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Abstract This study investigates the effect of native/immigrant intermarriage on

divorce. We used a rich longitudinal dataset from the German Socio-Economic

Panel and applied event-history techniques to examine the risk of divorce among

immigrants in Germany. Our analysis of the divorce rates of 5,648 marriages shows

that immigrant couples have a lower risk of divorce than do natives. However,

marriages between German-born individuals and immigrants have a higher likeli-

hood of separation than marriages between two German-born individuals or

between immigrants from the same country, supporting the exogamy hypothesis.

This pattern largely persists when controlling for the socio-demographic and

human-capital characteristics of the spouses. The divorce risk increases with the

cultural distance between the partners and when the spouses demonstrate differ-

ences in their social backgrounds, also supporting the heterogamy hypothesis and

the selectivity hypothesis. We found no support for the adaptation and convergence

hypotheses. Divorce levels for mixed marriages are neither similar to the levels of

one of the constituent origin groups, nor do they fall between the levels of the two

groups; the divorce levels for native/immigrant marriages are higher than those for

endogamous marriages.
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Résumé Cette recherche examine l’effet d’un mariage mixte entre immigrant(e) et

partenaire natif(ve) d’Allemagne sur le divorce. Les données longitudinales du

panel socio-économique allemand ont été utilisées ainsi que des techniques

d’analyse des biographies pour étudier les risques de divorce chez les immigrants en

Allemagne. L’analyse des taux de divorce de 5.648 mariages montre que les couples

d’immigrants ont un risque moins élevés de divorce que les couples dont les deux

partenaires sont nés en Allemagne. Cependant, les mariages entre des hommes et

des femmes nés en Allemagne et des immigrant(e)s ont une probabilité de rupture

d’union plus élevée que celle observée chez les couples dont les partenaires sont

tous deux originaires d’Allemagne ou les couples d’immigrants de même pays

d’origine, confortant ainsi l’hypothèse d’exogamie. Ce schéma subsiste après

contrôle des capitaux socio-économiques et culturels des époux. Le risque de

divorce s’accroı̂t avec l’augmentation de la distance culturelle entre les partenaires

et lorsque les époux appartiennent à des milieux sociaux différents, appuyant ainsi

les hypothèses d’hétérogamie et de sélection. Les résultats ne permettent pas de

confirmer les hypothèses d’adaptation et de convergence. Les niveaux de divorti-

alité des mariages mixtes diffèrent des niveaux observés chez les groupes d’origine

de l’un ou l’autre des partenaires et ne se situent pas non plus entre les niveaux de

chacun de ces groupes d’origine. Les niveaux de divortialité des mariages entre

immigrant(e)s et partenaires originaires du pays sont plus élevés que ceux des

mariages endogamiques.

Mots-clés Mariage mixte � Divorce � Rupture d’union � Intégration

d’immigrant � Effet de l’exogamie � Allemagne

1 Introduction

During the last two decades, most European countries have witnessed increased

immigration streams and ethnic heterogeneity in their populations (Castles and Miller

2009). Consequently, integration of immigrants and their descendants has become a

major issue in European societies and a research topic among social scientists.

Various dimensions of immigrant structural and cultural integration have been

studied (Musterd 2005; Adsera and Chiswick 2007; Kogan 2007; Kulu and Milewski

2007; Arbaci 2008; Sobotka 2008; Milewski 2010; Rebhun 2010; Rendall et al. 2010),

and complementary policy measures have been proposed to foster social cohesion in

increasingly heterogeneous European societies (Seifert 1997; Bauböck 2003; Howard

2005). On one hand, many authors see ethnic intermarriage as a means of minority-

majority integration and social cohesion. Several recent studies report positive trends

in this direction: intermarriage has increased in European countries, even in those

countries in which the barriers between ethnic groups have been high (Monden and

Smits 2005; van Ham and Tammaru 2011; Lanzieri 2012).

Conversely, studies on marital stability and divorce show that dissimilarity

between the partners increases the risk of divorce and separation: the risk of marital
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dissolution is relatively high when there is a large age gap between the partners,

when they have different educational levels and when they come from different

religious backgrounds (Bumpass and Sweet 1972; Becker et al. 1977; Tzeng 1992).

Although research on the effect of religious heterogamy on marital instability has a

long history, particularly on Protestant/Catholic intermarriage (Landis 1949;

Burchinal and Chancellor 1963), the effect of the intermarriage of individuals

from different ethnic groups or between immigrants and natives has seldom been

studied. Earlier studies came from the US and focused on the effect of black/white

intermarriage on divorce (Monahan 1970; Rankin and Maneker 1987). Recent

studies examined the effect of immigrant/native or interethnic marriages on marital

stability (Jones 1994; Kalmijn et al. 2005; Zhang and van Hook 2009).

If dissimilarity between the partners increases the risk of divorce, then marriages

that cross ethnic lines may have a higher likelihood of ending in separation than

ethnically endogamous marriages. The exogamy hypothesis has been tested and

supported by a number of studies (Rankin and Maneker 1987; Jones 1994; Kalmijn

et al. 2005). Recent research has also supported the heterogamy hypothesis, arguing

that the likelihood of divorce is not only high for ethnically exogamous couples but

increases with an increase in the ‘‘cultural distance’’ between the partners or when

partners have dissimilarities in other socio-cultural traits such as education or

religious affiliation (Dribe and Lundh 2012). If this is so, ethnic intermarriage may

raise the divorce levels in society, and increased social cohesion may not be

achieved—at least not by the contribution of intermarriage.

The picture is, however, not as simple as it looks at first glance. A seminal study

by Monahan (1970) showed that in the US, black/white marriages were less stable

than white/white marriages, as expected; however, they were more stable than

black/black marriages. The results of this and some recent studies have led to a

formulation of the convergence hypothesis: ethnically mixed marriages exhibit

divorce levels that are between the levels of the two constituent origin groups (Jones

1996; Zhang and van Hook 2009). Therefore, migrant/native marriages should not

necessarily increase divorce levels in destination societies; if immigrants come from

societies in which divorce is less common than in the destination society, which is

the case for most European migrants, then the divorce levels in destination societies

may even decline because of intermarriage.

Our study investigates the effect of native/immigrant intermarriage on divorce in

Germany. We extend previous research in two ways. First, we examine the effect of

exogamous marriages on marital stability in the European context. Most studies

have been conducted in the US, a country with specific ethnic and racial relations;

the US studies have focused on race and ethnicity rather than place of origin and

migrant background. There have only been a handful of studies conducted in

Northern and Western Europe with a focus on the marriages of post-war immigrants

(Kalmijn et al. 2005; Eeckhaut et al. 2011; Dribe and Lundh 2012; Feng et al. 2012).

Second, we used a rich longitudinal dataset, the data from the German Socio-

Economic Panel (SOEP). The data allowed us to control for many individual and

couple characteristics when investigating the effect of migrant/native marriages on

divorce, including the individual values. This is critical in reducing the selectivity

bias typical of studies on divorce and separation (Lillard et al. 1995; Kulu and Boyle

Mixed Marriages in Germany 91

123



2010). It is highly likely that individuals who marry across ethnic lines are different

in their socio-economic and cultural characteristics from those who marry within the

same ethnic group. Most studies have used divorce statistics provided by statistical

agencies in the studied countries. The dataset is generally large; however, not all

important information on individuals and couples is available.

2 Theoretical Framework

Literature on mate selection shows a general preference for a marriage partner who

has similar traits with respect to, e.g., education, religious affiliation, ethnic

background, language, and social status (e.g., Kalmijn 1998). This preference can

mainly be traced back to two mechanisms: first, similarity creates fewer conflicts

between the partners and maximizes the individual benefits (Becker 1981); second,

the structure of the marriage market, e.g., prospective spouses attending the same

educational institution, leads those persons who share socio-cultural characteristics

to meet and mate (Kalmijn 1998). Research on incorporation of immigrants has

perceived intermarriage as both a means and a result of the integration process: the

longer the immigrants live in the country, the more likely they are to interact with

and marry natives. Simultaneously, mixed marriages foster exchanges between

natives and immigrants and therefore accelerate immigrant integration (Gordon

1964; Lieberson and Waters 1988; Dribe and Lundh 2011).

In an immigration setting, the exogamy hypothesis predicts that partners in mixed

marriages between natives and immigrants have a higher likelihood of separation

than intra-group marriages of either natives or immigrants. First, natives and

immigrants have different socio-cultural backgrounds; they come from different

socialization environments and generally belong to different ethnic groups.

Therefore, it is likely that their preferences, values, and norms also differ.

Dissimilarity in preferences, values, and norms is expected to reduce the time spent

on joint activities, increase misunderstandings between the partners and be a

constant source of conflict (Kalmijn et al. 2005; Zhang and van Hook 2009).

Second, exogamous marriages are expected to receive less support from the social

networks of respective spouses than endogamous unions. Marrying outside the

ethnic or cultural group means crossing a social boundary in society; this may be

tolerated but is generally not welcomed or supported by members of respective

groups. Consequently, the couple may feel neglected by significant others in their

communities, and this may place a strain on their relationship. Alternatively, the

spouses of mixed marriages may lack support during the difficult times that each

partnership faces from time to time. Third, partners in mixed marriages have a

higher likelihood of attracting open discrimination in their daily lives. They may not

only be tacitly excluded from social networks but may also be confronted with overt

disdain by the general public expressed in occasional verbal abuse by strangers or

similar activities. Studies in the US have shown that such experiences are not

uncommon for couples in mixed marriages, particularly for those in which the

spouses come from different racial groups (Zhang and van Hook 2009). Constantly

negative experiences of exogamous couples may increase marital instability and
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lead to divorce. The exogamy hypothesis has been investigated and supported by

many studies investigating the effect of religious or ethnic intermarriage on

marriage stability (Landis 1949; Burchinal and Chancellor 1963; Bumpass and

Sweet 1972; Rankin and Maneker 1987; Finnäs 1997; Kalmijn et al. 2005; Dribe

and Lundh 2012; Feng et al. 2012).

The cultural dissimilarity or heterogamy hypothesis can be perceived as an

extension of the exogamy hypothesis; the heterogamy hypothesis also specifies

expected effects of a mixed marriage on divorce. It predicts that for native/migrant

couples, the likelihood of divorce increases with an increase in the ‘‘cultural

distance’’ between the spouses or when certain socio-demographic traits are

different (Kalmijn et al. 2005; Dribe and Lundh 2012). The concept of cultural

dissimilarity has been used to explain differences between immigrant groups

regarding the likelihood of intermarriage and separation (Dribe and Lundh 2011).

Cultural dissimilarity refers mainly to the dimensions of language, religion, and

values. Whereas knowledge of the host-country’s language enhances immigrant

integration and therefore communication with members of the host society, shared

values and beliefs appear to be crucial for a stable marriage. According to Inglehart

(1997), the importance of religion coincides on a societal level with ‘‘traditional’’

family values such as intergenerational ties, the rejection of divorce, and a clear task

division between men and women. By contrast, in societies in which religion is less

important, gender equality receives more support, individual wellbeing is regarded

as more important than collective attitudes, and divorce is not neglected. This is

consistent with Reher’s (1998) typology of family systems in Europe in which he

distinguishes between those countries with a tradition of stem families (Mediter-

ranean countries give familism great value) and the northern countries in which this

is less the case.

If persons from two cultural backgrounds marry, their risk of divorce is assumed

to be elevated. The reasons are the same as for the exogamy hypothesis. First,

dissimilarity in values and norms is expected to be greater for spouses from

divergent cultures or social strata than for partners who have similar cultural or

social backgrounds. This renders the former marriages more prone to conflicts and

more fragile than the latter ones. Second, it is expected that marriages in which

social/cultural dissimilarity between the partners is great will receive less support

from the social networks of respective spouses than will marriages with culturally

similar spouses. Third, the marriages with culturally dissimilar spouses are also

more likely to experience discrimination in society. The heterogamy hypothesis thus

predicts a high likelihood of divorce for native/migrant marriages with spouses

coming from different cultures; however, exogamous marriages of partners with

similar cultural backgrounds should not necessarily have a higher likelihood of

divorce than homogamous marriages. The cultural dissimilarity/heterogamy

hypothesis has been tested and supported by two recent studies on mixed marriages

in European countries (Kalmijn et al. 2005; Dribe and Lundh 2012).

The selectivity hypothesis has never been explicitly formulated and tested;

however, it has been discussed in many studies examining the exogamy hypothesis

(Burchinal and Chancellor 1963; Bumpass and Sweet 1972; Kalmijn et al. 2005; Feng

et al. 2012). It argues that exogamous marriages have a higher risk of divorce than
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endogamous marriages because spouses in mixed marriages have (compositional)

traits that render their marriages unstable. First, couples in mixed marriages may

differ from spouses in endogamous unions by their demographic or socio-economic

characteristics; they may have married at younger ages; there may be more people

from specific social strata among them, e.g., unemployed individuals or people with a

high income; and these traits are conducive to an increased risk of divorce. Second, it

is likely that individuals who intermarry have more liberal values and may thus be less

committed to the norms of their respective groups (Bumpass and Sweet 1972). Third,

consistent with the line of argument in the heterogamy hypothesis, the partner

selection itself may have resulted in marriages with further dissimilarity between the

spouses, which potentially increases marital instability; e.g., there may be a large age

gap between the spouses in mixed marriages or the partners may have different

educational levels. Therefore, if we were able to control for important traits of

spouses in mixed marriages and those of mixed marriages, native/immigrant

marriages should not necessarily be more likely to end in divorce and separation than

intra-group marriages of natives and immigrants.

The convergence hypothesis is the main competitor to the views presented above.

It predicts that native/migrant marriages exhibit the divorce levels that are between

the levels experienced by endogamous marriages of natives and migrant groups

(Jones 1996; Zhang and van Hook 2009). The underlying mechanism is a

convergence of different (or opposite) values by the process of mutual adaptation.

As for the exogamy hypothesis, the patterns may vary across native/migrant

couples; migrants from societies (or groups) with low divorce levels are expected to

experience lower marital instability if married to natives than migrants who come

from societies with high separation levels. The original idea of behavioral

convergence is attributed to a study by Monahan (1970), which showed that

black/white marriages experienced divorce levels that were between the levels of

white/white and black/black marriages; the author himself, however, mostly

discussed the role of possible selection effects. From recent literature, we can

identify several studies supporting the convergence hypothesis for native/migrant

marriages in various countries (Jones 1994; Jones 1996; Zhang and van Hook 2009).

The similar logic also applies when the convergence hypothesis appears to be

valid at first glance. The observed divorce patterns may be the result of selection or

compositional effects. Controlling for compositional differences and selection,

mixed marriages may have divorce levels similar to the levels of one of the two

groups. This would generally suggest adaptation to the behavior of the majority

group rather than an emergence of a new group with a specific (or ‘‘average’’)

behavioral pattern. The adaptation hypothesis can thus be added to the list of

hypotheses on divorce in native/migrant marriages.

We tested these hypotheses in Germany, which has, until recently, been one of

the leading destination countries for immigrants in Western Europe. The immigrant

population consists of three major groups: migrant workers from Mediterranean

countries, ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe, and refugees and asylum seekers.

Whereas the German-born population is declining because of persistent low fertility

levels, the percentage of the population with an immigrant background has been

rising continuously. Today, approximately 20 % of the nearly 82 million inhabitants
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of Germany are either themselves migrants from abroad or were born to one or both

parents born abroad (Swiazny and Milewski 2012). Ethnic Germans from Eastern

Europe are a specific immigrant group in Germany. Although they claim German

ethnicity by ancestry, they are treated in this paper as immigrants because they have

moved from one societal context to another.

The ratio of mixed marriages varies between women and men and by their

respective countries of origin. Whereas approximately 96 % of German-born

women and men were endogamously married in 2009, relatively low rates of

endogamous marriages were observed for Eastern Europeans: 59 % of the women

and 73 % of the men had a partner from the same country of origin. By contrast, the

highest endogamy rates among immigrants were observed for women (95 %) and

men (87 %) from Turkey, one of the largest migrant groups living in Germany.

Persons from other labor-migration countries such as Italy or from African countries

with high rates of refugees show endogamy rates between approximately 40 and

70 %. If the spouse of an immigrant comes from another country, then it is more

likely Germany than a third country (SVR 2010). In general, intermarriage rates are

higher among the descendants of migrants than among immigrants. These patterns

are consistent with findings in other western European countries (Kalmijn and van

Tubergen 2007; Lucassen and Laarman 2009; Lanzieri 2012).

In this study we investigated the effect of native–immigrant intermarriage on

divorce in Germany. We focused on marriages between German-born persons

(natives) and foreign-born individuals (immigrants) from the main post-war migrant

groups living in Germany: Italy, Spain, Greece, the former Yugoslavia, Portugal,

and Turkey (for an overview of post-war labor migration to West Germany, see

Milewski 2010; Seifert 1997). We compare these migrant groups to the German-

born population and a smaller group of immigrants from other countries. The

hypotheses on the expected results in the German context can be summarized as

follows:

The exogamy hypothesis: Marriages between German-born individuals and

immigrants have a higher likelihood of divorce than marriages between two

German-born individuals or between two immigrants from the same country.

The heterogamy hypothesis: Heterogamous marriages have a higher likelihood of

dissolution than homogamous marriages.

The selectivity/composition hypothesis: The differences in divorce levels between

heterogamous and homogamous marriages are attributed to the different

composition of the respective marriages by spouses’ socio-economic and cultural

characteristics.

The convergence hypothesis: Marriages between German-born individuals and

immigrants exhibit divorce levels that are between the levels experienced by

intra-group marriages for natives and immigrants.

The adaptation hypothesis: Native-migrant marriages are expected to exhibit

divorce levels similar to the levels of the native group, e.g., the risk of separation

for German/Turkish couples is similar to the risk for German/German couples.

Our analysis may simultaneously support two or more hypotheses. We may observe

selection effects; however, the divorce levels between exogamous and endogamous
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marriages may nevertheless differ after controlling for selectivity or composition.

The most interesting question, however, is whether, after controlling for selection or

composition, mixed marriages have a higher risk of divorce than intra-group

marriages. Does dissimilarity between the spouses increase marital instability or do

we observe convergence or adaptation in the behavior of spouses of exogamous

marriages? This will provide an answer to a wider question of whether and how

ethnic intermarriage can serve as a means of integration and social cohesion in

heterogeneous societies.

3 Methods

3.1 Data

We used data from the German SOEP; this is a panel study that began in 1984 as a

random sample representative of private households in West Germany. One of the

samples, the so-called ‘‘guest worker’’ sample, comprised immigrants who came

from Mediterranean countries, mainly from Turkey, Greece, the former Yugoslavia,

Italy, and Spain, mainly for labor migration. A sample from East Germany was

added in 1990 and an additional sample of new immigrant groups in 1994/1995

(Wagner et al. 2007). Five sub-samples were added to account for panel attrition and

to oversample people with higher incomes. In 2010, the total number of interviewed

persons was 19,127 (TNS Infratest 2010). We used all currently available waves,

from 1984 to 2010.

The SOEP contains retrospective data on the marital history of each individual,

updated on a yearly basis. Monthly information is gathered on the respondents

beginning in the year prior to their entry into the panel. The earliest year for which

monthly information is available is 1983 because the first wave of the survey was in

1984. From this year on or since the entry into the panel for those who entered later

than 1984, the SOEP provides information on each member of the household.

Therefore, we were able to construct data for couples from 1983 onwards or from

their panel entry. In those cases in which a marriage was dissolved before either of

the partners entered the SOEP survey, the information on the spouse was missing.

To construct the information for both partners, we restricted our sample to the

marriage cohorts from 1980 to 2009. We included first marriages of women who

were born between 1945 and 1992 and who married when they were younger than

41 years. Using these criteria, we constructed marital histories for 6,099 marriages

in total. However, the final analysis relied on 5,648 marriages, as the information on

the spouse was missing in 451 cases (7 %) because the marriage was dissolved

before the woman entered the panel study. The SOEP data include information on

marital histories of the respondents; however, characteristics of the partners are

available only for marriages that were formed after 1983 or existed when the panel

study began. For our study, we thus excluded marriages that were formed between

1980 and 1984 or dissolved during that same time period. For the same reason,

individuals were excluded who entered the panel at a later point in time but whose
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first marriage was dissolved before panel entry. Further analysis showed that the

exclusion of these cases did not have a significant effect on the results.

3.2 Variables

The immigrant status of the spouses was constructed using information on their

countries of birth, their nationalities, and the type of sub-samples to which they

belonged such as those made up of immigrants or descendants of immigrants

(Milewski 2007; Scheller 2011). If any of these variables indicated a foreign

nationality or place of birth, the person was defined as a migrant in this study. In our

sample, 24 % of the women were first-generation immigrants or their descendants in

the second generation, and 76 % were non-migrant Germans. We included

descendants of immigrants among migrants because the study focused on the

effect of ethnic intermarriage on divorce. The distinction between immigrants and

their descendants was not possible because of the small sample size.

The countries of origin for immigrants and their descendants were grouped into

three categories: Turkey (7 % of the women in the entire sample); southern and

southeastern European countries (SSEE), primarily the former Yugoslavia, Greece,

Italy, and Spain (6 % of the sample); and ‘‘other countries’’ (11 %). The cases in the

latter category were quite heterogeneous; however, further distinction was not

possible because of the sample size.

We defined a mixed marriage as a marriage in which the spouses came from

different countries of origin. In our sample, 12.5 % were mixed marriages, and

87.5 % were endogamous unions. Among non-migrants, we observed approxi-

mately 93 % of the women endogamously married, which corresponded closely to

the estimate of 96 % in the report by the SVR (2010). In the sample, 96 % of the

Turkish women and 78 % of the women from Mediterranean countries in our SOEP

sample were married to men from the same country (95 and 73 % in the SVR 2010).

To further differentiate the backgrounds of the spouses, we used a variable that

accounted for the groups of countries of origin; there were three groups of

endogamous marriages: 6 % Turkish, 4 % from SSEE countries, and 71 %

marriages of German non-migrants. Marriages between a German non-migrant and

an immigrant partner formed 11 % of marriages, and marriages of migrants from

‘‘other’’ countries, either exogamous or endogamous (this choice was again driven

by the small sample size), formed 8 %. Table 1 provides information on the time

‘‘at risk’’ and the number of divorces by type of marriage and control variables. The

additional control variables used are standard in the analysis of divorce or union

dissolution.

The calendar period was constructed as a time-varying covariate, which was

categorized into the 1980s, 1990s, and the first 9 years of the 2000s. We assumed

that the risk of divorce increases over time (Chan and Halpin 2003; Gonzáles and

Viitanen 2009).

To consider the migration history of the couples, we used a dummy variable that

indicated whether the marriage occurred before the immigration of either or both of

the spouses. This applied to 11 % of all marriages. We assumed that spouses that

immigrated together and married migrants had lower risks of divorce than those
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Table 1 Descriptive overview of the sample (exposure time and occurrences)

Covariates Exposure time

(person months)

% Number

of events

Marriage type

Mixed marriage

No 847,753 90.0 534

Yes 93,858 10.0 102

Marriage type by sex and migrant statusa

Endogamous: she non-migrant and he non-migrant 696,256 73.9 484

She migrant and he migrant 160,833 17.1 57

Exogamous: she non-migrant and he migrant 41,265 4.4 54

Exogamous: she migrant and he non-migrant 43,257 4.6 41

Marriage type by country of originb

Endogamous: non-migrants 696,256 73.9 484

Endogamous: Turkish 54,901 5.8 17

Endogamous: SSEE 33,158 3.5 16

Exogamous: non-migrant and SSEE migrant 20,898 2.2 32

Exogamous: non-migrant and Turkish or other migrant 63,624 6.8 63

Migrants: other countries 72,774 7.7 24

Calendar period (time-varying)

1980s 158,818 16.9 35

1990s 385,016 40.9 221

2000s 397,777 42.2 380

Characteristics of marriage

Marriage before migration or in the same year

No 830,467 88.2 599

Yes 111,144 11.8 37

Premarital cohabitation

Yes 64,348 6.8 79

No (incl. mv) 877,263 93.2 557

Children under age 16 in household (time-varying)

No child 204,517 21.7 165

Children in household 531,051 56.4 183

Children out of household 206,043 21.9 288

Characteristics of woman

Woman’s age at marriage (years)

B20 175,385 18.6 134

21–25 416,816 44.3 304

26–30 242,858 25.8 150

31–40 106,552 11.3 48

Woman’s school education

No degree/compulsory/other (Hauptschule) 295,672 31.4 190

Lower secondary (Realschule) 387,919 41.2 293

98 N. Milewski, H. Kulu

123



Table 1 continued

Covariates Exposure time

(person months)

% Number

of events

Upper secondary (Abitur) 251,250 26.7 148

Mv 6,770 0.7 5

Woman’s labor force participation (time-varying)

Full-time 264,008 28.0 246

Part-time 267,934 28.5 155

Marginal 73,862 7.8 44

Not employed (incl. mv) 335,807 35.7 191

Place where woman lived at age 15

Large city 192,241 20.4 155

Medium/small city 374,774 39.8 263

Rural area 337,142 35.8 173

Mv 37,454 4.0 45

Woman’s religious affiliation

Catholic 251,512 26.7 173

Protestant 242,846 25.8 181

Greek/other Christian 23,455 2.5 22

Other religion 54,300 5.8 24

No affiliation 175,978 18.7 187

Mv 193,520 20.6 49

Importance of religion

Important 185,739 19.7 135

Not important 258,828 27.5 324

Mv 497,044 52.8 177

Woman’s willingness to take risks

High (7–10) 54,106 5.7 47

None, low (0–6; incl. mv) 887,505 94.3 589

Woman’s satisfaction with household work (time-varying)

High (7–10) 481,619 51.1 291

Medium (4–6) 287,144 30.5 204

Low (0–3) 57,773 6.1 42

Mv 115,075 12.2 99

Characteristics of husband

Subsequent marriage of the man

No 843,321 89.6 527

Yes 98,290 10.4 109

Age difference between partners

Man 1 year younger/B4 years older than wife 605,859 64.3 355

Man 2? years younger than wife 75,761 8.0 99

Man 5? years older than wife 259,991 27.6 182
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who married after migration. A dummy variable indicated whether the spouses had

had a premarital cohabitation (although we must note that we only have information

on the time in which the respondents participated in the survey; hence, there is no

information for immigrant couples who moved together whether they had lived

together prior to their marriage). We assumed that marriages with prior cohabitation

had higher risks of divorce (Kulu and Boyle 2010).

Children under age 16 living in the household was another time-varying

covariate. It captured the time period when a couple did not or did not yet have

children, the period when they had children in their household, and the time after

each child had left the household. We assumed that divorce risks are lowest when

children live in the household (Erlangsen and Andersson 2001).

A group of covariates captured the characteristics of the women: We assumed

that divorce risks are higher among those women who married at younger ages

(Tzeng and Mare 1995; Kulu and Boyle 2010; Feng et al. 2012). In our sample,

17 % married before age 21, 41 % between 21 and 25, 28 % between 26 and 30,

and 15 % between 30 and 40. Educational level was measured in three categories of

schooling: 31 % left school without a degree or obtained a primary degree, 40 %

completed lower secondary education, and 28 % finished upper secondary school

with a certificate (approximately 1 % were missing values because of missing

Table 1 continued

Covariates Exposure time

(person months)

% Number

of events

Comparative school education

Same education 552,892 58.7 328

Man more education 173,610 18.4 119

Man less education 203,118 21.6 173

Mv 11,991 1.3 16

Comparative religion

Same religion 516,323 54.8 301

Different religion 201,834 21.4 192

Mv 223,454 23.7 143

Man’s willingness to take risks

High (7–10) 123,402 13.1 80

None, low (0–6; incl. mv) 818,209 86.9 556

Total 941,611 100 636

Source Calculations based on SOEP 1984–2010. N = 5,648, mv missing values
a The number of divorces of non-mixed marriages in total (534) does not equal the number of divorces in

the categories ‘‘endogamous: she non-migrant and he non-migrant’’ (484) and ‘‘she migrant and he

migrant’’ (57) because the latter group includes mixed marriages (7) and endogamous marriages among

migrant couples (50 divorces)
b The number of divorces of mixed marriages in total (102) does not equal the number of divorces in the

categories ‘‘exogamous: non-migrant and SSEE migrant’’ (32), ‘‘exogamous: non-migrant and Turkish or

other migrant’’ (63) and ‘‘migrants: other countries’’ (24) because the latter group includes mixed mar-

riages (7) and endogamous marriages (17 divorces)
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answers or an extremely small number of persons enrolled; here, we used school

education only, which corresponds to 12 or 13 years when completing an upper

secondary degree. Because the total number of women who obtained an upper

secondary degree was approximately 28 %, and the number was rather small among

immigrant women (15 %), we considered school education sufficient (the results are

close to numbers issued by the federal statistical office, which places the percentage

of foreigners (using nationality) completing secondary education at approximately

11 % in 2008—SVR 2010). We expected women with higher levels of school

education to have lower divorce risks than women with only compulsory

educational qualifications (Hoem 1997).

To consider labor market participation, we used a time-varying indicator for the

current employment status of the women, which has the categories fulltime, part

time, and marginal employment as well as non-employment. The latter category

also includes the small fraction of missing values. Because this variable measures

employment status during the entire duration of the union, it is not highly correlated

with the variable of children in the household because mothers’ employment and the

number of children are highly correlated mainly when the children are quite young

(Brewster and Rindfuss 2000; Rendall et al. 2010).

Three variables referred to the socio-cultural background of the women: the type

of place in which she lived at age 15, her religious affiliation and the importance of

religion in her life. We expected women from urban areas (61 % of the sample) to

have a greater likelihood of experiencing a divorce than those from rural areas

(33 %; missing values: 6 %). We also expected that divorce risks would be higher

among women without religious affiliations (17 %) than among those who belonged

to a Christian church or to another denomination (not specified in the survey, but

most likely Muslim). In addition, we expected individuals who considered religion

important (18 %) to have lower divorce rates than those who considered religion

unimportant (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993; Kulu and Boyle 2010).

In addition, we included in the analysis two variables to measure personal attitudes

because the SOEP information on an individual’s attitudes is collected annually. The

personal willingness to take risks is measured on a 10-point scale in which 0

corresponds to ‘‘none’’ and 10 to ‘‘extremely high’’. Because the within-person

variation by calendar year is not large, we used the mean over the observation period.

Persons with 7–10 points were categorized as high risk takers (Schmitt 2012).

The importance of individual wellbeing is one of the dimensions that distinguish

between different cultural regimes; the other is the division of work between men

and women. To measure the latter, we used the variable of satisfaction with

household work. We believed that it is the satisfaction that matters rather than the

actual division of labor. Divorce levels were expected to be elevated when the

satisfaction level was low (Yodanis 2005).

Finally, a group of covariates measured characteristics of the husband relative to

the wife’s characteristics. We expected the homogamy or heterogamy of the partners’

traits to be more important than just the characteristics of the husband. The age

difference of the partners fell into three categories: in 62 % of the cases the spouses

were nearly the same age, i.e., the husband was no more than 1 year younger or

4 years older than his wife; in 29 % of the cases, the husband was 5 or more years
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older; and 9 % of the husbands were 2 years or more younger than the wife. Previous

literature shows that couples in which the wife is older have higher divorce rates than

couples in which she is younger or in which there are hardly any age differences

(Chan and Halpin 2003). Comparative education included homogamous cases,

accounting for 56 %, heterogamous cases in which the husband had more education

than the wife (18 %), or cases in which the husband had less education than the wife

(23 %; missing values: 2 %). Again, homogamy was associated with lower divorce

risks than educational heterogamy (Kulu and Boyle 2010). A similar logic applies to

religious homogamy (47 % of the couples belonged to the same religious affiliation,

21 % to different denominations; 32 % missing values). The last variable considered

whether the husband has had a prior marriage, assuming that subsequent marriages

are more likely to end in divorce than first marriages (Hoem and Hoem 1992). In our

sample, 11 % of the husbands had been married before. Similar to the women, a

variable measured the high willingness to take risks.

In preliminary analyses, we conducted bivariate tests showing significant

differences between mixed and endogamous marriages: women in mixed unions

married at older ages than women in endogamous marriages, they came from urban

areas, they were more likely to have a younger or a much older husband, to have a

husband who was married prior to current marriage and had a different religion or a

different school degree. These findings are consistent with previous literature on

mixed marriages (e.g., Kalmijn 1993; van Ham and Tammaru 2011).

3.3 Modeling Strategy

We analyzed the hazard of marital dissolution using continuous-time event-history

techniques. A series of piecewise-constant hazard regression models were fitted to

investigate the risk of divorce (Hoem 1987, 1993; Blossfeld and Rohwer 1995).

The model can be formalized as follows:

ln hiðtÞ ¼ ln h0ðtÞ þ
X

l
alxil þ

X
m

bmwimðtÞ

in which hi (t) denotes the risk of divorce for individual i at time t, and ln h0

(t) represents the baseline log-hazard, which is specified as piecewise constant. The

process time is the duration of the marriage, measured in months. The end of the

respective process time is either at the divorce, at the last interview or at the death of

either spouse (censoring). The term wim (t) represents the effect of a time-varying

variable (calendar period, children living in the household). The term xil denotes the

effect of a time-constant covariate (such as the woman’s age at marriage and the age

difference between the spouses).

We present our model in steps (analysis part A, see Table 2): First, we distinguished

between mixed and endogamous marriages and controlled for calendar period (A0);

we also included in the analysis characteristics of the marriage: premarital

cohabitation, whether the marriage occurred prior to immigration, calendar period

and the presence of children under age 16 in the household (A1). To test the hypothesis

of composition/selectivity, Model A2 additionally included characteristics of the

women: The test of heterogamy and cultural differences was conducted in Model A3:
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we included the indicators of the husband’s background as compared to the woman’s

(see Table 2).

The next step was to further disaggregate the type of the marriages to investigate

the heterogamy hypothesis. We used a variable that combines the type of marriage

and sex (part B, see Table 3). We distinguished between endogamous marriages of

two non-migrants and of two immigrants, respectively, between exogamous

marriages of a native woman and an immigrant husband as well as marriages

between a native man and an immigrant woman. We assumed that mixed marriages

with a German partner were more likely to end in divorce than both types of

endogamous marriages. Furthermore, we tested the gender difference hypothesis by

Dribe and Lundh (2012), assuming that divorce risks are higher for non-migrant

women married to immigrant men. The literature supports this assumption because

women are more likely to initiate divorce than men. Gender roles and family models

vary broadly between western European immigration countries and the immigrants’

countries of origin, and a separation would create more problems for an immigrant

woman than for an immigrant man (Dribe and Lundh 2012). We conducted identical

steps of the analysis as in previous models in part A with the exception of a new

indicator for the type of marriage. However, we present only the results for the

marriage type because the effects of the control variables are similar to those

presented in Table 2.

Following the same logic, we divided the type of marriage by country of origin:

For mixed marriages of non-migrants, we distinguished the country of origin of the

migrant partner to test the hypothesis of heterogamy/cultural dissimilarity (part C,

Table 3). Because of the small size of the sample and the respective origin groups,

we could only distinguish Turkey and southern and southeastern European countries

as origins. We believe, however, that they served as a good test for the heterogamy

hypothesis. As mentioned, the most important indicators of culture are religion,

values, and language. None of these groups shows linguistic similarity to German,

which belongs to a different language group than Turkish or the Latin-based

languages from the south. Cultural similarity via language similarity or an easier

starting point from which to learn German cannot be expected for either group.

Accordingly, marriages between German- and Turkish-born individuals may have a

higher risk of separation than marriages between German-born persons and

individuals who come from a southern European country. When religious

affiliations and the importance of religion—very different for persons from Turkey,

the southern European countries and Germany—are controlled for, the remaining

effect of cultural dissimilarity should be negligible.

We also explored the effect of different specifications of our control variables

on our results: we included the age of the woman in the model (instead of her

age at marriage), birth cohort and marriage cohort (instead of calendar year). The

main results were similar across the models with different specifications. Finally,

we excluded all marriages that were subsequent marriages for the man. The

results of the first-marriages-only sample were quite similar to that of the original

sample.
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4 Results

4.1 The Divorce Levels for Exogamous and Endogamous Marriages

In Model A0, we controlled only for marriage duration and calendar period. We see

that individuals in mixed marriages are 64 % more likely to experience marital

separation than those in endogamous marriages (Table 2). The results persisted

when we controlled for the characteristics of marriages (Model A1) and

characteristics of the women (Model A2): the risk of divorce for mixed marriages

remained high. In Model A3, we also controlled for the characteristics of the

husband, including the measures for age, educational and religious differences

between the partners. The differences in divorce levels between exogamous and

endogamous marriages decreased; however, individuals in mixed marriages

nevertheless had a 36 % higher likelihood of experiencing divorce than those in

endogamous marriages. We should note, however, that much of the decrease in the

differences is attributed to the inclusion of the variable of comparative religion,

which shows a strong correlation with the type of marriage. Because of a significant

overlap between the two variables, our last model may underestimate the real

differences in the risk of divorce between the two types of marriages.

Next, we repeated the analysis by including sex and using more detailed

measures of the type of marriage. The results are presented in Table 3. Marriages

between immigrants from the same country are only half as likely to experience a

separation than endogamous marriages between natives (Models B0 and B1).

Exogamous marriages exhibit a higher risk of divorce than endogamous partner-

ships between natives with the highest divorce risk for couples in which he is a

migrant and she is not. The differences between the groups decline once we control

for marriage traits and the individual characteristics of the woman; however, mixed

marriages, particularly those with a migrant man, nevertheless exhibit a higher risk

of divorce than (most) endogamous marriages (Models B1 and B2). When we

control for heterogamy between the partners, particularly religious heterogamy, the

differences between exogamous and endogamous marriages further decrease

(Model B3). Although partners in exogamous marriages have a significantly higher

likelihood of experiencing divorce than partners in endogamous marriages between

migrants, exogamous marriages only show a somewhat higher risk in comparison to

endogamous marriages between natives.

Finally, we distinguished between exogamous marriages between non-migrants

and migrants from southern and southeastern European countries and marriages

between non-migrants and migrants from other countries (including Turkey).

Because of the small sizes of the groups, a further disaggregation of the latter group

was not possible (migrants from Turkey compared to other countries). The results are

displayed in Models C0–C3 (see Table 3). First, we see that exogamous marriages

have a higher risk of divorce than endogamous marriages; immigrants from southern

and southeastern Europe who were in exogamous marriages were more likely to

separate than those from Turkey or other countries. This remains true when

controlling for marriage variables. Second, once we controlled for the woman’s

background (Model C2) and heterogamy in the marriage regarding religious
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Table 2 Relative risks of divorce in mixed marriages

Covariates Model A0 Model A1 Model A2 Model A3

Characteristics of marriage

Mixed marriage

No 1 1 1 1

Yes 1.64*** 1.63*** 1.66*** 1.36**

Calendar period (time-varying)

1980s 1 1 1 1

1990s 2.27*** 1.76** 2.03*** 1.84**

2000s 3.90*** 2.15*** 3.48*** 3.12***

Marriage before migration or in the same year

No 1 1 1

Yes 0.47*** 0.52*** 0.48***

Premarital cohabitation

Yes 1.09 0.84 0.99

No (incl. mv) 1 1 1

Children under age 16 in household

No child 1 1 1

Children in household 0.44*** 0.44*** 0.44***

Children out of household 1.62*** 1.28* 1.20�

Characteristics of woman

Woman’s age at marriage (years)

B20 1 1

21–25 0.80* 0.74**

26–30 0.61*** 0.45***

31–40 0.41*** 0.24***

Woman’s school education

No degree/compulsory/other (Hauptschule) 1.23* 1.33**

Lower secondary (Realschule) 1 1

Upper secondary (Abitur) 0.90 0.94

Mv 0.93 0.49

Woman’s labor force participation

Full-time 1 1

Part-time 0.71** 0.70**

Marginal 0.65** 0.62**

Not employed (incl. mv) 0.69*** 0.67***

Place where woman lived at age 15

Large city 1 1

Medium/small city 0.93 0.94

Rural area 0.67*** 0.69**

Mv 0.69* 0.63*
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Table 2 continued

Covariates Model A0 Model A1 Model A2 Model A3

Woman’s religious affiliation

Catholic 1 1

Protestant 1.11 1.04

Greek/other Christian 1.22 0.95

Other religion 0.56* 0.60*

No affiliation 1.36** 1.38**

Mv 0.56** 0.16***

Woman’s importance of religion

Important 1 1

Not important 1.44** 1.30*

Mv 0.68** 0.60***

Woman’s willingness to take risks

High (7–10) 1.11 1.04

None, low (0–6; including mv/na) 1 1

Woman’s satisfaction with household work (time-varying)

High (7–10) 0.76� 0.77

Medium (4–6) 0.83 0.81

Low (0–3) 1 1

Mv 0.99 1.00

Characteristics of husband

Subsequent marriage of the man

No 1

Yes 1.93***

Age difference between partners

Man 1 year younger/B4 years older 1

Man 2? years younger than wife 2.63***

Man 5? years older than wife 0.94

Comparative school education

Same education 1

Man more education 1.08

Man less education 1.24*

Mv 1.96*

Comparative religion

Same religion 1

Different religion 1.60***

Mv 4.94***

Man’s willingness to take risks

High (7–10) 0.96

None, low (0–6; including mv/na) 1
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affiliation and educational level (Model C3), the differences declined significantly

although exogamous marriages between natives and immigrants from regions other

than southern and southeastern Europe nevertheless have a somewhat higher

Table 2 continued

Covariates Model A0 Model A1 Model A2 Model A3

Marriage duration (baseline, years)

0–5 0.000173*** 0.000282*** 0.000532*** 0.000452***

5–10 0.000319*** 0.000607*** 0.001053*** 0.001065***

10–15 0.000211*** 0.000465*** 0.000741*** 0.000798***

15–20 0.000256*** 0.000564*** 0.000809*** 0.000903***

20–30 0.000183*** 0.000304*** 0.000409*** 0.000490***

LL -2,224.48 -2,121.55 -1,999.15 -1,880.95

Source Calculations based on SOEP 1984–2010. N = 5,648

*** p \ .001; ** p \ .01; * p \ .05; � p \ .1

Mv missing values

Table 3 Relative risks of divorce in mixed marriages—the effect of country of origin

Marriage type Model B0 Model B1 Model B2 Model B3

Marriage type by sex and migrant status

Endogamous: she non-migrant and he non-migrant 1 1 1 1

She migrant and he migrant 0.52*** 0.52*** 0.39*** 0.42***

Exogamous: she non-migrant and he migrant 1.81*** 1.71*** 1.54** 1.27�

Exogamous: she migrant and he non-migrant 1.28 1.24 1.25 1.07

LL -2,209.95 -2,112.25 -1,987.48 -1,870.40

Model C0 Model C1 Model C2 Model C3

Marriage type by country of origin

Endogamous: non-migrants 1 1 1 1

Endogamous: Turkish 0.46** 0.38*** 0.18*** 0.18***

Endogamous: SSEE 0.75 0.58* 0.36*** 0.42**

Exogamous: non-migrant ? Turkish or other migrant 1.34* 1.38* 1.42* 1.19

Exogamous: non-migrant ? SSEE migrant 2.14*** 1.67** 1.32* 1.12

Migrants: other countries 0.48*** 0.62* 0.51** 0.52**

LL -2,207.96 -2,111.74 -1,984.83 -1,867.46

Models B0 ? C0: controlled for marriage duration and calendar period

Models B1 ? C1: in addition controlled for premarital cohabitation, marriage before/after migration, children

under age 16 living in the household

Models B2 ? C2: in addition controlled for woman’s characteristics

Models B3 ? C3: in addition controlled for man’s characteristics

Source Calculations based on SOEP 1984–2010. N = 5,648

*** p \ .001; ** p \ .01; * p \ .05; � p \ .1; � p = 0.11
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likelihood of ending in separation particularly when compared to endogamous

marriages in these groups (Model C3). These findings show that much of the initial

cultural heterogamy effect is largely explained by religious affiliations and other

individual traits.

4.2 The Effect of Control Variables

The effects of other variables are largely as expected; thus we will report them,

however not discuss them in detail. The divorce levels have increased over time

(Chan and Halpin 2003; Gonzáles and Viitanen 2009); the presence of children

reduces the risk of separation (Erlangsen and Andersson 2001); the marriages

formed prior to migration or in the same year as migration are more stable than

unions formed after migration as are marriages that did not include prior

cohabitation. Divorce risks decrease with increasing age at marriage (Feng et al.

2012); individuals with no degree or only a compulsory degree are more likely to

experience divorce than those with lower secondary and higher educational levels

(Hoem 1997). Women who were raised in rural areas have lower divorce levels than

those who grew up in urban areas (Kulu and Boyle 2010); religious women have a

lower risk than those who consider religion unimportant in their lives (Lehrer and

Chiswick 1993). There were no differences between women who were willing to

take risks and those who were not whereas women who were not satisfied with their

husbands’ contribution to household tasks had a significantly higher risk of divorce

than those who were satisfied with their partners’ involvement.

The results of partners’ characteristics and comparative age, education and

religion are also consistent with the findings of previous studies: marriages in which

the husband was married prior to the current marriage are more prone to separation

than those unions in which both partners are marrying for the first time; marriages in

which the partners have different educational levels are more likely to dissolve than

marriages in which the partners have similar educational qualifications; unions in

which the wife has more education than the husband have particularly high divorce

levels (Chan and Halpin 2003; Kulu and Boyle 2010). Similarly, religious

heterogamy within the marriage increases divorce risks. Finally, we see that divorce

levels are the highest between the 5th and 10th year of marriage (Hoem and Hoem

1992).

5 Discussion

Our study investigated divorce levels of mixed marriages in Germany, one of the

main destination countries for immigrants in Europe. We used rich data from the

German SOEP, which is the largest longitudinal survey in Germany to collect

information on life histories of both German-born and immigrant populations. We

examined the divorce levels of marriages between immigrants and German non-

migrants and between immigrants from different countries and compared these to

the marriages of endogamous couples (marriages between two non-migrants or

between two immigrants from the same country). The results supported the exogamy
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hypothesis: mixed couples had significantly higher divorce levels than endogamous

couples. This finding is consistent with recent literature on immigrants in Sweden

and on ethnically mixed couples in Great Britain (Dribe and Lundh 2012; Feng et al.

2012) as well as the raw divorce rates published on German population data (Roloff

1998: approximately 15 % of German men and 30 % of German women married to

a foreign citizen experienced divorce). The analysis also revealed that the likelihood

of divorce increased with an increase in the ‘cultural distance’ or differences in

other socio-demographic characteristics between the spouses, thus also supporting

the cultural dissimilarity/heterogamy hypothesis.

To detect and control for the effects of selection and of socio-demographic

composition, we included in the analysis characteristics of the marriage, of the

woman, and of the husband. Bivariate analysis had shown that couples who were of

mixed origin were also more frequently mixed in educational attainment, religious

affiliation, and age difference, and the husband was more likely to have had a prior

marriage. Each of these control variables was associated with a higher likelihood of

separation and explained some of the risk differentials between mixed and

endogamous couples. Our findings thus provided some support for the selection

hypothesis although the role of selectivity by observed socio-demographic variables

was not large. To disentangle the effect of self-selection on mixed marriages, we

included the personal willingness to take risks, which was reported by the women

and men annually (although within-person variation between calendar years was not

large). In a bivariate analysis, women showed a higher frequency of mixed

marriages when they classified themselves as high-risk takers whereas there was no

association of these variables for men. In the multivariate analysis, however, the

effect of risk-taking on divorce rates was not significant. Most importantly, once the

individuals’ and couples’ characteristics were controlled for, the divorce levels of

mixed marriages remained significantly higher than those of endogamous marriages,

particularly those between migrants.

We identified no support for the adaptation and the convergence hypothesis;

divorce levels for mixed marriages were neither similar to those of one of the

constituent origin groups nor fell between the levels of the two groups; the divorce

levels for mixed marriages were significantly higher than those for any other type of

marriage. However, a careful examination of the results shows that the risk of

divorce in exogamous marriages was not significantly higher than that of

endogamous marriages between natives once we controlled for compositional

factors. Nevertheless, although the differences were not statistically significant, all

models showed a clear tendency of mixed marriages to exhibit a higher risk of

divorce than any endogamous marriage.

Future studies should investigate the causes and mechanisms that drive the high

instability of mixed unions by considering the dynamics of these unions. To what

extent is union instability related to conflicts between the partners that arise from their

different cultural backgrounds? To what extent do external causes play a role such as

the role of discrimination against mixed couples or either of the partners, be it by their

families or other individuals? As one possible indicator, we used the woman’s

satisfaction with household work in our study. Indeed, our results indicate that

extremely low satisfaction is associated with higher risk of divorce. Compared to the
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effect size of other variables used, however, the effect of satisfaction is rather small.

This shows that the family context, particularly the presence of children in the

household, and structural indicators such as female work force participation are more

important when couples decide whether to maintain a marriage or to divorce. Higher

female work force participation occurs both as a prerequisite and a consequence of

increasing divorce rates over time (Yodanis 2005). Because socio-demographic

heterogamy between the partners is another crucial factor, future analysis may also

consider conflicts arising from these configurations and their effect on divorce risks.

In our further analysis, we examined the role of discrimination using information

from the panel study on whether immigrants had experienced discrimination in

Germany because of their origins. In the sample, one-fourth of the immigrant women

had experienced some discrimination in their lives. Notably, however, immigrant

women in mixed marriages reported less frequency of discrimination than immigrant

women who were endogamously married, suggesting that the role discrimination

does play in instability in mixed marriages may be smaller than was generally

thought. However, our sample was too small to draw any firm conclusions.

Although our study showed instability in ethnically mixed marriages, the results

should not necessarily suggest that the risk of divorce for inter-ethnic marriages in

Germany and elsewhere in Europe will also remain high in the future (cf. Feng et al.

2012). In many European countries, inter-ethnic unions are increasingly partnerships

between ‘natives’ and descendants of immigrants rather than marriages between

‘natives’ and immigrants; this development has important consequences. First,

descendants of immigrants are generally better integrated than immigrants them-

selves and share the culture and values of their country of birth; this should reduce the

role of factors traditionally responsible for instability in inter-ethnic marriages (the

value conflict or discrimination). Second, with the increase in premarital cohabitation,

even among ethnic minorities, it is likely that selection of inter-ethnic marriages will

increase in the future and heterogamous marriages will become robust; only those

consensual unions or ‘trial marriages’ in which the partners’ match is stable are turned

into marriages whereas frail inter-ethnic relationships are ‘weeded out’. Immigrants,

particularly ‘marriage migrants’, have lacked an opportunity to form a ‘trial marriage’

and will likely also lack this opportunity in the future for legal reasons. Conversely, a

growing portion of endogamous immigrant marriages will consist of second-

generation migrants who married a first-generation partner from their parents’ country

of origin. Eeckhaut et al. (2011) showed that Belgian divorce risks are between the

levels of endogamous first-generation immigrant marriages and endogamous non-

migrant marriages. Hence, divorce rates may also increase slightly among

immigrants. As numerous studies show, divorce rates have been increasing over

calendar time because women are less willing to depend financially on a man

(Yodanis 2005). Which direction will be taken will most likely depend on the extent to

which immigrants adapt to the attitudes regarding gender equality and the family

norms of their host society’s traditions and institutions.
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