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Abstract 
For many years, interethnic marriages have been used as a measure of social distance between groups. For 

the case of immigrants, interethnic marriage has even been called the “final stage” of assimilation (Gordon 

1964). This chapter presents the theoretical reasons why intermarriage is likely to be a good measure of 

social distance between groups. The chapter focuses on the process through ethnic minorities become more 

similar to the general population but comments on the cases where this process is not very smooth. The 

chapter then goes over the empirical literature on intermarriage, first examining the factors that lead to 

intermarriage and following with a discussion of the likely outcomes of interethnic marriage.  
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1 Introduction  
Interethnic marriages, also known as ethnically exogamous marriages, are marriages between people from 

two different ethnic groups. Ethnicity is a label used to categorize groups of people who share distinctive 

characteristics such as language, ancestry, religious beliefs, and cuisine. Because it is socially constructed, 

this categorization is likely to differ across societies. For example, China has over fifty officially recognized 

ethnic groups, but anyone with a Chinese background living in the United States is likely labeled Chinese 

regardless of specific ethnic background. Ethnic categorizations can also change within a society over time 

as different groups become viewed as more (or less) similar to each other. For instance, some Italians were 

coded as having Neapolitan or Tuscan ancestries in the 1980 U.S. Census, but in the following years, people 

in these groups were coded as Italian. This is likely because in more recent years, most Italians living in the 

U.S. are second or third plus generation and self-identify as Italian.  

For many years, the prevalence of interethnic marriage has been used as a measure of the permeability of 

boundaries between ethnic groups (Gordon 1964). However, to really understand what these types of 

marriages signify, it is important to consider the determinants of intermarriage as well as the consequences 

of intermarriage both for the individuals involved in the marriage and the broader society (Furtado and 

Trejo 2013, Furtado 2015, Nottmeyer 2015). This chapter starts with a discussion of the significance of 

interethnic marriage focusing on the theoretical motivations for marrying within ethnicity. Next, an 

exploration of the empirical relationships between various factors and interethnic marriage is provided. The 

chapter then considers the impacts of intermarriages on sociodemographic outcomes of the intermarried 

married spouses, and perhaps more importantly, their children. The chapter ends with a discussion of open 

questions in this literature.  

 

2 Significance of Interethnic Marriages  
There are many reasons why the prevalence of marriages between people of different ethnic groups is so 

often used as a measure of social distance between these groups. At the extreme, if there were no social 

interactions between people with different ethnic backgrounds, there would not be any interethnic marriage. 

The more two groups interact with each other at school, at work, or in the community, the more common 

interethnic marriages between these two groups will be. In addition to the role of simple exposure, 

successful marriages often involve two people who hold similar worldviews, are able to communicate well 

with each other, and have support from their family and friends. The number of ethnic intermarriages should 

therefore increase as people within an ethnic group become more similar to people in other groups, and 

especially as they become more similar to the largest ethnic group in a society. Moreover, regardless of 

how different ethnic groups start, more intermarriages will in themselves create more intermingling of 

ethnic groups within extended-family events and social gatherings of friends, and this is likely to further 

increase similarities and promote an understanding or even appreciation of ethnic differences.  

Nevertheless, many ethnic groups remain distinct over many generations despite the occasional interethnic 

marriage (see Bisin and Verdier 2000). In fact, sporadic racial and ethnic conflicts may even lead to fewer 

interethnic marriages. The processes governing interethnic marriage as well as other forms of ethnic 

commingling can be complex. This chapter starts by examining theories of marriage and assimilation.  
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2.1 Theories of Marriage  
Conceptualizing couples as small firms producing “commodities” such as children, companionship, and 

joint meals, Becker (1973) predicts that when there are returns to specialization in producing commodities, 

spouse-seekers will pursue spouses with very different comparative advantages. In his classic example, a 

high-wage worker (usually male) will match well with a low-wage worker (usually female) who can 

specialize in domestic skills. His theory also predicts, however, that people will instead prefer spouses with 

similar characteristics when these similarities make them more efficient at producing commodities. When 

couples have similar ethnic backgrounds, they may be more efficient at producing ethnic traits in their 

children (for example, the ability to speak a native language fluently). Sharing the same native tongue is 

likely to make it easier for immigrants who are not fluent in the host country’s language to jointly produce 

almost any commodity within the household.  

Focusing on couples’ joint consumption of household public goods, as opposed to production of 

commodities, Lam’s (1988) theory of marriage implies that to maximize surplus, couples should form so 

that spouses have similar demands for household public goods. Because two people with the same ethnic 

background are more likely to have similar preferences for household public goods such as ethnic foods, 

vacations to the homeland, attending ethnic festivals, ethnic characteristics in children, and the language 

spoken in the household, therefore, Lam’s model also predicts high rates of ethnic endogamy.  

In practice, optimal couple configurations--regardless of whether determined by Becker or Lam’s model--

do not always occur because of search costs. Search costs in the marriage market include the financial and 

time costs associated with actual dating. They also include opportunity costs; time spent searching for an 

optimal spouse is time not spent enjoying the benefits of marriage, an issue that may become especially 

important for women nearing the end of their childbearing ages. A marriage market participant may prefer 

a same-ethnicity spouse, but if it is costly to find such a spouse who also has other valuable characteristics, 

for example, a similar educational background, an interethnic marriage may occur.  For this reason, search 

theory predicts that the fewer potential same-ethnicity spouses in a marriage market, the more prevalent 

interethnic marriages will be, regardless of the incentives to marry within ethnicity.  

Exchange theory predicts that a marriage market participant who may otherwise prefer a same ethnicity 

spouse will choose an interethnic marriage when compensated with some other observable trait (Davis 

1941; Merton 1941). In the classical example, a black-white marriage might indicate that a highly educated 

black man has exchanged his high socioeconomic status for the racial status of a white woman (Davis 1941; 

Merton 1941).  Similar exchanges might occur among immigrants exchanging high levels of education or 

youth for the citizenship status of a different-ethnicity native (e.g., Niedomysl et al. 2010; Behtoui 2010). 

In the case of some refugees, education and youth might be exchanged for security and even survival in the 

host country (Uddin 2021).  

 

2.2 Immigrant Assimilation and Marriage Market Preferences  
While marriage market models can provide explanations for the prevalence of same-ethnicity marriages, 

what it means to have a particular ethnic background and what that implies for marriage preferences can 

vary greatly from person to person. A newly arrived immigrant to the U.S. from Mexico is likely to have 

very different preferences for a same-ethnicity spouse than a U.S.-born native who identifies as Mexican 

but only has one great grandparent who was born in Mexico. These two marriage market participants would 

also be differentially attractive to non-Mexicans, including people in the U.S. who do not identify with any 

particular ethnicity. Classical theories of assimilation predict that immigrants arrive with characteristics 

that are very different from the characteristics of people in the host country, but with time spent in the 
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country, immigrants become more and more similar to natives both culturally and socially (Gordon 1964). 

Similarly, while the native-born children of immigrants (second-generation immigrants) may still have 

some very distinctive ethnic traits, these distinctly ethnic traits become rarer by the third generation, and 

future generations of immigrants are typically indistinguishable from natives (Gordon 1964).  

Newer theories of assimilation point to a more nonlinear assimilation process that varies across immigrant 

groups. Discrimination and prejudice can play important roles in the assimilation process of certain 

immigrant groups, especially when they result in certain institutions (Alba and Nee 2003). These barriers 

are likely to decrease the incidence of interethnic marriages for these groups. While most immigrant groups 

experience upward intergenerational mobility as they assimilate, segmented assimilation theory (Portes and 

Zhou 1993) predicts that in some ethnic groups, the native-born children and grandchildren of immigrants 

can have lower earnings and educational attainments than their parents and grandparents. For example, 

Portes and Zhou (1993) present evidence that, even with similarly or even better educated immigrant 

parents, the native-born black children of immigrants from Jamaica, Trinidad and other English-speaking 

Caribbean republics experience less upward mobility in education and socioeconomic status than the native-

born white children of Cuban parents. Segmented assimilation theory suggests that, because of racial 

discrimination, black second and third generation immigrants tend to integrate socially with inner city 

African Americans, who typically have low educational attainments and earnings. This implies that, while 

in general, the children of immigrants with weaker ethnic identities tend to perform better academically 

than those with stronger ties to their ethnic roots, the descendants of black immigrants who maintain strong 

ethnic identities or pan-ethnic identities could instead experience more upward mobility than those who are 

less attached to their ancestral backgrounds (Rumbaut 1994). 

The theories of marriage predict that people with more distinct ethnic traits, i.e. the least assimilated, are 

least likely to marry outside of their ethnic group. This is both because they are likely to themselves have 

strong preferences for ethnic traits in their spouses and because those outside of their ethnic group may not 

appreciate their distinct ethnic traits and may even find them undesirable. This implies that the prevalence 

of interethnic marriages might be used as a broad measure of assimilation of different groups. In fact, 

Gordon (1964) refers to intermarriage as the “final stage” of assimilation. By considering whom immigrants 

and their offspring are marrying, one can also gain insight about the segment of a diverse host country’s 

society that is socially absorbing them. While most immigrants eventually reach this final stage, some 

immigrant groups maintain high rates of ethnic endogamy and distinctive ethnic traits over many 

generations in a new country. Examples include the Orthodox Jewish community in New York and French 

Canadians in Quebec. This is only possible if these groups continuously marry within their ethnic groups 

despite these groups representing a minority of their countries’ populations. Bisin and Verdier (2000) 

present a model in which spouse-searchers who want their children to have ethnic characteristics are more 

likely to marry within ethnicity when they are in small ethnic groups. This is because same-ethnicity parents 

can more efficiently transmit ethnic traits to their children, and this efficiency is more valuable when it is 

difficult for children to develop ethnic traits via socialization in the community.   

 

2.3 Outside Influences  
Marriages do not form in a vacuum. They are formed and maintained within communities. Regardless of 

personal preferences regarding interethnic marriages, if same-ethnicity spouses have more support from 
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their family and friends (Hohmann-Marriot and Amato 2008; Milewski and Kulu 2014), then endogamous 

marriages are more likely to form (Kalmijn 1998) and remain intact (Kalmijn et al. 2005).  

More broadly, public policies may make interethnic marriage more or less attractive. At the extreme, many 

types of interethnic marriages were not legal in several U.S. states in the not-so-distant past; laws 

prohibiting interracial marriages only became illegal in the U.S. in 1967. Laws prohibiting certain 

interethnic or interracial marriages were also in place in Nazi Germany and apartheid-era South Africa. In 

Bangladesh today, marriages between Rohingya and Bangladeshi nationals are prohibited. More 

widespread today, however, are policies that are not specifically about interethnic marriage but that 

nonetheless can have important consequences on marriage patterns. For example, housing policies can 

create residential segregation of many ethnic groups making ethnic intermingling, and hence intermarriage, 

between groups difficult (Villazor 2018).  

Immigration policies can also affect interethnic marriage prevalence. Continuously open immigration 

policies allow for a constant stream of new immigrants making it easier for co-ethnics from different 

generations to find good matches within ethnicity. In contrast, if immigration from a country ends abruptly, 

second and higher generation immigrants can become more likely to out-marry because they have fewer 

same-ethnicity potential spouses from which to choose. Intermarriage rates among Asians have been 

decreasing over the last few decades because the influx of immigrants from Asia has increased the number 

of potential Asian spouses for all Asians (Qian and Qian 2020). If governments enact more closed 

immigration policies within a political climate that is unfriendly towards immigrants from particular ethnic 

groups, then this may further decrease the attractiveness of marriage market participants in those groups.  

Lastly, policies related to the institutional benefits associated with different marriage types can change the 

attractiveness of certain marriage types. For example, specific rules about heritage governing whether a 

person can be recognized as Native American may guide marriage choices of Native Americans (Ahtone 

2011). The benefits of citizenship acquired through marriage may also lead to more interethnic marriages 

if it is easier to find a citizen spouse outside of the same ethnicity than within the same ethnicity.  

 

3 Empirical Determinants of Interethnic Marriage  

3.1 Immigrant Assimilation and Interethnic Marriage  
Both Becker’s and Lam’s theories predict that people who are less assimilated to the host society are more 

likely to marry co-ethnics. Exchange theory suggests that people who are least assimilated may be willing 

to exchange more in terms of their own higher earnings, good looks, and other positive characteristics for 

a same-ethnicity spouse even if that person does not have these same characteristics. For empirical support 

of these theories, it is useful to consider the relationship between commonly used measures of assimilation, 

such as age at arrival or host country language proficiency, and intermarriage rates.  

Focusing on immigrants who arrived in the U.S. before marriage, Chiswick and Houseworth (2011) show 

using U.S. data that the probability of marrying someone with a different ancestry increases the lower the 

age at arrival of an immigrant. A study considering intermarriage in the Netherlands finds that Turkish, 

Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean immigrants who arrive at older ages are more likely to be married 

within ethnicity than those arriving at younger ages (Kalmijn and van Tubergen 2006). 

It is also reasonable to expect that immigrants who are more fluent in the host country’s language are less 

likely to marry within ethnicity. Empirically verifying this, however, is difficult because immigrants who 

are more interested in interethnic marriages, or assimilation more generally, are more likely to invest in 
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learning the host country language. In fact, the direction of causality could go in the opposite direction; 

interethnically married immigrants may acquire host country language skills after marriage as a direct result 

of their marriage choice. Chiswick and Houseworth (2011) show that in the U.S. immigrants whose native 

languages are linguistically more distant from English are less likely to marry someone of different ethnic 

background, a finding pointing to the importance of language while addressing reverse causality concerns. 

To examine the importance of English language proficiency without relying solely on differences across 

native languages, Bleakley and Chin (2010) present evidence of a causal effect of (self-reported) English 

fluency on the likelihood of interethnic marriage by instrumenting for English fluency. Guven and Islam 

(2015) make the same conclusions taking a similar approach using data from Australia.   

The relationship between assimilation and interethnic marriage also holds for the descendants of 

immigrants. The foreign born are more likely to marry within ethnicity than are their native-born children 

(Lieberson and Waters 1988; Qian et al. 2012). Third plus generation immigrants are less likely to marry 

someone of the same ancestry than are second-generation immigrants in the U.S. (Alba 1976, Logan and 

Shin 2012) and in Australia (Giorgas and Jones 2002, Khoo 2004). 

Education is also likely to speed up the assimilation process and increase the likelihood of interethnic 

marriage. More highly educated immigrants may be better equipped to learn a new language and adapt to 

the new culture. Even second-generation immigrants, who have spent their entire lives in the host country 

and are surely fluent in the host country’s language and familiar with the culture, may be more likely to 

outmarry in response to more years of schooling if education helps people become more appreciative of 

different cultures. There is substantial empirical evidence showing a positive relationship between 

education and intermarriage. First-generation immigrants in the Netherlands are more likely to marry 

outside of their ethnicity when they have more schooling (van Tubergen and Maas 2007). Using data from 

the U.S. but focusing on interracial marriage, Qian and Lichter (2007) show that highly educated Asians 

and Hispanics are more likely to marry whites than their less educated counterparts.  Again using U.S. data, 

Furtado (2012) finds that second-generation immigrants with more education are generally more likely to 

marry outside of their ethnicity. Several other studies find similar relationships in a variety of different 

country contexts and populations (see Trilla et al. 2008, Chiswick and Houseworth 2011, Jian 2017, Qian 

and Qian 2020, Bandyopadhyay and Green 2021, Bohm-Jordan and Yang 2021). 

Interethnic marriage patterns reveal information not only about how assimilated immigrants are but also to 

which groups within host societies they are (or are becoming) more similar. Consistent with the insights in 

Alba and Nee (2003), white immigrants in the U.S. are more likely to marry someone outside of their 

ancestral (or country of origin) group than are racial minorities (Chiswick and Houseworth 2011). This may 

be due to the particularly strong barriers preventing interracial marriages and the fact that the majority of 

the U.S. population is white. White immigrants are likely to find it easier to find a good marriage partner, 

with a different ancestral background, but within the same race than are other immigrants.  Kalmijn and 

van Tubergen (2010) find similar results using a sample of both first- and second-generation immigrants. 

Focusing on Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Chinese, and Filipinos, one study has shown that ethnic endogamy 

is high among both the foreign and native born, but to a lesser extent, so is panethnic endogamy. That is, 

individuals in these groups are especially likely to marry others of the same ethnicity, but when they do not, 

Puerto Ricans and Mexicans are likely to marry other Hispanics while the Chinese and Filipinos are 

especially likely to marry other Asians (Qian et al. 2012).   

 

3.2 Opportunities for Meeting Same-Ethnicity Spouses  
While there are many reasons to expect preferences to affect interethnic marriage tendencies, search models 

of marriage imply that changes in the frequency of interethnic marriage may say more about the likelihood 
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of meeting a same-ethnicity spouse than about the preferences for same-ethnicity spouses. People in larger 

ethnic groups are more likely to marry within ethnicity than are those with few fellow co-ethnics living in 

their country of residence. Analyzing over 140 ethnic groups in the U.S. from 1880 and 2011, Spörlein et 

al (2014) find that ethnic intermarriages increase when the relative size of an immigrant group decreases. 

Similar conclusions have been made in studies focusing on Asian Americans in the U.S. (Hwang et al. 

1997) and immigrants in the Netherlands (Van Tubergen and Maas 2007).   

It is important to keep in mind, however, that marriage markets typically do not extend to the entire country; 

they tend to be quite local. For this reason, what matters most is the representation of co-ethnics in local 

areas (Blau et al. 1982). Mexicans in the U.S. tend to have high rates of ethnic endogamy (Furtado 2015) 

not only because there are many Mexicans living in the U.S., but also because they typically live in areas 

with many other Mexicans due to residential segregation (Anderson and Saenz 1994; Lichter et al. 2007).  

Even for people within a large ethnic group, meeting same-ethnicity spouses locally may be difficult when 

sex ratios are skewed (Anderson and Saenz 1994). A shortage of co-ethnic men in the 1980s induced more 

Asian women to marry outside of their ethnic group (Hwang et al 1997).  Exploiting variation in sex ratios 

across ethnic groups during periods of mass migrations from England, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Poland, and 

Russia, Weiss and Stecklov (2020) show using data from the 1930 U.S. Census that an overrepresentation 

of a certain gender within a mass migration makes it less likely for people in the over-represented gender 

to marry a co-ethnic partner. 

A final way in which opportunities can play a role in interethnic marriage decisions is through preferences 

for some characteristic in a spouse, besides ethnicity. If, for example, marriage market participants prefer 

spouses with a similar educational attainment,  then individuals within an ethnic group with a large number 

of co-ethnics with a similar education level will find it easier to marry within ethnicity than do individuals 

within a group with very few co-ethnics having the same educational attainment. Furtado (2012) shows that 

increases in years of schooling lead to more interethnic marriage among second-generation immigrants in 

country of origin groups with low average educational attainments but less interethnic marriage for those 

in high education groups. Using more recent data, Furtado and Theodoropoulos (2011) make similar 

conclusions when using ancestry to measure country of origin and focusing on childhood arriving 

immigrants as well as the native-born who identify with a particular ancestry.   

 

3.3 Impacts of Outside Factors 
Outside forces such as world events and public policies can also change interethnic marriage tendencies. 

The 9/11 terror attacks transformed the economic and diplomatic landscape of the entire world. In the U.S. 

and in many other countries, the attacks induced a backlash against Muslim communities (see Gould and 

Klor (2016) for more details) and immigrants more generally. Exploiting state and time variation in the 

number of hate crimes against Muslims in the U.S., Gould and Klor (2016) show that after 9/11, Muslim 

immigrants in states with the largest increases in hate crimes became especially less likely to marry someone 

with an ancestry from a non-Muslim country. 

Interestingly, the 9/11 attacks may have had the opposite effect on Hispanic immigrants. Wang and Wang 

(2012) show that foreign-born Hispanics became especially likely to marry natives (including non-Hispanic 

natives) after 9/11. Exploiting temporal and geographic variation in the toughness interior immigration 

enforcement in more recent years, Amuedo-Dorantes et al. (2020) show that increases in enforcement 

increase the likelihood that non-citizen Mexicans marry citizens. This broad set of results suggests that the 

legal status and perhaps even citizenship, often gained from marriage to a native, helped Hispanic 
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immigrants, particularly the likely undocumented, mitigate the harmful impacts of increased deportations 

of undocumented immigrants. 

 

4 Effects of Interethnic Marriages  
As an additional way of evaluating whether interethnic marriages are a good measure of the social 

integration of different ethnic groups, this chapter next considers the effects of interethnic marriages, rather 

than just their causes. Empirical studies of the relationship between intermarriage and various outcomes 

typically consider the effects of immigrant marriage to a native (as opposed to another immigrant) rather 

than focusing on interethnic marriage per se. While marriages consisting of two immigrants can involve 

two immigrants with very different ethnic backgrounds and mixed-nativity marriages can involve people 

with the same ethnic background, most same-nativity immigrant marriages are between immigrants from 

the same country and mixed-nativity marriages often involve different ethnicities. Even when immigrants 

marry natives with the same ethnic background, the native-born spouse will typically have many of the 

ethnic characteristics of the majority population in the host country, certainly more so than would a typical 

immigrant with the same ethnic background. 

 

4.1 Labor Market Effects on the Partners 
There are many theoretical reasons to believe that immigrants married to people outside of their ethnicity, 

and specifically the native-born, will assimilate more quickly than immigrants married to other immigrants 

from the same country of birth. First, marriage to someone of a different ancestry often implies that the host 

country’s language is used within the household as well as with friends and family members of the native-

born spouse. This additional exposure to the host country’s language is not only likely to improve 

intermarried immigrants’ textbook knowledge of the host country language, but also to help them 

understand host country norms and customs, as well as historical and cultural references. Improved 

language proficiency can then lead to higher wages (Bleakley and Chin 2004), employment in more secure 

jobs (Roshid and Chowdhury 2013), decreased likelihood of residing in ethnic enclaves (Bleakley and Chin 

2010), and improved children’s English proficiency (Bleakley and Chin 2008). Second, interethnic 

marriages may improve labor market opportunities by expanding the size or improving the quality of 

people’s social networks.  Between 30 to 60 percent of all job openings are filled using personal connections 

(Bewley 1999), and different immigrant groups tend to segregate into different types of occupations (Patel 

and Vella 2013). This implies that forming social connections in a different ethnic group might open doors 

in new occupations. Since many immigrant interethnic marriages involve marrying a native, then 

immigrants might also benefit from their native spouse’s connections to other natives with higher paying 

jobs.  

While there are theoretical reasons to expect interethnic marriage to accelerate the assimilation process, 

empirically verifying this is difficult. Ethnic minorities who are more similar to the majority population are 

more likely to intermarry. This implies that if ethnically intermarried minorities are indeed more 

assimilated, it is difficult to determine whether the interethnic marriage leads to more assimilation or if 

those intermarried people were more assimilated long before marriage.  

One way to address this issue using longitudinal data is to determine whether there is a jump in the relative 

wages of intermarried immigrants after marriage. Analyses following individuals over time in general find 

no wage jumps after marrying a native (Nekby 2010; Nottmeyer 2010; Dribe and Nystedt 2014). However, 

although these findings imply little impact of immediate marriage to a native, abrupt changes soon after 
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marriage might not be expected. After all, it is likely not the marriage itself that generates higher wages but 

the broader association with natives that occurs starting in the courting stage of the relationship and 

continuing years after marriage.   

A more popular way to identify causal impacts of intermarriage is to use instrumental variables strategies. 

These types of analyses typically use instruments that exploit plausibly exogenous variation in the 

likelihood of meeting same-ethnicity potential spouses. As discussed previously, fewer opportunities to 

meet same-ethnicity (gender-appropriate) spouses certainly increase the likelihood of inter-ethnic 

marriages, and it can be argued that marriage market conditions are not directly associated with wages and 

other measures of assimilation.  

A seminal paper using the instrumental variables technique shows that male immigrants married to natives 

earn higher wages than those married to other immigrants in Australia (Meng and Gregory 2005). Similar 

results were found using data from France (Meng and Meurs 2009). Using similar techniques, Furtado and 

Theodoropoulos (2009) show that marriage to a native increases employment for male immigrants in the 

U.S., and Furtado and Theodoropoulos (2010) present several pieces of evidence suggesting that access to 

native networks is an important driver of this relationship. In terms of entrepreneurship, immigrants married 

to natives are less likely to start their own businesses, but conditional on starting a business, they are less 

likely to exit from entrepreneurship (Georgarakos and Tatsiramos 2009). This may be because access to 

native networks help immigrants enter paid employment positions, but these same networks also facilitate 

business survival. 

Interestingly, marriage to a native does not generally improve labor market outcomes of women. Again 

taking an instrumental variables approach and using U.S. data, Basu (2015) finds that marriage to a native 

decreases Asian immigrant women’s wages as well as hours worked. This may be a result of an income 

effect since native-born husbands tend to have higher wages than do foreign-born husbands. Using data 

from Italy, Medina and Valentova (2021) find no impact of marriage to a native on women’s wages when 

using instrumental variables techniques. 

While all of these studies use marriage market variables, such as the size of the ethnic group or the sex ratio 

within the group, as IVs, they differ in terms of how they define marriage markets. Meng and Gregory 

(2005) use both instruments and define marriage markets based on age and religion. Meng and Meurs 

(2009) also use both but define marriage markets based on age and region of residence. Furtado and 

Theodoropoulos (2009) use only the size instrument and specify marriage markets based on age and city of 

residence. Since there were no statistical differences between OLS and IV results based on this instrument 

(and IV results were actually larger in magnitude), Furtado and Theodoropoulos (2010) do not use IV 

techniques in their preferred specification. Basu (2015) and Medina and Valentova (2021) use the two 

instruments and specify marriage markets according to age and local area. Georgarakos and Tatsiramos 

(2009) use the share of female migrants in a state at the time of the immigrant’s arrival as the instrumental 

variable.  

As discussed previously, one of the potential mechanisms driving the relationship between intermarriage 

and labor market outcomes is that intermarried immigrants are more likely to adopt the host country customs 

and norms.  Intermarried immigrants are more likely to choose domestic names for their children (Gerhards 

and Hans 2009) and less likely to live in ethnic enclaves (Ellis et al. 2006).  Immigrants married to natives 

also appear more committed to remaining in the host country making it more likely that they will invest in 

host county specific human capital. They acquire the native language faster (Meng and Gregory 2005) and 

are less likely to express intentions to return to their home country and to send home remittances (Weber 

2015).  
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While most of the literature finds positive outcomes for immigrants married to natives, intermarriages need 

not always have beneficial labor market effects. There are scenarios in which access to ethnic networks 

may be more useful than native networks. After all, ethnic networks are often very cohesive and may 

provide more and better information to network members. In the U.S., higher rates of ethnic endogamy 

among childhood-arriving immigrants in an ethnic group tend to increase the group’s industrial 

concentration among the self-employed (Kerr and Mandorff 2021).  This result is consistent with a model 

in which more socially isolated immigrant groups can more easily share sector-specific skills with co-

ethnics in non-work settings (Kerr and Mandorff 2021).   

 

4.2 Effects on Children of Interethnic Marriages 
In considering the relationship between intermarriage and the intergenerational assimilation of immigrants, 

it is useful to compare outcomes of children based on the ethnicity and nativity of their parents. From a 

theoretical perspective, it is reasonable to believe that intermarriage-induced assimilation of parents is 

transmitted to children. For example, given the evidence that intermarried couples are less likely to live in 

ethnic enclaves (Ellis et al. 2006), children of intermarried parents are also going to be less likely to live in 

ethnic enclaves. The evidence that immigrants married to natives tend to earn higher wages than do those 

immigrants married to other immigrants (Meng and Gregory 2005, Meng and Meurs 2009) suggests that 

children with one native-born parent will also earn higher wages than children with two immigrant parents. 

On the other hand, the native-born children of immigrants have spent their entire lives in the host country 

and rarely struggle with the host country language. It may be then that the outcomes of native-born children 

of immigrants are not sensitive to the ethnicity or nativity of their parents.  

At the other extreme, it is also possible that children with two foreign-born parents from the same country 

inherit the optimism and ambition of their parents without having to struggle with language difficulties, 

discrimination, and the shock of migration (Kao and Tienda 1995). Moreover, their exposure to ethnic 

communities may help develop an appreciation for diversity that is useful in the labor market. Indeed, 

segmented assimilation theory predicts that more attachment to ethnic communities can actually be 

protective for certain groups of native-born children (Portes and Zhou 1993). Additionally, intermarriages 

are associated with higher divorce rates (Dribe and Lundh, 2012; Kalmijn et al 2005), and there is evidence 

that in general children with divorced parents have worse outcomes (McLanahan et al 2013). For all of 

these reasons, the children of two immigrant same-ethnicity parents may actually have better human capital 

and labor market outcomes than the children of mixed nativity (and most likely interethnically married) 

parents.  

The empirical relationship between intermarriage of parents and children’s outcomes is far from clear in 

the literature. On average, U.S.-born children of one foreign-born parent and one native-born parent tend 

to complete more years of schooling than those children with two foreign born parents (Ramakrishnan 

2004). Consistent with this result, using data on second-generation immigrants in four European countries, 

Kalmijn (2015) finds that teenage children of mixed nativity parentage tend to score better on language 

achievement tests than do children with two foreign-born parents but worse than children with two native-

born parents. This same study also shows that children with intermarried parents have more social 

interactions with other natives and tend to be less religious than children with two foreign born parents.  

It is difficult to interpret these results, however, because marriage types of parents are not randomly 

assigned. As discussed in Section 3.1, highly educated immigrants are generally more likely to marry 

interethnically, but they are also likely to have high achieving children regardless of their marriage choices. 

Researchers have taken several different approaches to address this issue. Controlling for parental 
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characteristics such as education typically does not change the main relationships in the raw data, leading 

some authors to conclude that selection into marriage is important but not transformational (e.g. Kalmijn 

2015). Tegunimataka (2021) finds that children of one native parent and one immigrant parent earn 

substantially higher grades than children with two immigrant parents, even after controlling for school fixed 

effects and cousin fixed effects.  

While controlling for parental characteristics is helpful for gaining some sense of the magnitude of the 

selection bias, it is impossible to control for characteristics such as ambition, which is difficult to measure 

and certainly unavailable in most surveys. To control for unobservable characteristics, some authors have 

used instrumental variables techniques exploiting variation in marriage market conditions at the time 

parents were likely to have gotten married. Taking advantage of plausibly exogenous variation in the 

placement of Moluccan refugees in the Netherlands within an IV analysis, van Ours and Veenman (2010) 

show that children of Moluccan fathers and native mothers are better educated than children of endogamous 

Moluccan couples. A potential concern with the van Ours and Veenman (2010) analysis is that the size of 

the Moluccan population in an area, even if exogenous, might affect outcomes of children for reasons 

unrelated to the ethnicity or nativity of their parents. To address this issue, Furtado (2009) controls for the 

size of co-ethnic population at the time and place of the survey in her baseline specification but uses the 

size of the opposite sex co-ethnic population at the time and place parents were likely on the marriage 

market as an instrumental variable. Empirical evidence in Furtado (2009) suggests that while in general, 

children with two foreign born parents have higher dropout rates than children of mixed nativity parents, 

the relationship reverses when an IV approach is taken to address selection into mixed marriages.  

An analysis of the relationship between intermarriage and child outcomes for the third generation and 

beyond is more difficult because the most commonly used data sets in this literature typically do not contain 

information on grandparents’ or great-grandparents’ countries of birth. Using relatively small sample sizes, 

one study finds that third-generation Mexicans with Mexican ancestry on both sides of the family have 

fewer years of schooling than those with Mexican ancestry on only one side of the family (Duncan et al. 

2020). In addition, schooling among third-generation Mexicans tends to decrease with the number of 

Mexican-born grandparents (Duncan et al. 2020), pointing to a positive relationship between inter-ethnic 

marriage and schooling across the generations. 

These findings make it important to use caution when interpreting measures of immigrant intergenerational 

assimilation that rely on self-identification of ancestry. There is evidence that the native-born children of 

interethnically married immigrant parents and grandparents are less likely to self-identify with a particular 

ancestry (Duncan and Trejo 2011a; Duncan and Trejo 2011b). Since interethnically married couples tend 

to be more highly educated, then in the third generation and beyond, those who self-identify with a 

particular ancestry are going to be less educated on average than those who do not. This implies that studies 

relying on self-identification of ethnicity in the third generation are going to find less assimilation in terms 

of education attainment than studies using objective measures of ancestry based on countries of birth of 

ancestors (Duncan and Trejo 2011a, 2011b, 2017). Similar problems arise for studies examining 

intergenerational assimilation of immigrants in terms of health (Antman et al. 2020).    

 

5 Open Questions  
There is ample evidence that individuals who are more similar to people in ethnic groups besides their own 

are more likely to intermarry and some evidence that people who marry outside of their ethnicity become 

even less like those in their group. What is left unanswered is how these marriages affect others in their 
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social circles. From a theoretical perspective, if a co-ethnic close friend or family member is married to 

someone of a different ethnicity, then this is likely to result in more exposure to people of that different 

ethnicity at family events and celebrations. Exposure in itself can lead to more understanding and 

appreciation of people in different groups. Even if no additional exposure occurs, the fact that a personal 

acquaintance chose to marry someone of a different group might be interpreted as evidence that people in 

the outside group are not as different as one might have believed. The increased exposure together with 

potentially increased openness for the many people socially connected to the interethnic couple may lead 

to further decreased boundaries for the two groups, potentially leading to more interethnic marriages, which 

in turn, lead to a further break-down of social boundaries. Future research may examine the conditions 

under which an interethnic marriage leads to relatively faster or slower breaking down of boundaries 

between ethnic groups. It would also be useful to learn the extent to which discrimination and stigmatization 

of certain groups slows down this process.  

Another potential avenue for future research is to use interethnic marriage patterns as a way to examine the 

impacts of policy changes on attitudes towards people of different groups. Many controversial public 

policies, perhaps specifically those related to race and immigration, run the risk of actually hurting the very 

people they intend to protect if they result in worsening attitudes of the majority towards racial and ethnic 

minorities. For example, affirmative action policies can lead to backlash (Pierce 2012) and generous welfare 

programs for refugees can lead to more resentment towards refugees. By examining how interethnic 

marriage or even cohabitation patterns change as a result of the enactment or even just discussion of 

controversial policies, policymakers can observe the impact of policies on attitudes without needing to 

conduct specialized surveys.  

Summary 
For many years, the prevalence of interethnic marriages has been used as a measure of social distance 

between ethnic groups. For the case of immigrants, interethnic marriage has even been called the “final 

stage” of assimilation (Gordon 1964). This chapter starts with a theoretical examination of why 

intermarriage is likely to be a good measure of social distance providing arguments for why interethnic 

marriages can be both the outcome of assimilation and a catalyst for further assimilation. 

The chapter then goes over the empirical literature on intermarriage. In general, immigrants who arrive in 

the U.S. at a younger age, who are more fluent in the host country language, and who are better educated 

are more likely to interethnically marry. The native-born children of immigrants (second generation) are 

less likely to marry than endogamously than (first generation) immigrants but are more likely to marry 

within ethnicity than third and higher generation immigrants. However, even holding individual 

characteristics such as these constant, social environments also play an important role in intermarriage 

formation. People in smaller ethnic groups are generally less likely, all else equal, to marry within ethnicity 

simply because it is more difficult for them to find acceptable marriage partners within a small pool. 

Holding constant ethnic group size, how dispersed a group is throughout the country is also an important 

measure of the availability of potential same-ethnicity spouses. People in highly segregated groups may 

find it easier to meet appropriate same-ethnicity spouses within their local communities than those in more 

dispersed groups. Skewed sex ratios within ethnic groups can also make it difficult for heterosexual spouse 

searchers to find good matches within ethnicity. The chapter also discusses how institutional factors, such 

as immigration policies and their implementation, can also affect preferences for interethnic marriages.  

The chapter ends with a survey of the effects of interethnic marriages. Compared to those married 

endogamously, immigrants in interethnic marriages tend to have better labor market outcomes. This may 

be because most immigrants in interethnic marriages are married to natives of a different ethnicity, and the 
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increased exposure to natives can lead to improved host country language fluency and access to social 

networks with better labor market prospects.  The chapter also considers the relationship between immigrant 

intermarriage the educational attainment of the next generation, but results are quite mixed depending on 

which empirical strategies are used to estimate causal effects.  
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