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The marriage market is a fundamental concept in social-demographic work on 

marriage and family patterns because it draws attention to the consequences of population 

structure and social organization for what many consider to be personal decisions about 

whether, when, and who to marry. I use data from the National Longitudinal Survey of 

Youth 1997 on a contemporary cohort of young adults in the United States to update our 

understanding of how marriage markets influence marriage timing and partner selection 

in light of rapid social, economic, and demographic changes of the past half century. By 

adopting a marriage-market approach, I also offer a new perspective on social forces 

behind recent family trends and clarify their significance for the strength of social 

boundaries in society. First, I examine the consequences of sex ratios—a key 

demographic characteristic of the marriage market—for men’s marriage behavior. 

Contrary to existing theories, I find that the sex ratio’s influence depends on men’s life 

course stage, union status, and education. The results support theories that emphasize 

social context and growing economic inequality, rather than innate gender differences, to 

explain recent marriage declines in the United States. Next, I turn to the religious 

composition of the marriage market to understand religious intermarriage trends. I find 
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that higher concentrations of same-faith partners are associated with increases in religious 

homogamy (relative to intermarriage) as well as marriage timing. The results imply that 

spouse’s religion remains relevant to marriage decisions in young adulthood, even as 

religious intermarriage has become more commonplace. Finally, I consider the role of 

schools in sorting partners. Drawing on newly collected college transcript data, I focus on 

young adults with some college and ask whether college attendance provides 

opportunities to meet college-educated partners that improve their marriage prospects 

relative to peers with no college experience. The results offer mixed support for my 

hypotheses and imply that schools will likely play a smaller role in educational 

assortative mating as ages at marriage continue to climb. Overall, this dissertation 

improves our understanding of marriage markets and their consequences for marriage and 

partnering behavior in young adulthood.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The marriage market is a fundamental concept in sociological analysis of 

marriage and family patterns. While popular accounts tend to view marriage and partner 

choice as matters of personal preference or happenstance, subject to the ineffable spark of 

romantic attraction, marriage markets turn our attention to the ways in which decisions 

about when and who to marry are patterned by social structure—by the places we live, 

the people we know, and the opportunities we have. This marriage-market or “supply-

side” perspective is rooted in a broader macro-structural theory of society that links 

population composition to social behavior and intergroup relations (Blau 1977). The 

central premise is that marriage decisions are shaped, in large part, by the supply and 

social characteristics of eligible partners (Kalmijn 1998; Oppenheimer 1988). Much like 

job-seekers in the labor market, men and women in search of a spouse are limited by the 

number and kind of partners that are available, as well as by opportunities to meet 

partners. This means that the structure of society—how populations are organized across 

geographic and social space—has consequences for trends and variation in marriage 

timing and assortative mating.    

 The primary goal of this dissertation is to provide a better and up-to-date 

understanding of how marriage markets influence marriage formation and partner choice 

among contemporary young adults in the United States. While there is a robust line of 

research on marriage markets and their consequences for family behavior, most studies 

that have investigated marriage formation in the United States rely on samples of 
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Americans who came of age in the 1970s and 1980s. Much has changed since that time. 

Shifting economic fortunes and labor market opportunities for men and women, along 

with changing norms about marriage, have led to less marriage and more cohabitation, 

non-marital childbearing, and divorce, bringing greater diversity and complexity to 

family life (Cherlin 2010; Furstenberg 2014). Young adults are also marrying later in 

response to expanding educational opportunities and greater uncertainty in the transition 

to adult economic roles (US Census 2011; Fussell 2002). Assortative mating—or who 

marries who—has also changed. The traditional male-breadwinner model has been 

replaced by dual-earner marriages where men and women are more equal in terms of 

education and income (Becker 1981; Schwartz 2010; Schwartz and Mare 2005; Sweeney 

and Cancian 2004). At the same time, Americans seem more willing to marry spouses 

outside of their race-ethnicity and religion (Rosenfeld 2008). Finally, technological 

innovations like online dating, along with later ages at marriage, have changed how and 

where partners meet (Rosenfeld and Thomas 2012).  

 What implications do these changes have for marriage markets? What are the 

relevant geographic or social boundaries of the marriage market and which partner 

characteristics matter to young adults as they search? Do marriage markets have the same 

effect on everyone or does their influence depend on life-course stage or socioeconomic 

circumstances? While some recent studies have explored marriage-market dynamics 

among subpopulations within the United States, e.g. unmarried parents living in major 

metropolitan areas (Harknett and McLanahan 2004), this dissertation uses nationally 
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representative data on a contemporary cohort of young adults to provide a more 

comprehensive update to existing marriage-market research and theory. 

 In addition, by focusing on marriage markets, this dissertation sheds much-needed 

light on macro-structural forces behind recent family trends. For instance, research on the 

growing socioeconomic marriage gap between college-educated young adults and their 

less-educated peers often invokes marriage-market explanations—namely, that a college 

degree has become more attractive to potential partners. But scholars rarely measure 

market dynamics or move beyond explanations like “attractiveness.” It is likely that 

college-educated young adults, in addition to being attractive, are also be imbedded in 

contexts that provide opportunities to find more desirable or “marriageable” partners 

(England 2004; McClendon et al. 2014). Scholars of assortative mating also tend to 

ignore marriage-market variation, opting instead to use log-linear methods that remove 

the effects of local partner supply and isolate partner preferences (Harris and Ono 2005; 

Choi and Tienda 2015). Throughout this dissertation, I show how a marriage-market 

perspective provides a richer understanding of the social dynamics behind inequalities in 

marriage and offers insights into the strength of social boundaries that divide young 

adults in the market.  

 This dissertation consists of three empirical studies on marriage markets in young 

adulthood. Although each deal with a different aspect of the market, they are united by a 

common data source and methodological approach. My primary data source is the 

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997. The NLSY-97 is a national sample survey 

of 8,984 youth born between January 1980 and December 1984, administered by the 
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Bureau of Labor Statistics. Respondents have been surveyed annually since 1997. The 

NLSY-97 is a rich data source with longitudinal information on respondents’ family 

formation and employment histories, as well as the social characteristics of spouses. Data 

about the timing of first marriage and other life events (changes in educational 

attainment, employment, etc.) allowed me to construct a detailed event-history data file 

that follows respondents as they transition through young adulthood, from ages 18 up to 

31 (for the eldest respondents). Another key advantage is that the NLSY-97 collected 

information on respondents’ geographic location at each survey round. With this 

information, I was able to use Census data and other aggregate data to describe local 

marriage market conditions that respondents faced as they searched for partners and made 

marriage decisions.  

 While the NLSY-97 is an ideal dataset in many ways, an important limitation is 

that the NLSY did not ask respondents about sexual orientation. While my focus 

throughout the dissertation is on marriage market dynamics among heterosexual or 

different-sex young adults, a number of respondents are likely in different marriage 

markets (Laumann et al. 2004). Male or female same-sex markets may operate under 

different social dynamics. For instance, research suggests same-sex dating markets are 

tighter, forcing many gays and lesbians to rely on different methods to find partners or to 

have more open-minded preferences (Rosenfeld and Thomas 2012). In addition, lack of 

detail on sexual orientation also means that several NLSY respondents were not truly at 

risk of marriage (at the time of survey) because same-sex marriages were not legal in 

most states. 
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 The first empirical chapter revisits a classic debate over the consequences of 

imbalanced sex ratios for marriage. The sex ratio, or relative numbers of men and 

women, is a fundamental demographic characteristic of the marriage market. Yet, there 

continues to be debate about how and why it matters for marriage and partnering 

behavior. In this chapter, I test two competing theories about the association between the 

local sex ratio and young men’s marriage timing (for reasons I discuss, men’s marriage, 

rather than women’s, provides a clearer test of both theories). I also incorporate recent 

changes in young adulthood and union formation to develop what I call a “social position 

approach” that considers how men’s own social characteristics—age, union status, and 

educational attainment—moderate the sex ratio’s influence. The results provide a fresh 

look at sex ratios among today’s young adults that speaks to wider discussions over the 

sources of social changes in family patterns and gender relations.  

 The second chapter develops the idea of marriage markets further by considering 

how the social composition of the market influences both marriage timing and partner 

choice for men and women. While prior research has focused on socioeconomic 

characteristics of partners, I examine the religious composition of the marriage market. 

One of the biggest social changes in partnering behavior in recent decades has been the 

rise of religious intermarriage. However, while most scholars interpret this change to 

mean that religion is no longer relevant for partnering decisions, there are reasons to 

suspect that partner’s religion still matters in the marriage market. In this chapter, I draw 

on search theory (Oppenheimer 1988) to develop and test hypotheses about the 

association between the religious composition of the local marriage market and young 
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adults’ marriage timing. In doing so, I offer a different perspective on the importance of 

religion for partnering decisions from studies that only look at assortative mating 

outcomes (partner choice conditional on marriage). The results demonstrate the utility of 

a marriage market perspective and show that, despite increases in religious intermarriage, 

religion remains relevant for young adults’ marriage decisions. 

 Finally, the third empirical chapter moves beyond geography to examine how 

schools structure opportunities to meet partners in the marriage market. While there are 

theoretical reasons to expect that schools influence educational assortative mating by 

organizing social networks along educational lines, the empirical evidence in recent 

decades is inconsistent, as ages at first marriage continue to increase (Mare 1991; 

Kalmijn and Flap 2001; Schwartz 2013). Moreover, because a college degree is highly 

valued on the market as a signal of economic and cultural status, partner preferences may 

play a more important role in assortative mating than opportunities to meet partners 

through school. In this chapter, I revisit the role of schools in sorting partners. Using 

newly collected college transcript data for NLSY respondents, I examine mate selection 

among young adults with “some college” but no degree and ask whether exposure to 

higher education improves this group’s chances of marrying a college-educated spouse. 

In this way, I am able to better understand that roles that partner preferences for a college 

degree and opportunities to meet through school play in educational assortative mating.  

 Together, this dissertation brings research on marriage markets into the 21st 

century by illuminating the ways that population structure shapes marriage behavior 
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among contemporary young adults. It also advances existing social theory and improves 

our understanding of marriage and family patterns in the United States.  
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Chapter 2: Imbalanced Sex Ratios and Men’s Marriage Formation 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Social scientists have long been interested in the sex ratio in studies of marriage 

formation and other family trends (Akers 1967; Schoen 1983; South et al. 2001). One 

reason is that the sex ratio—the relative numbers of men and women—highlights how 

marriage is fundamentally social: whether, when, and to whom someone marries has as 

much to do with the demographic realities of the marriage market as with the 

idiosyncratic whims of love and desire (Oppenheimer 1988). Another reason is that the 

sex ratio offers insights into social inequalities in family life. For instance, scholars point 

to the lack of marriageable men in communities of color in the United States as one 

explanation for lower marriage rates among black women compared to white women 

(Lichter et al. 1992; Raley 1996; Harknett and McLanahan 2004). More recently, 

imbalanced sex ratios have been cited to explain the growing socioeconomic marriage 

gap (Carbone and Cahn 2014), romantic relationship patterns on college campuses 

(Uecker and Regnerus 2010), and declines in the marriage rate (Baumeister and Vohs 

2004; Regnerus 2012).  

Despite this long history, there continues to be debate about how and why the sex 

ratio matters for marriage and partnering behaviors. Demographic opportunity theory 

posits that the sex ratio reflects the demographic availability of partners: more partnering 

options should mean more opportunities to find and secure a marriage partner (Trent and 
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South 2011). Gendered exchange theory takes a more socio-cultural approach and argues 

that the sex ratio disrupts the balance of power between men and women in the marriage 

market (Guttentag and Secord 1983). Unlike demographic opportunity theory, gendered 

exchange expects different consequences for marriage depending on which sex is in the 

minority.  

Lack of scholarly consensus about how the sex ratio shapes marriage behavior 

persists because of two limitations in prior research. First, most studies only examine 

women’s marriage (a notable exception is Lloyd and South 1996). This is problematic 

because demographic opportunity and gender exchange theories predict the same positive 

association between male availability and marriage for women. Where the theories differ 

is in their predictions for men’s marriage. Second, most studies assume that imbalanced 

sex ratios affect all women (or men) equally, regardless their social characteristics. Yet, 

recent changes in family formation in the United States—later ages at marriage, 

cohabitation, and socioeconomic stratification—suggest that the impact of imbalanced 

sex ratios may not be uniform but instead depend on men and women’s social position in 

the marriage market (Cherlin 2010). 

 In this chapter, I address these shortcomings to advance knowledge about how 

and why imbalanced sex ratios shape marriage formation for contemporary young adults 

in the United States. I use Rounds 1-15 of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 

1997 and event-history methods to model the association between the local sex ratio and 

men’s entry into first marriage. I also build on prior theories to develop a new “social 

position” approach to the sex ratio that considers the moderating influence of men’s own 
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social position. I test empirical predictions derived from this approach by examining 

variation in the association between the sex ratio and men’s marriage by life course stage, 

cohabitation status, and educational attainment. The results shed new light on the sex 

ratio as a structural determinant of marriage and speak to debates over factors behind 

social change and inequalities in family formation in the United States. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Demographic Opportunity Theory 

Sociological accounts of marriage formation situate men and women’s searches 

for romantic partners and marriage decisions within a local “marriage market” (Laumann 

et al. 2004). For demographic opportunity theory, the sex ratio is a key structural 

characteristic of the marriage market that defines the local availability of potential 

partners and the level of competition (that is, for men and women seeking different-sex 

partners) (Kalmijn 1998). On a basic level, imbalances in the sex ratio can leave some 

men or women without a partner. For instance, scholars have documented such “marriage 

squeezes” in the aftermath of war (Abramitzky et al. 2011) and in countries with highly 

skewed sex ratios at birth (Trent and South 2011). Of course, for most young adults in the 

United States, not just any partner will do. Men and women are also trying to select the 

best match, or what scholars call “assortative mating” (Oppenheimer 1988). 

Demographic opportunity theory posits that in markets with more options, young adults 

can find a suitable partner more easily, which hasten their transition to marriage. When 
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partners are relatively scarce, finding a suitable partner is more difficult, leading many to 

postpone marriage and continue searching (Lewis and Oppenheimer 2000). 

Demographic opportunity theory expects the sex ratio to influence men and 

women’s marriage timing in similar ways (i.e., gender-neutral). Figure 2.1 presents a 

stylized graph of the expected association between the sex ratio (partner shortage, even 

ratio, and partner surplus) and the probability of marriage. For both men and women, 

partner shortages are expected to reduce the chances marriage, while surpluses are 

expected to increase it.  

In general, studies find empirical support for demographic opportunity theory for 

women (Lichter et al. 1992; Lichter et al. 1995; Guzzo 2006). In addition, economic-

specific sex ratios that account for the supply of “marriageable” men are also positively 

associated with women’s marriage, e.g. the ratio of employed men to women. However, 

only one study has examined the sex ratio and men’s marriage. Using the NLSY 1979 

cohort, Lloyd and South (1996) found that the supply of women was positively associated 

with marriage for non-Hispanic white men (ages 18-27). While their findings support 

demographic opportunity theory, the study has limitations. First, the sample is of an older 

marriage cohort from the 1980s. Since that time, marriage has shifted to later in the life 

course and socioeconomic differences in marriage have increased. I consider the 

implications of these changes in the “Social Position Approach” section. In addition, 

while the authors acknowledge gendered exchange theory, they do not test for a non-

linear association between the sex ratio and men’s marriage, as expected by gendered 

exchange theory. I outline that theory and its empirical predictions below. 
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Gendered Exchange Theory 

Gendered exchange theory views the sex ratio and its effects on marriage in a 

different light. Based on Guttentag and Secord’s (1983) influential book, Too Many 

Women? The Sex Ratio Question, the theory argues that the sex ratio shapes the balance 

of “dyadic power” between men and women by determining which sex has more 

alternative romantic partners. Dyadic power gives the sex in short supply a stronger 

bargaining position in relationships because they have less to lose compared to the sex in 

the majority: if they are dissatisfied, plenty of other partners are available for them 

(England and Farkas 1986). However, the consequences of this dynamic for marriage 

formation depend on whether men or women hold dyadic power. When women are 

scarce, gendered exchange theory expects that women will use their market advantage to 

secure greater commitment (i.e. marriage) from men. But when men are in the minority, 

men are expected to negotiate for fewer strings attached to their romantic encounters. 

This should make marriage less common, in part, because men can avoid marital 

commitment, but also because women in these markets perceive men as less trustworthy 

(Harknett 2008). 

 There are two possible reasons for gender differences in the use of dyadic power. 

The first is found in an emerging “sexual economics” perspective that blends 

evolutionary psychology with economic models of human behavior (Baumeister and 

Vohs 2004). Its proponents argue that men and women have different goals when they 

negotiate on the marriage market (Arcidiacono et al. 2013; Baumeister and Vohs 2012; 

Regnerus 2012). While these average differences exist on a spectrum, they fall along 
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gender-typical lines. Sexual economics argues that, on average, more women are seeking 

commitment from their relationships, while more men are seeking sex. Thus, when 

women hold dyadic power on the market, they are in a better position to exchange sexual 

access for men’s promise of love and commitment. Likewise, when women’s bargaining 

position is weaker, men are able to avoid marriage. 

Guttentag and Secord (1983) provide an alternative explanation. They argue that, 

regardless the distribution of dyadic power, men continue to hold structural power 

(economic, legal, and political authority) in most societies, which men leverage in 

romantic interactions. When women hold dyadic power, men use their structural power to 

gain advantage in relationships. Although fewer men, on average, can find and secure 

partners in these markets (demographic opportunity still matters), men who do find 

partners use marriage as a way to secure exclusive sexual access. In other words, unlike 

sexual economics, this explanation does not assume men find marriage undesirable. Men 

in these markets also promote social norms and structures that enforce female chastity 

and monogamy to limit women’s abilities to exert their dyadic power. But in markets 

where men hold dyadic and structural power, men have easier access to partners, 

reducing their incentive to marry or to enforce traditional gender norms.  

Of course, women in the United States have made significant gains in education, 

work, and politics that may have closed the gender gap in structural power and provided a 

more egalitarian basis on which to negotiate relationship terms (Graf and Schwartz 2011; 

Schwartz and Han 2014; Sweeney and Cancian 2004). Yet, scholars find that, despite 

these gains, young men still hold symbolic power when it comes to the initiation and 
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progression of romantic relationships (England 2010; Regnerus and Uecker 2011; 

Kreager et al. 2014; Sassler and Miller 2011). This is highlighted in the persistence of the 

sexual double standard, which socially rewards young men for being sexually 

promiscuous while punishing women for similar behavior (Hamilton and Armstrong 

2009; Risman and Schwartz 2002). Therefore, it is possible that Guttentag and Secord’s 

model remains relevant for today’s young adults. 

 Figure 2.2 summarizes gendered exchange theory’s empirical predictions for the 

association between the sex ratio and marriage for women and men. Like demographic 

opportunity theory, gendered exchange expects women’s marriage chances—or their 

ability to secure commitment from men—will increase with the supply of male partners. 

For men, however, gendered exchange theory anticipates a non-linear association 

between the sex ratio and marriage. Men’s chances of marriage should be low, on 

average, when women are scarce. Women will have dyadic power but fewer men will be 

able to find a partner. As the sex ratio evens out, men’s chances of marriage should 

increase. However, as the number of women begins exceeding the number of men, and 

men gain dyadic power, gendered exchange theory expects men’s chances of marriage 

will go down again. Although men will have more partnering options, they will be less 

likely to commit to any one partner or agree to marriage. 

 The strongest evidence for gendered exchange theory in the United States—at the 

individual level—comes from studies of adolescents’ and college students’ sexual and 

dating behaviors. For example, female students on college campuses with male shortages 

report having fewer boyfriends and dates but also more sexual activity (Uecker and 



15 
	

Regnerus 2010). This same study also found that women on female-skewed campuses 

were more likely to describe male students as promiscuous and unwilling to commit to a 

relationship. Analyses of the Toledo Adolescent Relationship Study found gender 

differences in the association between the neighborhood sex ratio and relationship 

behavior (Warner et al. 2011). While young women had more stable dating and 

cohabiting relationships in male-skewed neighborhoods, young men in female-skewed 

neighborhoods were less likely to be cohabiting, reported dating more women, and were 

more likely to cheat on their current partner. Finally, unmarried couples in the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study were less likely to tie the knot following the birth of 

a child in cities with shortages of men (Harknett and McLanahan 2004). This was not 

because male partners had worse economic prospects than men from other cities, as 

demographic opportunity might expect, but because women reported lower relationship 

quality (Harknett 2008). 

Social Position Approach 

In this section, I develop a “social position” approach to help resolve the 

contradictory set of findings that appear to support both theories. The basic idea is that 

men and women occupy different social positions on the marriage market that moderate 

the impact of market constraints on their marriage behaviors. In this view, demographic 

opportunity theory might apply to certain social groups, while gendered exchange theory 

may be more relevant for others.   

For instance, both theories assume the sex ratio has a uniform effect on marriage 

at all ages. Yet, changes in the life course call this assumption into question. As a 
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growing number of men and women delay marriage and spend more time unmarried and 

in school, a new life course stage has developed which social scientists refer to as 

“emerging adulthood” (Arnett 2004). This early period (roughly ages 18-23) is 

characterized by identity formation, skill development, experimentation, and a general 

sense of uncertainty and contingency—in short, norms and roles inconsistent with life-

long marital commitment. Given these changes, it is unsurprising that evidence for 

gendered exchange theory is found among late adolescents and college students. The 

majority of men (and women) at these ages are either uninterested in marriage—opting 

for more casual romance—or do not consider it an option until they have finished school 

and entered stable careers (Thornton et al. 1995; Oppenheimer et al. 1997). At these ages 

we would expect relationships to be less stable overall, and for young men—who 

continue to hold symbolic power in relationships—to take advantage of favorable sex 

ratios by “playing the field” and avoiding commitment (England 2010; Kimmel 2008). 

But as men age, and marriage becomes a realistic option and desired social status, they 

should search for marriage partners more seriously and respond to the sex ratio in 

conformity with demographic opportunity theory. In sum, the social position approach 

expects a non-linear association between the sex ratio (percent female) and men’s 

marriage during emerging adulthood (ages 18-23) and a linear association in later young 

adulthood (ages 24-31) 

 In addition, the strength of the sex ratio’s effect may depend on cohabitation 

status. In contrast to earlier eras and marriage cohorts, most young adults today enter 

marriage through cohabitation (Kennedy and Bumpass 2011). This suggests that marriage 
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market dynamics will be more pronounced among cohabitors, who are at greater risk of 

marriage, than among single men. However, both theories make similar predictions for 

single and cohabiting men. Demographic opportunity predicts that favorable sex ratios 

lead to higher quality partnerships, which should increase cohabiting and single men’s 

chances of marriage. Gendered exchange, which focuses less on the search for partners, 

expects dyadic power dynamics to govern marriage decisions whether partners are 

sharing a residence or only dating. 

 Finally, men’s educational attainment may condition the effect of the sex ratio on 

marriage. As marriage norms have changed and income inequality between social classes 

has grown larger, a college degree has become an increasingly important marker of status 

on the marriage market (Cherlin 2004; Sweeney 2002). In fact, there is a growing gap in 

ever marrying between college- and non-college-educated adults (Goldstein and Kenney 

2001; Carbone and Cahn 2014). This suggests that college-educated men should be more 

responsive to the sex ratio and should respond in line with demographic opportunity 

theory. Compared to their peers, college-educated men are more attractive to potential 

spouses (economically and culturally) and are more likely to be ready for marriage (or, 

“on the market”) (Cherlin 2004; Press 2004; Xie et al. 2003). This should allow them to 

capitalize on search advantages in favorable markets (more women than men) and marry 

more quickly. Additionally, because they have more resources and better economic 

prospects, college-educated men should also be able to hold out longer for a higher-

quality partner when there is a “market mismatch” and partners are relatively scarce 

(Lewis and Oppenheimer 2000; Raley and Bratter 2004; Raymo and Iwasawa 2005). 
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Men without a college degree, in contrast, should be less responsive to the supply of 

partners. 

Other Factors  

Any analysis of the sex ratio must consider other local characteristics that are 

associated with imbalanced sex ratios and may also influence men’s marriage timing. For 

example, because women now outnumber men in college attendance, female-skewed 

markets could result from a higher concentration of local colleges (DiPrete and 

Buchmann 2006). Even though men in these markets should have more options, their 

chances of marriage may not improve because many potential partners will be attending 

school—a status which is incompatible with contemporary marriage norms (Thornton et 

al. 1995; Cherlin 2004). Gender imbalances could also reflect the presence of gender-

segregated industries and occupations, e.g. science and technology fields (Benson 2014). 

Male-dominated jobs might strengthen the local economy and benefit men’s economic 

prospects, increasing their chances of marriage despite a shortage of partners. 

 It is also important to consider women’s socioeconomic characteristics on the 

marriage market, e.g. the proportion of women that is employed or has a college degree. 

However, there are mixed expectations for how these factors might influence men’s 

marriage. On the one hand, access to more highly educated and economically successful 

women should help men find an attractive partner more quickly, especially in an era 

when more men are marrying “up” (Sweeney and Cancian 2004; Schwartz and Han 

2014). On the other hand, women of higher socioeconomic status also have more 
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resources and incentives to delay marriage until they find a high quality partner, which 

may inhibit some men’s marriage (Oppenheimer 1988; Schwartz and Mare 2005). 

 Finally, race/ethnicity is another important aspect of men’s social position on the 

marriage market that could moderate the influence of the sex ratio. I account for this, in 

part, by constructing race-specific measures of the sex ratio. I also conduct robustness 

checks to see if the results hold when excluding non-Hispanic black men, which I discuss 

in the results. However, it is beyond the scope of this chapter to explore race-ethnic 

differences in more depth.  

 

METHODS 

Data 

Data for this analysis come from Rounds 1-15 of the 1997 National Longitudinal 

Survey of Youth (NLSY), a national sample survey of 8,984 youth (4,599 men), born 

between January 1980 and December 1984. Respondents have been surveyed annually 

since 1997 and are asked, among other topics, about their family formation histories. The 

data used in this analysis cover the years up to 2011 (Round 15) when respondents were 

26 to 31 years old. Given the median ages at first marriage (27 for women and 29 for 

men) this study reflects relatively early marriage for many of today’s young adults (U.S. 

Census 2011). With the use of the sampling weights provided, the NLSY is designed to 

be nationally representative. I use sampling weights from the first round of the NLSY 97 

for all analyses. The restricted version of the data also provides geographic identifiers of 

the county in which respondents reside at the time of each interview. This location 
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information allowed me to merge time-varying data from the Census, American 

Community Survey (ACS) and the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) onto the individual-

level data file to describe local marriage-market conditions.  

I converted the data into person-years using birthdates and dates of first marriage. 

This person-year data set includes up to 13 observations per individual starting with each 

respondent’s 18th birthday. I included all person-years up to the year of first marriage or 

last interview. Respondents who had missing data on the date of first marriage or who 

married prior to age 18 were excluded from the sample. This leaves a sample of 4,483 

men. To predict the transition to marriage, I used respondents’ characteristics at their 

birthday month in one year (e.g. age 24) to predict their probability of having married by 

the following year (e.g. age 25). A person-year file is preferable to a shorter one-month or 

six-month lag given that marriage formation is often a lengthy process and the effects of 

local contexts may influence meeting partners as well as the decision to marry. 

Measures 

Dependent Variable 

The focal outcome was a dichotomous variable that measured the transition into 

first marriage, equal to 0 prior to first marriage and 1 in the first year of marriage. In my 

sample, 1,598 male respondents had married as of their last NLSY interview.  

Marriage Market and Contextual Characteristics 

I define local marriage market boundaries by commuting zones (Autor and Dorn 

2013). These are clusters of counties with strong commuting ties (defined by the Census), 

which are the best available approximation to “labor market areas” (LMAs) used in 
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previous studies from the 1980s and 1990s (e.g. Lichter et al. 1992). The 741 commuting 

zones cover the entire United States and are allowed to cross state boundaries. The link 

between counties and commuting zones provide stability to marriage market boundaries 

over time and allow me to track NLSY-97 respondents across survey rounds as they 

move in and out of commuting zone areas. All local characteristics are calculated at the 

commuting zone.  

Data for the sex ratio come from the 2000 and 2010 Census population counts 

(linearly interpolated for intervening years). However, rather than use the sex ratio 

(number of women/number of men), I use the sex composition, or percentage of the 

population that is female. I use the composition rather than the ratio because the 

composition is more easily interpretable and is less skewed in cases where females vastly 

outnumber males (see Uecker and Regnerus 2010). I measure the sex composition as the 

percent of the non-institutionalized population ages 15-44 that is female (0-100). This 

measure is race-specific for non-Hispanic whites, non-Hispanics blacks, and Hispanics. 

For less common race-ethnic groups (5% of NLSY sample) I calculated a non-race-

specific version.  

To test for potential non-linearities in the effect of the sex composition (as 

predicted by the gendered exchange theory) I used the Stata command mkspline. This 

creates two coefficients that allow the slope of the sex composition to vary in a piecewise 

fashion at above and below 50% female, an “even” sex composition. I tried other 

specifications, such as a squared term, which I discuss in the results section. 
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 My measure of the sex composition departs from previous studies in a number of 

ways. First, some scholars assume that smaller age ranges, e.g. 10-year age groups, 

capture the actual pool of available partners. While this has intuitive appeal, broader age 

ranges turn out to be better predictors of marriage and family outcomes (Fossett and 

Kiecolt 1991; Harknett 2008; Guzzo 2006). One reason is that the sex ratio reflects not 

only the availability of opposite-sex partners but also competition for partners. Although 

spouses in the United States tend to have a 2-3 year age difference, variation around the 

mean is substantial (Fossett and Kiecolt 1991) and age differences between spouses 

increase with men’s age at marriage (England and McClintock 2009). This suggests that 

narrower age ranges miss relevant competition from adjacent age groups, for whom the 

sex ratio could be more imbalanced.  

Second, I include married and unmarried persons. One reason is data constraints: 

restricting to unmarried persons requires using census microdata estimates rather than 

population counts. Prior studies did so with greater accuracy because they used LMAs 

(Lloyd and South 1996), which are larger than commuting zones (328 LMAs vs. 741 

CZs). Using commuting zones stretches microdata much thinner in areas with small 

populations or a limited minority presence. But it is also not clear, conceptually, why 

excluding married respondents reflects “true” marriage market dynamics, especially 

given high levels of divorce (Fossett and Kiecolt 1991). The perception of having many 

partner options may be just as relevant to marriage decisions as the actual availability of 

those options (South et al. 2001). In addition, regions of the country where divorce is 

more common also tend to have higher marriage rates (Glass and Levchak 2014).  
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 Finally, prior studies of women’s marriage formation adjust the sex ratio to 

include only “marriageable” men, defined by employment status or income (Lichter et al. 

1992). While this approach makes sense for examining black/white differences in 

marriage (Wilson 1987), it is less appropriate for the current analysis. Unemployed or 

low-income men may not be as “marriageable” but they are not necessarily removed 

from the dating market as a source of competition among men for partners (Harknett 

2008). 

I controlled for two other marriage market characteristics that describe women’s 

socioeconomic characteristics. I used IPUMS microdata from the 2000 Census 5% 

sample and the 2006-2010 American Community Survey 5-year sample (for details on 

how to calculate commuting zone characteristics using Census microdata, see Dorn 

2009). Both are race-specific, data permitting, and are restricted to women ages 15-44. 

The female educational concentration is the percentage of women that holds a bachelor’s 

degree (Lewis and Oppenheimer 2000). The female full-time employment concentration 

is the percentage of women that is employed full-time (>35 hours per week).The latter 

measure is restricted to unmarried women to account for married women dropping out of 

the labor force upon having children (especially in parts of the country, like the South, 

with higher marriage rates).  

I also controlled for other characteristics of the local area that could be associated 

with the marriage market and men’s marriage timing. To account for a potential “college 

town” effect, I controlled for the proportion of women 18-24 enrolled in college in the 

2000 Census. To account for differences in gender-segregated industries and occupations, 
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I used the proportion of the population employed in STEM jobs (science, technology, 

engineering, and math) in the 2000 Census. I also controlled for the annual 

unemployment rate using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. This captures the 

broader economic climate of respondents’ surrounding area related to employment 

prospects and economic security (Harknett and Kuperberg 2011). The NLSY-97 cohort 

experienced both the 2001 and the 2007-09 recessions. Finally, using the 2000 and 2010 

censuses, I controlled for socio-demographic characteristics of the local area: age 

structure (0-25, 25-44, 45-64, 65+), total population size (logged), racial composition (% 

Black, % Hispanic), and proportion currently married. 

Individual Characteristics 

I examined three key individual characteristics to describe respondent’s “social 

position” on the marriage market: life course stage, cohabitation status, and educational 

attainment. I distinguished between “emerging adulthood” and “older young adulthood” 

using respondents’ age (18-23 and 24-31). I created a time-varying measure of 

cohabitation status from respondent’s family formation/household history calendar. 

Finally, I measured educational attainment as a time-varying monthly indicator that 

distinguishes between a college degree or more, an associate’s degree, a high school 

diploma, and less than high school. 

Because schooling conflicts with contemporary marriage norms (Thornton et al. 

1995), I controlled for school enrollment using a monthly dichotomous indicator 

(1=enrolled). Earnings and work characteristics are also important for marriage (Sweeney 

and Cancian 2004; Kuo and Raley 2014). To measure young adults’ earnings I used 
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annual earnings reports from respondents on the total income they received from wages, 

salary, commissions, or tips from all jobs they had in the year prior to interview. In doing 

this, I conceptualize earnings as a general indicator of economic resources. I constructed 

measures of employment hours based on an NLSY-created variable describing number of 

work hours each week. I averaged weekly counts to create monthly indicators, which I 

recoded into 3 categories: not employed, part-time employment (working fewer than 35 

hours a week), full-time employment (working at least 35 hours a week).  

I also controlled for demographic and family background characteristics that are 

known predictors of marriage including respondents’ race-ethnicity (non-Hispanic White, 

non-Hispanic Black, Hispanics, and other), family structure at age 12 (two-biological 

parent, single mother, stepparent, and other), and parental education (whether 

respondent’s most highly educated parent had a college degree). Because premarital 

childbearing can influence parents’ subsequent opportunities to marry (Bennett et al. 

1995), I control for respondents’ first birth status using a four-category time-varying 

variable that takes into account children’s life stages (Manning 1993). I distinguish 

between person-years without a child, gestational period (7 months to month prior to first 

birth), year 1, and all subsequent years. I also include measures of religious affiliation, 

region, and metropolitan residence because religiously conservative young adults and 

those living in the South and in rural areas are more likely to marry at earlier ages 

(Uecker and Stokes 2008). Religious affiliation is measured using respondent’s self-

reported religious affiliation at Round 1 (Evangelical, Mainline Protestant, Catholic, 

Jewish, Unaffiliated, Other [Steensland et al. 2000; Uecker 2014]). See Chapter 2 for 
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more details on religious affiliation in the NLSY-97. Region (Northeast, North Central, 

West, and South) and metropolitan residence are measured at each interview round. 

To correct for potential bias in the estimates resulting from the exclusion of 

respondents who married prior to age 24 in age-stratified models (ages 24-31), I corrected 

for sample selection using the two-stage procedure described by Heckman (1979). First, a 

probit model was constructed to predict selection into the sample using all time-invariant 

characteristics. A hazard rate for exclusion from the sample was then constructed based 

on the predicted values from this model (see Berk 1983). The hazard rate was then 

entered as a control into the equations predicting marriage timing. 

To deal with missing data, I employed the multiple imputation technique in 

STATA 13, using the Chained equations in MI command (White et al. 2011). I generated 

five imputed data sets to impute missing data on all categorical and continuous 

independent variables included in the analysis (see Tables 2.1 and 2.2). Five imputations 

are considered sufficient to make good inferences and to get parameter estimates that are 

close to being fully efficient (Allison 2009). Results were substantively equivalent before 

and after multiple imputation. I present results from models using the multiply imputed 

data. 

Note on Multilevel Modeling 

Ideally, any analysis of marriage markets would use multilevel modeling to 

account for the non-independence of individuals within marriage markets and to properly 

specify cross-level interactions between marriage-market and individual characteristics 

(e.g., interaction between the sex ratio and educational attainment) (Raudenbusch and 
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Bryk 2002; Steele 2011). However, there were a number of problems employing 

multilevel modeling for this analysis (as well as Chapter 2). The NLSY-97 was not 

designed with multilevel modeling (at the commuting-zone level) in mind. Although the 

sample size is large (~9,000 respondents), the NLSY-97 was designed to be nationally 

representative—not necessarily representative of lower geographic units. Multilevel 

modeling requires sufficiently large samples of level-2 units (e.g., commuting zones) and 

of level-1 respondents within level-2 units (person-years within commuting zones). 

While there were more than enough commuting zones represented in the NLSY-97 

(N=498), there were a significant number of commuting zones with only one respondent 

in a given year (N=52) and an even larger number with 10 or fewer respondents (N=202). 

This problem is further complicated by the dependent variable—marriage timing—which 

is dichotomous. In order to estimate cross-level interactions, one needs sufficient 

variation in the outcome of interest within each level-2 unit. But, in my data, there were a 

non-trivial number of commuting zones (N=253) in which either none or all of 

respondents (in a given year) transitioned to marriage. Estimating multilevel models 

would require that I throw out these cases or else fix all level-1 coefficients (no cross-

level interactions). Moreover, multilevel event-history models (or hazard models) impose 

additional and substantial challenges in terms of data structuring and model estimation 

(Barber et al. 2000) with the potential for little substantive pay-off (Warren and Edwards 

2005). Given these limitations and challenges, I opted for a flat modeling approach that 

treats marriage-market characteristics in a similar manner to individual characteristics, 

while still adjusting the standard errors to account for the clustering of respondents in 



28 
	

commuting zones (using the Stata command –cluster–). This approach also provides a 

closer comparison to prior research on sex ratios and marriage timing, (Lichter et al. 

1992; Lloyd and South 1996; Lewis and Oppenheimer 2000).  

Analytic Strategy 

To examine how the sex ratio shapes men’s marriage, I estimated discrete-time 

event history logistic regression models predicting the transition to first marriage. I used a 

non-parametric specification where time is measured by a series of dummy variables 

indicating respondent age (in years). This allows the risk of marriage to vary year to year 

(Allison 1982; Allison 2012). In all models, I adjusted the standard errors to account for 

clustering of respondents in commuting zones. 

 I started by modeling marriage timing separately for emerging adults (ages 18-23) 

and older young adults (24-31). The first model for each life-course group tested for a 

linear association between the sex ratio (percent female) and men’s risk of marriage 

(demographic opportunity theory). The second model tested for a non-linear association 

(gendered exchange theory) using a piecewise model that allowed the effect of the sex 

ratio to vary below and above 50% female. All models controlled for respondent’s age in 

years, race/ethnicity, family structure, parental education, educational attainment, school 

enrollment, metropolitan and regional residence, first-birth status, employment status, 

annual earnings, and a host of commuting zone-level characteristics that describe the 

demographic, economic, and marriage-market context. Models for 24-31 year olds also 

included a sample selection correction to account for potential bias resulting from the 

exclusion of respondents who married prior to age 24 (Heckman 1979; Berk 1983). Next, 
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I ran age-stratified models separately for single and cohabiting men (whether respondents 

were cohabiting or single at the start of each person-year). While neither theory expected 

the sex composition to operate differently for cohabitors vs. single men, cohabitation is 

now the most common path to marriage, which suggests market dynamics may be more 

salient among cohabitors. Finally, building on these results, I tested for interactions 

between men’s educational attainment and the percent female.  

 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2.1 presents descriptive statistics on marriage outcomes and background 

characteristics for the full and age-stratified samples. Estimates are from multiply 

imputed person-year data. Non-Hispanic blacks and respondents from single-mother 

families were overrepresented in the 24-31 year-old sample, but these differences were 

small.  

 Table 2.2 shows means and standard deviations for time-varying individual and 

contextual characteristics by age group, before and after multiple imputation. As 

expected, older respondents were more likely to hold a college degree and work full-time, 

were less likely to be enrolled in school, and reported higher annual earnings, on average. 

Mean characteristics of the local context were similar across age groups. Older 

respondents tended to live in marriage markets where more women had bachelor’s 

degrees and were employed full-time. The average unemployment rate was also higher 

for older respondents, which reflects the 2007-2009 recession. Turning to the focal 
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independent variable, there are important differences in the sex ratio by race-ethnicity 

(restricted to the non-institutionalized, 15-44 year-old population). Non-Hispanic whites 

faced markets that, on average, had a relatively even sex distribution. In contrast, the 

average marriage market for non-Hispanic black men is skewed toward women and for 

Hispanics is skewed toward men. There is also wider variation in the sex distribution for 

blacks and Hispanics than there is for whites.  

Multivariate Results 

Table 2.3 displays coefficients from discrete-time logistic regression models of 

men’s transition to first marriage separately for emerging adults (ages 18-23) and older 

young adults (ages 24-31). Model 1 tested demographic opportunity theory’s prediction 

of a linear association between the sex ratio (percent female) and men’s marriage timing. 

I did not find support for a linear association: the percent female in the marriage market 

was unrelated to men’s marriage for both age groups. Consistent with previous research, 

educational attainment, full-time employment, and earnings were positively associated 

with first marriage for both age groups after controls. Race differences between blacks 

and whites were more pronounced among emerging adults than at later ages. Most other 

commuting zone characteristics were also unrelated to men’s marriage timing net of 

controls.  

Model 2 tested gendered exchange theory’s prediction of a non-linear association 

between the percent female and marriage timing. As described in the methods section, I 

used a spline function to allow the association between percent female and men’s 

marriage to vary below and above 50% female. The first coefficient indicates whether the 
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probability of marriage increased (or decreased) as the percent female approached 50%, 

or equal numbers of women and men. There was a positive, marginally significant 

association between the percent female and men’s marriage for emerging adults. This 

indicates that female shortages inhibited marriage at these ages, consistent with both 

demographic-opportunity and gendered exchange theory. The second coefficient in the 

spline function represents the marginal effect of the percent female beyond 50%, i.e. it 

tests whether there is a significant difference in the effect of female surpluses compared 

to female shortages on men’s marriage. Gendered exchange theory expects the marginal 

effect will be negative, with female surpluses inhibiting men’s marriage. I found weak 

evidence for this pattern among emerging adults. Although the coefficient was not 

significant, the direction of the association was negative. There is no evidence for 

gendered exchange theory among older young adult men. In addition to the spline 

function, I tested other non-linear specification, e.g., a squared term, but none were 

significantly associated with marriage timing for emerging or older young adults. 

 Table 2.4 presents models by cohabitation status. While neither theory expects 

differences in the direction of the sex ratio’s effect between cohabitors and singles, 

marriage market dynamics should be more visible for cohabiting men, who are at greater 

risk of marriage. The top panel shows results for cohabitors and the bottom for singles. 

Models 1 and 3 tested demographic opportunity theory (linear term), while Models 2 and 

4 tested gendered exchange theory (non-linear term). Overall, there was no evidence for a 

linear association between percent female and marriage for younger or older men 

(Models 1 and 3). However, I found strong support for gendered exchange theory among 
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younger cohabiting men (Model 2). As expected, the association below 50% is positive 

and significant, indicating that the probability of marriage increased as the percent female 

approached an even distribution. But as women began outnumbering men (beyond 50%), 

cohabiting men were significantly less likely to transition to marriage. This pattern was 

not evident among older men. In pooled models (see Table A1), the non-linear 

association of percent female among 18-23 year old cohabitors was significantly different 

from the association for 24-31 year olds. This is consistent with prior research on sex 

ratios and emerging adults (Warner et al. 2011) and supports the social position approach. 

Gendered exchange theory finds support but only among young cohabiting men.  

 But what about older young-adult men? The social position approach expected 

that the effect of the sex ratio should also depend on men’s educational attainment. 

Specifically, college-educated men should more responsive to the supply of female 

partners and in a way that is consistent with demographic opportunity theory. Given that 

most college-educated young adults in the US have not completed their degrees until the 

mid- to late-twenties, I tested for interactions between educational attainment and percent 

female on marriage timing among 24-31 year-olds. Table 2.5 displays results from 

models interacting educational attainment and percent female (linear term) for cohabiting 

men. There was a similar pattern for single men but, as in Table 2.4, it was more 

pronounced among cohabitors (see Table A2). Results from Table 2.5 indicate that the 

association between percent female and older, cohabiting men’s marriage varied 

significantly by educational attainment. College-educated men’s marriage depended 

heavily upon the supply of female partners: they were much more likely to enter marriage 
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when the percent female was high (surplus) compared to when it was low (shortage). But 

for cohabiting men without degrees (less than high school, high school, and some 

college), the percent female on the marriage market was unrelated to their marriage 

timing. Interactions between educational attainment and non-linear specification of the 

sex ratio were not significant.  

Robustness Checks 

The results for the education interaction (Table 2.5) are robust to other sample 

selection choices, including the full age range of cohabitors (ages 18-31) (see Table A2). 

There was no significant interaction between education and percent female in the 18-23 

year old sample (see Table A2). More generally, I ran all models with an alternative 

measurement of the sex ratio that was restricted to 40%-60% female to test if outlier 

commuting zones were driving the results (see Table A3); the results were substantively 

equivalent. Finally, I ran all models restricted to non-Black respondents only. The results 

for young cohabiting men (Table 2.4), in particular, could have been driven by the 

uneven distribution of sex ratios across racial groups rather than the dynamics proposed 

by gendered exchange theory.  On average, black men were less likely to transition to 

marriage and were more likely to live in areas with female-skewed sex ratios (more than 

50% female). However, the results did not change when blacks were removed from the 

sample; in fact, the association between the sex composition and men’s marriage timing 

became stronger in these models (see Table A3). 
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DISCUSSION 

I examined the consequences of imbalanced sex ratios, measured as the percent 

female in the local marriage market, for young men’s marriage formation. Focusing on 

men allowed me to adjudicate between two competing theories—demographic 

opportunity and gendered exchange. While both theories expected female shortages to 

reduce men’s chances of marriage, they made competing predictions about female 

surpluses: demographic opportunity theory expected surpluses to increase marriage by 

making it easier for men to find a good match; gendered exchange theory expected 

surpluses to reduce marriage by allowing men to avoid commitment in relationships. 

Furthermore, I argued that prior research had reached mixed conclusions about the sex 

ratio’s influence because it had not considered how the effect might vary by young 

adults’ own social position on the marriage market. I focused specifically on men’s life 

course stage, cohabitation status, and educational attainment to address limitations in 

prior research and to incorporate recent change and diversity in family formation 

patterns. 

 Using a nationally representative sample of contemporary young-adult men, I 

found that the association between the percent female and men’s marriage varied by 

social position. Among emerging adults, ages 18-23, there was a non-linear association 

between the percent female and marriage. Female shortages reduced men’s chances of 

marriage, but so did surpluses. Despite having more partnering options, young men were 

less likely to enter marriage in markets where women outnumbered men. This pattern 

was stronger for cohabitors than single young men.  
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 However, the findings for emerging adults did not generalize across the life 

course. Among older men, ages 24-31, I found support for demographic opportunity 

theory, but only for the college-educated. While the percent female was unrelated to less-

educated men’s marriage, college-educated men, especially cohabitors, were more likely 

to marry as the relative number of female partners increased. This suggests that college-

educated men are in the best position to take advantage of the search efficiencies of a 

favorable market. When partners are scarce, college-educated men can afford to delay 

marriage because the potential long-term benefits of waiting for a better match outweigh 

any immediate costs (Oppenheimer 1988). In favorable markets, where partners are more 

numerous and there is less competition, college-educated men—who are most attractive 

and “ready” for marriage (Sweeney 2002; Cherlin 2004)—are more likely to find a 

suitable partner and to marry.  

 The findings help resolve debate over the sex ratio in past research and highlight 

the utility of the social position approach. While research on marriage cohorts in the 

1980s found support for demographic opportunity theory among women and men 

(Lichter et al. 1992; Lloyd and South 1996), more recent studies on emerging adults find 

evidence for gendered exchange theory, at least when it comes to sex and dating 

behaviors (Warner et al. 2011; Uecker and Regnerus 2010). Attending to variation across 

the life course—as well as cohabitation and education—puts these seemingly 

contradictory findings from prior research into perspective. In today’s marriage market, 

most young adults are waiting until later in the life course to marry, after they have 

started living with a partner and/or completed their education. These changes in marriage 
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norms reflect broader economic and cultural shifts in society that have transformed and 

extended the young-adult life course and privileged college-educated men and women on 

the marriage market (Cherlin 2014; Fussell 2002). Given these changes, we should not 

expect young adults, regardless of age or status, to respond in the same way to market 

constraints. Young men may avoid commitment and “play the field” early on when social 

expectations for marriage are low and their long-term economic prospects are unclear. 

But this is not the case when men reach more normative marriage ages, especially if they 

have a college degree. The social position approach attends to this important variation in 

the sex ratio’s effect and helps reconcile debate over demographic opportunity and 

gendered exchange theories. 

This study has a few important limitations. First, because the NLSY-97 cohort is 

still young, this analysis describes relatively early marriage among today’s young adults. 

Half of men in the United States now marry after age 29 (US Census 2011). Thus, the 

findings may not be generalizable to marriage market dynamics later in the life course. 

Second, I defined marriage market boundaries in terms of geographic propinquity. This 

approach misses relevant social settings that also structure opportunities and interactions 

among potential partners, such as schools (Mare 1991) and work (McClendon et al. 

2014). In addition, geographic boundaries may be less important as Internet dating 

becomes more common (Rosenfeld and Thomas 2012). However, geographic propinquity 

is still likely to be a critical factor for the majority of young adults as they consider not 

just dating but marriage. Finally, I primarily discussed findings in terms of men’s 

preferences and decisions about marriage. But women’s preferences and choices are still 
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important to consider. For instance, another interpretation of the findings for young men 

is that young women in female-skewed markets perceive men as more unfaithful or 

untrustworthy and, as a result, are less likely to agree to marriage (Harknett 2008). More 

work still needs to be done to incorporate men and women’s decision-making into 

models of marriage-market dynamics.  

The results from this analysis have implications for understanding contemporary 

marriage patterns and social dynamics behind family change. Some social conservatives 

argue that long-term declines in the marriage rate are the result of women’s loss of 

bargaining power on the marriage market (Baumeister and Vohs 2004; Regnerus 2012). 

According to this view, sexual liberation and the gender revolution have de-coupled sex 

from marriage to such an extent that many women are no longer able to trade sexual 

access for men’s promise of marital commitment. This argument relies heavily on the 

assumption that men have different relationship preferences from women—

predispositions for valuing sex over commitment that are innate and evolutionarily hard-

wired (Baumeister and Vohs 2004, 2012). This assumption that “boys will be boys” when 

women outnumber men is even found in recent left-leaning accounts of family change 

and inequality (Carbone and Cahn 2014; Banks 2012). My findings challenge this 

assumption. Men may “be boys” early in young adulthood, but this youthful predilection 

to “misbehave” and avoid marriage does not last, especially among men who graduate 

from college. Life-course variation suggests that men’s relationship preferences are not 

immutable but, instead, are responsive to age-specific social norms about relationships.   
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 The findings for college-educated men point to more structural explanations for 

family change. As many social scientists have shown, long-term changes in the American 

economy have put more workers, particularly young men without college degrees, in an 

increasingly precarious financial situation with fewer labor market opportunities, stagnant 

wages, and greater job insecurity (Autor et al. 2011; Kalleberg 2013; Oppenheimer et al. 

1997). During this period of rising inequality, marriage has transformed from a 

foundational social institution to a highly personalized, status-conferring relationship 

(Cherlin 2004), which has increased the social and economic barriers to marriage 

(Cherlin 2014; Gibson-Davis et al. 2005; Smock et al. 2005; Thornton et al. 1995; Xie et 

al. 2003). The results presented here shine new light on the college advantage on the 

marriage market. College-educated men not only do better across all marriage markets: 

they do particularly well in more favorable markets. They also hold out and delay 

marriage when the market is tighter. In contrast, their less-educated peers have much 

lower rates of marriage, overall, and are less responsive to the supply of partners. Thus, 

for social scientists and policymakers concerned about marriage decline, the findings 

from this study reinforce the notion that efforts focused on improving the relative 

economic fortunes of less-educated men would do much better than those focused on the 

reinstitution of traditional sexual mores and gender roles. Most men want to marry. But 

fewer can realize their preferences. 
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Table 2.1. Descriptive statistics on time-invariant covariates.  
  Person-year data (with imputation) 
 Full sample Ages 18-23 Ages 24-31 
No. respondents 4,483 4,483 3,468 
No. of person-years --- 24,965 16,817 
No. of first marriages 1,589 752 837 
Percentage distribution, weighted    
Race/ethnicity    
   Non-Hispanic White 66.1 65.6 62.1 
   Non-Hispanic Black 15.5 16.1 18.8 
   Hispanic 13.5 13.4 13.5 
   Other races 4.9 5.0 5.6 
Family structure at age 12    
   Two biological-parent family 51.1 51.2 49.0 
   Single-mother family 32.3 32.6 34.5 
   Step-parent family 5.7 5.5 5.7 
   Other types of families 10.9 10.7 10.8 
Parental educational attainment    
   Less than high school 12.8 13.3 13.1 
   High school 30.5 31.9 31.9 
   Some college 24.2 25.2 24.4 
   College or more 28.0 29.6 30.6 
   Missing information 4.5 --- --- 
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Table 2.2. Time-varying individual and contextual characteristics, person-years 18-23 
and 24-31 (weighted). 
 Ages 18-23 Ages 24-31 

 
Person-year 

data 

Multiply 
imputed 

person-year 
data 

Person-year 
data 

Multiply 
imputed 

person-year 
data 

 Mean SD Mean SE Mean SD Mean SE 

Individual characteristics         
Educational attainment         
   Less than high school 28.43  28.27  9.31  10.90  
   High school degree 67.21  67.63  61.30  61.91  
   Some college 1.83  1.82  5.60  5.43  
   College degree or more 2.37  2.28  23.57  21.76  

   Missing 0.15  ----  0.21  ----  
Employment status         
   Unemployed 28.81  28.70  18.31  19.43  
   Part-time 34.78  34.46  22.98  23.55  
   Full-time 34.27  36.83  56.99  57.02  
   Missing 2.15  ----  1.72  ----  

Enrolled in school 45.45  42.16  13.14  12.42  

Annual earnings (logged dollars) 5.94 3.98 6.05 0.03 8.25 3.78 8.00 0.03 

Marriage market          

Percent female (ages 15-44)         

   Non-Hispanic Whites 49.84 0.77 49.84 0.01 49.67 1.00 49.67 0.01 

   Non-Hispanic Blacks 52.52 3.50 52.52 0.05 53.00 2.80 53.00 0.05 

   Hispanics 47.89 2.88 47.89 0.05 48.43 2.19 48.43 0.04 

   Other race-ethnic groups 49.86 0.86 49.86 0.03 49.88 0.89 49.88 0.03 
Female bachelor's degree, 15-44 
race-specific 15.29 8.85 15.29 0.06 16.80 9.38 16.80 0.08 
Female full-time employed, 15-44 
race-specific 28.11 6.61 28.11 0.05 29.48 6.11 29.48 0.05 
Women 18-24 enrolled  
 in college (%) 62.92 9.91 62.92 0.07 62.74 9.42 62.74 0.08 

STEM occupations (%) 4.39 2.00 4.39 0.01 4.53 2.02 4.53 0.02 

Married (%) 54.47 3.40 54.47 0.02 54.20 3.29 54.20 0.03 

Unemployment rate (annual) 5.08 1.40 5.08 0.01 6.86 2.63 6.86 0.02 

Total population size (logged) 13.97 1.49 13.97 0.01 14.15 1.47 14.15 0.01 

Non-Hispanic Black (%) 12.54 11.29 12.54 0.07 13.03 11.06 13.03 0.09 

Hispanic (%) 12.07 13.83 12.07 0.09 14.37 14.49 14.37 0.11 

Ages 25-44 (%) 29.14 2.53 29.14 0.02 27.26 2.42 27.26 0.02 

Ages 45-64 (%) 23.28 1.90 23.28 0.01 25.75 1.94 25.75 0.02 

Ages 65 and over (%) 12.60 2.66 12.60 0.02 12.88 2.59 12.88 0.02 
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Table 2.3. Coefficients from logistic regression models of transition into first marriage for men by age (weighted). 
 Model 1 Model 2 
 Ages 18-23 Ages 24-31 Ages 18-23 Ages 24-31 
 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Individual characteristics         
Race-ethnicity (ref: non-Hispanic White)         
   Non-Hispanic Black -1.456*** (0.20) -0.125 (0.50) -1.120*** (0.30) 0.010 (0.54) 
   Hispanic -0.229 (0.19) -0.402* (0.19) -0.139 (0.19) -0.369+ (0.20) 
   Other racial/ethnic groups -0.279 (0.27) -0.868* (0.36) -0.257 (0.27) -0.860* (0.36) 
Educational attainment (ref: High school)         
   Less than high school -0.362** (0.13) -0.357* (0.18) -0.365** (0.13) -0.358* (0.18) 
   Some college 0.472* (0.23) 0.383* (0.16) 0.467* (0.23) 0.380* (0.16) 
   College degree or more 0.608* (0.26) 0.494*** (0.11) 0.604* (0.27) 0.493*** (0.11) 
Enrolled in school (=1) -0.085 (0.10) 0.246+ (0.13) -0.085 (0.10) 0.247+ (0.13) 
Employment (ref: unemployed)         
   Part-time 0.202 (0.14) 0.247 (0.17) 0.202 (0.14) 0.247 (0.17) 
   Full-time 0.855*** (0.14) 0.774*** (0.15) 0.855*** (0.14) 0.775*** (0.15) 
Earnings (logged) 0.044** (0.02) 0.035* (0.02) 0.044** (0.02) 0.035* (0.02) 
Marriage market characteristics         
Percent female (race-specific, ages 15-44)         
   Linear 0.032 (0.03) -0.037 (0.03)     
   Spline <50% female     0.063+ (0.04) -0.022 (0.04) 
   Spline >50% female (marginal)     -0.140 (0.09) -0.059a (0.09) 
Female BA concentration -0.021 (0.01) -0.007 (0.01) -0.019 (0.01) -0.006 (0.01) 
Female full-time employed concentration  -0.014 (0.02) -0.005 (0.01) -0.015 (0.02) -0.006 (0.01) 
Women 18-24 years old enrolled in college (%) 0.002 (0.01) 0.010 (0.01) 0.002 (0.01) 0.010+ (0.01) 
Unemployment rate (annual) -0.015 (0.03) -0.017 (0.02) -0.014 (0.03) -0.018 (0.02) 
Total population size (logged) 0.083 (0.06) 0.033 (0.05) 0.077 (0.06) 0.028 (0.05) 
Constant -3.128 (2.27) -6.043* (2.94) -1.788 (2.06) -0.548 (2.74) 
N 24965 16817 24965 16817 

Note: All models control for age (dummies), parent’s educational attainment, family structure at age 12, religious affiliation at round 1, first birth status, region and 
metropolitan residence, local age structure, proportions black and Hispanic, proportion married, and proportion in STEM occupations. Standard errors are adjusted for 
clustering of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 ; a significantly different from 18-23 year olds in pooled model.
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Table 2.4. Coefficients from logistic regression models of transition into first marriage 
for cohabiting and non-cohabiting men by age (weighted). 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Cohabiting person-
years only Ages 18-23 Ages 24-31 Ages 18-23 Ages 24-31 
 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Percent female 
   Linear 0.037 (0.04) -0.028 (0.04)     
   Spline <50%      0.149* (0.07) -0.032a (0.06) 
   Spline >50% 
(marginal)     -0.381* (0.16) 0.016a (0.11) 
Constant -1.452 (4.44) -3.430 (2.96) -8.312 (5.92) -1.858 (4.03) 

N 2438 4319 2438 4319 
         
 Model 3 Model 4 
Single person-years 
only Ages 18-23 Ages 24-31 Ages 18-23 Ages 24-31 
 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Percent female 
   Linear 0.029 (0.03) -0.052 (0.03)     
   Spline <50%      0.037 (0.04) -0.035 (0.05) 
   Spline >50% 
(marginal)     -0.043 (0.11) -0.071 (0.12) 
Constant -3.216 (2.95) -0.523 (3.28) -4.973 (3.48) 1.378 (4.14) 

N 22526 12498 22526 12498 
Note: All models control for same set covariates in Table 3 models. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering of 
respondents within commuting zones. 
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 ; a significantly different from 18-23 year olds in pooled models 
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Table 2.5. Coefficients from logistic regression models of transition into first marriage 
for cohabiting person-years, men ages 24-31 (weighted). 
 Model 1 
Cohabiting person-years only Ages 24-31 
 Coef. SE 
Educational attainment (ref: High school)   
   Less than high school -0.271 (0.23) 
   Associate’s degree 0.585* (0.23) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more 0.707*** (0.16) 
Percent female (linear) -0.042 (0.05) 
Interaction terms   
   Less than high school*pct. female -0.060 (0.07) 
   Associate’s degree *pct. female -0.021 (0.15) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more *pct. female 0.182** (0.07) 
Constant -2.813 (2.90) 
N 4319 

Note: All models control for same set covariates in Table 3 models. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering of 
respondents within commuting zones. 
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001  
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Figure 2.1. Demographic opportunity theory’s predicted associations between sex ratio 
and marriage for men and women. 
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Figure 2.2. Gendered exchange theory’s predicted associations between sex ratio and 
marriage for men and women. 
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Chapter 3: Religion, Marriage Markets, and Assortative Mating 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the most striking changes in partnering behavior in the United States is the 

rise of religious intermarriage. Religion was once an important social boundary in the 

marriage market: most Americans married a spouse who shared not just their religion 

(e.g., Protestant, Catholic, Jew) but also their denominational affiliation (e.g., Baptist, 

Episcopal, Methodist) (Kalmijn 1991; Kennedy 1943; Glenn 1982; Lehrer 1998). Not 

only were there strong prohibitions against marrying outside of one’s religion from 

families and religious communities, but shared beliefs and practices were thought to 

provide spouses with a firm foundation on which build a happy and fulfilling marriage. 

However, over the past half century, religious intermarriage has become much 

more common. From the 1910s to the 2000s, the percentage of marriages between 

partners of different religious backgrounds increased from just under 30% to 55%, while 

the share of couples that maintained separate religious identities after marriage 

quadrupled from 10% to 40% (Putnam and Campbell 2010). While these changes reflect 

a combination of factors, from growing religious diversity and declines in affiliation to 

weakening social control over mate selection, shifting attitudes towards intermarriage 

may also have played a role (Hout and Fischer 2014; Rosenfeld 2008). Compared to 

previous generations, young adults today are more accepting of interfaith marriages, and 

the vast majority, some 80%, rejects the idea that shared religious beliefs are essential to 

a successful marriage (Putnam and Campbell 2010; McClendon 2014). As a result, most 
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scholars of assortative mating have paid less attention to religion, assuming that it holds 

little sway over young adults’ marriage decisions.  

Yet, there are signs that religion remains relevant in today’s marriage market. 

First, religion appears to matter to some groups more than others when it comes to 

selecting a partner. While divisions between Mainline Protestants and Catholics have 

weakened substantially, Evangelical Protestants and Mormons maintain relatively high 

levels of religious homogamy (Lehrer 1998; Sherkat 2004). Second, the proliferation and 

popularity of religion-specific online dating websites (e.g. ChristianMingle.com, 

JDate.com) indicates that there is a sizeable market of single adults who prefer to marry a 

spouse who shares their religion. Third, despite being more normative, interfaith 

marriages continue to have a higher risk of divorce compared to religious homogamous 

ones, which suggests there are still important gains to religious similarity between 

spouses (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993; McClendon 2015).  

The salience of religion in the marriage market is also less clear because of 

methodological shortcomings in prior work on religious assortative mating. Most studies 

focus on trends over time in religious matching using samples of prevailing marriages, 

i.e., couples that have already married. But this approach misses the factors that shape 

entry into marriage, or marriage timing. Focus on prevailing marriages may have been 

justifiable in previous eras: marriage was nearly universal and few alternatives to 

marriage existed. However, union formation patterns are much more diverse today. 

Marriage rates have been in steady decline, ages at marriage have shifted to later in the 

life course, and cohabitation has become much more common (Cherlin 2010). This 
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means that if we want to understand the factors involved in partner selection, we may 

also need to examine the factors that influence selection into marriage. 

Marriage markets offer an alternative approach to understanding the importance 

of religion in marriage decisions. Most scholars recognize that partner selection is 

dependent on the local availability of partners and social composition of the marriage 

market (Blau et al. 1982; Kalmijn 1998). However, search theory argues that marriage 

markets also influence marriage timing as men and women balance desires and social 

pressure to marry assortatively with local opportunities to do so (Lichter et al. 1995; 

Oppenheimer 1988). When the market is tight and few well-matched partners are 

available, many young adults delay or forego marriage rather than compromise on their 

partner preferences (Lewis and Oppenheimer 2000; Lichter et al. 1992; Raymo and 

Iwasawa 2005). Similarly, favorable markets can hasten marriage by allowing men and 

women to find a partner who matches their preferences more quickly (Raley and Bratter 

2004). In this way, marriage markets can help identify which social characteristics—like 

religion—matter to young adults as they search for a spouse and illuminate the social 

boundaries that divide potential partners. 

In this chapter, I adopt this marriage-market perspective to understand that role 

that religion plays in marriage decisions for today’s young adults and, in doing so, clarify 

the social significance of religious intermarriage trends. I use the National Longitudinal 

Survey of Youth 1997 and event history methods to answer two main research questions: 

(1) Is the concentration of co-religionists in the local market associated with first 

marriage timing as well as religious assortative mating? (2) Does the association between 
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religious market concentration and marriage vary by religious tradition? I focus on young 

adulthood (ages 18-31) when religion is arguably more important for marriage decisions 

than later in life (Goode 1963; Uecker 2014). In keeping with prior studies on marriage 

timing, I analyze women and men separately. I also restrict the sample to non-Hispanic 

whites due to data constraints and theoretical concerns regarding race, religion, and local 

markets.  

Together, the results provide new evidence about religion in today’s marriage 

market and how it shapes young adults’ entry into marriage and partnering decisions. 

Because the analysis focuses on a single cohort of young adults, the results cannot 

address questions about change over time in the importance of religion in the market. 

However, they can offer insights into whether religion remains a relevant aspect of the 

market. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Search Theory of Marriage Timing 

Search theory relates marriage timing to how easily people can find and secure a 

spouse who matches their preferences (Lewis and Oppenheimer 2000; Oppenheimer 

1988; Raley and Bratter 2004). Partner preferences are multidimensional, encompassing 

subjective, interpersonal qualities as well as social characteristics, such as socioeconomic 

status, race-ethnicity, and religion (Kalmijn 1998; South 1991). Certain partner traits can 

be valued more highly than others and take greater precedence in relationship decisions 

as deal-makers/breakers. For instance, if partner’s income is more important than race-
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ethnicity, some young adults may be willing to marry outside their own race-ethnic group 

if it means marrying a spouse with good economic prospects. Men and women’s own 

attractiveness (physical, economic, and social) also affects their marriage timing through 

assortative mating. More-desirable adults can attract and find a spouse who matches their 

preferences more easily, allowing them to enter marriage quickly. This dynamic helps 

explain why college-educated adults in the United States are more likely to marry than 

their less educated peers (Goldstein and Kenney 2001; Sweeney 2002). 

        Assortative mating—and, therefore, marriage timing—is also sensitive to the 

availability of partners in the local marriage market. In favorable markets, where many 

suitable partners exist, finding a partner who matches one’s preferences is relatively easy, 

increasing assortative mating on a particular characteristic (e.g., matching on race-

ethnicity [Blau et al. 1982]) but also hastening the transition to marriage. Likewise, it is 

much harder to find a well-matched partner in unfavorable markets where there are 

relatively few partners with a given trait. In these markets, men and women can either 

compromise on their preferences (intermarry) or delay marriage, depending on the 

importance of the trait and/or the costs of remaining unmarried. If a given trait is 

important, men and women may be unwilling to compromise and intermarry, instead 

opting to delay marriage and continue searching for a well-matched mate. However, there 

are costs to continued search: financial and emotional costs to dating, opportunity costs to 

giving up on partners as the market thins out, as well as social costs to remaining 

unmarried. In certain cases, especially in communities where marriage is highly valued, 

young adults may choose marriage to a mismatched partner rather than remain single. In 
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this way, market variation in partner supply and marriage behavior can reveal the strength 

and salience of a given partner trait. 

        Applications of search theory to market dynamics have focused on socioeconomic 

characteristics of the partner pool. There is general agreement that partner’s employment, 

income, and education matter on the market. Employment- and income-specific sex 

ratios—designed to capture the supply of economically attractive or “marriageable” 

men—are associated with women’s marriage timing and partner selection (Lichter et al. 

1992; Lichter et al. 1995). As expected by search theory, women are more likely to enter 

marriage and to marry a high-status spouse in markets with plenty of economically viable 

men. Women are also more likely to remain unmarried than marry a low-status partner in 

markets with too few marriageable men, especially if they are highly educated (Lichter et 

al. 1995).  

Building on Blau’s work on group heterogeneity and intermarriage (Blau et al. 

1982), Lewis and Oppenheimer (2000) show that group size, or market concentration, is 

another important feature of the market. In markets with higher concentrations of 

similarly educated partners, non-Hispanic white women and men are more likely to 

marry a same or better-educated spouse (homogamy/hypergamy) relative to marrying a 

less educated spouse (hypogamy) and to remaining unmarried. That is, educational 

concentration is associated with marriage timing as well as assortative mating. 

The current study builds on Lewis and Oppenheimer’s approach by examining 

whether the local religious concentration has a similar effect on young adults’ marriage 

behavior. While prior research on religious assortative mating has examined regional 
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variation in the supply of co-religionists and its association with religious homogamy, 

relative to intermarriage (Lehrer 1998), no studies have examined marriage timing. Thus, 

it is not clear whether religion is a deal-breaker (or deal-maker) for young adults in the 

marriage market. When few religious matches are available in the local market, do young 

adults delay marriage or compromise and intermarry? Likewise, in markets with lots of 

religiously similar partners, are young adults more likely to find a partner and enter 

marriage? Below, I review prior work on religious assortative mating and propose a 

series of hypotheses, based on search theory, to guide the empirical analysis. 

Current Study: Religion and the Marriage Market 

Trends in religious intermarriage over the 20th century suggest that the importance 

of partner’s religion for marriage decisions has decreased considerably among recent 

cohorts. Over half of all marriages are between partners from different religious 

upbringings and some 40% of couples maintain separate religious identities (Putnam and 

Campbell 2010). At the same time, sorting on education and income has increased 

(Schwartz and Mare 2005; Schwartz 2010; Rosenfeld 2008). Some scholars attribute 

these changes to a shift in partner preferences, arguing that “achieved” traits (education 

and income) have supplanted “ascribed” traits related to family background (religion, 

race, social class) as the primary basis for sorting partners (Schwartz 2013). Indeed, 

today’s young adults are more likely than their predecessors to approve of religious 

intermarriage (Putnam and Campbell 2010). Changes in partner preferences are 

reinforced by growing religious diversity (Putnam and Campbell 2010), declining 

religious authority and membership (Chaves 1994; Hout and Fischer 2002, 2014), 
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blurring of once-important denominational boundaries (Wuthnow 1988, 1993), 

socioeconomic convergence between religious groups (Kalmijn 1991), and weakening 

third-party control over mate selection (Rosenfeld and Kim 2005).  

 However, while trends over time suggest that religion has become less important 

for partnering decisions, there are reasons to suspect that it still is relevant. Despite 

growing numbers of unaffiliated adults (Hout and Fischer 2001, 2014), churches and 

religious organizations remain powerful organizing foci of social life for many people in 

the United States, particularly during childhood and adolescence (Feld 1989; Smith and 

Denton 2005; Stolzenberg et al. 1995). Religious congregations often facilitate sorting by 

acting as social intermediaries in the marriage market, providing young adults with 

opportunities to meet partners of similar religious backgrounds (Kalmijn and Flap 2001). 

Most religions also actively encourage homogamy because marriage and socialization of 

offspring within the family are primary ways that religious groups grow and keep 

members (Sherkat 2004; Hout et al. 2001) 

Perhaps more importantly, given that church attendance typically declines during 

young adulthood and third parties have less influence over mate selection, religious 

similarity may be attractive to potential partners as a signal of cultural compatibility 

(Rosenfeld and Kim 2005; Kalmijn 1991; Uecker et al. 2007). In marriage, as in 

friendships, people tend to be attracted to others who share their values, tastes, and 

lifestyle (McPherson et al. 2001; Kalmijn 1994). Religions constitute an important social 

source for beliefs, attitudes, and orientations towards issues that matter most to potential 

spouses: family formation and parenting, priorities around family and work, the division 
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of labor in the household, politics, and sense of self (Smith 2003). Religions also involve 

practices and rituals that bind people to a community—both real and imagined—and 

provide connection to the past (Tweed 2008).  

While these beliefs and practices may seem inconsequential to adolescents and 

emerging adults, most of who are only casually dating, religious similarity may be valued 

more highly when young adults are considering marriage and family formation. Even for 

atheist and non-religious young adults, commitment to secular values may be an 

important filter during the search for a spouse. Research on religious homogamy across 

different union types supports this notion: married couples are much more likely to share 

the same religious affiliation than cohabiting or dating couples (Blackwell and Lichter 

2004). Religiously homogamous couples that share religion are also less likely to divorce 

than interfaith couples (Lehrer 1998; McClendon 2015). This suggests that shared 

religious identities foster stronger bonds between couples, and also that religious 

difference may cause problems in a marriage. 

Together, I expect that religion is still a relevant to young adults when choosing a 

partner—even if religion’s influence on partnering decisions is weaker than in previous 

eras. Religion should not only be a sticking point (i.e., a reason to accept or reject a 

partner, prima facie), but religious similarity and a shared cultural background should 

strengthen budding relationships and hasten the transition to marriage.  

Applying these insights to search theory’s general model of market dynamics, I 

expect the local supply of partners to be positively associated with marriage timing and 
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partner selection because favorable markets will enable young adults to find a religious 

match more easily. This leads to the following two hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Young adults in markets with more co-religionists will enter 

marriage more quickly net of other factors, compared to young adults in less 

favorable markets. 

 

Hypothesis 2: When they marry, young adults in markets with more co-

religionists will be more likely to marry a same-faith partner, net of other factors, 

compared to young adults in less favorable markets. 

 

Of course, the second hypothesis is likely to be true even if religion is irrelevant to young 

adults’ marriage decisions. Population composition is an important structural determinant 

of intergroup relations (Blau 1977), and the chances of a religious match, given the 

decision to marry, should depend on the religious composition of partners. Therefore, 

what is crucial, first and foremost, for discerning whether religion is relevant to marriage 

decisions is that religious market concentration is associated with marriage timing. Any 

association with partner choice merely provides confirmation of search theory’s 

expectations. Put another way, when young adults are faced with relative few religious 

matches, do they delay marriage and hold out for a match or do they go ahead and marry 

someone outside their religion? 
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The local religious concentration may also matter more for women than for men. 

Women tend to be more religious than men (Collett and Lizardo 2009) and are viewed by 

most religious traditions as the parent responsible for religious socialization of children 

(Glenn 1982). Women also tend to be closer with their family-of-origin (Lee et al. 2003), 

which may allow parents to put more effective pressure on daughters to marry within 

their religion than sons. 

 

Hypothesis 3: The association between religious concentration and marriage 

behavior will be stronger for women than men. 

 

There may also be important variation by religious tradition. Although 

intermarriage has increased for all faiths, change has been less pronounced among 

conservative Protestant traditions (e.g., Evangelicals, Mormons), groups with a common 

race/ethnicity (e.g., Black Protestants, Hispanic Catholics) and those with large 

immigrant populations (e.g., Asian-American Hindus) (Lehrer 1998; Logan et al. 2008; 

Pew Research Center 2009; Sherkat 2004). In contrast, intermarriage is more common for 

Mainline Protestants, Catholics, and the unaffiliated. These differences in intermarriage 

rates, in part, could reflect differences in partner preferences. Among never-married 

young adults ages 18-23 surveyed in the 2008 National Study of Youth and Religion, 

some 50% of Mormon youth and 39% of Evangelicals say that marrying a same-faith 

partner is very or extremely important to them, compared to just 19% of Mainline 

Protestant youth and 13% of Catholics and Jews. A similar religious divide is evident 
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among parents over whether children should marry within their religion (Putnam and 

Campbell 2010). This suggests that the significance of partner’s religion for marriage 

decisions should be greater for young adults from conservative religious traditions. They 

should be more responsive to local market conditions by entering a religiously 

homogamous marriage more quickly when partners are numerous and delaying marriage 

when partners are in short supply. 

 

Hypothesis 4: The association between religious concentration and marriage 

behavior will be stronger for Evangelical Protestant and Mormon young adults, 

net of other factors, compared to young adults from more liberal traditions. 

 

However, this hypothesis is tentative because social pressures to marry at earlier 

ages than their peers could offset preferences for homogamy among religiously 

conservative youth. Evangelical and Mormon youth transition to marriage at much faster 

rates than their peers from more liberal denominations (Uecker and Stokes 2008). These 

differences stem, in part, from the unique moral vision of family life promoted by 

conservative denominations in the United States, which includes prohibitions against 

premarital sex and cohabitation, traditional gender roles, and centrality of family 

formation over education and careers (Glass and Levchak 2014; Regnerus 2007; Uecker 

2014). While no studies have investigated assortative mating patterns among this group 

of early-marriage conservative youth, it is possible that denominational emphasis placed 

on early marriage (and against alternatives, such as cohabitation) may trump concerns 
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about assortative mating. Within the framework of search theory, the costs of remaining 

unmarried might outweigh those associated with religious intermarriage (or the benefits 

of homogamy).  

 

METHODS 

Data 

Data for this analysis come from Rounds 1-15 of the 1997 National Longitudinal 

Survey of Youth (NLSY), a national sample survey of 8,984 youth, born between January 

1980 and December 1984. The data used in this analysis cover the years up to 2011 

(Round 15) when respondents were 26 to 31 years old. However, this period in the life 

course is when religion’s influence on partnering decisions is likely to be more salient 

compared to later ages. With the use of the sampling weights provided, the NLSY is 

designed to be nationally representative. I used sampling weights from the first round of 

the NLSY 97 for all analyses. The restricted version of the data also provides geographic 

identifiers of the county in which respondents reside at the time of each interview. This 

location information allowed me to merge time-varying data from the Census, American 

Community Survey (ACS) and the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) onto the individual-

level data file to describe local marriage market conditions. 

        For this analysis, I restricted the sample to non-Hispanic whites. One important 

reason is data limitations on the religious composition of local marriage markets (see 

below for description). With the exception of historically Black Protestant 

denominations, these data do not distinguish the race/ethnic composition of members. 
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Given that race remains the strongest division in the US marriage market, especially 

between whites and blacks (Rosenfeld 2008), and that religious congregations in the US 

remain heavily segregated by race-ethnicity (Emerson and Smith 2001), I wanted to 

avoid conflating religious homogamy with racial-ethnic homogamy. 

I converted the data into person-years using birthdates and dates of first marriage. 

This person-year data set includes up to 13 observations per individual starting with each 

respondent’s 18th birthday. I included all person-years up to the year of first marriage or 

last interview. Respondents who had missing data on the date of first marriage or 

spouse’s religion or who married prior to age 18 were excluded from the sample. This 

leaves a sample of 1,915 women and 2,085 men. To predict the transition to marriage, I 

used respondents’ characteristics at their birthday month in one year (e.g. age 24) to 

predict their probability of having married by the following year (e.g. age 25). Table 3.1 

describes the sample characteristics for this analysis. 

Measures 

Dependent Variables 

To test my hypotheses about the influence of religious concentration on the timing 

of first marriage and the religious characteristics of spouses, I constructed two outcome 

variables. The first outcome was a dichotomous variable that measured the transition into 

first marriage, equal to 0 prior to first marriage and equal to 1 in the first year of 

marriage. In my sample of non-Hispanic whites (N=4000), 972 female respondents and 

786 male respondents were married as of their last NLSY interview. The second outcome 

was a three-category variable measuring the transition into first marriage based on 
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respondent and partner’s religious affiliation, equal to 0 prior to first marriage, 1 in year 

of first marriage for religiously homogamous unions (partners have same religion), and 2 

for religiously heterogamous unions (partners have different religions). Respondent 

religious affiliation was measured using self-reports at Round 1. The NLSY distinguishes 

between 25 different religious affiliations, including Protestant and Jewish 

denominations, different types of unaffiliated (agnostic vs. atheist), and smaller religious 

sects (Wiccans, Scientology, etc.). Using the self-report measure, I collapsed categories 

to approximate the RELTRAD classification (Evangelical Protestant, Mainline 

Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Unaffiliated, Other [Steensland et al. 2000; Uecker 2014]). 

Partner’s religious affiliation is asked of respondents in an identical manner as part of the 

household roster questionnaire at rounds 2-7 and again at round 15. I use the first report 

of partner’s religious affiliation because spouses tend to become more similar on 

religious affiliation the longer they are together (Putnam and Campbell 2010; Lehrer 

1998). At each interview round after round 7, the NLSY asked respondents who either 

married but were not interviewed during rounds 2-7 or married after round 7 but divorced 

before round 15 to report their partner’s religious affiliation when they first married. 

        This method poses challenges for measuring religious homogamy at the time of 

marriage. First, because the NLSY asked respondents to update their religious affiliation 

only periodically across survey rounds, I used religious affiliation from the first 

interview. Young adulthood is a life course stage characterized by identity formation and 

religious change. However, while declines in religious service attendance are typical, 

changes in affiliation are far less common (Uecker et al. 2007). Still, because respondents 
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could have switched affiliation prior to marriage and met a religiously similar spouse, my 

method likely underestimates the prevalence of religious homogamy. Additionally, some 

respondents reported their partner’s religious affiliation years after they first met or 

married, which could similarly lead to a misestimation of homogamy at the time of 

marriage. 

Among married female respondents, 443 married to spouses of the same religion 

(homogamy) and 529 to spouses of a different religion (heterogamy). The corresponding 

figures for married male respondents were 366 and 420. Table 3.2 shows religious 

assortative mating patterns among married respondents and their spouses by religious 

tradition. The diagonals (in bold) represent the percentage of respondents in each 

religious tradition in a religiously homogamous marriage while the off-diagonals 

represent religiously heterogamous marriages. Consistent with prior research on religious 

intermarriage and stated partner preferences on surveys (Lehrer 1998; Sherkat 2004), 

Evangelical Protestant, Jewish, and Mormon young adults are much more likely to marry 

a spouse of the same religion (60-70% of marriages) compared to Mainline Protestants, 

Catholics, and the unaffiliated (30-40%). 

Marriage Market and Contextual Characteristics 

I defined local marriage-market boundaries by commuting zones (Autor and Dorn 

2010). These are clusters of counties with strong commuting ties (defined by the Census) 

and are the best available approximation to “labor market areas” (LMAs) used in 

previous marriage-market studies from the 1980s and 1990s (e.g. Lichter et al. 1992). 

The 741 commuting zones cover the entire United States and are allowed to cross state 
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boundaries. The link between counties and commuting zones provide stability to 

marriage market boundaries over time and allowed me to track NLSY-97 respondents 

across survey rounds as they moved in and out of commuting zone areas. All local 

characteristics were calculated at the commuting zone. 

        My focal independent variable is the religious concentration in the local marriage 

market. I used data on from the 2000 US Religion Census administered by the 

Association of Statisticians of American Religious Bodies (ASARB). I classified 

religious traditions using the RELTRAD method (Steensland et al. 2000) and 

distinguished between Evangelical Protestants, Mainline Protestants, Catholics, Jews, 

Mormons, and other religious traditions (e.g. Muslims, Hindus, Buddhist, Jehovah’s 

Witnesses). “Other” religious groups are a small proportion of the US population and 

make up less than 1% of non-Hispanic white respondents in the NLSY 97. A major 

drawback to these data is that I cannot calculate age-, gender-, or race-specific market 

measures of religious concentration. This is one reason why I focus only on non-Hispanic 

white NLSY respondents. I supplement the Religion Census with the 2008 Pew Religious 

Landscape Survey to measure the percentage of the local population with no religious 

affiliation (i.e., unaffiliated). Due to data constraints (~30,000 respondents) I could only 

calculate the unaffiliated percentage at the state level for urban and rural areas. 

I defined religious market concentration as the percentage of the commuting zone 

population with the same religious tradition as the respondent. For example, for 

Evangelical Protestant youth, religious concentration is the percentage of Evangelical 

Protestants in the commuting zone of residence. Because some religious traditions are 
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better represented across all commuting zones, I used a relative measure of market 

concentration rather than an absolute measure. I created a group-standardized variable 

that measures the degree of religious concentration in a given respondent’s market 

relative to the average market faced by members of that religious tradition. I calculated 

the means and standard deviations of religious concentration for each religious tradition 

and expressed a given respondent’s score in standard deviation units from the mean value 

for those in the same religion. 

This approach better captures the effect of market variation in religious 

concentration on marriage behavior. To give a sense of how the relative market 

concentration compares to an absolute measure, take two fictional marriage markets, 

Newoak and Wellston. Newoak is 10% Jewish and 90% Evangelical Protestant, while 

Wellston is 30% Jewish and 70% Evangelical Protestant. In absolute terms, both towns 

would be more favorable markets for Evangelical Protestant youth compared to Jewish 

youth. But in relative terms, Wellston is a more favorable market for Jewish youth, 

whose peers in Newoak have a much lower concentration of religiously similar partners. 

For Evangelical youth, Newoak is a relatively better market than Wellston. 

        I controlled on other characteristics of the marriage market associated with 

marriage timing and partner choice. The sex ratio is the sex-specific percentage of 

opposite-sex partners in the non-institutionalized population ages 15-44 (% female for 

male respondents; % male for female respondents), using Census 2000 and 2010 

population counts (linearly interpolated). The sex ratio is also race-specific. This measure 

captures demographic availability and competition for partners in the local market 
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(Fossett and Kiecolt 1991; South et al. 2005). I measured socioeconomic characteristics 

of the partner pool in two ways, using IPUMS microdata from the 2000 Census 5% 

sample and the 2006-2010 American Community Survey 5-year sample. Both are race- 

and sex-specific. Educational concentration is the percentage of opposite-sex partners 

with a bachelor’s degree. Economic attractiveness is measured as the percentage of 

opposite-sex partners who are employed full-time (>35 hours per week). For male 

respondents, economic attractiveness is restricted to unmarried women to account for 

married women dropping out of the labor force upon having children (especially in parts 

of the country, like the South, with higher marriage rates).  

I also controlled on other characteristics of the local area. Differences in religious 

market concentration could reflect or be masked by the overall level of religious diversity 

as well as broader cultural attitudes towards religion and family in the local community. 

For instance, net of concentration, markets with greater religious diversity might promote 

homogamy by making religious identity more salient to potential partners. Likewise, 

areas with large concentrations of religious and political conservatives might influence all 

young adults’ marriage timing, regardless of religious affiliation or market concentration 

of co-religionists (Glass and Levchak 2014; Lesthaeghe and Neidert 2006). To measure 

religious diversity, I used the same Religious Census data and calculated a modified 

Herfindahl-Hirschman Index, with higher scores indicating greater religious diversity. To 

measure cultural conservatism, I used the percent of the commuting zone population who 

voted for George W. Bush in the 2004 presidential election (Lesthaeghe and Neidert 

2006).  
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I controlled for the annual unemployment rate using data from the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, which captures the broader economic climate of respondents’ 

surrounding area related to employment prospects and economic security (Harknett and 

Kuperberg 2011). The NLSY-97 cohort experienced both the 2001 and the 2007-09 

recessions. Finally, using the 2000 and 2010 censuses, I controlled for socio-demographic 

characteristics of the local area that are likely to be related to marriage behavior: age 

structure (0-25, 25-44, 45-64, 65+), total population size (logged), and racial composition 

(% Black, % Hispanic). Table 3.3 describes the means and standard deviations of key 

variables used in the analysis. 

Individual Characteristics 

I also controlled for characteristics at the individual level relevant for marriage 

timing and assortative mating. As described above, I measured respondent’s religious 

affiliation (at round 1) using the RELTRAD classification. Ideally, respondent 

religiosity—measured either by service attendance or religious salience—would also be 

used to approximate the importance of religion for partnering decisions, net of religious 

affiliation. However, the NLSY-97 did not ask respondents about religious service 

attendance and only asked about religious salience starting at round 12. Instead, I used 

parental and peer-group religiosity. Parental religiosity is a composite scale of items, 

asked of parents at round 1, measuring religious beliefs, salience, and practices, ranging 

from 1 to 6. Peer religiosity is measured by respondent reports (at round 1) of the 

percentage of peers in their school who attend church services. 
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        Young adults’ own socioeconomic characteristics are also key markers for 

marriage readiness and attractiveness on the market. Because schooling conflicts with 

contemporary marriage norms (Thornton et al. 1995), I controlled for school enrollment 

using a monthly dichotomous indicator (1=enrolled). Educational attainment is measured 

as a time-varying monthly indicator that distinguishes between a college degree or more, 

some college (associate’s degree), a high school diploma, and less than high school. 

Earnings and work characteristics are also important for marriage (Sweeney and Cancian 

2004; Kuo and Raley 2014). To measure young adults’ earnings I used annual earnings 

reports from respondents on the total income they received from wages, salary, 

commissions, or tips from all jobs they had in the year prior to interview. I constructed 

measures of employment hours based on an NLSY-created variable describing number of 

work hours each week. I averaged weekly counts to create monthly indicators, which I 

recoded into 3 categories: not employed, part-time employment (working fewer than 35 

hours a week), full-time employment (working at least 35 hours a week). 

I also controlled for demographic and family background characteristics that are 

known predictors of marriage including respondents’ family structure at age 12 (two-

biological parent, single mother, stepparent, and other), and parental education (whether 

respondent’s most highly educated parent had a college degree). I control for 

respondents’ first birth status using a four-category time-varying variable that takes into 

account children’s life stages (Manning 1993). I also include measures of region and 

metropolitan residence because young adults living in the South and in rural areas are 

more likely to marry at earlier ages and marry assortatively on religion (Sherkat 2004; 
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Uecker and Stokes 2008). Region (Northeast, North Central, West, and South) and 

metropolitan residence are measured at each interview round.  

To deal with missing data, I employed the multiple imputation technique in 

STATA 13, using the Chained equations in MI command (White et al. 2011). I generated 

five imputed data sets to impute missing data on all categorical and continuous 

independent variables included in the analysis (see Tables 1 and 2). Five imputations are 

considered sufficient to make good inferences and to get parameter estimates that are 

close to being fully efficient (Allison 2009). Results were substantively equivalent before 

and after multiple imputation. I present results from models using the multiply imputed 

data.  

Analytic Strategy 

My central focus was on the role that religious market concentration plays in 

shaping young adults’ marriage timing and assortative mating. I employed logistic and 

multinomial regression to estimate discrete-time event history models, where time is 

measured by a series of dummy variables indicating respondent age (in 2-year intervals), 

allowing the risk of marriage to vary non-parametrically (Allison 1982; Allison 2012). I 

adjusted standard errors in all models to account for clustering of respondents in 

commuting zones using the Stata survey command –cluster–. First, I employed logistic 

regression to estimate discrete-time event history models of the transition to first 

marriage (marriage timing) that include religious market concentration as well as 

respondents’ religious affiliation, parental and peer religiosity, age, period, family 

structure, parental education, educational attainment, school enrollment, metropolitan and 
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regional residence, first-birth status, employment status, annual earnings, and other local 

characteristics that describe the demographic, economic, and marriage-market context 

(Hypothesis 1). Next, to examine the effect of religious market concentration on partner 

selection (assortative mating), I employed multinomial logistic regression to estimate 

competing-risk models that distinguish between marriage to a same-faith and different-

faith spouse (Hypothesis 2). For both outcomes, I ran separate models for men and 

women. I performed t tests for interaction terms between religious concentration and 

gender and religious tradition to see whether the relationship between religious 

concentration and marriage behavior varied by gender or religious tradition (Hypotheses 

3 and 4). 

 

RESULTS 

First, I estimated discrete-time event history models of the transition to first 

marriage, running separate models for women and men. The first column of Table 3.4 

shows that educational attainment and earnings were positively associated with first 

marriage for women, while school enrollment was negatively associated with the 

transition to marriage. Net of socioeconomic characteristics and contextual controls, there 

were only slight religious differences in women’s marriage timing. Catholics and women 

from other religions had lower risks of marriage compared to Evangelicals, although the 

differences were only marginally significant with controls. Ancillary analyses revealed 

that religious affiliation differences were larger earlier in the life course (before age 25), 

consistent with other work on religion and marriage timing (Uecker and Stokes 2008; 
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Uecker 2014). In addition, there were stronger religious differences in models that did not 

control for local context, suggesting that variation in the types of marriage markets that 

women face help account for differences in marriage timing between religious groups. 

Parental and peer religiosity were not significantly associated with women’s marriage 

timing, net of controls.  

 Turning to market characteristics, religious concentration was significantly and 

positively associated with the transition to first marriage for women. This supports 

Hypothesis 1 that women in markets more favorable to religious assortative mating enter 

marriage more quickly compared to their religious peers in less favorable markets. The 

coefficient for religious concentration indicates that, relative to one’s religious peers, 

living in a marriage market with one standard deviation greater concentration of co-

religionists was associated with a 7 % increase in the annual risk of marriage (exp[0.070] 

= 1.072). It is also instructive to frame the results in terms of unfavorable markets: 

compared to their religious peers, living in a market with fewer co-religionists decreases 

women’s odds of finding a spouse, delaying their transition to marriage. I tested 

alternative specifications of religious concentration, including adding a squared term and 

using a categorical version of the variable. Results indicated that the linear term produced 

the best model fit. This supports the idea that partner’s religion is a relevant consideration 

for women’s marriage decisions. 

Most of the other market variables were not associated with marriage for women. 

Cultural conservatism was positively associated with marriage timing (marginally 

significant; p = 0.092), net of controls. Surprisingly, economic attractiveness of the 
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partner pool (percentage of men employed full-time) was negatively associated with 

women’s marriage, net of the sex composition, local unemployment rate, and other 

controls. This could reflect the early ages of the sample and the fact that many men—

especially those with a college-degree who are economically well-off—are delaying 

marriage until later in the life course. In addition, it could also be capturing aspects of 

women’s own economic prospects. Prior research finds that women’s employment 

opportunities are negatively associated with marriage rates in the aggregate (Ellwood and 

Jencks 2004). 

 The second column of Table 3.4 shows results for men. Similar to the results for 

women, educational attainment and earnings were positively associated with first 

marriage for men, as was employment status. Religious affiliation differences were more 

pronounced for men, with Catholics and unaffiliated men having a lower risk of marriage 

compared to Evangelicals, and Mormon men having a slightly higher risk. In contrast to 

women, religious market concentration was not significantly associated with marriage 

timing for men. However, the interaction term between religious concentration and 

gender in pooled models (which included women and men) was not statistically 

significant (see Table B1). Therefore, I did not find support for Hypothesis 3 that 

women’s risk of marriage was more sensitive to the local supply of religiously similar 

partners than was the case for men. None of the other market characteristics were 

significantly associated with men’s marriage timing, although, as we saw in the previous 

chapter, the relationship between the local sex ratio and men’s marriage varies by 

socioeconomic status and life course stage.  
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 Table 3.5 displays marriage timing models for women and men with interactions 

between religious affiliation and religious market concentration (Hypothesis 4). The left 

column shows that the positive association between religious concentration and marriage 

timing for women found in Table 3.4 did not significantly differ by religious tradition. 

However, there were significant differences between religious traditions for men. The 

coefficient for religious concentration, which describes the association between market 

concentration and marriage timing for Evangelical men (the reference category), was not 

statistically significant. However, the interaction terms for Catholic, Jewish, and 

Unaffiliated men were significant and positive, indicating that the association between 

market concentration and marriage timing for men from these traditions was significantly 

different from Evangelicals. This does not support Hypothesis 4, which anticipated that 

young adults from conservative religious traditions would be more sensitive to the 

composition of the market. However, the results indicated that a one standard deviation 

increase in the concentration of co-religionists for Catholic and Unaffiliated men was 

associated with an 18 % increase in the annual risk of marriage, relative to their religious 

peers in less favorable markets. While the effect of market concentration for Jewish men 

was significantly different from the effect for Evangelicals, the actual association 

between market concentration and marriage timing for men was not significant when 

Jews were the reference group. 

While the marriage timing models suggest that religious concentration shapes 

marriage timing through assortative mating (increasing or decreasing opportunities to 

marry a religiously similar spouse) for all women and for some men, the assortative 
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mating models provide further confirmation. Table 3.6 shows results from multinomial 

logistic regressions predicting partner’s religion. The first column contrasts marriage to a 

spouse of the same religion with marriage to a spouse of a different religion (homogamy 

vs. heterogamy, or assortative mating conditional on marriage), while the second column 

contrasts remaining single to religious heterogamy. The first column is similar to 

previous studies of religious assortative mating using samples of prevailing marriages 

(Lehrer 1988; Sherkat 2004).  

Looking at the first column for men and women, we see that Evangelical women 

and men were more likely to marry assortatively on religion than their Mainline, 

Catholic, and Unaffiliated peers. Parental religiosity was also positively associated with 

religious homogamy for men. Providing support for Hypothesis 2, religious market 

concentration was positively associated with assortative mating for women. Women in 

markets with more co-religionists were not only more likely to transition to marriage 

(marriage timing) but also more likely to marry a spouse who shared their religion 

(assortative mating). Annually, women in markets with a concentration of co-religionists 

one standard deviation greater than women of the same religion were 67% more likely to 

transition to a religiously homogamous marriage rather than an interfaith marriage 

(exp(0.515)=1.674). There was a similarly strong relationship between religious market 

concentration and religious homogamy for men. In pooled models, the difference in the 

effect of religious concentration on assortative mating was not statistically different for 

men compared to women (see Table B2). In addition, there were no significant 
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differences across religious traditions in the association between religious concentration 

and assortative mating for women or men (see Table B3). 

 The second column shows that religious concentration was positively associated 

with remaining single relative to marrying a spouse of a different faith. That is, young 

adults in markets with relatively greater concentrations of same-faith partners were more 

likely to delay marriage rather than intermarry. However, this result is balanced by the 

fact that religious market concentration is also positively associated with marriage to a 

same-faith partner relative to remaining single (the third possible contrast in this model). 

As we saw in the marriage timing models is Table 3.4, which were not conditional on 

partner’s religion, the combined effect of religious concentration on marriage timing is to 

increase women’s chances of finding a religious match and entering marriage. However, 

for men, the dual effects of timing and partner choice cancel each other out: for men, 

favorable markets make it easier to find a same-faith partner, but if no partners are 

available, men are also willing to marry outside their religion. Because of this, religious 

market concentration does not have a net effect on men’s marriage timing, with the 

exception of Catholics and the Unaffiliated. 

 

DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, I was interested in better understanding the importance of 

partner’s religion in the marriage market for contemporary young adults (ages 18-31) in 

the United States. Prior research finds that a rising share of marriages are between 

spouses from different religions, leading many to assume that religion has become less 
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relevant for matching potential partners. Yet, higher rates of homogamy among certain 

religious groups, the popularity of religion-specific dating websites, as well as the 

continued importance of cultural compatibility between partners for marriage suggest that 

religion may still matter for young adults’ partnering decisions. Rather than explore 

trends over time in religious homogamy among prevailing marriages, I took a different 

approach by exploring market variation in the concentration of co-religionist partners and 

its association with who young adults marry (sorting) and whether and when they enter 

marriage (timing). Drawing on search theory (Oppenheimer 1988; Lewis and 

Oppenheimer 2000), I posited that if religion was important to potential partners, young 

adults in favorable markets (high concentrations of co-religionists) would enter marriage 

more quickly and marry a religiously similar partner, while those in unfavorable markets 

would delay marriage and hold out for a better match rather than intermarry.   

 The results for non-Hispanic white women were consistent with the idea that 

religion still matters in partnering decisions. In support of Hypothesis 1, religious market 

concentration was positively associated with the transition to first marriage and with 

marriage to a religiously similar spouse. Women in favorable markets for religious 

assortative mating, relative to their religious peers, were more likely to enter marriage 

and to marry assortatively on religion. Likewise, women in less favorable markets, on 

average, delayed marriage rather than marry outside their religion. The pattern did not 

vary by women’s own religious affiliation (no support for Hypothesis 4). Together, the 

results for women support the idea that partner’s religion is a relevant market 
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characteristic that can act as a deal-maker in favorable markets, hastening the transition to 

marriage, and a deal-breaker in less favorable markets, slowing the transition. 

 The results for men varied by religious tradition. On average, religious market 

concentration was associated with assortative mating but not marriage timing for men, 

although this gender difference was not statistically significant. However, market 

concentration was associated with marriage timing for Catholic and Unaffiliated men, but 

not for Evangelicals and other groups. This result did not support Hypothesis 4. The 

result is also somewhat counterintuitive, given that Catholic and Unaffiliated men, on 

average, were less likely than Evangelicals to transition to marriage and to marry 

assortatively on religion. But, in fact, it highlights the cost/benefit framework that 

undergirds search theory’s model of marriage timing: for men from conservative 

religious traditions, the costs of continuing to search for a partner in unfavorable markets 

and remaining unmarried appear to outweigh the benefits of religious homogamy (and 

social costs of interreligious marriage). When few religious matches exist, Evangelical 

men are more likely to marry out than to wait for an Evangelical spouse. In contrast, men 

from more liberal traditions—which place less emphasis on early family formation—are 

more flexible in their marriage timing, and therefore more sensitive to marriage market 

supply. For these men, greater opportunities to find a spouse of the same religion make 

marriage more likely, while a lack of opportunities delays the transition to marriage. 

This study has a few important limitations. First, because the NLSY-97 cohort is 

still young, this analysis describes relatively early marriage among today’s young adults. 

In the United States, the median ages at first marriage for women and men are 27 and 29, 
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respectively (Census 2011). Thus, the findings may not be generalizable to marriage-

market dynamics later in the life course. Second, I was only able to measure religious 

concentration in the local marriage market in the aggregate—age-, sex-, and race-specific 

measures of religious composition were not available with current data. For that reason, I 

had to restrict my analysis to non-Hispanic whites to avoid conflating assortative mating 

on religion with assortative mating on race/ethnicity. Third, for many NLSY-97 

respondents, measurement of partner’s religion was retrospective, which may have led to 

underestimates of assortative mating on religion. However, this only affected the 

assortative mating models, not marriage timing.  

The findings highlight the utility of the marriage-market approach and search 

theory’s general model of marriage timing. When (and if) young adults enter marriage is 

connected to their partner preferences and the local availability of partners who match 

those preferences. Prior applications of search theory have focused on socioeconomic 

characteristics of partners, like income, employment, and education, which are 

considered key traits for sorting partner in today’s marriage market (Lichter et al. 1992; 

Lewis and Oppenheimer 2000; Schwartz 2010; Sweeney and Cancian 2004). While some 

have argued that socioeconomic assortative mating reflects matching (homophily) rather 

than competition for partners (Kalmijn 1994; Schwartz 2013), the focus on income and 

education has tended to reinforce public perception that young adults are engaging in 

“mercenary” mate selection (Press 2004; McClintock 2014). The current study is 

highlights how, for many young adults, religious compatibility—and cultural 



77	
	

compatibility, more broadly—remains an important consideration in marriage and 

partnering decisions.   

 To that end, the findings from this study offer a different perspective on religious 

assortative mating in the United States. Much has been written about the rise of interfaith 

marriage since the 1950s, with over half of all marriages today being between partner 

from different religious backgrounds (Putnam and Campbell 2010; Rosenfeld 2008; 

Sherkat 2004). There is evidence of this decline among NLSY respondents: just over half 

of young adults who entered marriage prior to age 31 married a spouse who did not share 

their religion. Yet, as this analysis shows, focusing on trends in religious homogamy in 

samples of prevailing marriages can only tell us so much about the social boundaries that 

divide the marriage market. By looking at the connections between local opportunities for 

assortative mating and entry into marriage, this study finds that partner’s religion 

continues to matter to young adults as they search for potential spouses and consider 

marriage. Furthermore, the strong association between the supply of religiously similar 

partners and assortative mating (among those who married) highlights the fact that 

current interreligious marriage patterns reflect not just changes in partner preferences but 

also variation in access to partners across marriage markets.  
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Table 3.1. Sample fixed characteristics (weighted %). 

 

Analytic sample 

Analytic sample 
(based on multiply 

imputed person-year 
data) 

 Women Men Women Men 
No. of respondents 1,915 2,085   
No. of person-years 15,263 18,594   
No. of first marriages 972 786   
   % religiously homogamous 54.4 46.6   
   % religiously heterogamous 45.6 53.4   
Religious affiliation in 1997     
   Evangelical Protestant 34.3 29.8 31.1 28.5 
   Mainline Protestant 24.2 22.2 24.9 21.4 
   Catholic 23.2 27.5 25.1 28.9 
   Jewish 2.0 1.7 2.3 1.8 
   Mormon 1.9 1.6 1.7 1.4 
   None 13.2 15.7 13.5 16.3 
   Other 1.3 1.6 1.5 1.6 
Family structure at age 12     
   Two biological-parents 55.5 58.4 55.6 58.1 
   Single mother 29.4 26.6 29.9 27.0 
   Step-parent family 7.6 5.8 7.2 5.8 
   Other family types 7.5 9.1 7.4 9.0 
Parental educational attainment     
   Less than high school 6.6 6.8 5.8 6.6 
   High school 29.7 28.8 29.5 29.5 
   Some college 27.3 26.0 28.4 26.3 
   College or more 33.4 35.3 36.3 37.6 
   Missing 3.0 3.2   

Note: 260 non-Hispanic white respondents excluded due to missing data on partner’s religion. 
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Table 3.2. Breakdown of religious assortative mating patterns by respondent and partner’s religious tradition. Men and women 
combined. Weighted row percentages. 
    Partner religion    
Respondent 
religion Ev.Prot ML.Prot Catholic Jewish Mormon None Other 

Total 
N

Ev.Prot 60 11 10 -- -- 16 2 627
ML.Prot 27 33 19 -- -- 19 -- 443
Catholic 23 13 41 -- -- 21 2 380
Jewish 5 10 14 62 -- 10 -- 21
Mormon 2 5 7 2 71 10 2 42
None 34 10 18 -- -- 36 2 228
Other 18 6 -- 6 -- 41 29 17

Note: Missing cells are matches with fewer than 1% of a given religious tradition’s respondents. 
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Table 3.3. Time-varying characteristics. (Weighted) 
 Women Men 
 Mean SD Mean SD 
Individual characteristics     
Educational attainment     
   Less than high school 0.16 0.4 0.17 0.4 
   High school 0.62 0.5 0.65 0.5 
   Some college 0.03 0.2 0.04 0.2 
   College or more 0.18 0.4 0.14 0.3 
   Missing 0.002  0.0004  
Employment status     
   Unemployed 0.21 0.4 0.22 0.4 
   Part-time 0.46 0.5 0.32 0.5 
   Full-time 0.32 0.5 0.44 0.5 
   Missing 0.01  0.02  
Enrolled in school 0.43 0.5 0.35 0.5 
Annual earnings (logged dollars) 6.99 3.7 7.40 3.7 
   Missing (%) 21%  18%  
Parental Religiosity 3.43 1.63 3.45 1.69 
Peers attend church (1-6) 2.92 1.1 2.88 1.1 
Marriage market characteristics     
Religious concentration (% of population with same religion)     
   Evangelical Protestant 19.74 12.7 19.84 13.0 
   Mainline Protestant 13.44 8.0 13.13 8.0 
   Catholic 27.74 13.6 27.32 14.0 
   Jewish 6.26 4.1 4.71 4.2 
   Mormon 9.59 22.7 8.21 20.2 
   None 18.79 4.9 18.60 5.0 
   Other 5.49 4.8 3.56 3.0 
Sex composition (% opposite-sex partners) 50.17 0.8 49.78 0.9 
Educational concentration  (% opposite-sex partners) 15.80 8.2 18.97 9.1 
Economic attractiveness (% opposite-sex partners employed 
full-time) 36.11 5.7 29.23 6.4 
Total population size (logged) 13.88 1.4 13.84 1.5 
Married in population (%) 54.81 3.3 54.93 3.3 
Annual unemployment rate 5.76 2.1 5.85 2.2 
Non-Hispanic Black (%) 11.40 10.4 10.70 9.8 
Hispanic (%) 10.20 11.1 10.85 12.0 

Note: Religious concentration is group-standardized in regression models as described in the text. 
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Table 3.4. Coefficients from logistic regression models of transition into first marriage 
for non-Hispanic white women and men, ages 18-31, weighted. 
 Women Men 
 Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Religious affiliation (ref: Evangelicals)     
   Mainline Protestant -0.159 (0.10) 0.056 (0.12) 
   Catholic -0.203+ (0.11) -0.251* (0.11) 
   Jewish -0.380 (0.28) -0.546 (0.35) 
   Mormon 0.119 (0.25) 0.612+ (0.32) 
   Unaffiliated -0.134 (0.13) -0.245+ (0.13) 
   Other -0.962+ (0.55) -0.013 (0.30) 
Parental religiosity index 0.048 (0.03) 0.021 (0.03) 
Peer church attendance 0.003 (0.03) -0.021 (0.04) 
Educational attainment (ref: High school degree)     
   Less than high school -0.224+ (0.13) -0.304* (0.15) 
   Associate’s degree 0.525** (0.20) 0.579** (0.19) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more 0.758*** (0.12) 0.789*** (0.13) 
Enrolled in school (=1) -0.397*** (0.10) 0.078 (0.11) 
Employment status (ref: Unemployed)     
   Part-time -0.065 (0.10) 0.335* (0.16) 
   Full-time 0.049 (0.11) 1.066*** (0.15) 
Annual earnings 0.032* (0.01) 0.054** (0.02) 
Marriage market characteristics     
Religious concentration 0.070* (0.04) 0.046 (0.04) 
Sex composition (% opposite-sex) -0.003 (0.05) 0.024 (0.06) 
Educational concentration -0.019 (0.01) -0.006 (0.02) 
Economic attractiveness -0.032* (0.01) -0.011 (0.02) 
Religious diversity index -0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00) 
Cultural conservatism (% vote for Bush 2004) 0.010+ (0.01) 0.005 (0.01) 
Constant -6.328* (2.98) -5.581+ (3.36) 
Person-years 15263 18594 

Note: All models control for age, year, parent’s educational attainment, family structure at age 12, first birth status, 
metropolitan and regional residence, local age structure, race-ethnic composition, annual unemployment rate, % urban, 
and total population size (logged). Standard errors are adjusted for clustering of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Table 3.5. Coefficients from logistic regression models of transition into first marriage 
for non-Hispanic white women and men, ages 18-31, weighted, interacting religious 
concentration and religious affiliation. 
 Women Men 
 Coef.  SE Coef.  SE 
Religious affiliation (ref: Evangelicals)     
   Mainline Protestant -0.138 (0.10) 0.055 (0.11) 
   Catholic -0.194+ (0.11) -0.199+ (0.11) 
   Jewish -0.484 (0.31) -0.535 (0.35) 
   Mormon 0.139 (0.25) 0.583+ (0.34) 
   Unaffiliated -0.130 (0.13) -0.264* (0.13) 
   Other -0.944+ (0.55) -0.153 (0.37) 
     
Religious concentration 0.121 (0.08) -0.135 (0.09) 
     
Affiliation X Religious Concentration     
   Mainline Protestant -0.169 (0.11) 0.166 (0.12) 
   Catholic -0.039 (0.10) 0.302* (0.13) 
   Jewish 0.299 (0.22) 0.543* (0.23) 
   Mormon -0.072 (0.19) 0.377 (0.24) 
   Unaffiliated -0.014 (0.14) 0.307* (0.13) 
   Other -0.092 (0.31) -0.176 (0.46) 
Constant -5.296+ (2.94) -6.407+ (3.89) 
Person-years 15263 18594 

Note: All models control for same set of covariates in models from Table 4. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering 
of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Table 3.6. Coefficients from multinomial logistic regression models of spouse’s religious affiliation (homogamy vs. 
heterogamy) for non-Hispanic white women and men, ages 18-31, weighted (reference category = religious heterogamy). 
 Women Men 

 
Homogamy vs. 

Heterogamy 
Unmarried vs. 
Heterogamy 

Homogamy vs. 
Heterogamy 

Unmarried vs. 
Heterogamy 

 Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE 

Religious affiliation (ref: Evangelicals)         

   Mainline Protestant -1.242*** (0.22) -0.391** (0.13) -1.293*** (0.21) -0.618*** (0.16) 

   Catholic -0.808*** (0.23) -0.154 (0.14) -0.507* (0.24) -0.001 (0.16) 

   Jewish -0.215 (0.65) 0.343 (0.44) 0.078 (0.69) 0.607 (0.57) 

   Mormon 0.228 (0.54) 0.036 (0.40) 0.923 (0.71) 0.028 (0.57) 

   Unaffiliated -0.969*** (0.24) -0.275 (0.17) -0.777** (0.26) -0.157 (0.18) 

   Other -1.048 (0.67) 0.538 (0.60) -1.116* (0.57) -0.486 (0.37) 

Parental religiosity index -0.003 (0.06) -0.047 (0.05) 0.146** (0.05) 0.042 (0.03) 

Peer church attendance 0.069 (0.07) 0.038 (0.05) 0.012 (0.07) 0.037 (0.04) 

Educational attainment          

   Less than high school 0.091 (0.24) 0.263+ (0.16) -0.189 (0.28) 0.241 (0.18) 

   Some college 0.342 (0.37) -0.371+ (0.21) -0.505 (0.31) -0.784** (0.24) 

   College or more 0.302 (0.21) -0.631*** (0.15) 0.057 (0.21) -0.774*** (0.17) 

Enrolled in school (=1) 0.495** (0.19) 0.644*** (0.14) 0.057 (0.21) -0.047 (0.15) 

Employment status (ref: Unemployed)         

   Part-time 0.047 (0.21) 0.082 (0.15) 0.671* (0.28) -0.043 (0.19) 

   Full-time 0.155 (0.21) 0.027 (0.14) 0.697* (0.27) -0.753*** (0.19) 

Annual earnings -0.032 (0.02) -0.047* (0.02) -0.090** (0.03) -0.101*** (0.03) 

Marriage market characteristics         

Religious concentration 0.515*** (0.08) 0.158** (0.05) 0.476*** (0.08) 0.166** (0.05) 

Sex composition (% opposite-sex) -0.086 (0.10) -0.049 (0.08) -0.090 (0.10) -0.067 (0.08) 

Educational concentration -0.008 (0.02) 0.017 (0.02) -0.011 (0.03) 0.003 (0.02) 

Economic attractiveness 0.001 (0.02) 0.031+ (0.02) 0.025 (0.02) 0.025 (0.02) 

Religious diversity index -0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00) 

Cultural conservatism (%  Bush 2004) 0.011 (0.01) -0.002 (0.01) 0.004 (0.01) 0.002 (0.01) 
Constant 1.062 (5.73) 8.419+ (4.58) 7.290 (5.55) 10.061* (4.51) 

Person-years 15263 18594 
Note: All models control for age, year, parent’s educational attainment, family structure at age 12, first birth status, metropolitan and regional residence, local age 
structure, race-ethnic composition, annual unemployment rate, % urban, and total population size (logged). Standard errors are adjusted for clustering of respondents 
within commuting zones.  † p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001
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Chapter 4: Schools, Some College, and Educational Assortative Mating 
  
 

INTRODUCTION 

Mare’s (1991) classic time-gap hypothesis posits that trends in educational 

assortative mating are shaped by the timing of marriage relative to school completion. 

Because schools are an important source of social and romantic ties during young 

adulthood, educational homogamy (couples matching on education) should be more 

common when marriage occurs soon after young adults graduate. As marriage is delayed 

to later ages, beyond when most have finished schooling, the time-gap hypothesis 

anticipates that educational homogamy will decrease because young adults will choose 

partners from more educationally diverse settings. Yet, while trends in educational 

homogamy from 1940-1980 support the time-gap hypothesis, more recent trends do not: 

educational homogamy remains strong and pervasive even as the average ages at first 

marriage for men and women rise to 29 and 27 (Census 2011; Rosenfeld 2008; Schwartz 

2013). In fact, college-educated adults in today’s marriage market are far less likely to 

cross educational boundaries when choosing a spouse than in previous eras (Schwartz 

and Mare 2005). 

 There are two possible explanations for the persistence of educational homogamy 

despite later ages at marriage. The first is that partner preferences have become more 

important for sorting partners than opportunities to meet. While there has always been 

educational stratification in the labor market, the disappearance of middle-income, low-

skilled jobs and the subsequent polarization of the labor market have made a college 
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degree more critical for earnings and job security (Autor and Dorn 2013). This change 

has increased the value of a college degree to potential partners (Fernandez et al. 2005; 

Schwartz 2013). Residential segregation patterns by income and education have also 

widened the cultural gulf between education groups (Massey et al. 2009). In addition, 

online dating has removed many of the traditional social barriers to meeting partners, 

potentially allowing preferences to play a more explicit role (Rosenfeld and Thomas 

2012). Together, this suggests that educational homogamy persists because college-

educated young adults prefer to marry each other, leaving less educated adults to either 

settle for a partner with a similar low level of education or forego marriage. 

 An alternative explanation is that opportunities to meet still matter but that the 

role of schools in shaping those opportunities has changed. On the one hand, other social 

settings may be replacing schools as brokers on the marriage market. For instance, recent 

work finds that work and occupations appear to be sorting partners on education, similar 

to schools (McClendon et al. 2014). On the other hand, schools may still be relevant but 

in a different way. Mare’s original time-gap hypothesis assumed that schools primarily 

functioned as local dating markets where young adults met their spouse (Kalmijn and 

Flap 2001). However, for many young adults, schools also provide opportunities to form 

long-lasting friendships and broader social networks. With later ages at marriage, men 

and women may not meet their future spouse while enrolled in school, but they likely 

draw on social ties formed through school to find a spouse when considering marriage 

later in adulthood (Arum et al. 2008; Laumann et al. 2004). Staying in touch with school 
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friends after graduation is also much easier for today’s young adults thanks to social 

media sites like Facebook (Ellison et al. 2007).  

In this chapter, I try to better understand the role that schools play in structuring 

opportunities to meet partners in the years following school completion by focusing on 

heterogeneity in postsecondary education. Although more men and women are enrolling 

in college than ever before, some 44% of young adults at 4-year institutions and 70% at 

2-year institutions do not complete their degrees within six years (Symonds et al. 2011). 

Young adults with “some college” bear many of the financial costs associated with higher 

education but do not enjoy the economic or health benefits of a degree (Hout 2012; 

Zajacova et al. 2012). Given that a college degree is valued not only by employers but 

also by potential mates, young adults with some college could face a similar penalty on 

the marriage market. Yet, if schools offer opportunities to meet college-educated 

partners, and not just credentials to satisfy marriage-market demands, young adults with 

some college should see some benefit to attendance (relative to their peers with no 

college experience) and be more likely to marry “up” to a spouse with a college degree. 

Moreover, by making it easier to find an attractive partner, young adults with some 

college should also be more likely to transition to marriage. 

In this analysis I use degree attainment (high school, associate’s, bachelor’s) and 

exposure to postsecondary education (enrollment, school type, and credits earned) to 

distinguish between partner preferences and opportunities to meet partners through 

school. Data come from rounds 1-15 of the National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1997. I 

also rely on newly collected college transcript data to measure postsecondary educational 
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attainment and experience, in conjunction with survey reports by respondents. As in 

previous chapters, I use event history methods to model the factors associated with first 

marriage, distinguishing between marriages to a college-educated spouse vs. a non-

college-educated spouse. For reasons I discuss, I focus on older young adults, ages 24-31, 

when college-educated adults are entering the marriage market. I also control for factors 

that select people into college and are associated with marriage (family background and 

high school performance), as well as mediating factors like employment, earnings, and 

occupational status that are influenced by college attendance and completion but that also 

improve people’s marriage prospects. 

The results provide a new perspective on the importance of schools for sorting 

partners and the strength of educational boundaries on the marriage market. In addition, 

the results have practical implications for understanding the social returns to 

postsecondary schooling and the consequences of continued educational expansion for 

future marriage patterns in the United States. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Schools, Opportunities to Meet, and Partner Preferences 

As I outlined in previous chapters, search theory connects marriage-market 

conditions to assortative mating and marriage timing (Lewis and Oppenheimer 2000; 

Blau 1978; Blau et al. 1980; Kalmijn 1998; South et al. 2001). A person may prefer to 

marry a spouse of a particular race-ethnicity, religious background, or level of education, 

but if none of the available partners in the local marriage market meet that criteria (or 
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those who do are already married), or the person searching has no way to meet such a 

partner, a match cannot be made. In this way, market constraints have consequences not 

just for partner choice but also for marriage timing as potential partners balance desires to 

marry assortatively with local opportunities to do so. Favorable markets also hasten 

marriage by making it easier to find a match more quickly. 

In this “supply-side” framework, schools are thought to act as social 

intermediaries in the marriage market, providing potential partners with socially 

organized opportunities to meet one another (Mare 1991; Kalmijn 1998; Kalmijn and 

Flap 2001). Like religious congregations and workplaces, schools are key social settings 

where adolescents and young adults meet and interact with peers and form long-lasting 

friendships (Frank, Muller, and Mueller 2013; McPherson et al. 2001). Not surprisingly, 

many young adults find partners and forge romantic relationships through school. For 

others, schools influence marital search by organizing broader friendship networks and 

social ties that persist throughout young adulthood. While Americans are increasingly 

turning to the internet to search for partners (Rosenfeld and Kim 2012), many young 

adults still rely on friends—and friends of friends—to find people to date. Finding 

partners through friends is also less risky, due to social trust engendered by shared 

friendship ties, and provides greater network closure, which can help strengthen budding 

relationships and make marriage more likely (Laumann et al. 2004). 

 The structure of the education system in the United States has particular 

consequences for the role of schools in educational assortative mating patterns (Blossfeld 

2009; Mare 1991). As young adults finish high school and consider a post-secondary 



89	
	

education, many do not go on to attend college. Among those that do, some attend two-

year institutions to earn associates or vocational degrees, while others attend four-year 

institutions for bachelor’s degrees. An even smaller share pursues masters, professional, 

or other advanced degrees. Along the way, this filtering process—what sociologists call 

“structural homogenization”—makes networks and contacts, and the pool of partners, 

more similar on education at each level of attainment (Blau 1994).  

Given later ages at first marriage and social norms against marriage before school 

completion (Census 2011; Thornton et al. 1995), the friends and contacts that men and 

women make during school, especially if they attend college, are likely to be considered 

as potential marriage partners. Many young adults also rely on the networks they formed 

at school as they search for partners later in adulthood (Arum et al. 2008), a dynamic 

made even easier with the advent of social media sites like Facebook that allow school 

friends to keep in touch long after graduation (Ellison et al. 2007). In this way, schools 

are thought to facilitate educational homogamy by structuring opportunities to meet 

educationally similar partners, both during school and well after graduation. 

 In contrast, demand-side explanations expect that educational assortative mating 

has more to do with people’s preferences for partners than opportunities to meet. In the 

US, most men and women report that they would like to marry someone who has similar 

or more education than themselves (Buss et al. 2001; Raley and Bratter 2004; South 

1991). Education is thought to be attractive to potential partners for at least two reasons. 

First, education signals a person’s long-term economic prospects (Sweeney 2002; Xie et 

al. 2003). In today’s highly polarized, knowledge-based labor market, young adults with 
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college degrees have better job prospects and earn more money, on average, than those 

without degrees (Autor and Dorn 2011; Hout 2012). Socioeconomic status is also 

uncertain early in adulthood. Therefore, as men and women search for partners, 

educational credentials provide a useful proxy for potential partners’ future economic 

status and lifestyle (Oppenheimer 1988). Second, education is closely connected to social 

class. Rather than merely signal economic prospects, education may also act as a proxy 

for cultural compatibility between partners related to values, tastes, and overall lifestyle, 

as well as family background (DiMaggio and Mohr 1985; Press 2004; Swidler 2001). 

 Partner preferences are consequential for assortative mating because marriage 

requires mutual attraction. If everyone in the marriage market has vertical preferences for 

partner’s education—that is, if they prefer a similar or more highly educated spouse, and 

avoid partners with less education—competition for highly educated partners will 

engender educational homogamy because most people will only be able to strike a 

marriage bargain with people of a similar education level. College-educated young 

adults, reluctant to marry down, will match with each other, while the less educated will 

be left unable to compete, forced to either forego marriage or settle for a partner with 

similar education. This suggests that merely having opportunities to meet college-

educated partners through school may not be enough—a degree may also be required to 

marry a college-educated partner. In other words, contemporary patterns of educational 

homogamy, as well as the education marriage gap, may simply reflect people’s individual 

preferences and have little to do with schools structuring partner choice. 
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Current Study 

Diversity in postsecondary educational experiences in the United States offers a 

unique opportunity to understand the role that schools play in sorting partners. Although 

rates of college attendance have gone up dramatically since the middle of the twentieth 

century, a growing share of young adults has some college experience but has not earned 

a degree (Symonds et al. 2011). In fact, in the NLSY-97, “some college, no degree” is the 

modal category of educational attainment. 

 Young adults with some college provide an interesting test case for theories of 

educational assortative mating. On the one hand, compared to men and women with no 

college experience, this group has exposure to the college environment and, with that, 

more opportunities to make friends and meet potential partners who earn degrees. While 

many men and women in the “some college” group may not live on campus—which, 

presumably, facilitates stronger, more intimate social ties—they do work side by side 

with college-educated peers in the classroom and in groups and organizations central to 

campus life. If schools act as social intermediaries in the marriage market and structure 

opportunities to meet partners, young adults should see some benefit to college 

attendance, even if they do not earn a degree, relative to their peers with only high school 

degrees. Holding all else equal (including family background, skills, and employment; 

see below), men and women with some college should be more likely to marry a college-

educated spouse. 

On the other hand, despite greater access, young adults with some college lack the 

educational credentials and many of the associated characteristics—socioeconomic 
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status, health—that college graduates, on average, are looking for in potential partners. 

Compared to their peers with college degrees, young adults with some college, on 

average, earn less money and have more uncertain long-term job prospects (Hout 2012). 

In addition, many are burdened with student debts that make them less attractive to 

potential partners and feel less ready for marriage (Addo 2014; Bozick & Estacion 2014). 

If partner preferences are strong enough—that is, if college graduates use educational 

credentials as a primary filter to accept and reject potential partners—young adults with 

some college may be overlooked by college graduates on the marriage market, even 

though they are imbedded in the same social networks from school.   

 I focus on specifically on older young adults (ages 24-31) in this analysis for two 

reasons. First, these are ages when most young adults, especially the college-educated, 

are seriously considering marriage (see argument in chapter 2). Although non-school 

environments like work and occupations are beginning to influence social networks and 

opportunities to meet partners at these ages (McClendon et al. 2014), school continues to 

be a significant source of social ties. I also focus on older young adults to avoid 

conflating two different kinds of young adults with “some college”: those who marry 

prior to school completion and those who search for partners after dropping out of school. 

It is likely that the former are evaluated by potential partners as “college-educated,” even 

if they do not end up graduating after marriage. In contrast, the latter group is evaluated 

by potential partners as having “some college, no degree” and, thus, provide a clearer test 

of partner preferences vs. opportunities to meet. 
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 I also recognize that postsecondary education is associated with other 

characteristics that influence marriage prospects but are incidental to opportunities to 

meet. Young adults with some college fare worse on the job market compared to those 

who hold bachelor’s degrees, but they still do better than their peers with no college 

experience (Hout 2012). One reason may be that postsecondary education, even if it does 

not lead to a degree, improves a person’s human capital. While a degree is a more 

efficient way to signal one’s stock of skills and capacities to employers, young adults 

with some college may still learn and acquire training through postsecondary schooling 

that make them more attractive job candidates compared to young adults with only a high 

school degree. As a result, having some college experience may lead to better career 

opportunities and higher earnings, which would improve a person’s position in the 

marriage market. In this analysis, I account for these mediating factors by controlling for 

employment status, earnings, and occupational education. 

College attendance and completion also reflect skills and capacities acquired prior 

to postsecondary education as well as social class background—factors that may 

confound the association between education and marriage. On the one hand, young adults 

with some college may have better prospects on the marriage market, relative to their less 

educated peers, because they are smarter and more capable partners or because they come 

from more advantaged backgrounds. On the other hand, prior skills and social class are 

also predictive of college completion (Dynarski 2015). So while young adults with some 

college may have greater access to college-educated partners, they might still be less 

attractive because they come from lower class backgrounds or do not have the same skills 
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or smarts as those with degrees (Musick et al. 2012). For these reasons, I control for 

young adults’ prior skills and performance in high school (course-taking, GPA, and test 

scores) and their social class background (parent’s education and family income). 

Based on the above discussion, I make the following hypotheses about the 

association between educational attainment, postsecondary experience, and marriage 

(timing and mate selection). If schools matter for sorting partners: 

 

Hypothesis 1a: Young adults with “some college, no degree” should be more 

likely to transition to marriage compared to young adults with only a high school 

degree. 

Hypothesis 1b: When they marry, young adults with “some college, no degree” 

should be more likely to marry a college graduate compared to young adults with 

only a high school degree. 

 

Furthermore, because there should be more opportunities to meet college graduates at 

schools that grant bachelor’s degrees rather than only associate’s degrees, we should 

expect variation in marriage-market outcomes based on the type of institution. 

 

Hypothesis 2: Young adults with “some college, no degree” who attend a 4-year 

college should be more likely than those who attended only a 2-year college to 

transition to marriage and to marry a college graduate. 
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We can also expect variation within the some-college group based on duration of 

exposure to the college environment. For instance, young adults who attend college for 

just a semester should have weaker ties and fewer opportunities to form relationships 

with college-educated partners, in the long run, compared to those who attend school for 

three years—even if both groups do not end up earning degrees. Again, the effect of 

duration on assortative mating should depend on the type of institution. 

 

Hypothesis 3: Duration of college attendance should be positively associated with 

the transition to marriage and marriage to a college graduate. 

 

Finally, we might expect the effect of college attendance on spouse’s education to vary 

by gender. In surveys, men report a greater willingness to marry down in education than 

women (South 1991; Raley and Bratter 2004). This suggests that women should benefit 

more from opportunities to meet college-educated male partners. While college-educated 

women may reject men with only “some college,” college-educated men may be more 

willing to marry a woman they know through school but who does not have a degree. 

 

Hypothesis 4: College attendance should be more strongly associated with 

marriage timing and partner choice for women compared to men. 
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METHODS 

Data come from the NLSY-97, described in the previous chapters. I adopt an 

event history framework, using dates of birth and first marriage to construct a person-year 

dataset that begins at age 24 and ends either at the year of first marriage or last interview. 

The dependent variable is a three category variable that distinguishes between marriage 

to a spouse without a college degree and marriage to a spouse with a college degree. The 

NLSY-97 asks respondents at each survey round about their own educational attainment 

as well as that of their spouse, even in the rare case that their spouse did not currently 

reside in the household. To ensure that spouse’s education is measured at the time of 

marriage, I use the most recent survey round to the date of first marriage. I excluded 

respondents with missing information on dates of first marriage and spouse’s education 

(N=150). In addition, I dropped young adults who did not complete high school (person-

years with “less than high school”) because they were not eligible to enroll in 

postsecondary education and because there were very few marriages between members of 

this group and college-educated spouses. Of the remaining sample (N=5,788), 592 

respondents (319 men and 273 women) had married a spouse with a college degree and 

877 respondents (420 men and 457 women) had married a spouse with less than a college 

degree by round 15. Table 4.1 describes the sample characteristics. 

I relied on two data sources to create educational attainment and postsecondary 

schooling measures: self-reports by respondents and newly collected college transcripts. 

Transcript data have the advantage of providing more accurate measures of degree 

attainment and number of credits, which can be prone to error and non-reporting bias in 
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panel surveys (Warren and Halpern-Manners 2012). However, a major drawback of the 

NLSY transcripts is incomplete data: in some cases, respondents did not sign waivers to 

allow NLSY to collect transcripts, while, in other cases, schools did not respond to 

requests for transcripts. In all, NLSY was able to collect transcripts and/or verified 

enrollment for 70% of the 5,500 NLSY participants who reported attending some 

postsecondary education.  

 I created two versions of each of the education measures. I measured degree 

attainment at the June of each year using highest degree earned (high school, associate’s, 

and bachelor’s) and month of graduation. This helps account for the fact that many young 

adults marry in anticipation of graduation or shortly following graduation. For example, 

respondents who married in March of a given year were given the levels of educational 

attainment they earned in the June of that year.  

I measured exposure to postsecondary schooling in three different ways to test 

each of my hypotheses. First, I included a “some college, no degree” as a separate 

category of educational attainment. This provided a basic test of how young adults with 

some postsecondary education, but only a high school degree, fared on the marriage 

market relative to their less-educated and more-educated peers (Hypothesis 1). If 

postsecondary schooling provides opportunities to meet college-educated partners, I 

expected these young adults would more likely to marry and to marry a college graduate 

compared to those with no college experience. Second, to test the effect of school type 

(Hypothesis 2), I split the “some college” group into those who only attended a 2-year 

institution and those who attended a 4-year institution. Third, to test the effect of amount 
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of exposure to postsecondary schooling (Hypothesis 3), I created two continuous, time-

varying variables of the cumulative number of credits earned at 2-year and 4-year 

institutions. Number of credits captures both duration (e.g. time enrolled) as well as 

intensity (time spent in the classroom) of exposure to opportunities to meet partners 

through school. The survey data provided additional measures that were not available in 

the transcript data, e.g., number of months enrolled in school and number of courses 

taken, but these measures behaved similarly to number of credits earned in ancillary 

analyses. 

 Columns 1 and 2 in Table 4.2 compare educational attainment and mean number 

of credits as measured in the survey and transcript data. These numbers reflect person-

years at risk of first marriage with non-missing data on education. Differences between 

survey and transcript measures are small for educational attainment. Slightly smaller 

shares of men and women have bachelor’s degrees in the transcript data compared to the 

survey. More surprising is that the mean number of 2-year and 4-year credits is similar 

across data sources. This is notable because the survey measure is designed to capture 

credits earned toward a 2-year or 4-year degree while the transcript measure reflects the 

total number of credits earned at each institution, regardless of whether they were earned 

toward a degree. The correlation between survey and transcript measures of 4-year 

credits is quite high (r = 0.77) and more modest for 2-year credits (r = 0.56). 

 To account for potential differences in measurement of education across data 

sources, I first ran all models using the survey measures (full survey sample), the 

transcript measures (restricted to non-missing transcript respondents), and the survey 
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measures using the restricted transcript sample. In all three cases, the associations 

between educational measures and partner’s education were substantively similar. Given 

that the transcript data are more reliable than survey reports, I opted for a multiple 

imputation approach, using transcript measures of educational attainment and number of 

credits when available, and imputing missing values using respondents’ survey reports of 

attainment and credits as predictors (along with other key demographic characteristics). 

The third column in Table 4.2 shows educational attainment and number of credits for 

men and women from this approach. 

 I also controlled for a set of covariates associated with educational attainment, 

college exposure, and partner selection. I controlled for time-varying indicators of 

socioeconomic status, including whether respondents are currently enrolled in school 

(yes/no), annual earnings (logged), employment status (unemployed, working part-time, 

and working full-time), and occupational education. Occupational education is measured 

as the percentage of adults ages 25-29 in a given occupation with a college degree in the 

2000 census. Values range from 0 to 1. Occupational education captures aspects of 

occupational status as well as opportunities to meet college-educated partners through 

work (McClendon et al. 2014). Because respondents who were not employed do not have 

valid values on occupational education, I centered this measures on the sample mean for 

the employed and assigned zeros (the mean value) for the unemployed.  

I controlled for social class background using parent’s highest degree earned and 

total family income measured at round 1 of the survey. To control for pre-college 

performance and skills that could influence college going, completion, and spouse’s 
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education, I used measures of high school GPA, ASVAB score, and a dichotomous 

indicator of advanced math course-taking. Finally, I controlled for a standard set of 

demographic variables: age, race-ethnicity, family structure at age 12, first birth status, 

religious affiliation, region and urban residence. Table 4.3 describes the key independent 

variables. 

 To correct for potential bias in the estimates resulting from the exclusion of 

respondents who married prior to age 24, all analyses were corrected for sample selection 

using the two-stage procedure described by Heckman (1979). First, a probit model was 

constructed to predict selection into the sample using all time-invariant characteristics. A 

hazard rate for exclusion from the sample was then constructed based on the predicted 

values from this model (see Berk 1983). The hazard rate was then entered as a control 

into the equations predicting marriage timing and spouse education. 

I handled missing data using the Chained equations in MI command in Stata 13 

(White et al. 2011). I generated five imputed data sets to impute missing data on all 

categorical and continuous independent variables included in the analysis, including 

educational measures (described above). Five imputations are considered sufficient to 

make good inferences and to get parameter estimates that are close to being fully efficient 

(Allison 2009). Results were substantively equivalent before and after multiple 

imputation. I present results from models using the multiply imputed data. 

Analytic Approach 

Similar to the previous chapter, I employed logistic and multinomial regression to 

estimate discrete-time event history models of first marriage timing and partner’s 
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education, where time is measured by a series of dummy variables indicating respondent 

age (in years), allowing the risk of marriage to vary non-parametrically (Allison 1982; 

Allison 2012). I adjusted standard errors in all models to account for clustering of 

respondents in commuting zones using the Stata survey command –cluster–. In line with 

studies indicating that the predictors of marriage differ for men and women (Lewis and 

Oppenheimer 2000; Lichter et al. 1995; Raley and Bratter 2004), I estimated all models 

separately for men and women. I control for respondent’s demographic characteristics, 

family background, high school performance, and socioeconomic status indicators in all 

models. 

I start with logistic regression models predicting the transition to first marriage, 

testing each of my hypotheses, and then move to multinomial logistic regression models 

to predict partner’s education as a competing risk. The first set of models treats “some 

college” as a distinct educational category to see whether having some postsecondary 

education, but only a high school degree, improves young adults’ chances of marriage 

and marriage to a college graduate compared to young adults without postsecondary 

experience (Hypothesis 1a and 1b). Model 2 tests the second hypothesis that access to 

college-educated spouses depends on the type of institution. In this model, I distinguish 

between those with only 2-year college experience and those with some 4-year. Model 3 

includes the number of college credits (by school type) to test the third hypothesis about 

the relationship between amount of exposure to college (opportunities to meet) and 

marriage to college-educated spouse. Finally, for marriage timing and assortative mating 

models, I test for gender differences in the effects of schooling on partner selection 
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(Hypothesis 4) by pooling men and women together and included an interaction term 

between gender and education (attainment categories and number of credits).  

 

RESULTS 

Table 4.4 shows results from logistic regression models of the transition to first 

marriage for women. Earnings and occupational education were positively associated 

with the transition to first marriage for women, net of controls. In model 1, women with 

associate’s and bachelor’s degrees were more likely to marry at these ages than women 

with a high school degree and no college experience. Consistent with Hypothesis 1a, 

women with some college were also more likely to marry compared to women with no 

college, net of family background, high school performance and socioeconomic status. In 

fact, women with some college had the same risk of marriage at these ages as women 

with college degrees: in models where “some college” was the reference category, there 

was no statistically significant difference between some college and associate’s and 

bachelor’s degrees.   

 Model 2 in Table 4.4 tested the second hypothesis about differences in the effect 

of college exposure by institution type. If college provides opportunities to meet partners 

with college degrees, I expected the effect of some college to be stronger for women who 

attended a four-year institution compared to two-year college only. However, I did not 

find support for this hypothesis. Although women with some college were more likely to 

transition to marriage compared to women with no college, this effect was similarly 

strong for two-year and four-year attendees.  
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Model 3 in Table 4.4 tests the third hypothesis about variation in the amount of 

exposure to college, proxied by credits earned. Because young adults with only high 

school in the previous models, by definition, do not have any postsecondary credits I 

collapsed high school and some college to test how marriage varied by the number of 2-

year and 4-year credits earned, controlling for degree. There was not support for this 

hypothesis. The number of two-year and four-year credits was not associated with the 

transition to first marriage for women at ages 24-31, net of controls. In addition, there 

were no significant differences between women with associate’s and bachelor’s degrees 

and women with high school degrees (including some college, no degree), net of credits 

earned. On the one hand, this is a revealing finding: the biggest divide in the marriage 

market, for women, is between those with no college experience and those with any 

college, regardless of degree earned. This suggests that opportunities to meet partners 

through school networks may play some role at these ages. On the other hand, lack of 

support for the second and third hypotheses for marriage timing raise doubts about this 

conclusion. 

 Table 4.5 presents the results of marriage timing models for men. Unlike for 

women, there were no significant differences in the risk of marriage between men with 

some college and men with only a high school degree in model 1. This did not vary by 

institution type (model 2) or by number of credits earned (model 3). Across all models, 

the only significant educational differences in marriage timing for men were between 

men with associate’s and bachelor’s degrees and men without college degrees. Thus, I 

did not find any support for hypotheses 1-3 for marriage timing for men. In addition, 



104	
	

there were not significant gender differences in the effect of some college on marriage 

timing in pooled models (see Table C1). 

 Table 4.6 present results from multinomial logistic regression models predicting 

spouse’s education for women. The left column in each model contrasts marriage to a 

college-educated spouse to marriage to a non-college-educated spouse (assortative 

mating, conditional on marriage). The right column contrasts remaining single to 

marriage to a non-college educated spouse. Model 1 shows that women with some 

college were more likely to marry a college-educated spouse, if they transitioned to 

marriage, compared to women with no college experience, as were women with 

associate’s and bachelor’s degrees. This supports Hypothesis 1b regarding opportunities 

to meet and partner choice. However, the right column shows that women with some 

college were also more likely to marry a non-college-educated spouse rather than remain 

single. Together with the results from the marriage timing models, this suggests that 

women with some college have better marriage prospects than women with no college 

experience, in general, but that is advantage may not entirely be due to opportunities to 

meet college-educated men. If it were, we would expect no association between some 

college and marriage to a non-college-educated spouse relative to remaining single. 

Furthermore, models 2 and 3 found no significant variation in spouse’s education across 

institution type or number of credits. 

 Table 4.7 presents results for spouse’s education for men. There is more support 

for opportunities to meet and spouse’s education than there was for marriage timing: 

when men with some college marry, they are more likely than men with only a high 
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school degree to marry a college-educated spouse relative to a non-college-educated 

partner, net of controls. There was also support for Hypothesis 2 in Model 2: only men 

with some four-year college were more likely to marry a college-educated spouse, 

conditional on getting married. Number of credits was not significantly associated with 

spouse’s education in model 3. In addition, there were no significant gender differences 

in pooled models (see Table C2). The results for men provide some support for the idea 

that schools influence partner choice at these ages. However, taken together with the 

marriage timing models, opportunities to meet college-educated partners alone do not 

translate into better marriage prospects for men with some college. 

 

DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, I wanted to revisit the role that schools play in educational 

assortative mating. Mare (1991) argued that educational homogamy should decrease as 

the average age at first marriage moved beyond the ages when most young adults 

finishing their education because schools acted as local marriage markets. However, 

trends since the 1990s are inconsistent with this prediction: educational homogamy has 

remained strong and even increased among adults with college degrees. One reason could 

be that partner preferences for a highly educated spouse have become more important for 

mate selection. Another possible explanation, which I explored in this analysis, is that 

opportunities to meet still matter but that the influence of schools on mate selection has 

changed. Rather than act as local marriage markets, schools may structure people’s 
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friendships and social networks in ways that make them important for marital search well 

beyond graduation. 

 For that reason, I focused on ages 24-31 when most young adults, especially the 

college-educated, are starting to consider marriage more seriously. To distinguish 

between opportunities to meet and partner preferences, I turned to the large but often 

overlooked group of young adults with some college but no degree. This group is ideal 

for understanding the role of schools in sorting partners because young adults with some 

college have greater opportunities to meet college-educated partners through school yet 

have the same educational credentials (a high school degree) as young adults with no 

college experience. If schools provide opportunities to meet, I expected higher education 

to improve this group’s chances of crossing educational boundaries, allowing them to 

meet and marry a college graduate despite lacking the educational credentials necessary 

to satisfy the partner preferences of the college-educated (Hypothesis 1). Furthermore, I 

expected that attending a 4-year college (Hypothesis 2), rather a 2-year, and attending for 

a longer amount of time (Hypothesis 3) would also improve this group’s chances of 

marrying a college-educated partner.  

 I found mixed support for my hypotheses. On the one hand, women with some 

college were more likely to marry and to marry a college-educated than their peers with 

high school degrees but no college experience, consistent with Hypothesis 1. On the other 

hand, this association was not stronger for those who attended 4-year college (vs. only a 

2-year college), nor did attending school longer increase marriage prospects (proxied by 

number of credits earned). For men, some college was not associated with marriage 
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timing but it was associated with spouse’s education, conditional on marriage: that is, 

when men with some college transitioned to marriage, they were more likely to marry a 

college-educated spouse relative to a less educated spouse. But greater opportunities to 

meet partners did not increase the chances of marriage for men with some college overall. 

Thus, while some of the results suggest that attending college may improve one’s 

marriage prospects by providing greater opportunities to marry a highly educated spouse, 

the results taken as a whole are not in line with the theory I put forward. 

 One explanation is that partner preferences are more important at these ages than 

opportunities meet partner through school-related social networks. In an era of growing 

economic inequality between education groups, spouse’s education is a more important to 

potential partners as a signal of long-term economic prospects. The results are also in line 

with a growing cultural divide or social distance between education groups in the 

marriage market. In fact, the most significant difference in marriage prospects for women 

was between those with no college and those with any college. In addition to improving 

one’s human capital, attending college may improve one’s cultural capital, making one 

more attractive to potential partners. 

Another explanation is that other social settings, like work and occupations, are 

more important in today’s marriage market for organizing partnering options later in 

young adulthood (McClendon et al. 2014). Occupational education was positively 

associated with women’s marriage timing and partner choice. As young adults wait until 

well after graduation to search for a spouse, they likely draw on new friendships and 

networks formed during post-college life. To the extent that these other social settings are 
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educationally stratified, they likely contribute to educational homogamy, even as the role 

of schools in structuring partner choice is diminished. 

 There are a number of important limitations to the analysis. First and foremost, 

there are likely unobserved factors that select young adults into college that also improve 

their marriage-market prospects, relative to those who do not attend college. I controlled 

for a host of variables measuring family socioeconomic background (parental education, 

family income) and prior skills and performance in high school (math coursetaking, GPA, 

and ASVAB score). I also controlled for mediating factors that result of college 

attendance (even without a degree) that may also make young adults with some college 

more attractive than those with only a high school degree (employment, earnings, and 

occupational education). Yet, unobserved factors like personality or cultural capital 

limited my ability to distinguish opportunities to meet from partner preferences for 

educational credentials. Second, as in the previous two chapters, because the NLSY-97 

cohort is still young and the average ages at marriage for men and women are 27 and 29, 

the findings may not be generalizable to marriage-market dynamics later in the life 

course. Third, I focused on mid- and late-young adulthood for theoretical and 

methodological reasons, but it is important to remember that schools may still structure 

partner choice for young adults who marry earlier in the life course.  

In closing, the results also have implications for thinking about future educational 

assortative mating patterns in the United States and the role of schools. College has 

always been about more than improving one’s human capital and labor market position—

generations of students, especially young women, have been encouraged to attend college 
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for the marriage-market opportunities it affords (Scott 1963; Patton 2013). In this 

analysis, I do find that attending college still appears to improve one’s marriage market 

prospects—for women and men—even without earning a degree. However, this market 

advantage does not appear to result for greater opportunities to meet college-educated 

partners—at least not in the years after school completion. Moreover, as more young 

adults delay marriage to these ages, the role of schools in shaping overall patterns of 

educational assortative mating is likely to wane. 
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Table 4.1. Sample characteristics (unweighted), NLSY-1997 
 Women Men

No. of respondents 2,675 3,113
No. of person-years 12,607 14,483
No. of first marriages 730 731
   % college-educated spouse 37 43
   % non-college-educated spouse 63 57
   
Race-ethnicity   
   Non-Hispanic White 46 49
   Non-Hispanic Black 32 28
   Hispanic 19 19
   Other race-ethnicities 4 4
   
Parental educational attainment   
   Less than high school 13 14
   High school 33 32
   Some college 24 23
   College or more 26 27
   Missing 5 5
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Table 4.2. Comparison of Survey, Transcript, and Imputed Educational Measures in 
Person-Year Data File (unweighted), NLSY-1997 

 Survey Transcript Imputed 
Women    
Educational attainment (%)    
   High school degree 25 26 22 
   Some college, no degree 39 42 44 
   Associate's degree 7 5 5 
   Bachelor's degree 29 26 28 
Number of credits    
   2-year credits 13 9 10 
   4-year credits 40 35 40 

Person-years 12,495 10,138 12,622 
    
Men    
Educational attainment (%)    
   High school degree 37 40 35 
   Some college, no degree 37 38 41 
   Associate's degree 6 3 4 
   Bachelor's degree 20 18 19 
Number of credits    
   2-year credits 10 7 9 
   4-year credits 31 26 29 

Person-years 14,127 11,691 14,517 
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Table 4.3. Time-varying characteristics before and after imputation (weighted), NLSY-
1997 
 Women Men 
 Pre-imputed Imputed Pre-imputed Imputed

Parental education     
   Less than high school 14 14 14 14 
   High school 34 35 32 33 
   Some college 24 25 23 24 
   Bachelor's degree or more 25 26 27 28 
   Missing 5  5  
     
Family income, 1997 (logged) 10.26 10.21 10.28 10.22
   % Missing 27  27  
     
Annual earnings (logged) 8.08 8.02 8.24 8.13
   % Missing 20  19  
     
Currently enrolled in school (0/1) 19 19 13 13 
   % Missing <1  <1  
     
Employment status     
   Unemployed 18 19 19 19 
   Part-time 33 34 23 23 
   Full-time 46 47 56 57 
   Missing 2  2  
     
College-Prep Math (0/1) 43 45 39 39 
   % Missing 25  25  
     
High school GPA 2.94 2.91 2.72 2.69
   % Missing 25  29  
     
ASVAB score 47.6 46.4 46.8 45.3
   % Missing 18  20  
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Table 4.4. Coefficients from logistic regression models of transition into first marriage 
for women ages 24-31, weighted. 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Educational Attainment (High 
school)       
   Some college, no degree 0.421** (0.16)     
         2-year only   0.407* (0.16)   
         4-year    0.466* (0.20)   
   Associate's degree 0.505* (0.23) 0.512* (0.23) 0.015 (0.22)
   Bachelor's degree 0.484* (0.19) 0.494* (0.19) 0.095 (0.16)
       
Number of college credits       
   2-year credits (x10)     0.048 (0.03)
   4-year credits (x10)     0.005 (0.01)
       
Parent's Education (High 
school)       
   Less than high school 0.015 (0.27) 0.013 (0.27) 0.016 (0.27)
   Associate's degree -0.109 (0.12) -0.110 (0.12) -0.076 (0.12)
   Bachelor's degree -0.222 (0.47) -0.222 (0.47) -0.203 (0.47)
Family income (1997) 0.037 (0.04) 0.037 (0.04) 0.036 (0.04)
       
College-Prep Math (0/1) 0.019 (0.10) 0.017 (0.10) 0.028 (0.10)
High school GPA 0.001 (0.00) 0.001 (0.00) 0.001 (0.00)
ASVAB score -0.000 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00)
       
Currently enrolled in school 
(0/1) -0.130 (0.11) -0.132 (0.11) -0.107 (0.11)
Employment status (ref: 
Unemployed)       
   Part-time -0.174 (0.15) -0.175 (0.15) -0.166 (0.15)
   Full-time -0.070 (0.14) -0.072 (0.14) -0.056 (0.15)
Annual earnings 0.044* (0.02) 0.044* (0.02) 0.046* (0.02)
Occupational education  0.634*** (0.14) 0.635*** (0.14) 0.649*** (0.14)
Constant -3.244 (2.15) -3.238 (2.15) -3.135 (2.14)

Person-years 12432 12432 12432 
Note: All models control for age, race-ethnicity, family structure at age 12, first birth status, religious affiliation, metropolitan and 
regional residence, and a selection correction hazard.  
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Table 4.5. Coefficients from logistic regression models of transition into first marriage 
for men ages 24-31, weighted. 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE
Educational Attainment (High 
school)       
   Some college, no degree 0.179 (0.12)     
         2-year only   0.157 (0.13)   
         4-year    0.250 (0.17) 0.000 (.)
   Associate's degree 0.412* (0.16) 0.428** (0.16) 0.279+ (0.17)
   Bachelor's degree 0.596** (0.21) 0.604** (0.21) 0.535* (0.21)
       
Number of college credits       
   2-year credits (x10)     -0.021 (0.02)
   4-year credits (x10)     -0.003 (0.01)
       
Parent's Education (High 
school)       
   Less than high school -0.134 (0.23) -0.131 (0.23) -0.146 (0.23)
   Associate's degree -0.075 (0.12) -0.077 (0.12) -0.056 (0.12)
   Bachelor's degree -0.000 (0.28) -0.006 (0.28) 0.032 (0.28)
Family income (1997) 0.045 (0.05) 0.044 (0.05) 0.049 (0.05)
       
College-Prep Math (0/1) 0.167+ (0.10) 0.161+ (0.10) 0.175+ (0.10)
High school GPA 0.001 (0.00) 0.001 (0.00) 0.002 (0.00)
ASVAB score 0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00)
       
Currently enrolled in school 
(0/1) 0.119 (0.12) 0.115 (0.12) 0.162 (0.12)
Employment status (ref: 
Unemployed) 0.000 (.) 0.000 (.) 0.000 (.)
   Part-time 0.350* (0.18) 0.348* (0.18) 0.368* (0.18)
   Full-time 0.868*** (0.16) 0.867*** (0.16) 0.882*** (0.16)
Annual earnings 0.032+ (0.02) 0.032+ (0.02) 0.032+ (0.02)
Occupational education  0.207 (0.14) 0.206 (0.14) 0.208 (0.14)
Constant -6.289*** (1.11) -6.256*** (1.11) -6.364*** (1.12)

Person-years 14267 14267 14267 
Note: All models control for age, race-ethnicity, family structure at age 12, first birth status, religious affiliation, metropolitan and 
regional residence, and a selection correction hazard.  
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Table 4.6. Coefficients from multinomial logistic regression models of first marriage by spouse’s education for women ages 24-31, 
weighted (reference category is marriage to non-college-educated spouse). 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 

College-educated 
spouse vs. non-
college spouse 

Single vs. non-
college spouse 

College-educated 
spouse vs. non-
college spouse 

Single vs. non-
college spouse 

College-educated 
spouse vs. non-
college spouse 

Single vs. non-
college spouse 

 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Educational Attainment             
   Some college, no degree 1.205* (0.57) -0.331* (0.16)         
         2-year only     1.058+ (0.58) -0.330* (0.16)     
         4-year      1.487* (0.61) -0.334 (0.22)     
   Associate's degree 1.347+ (0.69) -0.400 (0.27) 1.389* (0.69) -0.401 (0.27) 0.415 (0.49) 0.106 (0.26) 
   Bachelor's degree 2.100** (0.63) 0.018 (0.23) 2.156** (0.64) 0.017 (0.23) 1.098** (0.34) 0.405+ (0.22) 
Number of college credits             
   2-year credits (x10)         -0.038 (0.05) -0.070 (0.05) 
   4-year credits (x10)         -0.016 (0.02) -0.016 (0.02) 
Parent's Education              
   Less than high school 0.614 (0.71) 0.299 (0.39) 0.611 (0.71) 0.299 (0.39) 0.587 (0.72) 0.302 (0.39) 
   Associate's degree 0.167 (0.27) 0.114 (0.15) 0.169 (0.27) 0.114 (0.15) 0.207 (0.27) 0.086 (0.15) 
   Bachelor's degree 0.004 (1.07) 0.147 (0.72) -0.006 (1.08) 0.147 (0.72) 0.014 (1.08) 0.125 (0.71) 
Family income (1997) 0.084 (0.11) -0.010 (0.05) 0.081 (0.11) -0.010 (0.05) 0.092 (0.11) -0.006 (0.05) 
             
College-Prep Math (0/1) 0.367+ (0.22) 0.142 (0.13) 0.357 (0.22) 0.142 (0.13) 0.377+ (0.22) 0.136 (0.13) 
High school GPA -0.001 (0.00) -0.001 (0.00) -0.001 (0.00) -0.001 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) -0.001 (0.00) 
ASVAB score -0.000 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) 
Currently enrolled in school 0.327 (0.22) 0.309* (0.16) 0.314 (0.22) 0.309* (0.16) 0.387+ (0.23) 0.314* (0.16) 
Employment status             
   Part-time 0.192 (0.32) 0.250 (0.18) 0.183 (0.32) 0.250 (0.18) 0.224 (0.32) 0.244 (0.18) 
   Full-time 0.033 (0.31) 0.076 (0.17) 0.021 (0.31) 0.076 (0.17) 0.071 (0.32) 0.065 (0.18) 
Annual earnings -0.059 (0.04) -0.070** (0.02) -0.060 (0.04) -0.070** (0.02) -0.058 (0.04) -0.071** (0.02) 
Occupational education  0.636* (0.28) -0.333 (0.21) 0.646* (0.28) -0.333 (0.21) 0.616* (0.28) -0.355+ (0.21) 
Constant 0.993 (4.82) 5.467 (3.10) 1.068 (4.83) 5.467 (3.10) 1.916 (4.69) 5.441 (3.07) 

Person-years 12416 12416 12416 
Note: All models control for age, race-ethnicity, family structure at age 12, first birth status, religious affiliation, metropolitan and regional residence, and a selection correction hazard.  
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Table 4.7. Coefficients from multinomial logistic regression models of first marriage by spouse’s education for men ages 24-31, weighted 
(reference category is marriage to non-college-educated spouse). 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 

College-educated 
spouse vs. non-
college spouse 

Single vs. non-
college spouse 

College-educated 
spouse vs. non-
college spouse 

Single vs. non-
college spouse 

College-educated 
spouse vs. non-
college spouse 

Single vs. non-
college spouse 

 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Educational Attainment              

   Some college, no degree 0.613* (0.30) -0.076 (0.15)         

         2-year only     0.460 (0.32) 0.101 (0.15)     

         4-year      1.018** (0.38) 0.034 (0.24)     

   Associate's degree 1.001* (0.46) -0.355 (0.29) 1.046* (0.47) -0.343 (0.29) 0.628 (0.46) -0.918** (0.30) 

   Bachelor's degree 1.910*** (0.40) 0.508+ (0.26) 1.995*** (0.41) 0.531* (0.27) 1.264** (0.38) -0.769** (0.26) 

Number of college credits             

   2-year credits (x10)         -0.049 (0.05) 0.039 (0.04) 

   4-year credits (x10)         0.015 (0.03) -0.005 (0.02) 

Parent's Education              

   Less than high school -0.876+ (0.51) -0.151 (0.34) -0.861+ (0.51) -0.146 (0.34) -0.912+ (0.51) 0.769+ (0.40) 

   Associate's degree 0.312 (0.24) 0.205 (0.15) 0.298 (0.24) 0.201 (0.15) 0.359 (0.24) -0.162 (0.19) 

   Bachelor's degree 1.450* (0.61) 0.815 (0.50) 1.416* (0.62) 0.804 (0.50) 1.500* (0.61) -0.705* (0.35) 

Family income (1997) -0.046 (0.06) -0.054 (0.05) -0.049 (0.06) -0.055 (0.05) -0.037 (0.06) -0.019 (0.07) 

College-Prep Math (0/1) -0.179 (0.20) -0.229+ (0.13) -0.216 (0.20) -0.238+ (0.13) -0.186 (0.20) -0.053 (0.16) 

High school GPA 0.002 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) 0.002 (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) 0.002 (0.00) -0.003+ (0.00) 

ASVAB score 0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00) 0.000 (0.00) 0.000+ (0.00) -0.000 (0.00) 

Currently enrolled in school  0.164 (0.25) 0.016 (0.18) 0.146 (0.25) 0.007 (0.18) 0.213 (0.25) -0.216 (0.17) 

Employment status             

   Part-time -0.586 (0.36) -0.595* (0.23) -0.600+ (0.36) -0.596* (0.23) -0.556 (0.36) -0.047 (0.28) 

   Full-time -0.302 (0.33) -0.958*** (0.22) -0.314 (0.33) -0.960*** (0.22) -0.273 (0.33) -0.689** (0.26) 

Annual earnings 0.005 (0.03) -0.030 (0.02) 0.005 (0.03) -0.030 (0.02) 0.006 (0.04) -0.036 (0.03) 

Occupational education 0.497+ (0.29) 0.062 (0.22) 0.492+ (0.29) 0.058 (0.22) 0.488+ (0.29) -0.433* (0.19) 

Constant -3.924 (2.68) 4.763* (2.04) -3.732 (2.72) 4.826* (2.07) -3.765 (2.68) 8.609*** (1.53) 

Person-years 14236 14236 14236 
Note: All models control for age, race-ethnicity, family structure at age 12, first birth status, religious affiliation, metropolitan and regional residence, and a selection correction hazard.  
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.00
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
 

SUMMARY 

In this dissertation, I was interested in better understanding how marriage markets 

influence marriage formation and assortative mating for contemporary young adults in 

the United States. Marriage markets have long been at the center of sociological work on 

family patterns because they draw attention to the consequences of population structure 

and social organization for what are often thought to be personal decisions regarding love 

and romance. Yet, population research on marriage markets has lagged behind many of 

the dramatic changes in family formation and partnering behavior—and young 

adulthood, more generally—that have occurred over the past thirty years (Cherlin 2010). 

A major contribution of this dissertation was to update research and theory on marriage 

markets to reflect the realities and complexities of contemporary marriage patterns. In 

doing so, this dissertation furthered our understanding of social trends and inequalities in 

family life that are at the forefront of family scholarship.  

 Below, I summarize the key findings from each empirical chapter and highlight 

their implications for theory and research on marriage markets and family trends. I follow 

this with a brief discussion of limitations of my analyses and potential directions for 

future work on marriage markets. 

 The first chapter revisited a fundamental demographic characteristic of the 

marriage market—the sex ratio. I tested two competing theories about the consequences 

of imbalanced sex ratios for men’s marriage behavior and developed a social position 

approach that considered how men’s own social characteristics moderate the influence of 
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the sex ratio. Among younger men (ages 18-23), I found support for gendered exchange 

theory: a surplus of female partners reduced young men’s marriage chances, especially if 

they were already cohabiting. In contrast, the sex ratio was largely unrelated to older 

men’s (24-31) marriage, with one exception: consistent with demographic opportunity 

theory, a surplus of female partners increased college-educated men’s marriage chances, 

but not for their less-educated peers.  

The results help reconcile contradictory empirical findings in past work on the sex 

ratio. Focusing on men’s marriage timing, rather than women’s, not only provided a 

clearer test of demographic opportunity and gendered exchange theories, but the social 

position approach shed light on important socio-demographic variation in the sex ratio’s 

effect in today’s marriage market. A unified theory of sex ratios appears to be inadequate 

to describe the complexities of contemporary young adulthood. In addition, the results 

speak to debates over the social sources of family change. In contrast to accounts that 

attribute marriage decline to innate gender differences and women’s loss of bargaining 

power in relationships, my analysis supports structural explanations of marriage trends 

that emphasize growing economic inequality between college and non-college educated 

men.  

 In the second chapter, I turned to the religious composition of the marriage market 

to understand the importance of partner’s religion for marriage decisions and clarify the 

meaning of trends in religious intermarriage. Rather than examine trends over time in 

religious assortative mating, I drew on search theory to see how young adults responded 

to shortages and surpluses of religiously similar partners in the local marriage market, 
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both in terms of their marriage timing as well as partner choice. I found that women in 

favorable market for religious assortative mating were more likely to transition to 

marriage, while those in unfavorable markets, with few religiously similar partners, were 

more likely to delay marriage rather than marry outside their religion. This same pattern 

was evident for Catholic, Unaffiliated, and Jewish men. In addition, consistent with 

previous research, religious market concentration was positively associated with marriage 

to a same-faith partner relative to intermarriage for women and men. Together, the results 

suggest that religion remains relevant in the marriage market despite overall increases in 

religious intermarriage in recent decades. Shared beliefs and practices and a common 

cultural background remain important for partnering decisions during this stage in the life 

course. In addition, this chapter showcased the utility of a marriage-market perspective, 

and the need to focus on marriage timing as well as partner choice, for understanding the 

strength and salience of social boundaries that divide men and women during the search 

for partners. 

The third chapter investigated the role that schools play in structuring the 

marriage market. As the average ages at first marriage move later into young adulthood, 

well after school completion, and economic inequality between education groups grows, 

schools are thought to be less important for sorting partners—supplanted either by partner 

preferences or by other social contexts, like work. In this chapter, I argued that the role of 

schools may have changed from a local marriage market where partners meet to an 

organizing focus of social networks that shape partnering options later in adulthood. To 

test this idea, I examined educational assortative mating among young adults with some 
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college but no degree, i.e., those with access to college-educated partners but without 

educational credentials, during ages 24-31. If schools provide opportunities to meet, I 

expected higher education to improve this group’s chances of crossing educational 

boundaries and marrying a college-educated partner. While young adults with some 

college were more likely to marry up than their peers without college experience, this 

advantage did not depend on the type of institution attended (2-year or 4-year) or the 

amount of time spent in school. Together, the results did not support my theory and 

suggest that partner preferences may play a bigger role in educational assortative mating 

than schools at these ages.  

 

LIMITATIONS, STRENGTHS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Rather than repeat a discussion of the limitations of each chapter, I will discuss more 

general limitations and strengths of the dissertation as a way to point to new research 

ideas and approaches for understanding marriage markets. 

One of the strengths and key contributions of this dissertation was to incorporate 

marriage timing into study of assortative mating patterns. This approach is not new but its 

application to assortative mating is underutilized as a way to understand the strength of 

social boundaries in the marriage market. When scholars focus only on prevailing 

marriages, they miss the dynamics that lead to partner selection and leave out people who 

do not enter marriage. This approach is complicated more by the fact that marriage is no 

longer universal in the United States—a trend which is likely to continue in the coming 

decades. But more importantly, understanding who marries and who remains single can 



121	
	

yield additional insights into the social characteristics and traits that are valued most in 

the marriage market.    

However, it is also worth recognizing that focus on marriage misses earlier stages 

of relationship formation. In today’s marriage market, young adults meet partners, date, 

break-up, get back together, cohabit, and even have a child prior to getting married. 

Marriage markets presumably influence decisions at each of these stages, but to varying 

degrees. For instance, there is evidence that the transition to marriage is qualitatively 

different from the transition to cohabitation, in terms of partner preferences (Blackwell 

and Lichter 2004) but also in the relevance of market characteristics (Raley 1996; Guzzo 

2006; McClendon et al. 2014). Yet, more work can and should be done to understand 

how population structure shapes the transition from cohabitation to marriage (or 

dissolution) as well as earlier stages of relationships. Internet dating studies are a 

promising line of research in this area. But even these studies are limited in what they can 

tell us about the social dynamics that contribute to marriage patterns; replying to an 

online message is a far cry from saying “yes” to a marriage proposal. They also tend to be 

restricted to a single marriage market. Still, given the wealth of new data on partnering 

behavior from online dating, “big data” sources like these are likely to further our 

understanding of dating- and marriage-market dynamics. 

 We also know very little about how social actors perceive and make sense of local 

marriage markets (Laumann et al. 2004). In this dissertation, I built on a number of 

theories that connect population structure to individual marriage behavior, but partner 

preferences, decisions about which partners to reject and which to accept, and perceptions 
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of market composition were not directly measured or modeled. While it is not necessary 

for young adults to know there is a shortage of partners for it to influence their partnering 

behavior, or for preferences to be explicit and set in stone to affect decision-making, 

research in this area may provide new insights into marriage markets and relationship 

dynamics. For instance, do people’s preferences change and adapt to market constraints? 

How do local cultures shape men and women’s interpretations of the marriage market 

and their behavioral responses? Do some people even move in response to perceived or 

real market constraints? Both quantitative and qualitative approaches are required to 

answer these and other questions. The answers may shed new light into how marriage 

markets work, as well as the social characteristics that matter most to potential partners. 

 Finally, future research on marriage markets should continue to incorporate 

family and life-course diversity. First marriage remains a significant milestone during the 

transition to adulthood and, for that reason, was the focus of this dissertation. However, 

as I noted, many young adults are waiting until their mid- to late-thirties to marry. Do 

marriage markets work differently at these ages, especially now that so many are 

delaying? Which partner characteristics matter most at these ages? How do partners meet 

and which social contexts shape access to potential spouses? Remarriage is also an 

important avenue for marriage-market research that is already receiving some attention 

(Shafer 2013; Shafer and James 2013). Another limitation of this dissertation is that it 

focused entirely on heterosexual or different-sex marriage formation, in large part 

because the NLSY-97 did not ask about sexual orientation). However, the recent 

Supreme Court decision legalizing same-sex marriage as well as new data collection 
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efforts to ask about sexual orientation provide new opportunities to understand how 

social dynamics differ in same-sex marriage markets versus different-sex marriage 

markets (Rosenfeld and Thomas 2012). Attending to these potential differences would 

not only bring diversity to marriage-market research but may also illuminate and clarify 

more general theories about how population structure influences family patterns.  
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Appendix A 

Tables in Appendix A display additional robustness checks and alternative modeling 

strategies from Chapter 2. 

 

Table A1. Testing for age differences: Coefficients from logistic regression models of 
transition into first marriage for cohabiting and non-cohabiting men by age (weighted). 
 Cohabitors Singles 

 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Percent female         

   Linear 0.008 (0.03)   -0.001 (0.02)   

   Spline <50%    0.121+ (0.06)   0.037 (0.03) 

   Spline >50% (marginal)   -0.308** (0.12)   -0.147+ (0.08) 

Interaction terms         

   Age 24-31*Linear -0.005 (0.05)   -0.008 (0.04)   

   Age 24-31*Spline <50%   -0.151+ (0.08)   -0.072 (0.05) 

   Age 24-31*Spline >50%   0.315** (0.12)   0.189* (0.08) 

Constant -1.392 (2.40) -7.198+ (3.95) -2.291 (2.31) -3.968 (2.78) 

N 6758 6758 35042 35042 
Note: All models control for same set of covariates described in Chapter 1. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering 
of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Table A2. Education interactions with sex composition across different subsamples of 
age and union status. 

 Ages 24-31 
 Cohabitors Single All 
 Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE 

Educational attainment (ref: High school)       
   Less than high school -0.271 (0.23) -0.661* (0.27) -0.362* (0.18) 
   Associate’s degree 0.585* (0.23) 0.021 (0.29) 0.341* (0.17) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more 0.707*** (0.16) 0.432* (0.17) 0.498*** (0.11) 
Percent female -0.042 (0.05) -0.069* (0.03) -0.050+ (0.03) 
Interaction terns       
   Less than high school*Linear -0.06 (0.07) 0.160+ (0.10) 0.042 (0.05) 
   Associate’s degree*Linear -0.021 (0.15) -0.141 (0.14) -0.110 (0.07) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more*Linear 0.182** (0.07) 0.111+ (0.07) 0.109* (0.05) 
Constant -2.813 (2.9) -0.695 (3.35) -1.621 (2.08) 
N 4319  12498  16817  

 Ages 18-23 
 Cohabitors Single All 
 Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE 

Educational attainment (ref: High school)       
   Less than high school -0.466* (0.18) -0.436* (0.18) -0.368** (0.13) 
   Associate’s degree 0.589 (0.36) 0.236 (0.31) 0.489* (0.23) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more -0.479 (0.68) 0.946** (0.29) 0.590* (0.26) 
Percent female 0.037 (0.04) 0.040 (0.04) 0.037 (0.03) 
Interaction terns       
   Less than high school*Linear 0.002 (0.07) -0.066 (0.06) -0.031 (0.05) 
   Associate’s degree*Linear -0.100 (0.52) 0.239 (0.17) 0.150 (0.14) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more*Linear 0.070 (0.31) -0.078 (0.11) -0.102 (0.12) 
Constant -1.441 (4.44) -3.168 (2.92) -3.134 (2.26) 
N 2438  22526  24965  

 Ages 18-31 
 Cohabitors Single All 
 Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE 

Educational attainment (ref: High school)       
   Less than high school -0.352** (0.14) -0.474** (0.15) -0.339*** (0.10) 
   Associate’s degree 0.604** (0.21) 0.180 (0.19) 0.444*** (0.13) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more 0.720*** (0.15) 0.628*** (0.15) 0.639*** (0.11) 
Percent female -0.002 (0.03) -0.007 (0.02) -0.008 (0.02) 
Interaction terns       
   Less than high school*Linear -0.026 (0.04) -0.008 (0.05) -0.005 (0.03) 
   Associate’s degree*Linear -0.068 (0.15) -0.027 (0.12) -0.042 (0.06) 
   Bachelor’s degree or more*Linear 0.180* (0.07) 0.079 (0.06) 0.093+ (0.05) 
Constant -1.008 (2.34) -2.248 (2.29) -2.533+ (1.52) 
N 6758  35042  41800  

Note: All models control for same set of covariates described in Chapter 1. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering 
of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Table A3. Summary of models with restricted sex ratio and sample with non-black 
respondents only. 

 

Alternative sex 
ratio: restricted 

to 40-60% 
female 

Non-black 
respondents 

only 
 Coef.  SE Coef.  SE 
Table 3: 18-23 year olds     
   M1: Percent female (linear) 0.037 (0.03) 0.061+ (0.03) 
   M2: Spline <50% female 0.074+ (0.04) 0.099* (0.04) 
          Spline >50% female (marginal) -0.140 (0.10) -0.256 (0.18) 
Table 3: 24-31 year olds     
   M1: Percent female (linear) -0.039 (0.03) -0.030 (0.04) 
   M2: Spline <50% female -0.016 (0.04) -0.039 (0.05) 
          Spline >50% female (marginal) -0.063 (0.09) 0.069 (0.17) 
Table 4: 18-23 year olds, cohabitors     
   M1: Percent female (linear) 0.036 (0.04) 0.049 (0.05) 
   M2: Spline <50% female 0.149* (0.07) 0.205* (0.10) 
          Spline >50% female (marginal) -0.327* (0.16) -0.827* (0.36) 
Table 4: 24-31 year olds, cohabitors     
   M1: Percent female (linear) -0.028 (0.04) -0.020 (0.06) 
   M2: Spline <50% female -0.017 (0.06) -0.007 (0.08) 
          Spline >50% female (marginal) -0.008 (0.11) -0.092 (0.25) 
Table 5: 24-31 year olds, cohabitors, 
education interactions     
   M1: Percent female (linear) -0.042 (0.05) -0.083 (0.06) 
         Less than high school * pct. female -0.060 (0.07) 0.076 (0.17) 
         Associate’s degree * pct. female -0.021 (0.15) -0.007 (0.22) 
         Bachelor’s degree or more * pct. female 0.182** (0.07) 0.403** (0.14) 
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Appendix B 

Tables in Appendix B display additional robustness checks and alternative modeling 

strategies from Chapter 3. 

 

Table B1. Pooled models testing for gender differences in marriage timing and 
assortative mating. 
 Marriage timing Assortative mating 

   
Religious homogamy 

vs. heterogamy 
Unmarried vs. 

religious heterogamy 
 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Female 0.491*** (0.10) -0.165 (0.17) -0.553*** (0.14) 
Religious concentration 0.041 (0.04) 0.482*** (0.08) 0.174*** (0.05) 
Interaction term       
   Female * Religious 
     concentration 0.031 (0.05) 0.024 (0.09) -0.017 (0.07) 
Constant -6.990*** (1.88) 3.653 (3.53) 8.822*** (2.48) 
N 33857 33857 
Note: All models control for same set of covariates described in Chapter 2. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering 
of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



128	
	

Table B2. Models testing for religious differences in religious concentration and assortative mating. 
 Women Men 

 

Religious 
homogamy vs. 
heterogamy 

Unmarried vs. 
religious 
heterogamy 

Religious 
homogamy vs. 
heterogamy 

Unmarried vs. 
religious 
heterogamy 

 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Religious affiliation (ref: 
Evangelicals)         
   Mainline Protestant -1.261*** (0.23) -0.388** (0.13) -1.443*** (0.22) -0.637*** (0.16) 
   Catholic -0.744** (0.24) -0.136 (0.14) -0.548* (0.24) -0.086 (0.16) 
   Jewish -0.431 (0.65) 0.512 (0.45) 0.027 (0.78) 0.508 (0.62) 
   Mormon 0.354 (0.57) 0.143 (0.42) 1.032 (0.79) 0.157 (0.62) 
   Unaffiliated -0.948*** (0.25) -0.290+ (0.17) -0.786** (0.26) -0.166 (0.19) 
   Other -0.999+ (0.58) 0.492 (0.60) -1.104* (0.44) -0.410 (0.41) 
         
Religious concentration 0.336* (0.17) 0.057 (0.11) 0.482* (0.19) 0.428** (0.15) 
         
Affiliation X Religious 
Concentration         
   Mainline Protestant 0.372+ (0.19) 0.292+ (0.15) 0.346+ (0.21) -0.163 (0.18) 
   Catholic 0.380+ (0.21) 0.130 (0.14) 0.081 (0.23) -0.354+ (0.19) 
   Jewish 0.679 (0.58) 0.902+ (0.50) -0.464 (0.41) -0.855** (0.32) 
   Mormon 0.873 (0.73) 0.883 (0.69) 1.121 (1.01) 0.712 (1.03) 
   Unaffiliated -0.009 (0.26) -0.032 (0.20) -0.359 (0.26) -0.567** (0.20) 
   Other -0.641 (0.40) -0.185 (0.35) -0.022 (0.77) -0.002 (0.52) 
Constant -0.911 (5.82) 7.261 (4.46) 2.762 (5.84) 10.453* (4.94) 
Person-years 15263 18594 

Note: All models control for same set of covariates described in Chapter 2. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Appendix C 

Table C1. Pooled models testing for gender differences in marriage timing. 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Female -0.331 (0.27) -0.328 (0.27) -0.255 (0.25)
Educational Attainment (High school)       
   Some college, no degree 0.174 (0.11)     
         2-year only   0.146 (0.12)   
         4-year    0.260 (0.16)   
   Associate's degree 0.547** (0.21) 0.554** (0.21) 0.255 (0.16)
   Bachelor's degree 0.345* (0.14) 0.359* (0.14) 0.186 (0.12)
Number of college credits       
   2-year credits (x10)     -0.013 (0.02)
   4-year credits (x10)     -0.001 (0.01)
       
Interaction terms       
   Female * Some college 0.205 (0.18)     
   Female * Some college, 2-year only   0.221 (0.19)   
   Female * Some college, 4-year   0.163 (0.23)   
   Female * Associate's degree -0.044 (0.28) -0.043 (0.28)   
   Female * Bachelor's degree or more 0.175 (0.18) 0.174 (0.18)   
   Female * 2-year credits     0.055+ (0.03)
   Female * 4-year credits     0.005 (0.01)
Constant -5.546*** (0.74) -5.518*** (0.74) -5.557*** (0.75)
N 26699 26699 26699 

Note: All models control for same set of covariates described in Chapter 3. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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Table C2. Pooled models testing for gender differences in assortative mating. 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 BA vs. non-BA 
Unmarried vs. 

non-BA BA vs. non-BA 
Unmarried vs. 

non-BA BA vs. non-BA 
Unmarried vs. non-

BA 
 Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE Coef.  SE 

Female -0.652 (0.76) 0.426 (0.35) -0.649 (0.76) 0.429 (0.35) 0.040 (0.49) 0.367 (0.34) 
Educational Attainment (High 
school)             
   Some college, no degree 0.615* (0.29) -0.059 (0.13)         
         2-year only     0.468 (0.32) -0.082 (0.14)     
         4-year      0.987** (0.36) 0.022 (0.22)     
   Associate's degree 1.026* (0.45) -0.284 (0.29) 1.065* (0.45) -0.279 (0.29) 0.598+ (0.34) -0.051 (0.21) 
   Bachelor's degree 1.916*** (0.36) 0.597** (0.23) 1.984*** (0.36) 0.606** (0.23) 1.170*** (0.25) 0.424* (0.17) 
Number of college credits             
   2-year credits (x10)         -0.047 (0.05) -0.013 (0.03) 
   4-year credits (x10)         0.017 (0.02) 0.016 (0.02) 
Interaction terms             
   Female * Some college 0.603 (0.57) -0.238 (0.20)         
   Female * Some college, 2-year 
only     0.592 (0.59) -0.215 (0.20)     
   Female * Some college, 4-year     0.550 (0.63) -0.307 (0.29)     
   Female * Associate's degree 0.311 (0.74) -0.134 (0.37) 0.319 (0.74) -0.133 (0.37)     
   Female * Bachelor's degree or 
more 0.227 (0.61) -0.628* (0.25) 0.228 (0.61) -0.629* (0.25)     
   Female * 2-year credits         -0.004 (0.06) -0.057 (0.04) 
   Female * 4-year credits         -0.036 (0.02) -0.038* (0.02) 
Constant -0.651 (1.47) 6.300*** (0.96) -0.527 (1.47) 6.324*** (0.96) -0.459 (1.47) 6.338*** (0.96) 
N 26652 26652 26652 

Note: All models control for same set of covariates described in Chapter 3. Standard errors are adjusted for clustering of respondents within commuting zones.   
† p<0.1 * p<0.05  ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 
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