., 2011); whereas women change their 

preferences according to their age, men stick on the same preference as they age. Within 

educational groups, age homogamy tends to be stronger among highly educated 

(Blossfeld, 2009), since they spend more time in homogeneous – also in terms of age – 

environments than their less-educated counterparts.  

Elements from the search theory can help to understand the impact that the reversed 

gender gap in education can have on the interaction between age homogamy and 

educational assortative mating. The general expectation is that age homogamy would 

decrease (Van Bavel, 2012). For hypogamous couples two scenarios may arise. If highly 

educated women do not find enough educated men of the same age, they would extend 

their period of search, running thus the risk of experiencing a narrower pool of potential 

partners of the same age. As a result, they may turn into older (and possibly divorced) 

men, since highly educated men are still outnumbering in older cohorts; on the other side, 

they could go extend their age boundaries towards younger men with high education who 

are still in the mating market. This would mean that the common pattern of women 

slightly younger than men would be undermined, with consequences for subsequent 



26 

 

couple and family life. At the time being, research on age homogamy is still scarce, and, 

given the potential changes and implications that it could have, research on the topic is 

needed. 

Furthermore, an alternative to escape adverse mating market conditions could be that of 

exploring more distant mating markets. Thus, migration has to be considered when 

studying the effects of the reversed gender gap in education. The rise of an education-

specific squeeze could be both the cause and the consequence of migration issues. 

Literature has acknowledged that migration flows can be an important cause of 

imbalanced sex ratios (Angrist, 2002), and the same could happen as the result of the 

reversed gender gap in education. On the other hand, individuals that face difficulties in 

finding a suitable partner would extend their marriage horizon including migrant 

populations, increasing intermarriage among ethnic groups. This could be especially the 

case of men with low education who has it has already stressed out, are worsening their 

marriage prospects. Indeed, literature has documented that low-educated men are more 

likely to marry an immigrant woman compared with other educational groups (Vignoli, 

Pirani, & Venturini, 2017).  

Besides the theoretical hypotheses that have been formulated, sociological and 

demographic literature is still investigating if the reversed gender gap in education is 

effectively causing changes in patterns of couple formation. At the aggregate level, results 

suggest that changes in the educational composition of the mating market are correlated 

with the observed shifting patterns of educational assortative mating, regardless of the 

measures used (Esteve et al., 2012; Grow & Van Bavel, 2015; Qian, 1998).  
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At the individual level, research has widely studied the relationship between education 

and union formation (Blossfeld, 2009; Dykstra & Poortman, 2010; Jalovaara; 2012), 

showing that the negative educational gradient of union formation has changed in younger 

cohorts, especially for highly educated women. However, still few studies have addressed 

the question of the effect of the reversed gender gap in education on the likelihood of 

union formation and assortative mating. At the time being, the only contribution is that 

of De Hauw and colleagues (2017).  Using data for 28 European countries they found that 

among highly educated women the reversed gender gap in education is associated with a 

higher likelihood of hypogamy, but not singlehood. Conversely, low-educated individuals 

– both men and women – are those who have become more at risk of being single. These 

results have been interpreted as empirical evidence of the effective role played by 

women’s increasing educational attainment and their earnings potential as an asset on the 

mating market. 

Partner market, individual preferences and age 

As shown throughout the chapter, understanding couple formation dynamics means 

disentangling the complex relationship between individual preferences, mating market 

conditions and age. Indeed, mating market constraints and preferences are not static but 

vary over the life course. As an individual grows in age, his/her time in the partner market 

increases, as well as his/her experiences, and goals and priorities might change.  

As suggested by the search theory, potential benefits and actual costs of remaining in the 

search vary with age. To better understand these dynamics, incorporating behavioral 

elements from the social psychology field can be helpful. In particular, the notion of 

developmental deadline might be of use.  
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During their life course, individuals actively select goals and developmental tasks that 

follow with more or less strict age ranges determined by the historical, biological, or 

socio-structural factors (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999). Each goal is characterized by a 

developmental deadline, that sets the shift from a situation with opportunities and fewer 

constraints to an unfavorable scenario (Heckhausen et al., 2001; Wrosch & Heckhausen, 

1999). 

The social psychology field has proposed a theoretical model to analyze behaviors and 

processes that might be activated when individuals get close to the developmental 

deadline, called the developmental regulation model (Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; 

Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996), which follows age-related stages.  

Far before the deadline – called as pre-Rubicon phase – primary and selective control 

strategies could be addressed to the optimization of opportunities and the diversification 

of goals. As the developmental deadline for a life goal approaches (e.g. having a child, 

finding a job) two behavioral processes might be activated. The first refers to primary 

control strategies, identified as behavioral and concrete attempts and investments to 

realize the goal (e.g. time and effort). Strictly interrelated to them are selective secondary 

strategies, that involve motivational elements such as increasing the perceived value of 

the goal. Of course, these two strategies can be interpreted as complementary and 

simultaneous. If these strategies are not successful, additional behavioral mechanisms can 

be activated, such as compensatory primary control strategies, that involve other people’s 

help or technical aids when internal resources are insufficient, or compensatory secondary 

control strategies, that protect motivational and emotional resources in the light of failure 

and loss (i.e. goal disengagement) (Heckhausen et al., 2001). When the deadline is passed 

without goal attainment, the probabilities of success are drastically reduced. Thus, a shift 
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from goal attainment to compensatory second control strategies can be activated, such as 

goal disengagement or the redirection of internal resources to other life domains with 

more favorable opportunity structures. 

The development regulation model can be directly linked and complemented with the key 

concepts of life-course sociology (Heckhausen & Buchmann, 2019). One of them is that 

of the interplay between individual agency, social structure and institutions. Individual 

life courses are embedded in contexts with social opportunities and constraints 

established by the historical context, institutions, and the social structure (Mayer, 2009), 

that delineate the deadlines, the pathways and the action space for individuals for each 

developmental goal.  

First, individual life courses and developmental deadlines are deeply embedded in 

historical and societal circumstances, that shape the importance of a goal, the pathways 

to reach it and the age gradient to attain the goal. In other words, life courses are societally 

structured. Those structures can have the power to institutionalize individuals’ 

trajectories, making deviations to the path harder to achieve (e.g educational career and 

tracking systems, biological age for childbearing).  

Moreover, social norms about age-appropriate behaviors create a developmental 

timetable. Although the age barriers related to certain developmental tasks have become 

broader and more flexible (Billari et al., 2011; Lichter & Qian, 2019), biological 

maturation, aging, and societal institutions (e.g. educational systems, labour market) set 

up a curve of control capacity across the life span of increasing and decreasing 

opportunities. Individuals are aware of these often strongly age-graded decision points 

and proceed into phases of motivated action according to the developmental timetable. 
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Moreover, individuals internalize age-related norms of behavior and attainment and use 

those to compare themselves and their standing concerning important developmental 

tasks (Heckhausen & Krueger, 1993; Settersen, 2003).  

Developmental deadlines are embedded in a societal structuring of opportunities and 

constraints both across a lifetime and across social strata, setting the action field of the 

individuals and the mental representation of it. Indeed, the patterns of expected and 

perceived opportunities largely define the outcome to be attained (Bernardi, 2014). As 

the opportunity structure associated with a developmental task is rather transparent, 

individuals’ expectancies and goal setting are likely to be calibrated accordingly 

(Heckhausen & Buchmann, 2019). In case of severely restricted opportunities, processes 

of «cooling out» like disengagement or setting a new adjusted goal might occur.  

The developmental regulation model has been applied in empirical research on health 

(Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996), childbearing (Wagner et al., 2019; Heckhausen, 1997; 

1999) and repartnering in mid-life (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999). In this dissertation, I 

aim at using this framework to study the dynamics of union formation and educational 

assortative mating for single and unmarried individuals.  

Finding a partner can be considered as a developmental task in the transition to adulthood 

(Billari & Liefbroer, 2010), as it is often a pre-condition to family formation. Thus, the 

behavioral mechanisms and strategies proposed by the developmental regulation model 

could be applied as well to the partner search, and they could be expected to influence the 

timing and the characteristics of the transition to partnership, adding pieces of 

understanding in the complex interaction between mating market constraints, individual’s 

choices and age.  
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Moreover, studying the dynamics behind partner formation – in other words, how and 

under which circumstances couples are born – could be relevant for later couple 

outcomes, such as couple stability and the presence and timing of fertility. For instance, 

if the urgency coming from the approaching developmental deadline plays a role in couple 

formation, it could be hypothesized that the fertility transitions could be influenced by the 

same process as well. And, as it will be shown in the following paragraphs, couples play 

a relevant role in the distribution of inequalities in present and future generations.  

4. Consequences of educational assortative mating 

Assortative mating is relevant not only as a possible outcome arising from already 

existing inequalities but also for the consequences that it may generate at the population 

and individual level. Moreover, selection into couple and assortative mating shape the 

distribution of socioeconomic resources across households, both within and between 

generations (Schwartz, 2013).  

The combination of partners’ characteristics – and in particular education – is known to 

play an influence on within-couple dynamics such as the distribution of relative earnings 

and unpaid domestic work within the couple ( Van Bavel & Klesment, 2017; Dotti Sani, 2015; 

Dribe & Nystedt, 2013), and couple stability (Bertrand et al., 2015; Schwartz & Gonalons-Pons, 

2016; & Dronkers, 2006; Theunis et al., 2018). Notwithstanding the relevance of these issues, 

this dissertation is rather focused on the consequences of assortative mating on the 

intergenerational transmission of inequalities, which will be the focus of the next 

paragraphs.  



32 

 

Educational assortative mating and social reproduction 

Social stratification research investigates the link between the socioeconomic 

characteristics of parents and their offspring because they are a central feature of the 

intergenerational transmission of inequality and the persistence of social hierarchies. In 

this field of research, the relevance of family formation and family background for the 

next generation is an important motivation for research on assortative mating (Mare & 

Schwartz, 2006). 

The distribution of family characteristics of a generation differs from the previous one as 

a result of different levels of assortative mating and the presence and timing of fertility 

(Duncan, 1966). On the one hand, the timing of fertility shapes the distribution of future 

socioeconomic groups; those who produce more offspring have higher representation in 

the next generation, whereas families without children are not represented at all (Mare & 

Schwartz, 2006). On the other hand, the association between the characteristics of 

mothers and fathers is a key feature in the distribution of opportunities for their offspring. 

Demographic processes present challenges to social stratification research, and 

understanding how distributions of family background are generated may help to develop 

a richer account of how intergenerational social reproduction works and evolves, since 

the effects of one generation on the other works through family formation and 

intergenerational transmission (Mare & Maralani, 2006; Mare & Schwartz, 2006). 

Fertility 

Sociological and demographic literature has shown that women’s transition to parenthood 

is strongly stratified by education; some well-known findings argue that nowadays highly 

educated women postpone motherhood but have faster subsequent transitions to second 
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births, and that childlessness is more common among highly educated women 

(Kreyenfeld & Konietzka, 2017). On the other hand, the role of men’s education in the 

transition to parenthood has received much less attention; it has been shown that, similarly 

to women, tertiary educated men postpone family formation, but that childlessness is 

highest among the low educated (Kreyenfeld & Konietzka, 2017).  

Such different findings among men and women, and the fact that children are mostly born 

into couples suggest that the study of fertility should take a couple perspective (Bauer & 

Jacob, 2009; Nitsche et al., 2018), considering also the educational pairing of men and 

women. Moreover, considering both partners has implications at the societal level 

because the reproduction of social inequalities in societies is influenced by how partners 

combine their economic, social and human capital (Schwartz, 2013; Trimarchi & Van 

Bavel, 2017).  

Three main theoretical approaches can be considered when studying the relation between 

couple pairings and fertility pathways. Becker’s (1974,1981) microeconomic framework 

posits that couples with a greater degree of specialization in the two dimensions of paid 

and unpaid labor would face the lowest opportunity costs of fertility and will thus realize 

a higher likelihood of fertility and parity progression. According to this approach, 

hypergamous couples will be those with higher fertility, whereas highly educated 

homogamous couples together with hypogamous ones would face the higher opportunity 

cost of childbearing. 

A second theoretical approach, that questions Becker’s microeconomic model is proposed 

by Oppenheimer (1988). According to this theory, couples with two earners are more 

easily able to adapt to challenges by pooling their resources and a weaker specialization 
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along gender lines. It can be hypothesized that couples with two highly educated spouses 

– with greater resources and economic stability – may have more likelihood to have one 

(and more) child. On the other hand, low-educated homogamous couples should face a 

higher opportunity-cost of fertility due to their worse economic conditions. Moreover, in 

the case of hypogamy, where the family is more dependent on the wife’s income, is 

possible that the couple has to face more troubles in terms of a decrease in income with 

parenthood.  

A third theory, that has been widely used in demographic and sociological research, is the 

second demographic transition (SDT) (Lesthaeghe 1995; Van de Kaa, 2001). It assumes 

that highly educated women embrace lifestyle choices that result in lower fertility and 

higher rates of childlessness since they are less focused on their roles as mothers. Thus, 

couples in which the woman holds a high degree of education will display lower fertility. 

However, studies have shown that people’s family preferences have not experienced a 

radical alteration as predicted, but display surprising stability regarding marriage, 

motherhood and the desired number of children (Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015). This 

evidence can suggest that, apart from personal attitudes and circumstances, a possible 

crucial factor that can determine fertility has to be found in the partnering behavior.  

An additional perspective on couple pairings and fertility outcomes focuses on partner 

resemblance. It can be argued that partners with the same educational attainment are more 

likely to share values, lifestyle, and perhaps family formation intentions compared to 

heterogamous couples. As a consequence, similar intentions should translate in higher 

fertility progression – when children are desired.  
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Empirical evidence on the relationship between assortative mating and fertility is still 

lacking. One of the first studies by Mascie-Taylor (1986) showed that among couples 

formed in the 50s and the 60s those homogamous had more children than heterogamous 

ones. Moreover, Huber and Fieder (2011) showed that among couples in the US in the 

80s, homogamous couples were those with a lower incidence of childlessness. These 

results hold also for Germany (Bauer & Jacob, 2009), where homogamous couples of low 

educated partners and tertiary-educated couples remain less often childless, although 

through different timing; while the low educated make the transition towards parenthood 

earlier, high-educated couples show the strongest postponement of childbearing, but they 

still reach parenthood.  

As for the recent trend of increasing hypogamy and its effect on fertility, some hypotheses 

at the micro-level can be formulated. As already argued, a Beckerian framework would 

predict higher opportunity-costs of fertility for hypogamous couples, where women’s 

income is expected to be more important for the household than the husband’s (Van Bavel 

& Klesment, 2017). Moreover, to the extent to which age heterogamy and couple 

instability will be related to female hypogamy, the negative effect will be greater, both at 

the individual and the population level.  However, some unexpected mechanisms could 

be activated. The opportunity costs of childbearing could decrease if gender roles shift, 

especially for less-educated men, toward a higher involvement in childcare and household 

duties, thus lowering the opportunity cost of fertility for higher educated women in the 

couple.  

Concerning homogamous couples, especially those with high education, mating market 

squeeze could exacerbate power relations within the couple. If high educated women have 

to face a shortage of suitable men, they may be prone to more rapidly accepting a partner 
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and go for marriage earlier (Van Bavel, 2012). For the fertility decision-making process 

in these types of couples, it can be expected that men’s preferences will become more 

decisive for fertility patterns as a result of their favorable position in the mating market 

(Grow & Van Bavel, 2015). However, if Oppenheimer theory of bargaining holds, 

homogamous couples with high educated partners should be those more able to reduce 

the most the opportunity cost of fertility even in the new context of the reversed gender 

gap in education.  

 Given that research has shown that a shortage of men is associated with higher rates of 

extra-marital births (South et al., 2001; Harknett, 2008), the same could be expected when 

studying fertility trajectories of highly educated women (Van Bavel, 2012). On the other 

way around, a rise of childlessness could emerge as a result of the higher likelihood of 

singlehood or as a consequence of a longer search process and the excessive 

postponement of the transition to the first birth. In the same way, as the reversed gender 

gap in education will increase the proportion of singles, then lower fertility or increasing 

fertility out of the context of stable relationships could be predicted. 

The empirical investigation of the above-formulated hypotheses is still lacking in the 

literature. At the time being, the only contribution that specifically addresses these 

questions and tests theories about the interaction between assortative mating and fertility 

in the contexts of the reversed gender gap in education is that of Nitsche and co-authors 

(2018). Using EU-SILC panel data for 24 European countries, they provide an empirical 

test of Becker and Oppenheimer theories in the context of shifting educational 

distribution, finding that highly educated homogamous couples tend to postpone their 

first birth, but then display the highest second and third birth rates. Contrary to the 
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predictions of the classical economic fertility theory, hypergamous couples display the 

lowest second birth transitions.  

 The social reproduction of inequalities  

Social stratification research investigates the link between the socioeconomic 

characteristics of parents and their offspring because they are a central feature of the 

intergenerational transmission of inequality and the persistence of social hierarchies.  

Over the past five decades, social mobility research has focused on the association 

between the socioeconomic characteristics of parents and those of their offspring such as 

income, occupation, or education (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; 

Featherman & Hauser, 1978). Typically, these studies used survey data with a 

retrospective approach, starting from the offspring who provides information on family 

background. This approach has been useful to answer relevant research questions but does 

not fully describe how social inequality is transformed between generations in two 

fundamental ways (Lawrence & Breen, 2016; Maralani, 2013; Mare & Schwartz, 2006; 

Song & Mare, 2015). First, it is neglected the fundamental point that people must have 

children to whom they can pass advantages and disadvantages; this is the so-called 

«retrospective sampling bias» (Song & Mare, 2015), which means that individuals can be 

recalled only if they have surviving offspring who can be sampled, and that the parents 

who are recalled have higher fertility than a random selection of parents from their 

generation (Duncan, 1966). Second, it is omitted the role of family formation in shaping 

what is passed to the next generation.  

If the retrospective approach presents some limits, a prospective approach can help to 

better address these issues. Indeed, since the starting point is the parent generation which 
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is followed over time, it provides a representative sample of both the parents and the 

offspring (Song & Mare, 2015). Moreover, the prospective approach allows seeing the 

interdependence of mobility and demographic processes, such as differentials in levels of 

marriage, fertility and mortality (Mare & Schwartz, 2006; Song & Mare, 2015). In other 

words, the prospective approach provides broader conceptual possibilities to link 

inequality to family dynamics, including both the effects of families on children and the 

processes by which these families are formed (Hillmert, 2013; Mare & Maralani, 2006). 

It means shifting from the concept of social mobility of the offspring generation to that 

of social reproduction of the (potential) parents’ generation (Breen & Ermisch, 2017; 

Lawrence & Breen, 2016).  

However, adopting a prospective approach is highly demanding in terms of data. Datasets 

that can follow prospectively a generation are still rare, and a few studies have exploited 

this feature (Lawrence and Breen, 2016 in Wisconsin; Mare & Maralani, 2013 in 

Indonesia). However, recent contributions have highlighted the possibility to use 

retrospective data with a prospective approach (Breen et al., 2019; Skopek & Leopold, 

2020; Breen & Ermisch, 2017).  

Most of the studies in the field focus on the extent to which educational attainment is 

reproduced over generations. Scholars have analyzed how a degree influences the 

probability of having a child who also acquires a degree, and, in-between, the role of 

partnership formation and fertility are considered as indirect effects in a variety of 

European (Breen & Ermisch, 2017 for UK; Hillmert, 2013 for Germany) and extra-

European contexts (Lawrence & Breen, 2016 for US; Mare & Maralani, 2006 for 

Indonesia). Using data from Wisconsin Longitudinal Study, Lawrence and Breen (2016) 

found that for women there was no effect of graduating from college on having a child 
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who also graduates from college. It is explained by the lower probability that female 

college graduates in marrying and, therefore, of having any children. Among women who 

had children, college graduation increases the probability of reproducing this educational 

attainment, which is partially explained by the increased probability of marrying a man 

with a college degree. The same results emerged in Great Britain (Breen & Ermisch, 

2017), where emerges, as in the US, a Beckerian framework that stresses out the 

importance of men’s in the ability of women to transmit socioeconomic resources to their 

offspring. An additional study in Indonesia (Mare & Maralani, 2006) found a positive 

effect of women’s educational attainment on the educational attainment of the next 

generation, even though this beneficial effect is partially offset at the population level by 

a reduction in the overall number of children that educated women have. Skopek and 

Leopold (2020) studied educational reproduction pathways of Germans born between 

1930 and 1950, finding that the role of fertility diminished across cohorts, especially for 

women. Finally, a comparative study on twelve European countries (Breen et al., 2019) 

finds that higher-educated women’s chances to reproduce their educational attainment is 

hampered by their lower chances to marry, and this pattern is more pronounced in the 

Southern and Eastern Europe than in Nordic and Western countries 

Whereas studies have extensively focused on the role of fertility as the main demographic 

pathway by which educational reproduction is shaped (Skopek & Leopold, 2020), less 

attention has been devoted to the role of sorting and educational assortative mating, 

However, having a partner means sharing and pooling personal resources in terms of 

economic, cultural and social capital, and it influences not only partner’s subsequent life 

course, but also those of their children because the combination of parents’ types of 

capital shape the amount of resources devoted to children. Thus, studying the mechanism 
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of choice of the «right one» and its consequences for the intergenerational transmission 

of socio-economic characteristics is a relevant question in our societies.  

Traditional intergenerational social mobility research has associated class background to 

father’s class position, assuming that mother’s contribution was negligible in shaping 

class background and that male breadwinner families were the norm. Nowadays, this 

approach may be outdated since women’s educational level and involvement in the labor 

market have increased, together with the total amount of family resources. Across the 

decades, the debate on the development of joint measures of family class origin has been 

arisen by scholars. Breen and Jonsson (2007) proposed a theoretical model of 

intergenerational mobility in children’s destination that takes into account both parents’ 

resources, and that, in turn, influence the extent to which the next generation can 

accumulate resources and assets.  

Prior research provides empirical evidence that both parents’ characteristics influence 

children's outcomes in terms of resources and attainments. For instance, among employed 

parents, both parents’ occupations independently shape educational outcomes (Kalmijn, 

1994), and it has been found that advantaged parents provide children with more effective 

cultural resources (Laureau, 2003). Thus, the theoretical and empirical evidence suggests 

that parental resources may jointly determine the family class origin and that mother’s 

resources, in the contemporary context, should be taken into account. A direct 

consequence of this line of reasoning is that the combination and accumulation of parental 

resources, shaped by patterns of assortative mating, is a fundamental element to consider. 

Theoretically speaking, the total levels of resources available for investments in children 

are a direct function of each partner’s contribution of economic, cultural, and social 
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inputs. An accumulation logic would suggest that these resources are concentrated within 

couples and polarized between households if educational homogamy prevails. According 

to this logic, individuals in highly-educated homogamous couples should be those with 

more chances to reproduce their status, whereas low-educated homogamous couples 

should be those with lower resources, with heterogamous couples bein in the middle of 

this gradient. On the other hand, sorting on education can be considered as a proxy for 

homogeneity in partner’s preferences, lifestyle and approaches to parenting. Partners with 

the same educational attainment could be expected to experience more agreement on 

dimensions regarding children’s development, and this could in turn positively affect the 

level of household resources available and lead to more efficient investments (Beck & 

Gonzalez-Sancho, 2009). Thus, it could be also be hypothesized that educational 

heterogamy could be somehow detrimental for an individual’s chances to reproduce 

his/her educational attainment, and especially for highly educated. 

The occurrence of the gender gap in education and the rise of hypogamous couples makes 

these questions even more urgent since the traditional patterns of couple formation and 

couple equilibria might be subject to change. At the aggregate level, a general increase of 

women’s level of education should be beneficial for the children generation, since there 

will be more children with more educated mothers that will contribute to the parental 

amount of assets, as suggested by studies in developing countries (Mare & Maralani, 

2013). If, as argued in the previous paragraphs, homogamy between high educated 

individuals is expected to increase, then it is possible to hypothesize that inequality of 

accumulated assets and resources in the following generation will increase as well. To the 

same extent to which the rise of economic inequality has been associated with the 

increased homogamy between partners (Blossfeld and Timm 2003; Breen and Andersen 
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2012; Breen and Salazar 2011; Eika, Mogstad and Zafar 2014; Fernandez and Rogerson 

2001; Kremer 1997; Schwartz and Mare 2005; Grotti & Scherer, 2016), the same 

mechanisms may apply for the transmission of resources between generations. If there 

will be more couples with both parents with high education, then the polarization and the 

inequality at the aggregate level within the following generation would be expected to 

increase.  

With regards to hypogamous couples, it could be hypothesized that women’s contribution 

to the parental asset of resources will be more and more relevant. However, their ability 

to transmit these resources to their children, when present, will be highly dependent on 

the extent to which gender equilibria within the couple will shift towards more equality, 

and to the extent to which partners bargain their power within the couple. If it happens, 

increasing heterogamy between partners could have a beneficial effect on inequality in 

the next generation (Kalmijn, 1998).  

5. Conclusions  

In the study of inequalities, assortative mating matters in two fundamental ways. 

Individuals are not selected into unions and match with partners randomly. Patterns of 

union selection and formation are the result of an already unequal distribution of 

individuals characteristics previously generated by the stratification system. On the other 

hand, assortative mating has been traditionally identified as one of the main mechanisms 

of the reproduction of inequalities.  

At the individual level, partnership can be a way in which individuals acquire more (or 

less) resources that are accumulated to their own, thus improving (or worsening) their 

position in the social stratification system. At the population level, pooled and 
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accumulated resources of partners shape family backgrounds through patterns of fertility 

and the social reproduction of inequalities in the next generation.  

Nowadays, traditional dynamics of union formation and educational assortative mating 

are changing. At the aggregate level, rates of singlehood are arising and, when partners 

differ in their educational attainment, hypogamous couples outnumber hypergamous 

ones. These shifts pose some direct questions to research in family demography and 

sociology about the causes of this shift, the social groups who are involved and which 

could be the consequences for family life and the intergenerational reproduction of 

inequalities across generations. 

This chapter provides an analysis of the main theories related to educational assortative 

mating and a review of the most recent literature to identify open questions and 

perspectives to develop new research.  

As for couple formation, several theoretical perspectives have been proposed to analyze 

the complex interaction between preferences and structural constraints of the partner 

market. In particular, elements from search theory are especially of use. Considering the 

partner search as a job search, with costs and benefits, could help understanding how 

partner choices are shaped according to the changing relevance and likelihood of benefits 

and costs across the life course. Moreover, theories from the social psychology field could 

add perspectives in the study of the interaction between preferences, the social structure 

and age. In particular, the developmental regulation model adds to the puzzle behavioral 

elements that can be of use when studying partner search and consequent couple 

outcomes, including educational assortative mating.  
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The adoption of these theoretical tools needs incorporating in the study of couple 

formation a life course perspective, that allows analyzing how individuals change their 

behaviors during their partner search and how couple outcomes are influenced by these 

dynamics. 

On the other hand, this chapter has shown how educational assortative mating shapes the 

intergenerational transmission of inequalities. This happens through two main interrelated 

processes. First, couple pairings influence fertility outcomes, thus determining which 

people are represented in the next generation, and their selection in terms of educational 

characteristics. Second, among those who become parents, the combination of parents’ 

economic, social and human capital shapes how and the extent to which socioeconomic 

resources are transmitted across generations. Thus, a couple perspective in the study of 

these topics is fundamental, as adopting a prospective approach, that allows including 

demographic processes in the study of social reproduction across generations.  

The tools above proposed could be of use also when studying recent couple formation 

behaviors and in particular the rise of hypogamous couples. (Esteve et al., 2016; Van 

Bavel, 2012; Van Bavel et al., 2018). Empirically speaking, a correlation between the rise 

of hypogamy and the reversed gender gap in education has been documented (Esteve et 

al., 2012, 2016). However, the mechanisms by which it occurs are still unclear to scholars. 

Two alternatives have been traditionally proposed. On the one hand, patterns of union 

selection may shift towards hypogamy as the result of changes in the distribution of 

education between sexes, as a matter of pure numbers. On the other, women’s higher 

levels of education and economic prospects could enhance changes in the structure of 

individual preferences.  
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The present chapter adds to the investigation of these patterns two elements. First, it 

proposes to combine the interaction with preferences and structural constraints in the 

study of the occurrence of hypogamy, analyzing how it changes with age and how it 

differently shapes couple outcomes according to age. Second, it proposes to add to the 

picture behavioral elements such as the perceived urgency of a developmental deadline 

to study the occurrence of hypogamy.  

Moreover, the adoption of a prospective approach in the study of the transmission of 

inequalities allows investigating the role of partner choice. This question is particularly 

relevant in the context of growing hypogamy. In this couple pairing women are supposed 

to have a higher amount of socioeconomic resources than their partners, but their ability 

to transmit them to their children – when present – is still an open question, together with 

its consequences at the population level in terms of the distribution of resources across 

families.  
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CHAPTER 2 

PARTNER MARKET AND THE DYNAMICS OF COUPLE 

FORMATION
1 

Abstract 

The chapter investigates the relationship between structural partner market constraints 

and the timing and educational sorting of unions in Germany (1985-2018). We integrate 

the literature on the effect of the reversed gender gap in education on educational 

assortative mating, with a focus on mating dynamics and the measurement of the partner 

market over the life course. We concentrate on two particular educational groups, low-

educated men and highly-educated women, those with worsening mating prospects and 

more subject to experience hypogamous unions. Our results show that the local 

education-specific mating squeeze influences union formation, its timing, and educational 

sorting. Indeed, for the two groups the increasing supply of highly-educated women in 

the partner market increases the likelihood of remaining single or establishing an 

hypogamous union, where she is higher educated than he. In line with search theory, we 

find the effects of the mating squeeze to become particularly visible after people turn 30 

years of age. This is true for the risk of remaining single and forming an hypogamous 

union. We underline the necessity to study assortative mating and union formation from 

a dynamic perspective, taking into account changing structural conditions during the 

partner search process.   

 
1 This chapter is published in European Journal of Population (coauthored with Prof. Stefani Scherer) 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10680-021-09592-2. 
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1. Introduction 

Assortative mating is a key characteristic of couple formation and concerns various traits 

like ethnicity, religion, age, or physical appearance (Kalmijn, 1998; Schwartz, 2013). 

Educational assortative mating has received extensive attention because it is an important 

element for the unequal distribution of resources between households (Breen & Salazar, 

2011; Mare & Schwartz, 2006; Schwartz, 2013), as education influences an individual’s 

earnings, occupation, and life chances, as well as being a good indicator of values, 

aspirations, and lifestyle (Blossfeld, 2009; Blossfeld & Timm, 2003). The changes of 

traditional patterns of educational assortative mating come with potential consequences 

not least in the reproduction of inequalities through couple formation (Mare & Schwartz, 

2006; Schwartz, 2013).  

Mating not only depends on preferences but is also linked to the structural composition 

of the population and the availability of potential partners. Since the 1970s women’s 

involvement in education has steadily expanded, until women overtook men in 

educational attainment at the beginning of the 21st century in Western countries (Esteve 

et al., 2012). This process is supposed to influence the structure of the partner market, 

changing the number of potential partners across educational groups. In particular, the 

growing supply of higher educated women relative to men is known to have raised a «new 

education-specific mating squeeze» (De Hauw et al., 2014), which in turn is expected to 

influence mating behaviors. 

Research documented a general postponement in union formation, increasing rates of 

singlehood (Bellani et al., 2017), and changes in traditional patterns of educational 

assortative mating with a rise in couples in which the woman is more educated than the 
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man (hypogamous) relative to those in which the man holds a higher educational degree 

(hypergamous) (Esteve et al., 2016). An association between women’s growing 

involvement in higher education and the rise of hypogamous couples has been 

documented both at the aggregate and individual level (Esteve et al., 2016; Van Bavel et 

al., 2018), but less research has dealt with the dynamic nature of this relationship and its 

timing across the life course. Moreover, understanding the dynamics of couple formation 

might provide pieces of understanding about their consequences on other family-related 

aspects such as fertility decisions (Nitsche et al., 2018; Trimarchi & Van Bavel, 2019), 

couple instability, and the division of paid and unpaid labor (Grow et al., 2017; Theunis 

et al., 2018). 

The chapter analyses the role of (changing) partner market conditions for the timing of 

union formation (cohabitation and marriage) and educational assortative mating in 

Germany, with a particular interest in the occurrence and timing of hypogamy, adopting 

a dynamic life-course perspective. We test if and to what extent conditions of the partner 

market influence couple outcomes differently according to age. We expect structural 

constraints to become more important as individuals age.  

We provide two contributions. First, we study the timing of union formation and 

assortative mating jointly, and we do so by distinguishing different groups. A partner 

market squeeze likely affects educational groups and sexes unequally. Following the 

literature (Van Bavel, 2012), we focus on two groups that might face particularly adverse 

mating market conditions due to structural reasons: low-educated men and highly-

educated women, providing insights of diversified behavior. Second, we adopt a dynamic 

life-course perspective investigating how the effects of the squeeze change with age. 

Following search theory (Oppenheimer, 1988), the (changing) structural conditions of the 
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mating market should become increasingly relevant for educational sorting if the partner 

search process gets longer. Therefore, we measure the partner market situation from a 

dynamic perspective, taking into account specific age-related dynamics and test new 

measures that vary as individuals grow older (Skopek et al., 2011).  

Using GSOEP data we follow individuals born between 1961 and 1990 in their partner 

search process (might that end in a cohabitation or marriage). The focus lies on the 

(changing) effects of the regional partner market situation over time, and on the changing 

importance of these structural constraints as people age. Results from event history 

models demonstrate that the structural conditions of the partner market in terms of a 

growing supply of highly-educated women come with implications for the dynamics of 

union formation, increasing the chances of both singlehood and hypogamy. 

2. Theoretical background 

The partner market 

The vast literature on assortative mating has identified three main drivers of partner 

choice (Kalmijn, 1998; Schwartz, 2013): third parties, such as parents, peers, and the 

institutions in which an individual is embedded (Kalmijn, 1998), individual preferences 

and structural constraints. Individuals do have preferences for a partner in terms of a set 

of given characteristics that guide the search. As for educational matching, individuals 

have been found to prefer partners with similar educational attainment, also because 

education is a good predictor of values and lifestyles (Blossfeld, 2009; Kalmijn, 2013). 

Moreover, the partner search takes place under structural constraints in terms of the 

composition of the population. This is commonly known as the mating market, which can 

be identified as the physical and symbolic place in which individuals face a situation of 
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availability and competition for potential partners with mating-relevant characteristics 

such as gender, age, education, ethnicity, values, etc. (Kalmijn, 1998). Indeed, 

demographic, social, and economic factors can influence population characteristics and 

create an imbalance in the mating market. The general idea underlying the notion of the 

mating market is that the presence (or absence) of eligible partners influences partnership 

formation (Choi & Tienda, 2017; De Hauw et al., 2014; Lichter et al., 2019; Qian & 

Lichter, 2018; Schoen, 1983).  

The literature on the mating market traditionally focused on sex ratios as determinants of 

union formation. Unbalanced sex ratios have been a matter of concern in many historical 

circumstances (Abramitzky et al., 2011; Angrist, 2002; Guilmoto, 2012; Jiang et al., 

2014), and it has been found that union formation opportunities are depressed when faced 

with a shortage of (suitable) potential partners (Akers, 1967; Angrist, 2002; Fossett & 

Kiecolt, 1991).  The structuralist perspective has extended this reasoning beyond the raw 

balance between men and women and proposes a more explicit sociological focus on 

social heterogeneities and the size of variously defined social groups as a determinant of 

union formation and assortative mating (Blau et al., 1982).  

Further, the mating market influences also the dynamics of the partner search process, as 

proposed by Oppenheimer (1988). Following the ideas of job search theory, individuals 

seek a partner from a distribution of potential mates about which they have imperfect 

information. This search entails some costs related to time investment and emotional 

risks. The benefits refer to achieving a well-matched partnership. In analogy to the 

reservation wage of job seekers below which an offer is not accepted, in the partner search 

process there are also various required minimum characteristics below which the search 

will continue. However, the costs related to partner search are not static over the life- 



51 

 

course but are continuously redefined as individuals age and their value in the mating 

market changes, which has implications for the kind of match accepted. Empirical 

applications of the search theory in the US have shown that unfavorable marriage markets 

increase the chances of hypogamy, especially at older ages (Lewis & Oppenheimer, 

2000).  

Mating squeeze and micro-level dynamics 

Educational homogamy has traditionally been and still is the rule in educational 

assortative mating (Blossfeld, 2009). Recently, a new tendency for heterogamous couples 

emerged, with hypogamous couples becoming more common than hypergamous ones 

among younger cohorts (Esteve et al., 2012, 2016), but at the same time Chudnovskaya 

& Kashyap (2020) show hypogamous couples to be negatively selected on some 

characteristics.  

Among the reasons for these changing patterns, structural factors like shifts in the 

composition of the mating market, more specifically in the distribution of educational 

attainment of men and women, likely play a key role2.  Since the 1970s, Western countries 

have witnessed a steady increase in women’s participation in higher education (OECD, 

2019) to a point in which women outnumber men among the higher-educated, thus 

reversing the traditional male advantage in education (Buchman et al., 2008). Social 

scientists refer to this phenomenon as the reversed gender gap in education (Van Bavel, 

 
2 An additional mechanism, which we cannot test here, might be changes in the preferences of 

men and women, which might have shifted towards the acceptance of non-conventional couples, 

making these choices less costly in social terms. 
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2012; Van Bavel et al., 2018), and it has been directly linked to the occurrence of a new 

education-specific mating squeeze (De Hauw et al., 2014; Van Bavel, 2012). 

As for the consequences of the occurrence of a mating squeeze on union formation 

patterns, some studies document an association between the rise of hypogamy and the 

increasing advantage of women in higher education in Europe and extra European 

countries (Esteve et al., 2012; 2016).  At the individual level, De Hauw and colleagues 

(2017) showed that in Europe the reversed gender gap in education is associated with a 

higher likelihood of hypogamy across cohorts for tertiary-educated women, although no 

effect is found for singlehood. Conversely, low-educated individuals – both men and 

women – are found to be more at risk for singlehood with the increasing advantage of 

women in tertiary education. However, this study relies on cross-sectional data and is thus 

not able to account for the dynamic nature of the search process and the complex 

interaction between age and mating market constraints. Further, it heavily relies on 

between-country comparisons which likely makes results subject to bias due to 

unobserved factors. Other studies (Eckhard & Stauder, 2018) adopt a life-course 

perspective in the measurement of the partner market and its impact on the union 

formation process in Germany, where education-specific squeeze measures appear to be 

poor predictors for the probability of union formation. These contributions focus mainly 

on methodological aspects about the measurement of the partner market.  

The literature pointed out two educational groups that might experience a progressive 

shortage of potential equally educated partners in the mating market (De Hauw et al., 

2017; Van Bavel, 2012). Women with tertiary education are expected to deal with a 

shortage of equally educated potential partners as a direct effect of the growing supply of 

highly-educated women.  At the same time women’s educational expansion diminishes 
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the group of low-educated women, thus creating a shortage of potential equally educated 

partners for low-educated men and making them relatively more disadvantaged in the 

partner market. Whereas research has traditionally focused on women with tertiary 

education (Kalmijn, 2013), less attention has been devoted to men. However, nowadays 

the highest rates of singlehood are found among low-educated men (Bellani et al., 2017; 

Bratsberg et al., 2021), and it is possible to expect that recent changes in union formation 

patterns would involve, and possibly change, men’s traditional position in the couple. 

Thus, the investigation of men is particularly interesting (Van Bavel, 2017).  

3. Research question and expectations 

This chapter investigates the role of (changing) conditions in the partner market for union 

formation process. More precisely, we study to what extent the rise of an education-

specific mating squeeze stemming from the growing involvement of women in tertiary 

education shapes timing and patterns of educational assortative mating. We focus on low-

educated men and highly-educated women in Germany but provide analyses for the other 

groups in Appendix B.    

We focus on the role of structural changes. Following search theory (Oppenheimer, 1988) 

we expect structural constraints – the relative availability of specific partners – to be 

relevant for union formation, and their role to vary over the life-course. Benefits and costs 

of partner search evolve with age, and coping with unfavorable mating conditions can be 

considered as part of the costs. At younger ages, facing a shortage of desired potential 

partners could be affordable, because postponement is a viable solution. However, the 

longer the search and the closer it gets to the normative ages for finding a partner (Wrosch 

& Heckhausen, 1999) – usually around the thirties – the higher the costs of prolonging 
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the search. Therefore, the influence of mating market structure should become more 

relevant for couple formation as persons age. This implies that tighter mating market 

conditions will negatively influence entering a union especially as persons reach an age 

around 30 (Hypothesis 1).  

Further, structural constraints are also expected to be relevant for educational sorting. 

Extending search theory by mechanisms from the psychological literature we can expect 

individuals to adjust their expectations as family formation becomes more salient 

(Spielmann et al., 2013), especially if the availability of partners is structurally limited. 

In terms of educational sorting, this implies that a generally less desired educational 

outcome such as hypogamy might become more acceptable with the aim to avoid 

singlehood3. Thus, we expect a tighter mating market to come with an increase in the 

likelihood of hypogamy especially as persons age (Hypothesis 2).  

4. The German context 

Compared to other Western countries, in Germany the advancement of women in higher 

education has followed a slower pace. Whereas already at the beginning of the 2000s 

most Western societies had experienced a reversing in the traditional male advantage in 

higher education, Germany, together with Austria and Switzerland, was behind (De Hauw 

et al., 2017). Women started outnumbering men in higher education only in 2007 (Figure 

1). Among the reasons is the fact that only in the late 2000s access to universities has 

 
3 An additional mechanism, which we cannot test here, might be changes in the preferences of 

men and women, which might have shifted towards the acceptance of non-conventional couples, 

making these choices less costly in social terms. 
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been given also to students from vocational training programs (Triventi, 2014). Moreover, 

as is shown in Figure 2, the timing of this process differs among regions. 

Figure 1. Share of tertiary educated individuals at the age 30-34, Germany. 

 

Also social change regarding demographic transitions started relatively late in Germany 

compared to other Western countries, and still today some trends are less evident, which 

has been extensively documented in the literature (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Buchmann 

& Kriesi, 2011; Köppen, 2011). In line with a general trend, the age at first union 

formation has increased across cohorts, especially for marriage: the age at first union 

passed from 22 years for the 1945-1954 cohorts to 24 for the 1970s cohort, and the age at 

marriage increased from 22 to almost 28 (Köppen, 2011). Furthermore, the proportion of 

marriages that began as non-marital cohabitation increased over time. Whereas in the 

1960s 10% of couples started as a cohabitation, this share increased up to 74% in the 

1990s (Köppen, 2011). These changes have followed a strong educational gradient, with 

higher individuals being the forerunners in adopting new behaviors (Köppen, 2011). As 
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for trends in educational assortative mating, it has been documented a steady increase of 

hypogamous couples across cohorts, even though with a slower pace compared to other 

European countries (De Hauw et al., 2017).   

5. Data, measures, and analytical strategy 

Data 

We reconstruct the detailed process of couple formation and look at the dynamics of union 

formation and educational sorting. Analyses are based on G-SOEP data for the years 

1985-2018, a period long enough to observe birth cohorts from 1961 to 1990. Our 

analytical sample of 4,396 individuals (37,806 observations) involved in the partner 

search process is composed of individuals who entered the observational window as 

single, not previously married, and between 20 and 30 years of age. On average, 

individuals enter the sample at age 24 and are observed for 7.7 years (see Appendix A, 

Table A1 for sample characteristics). In the robustness checks, we confine the sample to 

the native population, but the results do not differ substantively. In line with this, also 

controlling for immigration status in the models does not alter the results. 

To construct the mating market measures we used German Micro Census (MZ) data4 

which provides information on the number of women and men across all levels of 

education by year, regions (Länder), and age groups5.  

 
4 MZ data are provided by GESIS for the years 1985-2015 and by European Labor Force Survey 

for the years 2016-2018. 

5 The LFS database provides information on age by 5-years classes, so it is not possible to use 

exact ages. Following De Hauw and colleagues (2014), we estimate, for instance, the number of 

people between 24 and 28 taking 1/5 of individuals in the age class 20-24 and 4/5 of individuals 

in the age class 25-29. 
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Measures 

Union formation and educational assortative mating 

The union formation process is observed considering jointly the information on 

singlehood and educational sorting of the partnership, independently of whether it is 

cohabitation or marriage. We distinguish the following states: singlehood, homogamy 

(partners have the same education), hypogamy (woman more educated than the man), and 

hypergamy (man more educated than the woman). The educational attainment of 

individuals and their partners is operationalized as low (lower than secondary), medium 

(upper secondary), and high level (tertiary education). 

Mating market 

Our main explanatory variable accounts for the structure of the partner market. We 

combine the mentioned streams of the partner market literature in the construction of our 

partner market measures. We keep the notion of sex ratios, which give a measure of the 

number of women relative to men, and we follow the suggestions coming from the 

structuralist theory and more recent literature (De Hauw et al., 2014), focusing on the size 

of a particular social group – highly-educated – among the categories of interest such as 

age, region, and marital status.  

The pool of potential partners includes individuals two years younger or older than the 

individual. The preference for a potential partner with similar age should be likely due to 

the preference for individuals with similar life experiences, tastes, values and aspirations 

(Skopek et al., 2011). Indeed, when asked about age preferences for a partner, most 

individuals indicate similar ages to their own (Ní Bhrolcháin, 2001; Skopek et al., 2011). 

Moreover, recent studies on online dating suggest that in a setting in which age can be 
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applied as an explicit sorting criterion, age assortativity increases (Potarca, 2020; 

Thomas, 2020).  

As for the geographical scope of the partner market, preferences for geographical 

proximity and contact opportunities suggest restricting markets geographically. However, 

the recent technological and transport development extended the scope beyond the place 

of residence. We delimit the geographical horizon of our partner market measures at the 

regional level, the German Länder6. 

The market measure includes both single and married individuals, for two main reasons. 

First, using measures based just on singles might introduce some endogeneity issues (De 

Hauw et al., 2014). Indeed, such measures are by construction affected by rates of union 

formation and dissolution, and using them as an independent variable to study union 

formation introduces a reversal causal effect. Secondly, empirical results have shown that 

partner market measures with singles are highly correlated with those with also married 

people, thus making not necessary to include just singles (Fossett & Kiecolt, 1993; Cready 

et al., 1997; Albrecht et al.,1997; Angrist, 2002; Albrecht & Albrecht, 2001; Grossbard 

& Ameudo-Dorantes, 2007). 

The composition of the mating market is not stable but varies over cohorts and with 

individuals’ age. We thus propose partner market measures that are updated annually. 

Based on these considerations, we construct a further development of the measure of the 

gender balance in higher education proposed by De Hauw and colleagues (2017), driven 

 
6 For privacy reasons, MZ data are provided pooling together the smallest regions (Hamburg with 

Bremen and Rheinland-Pfalz with Saarland), thus making this harmonization necessary also in 

LFS and G-SOEP data. Given the dimensions and the geographical proximity of the regions, we 

do not consider it to be a big issue in our design. 
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by the fact that the most relevant changes in the educational distribution have occurred in 

the access to tertiary education. The operationalization is the following:  

𝑅𝑖 =  
∑ 𝑊ℎ=3𝑡𝑟

𝑘+2
𝑘−2

∑ 𝑀ℎ=3𝑡𝑟
𝑘+2
𝑘−2

 (1) 

The gender balance in higher education is the ratio between the total number of women 

W with a tertiary degree h = 3 over that of men M in an age range k+/-2 than the individual 

i, in each year t and each region r. For instance, for an individual aged 26 in Bavaria in a 

year t, the corresponding measure of the mating market is the ratio between the number 

of women and men with higher education who are between 24 and 28 years of age residing 

in the same region in that year. As the individual turns 27, his/her market situation is 

updated with the ratio of tertiary educated women and men between 25 and 29, and so on 

as the individual gets older. This measure of the squeeze, identical for men and women, 

varies across local mating markets over historical time and with individuals’ age. With 

values less than one, more men than women are higher educated, whereas values greater 

than one indicate that women have an advantage instead.  

Furthermore, women’s and men’s age preferences might evolve differently during the life 

course (Skopek et al., 2011). Whereas men increase their preferences for younger partners 

with age, women are shown to adapt their preferences as they advance in their life course. 

This could come with consequences in sorting. If men have an enlarged pool of potential 

partners, they should have higher chances to find an equally educated woman. On the 

other hand, it has been shown how women might become more disadvantaged in the 

partner market (Skopek et al., 2011). Whereas they look increasingly for similar-aged 

men as they age, they are less favored by men of their same age group. This could increase 

the likelihood of singlehood, but also that of hypogamy; a less desired trait such as the 
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woman’s age could be exchanged with the potential partner's educational level. We 

account for these differences by building a second measure of gender balance in higher 

education with mobile age barriers where we allow the age boundaries to enlarge during 

the life course for men. In this measure, which we use just for men, we include in the pool 

of potential partners and competitors individuals of younger ages starting from 25 years 

of age onwards. For instance for a man who is 33 the pool of potential partners and 

competitors will span from 25 to 35 years of age.  

Analytical strategy 

We first describe trends in marriage market conditions across regions over time and union 

formation and educational assortative mating patterns. The main analyses test whether 

and to what extent our measures of mating squeeze are associated with the transition to 

partnership and educational assortative mating. We apply discrete-time event history 

models (Allison, 1984), with multinomial specification specifying the following model:  

ℎ𝑖𝑡𝑟 =  𝛼𝐷𝑖𝑡 +  𝛽𝑒𝑑𝑢 +  𝛽𝑠𝑞𝑢𝑒𝑒𝑧𝑒 +  𝛽𝑐𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡 +  𝛽𝑠𝑞𝑢𝑒𝑒𝑧𝑒 ∗ 𝐷𝑖𝑡 + γ𝑟 (2) 

where Dit refers to a set of dummy variables for age-groups (with 20-22 as the reference 

category) that determine the shapes of the hazard, βedu refers to education and βcohort 

represents the coefficient for the birth-cohorts. To control for unobserved region-specific 

factors, we include γr region fixed effects. Since we aim to test the age-related dynamics 

of mating market conditions the model includes an interaction term between age and 

market squeeze. We run separate models for men and women with standard errors 

clustered at the individual level.  
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6. Results 

Trends in partner market composition 

Figure 2 documents trends over time in the educational composition of the regional 

partner market and displays the trend of the ratio between women and men between 30 

and 34 years with a tertiary degree in German regions. There is a clear trend towards an 

educational mating squeeze, but it is not homogeneous. Relevant differences in the pace 

and the timing of the reversed gender gap between regions are visible. Whereas some 

regions – such as Hessen, Bavaria, Lower Saxony, and Rhineland-Palatinate with 

Saarland – have recently experienced this turn-out, others, mainly the city-states (i.e. 

Berlin, Hamburg & Bremen) have a stronger positive trend from earlier years.  

Figure 2. Educational mating squeeze at the regional level, 1985-2018. Ratio of highly 

educated women over highly educated men at age 30-34. 
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Trends in union formation and educational assortative mating 

Figure 3 describes the development of the hazard ratio of union formation (defined as 

entering a cohabitation or marrying) with age for low-educated men and highly-educated 

women from the cohorts born in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s in our sample. Low-

educated men have a higher risk of remaining single compared to higher educated women, 

showing a pattern of stronger disadvantage, that becomes more pronounced among 

younger cohorts. Thus, in the first step of selection into union, low-educated men appear 

those with greater disadvantage. 

Figure 3. Hazard ratios of being in a relationship, low educated men and highly educated 

women by birth cohorts. 

 

Figure 4 reports patterns of educational assortative mating for the same educational 

groups. For low-educated men hypogamy has become increasingly prevalent across 

cohorts, outnumbering homogamy starting from the generation born in the 1970s. Thus, 

for those men who can establish a partnership, finding an equally educated partner is 

becoming increasingly difficult among younger cohorts, leading them to opt for a more 

educated partner, and later. The pattern is not the same for highly-educated women. 
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Despite an increase in hypogamy compared to older cohorts, tertiary educated women in 

Germany are still more likely to establish a homogamous union rather than an 

hypogamous one. Thus, hypogamy seems to be stratified among groups, with less-

educated men being more exposed to hypogamy than highly-educated women.  

Figure 4. Patterns of educational assortative mating at age 34 by birth cohorts, low 

educated men and highly educated women. 

 

The role of the partner market 

After this first description, we come to the main interest of the chapter, that is the role of 

changing mating market conditions in terms of the «new mating squeeze» due to the 

increasing supply of tertiary educated women for the dynamics of union formation and 

educational pairing across cohorts and over the life-course.  

Figures 5 presents average marginal effects of the mating market squeeze on partnership 

formation and educational assortative mating during the partner search process for low-

educated men (upper panel) and highly-educated women (bottom panel) by birth cohorts. 

Reported results are based on multinomial discrete-time event history models, treating 

the outcomes jointly and allowing the mating squeeze effects to vary with age. The 

following states are presented: singlehood, homogamy, hypogamy (for both groups 
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hypergamy is, by definition, not possible). The mating squeeze measure is the one from 

Equation (1).  

Figure 5. AME of the mating squeeze over the life course, low educated men and highly 

educated women by birth cohorts (Appendix B, Table B1).  

 

In line with the expectations, the analysis confirms the consequences of an increasing 

squeeze in the mating market on mating outcomes, which vary considerably over the life 

course. In the early stages of the partner search process – in the early twenties – the 

association between the conditions of the mating market and mating behaviors is 

negligible, meaning that when individuals are still relatively young, their mating patterns 

are independent of the structural constraints that they face in their environment. 

However, as people grow older the picture changes. The turning point is around the age 

of thirty. From this point onwards, we find that the positive association of the mating 

market squeeze with hypogamy and singlehood becomes significant. In detail, for those 

who are still single after 34 years of age, mating market conditions have a strong impact 
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on the likelihood of remaining single. This effect is more pronounced for highly-educated 

women than for low-educated men. Moreover, hypogamy is positively associated with 

the partner market already in the mid-twenties; from age 26 onwards, partner market 

conditions are positively associated with the likelihood of establishing an hypogamous 

union both for men and women. Whereas the timing of the effect of partner market 

conditions is similar for both groups, low-educated men show a slightly stronger 

association between an increase of the advantage of women in higher education and their 

chances of hypogamy than highly-educated women. Finally, we find that the probability 

of finding an equally educated partner decreases as the share of women among the highly-

educated increases, especially after turning 30. However, the effect of the mating squeeze 

is not significant.  

Interestingly, these results are robust for the inclusion of regional and cohort fixed effects, 

as reported in Figure 5, although effects are, as to be expected, stronger without their 

inclusion (see Figure B1 in Appendix B for a version without cohort effects). This is 

important as it rules out the possibility that the findings are due to unobserved 

heterogeneities between regions or cultural change over cohorts. Notably, the structural 

constraints affect union formation almost identically for all cohorts, which gives some 

indirect support to the idea that changing preferences are of little relevance here. We also 

tested our measure of the mating market with mobile age barriers (Appendix C) as 

described above, but no relevant differences emerge. This result supports the expectations 

about the relation between age preferences and mating; expanding the range of potential 

partners could be a way to overcome structural constraints. 

These results are in line with what was suggested by search theory (Oppeinhmer, 1988). 

When the time spent in the partner market increases and the normative age for partnership 
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formation is approaching, the costs of unfavorable mating market conditions do play a 

role both to the likelihood of singlehood, which means keeping on with the search, and 

to that of hypogamy, which reflects the choice of setting for a less conventional 

educational matching. An additional aspect to consider in the interpretation of our results 

is the changing composition of those still searching for a partner, which likely becomes 

increasingly negatively selected on some (unobserved) traits as people age.   

To make the implications of different mating market situations for mating patterns clearer 

and to show different dependencies between low-educated men and highly-educated 

women, Figure 6 reports predicted probabilities of singlehood, homogamy, and 

hypogamy across ages according to different levels of the mating squeeze for the 1970s 

cohort. The left upper panel displays a situation of men’s advantage in higher education, 

with a ratio smaller than one. The right upper panel reports predicted probabilities with 

an equilibrium in higher education (ratio equal to one), while the last panel refers to a 

situation in which women have an advantage over men in higher education (ratio greater 

than one). 
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Figure 6. Predicted hazards of educational assortative mating outcomes by different 

partner market values. Low educated men and highly educated women (1971-

1980) (Appendix B, Table B1). 

 

These graphs underline the inherently dynamic nature of union formation. Further, we 

see how for both low-educated men and highly-educated women singlehood and 

hypogamy become more common as the share of women with higher education increases 

(from the upper left panel to the right). At the same time, the likelihood of finding an 

equally educated partner decreases, at all ages. Moreover, for low-educated men, once 

women outnumber men in higher education hypogamy becomes more common than 

homogamy after the age of 30, which again proves to be a turning point. In contrast to 

previous findings (De Hauw et al., 2017), for highly-educated women the declining 

probability to partner an equally educated man with the advancement of the reversed 

gender gap is not completely compensated by a rise of hypogamy. Though hypogamy 

increases, singlehood remains the most likely outcome. Thus, highly-educated women in 

Germany are more prone to remain single than to accept a partnership where the man has 
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the lower education also when they get older. For the oldest cohort (born in the 1960s) 

the scenario is rather similar, but with singlehood being much less common. On the other 

hand, singlehood is more common for the youngest cohort (born after 1981, see Figure 

B3, Appendix B). 

7. Discussion and conclusion 

In the twentieth century changes in women’s roles came with a major impact on societies, 

including family formation. One of the most visible changes concerned the increasing 

involvement of women in education, to the extent that among young cohorts women today 

outnumber men among the tertiary educated (Buchman et al., 2008; Van Bavel, 2012; 

Van Bavel et al., 2018; De Hauw et al., 2014). This has, among other things, modified 

the structure of the partner market, generating the rise of a new education-specific mating 

squeeze characterized by an oversupply of highly-educated women. We contribute novel 

findings on the relationship between changes in the mating market and partner choice and 

extend the literature by focusing on the timing of educational assortative mating and its 

relationship with structural constraints. 

We observed the process of couple formation longitudinally in Germany focusing on 

individuals born between 1960 and 1990 for the years 1985-2018 and measured the 

changing partner market constraints over time at the regional level. Because an increase 

of women in higher education is especially detrimental for the partner market situation of 

highly-educated women and low-educated men, who should face a shortage of equally 

educated potential mates, we focused on these two groups. We test the extent to which 

their sorting and educational pairing outcomes are associated with a partner market 

squeeze, and at which point of the search process this relationship becomes relevant. 
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Following the search theory framework (Lewis & Oppenheimer, 2000; Oppenheimer, 

1988), we hypothesize that partner market conditions should be particularly relevant for 

assortative mating not in younger ages, when individuals can prolong their partner search 

at affordable costs, but when they have spent years in the partner market and get closer 

to the normative ages of finding a partner and build a family (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 

1999).  

Notwithstanding some of the relevant processes occurred relatively late in Germany 

compared to other European countries, and the mating squeeze is not particularly 

pronounced yet, our descriptive evidence corroborated previous studies about changes in 

partnership formation (De Hauw et al., 2017; Esteve et al., 2016) and adds major details 

about the dynamics over the life-course: younger cohorts remain single longer and 

hypogamous couples are becoming more common. This is true especially for low-

educated men, who show a stronger pattern of disadvantage in selection into union. This 

first result is in stark contrast to the attention that previous literature had paid mostly to 

women and stresses the need to focus also on men.  

We tested different measures of the mating squeeze. The relevant element appears to be 

the share of highly-educated women over men, while the definition of the age borders and 

its update with age seems to be of little relevance, which confirms a mere structural 

interpretation. Most interestingly, the main result of our study shows how the (increase 

of the) local education-specific mating squeeze influences union formation, its timing, 

and educational sorting. As expected, the dynamics of this process change with age. 

Whereas in younger ages an increase in the ratio between women and men in higher 

education is not relevant, we find a positive association with singlehood and hypogamy 

as individuals grow older, especially after turning 30. This pattern is found both for low-
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educated men and highly-educated women, but among low-educated men the likelihood 

to establish an hypogamous union is higher at all ages. Overall, men show a slightly larger 

dependency on partner market constraints in couple formation regarding their chance to 

establish an hypogamous union. On the other hand, structural constraints at older ages for 

highly-educated women have a stronger association with singlehood rather than 

hypogamy. 

Our results are partly in contrast to previous studies based on national, cross-sectional 

data. De Hauw and coauthors (2017) report a much stronger mating market squeeze effect 

for tertiary educated women’s chances of hypogamy than for men. These differences are 

likely due to the fact that we concentrate on the effects of regional changes rather than on 

cross-country variations in a set of European countries and follow individual-level 

dynamics. Our results are robust to the inclusion of regional fixed effects, placing them 

empirically on a more solid base.  

This chapter is not free from limitations and points towards further questions we cannot 

address here. First, Germany represents a peculiarity in the European context in the 

advancement of women in higher education, and it could partially help to explain our 

findings. Indeed, women in our sample do not suffer from a strong imbalance in their 

partner market, but low educated men see their chances to find an equally educated 

partner getting narrower. Moreover, Germany is known to be a country characterized by 

rather traditional gender norms that might play a role in shaping men’s educational 

pairings. But still in this rather unconventional setting we find interesting results. 

Obviously, results might change, and the effect of the partner market constraints should 

be reasonably stronger in other contexts where the imbalance between men and women 

in higher education is more pronounced. Finally, we concentrated on structural factors, 
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leaving aside cultural aspects, which might drive women towards less educated partners 

earlier in their partner search. More research in this direction is needed.  

In fact, we do not pretend to (and actually do not) explain changes in the couple formation 

process exclusively by structural changes. Many other factors might come into play 

(Lesthaege 2020), and the educational composition of the mating market is only one of 

them. As previously argued, the mechanisms by which mating market conditions have an 

influence are of interest, especially after the age of 30. Following the literature, we argue 

that individuals adapt their preferences or requirements over time, but we deduce this 

from observed mating patterns. Measuring this process would be interesting, and research 

on the tradeoff between age, preferences, and structural conditions is needed.  
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CHAPTER 3 

I REALLY WANT IT. DEVELOPMENTAL DEADLINE, PERCEPTION OF 

PARTNER MARKET CONSTRAINTS AND UNION FORMATION DYNAMICS
7
  

Abstract 

The rise of hypogamy is a matter of interest of social scientists, both for its causes and 

consequences. Whereas an association with the advancement of women in higher 

education has been documented, less is known about the mechanisms behind couple 

formation. I employ the theoretical framework of the developmental model around the 

deadline from the social psychology field to investigate a possible mechanism of couple 

formation and hypogamy. The activation of behaviors to achieve the goal take place when 

the normative deadline for a life goal approach should increase the likelihood that the 

goal is achieved. I combine this model with concepts from life-course sociology, that 

underline the importance of context – the partner market. I employ this framework to 

study the transition to couple and to hypogamy among German individuals born between 

1971 and 1993.  Results show that goal engagement is a good predictor of the transition 

to partnership for women approaching the developmental deadline. Moreover, when 

chances in the partner market are perceived as tight, goal engagement predicts a higher 

likelihood of transition to partnership. Results are similar when analyzing the transition 

to hypogamy for a subsample of low and medium-educated men and medium and high-

educated women. Goal engagement is particularly relevant for women in the early thirties, 

whereas a bad perception of the partner market chances influences both men’s and 

women’s transition to hypogamy.  

  

 
7 A version of this chapter is in preparation for journal submission. It has been awarded with the 

best presentation award at the International User Conference of the German Family Panel (30th 

September – 1st October 2021) 
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1. Introduction  

In recent years, research has documented changes in couple formation behaviors (Lichter 

& Qian, 2019) and patterns of educational assortative mating. (De Hauw et al., 2017; 

Esteve et al., 2012; Van Bavel et al., 2018). In particular, among heterogamous couples, 

hypogamy – couples in which the woman is more educated than the man – have started 

outnumbering hypergamy – couples in which the man is more educated than the woman 

(Esteve, García-Román, & Permanyer, 2012).  

Among the possible causes of these trends, scholars have focused on the role of the so-

called reversed gender gap in education, which is thought to be contributing to shaping 

changes in couple formation (Van Bavel, 2012). Scholars have shown that an association 

between the growing involvement of women in higher education and the rise of 

hypogamous couples does exists, both at the aggregate (Esteve et al., 2012) and individual 

level (De Hauw et al., 2017), also when adopting a life course perspective (see Chapter 

2).  

Less research has dealt with the micro-level dynamics behind this phenomenon. At the 

individual level, hypogamy can occur as the result of several mechanisms. First, 

preferences might change, and having a less educated partner for a woman (or more 

educated for a man) might have become less unconventional and more accepted as a type 

of couple. Nevertheless, research with simulations has shown that hypogamous couples 

may increase even without changes in preferences (Grow & Van Bavel, 2015). 

Furthermore, individual preferences are difficult to measure and they are barely captured 

in observational data. Second, the structural constraints of the partner market might lead 

individuals to less well-matched pairing in terms of educational attainment.  
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However, a third and less investigated mechanism might be at play. It involves two 

behavioral processes: the desire for a partnership – often called goal engagement – and 

the perceptions of the chances to achieve the goal. During their life course, individuals 

have a set of age-ruled developmental tasks and can activate behavioral strategies to 

achieve them (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999). In particular, the goal of finding a partner 

might become increasingly relevant between the late twenties and the early thirties. Also, 

individual life courses are embedded in a social structure that determines the pool of 

potential partners, which in turn gets narrower as individuals age. The set opportunities 

might decrease as the desire of a partner increases. In such a situation, two strategies can 

be pursued. The former is to take the risk of prolonging the search (Oppenheimer, 1988), 

whereas the latter is to lower the bar of the standards and ending the search rather than 

avoiding singlehood (Spielmann et al., 2013).  

In this chapter, I combine the developmental regulation theory (Heckhausen et al., 2001) 

with the life course framework (Heckhausen & Buchmann, 2019) to investigate a possible 

mechanism leading to union formation (the transition from the status of single to LAT, 

cohabitation or marriage), with a particular focus on hypogamy.  

The chapter contributes to three literatures. First, it enriches the literature on the 

developmental regulation model providing empirical testing with longitudinal data to 

study partnership formation. Second, I contribute to the literature on recent changes in 

patterns of educational assortative mating, and the rise of hypogamous couples especially, 

testing a possible mechanism behind it. Finally, using a subjective measure of the partner 

market, I provide evidence for the literature on the consequences of partner market 

structure on couple formation. 
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I study the German case, following single and unmarried individuals in their partner 

search. Results suggest that the developmental model can provide useful insights in the 

study of the dynamics of union formation and educational assortative mating. Indeed, 

goal engagement is a good predictor of the transition to partnership for women 

approaching the developmental deadline. Moreover, when the perception of the partner 

market is negative, goal engagement predicts higher rates of transition to partnership. 

Results are similar when analyzing the transition to hypogamy for a subsample of low 

and medium-educated men and medium and high-educated women. Goal engagement is 

particularly relevant for women in the early thirties, whereas a bad perception of the 

partner market chances influences both men’s and women’s transition to hypogamy.  

2. Literature review 

The choice of a partner is an important step in an individual’s life course. Being in a 

couple comes with important consequences; partners share their economic and social 

resources, influencing individual outcomes such as personal well-being and health. 

Moreover, children are mostly born into couples, and the amount of resources that are 

passed to children depends on the characteristics of their parents.  

In recent decades Western societies have witnessed important changes in partnership 

behavior among heterosexual individuals. On the one hand, the prevalence of lifelong 

singlehood has increased (Bellani et al., 2017). On the other, couple characteristics have 

changed as well. The age at partnership formation is continuously increasing (Lichter & 

Qian, 2019), and also couple arrangements are changing, with cohabitations and LAT not 

only preceding, but also substituting marriage (Blackwell & Lichter, 2000). Moreover, 

important changes are emerging in patterns of educational assortative mating. In the last 
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years, the share of couples in which the woman holds higher educational attainment than 

the man is steadily increasing (Esteve et al., 2016; Van Bavel et al., 2018). This comes 

with important implications in couple life (Eeckhaut & Stanfors, 2019; Klesment & Van 

Bavel, 2017), fertility trajectories (Nitsche et al., 2018), and the transmission of 

inequalities across generations (see Chapter 4).  

Research has widely documented these trends (De Hauw et al., 2017; Esteve et al., 2012, 

2016). Scholars have highlighted the importance of structural factors, that shape the pool 

of potential partners (De Hauw et al., 2017; Eckhard & Stauder, 2018; Lichter et al., 2019; 

Schwartz, 2013). In particular, the so-called reversed gender gap in education has been 

pointed to as one of the main drivers of the rise of hypogamous couples (De Hauw et al., 

2017). According to this explanation, the outnumber of women with tertiary education 

over men leads to an increase in the share of couples where the woman is more educated 

than the man because women have a narrower pool of equally educated partners.  

However, questions about the mechanisms behind this phenomenon are still understudied. 

In this chapter, I study a possible mechanism testable with observational longitudinal 

data. The dynamic interplay between preferences, personal needs, and structural 

constraints during the partner search could provide pieces of understanding in the process 

of partner choice and couple formation. 

The developmental regulation model 

During their life course, individuals actively select goals and developmental tasks that 

follow more or less strict age range determined by the historical, biological, or socio-

structural factors (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999). Each goal is characterized by a 

developmental deadline, that sets the shift from a situation with opportunities and fewer 
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constraints to an unfavorable scenario (Heckhausen et al., 2001; Wrosch & Heckhausen, 

1999). 

The developmental regulation model provides a theoretical framework for 

conceptualizing behaviors and processes involved in goal striving around the deadline 

(Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996). Two basic behavioral 

processes are proposed. Primary control strategies can be defined as individuals’ 

attempts and investments (e.g. time and effort) to realize a goal. Selective secondary 

control strategies involve increasing motivational commitment to the goal – e.g. boosting 

the perceived value of the goal. Primary and secondary control strategies are deeply 

interrelated and influenced by each other. Also, additional behavioral mechanisms can be 

activated to reach the goal, such as compensatory primary control strategies, that involve 

other people’s help or technical aids when internal resources are insufficient, or 

compensatory secondary control strategies, that protect motivational and emotional 

resources in the light of failure and loss (i.e. goal disengagement) (Heckhausen et al., 

2001). 

Figure 1 resumes graphically these dynamics over the life course. Far before the deadline 

– called as pre-Rubicon phase – primary and selective control strategies could be 

addressed to the optimization of opportunities and the diversification of goals. Once the 

deadline is approaching and the goal is set, primary and secondary control strategies are 

activated with more urgency, together with compensatory primary control strategies. 

When the deadline is passed without goal attainment, the probabilities of success are 

drastically reduced. Thus, a shift from goal attainment to compensatory second control 

strategies can be activated, such as goal disengagement or the redirection of internal 

resources to other life domains with more favorable opportunity structures. 
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Figure 1. Action-phase model of developmental regulation (adopted from Heckhausen & 

Buchmann, 2019, pp.3) 

 

The developmental regulation model and life-course sociology 

The development regulation model can be directly linked and complemented with the key 

concepts of life-course sociology (Heckhausen & Buchmann, 2019). One of them is that 

of the interplay between individual agency and social structure and institutions. 

Individual life courses are embedded in contexts with social opportunities and constraints 

established by the historical context, institutions, and the social structure (Mayer, 2009). 

They delineate the potential pathways and sequences of development goals and shape the 

deadlines for attaining them, and influence the action space for individuals.  

First, individual life courses and developmental deadlines are deeply embedded in 

historical and societal circumstances, that shape the importance of a goal, the pathways 

to reach it and the age gradient to attain the goal. In other words, life courses are societally 

structured. Those structures can have the power to institutionalize individuals’ 

trajectories, making deviations to the path harder to achieve (e.g educational career and 

tracking systems, biological age for childbearing).  



79 

 

Moreover, social norms about age-appropriate behavior create a developmental timetable. 

Although the age barriers related to certain developmental tasks have become broader 

and more flexible (Billari et al., 2011; Lichter & Qian, 2019), biological maturation, 

aging, and societal institutions (e.g. educational systems, labour market) set up a curve of 

control capacity across the life span of increasing and decreasing opportunities. 

Individuals are aware of these often strongly age-graded decision points and proceed into 

phases of motivated action according to the developmental timetable. Moreover, 

individuals internalize age-related norms of behavior and attainment and use those to 

compare themselves and their standing concerning important developmental tasks 

(Heckhausen & Krueger, 1993; Settersen, 2003).  

Finally, developmental deadlines are embedded in a societal structuring of opportunities 

and constraints both across a lifetime and across social strata, setting the action field of 

the individuals and the mental representation of it. Indeed, the patterns of expected and 

perceived opportunities largely define the outcome to be attained (Bernardi, 2014). As 

the opportunity structure associated with a developmental task is rather transparent, 

individuals’ expectancies and goal setting are likely to be calibrated accordingly 

(Heckhausen & Buchmann, 2019). In case of severely restricted opportunities, processes 

of «cooling out» like disengagement or setting a new adjusted goal might occur.  

The developmental regulation model and partnership formation in a life-

course perspective  

The developmental regulation model has been applied in empirical research on health 

(Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996), childbearing (Wagner et al., 2019; Heckhausen, 1997; 

1999) and repartnering in mid-life (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999). In this chapter, I aim 
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at using this framework to study the dynamics of union formation and educational 

assortative mating for single and unmarried individuals8.  

Figure 2. Action-phase model of developmental regulation and structural constraints for 

partnership formation (adapted from Heckausen & Buchmann, 2019; Wrosch 

& Heckhausen, 1999) 

 

The partner search and the dynamics of engagement with the goal take place in a set of 

circumstances and structural opportunities, that is the partner market. As it can be 

observed in Figure 2 (black solid line), in the youngest ages – the early twenties – the 

engagement to find a well-matched partner is not urgent; opportunities might be 

maximized as well as they can coexist with a range of goal diversity.  

Goal setting and engagement change when the Rubicon goal decision threshold is 

crossed. For partnership formation, it can be argued that the goal of finding a partner 

might become more urgent between the late twenties and the early thirties when the 

 
8  Re-partnering here is not considered, because it might involve different behaviors and 

motivations. For instance, an increase in the interest of finding a new partner might arise after 

union dissolution, also in older ages. 
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educational career and the transition to work have taken place and individuals might focus 

their efforts on other personal goals (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011). Among them, building 

a family – and therefore finding a partner – can be one of the developmental tasks that 

gain urgency. From this point onwards, individuals might activate primary and second 

control strategies with more strength.  

As the developmental deadline is approaching, strategies for goal achievement should 

become more present. For partnership formation, the developmental deadline could be 

around the mid-thirties, which is considered as the upper normative age for finding a 

suitable partner and building a family (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010). Thus, I expect primary 

and secondary control strategies to gain strength when approaching the ultimate deadline. 

Once passed the deadline unsuccessfully, mechanisms of disengagement might occur for 

individuals who did not succeed (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999).  

Some differences in the timing of activation of primary and secondary control strategies 

can exist across social groups, but dynamics should be similar. Since in contemporary 

societies the completion of the educational trajectory is conceived as a prerequisite to 

leave the parental home and form a family (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011), individuals with 

shorter educational careers might activate earlier behavioral mechanisms to find a partner 

and build a family. Moreover, research has shown that the transition to adulthood – 

including couple formation – is stratified by social origin (Billari et al., 2019). 

The developmental regulation framework could be also useful to study the characteristics 

of newly formed couples. Indeed, psychological literature has shown how individuals 

tend to set down their standards when feeling the pressure of urgency (Spielmann et al., 

2013). This mechanism, known as the «fear of being single» (Spielmann et al., 2013) 
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suggests that those with stronger fears to remain single and more urgency to find a partner 

tend to lower their relationship standards when selecting new partners. In terms of 

educational assortative mating, this idea can be translated as follows. As the time spent 

in the partner market and the urgency of finding a partner increases, individuals might 

lower their standards and set for less well-matched partners in terms of educational 

pairing rather than risking remaining single. Moreover, this mechanism is expected to be 

more likely for those who are less attractive in the partner market (e.g. older and/or lower 

educated).  

Moreover, the role of the structure of constraints in which individuals are embedded 

should be considered as well. Even though it has been shown how structural constraints 

affect the transition to partnership and its characteristics (De Hauw et al., 2017; see also 

Chapter 2), it might be difficult for individuals to have an objective perception of their 

real opportunities in the partner market (Filser & Preetz, 2021). Rather, they set and adapt 

goals and standards according to the perception they build from the interactions in their 

social environment. Conversely from goal engagement, the perception of the partner 

market might follow a worsening trend with age. At younger ages, individuals might 

perceive to have more opportunities in the partner market; however, as they age and 

individuals are more likely in couples, the perception of availability of partners might 

decrease, as shown in Figure 2 (dotted gray line).  

A dealignment between the engagement to the goal and the perceived chances in the 

partner market may arise, especially when time spent in the partner market increases. If 

the urgency increases and the opportunities are perceived as narrower, individuals might 

choose between two options. They could continue their search, assuming its cost, or either 

decide to end their partner search when having the opportunity to reach the goal 
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(Oppenheimer, 1988). Thus, the interaction between goal engagement and the perception 

of a tight partner market could foster, in the first place, union transition.  

This mechanism might also influence the educational pairing. Individuals might lower 

their standards if they perceive opportunities as low, thus enhancing the likelihood of 

heterogeneity in couple characteristics. Starting from the assumption that individuals 

prefer equally educated partners (Blossfeld, 2009), setting up with a partner with different 

educational attainment might be a signal of lowering standards. Moreover, as a result of 

the recent dynamics related to the reversed gender gap in education (Esteve et al., 2012), 

perceptions of the partner market might be different across groups. For instance, higher 

educated women, who face a shortage of equally educated men in the partner market, 

might perceive worse chances in the partner market together with age. This, as the 

deadline approaches, individuals may lower standards and setting down for less-educated 

men (or a higher educated woman for lower educated men).  

Furthermore, some gender differences can be hypothesized. The developmental task of 

partnership is strictly connected and might overlap with that of childbearing, which is 

certainly less flexible for women, who have biological boundaries. Since having a partner 

is usually a prerequisite for having a child, it can be argued that the desire for a partner 

could be a by-product of the desire for childbearing. Indeed, a recent study (Wagner et 

al., 2019) has shown that positive fertility intentions affect the chances to find a partner. 

3. Research questions and hypotheses 

This chapter aims to investigate a possible mechanism of union formation during the life 

course through the lens of the developmental regulation model.  
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I develop three main research questions. The first refers to the role played by goal 

engagement and the activation of primary and secondary control strategies in the 

transition to couple. I explore it in a dynamic and longitudinal approach, tracking its 

changes during the life course, and studying if and how it could foster union formation 

differently according to age. I hypothesize that the activation of primary and secondary 

strategies directed to the goal should foster union formation, especially in ages close to 

the developmental deadline (H1).  

Furthermore, I investigate if and to what extent the role of goal engagement changes 

according to the perception an individual has about his/her chances in the partner market. 

I could be indeed hypothesized that the activation of behaviors of goal engagement should 

foster union formation especially when chances in the partner market are perceived as 

tight (H2).  

The same theoretical tools are employed to investigate the dynamics and the mechanisms 

behind the formation of hypogamous couples. The mechanism could be the following: as 

the developmental deadline approaches, a possible strategy to reach the goal could be to 

lower standards and accept a partnership with a less well-matched partner. The literature 

on the reversed gender gap in education has argued that educational groups particularly 

prone to experience worse marriage market conditions might opt for a heterogamous 

partner instead of remaining single (De Hauw et al., 2017). However, to the best of my 

knowledge, this hypothesis has not been tested empirically yet. With this chapter I provide 

an empirical investigation of it, using goal engagement and the subjective perception of 

the partner market as possible drivers of hypogamous couples (H3).  
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Moreover, according to the possible existence of gender differences, I would expect these 

mechanisms to be more relevant for women, especially those in their early thirties (H4).  

The chapter aims at providing three main contributions. To the best of my knowledge, 

there is only one study that investigates a family-related outcome (the transition to 

motherhood) with observational longitudinal data using the developmental regulation 

model as a theoretical framework (Wagner et al., 2019). I contribute to this literature by 

analyzing the transition to partnership.  

Secondly, I provide a contribution to the literature on recent changes in patterns of 

educational assortative mating and the rise of hypogamous couples especially. Whereas 

a solid stream of literature has established an association between the rise of women’s 

advantage in higher education and the growth of hypogamous couples, fewer studies have 

focused on the dynamics that lead to this type of couple. I provide the investigation of a 

possible mechanism testable with observational data.  

Finally, I contribute to the literature on the consequences of partner market structure on 

couple transition. In this chapter, I use a subjective measure of structural constraints, that 

better captures the perceived chances of individuals based on their social environments 

and contacts.  

4. Data, measures, and methods  

Data and sample 

I use the German Pairfam data to answer my research questions (Huinink et al. 2011; 

Brüderl et al. 2019). Pairfam data is especially suitable for three main reasons. First, the 

dataset has a special focus on intimate relationships, with detailed information about 

couple formation and its characteristics. Second, the population of interest is quite young, 
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making thus possible to observe recent phenomena like the advantage of women in higher 

education and the significant share of hypogamous couples. Third, thanks to an ad hoc 

set of questions for singles, it provides longitudinal information on individuals’ desire for 

a partnership and perceptions of chances in the partner market (see Section 4.2).  

The analytical sample is composed of individuals observed as single and not previously 

married from 20 years onwards born between 1971 and 1993. It is composed of 3,119 

individuals (10,519 observations), with a mean observational window of 6 years. 1,512 

transitions to a partnership are observed. Because of the sample size, different types of 

relationships (LAT, cohabitation, and marriage) are considered together. When analyzing 

the occurrence of hypogamy, I use a subsample of low and medium-educated men (N = 

1,478 with 4,780 observations) and medium and high educated women (N = 1,077 with 

3,011 observations), the educational groups that can opt for this couple pairing. 

Measures 

Dependent variables  

The first dependent variable of interest is the transition to couple. I measure it as a dummy 

variable that takes the value of 1 when the individual makes the transition from the status 

of single to a couple arrangement (LAT, cohabitation, or marriage).  

Second, I measure the occurrence of hypogamy as a dummy variable with the value of 1 

(vs 0 for single, homogamy, and hypergamy) when an individual forms a couple where 

the woman has a higher educational degree than the man. Couple pairings are constructed 

combining individuals’ and partners’ educational attainment, which is operationalized as 

a three-category variable for low (less than upper secondary), medium (upper secondary), 
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and high (tertiary) levels of education based on the original CASMIN classification 

(Brauns et al., 2003). 

Independent variables  

The main explanatory variables come from a specific module for singles in the 

questionnaire. Questions about the satisfaction as single, desire for a partnership, desire 

for a former partner, exploration of the partner market, and subjective chances in the 

partner market are asked when the respondent is single. This ad hoc module is especially 

useful for my purposes because it allows to observe differences in these domains between 

individuals of different ages, and also within individuals.  

As argued in previous similar studies (Wagner et al., 2019), an intensification of the desire 

corresponds to a secondary control strategy. Therefore, I use as a proxy of goal 

engagement the question about the desire for a partner; single individuals are asked their 

degree of agreement with the statement «I would like to have a partner». The variable is 

measured as a 5-point Likert scale with values that go from 1 («Not at all») to 5 

(«Absolutely»). As suggested by the theory, the variable follows an inverted U-shaped 

distribution during the life course (see Figure 3, black line) among single and unmarried 

individuals. In the first twenties, the value is rather low, reflecting the pre-Rubicon phase, 

when opportunities are maximized, and multiple goals are pursued. After turning 25, we 

observe a significant increase in the desire for a partner, which remains especially high in 

the range 25-30. However, we already observe a slight decrease when moving towards 

the ultimate developmental deadline, around 35 years, and it becomes more evident after 

crossing it. Indeed, in later ages, a decrease is observed, and it could be due to mechanisms 

of goal disengagement.  
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As for the subjective perception of the partner market, I use the answers to the statement 

«Most men/women I know are already in a relationship», measured on a 5-point scale 

that goes from 1 «Not at all» to 5 «Absolutely» as levels of agreement. This type of 

question is thought to be able to capture the structural constraints an individual perceives 

when looking for available potential partners, and it could also reflect the age-graded 

dynamic of availability of partners (Wagner et al., 2019; Klein & Stauder, 2008)9. As it 

can be observed by Figure 3 (grey line), it follows a clear age gradient, with perceived 

prospects worsening with age.  

However, it must be acknowledged be that the trends observed are due to a selection on 

singlehood: single individuals, especially in older ages, might be selected according to 

their will to find a partner and the perceptions of the partner market. 

Figure 3. Mean values of the expressed desire for a partner and the perception of the 

structure of the partner market 

 

 
9 A more detailed reflection about the choice of the measures can be found in Appendix A.  
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I further analyze the stratification of these measures by sex and educational attainment. 

Figure 4 refers to the desire for a partner. Men appear to display a stronger desire for a 

partnership in the thirties, especially among low and high educated after 35 years of age. 

Interestingly, the difference among men and women with high education after 35 years is 

particularly pronounced. Whereas single women follow a common U-shaped function 

with age, men display a pattern of increase with age. As for the variable of the perceived 

structural constraints, elements of stratification by sex and educational level are not 

visible, thus confirming the age gradient of the measure; older individuals have a worse 

perception of the partner market, regardless of their sex or educational attainment. This 

seems to suggest that the measure reflects a decreasing availability of potential partners 

that depends mostly on age.  

Figure 4. Mean values (with 95% confidence intervals) of the expressed desire for a 

partner by educational level and sex 
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Figure 5. Mean values (with 95% confidence intervals) of the partner market perception 

by educational level and sex 

 

I also consider a set of variables that account for individual characteristics which might 

be relevant for the chances to find a partner. Educational attainment is a three-categories 

variable based on the CASMIN classification; low (less than secondary education), 

medium (up to secondary upper education), and high (tertiary education). I have 

information on the region of residence (Lander) and the birth cohort (1971-73; 1981-

1983; 1991-1993). I consider also information about previous partnership history with the 

number of previous partners and cohabitations. I include the number of children, that 

might influence the search for a partner. Finally, I include a variable concerning fertility 

intentions in the short term, operationalized as in three categories ( 0 = no intention; 1 = 

1 or more children; 2 = I don’t know).   
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Methods 

To answer the research questions, I employ discrete event history models (Allison, 1984). 

To investigate gender differences, I run separate models for men and women. 

I model two outcomes: the transition to partnership and the formation of an hypogamous 

couples. Since both variables are dichotomic, I use logistic models.  

The first model accounts for the role of goal engagement as a driver of couple formation 

(or hypogamy). The specification is the following (Eq 1.):  

ℎ𝑖 =  𝛼𝐷𝑖 +  𝛽𝑑𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑖 +  𝛼𝐷𝑖 ∗  𝛽𝑑𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑖  +  𝐵𝑥𝑖 (1) 

 Di refers to a set of dummy variables for age-groups of 5 years (with 20-24 as the 

reference category) that determine the shapes of the hazard. The main element of interest 

is the interaction between the age group dummies and the variable of goal engagement 

indicated as βdesirei. βXi represents the set of covariates previously described. 

I specify a second model with an interaction term between the expressed level of desire 

for a partner with the measure of the perceived partner market. It allows investigating the 

hypothesis about the interplay between goal engagement and structural constraints. The 

model can be written as follows: 

ℎ𝑖 =  𝛼𝐷𝑖 + 𝛽𝑑𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑖 +  𝛽𝑑𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑖 ∗ 𝛽𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑟𝑘𝑒𝑡𝑖 +  𝐵𝑥𝑖 (2) 

Models are weighted with stratification and longitudinal weights (Brüderl et al., 2018), 

and standard errors are clustered at the individual level. Variables of goal engagement 

and partner market are included in the models lagged by one year.  
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5. Results 

Descriptives 

Table 1 provides descriptive information about the sample. The observed average age is 

around 28 years, while most of individuals are distributed in the 1981-83 and 1991-93 

cohort. Given the young age, I observe on average a low number of previous partners and 

cohabitations, as well as a low number of children.  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics by sex of the respondent 

  Men ( N = 1,837) Women ( N = 1,282) 

  Mean (std) Max Min N Mean (std) Max Min N 

           

Age          

 28.09 20 46   28.38 20 46  

 6.58     6.88    

          

Cohort          

1971-1973 0.39   715 39.21   529 

1981-1983 0.43   833 39.21   535 

1991-1993 0.18   289 21.59   218 

          

Educational attainment          

Low 0.24   456 14.86   205 

Medium 0.55   1,022 56.73   735 

High 0.21   358 28.39   341 

          

N previous partners          

 1.63 0 12   1.94 0 8  

 1.57     1.45    

         

N of previous cohabitations          
 0.25 0 5  0.42 0 5  

 0.55     0.71    

          

N of children          

 0.07 0 5   0.26 0 6  

 0.369     0.65    

         

Desire of a partner          

 3.53 1 5   3.36 1 5  

 1.14     1.21    

Fertility intentions         

No children 0.13    0.18    

1 or more children 0.67    0.70    

Don’t know 0.20    0.12    

         

Perception of partner market          

 3.52 1 5   3.46 1 5  
  1.03       1.09       
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Figure 6. Kaplan-Meier estimators for the transition to couple by sex 

 

 

Figure 7. Kaplan-Meier estimators for the transition to couple by sex and educational 

level  

 

Figure 6 provides Kaplan Meier estimators for the transition to couple by sex. Generally, 

women display higher transition rates at all ages compared to men. Moreover, differences 
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by educational levels are present (Figure 7). Among men, lower educated show higher 

rates of transition in the early twenties, but they are rapidly overcome by higher educated 

at the beginning of the thirties, with a gap that widens with age. Educational differences 

are less evident among women. We observe that the transition rates of higher educated 

women increase in the decade of the thirties, but the penalty for lower educated women 

is less evident than for men of the same educational level.  

Table 2. Newly formed couples’ characteristics  

  Men ( N = 821) Women ( N = 691) 

  Mean (std) Min Max N Mean (std) Min Max N  

Age at partnership              

 28.04 20.91 46   27.72 20.91 46.91  

 5.74     5.74    

          

Type of partnership          

LAT 0.78   643 0.78   540 

Cohabitation 0.19   156 0.20   135 

Marriage 0.02   20 0.01   12 

Marriage non cohabiting 0.01   2 0.01   4 

          

Educational assortative mating          

Homogamy 0.58   376 0.58   343 

Hypogamy 0.20   131 0.25   150 

Hypergamy 0.22     141 0.17     102 

 

Table 2 provides information about newly formed couples. The mean age at partnership 

is around 28 years. As expected, most of the partnerships we observe start as LAT, 

followed by direct cohabitation. Finally, educational homogamy is the rule, but we 

observe a greater occurrence of hypogamy than hypergamy in heterogamous couples. 

Couple formation 

The first hypothesis deals with the activation of behaviors as a driver of couple formation. 

Individuals who activate such behavioral strategies – which are operationalized as the 
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expressed desire for a partnership – should be more likely to find a partner, and it should 

be particularly true in ages close to the developmental deadline. I show results for values 

of low – from 1 to 2 – and high desire –from 3 to 5.  

Figure 8. Predicted hazard of couple formation (with 95% confidence intervals) by levels 

of desire for a partner, men and women (Appendix A, Table A1). 

 

Figure 8 displays predicted hazards of transitioning to couple for men and women with 

high (grey line) and low (black) desire for a partner computed from Equation (1). Among 

men, an inverted U-shaped form in the hazard of finding a partner is observed in the 

partner search process. Moreover, no differences between individuals with low and high 

levels of desire for a partner are observed. Among women, the shape of the hazard is 

slightly different, reaching its peak in the age period 30-34. Moreover, a significant 

difference between women with low and high levels of goal engagement is found in this 

age period. As expected, a gender difference is present. 

Therefore, the role of perceived structural constraints is investigated. According to the 

theoretical framework proposed in this chapter, the activation of primary control 

strategies should enhance the transition to partnership especially when the perception of 
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the chances in the partner market is negative, as mechanisms to avoid the risk of 

singlehood. 

Figure 9. Predicted hazard of couple formation (with 95% confidence intervals) by levels 

of desire for a partner and perception of partner market, men and women 

(Appendix A, Table A2).  

 

Figure 9 shows predicted hazards of couple transition for men and women by different 

levels of partner market perceptions and goal engagement. Among men, when chances to 

find a partner are perceived as good (left side of the upper panel), the transition to 

partnership is independent of goal engagement. However, when chances are perceived as 

worse, a difference arises; men with a higher desire for a relationship show a higher 

hazard to find a partner, especially at younger ages.  

Among women, both in a situation of good and bad perception of the chances in the 

partner market, those with a higher desire for a partner display higher chances to make 
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the transition to couple at all ages. Differently from men, in a situation of bad perception, 

this difference remains significant also in older ages (see right side of the lower panel).  

Hypogamy 

The first results suggest that individuals with higher commitment to the goal and worse 

perception of their chances in the mating market tend to accelerate their transition to 

couple, especially when happening to be still single close to the developmental deadline. 

As a further step, we investigate the scenario of a possible trade-off between goal 

engagement and the characteristics of the couple an individual can achieve. We consider 

hypogamy as the outcome of interest. Indeed, a lowering bar mechanism has been 

suggested by previous literature to explain the rise of hypogamy, especially among higher 

educated women (De Hauw et al., 2017). I test this hypothesis on a subsample of low and 

medium educated men and medium and highly educated women, the educational groups 

that can opt for hypogamy. 

Figure 10. Predicted hazard of an hypogamous union (with 95% confidence intervals) by 

levels of desire for a partner, men (low and medium education) and women 

(medium and high education) (Appendix A, Table A3 and Table A4).  
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Figure 10 shows the hazard of establishing an hypogamous union by levels of expressed 

desire for a partner. The first interesting result is that men have a significantly higher 

hazard compared to women to form an hypogamous union, apart from a drastic reduction 

in later ages. Secondly, among men different levels of goal engagement do not predict 

different hazards. Among women, goal engagement in younger ages (between 20 and 24 

years) and the early thirties (30-34 years) increases the hazard of having a less educated 

partner. While the first can be reconducted to a phase in which opportunities are 

maximized, the 30-34 age period appears again to be crucial.  

I further analyze the interaction with the partner market perception (Figure 11). When 

option in the partner market are perceived being limited, both men and women with a 

higher level of goal engagement display significantly higher hazard to form an 

hypogamous union compared to those with a lower level of goal engagement. This 

difference holds also for women older than 35. However, for women, the main driver 

appears to be the commitment to the goal rather than the perception of the mating market. 

Indeed, in both a situation of good and bad perception of their chances, women with 

higher urgency for a partner display higher rates of transition to union.  
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Figure 11. Predicted hazard of an hypogamous union (with 95% confidence intervals) by 

levels of desire for a partner and perception of partner market, men (low and medium 

education) and women (medium and high education) (Appendix A, Table A5 and Table 

A6). 

 

To test the robustness of the results, I built alternative measures of goal engagement and 

the perception of the market. Results do not change notably (see Appendix A for more 

details).  

6. Discussion and conclusion  

In the last decades, important changes in couple behavior and patterns of educational 

assortative mating have taken place in Western societies. Among the others, the increase 

of hypogamous couples has drawn the attention of scholars, both for their possible causes 

and consequences on societies (Esteve et al., 2016). However, less research has focused 

on the dynamics behind partner search.  
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In this chapter, I investigate a possible mechanism of couple formation adopting the 

developmental model theory (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999) together with the concepts 

of life-course sociology (Heckhausen & Buchmann, 2019) as theoretical tools. On the 

one hand, I study the possible effects of the activation of secondary control strategies (the 

increasing desire to find a partner) in the transition to partnership and the educational 

sorting. On the other, I consider also the structural constraints of the partner market 

through a subjective lens. Thanks to the data features, I can track micro-sequential 

changes of these behavioral elements through the life course among unmarried and single 

individuals in the German context.  

I study two outcomes. The first is the transition to partnership. My hypotheses argue that 

a stronger level of  control strategies (goal engagement) should enhance couple formation, 

especially in ages close to the deadline and when the perception of the chances in the 

partner market is negative. The second is the formation of an hypogamous couple – where 

the woman is more educated than the man – for which I had similar expectations. Indeed, 

a possible mechanism of lowering standards (Spielmann et al., 2013) can be in play, and 

it can lead to a partner whose educational match is not perfect.  

Results provided two main pieces of evidence. First, the activation of a secondary control 

strategy such as goal engagement enhances the hazard of the transition to couple just for 

women between 30 and 34 years of age. Such evidence does not emerge for men. Thus, 

the hypothesis about a gender difference holds. Moreover, goal engagement fosters the 

transition to couple for women regardless of their perception of the partner market. 

Among men, the mechanism is at play just when the chances in the partner market are 

perceived as narrow.  



102 

 

Results for hypogamy show a similar pattern. Among single high and medium educated 

women in their early thirties, those who show a higher level of goal engagement are 

significantly more likely to form an hypogamous couple compared to those who show 

lower levels of attachment to the goal. And again, this mechanism does not hold among 

low and medium-educated men. However, when the chances in the partner market are 

perceived as narrow, higher goal engagement fosters the formation of an hypogamous 

union both among men and women.  

It can be concluded that the developmental regulation model around the deadline proved 

to be helpful to explain partnership transitions of a particular social group: single women 

between 30 and 34 years, an age close also to the biological and normative deadline for 

childbearing. This group appears to be particularly sensitive to behavioral and subjective 

perceptions concerning the developmental task of finding a partner. More research would 

be needed to further investigate this aspect, to understand the reasons why women are 

more subject to these influences rather than men.  

Moreover, the use of a subjective measure about the partner market showed to play a 

relevant role, suggesting that individual perceptions are worth investigating when 

studying demographic transitions.  

The chapter does not come without limitations. One of the major concerns of this chapter 

is measurement. I provide additional analyses with alternative measures and show that 

results do not differ notably (see Appendix), but some aspects remain unsolved and might 

bias my results. An issue of social desirability is undoubtedly present; as the 

developmental deadline approaches, the social pressure for a goal might increase as well, 

inducing people to answer according to that pressure. However, I find a quite strong age-
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gradient of the measures I use, that might suggest that they capture the dynamics I aimed 

to observe. Moreover, an additional shortcoming of the chosen measures concerns the 

question about the perception of the partner market. Indeed, it refers mostly to the 

numerical availability of single potential partners, but not to their suitability, that is, the 

presence of potential partners with desired characteristics.  

The second main limitation is about selection into singlehood. Especially in older ages, I 

observe negatively selected individuals by some unobserved characteristics, not being 

able to observe which were the dynamics behind partner search for individuals that are 

observed as successful. This is likely to introduce some bias in the analyses.  

Besides its limitations, this chapter opens room for further research. First, the theoretical 

framework proposed in this chapter might be useful to investigate assortativity on 

additional aspects such as age, nationality, and geographical distance of newly formed 

couples. Moreover, if urgency plays a role in the transition to couple formation, it would 

be worth investigating its implications for couple-related outcomes such as relationship 

quality and stability, and the presence and timing of childbearing.  
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CHAPTER 4  

FIND THE RIGHT ONE. EDUCATIONAL ASSORTATIVE MATING 

AND EDUCATIONAL REPRODUCTION
10 

 

Abstract 

Social stratification scholarship has provided important insights into the relationship 

between the socioeconomic characteristics of parents and children but ignored that a 

generation of potential parents that does not reproduce itself biologically does not 

transmit its characteristics. Demographic processes are involved, such as selection into 

couple, assortative mating and fertility. A recent stream of research has proposed to study 

processes of social reproduction starting from a generation of potential parents and 

observing their partnership and fertility trajectories. We enlarge the existing literature by 

adding a new country case, Germany, and a more nuanced attention to assortative mating. 

Our results show how educational reproduction manifests differently for men and women. 

For women to pass on a degree to the next generation, assortative mating is crucial and 

shapes how the chances of having a child with a degree are distributed. A premium for 

female hypergamy persists across generations, whereas the penalty for hypogamy found 

in an older cohort did not persist to a younger one. These results suggest the need to focus 

not only on fertility as a demographic pathway by which the distribution of family 

characteristics are shaped, but also on the combination of partner characteristics. 

  

 
10 This chapter (coatuhored with Stefani Scherer) is under review (R&R) in Research in Social 

Stratification and Mobility. 
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1. Introduction  

Social stratification scholarship has extensively documented the tight relationship 

between parents and children socioeconomic characteristics as one of the main 

mechanisms by which inequalities are reproduced in societies (Blossfeld et al. 2016; 

Breen et al. 2009; Breen & Jonsson 2005; Erikson & Goldthorpe 1993; Shavit & Blossfeld 

1993). Nevertheless, this research has often ignored the fact that the distribution of 

characteristics differs from one generation to the next as the result of differences across 

social groups in demographic processes affecting family formation such as selection into 

partnership, assortative mating, and fertility (Maralani, 2013; Mare & Schwartz, 2006). 

Only recently has empirical research switched the focus from social mobility to social 

reproduction and included these demographic processes in the study of social inequalities 

(Lawrence & Breen, 2016; Mare, 2014; Mare & Schwartz, 2006; Skopek & Leopold, 

2020; Breen et al., 2019). Instead of looking backwards from a generation of children and 

retrieving information about their family background, the prospective approach focuses 

on the parents’ generation and analyzes their mating and fertility pathways together with 

the children’s social outcomes. Adopting this perspective means asking what the chances 

are that an individual will reproduce their own characteristics to the next generation, 

rather than analyzing the association between a child’s and their parent’s characteristics. 

To answer this question, prospective data are needed, because they allow to follow 

individuals over their life-course and observe the processes by which they form their 

families. However, these data are highly demanding and still rare in social science 

research.  
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In recent years an increasing body of research using a prospective approach has provided 

contributions for various countries (Mare & Maralani, 2006 for Indonesia; Breen & 

Lawrence, 2016 for the USA; Breen & Ermisch, 2017 for the UK; Skopek & Leopold, 

2020 for West and East Germany; Breen et al., 2019 for several European countries). 

Extensive attention has been dedicated to the role of fertility (Skopek & Leopold, 2020), 

but selection into couple and assortative mating have been considered less, although they 

are fundamental for two main reasons. First, children are still mostly born to couples. 

Second, the combination of partners’ characteristics is a key feature in the distribution of 

fertility and children's development.  

This paper investigates processes of educational reproduction – that is, the extent to which 

a generation of potential parents is able to transmit their educational level (typically a 

university degree) to their offspring – and the mediating role of the processes of family 

formation – assortative mating in particular – in Germany. We follow two generations of 

potential parents born between 1948 and 1954 and 1955 and 1960 and their children. We 

employ the German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP) data with a prospective approach 

that allows us to take into accounts individuals’ partner choice and fertility pathways in 

studying educational reproduction. 

Results show that men’s and women’s educational reproduction occurs through different 

pathways. While men manage to transmit their educational attainment to the next 

generation almost independently of family formation, for women attaining a degree 

influences patterns of family formation that in turn shape the educational chances of their 

offspring.  
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We also investigated the role of educational assortative mating, finding confirmation for 

its relevance for social reproduction. In particular, we found a premium on female 

hypergamy that persists across birth cohorts. Female hypogamy is particularly 

detrimental to highly educated women’s chances to reproduce their educational status, 

especially in the 1948-54 generation. Women’s own status, rather than that of their 

partner, starts to become more relevant for social reproduction for the generation born 

from 1955.  

2. Literature review  

Intergenerational mobility and the prospective approach 

Social stratification research has widely investigated the link between the socioeconomic 

characteristics (income, class, or education) of parents and those of their children. Indeed, 

the family of origin and the extent to which parents are able to transmit socioeconomic 

resources to their offspring is one of the most important mechanisms through which 

inequalities arise and are transmitted in societies.  

Important studies have investigated the child-parent inheritance starting from the 

offspring generation and linking back to parents (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Erikson & 

Goldthorpe, 1993; Featherman & Hauser, 1978; Blossfeld & Shavit, 1993). This classical 

retrospective stratification literature has traditionally ignored a major aspect of the 

process of intergenerational reproduction. Transmission of socioeconomic characteristics 

from parents to children is highly dependent on demographic behaviors concerning 

family formation such as  (a) finding a partner (b) socially selective partner choice – 

assortative mating and (c) socially selective fertility (Duncan, 1966; Hillmert, 2013; Mare 

& Schwartz, 2006). Indeed, these processes are not equally distributed across social 
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groups (Bellani et al., 2017; Dykstra & Poortman, 2010; Blossfeld, 2009; Nitsche et al, 

2018; Trimarchi & Van Bavel, 2019; McLanahan & Percheski, 2008), and in turn they 

shape how family structure is distributed in the future generations. For instance, being 

single decreases the chances of biological reproduction, meaning that a selected group of 

individuals will not contribute to the family background of the next generation 

(Kreynefeld & Konietzka, 2017).  

A prospective approach to intergenerational mobility focuses on the chances of social 

reproduction (Breen & Ermisch, 2017; Lawrence & Breen, 2016). It allows to see the 

interdependence of mobility and demographic processes, such as differentials in levels of 

marriage, fertility and mortality (Mare & Schwartz, 2006; Song & Mare, 2015). This links 

inequality to family dynamics including the processes by which families are formed and 

the effects of families on children (Hillmert, 2013; Mare & Maralani, 2006).  

The prospective approach presents conceptual advantages in studying processes of social 

reproduction, but it is highly demanding in terms of data. Indeed, datasets that can follow 

a generation prospectively are still rare, and few studies have exploited such data 

(Lawrence & Breen, 2016 in Wisconsin; Mare & Maralani, 2014 in Indonesia). However, 

recent research has highlighted the possibility of using retrospective data with a 

prospective approach (Breen et al., 2019; Skopek & Leopold, 2020; Breen & Ermisch, 

2017).  

Literature on the topic has highlighted the different pathways by which educational 

reproduction happens for men and women, and the extent to which having a degree 

influences demographic mechanisms differently (Lawrence & Breen, 2016; Skopek & 

Leopold, 2020; Breen et al., 2019). In their study of Wisconsin graduates Lawrence and 
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Breen (2016) found that while tertiary education increases the probability that men will 

have a child with a degree, for women having a degree has no such effect because the 

proportion of female graduates marrying and having a child is lower. Similar results are 

found in the UK (Breen & Ermisch, 2017); men and women with degrees marry and have 

children less often, but when they biologically reproduce having a degree significantly 

increases the likelihood that their children will gain a degree. 

Moreover, a comparative study of twelve European countries (Breen et al., 2019) finds 

that higher-educated women’s likelihood of reproducing their educational attainment are 

affected by the lower probability that they will marry, and this pattern is more pronounced 

in Southern and Eastern Europe than in Nordic and Western countries. A study in 

Indonesia (Mare & Maralani, 2006) found that women’s educational attainment has a 

positive effect on the educational attainment of the next generation, even though this 

beneficial effect is partially offset at the population level by a reduction in the overall 

number of children that educated women bear. As for Germany, a recent study by Skopek 

and Leopold (2020) has shown that among individuals born between 1930 and 1950 the 

role of fertility for educational reproduction has diminished across cohorts, and this 

decline is greater among women.  

Educational assortative mating and social reproduction 

Research has shown that fertility fundamentally affects educational reproduction 

processes, especially for women (Skopek & Leopold, 2020). However, it is strongly 

influenced by finding a partner, the characteristics, and educational chances of children 

also depend on how their characteristics of both parents combine. Some studies have 

shown that tertiary-educated women were less likely to marry (Lawrence & Breen, 2016; 
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Ermisch & Breen 2017; Breen et al., 2019), but the role of partner choice has not been 

the primary focus, and so far little is known about its role for social reproduction.  

While singlehood has been shown to be detrimental both for fertility and children’s 

opportunities and life chances (McLanahan & Percheski, 2008), less research has focused 

on assortative mating, which plays a major role in the reproduction of inequalities 

between generations. Indeed, individuals do not partner randomly but tend to match with 

similar individuals (Kalmijn, 1991). Educational homogamy is still the rule, and the 

importance of spouses’ educational resemblance has strengthened in recent decades 

because of the decline in the impacts of religion, ethnicity, and family background on 

partner choices (Kalmijn, 1991, 1998), and the increased importance of educational 

institutions as marriage markets (Blossfeld, 2009). The persistence of educational 

homogamy has been found to shape inequalities across families through concentration of 

resources between partners and polarization between households (Breen and Andersen, 

2012; Breen & Salazar, 2011; Eika et al, 2014; Fernandez & Rogerson, 2001; Schwartz 

& Mare 2005).  

The combination of partners’ characteristics channels processes of social reproduction in 

two fundamental ways. First, fertility pathways are not equally distributed across pairings 

(Nitsche et al., 2018; Corijn et al., 1996; Bauer & Jacob, 2009). Recent literature has 

highlighted that the traditional educational gradient of fertility, with highly-educated 

couples displaying lower levels of fertility, has been recently reversed (Nitsche et al., 

2018). Nowadays highly educated couples postpone childbearing but display higher 

parity progression than  lower educated ones.  
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Finally, family structure is a key element to consider in studying the reproduction of 

inequalities, and in particular the combination of parents’ characteristics (McLanahan & 

Percheski, 2008; Schwartz, 2013). The consequences of parental educational sorting are 

a matter of concern insofar as sorting might affect parents’ capacity to invest in their 

offspring’s wellbeing and human capital and so enlarge disparities across families 

(Edwards & Roff, 2016). On one hand, the total resources available to invest in children’s 

well-being and development are a direct function of each partner’s economic, cultural and 

social assets. An accumulation logic would suggest that these resources are concentrated 

within couples and polarized between households where educational homogamy prevails. 

On the other hand, sorting by education can be considered as a proxy for homogeneity in 

partners’ preferences, lifestyle, and approaches to parenting. Partners with the same 

educational attainment could be expected to agree on decisions concerning children’s 

development, and to allocate more efficiently their resources for their children’s 

development (Beck & Gonzalez-Sancho, 2009). Thus, the characteristic of the partner 

could enhance (or hamper) an individual’s ability to reproduce their status. 

3. Contribution 

This chapter investigates the extent to which assortative mating influence processes of 

educational reproduction in Germany. Starting from the effect of having a degree on the 

probability of having a child who acquires a degree, we focus on the mediating role of 

educational assortative mating, and whether this operates differently for men and women 

and across cohorts.  

We do so by adopting a prospective approach, analyzing two generations of potential 

parents born between 1948 and 1954 and 1955 and 1960, observing their partnership 
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histories, fertility trajectories and – for those who had offspring – the educational careers 

of their children.  

We contribute to literature in two ways. First, we add a new case study, Germany. 

Compared to the USA (Lawrence & Breen, 2016) and the UK (Breen & Ermisch, 2017), 

in Germany gender roles and family formation are characterized by more traditional 

pathways. Results might differ according to context. Given that the German educational 

system is highly stratified, we would expect that holding a tertiary degree should increase 

an individual’s chances of having a child with a degree (Blossfeld et al., 2016). This 

expectation is also supported by the social mobility literature, which has shown that 

Germany has low, yet increasing, levels of intergenerational mobility (Ganzeboom et al., 

1989; Breen et al., 2009b). Sinces gender roles in Germany are fairly traditional (Grunow 

et al., 2012), this would suggest that women’s ability to transmit their educational 

attainment would depend greatly on their choices in the demographic transitions. We 

apply the methods developed by Lawrence and Breen (2016) to provide comparable 

results. 

Our second contribution lies in the attention we pay to educational assortative mating. 

We start from the assumption that, among those who are in a couple, the characteristics 

of the partner and the combination with their own are a key element in the consequent 

fertility and educational reproduction pathways, and we investigate whether it is the case. 

4. Data, sample and methods 

Data, sample, and variables 

To investigate our research question, we employ the German Socio-Economic Panel 

(GSOEP), which meets our requirements for two main reasons. First, we can observe 
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individuals’ family trajectories, thus being able to identify their partners and fertility 

outcomes. Second, the genealogical design of the survey allows children to be followed 

after they leave the parental household, so we can identify their educational attainment.  

Our units of analysis are individuals born between 1948 and 1960, whom we study in two 

separate birth cohorts (1948-1954 and 1955-1960). These birth years are selected because 

of the need to observe individuals old enough to have completed their fertility trajectory 

and whose children could be studied until the completion of tertiary education – which 

we set at 25 years. Robustness checks confirm this to be a reasonable choice, though it 

might underestimate the share of university graduates. Moreover, the investigation of 

separate cohorts allows us to investigate whether processes of social reproduction change 

over time.  

The final sample is composed of 7,725 individuals with complete information about their 

educational attainment, their mating trajectory, the (eventual) partner’s education, and the 

number of children. 6,481 of them had one or more children. We are able to identify 2,609 

children until 25 years at least with their highest educational attainment. The sample of 

children is representative regarding family background characteristics such as the parent’s 

educational attainment, their mating patterns, and the number of children (more 

information about the construction of the children’s sample and some robustness checks 

can be found in Appendix A). Moreover, the proportion of children observed is consistent 

with previous studies (Breen & Ermisch, 2017). 

We measure individuals’ educational attainment as a dummy variable (X) set at 1 for 

those with and 0 for those without a tertiary degree. Then, we operationalize demographic 

processes of family formation, namely mating, educational assortative mating, and 
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fertility as follows. We construct a variable for sorting and assortative mating by 

education (Z) following the individual’s partnership trajectories. We could identify 

lifelong singlehood when no partner is declared across years and the individual declares 

themselves as unmarried. We use the individual’s longest relationship as the main partner, 

which in 98.25% of the cases is the spouse. When a partner is identified, we measure their 

education as a dummy variable indicating those without and with a university degree.  

The mating variable has three categories standing for (a) singlehood, (b) partner with a 

degree, (c) partner without a degree. Our definitions of singlehood and partnership 

slightly differ from previous studies: we do not just consider the distinction between 

unmarried and married individuals, but allow for both lifelong singlehood and 

cohabitation.  

We identify, both retrospectively and prospectively, the presence and the number of 

children (C). Thus, we can include in our sample childless individuals. We operationalize 

the fertility trajectory as a dummy variable with a value of 1 when the individual declares 

having one or more children and 0 otherwise. 

Finally, among those who had at least one child we identify children’s educational 

attainment (Y) as a dummy variable that takes the value 1 when the child has tertiary 

education and 0 otherwise.  

Methods 

Our analytical approach follows the most recent works on the topic (Lawrence & Breen, 

206; Breen & Ermisch, 2017), to provide comparable results.  
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We perform a set of marginal structural models for our outcomes of interest (Robins, 

1999; Hernán et al. 2001; Sharkey & Elwert 2011; Wodtke et al. 2011). The notation is 

as follows:  

𝐸(𝑍0𝑋) =  𝛼0 +  𝛼1𝑋 (1) 

𝐸(𝑍2𝑋) =  𝛾0 +  𝛾1𝑋 (2) 

𝐸(𝐶𝑋,𝑍0,𝑍2) =  𝛽0 +  𝛽1𝑋 + 𝛽2𝑍0 +  𝛽3𝑍2  (3) 

𝐸(𝑌𝑋,𝑍0,𝑍2) =  𝜃0 +  𝜃1𝑋 +  𝜃2𝑍0 +  𝜃3𝑍2  (4) 

 

Equations 1 and 2 model the potential outcomes of mating, Z0 (not having a partner) and 

Z2 (having a partner with a college degree), with Z1 (having a partner without a college 

degree) as the reference category. Equation 3 models the probability of having a child 

conditional on having a degree (X) and the characteristics of mating (Z0, Z2). Finally, 

Equation 4 models the educational attainment of children as an outcome conditional on 

having a degree (X) and the mating trajectory (Z0, Z2). Unlike Equation 1, 2, and 3, 

Equation 4 is estimated just for individuals who have at least one observed child. 

We estimate our equations with linear probability models separately for men and women 

of the cohorts 1948-54 and 1955-60. To deal with selection into treatment – having a 

degree – on some individual observed characteristics, we employ inverse probability 

weighting (Robins, 1999; Hernán & Robins, 2006; Cole & Hernán, 2008). We build the 

propensity score of attaining a degree with a logistic model on some observable 

characteristics such as the place of origin (East or West Germany)11, the father’s ISEI at 

 
11  As a robustness check we performed our analyses considering East and West Germany 

separately, but the results do not differ notably. 
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age of 14, and the number of siblings (details on propensity score estimation can be found 

in Appendix B). Accordingly, we build the weights as the inverse of the propensity score 

that we apply to our regression models.  

We compute the direct, total, and indirect effects from our estimates. In the interpretation 

of our results we are particularly interested in the indirect effects, which give a measure 

of the extent to which family formation pathways mediate the parent-offspring 

association in educational attainment. However, these coefficients do not account for the 

joint effect of fertility and social reproduction together. To take into account these two 

processes, we follow Lawrence and Breen’s approach (2016) and also compute the total 

realized causal effects from the parameters of the marginal models. These are the products 

of the probability of having a child and the probability that a child attains a tertiary 

education (see Lawrence & Breen, 2016, for the mathematical explanation).  

5. Results 

Descriptives 

Table 1 provides descriptive information about the sample by cohorts. The first column 

from the left shows the distribution of degree attainment in the parents’ generation, 

characterized by a traditional men’s advantage. We observe that men without a degree 

and highly-educated women are the most likely to be single, while the highest levels of 

childlessness are observed in women without a degree in the 1948-54 generation 

(Kreyenfeld & Konietzka, 2017). Finally, the educational distribution of the children's 

generation reflects the general expansion of education between generations. Moreover, 

children with a degree are found more often among educated parents.  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics 

 

Marginal structural models 

Table 2 shows direct, indirect and total effects of having a degree on our outcomes of 

interest for men and women by birth cohorts. In the 1948-54 cohort (upper panel) the 

direct effect of having a child with a degree (for those who actually or counterfactually 

had children) is estimated as 0.31 for men and 0.11 for women. Some differences are 

  

Married Children 
Children with 

degree 

Single 

Partner 

without 

degree 

Partner 

with 

degree 

Yes No Yes No 

1948-1954             

Men         
 

No 

Degree 
N 1,294 146 1,041 

107 
1,011 283 74 304 

 % 67.89 11.28 80,45 8,25 78,13 21,87 19,58 80,42 

Degree N 612 163 1031 151 1087 258 96 292 
 % 32.11 12,12 76,65 11,23 80,82 19,18 24,74 75,26 
         

 
Women         

 
No degree N 1,475 251 983 241 1309 166 135 386 

 % 77,39 17,02 66,64 16,34 88,75 11,25 25,91 74,09 

Degree N 431 297 954 254 1,318 187 144 447 
 % 22,61 19,73 63,39 16,88 87,57 12,43 24,37 75,63 

          

1955-1960          
Men  

        
No 

Degree 
N 

1,345 52 256 304 499 113 107 88 
 % 70,31 8,5 41,83 49,67 81,54 18,46 54,87 45,13 

Degree N 568 58 265 245 470 98 83 89 
 % 29,69 10,21 46,65 43,13 82,75 17,25 48,26 51,74 
  

        
Women  

        
No degree N 1,505 65 102 264 363 68 96 78 

 % 75,25 15,08 23,67 61,25 84,22 15,78 55,17 44,83 

Degree N 495 90 149 256 424 71 95 95 
 % 24,75 18,18 30,1 51,72 85,66 14,34 50 50 



118 

 

observable also in the magnitude of the indirect effect, which takes the partnership history 

into account: while among men it is small and not significant (0.05), for women it is 

estimated as 0.13 and is significant at the 5% level.  

Table 2. Direct, indirect and total effects of having a degree on partnership, fertility and 

having a child with a degree by birth cohorts 

 1948-1954 

 

Men   Women 

Z0  Z2 C Y Realized Y  Z0  Z2 C Y Realized Y 

Direct -0.04** 0.36*** 0.06** 0.31*** 0.27***  -0.00 0.39*** -0.07*** 0.11*** 0.07 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.04) (0.03)  (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.03) (0.04) 

Indirect   0.00 0.05 0.04**    0.02 0.13*** 0.12*** 

   (0.01) (0.03) (0.01)    (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) 

Total   0.06*** 0.36*** 0.31***    -0.05** 0.24*** 0.19*** 
   (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)    (0.02) (0.05) (0.04) 

            

 1955-1960 

 

Men   Women 

Z0  Z2 C Y Realized Y  Z0  Z2 C Y Realized Y 

Direct -0.01** 0.28*** 0.00 0.23*** 0.18***  -0.02 0.31*** 0.00 0.17*** 0.15*** 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.05)  (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.03) (0.05) 

Indirect   0.00 0.01 0.01    -0.00 0.05** 0.04** 

   (0.01) (0.02) (.02)    (0.00) (0.02) (0.02) 

Total   0.00 0.24*** 0.19***    0.00 0.22*** 0.19*** 
   (0.02) (0.05) (0.03)       (0.02) (0.05) (0.05) 

 

To fully understand how these differences arise, we look at the underlying processes of 

family formation that we can observe in Table 3. Among men of the older cohort, having 

a degree (X) increases the likelihood of having a partner with a degree (Z2) by 36 

percentage points compared to a partner without a degree, and reduces the chances of 

remaining single (Z0) by 4 percentage points. Having a degree increases the probability 

that men will have a child (C) by 7 percentage points. Moreover, having a partner with a 

degree does not affect the likelihood of having children whereas being single has a strong 

negative effect (-0.35, significant at the 5% level). As for social reproduction, having a 
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tertiary-educated partner increases the likelihood that a man will have a child with a 

degree (Y) by 14 percentage points.  

Results for women are slightly different. As shown in Table 3 (right upper panel), having 

a degree (X) increases the probability of having a partner with a degree (Z2) by 39 

percentage points compared to having a partner without a degree, but has no significant 

effect on singlehood. Having a degree reduces the likelihood of having children (C) (0.07, 

significant at the 5% level), but having a partner with a degree is not significant. Finally, 

the effect of having a partner with a degree on children’s attainment (Y) is stronger among 

women than among men (0.34 vs 0.14), suggesting the importance of the educational 

sorting pathway for women.  
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Table 3. Parameters estimates from marginal structural models by birth cohorts 

  1948-1954 

  Men  Women 

 Z0 Z2 C Y   Z0 Z2 C Y 

X -0.04** 0.36*** 0.06** 0.31***  -0.00 0.39*** -0.07 *** 0.11*** 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04)  (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) 

Z0   -0.35*** -0.03    -0.07*** -0.08 

   (0.03) (0.15)    (0.01) (0.04) 

Z2   -0.02 0.14***    0.04 0.34*** 

   (0.02) (0.04)    (0.01) (0.04) 

Intercept 0.12*** 0.09*** 0.82*** 0.19***  0.17*** 0.18*** 0.89*** 0.21*** 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.03)  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.03) 

          

N 1,906 1,906 1,906 573  1,906 1,906 1,906 695 

          

  1955-1960 

  Men   Women 
 Z0 Z2 C Y  Z0 Z2 C Y 

A -0.01** 0.28*** 0.00 0.23***  -0.02 0.31*** 0.00 0.17*** 
 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04)  (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) 

Z0   -0.39*** -0.04    -0.15*** -0.02 
   (0.03) (0.14)    (0.02) (0.06) 

Z2   -0.01 0.05    -0.02 0.16*** 
   (0.02) (0.04)    (0.01) (0.04) 

Intercept 0.08*** 0.12*** 0.85*** 0.25***  0.20*** 0.18*** 0.90*** 0.23*** 
 (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.03)  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.03) 
          

N 1,913 1,913 1,913 560   2,000 2,000 2,000 781 

 

The realized causal effects (right-hand columns of Table 2) account for the joint effect of 

having children and social reproduction, and show remarkable differences between men 

and women. The realized direct effect of having a degree is strong and positive for men 

(0.27), but small and not significant for women (0.07). Conversely, the indirect effect, 

that accounts for partnership history and fertility is negligible for men (0.04) but three-

times this level (0.12) for women, thus confirming that for women the process of 

educational reproduction passes through family formation.  
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The lower panels of Table 2 and 3 show results for the 1955-1960 birth cohort. Some 

differences from the older cohort are visible in the size and significance of the effects. 

First, we observe a reduction in the gap between men and women in the total realized 

effect of a degree on the probability of having a child with a degree (right-hand of Table 

2). Men and women born between 1955 and 1960 are similarly likely to see their 

educational attainment reproduced in the next generation.  

However, this result comes down different pathways. For men, the realized causal effect 

is entirely the direct effect of their own degree. For women 21.5% of the realized total 

effect (0.19) is attributable to the indirect effect (0.04) of the degree that is mediated by 

family formation. Although women's influence on their children’s educational attainment 

has increased, a substantial part of this is still rooted in how a degree shapes demographic 

processes of family formation, as shown in the lower panel of Table 3. For men, having 

a degree still reduces the likelihood of being single and increases the probability of having 

a partner with a degree. Moreover, it has no effect on the likelihood of having children, 

while being single significantly reduces the probability of biological reproduction by 39 

percentage points. Moreover, partnership characteristics do not significantly influence 

children’s educational outcomes.  

The pattern is similar for women; unlike in the previous generation, having a degree does 

not influence the probability of having children where singlehood has a marked effect (-

0.15, significant at the 5% level). Differently from men, for women having a partner with 

a degree still influences children’s educational outcomes (0.16, significant at the 5% 

level). This result seems to suggest that the educational gradient of fertility becomes 

weaker across generations and that partner choice is still relevant.  
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A focus on educational assortative mating 

Following the results of the previous section, we focus on how educational assortative 

mating shapes fertility and educational reproduction. We investigate parameters about the 

effect of educational assortative mating drawn from Equations 3 and 4 for individuals 

with a partner (N = 3,3305 for the 1948-54 cohort and N = 3,298 for the 1955-60).  

Figure 1 displays predicted probabilities of having at least one child for men and women 

with and without a degree according to the relative partner’s education (in the y axis). 

The upper panel refers to the older birth cohort, and the lower panel to the younger. 

Generally, men without a degree are those for whom the likelihood of having children is 

lowest, especially among the 1948-54 cohort (black dot in the upper left-hand panel). In 

the same generation, highly-educated women in hypogamous couples (with a partner 

having less education) are those with lowest probability to be mothers (grey square in the 

upper right-hand panel). Interestingly, in the younger cohort hypogamy does not appear 

to reduce fertility, suggesting important changes in the stratification of demographic 

behavior. However, these differences in probability are not statistically significant in any 

combination, thus indicating that fertility decisions are not significantly stratified by 

partner characteristics. 
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Figure 1. Conditional probabilities (and 95% confidence intervals) of having a child 

according to the relative educational pairing by sex and degree. Birth cohorts 

1948-1954 and 1955-1960 

 

Figure 2 focuses on educational reproduction, and displays the predicted probabilities of 

having a child with a degree conditional on having a partner and a child (N = 1,193 for 

the 1948-54 and 1,252 for the 1955-60 cohort). Here, we observe important differences 

between cohorts and sexes. Among men (left-hand panels), having a degree predicts 

significantly higher probability of having a child with a degree (black dots vs grey 

squares), but the differences are smaller in the 1955-1960 generation, Moreover, partners’ 

characteristics in terms of education are not relevant, thus confirming that partner choice 

plays a negligible role in educational reproduction from men’s perspective.  
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For women the situation is different and partners’ education matters for educational 

reproduction. First, a premium for female hypergamy is present in the 1948-54 generation 

(right-hand upper panel). Where women without a degree (black dot in the right upper 

panel), have a more educated partner, the chances that a child will have a degree increase 

compared to their counterparts whose partner has similar education. More interestingly, 

a penalty for female hypogamy is also present. Among women with a tertiary degree (grey 

square) whose partner has less education, the likelihood of reproducing their educational 

attainment is lower than for those with an equally educated partner.  

The situation changes radically, however, for women in the 1955-60 cohort (lower panel 

of the figure), who become more similar to men regarding the transmission patterns. We 

still find a positive premium on female hypergamy (black dots in the right-hand lower 

panel), but no penalty for hypogamy by highly educated women, indicating that for this 

particular group partner’s characteristics have less effect on educational reproduction. 

Thus, among the demographic steps governing family formation, for women partner 

choice appears a crucial element in the process of educational reproduction.  
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Figure 2. Conditional probabilities (and 95% confidence intervals) of having a child with 

a degree according to the relative educational pairing by sex and degree. Birth 

cohorts 1948-1954 and 1955-1960 

 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

Social mobility scholarship has provided useful insights into the dynamics of 

intergenerational transmission of inequality. Nevertheless, demographic processes 

relating to family formation such as partnership formation, assortative mating, and 

fertility have traditionally received relatively little attention in empirical research. 

However, since individuals are selected into couple and fertility according to their 

characteristics – such as education – which in turn influence how resources are 

transmitted from one generation to the next, accounting for the demographic processes 
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behind family formation may add important pieces of understanding about the way in 

which inequalities are reproduced across generations (Mare & Schwartz, 2006).  

Prior research has dedicated extensive attention to the role of fertility in the reproduction 

of inequalities (Skopek & Leopold, 2020), but less attention has been paid to partner 

choice. However, educational assortative mating is a matter of concern for two main 

reasons. First, in most cases selection into couple formation is a precondition for building 

up a family. Secondly, the combination of partners’ characteristics shapes how 

subsequent processes of family formation and inequalities are distributed across 

generations (Schwartz, 2013).  

In this chapter we studied the processes of educational reproduction, and the extent to 

which they are mediated by educational assortative mating and family formation in 

Germany. We follow a generation of potential parents from two birth cohorts (1948-1954 

and 1955-1960), observing their histories of partner choice and childbearing together with 

the educational trajectories of their children, when present.  

We provide two main contributions to the literature. First, we extend knowledge on the 

topic with a new country case, Germany, that is relatively different from Anglo-Saxon 

countries in terms of the pathways followed in forming families and gender norms, which 

could influence how processes of educational reproduction happen. Also, we apply the 

methodology proposed by previous works in the literature (Lawrence & Breen, 2016), to 

obtain comparable results. Our second contribution relies on the focus on educational 

assortative mating as a pathway to educational reproduction. Not only is finding a partner 

important, but also which kind of partner, and how partners’ characteristics interact with 

each other.  
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Like previous studies (Lawrence & Breen, 2016; Breen & Ermisch, 2017; Breen et al., 

2019; Skopek & Leopold, 2020) we find that men are more able than women to reproduce 

their educational attainment in their offspring, but that this gap narrows across 

generations. Moreover, the pathways through which educational attainment is reproduced 

are different. Having a degree affects the probability of men and women of reproducing 

their status differently, and the paths by which this happens. Whereas for men 

demographic pathways are unimportant, a degree significantly defines the processes by 

which women form families, which in turn shape the distribution of educational 

attainment in the next generation. 

In the 1948-54 generation the likelihood that men would have a child with a degree 

depended just on having a degree themselves (direct effect), since the indirect effect that 

accounts for the influence of a degree on family formation – partnership and fertility – is 

neglectable. However, for women, educational reproduction processes pass through 

family formation; as previous studies found, if they had a degree, women were less likely 

to have a child. In the 1955-60 generation the pattern changed in some aspects. with 

women becoming more likely to transmit their educational status to their offspring. 

Moreover, the negative relationship between educational attainment and fertility 

diminished across cohorts, as previous studies also found (Skopek & Leopold, 2020). 

However, for women a significant part of the total effect remained the indirect effect, 

suggesting that assortative mating, and in particular having a partner with a degree, still 

had an important impact on educational reproduction. 

We further investigated whether and to what extent educational assortative mating shapes 

fertility and the educational attainment of children. We find no different effects of 

partners’ pairings on fertility, and observed no changes across cohorts. Educational 
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assortative mating matters especially for the social reproduction of educational attainment 

among those who had children. Partners’ educational level did not affect men’s likelihood 

of having a child with a degree, reinforcing the finding that demographic pathways are of 

little relevance for men. Among women, the picture is interestingly different. For those 

without a degree, a female hypergamy premium was observed, and it persisted among 

birth cohorts. Moreover, among the older cohort a penalty for hypogamy did exist for 

women with a degree; partnering with a man having lower education meant a lower 

chance of having a child with a degree compared than for those with an equally educated 

partner. However, this penalty did not persist into younger cohorts, indicating that 

partners’ characteristics became less relevant.   

The findings about educational assortative mating are new and provide interesting 

insights into changes in German society. It appears that with hypogamy becoming more 

common and less unconventional in society (Esteve et al., 2012; 2016), the penalty of 

educational assortative mating should decrease for women as a result of an increasing 

ability to negotiate the allocation of resources for raising children’s human capital 

formation. Unfortunately, we are not able to empirically investigate these mechanisms 

and their changes across cohorts as that would require looking into the dynamics within 

couples, which leaves room for further research.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

Finding a partner is an important step in an individual life course and biological 

reproduction often follows. In particular, the combination of partners according to their 

educational attainment has long been a topic of interest in the social sciences for two main 

reasons. First, individuals do not partner randomly, but often look for similar education 

in potential matches. The investigation of the mechanisms by which individuals choose 

their partner has been the object of study in several disciplines including family sociology 

(Schwartz, 2013), social demography (Van Bavel et al., 2018) and psychology (Barclay, 

2016). Second, educational assortative mating is a matter of interest because the 

combination of partners’ characteristics shapes how socioeconomic assets are distributed 

across households, and they form the family background of the next generations 

(Schwartz, 2013).  

Whereas educational homogamy has been – and still is – the rule, in recent years a major 

shift has taken place in the characteristics of heterogamous couples. Hypogamous couples 

– where the woman has higher education than the man – have become more common than 

hypergamous ones (man more educated), which have been prevalent in the past (Esteve 

et al., 2016). This major shift comes with potential implications for societies and 

questions for family research.  

Two main issues have stimulated research into the rise of hypogamy. The first is about 

its causes. Scholars have documented the existence of the relationship between the 

increase in hypogamy and women’s growing involvement in higher education (Esteve et 

al., 2012). However, there is less agreement on how the reversed gender gap in education 

might lead to hypogamy, either through preferences being redefined or mere structural 
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reasons. Moreover, recent research has suggested that individuals in hypogamous couples 

could be negatively selected on some characteristics (Chudnovskaya & Kashyap, 2020), 

thus raising questions about the mechanisms by which they end up in such couple pairing. 

The second issue of interest concerns the consequences of the rise of hypogamy for the 

intergenerational transmission of inequalities. On one hand, the formation of a 

hypogamous couple might influence subsequent demographic transitions such as that to 

childbearing, On the other, social reproduction dynamics within families might change 

with the rise of hypogamy. Indeed, if in a growing number of couples women hold a 

higher educational degree than their male partners, this should mean they have greater 

socioeconomic resources to dedicate to their children.  

Overall, this dissertation aimed to contribute to the debate around the increase of 

hypogamy in Western societies, focusing on the macro (Chapter 2) and micro-level 

(Chapter 3) dynamics that could lead to it, and studying what its role could be in the 

intergenerational transmission of inequality (Chapter 4). 

The empirical chapters (2 to 4) were preceded by a review of the theories and empirical 

evidence on the causes and consequences of educational assortative mating, with a focus 

on the rise of hypogamy among recent cohorts (Chapter 1). When studying the causes of 

educational assortative mating, rather than considering the influence of preferences and 

structural constraints separately, I proposed to study them together, focusing on the 

complex interaction between preferences, social structure and age. This means adopting 

a life-course approach and observing individuals during their partner search and how they 

behave at different ages. As for the consequences of assortative mating, I did elaborate 

on the most recent developments in the stratification scholarship, that highlight the 
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potential of taking a prospective approach in the study of social reproduction processes, 

which allows analyzing the role of demographic events such as fertility and partner 

choice. I therefore proposed to consider the role of partner choice in greater depth. Indeed, 

the combination of partners' characteristics shapes the transmission of socio-economic 

resources from one generation to the following by influencing (1) which social groups 

will be represented in the next generation and the characteristics of family background, 

and (2) how parenting styles, choices about the allocation of resources, and decisions 

concerning children’s development (all parts of a couple-level decision process) take 

place according to the combination of partners’ characteristics.  

Of the three empirical chapters that follow, Chapter 2 focused on the role of structural 

constraints on couple outcomes and how this relationship changes with age. Results 

showed that this interaction is indeed relevant. In particular, the chances that women with 

higher education and men with lower education will find a partner are hampered where 

more potential female partners have higher education than men, especially after either 

group turns 30; when individuals are younger, societal structure has little impact on 

couple outcomes. Moreover, partner market constraints are associated with hypogamy in 

the same age period. This result prompted two suggestions. First, studying partner choice 

from a life-course perspective provided useful insights into the mechanisms by which 

couples form. Moreover, it suggested we should focus on a critical age, around 30 years 

old.  

Following these ideas, Chapter 3 built on the notion of partner choice as a developmental 

task with an age deadline, which can reasonably be located 30 years of age. Using 

theoretical tools from the social psychology field and taking advantage of a dataset that 

measures concepts related to this concept, the chapter showed how the feeling of urgency 
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for a partner clearly grows with age around the age-30 developmental deadline and that 

it fosters union formation and hypogamy especially from that age onwards. Moreover, 

the perceived chances to find a partner, and especially when partner are perceived to be 

in short supply, accelerate the transition to hypogamy in the same age-span.  

It is worth asking whether changing mating patterns will have consequences for the 

intergenerational transmission of inequalities from one generation to the next. Chapter 4 

explored the extent to which educational assortative mating influences processes of 

educational reproduction from parents to children, and the pathways by which it does so. 

As previously argued, partners' characteristics’ combination shape fertility outcomes and 

the investments and educational choices that led to children educational outcomes. 

Results from analyses that followed a generation of potential parents born between 1948 

and 1960 showed that the partner's educational attainment is not relevant for the transition 

to childbearing, but plays an important role in educational reproduction. More 

specifically, I observed among women a positive premium for hypergamy (having a 

partner with more education), and a penalty for hypogamy (having a partner with lower 

education). Among women with higher education the chances of having a child with a 

degree are significantly lower for those who have a partner with lower education than for 

those with a partner having equal education. However, the negative effect of hypogamy 

decreases across birth cohorts, suggesting that, among younger cohorts, women’s own 

degree has gained importance.  

There are two fundamental take-home messages from this dissertation.  

First, it enriched the literature on the dynamics behind couple formation, and in particular 

that relating to hypogamous couples. This was done in two main ways. First, determinants 
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of union formation were considered together; preferences, structural constraints influence 

each other and vary over the life course according to the biological age and the time spent 

seeking a partner. Second, the adoption of an interdisciplinary approach has allowed 

adding to the picture tools from the social psychological field such as subjective desires 

and the perception of the environment in which an individual is embedded. Chapter 2 and 

3 showed how the formation of an hypogamous couple is associated with (a) unfavorable 

partner market conditions and (b) subjective elements such as the desire for a partner and 

the perception of the chances in the partner market. This does not happen uniformly over 

life, but increases after turning 30 years, a normative age for finding a partner and building 

a family. These results provided incremental knowledge of how and when hypogamy 

occurs, suggesting that it might be a choice influenced by both structural elements and 

individual desires and perceptions, who continuously interact across the life course. 

The second key message of the dissertation stresses the importance of partner choice for 

the intergenerational transmission of inequalities. While family research has extensively 

investigated the role of biological reproduction as a major pathway by which inequalities 

are transmitted from one generation to the next, less attention has been paid to partner 

choice. This is important for two main reasons. First, fertility is known to have become 

less stratified by educational levels across cohorts, while patterns of educational 

assortative mating have remained relatively stable. Second, the combination of partner 

characteristics shapes the quantity and range of resources available for and the 

investments in children’s development. Chapter 4 investigated this aspect and showed 

how partner choice mediates the parent-child association in educational attainment. 

Results suggested a penalty on female hypogamy, and opened the road for further 
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research into the mechanisms of this pattern and its persistence among younger 

generations of highly-educated women.  

The dissertation also prompted questions for future research in the topic. Measuring 

drivers of partner choice drivers has been and remains a challenge for social scientists; 

while sociological and demographic literature have concentrated on conceptualizing and 

operationalizing the notion of partner market, preferences are much harder to define in 

empirical terms, and are barely measured in social surveys. This dissertation has tried to 

introduce individual preferences in the study of couple formation (Chapter 3). However, 

they do not deal directly with specific preferences for the characteristics of a potential 

partner, but rather the willingness of starting a relationship. Thus, more work is needed 

in this area.  

Marriages and cohabitations were not separately identified throughout the dissertation. 

Notwithstanding that in contemporary societies they increasingly resemble one another, 

they could still embody different levels of commitment, which in turn can influence the 

criteria by which partners are chosen (Schwartz, 2010; Sassler & Lichter, 2020; Blackwell 

& Lichter, 2004). Thus, future research should investigate this issue.  

The temporal dimension is important. The rise of hypogamy is relatively recent, 

suggesting that individuals from younger cohorts should be observed. However, 

throughout the dissertation this was not always possible owing to data constraints, 

especially affecting Chapter 4. Given the need to observe the complete educational career 

of a generation of children, the parents’ generation had to be relatively old; and hypogamy 

was relatively uncommon among them. Future research should examine younger 
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generations of parents, especially if the trend of growing hypogamy will consolidate in 

the following years. 

Finally, questions about hypogamous couples’ fertility trajectories, stability and the 

intergenerational transmission of resources within these families still need to be 

answered, and a longitudinal approach would be a good way to do this. If these couples 

formed under the pressure of circumstances (structural and societal), then we might 

hypothesize that such circumstances might play a role in later family outcomes, with 

potential consequences for the distribution of inequalities between and within 

generations. 
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APPENDIX 

APPENDIX CHAPTER 2 

Appendix A. Sample characteristics 

Table A1. Sample characteristics (mean and standard deviation) 

  Mean (sd) 

Age 30.33 

 (6.79) 

Birth Cohort  
1960s 25.93 

1970s 28.07 

1980s 46.00 

Sex  
Male 0.57 

Female 0.43 

Educational attainment  
Low 0.28 

Medium 0.50 

High 0.22 

  
Born in Germany 0.74 

 (0.38) 

Squeeze 1.05 

 (0.38) 

Squeeze with mobile age barriers 1.08 

  (0.37) 

N 37,806 
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Appendix B: Measures of partner market – Relative advantage of 

women in higher education 

Table B1. Multinomial logistic regression coefficients (ref. single) from event history 

models 

 Men Women 

 Homogamy Hypogamy Hypergamy Homogamy Hypogamy Hypergamy 

Age (ref 20-22)       

23-25 1.567 1.552* -4.944*** 1.573 0.667 0.648 

 (0.980) (0.810) (1.850) (1.222) (2.512) (2.035) 
26-28 1.902** 1.784** -6.164*** 2.957** 1.305 1.822 

 (0.876) (0.795) (1.997) (1.210) (2.495) (2.024) 
29-31 2.332*** 2.460*** -3.883** 2.841** 1.123 0.996 

 (0.889) (0.888) (1.944) (1.207) (2.489) (2.003) 
32-34 3.140*** 3.035*** -2.895 3.687*** 1.709 2.450 

 (0.891) (0.864) (1.959) (1.214) (2.498) (2.010) 
35+ 4.133*** 4.272*** -1.350 3.401*** 1.990 2.530 

 (0.937) (0.956) (1.974) (1.212) (2.498) (2.014) 
Squeeze -0.253 0.142 -5.938*** -0.0320 -0.463 -0.859 

 (0.426) (0.185) (0.948) (0.601) (1.468) (1.172) 
Age x squeeze (ref 20-22)       

23-25 x squeeze -0.297 -0.281 4.220*** 0.0994 0.461 -0.0631 

 (0.553) (0.274) (1.068) (0.643) (1.512) (1.251) 
26-28 x squeeze 0.116 0.373 5.937*** -0.326 0.644 -0.836 

 (0.493) (0.396) (1.272) (0.662) (1.521) (1.293) 
29-31 x squeeze 0.213 0.0823 4.074*** 0.0761 1.357 0.293 

 (0.526) (0.580) (1.320) (0.673) (1.527) (1.278) 
32-34 x squeeze 0.0843 0.137 3.731*** -0.369 1.187 -0.821 

 (0.562) (0.611) (1.418) (0.699) (1.554) (1.316) 
35+ x squeeze -0.749 -0.888 2.309 0.217 1.008 -0.702 

 (0.673) (0.798) (1.485) (0.712) (1.572) (1.344) 
Cohort (ref. 1960)       

1970 -0.655*** -0.543** -0.895** -0.639*** -0.744*** -0.640*** 

 (0.176) (0.271) (0.353) (0.0782) (0.116) (0.128) 
1980 -1.121*** -1.179*** -1.209*** -1.381*** -1.214*** -1.072*** 

 (0.196) (0.304) (0.361) (0.0918) (0.133) (0.146) 
Educational attainment (ref. Low)       

Medium 0.268 -1.030*** 19.55*** 0.226*** 19.11 -0.581*** 

 (0.184) (0.229) (1.783) (0.0788) (970.1) (0.0905) 
High 0.319 -0.276*** 0.271 0.138 0.194 -0.192 

 (0.198) (0.191) (0.219) (0.0872) (0.970) (0.721) 
Region fixed effect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Constant -3.641*** -4.083*** -15.98*** -3.299*** -21.51 -0.994 

 (0.920) (1.205) (1.858) (1.182) (970.1) (1.954) 

Observations 21,441 21,441 21,441 16,365 16,365 16,365 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure B1. AME of the mating squeeze over the life course, low educated men and high 

educated women, no cohort fixed-effect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



139 

 

Figure B2. Predicted probabilities of educational assortative mating outcomes by 

different partner market values. Low educated men and high educated 

women (1961-1970). 
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Figure B3. Predicted probabilities of educational assortative mating outcomes by 

different partner market values. Low educated men and high educated women 

(1981-1990). 
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Figure B4. AME of the mating squeeze over the life course, high educated men and low 

educated women by birth cohorts.  
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Appendix C. Measures of partner market – Relative advantage of 

women in higher education with mobile age barriers  

Table C1. Multinomial logistic regression coefficients (ref. single), men. 

    

 Homogamy Hypogamy Hypergamy 

Age (ref. 20-22)    

23-25 1.818*** 2.334*** 0.402 

 (0.445) (0.535) (1.014) 

26-28 2.498*** 2.490*** 1.124 

 (0.424) (0.513) (1.092) 

29-31 2.916*** 2.878*** 1.237 

 (0.435) (0.548) (1.105) 

32-34 3.705*** 3.576*** 2.847** 

 (0.452) (0.571) (1.122) 

35+ 4.355*** 4.364*** 3.386*** 

 (0.493) (0.647) (1.128) 

Squeeze -0.0363 0.272** -0.930 

 (0.147) (0.114) (0.635) 

Age x squeeze (ref. 20-22)    

23-25 x squeeze -0.140 -0.503** 0.509 

 (0.235) (0.215) (0.649) 

26-28 x squeeze -0.00270 0.135 0.301 

 (0.250) (0.281) (0.776) 

29-31 x squeeze 0.0747 0.196 0.671 

 (0.280) (0.352) (0.802) 

32-34 x squeeze -0.191 -0.0194 -0.509 

 (0.329) (0.430) (0.870) 

35+ x squeeze -0.592 -0.552 -0.691 

 (0.402) (0.572) (0.877) 

Cohort (ref. 1960)    

1970 -0.212 0.295 0.132 

 (0.169) (0.262) (0.307) 

1980 -0.779*** -0.314 -0.0902 

 (0.178) (0.279) (0.312) 

Educational attainment (ref. Low)    

Medium 0.129 -0.345** 0.0418 

 (0.124) (0.162) (0.208) 

High 0.259* -0.578*** 0.377 

 (0.137) (0.212) (0.234) 

Constant -4.309*** -5.260*** -3.898*** 

 (0.482) (0.682) (1.078) 

Region fixed effect Yes Yes Yes 

Observations 21,441 21,441 21,441 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure C1. AME of the mating squeeze over the life course, low educated men (1961-

1970, 1971-1980). 

 

 

Figure C2. Predicted probabilities of educational assortative mating outcomes by 

different partner market values. Low educated men (1961-1970 and 1971-

1980) 
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APPENDIX CHAPTER 3  

Appendix A. Event history models 

Table A1. Logistic regression coefficients for the transition to union from event history 

model 

 Men Women 

Age (ref 20-24)   

25-29 0.401 0.214 

 (0.381) (0.445) 

30-34 0.817 -0.664 

 (0.621) (0.690) 

35+ -0.406 -0.493 

 (0.793) (0.706) 

Desire for a partner 0.0675 0.200*** 

 (0.0667) (0.0587) 

Age x desire (ref.20-24)   

25-29 x desire 0.0554 -0.110 

 (0.0937) (0.109) 

30-34 x desire -0.00820 0.145 

 (0.147) (0.161) 

35-39 x desire -0.0219 0.0808 

 (0.160) (0.159) 

Region Yes Yes 

Level of education (ref. Low)   

Medium 0.239* -0.310* 

 (0.127) (0.175) 

High 0.531*** -0.108 

 (0.158) (0.185) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)   

1981-83 -0.618*** -0.0392 

 (0.212) (0.253) 

1991-93 0.144 -0.924** 

 (0.585) (0.442) 

Number of children 0.824** 0.104 

 (0.329) (0.120) 

Number of previous partners 0.213*** 0.228*** 

 (0.0284) (0.0377) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.0358 0.125 

 (0.106) (0.0941) 

Fertility intentions (Ref. No)   

1 or more children 0.545** 0.0738 

 (0.217) (0.184) 

Don’t know 0.251 0.0969 

 (0.239) (0.218) 

Intercept -2.918*** -2.230*** 

 (0.441) (0.500) 

Observations 5,744 3,555 
Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A2. Logistic regression coefficients from event history model for the transition to 

union, interaction between desire for a partner and perception of partner 

market 

 Men Women 

Age (ref 20-24)   

25-29 0.761*** -0.393 

 (0.226) (0.269) 

30-34 0.860*** -0.180 

 (0.275) (0.345) 

35+ -0.384 -0.229 

 (0.626) (0.459) 

Partner market perception -0.285 -0.230 

 (0.193) (0.207) 

Desire for a partner 0.129 0.373** 

 (0.155) (0.164) 

Partner market perception x desire for a partner 0.0553 0.0220 

 (0.0448) (0.0494) 

Region Yes Yes 

Level of education (ref. Low)   

Medium 0.401*** -0.249 

 (0.145) (0.184) 

High 0.641*** -0.0905 

 (0.161) (0.201) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)   

1981-1983 -0.754*** 0.0324 

 (0.231) (0.287) 

1991-1993 -0.0933 -0.942** 

 (0.645) (0.480) 

Number of children 1.239*** 0.177 

 (0.209) (0.145) 

Number of previous partners 0.238*** 0.231*** 

 (0.0303) (0.0424) 

Number of previous cohabitations -0.0174 0.122 

 (0.117) (0.102) 

Fertility intentions (Ref. No)   

1 or more children 0.585*** -0.0715 

 (0.211) (0.206) 

Don’t know 0.288 -0.0996 

 (0.236) (0.247) 

Intercept -3.480*** -2.186** 

 (0.760) (0.867) 

Observations 4,930 2,881 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A3. Logistic regression coefficient from event history model for the transition to 

hypogamy, men 

  

Age (ref 20-24)  

25-29 1.168 

 (0.855) 

30-34 0.102 

 (1.352) 

35+ -14.74*** 

 (1.002) 

Desire for a partner 0.0425 

 (0.174) 

Age x desire (ref.20-24) 0 

25-29 x desire -0.127 

 (0.209) 

30-34 x desire 0.173 

 (0.329) 

35-39 x desire 0.266 

 (0.225) 

Region -1.410 

Level of education (ref. Low)  

Medium -1.409*** 

 (0.237) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)  

1981-1983 -0.0721 

 (0.484) 

1991-1993 13.91*** 

 (0.675) 

Number of children 0.0539 

 (0.222) 

Number of previous partners 0.288*** 

 (0.0616) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.426*** 

 (0.157) 

Fertility intentions (Ref. No)  

1 or more children 0.137 

 (0.327) 

Don’t know -0.0238 

 (0.416) 

Intercept -3.409*** 

 (1.141) 

Observations 4,577 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A4. Logistic regression coefficients from event history for the transition to 

hypogamy, women 

  

Age (ref 20-24)  

25-29 0.914 

 (0.746) 

30-34 -4.176* 

 (2.167) 

35+ -0.0793 

 (1.461) 

Desire for a partner 0.386*** 

 (0.119) 

Age x desire (ref.20-24) 0 

25-29 x desire -0.440** 

 (0.182) 

30-34 x desire 0.757 

 (0.490) 

35-39 x desire -0.0135 

 (0.370) 

Region -0.498 

Level of education (ref. Medium)  

High 0.985*** 

 (0.174) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)  

1981-1983 0.135 

 (0.414) 

1991-1993 -1.953** 

 (0.807) 

Number of children 0.578*** 

 (0.209) 

Number of previous partners 0.199*** 

 (0.0672) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.0674 

 (0.164) 

Fertility intentions (Ref. No)  

1 or more children -0.386 

 (0.307) 

Don’t know -0.222 

 (0.355) 

Intercept -4.033*** 

 (0.697) 

Observations 3,072 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A5. Logistic regression coefficients from event history for the transition to 

hypogamy, interaction between desire for a partner and perception of partner 

market, men 

  
Age (ref 20-24)  

25-29 -1.006** 

 (0.400) 

30-34 -1.080** 

 (0.530) 

35+ -0.187 

 (0.770) 

Partner market perception -0.0123 

 (0.392) 

Desire for a partner 0.661** 

 (0.317) 

Partner market perception x desire for a partner -0.0191 

 (0.0958) 

Region Yes 

Level of education (ref. Low)  

Medium 1.008*** 

 (0.193) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)  

1981-1983 0.195 

 (0.454) 

1991-1993 -1.959** 

 (0.858) 

Number of children 0.595** 

 (0.253) 

Number of previous partners 0.257*** 

 (0.0753) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.0422 

 (0.158) 

Fertility intentions (Ref. No) -0.387 

1 or more children (0.354) 

 0.0525 

Don’t know (0.396) 

 -5.086*** 

Intercept (1.448) 

Observations 2,488 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A6. Logistic regression coefficients from event history models for the transition 

to hypogamy, interaction with desire for a partner and perception of partner 

market, women  

  

Age (ref 20-24)  

25-29 0.777** 

 (0.324) 

30-34 1.124*** 

 (0.436) 

35+ -13.89*** 

 (0.440) 

Partner market perception -0.488* 

 (0.295) 

Desire for a partner -0.152 

 (0.234) 

Partner market perception x desire for a partner 0.111* 

 (0.0670) 

Region Yes 

Level of education (ref. Medium)  

High 0.000933 

 (0.190) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)  

1981-1983 -0.992*** 

 (0.334) 

1991-1993 13.06*** 

 (0.533) 

Number of children 0.516* 

 (0.301) 

Number of previous partners 0.234*** 

 (0.0487) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.305** 

 (0.155) 

Fertility intentions (Ref. No)  

1 or more children 0.449 

 (0.306) 

Don’t know -0.0946 

 (0.367) 

Intercept -2.130* 

 (1.139) 

Observations 3,887 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Appendix B. Indexes construction 

Measurement of the concepts of goal engagement and the perception of the partner market 

is undoubtedly a relevant issue in this chapter. To test the robustness of the results, 

alternative measures are built and tested.  

First, I built an additive index of the desire of a partnership with three variables, described 

as follows: 

1. Level of agreement to the statement «I would like to have a partner» measured in 

a 5-point Likert scale from 1 «Not at all» to 5 «Absolutely». 

2. Level of agreement to the statement «Being a single, I find many things easier, 

because one doesn't constantly need to be considerate and to adjust to another 

person» measured in a 5-point Likert scale from 1 «Not at all» to 5 «Absolutely». 

For the index construction, the variable was reversed.  

3. Level of importance of living in a partnership in a 0-15 scale points.  

The standardized index’s Cronbach alpha is 0.58, and the index follows a similar age-

function to that of the single measure (Figure 1) and it is stratified among sexes and 

educational levels similarly.  
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Figure B1. Mean values (and 95% confidence intervals) of the standardized index of 

desire for a partner over the life course 

 

Figure B2. Mean values (and 95% confidence intervals) of the standardized index of 

desire for a partner by educational level and sex 
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As for the perception of the partner market, I created an additive index based on the 

battery called «Structural characteristics of the partner market» that includes the 

following questions, measured in a 5-point Likert scale from 1 «Not at all» to 5 

«Absolutely». The questions are the following: 

1. I meet more women than men/men than women 

2. Other women/men are more attractive than me 

3. Most men/women I know are already in a relationship 

The index’s Cronbach alpha although is quite low, around .39. As for its distribution over 

time and across sexes and educational levels, it follows similar patterns to the original 

measure used in the text.  

Figure B3. Mean values (and 95% confidence intervals) of the index of the perception of 

the partner market over the life course 
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Figure B4. Mean values (and 95% confidence intervals) of the index of the perception of 

the partner market by educational level and sex  

 

Results with these measures do not notably chage.  
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Table B1. Logistic regression coefficients from event history models for the transition to 

union 

 Men Women 

Age (ref 20-24)   

25-29 0.754*** -0.0226 

 (0.195) (0.229) 

30-34 1.006*** 0.365 

 (0.257) (0.300) 

35+ 0.0325 0.258 

 (0.469) (0.423) 

Index of partner desire 0.446*** 0.372*** 

 (0.0763) (0.0824) 

Age x index of partner desire (ref. 20-24)   

25-29 x index desire 0.0491 0.317** 

 (0.117) (0.153) 

30-34 x index desire -0.0898 -0.148 

 (0.191) (0.246) 

35-39 x index desire -0.146 0.470** 

 (0.198) (0.189) 

Region Yes Yes 

Level of education (ref. Low)   

Medium 0.182 -0.373** 

 (0.121) (0.163) 

High 0.510*** -0.214 

 (0.150) (0.172) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)   

1981-83 -0.889*** -0.334 

 (0.208) (0.241) 

1991-93 -0.395 -1.285*** 

 (0.493) (0.454) 

Number of children 0.394* -0.383* 

 (0.231) (0.206) 

Number of previous patners 0.207*** 0.199*** 

 (0.0267) (0.0362) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.0631 0.0750 

 (0.105) (0.0933) 

Fertility intentions (Ref. No)   

1 or more children 0.715*** 0.298 

 (0.200) (0.203) 

Don’t know 0.250 -0.168 

 (0.247) (0.246) 

Intercept -2.987*** -1.558*** 

 (0.368) (0.476) 

   

Observations 5,842 3,576 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure B5. Predicted hazard of union formation (and 95% confidence intervals) by levels 

of the index of desire, men and women 
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Table B2. Logistic regression coefficients from event history model for the transition to 

union, interaction between desire for a partner and perception of partner market  

 Men Women 

Age (ref 20-24)   

25-29 1.064*** -0.266 

 (0.267) (0.354) 

30-34 1.168*** 0.351 

 (0.334) (0.439) 

35+ -0.0149 0.974* 

 (0.702) (0.551) 

Index of partner market perception -0.328*** -0.426*** 

 (0.0971) (0.116) 

Index of desire for a partner -0.0636 0.352 

 (0.299) (0.339) 

Index of partner market x index of desire 0.193* 0.115 

 (0.0993) (0.111) 

Region Yes Yes 

Level of education (ref. Low) (0.523) (0.644) 

Medium 0.0894 -0.358 

 (0.170) (0.218) 

High 0.357* -0.240 

 (0.196) (0.229) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)   

1981-83 -0.889*** -0.0206 

 (0.272) (0.359) 

1991-93 -0.369 -1.622*** 

 (0.719) (0.584) 

Number of children 0.419 -0.412 

 (0.408) (0.378) 

Number of previous partners 0.217*** 0.152*** 

 (0.0369) (0.0504) 

Numbers of previous cohabitations 0.123 0.0154 

 (0.146) (0.132) 

Fertility intentions (ref. No)   

1 or more children 0.598** -0.0141 

 (0.271) (0.280) 

Don’t know 0.131 -0.315 

 (0.323) (0.345) 

Constant -2.887*** -0.368 

 (0.555) (0.760) 

Observations 4,726 2,651 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure B6. Predicted hazard of couple formation (and 95% confidence intervals) by 

levels of the index desire for a partner and perception of the index of partner 

market 
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Table B3. Logistic regression coefficients from event history model for the transition to 

hypogamy, men 

  

Age (ref 20-24)  

25-29 0.651 

 (0.493) 

30-34 0.963 

 (0.606) 

35+ -13.32*** 

 (0.658) 

Index of desire for a partner 0.429** 

 (0.183) 

Age x index of partner desire (ref. 20-24)  

25-29 x index desire 0.0952 

 (0.287) 

30-34 x index desire 0.208 

 (0.512) 

35.39 x index desire 0.308 

 (0.327) 

Region Yes 

Level of education (ref. Low)  

Medium -1.555*** 

 (0.231) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)  

1981-83 -0.258 

 (0.492) 

1991-93 13.38*** 

 (0.719) 

Number of children -0.764 

 (0.567) 

Number of previous patners 0.285*** 

 (0.0631) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.384** 

 (0.165) 

Fertility intentions (ref. No)  

1 or more children 0.987** 

 (0.402) 

Don’t know -0.350 

 (0.529) 

Intercept -3.780*** 

 (0.807) 

Observations 4,643 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table B4. Logistic regression coefficients from event history model for the transition to 

hypogamy, women 

  

Age (ref 20-24)  

25-29 -0.297 

 (0.346) 

30-34 -0.619 

 (0.479) 

35+ 0.414 

 (0.706) 

Index of desire for a partner 0.465*** 

 (0.139) 

Age x index of partner desire (ref. 20-24)  

25-29 x index desire 0.0569 

 (0.257) 

30-34 x index desire -0.0162 

 (0.388) 

35.39 x index desire 0.112 

 (0.325) 

Region Yes 

Level of education (ref. Medium)  

High 0.903*** 

 (0.164) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)  

1981-83 -0.129 

 (0.377) 

1991-93 -2.134** 

 (0.832) 

Number of children 0.00910 

 (0.316) 

Number of previous patners 0.158** 

 (0.0637) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.0196 

 (0.162) 

Fertility intentions (ref. No)  

1 or more children 0.0366 

 (0.382) 

Don’t know -0.338 

 (0.446) 

Intercept -3.003*** 

 (0.571) 

Observations 3,111 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure B7. Predicted hazard of an hypogamous union (and 95% confidence intervals) by 

levels of index of desire 
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Table B5. Logistic regression coefficients from event history model for the transition to 

hypogamy, interaction between index of desire for a partner and index of 

perception of partner market, men 

  

Age (ref 20-24)  

25-29 0.911* 

 (0.522) 

30-34 1.173* 

 (0.639) 

35+ -12.37*** 

 (0.656) 

Partner market perception -0.0606 

 (0.154) 

Desire for a partner 0.641 

 (0.507) 

Partner market perception x desire for a partner -0.0506 

 (0.130) 

Region Yes 

Level of education (ref. Low)  

Medium -1.338*** 

 (0.261) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)  

1981-83 -0.288 

 (0.521) 

1991-93 12.85*** 

 (0.727) 

Number of children 0.146 

 (0.286) 

Number of previous partners 0.299*** 

 (0.0638) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.379** 

  

Fertility intentions (ref. No) (0.179) 

1 or more children 0.207 

 (0.377) 

Don’t know -0.101 

 (0.468) 

Intercept -4.564*** 

 (1.098) 

  

Observations 3,901 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table B6. Logistic regression coefficients from event history models for the transition to 

hypogamy, interaction between index of desire for a partner and index of 

partner market perception, women 

  

Age (ref 20-24)  

25-29 -0.887** 

 (0.408) 

30-34 -0.885* 

 (0.534) 

35+ 0.179 

 (0.759) 

Partner market perception -0.111 

 (0.104) 

Desire for a partner 0.352 

 (0.429) 

Partner market perception x desire for a partner 0.115 

 (0.123) 

Region Yes 

Level of education (ref. Low)  

Medium 0.973*** 

 (0.186) 

Cohort (ref. 1971-73)  

1981-83 0.131 

 (0.445) 

1991-93 -2.261*** 

 (0.858) 

Number of children 0.561** 

 (0.224) 

Number of previous partners 0.231*** 

 (0.0711) 

Number of previous cohabitations 0.0163 

  

Fertility intentions (ref. No) (0.145) 

1 or more children -0.295 

 (0.334) 

Don’t know 0.0253 

 (0.380) 

Intercept -2.609*** 

 (0.646) 

  

Observations 2,494 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure B8. Predicted hazard an hypogamous union (and 95% confidence intervals) by 

levels of desire for a partner and the index of perception of partner market. 
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APPENDIX CHAPTER 4 

Appendix A. Sample construction and selection of children’s sample 

The dataset for our analysis was constructed following the following steps: 

1. We identified individuals born between 1948 and 1960. 

2. We identified the partnership histories of our anchor individuals. We identify the 

number of partners indicated by the anchors, and consider in our analysis the 

longest relationship that we observe, including the eventuality of zero partners for 

unmarried individuals. In almost all cases (98.35%) the relationship we observe 

are marriages.  

3. We identify through the biobirth dataset the fertility trajectory of the anchor and 

compute the number of children, including childlessness. 

4. For those individuals who had children, we follow those children who we can 

observe until 25 years of age (N = 2,609). As suggested by previous works (Breen 

& Ermisch, 2017) this procedure can generate problems of selection. Indeed, the 

children that we can observe might come from older parents or families with a 

higher number of children. However, as shown in Table A1, we do not find such 

selection in the children's sample in terms of family background (parent’s 

educational attainment, mating patterns and number of children). The children we 

are able to identify are born between 1965 (with a parent born in 1948 being 17) 

and 1993.  

As a robustness check, we re-run our analyses adding a weight accounting for the 

selection of observed children. As done by Breen & Ermisch (2017), among those 

who had children we build an inverse probability weighting of the propensity 

score of having a child observed on the family background. We therefore created 
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a new weight with the product of this weight and the weight for selection into the 

degree. As shown in Table A2, results do not differ notably.  

Table A1. Sample with children and sample of parents with children’s attainment 

observed 

  Sample with children Sample of parents with child’s attainment 

   

Parent ed. attainment   

No Degree 4,725 1,878 

% 72.91 71.98 

Degree 1,756 731 

% 27.09 28.02 

   

Mating   

Single 763 169 

% 11.77 6.29 

Partner with degree 1,577 700 

% 24.33 26.83 

Partner without degree 4,141 1745 

% 63.89 66.68 

   

Number of children   

1 1,741 523 

% 26.86 20.05 

2 3,100 1,329 

% 47.83 50.94 

3 1,171 543 

% 18.07 20.81 

> 3 469 214 

% 7.24 8.19 
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Table A2. Parameters estimates from marginal structural models by birth cohorts 

weighted by selection of children’s sample 

  1948-1954 

  Men  Women 

 Z0 Z2 C Y   Z0 Z2 C Y 

X -0.04** 0.36*** 0.06** 0.31***  -0.00 0.39*** -0.07 *** 0.08*** 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.06)  (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) 

Z0   -0.35*** -0.01    -0.07*** -0.07 

   (0.03) (0.14)    (0.01) (0.05) 

Z2   -0.02 0.14***    0.04 0.35*** 

   (0.02) (0.07)    (0.01) (0.04) 

Intercept 0.12*** 0.09*** 0.82*** 0.18***  0.17*** 0.18*** 0.89*** 0.22*** 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02)  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.03) 

          

N 1,906 1,906 1,906 573  1,906 1,906 1,906 695 

          

  1955-1960 

  Men   Women 
 Z0 Z2 C Y  Z0 Z2 C Y 

A -0.01** 0.28*** 0.00 0.23***  -0.02 0.31*** 0.00 0.18*** 
 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04)  (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) 

Z0   -0.39*** -0.05    -0.15*** -0.01 
   (0.03) (0.10)    (0.02) (0.05) 

Z2   -0.01 0.05    -0.02 0.15*** 
   (0.02) (0.03)    (0.01) (0.04) 

Intercept 0.08*** 0.12*** 0.85*** 0.25***  0.20*** 0.18*** 0.90*** 0.23*** 
 (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.03)  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.03) 
          

N 1,913 1,913 1,913 560   2,000 2,000 2,000 781 
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Appendix B. Propensity score and inverse probability weighting  

Table B1. Propensity score estimation, logistic regression coefficients 

 Degree 

  

East (ref. West) 0.28*** 

 (0.06) 

Father’s ISEI at age 14 0.05*** 

 (0.00) 

Number of siblings -0.17*** 

 (0.02) 

Constant -2.64*** 

 (0.09) 

  

Observations 7,725 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure B1. Propensity score distribution 
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Figure B2. Propensity score distribution by degree attainment 
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Figure B3. Standard deviation difference and variance ration before/after matching of 

observable confounders.  
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