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Extended abstract 

 
 
Background  
 

Over the years intermarriage has been approached as an indicator for the integration 

of minority groups into the host country. The bulk of intermarriage studies in Europe 

concentrate on marriages of a “guestworker” type of immigrant population or typical 

marriage migrants from developing (or at least less developed) countries, with the 

main ethnicity in a country (Kalmijn & Van Tubergen 2006; Gonzalez Ferrer 2006). 

Nevertheless, over the past three decades scholars have started to pay greater 

attention to the intensification and complex interconnectivity of local and global 

processes (Constable 2009), trying to better cover the cosmopolitan aspect of family 

research (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2010). In an interconnected world, family 

research has to deal with the emergence of ever more forms of personal life and 

relationships that reach beyond national borders. This shift has moved the focus 

from integration to transnationalisation in intermarriage. The focus on intermarriages 

of non-European or more specifically non-Western migrants has however remained 

almost unchallenged.  

This contradicts the current demographic situation where almost 40% of the foreign 

population in Europe has of European nationality (Vasileva 2011). The possibilities of 

free movement and mobility in an integrating Europe, have made it increasingly easy 

for Europeans to travel, make contacts and maintain relationships across frontiers. 

Among the young and educated - a highly marriageable group - European exchange 

programs have successfully promoted international mobility. In literature on 

transnationalisation we moreover find a raised interest for a very specific group of 

highly mobile Europeans: the free movers or Eurostars (Favell 2003, 2008), a 

privileged group of generally higher educated European migrants that stem from 

middle or higher class. Their mobility is not so much motivated by economic 

necessity, but is free and driven by personal or professional reasons. These 

‘fortunate migrants’ (Lindenfeld, Varro 2008) are very distant from the groups 

usually analyzed in intermarriage research. Cosmopolitanism is no exclusive province 

of the European elite though. Nevertheless, European migrants can be discerned in a 

number of characteristics from the usual groups considered in intermarriage 

research, social status being only one of them (Gaspar 2008, 2009).  



In this paper we test the generality of the findings of traditional intermarriage 

research for the specific group of European migrants (cfr. Braun, Recchi 2008 for 

Western Europeans). Intermarriage studies focus not only on the influence of 

individual characteristics like socio-economic or cultural status (Qian & Lichter 2001; 

Kulzycki, Lobo 2002), but also on structural or contextual factors (Anderson & Seanz 

1994; Klein 2001), or a combination of both (Hwang et al. 1994, 1997; Lievens 

1998; van Tubergen & Maas 2007). The contextual factors considered are very 

nation-based (cfr. size of minority groups in the country, sex ratio, residential 

segregation, internal status diversity etc.), while the local marriage market might 

well not be the relevant market for these European migrants. Many of the European 

binational marriages are for example between partners of neighboring nationalities 

(Cortina et al. 2011).  

 
Data  
 

We use the 2001 Belgian Census data and apply multinomial logistic regression 

analysis to explore the differences in determinants for Europeans and non-Europeans 

in Belgium to marry either uni-nationally or bi-nationally. In the case of bi-national 

marriages, a further distinction is made between marriages to a native partner, a 

European partner or a non-European partner. The direct comparison between 

Europeans and non-Europeans in the analysis allows us to test the generality of 

findings of traditional intermarriage research for the specific group of European 

migrants.  

Of all 27 EU countries, Belgium has one of the largest shares of European non-

nationals in the population, after Luxemburg, Cyprus and Ireland (6.2% in 2008, 

Vasileva 2009). Brussels, the informal capital of Europe, attracts a lot of Europeans 

that work at European institutions or multinationals (Huysseune, Jans 2008; Gatti 

2009). The demographic evolution in Brussels is nevertheless characterized by a 

duality: there are growing numbers of affluent foreigners working for international 

institutions as well as immigration of (European and non-European) migrant workers.  

European and non-European bi-national marriages in the Census are identified based 

on country of birth of the partners, a discriminator used by preference in 

intermarriage research. The logistic regression includes only recently married couples 

to account for possible selective attrition if bi-national marriage and divorce are 

related. We furthermore exclude from the analysis couples who married before 



migration to Belgium. Variables in the logistic regression refer to the individual level 

(education, age at migration, timing of marriage in relation to migration), the group 

level (cultural and religious fractionalization in the ethnic group, index of 

dissimilarity) and the structural level (generational and educational composition 

within the ethnic group, group size, sexratio). We have moreover constructed some 

variables that provide information on the couple’s characteristics (age and 

educational difference in the couple, nationality, marriage order and type of union). 

 
Preliminary findings 
 

First results show that the determinants of partner choice have different effects for 

Europeans and non-Europeans (see table 1 for foreign men and table 2 for foreign 

women in annex).  

On the individual level, the model illustrates how for European migrants in Belgium 

the odds to marry a native partner compared to a partner of the own group do not 

unequivocally rise with education, as is the case for non-Europeans. The relation 

between education and intermarriage describes rather an inverted U-shape with low 

odds to marry a native partner at both ends of the educational ladder. The highest 

educated Europeans are moreover not only more likely to marry within their own 

group than with a native partner, but are also more likely to marry someone of a 

different foreign European origin than their own. Furthermore, age at migration has a 

larger effect on the partner choice of Europeans than of non-Europeans, meaning 

that young age will lead them more often to marry outside the own group (with a 

Belgian partner) than inside the own group, than for non-Europeans. Marriage 

migration, on the other hand, is a factor that is much more relevant when studying 

the partner choice of non-Europeans. 

On the group level we see that in general social segregation of specific origin groups 

within the host country (indicated by the dissimilarity index – Duncan & Duncan 

1955), raises the odds of an ingroup marriage in comparison to a marriage with a 

native partner. High cultural and religious fractionalization in the home country on 

the other hand leads to less ingroup marriages in comparison to marriages with 

native partners. Remarkably, the host country effect is larger for non-European 

migrants, while the home country effect is larger for European migrants. 

Another interesting conclusion pertains to the structural level. A typical determinant 

of intermarriage like groupsize of the own nationality group in the host country, is 



less important for the partner choice of European partners than for non-European 

partners. The size of the second generation in the host country is less relevant as 

well. Europeans on the other hand are more likely to be influenced by the sex 

imbalance in their own origin group or the educational imbalance while making 

partner choices.  

In the paper we will further explore the gender differences in these results. For 

foreign women it is moreover possible to also test the effect of relationship order and 

cohabitation on partner choice. 
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