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Chapter 1 

1.1 BACKGROUND OF CONTEMPORARY PARTNER SELECTION 

Mate selection, which is the process of seeking and choosing a romantic partner, represents a 

pervasive theme in family studies (for reviews, see Sassler 2010; Surra et al. 2004). This 

focus is attributed to the widespread importance and impact of committed relationships and 

mate choices. At the individual level, engaging in long-term dating, cohabiting or marriage 

significantly improves mental and physical health as well as subjective well-being (e.g., 

Kamp Dush & Amato 2005; Soons, Liefbroer, & Kalmijn 2009; Williams & Umberson 

2004). Partnerships are also inherently connected to parenthood and family formation 

(Macura et al. 2002; Smock & Greenland 2010). At the societal level, mate selection patterns 

reveal the nature of the underlying social structure, opportunities for interactions, boundaries 

and inequalities between social groups (Blau & Duncan 1967; Blossfeld 2009). 

   The last decades have witnessed increasingly rapid and complex transformations of 

the family, which included a rise in non-marital partnerships and non-standard family forms 

(Billari & Liefbroer 2010; Elzinga & Liefbroer 2007; Lesthaeghe & Moors 2000; Mills, 

Blossfeld, & Klijzing 2005; Potarca, Mills, & Lesnard 2013). The shift to a later age of entry 

into the first formal union (Manning, Browne, & Payne 2014; Sobotka & Toulemon 2008) 

and the steady increase in divorce rates (Bramlett & Mosher 2002; Kalmijn 2007; Kiernan 

2004; Kneip & Bauer 2009) mean that more singles than ever are on the relationship market. 

In addition to demographic changes to the number of ‘eligibles’ in the partnership pool, the 

process of finding a partner have likewise been altered by transformations in the area of work 

and family life (Barraket & Henry-Waring 2008). Individuals not only devote more time to 

their professional lives, but migrate more often for work, leaving the traditional matchmakers 

of family and friends (Sautter et al. 2010). People increasingly have to resort to other, more 

time-efficient means to find a partner. Against the background of advances in information and 

communication technologies, computer literacy and spread of Internet use, online dating sites 

emerged as an alternative means to locate a partner, offering highly systemized interfaces for 

browsing and getting in contact with prospective mates (Barraket & Henry-Waring 2008).  

Internet dating websites have now become a widely accepted and utilized channel for 

finding a partner (Smith & Duggan 2013). Meeting a partner over the Internet (through online 

dating sites, as well as online gaming, chat rooms, social networking sites, etc.) has surged 

dramatically, surpassing family, school and other conventional offline venues for partner 

selection (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). More than one-third of American marriages now begin 
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online, most of which are mediated through online meeting sites (Cacioppo et al. 2013). In 

Germany, online dating has witnessed a rapid surge, with approximately 5.5 million people 

seeking a partner online (Schulz et al. 2008). Between 2000 and 2007, meeting a partner via 

the Internet in the Netherlands was the fastest growing method (CBS 2011).  

Online dating sites have also potentially transformed the way individuals attract, meet 

and interact with romantic partners (Finkel et al. 2012; Lawson & Leck 2006). Internet dating 

websites reduce the importance of geographical proximity and offer opportunities to meet 

people outside of one’s own environment and social network, substantially enlarging the pool 

of potential connections (Barraket & Henry-Waring 2008; Brym & Lenton 2001; Donn & 

Sherman 2002; Sprecher 2009). Compared to meeting a partner offline, online dating 

provides an easier and more convenient access to the dating pool (Finkel et al. 2012), a 

greater sense of agency and control over romantic choices (Barraket & Henry-Waring 2008), 

an abundance of already-available detailed information about prospective mates, as well as 

options to filter and select the optimal candidates along key socio-demographic attributes 

(Heino et al. 2010; Lawson & Leck 2006).  

The advent of online dating has also brought about highly unique and remarkable 

opportunities for social scientists to examine individuals’ partnering preferences and behavior 

more closely and in greater detail (Fiore & Donath 2004). Researchers can now more directly 

examine how mate selection unfolds in its initial phases and in a naturalistic dating 

environment, with minimum social desirability bias (Yancey 2009). As opposed to the 

commonly used census or survey data that usually contain information on transitions and 

events (e.g., successful first unions), the richness of the online dating material provides a 

unique insight into the ‘black box’ of what people actually seek in a partner, how 

relationships are initiated and on what grounds (Hitsch, Hortaçsu, & Ariely 2010). As a result, 

family research recently started to explore partner selection using data derived from online 

dating preference and profile information (e.g., Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie 2009; Robnett 

and Feliciano 2011; Yancey 2009) or interaction records (e.g., Hitsch, Hortaçsu, & Ariely 

2010; Kreager et al. 2014; Lewis 2013; Lin & Lundquist 2013; Skopek, Schulz, & Blossfeld 

2011). By means of survey data, attention has also been given to the comparison between 

couples who met online and those who met through conventional meeting venues, in terms of 

relationship satisfaction, dissolution rates, or socio-demographic composition (e.g., Cacioppo 

et al. 2013; Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012).  
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Nevertheless, “research on how technology changes the nature of marriage markets 

and romantic relationships is in its infancy” (Schwartz 2013: 458). Most studies are anchored 

in a particular national context, most often the U.S. (for exceptions, see a German study by 

Skopek and colleagues (2011), or Australian studies by Barraket & Henry-Waring (2008) and 

Henry-Waring & Barraket (2008)). The necessity to examine partnership transitions and 

processes across various contexts has been asserted in several studies (e.g., Prince Cooke & 

Baxter 2010; Kalmijn 2007; Mills & Blossfeld 2005; Lee & Ono 2012). Individual partnering 

decisions are taken within larger social and institutional contexts that have distinct histories, 

normative climates, marriage markets and population composition. To gain a full picture of 

mate selection, one needs to go beyond merely the examination of micro-level determinants, 

and address the contextual embeddedness of individuals in pursuit for a partner by also 

examining national or regional influences. Moreover, previous studies on mate selection 

largely focused on the constraining role of structural settings on partner choices. It remains 

unclear how context shapes actual preferences, and not only final outcomes.  

Furthermore, our knowledge about what people actually desire in a partner remains 

rather limited. The values, norms and preferences that people employ in the pursuit of a 

romantic partner have implications for their ultimate behavior and choices for interpersonal 

bonds (Regan et al. 2000). As a result, “behavior can be meaningfully interpreted only when 

we understand the belief systems that surround the act” (Tucker 2000: 166). Despite the 

significance of evaluating preferences, particularly in the context of Internet dating that 

allows for a more genuine expression of personal wishes, there are only a handful of studies 

examining preferences (e.g., Robnett and Feliciano 2011; Yancey 2009). Moreover, we know 

relatively little about mate selection preferences in connection to certain social groups. This 

dissertation builds on existing research, but also extends it considerably by addressing the 

current gaps in the literature. First, there is considerable research on racial preferences in the 

U.S. (e.g., Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie 2009; Robnett & Feliciano 2011; Yancey 2009), but 

we know virtually nothing about interracial dating in Europe. Second, partnering patterns are 

mainly studied in relation to heterosexual men and women (e.g., Hitsch, Hortaçsu, & Ariely 

2010; Kreager et al. 2014), with almost a complete lack of attention given to the preferences 

of gays and lesbians. Third, the literature often focuses on entry into first unions and thereby 

lacks an understanding of what divorcees genuinely seek in a partner and whether they still 

trade down in a dating market with a larger pool of potential partners (Sassler 2010).   
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Finally, the literature is yet to provide insights into how online dating sites impact 

mate selection and positive assortative mating (i.e., the non-random association between 

individuals with similar backgrounds). There has been an ongoing debate about the way the 

Internet reconfigures the nature of romantic connections. Utopians or optimists proposed that 

the Internet would eventually alter social and intimate ties by removing boundaries defined by 

race, status, or space (e.g., Barlow 1996; Castells 2001). Skeptics, on the other hand, 

suggested that online dating would reproduce existing patterns of assortative mating and that 

“the same type of people are meeting online as they do offline” (Henry-Waring & Barraket 

2008, p. 29).  

 

1.2 AIMS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This dissertation contributes to the understanding of the complex nature of partner selection in 

today’s digital era. Specifically, it delivers the first cross-national examination of individual- 

and contextual-level factors affecting the mate selection and partner preferences of online 

daters (Chapters 2, 3, and 4). Placing the focus on preferences, criteria and values in the 

primary stages of relationship formation, this research examines the profile and preference 

information of individuals enrolled on a European multinational Internet dating website.  

Furthermore, using U.S. survey data on how people met their partner, this dissertation also 

intends to provide the first empirical test of assortative mating in online dating markets in 

comparison to other non-purposeful online meeting venues, as well as traditional marriage 

markets (Chapter 5).  

The first goal of this research is to shed light on the nature of people’s preferences 

when seeking a partner. The dissertation seeks to broaden the knowledge on mate selection by 

directly looking at individuals’ partner ‘shopping list’ and expectations for what a good match 

might be. We capture partnering preferences by focusing on a broad set of outcomes, ranging 

from racial preferences among majority and minority members (Chapter 2), dating intentions 

and attitudes towards sexual exclusivity among gay and lesbian daters (Chapter 3), as well as 

the value attached to partner’s education among divorcees  (Chapter 4). This focus on these 

diverse topics permits the examination of selectivity along a broad range of aspects and social 

groups. 

  A second research aim is to evaluate how individual-level attributes shape what people 

seek in a partner and romantic involvement. The dissertation makes an important step in 
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identifying how individuals’ socio-demographic profile and prior experiences affect 

partnering demands. We address the role of own racial background in preferring same-race or 

different-race partners (Chapter 2); differences between gay men and lesbians in relationship 

preferences (Chapter 3); or the association between dating standards and life course aspects 

such as previous union history or presence of children (Chapters 3 and 4), as well as gender 

(Chapter 4).  

  A third aim is to understand differences in mate selection across diverse national 

contexts in Europe in order to understand how social context shapes the perceptions, 

expectations, attitudes and demands of individuals on the dating market. The project intends 

to assess whether universally assumed patterns of mate selection are replicated across 

different contexts. To examine how the larger context matters for partnering preferences, we 

look across various countries that represent different European regions and embody diverse 

frameworks of cultural values, population composition, and institutional support and welfare 

regimes. The particular countries we focus on are: Germany, Austria, Switzerland, France, the 

Netherlands, Sweden, Spain, Italy, and Poland. In addition, this project seeks to identify 

specific macro-level factors that have an impact on individuals’ partnering preferences. For 

that reason, we engage in cross-country (and sometimes cross-regional) comparative analyses 

that take into account a range of structural, institutional, and normative aspects of the social 

environment. More concretely, we analyze the link between racial preferences and population 

composition, informal and formal climate towards immigration (Chapter 2); the role of social 

and legal acceptance of same-sex partnerships in the relationship preferences of gay men and 

lesbians (Chapter 3); and the association between the importance given to partner’s education 

among divorcees and employment rate, gender wage gap, formal childcare provisions, and 

divorce rate (Chapter 4). 

The final goal of the book is to assess the importance of partnership markets and the 

social milieu in which relationships are forged in breeding certain mate selection patterns 

(Chapter 5). Previous studies of online dating preferences and interaction have consistently 

revealed positive assortative mating in online partner selection (e.g., Hitsch, Hortaçsu, & 

Ariely 2010; Lin & Lundquist 2013; Robnett & Feliciano 2011; Skopek, Schulz, & Blossfeld 

2011). It remains unknown, however, whether the ‘amount’ of assortative mating increases or 

decreases in the context of digital mating markets compared to other places of meeting and 

mating. To summarize, the broader research questions that motivate the four studies included 

in this dissertation are formulated as follows: 
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What are the preferences and criteria that individuals have when looking for a partner 

online? More specifically: 

• What are the racial preferences of online daters across various European 

countries? 

• What is the extent of gay men and lesbians’ long-term dating intentions and 

monogamy beliefs? 

• How much importance do divorced online daters give to partner’s education? 

To what extent are individual-level (e.g., racial status, relationship history, children, gender) 

and contextual-level characteristics (e.g., population composition, normative climate, 

institutional and legal sanctions) related to online daters’ partnering preferences? 

Does finding a match through Internet dating affect typical assortative mating patterns?   

 

1.3 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

Mate selection is generally analyzed from two theoretical viewpoints (Kalmijn & Flap 2001), 

namely: the demand-side perspective, centering on the preferences that people have when 

choosing a partner (e.g., Buunk et al. 2002; Belot & Francesconi 2013; South 1991), and the 

supply-side perspective, which focuses on the composition and structure of opportunities that 

define marriage markets and their impact on the creation of intimate ties (e.g., Kalmijn & Flap 

2001; Lampard 2007; Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap 2008a, b). Whereas previous work 

addresses generally one of the two perspectives, this book attempts to bridge both demand 

and supply theories to provide a comprehensive understanding of partner selection in online 

dating from the viewpoint of individual preferences, as well as partnership market 

characteristics.  

 

Demand-side perspective of mate selection 

One of the central factors driving marriage or relationship choices is individual partner 

preferences (Kalmijn 1998). They represent internalized tastes and criteria guided by values, 

genetic dispositions, socialization, contextual influences or strategic considerations of the 

type of partner someone is able to attract or the type of relationship that suits them the best 

(Eagly & Wood 1999; Belot & Francesconi 2013). Partnering preferences have been 

examined from various theoretical perspectives, including assortative mating theory (Kalmijn 
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1991, 1998; Mare 1991), sexual strategy theory (Buss & Schmitt 1993) and sociosexuality 

theory (Simpson & Gangestad 1991), which are used in separate chapters within this 

dissertation and outlined below. 

The sociological literature on mate selection reveals a strong tendency for individuals 

to match with someone similar to themselves in terms of social origin, age, education, race/ 

ethnicity, political ideology, interests or religious beliefs (e.g., Blau & Duncan 1967; 

Blossfeld & Timm 2003; Burgess & Wallin 1943; Kalmijn & Flap 2001; Mare 1991; Smits, 

Ultee, and Lammers 1998; Stark & Flache 2012; for a recent review see Schwartz 2013). 

Referred to as ‘assortative’, ‘matching’, ‘homophilous’, or ‘endogamous’, the predilection of 

choosing a partner that shares the same background can be explained through a number of 

reasons. First, sharing cultural resources provides relationship security and rapport given 

common values and lifestyle (Hutnik 1991; Kalmijn 1998; Waller & Hill 1951). Second, 

similarity in social status and the pooling of socio-economic resources favors the transmission 

of (additional) wealth to the next generation (Kalmijn 1991; Schwartz & Mare 2005; Ultee & 

Luijkx 1990). Third, choosing someone belonging to the same group ensures the cohesiveness 

and continuity of the group (Sumner 1906), which also leads to a positive social identity 

(Tajfel 1982).  

  Two attributes that commonly lead to positive assortative mating are race/ ethnicity and 

education. Racial background is an ascriptive characteristic that serves as indicator of 

partner’s cultural resources, whereas education represents an achieved attribute that gives 

cues of economic success, labor market performance and lifestyle (Halpin & Chan 2003; Hou 

& Miles 2008; Kalmijn 1998; Mare 1991). A large body of research reveals prominent racial 

and educational endogamy both in the U.S. (Fu & Heaton 2008; Rosenfeld 2008) and Europe 

(Blossfeld & Timm 2003; Kalmijn & van Tubergen 2006; Skopek, Schulz, & Blossfeld 

2011). Despite evidence about declining trends in endogamy particularly with respect to race 

(Fu & Heaton 2008; Rosenfeld 2008), choices for a same-race or a similarly educated partner 

prevail, prompting concerns about enduring social inequalities. Chapter 2 further explores 

homophilous preferences by addressing online dating preferences for same-race partners (i.e., 

in-group preferences), as well as willingness to interracially date (i.e., out-group preferences) 

across various European populations. Chapter 4, on the other hand, expands our 

understanding of educational assortative mating by examining the value that Internet daters, 

especially those with previous union experience, attach to partner’s education. 
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  Additional theoretical viewpoints that provide insights into individuals’ partnering 

preferences are the theories of sexual strategy (Buss & Schmitt 1993) and sociosexuality 

(Simpson & Gangestad 1991). Sexual or mating strategies represent integrated collections of 

adaptations evolved to regulate and influence an individual’s reproductive career, ranging 

from the way partners are selected to the amount of effort invested in mating and parenting 

(Gangestad & Simpson 2000). According to Buss and Schmitt (1993), both men and women 

engage in either short-term or long-term mating, depending on context. Furthermore, 

sociosexuality is a concept referring to the predisposition to engage in sexual relations outside 

of committed partnerships (Simpson & Gangestad 1991). The theory distinguishes between 

restricted or monogamous individuals, on the one hand, and unrestricted individuals who have 

a greater interest and acceptance of non-committed sexual relations and non-monogamous 

partnerships on the other. Mating strategies and sociosexual attitudes are addressed in 

Chapter 3, which focuses on the relationship preferences of gay and lesbian online daters.  

  This book also explores the mechanisms in which micro- and macro-level factors 

impact preferences, which necessitates the use of various theoretical viewpoints, such as 

marital search theory (England & Farkas 1986; Oppenheimer 1988), life-course perspective 

(Elder 1974; Elder & Shanahan 2006), contact theory (Allport 1954), conflict theory (Blalock 

1967; Blumer 1958), institutional perspectives on women’s labor market performance and 

(re)marriage (Oppenheimer 1988), and normative explanations on intermarriage (Jacobson & 

Heaton 2008) or re-partnering (Meggiolaro & Ongaro 2008). 

The nature of partner preferences is altered by the perception that individuals have of 

their own attractiveness in the mating market. Marital search theory compares marriage 

candidates to individuals in pursuit of a job (i.e., a marital match) while keeping a certain 

reservation wage (i.e., a minimally acceptable set of characteristics that the partner should 

have) (England & Farkas 1986; Oppenheimer 1988). The success and timing of a match 

depend not only on market conditions, but also on the profile and qualifications that the 

partnership ‘seekers’ have. This dissertation also contends that relationship demands and 

partner preferences are determined by the characteristics of the online daters themselves. 

Whereas Chapter 2 examines racial status as the main individual factor shaping mating 

preferences and the emergence of racial hierarchies (Bonilla-Silva 2004; Hagendoorn 1995), 

Chapters 3 and 4 extensively address life course determinants.  

  The life course framework (Elder 1974; Elder & Shanahan 2006; Huinink & Kohli 

2014) emphasizes the inter-relatedness of transitions and trajectories across the life span. 
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Through the succession of certain life stages in young adulthood, individuals acquire new 

resources and mindsets that have consequences for decisions and outcomes in middle or later 

adulthood (Mayer 2009). Prior family formation experiences are likely to affect people’s 

chances and timing of entering new partnerships as individuals. Numerous studies addressed 

the influence of previous union and parenting experiences on the entry into subsequent 

partnerships (e.g., de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Gelissen, 2004; Jansen, Mortelmans, & Snoeckx 

2009; Lichter & Qian 2008; Poortman 2007), as well as attitudes and expectations towards 

new relationships (Frazier et al. 1996; Goldscheider & Kaufman 2006). This book further 

examines the association between the partnering preferences of online daters and life course 

aspects such as previous union experience and the presence and number of children. 

  Finally, individual partner preferences are subject to contextual forces, beyond the usual 

link between structural determinants and partner choices typically addressed in the marriage 

literature (e.g., Blau, Blum, & Schwartz 1982; Blau, Beeker, & Fitzpatrick 1984). Whereas 

previous research mainly focused on the role of marriage market characteristics, particularly 

the opportunity structure, in determining who marries whom, this book examines the 

characteristics of the environment in which partnering preferences are formed. Oppenheimer 

(1988) contends that marital search is highly affected by demographic and societal trends in 

the area of work and family. However, it is not only factors related to labor market 

performance that influence individuals’ position in the partnership market. This dissertation 

extensively addresses the context dependency of mate preferences by proposing various 

theoretical viewpoints referring to the link between the environment and individual 

preferences. Chapter 2, for instance, relies on contact theory (Allport 1954), which suggests 

that majority members living in countries with large minority populations exhibit more racial 

openness given the high degree of exposure and familiarity to racially diverse individuals. As 

a contrasting viewpoint, conflict theory (Blalock 1967; Blumer 1958) maintains that natives 

perceive the growth in minority populations as a threat to the economic and cultural status 

quo, which would lead to more racial restrictiveness.  We also rely on cultural explanations 

of intermarriage (Chiswick & Houseworth 2011; Jacobson & Heaton 2008; Kalmijn & van 

Tubergen 2010) and propose that the normative climate towards external groups shapes the 

racial preferences of majority members. More explicitly, we focus on anti-immigrant attitudes 

and inclusiveness of migrant integration policies as indicators of tolerant attitudes and 

regulations with respect to immigration. In Chapter 3, we refer to social and legal sanctions 

affecting gay men and lesbians’ mating strategies (Buss & Schmitt 1993). We specifically 
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look at social acceptance and legal recognition of same-sex unions and their role in reducing 

relationship stressors and providing greater perceived relationship horizon (Frost & Meyer, 

2009; Frost, 2011; Lau, 2012; Otis et al., 2006). Lastly, Chapter 4 includes theoretical 

considerations about women’s economic roles and autonomy (Oppenheimer 1988) in different 

institutional settings and their role in shaping divorcees’ re-partnering preferences with 

respect to education. Normative explanations of re-partnering choices (Meggiolaro & Ongaro 

2008) are likewise re-visited, with a specific focus on the prevalence of divorce, which gauges 

cultural values against divorcees (Ivanova et al. 2013) and affects the standards divorced 

parents have when looking for a new partner. 

 

Supply-side perspective of mate selection 

The realization of individual preferences (i.e., the demand) is however highly dependent on 

the possibilities of interaction and the pool of potential partners that the environment provides 

(i.e., the supply). The ‘provision’ of contact opportunities characterizing the social setting in 

which people search for a partner determines whether individuals can choose according to 

their homophilous preferences. Blau’s (1977, 1994) structural theory posits that the forging 

of social ties is affected by the opportunity structure and population composition of the social 

milieu that individuals inhabit. Choices for close personal relations are strongly related to the 

macro-social structure of the environment. Different social contexts or foci of activity have a 

different socio-demographic composition, which leads to the context specificity of personal 

ties (Feld 1984; Marsden 1990). The likelihood of creating an endogamous match is higher in 

local marriage markets with an abundant supply of candidates, as well as high social and 

cultural segregation (Kalmijn & Flap 2001). The investigation of where people meet partners 

similar to themselves has been examined in marital or cohabiting unions (e.g., Blau & 

Schwartz 1984; Kalmijn 1998; Kalmijn & Flap 2001), or sexual relationships (e.g., Laumann 

et al. 1994). Recent attention has also been devoted to the role of the Internet as an 

increasingly prevalent partnership market altering the nature of intimate ties (Rosenfeld & 

Thomas 2012). Chapter 5 in this dissertation re-visits the supply perspective on partnering 

and stresses the importance of the environment in which individuals choose their partners. 

Specifically, it examines the link between assortative mating and online dating sites as 

partnership markets with distinct characteristics and options for a presumably easier 

realization of homophilous preferences.  
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1.4 OVERVIEW OF THE FOUR STUDIES 

The following section offers an overview of the main hypotheses guiding the four empirical 

chapters in this dissertation. Table 1.1 also provides a summary of specific research questions, 

outcome and predictor variables, data, methods and main findings in relation to each chapter. 

Detailed information about the data sets and analytical methods is described in sections 1.5 

and 1.6 respectively. The first three studies rely on the same data and examine online daters’ 

homophilous preferences and relationship standards in connection to specific individual- and 

contextual-level factors. The final chapter uses an additional dataset and makes assumptions 

about the composition of partnership markets and tries to reveal how online dating sites affect 

assortative mating in terms of key socio-demographic traits. Note that all chapters are written 

in the form of independent journal articles and are thus meant to be considered in isolation 

from one another. For this reason, some degree of overlap and repetition is inevitable.  

 

Chapter 2: Racial Preferences in Online Dating across European Countries 

The first chapter sets out to examine the racial preferences of heterosexual online daters in 9 

European countries. It specifically looks at in-group preferences (i.e., willingness to date 

same-race partners), as well as preferences for out-group (i.e., different-race) members among 

native Europeans, Hispanics, Asians, Africans, and Arabs. The study aims to empirically 

demonstrate whether same-race preferences and racial hierarchies operate in similar ways in 

different national contexts. Whereas the majority of previous studies examine the U.S. context 

(Lewis 2013; Lin & Lundquist 2013; Robnett & Feliciano 2011), for the first time this chapter 

focuses on a series of diverse European countries. Compared to the American context, Europe 

has more recently started to experience considerable non-Western immigration (Bail 2008) 

and racial tensions between the native majority and certain minority groups (e.g., Arabs). The 

9 selected countries are vary widely in terms of racial composition, as well as immigration 

laws and climate, providing a fertile ground for drawing conclusions about cross-national 

variations in individual-level racial preferences.  

First, we anticipate strong in-group preferences given arguments related to cultural 

matching (Kalmijn 1998) and social distance between racial groups (Bogardus 1947; Blumer 

1958). Individuals prefer being matched to partners with the same racial status, which entails 

sharing similar cultural resources, values and habits. Feelings of disconnection from other 

groups mean that people are also reluctant to form interpersonal connections with racially 

dissimilar others. Second, we hypothesize a hierarchical pattern of racial preferences 
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(Hagendoorn, 1995). Alongside in-group members, we anticipate Europeans to also rank high 

in online daters’ preferences due to prevailing culture and dominant population size. Asians 

and Hispanics would hold an intermediate position given colonial ties (Verkuyten & Kinket 

2000) or cultural similarity with the native population (Snellman & Ekkehammer 2005). 

Finally, given that the African and Arab groups are more culturally distant and have a more 

recent migration history, we predict that they would rank at the lower end of the hierarchy as 

the least preferred mates (Snellman & Ekkehammer 2005). 

Third, we suggest that both natives and minorities’ preferences are subject to 

contextual influences. We take into account a comprehensive set of structural, normative and 

institutional aspects. For Europeans, we put forward the following expectations. Based on 

arguments derived from contact theory (Allport 1954), we anticipate that Europeans living in 

countries with large minority populations have more interactions with out-group members and 

exposure to different cultures. This leads to lower preferences for dating in-group members 

and higher preferences for dating out-group members. However, the opposite would be 

expected if we rely on conflict theory (Blalock 1967; Blumer 1958), which maintains that 

majority members perceive large minority populations as economic and cultural threats. 

Furthermore, we hypothesize that natives’ racial preferences would be more homophilous and 

less open towards out-groups in contexts of pronounced anti-immigrant attitudes and 

restrictive migrant integration policies (Chiswick & Houseworth, 2011; Jacobson & Heaton 

2008; Schneider 2008). For minority groups, we consider the role of relative group size. 

Members of larger groups would display stronger in-group identification and have more 

involvement of third parties (i.e., family, community) in partnering decisions (Kalmijn 1998; 

Kalmijn & van Tubergen 2006). Due to a more salient group identity and the anticipation of 

third parties’ scrutiny, minority members belonging to large groups are expected to prefer 

more same-race partners and less different-race mates. 

 

Chapter 3: Relationship Preferences among Gay and Lesbian Online Daters: Individual and 

Contextual Influences 

Chapter 3 delves into a largely understudied topic, namely the partnering preferences of gay 

men and lesbians in the initial stages of relationship initiation. The aim of the study is to 

investigate how both individual and contextual determinants are related to the long-term 

dating intentions and monogamy beliefs of gay and lesbian online daters across 53 regions in 

8 European countries. Sexual strategy theory (Buss & Schmitt 1993) proposes that individuals 
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developed a plurality of mating patterns, including long-term as well as short-term partnering. 

Sociosexuality is an additional concept describing human mating strategies, referring to the 

disposition individuals have towards sexual relations outside of committed relationships 

(Simpson & Gangestad 1991). However, theories and empirical research largely target 

heterosexual men and women. To draw hypotheses about the mating preferences of gay men 

and lesbians, we rely on previous findings concerning relationship values or union stability of 

same-sex couples. Conflicting evidence regarding the differences between gay and lesbian 

couples with respect to dissolution risks (Andersson et al. 2006; Kalmijn, Loeve, & Manting 

2007) prevent us from formulating an explicit hypothesis about the long-term dating 

intentions of gay men compared to lesbians. Nevertheless, based on studies revealing 

lesbians’ greater propensity towards sexually exclusive partnerships (e.g., Bryant & Demian 

1994), we do anticipate stronger monogamy beliefs among lesbian women than among gay 

men.  

Furthermore, we propose that life course aspects such as previous relationship history 

and presence of children shape the relationship standards that gay men and lesbians have 

when looking for a partner online. We first hypothesize that divorced, separated, and 

widowed online daters have lower long-term dating intentions and weaker monogamy beliefs 

given a decreased willingness or ability to invest in new partnerships (Carr 2004; Poortman 

2007). We also suggest an alternative hypothesis, which states that individuals learn from the 

experience of failed relationships by searching for a better-matched partner and by increasing 

their standards for subsequent relationships (Gelissen 2004). This would entail a greater 

interest in long-term dating and stronger beliefs in sexual exclusivity. Moreover, we anticipate 

that gay men and lesbians with resident children have less demanding relationship preferences 

given negative perceptions of parenthood on the mating market (Qian et al. 2005). On the 

other hand, having children could increase individuals’ selectiveness in finding a suitable 

match to share parenting responsibilities (Bzostek, McLanahan, & Carlson 2012). This 

translates into higher long-term dating intentions and stronger monogamy beliefs.   

Finally, we are particularly interested in contextual forces underlying the relationship 

preferences of gay men and lesbians. We propose that both informal and formal tolerance 

towards same-sex couples shape gay men and lesbians’ expectations and perceptions about 

the type of relationships they can enter or maintain (Frost 2011; Lannutti 2007). We anticipate 

that in regional contexts with a positive normative climate towards same-sex partnering, as 

well as in countries that legally recognize same-sex unions, gay men and lesbians are more 
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interested in starting longer-term partnerships and place more value on monogamy given less 

relationship strain and more confidence in making couple-specific investments.  

 

Chapter 4: Do Secondary Singles Really Trade Down? The Partner Preferences of Divorced 

Online Daters across Europe 

In Chapter 4 we extend the focus on understanding the connection between life course aspects 

and partnering preferences in online dating. We characterize the re-partnering market as 

shaped not only by individual preferences, but also one’s own attributes (e.g., gender), 

previous life course history (e.g, relationship history, presence of children) and national-level 

contextual factors that enable or constrain partnership formation. Whereas Chapter 3 

examines how previous union experience and presence of children impact gay and lesbians’ 

relationship preferences, Chapter 4 is particularly interested in the differences between never 

married and divorced heterosexual daters in terms of the importance given to partner’s 

education. It is usually assumed that divorcees have to trade down their partnering standards 

due to the shortages of potential candidates in the re-partnering market (Harknett 2008). 

Would divorced individuals still lower their standards when experiencing online dating and 

its large pool of prospective partners? In addition to this, we are also interested in discerning 

how one’s children shape the importance attached to partner’s socio-economic resources 

among both divorced women and men. This chapter targets online daters in 8 European 

countries and, similar to Chapter 2, it also connects partnering preferences to a series of 

country-level explanatory factors.     

First, building on marital search theory (England & Farkas 1986; Oppenheimer 1988), 

we contend that in the conditions of a partnership market with a wide supply of potential 

matches, successful partnering largely depends on individuals’ market value and economic 

considerations regarding the need to re-partner. It is therefore the ones with a positive 

perception of their own attractiveness that can make demanding claims in the online dating 

market. Nevertheless, individuals who experience financial distress following divorce are also 

expected to attach a greater value on future partner’s socio-economic resources. We propose 

that relationship history, in combination with gender and parenthood, are pivotal factors 

affecting individuals’ market value and their demands in terms of partner’s education.  

Two alternatives hypotheses on the association between previous union experience and 

importance given to partner’s education (in the absence of resident children) are tested. On 

the one hand, we argue that the stigma of experiencing the dissolution of a marital union 
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lowers the perceived market value of divorcees (South 1991). In addition to education losing 

its weight as mate selection criterion in later ages (de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Shafer & James 

2013), we hypothesize that divorcees give less importance to partner’s education than the 

never married. On the other hand, we assume that divorcees are more demanding as 

consequence of learning from failed relationships (Gelissen 2004). We also propose that the 

financial deterioration following divorce (Dewilde & Uunk 2008; Jansen et al. 2009) would 

make them particularly concerned with finding a partner with favorable socio-economic 

prospects. Therefore, there might be a positive relationship between being divorced and the 

value attached to partner’s education. 

The gender of divorcees is also expected to alter the importance given to partner’s 

education. Two theoretical arguments that describe different mechanisms, but predict the 

same outcome, are outlined. First, evolutionary claims posit that women pay more attention to 

social-economic resources when selecting a partner (Buss 2003; Triver 1972). Second, 

economic arguments state that women generally experience a more dramatic income drop 

after divorce (Andreß et al. 2006; Holden & Smock 1991) and usually maintain custody of 

the children (Jansen et al. 2009). The greater financial needs of divorced women would also 

predict higher standards for a match’s social status and thus more importance given to 

partner’s education compared to divorced men. We also explore the link between having 

resident children and re-partnering preferences for education. We first hypothesize that 

divorcees with children (predominantly women who are more likely to be stigmatized for lone 

parenthood) give less importance to partner’s education compared to divorcees without 

children due to parents’ decreased mate value (de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Qian et al. 2005) 

and the low demands they can make on the dating market. However, we also predict that 

divorced parents (particularly men) give more importance to partner’s education given 

positive attitudes towards fatherhood (Stewart et al. 2003; Wu & Schimmele 2005) and the 

need for a partner to share parenting responsibilities. 

The study also aims to uncover contextual influences shaping divorced mother’s re-

partnering standards with respect to education. We contend that an institutional environment 

that favors women’s economic independence and assists them in balancing work and family 

life would create different needs for re-partnering (Andreß et al. 2006) and a lower emphasis 

on socio-economic status as mate selection criterion. We thus hypothesize that in countries 

with high maternal full-time employment, a low gender wage gap, and adequate formal 

childcare arrangements, divorced mothers are less concerned with partner’s education. 
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Finally, we argue that the normative context of re-partnering, specifically the extent to which 

divorce is socially accepted and pervasive also influences the perceived market value of 

divorcees (Ivanova et al. 2013). In contexts with strong norms against union dissolution there 

are likely higher costs of partnering with a divorcee (Meggiolaro & Ongaro 2008). Given 

their decreased attractiveness, divorced parents living in countries with a low prevalence of 

divorce are expected to be less demanding and thus give less importance to partner’s 

education. 

  

Chapter 5: Does Online Dating Affect Assortative Mating? The Case of Educational, Racial 

and Religious Endogamy 

While the previous chapters aimed to describe and explain the partnering preferences of 

online daters in the early stages of relationship initiation, the final chapter focuses on the 

outcomes of online mate selection. This chapter’s aim is to investigate the impact of recent 

partnership markets, specifically online dating sites, on the formation of intimate relationships 

and, more broadly, the reproduction of social inequalities. The driving question is whether 

couples that met via Internet dating sites exhibit (positive) assortative mating to a greater or 

lower extent compared to couples that met through other online venues (that are not 

specifically designed for mate selection) or conventional mating markets such as friends, 

family, school, workplace, religious venues, and so forth. I examine three pivotal endogamy 

patterns, referring to couple similarity in terms of education, race, and religion (Schwartz 

2013). The study relies on theoretical considerations regarding the structure and composition 

of the social milieu where people meet and mate (Blau 1977, 1994). This entails that the type 

of social relations forged within a context depend on the socio-demographic composition of 

the people embedded within it. The more homogenous an environment is, the more likely 

endogamous connections are to emerge (Kalmijn & Flap 2001). 

The guiding hypothesis of this study is that online dating sites promote more 

educational, racial and religious endogamy in comparison to both conventional and other 

online meeting settings. Despite not being social homogenous, online dating sites provide an 

ideal setting for the realization of homophilous preferences due to the particularities of their 

partnership market. This includes an easy access to a generous pool of prospective partners, 

the potential interference of website algorithms that match people with similar others, as well 

as options of effortlessly screening and selecting partners with a similar background.  
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Among conventional meeting venues, school settings are highly homogenous in terms 

of education and religion (Mare 1991; Kalmijn & Flap 2001), leading to strong educational 

and religious endogamy patterns. The homogeneity of religious venues (Feld 1984) similarly 

leads to increased endogamy in terms of religious affiliation. Personal networks of family, 

friends, and neighbors are also sometimes found to be related to high religious endogamy 

(Kalmijn & Flap 2001), whereas work settings promote more educational similarity between 

partners (Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap 2008a). The more heterogeneous leisure settings of 

going out or socializing, as well as voluntary associations (Bozon & Héran 1989) are 

connected to less pronounced endogamy patterns. However, a certain degree of segregation 

and thus couple endogamy can still occur (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook 2001). 

 

1.5 DATA  

The data used in this dissertation stem from two sources. The first three empirical studies rely 

on a secondary data source, specifically a database of members enrolled on the eDarling 

dating website in September 2011, containing anonymized user profile and preference 

information. The website currently operates in 20 countries in Europe and Latin America, but 

the countries that had an active dating site at the time of data access were the 9 European 

countries of Germany, Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Sweden, France, Spain, Italy1, 

and Poland2. According to current classifications (Finkel et al. 2012; Fiore & Donath 2004), 

the eDarling dating site qualifies as mainstream (i.e., targets a general audience and users 

from a variety of socioeconomic and racial backgrounds) and a personality-matching system 

(i.e., the website provider is in charge of matching people based on the results of the 

personality test). It is one of the largest European online dating companies 

(Datingsitesreviewed.com 2012) and it provides services for people in search of a serious 

relationship. A more detailed description of the dating options provided by the website in 

addition to issues of representativeness and selectivity can be found within Chapters 2, 3, and 

4.  

1 Chapter 4 excludes Italy given a small sample size of divorced individuals enrolled on the Italian website. 
Italian divorcees represent a highly selective group due to the low prevalence of divorce in Italy and the higher 
proportion of lone parents who are separated rather than divorced in Italy (Chzhen & Bradshaw 2012). However, 
given the inability to distinguish between various types of separation (e.g., legal separation preceding divorce, 
separation following cohabitation, informal separation), as explained in Chapter 4, we only look at the partnering 
preferences of divorcees and thus dismiss Italy from the analyses. 
2 The data used in Chapter 3 excludes Poland given a missing item measuring one of the outcomes of interest. 
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When setting up a dating profile on the website, people are required to fill in an entry 

questionnaire of 283 questions. The items include personality testing, self-descriptions and 

personal information (referring to socio-demographic attributes, life-style habits, personal 

interests, and physical traits), relationship preferences (e.g., long-term dating intentions), as 

well as selection criteria for potential partners (e.g., in terms of age, height, geographical 

location, fertility history and plans, educational level, income, lifestyle habits, race, and 

religion). The data analyzed in the first three empirical chapters focus on daters’ stated 

preferences regarding partner’s racial status (Chapter 2), relationship intentions and 

monogamy attitudes (Chapter 3), the importance of partner’s educational level (Chapter 4), 

as well as user’s socio-demographic information. The chapters in this dissertation are also 

complemented by various sources of contextual-level data derived from European statistical 

databases and country (or regional)-level aggregated survey data. Chapter 2 and 4 rely on a 

sample of heterosexual members, whereas Chapter 3 focuses on the database of gay and 

lesbian daters.  

Using such a rich data set presents multiple advantages. We have the possibility of 

coming closer to a more genuine measure of individuals’ dating preferences, which are 

captured in the absence of significant others and not mediated by other third parties (e.g., 

interviewers). The data offer the chance to gain unique insights on the topic of mate selection 

in the digital era. They minimize social desirability bias and describe partner selection in a 

natural dating environment. The data also help re-consider old questions regarding assortative 

mating and permit us to understand what exactly people seek in a partner when experiencing a 

close-to-ideal marriage market (see Chapter 5 for a detailed characterization of the online 

dating pool and its advantages, including accessibility, large and diverse pool of potential 

partners, browsing interface, potential matching algorithms). Moreover, the geographic spread 

and the fact that the website provides dating services in multiple countries permits us to 

engage in a highly unique cross-national comparative analyses of online partnering 

preferences for the first time.  

  Whereas previous chapters look at online daters only, Chapter 5 makes use of a 

different data source in order to make comparisons with individuals that found a partner in 

other dating venues. More specifically, it relies on the first wave of the How Couples Meet 

and Stay Together (HCMST) survey (Rosenfeld, Thomas, & Falcon 2011). HCMST is a 

nationally representative longitudinal survey of English-speaking adults in the U.S., with the 

first wave of data collected in 2009. The survey mainly addresses partnered respondents who 

25 



Chapter 1 

are either married or in a romantic or sexual relationship. The items included in the data set 

refer to respondent’s as well as partner’s socio-demographic profile, respondent’s assessment 

of relationship quality, and information about the context in which the couple met. The 

benefit of using the HCMST survey data is that it allows an innovative test of assortative 

mating for partnerships established via online dating sites in comparison to other venues for 

meeting and mating. Moreover, as opposed to the usual census data found in the mate 

selection literature, the sample includes both marital and non-marital unions and is thus able 

to draw conclusions about union patterns on a more generalized level. 

 

1.6 ANALYTICAL STRATEGY 

To answer the research questions guiding this dissertation, a series of analytical methods is 

implemented. Given our focus on individual and contextual variation in mate selection and 

the cross-national nature of the data used in Chapters 2 and 4 (and cross-regional in Chapter 

3), we run analyses that can test both micro- and macro-level determinants, as well as account 

for the nesting of individuals in broader geographical units. An ideal practice of accounting 

for the hierarchical nature of the data and including predictors that vary at more than one level 

is multilevel analysis (Snijders & Bosker 2012). Whereas Chapter 3 addresses gay and 

lesbian online daters nested in 53 sub-regions of the 8 countries under focus, Chapters 2 and 4 

are interested in the partnering preferences of heterosexual online daters across 9 (Chapter 2) 

or 8 (Chapter 4) European countries. Using multilevel modeling with a small number of 

upper-level units is unadvisable given the risk of running into biased results (Bell et al. 2014), 

particularly vulnerable to outliers and influential cases (Maas & Hox 2005). As a result, for 

Chapter 3, which has a reasonable amount of upper-level units, we proceed with multilevel 

analysis, while for Chapters 2 and 4 we employ an alternative strategy and estimate country-

fixed effects models, which include distinct country dummies. We first estimate main effects 

in an individual-level analysis, while also including interactions with each country. In a 

second step, we run a simple regression analysis with the marginal effects (or predicted 

probabilities) obtained based on previous models with country interactions as dependent 

variables and specific country-level indicators as predictors. To better visualize and more 

intuitively interpret the association between national-level determinants and country 

estimates, we often graph a set of scatterplots. A detailed presentation of the specific 
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analytical choices taken within each chapter is now provided below and also summarized in 

Table 1. 

In Chapter 2 we focus on understanding the racial preferences of online daters across 

9 European countries, by testing the effect of both individual-level racial background and 

several national-level determinants. There are five dichotomous dependent variables as each 

website user provided ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers to the item regarding their willingness to date a 

partner with European, Hispanic, Asian, African, or Arabic origin. We first engage in a two-

level five-response logistic regression models of preferences for specific racial groups with 

the five binary outcomes being considered as repeated measures or, equivalently, as a 

multivariate outcome. This strategy accounts for the potential correlation or non-

independence of observations (i.e., answers nested in individuals). As mentioned above, to 

investigate national variation, we include interaction effects of racial background and country. 

Based on this model, we predict probabilities of preferring each racial group, by own racial 

background, for each country. Subsequently, we run simple regression analyses with 

Europeans and minorities’ preference probabilities corresponding to each of the 9 countries as 

dependent variable and each of the following country-level indicators as predictors: foreign-

born population size, anti-immigrant attitudes, inclusiveness of migrant citizenship policies, 

and relative group size. 

In Chapter 3, we are interested in the long-term dating intentions and monogamy 

beliefs of gay men and lesbians residing in 53 regions within 8 European countries. We 

explore individual-level life-course determinants, as well as contextual aspects such as 

general attitudes towards same-sex couples and legal recognition of same-sex unions. Given 

the nesting of individuals in 53 regions and the fact that both outcome variables are 

dichotomized, we run two multilevel logistic regression analyses in which we estimate both 

individual- and contextual-level predictors. We also estimate models that include cross-level 

interactions between each macro-level measure and gender to investigate differences between 

gay men and lesbians with respect to contextual determinants. Given the binary nature of our 

outcome variables, we fit all multilevel models by means of Monte Carlo Markov Chain 

estimation, which lead to more precise estimates (Browne 2009).  

Chapter 4 examines the importance given to a partner’s education by divorced online 

daters across 8 European countries, with particular attention to individual-level factors such as 

gender, previous union history or number of children, and certain institutional and normative 

country-level indicators. We treat our outcome variable as continuous, entailing that the first 
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step in the analyses is to run an ordinary least squares regression model. Similar to Chapter 2, 

we also add interactions by country. Based on this, we estimate marginal effects of the 

importance of partner’s education, by family status (i.e., a combined variable of previous 

union experience and children) and gender, for each country. We then estimate additional 

simple regression analyses in which the 8 country-specific marginal effects represent the 

dependent variable and each of the following country-level indicators are predictors: maternal 

full-time employment rate, gender wage gap, formal childcare, and crude divorce rate.  

As described in section 1.4, Chapter 5 employs a different source and type of data, 

which also calls for an appropriate statistical approach. This study is interested in assessing 

whether couples that met via online dating sites are more endogamous with respect to 

education, race and religion, compared to couples that met through other online settings or 

conventional venues for meeting and mating. To examine differences in the ‘amount’ of 

couple endogamy across various meeting settings, I employ log-multiplicative uniform 

difference (unidiff) models (Erikson & Goldthorpe 1992; Xie 1992). Three-way cross-

classified tables of both partners’ characteristics (education, race or religion) by meeting 

settings represent the point of departure for the analysis. The unidiff models assume that the 

pattern of partners’ association to be the same for each meeting setting (i.e., the partners are 

more often similar than dissimilar), but the relative strength of this association can vary across 

settings by a multiplicative scaling factor. The unidiff models predict the cell frequencies of 

the cross-classified table and estimate setting-specific parameters of the overall association 

between partners. The analysis provides a parsimonious way to describe differences in couple 

endogamy across venues. Given the rather limited sample size and the fact that unidiff models 

do not allow the inclusion of many control factors, to inspect the robustness of results across 

various groups, I re-run the analysis by type of couple, age group, marital status, and presence 

of children. 

1.7 SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND 

CONTRIBUTIONS 

The aim of this dissertation was to understand patterns of mate selection and assortative 

mating in contemporary partnership markets, namely the Internet dating market. The four 

chapters outlined in section 1.4 each aimed to explore various aspects of online partner 

selection. A detailed presentation of each chapter’s results, conclusions, and contributions to 

the mate selection literature is provided below. 
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  Chapter 2 addressed racial preferences for in- and out-group members among online 

daters in 9 European countries. It first provided evidence for strong same-race preferences 

across most national contexts, particularly among natives. Second, it uncovered the existence 

of a specific ranking of preferences that both majority and minority members consent to. A 

hierarchy places Europeans as the most preferred partners followed by one’s own group on 

top, Hispanics and Asians in the middle, and finally Africans and Arabs at the bottom as the 

least likely to be selected. This finding echoes results of previous mate selection studies of 

U.S. racial hierarchies (Bonilla-Silva 2004; Lin & Lundquist 2013). However, as opposed to 

the American context, minorities’ preferences for the majority group surpass in-group 

preferences, pointing to a much more dominant ranking position of the white majority in the 

European partnering landscape. Furthermore, we demonstrated that country differences in the 

size of immigrant populations, anti-immigrant climate, and citizenship integration regimes 

contribute to particular cross-national variations in Europeans and minorities’ racial 

preferences. Europeans living in countries with a sizeable foreign-born population (e.g., 

Switzerland, Sweden) had lower in-group preferences as well as higher preferences for 

minority groups. Among natives, a pronounced anti-immigrant sentiment was related to 

increased in-group preferences (e.g., in Italy), whereas more inclusive migrant integration 

policies were associated with decreasing same-race preferences (e.g., in Sweden). These 

results illustrated the salience of structural opportunities for interaction with external groups 

in providing exposure and openness for interracial partnering (Allport 1954; Blau, Beeker & 

Fitzpatrick 1984). They also demonstrated the importance of formal and informal 

(in)tolerance towards immigrants usually affecting inter-group contact (Schneider 2008) in 

shaping Europeans’ racial restrictedness in online partner selection. Finally, we found that 

minority members belonging to larger groups are more inclined to prefer same-race partners, 

particularly among Arabs. This reflects a strong identification of Arab members with the in-

group and the likely influence of religious norms against entering partnerships with non-

Muslims (Lievens 1998).  

  Chapter 2 contributes to the literature in several ways. First, it provided the first cross-

national examination of racial preferences among online daters across multiple European 

countries. This study was thus able to address racial homophily and hierarchies across 

multiple national contexts, with distinct immigration population composition, and levels of 

attitudinal and legal acceptance of immigrants. Certain results diverged from previous U.S.-

based findings, indicating distinctly European as well as country specificity of racial 
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preferences and hierarchies. Related to the first point, the second contribution of this study 

was to investigate which contextual forces affect racial partner preferences. Third, marital 

patterns until now analyzed in the intermarriage literature (e.g., Blau, Blum, & Schwartz 

1982) are a product of both individual preferences and structural opportunities for interaction. 

By focusing on a large dating market, we diminish the constraining role of shortages in the 

marriage market and innovatively examine how contextual forces shape genuine racial 

preferences.  

  Chapter 3 investigated the long-term dating intentions and monogamy beliefs of gay 

and lesbian online daters across 53 regions in 8 European countries. The study first showed 

that compared to gay men, lesbians had stronger beliefs in the importance of monogamy, but 

are less interested in long-term dating. This finding revealed that gay men and lesbians differ 

in both intentions to commit to a long-term partner, and general attitudes towards sexual 

exclusivity. We further stress the importance of life course aspects in guiding relationship 

preferences among sexual minority groups. In line with previous research, being separated or 

widowed was associated with less demanding partnering preferences (Brines & Joyner 1999; 

Carr 2004). Having experienced divorce however was related to lower long-term dating 

intentions only among gay men. Divorced lesbians on the other hand, had more demanding 

relationship preferences, similar to heterosexual divorced women who apply more selective 

re-partnering criteria after divorce (Gelissen 2004). We also found a constraining effect of 

having children on partnering standards (Jansen, Mortelmans, & Snoeckx 2009) for both gay 

and lesbian daters. Having at least two resident children was linked to both a lower interest in 

long-term dating and weaker monogamy beliefs. Finally, the study revealed that contexts of 

positive attitudes towards same-sex couples and legal recognition of same-sex unions are 

connected to greater long-term plans and monogamy beliefs. We concluded that societal and 

institutional acceptance of same-sex partnering offers gay men and lesbians more certain 

definitions of partner roles and the ability to imagine a larger time horizon regarding the 

relationships they can form (Lau 2012; Powell et al. 2010). 

  The first contribution of Chapter 3 is that it extended the largely understudied topic of 

gay men and lesbians’ mate selection patterns. Second, it provided a first examination of life 

course aspects in connection to the relationship preferences of two sexual minority groups 

characterized by particular legal and biological contexts of family formation. Third, it tested 

both individual and contextual factors shaping gay men and lesbians’ partnering standards. By 

accounting for multiple levels of variation, we acknowledged that online daters’ preferences 
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are simultaneously influenced by individual and broader contextual characteristics. Finally, 

whereas previous research addressing same-sex partnering has generally relied on small 

convenience samples (Andersson et al. 2006; Jepsen & Jepsen 2002), this study used a 

detailed large-scale data set that permitted a unique and comprehensive understanding of gay 

men and lesbians’ relationship intentions and attitudes. 

  Chapter 4 examined the importance given to partner’s education among divorced online 

daters in 8 European countries. Results confirmed that when it comes to preferences for 

partner’s education level, divorced daters (without children) are less selective than never 

married individuals. This indicated a decrease in perceived mate value following union 

dissolution (South 1991). Nevertheless, it could also illustrate that partner’s education as a 

selection criterion loses its salience in later ages and re-partnering decisions (Kalmijn 1994; 

Shafer 2012). In support of evolutionary theory (Buss 2003) and economic arguments about 

women’s greater need for a high status partner, we further showed that divorced women are 

more concerned with partner’s education than divorced men. Similar to the findings of 

Chapter 3, the presence and particularly the number of children also shaped the re-partnering 

standards of divorced men and women. Whereas divorced women with more than two 

resident children gave less importance to partner’s education, divorced men with children 

were increasingly more concerned with match’s education. Finally, we presented several 

associations between contextual aspects and divorced mothers’ standards for partner’s 

education. We found that in countries with high maternal full-time labor force participation 

and high formal childcare provisions, such as Sweden and France, divorced women with 

children attach little importance to partner’s education. This could be linked to women’s 

greater economic independence and better chances of balancing work and family life 

(Raeymaeckers et al. 2008). Furthermore, divorced mothers in countries with relatively low 

maternal full-time employment and a pronounced gender pay gap (e.g., Austria, Switzerland, 

and Germany) gave more importance to the match’s education, reflecting a greater reliance on 

men’s socio-economic resources among divorced women with children (Andreß et al. 2006). 

As we predicted, divorced mothers in contexts that had a low divorce rate (e.g., Poland) had 

less demanding partner preferences and thus gave less importance to partner’s education.  

Chapter 4 extends the knowledge on secondary mate selection in several ways. First, 

it focused on the actual preferences of divorcees and provided a more direct assessment of 

what individuals with previous union experience seek in a new partner in terms of education. 

Previous research commonly addressed individuals’ re-partnering standards by looking at 
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final matches and the characteristics of the new partner (e.g., Shafer 2012; Sweeney 1997). 

Given the scarcity of available partners in the (offline) secondary marriage market, previous 

studies described re-partnering preferences that are largely affected by the lack of structural 

opportunities for meeting. Therefore, our study was better able to gauge divorcees’ raw 

preferences for partner’s education. Second, it examined both individual and contextual 

factors shaping the importance that divorcees give to partner’s socio-economic status. Given 

absent or inconclusive findings regarding the differences between divorcees and never 

married individuals (Gelissen 2004; South 1991), and the role played by children in affecting 

divorced parents’ selectivity (Lampard & Peggs 1999; Wu & Schimmele 2005), this study 

clarified the way life course aspects influence the re-partnering preferences of divorced men 

and women. The study also addressed the context dependency of re-partnering and inspected 

a set of institutional and normative country-level factors meant to shape divorcees’ demands 

on the dating market. A final contribution of Chapter 4 is therefore that it engaged in the first 

cross-national examination of the partner preferences of divorced online daters and can 

provide comparative insights into the selectivity of secondary singles in multiple and diverse 

national contexts. 

Finally, Chapter 5 compared educational, racial, and religious endogamy patterns 

between couples that met through Internet dating sites and those that met through other online 

venues or various offline settings. The main finding of this study was that online dating sites 

generally promote less socio-demographic similarity between partners in comparison to both 

conventional and other online meeting contexts, particularly when it comes to racial 

background. This result has the potential to substantiate initial prophecies about cyberspace 

demoting the importance of ascriptive characteristics in the forging of social ties (Barlow 

1996; Castells 2001). When it comes to offline meeting places, school settings were 

confirmed as contexts that breed high levels of endogamy with respect to all three 

characteristics (Kalmijn & Flap 2001). Religious venues favored positive sorting particularly 

along race and religion, whereas meeting through family, friends, or neighbors relates to more 

couple similarity mostly in terms of race. Despite presumably optimal market conditions for 

the realization of endogamous preferences (i.e., easy access to a sizeable pool of prospective 

partners, the presence of potential similarity-based matchmaking algorithms, and the 

possibility of browsing and selecting along key socio-demographic traits), online dating sites 

did not favor more endogamy than other less optimal settings. This study contested the 

universally assumed preference of choosing a partner that shares the same background and 
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suggests that individuals vary in terms of endogamous tendencies (Lampard 2007). It is 

possible that online mate selection de-emphasizes similarity in terms of ascriptive traits while 

accentuating similarity with respect to personality and lifestyle. An additional explanation 

refers to increased exposure to diversity in the online environment and the weakening of 

social control (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012; Schwartz 2013). 

The first contribution of Chapter 5 is that it aimed to advance the understanding of 

how digital partnership markets shape mate selection and relationship outcomes (Cacioppo et 

al. 2013; Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). Second, it provided the first examination of assortative 

mating patterns in relation to Internet meeting sites. The investigation attempted to discern 

whether online dating reinforces more, less or the same amount of positive sorting as 

conventional meeting venues. Third, it extended previous studies by examining the Internet as 

a distinctive partnership market (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012), thereby making an important 

distinction between relationship formation through natural or secondary online venues for 

interaction (e.g., chat rooms, social networking sites, online community) and online settings 

intended and used for romantic interaction (McKenna 2007). Previous results (Cacioppo et al. 

2013) and our findings supported the decision to consider the particularities of each online 

setting. Another further development to previous research was the comparison between online 

dating sites and other online venues, as well as multiple offline contexts of interaction. A final 

contribution is that the study drew conclusions about the endogamy patterns defining both 

marital and non-marital relationships, as opposed to past research that mostly examines 

couple endogamy in relation to married couples only (e.g., Hou & Miles 2008; Mare 1991). 

 

Overall conclusions 

With a majority of daily social life increasingly moving from offline to online venues, the 

four studies included in this dissertation contributed to the understanding of Internet partner 

selection and the formation of intimate relationships within the boundaries of this evolving 

social context. The project examined a multitude of previously unexplored partnering aspects, 

ranging from stated preferences, intentions and attitudes recorded in the beginning of the 

selection process, to final partner choices. The research addressing the demand-side 

perspective of online mate selection highlighted the importance of individual characteristics 

(e.g., racial status, gender, stage in the life course) as well as broader, macro-level factors in 

shaping partnering preferences. The use of cross-national data provided an unprecedented 

breadth and depth of information about online daters’ profile and stated preferences, meant to 
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advance the understanding of individual preferences for a suitable partner and relationship 

type. This study also provided additional knowledge about homophily and racial preferences 

as being highly pervasive among racial groups in Europe, about lesbian daters valuing 

monogamy more than gay men, but seeking long-term relationships less, and about divorcees 

giving less importance to partner’s education than the never married. Partnering preferences 

were shaped by individuals’ racial status and homophilous tendencies (Chapter 2), negative 

perception of their market value (Chapter 4), as well as prior life-course experiences 

(Chapters 3 and 4). 

Chapters 2 to 4 also uncovered important country-specific patterns and institutional 

differences that can inform both scholarship and public policy. For instance, inclusive migrant 

integration policies were linked to more racial openness among Europeans (Chapter 2); legal 

acceptance of same-sex couples favored more long-term dating intentions and stronger 

monogamy beliefs (Chapter 3); high maternal full-time labor force participation and high 

formal childcare arrangements had a pivotal role in defining the re-partnering standards of 

divorced women with children (Chapter 4). These findings provided relevant evidence for 

policy-makers interested in reducing racial/ ethnic and gender inequalities, as well as the 

liberalization of marriage laws. From a theoretical point of view, Chapters 2 to 4 extended 

our knowledge about assortative mating and sexual strategies in online dating by calling 

attention to the importance of contextual influences on partnering preferences. Even in the 

less restrictive digital mating markets, partner selection holds the imprint of national or 

regional particularities with respect to norms, structures, and institutions.  

Finally, the research inspecting the supply-side perspective of online partner selection 

underscored the importance of where and how people seek for mates. It applies the theory of 

social structure (Blau 1977, 1994) and draws conclusions about a novel, yet increasingly 

prominent partnership market and social context of interaction. Using unique survey data that 

connects relationship formation to various marriage markets, Chapter 5 showed that online 

dating sites breed more openness between social groups and contribute to the overall 

decreasing trends in couple endogamy. Therefore, even though finding a partner through 

Internet dating sites continues to be guided by homophilous preferences, particularly with 

respect to race, the online environment, its wider space of interaction and ability to bridge 

people from various social backgrounds encourages boundary crossing and ultimately reduces 

the ‘usual’ degree of separation between groups. 
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1.8 LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This section acknowledges the restrictions encountered in conducting this research and puts 

forward suggestions for future research that can advance the understanding of relationship 

formation through online dating sites. 

  First, the data we used in Chapters 2 to 4 contained information regarding stated 

preferences and attitudes. It would be an interesting endeavor to also examine whether online 

daters’ preferences and what they initially want in a partner are consistent with eventual 

contacting and matching between users. Despite certain evidence of differences in racial 

choices between different stages of online interaction (Lewis 2013; Lin & Lundquist 2013), 

previous research examining either stated preferences or contacting behavior find consistent 

patterns of homophily and racial preferences (Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie 2009; Hitsch, 

Hortaçsu, & Ariely 2010; Robnett & Feliciano 2011; Yancey 2009). Furthermore, expressed 

preferences in terms of race and partnering are thought to be highly consistent with actual 

behavioral choices (Qian & Lichter 2011). Nevertheless, these conclusions are based on U.S. 

studies. Further research with cross-national data on both online dating preferences and 

interactions is warranted. An additional means of validating our findings is to conduct 

research using information accessed from multiple mainstream dating websites, to control for 

possible bias induced by selecting a certain dating site. Moreover, the conclusions we drew in 

this dissertation could be extended by using a higher number of countries that would allow for 

the fitting of multilevel models instead of the multiple-stage approach used in Chapters 2 and 

4. Finally, the analysis undertaken in Chapter 5 should be supplemented with larger samples 

and additional survey data that targets European couples as well. 

  Second, there are several other aspects of online mate selection and relationship 

initiation that still remain puzzling. The data-set employed in Chapters 2 to 4 refers to 

preferences captured as a snapshot at one point in time. An avenue for future studies could be 

the examination of preferences longitudinally, based on individuals’ strategic considerations 

and the extent of (un)successful interaction experienced on the website. Moreover, research is 

still inconclusive about the presentation of self and impression management online (Goffman 

1959). Self-descriptions in online dating profiles are ways in which daters can freely advertise 

their mate value and control the impression they wish to convey to others. Future studies can 

shed light on this topic and uncover successful strategies of self-presentation, as well as cross-

cultural differences in the semantics of online impression management. Cross-national 

research should examine country differences in the “gendered reliance on men to be the 
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initiators” of online contact and patterns of online communication (Henry-Waring & Barraket 

2008: 29) as well. This might provide insights into how unwritten rules of online courtship 

vary from country to country. Little is also known about the transition from online to offline 

dating and how the relationship initiated through the Internet meeting site evolves in the 

offline environment. Furthermore, future research could examine the increasingly popular 

dating apps (e.g., Tinder) that offer the possibility of getting in contact not only with 

individuals outside one’s social network, but also with those in close proximity to it (i.e., 

friends of friends sharing common interests). Recent reports reveal the prominent role played 

by mobile dating apps alongside online dating sites in present-day partner selection (Smith & 

Duggan 2013). 

  Finally, the literature on the emergence of romantic relationships is largely examined 

from a singular disciplinary perspective (Sassler 2010; Surra et al. 2004). This dissertation 

managed to address both sociological (e.g., contact theory, marital search theory) and 

psychological (e.g., sexual strategy theory, sociosexuality, evolutionary theory) explanations 

of individuals’ partnering preferences. However, the understanding of how people seek a 

partner online could benefit from a more comprehensive theoretical approach that is able to 

connect and transcend multiple disciplinary boundaries (Sassler 2010). Overcoming the 

scientific segregation of relationship formation studies could pave the way for a broader 

cross-disciplinary discussion of online mate selection.  
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TABLE 1. Overview of the Empirical Chapters (Chapter 2-5)  

Main Research Questions Outcomes and Predictors Data and Method Main findings 

Chapter 2 
Are individuals from all racial groups 
more willing to date a same-race than a 
different-race partner? 
Is there a hierarchy of racial preferences 
across all countries? 
How are racial preferences dependent on 
contextual aspects such as size of 
immigrant population, relative group size, 
anti-immigrant sentiment and 
inclusiveness of migrant integration 
policies? 
 
 

Outcomes: preferences for specific 
racial groups (e.g., European, 
Hispanic, Arab, African, or Asian) 
 
Individual-level predictor: own 
racial background. 
Country-level predictors: size of 
foreign-born population; relative 
group size; anti-immigrant attitudes; 
inclusiveness of migrant integration 
policies 

Data: profile and preference 
information of heterosexual 
members enrolled on the 
eDarling dating site in 9 
European countries 
 
Method: two-level five-
response logistic regression 
(with country fixed effects 
and individual-level 
predictors); OLS regression 
(with country-level 
predictors) 

Daters tend to prefer partners of the same 
racial background. There is also a 
hierarchy of preferences among both 
Europeans and minority groups. 
Europeans living in countries with a large 
foreign-born population have lower levels 
of in-group preferences and increased 
preferences for minority groups. Anti-
immigrant attitudes and restrictive 
migrant integration policies are linked to 
stronger in-group preferences among 
natives. Minorities’ same-race 
preferences increase with relative group 
size. 

Chapter 3 
Do gay men and lesbians differ in long-
term dating intentions and monogamy 
beliefs? 
Do life course factors, such as previous 
relationship experience and presence of 
children, alter the dating preferences of 
gay men and lesbians? 
Does living in contexts of both social and 
legal recognition of same-sex couples 
encourage gay men and lesbians to pursue 
longer-term relationships and favor 
monogamy? 

Outcomes: long-term dating 
intentions; belief in the importance 
of monogamy 
 
Individual-level predictors: gender; 
previous union experience; resident 
children. 
Regional-level predictor: attitudes 
towards same-sex couples 
Country-level predictor: legal 
recognition of same-sex couples 

Data: profile and preference 
information of gay and 
lesbian members enrolled on 
the eDarling dating site in 8 
European countries 
 
Method: multilevel logistic 
regression 

Lesbians have stronger monogamy 
beliefs, but less interest in long-term 
dating than gay men. 
Divorced gay men have lower long-term 
dating intentions, while divorced lesbians 
have more demanding relationship 
preferences. 
Resident children curb the relationship 
preferences of both gay men and lesbians. 
Contexts of both normative and legal 
acceptance of same-sex unions are related 
to stronger interest in long-term dating 
and monogamy beliefs. 
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TABLE 1. Continued  

Main Research Questions Outcomes and Predictors Data and Method Main findings 

Chapter 4 
 
Are divorcees less selective than the never 
married when it comes to partner’s socio-
economic status? 
Do gender and presence of children affect 
how much importance divorcees give to 
partner’s education? 
Are re-partnering preferences context 
dependent? More specifically, do divorced 
mothers give less importance to partner’s 
education in countries with high maternal 
full-time employment, low gender wage 
gap, high childcare provisions, and low 
divorce rate? 

Outcome: the importance of 
partner’s education 
 
Individual-level predictor: family 
status (previous union experience; 
resident children) 
Country-level predictors: maternal 
full-time employment rate; gender 
wage gap; formal childcare; divorce 
rate. 

Data: profile and preference 
information of heterosexual 
members enrolled on the 
eDarling dating site in 8 
European countries 
 
Method: ordinary least 
squares regression (with 
country fixed effects and 
individual-level predictors); 
OLS regression (with 
country-level predictors) 

Divorced daters give less importance to 
partner’s education than the never 
married.  
Women are more concerned with 
partner’s education than men. 
For men, the presence of children is 
related to more importance of partner’s 
education. Divorced women with more 
than two children have lower standards 
for partner’s education. 
In countries with high maternal full-time 
labor force participation and high formal 
childcare arrangements (e.g., Sweden, 
France), divorced women with children 
give less importance to partner’s 
education. 

Chapter 5 
 
Do online dating sites promote more 
educational, racial and religious endogamy 
in comparison to both conventional and 
other online meeting settings? 

Outcome: expected cell frequency in 
cross-classified tables of both 
partners’ characteristics (education, 
race or religion) by meeting setting 
Predictor: meeting setting. 

Data: HCMST, first wave 
 
Method: log-multiplicative 
uniform difference models 

Online dating sites display weaker 
endogamy patterns compared to other 
contexts of meeting and mating. 
Schools promote positive sorting along all 
three attributes; religious venues favor 
racial and religious endogamy; personal 
networks display particularly high racial 
endogamy. 

 
  



 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 2. RACIAL PREFERENCES IN ONLINE 

DATING ACROSS EUROPEAN COUNTRIES3  

 

 

 
Abstract 

Knowledge on how race governs partner selection has been predominantly studied in 

the U.S., yet it is unclear whether these results can be generalized to nations with 

fundamentally different racial and immigration patterns. Using a large-scale sample of 

online daters in 9 European countries, we engage in the first cross-national analysis of 

race-related partner preferences and examine the link between contextual factors and 

ethnic selectivity. We provide a unique test of contact, conflict and in-group 

identification theories. We show that individuals uniformly prefer to date same-race 

partners and that there is a hierarchy of preferences both among natives and minority 

groups. Notable country differences are also found. Europeans living in countries with 

a large foreign-born population have an increased preference for minority groups. The 

ethnically heterogeneous Swiss population displays the strongest preference for 

minorities with the more homogenous Poland, Spain and Italy, the least. Anti-

immigrant attitudes and restrictive migrant integration policies are related to stronger 

in-group preferences among natives. Minorities’ in-group preferences are strongly 

related to their relative group size. The results have implications for immigrant 

integration policies and demonstrate that Internet dating promotes efficient selection by 

racial divisions, perpetuating country-specific racial inequalities.  

 

3 A slightly different version of this chapter is forthcoming in the European Sociological Review. Co-author is 
Melinda Mills. A previous draft of this study has been presented at the Annual Meeting of the Population 
Association of America in San Francisco, U.S., May 2012, and the European Population Conference in 
Stockholm, Sweden, June 2012. 
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the U.S., race is one of the most robust criteria for partner selection (Qian & Lichter 2007; 

Kalmijn & van Tubergen 2010). Preferences for individuals of the same race and reluctance 

towards different-race partners characterize all romantic relationships, irrespective of their 

level of commitment (Blackwell & Lichter 2004). But does racial selectivity continue to 

govern partner preferences online? The Internet dating market benefits from a large pool of 

potential partners, with theoretically lower structural pressures, which should in turn mean 

that individuals are free to pursue genuine preferences. Moreover, the online environment 

brings together people from various social groups that in traditional settings might remain 

underexposed (Sprecher 2009). Racial boundaries and hierarchies are shown to still prevail 

among individuals seeking a partner via online dating, both in terms of stated preferences 

(e.g., Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie, 2009; Yancey 2009; Feliciano, Lee, & Robnett 2011; 

Robnett & Feliciano 2011) and first-stage interactions (Lewis, 2013; Lin & Lundquist, 2013).  

Understanding how race governs partner selection online (as well as offline) outside of 

the U.S. context remains scarce. Focusing on a single national context and examining only 

individual characteristics ignores the contextual variations that likely govern partnership 

markets. Fundamentally different racial histories and immigrant populations across Europe 

imply that it is uncertain whether previous U.S. based findings can be generalized (Dribe & 

Lundh 2008). Moreover, the few studies that address mixed marriages in the European 

context mainly examine unions between immigrants and natives, employing ethnic and 

national-origin group divisions, and generally focus on one country (e.g., Germany: 

González-Ferrer 2005; the Netherlands: Kalmijn & van Tubergen 2006; Sweden: Dribe & 

Lundh 2008). This lack of comparative research is largely attributed to the diversity of ethnic 

composition between countries, the coding and registering of ethnic categories, as well as 

different periods of observation (Lucassen & Laarman 2009).   

This study provides the first cross-national analysis of race-related partner preferences 

of online daters. It does so by examining the 9 European countries of Switzerland, Sweden, 

The Netherlands, Germany, Austria, France, Spain, Italy, and Poland. In contrast to previous 

research on intermarriage, our focus on an earlier phase of the partnering process (i.e., the 

preferences that people mention in their dating profile) permits a unique empirical test of how 

both individual level attributes and contextual forces shape actual preferences (as opposed to 

final choices). Previous research examining racial preferences in online dating placed almost 

exclusive attention to individual characteristics, largely ignoring contextual influences. One 
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exception is the study by Feliciano, Lee and Robnett (2011), which analyzes the impact of 

one structural indicator (i.e., percentage of group size) on the racial preferences of a single 

group (i.e., Hispanics). This paper extends contextual explanations of online daters’ racial 

selectivity by examining multiple contextual indicators (e.g., minority population size, formal 

and informal climate towards immigration) on the partner preferences of multiple racial 

groups. We therefore provide a novel test of classic theories of intergroup relations (e.g., 

contact theory, group threat theory, in-group identification) within the context of online 

dating. 

This study examines different countries across Europe for several reasons. First, the 

U.S. is a classic immigration country with a specific legacy of racial boundaries, whereas 

ethnic and racial divides within most European countries only became visible from the second 

half of the 20th century (Sniderman & Hagendoorn 2007; Hooghe et al. 2009). European 

countries previously characterized as homogeneous in terms of national identity, ethnic 

composition, language or religious faith, such as France or Sweden, are now exhibiting 

considerable heterogeneity (Israeli 2008; Meuleman, Davidov & Billiet 2009).  

Second, fueled by rapid large-scale non-Western immigration (Bail 2008), Europe has 

experienced increasing tensions between national majorities and a surge in ethnic and 

culturally diverse minorities, in particular Muslim groups. While the White-Black divide is 

the historically prominent racial cleavage in the U.S., racial issues in Europe are dominated 

by a Native European-Arab (Muslim) division. Third, the status of Europe’s recent minority 

groups differs from that of U.S. minorities (McLaren 2003; Pettigrew 1998). In the U.S., 

African Americans generally share the same language, religion, and national culture as the 

majority (Pettigrew 1998), but have a lengthy history of being subject to prejudice and 

discrimination (McLaren 2003). In contrast, recent immigrant minorities in Europe are more 

culturally dissimilar from the dominant majority, having migrated to host countries that are 

recognized for their tolerance (e.g., Sweden).  

Finally, there are numerous country-specific differences across Europe, generated by 

the diverse timing and sources of migration, size of immigrant groups, levels of antiracist 

attitudes, and citizenship and civic inclusion or philosophies of integration (Favell 2001; Bail 

2008; Koopmans et al. 2005). Northern and Western European countries (e.g., Sweden, the 

Netherlands, Germany, Austria, France, and Switzerland) have a long history of migration 

after WWII, often from Southern European and ex-colonial African, Caribbean and Asian 

countries (Triandafyllidou, Gropas, & Vogel 2007). France gained a large population from 
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Northwest and Sub-Saharan Africa, Germany hosted large Turkish communities, while the 

Netherlands attracted Surinamese, Indonesians and Moroccans (Semyonov, Gorodzeisky, & 

Glikman 2012). Evolving from emigration into immigration countries, Spain and Italy started 

to receive large immigrant populations in the late 1980s from Latin America, North Africa, 

the Middle East and Eastern Europe (Bail 2008). With the fall of E.U. borders, Poland has 

experienced the emigration of its own workers to Western European countries 

(Triandafyllidou, Gropas, & Vogel 2007), but hosts few immigrants itself.  

The current study also benefits from the use of unique data derived from online dating 

profile information. Although there are existing studies on interracial dating using Internet 

data in the U.S., the majority of assortative mating research has often used the proxy of young 

newlywed couples with census (e.g., Mare 1991; Breen & Salazar 2011) or survey data 

(Joyner & Kao 2005). To understand how racial preferences are formed and how the social 

distance between racial groups emerges, it is essential to move from the study of ‘successful’ 

interracial marriages to the initial stages of relationship development (Gullickson 2006; 

McClintock 2010; Yancey 2009). Using online dating profiles and preferences ensures a more 

direct assessment of individuals’ partner preferences. Internet dating information provides a 

more ecologically valid true-to-life context coupled with an unprecedented scale and level of 

detail for examining the initiation of romantic relationships. Since an individual’s preferences 

are not exposed to others, we anticipate lower effects of social desirability (Yancey 2009), 

which is particularly important when examining racial preferences. 

In this study, we focus on stated racial preferences for dating partners with a similar 

(in-group) or different (out-group) racial background. We distinguish between five mutually 

exclusive categories, which refer to the majority population of Europeans (i.e., the ‘native’ 

Caucasian population) and four minority racial groups of non-European origin (i.e., Hispanic, 

Arabic, African, and Asian), irrespective of birthplace.  
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2.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

In-group partner preferences  

Core theories to explain interracial partnering draw from work on in-group preferences (Fu 

2001; Kalmijn 1998) and social distance between racial groups (Bogardus 1947; Blumer 

1958). According to Kalmijn (1998), individuals’ predilections for members of their own 

group reflect expectations for cultural similarity and advantages of being matched to a partner 

with similar values (e.g., mutual behavioral confirmation, certainty of having common 

interests and lifestyles). Individuals’ cultural capital is highly dependent on their racial 

background. Chiswick and Houseworth (2011) argue that choosing a partner with similar 

cultural resources enables a more effortless attainment and transmission of cultural ‘goods’ to 

the next generation. A strong sense of community and identity within one’s own racial group 

also fuels feelings of separation and unrelatedness towards members of other groups, 

producing intergroup social distancing and a hesitancy to engage in close interactions with 

racially dissimilar individuals (Bogardus 1947). Based on these mechanisms, we expect 

strong same-race preferences amongst all groups. 

 

Racial hierarchy of out-groups 

Research on social distances between ethnic and national groups has documented the 

existence of a ranking system of out-groups (Hagendoorn 1995). The dominant group 

perpetuates stereotypical and social distance rankings, but minority groups also appear to 

consent and reaffirm such hierarchies, although to a lesser extent. By perpetuating negative 

out-group evaluations, the dominant group benefits by reinforcing its high-ranking position 

and demoting groups that might threaten the status-quo (Blumer 1958). Minority groups 

distance themselves from similarly positioned groups at the lower end of the scale to preserve 

a positive social identity (Hagendoorn 1995).  Evidence of social distance rankings of ethnic 

out-groups has been found in the Netherlands (Hagendoorn & Sniderman 2001), Sweden 

(Snellman & Ekkehammer 2005) and the former Soviet Union (Hagendoorn et al. 1998). Due 

to their culturally and demographically dominant position, Europeans rank first alongside in-

group members, whereas Africans and those from the Middle East are positioned at the 

bottom of the hierarchy (Hagendoorn et al. 1998). Africans are equally (least) preferred as 

partners as Arabs, due to cultural similarities (e.g., patriarchal norms, religion) and recent 

migration history (Snellman & Ekkehammer 2005). Hispanic and Asian groups generally 
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hold an intermediate position, similar to their ranking in the U.S. (Bonilla-Silva 2004). This 

relates to the lengthier time spent in the host country and language and cultural resemblance 

to the white majority for Hispanics (Snellman & Ekkehammer 2005) or ex-colonial relations 

for Asians (Verkuyten & Kinket 2000). Based on this evidence, we anticipate that racial 

preferences across all European countries will be hierarchical, with the European and own 

group being the most preferred, followed by Hispanics and Asians ranked in the middle, and 

African and Arabic group individuals as least preferred.   

 

Country-level determinants of racial preferences 

Blau (1977, 1994) provides a structural interpretation of in-group preferences and intergroup 

relations by stating that opportunities to initiate relations with out-group members are the 

product of structural configurations. Interpersonal choices are highly structurally driven and 

contingent upon opportunities for interaction. This line of research has largely focused on the 

constraining role of structural settings on partner choices. The current study is able to shift the 

focus to an earlier stage of mate selection and examine which racial groups are most preferred 

as opposed to most chosen. As opposed to assessing how contextual forces constrain partner 

choices, we are able to evaluate how they shape actual preferences. We explore two 

contextual aspects that are often associated with racial openness, namely minority group size 

and climate towards immigration. In doing so, we draw upon a various theoretical approaches 

and mechanisms related to contact with out-groups, in-group identification, or perceived 

group threat. 

 

Size of minority population(s) 

First, we focus on the racial preferences of the majority group and anticipate that a large 

minority population (as a whole) reduces natives’ racial selectivity. According to contact 

theory (Allport 1954), frequent interactions with out-group members provide dominant group 

members with the tools to understand other cultural lifestyles, reducing tendencies to 

stereotype and discriminate. Numerous studies found a robust association between 

heterogeneous contexts and increased incidence of interracial unions, suggesting that melting 

pots attract familiarity and openness for intergroup contact (e.g., Lievens 1998; Bratter & 

Zuberi 2001). Due to increased exposure to out-groups (Allport 1954; McLaren 2003), we 

predict more openness in natives’ racial preferences in countries with a sizeable minority 

population. 
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Large-sized minority populations could, however, also be a source of social anxiety 

and prejudice among the majority group (Blalock 1967). Conflict theory (Blumer 1958; Coser 

1956; Putnam 2007) suggests that the dominant group may experience the growth in minority 

group size as a threat to economic resources (Quillian 1995) or cultural values (Schneider 

2008). This prompts a strong loyalty to one's own group, hinders interracial trust, and results 

in racial segregation. Based on these mechanisms, we put forth a competing hypothesis, 

stating that large minority populations increase the racial selectivity of majority members. 

Second, we focus on minority members and propose that their relative group size (i.e., 

the size of their own group in relation to the total population) has a particular impact on non-

natives’ racial preferences. Members of larger minority groups can identify better with the in-

group and are subject to more control from third parties (Kalmijn 1998; Kalmijn & van 

Tubergen 2006). A sizeable ethnic community is more able to enforce norm conformity and 

group solidarity, condemning members’ contact with out-groups (Vervoort, Flap, & Dagevos 

2011). Despite the absence of significant others regulating the partner search process in online 

dating (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012), previous research shows that close relationships formed 

online tend to be assimilated into a person’s offline social circle of friends and family 

(McKenna, Green, & Gleason 2002). Internet daters likely form online contacts guided by the 

anticipation of third parties’ scrutiny. We anticipate that the larger the group, the stronger the 

in-group identification and influence of third parties and the more prominent the inclination 

towards same-race partnering among minority daters.  

 

Climate towards immigration 

Finally, we propose that differences in racial preferences are also related to country-

level variation in formal tolerance and the normative climate towards out-groups (Chiswick & 

Houseworth 2011; Jacobson & Heaton 2008; Kalmijn & van Tubergen 2010). We include 

anti-immigrant sentiment and inclusiveness of migrant integration policies to gauge attitudes 

and regulations towards external groups. An extensive body of literature examining Western 

European countries provides evidence for rising levels of anti-minority and anti-immigrant 

attitudes (e.g., McLaren 2003; Semyonov, Raijman, & Gorodzeisky 2006; Weldon 2006). The 

threat of out-groups strongly influences social cohesion and inter-group contact (Schneider 

2008). A tense societal climate surrounding immigration and a restrictive migrant integration 

regime most likely enhances people’s tendencies to date same-race partners and to dismiss 

contact with people from other racial backgrounds. We consider these indicators of direct 
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relevance to native Europeans’ racial preferences only. Anti-immigrant sentiment and 

restrictive integration policies capture opposition to immigration among the native group and 

can illustrate how Europeans’ aggregated normative values and legal sanctions exert pressure 

over their own members. In addition, previous research on immigrants’ intermarriage patterns 

reveals that integration policies play no role in minorities’ choices for an exogamous partner 

(Huschek, de Valk, & Liefbroer 2012). 

 

2.3 DATA AND METHODS 

Data and sample 

We analyze anonymized profile and preference information of users registered at the eDarling 

online dating site. In an agreement with the company, data were accessed for all users in 

September 2011. eDarling is an online dating company that offers services targeted at serious 

long-term relationships and is currently based in 20 countries in Europe and Latin America, 

including the 9 countries under focus in this study (which had an active website and database 

of users at the time of data access in September 2011). The company is one of the largest 

European partner agencies on the web (Datingsitesreviewed.com 2012). In Germany, for 

instance, eDarling tops the ranking of online dating services having roughly twice as many 

users as their main competitor (Süllhöfer 2013).  

The website provides the possibility of enrolling as either a non-premium (free) or a 

premium (paid) member. Non-premium membership includes registration, filling in an entry 

questionnaire of 283 questions and the chance of browsing through the proposed profiles of 

candidates, without being able to inspect their photos or exchange e-mails. To gain access to 

pictures and to establish and react to contacts, a monthly subscription fee is required 

(premium membership). The entry questionnaire includes a personality test and personal 

information about the individual (e.g., age, occupation, educational level, race, religion, city, 

marital history, height, self-perceived physical appeal, lifestyle habits etc.), importance 

awarded to several aspects (e.g., partner’s race, partner’s religiosity, partner’s physical 

appearance etc.), as well as preferences for potential partners in terms of age, height, 

geographical location, fertility history and plans, educational level, income, lifestyle habits, 

race, and religion. The ‘partner proposals’ presented to the individual include information 

concerning basic socio-demographic details, a detailed account of their personality profile, 
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and self-descriptions, which contain open answers to items such as ‘what my partner should 

know about me’, or ‘three things that are important to me’.  

We focus on initial profile information, and more precisely the selection criteria that 

users impose in terms of race, as well as their socio-demographic data records when they first 

fill out their profile. We perform the analyses on a total pooled sample of 58,880 heterosexual 

membersi drawn from an original sample of 876,658 heterosexual site users. To avoid 

computational problems, the European group was undersampled by extracting a random 

sample of Europeans that equals the size of the largest minority group. Undersampling the 

group of Europeans (without also extracting a random sample of racial minorities) is 

comparable to the common practice of over-sampling small sub-populations in studies of race 

relations (Waksberg, Judkins & Massey 1997) or in studies of intermarriage (e.g., Kalmijn & 

van Tubergen 2006). Given that a main goal of our paper is the examination of racial 

preferences cross-nationally, random-sampling sub-populations of minority groups would 

have drastically reduced the representation of minority groups in certain countries (e.g., 

Poland). Sampling the sub-population of Europeans while retaining the full sample of 

minority groups copes with computational limitations, and provides a better estimation of the 

partner preferences of racial minorities across countries.  

 

Sample Representativeness  

A common question is how representative online dating samples are. We therefore now turn 

to investigate the representativeness of the original sample. Previous online dating studies 

used samples that overrepresented men, younger (Hitsch, Hortaçsu, & Ariely 2010), and 

better educated individuals (Feliciano, Lee, & Robnett 2011; Hitsch, Hortaçsu, & Ariely 

2010), as well as those with previous union experience (Feliciano, Lee, & Robnett 2011) or 

living in urban areas (Sautter, Tippett, & Morgan 2010). Some of these particularities reflect 

the divides in Internet use, with men, younger and highly educated individuals reporting more 

frequent use of the Internet (Eurostat 2011a).  

Given the intention to generalize our findings to the population of Internet-using 

singles (i.e., the individuals most likely to join a dating service online), we contrast some of 

the key socio-demographic characteristics of website members to the population of unmarried 

Internet users (Table 2A). The profile of eDarling users is generally similar to Internet-using 

singles. However, we notice a few minor differences. Firstly, despite the fact that men are 
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TABLE 2A. Socio-demographic characteristics of website users versus statistics of 
unmarried Internet users 
 Dating Site Unmarried Internet Usersa 

Gender distribution (%) 
 Men Women Men Women 
Switzerland 46.6 53.4 53.6 46.4 
Sweden 56.8 43.2 45.6 54.4 
The Netherlands 50.8 49.2 43.3 56.7 
Germany 52.9 47.1 52.4 47.6 
Austria 55.1 44.9 43.8 56.2 
France 45.3 54.7 45.4 54.6 
Spain 43.3 56.7 46.6 53.4 
Italy 55.0 45.0 55.1 44.9 
Poland 53.2 46.8 44.6 55.4 
Average age 18-95 
 Men Women Men Women 
Switzerland 34.9 37.0 34.6 36.7 
Sweden 34.8 37.6 38.2 41.3 
The Netherlands 38.2 37.2 37.5 41.1 
Germany 34.4 34.1 33.5 35.7 
Austria 35.5 36.6 33.6 33.1 
France 32.0 33.5 34.5 36.6 
Spain 34.5 36.7 31.5 31.8 
Italy 36.8 38.5 30.3 28.9 
Poland 30.6 31.6 27.8 30.0 
Individuals with high education (%) 
Switzerland 34.0 34.7 34.6 33.7 
Sweden 39.4 39.2 24.4 36.9 
The Netherlands 36.9 39.1 32.3 32.1 
Germany 27.1 25.7 24.2 27.6 
Austria 31.5 33.7 16.7 19.7 
France 40.7 46.0 36.8 39.2 
Spain 28.4 35.4 36.7 38.7 
Italy 23.9 35.2 26.9 23.3 
Poland 31.9 44.2 23.4 35.7 
Marital history (%) 
 Widowed, divorced 

or separated Never married Widowed, divorced 
or separated Never married 

 Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 
Switzerland 38.9 57.7 61.1 42.3 24.0 31.5 76.0 68.5 
Sweden 42.6 59.5 57.3 40.4 18.7 31.6 81.3 68.4 
The Netherlands 41.0 46.4 58.9 53.6 25.6 37.7 74.4 62.3 
Germany 37.5 45.1 62.5 54.8 18.7 28.0 81.3 72.0 
Austria 45.4 49.5 54.6 50.4 15.8 24.0 84.2 76.0 
France 30.3 41.2 69.7 58.8 17.1 27.8 82.9 72.2 
Spain 37.3 50.1 62.8 50.0 14.2 14.2 85.8 85.8 
Italy 43.2 54.1 56.9 46.0 07.5 09.2 92.5 90.8 
Poland 28.8 38.9 71.3 61.1 09.9 21.7 90.1 78.3 
Notes: a The figures related to the population of unmarried Internet users are calculations by authors based on 
nationally representative weighted data from the fifth wave of the ESS (2010). Given unavailability of data on 
Internet use for Austria and Italy in the fifth round of the ESS, we rely on data from the fourth wave (ESS 2008) 
for Austria, and from the second round (ESS 2004) for Italy. To examine the socio-demographic characteristics 
of individuals that regularly use the Internet, we selected respondents that mentioned using the Internet at least 
once a week, based on the following item: “How often do you use the internet, the World Wide Web or e-mail - 
whether at home or at work - for your personal use?”. 
TABLE 2B. Racial composition of website versus race-specific statistics of general 
population 
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 Dating Sitea General populationb 

 European Hispanic Arabic African Asian European Hispanic Arabic African Asian 
Relative group size (%) 
Switzerland 93.67 1.21 0.54 0.78 1.41 94.87 1.50 1.01 1.02 1.55 
Sweden 87.94 1.36 1.44 1.53 3.10 94.24 0.83 2.54 0.59 1.38 
The Netherlands 88.50 1.14 1.00 0.85 3.01 98.23 0.12 0.40 0.18 0.50 
Germany 94.43 0.51 0.61 0.55 1.16 98.96 0.10 0.43 0.14 0.35 
Austria 96.25 0.30 0.35 0.42 1.01 98.78 0.17 0.39 0.13 0.53 
France 84.28 0.71 4.73 4.10 1.09 93.46 0.28 4.29 1.27 0.68 
Spain 86.58 8.95 0.94 0.79 0.40 95.45 3.07 1.03 0.22 0.24 
Italy 94.24 1.24 0.54 0.85 0.85 97.36 0.68 0.90 0.35 0.71 
Poland 97.06 0.18 0.09 0.10 0.24 98.20 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 
Sex-ratioc 
Switzerland 0.87 0.35 1.81 1.18 1.00 0.85 0.47 1.23 0.88 0.71 
Sweden 0.99 0.83 3.78 1.37 1.16 0.99 0.94 1.16 1.00 0.55 
The Netherlands 1.03 0.76 1.22 0.93 1.09 0.98 0.60 1.01 1.08 0.74 
Germany 1.07 0.54 2.30 0.97 1.19 0.96 0.55 1.15 1.16 0.82 
Austria 1.02 0.68 4.69 2.00 1.28 0.94 0.50 1.49 1.07 0.80 
France 0.82 0.81 0.96 0.68 0.91 0.92 0.74 1.01 0.85 0.81 
Spain 1.05 0.54 2.44 3.07 1.65 0.93 0.78 1.21 1.57 0.87 
Italy 1.35 0.47 3.93 1.77 0.96 0.91 0.60 1.29 1.20 1.12 
Poland 1.11 0.94 1.95 2.19 1.27 0.94 2.61 7.94 6.42 1.49 
Notes: a The figures correspond to the initial full sample of online daters prior to the random-sampling of 
Europeans and the exclusion of individuals that declare ‘other’ races. We draw upon this sample in order to 
capture the accurate percentages of racial groups on the dating site. 
b Calculations by authors based on EU LFS (2011) figures.  
c Sex-ratio is computed as the ratio of men to women in a group. 
 

usually overrepresented online, in Switzerland, we find an over-representation of women. In 

France and Spain, however, women are over-represented among both Internet daters and 

Internet-using singles. Secondly, the average age of online daters in Sweden and France is 

slightly younger compared to the unmarried Internet-users. Another difference is education. 

Website users are higher educated, particularly in Austria, Sweden and Poland. Finally, the 

proportion of never married singles on the website is lower compared to the Internet-using 

singles. What is also apparent is that men and women with previous relationship experience 

are largely overrepresented. For example, we see that in the broader population of Internet-

using singles in Italy, 9.2 percent women are either widowed, divorced or separated compared 

to 54.1 percent in our sample.  

Turning to the racial composition of the website in Table 2B, Europeans are generally 

underrepresented, particularly in the Netherlands, where majority members represent 88.5 

percent, compared to 98.2 percent for the general population. Racial minority populations are 

overrepresented on the website, with the exception of Arabs in Switzerland, Sweden, Spain 

and Italy. When we examine race-specific sex-ratios, in the majority of countries, the higher 

sex-ratio for Europeans on the website reflects the previously mentioned overrepresentation 

of men. Sex-ratios corresponding to Hispanic or Arabic online daters mirror the sex-ratios 
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observed in the general population (i.e., more women than men for Hispanics and more men 

than women for Arabs).  Sex-ratios for Africans are reversed in the German, Swiss and Dutch 

samples. Finally, there appear to be more Asian men than women registered on the website as 

opposed to the reversed pattern in the broader population.  

The fact that divorced, separated and racial minorities are overrepresented confirms 

that individuals belonging to restrictive partnership markets are more likely to search for a 

partner online (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). The implication on potential findings concerning 

partner preferences is that certain racial divides might be crossed more often due to more 

opportunities for online interaction across racial lines (i.e., a more abundant supply of racial 

minority members). Since male, younger and better educated individuals are also more likely 

to display more openness towards interracial partnering, our study would only have the 

disadvantage of underestimating the racial boundaries characteristic of the general population. 

Conversely, online dating might attract individuals who are particularly choosy about their 

partner’s racial background. This potential selection can be overcome by including a measure 

of selectiveness (Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie 2009; Feliciano, Lee, & Robnett 2011). Our 

study accounts for the value that individuals attach to partner’s race, which could point to the 

strictness of their racial selection criteria.  
 

 

Measurement of variables 

Individual-level variables 

We constructed five dependent variables that capture preferences for specific racial 

groups. The use of broad racial categories across all countries allows us to easily engage in 

cross-national comparisons. When describing their own race, individuals are asked to place 

themselves in one of the following seven categories: European, African, Asian, Arabic, 

Indian, Hispanic (Latin American), or other. In relation to the race(s) of their potential match, 

users can select between one or as many of the following possibilities: European, African, 

Asian, Arabic, Indian, Hispanic, other, or any (i.e., it does not matter)ii. When filling in the 

dating profile, users were offered the same list of racial choices in all 9 countries, both in 

terms of own racial background and preferred race for partner. The question regarding 

partner’s race asks: ‘Of which ethnicity (or origin) do you want the person you are searching 

for to be?’ The phrasing of the questions refers to ethnicity (or origin), but the choices 

presented to the users do not contain ethnic divisions (specific to each country), but broad 
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racial categories. Furthermore, the choices made by members are kept hidden from other 

users. The Indian and Asian categories were recoded into a broader Asian category. We 

exclude online daters who identify themselves as belonging to ‘other’ racial backgrounds 

since it is not possible to ascertain membership to any group. We construct five dichotomous 

outcome variables defining preference for specific racial groups, where a value of 1 indicates 

whether the user is willing to date Europeans, Hispanics, Arabs, Africans, or Asians. In 

combination with the variable describing one’s own racial background, we can assess both in-

group and explicit out-group preferences. 

 

Country-level variables  

In this study we examine several country-level variablesiii. To measure minority 

population size as a whole, we rely on size of foreign-born population, which is a national-

level indicator of the proportion of foreign-born residents relative to the size of the total 

population. The data is provided by Eurostat (2011) and computed by the authors. In the 

absence of specific statistics or survey-based data on ethnicity or race, examining the foreign-

born segment of the population provides the best approximate evaluation of how large the 

out-group population in each country is within Europe (for a similar approach, see Strabac 

2011). 

Secondly, we compute minorities’ relative group size as a proportion relative to the 

total population of the number of residents belonging to each minority racial group, measured 

for each country. We use data on the number of non-natives from the 2011 European Union 

Labour Force Survey (EU LFS, European Commission 2011). The EU-LFS is a large 

household sample survey providing quarterly results on labor participation of people aged 15 

and over as well as those outside of the labor force. We selected the data on respondents’ 

country of birth (defined as the country of residence of the mother at the time of birth) for 

each country. For Germany, we used information on nationality (which corresponds to the 

country issuing the passport) given lack of data of country of birth. For the Netherlands, we 

used 2011 data on nationality provided by Statistics Netherlands. For Poland, we relied on 

2001 census data on citizenship provided by Eurostat. Although the Polish census figures are 

slightly outdated, we opted for this measurement, since it provides a unique amount of 

information about the racial composition in Poland.  

The country of origin/ nationality categories were recoded into broader racial 

categories. Due to the prevalence of Arabic backgrounds in Northern Africa, for instance, 
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foreign residents originating from these countries were clustered into one Arabic group, 

including also those from Near and Middle East. Foreign residents from other African 

countries were grouped into the African category. The population born in Latin America was 

coded as Hispanic, while residents coming from East, South and South East Asia were 

grouped under the Asian category. Based on these aggregated categories, we constructed 

country-level group size measures for each minority racial group by computing the percentage 

of Hispanics, Asians, Africans, and Arabs of the total number of respondents/ citizens in each 

country. We acknowledge that the measures are not optimal in gauging the actual racial 

composition of countries since they do not account for second-generation immigrants, 

naturalization (i.e., foreign-born citizens that already acquired the nationality of a European 

country) or native-born minority groups (e.g., the Roma population in Poland). However, the 

EU-LFS data are the only reliable up-to-date European cross-national source of information 

on foreign-born populations. Moreover, given our interest in relative country differences in 

population composition instead of precise absolute measures, we are confident that the EU-

LFS offers the best proxy indicators that are currently available (Schlueter and Wagner, 

2008). 

Anti-immigrant attitudes are measured by aggregating responses from the fifth round 

of the European Social Survey (ESS 2010iv), using the responses to the questions ‘Would you 

say it is generally bad or good for [country]’s economy that people come to live here from 

other countries?’; ‘Using this card, would you say that [country]’s cultural life is generally 

undermined or enriched by people coming to live here from different countries?’; and ‘Is 

[country] made a worse or a better place to live by people coming to live here from other 

countries?’ All three questions have 11-point answer scales ranging from 0 to 10 where low 

values refer to negative assessments of the consequences of immigration. After validating the 

consistency of items (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha values higher than 0.80), a mean score was 

computed based on the answers to the three questions. To simplify the interpretation of 

results, the scores have been transposed so that high scores indicate higher anti-immigrant 

attitudes.  

Lastly, inclusiveness of migrant integration policies is measured via the Migrant 

Integration Policy Index (MIPEX, Niessen, Huddleston, & Citron 2007). MIPEX gauges the 

different policies towards the integration of migrants based on the following dimensions: 

labor market mobility, education, political participation, long-term residence, access to 
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nationality, and anti-discrimination. Higher scores represent more inclusive migrant 

integration policies on a scale from 0 to 100.  

 

Background variables  

Education. Each of the nine countries has a country-specific categorization for 

education, which we harmonize and group following the International Standard Classification 

of Education (ISCED). We differentiated between three educational levels, which range 

between: the reference category of low (ISCED levels 0 ‘pre-primary education’, 1 ‘primary 

education or first stage of basic education’, and 2 ‘lower secondary or second stage of basic 

education’), medium (ISCED 3 ‘(upper) secondary education’ and 4 ‘post-secondary non-

tertiary education’) and high (ISCED 5 ‘first stage of tertiary education’ and 6 ‘second stage 

of tertiary education’). 

The other control variables include sex (male: reference group); age, recoded into a 

six-category variable (under 20: reference category, 21 to 30, 31 to 40, 41 to 50, 51 to 60, and 

over 60); religion, which distinguishes between Christian (reference group), Muslim, 

Buddhist, atheist, non-religious believer, and other denominations. Marital history is a 

categorical variable of: never married (reference category), divorced, separated, and widowed. 

We also control for the importance of match’s ethnicity, which is measured via an item that 

asks: ‘What importance do you give to the ethnicity of the person you are searching for?’ on a 

seven-point scale ranging from 1 meaning ‘not at all important’ to 7 ‘very important’. 

Furthermore, we include a binary variable for long-term dating intentions with 1 indicating a 

strong preference for a long-term relationship, and 0 referring to a low preference. Finally, we 

control for user’s type of membership, which is non-premium or premium.  

The online daters provide no detailed description of their ethnic/ racial background 

(i.e., country of origin, parents’ background, generation of immigration, length of stay, legal 

status). The users are requested to provide self-descriptions, which can only be filled in in the 

language of the country of residence (using a different language automatically deletes the 

profile). This could act as a proxy for language proficiency and screens for individuals who 

are reasonably integrated into a country. 
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Methods of analyses 

Using the runmlwin command (Leckie & Charlton 2013) in Stata, we estimate a multilevel 

logistic regression model for the preferences for the five racial groups (level 1), measured for 

each online dater, and thus nested in individuals (level 2). The five binary outcomes are 

considered as repeated measures or, equivalently, as a multivariate outcome. This analytical 

approach takes the dependency of the repeated binary outcomes into account and offers the 

possibility to estimate covariate effects for all outcomes (and test whether these effects are 

equal). Our data also presents an additional level of nesting (i.e., individuals nested in 9 

European countries). Employing multilevel analyses that account for the three levels of 

nesting would lead to biased estimates due to the limited number of upper-level units (Bell et 

al. 2014) and having only 9 countries makes the results vulnerable to outliers and influential 

cases (Maas & Hox 2005). To overcome this shortcoming, we engage in a country fixed-

effects model that includes distinct country dummies. Using two-level logistic regression 

modeling, we first estimate single and interaction effects of racial background and country 

(while also controlling for education, gender, age, religion, marital history, importance of 

partner’s race, long-term dating intentions and type of membership). Based on this model, we 

predict probabilities of preferring each racial group, by own racial background, for each 

country. Comparable to two-stage least squares regression, we use the estimated preference 

probabilities for the 9 countries (obtained through the previous model) as dependent variables 

in a simple linear regression analysis with each of the following country-level predictors: 

foreign-born population size, anti-immigrant attitudes, inclusiveness of migrant citizenship 

policies, and relative group size. For ease of interpretation of results, we graph a scatterplot 

with a fitted regression line for each country-level predictor. 

 

2.4 RESULTS 

Figure 2.1 plots the predicted probabilities of racial preferences by own race, based on a 

multivariate logistic regression model (the model estimates and the statistical significance of 

predicted probabilities are fully reported in Tables A2.2 and A2.3 respectively in the 

Appendix). Same-race preferences are patterned across the diagonal. The data indicate that 

daters tend to prefer partners of the same racial backgroundv. Furthermore, a hierarchy of 

preferences emerges among both Europeans and minority groups. Europeans are the most 

preferred group and generally less willing to be matched with those from other races. In fact, 
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online daters of all racial backgrounds are more open to dating Europeans than their own 

group. After Europeans and own group, Hispanics and Asians hold intermediate rankings. 

Finally, Arabs and Africans are the least preferred.  

 

 
 
Figure 2.1. Predicted probabilities of preferences for specific groups, by own race (N = 
58,880).  
Notes: Numbers are based on a multivariate logistic regression model, controlling for education, gender, age, 
religion, marital history, importance of partner’s race, long-term dating intentions, type of membership, and 
country. Patterned columns across the diagonal indicate same-race preferences. 
 

Figure 2.2 graphs the predicted probabilities of racial preferences by own race for each of the 

9 countries, based on significant interactions of race and country in a multivariate logistic 

regression model. The statistical significance of the predicted probabilities is reported in 

Table A2.4 in the Appendix. Figure 2.2 also reveals striking country differences. Italy, France 

and Austria have the highest same-race preferences among Europeans, whereas Sweden 

scores the lowest. Minority members display the highest in-group preferences in the 

Netherlands and France. In Switzerland, minority members, particularly Hispanics and 

Asians, appear to have the highest probabilities of preferring Europeans. Europeans in 

Switzerland have the highest probabilities of preferring minority members. The lowest 

probabilities of preferring Europeans among minority racial groups are in Poland. Finally, the 

native Polish, Spanish and Italians are the least willing to date minority members.   
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To enhance our understanding of country differences, we provide bivariate scatterplots 

in which we explore each association between country effects and various national-level 

indicators of racial composition and immigration patterns. Given country variations in 

Europeans’ in-group and out-group preferences, as well as minorities’ in-group preferences 

and willingness to date Europeansvi, we run simple regression analyses with each of these 

specific estimates as dependent variable and relevant country-level factors as predictors. We 

test national differences in Europeans’ in-group and out-group preferences against the 

country-level size of the foreign-born population, anti-immigrant sentiment, and inclusiveness 

of migrant integration policies. We additionally examine minorities’ in-group preferences and 

specific preferences for the European majority in relation to their relative group size.  

The top row of Figure 2.3 graphs Europeans’ in-group preferences, as well as 

willingness to date specific minority groups, in association with the size of the foreign-born 

population in each country. Results reveal that increases in the share of the foreign-born 

group are related to both a decrease in the Europeans’ in-group preferences and a systematic 

increase in their out-group preferences. We observe the existence of two poles: Switzerland 

with a large foreign-born group and high preferences for minorities among Europeans, and 

Poland with a small fraction of the foreign-born population and a corresponding low 

preference for minorities among the majority group. We also see a middle cluster of countries 

with an intermediate level of the size of the foreign-born group and where Europeans have 

moderate preferences for minorities (i.e., Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, France). With 

the exception of minority groups where there are language similarities and colonial ties (i.e., 

Hispanics), Spain is similar to Italy in having an intermediate size of the foreign-born group, 

but having relatively low preferences for minorities among the native population. Finally, 

despite being more similar to Western European countries in terms of preferences for non-

Arabic minorities, Sweden actually clusters with the Southern European group when it comes 

to very low levels of preference for dating Arabs among its native population.  

The second row of Figure 2.3 relates Europeans’ racial preferences to the level of anti-

immigrant attitudes in each country. Results show that in countries such as Italy and France, 

with a pronounced anti-immigrant climate, Europeans have higher in-group preferences. 

There is no systematic association, however, between negative attitudes towards immigration 

and the out-group preferences of Europeans. Nonetheless, Italy scores high on the anti- 

immigrant sentiment scale and consistently displays the lowest preferences for minority 

groups among the native population. Lastly, despite having the most positive climate towards
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Figure 2.2. Predicted probabilities of preferences for specific groups, by own race, per country (N = 58,880).  
Notes: Numbers are based on a multivariate logistic regression model with significant interaction effects of race and country, controlling for education, gender, age, religion, 
marital history, importance of partner’s race, long-term dating intentions and type of membership. Patterned columns across the diagonal indicate same-race preferences. 
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immigrants, Sweden shows intermediate levels of preferences for Hispanics, Asians and 

Africans, as well as relatively low preferences for Arabs among the European group. 

The bottom row of Figure 2.3 plots Europeans’ in- and out-group preferences in connection to 

each country’s migrant integration policies’ index value (MIPEX). The bottom-left graph 

shows that in a country such as Sweden, with strongly inclusive policies, the European 

majority has the lowest probability of same-race preferences. However, when looking at 

specific preferences for minorities among the native population, the high degree of 

inclusiveness in Sweden is only associated with moderate levels of preferences for Hispanics, 

Asians, and Africans, and very low preferences for Arabs. Furthermore, despite their more 

restrictive integration policies, the Swiss context is consistently related to high levels of 

preferences for minority groups among Europeans.  

Turning to the patterns of racial preferences among minority groups, we plot (Figure 

2.4) minorities’ in-group preferences and preferences for Europeans against their relative 

group size in each country. It shows that minority groups belonging to larger groups, such as 

Africans and Arabs in France, have higher same-race preferences (top panel, Figure 2.4). 

Contrary to expectations, increases in relative group size at the country level is also linked to 

higher probabilities of preferring Europeans among minorities, particularly for Hispanics in 

Spain, Asians in Switzerland, and Africans living in France or Switzerland (bottom panel, 

Figure 2.4). For Arabs residing in France however, a larger group size is associated with a 

rather low probability of preferring majority members.  
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Figure 2.3. Scatterplots of 
country-specific predicted 
probabilities of Europeans’ 
same-race preferences, and 
Europeans’ preferences for 
Hispanics, Asians, Africans, 
and Arabs, by three 
country-level indicators (N 
= 9).  
Notes: The linear fit and R-
squared are based on simple 
OLS regression estimates. The 
top row of graphs illustrates 
Europeans’ racial preferences, 
by size of foreign-born 
population. The second row 
illustrates Europeans’ racial 
preferences, by anti-immigrant 
sentiment. The bottom row 
illustrates Europeans’ racial 
preferences, by migrant 
integration policy index. 
Country abbreviations: AT = 
Austria, CH = Switzerland, DE 
= Germany, ES = Spain, FR = 
France, IT = Italy, NL = The 
Netherlands, PL = Poland, SE = 
Sweden. 
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Figure 2.4. Scatterplots of country-specific predicted probabilities of racial preferences and 
relative group size of each minority population (N = 9).  
Notes: The linear fit and R-squared are based on simple OLS regression estimates. The top panel illustrates 
minorities’ same-race preferences. The bottom panel shows minorities’ preferences for Europeans. Country 
abbreviations: AT = Austria, CH = Switzerland, DE = Germany, ES = Spain, FR = France, IT = Italy, NL = the 
Netherlands, PL = Poland, SE = Sweden. 
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2.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

 
Online dating is one of the fastest growing ways in which individuals in many countries meet 

a partner (Hogan, Li, & Dutton 2011) and therefore serves as a more immediate gauge or 

thermometer of wider race relations and integration in a country. There is currently little 

knowledge about race relations in connection to both intermarriage patterns and online dating 

choices outside of the U.S. Focusing on a single country fails to acknowledge the pivotal role 

played by contextual differences and country-specific racial backgrounds. Using online dating 

profile information, we examined the level of in- and out-group preferences in online dating 

across 9 European countries. We first found that one’s own racial background has a 

substantial influence on the preferred races of potential partners. Across all contexts, a clear 

hierarchy of racial preferences emerged, ranking Europeans and one’s own group on top, 

Hispanics and Asians in an intermediate position, followed by Africans and Arabs. Social 

distances are perpetuated by native Europeans but also racial minority groups, which in the 

need to distinguish themselves from similarly low-ranked groups paradoxically concede to a 

biased hierarchy of out-groups. There are similarities with previous U.S.-based research using 

census or online interaction data, such as pronounced in-group preferences (Lewis 2013; Qian 

& Lichter 2007) and racial hierarchies (Fu 2001; Lin & Lundquist 2013). However, as 

opposed to the American context, preferences for the majority group generally exceed same-

race preferences, indicating a much more dominant ranking position of the European majority 

group and a greater inclination towards assimilation among minorities.  

The current study significantly extends previous research by showing that previous 

American results of racial patterns of assortative mating cannot be easily generalized to other 

nations. Although racial hierarchies are consistent across all countries, clear differences 

emerge across countries, due to their distinct immigrant populations, anti-immigrant climate, 

or citizenship and civic integration regimes. The national marriage market plays a 

considerable role in shaping the in- and out-group preferences of native Europeans. The size 

of the immigrant population within a country influences the levels of exposure and affinity for 

external groups (Allport 1954; Blau, Beeker, & Fitzpatrick 1984) and, through that, the 

willingness to interracially date. Europeans living in countries with a large foreign-born 

population have lower levels of in-group preferences and increased preferences for minority 

groups. This indicates that for the majority group, geographical proximity and familiarity with 

out-groups play a considerable role in alleviating racial divides in romantic relationships, 
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validating contact theory. Our finding diverges from the heightened nativism and anti-

immigrant hostility noticed among Whites in the U.S. in the context of increased foreign-born 

population (e.g., Jimenéz 2008). The attitudinal climate towards immigrants is another 

significant factor shaping the racial partnering preferences of the native population. As 

previously shown, a tense social climate surrounding immigration and the perceived threat of 

out-groups influence inter-group contact (Schneider, 2008). Negative attitudes towards 

immigrants at the country level are related to pronounced preferences for one’s own group 

among Europeans. Furthermore, more inclusive migrant integration policies translate into 

lower preferences for dating same-race partners among natives.  

Structural characteristics of national partnership markets also have an impact on the 

partner preferences of minority groups. Arabic members belonging to large communities are 

more inclined to express same-race preferences, as well as lower preferences towards 

Europeans. Increased Arabic group size most likely reinforces ethnic identity and solidarity 

and potentially leads to a ‘retreat from intermarriage’ with Whites, as witnessed for Hispanics 

in the U.S. (Qian & Lichter 2007, p. 90). Consistent same-race preferences among Arabs 

might be related to stricter religious norms against partnering non-Muslims (Lievens 1998). 

This demonstrates that in contrast to U.S. findings, the cultural gaps separating racial groups 

in Europe are often driven by religious disparities in values and practices (Lucassen & 

Laarman 2009). We also found that Africans living in countries with a high concentration of 

their own group (e.g., France) have strong preferences for both in-group members and 

natives, but low preferences for other minority groups as additional analyses (not reported) 

reveal. This illustrates that increased minority group size can reinforce racial solidarity and 

endogamous norms, and promote social distances towards lower-ranked out-groups. 

However, it can also breed openness towards majority members. Previous research also 

reveals that African minorities in France have a higher propensity to marry natives than in 

other Western European countries, which is explained by colonial links and pre-migration 

socialization into French culture (Lucassen & Laarman 2009).  

There is a marked pattern of isolation of dating Arabs living in Sweden (i.e., 

Europeans’ lower preferences for Arabs, Arabs’ lower preferences for Europeans), despite the 

country’s rather large foreign-born population and its distinctively positive climate and 

inclusive policies towards immigrants. This is suggestive of the growing cleavage and 

tensions (The Economist 2013; The Guardian 2010) between the native Swedes and isolated 

Muslim communities during recent years, potentially fueled by large-scale Arabic 
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immigration to Sweden, which has been accommodating large numbers of refugees and 

asylum seekers from conflict-stricken countries (e.g., Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia etc.). 

Switzerland, on the other hand, despite its restrictive migrant integration regime, displays 

high levels of preferences for minorities among Europeans, as well as pronounced preferences 

for natives among its minority groups. This echoes the finding by Carol (2013) who reported 

that natives and migrants in Switzerland are more open towards intermarriage than in other 

more accommodating countries. These patterns may be attributed to the high educational 

attainment and employment rate of both its native- and foreign-born population (Eurostat 

2011b) or the greater cultural resemblance of migrants with the native group (Carol 2013). 

However, the high racial openness encountered among Swiss daters should be interpreted in 

light of the selectivity of online daters. Finally, Poland, which is yet to experience significant 

immigration, is a unique and highly homogenous country, with small fractions of racial 

groups and restrictive policies of migrant integration, which in turn breed the lowest levels of 

interracial openness in partner preferences.   

This study also had several limitations. First, we recognize that more refined racial 

and ethnic categories (beyond European for instance) would be more desirable, but we are 

restricted by the categories available in our data. Second, we acknowledge the potential 

selectivity of minority members choosing a mainstream dating website as opposed to a dating 

platform specifically targeted at their own group. This could overstate the racial openness of 

minority groups, particularly towards Europeans. Third, the small number of countries limits 

the possibilities of examining the factors associated with the differences in racial preferences 

and hierarchies across national contexts in more detail. Nonetheless, our analyses take 

existing assortative mating research a significant step further and reveal a sizeable influence 

of contextual factors on racial partner preferences, and not just final choices or recorded 

successful outcomes. Internet dating does not appear to dissolve ethnic and racial divisions in 

mate selection but rather enables an efficient selection process that can perpetuate country-

specific racial inequalities. 

 

2.6 NOTES 

 
i. Although the website also hosts daters with same-sex preferences, we examine only heterosexual 

members due to expected differences between the racial preferences of heterosexuals, gay men and 
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lesbians. Interracial partnering is generally found to be more prevalent among same-sex couples than 

opposite-sex unions (Jepsen & Jepsen 2002). 

ii. Additional analyses (available upon request) indicate that website users who mention they are willing to 

date “any” race differ from those who have specific preferences. They are more likely to belong to 

racial minority groups, are male, higher educated, and less interested in long-term dating. Given these 

selective differences and the focus of our study on racial preferences towards specific out-group 

partners, we chose not to report or further examine daters lacking any such preferences. 

iii. The correlation coefficients of these can be found in Table A2.1 in the Appendix. 

iv. Due to the lack of information for Austria and Italy in the ESS (2010) data set, the same measures are 

taken from the data set corresponding to the second round of the ESS (2004). 

v. This is particularly noticeable among the highly educated non-Hispanic minorities, as well as European, 

African and Arabic women. Conversely, Asian women have lower preferences for dating same-race 

partners than their male counterparts. For more results regarding educational level and gender, see 

Appendix. 

vi. There are also several differences in minorities’ preferences for other minorities. For instance, in Italy, 

Asians prefer Hispanics more than their own group, and in Switzerland, Africans prefer Asians more 

than same-race partners. However, we opt to focus on natives’ same- and different-race preferences as 

well as minorities’ preferences for their own group and Europeans given that they yield more striking 

country differences and are illustrative of the most central racial division (i.e., the majority-minorities 

divide). 
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CHAPTER 3. RELATIONSHIP PREFERENCES AMONG 

GAY AND LESBIAN ONLINE DATERS: INDIVIDUAL 

AND CONTEXTUAL INFLUENCES4 

 

 

 
Abstract 

There is currently little knowledge about what gay men and lesbians seek in a romantic 

relationship. This paper extends the literature on gay men and lesbians’ partnership 

preferences by engaging in the first large-scale empirical study of the long-term dating 

intentions and monogamy beliefs of gay and lesbian online daters across 53 regions in 

eight European countries (N = 24,598). Looking at profile and preference information, 

we examine both individual and contextual determinants in a series of multilevel 

logistic regression analyses. We show that lesbians give more importance to 

monogamy, but show less interest in starting a long-term relationship. We also reveal 

the importance of life course aspects such as relationship history and presence of 

children. Finally, we empirically demonstrate that social tolerance and legal recognition 

of same-sex unions are associated with higher long-term dating intentions and stronger 

monogamy beliefs.  

4 A slightly different version of this chapter is forthcoming in the Journal of Marriage and Family. Co-authors 
are Melinda Mills and Wiebke Neberich. A previous draft of this study has been presented at the ‘Revisiting 
Sexualities in the 21st Century’ Conference in Nicosia, Cyprus, June 2013. 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The last decades witnessed a continued rise in the visibility and legal rights of same-sex 

unions (Peplau & Fingerhut 2007; Rosenfeld & Kim 2005). Although gay men and lesbian 

women establish various types of relationships “from courtship to cohabitation to marriage-

like unions with high commitment”, the topic remains largely empirically unexplored 

(Kurdek 2005, p. 254). Little is known about the relationship preferences that members of 

these sexual minority groups have in the initial stages of mate selection. Several studies have 

examined attractiveness standards and aspects that gay men and lesbians find desirable in a 

romantic partner (e.g., Gobrogge et al. 2007; Ha et al. 2012; Lippa 2007). The knowledge 

about what gay men and lesbians seek and value in a relationship, however, is 

underdeveloped.  

In the current study we focus on two aspects of relationship preferences, namely long-

term dating intentions (i.e., interest in starting a long-lasting relationship) and belief in 

monogamy (i.e., sociosexuality). Interest in long-term partnerships is generally found to 

correlate with strong norms favoring sexual exclusivity (Simpson & Gangestad 1991). This 

study jointly labels long-term dating intentions and strong beliefs in monogamy as high (or 

demanding) partnering standards. There is evidence, however, that willingness to engage in 

uncommitted sexual relations does not necessarily exclude long-term partnering intentions 

(Gangestad & Simpson 1990). This suggests that the two constructs might tap into different 

facets of mating preferences. Exploring an intentional as well as an attitudinal component of 

mating strategies provides more depth into the understanding of gay men and lesbians’ 

relationship preferences. 

Examining the partnering standards of the two sexual minority groups needs to take 

into account the particularities of their dating markets (Schwartz & Graf 2009). Gay men and 

lesbians tend to reside in heterogeneous neighborhoods located in large urban centers (Peplau 

& Fingerhut 2007; Rosenfeld & Kim 2005). They also have increased geographical mobility, 

which reduces the immediate influence of family and friends (Schwartz & Graf 2009). Apart 

from residing in different social settings (Kurdek 2004), the limited size of their dating market 

means that they are also more prone to resort to non-traditional means for finding a partner. 

An increasingly popular way for gay men and lesbians to find available partners is via 

Internet dating (Peplau & Fingerhut 2007; Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). Here they have 

greater chances of initiating romantic encounters by “minimizing their efforts and exposure to 

overt social scrutiny” (Lever et al., p. 284). The Internet therefore increases the level of 
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access, affordability and privacy in searching for romantic and sexual encounters, as well as 

providing a wider variety of prospective partners (Tikkanen & Ross 2003). Despite the 

growing popularity of digital mating markets among individuals with same-sex preferences, 

there are no studies that examine gay men and lesbians’ relationship intentions and values 

when searching for a partner online. Moreover, the partnering intentions and beliefs of gay 

men and lesbians have rarely been studied across different contextual settings. Due to the 

diverse levels of acceptance and legal recognition of same-sex relationships across different 

countries and sub-regions, we anticipate particular ties between contextual settings and gay 

men and lesbians’ dating intentions and values.  

The aim of this study is to examine how both individual and contextual determinants 

are related to the long-term dating intentions and monogamy beliefs of gay and lesbian online 

daters. At the individual level, we analyze the links between life course factors such as 

previous union experience and presence of children, and gay men and lesbians’ relationship 

preferences. At the contextual level, we take into account variations in attitudes towards 

same-sex couples, and legal recognition of same-sex partnerships, across 53 regions in eight 

countries in Europe, namely the Netherlands, Sweden, Spain, France, Germany, Austria, 

Switzerland, and Italy. Using data provided by a multinational online dating platform, we 

analyze the preferences and socio-demographic information provided by members who fill in 

an online dating profile. Based on the preference for partner’s gender expressed on users’ 

profile, we label women seeking women as lesbians and men seeking men as gay men. 

Despite the fact that seeking a same-sex partner on an online dating platform is not an 

unequivocal measure of sexual identity as enduring attraction towards the same sex, we 

believe that it does represent an active expression of one’s (same-sex) sexual orientation. 

Our study contributes to the existing literature in several ways. First, we extend the 

handful of literature on gay men and lesbians’ partnering preferences with a large-scale 

empirical analysis. A second innovation is the examination of how relationship history or 

presence of children is related to the relationship values of gay men and lesbians, known to 

have distinct legal and reproductive contexts for both partnering and parenting. Third, due to 

the comparative aspect of this study, it will be the first to examine how the long-term dating 

intentions and the monogamy beliefs of gay men and lesbians are shaped by both individual 

characteristics and dating market conditions. This answers the call by Meier, Hull, and Ortyl 

(2009), who emphasized the need to study relationship values among sexual minorities across 

different social, legal and cultural contexts. Due to the lack of cross-regional and cross-
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national comparative data of gay men and lesbians, this study will be the first to provide 

unique insights into whether gay men and lesbians’ dating intentions and monogamy beliefs 

vary across local and national settings. Fourth, research is yet to address this topic by looking 

at real life choices and a genuine dating environment. During the last decade there has been a 

surge of studies examining various aspects of same-sex partnerships, such as: division of 

household labor (Kurdek 2006), relationship satisfaction (Otis et al. 2006), or partnership 

stability (Andersson et al. 2006; Kalmijn, Loeve, & Manting 2007). The limitation of 

previous studies is that they generally rely on small convenience samples based on 

snowballing methods that usually target magazine readers or members of gay organizations, 

which often lead to an underrepresentation of non-white or low-SES gay men and lesbians 

(Andersson et al. 2006; Jepsen & Jepsen 2002). This paper is pioneering in that it relies on 

unique large-scale data that permits a more robust and detailed examination of gay men and 

lesbians’ relationship goals and beliefs. Furthermore, the non-reactive nature of the data (i.e., 

data gathered from a naturalistic setting) has the potential to offer a more truthful assessment 

of gay men and lesbians’ intentions and beliefs in the initial stages of dating. Finally, due to 

the weak public visibility of gay and lesbian communities in certain countries (e.g., Italy), this 

is among the first studies that can examine the mate selection patterns of gay men and 

lesbians within such restrictive contexts. 

 

3.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Short- versus long-term mating strategies and monogamy beliefs 

Sexual strategy theory (Buss & Schmitt 1993) supposes that both men and women developed 

a plural set of approaches to mating, including long-term as well as short-term partnering. 

Buss and Schmitt (1993) propose that short-term mating is pursued due to several advantages 

for men (e.g., increased number of children), as well as for women (e.g., immediate access to 

men’s resources, possibility of assessing intentions and mate value of potential long-term 

partners). Long-term strategies, on the other hand, guarantee women a constant provision of 

men’s resources and investments in rearing children. Long-term mating for men usually 

involves partnering with women of better mate value, avoiding the efforts of constantly 

pursuing potential partners, increasing the genetic quality of offspring, paternity certainty, 

dividing domestic and non-domestic labor tasks and so forth. According to this theory, 

individuals select either one of the two mating tactics of short- versus long-term partnering, 
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depending on both gender and context (Buss & Schmitt 1993; Asendorpf, Penke, & Back 

2011; Gangestad & Simpson 2000).  

An additional concept used to capture individual differences in human mating 

strategies is sociosexuality, which gauges variability in the disposition individuals have 

towards sexual relations outside of committed relationships (Simpson & Gangestad 1991). 

The two extremes on the sociosexual orientation continuum distinguish firstly between 

restricted individuals who place emphasis on sexual exclusivity, lengthy courtship, and 

substantial emotional investments in long-term relationships. The other extreme consists of 

unrestricted individuals who are more prone towards multiple sexual partners, more 

spontaneous sexual relations, and lower levels of investments and intimacy in relationships 

(Simpson & Gangestad 1991; Schmitt 2005). In the current study, we focus on the attitudinal 

component of sociosexuality, which is the belief that a relationship should be exclusive and 

thus refers to the normative endorsement of committed sex (Penke & Asendorpf 2008). We 

hereafter refer to it as monogamy attitudes or beliefs. 

The theoretical arguments presented until now, however, are largely based on 

heterosexual men and women and center around reproduction. The evidence regarding gay 

men and lesbians’ mating strategies and monogamy is scarce, with the few studies that have 

examined this topic producing conflicting findings. In the absence of direct theories and 

research that address the actual partnering preferences of gay men and lesbians in genuine 

dating situations, we focus on studies that examine generic relationship values or levels of 

commitment and stability of established same-sex couples. Meier and colleagues (2009) 

found no significant differences between gay men and lesbians in the way they rate lifelong 

commitment and faithfulness as important components for a successful relationship. Bryant 

and Demian (1994) likewise demonstrated that gay and lesbian couples display similar levels 

of relationship commitment; nevertheless, lesbians are more likely to form sexually exclusive 

partnerships and rarely violate monogamy agreements. In fact, norms regarding sexual 

restrictiveness seem to distinguish gay men and lesbians the most. Gay men generally score 

higher in terms of interest and acceptance of non-committed sexual relations and non-

monogamous partnerships (Bailey et al. 1994). Moreover, Schmitt (2005) reveals that gay 

men have significantly higher levels of non-monogamous relationships, possibly related to 

having access to a dating market with potential partners with similar open attitudes towards 

uncommitted sex.  
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Relationship commitment among same-sex couples is also assumed to depend on the 

barriers individuals encounter when ending a partnership (Kurdek 2000; Peplau & Spalding 

2000). The level of relationship dependence and commitment decreases when the barriers that 

prevent a person from dissolving a union are low and the quality of alternatives to 

maintaining it is high (Etcheverry & Agnew 2004; Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman 2010). Lau 

(2012) contends that female same-sex couples are more stable than male same-sex couples 

due to the fact that lesbians perceive more barriers to ending a relationship (e.g., lesbian 

households are more likely to include children), greater benefits from being in a relationship 

(e.g., women’s lower income levels make it more advantageous to pool financial resources 

than for men), as well as scarcer partner alternatives (e.g., lesbians are less likely to inhabit 

large cities than gay men). Nevertheless, evidence is again inconclusive. Among same-sex 

couples, Andersson and colleagues (2006) found that female partnerships have higher divorce 

risks than male couples in Sweden and Norway, whereas Kalmijn et al. (2007) and Lau 

(2012) revealed greater stability for female same-sex partnerships in the Netherlands and the 

US, respectively. Based on previous research related to both relationship values and stability, 

we do not expect overt dissimilarities between gay and lesbian daters in terms of willingness 

to start a long-term relationship. Nevertheless, existing evidence regarding monogamy would 

lead us to expect a stronger belief in sexual exclusivity among lesbian women compared to 

gay men (hypothesis 1).  

 

Life course determinants of gay men and lesbians’ dating intentions 

The life course aspects of relationship history and presence of children can influence the 

views and expectations that people have when initiating new partnerships (Poortman 2007), 

but this association is yet to be explored in relation to gay men and lesbians. The general lack 

of empirical evidence concerning the dissolution and re-partnering process of gay men and 

lesbians is related to the difficulty of assessing their pre- and post-dissolution relationships 

and parenting arrangements. The relationship experience of gay and lesbian parents often 

refers to unions and children born with different-sex partners (Andersson et al. 2006; Lau 

2012; Peplau & Fingerhut 2007). Nevertheless, the dissolution of same-sex partnerships and 

the formal ties to children born or adopted within such unions are surrounded by a great deal 

of legal ambiguity, particularly in contexts where the legalization of same-sex unions is not 

permitted (Goldberg & Allen 2013).  
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  When a same-sex relationship dissolves, non-biological parents often risk losing the 

relationship with their children who are only legally bound to the biological parent (Allen 

2007). When institutional support to guide the commitments and obligations between 

previous partners, on the one hand, and between ex-partners and their children, on the other 

hand, is missing, gay and lesbian parents have to self-determine child custody and visitation, 

as well as stepfamily formation decisions (Allen 2007; Goldberg & Allen 2013). Even in 

countries that grant the legalization of partnerships for same-sex couples, parenting rights 

remain restrictive. Switzerland for instance, provides legal recognition for same-sex unions 

via registered partnerships, but it does not entitle same-sex couples to joint or second parent 

adoption (i.e., the legal process that allows same-sex partners to adopt their partner’s 

biological or adopted child without ending the first parent’s legal status as a parent). Despite 

the particularities of gay men and lesbians’ socially and legally disputed family formation 

(Allen 2007), we draw on the literature that addresses the impact of life course factors on 

heterosexuals’ partnering. We therefore assume that basic experiences such as forming 

partnerships and having children shape the dating agenda of individuals consistently across 

sexual orientation groups. Based on sometimes conflicting empirical evidence related to the 

influence of life course aspects on the re-partnering process of heterosexuals, there are a 

series of competing expectations that we now specify for gay men and lesbians jointly.   

 

Relationship history 

 Compared to the never married, divorced individuals are often older. They also face a 

more constrained partnership market (i.e., a short supply of available and suitable potential 

partners), leading to a particular set of relationship needs and criteria for partner selection (de 

Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Shafer 2013; Sweeney 1997). Frazier, Arikian, Benson, Losoff, and 

Maurer (1996) found that people who experienced divorce have weaker marital intentions 

than those who had never married, likely attributed to previous negative marital experiences. 

People with previous union experience are less emotionally engaged and make fewer 

investments in subsequent relationships (Poortman 2007). Particularly among separated 

individuals - who are not legally divorced and therefore unable to enter or invest in a 

formalized union - demanding partnering arrangements would be even less preferred.  If we 

consider separated individuals who exit a cohabiting union, we would also expect lower 

relationship demands given their tendency to form a union with lower levels of commitment 

and investment than marriage to begin with (Brines & Joyner 1999; Cherlin 2004; Poortman 
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& Mills 2012). Therefore, we anticipate divorced and, even more so, separated individuals to 

have lower long-term dating intentions and weaker monogamy beliefs than those who have 

never married (hypothesis 2a). A competing hypothesis is that, provided a wide enough pool 

of potential candidates, individuals with union experience fine-tune their preferences towards 

a better-suited partner, entailing more selectiveness and higher requirements from subsequent 

relationships (Gelissen 2004). This could translate into a greater concern for starting a long-

term relationship and a stronger belief in sexual exclusivity compared to the never married 

(hypothesis 2b).  

  When we consider widowed persons, research shows a strong preference for dating 

instead of traditional long-lasting partnerships (Carr 2004; McWilliams & Barrett 2014). 

Reasons for avoiding long-term relationships include: concern for losing newly found 

autonomy (McWilliams & Barrett 2014), reluctance to engage in emotional and instrumental 

care-giving for a new, possibly unhealthy spouse (Davidson 2001; Talbott 1998), potential 

deprivation of social security benefits associated with the deceased spouse upon remarriage, 

unwanted prospect of residential relocation (Carr 2004), or opposition of children to widowed 

parents’ re-partnering (Moorman, Booth, & Fingerman 2006). Alterovitz and Mendelsohn 

(2013) show that older age is associated with less interest in sexual aspects and more concern 

with having a companion to share activities with. We would therefore expect less long-term 

dating intentions and weaker beliefs in sexual exclusivity among widowed daters in 

comparison to those who have never been married (hypothesis 2c). 

 

Presence of children 

Having children could also shape the dating priorities of individuals looking for a new 

partner. On the one hand, the presence of children can be perceived as a constraint to re-

partnering. Across various national settings, multiple studies find that resident children have a 

negative effect on parents’ re-partnering chances, and the quality of their new match, 

especially among women (e.g., de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Goldscheider & Kaufman 2006; 

Qian, Lichter, & Mellott 2005; Sweeney 1997). In addition to restricting the time and 

opportunities to find a partner, the presence of children is believed to decrease parents’ mate 

value and their ability to attract suitable partners (Qian et al. 2005). Prospective partners 

could perceive non-biological children as a potential source of relationship conflict (de Graaf 

& Kalmijn 2003) and undesired financial and caring responsibilities (Stewart, Manning, & 

Smock 2003). In comparison to childless daters, gay and lesbian parents who wish to start a 
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new relationship might therefore anticipate unfavorable mating prospects and express less 

demanding dating preferences, meaning weaker long-term dating intentions and monogamy 

beliefs (hypothesis 3a). On the other hand, the presence of children is also shown to enhance 

parents’ re-partnering prospects, particularly among men (Wu & Schimmele 2005). A 

positive perception of own mate value for men and the motivation to ensure a proper 

parenting environment for both men and women could attract a certain level of cautiousness 

in selecting a new partner (Bzostek, McLanahan, & Carlson 2012). Due to heightened 

expectations, the dating priorities of gay men and lesbians with resident children could point 

towards more long-term mating strategies and more value attached to sexual exclusivity in 

comparison to those without children (hypothesis 3b).  

  

Contextual determinants of gay men and lesbians’ dating intentions 

A thorough understanding of the complexity of same-sex partnering behavior should take into 

account the multitude of factors that shape the manner in which romantic unions are initiated, 

maintained and ended (Kurdek 2004). Sexual strategy theory suggests that the choice between 

short- and long-term mating strategies is highly dependent on context (Buss & Schmitt 1993). 

Adopting a certain orientation to commitment and monogamy is also sensitive to the 

characteristics of the environment (Schmitt 2005). Therefore, when analyzing gay men and 

lesbians’ dating intentions, it is essential to account for contextual influences. This study 

focuses on two types of contextual aspects: the normative climate towards same-sex couples, 

and the legal context of initiating same-sex relationships. The normative contextual predictor 

is addressed at the regional instead of the national level because of significant local variations 

in normative attitudes towards same-sex partnerships within the same national borders (see 

Table A3.1, Appendix). The legal context is examined at the national level given that in the 

European context, the same set of legal rights for same-sex unions often apply across all 

regions within a country. 

 

Social and legal recognition of gay men and lesbians across Europe 

Gay men and lesbians’ partnering preferences and beliefs are also influenced by the 

level of informal (attitudes) and formal (legislation) tolerance toward same-sex unions within 

their environment (Lau 2012). Examining the US context, Patterson (2000) asserts that the 

transformation in societal attitudes and legal regulations of same-sex partnerships during the 

last decades have strongly influenced the outlook of gay men and lesbians’ daily lives.  
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In order to grasp the variability in legal regulations of same-sex partnerships, an 

overview of different national contexts is outlined below. The European countries under focus 

in this study provide diverse landscapes of lesbian and gay rights and, more specifically, of 

legal recognition for same-sex couples. Table 3.1 provides a summary of same-sex 

partnership and parenting rights across countries. In 2001, the Netherlands was the first 

country in the world that provided same-sex couples access to civil marriage. In Spain, 

marriage became available for same-sex couples in 2005, while in Sweden it became legal in 

2009.  

 

TABLE 3.1. Same-sex Partnership and Parenting Rights across Countries 

 Partnership recognition  Parenting rights 

 Registered 
partnership Marriage 

 
Joint 

adoption 
Second parent 

adoption 

Medically 
assisted 

insemination  
(lesbian couples) 

The Netherlands a      
Sweden       
Spain b      
France c d   e e 
Germany       
Austria     e  
Switzerland       
Italy       
Source: ILGA-Europe 
Notes: a Cohabitating same-sex couples have virtually the same rights as cohabitating different sex couples. 
b In certain regions only. 
c Limited rights. 
d Legalized since 2013. 
e Allowed since 2013. 

 

The second group of countries that do not provide same-sex couples access to civil 

marriage but do allow for registered partnerships (i.e., legally recognized forms of partnership 

similar to marriage, also referred to as civil unions) is represented by France, Germany, 

Austria, and Switzerland. In France, lesbian and gay couples can benefit from a legal 

arrangement similar to marriage through the Civil Pact of Solidarity (PACS) since 1999. 

Same-sex marriage actually became legal in France as of May 2013. But given that the time 

of data access is September 2011, France is included in the group of countries that allow for 

registered partnerships only. The PACS allows couples, irrespective of gender composition, 

to sign a contract that defines their partnership along various aspects such as property, 
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taxation, health insurance etc. Nevertheless, couples in registered partnerships have no rights 

of shared parental authority, adoption, or access to medically assisted reproduction (Waaldijk 

2009). In Germany, registered life partnerships for same-sex couples are permitted since 

2001, providing several of the rights and benefits that married (different-sex) couples have, 

except for presumption of paternity or joint adoption. Since 2004, same-sex couples in 

Germany are eligible to apply for second parent adoption of each other’s biological children, 

though the responsibilities assigned to the adopting parent remain limited (Waaldijk 2009). In 

Austria, same-sex couples can register their partnership since 2010, benefiting from similar 

rights as married couples, with the exception of fertility treatments or joint adoption (second 

parent adoption for same-sex couples was eventually enforced in August 2013). Switzerland 

recognizes same-sex registered partnerships since 2005, ensuring the same rights as marriages 

in terms of social security, insurance, taxation or property. Swiss same-sex couples are not 

entitled however to fertility treatments, joint or second parent adoption rights. 

A third category examined in this study and represented by Italy are those countries 

that do not recognize any type of same-sex unions, nor provide any parenting rights to same-

sex couples. Italy was one of the first European countries to decriminalize same-sex sexual 

behavior in the second half of the 19th century. Nevertheless, any attempt at legalizing civil 

unions for same-sex couples in this staunchly Catholic country has failed. In Italy, same-sex 

partnering is therefore “neither persecuted nor protected by law, and it must remain private,” 

leading to a repressed public awareness of gay and lesbian rights, as well as a closeted life for 

same-sex couples (Lingiardi 2005: 91).  

The societal climate and degree of legal recognition of same-sex couples define gay 

men and lesbians’ uniqueness in the way they initiate, maintain and negotiate their 

partnerships (Lannutti 2007). Social and legal sanctions are also believed to shape individual 

variation in mating strategies (Buss & Schmitt 1993). The lack of legal recognition of same-

sex partnerships has the potential to make gay men and lesbians less willing to invest in long-

term arrangements due to increased uncertainty regarding the relationship’s time horizon 

(Lau, 2012). Furthermore, the social marginalization of same-sex partnering often leads to the 

concealing of relationships for gay men and lesbians (Otis et al. 2006), as well as negative 

perceptions of relationship quality and longevity (e.g., Frost & Meyer 2009; Frost 2011). The 

legal possibility of marrying a same-sex partner alters individuals’ expectations about their 

future, leading to a potential reconsideration of relationship values (Lannutti 2007). Given 

increased relationship rewards and heightened feelings of security and stability, formalized 
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same-sex partnerships are associated with higher levels of relationship commitment and 

investments (Fingerhut & Maisel 2010). As opposed to homophobic environments which 

usually add multiple relationship stressors and uncertainty about the future among members 

of same-sex couples (Frost 2011; Otis et al. 2006), societal acceptance could lead to less 

ambiguity for long-term prospects, more visible partnering behavior and greater relationship 

investments. Contexts of both social and legal recognition of same-sex couples should 

therefore encourage gay men and lesbians to pursue longer-term relationships and favor 

monogamy (hypothesis 4, hypothesis 5).  

 

3.3 DATA AND METHODS 

Data and sample 

We analyze anonymized profile and preference information of gay and lesbian members 

registered at the eDarling online dating site. In an agreement with the company, data were 

accessed in September 2011. Launched in early 2009, eDarling is an online dating company 

that provides online matchmaking services targeted at a broad audience, allowing searches for 

different-sex as well as same-sex partners (the website does not provide specific services for 

individuals with a bisexual orientation). It is currently based in 20 countries in Europe and 

Latin America, including the 8 countries under focus in this study, which had an active 

website and comparable database of users at the time of data access. The company is one of 

the largest European partner agencies on the web. In Germany, for instance, eDarling tops the 

ranking of online dating services having roughly twice as many users as their main competitor 

(Süllhöfer 2013).  

We examine the data of users with same-sex preferences in the previously mentioned 

8 European countries. The total sample consists of 24,598 gay and lesbian online daters. 

Table A3.1 in the Appendix provides information about the sample distribution across 

countries and sub-regions within countries for the full sample and the samples by sexual 

orientation. The gender distribution across regions is mostly balanced, with some exceptions 

of over-representation of gay men in Zurich (Switzerland) or Insular Italy, as well as an over-

representation of lesbian women in North-Western Switzerland. 

The website provides the possibility of enrolling as either a non-premium (free) or a 

premium (paid) member. Non-premium membership includes registration, filling in an entry 

questionnaire of 283 questions and the chance of browsing through the proposed profiles of 
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candidates, without being able to inspect their photos or exchange e-mails. To gain access to 

pictures and to establish and react to contacts, a monthly subscription fee is required 

(premium membership). Because the data were accessed at one point it time, it may be that 

some non-premium members eventually became premium members. The entry questionnaire 

includes a personality test, personal details (e.g., age, occupation, educational level, race, 

religion, marital status, height, lifestyle habits etc.), importance awarded to partner’s 

characteristics (e.g., education, physical appearance), as well as preferences for potential 

partners in terms of age, height, geographical location, fertility history and plans, lifestyle 

habits, and race. The data analyzed in this study focus on the user profile information and the 

dating preferences and beliefs that people express when filling in the entry questionnaire. 

More precisely, we look at how interested daters are in pursuing long-term relationships and 

their monogamy beliefs as main dependent variables, as well as at their socio-demographic 

descriptors as either explanatory or control factors.  

The postcode information in the dataset is used to link individuals to a certain region 

within a particular country. We then attach macro-level variables that measure contextual 

aspects referring to attitudes and legal recognition of same-sex partnerships, which are taken 

from statistical offices or cross-national surveys, described in more detail below. The regional 

units correspond to the Eurostat’s Nomenclature of Statistical Territorial Units classification 

scheme (NUTS). In order to comply with data confidentiality agreements, we coded regions 

at the NUTS-1 level, which corresponds to large-scale regions (ranging from 3 million to 7 

million inhabitants), which led to a classification of 53 regions. 

 

Sample representativeness 

Due to the absence of official statistics concerning the size and composition of sexual 

minority groups across Europe (Festy 2007), it is difficult to assess how representative our 

sample of online daters is of the entire lesbian and gay population in each of the 8 countries. 

Nevertheless, to get a glimpse of who participates in online dating among gay men and 

lesbians, we rely on data from the first wave of the ‘How Couples Meet and Stay Together’ 

(HCMST) survey (Rosenfeld, Thomas, & Falcon 2011), collected in 2009. HCMST is a 

nationally representative longitudinal survey of English-speaking adults in the U.S. and it 

targets persons who are either married or in a romantic or sexual relationship. One of the 

advantages of the data set is that it provides information on how the respondent originally met 

their partner (for more details, also see Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). We took a sub-sample of 
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lesbian and gay respondents and examined key socio-demographic characteristics of those 

who met their partner through online dating sites in comparison to those who met their match 

elsewhere (e.g., via family, friends, school, religious venues, workplace, etc.). Although the 

HCMST data refer to gay men and lesbians who have successfully entered a partnership in the 

U.S., it can nonetheless be informative of the socio-demographic profile of individuals who 

search for a partner through Internet dating. Table 3.2 shows that gay men and lesbians who 

met their partner through online dating are similar to those that met their partner in other 

circumstances with respect to previous marital experience, religion, residence, education or 

number of children in the household. But if matching occurred through Internet dating, gay 

men  and  lesbians  are  significantly more  likely to  be non-White and  slightly younger. The  

 

TABLE 3.2. Comparison of Same-sex Couples that Met through Online Dating (N = 50) and 
Elsewhere (N = 418) 

 Online dating Elsewhere Significance test 

% Respondents previously married 
(before current partner) 32.0 24.9 χ2(1) = 1.19 

% Race   χ2(3) = 9.15 * 
White 66.0 82.3  
Black 10.0 3.8  
Hispanic 18.0 8.9  
Other 6.0 5.0  

% Religion   χ2(3) = 3.00 
Catholic  30.0 30.6  
Other Christian 58.0 48.6  
Non-Christian 2.0 6.9  
No religion 10.0 13.9  

% Zip-code is rural 8.7 6.9 χ2(1) = 0.20 
 Mean (S.D.)  
Respondent age (years) 46.02 (9.61) 49.43 (12.09) t (69.01) = 2.30 * 
Respondent education (years) 15.26 (2.17) 15.48 (2.34) t (466) = 0.64 
Number of children in the household 0.04 (0.20) 0.11 (0.47) t (129.23) = 1.94 
N (unweighted) 50 418  
Source: Unweighted data from How Couples Meet and Stay Together, Wave 1.  
Notes: The number of gay and lesbian couples is too small to be analysed separately. 
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. 
 

 

 

over-representation of young adults and racial minority members is consistent with previous 

online dating studies (e.g., Hitsch, Hortaçsu, & Ariely 2010). Given that being young or non-

White is associated with lower dating intentions and less importance given to sexual 
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exclusivity (Ha et al. 2012; Harris & Lee 2006), we expect to encounter potentially more 

liberal attitudes towards partnerships than would be expected from a general population of 

gay men and lesbians. 

 

Measurement of variables 

Individual-level variables 

Dependent variables. Long-term dating intentions is measured via the item ‘I am 

looking for a long-term relationship,’ which includes a seven-point scale ranging from 1 

meaning ‘not at all’, to 4 ‘somewhat’ and 7 ‘very much’. The belief in monogamy is 

measured on the same type of scale with the item: ‘I believe a serious relationship needs to be 

exclusive (i.e. monogamous).’ For both variables, most responses clustered at the right 

extreme of the distribution with approximately three quarters of daters choosing 5, 6 or 7 on 

the scale. Given that not all of the seven categories contained enough cases (only 3.6% of 

individuals mentioned being ‘not at all’ (1) interested in a long-term relationship, and 4.4% 

believe a serious relationship needs to be ‘not at all’ (1) exclusive) to support multilevel 

regression analyses with interaction terms (as described later), we opted to dichotomize the 

scale. Individuals who are highly interested in long-term dating and hold strong beliefs in 

monogamy (5-7 on the original scale) are coded as 1, whereas those who have low or only 

moderate long-term dating intentions and monogamy beliefs (1-4 on the original scale) are 

coded as 0. 

Gender is created combining the information on gender and the type of partner the 

online dater is seeking for (man or woman), and is divided by gay man (reference) and lesbian 

woman. Previous union experience is gauged by looking at the answers to the following 

question: ‘Which of the following statements applies to your marital status?’. Online daters 

can choose between four different options: ‘I have never been married’; ‘I’m divorced’; ‘I live 

in separation’; or ‘I am widowed’. No information is provided about whether the separation 

refers to a formal or informal union, or whether people exited a union with a different-sex or 

same-sex partner. Resident children is measured through the question ‘How many children 

under 18 live with you?’ with the following 4 options: no children (reference), one, two, and 

three or more children. As stated previously, this measure does not actually require the child 

to be biologically or legally related to any of the adults in the household. 

Finally, we take into account a set of control variables that have been found to be 

important predictors from previous studies, including educational level (Alston & Tucker 
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1973), age (Ha et al. 2012), race (Harris & Lee 2006), religion (Nock, Sanchez, & Wright 

2008), and type of membership. For educational level, we harmonize and group each 

country’s particular categorization for education according to the International Standard 

Classification of Education (ISCED) code. We differentiated between three educational levels 

and created three dummy variables, which range between: the reference category of low 

(ISCED levels 0 ‘preprimary education’, 1 ‘primary education or first stage of basic 

education’, and 2 ‘lower secondary or second stage of basic education’), medium (ISCED 3 

‘(upper) secondary education’ and 4 ‘post-secondary non-tertiary education’) and high 

(ISCED 5 ‘first stage of tertiary education’ and 6 ‘second stage of tertiary education’). Age is 

a continuous variable ranging from 18 to 95 years. Race is a categorical variable with the 

following values: European, Hispanic (Latin American), Arabic, Asian, African, or other. The 

initial categorization included Indian as racial group, but it was later recoded into the broader 

Asian category as the differentiation between the two groups is not very explicit. Religion 

distinguishes between Christian (reference), Muslim, Buddhist, atheist, non-religious believer 

(also referred to as ‘spiritual’ without adhering to a particular religion), and other 

denominations. Finally, we control for user’s type of membership, which is non-premium or 

premium.  

Contextual-level variables 

The first contextual-level independent variable refers to general attitudes towards same-

sex couples, for which we use data from the 2008 wave of the European Values Survey (EVS 

2008) and the item ‘Homosexual couples should be able to adopt children’. Because the 

measure addresses same-sex couples’ parenting rights, it appropriately gauges the degree of 

tolerance and acceptance of same-sex partnering at a tangible level, which in this case is 

family formation. The variable is measured on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (‘agree 

strongly’) to 5 (‘disagree strongly’). We reverse the scale and compute an aggregated mean 

score at the regional level, so that high values represent positive attitudes towards same-sex 

couples. To facilitate the interpretation of results, this measure is centered around the mean. 

Secondly, as discussed in Table 1, we used information about the legal recognition of same-

sex couples provided by ILGA-Europe (the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans & 

Intersex Association) (2012). As previously mentioned, we differentiate between no legal 

recognition (reference category), registered partnerships, and legal marriage. 
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Analytical Procedure 

The first step in the analyses is to examine the main socio-demographic characteristics of the 

gay men and lesbian women in our sample. Using runmlwin (Leckie & Charlton 2013) in 

Stata we then engage in multilevel logistic regression analyses (Bryk & Raudenbush 1992; 

Snijders & Bosker 2012) for the two binary outcomes described above. We estimate random 

intercept models with two levels that account for the existence of variation in long-term 

dating intentions and monogamy beliefs across the 53 regions. This allows us to take into 

consideration the hierarchical nature of our data and adjust standard errors for the non-

independence of observations (i.e., individuals) nested within the same context (i.e., region). 

Multilevel analysis acknowledges the existence of different levels of variation (i.e., within- 

and between-region differences in relationship preferences), while also allowing the 

examination of both individual- and contextual-level predictors.  

We first looked at associations between each outcome variable and gender, previous 

union experience, resident children, and control measures (Model 1). Despite formulating 

hypotheses that broadly refer to both gay men and lesbians, we are nonetheless empirically 

interested in assessing further similarities and differences between the two groups. To see if 

the link between life course characteristics and relationship preferences differs between gay 

men and lesbians, we subsequently include interactions of the main individual-level 

predictors by gender (Model 2). This is followed by the introduction of contextual-level 

variables. The correlation between the macro-level measures of attitudes towards same-sex 

couples and legal recognition of same-sex partnerships is moderately high (r = .66, p < .01). 

Diagnostic checks using the collin option in Stata detected multicollinearity if both predictors 

were included in the same model. To overcome this problem, we estimate the two contextual 

predictors in separate models (Models 3-4). Finally, to examine if the association between 

contextual aspects and relationship preferences differ between gay men and lesbians, we run 

additional analyses in which we test cross-level interactions between each macro-level 

measure and gender (Models 5-6). To reduce potential bias due to compositional effects, we 

also control for the regional-level composition of the website by including aggregated 

percentages of key socio-demographic variables (i.e., education, age). All models are fitted 

using 10,000-iteration Monte Carlo Markov Chain (MCMC) estimations, which lead to more 

accurate results when running multilevel non-linear analyses (Browne 2009). MCMC 

diagnostics confirm MCMC convergence and indicate that 10,000 iterations represent a 

suitable chain run length. To compare the overall fit of models we use the Deviance 
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Information Criterion (DIC) diagnostic, with models with lower DIC values being preferred 

over models with higher DIC values. 

 

3.4 RESULTS 

We first show descriptive statistics and then turn to the testing and discussion of our 

hypotheses with reference to the results of multilevel logistic regression analyses.  

 

Descriptive results 

Table 3.3 presents descriptive statistics for the individual-level variables used in the analyses 

of long-term dating intentions and monogamy beliefs. First, we find that gay men have 

slightly higher long-term dating intentions, whereas lesbians rate monogamy as important to a 

somewhat higher extent. The correlation between the two outcome variables is significantly 

positive for both gay men and lesbians. This shows that individuals who prefer long-term 

dating indeed also tend to have positive attitudes towards monogamy (Simpson & Gangestad 

1991). Nevertheless, the modest correlation scores confirm that the two variables capture 

distinct concepts of relationship preferences. Moreover, Table 3.3 indicates that gay men are 

less likely to have been married previously (74.1% compared to 66.7 for lesbian women). 

Lesbian women have more formalized relationship experiences, with 29.1% of them being 

either divorced or separated. Lesbian women are also more likely to have resident children 

(cumulated 21.1%), whereas gay men more often declare the absence of any resident children 

(89.7%). Gay men are slightly more likely to be highly educated (32.2%). The majority of 

online daters are young (mean age of approximately 35 years) and of European ancestry. 

Finally, both gay men and lesbians report being Christian or atheist to the largest extent. 
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TABLE 3.3. Summary Statistics of Individual-level Variables Used in Regression Analyses  

 Full sample  Gay men  Lesbians  Gender 
Difference 

Dependent variables     
Long-term dating intentions (range: 0-1) 74.3 75.3 73.1 *** 
Monogamy beliefs (range: 0-1) 72.6 70.9 74.6 *** 
Correlation between dependent variables 0.48 *** 0.51 *** 0.44 ***  
Independent variables     
Previous union experience    *** 

Never married 70.7 74.1 66.7  
Divorced 13.7 12.1 15.5  
Separated 11.8 10.3 13.6  
Widowed 3.8 3.6 4.1  

Resident children    *** 
No children 84.7 89.7 78.9  
One 7.9 4.8 11.4  
Two 4.5 2.9 6.4  
Three or more 3.0 2.6 3.3  

Educational level    *** 
Low 20.0 20.7 19.3  
Medium 49.4 47.2 52.0  
High 30.5 32.2 28.7  

Race     
European 84.4 84.4 84.2  
Hispanic 3.9 4.2 3.5  
Arabic 2.3 2.5 2.0  
Asian 2.4 2.6 2.3  
African 1.9 1.8 2.0  
Other 5.1 4.4 6.0  

Religion    *** 
Christian 31.8 32.3 31.2  
Muslim 3.4 3.6 3.1  
Buddhist 1.5 1.3 1.7  
Atheist 33.1 32.1 34.3  
Non-religious believer 23.2 24.0 22.3  
Other 7.1 6.8 7.4  

Type of membership    * 
Non-premium 96.8 97.0 96.5  
Premium 3.2 3.0 3.5  

 Mean (S.D.)  
Age (range: 18-95) 34.6 (12.6) 35.1 (12.8) 34.0 (12.3)  
Total N 24,598 13,132 11,466  
Source: Database of gay and lesbian members of eDarling dating site, September 2011. 
Notes: S.D. = standard deviation. 
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. 
 
 

Multilevel logistic regression results 

Table 3.4 reports the estimated coefficients for Model 1, which tests the association between 

outcome variables and gender, previous union experience and resident children, while 

controlling for various other characteristics. Our first hypothesis proposed that lesbians have 

stronger monogamy beliefs than gay men. Results corresponding to Table 4 provide clear 
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evidence to support this expectation. Lesbian online daters indeed display a stronger belief in 

sexual exclusivity. Although no explicit theoretical expectation was proposed with respect to 

long-term dating intentions, the results show that lesbians have significantly less long-term 

plans than gay men. 

The following set of hypotheses proposed that gay men and lesbians with past union 

experience (e.g., divorce, separation) have weaker (hypothesis 2a) or stronger (hypothesis 2b) 

long-term dating intentions and monogamy beliefs than the never married. We also 

anticipated that there would be a negative association between relationship preferences and 

being widowed (hypothesis 2c). Model 1 indicates virtually full support for hypotheses 2a and 

2c. We find that the separated and widowed are less likely to pursue a long-term relationship 

or to value monogamy. Model 2 adds a previous union experience by gender interaction, 

which proves significant by means of a post-estimation Wald test. Results are easier to 

interpret if we plot predicted probabilities of long-term dating intentions and monogamy 

beliefs by previous union experience and gender (Figure 3.1). Results indicated that union 

experience differences in relationship demands were greater for lesbians than for gay men. In 

particular, divorced lesbians showed higher long-term dating intentions and stronger 

monogamy beliefs than both never-married lesbians and those who were currently separated 

or widowed. Among gay men, on the other hand, the divorced, separated, and widowed were 

similar in having less demanding relationship preferences than the never married. 

Furthermore, Model 2 and Figure 3.1 show that the previous finding of lesbians being less 

likely to prefer long-term dating than gay men only applies to the never married. Contrary to 

this, divorced lesbians displayed higher long-term dating intentions than divorced gay men.   

In the third set of hypotheses we tested whether daters with resident children would have 

weaker (hypothesis 3a) or stronger (hypothesis 3b) long-term dating intentions and 

monogamy beliefs compared to those without resident children. Model 1 provides nearly full 

support for hypothesis 3a. Individuals who have at least two co-resident children               

have a significantly lower interest in starting a long-term partnership and weaker beliefs in 

monogamy than those without children. The negative association between resident children 

and relationship preferences becomes significant and larger when the number of resident 

children increases. Therefore, the more children present in the household, the less likely gay 

men and lesbians are to pursue long-term relationships and hold strong monogamy beliefs. 

The 
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TABLE 3.4. Multilevel Logistic Regression Results Predicting Long-term Dating Intentions 
and Monogamy Beliefs, by Individual Level Characteristics (N = 24,598, 53 Regions)  

 
Long-term Dating Intentions Monogamy Beliefs 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 
 b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) 

Fixed effects         
Intercept 0.90*** (0.07) 0.95*** (0.07) 0.79*** (0.08) 0.82*** (0.08) 
Gender: Gay man (ref.)         

Lesbian  −0.08** (0.03) −0.17*** (0.04) 0.25*** (0.03) 0.20*** (0.04) 
Previous union experience: 
Never married (ref.) 

 
        

Divorced −0.05 (0.05) −0.23*** (0.07) 0.05 (0.05) −0.07 (0.06) 
Separated −0.25*** (0.05) −0.31*** (0.07) −0.12** (0.05) −0.16* (0.07) 
Widowed −0.32*** (0.08) −0.23* (0.11) −0.29*** (0.08) −0.23* (0.10) 

Resident children: None (ref.)         
One  −0.07 (0.06) −0.18 (0.09) −0.03 (0.06) −0.17 (0.09) 
Two −0.27*** (0.07) −0.28* (0.11) −0.26*** (0.07) −0.19 (0.11) 
Three or more −0.74*** (0.08) −0.91*** (0.12) −0.77*** (0.08) −0.86*** (0.12) 

Previous union experience × 
gender interaction 

        

Divorced × lesbian   0.35*** (0.09)   0.24** (0.09) 
Separated × lesbian   0.14 (0.10)   0.07 (0.09) 
Widowed × lesbian   −0.14 (0.15)   −0.13 (0.15) 

Resident children × gender 
interaction         

One × lesbian   0.14 (0.12)   0.21 (0.12) 
Two × lesbian   −0.005 (0.14)   −0.12 (0.14) 
Three or more × 
lesbian   0.30 (0.16)   0.16 (0.16) 

Education: Low (ref.)         
Medium 0.28*** (0.04) 0.27*** (0.04)   0.41*** (0.04) 0.41*** (0.04) 
High 0.28*** (0.04) 0.27*** (0.04)   0.45*** (0.04) 0.45*** (0.04) 

Age 0.003* (0.00) 0.003* (0.00) −0.004** (0.00) −0.004** (0.00) 
Race: European (ref.)         

Hispanic −0.06 (0.08) −0.07 (0.08) −0.06 (0.08) −0.06 (0.08) 
Arabic −0.41*** (0.10) −0.41*** (0.10) −0.31** (0.10) −0.31** (0.10) 
Asian −0.57*** (0.09) −0.57*** (0.09) −0.72*** (0.09) −0.72*** (0.09) 
African −0.20 (0.10) −0.20 (0.11) −0.34*** (0.10) −0.35*** (0.10) 
Other −0.22** (0.07) −0.22*** (0.06) −0.35*** (0.07) −0.35*** (0.06) 

Religion: Christian (ref.)         
Muslim −0.30*** (0.08) −0.30*** (0.09) −0.32*** (0.09) −0.32*** (0.09) 
Buddhist −0.36** (0.12) −0.35** (0.12) −0.27* (0.12) −0.27* (0.12) 
Atheist −0.08* (0.04) −0.08 (0.04) −0.04 (0.04) −0.05 (0.04) 
Non-religious 
believer 0.13** (0.04) 0.13** (0.04) 0.18*** (0.04) 0.18*** (0.04) 

Other −0.21*** (0.06) −0.21*** (0.06) −0.29*** (0.06) −0.30*** (0.06) 
Membership: Non-premium 
(ref.)         

Premium 1.26*** (0.13) 1.27*** (0.13) 0.83*** (0.11) 0.84*** (0.11) 
Random Effects         
Regional-level variance .02 (0.01) .02 (0.01) .16*** (0.04) .16*** (0.04) 
Bayesian DIC  27365.52 27351.85 27415.7 27411.59 
Notes: b = coefficient (log odds); SE = standard error; ref. = reference category.  
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. 
 

The addition of an interaction of resident children by gender in Model 2 proved to be 

non-significant, indicating a more robust association between relationship preferences and 

presence of children across gender categories. We also tested for  cumulative  effects of union  
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Figure 3.1. Predicted probabilities of long-term dating intentions and monogamy beliefs, by 
previous union experience and gender 
Notes: Based on multilevel logistic regression models with significant interactions of previous union experience 
and gender (see Table 4), controlling for resident children, education, age, race, religion, and type of 
membership. 
Letters indicate the following: n - significantly different from the never married at p < .05; d - significantly 
different from the divorced at p < .05; s - significantly different from the separated at p < .05; w - significantly 
different from the widowed at p < .05. 
 
 
experience and resident children on long-term dating intentions and monogamy beliefs. 

Additional analyses (available upon request) including interaction terms of previous union 

experience and presence of resident children show that the two factors operate independently. 

We now turn to the findings related to contextual factors. Table 3.5 reports the 

estimated associations between daters’ relationship preferences and attitudes towards same-
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sex couples, as well as legal recognition of same-sex unions. The fourth hypothesis suggested 

that more positive attitudes towards same-sex couples in a region would be related to stronger 

long-term dating intentions and monogamy beliefs among gay men and lesbians. The data 

entirely support this expectation. Across all models, results indicate that the more favorable 

the attitude towards same-sex couples, the more likely gay men and lesbian daters are to 

prefer long-term dating and to value monogamy. The inclusion of gender interactions in 

Model 5 is non-significant, suggesting that there are no major differences between gay men 

and lesbians when it comes to the association between relationship preferences and normative 

climate towards same-sex partnering. 

The final hypothesis proposed that the legal context of same-sex partnerships would 

also be linked to gay men and lesbians’ dating intentions and monogamy beliefs. More 

precisely, we argued that gay men and lesbian women living in countries that legally 

recognize same-sex unions would have stronger long-term dating intentions and monogamy 

beliefs, compared to those living in countries that do not recognize same-sex unions. The data 

again provides almost full support to the hypothesis. Results in the left panel of Table 3.5 

show that the legal recognition of same-sex unions (as either registered partnerships and/ or 

marital unions) is related to a significant increase in the intention to start a long-term 

relationship. The right panel also indicates a positive association between monogamy beliefs 

and legal recognition of same-sex marriage. Interactions with gender in Model 6 are non-

significant, showing that the connection between relationship preferences and formal 

acceptance towards same-sex unions is also consistent across gender categories.  

Finally, to make inferences about which contextual predictor had a more substantial 

link to gay men and lesbians’ relationship preferences, despite the inability of estimating them 

within the same model (as described previously), we can nonetheless draw on goodness of fit 

comparisons. Whereas for long-term dating intentions, the model including legal recognition 

of same-sex unions displays a smaller DIC value, for monogamy beliefs, a slightly better 

fitting model is the one including attitudes towards same-sex couples. Effect sizes (e.g., the 

effect of legal recognition is more prominent for long-term dating intentions than for 

monogamy beliefs; the effect of social acceptance for monogamy beliefs is twice as strong as 

for long-term dating intentions) also lead us to conclude that legal recognition of same-sex 

unions is more strongly associated with daters’ long-term plans, whereas social tolerance is a 

better predictor of gay men and lesbians’ monogamy beliefs.  
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 TABLE 3.5. Multilevel Logistic Regression Results Predicting Long-term Dating Intentions and Monogamy Belief, by Contextual Level 
Characteristics (N = 24,598, 53 Regions) 
   Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
   b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) 

Long-term 
dating 

intentions 

Fixed effects Gender: Gay man (ref.)         
Lesbian −0.08** (0.03) −0.08** (0.03) −0.08** (0.03) −0.16 (0.25) 
Attitudes 0.20** (0.06)   0.29*** (0.07)   
Legal recognition: No recognition 
(ref.) 

        

Registered partnership   0.80*** (0.13)   0.76*** (0.18) 
Marriage   0.88*** (0.13)   0.90*** (0.19) 

Cross-level 
interactions 

Attitudes × gender     −0.11 (0.08)   
Legal recognition × gender         

Registered partnership       0.13 (0.25) 
Marriage       −0.01 (0.25) 

Random effect Regional-level variance .01 (0.01) .00 (0.00) .01 (0.01) .00 (0.00) 
 Bayesian DIC 27361.92 27357.51 27333.40 27332.38 

Monogamy 
beliefs 

Fixed effects Gender: Gay man (ref.)         
Lesbian 0.25*** (0.03) 0.25*** (0.03) 0.25*** (0.03) 0.02 (0.20) 
Attitudes 0.43*** (0.12)   0.48*** (0.12)   
Legal recognition: No recognition 
(ref.) 

        

Registered partnership   0.36* (0.15)   0.17 (0.16) 
Marriage   0.81*** (0.17)   0.66*** (0.19) 

Cross-level 
interactions 

Attitudes × gender     −0.03 (0.08)   
Legal recognition × gender         

Registered partnership       0.25 (0.20) 
Marriage       0.21 (0.20) 

Random effect Regional-level variance .10*** (0.03) .08*** (0.02) .10*** (0.03) .08*** (0.02) 
 Bayesian DIC 27411.31 27412.84 27411.68 27413.36 

Notes: b = coefficient (log odds); SE = standard error; ref. = reference category. 
Models include controls for all individual-level factors as in previous models, as well as regional-level website composition measures. Although coefficients for the 
individual-level variables are not presented, they are consistent with the results in Table 4. The only significant factors indicating website composition are the aggregated 
proportion of highly educated online daters within a region (ranging from 0.11 to 0.53) and the regional mean age (ranging 32.06 from 41.67).  
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.
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3.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION  

 

This study expands research on gay men and lesbian women’s relationship intentions and 

values by drawing on unique data from Internet daters’ preference profiles. The handful of 

earlier studies examining the partnering behavior of sexual minorities have mainly relied on 

small-scale convenience samples or focused on a single geographical context. Looking at a 

real-life dating environment, this study analyses the long-term dating intentions and 

monogamy beliefs of gay men and lesbians across 53 regions in eight European countries. We 

also extended existing research by examining the influence of individual factors but also 

contextual determinants. In line with theoretical expectations and previous empirical studies, 

we find that compared to gay men, lesbians hold a stronger belief in the importance of 

monogamy. We also demonstrated that among the never married, lesbians have less long-term 

dating intentions compared to gay men. Results are in line with previous research showing 

that lesbians are less likely to enter registered partnerships (Andersson et al. 2006) and 

suggest that, when no marital history or ties to previous partnerships are present, lesbians 

perceive fewer benefits and have less interest in long-term commitments than gay men.  

Our results further confirm that separation and widowhood among gay men and lesbians 

are linked with the least demanding partnering standards (Brines & Joyner 1999; Carr 2004). 

We also unravel differences between gay and lesbian daters in relation to divorce. Similar to 

heterosexual divorcees’ re-partnering patterns, the experience of marital dissolution has 

different implications for women than for men (Holden & Smock 1991; Sweeney 1997). 

Whereas for divorced gay men, marital history is connected with lower long-term dating 

intentions, divorced lesbians display more stringent partnering demands (Gelissen 2004) by 

preferring long-term arrangements and also placing more emphasis on sexual exclusivity. 

This finding could be related to the more economically vulnerable position that divorced 

women generally hold in the partnership market (e.g., Sweeney 1997) and a thus greater 

urgency to re-enter a formalized union compared to divorced men.  

The presence of children also presents a strong association with gay men and lesbians’ 

relationship preferences. Having at least two resident children is connected to both lower 

interest in long-term dating and weaker monogamy beliefs. This reveals a self-evaluation of 

parenthood as a constraint on the partnership market, particularly as the number of children 
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increases. The lack of gender differences illustrates that the “child burden” effect (Jansen, 

Mortelmans, & Snoeckx 2009, p. 1285) is valid for both gay men and lesbians.   

Furthermore, our findings support previous research, which has shown that mating 

strategies, as well as monogamy attitudes are subject to contextual influences (Buss & 

Schmitt 1993; Schmitt 2005). First, the normative climate towards same-sex couples was 

highly related to daters’ relationship preferences. Residing in a supportive environment was 

associated with an increase in long-term dating intentions and in the value attached to sexual 

exclusivity for both gay men and lesbians. The level of formal tolerance towards same-sex 

couples has an even stronger link to gays and lesbians’ long-term plans and monogamy 

beliefs, particularly in countries where same-sex marriage is legalized (e.g., the Netherlands, 

Sweden). The official recognition of same-sex partnerships indeed allows a longer horizon for 

pursuing long-term and monogamous relationships for both sexual minority groups (Lau 

2012). Additional analyses, available upon request, also show that the difference in dating 

intentions and monogamy beliefs between heterosexual online daters and those with a same-

sex orientation is lower in countries that legalize same-sex partnerships. Therefore, in 

contexts that legally recognize same-sex unions, gay men and lesbians have similar partnering 

values and priorities as heterosexuals.  

The findings of this study have deep implications in support of bringing same-sex 

partnerships from “outlaw to in-law” (Rydström 2004, p. 175) in both normative and 

institutional terms. The prospect of being able to have a socially and legally accepted union, 

particularly a marital contract, provides gay men and lesbians the instruments to better define 

their partner roles (Powell et al. 2010). It also ensures the security to envision a sexually 

committed relationship where relationship-specific investments can also be made. Moreover, 

this study questions the validity of previous hypotheses suggesting that gay men’s preference 

for casual sex with multiple partners is related to their inherent inability to fulfill typical 

masculine gender roles and the subsequent desire to reassert their masculinity (Rhodes et al. 

2007). Our findings show that in contexts where same-sex marriage is legally recognized, gay 

men distance themselves from the stereotypical image of only being prone to short-term and 

sexually uncommitted relationships.  

In addition to providing novel insights into gay men and lesbians’ dating strategies and 

monogamy beliefs, this study has several limitations. First, we were constrained to only being 

able to derive individuals’ same-sex orientation from whether they searched for a same-sex 

partner online, instead of relying on self-identified measures of sexual identity.  Second, the 
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user profile data we used in the analyses did not include information regarding the exact 

previous union trajectories of gay and lesbian online daters. Furthermore, we could not make 

distinctions between types of resident children (e.g., biological, adopted, pertaining to a 

previous different-sex or same-sex union).  

Given the lack of studies using European large-scale comparative data on these rather 

marginalized groups, the current research represents a significant leap. Despite these 

limitations, the current study presents innovative results and draws a comprehensive picture 

of both individual and contextual level determinants in the primary phase of the mate 

selection process of gay and lesbian daters. Future studies could extend this research by 

employing more refined measures of dating intentions and attitudes towards monogamy that 

could address more than one dimension of intentional commitment and relationship values 

(Rhoades et al. 2010). An additional avenue for research would be a longitudinal examination 

of whether dating preferences and beliefs evolve on the basis of experience on the website. 

Moreover, other contextual aspects such as overall religiosity or economic development could 

be examined at the regional level. Finally, future work might also take on a two-sided 

perspective on gay men and lesbians’ online dating by focusing on the actual contacting 

behavior and matching between members. 
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CHAPTER 4. DO SECONDARY SINGLES REALLY 

TRADE DOWN? THE IMPORTANCE OF PARTNER’S 

EDUCATION AMONG DIVORCED ONLINE DATERS 

ACROSS EUROPE 5 

 

 

Abstract 

Using a large-scale sample of online daters in the 8 European countries of Germany, 

Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Sweden, France, Spain, and Poland (N = 

592,557), we examine the importance that divorcees give to partner’s education, 

compared to the never married. The literature commonly assumes that, divorced 

individuals have to adjust their selection criteria due to the shortage of suitable partners 

in the second marriage market. We find evidence that divorced daters indeed give less 

importance to partner’s education than the never married. Women are generally more 

selective than men, but when resident children are present, divorced fathers appear 

more concerned with partner’s education, while divorced mothers with more than two 

children are less demanding. Notable national differences are found, however. Divorced 

mothers living in countries with a high maternal employment rate and extensive formal 

childcare provisions (e.g., Sweden, France), as well as a low divorce rate (e.g., Poland) 

give less importance to partner’s socio-economic profile, while divorced mothers from 

countries with a high gender pay gap (e.g., Austria, Switzerland and Germany) attach 

more value to partner’s socio-economic status. The results show that family-friendly 

policies play a key role in assisting the partnering decisions of divorced parents. 

 

5 A slightly different version of this chapter is currently under review at an international peer-reviewed journal. 
Co-authors are Melinda Mills and Marijtje van Duijn. 
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4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The last decades have witnessed a rise in divorce rates in both the United States and Europe, 

dramatically changing the composition of partnership markets (Bramlett & Mosher 2002; 

Kiernan 2004; Kneip & Bauer 2009; Prioux 2006). This has been accompanied by a rise in 

‘secondary singles’ – individuals who have already experienced marriage and/or parenthood – 

searching for a new partner, yet we know relatively little about this group (Goldscheider et al. 

2009; Sassler 2010). The mate selection of secondary singles is subject to different market 

conditions and timing (i.e., a later stage in life), as well as different needs and motivations for 

(re-)entering a union (de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Dewilde & Uunk 2008; Gelissen 2004; 

Shafer 2013). Existing literature on re-partnering has largely focused on the probability of 

entering a second (or higher order) marriage (e.g., de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Shafer 2012; 

Sweeney 1997), drawing conclusions about divorcees’ mate selection patterns and 

preferences based on the characteristics of their new match. In order to gain a deeper 

understanding of the re-partnering choices that people make, however, it is essential to 

examine the actual preferences underlying final outcomes (Bredow et al. 2011; Shafer 2013). 

Using a large sample of online daters, the current study extends existing literature by 

examining the importance that divorced men and women give to partner’s education in the 8 

European countries of Germany, Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Sweden, France, 

Spain, and Poland. We focus on factors that are unique to the population of secondary singles 

including the presence and number of children and due to our cross-national focus, the 

national contextual factors that influence the impact of divorce and economic dependence of 

divorcees.  

The current study focuses on the importance given to partner’s education, which has 

been shown to be one of the most important partnership selection criteria. A high level of 

education represents one of the most valued qualities on the partnership market (Becker 1981; 

Oppenheimer 1988), signaling economic well-being, cultural capital and lifestyle (Halpin & 

Chan 2003; Hou & Miles 2008; Mare 1991). Across most European countries, research 

indicates that individuals prefer equally educated partners, particularly in contexts of 

educational expansion and the transition towards a dual-earner family regime (Blossfeld & 

Timm 2003). Increased educational homogamy (i.e., marriages between individuals with the 

same educational level) raises concerns about growing income and social inequality (Breen & 

Salazar 2010; Breen & Andersen 2012).  The importance that people attach to educational 
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attainment when assessing the desirability of a potential mate has long-lasting consequences 

on eventual marital sorting and overall between-household inequality.   

A common assumption is that, in comparison to the never married, divorced 

individuals must adjust their selection criteria and ‘trade down’ due to a shortage of suitable 

partners. Individuals in scarce partnership markets are required to expand their search outside 

of their local marriage market (Harknett 2008; South 1991). The growing popularity of online 

dating sites during the last decade radically increased the “the romantic options available to 

older adults” (Sassler 2010: 567) by offering a large and easily accessible pool of potential 

mates. Yet it remains unclear if secondary singles are still required to ‘trade down’ – such as 

dating someone with a lower level of education – in the new era of digital partnering. The 

literature remains relatively silent about whether the mate selection preferences (and not final 

choices) of divorcees actually differ from the never married. By minimizing the influence of 

marriage market constraints in light of Internet dating, this study can properly examine the 

demand-side aspect of re-partnering. Unfettered by the scarcity of supplies, we can better 

understand the mate selection preferences of divorcees instead of examining only final 

partnership outcomes.   

Although divorcees are often examined as one coherent group, there is likely 

considerable heterogeneity in the individual characteristics of secondary singles – such as 

gender and number of children – that may in turn guide their partnership preferences. It 

remains unclear how parenthood affects the mate selection criteria of both divorced men and 

women and whether children constrain or boost parents’ selectivity. We therefore also 

examine how the number of one’s own resident children affects the re-partnering ‘shopping 

list’ of divorcees. As Sassler (2010) notes, there is currently a lack of knowledge about the 

way parenthood shapes the preferences and decisions taken by parents in the initial stages of 

the re-partnering process. Several studies identified the negative association between presence 

of children and divorcees’ chances of re-partnering, particularly for women, who generally 

hold the post-divorce custody of children (e.g., Bumpass, Sweet, & Martin, 1990; de Graaf & 

Kalmijn 2003; Graefe & Lichter 2007; Lampard & Peggs 1999). However, there is also 

contrasting evidence that parenthood increases the chances of entering a new union, 

especially for men (e.g., Goldscheider and Sassler 2006; Wu & Schimmele 2005). In this 

study we attempt to understand whether children positively or negatively affect re-partnering 

preferences by examining the link between number of resident children and the importance 

given to partner’s educational level. 

 95 



Chapter 4 

Finally, since the majority of research has been single country studies, we also know 

very little about how the national level context impacts the partnership searches of secondary 

singles. The normative acceptability of divorce and enabling or constraining factors for single 

parents (labor force participation, pay equality, childcare) has not been examined. Yet these 

factors are likely pivotal in shaping partnership possibilities and desires. We anticipate that 

there are different social costs of re-partnering in different contexts, particularly when co-

resident children are involved, and test the influence of institutional and cultural arrangements 

on the importance that divorcees give to partner’s education. 

There are large differences in the composition of the population of divorcees across 

Europe, which are attributed to substantial variations in union formation patterns in terms of 

timing and occurrence of marriage, prevalence of non-marital cohabitation, and divorce rates 

(e.g., Kalmijn 2007; Kiernan 2002). For instance, there are earlier and higher divorce rates in 

countries such as Sweden versus more recent increases in Poland (Eurostat Database 2011). 

Furthermore, divorced women in the Netherlands, Germany or Switzerland have high 

education but often work part-time making them more financially dependent on their partner.  

Divorced women from Scandinavian countries, on the other hand, have high levels of both 

education and gainful employment (Uunk 2004). Countries like Sweden also display the 

highest proportions of fathers living with children after union dissolution (Andreß et al. 

2006). Poland maintains high levels of overall female full-time employment, despite labor 

market transformations and declining state-provided childcare support in recent decades 

(Kotowska et al. 2008). We also know that there are substantial cross-national differences in 

women’s drop in income following marital breakdown, with divorced women from Northern 

European countries displaying the lowest economic deterioration and those from Southern 

Europe experiencing the largest economic decline (Andreß et al. 2006; Uunk 2004). 

Therefore, particularities in divorcees’ socio-demographic profile and the economic 

consequences of divorce result in different needs associated with re-partnering and different 

ways in which the divorced perceive their own attractiveness on the dating market. In this 

study, we therefore also examine the role played by certain contextual factors meant to 

mitigate the negative impact of divorce and enhance the economic independence of the 

divorced in general and divorced parents in particular. We specifically test the effect of 

female labor force participation, gender wage gap, formal childcare arrangements, as well as 

cultural aspects such as societal acceptance of divorce. 
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This study seeks to broaden the knowledge on re-partnering in several ways. First, it 

shifts the focus to the early stages of re-partnering by providing a unique multivariate analysis 

of the education-specific partner preferences of divorced individuals, prior to actual matching. 

This allows for a more direct evaluation of the raw preferences and standards held by 

divorcees in the re-partnering market. Second, by using unique large-scale data for various 

European countries, it provides the first cross-national study looking at the education-related 

partner preferences of online secondary singles. A third and related point is that by engaging 

in a novel cross-national analysis of this topic, it allows us to link the partner selection criteria 

of divorcees in relation to education with both individual and country-level characteristics. As 

previously stated, the current literature includes contradictory findings with respect to the role 

of children or how previous union experience shapes mate selection outcomes. This study can 

provide a clearer depiction of how life course aspects are associated with partnering 

preferences. We also investigate the link between various institutional and normative country-

level factors on the value attached to a prospective partner’s socio-economic level. 

 

4.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

In this section, we characterize the re-partnering market as shaped not only by individual 

preferences, but also one’s own attributes (e.g., gender), previous life course history (e.g., 

relationship history, presence of children) and national-level contextual factors that enable or 

constrain partnership formation.  

 

The re-partnering market and educational assortative mating 

Marital search theory (England & Farkas 1986; Oppenheimer 1988) suggests that given a 

favorable supply of opportunities for meeting and mating, those who fare the best have the 

highest levels of attractiveness and qualifications, such as education. A large body of research 

has revealed strong couple endogamy by education and educational preferences (Blossfeld 

2009; Blossfeld & Timm 2003; Breen & Salazar 2011; Qian 1998; Skopek et al. 2011). Other 

research such as Skopek et al. (2011) studied the contact behavior of online daters in 

Germany, finding that educational homophily was essential for contacts and increased with 

higher educational levels. Institutions of higher education have also been characterized as an 

important marriage market for first unions (Mare 1991). For divorcees education is a social 
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marker, which serves as a ‘badge’ for success and higher labor market returns (Kalmijn 

1994).  

Divorcees represent a highly select group, not only due to the fact that they are more 

prone to experience unstable relationships, but are also influenced by the experience of the 

marital dissolution process itself (Kiernan and Mueller 1999). Socio-demographic factors 

shown to enhance the risk of divorce include pre-marital cohabitation, early union formation 

(Bennett, Blanc, & Bloom 1988; Ermisch 1995; Haskey 1992), parental divorce (Kiernan & 

Mueller 1999), race or ethnicity (Schoen 1992; Teachman 2002), lower education and 

unemployment (Haskey 1984; Sweeney 1997; Wu & Balkrishnan 1994). The group therefore 

often has a vulnerable social and economic position, which entails different partnering needs 

and expectations compared to those who have never married (Frazier et al. 1996; Poortman 

2007). 

The online partnership market provides a large pool of potential partners, no longer 

restricting divorcees to local market constraints, but rather to their perception of their own 

market value or the economic need of re-partnering. In partnership matching markets, mate 

preferences are specified as a function of one’s own and prospective partner attributes. The 

assumption is that an individual prefers a partner if the potential utility from a match with that 

partner exceeds a threshold value (i.e., a minimum standard) for a prospective mate. An 

individual’s mate value is based on their own traits (Todd & Miller 1999), including attributes 

such as their family status or gender (Kalmijn 1994).  

 

Relationship history 

In the next section we address differences between childless divorced and childless never 

married individuals. There are two mechanisms of how relationship experience might impact 

future partnership preferences. First, a prior marriage could reduce the perceived market value 

of divorcees. Given that being divorced is often viewed as a non-normative trait that reduces 

individuals’ market value and the quality of partners they can attract (South 1991), these 

secondary singles may have lower demands than their never married counterparts. Moreover, 

since divorcees are usually older and in “different positions on their occupational trajectories” 

(Sweeney 1997: 481), partner’s education as an indicator of future economic well-being is 

less of a concern in re-partnering decisions compared to first unions (Kalmijn & Graaf 2003; 

Shafer & James 2013). Following this argument, we would expect divorcees to give less 

importance to partner’s education, in comparison to the never married. 
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A second competing mechanism posits that divorcees learn from previous relationships 

and are more motivated to be more selective (Gelissen 2004; Poortman 2007). Provided that 

generous market conditions permit the realization of such preferences, secondary singles 

might actually increase their standards to ensure that subsequent unions are more suitable and 

yield more benefits. Finding a new partner with good economic prospects is prioritized 

particularly when divorce has had a significant negative impact on an individuals’ economic 

well-being (de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Dewilde & Uunk 2008; Jansen et al. 2009). Thus 

contrary to the first mechanism, selectivity would lead us to anticipate that secondary singles 

give more importance to a prospective partner’s education than those without previous 

marital experience.  

 

Gender 

Previous research has identified that in comparison to women, men are generally more 

successful in the overall levels and speed of re-partnering (e.g., de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; 

Ivanova et al. 2013; Poortman 2007; Shafer & James 2013; Wu & Schimmele 2005), and 

have more favorable odds even when accounting for the presence of children (Bernhardt & 

Goldscheider 2002; Wu & Schimmele 2005). Gender differences in the likelihood and timing 

of second union formation has been attributed to multiple causes: divorced women might 

have a lower desire to re-marry (Frazier et al. 1996) and benefit less from partnerships 

(Poortman 2007); a scarce availability of desirable mates for divorced women given men’s 

overall tendency to enter partnerships with younger, childless and never-married women (de 

Jong Gierveld 2004; Sassler 2010, Goldscheider & Kaufman 2006; Goldscheider et al. 2009); 

and, a stronger stigma of divorce and lone parenthood for women, who usually hold custody 

of children (Goldscheider & Sassler 2006; Jansen et al. 2009). This study examines divorcees 

who are purposely and actively seeking a new relationship in a large pool of potential 

candidates. Since we examine preferences of partner seekers and not successful unions, the 

argument of a reduced desire to re-partner given market constraints and difficulties in finding 

a partner does not apply in the context of this study. Since our sample also includes a sizeable 

sub-group of divorced men with co-residential children, we are in the unique position to 

address gender differences over and above the ‘child burden’ effect (Jansen et al. 2009: 

1285).  

Gender differences in the selection criteria of secondary singles searching for a partner 

in online dating can be understood using both evolutionary and economic arguments. First, 
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the evolutionary approach argues that women place great value on the economic resources 

and social status of potential mates to ensure men’s capability of parental investment (Buss 

2003; Triver 1972). A second economic argument highlights the gender differences in post-

divorce economic level and stability. In comparison to divorced men, women experience 

more significant losses in economic well-being following union dissolution (e.g., Andreß et 

al. 2006; Holden & Smock 1991; Poortman 2000; Sweeney 1997). Divorce is more harmful 

to women than men not only due to the greater financial and caring responsibilities of being a 

custodial parent, but also because of women’s generally lower levels of earnings and labor 

market attachment (Smock, Manning, & Gupta 1999). Although the mechanism differs from 

the evolutionary argument, both arguments lead to the prediction that in comparison to 

divorced men, divorced women are in need of a high-status partner and would therefore be 

more selective and give more importance to partner’s education. 

 

Number of children 

The role of resident children in shaping the dating choices and chances of divorcees is a core 

factor that remains interwoven with many aspects discussed until now, particularly gender. 

Gender effects are prominent due to the fact that children generally reside with the mother 

after divorce (Goldscheider & Kaufman 2006; Goldscheider & Sassler 2006). Although there 

has been considerable research on the role that children play on both parents’ chances and 

choices of re-partnering, findings are inconsistent and mainly divided along two lines.  

One line of research shows that having resident children deters the likelihood of 

second union formation, particularly among women (e.g., U.S.: Bumpass, Sweet, & Martin, 

1990; Graefe & Lichter 2007; The Netherlands: de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Great Britain: 

Lampard & Peggs 1999; France: Beaujouan 2012; for cross-national European studies, see 

Ivanova et al. 2013; Jansen et al. 2009). The effect tends to be stronger for single parents with 

multiple children (Bumpass, Sweet, & Martin, 1990) or younger children (Jansen et al. 2009). 

Qian and colleagues (2005) find that women who experienced out-of-wedlock childbearing 

have higher chances of cohabiting rather than marrying and are usually matched with less 

appealing men (e.g., lower educated, older).  

Several explanations explore why children might impede partnering prospects. The 

most common explanation is the sheer scarcity of time and opportunities to meet and find a 

new partner (Glenn 2002). Another reason, which is more applicable in the case of online 

daters actively searching for a mate in a large partnership market, is that having children has 
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implications for the way in which individuals are perceived as potential partners (Qian et al. 

2005). Parents might have a decreased mate value due to concerns that non-biological 

children could strain the relationship (de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003) or a reluctance to make 

financial and parenting investments in non-biological children (Lampard & Peggs 1999; Qian 

et al. 2005). One general expectation we can draw from these arguments is that divorcees 

with resident children would be less attractive on the dating market than those without 

children, particularly when there are more children. Divorcees might also be cognizant of 

their negative capital on the dating market and downgrade their expectations for a new match. 

This would result in divorcees with children to ‘trade down’ or give less importance to 

partner’s education compared to divorcees without children. We expect to find this 

particularly in the case of divorced mothers, for whom the presence of children is often 

stigmatized and associated with less successful re-partnering (Qian et al. 2005), despite the 

need for an affluent match and economic security.  

A second conflicting line of research suggests that the presence of children does not 

constrain but may even enhance re-partnering prospects, particularly for men. A Canadian 

study shows that having children does not influence women’s re-partnering chances and even 

has a positive effect on men’s entry into new non-marital unions (Wu & Schimmele 2005). 

Men with co-resident children may fare well in the partnership market due to positive 

stereotypes of fatherhood enhancing men’s attractiveness and re-partnering chances (Stewart 

et al. 2003; Wu & Schimmele 2005). It may be that men have a more positive view of their 

own market value, but also that they search for a partner that can share parenting 

responsibilities. This would lead to divorcees with children (particularly men) to give more 

importance to partner’s education compared to divorcees without children.  

 

Contextual determinants of re-partnering preferences  

Although rarely empirically examined, the preferences of secondary singles are also 

conditional on national institutional and normative features, which shape divorcees’ economic 

independence and re-partnering options. This cross-national study allows us to empirically 

test the role played by national-level maternal labor market participation, the gender wage 

gap, childcare arrangements and acceptability of divorcees. Since women have a higher risk 

of falling into poverty after divorce (e.g., Holden & Smock 1991) and are more susceptible to 

work and family reconciliation issues (Esping-Andersen 2009), this section focuses primarily 

 101 



Chapter 4 

on how macro-level factors influence the mate preferences of divorced women with resident 

children.  

Institutional factors mitigate the potentially negative economic consequences of 

divorce. As Oppenheimer (1988: 584) argues, certain institutional conditions that favor 

female labor market involvement and independence are able to ‘subsidize’ women’s search 

for a partner until an appropriate match is found. Financial security has likewise been shown 

to increase the willingness to form a more ‘non-normative’ union with someone with children 

(Goldscheider & Kaufman 2006). Economic dependence (generally of women) following 

divorce may create a higher need or haste to re-partner, which in turn may decrease the 

importance given to partner’s socio-economic resources (i.e., partner’s education).  

A high full-time maternal employment rate points to an institutional context that 

enables the economic autonomy of women with children. An extended access to full-time 

employment for mothers would also mitigate the potential income decline following divorce. 

Moreover, Raeymaeckers and colleagues (2008b: 121) argue that countries with high female 

labor force participation generally provide “more female jobs” and an employment 

infrastructure that is more suitable for women with children (e.g., work-life reconciliation, 

childcare). As Table 4.1 demonstrates, Poland and Sweden have some of the highest rates of 

maternal full-time employment among the countries included in this study. In national 

settings where the full-time maternal employment rate is high, we anticipate that divorced 

mothers would have a higher chance of having economic independence and be more able to 

balance care and employment responsibilities, and thus afford less importance to partner’s 

education.   

 

TABLE 4.1. National Level Indicators by Country 
 Maternal full-time 

employment ratea 
Gender 

Wage Gapb 
Formal 

childcarec 
Informal 
childcarec 

Crude 
divorce rated 

 2010     2010 2011 2010 2010 
Germany 18.9 16.8 24 15 2.3 
Austria 28.4 19.2 14 37 2.1 
Switzerland 12.0 18.5 24 45 2.8 
The Netherlands 10.7 20.5 52 59 2.0 
Sweden 46.5 14.3 51 3 2.5 
France 39.5 14.1 44 21 2.1 
Spain 40.5 6.1 39 20 2.2 
Poland 50.9 6.2 3 35 1.6 
Notes: a EU-LFS 2010 and EU-SILC 2010. For Switzerland, we use data from the Swiss LFS 2010. 
b OECD Employment Database. 
c Eurostat SILC; European Commission report. In percentage of children under 3 years of age cared for. 
d Eurostat Database. 

 102 



Do Secondary Singles Really Trade Down? 

It is not only maternal labor market participation that plays a role, but also the extent 

of the gender pay gap and whether women have the capacity to earn enough to ensure 

economic autonomy Andreß et al. (2006) argue that gender differences in post-divorce 

economic deterioration would be reduced if, among others, women’s earning opportunities 

were equal to men’s. To test this we assume that the higher the gender pay gap in a country, 

the greater women’s dependency on their partner’s socio-economic resources. In countries 

such as the Netherlands, Austria, Switzerland and Germany, which display some of the 

biggest gender pay gaps in our sample (and Europe, for that matter), we anticipate divorced 

mothers to give more importance to partner’s education. 

Numerous studies have also found that family-friendly policies have a positive impact 

on the employment and income level of women after divorce (e.g., Dewilde 2002; Gornick et 

al. 1997; Raeymaeckers et al. 2008a, b; Uunk 2004; van Damme et al. 2008). Formal 

childcare arrangements play a substantial role in allowing divorced mothers to combine work 

and family (Uunk 2004; Raeymaeckers et al. 2008a, b) and ensure mothers’ employment 

continuity (Stier et al. 2001; Uunk et al. 2005). Jansen and colleagues (2009) show that when 

childcare arrangements are not sufficiently available to allow single mothers to achieve self-

reliance through full-time employment, the only alternative to ensuring their own and 

children’s economic well-being is through re-partnering. Keck and Saraceno (2013) 

demonstrate that the most effective policy to enable mothers to remain in paid work is 

generous provision of childcare services for children under the age of three. We therefore 

examine country differences in terms of childcare provisions for very young children between 

the ages of 0 to 2 years.  

Table 1 shows that for the countries included in this study, the Netherlands, Sweden, 

and France have the highest shares of children under three cared for in formal arrangements. 

Sweden is known not only for high usage/ demand, wide availability and flexibility (i.e., 

services provided at atypical hours over the week and the year) of formal childcare facilities, 

but also for highly positive attitudes towards the use of childcare services (European 

Commission 2009, Mills et al. 2014). Swedish parents are also less reliant on non-formal 

childcare arrangements. The Netherlands and France, on the other hand, seem to complement 

the widespread use of formal childcare services with greater reliance on other arrangements 

such as child-minders, family or friends (European Commission 2009). Germany has a 

moderate level of children under three in formal care. Similar to the Netherlands, it also has a 

strong tradition of part-time childcare arrangements (i.e., less than 30 hours per week), which, 
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in combination with a rather low use of informal arrangements, hinders mothers’ full-time 

employment. The country that provides highly restrictive formal childcare provisions is 

represented by Poland, where coverage of childcare arrangements is limited and unable to 

meet the demands of employed parents (ibid.). Informal kin and non-kin networks, however, 

play a significant compensating role. Based on this overview, we anticipate that in countries 

with high childcare provisions (particularly formal), divorced mothers give less importance to 

partner’s education.  

Finally, national norms and the cultural climate related to divorce and single mothers 

also shapes divorcees’ re-partnering search (Dewilde & Uunk 2008). The extent to which 

divorce is common and socially accepted influences the way divorced individuals are 

perceived on the partnership market (Ivanova et al. 2013). Meggiolaro and Ongaro (2008) 

found that in a more secularized context, the second union formation of separated women is 

less hindered by the presence of children. The authors conclude that in more traditional 

settings, with a decreased tolerance towards divorce and lone parenthood, single mothers have 

lower chances of re-partnering due to the higher social and psychological costs faced by men 

when entering non-standard, socially disapproved unions. In nations with strong cultural 

values against divorce and single parenthood, divorced women with children will have a 

lower mate value. As Table 1 shows, divorce rates are the highest in Switzerland and Sweden 

and very low in Poland. We therefore anticipate that in nations where divorce is less 

prevalent, divorced mothers will therefore be required to give less importance to partner’s 

education.  

 

Background factors 

We also introduce control variables for factors that have been shown to impact remarriage. 

First, we anticipate variations in re-partnering preferences with respect to educational level. 

The literature shows that higher education increases the likelihood of entering a new union 

(de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Gierveld 2004; Ivanova et al. 2013; Poortman 2007; Shafer & 

James 2013; Sweeney 2002). Studies that examine re-partnering patterns also reveal 

differences with respect to age (e.g., de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003; Poortman 2007), race (e.g., 

Bumpass et al. 1990; Goldscheider et al. 2009), religion (e.g., Chiswick & Lehrer 1990; 

Gierveld 2004), desire for children or intentions for long-term commitment (e.g., 

Goldscheider & Kaufman 2006).  
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4.3 DATA AND METHODS 

Data and sample 

We analyze anonymized profile and preference information of childless never-married and 

divorced members registered at the eDarling online dating site. In an agreement with the 

company, data were accessed in September 2011. Launched in early 2009, eDarling is an 

online dating company that provides online matchmaking services targeted at a broad 

audience. It is currently based in 20 countries in Europe and Latin America, including the 8 

countries under focus in this study. The company is one of the largest European partner 

agencies on the web. In Germany, for instance, eDarling tops the ranking of online dating 

services having roughly twice as many users as their main competitor (Süllhöfer 2013). The 

total sample consists of 592,557 heterosexual online daters, extracted from a total initial 

sample of 865,954 heterosexual site users. We excluded members younger than 20 

(amounting to N = 44,457) given a higher chance that co-resident children could refer to co-

resident younger siblings. We also dismissed the groups of separatedi (N = 129,308), 

widowed (N = 36,137) and never-married daters with co-resident children (N = 76,614), given 

that the focus of our analyses is on examining the differences in mate selection criteria 

between divorcees (with or without children) and those with no prior relationship and fertility 

experience.  

The website provides the possibility of enrolling as either a non-premium (free) or a 

premium (paid) member. Non-premium membership includes registration, filling in an entry 

questionnaire of 283 questions and the opportunity to browse through the proposed profiles of 

candidates without being able to inspect their photos or exchange e-mails. To gain access to 

pictures and to establish and react to contacts, a monthly subscription fee is required 

(premium membership). The entry questionnaire includes a personality test, personal details 

(e.g., age, occupation, educational level, race, religion, marital status, height, lifestyle habits 

etc.), importance awarded to partner’s characteristics (e.g., education, physical appearance), 

as well as preferences for potential partners in terms of age, height, geographical location, 

fertility history and plans, lifestyle habits, and race. The data analyzed in this study focus on 

the user profile information and the dating preferences that people express when filling in the 

entry questionnaire. More precisely, our dependent variable is the importance that members 

give to a match’s education.  
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Sample Representativeness  

One concern might be related to the representativeness of our sample. Given that the 

individuals most eligible to enroll on an Internet dating site are the ones that regularly use the 

Internet, we briefly compare the socio-demographic profile of divorced online daters in our 

sample to the population of divorced Internet users (Table 4.2). First, the gender distribution 

of divorcees enrolled on the eDarling dating site reflects an over-representation of women, 

similar to the distribution of male and female Internet users. Second, for both men and 

women, the average age of divorced online daters is slightly younger compared to the 

Internet-using divorced. The mean age of divorced members on the dating site ranges from 

41.2 (for men) and 41 (for women) in Poland to 49.7 (for men) and 49.8 (for women) in 

Sweden. Finally, we contrast the proportion of highly educated individuals in each 

population. Whereas divorced men on the dating website are higher educated to a lower 

extent than the Internet-using divorced men (with the exception of divorced daters in 

Sweden), divorced women who are dating online are more often highly educated (with the 

exception of those in Germany, Switzerland, or the Netherlands). For instance, there are 41.2 

percent highly educated women enrolled on the eDarling dating site in France compared to 31 

percent highly educated women regularly using the Internet. Therefore, given an over-

representation of somewhat younger and better educated divorced women, we can presume 

that our findings regarding women display a slightly higher selectivity than what would be 

expected from a general analysis of Internet-using divorcees. 

 

 

Measurement of variables 

Individual-level variables 

Dependent variable. The importance of match’s education is measured via an item that 

asks: ‘What importance do you give to the educational level of the person you are searching 

for?’ on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 meaning ‘not at all important’ to 7 ‘very 

important’. We treat the variable as continuous. 

Independent variables. Previous union experience is gauged by looking at marital status, 

which is a categorical variable including: never married (reference), and divorced. Co-

resident children is measured by the question ‘How many children under 18 live with you?’ 

with the following 4 options: no children (reference), one, two, and three or more children. 

This measure does not  allow  us  to  distinguish  whether  the child is  biologically or  legally 
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TABLE 4.2. Socio-demographic Characteristics of Divorced Website Users Versus Statistics 
of Divorced Internet Users 
 Divorced Online Daters Divorced Internet Usersa 

Gender distribution (%) 
 Men Women Men Women 
Germany 43.6 56.4 41.0 59.0 
Austria 42.4 57.6 33.6 66.4 
Switzerland 38.3 61.7 47.6 52.4 
The Netherlands 45.3 54.7 33.7 66.3 
Sweden 44.1 55.9 34.2 65.8 
France 36.3 63.7 37.1 62.9 
Spain 41.5 58.5 47.8 52.2 
Poland 40.8 59.2 28.9 71.1 
Mean age 20-95(S.D.) 
 Men Women Men Women 
Germany 47.4 (8.8) 46.1 (8.6) 49.7 (9.8) 48.4 (11.1) 
Austria 47.0 (8.9) 46.5 (8.3) 50.5 (9.9) 49.7 (10.4) 
Switzerland 49.1 (9.2) 48.1 (8.5) 49.3 (11.8) 51.5 (9.2) 
The Netherlands 49.0 (9.1) 47.9 (8.9) 52.8 (9.5) 52.0 (10.9) 
Sweden 49.7 (10.4) 49.8 (9.9) 56.2 (11.3) 55.4 (12.1) 
France 47.8 (9.5) 48.2 (9.4) 52.8 (10.2) 48.5 (11.2) 
Spain 45.5 (8.6) 44.9 (7.9) 46.7 (10.4) 45.8 (10.4) 
Poland 41.2 (9.2) 41.0 (9.3) 56.7 (10.2) 43.5 (10.7) 
Individuals with high education (%)  
 Men Women Men Women 
Germany 20.7 16.3 40.4 26.5 
Austria 19.9 20.7 20.0 17.2 
Switzerland 40.0 34.1 65.0 47.8 
The Netherlands 28.8 25.9 36.7 29.8 
Sweden 35.7 45.2 28.0 44.9 
France 38.9 41.2 47.9 31.0 
Spain 32.9 36.2 52.7 30.0 
Poland 32.0 44.6 47.6 42.6 
Notes: a The figures related to the population of unmarried Internet users are calculations by authors based on 
nationally representative weighted data from the fifth wave of the ESS (2010). Given unavailability of data on 
Internet use for Austria in the fifth round of the ESS, we rely on data from the fourth wave (ESS 2008). To 
examine the socio-demographic characteristics of individuals that regularly use the Internet, we selected 
respondents that mentioned using the Internet at least once a week, based on the following item: “How often do 
you use the internet, the World Wide Web or e-mail - whether at home or at work - for your personal use?”. 
S.D. = standard deviation. 
 

 

related to any of the adults in the household. We combined the information on both 

relationship and parenting experience and created a comprehensive variable entitled family 

status, that has the following categories: 0 ‘childless never married’, 1 ‘childless divorced’, 2 

‘divorced with one co-resident child’, 3 ‘divorced with 2 co-resident children’, and 4 

‘divorced with three or more co-resident children’. 
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Gender is measured as a dummy variable, with values ‘0’ for male (reference category) 

and 1 for ‘female’. For educational level, we harmonize and group each country’s 

categorization for education according to the International Standard Classification of 

Education (ISCED) code. We differentiated between three educational levels and created 

three dummy variables, which range between: the reference category of low (ISCED levels 0 

‘preprimary education’, 1 ‘primary education or first stage of basic education’, and 2 ‘lower 

secondary or second stage of basic education’), medium (ISCED 3 ‘(upper) secondary 

education’ and 4 ‘post-secondary non-tertiary education’) and high (ISCED 5 ‘first stage of 

tertiary education’ and 6 ‘second stage of tertiary education’). 

Control variables. Age is a numerical variable ranging from 20 to 95. For ease of 

interpretation, in the analysis age is centered around the mean. We also include age squared 

to control for a potential curvilinear association between age and importance of partner’s 

education. Ethnicity is a categorical variable with the following values: European, Hispanic 

(Latin American), Arabic, Asian, African, or other. The initial categorization included Indian 

as a racial group, but it was later recoded into the broader Asian category as the 

differentiation between the two groups is not very explicit. Religion distinguishes between 

Christian (reference), Muslim, Buddhist, atheist, non-religious believer (also referred to as 

‘spiritual’ without adhering to a particular religion), and other denominations. Family 

formation intentions are captured through the question ‘Do you want to have children and 

start a family with the person you are looking for?’ with the following three options: ‘none’ 

(reference), 1 ‘maybe’, and 2 ‘yes’. Long-term dating intentions is measured on a 7-point 

scale ranging from 1 meaning ‘not at all’ to 7 ‘very much’. Finally, we control for user’s type 

of membership, which is non-premium or premium.  

 

Contextual-level variables 

As described previously, a summary of the values of all contextual variables is shown in 

Table 1. The first two national-level variables are the level of maternal full-time employment 

rate and the gender wage gap. The maternal full-time employment rate is calculated as the 

employment/ population ratio for full-time working (i.e., at least 40 hours of work per week) 

women aged 25–49 living in a household with at least one child in the age category 0-2. For 

most countries, the indicator is computed based on EU-LFS (2010) and EU-SILC (2010) data. 

For Switzerland, however, we rely on Swiss-LFS (2010) data and compute mothers’ 

employment rate for women aged 15-64 who work full-time (i.e., an average of 41 hours per 
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week) and who live in a household with at least one child under 7. Even though the two data 

sources do not perfectly match, we contend that they are fairly comparable. Both sources 

show Switzerland and the Netherlands having the lowest rates of full-time maternal 

employment, indicating the high prevalence of part-time work among mothers in both 

countries (Buchmann, Kriesi, & Sacchi 2010; Wielers & Raven 2013). 

The gender wage gap refers to full-time employees and is defined as the difference 

between male and female median wages divided by the male median wages. The data are 

provided by the OECD Family Database (OECD 2014).    

The national-level of employment-related welfare provisions is addressed by looking 

at a measure of formal childcare. We rely on Eurostat SILC (European Commission 2013) 

data on the percentage of children in the age category 0-2 cared for under formal 

arrangements. These refer to pre-school education or equivalent, childcare at centre-based 

services outside school hours, a collective crèche or another day-care centre including family 

day-care organised/ controlled by a public or private structure.  

Finally, the normative context of divorce is measured via a proxy of the crude divorce 

rateii (i.e., the annual number of divorces per 1,000 inhabitants), with the assumption that the 

more common divorce is in a country, the less social stigma is associated with divorcees and 

therefore the more acceptance it receives (Ivanova et al. 2013). The data on each country’s 

crude divorce rate were retrieved from the Eurostat (2011) database.  

 

 

Analytical Procedure 

The first step in the analyses was to examine descriptive statistics in relation to our outcome 

variable, as well as the main socio-demographic characteristics of the childless never married 

and divorced online daters included in our sample. Using Stata, we then carried out an 

ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis for our continuous outcome variableiii of 

importance given to partner’s education. Despite the fact that the data include online daters 

living in 8 European countries, using multilevel models that account for the nesting of 

individuals within countries would result in biased estimates due to the low number of upper-

level units (Bell et al. 2014). Moreover, having only 8 countries would make the results 

vulnerable to outliers and influential cases (Maas & Hox 2005). As an alternative, we engage 

in a country fixed-effects model that includes distinct country dummies. We first estimate 

main and interaction effects of family status and gender in an OLS regression model (while 
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also controlling for education, age, age squared, ethnicity, religion, family formation 

intentions, long-term dating intentions, type of membership, and country). In a second stage, 

we add interaction terms of family status, gender and country. Based on this model, we 

estimate marginal effects (when all other variables are held constant at sample mean values) 

of the importance of partner’s education, by family status and gender, for each country. In an 

approach similar to two-stage least squares regression, we then run simple OLS regression 

analyses with the country-specific marginal effects corresponding to divorced women with 

resident children as dependent variable and each of the following country-level predictors: 

maternal full-time employment rate, gender wage gap, formal childcare, as well as the crude 

divorce rate. To visually and more intuitively grasp the relationship between country-specific 

marginal effects and contextual variables, we graph a scatterplot with a fitted regression line 

for each country-level predictor.  

 

4.4 RESULTS 

Descriptive results 

Table 4.3A includes the mean values of the dependent variable, by family status for both men 

and women in each country. According to these figures, women give more importance to 

partner’s education than men, irrespective of family status. Overall, divorced men with or 

without children attach more value to match’s education than childless never married men. 

Divorced women, on the other hand, have lower mean scores than never-married women, 

irrespective of the presence of children. Partner’s education appears to be the most valued 

among German, Austrian, Swiss, and Spanish men and women. French men and women 

award the least importance to partner’s education, across all family status categories.  

Table 4.3B reports the distribution of childless never married, childless divorced and 

divorced individuals with at least one co-resident child in each country and for men and 

women. The highest proportion of never married daters without any co-resident children is in 

Poland, while both the Dutch and the Swedish samples contain the highest shares of divorced 

daters with or without co-resident children. As expected, Sweden has the largest proportion of 

divorced men with at least one co-resident child (cumulative percentage of 15.1), while 

Poland has the lowest (cumulative percentage of 4).   

Table 4.3C delves further into the socio-demographic profile of our target group of 

divorcees (thus excluding the childless never married). The highest proportion of highly 
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educated divorced men is found in Switzerland, while the largest share of highly educated 

divorced women can be seen in Sweden and Poland. The countries where racial minority 

groups have the highest levels of representation are the Netherlands, Sweden, France and 

Spain. Whereas in most countries approximately half of divorced website members declare to 

be Catholic, in the Netherlands, Sweden and Spain, divorcees are more likely to mention 

being atheist or non-religious believer. In general, men have more pronounced family 

formation intentions, especially in Spain or Poland. Particularly in the Netherlands and 

Sweden, women are more likely to have no intention of starting a new family. However, 

divorced women generally have stronger long-term dating intentions than divorced men. 

Finally, the oldest divorcees can be found in Sweden, while the youngest participate on the 

Polish website.  
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TABLE 4.3A. Mean Values of the Dependent Variable Used in Regression Analyses, by Family Status, Gender, and Country (Range: 1 - 7) 

 Germany Austria Switzerland The Netherlands Sweden France Spain Poland 

 M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. 
Childless 
never married 

3.60 
(1.27) 

4.50 
(1.21) 

3.56 
(1.27) 

4.57 
(1.2) 

3.50 
(1.24) 

4.39 
(1.11) 

3.10 
(1.29) 

4.04 
(1.23) 

3.08 
(1.36) 

3.84 
(1.33) 

2.59 
(1.36) 

3.40 
(1.41) 

3.34 
(1.46) 

4.43 
(1.39) 

3.12 
(1.28) 

4.03 
(1.25) 

Childless 
divorced  

3.60 
(1.15) 

4.43 
(1.12) 

3.61 
(1.19) 

4.56 
(1.17) 

3.62 
(1.13) 

4.48 
(1.13) 

3.16 
(1.18) 

4.02 
(1.10) 

3.12 
(1.22) 

3.85 
(1.18) 

2.79 
(1.28) 

3.55 
(1.27) 

3.49 
(1.37) 

4.40 
(1.35) 

3.01 
(1.27) 

3.82 
(1.23) 

Divorced, 1 
child 

3.59 
(1.19) 

4.41 
(1.11) 

3.47 
(1.16) 

4.46 
(1.17) 

3.56 
(1.10) 

4.37 
(1.08) 

3.29 
(1.16) 

3.98 
(1.12) 

3.18 
(1.19) 

3.89 
(1.18) 

2.78 
(1.31) 

3.47 
(1.35) 

3.53 
(1.34) 

4.38 
(1.34) 

3.02 
(1.26) 

3.78 
(1.20) 

Divorced, 2 
children 

3.59 
(1.18) 

4.37 
(1.14) 

3.74 
(1.08) 

4.43 
(1.15) 

3.86  
(1.00) 

4.38 
(1.09) 

3.30 
(1.11) 

4.08 
(1.08) 

3.23 
(1.27) 

3.94 
(1.22) 

2.83 
(1.30) 

3.49 
(1.37) 

3.53 
(1.41) 

4.39 
(1.33) 

2.97 
(1.28) 

3.61 
(1.18) 

Divorced, 3 or 
more children 

3.52 
(1.19) 

4.14 
(1.21) 

3.61 
(1.69) 

4.26 
(0.99) 

3.50 
(1.15) 

4.23 
(1.14) 

3.44 
(1.16) 

4.17 
(1.12) 

3.33 
(1.35) 

3.71 
(1.24) 

2.82 
(1.38) 

3.20 
(1.42) 

3.65 
(1.61) 

4.28 
(1.59) 

2.88 
(1.30) 

3.32 
(1.23) 

N 72,927 61,869 7,974 7,673 4,880 5,609 17,617 16,780 13,738 12,703 52,548 59,619 41,689 38,883 98,150 79,898 
Source: Database of heterosexual members of the eDarling dating site, September 2011. 
Notes: M. = males. F. = females. Standard deviations are reported in parentheses. 
 
TABLE 4.3B. Distribution of Never Married and Divorced Online Daters, by Gender and Country  
 

Germany Austria Switzerland The Netherlands Sweden France Spain Poland 

 M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. 
Family status (%)                 
Childless never married 73.7 59.9 66.4 52.6 67.0 53.8 60.6 50.0 60.9 46.5 71.9 56.5 73.4 59.8 80.3 64.9 
Childless divorced  22.2 21.7 28.5 25.8 28.6 28.4 29.3 25.6 23.9 30.4 19.8 23.5 21.0 20.2 15.6 14.8 
Divorced, 1 child 2.8 11.4 3.4 13.1 2.3 10.2 4.6 11.9 6.6 11.6 4.2 10.6 3.4 12.4 2.7 13.5 
Divorced, 2 children 1.1 5.7 1.3 7.0 1.6 6.3 4.3 10.1 6.8 9.0 3.3 7.1 1.9 6.8 1.0 5.6 
Divorced, 3 or more 
children 0.3 1.4 0.4 1.6 0.4 1.4 1.2 2.4 1.7 2.5 0.9 2.3 0.3 0.8 0.3 1.3 

N 72,927 61,869 7,974 7,673 4,880 5,609 17,617 16,780 13,738 12,703 52,548 59,619 41,689 38,883 98,150 79,898 
Source: Database of heterosexual members of the eDarling dating site, September 2011. 
Notes: M. = males. F. = females.  
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TABLE 4.3C. Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables Used in Regression Analyses (Divorced Sub-group) 

 Germany Austria Switzerland The 
Netherlands Sweden France Spain Poland 

 M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. M. F. 
Education (%)                  
Low 28.5 19.3 29.7 22.4 24.3 23.1 9.5 7.7 13.3 7.7 10.4 11.4 19.1 14.6 2.1 1.7 
Medium 50.8 64.4 50.5 56.9 35.7 42.8 61.7 66.4 51.0 47.1 50.7 47.5 48.0 49.2 65.9 53.6 
High 20.7 16.3 19.9 20.7 40.0 34.1 28.8 25.9 35.7 45.2 38.9 41.2 32.9 36.2 32.0 44.6 
Ethnicity (%)                 
European 94.4 94.4 95.6 97.0 94.8 94.1 90.6 89.3 89.1 90.0 90.5 88.0 92.0 87.6 97.9 97.7 
Hispanic 0.4 0.7 0.3 0.4 0.4 1.8 0.7 1.2 1.0 1.5 0.4 0.5 4.9 9.1 0.1 0.1 
Arabic 0.8 0.4 0.7 0.2 0.6 0.3 0.9 0.9 2.2 0.7 3.7 3.9 0.9 0.5 0.1 0.0 
Asian 1.2 1.0 1.1 0.9 1.6 1.2 3.2 2.7 2.5 2.8 0.7 0.8 0.3 0.2 0.4 0.2 
African 0.5 0.4 0.7 0.1 0.4 0.9 0.6 0.5 1.5 1.1 1.5 2.5 0.5 0.2 0.1 0.1 
Other 2.8 3.1 1.7 1.5 2.2 1.8 4.0 5.4 3.6 3.9 3.2 4.3 1.4 2.3 1.4 2.0 
Religion (%)                 
Christian 43.2 49.3 49.6 51.9 45.5 45.6 28.4 27.7 21.8 26.3 40.4 43.9 29.3 29.6 57.8 66.8 
Muslim 3.2 1.6 2.4 0.9 2.7 1.4 1.9 1.7 3.3 1.8 4.1 3.9 1.2 0.6 0.3 0.1 
Buddhist 0.8 0.7 1.2 0.9 1.2 1.5 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.3 
Atheist 29.3 22.6 15.8 10.9 20.3 15.0 20.4 17.3 46.6 37.3 33.8 28.2 25.9 19.0 8.6 4.1 
Non-religious believer 20.3 22.6 27.8 32.7 27.0 31.9 26.7 28.1 22.0 28.3 15.9 17.5 40.7 46.1 30.1 26.7 
Other 3.3 3.1 3.1 2.8 3.4 4.7 22.0 24.6 5.8 5.5 5.3 5.9 2.6 4.2 2.6 2.0 
Family formation intentions (%)               
None 29.9 61.3 29.5 65.5 41.9 70.5 50.4 74.9 45.8 76.5 42.1 71.3 18.6 39.8 16.1 38.6 
Maybe 50.2 28.5 51.8 26.6 45.1 22.8 37.0 17.9 42.2 17.4 41.2 20.1 47.6 38.8 61.9 48.3 
Yes 19.9 10.2 18.7 7.9 13.1 6.7 12.5 7.2 12.1 6.1 16.7 8.6 33.8 21.5 22.1 13.1 
Membership (%)                 
Non-premium 86.8 85.7 84.6 82.9 89.9 88.1 91.8 91.8 88.8 85.1 89.9 90.4 92.3 91.7 91.1 87.4 
Premium 13.2 14.3 15.4 17.1 10.1 11.9 8.2 8.2 11.2 14.9 10.1 9.6 7.7 8.3 8.9 12.6 

Mean age (S.D.) 47.4 
(8.8) 

46.1 
(8.6) 

47.0 
(8.9) 

46.5 
(8.3) 

49.1 
(9.2) 

48.1 
(8.5) 

49 
(9.1) 

47.9 
(8.9) 

49.7 
(10.4) 

49.8 
(9.9) 

47.8 
(9.5) 

48.2 
(9.4) 

45.5 
(8.6) 

44.9 
(7.9) 

41.2 
(9.2) 

41 
(9.3) 

Mean long-term dating 
intentions (S.D.) 6.3 (1.2) 6.6 

(0.9) 
6.2 

(1.2) 
6.6 

(0.9) 
6.1 

(1.2) 
6.5 

(0.9) 
6.0 

(1.3) 
6.2 

(1.2) 
6.0 

(1.3) 
6.3 

(1.1) 
6.1 

(1.4) 6.4 (1.2) 6.0 
(1.3) 

6.2 
(1.2) 5.4 (1.6) 5.3 

(1.6) 
N 19,203 24,799 2,677 3,640 1,608 2,593 6,948 8,386 5,371 6,797 14,769 25,938 11,076 15,636 19,291 28,045 
Source: Database of divorced heterosexual members of the eDarling dating site, September 2011. 
Notes: M. = males. F. = females. S.D. = standard deviation. 
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OLS regression results 

We now examine the main individual- and contextual level hypotheses proposed in this study. 

First, Table 4.4 reports findings of the OLS regression model that tests the association 

between family status and the importance awarded to partner’s education, including a gender 

interaction as well. In conjunction with our theoretical discussion related to relationship 

history, we put forth two competing hypotheses, namely that in comparison to the childless 

never married, secondary singles without children would give either less or more importance 

to partner’s education. We then elaborated upon these basic competing hypotheses to consider 

whether there was a gendered effect and proposed an economic and evolutionary-based 

argument that divorced women would be more in need of a high-status partner and thus give 

more importance to partner’s education than divorced men.  

Results in Table 4.4 reveal that divorced daters without children give less importance 

to partner’s educational level than the never married. Table 4.4 also indicates that women 

generally award more importance to partner’s education. To inspect gender differences across 

the different categories of family status, we inspect the gender interaction terms and also plot 

the marginal effects of importance given to partner’s education for both men and women 

(Figure 4.1). As expected, divorced women are more concerned about partner’s education 

than divorced men, irrespective of the presence or number of children. Figure A4.2 

(Appendix) plots the marginal effects of importance given to partner’s education by family 

status, gender and education. The figure shows that lower educated divorced women with 

three or more resident children are not significantly different than their male counterparts in 

terms of the importance given to partner’s education. In spite of this, gender differences are 

largely preserved across all educational level categories.  

We then explored the mechanisms of how the presence of resident children might 

either decrease the re-partnering demands particularly for women or increase the re-partnering 

standards of men. In contrast to the previous economic argument for divorced women, we 

hypothesized that divorced women with resident children would be cognizant of their weaker 

mate value and opt to ‘trade down’ and thus give less importance to men’s education than 

divorced women with no children. For divorced men with children, on the other hand, we 

anticipated a more positive self-perceived image of fatherhood, and thus more value attached 

to partner’s education. Figure 4.1 confirms that the presence of children is associated with a 

higher importance given to partner’s education for men. The differences between divorced 

women with no children and those with one or two resident children are negligible. However, 
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for divorced women with more than two resident children, the data confirm a negative 

association between presence of children and importance of partner’s education (but only for 

the lower and medium educated women, as Figure A4.2 indicates). This finding is replicated 

when examining the importance of partner’s income level as dependent variable in 

supplementary analyses (available upon request). Therefore, a high number of resident 

children has a deterring effect on divorced mothers’ re-partnering standards when it comes to 

more than one measure of partner’s socio-economic status. 

Additional analyses explored three-way interaction terms (family status × gender × 

country) that allowed us to assess whether previous findings are consistent across the 8 

countries. Figure A4.3 (Appendix) plots the marginal effects of importance given to partner’s 

education by family status, gender and country. The graph shows that in most countries 

childless divorced daters give less importance to partner’s education than the childless never 

married. Nonetheless, in the absence of resident children, divorced men in Spain and 

particularly in France, as well as divorced women in France award more importance to 

match’s education than the never married, giving confirmation to the learning hypothesis 

(Gelissen 2004). Furthermore, across all national contexts, never married and divorced 

women (with or without children) attach more importance to partner’s education than men. 

Finally, we notice that in most countries having children increases the re-partnering standards 

of divorced men (excepting Germany and Poland, where there are no clear differences 

between divorced men with children and those without) and decreases the re-partnering 

standards of divorced women if the number of children is higher than two (excluding the 

Netherlands, where the importance given to partner’s education slightly increases with the 

number of children). 
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TABLE 4.4. OLS Analysis of Importance Given to Partner’s Education (N = 592,557) 
 Coeff. (SE)  

Family status: Childless never married (ref.)    
Childless divorced  −0.052 (0.007) *** 
Divorced, 1 child 0.016 (0.013)  
Divorced, 2 children 0.066 (0.016) *** 
Divorced, 3 or more children 0.101 (0.032) ** 

Gender: Male (ref.)    
Female 0.778 (0.004) *** 

Family status × gender interaction:    
Childless divorced × female −0.047 (0.008) *** 
Divorced, 1 child × female −0.093 (0.015) *** 
Divorced, 2 children × female −0.140 (0.019) *** 
Divorced, 3 or more children × female −0.308 (0.037) *** 

Education: Low (ref.)    
Medium 0.389 (0.006) *** 
High 0.919 (0.006) *** 

Age 0.001 (0.000) *** 
Age squared 0.0002 (0.000) *** 
Ethnicity: European (ref.)    

Hispanic −0.021 (0.014)  
Arabic 0.039 (0.017) * 
Asian 0.087 (0.017) *** 
African 0.138 (0.016) *** 
Other 0.020 (0.010) * 

Religion: Christian (ref.)    
Muslim 0.114 (0.014) *** 
Buddhist 0.050 (0.023) * 
Atheist −0.077 (0.004) *** 
Non-religious believer −0.056 (0.004) *** 
Other −0.031 (0.008) *** 

Family formation intentions: None (ref.)    
Maybe −0.126 (0.005) *** 
Yes −0.147 (0.006) *** 

Long-term dating intentions  0.028 (0.001) *** 
Membership: Non-premium (ref.)    

Premium 0.088 (0.006) *** 
Country: Poland (ref.)    

Germany 0.661 (0.005) *** 
Austria 0.678 (0.011) *** 
Switzerland 0.516 (0.013) *** 
The Netherlands 0.093 (0.008) *** 
Sweden −0.051 (0.009) *** 
France −0.497 (0.005) *** 
Spain 0.469 (0.006) *** 

Constant 2.487 (0.011) *** 
R-squared 0.202 
Notes: Coeff. = Coefficient; SE = Standard error; ref. = reference category.  
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests). 
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Figure 4.1. Marginal effects of the importance given to partner’s education by family status 
and gender. 
Notes: Based on the OLS regression model reported in Table 4.4, with significant interactions of family status 
and gender, and controlling for education, age, age squared, race, religion, family formation intentions, long-
term dating intentions, type of membership, and country.  
  

We now turn to contextual effects, which are visualized in Figure 4.2 plotting the 

association between the importance given to partner’s education among divorced women with 

one resident childiv and various country-level indicators. We first proposed that in countries 

with a high maternal full-time employment rate, divorced mothers would give less importance 

to partner’s education due to better chances of economic security and a more balanced work-

family life. Results in the upper left hand panel of Figure 4.2 confirm our expectations. In 

Poland and Sweden, countries with a particularly high level of maternal labor force 

participation, we find low importance given to partner’s education. The lowest value awarded 

to a partner’s education is found in France, a country that also has a moderately high level of 

maternal full-time employment. At the other end of this spectrum, Germany and Switzerland 

have relatively lower maternal full-time employment rates, connected with more importance 

awarded to a match’s education. 
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Figure 4.2. Scatterplots of the association between the importance given to partner’s 
education among divorced women with one resident child and various country-level 
indicators (N = 8).  
Notes: The linear fit and R-squared are based on simple OLS regression estimates. 
Country abbreviations: AT = Austria, CH = Switzerland, DE = Germany, ES = Spain, FR = France, NL = The 
Netherlands, PL = Poland, SE = Sweden. 
  

We also hypothesized that in countries with a high gender wage gap, divorced mothers 

have a higher dependence on men’s earnings and would give more importance to partner’s 

educational status. The upper right hand panel of Figure 4.2 shows however a nearly absent 

association between gender wage gap and the value that divorced women with one child 

award to partner’s education. Nonetheless, in countries such as Austria, Germany, and 

Switzerland, which have the highest gender pay gap scores, divorced women with one 

resident child give greater importance to partner’s education. Conversely, Spain has a 

relatively low wage disparity between genders, but shows high importance given to match’s 

education among divorced women with one resident child. 

Furthermore, we proposed that in countries with high formal childcare provisions, 

divorced women with resident children would give less importance to partner’s education 

given better prospects for continuous labor market participation and economic self-reliance. 

The data confirm this to a certain extent. Results shown in the bottom left hand panel of 
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Figure 4.2 indicate that in countries like Sweden (with a high reliance on formal childcare 

provisions), the Netherlands and France (both with high formal childcare arrangements in 

combination with high informal support), divorced women with one resident child give little 

importance to partner’s education. In Poland, on the other hand, divorced mothers with access 

to low formal childcare provisions also give low importance to partner’s education. However, 

as seen in Table 4.1, Poland has a relatively high share of informal childcare support.  

Finally, we put forward the hypothesis that in countries with a more negative normative 

climate towards divorce (i.e., with low divorce rates), divorced mothers would be a non-

normative group with low demands on the re-partnering market and thus give less importance 

to partner’s education. As predicted, in Poland, which has the lowest divorce rate, divorced 

women with one resident child give low importance to partner’s education. At the other 

extreme, Switzerland displays one of the highest divorce rates, that is associated with high 

importance given to partner’s education among divorced women with one child.  

 

 

Background factors 

Results reported in Table 4.4 also show relevant effects of various background factors. Highly 

educated online daters are more concerned with partner’s education. Figure A4.1 shows that 

the positive association between one’s own educational level and the importance given to 

partner’s education is consistent across all family status categories and for both men and 

women. Other results in Table 4.4 reveal that website members who declare being Atheist, 

non-religious believers or of another religion, and those with family formation intentions give 

less importance to partner’s education. Online daters that are more concerned about partner’s 

education are more likely to be of Asian origin, Muslim, or have long-term dating intentions.  
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4.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION  

Using unique partner preference information for members of an online dating website in nine 

European countries, this study examined whether divorcees are indeed less selective than the 

never married when looking for a new partner, given a partnership market that allows for 

more effective and generous searches. As opposed to previous work that has mostly focused 

on re-marriage patterns and divorcees’ final partner choices or outcomes (e.g., de Graaf & 

Kalmijn 2003; Shafer 2013), this study examined preferences in the early phase of partner 

selection. We were therefore better able to understand if secondary singles actually (want to) 

trade down in comparison to the never married, as the re-partnering literature seems to 

suggest so far. We addressed one key mate selection criterion, namely the importance that 

daters give to the match’s educational level. Education usually serves as an indicator of 

partner’s human capital and socio-economic resources. The study also examined gender 

differences as well as the association between the number of children and the importance 

given to partner’s education. Finally, we suggested that the partner preferences of divorcees 

with children, particularly divorced women, are subject to specific contextual influences. We 

analyzed the link between the value placed on partner’s education among divorced mothers 

with resident children and a set of institutional factors meant to advance mothers’ economic 

independence and through that, their demands on the re-partnering market. Finally, we 

proposed that contexts with a negative climate towards divorce decrease divorced mothers’ 

partner selectivity.  

We first found evidence that – in relation to partner’s educational level – divorced 

daters without children are indeed less demanding than those without a previous marital 

history. Our finding suggests that divorced daters have a less confident perception of their 

own attractiveness and the demands that they can make on the re-partnering market. 

However, it could also entail that education is a less conspicuous criterion for partner 

selection at older ages. This would be in line with previous research revealing that over time 

individuals become more concerned with more tangible indicators of economic resources, 

such as occupational status (Kalmijn 1994). Educational homogamy (i.e., marrying someone 

with the same educational level) is also shown to be more common among second marital 

unions than first ones (Shafer 2013), a pattern that could also be related to the fact that higher 

educational institutions are a primary marriage market particularly for first unions (Mare 

1991). 
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Furthermore, we show that re-partnering preferences are highly gender-specific, with 

divorced women giving more attention to partner’s education, compared to divorced men. 

Women’s greater interest in a match’s education provides confirmation to evolutionary 

arguments related to women’s general concern with partner’s socio-economic status (Buss 

2003). It likewise supports the economic reasoning that the higher post-divorce income drop 

experienced by women leads to a greater need for a high status partner. However, we found 

that the presence of children steadily increases the selectivity of divorced men, showing a 

stronger concern with female partner’s socio-economic status. Divorced women with more 

than two resident children, on the other hand, perceive the presence of children as a negative 

trait on the partnership market and therefore give less importance to partner’s education.  

Finally, we revealed associations between the importance given to a partner’s education 

among divorced women with children and a set of contextual aspects, particularly maternal 

full-time labor force participation. Living in a country such as Sweden, with a high maternal 

full-time employment rate ensures a certain degree of economic independence, which in turn 

leads to a lower emphasis on partner’s socio-economic profile. The fact that Swedish divorced 

mothers award less importance to a match’s education and rely less on men’s economic input 

is also likely linked to high formal childcare provisions and a more extensive welfare state 

support for women to effectively combine family- and employment-related roles. Divorced 

women with children in Austria, Switzerland and Germany were shown to be greatly 

concerned about partner’s education, which we associated with high gender wage gaps and 

moderate levels of maternal full-time employment rates. It is therefore not merely 

employment participation that makes a difference in terms of economic autonomy, but also 

how comparable women’s earning ability is in relation to men’s and thus how dependent they 

are on partner’s socio-economic resources.  

Another national context where divorced women with children give a higher value to a 

partner’s education is Spain, despite a moderate level of maternal labor force participation and 

a relatively low gender wage gap. A strong concern with a prospective partner’s socio-

economic status in a male breadwinner country such as Spain is likely conditioned by a strong 

post-divorce income drop among Spanish women (Uunk 2004). Future research should 

investigate the more specific link between education-related preferences and the female 

employment rate among divorced mothers (and not just women with children). France, on the 

other hand, scores the lowest when it comes to the importance given to partner’s education. 

We associate this with a moderately high maternal full-time employment rate, a low gender 
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pay gap, and generous formal childcare services. France is in fact a frontrunner in public 

policies supporting women in bridging the work-family divide (Fagnani & Letablier 2004; 

Morgan 2003). Finally, Poland distinguishes itself by having divorced women with children 

giving low importance to a partner’s status. The reduced interest in partner’s education is 

understandable given Poland’s high maternal full-time employment, a legacy of the intensive 

female participation in the labor force during the socialist regime (Lobodzinska 1996). 

Despite low formal childcare provisions, Polish mothers’ continuity on the labour market is 

most likely supported by high informal assistance provided by family and friends. It would be 

important that future research also takes into account the age of the youngest child. In Poland, 

the arrival of the first child is known to have a negative impact on mother’s full-time 

employment, which is most often replaced with part-time working (Thévenon 2009). With 

scarce childcare services for young children, women’s ability to participate in the labour 

market on a full-time basis depends on the youngest child starting compulsory education 

(ibid.). A lower value placed on partner’s socio-economic resources among Polish mothers 

could therefore indicate that resident children are generally of mandatory school age or older. 

This study provided a unique and more comprehensive picture of the education-related 

partner preferences of divorced men and women and the role played by both individual and 

contextual factors. Despite its many advantages, the data used in this study did not provide 

full information about an individuals’ entire marital and parenting history (e.g., number of 

previous unions, time since divorce, age of children etc.). We encourage future research to 

also examine the re-partnering preferences of individuals following the dissolution of 

cohabiting unions as opposed to marital unions. Since children born to cohabiting parents are 

an increasingly prevalent reality across European countries (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010), studies 

analyzing the impact of resident children and contextual factors on the re-partnering standards 

of individuals exiting cohabiting unions are warranted. Furthermore, whereas we employed a 

one-dimensional measure of formal childcare, we suggest future studies need to account for 

other dimensions of formal childcare arrangements, such as affordability or accessibility. The 

different countries in this study provide diverse legal contexts of re-partnering and parenthood 

in the aftermath of divorce and further research could also inspect cross-national differences 

in child support, alimony, visitation rights, and custodial arrangements.  
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4.6 NOTES 

i. We do not have information about whether the separation refers to the dissolution of either a formal or 

informal union. Given this uncertainty, we only examine individuals that declare being divorced, thus 

having dissolved a formal union. 

ii. We also replicated the analysis with an attitudinal measure capturing (aggregated) normative values on 

(dis)approval of divorce, with similar results. 

iii. The distribution of the variable is fairly normal (skewness -0.036; kurtosis -0.005). The skewness and 

kurtosis statistics for each country sample are provided in Table A4.1 in the Appendix. To further 

compare the distribution of the dependent variable across countries, Figure A4.1 (Appendix) graphs 

box-plots per country. 

iv. We replicate the analysis for divorced women with two resident children and divorced women with 

three or more resident children, and report the results in the Appendix (Figures A4.4 and A4.5). The 

findings are generally similar. Nonetheless, the association between importance of partner’s education 

and maternal employment rate becomes particularly stronger as the number of children increases.  

 123 



 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER 5. DOES ONLINE DATING AFFECT 

ASSORTATIVE MATING? THE CASE OF 

EDUCATIONAL, RACIAL AND RELIGIOUS 

ENDOGAMY 6 

 

 

Abstract 

During the last years online dating became increasingly popular, transforming the 

dating landscape and the process of relationship initiation. This study revisits Blau’s 

social structure theory and the supply perspective on assortative mating by exploring 

the role played by digital marriage markets, particularly online dating sites, in breeding 

couples’ socio-demographic similarity. It examines the educational, racial and religious 

endogamy of couples that met through online dating platforms compared to couples 

whose context of meeting was related to other online venues or conventional 

intermediaries such as friends, family, neighbors, school, workplace, leisure, religious 

venues, and others. I explore the importance of meeting venues for couples’ endogamy 

among 2,970 partnered individuals in the U.S. The ‘How Couples Meet and Stay 

Together’ survey data enables an innovative test of assortative mating in online dating 

settings. Using log-multiplicative models that allow for the strength of partners’ 

association to vary along meeting settings, I find that contrary to expectations, online 

dating displays weaker endogamy patterns compared to other contexts of meeting. This 

finding contests the universal norm of endogamy and shows that Internet dating 

contributes to alleviating social barriers between groups and it adds to the overall 

decreasing trends in couple endogamy. 

6 A slightly different version of this chapter is currently under review at an international peer-reviewed journal. 
A previous draft of this study was presented at the European Population Conference, Budapest, Hungary, June 
2014. 
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5.1 INTRODUCTION 

Mate selection and assortative mating (i.e., the nonrandom pairing of individuals with similar 

traits) depend on particular contexts of interaction that mediate the formation of partnerships 

(Bozon & Héran 1989; Kalmijn & Flap 2001; Lampard 2007; Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap 

2008a). The pool of available partners supplied by certain social contexts and networks 

determines the extent to which individuals are able to match with people belonging to their 

own group. However, the knowledge about the way in which the most recent and increasingly 

prevalent settings of partner selection (e.g., online dating sites) influence assortative mating 

patterns is absent. 

The ongoing shifts in work and family life and the decline of traditional settings of 

meeting and mating (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012) entail that individuals become progressively 

more in charge with the process of finding a partner (Barraket & Henry-Waring 2008). 

Against this backdrop, online dating services surged in popularity, fundamentally changing 

the dating landscape and the process of relationship initiation (Finkel et al. 2012). More than 

one-third of American marriages begin online (Cacioppo et al. 2013). Attitudes towards 

online dating as a good way to meet people and find a match have also grown more positive 

over time (Smith & Duggan 2013). Despite the large interest it raises among scientists, media 

and general audiences alike (Sprecher 2009), there is still limited understanding about the 

nature of relationships formed through Internet dating sites. Social relations initiated online 

are generally assumed to take on different forms than in traditional face-to-face settings, given 

that cyberspace provides distinct ways of communicating and interacting with others, non-

mediated by typical third parties and unconstrained by physical boundaries (Houston et al. 

2005). During the early stages of its development, the Internet was in fact subject to utopian 

predictions about its role in making ascriptive characteristics obsolete (Barlow 1996). 

Individuals’ matching based on similar race or socio-economic status, known to prevail in 

segregated offline environments, would then dissolve in the boundless space of the Internet. 

The question that follows is whether online dating contributes to alleviating the typical social 

divides between groups by providing an unrestrictive space for partner selection, or whether it 

preserves social boundaries and promotes similarity between partners due to its highly 

systemized interface for browsing and easily getting in contact with similar others.  

Studies examining partner preferences and first-stage contacting behavior in Internet 

dating find strong evidence for online daters’ tendency of preferring similar partners (e.g., 

Skopek, Schulz, & Blossfeld 2011; Lewis 2013; Lin & Lundquist 2013; Robnett & Feliciano 
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2011; Yancey 2009). However, the relative importance of online dating sites in promoting 

endogamous couples as compared to other meeting settings is unexplored. This study aims to 

examine the extent to which online dating sites impact assortative mating and the level of 

partners’ similarity in contrast to other online venues and conventional settings of meeting. 

Using recent data referring to how couples meet in the U.S. (i.e., the How Couples Meet and 

Stay Together survey data), I focus on three most commonly studied types of endogamy 

(Schwartz 2013), related to education, race, and religious background. In this study, 

endogamy and related terms are generically used to describe similarity for both married and 

unmarried couples. I distinguish between ten types of meeting contexts, namely: online dating 

sites (in connection to online platforms where people enroll with the specific purpose of 

finding a romantic partner), other online venues (pointing to online communities, chat rooms, 

online gaming etc.), family, friends, neighbors, leisure, the workplace, school, religious 

venues, and other settings.  

The paper adds to the literature in several ways. First, it contributes to the recent line 

of studies examining the ways in which new technologies affect partner selection and 

romantic outcomes (e.g., Cacioppo et al. 2013; Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). Second, it 

provides the first comparison between couples that met via online dating sites and couples 

that met via other online or offline meeting venues, with respect to endogamy patterns. Using 

the same data source, the study by Rosenfeld and Thomas (2012) offers novel insights into 

the differences between couples that met via the Internet and couples that met via family 

intermediaries. However, their study does not make a distinction between online dating sites 

and other online settings of partner selection. Looking at a nationally representative sample of 

respondents who married between 2005 and 2012, Cacioppo and colleagues (2013) examine 

marital satisfaction and dissolution across various meeting contexts and show that different 

online venues are linked to different marital outcomes. While this study does not differentiate 

between all specific online venues, I find it necessary to distinguish among online settings 

specifically designed for partner selection and other online venues that favor partnering as a 

by-product (McKenna 2007). Third, I extend the work by Rosenfeld and Thomas (2012) by 

contrasting online dating settings to more than one offline setting. The results of this study 

therefore enable more far-reaching conclusions about the impact of online dating settings on 

assortative mating. Finally, whereas most research examines endogamy patterns in connection 

to married couples only (e.g., Hou & Miles 2008; Mare 1991; Rosenfeld 2008), the current 
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study refers to both marital and non-marital relationships and is thus better able to capture the 

broader reality of romantic unions. 

 

5.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Endogamy Patterns and Trends 

Research on mate selection spanning over several decades has consistently indicated 

individuals’ tendency of choosing partners from within their own educational, religious, and 

ethno-racial group (e.g., Blau & Duncan 1967; Blossfeld & Timm 2003; Burgess & Wallin 

1943; Mare 1991; Smits, Ultee, & Lammers 1998; for reviews, see Blossfeld 2009; Kalmijn 

1998; Schwartz 2013). In-group preferences are motivated by the need to preserve in-group 

cohesion (Sumner 1906), the need for security given by interactions with culturally similar 

individuals (Hutnik 1991), or in-group favoritism as a means of sustaining a positive and 

distinguishable social identity (Tajfel 1982). Marital sorting (i.e., whom marries whom) along 

education, race and religion has received particular attention in the literature on assortative 

mating (for a recent review, see Schwartz 2013) given their significance in indicating 

economic and social between-group boundaries (Blau & Duncan 1967; Blossfeld 2009; 

Fernández & Rogerson 2001; Mare 2000). An overview of the relevance, patterns and trends 

associated with each of the three types of endogamy examined in the present study is 

provided below. 

Education represents a central predictor of favorable labor market prospects and 

overall socioeconomic status (Blossfeld 2009; Fu & Heaton 2008; Mare 1991; Rosenfeld 

2008) as well as an indicator of cultural resources and lifestyle (Halpin & Chan 2003; Hou & 

Miles 2008; Mare 1991). The educational resemblance of partners has consequences for the 

transmission of social advantage across generations (Kalmijn 1991; Schwartz & Mare 2005; 

Ultee & Luijkx 1990), as well as the development and educational achievement of offspring 

(Beck & González-Sancho 2009). Research on patterns of educational endogamy in the U.S. 

provides evidence of high educational endogamy (Fu & Heaton 2008; Rosenfeld 2008). 

However, findings are inconsistent with respect to trends over time. One line of empirical 

studies indicates that spouses’ educational resemblance has sequentially increased over the 

last century (e.g., Hou & Myles 2008; Kalmijn 1991; Qian and Preston 1993). A second 

group of studies uncovers non-linear trends, with educational endogamy first increasing, then 

decreasing over time (e.g., Mare 1991; Liu and Lu 2006) or initially rising and afterwards 

128 



Does Online Dating Affect Assortative Mating? 

declining (Schwartz & Mare 2005). Finally, a third line of research suggests that the 

association of husbands’ and wives’ education remained relatively stable or slightly decreased 

in most of the 20th century (Fu & Heaton 2008; Raymo & Xie 2000; Rosenfeld 2008).  

In comparison to educational endogamy, racial endogamy is much more prevalent, 

robust, and associated with less divergent research findings (Fu and Heaton 2008; Rosenfeld 

2008). The arrival of large immigrant populations of non-European origin (e.g., Asians, 

Hispanics) over the last decades and the subsequent proliferation of racial diversity in the U.S. 

provided the background for a surge in racial studies in general and research on racial 

intermarriage (i.e., marital union between individuals of different race) in particular (Burton 

et al. 2010). Same-race partnering is believed to most accurately indicate the continuity of 

group boundaries (Fu 2001). Interracial marriages, particularly between majority Whites and 

racial minorities, are an indicator of assimilation and diminishing social and cultural distances 

between groups (Alba & Nee 2003; Gordon 1964). Racial intermarriage reveals how much 

groups perceive and accept each other as equals (Kalmijn & van Tubergen 2010). In the long 

run, it also weakens the salience of racial identities given the multiracial background of 

children born within such unions. Empirical studies examining changing trends in racial 

endogamy over the last century find overall trends of declining same-race partnering and 

increasing intermarriage ratesi (e.g., Fu & Heaton 2008; Rosenfeld 2008).  

Religious endogamy is considered as one of the main contributing factors of marital 

quality (e.g., Heaton 1984; Myers 2006), scarcity of relationship disputes and conflicts (e.g., 

Curtis & Ellison 2002), as well as marital stability (e.g., Heaton & Pratt 1990; Lehrer & 

Chiswick 1993). Spouses who share the same religion are believed to benefit from more 

effective partnerships due to common beliefs and values grounded in the same (religious) 

ideology (Myers 2006). Partners’ religion influences not only the type of religious practices 

performed by each, but also lifestyle decisions with respect to child care, time and financial 

management, the formation of social and professional networks, and residential choices 

(Lehrer 1998; Lehrer & Chiswick, 1993). Even though research indicates strong homogamous 

patterns along religious lines in the U.S. (e.g., Bisin, Topa, & Verdier 2004; Blackwell & 

Lichter 2004), the last decades witnessed both drops in rates of endogamy and increases in 

religious intermarriageii (Lehrer 1998; Rosenfeld 2008; Sherkat 2004).  
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Social Contexts of Interaction – The Supply Side Perspective 

As Blau’s (1977) theory of social structure suggests, interpersonal choices are largely 

determined by the opportunities for contact that each social setting provides. What may 

appear as personal preference for similar others is in fact highly contingent on the 

configuration of contexts. The social contexts or foci of activity in which people initiate and 

construct relations differ in the characteristics of individuals embedded in them (Feld 1984; 

Marsden 1990). As a result, any study of personal relations needs to account for the social 

composition of different types of social settings. Each context provides a distinctive pool of 

potential interaction partners (supply), from which people can select according to personal 

preferences (demand). The supply of contact opportunities supported by each social setting 

determines whether or not individuals can realize preferences for similar others. The more 

socially and culturally homogenous a context is, the higher chances people have to associate 

with those belonging to the same background. The supply-side perspective and its focus on 

the importance of local interaction opportunities in breeding similarity have been connected to 

multiple types of close personal relations, ranging from marital or cohabiting unions (e.g., 

Blau & Schwartz 1984; Kalmijn 1998; Kalmijn & Flap 2001), sexual relationships (e.g., 

Laumann et al. 1994), friendships and acquaintanceships (e.g., McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 

1987; Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap 2008a), or core discussion networks (e.g., Mollenhorst, 

Völker, & Flap 2008b). This study continues the tradition of applying the supply-side 

perspective in examining how meeting venues favor similarity of romantic partners with a 

particular focus on the digital setting of online dating sites. In order to draw expectations 

about the relative contribution of Internet dating sites in breeding endogamy, an overview of 

the social composition, supply of spousal alternatives and general marriage market conditions 

provided by both conventional and digital meeting settings is outlined below. 

 

 

Conventional Meeting Settings 

Due to a balanced gender and age distribution and a subsequently large pool of young male 

and female candidates, school settings (i.e., ranging from primary school to university) 

constitute one of the most abundant partnership markets (Kalmijn & Flap 2001). Schools 

display high levels of internal homogeneity in terms of educational level (predominantly for 

individuals at the upper end of the schooling distribution who are inherently more uniform in 

their final educational attainment (Mare 1991) and religious affiliation (Kalmijn & Flap 

130 



Does Online Dating Affect Assortative Mating? 

2001). Meeting partners via school is therefore associated with strong and multiple 

endogamous effects, particularly with respect to education, class and religion (Kalmijn & Flap 

2001; Lampard 2007; Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap 2008a).  

Workplaces are social contexts that are highly homogenous in socioeconomic status 

and education, but less segregated with respect to other ascribed characteristics such as race 

or religion (Feld 1984; Mcpherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook 2001). Research indeed reveals that 

romantic ties among co-workers are associated with high endogamy with respect to education 

(Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap 2008a), but none with respect to religion (Kalmijn & Flap 2001; 

Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap 2008a).  

Personal networks consisting of family members and friends are usually highly 

homogeneous on ascribed characteristics such as race and religion (Feld 1984; Mcpherson, 

Smith-Lovin, & Cook 2001). Having friends and family as intermediaries in the mating 

market not only ensures opportunities for positive sorting along these lines, but also entails 

direct third party pressures to conform to endogamy norms (Kalmijn 1998; Lampard 2007). 

Empirical findings, however, remain inconclusive. Kalmijn and Flap (2001) find positive 

effects of family networks on religious endogamy only, while Mollenhorst and colleagues 

(2008a) encounter no significant effects. Mixed results are also found for neighborhood as 

context for meeting partners with relatively high levels of homogeneity with respect to social 

class, race, and religion. Compared to other settings, neighborhoods are shown to favor either 

lower (Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap 2008a) or higher religious similarity between partners 

(Kalmijn & Flap 2001). 

Other settings that are not clearly linked to either high or low endogamy are public 

places for drinking, eating, or socializing, as well as voluntary organizations. Such optionally 

selected contexts generally present lower structural constraints and higher chances of meeting 

people of different backgrounds (Bozon & Héran 1989). Nonetheless, these settings also 

preserve some degree of social and cultural segregation (Lampard 2007). Certain voluntary 

associations, for instance, are religion-affiliated (Feld 1984) or targeted towards specific 

groups (e.g., youth organizations, professional organizations), resulting in particular types of 

social composition and endogamy (Mcpherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook 2001). Finally, 

religious venues are known for high levels of religious homogeneity (Feld 1984) that leads to 

high probabilities for partners to share the same system of beliefs. 
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Digital Partnership Markets 

As with previous contexts for interaction, there are certain particularities of individuals 

enrolled on Internet dating sites. Online dating sites most often attract more men (Hitsch, 

Hortaçsu, & Ariely 2010), individuals with previous partnership experience (Feliciano, 

Robnett, & Komaie 2009; Sautter, Tippett, & Morgan 2010; Yurchisin, Watchravesringkan, 

& Brown McCabe 2005), higher educated (Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie 2009; Hitsch, 

Hortaçsu, and Ariely 2010) or middle-aged individuals (Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie 2009; 

Valkenburg & Peter 2007). There appears to be no particular segregation with respect to 

racial background or religious affiliation (Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie 2009; Hitsch, 

Hortaçsu, & Ariely 2010). 

Current studies of Internet dating preferences and interaction reveal positive 

assortative mating patterns along various social lines. Skopek and colleagues (2011) find that 

educational similarity influences contact and response behavior in the initial stages of online 

dating. Various research addressing racial preferences in online dating points to the endurance 

of same-race preferences and typical racial hierarchies (Wilson, McIntosh, & Insana 2007; 

Feliciano, Robnett, & Komaie 2009; Yancey 2009; Feliciano, Lee, & Robnett 2011; Lewis 

2013; Lin & Lundquist 2013; Robnett & Feliciano 2011). Finally, studies that examine the 

religious preferences of online daters indicate that both men and women are more likely to 

contact potential partners with the same religious affiliation (Fiore & Donath 2005; Hitsch, 

Hortaçsu, & Ariely 2010). However, when contrasting couples that met online with couples 

that met via traditional marriage markets, Rosenfeld and Thomas (2012) find no difference 

between the two groups with respect to partners’ educational gap. They also reveal that same-

race partnering is as frequent among those who met online as it is among the couples that met 

via family members. When it comes to the ways in which new forms of technology affect 

religious endogamy, the authors ultimately show that the Internet favors interreligious 

partnering. With this latter exception, these singular findings can lead to the conclusion that 

the online marriage market contributes little to diminishing particular boundaries between 

social groups and that online partner choices are guided by the same set of criteria as partner 

selection via family. However, as previously mentioned, the study of Rosenfeld and Thomas 

(2012) does not distinguish between online venues that favor partnering as a by-product (e.g., 

online gaming, online social networking sites, Internet communities) and online setting 

specifically designed for partner selection.  
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Other online venues can also lead to couple endogamy. For instance, social 

networking sites maintain ties with former high school classmates (Ellison, Steinfield, & 

Lampe 2007), allowing schools to operate as marriage markets further into the age of 

adulthood and ensure educational similarity between partners (Schwartz 2013). However, the 

scarcity of knowledge regarding the socio-demographic profile of individuals interacting in 

other online settings (e.g., chat rooms, online gaming, online communities) makes it difficult 

to assess the relative composition of these digital partnership markets beyond what is known 

about the population of Internet users, which points to an over-representation of men, the 

young and highly educated (Duggan & Smith 2013). Cacioppo and colleagues (2013) provide 

some clues about the differences in demographic composition between these digital settings 

by examining the characteristics of individuals who met their spouse through various online 

venues. For instance, the authors show that, compared to those who met their spouse through 

online dating, respondents who met via an online discussion group are more likely to be 

higher educated and Catholic; while individuals who met through online communities and 

chat rooms tend to be non-White. While acknowledging the multiple particularities of these 

various online contexts, it is beyond the scope of this study to focus on the specific endogamy 

patterns promoted by each of these additional online settings. This study assumes that both 

offline and other online meeting venues broadly differ from online dating sites by not 

displaying the same accessibility, forms of communication and matching that these sites do 

(Finkel et al. 2012). I therefore suggest that Internet dating sites play a particular role in 

shaping endogamy patterns, as outlined below. 

  Due to the online dating sites’ use of matching algorithms largely based on trait 

similarity, Finkel and colleagues (2012) believe that the increasing popularity of online dating 

sites for long-term partnership formation would eventually lead to a rise in homogamous 

marriages. Matching formulas represent undisclosed mathematical algorithms that online 

dating sites use in order to select and provide to their members a set of their most suitable 

potential partners. Using individuals’ self-reported information, some matching algorithms 

apply principles of complementarity, but most of them are set up on principles of similarity in 

terms of both personality traits and socio-demographic profile (Finkel et al. 2012). Given that 

users are exclusively presented with potential candidates that share a similar background, this 

would ensure high levels of endogamy from the very first stages of dating online. Not all 

Internet dating platforms provide matching services though (e.g., PlentyOfFish, OkCupid).  
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Nonetheless, even in the absence of a matching device, the specific design of dating 

websites allows for the screening of potential partners based on key socio-demographic 

characteristics. This facilitates and reduces the cost of searching and eventually finding a 

partner that is similar on many characteristics. In addition to allowing for the selection of a 

similar partner with minimum efforts, online dating sites also bring together people who, due 

to lack of access and time, remain underexposed in traditional settings (Sprecher 2009). An 

abundant and easy to access supply of partner candidates implies that dating sites favor the 

materialization of similarity preferences and therefore boost endogamy (Schwartz 2013), 

irrespective of design. To summarize, compared to traditional settings whose highly 

endogamous patterns are related to homogeneous market composition (e.g., school, family, 

religious venues), online dating sites present the advantage of providing a larger and more 

accessible pool of prospective partners. The guiding theoretical expectation of this study 

therefore states that online dating sites promote more educational, racial and religious 

endogamy in comparison to both conventional and other online meeting settings.  

 

5.3 DATA AND METHODS 

This study uses data from the first wave of the How Couples Meet and Stay Together 

(HCMST) survey (Rosenfeld, Thomas, & Falcon 2011), which took place in 2009. HCMST is 

a nationally representative longitudinal survey of English-speaking adults in the U.S. 

Knowledge Networks/ GfK conducted the survey, with respondents being recruited from an 

ongoing panel. The survey questions were mostly answered online, with some follow-up 

surveys being conducted by phone. Participants who did not have Internet access at home 

were given an Internet access device (for a more detailed description of survey design, see 

Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). The survey is largely interested in respondents who are either 

married or in a romantic or sexual relationship, and inquires about the main socio-

demographic characteristics of their partner, various aspects of their relationship, as well as 

the circumstances in which they met. Among the 4,002 respondents, 3,009 declared to be in a 

romantic relationship at the time of the first HCMST wave. The survey oversamples lesbian 

and gay respondents. One of the advantages of the HCMST survey is that respondents were 

asked to recall how and where they originally met their partner, both in closed-ended and 

open-ended questions. Based on the answers to the open-ended question, the data managers 

created a scheme of meeting settings, which they used in recoding the original answers. Given 
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that this study addresses endogamy patterns across various meeting settings, I restrict the 

analysis to partnered respondents only (N = 3,009). After removing couples with missing data 

on one of the variables of interest, the analysis is performed on a final sample of 2,970 cases. 

 

Measurement of variables 

The main characteristics of both the respondent and their partner were measured on identical 

scales, as presented below. Education is a categorical variable which distinguishes between 

less than high school (reference group), high school degree, some college, and bachelor’s 

degree or higher. Race is a four-category variable with the following options: non-Hispanic 

White (reference group), non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, and other. The first three categories 

are featured in the original coding of the data set, while the ‘other’ category was constructed 

by the author to include the non-Hispanic Asian or Pacific Islander, non-Hispanic American 

Indian, and non-Hispanic other racial groups due to insufficient cases. Religion is a 

categorical variable that measures both partners’ religious affiliation at age 16. It 

differentiates between the following: Catholic (reference group), other Christian (broad 

recoded category referring to Baptist, Protestant, Mormon, Pentecostal, Eastern Orthodox, 

other Christian), non-Christian (generic recoded category including Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, 

Buddhist, other non-Christian), and no religion. 

The categorization of meeting settings is based on the multiple answers to the open-

ended question of how respondents met their partner (as coded by the data managers). The 

original classification comprises of various meeting settings and intermediaries (associated 

with either respondent or partner). I constructed the following ten categories: 1) online dating 

sites (referring to dating websites that provide a platform for their members to select and get 

in contact with potential partnersiii; as detailed responses to the open questions reveal, these 

are online venues with the precise purpose of dating and can refer to matchmaking sites, 

personal ad sites, or online message board sites that appear to be targeted to the general 

populationiv); 2) other online venues (broad recoded category referring to Internet social 

networking, Internet gaming website, Internet chat, Internet community, and other Internet 

setting); 3) friends; 4) family; 5) neighbors (i.e., having met as neighbors or through 

neighbors); 6) leisure (broad recoded category that refers to non-organized socially 

constructed settings and that includes having met through the following: bar, restaurant, other 

public social gathering place, public space, private party, blind date, vacation, business trip); 

7) workplace (having met as co-workers or through co-workers, or as part of a customer-
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client relationship); 8) school (includes school and college); 9) religious venues (referring to 

church or other religious organizations); and finally 10) other settings (broader category that 

refers to military, voluntary organizations and non-Internet singles service).  

47.2 percent of respondents mention one meeting setting. However, a great deal of 

participants report multiple meeting setting, with 52.4 percent recalling two or more meeting 

venues. In order to properly contrast the effect of online dating sites with each of the 

remaining nine meeting settings, I remove any potential overlap associated with this particular 

category. I therefore assume that the intermediary for individuals that met their partner via 

online dating sites is primarily and exclusively the dating website. The data in fact show little 

overlap of the first setting category with the other settings, with most of overlapping cases 

referring to a combination of online dating sites and leisure settings. This is potentially related 

to the fact that individuals that first get to know each other through online dating sites 

eventually decide to meet face-to-face in public places such as bars or restaurants (as detailed 

responses to the open-ended questions also confirm). However, as mentioned above, we 

assume online dating sites as the only setting of meeting and treat it as mutually exclusive 

with respect to the other categories. The other categories nonetheless remain unchanged and 

non-mutually exclusive with respect to one another. 

Other variables of interest comprise of: respondent’s age at the time of the survey, 

number of children in respondent’s household (the variable is the sum of these responses to 

questions about the number of children in the household ages younger than 2, 2-5, 6-12, and 

13-17 respectively), and the length of the relationship (in years, based on the respondent’s 

age, the question “how old were you when your romantic relationship with [partner_name] 

began,” and the question “how long have you been in a romantic relationship with 

[partner_name]?”). There are also two dichotomous variables indicating whether the 

respondent is part of a same-sex couple (‘0’ meaning heterosexual relationship and ‘1’ 

meaning same-sex partnership), or a married couple (‘1’ indicating married). 

 

Analytical Strategy 

Descriptive statistics will be first presented to examine the key socio-demographic 

characteristics of the partnered individuals included in our sample, in connection to the 

various meeting settings. Using the unidiff package (Pisati 2000) in Stata, I then fit log-

multiplicative uniform difference (hereafter: unidiff) models (Erikson & Goldthorpe 1992), 

also referred to as log-multiplicative layer effect model (Xie 1992), to examine variations in 
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the strength of partners’ association between meeting settings. The models represent a variant 

of log-linear models commonly used in the analysis of cross-tabulated data (Agresti 1996; 

Hout 1983). Emerged in the literature on comparative social mobility, the unidiff model is 

here applied to the context of couple endogamy and meeting settings. The model is based on 

three-way cross-classifications of both partners’ characteristics and meeting settings (4 x 4 x 

10 = 160 cells). The unweighted cell distributions that form the basis for the analysis can be 

found in the Appendix (Table A5.1). The unidiff model requires all cross-classified tables to 

display a common pattern of association (Xie 1992), meaning greater odds that partner’s 

characteristics are the same rather than different. Within the unidiff framework, the strength 

of this association is allowed to vary across settings. The model therefore estimates setting-

specific parameters of association between respondents and partners. A constraint is imposed 

that all log odds ratios (i.e., corresponding to all four educational/ racial/ religious groups) 

evenly increase or decrease compared to a reference meeting setting.  

The mathematic description of the model is specified below: 

 

Log(Fijk) = λi + λj + λk + λik + λjk + exp(ωk)βij, 

 

where i indexes the categories of the row variable (i.e., partner i), j indexes the categories of 

the column variable (partner j), k indexes meeting setting, and Fijk is the expected number of 

couples in each cell of the cross-classified tables. The λi and λj parameters adjust for the 

marginal distributions of partner’s i and partner’s j characteristics. In different-sex couples, 

the male partner is assigned partner i, while the female partner is assigned partner j. In same-

sex couples, the respondent in the data set is partner i, while the respondent’s partner is 

assigned partner j. The λk parameter adjusts for the numbers of couples associated with 

different meeting settings, while the λik and λjk parameters control for the differences in 

partners’ characteristics across all types of settings. Finally, βij represents the general pattern 

of association between partner i and partner j, and exp(ωk) is a multiplicative term that applies 

to all cells in the table and that represents the relative strength of the association at a particular 

level (or layer) k. The multiplier is specified as an exponential in order to ensure a 

nonnegative multiplicative interaction. The unidiff models estimated in this study specify a 

full-interaction baseline pattern of association (for details, see Hout 1983) between partner i 

and partner j. The parameter for the reference setting is constrained to zerov, which means that 

the coefficients for each of the remaining nine settings represent deviations from the baseline 
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category. Given this study’s goal of examining the extent to which Internet dating sites 

promote endogamy, the setting of online dating sites is set as the reference level. I report 

exponential layer scores (i.e., odds ratios) and goodness-of-fit statistics for each model.  

To assess if the unidiff model provides the best fit to the data, I compare its goodness 

of fit to four benchmark models. First, I fit the null association (NA) model, which assumes 

that partners’ characteristics are unrelated in each meeting setting. Second, the constant 

association model adds 9 = (4-1)*(4-1) extra parameters that estimate partner i by partner j 

association, but assumes the association to be constant across all meeting settings. Third, the 

endogamy model includes an interaction between meeting setting and an endogamy 

dichotomous term for whether the partners are similar or not, thus adding 10 = 1 + 1*(10-1) 

extra parameters to the NA model. Fourth, a scores’ model introduces an interaction between 

meeting setting and a product score between each partners’ educational score, also adding 10 

= 1 + 1*(10-1) extra parameters to the NA model (suitable with data that have some ordering 

of categories, therefore fitted for education only). Lastly, the unidiff model tests for between-

setting differences in the strength of partners’ association, therefore having 9 extra parameters 

in comparison to the constant association model. The log-likelihood-ratio statistic (L2) is used 

when selecting the model with the best fit. The formulas for the four additional models 

described above are as follows: 

Null association model: Log(Fijk) = λi + λj + λk + λik + λjk 

Constant association model: Log(Fijk) = λi + λj + λk + λik + λjk + λij 

Endogamy model: Log(Fijk) = λi + λj + λk + λik + λjk + δk , where δ = 1 if i = j, 0 

otherwise. 

Scores’ model: Log(Fijk) = λi + λj + λk + λik + λjk + αk , where α = i * j. 

 

5.4 RESULTS 

 

Descriptive results 

Table 5.1 presents descriptive statistics for the data set used in the analyses of educational, 

racial, and religious endogamy, by meeting setting. Most respondents mention having met 

their partner via leisure settings (41.3) or through friends (37.4). The individuals who selected 

their partner via online dating sites comprise only 2.6 percent of the sample. Respondents that 
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met their partner via online dating appear better educated, with 53.6 percent of them having at 

least a bachelor’s degree (compared to 22.2 percent among those who met via other online 

venues). Blacks who met their partner through online dating sites are more numerous than in 

any other category, while Hispanics are highly represented among those who met their match 

through other online venues. Both online dating and other online settings are more frequently 

linked to same-sex couples, younger respondents and relationships of shorter duration. 

Finally, individuals who met their partner online are also less likely to be married at the time 

of the survey.   

 

Results from the log-multiplicative unidiff models 

As mentioned, I first assess if the unidiff model provides the best fit to the data in comparison 

to four benchmark models. As results in Table 5.2 show, adjusting for the association between 

partner i and partner j in the constant association model produces a large and significant 

improvement in fit in connection to all three types of characteristics, reducing the goodness-

of-fit chi-square drastically from 1601.8 to 123.5 (for education), from 2212.6 to 130.5 (for 

race), and from 1197.3 to 140.4 (for religion). Both the endogamy model and the scores’ 

model fit the data poorly, increasing the likelihood ratio chi-square. The unidiff models 

however further improve the fit to the data in comparison to the constant association model. 

For education, the goodness-of-fit chi-square is 75.8 (df = 72), a reduction of 47.7 on 9 df. For 

race, the likelihood ratio test statistic is 92.8 (df = 72), a decrease of 37.7 on 9 df. Finally, for 

religion, the chi-square statistic is 83.9 (df = 72), a reduction of 56.5 on 9 df. According to the 

likelihood ratio test, the unidiff models appear to be the best fit to the data.  

To investigate assortative mating patterns in online dating compared to other places of 

meeting and mating, I now proceed to analyze the setting-specific patterns revealed by the 

multiplicative interactions. Table 5.3 provides the exponential layer estimates based on the 

unidiff models of educational, racial, and religious endogamy. To graphically inspect the 

relative strength of partners’ association across settings, Figure 5.1 plots the estimated layer 

scores and confidence intervals for each of the three types of endogamy. Recall that the 

guiding hypothesis of this study is that online dating sites promote more educational, racial 

and religious endogamy in comparison to both conventional and other online meeting
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TABLE 5.1. Respondent and Couple Characteristics, by Meeting Setting 

 Online 
dating 
sites 

Other 
online 
venues 

Friends Family Neighbors Leisure Workplace School Religious 
venues Others 

All couples 2.6 4.4 37.4 17.9 9.7 41.3 18.6 19.7 6.5 12.2 
Respondent’s education           

Less than high school 5.1 7.4 11.3 19.3 13.5 14.1 9.4 6.0 10.9 14.5 
High school 11.6 29.3 32.8 36.3 28.0 33.8 38.1 19.3 23.9 29.2 
Some college 29.7 41.0 24.6 22.9 23.7 24.1 26.4 29.3 23.5 29.7 
Bachelor's degree or higher 53.6 22.2 31.3 21.4 34.8 28.0 26.1 45.4 41.7 26.6 

Respondent’s race           
White 71.6 59.9 71.6 73.7 80.7 68.6 73.3 73.9 79.8 72.9 
Black 13.1 4.8 7.6 7.1 6.8 10.8 8.7 8.3 7.9 7.2 
Hispanic 11.8 25.3 15.1 12.9 11.5 14.1 15.7 12.2 10.4 12.3 
Other 3.5 10.0 5.7 6.2 1.0 6.4 2.3 5.6 1.9 7.6 

Respondent’s religion           
Catholic  25.0 24.2 27.6 30.8 24.5 29.6 29.5 23.6 14.6 27.6 
Other Christian 60.6 52.8 54.0 52.5 63.9 52.0 52.9 59.5 80.1 55.6 
Non-Christian 4.1 10.4 4.6 6.2 3.0 5.4 4.0 4.8 3.4 6.6 
No religion 10.3 12.6 13.8 10.5 8.6 13.0 13.6 12.2 1.9 10.3 

Same-sex couple 7.7 6.1 1.2 0.9 1.5 2.0 2.0 1.2 0.4 2.6 
Married couple 49.4 45.0 72.2 77.6 73.5 72.1 75.1 79.6 88.2 73.4 
 Mean (Standard Deviation) 

Respondent’s age (range: 19-95) 37.95 
(11.31) 

36.09 
(12.25) 

44.44 
(16.31) 

47.09 
(16.67) 

44.84 
(16.41) 

47.75 
(16.48) 

46.47 
(15.13) 

39.73 
(16.52) 

44.93 
(18.80) 

47.71 
(17.82) 

Number of children in respondent’s 
household (range: 0-7) 

0.40 
(0.90) 

0.51 
(0.85) 

0.51 
(0.88) 

0.58 
(0.97) 

0.46 
(0.82) 

0.51 
(0.95) 

0.59 
(0.95) 

0.66 
(1.06) 

0.62 
(1.02) 

0.51 
(0.92) 

Length of relationship (range: 0.05-
76) 

3.16 
(2.79) 

5.23 
(5.12) 

18.15 
(15.67) 

21.24 
(16.83) 

19.42 
(16.03) 

20.04 
(16.58) 

18.12 
(14.75) 

18.91 
(16.54) 

19.39 
(16.54) 

20.27 
(17.69) 

N (unweighted) 130 153 1,085 454 271 1,241 554 548 200 421 
Note: All percentages and means are computed using survey design weights (weight2).  
Source: HCMST, wave I.  
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TABLE 5.2. Goodness-of-Fit Statistics for Selected Models of Educational, Racial and 
Religious Endogamy 

Model df L2 p 

Educational endogamy    
Null association model (NA)  90 1601.8 0.00 
Constant association model (NA + partners’ association) 81 123.5 0.00 
Endogamy model (NA + endogamy * setting)  80 580.1 0.00 
Scores’ model (NA + score * setting)  80 279.8 0.00 
Unidiff model (NA + partners’ association * setting) 72 75.8 0.36 

Racial endogamy    
Null association model (NA)  90 2212.6 0.00 
Constant association model (NA + partners’ association) 81 130.5 0.00 
Endogamy model (NA + endogamy * setting)  80 351.1 0.00 
Unidiff model (NA + partners’ association * setting) 72 92.8 0.05 

Religious endogamy    
Null association model (NA)  90 1197.3 0.00 
Constant association model (NA + partners’ association) 81 140.4 0.00 
Endogamy model (NA + endogamy * setting)  80 214.3 0.00 
Unidiff model (NA + partners’ association * setting) 72 83.9 0.16 

Notes: 160 cells. df represents residual degrees of freedom. L2 is the likelihood ratio chi-square for goodness of 
fit. p is the probability P(𝜒𝑑𝑓2 ) ≥ L2. 

 

settings. Findings corresponding to Table 5.3 and Figure 5.1 show that the data entirely 

contradict this expectation. Looking at education, the results indicate that, compared to online 

dating sites, friends, neighbors, religious venues and particularly school settings promote 

more similarity between partners in terms of educational attainment. The remaining settings 

also display stronger associations between partners’ educational level, but the differences are 

non-significant. Findings also show that online dating settings display a relatively weaker 

association between partners’ race compared to all other meeting venues. All differences are 

significant, with largest racial endogamy scores encountered for religious venues, school, 

neighbors, and family. Finally, online dating sites are shown to have the weakest association 

between partners’ religion compared to all offline settings. Other online venues however have 

a lower score compared to the reference category, but the difference is non-significant. 

Religious endogamy seems to be particularly favored by religious settings, followed by 

family, school, friends or leisure settings. Neighborhood, workplace and other settings also 

display stronger associations between partners’ religion, but their contrast values are non-

significant. 
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TABLE 5.3. Layer Estimates (Odds Ratios) Based on Unidiff Models of Educational, Racial 
and Religious Endogamy 

 Educational 
endogamy 

Racial     
endogamy 

Religious 
endogamy 

Meeting setting:    
Online dating sites 1.00 (0.31) 1.00 (0.24) 1.00 (0.31) 
Other online venues 1.23 (0.24) 1.77 (0.17) † 0.83 (0.32) 
Friends 1.87 (0.06) † 2.09 (0.05) ** 1.67 (0.06) † 
Family 1.59 (0.10) 2.44 (0.08) *** 2.15 (0.08) * 
Neighbors 1.96 (0.11) * 2.49 (0.12) *** 1.26 (0.17) 
Leisure 1.59 (0.06) 2.18 (0.05) ** 1.67 (0.06) † 
Workplace 1.41 (0.10) 1.95 (0.08) ** 1.23 (0.12) 
School 2.54 (0.07) ** 2.49 (0.07) *** 1.99 (0.08) * 
Religious venues 1.96 (0.13) * 2.83 (0.14) *** 3.14 (0.13) *** 
Others 1.35 (0.12) 1.78 (0.10) * 1.58 (0.11) 

Notes: Quasi standard errors are in parentheses.  
† p<.10 * p<.05 ** p<.01 *** p<.001 (two-tailed tests) 
 

 
Figure 5.1. Layer estimates of educational, racial and religious endogamy (unidiff model, 
multiplicative scale) 
Note: The 95% confidence intervals are computed as exponential of the estimate ± 1.96 quasi standard errors and 
are therefore asymmetrical. 

  Meeting setting: 
 
  1 = Online dating sites 
  2 = Other online venues 
  3 = Friends 
  4 = Family 
  5 = Neighbors 
  6 = Leisure 
  7 = Workplace 
  8 = School 
  9 = Religious venues 
10 = Others 
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Additional Analyses  
 
Given that the data-set captures prevailing relationships at the time of the survey instead of 

recently formed partnerships, one needs to account for the fact that similarity might not be 

determined by assortative mating only. Partners in long-lasting relationships could also 

influence each other’s characteristics (Kalmijn 2005). One way of controlling for subsequent 

adjustments after a partnership is formed is to include a factor of relationship duration. 

However, due to the small sample size and the difficulty of including a high number of 

covariates in log-linear models in general, I estimate supplementary logistic regression 

models of endogamy, which include a series of continuous and categorical covariates of 

interest. Educational, racial, and religious endogamy are dummy-coded variables with the 

value ‘1’ indicating that partners share the same educational level, racial background, and 

religious affiliation respectively. For each characteristic I estimate two models, one that 

includes the effects of meeting settings, excluding online dating sites, and respondent’s main 

characteristic (e.g., respondent’s educational level for the educational endogamy model), and 

another that adds control variables. Recall that the ‘online dating sites’ category is the only 

one with no overlap with other categories. Since the model controls for other meeting 

settings, the estimated effect of ‘family’, for instance, is the net effect of family versus online 

dating. Given that the relationship duration variable has a few missing values and the fact that 

it is highly correlated with respondent’s age (r = 0.72, p < .01), I include the latter as proxy 

for relationship length.  

Results in Table A5.2 in the Appendix show that being part of a same-sex couple is 

associated with significantly higher educational endogamy. Respondent’s age has little effect 

on the probability of couple resemblance with respect to education, race or religion. Being 

married seems to play a significant role in increasing the chances of racial endogamy, while 

the number of children within the household is related to significantly higher chances of 

educational similarity. Some of the setting-related results diverge from unidiff findings given 

that logistic regression cannot account for the distributions of both partners’ characteristics 

and thus cannot model the full association between partners’ characteristics. Even though the 

direction of the effects corresponding to meeting settings is generally unchanged by the 

addition of control variables, there are certain differences (e.g., the effect of religious setting 

on educational endogamy becoming less prominent and non-significant in the second model), 

which prompt further examination of unidiff layer estimates for certain groups.  
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Endogamy Patterns across Various Groups 

Figure 5.2 plots raw layer estimates of educational, racial, and religious endogamy, by type of 

couple, age group, marital status, and presence of children. Since the frequency of particular 

groups is very small (e.g., same-sex couples that met through family or religious venues, 

married couples that met in online dating and other online settings, couples with at least one 

child that met via online dating), I report results for sub-groups large enough to allow for the 

estimation of unidiff models.  

The first row of Figure 5.2 shows setting estimates for the total sample of couples and 

a sub-group of opposite-sex couples. Results indicate that among opposite-sex couples, layer 

scores corresponding to online dating sites display similar patterns as for the total sample, 

meaning generally lower endogamy compared to other settings. Encountering similar results 

when replicating the analyses on opposite-sex couples also shows that the initial results based 

on unweighted data are not biased. Applying weights would have mainly adjusted for the 

over-sampling of same-sex couples in the HCMST data.  

The second row of Figure 5.2 illustrates results for two additional groups: respondents 

under 40 and over 40 years old. There are certain deviations from patterns observed for the 

total sample when it comes to the younger group. Respondents younger than 40 who met their 

partner through online dating sites are slightly more endogamous with respect to education 

than those who met their partner through other online venues, family, workplace and other 

settings. This could indicate that younger people do take advantage of the large and easily 

accessible pool of potential candidates offered by online dating to find better matches with 

respect to education. The matchmakers of family or work appear to be less effective in 

providing young individuals with educationally similar partners. However, online dating sites 

still promote less educational endogamy compared to school, religious venues, neighborhood, 

friends and leisure. When it comes to race, online dating sites continue to have the lowest 

endogamy score in comparison to other settings, for both younger and older couples. 

Religious endogamy is also low among young couples that met via online dating, but slightly 

higher compared to other online venues and neighbourhood settings.  

The third row of Figure 5.2 shows estimates for the total sample, as well as a sub-

group of non-married couples. For both groups, online dating settings reveal the lowest levels 

of educational, racial and religious endogamy, with the previously noted exception of higher 

religious endogamy compared to other online venues. The last row of Figure 5.2 graphs the 

results in connection to the total sample and a sub-group of couples with no resident children. 
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For the latter group, online dating settings unanimously display the lowest levels of 

educational, racial and religious endogamy. Overall, these findings indicate that online dating 

sites promote consistently lower levels of endogamy across various groups, particularly when 

it comes to race and religion. 

 

 

5.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION  

This study revisited the supply perspective on assortative mating by exploring the role played 

by digital marriage markets, particularly online dating sites, in breeding couples’ socio-

demographic similarity. More precisely, it focused on the educational, racial and religious 

endogamy of couples that met through online dating platforms compared to couples whose 

context of meeting was related to other online venues (that are not specifically designed for 

mate selection) or traditional intermediaries such as friends, family, neighbors, school, 

workplace, leisure, religious venues, and other settings. The study explored the importance of 

meeting venues for couples’ endogamy among 2,970 partnered individuals in the U.S. The 

unique HCMST survey data enabled an innovative test of assortative mating in online dating 

settings. I put forward a main hypothesis on the relative impact of online dating sites as initial 

context of meeting on couples’ similarity. Due to the particularities of their market (i.e., easy 

access to a large pool of prospective mates, potential similarity-based matchmaking 

algorithms, systemized interfaces for browsing along key socio-demographic traits), I 

anticipated that online dating sites allow individuals to more effectively choose according to 

the universally assumed preference for similarity. Therefore, I hypothesized that Internet 

dating promotes more educational, racial and religious endogamy compared to both 

conventional and other online meeting settings.  

Using log-multiplicative uniform difference models that allows for the strength of 

partners’ association to vary along meeting settings, I find that the data entirely disconfirm the 

hypothesis. Contrary to expectations, online dating sites display weaker endogamy patterns 

compared to other contexts of meeting and mating. School settings are confirmed as contexts 

that promote high levels of positive sorting along education, race or religion (Kalmijn& Flap 

2001). Organized and highly homogenous religious settings foster high levels of couple 

similarity as well, particularly when it comes to race and religion. Personal
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Figure 5.2. Raw layer estimates, by type of couple, age group, marital status, and presence of children (unidiff model)
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networks of family, friends, and neighbors are also shown to promote more endogamy than 

online dating settings, especially with respect to race.  

Despite dating sites’ advantage of providing systemized tools and resources for 

meeting and connecting with similar others, offline social circles manage to facilitate more 

endogamous matches, potentially related to a more immediate influence by third parties 

(Kalmijn 1998). Leisure and work settings also display more racial endogamy than Internet 

dating sites, confirming that freely chosen places of socializing and working are also defined 

by a certain degree of demographic segregation (Lampard 2007). Other online venues that are 

not explicitly designed for partner selection exhibit more racial endogamy than online dating 

sites as well. More research that can disentangle between these additional online settings, 

using larger sample sizes, is required to further examine the differences in romantic outcomes 

between ‘natural’ online settings (Sprecher 2009: 767) and dating-specific online contexts. 

  The findings of this study indicate that despite presumably less effective market 

conditions, conventional marriage markets prevail in endogamy patterns over online dating 

settings. An abundant and easily accessible supply of prospective partners does not translate 

into more endogamous partner choices. The fact that online dating sites favor less endogamy 

contests the universal norm of partner similarity and affirms the importance of agency 

alongside opportunity structure. As Lampard (2007) suggests, individuals differ in how much 

they prefer to partner with similar others and also adjust their choice for meeting venues 

accordingly. Individuals who prefer matching with similar others will self-select in contexts 

of meeting that allow for the realization of endogamous preferences. It is possible that online 

dating sites attract individuals with less homophilous preferences. In fact, Schwartz (2013) 

believes that due to the weakening of geographical barriers and the numerous possibilities of 

getting in contact with people from various backgrounds, online dating sites should display 

less positive assortative mating. Exposed to diversity and benefiting from lower social control 

and influence of third parties (Rosenfeld and Thomas 2012), online daters would find it easier 

to select partners with different socio-demographic profiles. Furthermore, the previously 

mentioned particularities of individuals enrolled on Internet dating sites (i.e., middle-aged, 

divorced individuals) could play an additional role. Individuals belonging to restrictive 

partnership markets in the offline environment are the ones more likely to search for a partner 

online (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). Facing an unfavorable market is presumed to alter the 

standards for partner selection (Harknett 2008). This could attract more openness towards 

potential partners from different backgrounds. The online dating choices of individuals who 
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experience difficulties in finding a partner offline could translate in increased receptivity 

online. Finally, online daters might differ in the importance they attach to similarity with 

respect to social status, racial or religious background and place more emphasis on similarity 

in personality traits, lifestyle or leisure interests. The abundance of the online dating market 

supply could therefore allow for a better match in terms of ‘soft’ attributes instead of socio-

demographic aspects. 

This study provides a novel test of assortative mating in connection to the recent and 

increasingly popular online settings of partner selection. It shows that online dating sites play 

a role in alleviating social barriers between groups and contribute to the overall decreasing 

trends in couple endogamy. Results provide a certain degree of confirmation to Barlow’s 

(1996) initial prediction according to which cyberspace would eventually reduce the 

importance of socio-demographic characteristics such as race. However, there are certain 

limitations that need to be acknowledged. As with previous other studies that try to examine 

the supply side perspective of mate choice (Kalmijn & Flap 2001; Mollenhorst, Völker, & 

Flap 2008a), this research also falls short in inspecting the actual composition of networks 

and contexts of interaction mediating the formation of couples. Furthermore, the size of the 

data set did not allow for a more refined examination of the endogamy (or off-diagonal) 

patterns of subgroups (e.g., lower educated versus higher educated, Whites versus Blacks). 

Future research should also address the potential interdependence between education and 

race-related partner choices and provide a test of status exchange theory (Merton 1941) in 

digital marriage markets. 

 

5.6 NOTES 

i. There is a hierarchical pattern of crossing racial boundaries in marital choices (Bonilla-Silva 2004; Fu 

2001) and different trajectories of assimilation for different groups (Alba & Nee 2003). During the last 

decade of the 20th century, Hispanics and Native Americans displayed the highest chances of marrying 

Whites, followed by Asians and lastly by Blacks (Qian & Lichter 2007). A more recent study however 

suggests a “retreat from intermarriage” among large and expanding minority populations (i.e., slower 

increases in interracial marriage between Whites and Hispanics, or Whites and Asians), as well as a 

surge in intermarriage between Whites and Blacks (Qian & Lichter 2011). Despite group variations in 

the pace and occurrence of interracial pairings, the overall trends point towards decreasing racial 

endogamy.  
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ii. The most notable growth in interreligious mixing is observed for Catholics and liberal Protestants 

(Lehrer 1998; Sherkat 2004). Exclusivist Protestants and Jews on the other hand maintain distinctively 

lower rates of religious intermarriage and a stronger norm and tendency to partner within their own 

group (Blackwell & Lichter 2004; Lehrer 1998; Rosenfeld 2008). This is attributed to stronger third 

party control, more traditional belief systems and higher church engagement among their members 

(Kalmijn 1998). 

iii. Respondents do not mention whether the dating website provided matching or not. 

iv. Only two respondents mentioned having met their partner on a religious-themed dating site and other 

two participants revealed meeting their partner on a race-specific dating site. 

v. Constrained coefficients and their standard errors have a value of zero, but quasi-standard errors can be 

computed. 
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Chapter 2 
 

TABLE A2.1. Correlation Coefficients of Country-level Indicators  
 Size of foreign-

born 
populationa 

Anti-immigrant 
sentimentb 

Migrant 
integration 

policiesc 

Relative group 
size - 

Hispanicsd 

Relative group 
size - Asiansd 

Relative group 
size - Africansd 

Relative group 
size - Arabsd 

Size of foreign-born population 1       
Anti-immigrant sentiment −0.217 1      
Migrant integration policies −0.008 −0.299 1     
Relative group size - Hispanics 0.412 −0.091 0.196 1    
Relative group size - Asians 0.762* −0.376 0.245 0.150 1   
Relative group size - Africans 0.502 0.028 −0.043 0.120 0.667* 1  
Relative group size - Arabs 0.148 0.067 0.259 0.047 0.393 0.822* 1 
Notes: a Eurostat database (2011)  
b ESS (2010)  
c Mipex.eu 
d Calculations by authors based on EU LFS (2011) figures. 
*p<.05 
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TABLE A2.2. Analysis of Individual-level Effects on Preferences for Specific Groups (N = 58,880). 
  Prefer Europeans Prefer Hispanics Prefer Asians Prefer Africans Prefer Arabs 

 b (SE)  b (SE)  b (SE)  b (SE)  b (SE)  
Race: European (ref.)           

Hispanic  −0.854 (0.034) *** 1.499 (0.040) *** 0.255 (0.052) *** 0.092 (0.086)  0.645 (0.078) *** 
Asian −0.786 (0.035) *** 0.513 (0.046) *** 1.550 (0.044) *** −0.180 (0.092) * 0.658 (0.078) *** 
African  −0.845 (0.035) *** 0.089 (0.049)  0.086 (0.054)  2.029 (0.068) *** 0.301 (0.079) *** 
Arabic −1.237 (0.039) *** 0.178 (0.056) ** −0.155 (0.061) * −0.002 (0.086)  2.472 (0.072) *** 

Educational level: Low (ref.)           
Medium 0.092 (0.028) ** 0.198 (0.039) *** 0.171 (0.043) *** 0.005 (0.053)  0.011 (0.045)  
High 0.064 (0.030) * 0.389 (0.040) *** 0.264 (0.044) *** 0.013 (0.055)  0.136 (0.046) ** 

Gender: Male (ref.)           
Female 0.581 (0.019) *** 0.004 (0.025)  −0.558 (0.029) *** 0.274 (0.040) *** 0.101 (0.033) ** 

Age: Under 20 (ref.)           
21 to 30 years 0.022 (0.038)  −0.237 (0.045) *** −0.121 (0.053) * −0.145 (0.069) * 0.024 (0.060)  
31 to 40 years 0.141 (0.040) *** −0.519 (0.048) *** −0.326 (0.056) *** −0.336 (0.073) *** −0.045 (0.063)  
41 to 50 years 0.143 (0.044) ** −0.599 (0.054) *** −0.467 (0.064) *** −0.355 (0.085) *** −0.114 (0.072)  
51 to 60 years 0.327 (0.054) *** −0.582 (0.065) *** −0.361 (0.077) *** −0.453 (0.111) *** −0.413 (0.096) *** 
Over 60 0.308 (0.086) *** −0.386 (0.103) *** −0.202 (0.118)  −0.392 (0.194) * −0.245 (0.174)  

Religion: Christian (ref.)           
Muslim −0.748 (0.034) *** −0.581 (0.050) *** −0.115 (0.050) * 0.292 (0.054) *** 1.412 (0.056) *** 
Buddhist −0.424 (0.069) *** −0.002 (0.086)  0.354 (0.077) *** 0.317 (0.145) * 0.030 (0.150)  
Atheist −0.338 (0.031) *** −0.038 (0.037)  0.154 (0.043) *** −0.086 (0.067)  0.132 (0.066) * 
Non-religious believer −0.227 (0.026) *** 0.054 (0.030)  0.104 (0.039) ** 0.010 (0.053)  0.427 (0.055) *** 
Other −0.436 (0.041) *** −0.196 (0.052) *** 0.163 (0.056) ** 0.001 (0.079)  0.444 (0.078) *** 

Marital status: Never married (ref.)           
Divorced −0.006 (0.028)  −0.134 (0.036) *** −0.019 (0.042)  −0.063 (0.057)  0.053 (0.045)  
Separated 0.013 (0.028)  −0.095 (0.034) ** −0.105 (0.043) * −0.110 (0.056) * −0.094 (0.046) * 
Widowed −0.157 (0.054) ** −0.168 (0.069) * −0.124 (0.081)  −0.116 (0.115)  0.009 (0.094)  

Importance race 0.465 (0.006)  0.192 (0.007) *** 0.199 (0.009) *** 0.166 (0.011) *** 0.327 (0.010) *** 
Long-term dating intentions: low (ref.)           

High 0.199 (0.019) *** −0.030 (0.024)  −0.047 (0.028)  −0.066 (0.039)  0.133 (0.032) *** 
Membership: Non-premium (ref.)           

Premium 0.381 (0.046) *** 0.104 (0.053)  0.063 (0.062)  −0.103 (0.089)  −0.159 (0.087)  
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TABLE A2.2. (Continued) 

 Prefer Europeans Prefer Hispanics Prefer Asians Prefer Africans Prefer Arabs 

Country           
Switzerland −0.904 (0.096) *** −2.460 (0.114) *** −2.695 (0.127) *** −4.190 (0.208) *** −5.434 (0.185) *** 
Sweden −1.265 (0.067) *** −2.729 (0.086) *** −3.120 (0.097) *** −3.992 (0.136) *** −5.218 (0.122) *** 
The Netherlands −1.114 (0.068) *** −2.368 (0.084) *** −2.572 (0.093) *** −3.785 (0.137) *** −5.205 (0.124) *** 
Germany −1.212 (0.057) *** −2.653 (0.073) *** −2.803 (0.083) *** −3.919 (0.116) *** −5.354 (0.110) *** 
Austria −1.067 (0.096) *** −2.731 (0.125) *** −2.906 (0.130) *** −4.130 (0.210) *** −5.490 (0.186) *** 
France −0.887 (0.058) *** −2.696 (0.074) *** −2.763 (0.084) *** −3.754 (0.116) *** −4.988 (0.109) *** 
Spain −0.938 (0.060) *** −2.604 (0.076) *** −3.105 (0.090) *** −4.454 (0.127) *** −5.481 (0.114) *** 
Italy −1.058 (0.101) *** −2.731 (0.130) *** −3.168 (0.157) *** −4.249 (0.221) *** −5.687 (0.206) *** 
Poland −1.383 (0.054) *** −3.226 (0.073) *** −3.550 (0.086) *** −4.350 (0.119) *** −6.089 (0.129) *** 

Notes: SE = standard errors.  
The model controls for unobserved national variations by including separate fixed intercepts for each country (Rasbash et al. 2009). 
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests). 
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TABLE A2.3. Predicted Probabilities of Preferences for Specific Groups, by Own Race (N = 58,880).  

 Prefer European Prefer Hispanic Prefer Asian Prefer African Prefer Arabic 

European 0.721HI, AS, AF, AR 0.087HI, AS, AR 0.069 HI, AS, AR 0.027AS, AF 0.026HI, AS, AF, AR 

Hispanic 0.525EU, AR 0.299EU, AS, AF, AR 0.087EU, AS, AF, AR 0.030AS, AF 0.049EU, AF, AR 

Asian 0.541EU, AR 0.137EU, HI, AF, AR 0.258EU, HI, AF, AR 0.023EU, HI, AF, AR 0.050EU, AF, AR 

African 0.527EU, AR 0.094HI, AS 0.074HI, AS, AR 0.176EU, HI, AS, AR 0.035EU, HI, AS, AR 

Arabic 0.429EU, HI, AS, AF 0.102EU, HI, AS 0.059EU, HI, AS, AF 0.027AS, AF 0.244EU, HI, AS, AF 

Notes: Numbers are based on multiple-response logistic regression models with significant effects of race, controlling for gender, educational level, age, religion, marital 
history, importance of partner’s race, long-term dating intentions, type of membership, and country.  
EUSignificantly different from European at p < .05; HISignificantly different from Hispanic at p < .05; ASSignificantly different from Asian at p < .05; AFSignificantly different 
from African at p < .05; ARSignificantly different from Arabic at p < .05. 
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Additional Analyses: Education and Gender Effects 

Other individual-level factors are known to play a role in shaping racial preferences in partner 

selection, particularly educational level and gender (Lin and Lundquist 2013). Further 

analysis which tests for the interaction of race and education indicates that the highly 

educated Asians, Africans, and Arabs are more inclined to date same-race partners (Figure 

A2.1). Increases in education mean a decrease in in-group preferences for Europeans, while 

no effect is found for Hispanics. Moreover, in comparison to the lower educated, highly 

educated members of all racial backgrounds are more likely to prefer dating Hispanics or 

Asians. Higher education among Hispanics and Asians is associated with a higher preference 

of dating Europeans, while the opposite is found among Africans and Arabs. The racial 

preferences of the highly educated on the online dating market seem to reflect the divides and 

structure of the hierarchy of preferences discussed in the main text. The highly educated 

belonging to groups at the bottom of the hierarchy prefer partners of higher ranked racial 

status (i.e., Asians and Hispanics), while those in the middle prefer partners situated at the top 

of the hierarchy (i.e., Europeans). This provides an indication of status exchange (Merton 

1941) anticipated between own high educational endowments and partner’s higher racial 

status. Highly educated minority members are capable of matching with more appealing 

partners (i.e., belonging to the top-ranked majority group) because they can compensate for 

their lower racial status with their educational status advantage (Fu 2001). 

We now turn to the examination of interactions of race by gender (Figure A2.2). 

European, African and Arabic women are significantly more likely to prefer same-race 

partners than men. However, Asian women appear to have significantly lower in-group 

preferences in comparison to their male counterparts. Furthermore, female daters are 

generally more open towards dating Europeans and less willing to prefer men belonging to 

racial minority groups (particularly Asians and Arabs). Arab women however prefer 

Europeans less than men. This reflects a greater social control imposed on Arab women to 

resist assimilation with the dominant culture by selecting a partner identical in national origin 

and religion (Lievens 1998). Finally, the racial preferences of both men and women largely 

follow the hierarchical structure described in the text. For European women however, the 

preference for Asians is much closer to the low preference for Africans and Arabs.  
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Figure A2.1. Predicted probabilities of preferences for specific groups, by own race, per 
educational category (N = 58,880).  
Notes: Numbers are based on multiple-response logistic regression models with significant interaction effects of 
race and educational level, controlling for gender, age, religion, marital history, importance of partner’s race, 
long-term dating intentions, type of membership, and country. Patterned bars indicate same-race preferences. 
* Significantly different from the lower educated at p < .05. 
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Figure A2.2. Predicted probabilities of preferences for specific groups, by own race, per 
gender category (N = 58,880).  
Notes: Numbers are based on multiple-response logistic regression models with significant interaction effects of 
race and gender, controlling for educational level, age, religion, marital history, importance of partner’s race, 
long-term dating intentions, type of membership, and country. Patterned bars indicate same-race preferences. 
* Significantly different from men at p < .05. 
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TABLE A2.4. Predicted Probabilities of Preferences for Specific Groups, by Own Race, per Country (N = 58,880).  
 Prefer European Prefer Hispanic Prefer Asian Prefer African Prefer Arabic 

Switzerland      
European 0.666SE 0.154SE, DE, FR, ES, IT, PL 0.107ES, PL 0.040ES, PL 0.041ES, PL 

Hispanic 0.627SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, PL 0.338IT, PL 0.111 0.014SE, NL, DE, FR, PL 0.056 
Asian 0.593DE, ES, IT, PL 0.117NL, IT 0.266SE, NL, PL 0.020 0.031FR 

African 0.550DE, PL 0.154FR 0.167SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES 0.160PL 0.048 
Arabic 0.540SE, NL, PL 0.178FR, ES 0.066 0.053 0.211FR, PL 

Sweden      
European 0.583CH, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES, IT, PL 0.103 CH, IT, PL 0.080PL 0.034ES, PL 0.019FR 

Hispanic 0.500CH, ES, IT, PL 0.292FR, PL 0.075NL, FR 0.054 CH, ES, IT 0.063ES, IT 

Asian 0.523FR, ES, IT, PL 0.121NL, AT,  IT, PL 0.203 CH, NL, DE, FR, ES 0.024IT, PL 0.057AT, IT 

African 0.449FR, ES, PL 0.105NL 0.077 CH, PL 0.176FR, PL 0.032FR 

Arabic 0.383CH, DE, AT, FR, ES, IT 0.126ES 0.077AT, ES 0.024PL 0.291DE, ES, PL 

The Netherlands      
European 0.713SE 0.109IT, PL 0.093ES, PL 0.045ES, IT, PL 0.029PL 

Hispanic 0.473CH, ES, IT, PL 0.328 IT, PL 0.130SE, ES, PL 0.047 CH, ES, IT 0.050FR 

Asian 0.546DE, FR, ES, IT, PL 0.196 CH, SE, DE, AT, FR, ES, IT 0.344 CH, SE, DE, AT, ES, IT, PL 0.020IT, PL 0.052 
African 0.466FR, PL 0.156SE, DE, FR, ES 0.082 CH 0.219DE, PL 0.045 
Arabic 0.397CH, DE, AT, ES, IT 0.136FR, ES 0.089FR, ES 0.037 0.282DE, PL 

Germany      
European 0.674SE, FR, PL 0.098 CH, IT, PL 0.086ES, PL 0.035ES, PL 0.031ES, PL 

Hispanic 0.491CH, ES, IT, PL 0.294FR, PL 0.098ES, PL 0.049 CH, ES, IT 0.054FR, ES 

Asian 0.496CH, NL, FR, IT, PL 0.131NL, AT, IT, PL 0.292SE, NL, AT, IT, PL 0.027PL 0.054 
African 0.438CH, FR, ES, PL 0.115NL, FR 0.064 CH, FR, PL 0.173NL, FR, PL 0.035 
Arabic 0.474SE, NL, PL 0.132FR, ES 0.078AT, FR, ES 0.027PL 0.224SE, NL, FR, PL 

Austria      
European 0.719SE 0.113IT, PL 0.095ES, PL 0.037ES, PL 0.038ES, PL 

Hispanic 0.460CH, IT, PL 0.300PL 0.068 0.053ES 0.051 
Asian 0.526FR, IT, PL 0.073SE, NL, DE, FR, ES, IT, PL 0.206NL, DE, FR 0.007IT, PL 0.028SE, FR 

African 0.445FR 0.118 0.073 CH 0.157 0.048 
Arabic 0.582SE, NL, FR, PL 0.143 0.148SE, DE, FR, ES 0.044 0.221PL 
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TABLE A2.4. (Continued) 
 Prefer European Prefer Hispanic Prefer Asian Prefer African Prefer Arabic 

France      
European 0.724SE, DE, ES, PL 0.092 CH, IT, PL 0.084ES, PL 0.034ES, PL 0.038ES, PL 

Hispanic 0.526CH, ES, IT, PL 0.355SE, DE, ES, IT, PL 0.119SE, ES, PL 0.058 CH, ES, IT 0.089NL, DE, ES, IT, PL 

Asian 0.631SE, NL, DE, AT, ES, IT, PL 0.137NL, AT, IT 0.311SE, AT, ES, IT, PL 0.026PL 0.063CH, AT, IT, PL 

African 0.589SE, NL, DE, AT, ES, IT, PL 0.087 CH, NL, DE 0.088 CH, DE, ES, PL 0.221SE, DE, ES, PL 0.046SE 

Arabic 0.442SE, AT, ES, IT, PL 0.099 CH, NL, DE, ES 0.063NL, DE, AT, PL 0.034PL 0.310CH, DE, ES, PL 

Spain      
European 0.679SE, FR 0.091 CH, IT, PL 0.060CH, NL, DE, AT, FR, PL 0.016 CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR 0.017CH, DE, AT, PL 

Hispanic 0.563SE, NL, DE, FR, PL 0.322FR, IT, PL 0.073NL, DE, FR 0.014SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, PL 0.038SE, DE, FR, PL 

Asian 0.448CH, SE, NL, FR, PL 0.150NL, AT, IT 0.251SE, NL, FR, PL 0.021IT, PL 0.045 
African 0.523SE, DE, FR, PL 0.105NL 0.059 CH, FR, PL 0.176FR, PL 0.044 
Arabic 0.495SE, NL, FR, PL 0.074 CH, SE, NL, DE, FR, IT 0.050SE, NL, DE, AT, PL 0.029PL 0.239SE, FR, PL 

Italy      
European 0.728SE 0.053 CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES 0.065PL 0.016NL 0.016 

Hispanic 0.625SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, PL 0.239 CH, NL, AT, FR, ES, PL 0.091 0.010SE, NL, DE, FR, PL 0.023SE, FR 

Asian 0.384CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR 0.288 CH, SE, NL, DE, FR, ES, PL 0.174NL, DE, FR 0.060SE, NL, AT, ES 0.021SE, FR 

African 0.463FR 0.128 0.100 0.168PL 0.061 
Arabic 0.578SE, NL, FR, PL 0.156ES 0.071 0.046 0.247PL 

Poland      
European 0.698SE, DE, FR 0.045 CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES 0.029CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES, IT 0.016 CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR 0.010CH, NL, DE, AT, ES 

Hispanic 0.242CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES, IT 0.161 CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES, IT 0.063NL, DE, FR 0.049 CH, ES, IT 0.059FR, ES 

Asian 0.291CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES 0.163SE, DE, AT, IT 0.191CH, NL, DE, FR, ES 0.044SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES 0.041FR 

African 0.343CH, SE, NL, DE, FR, ES 0.110 0.122SE, DE, FR, ES 0.084 CH, SE, NL, DE, FR, ES, IT 0.037 
Arabic 0.354CH, DE, AT, FR, ES, IT 0.105 0.097FR, ES 0.063SE, DE, FR, ES 0.085CH, SE, NL, DE, AT, FR, ES, IT 

Notes: Numbers are based on multiple-response logistic regression models with significant interaction effects of race and country, controlling for gender, educational level, 
age, religion, marital history, importance of partner’s race, long-term dating intentions, type of membership, and country. 
CHSignificantly different from Switzerland at p < .05; SESignificantly different from Sweden at p < .05; NLSignificantly different from the Netherlands at p < .05; 
DESignificantly different from Germany at p < .05; ATSignificantly different from Austria at p < .05; FRSignificantly different from France at p < .05; ESSignificantly different 
from Spain at p < .05; ITSignificantly different from Italy at p < .05; PLSignificantly different from Poland at p < .05
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TABLE A3.1. Regional-level Mean Values of Attitudes Towards Same-sex Couples 
(Uncentered) 

Region Mean score Region Mean score 

The Netherlands  Germany  
Noord-Nederland  2.38 Baden-Württemberg 1.62 
Oost-Nederland 2.42 Bayern 1.11 
West-Nederland  2.46 Berlin 2.47 
Zuid-Nederland  2.30 Brandenburg 1.69 
Sweden   Bremen 1.69 
Östra Sverige 2.33 Hamburg 1.30 
Södra Sverige 2.15 Hessen 2.08 
Norra Sverige 2.18 Mecklenburg-Vorpommern 1.36 
Spain   Niedersachsen 1.99 
Noroeste  2.25 Nordrhein-Westfalen 1.85 
Noreste  2.17 Rheinland-Pfalz 2.70 
Comunidad de Madrid 2.61 Saarland 2.30 
Centro  1.96 Sachsen 1.84 
Este  2.11 Sachsen-Anhalt 1.21 
Sur  1.94 Schleswig-Holstein 1.26 
Canarias  2.12 Thüringen 2.07 
France   Austria   
Île de France 1.90 Ostösterreich 1.83 
Bassin Parisien 1.88 Südösterreich 1.51 
Nord - Pas-de-Calais 1.66 Westösterreich 1.38 
Est  1.72 Switzerland   
Ouest  1.74 Region lemanique 1.15 
Sud-Ouest  1.57 Espace Mittelland 1.46 
Centre-Est  1.58 Nordwestschweiz 1.65 
Méditerranée 1.62 Zurich 1.91 
Italy   Ostschweiz 1.66 
Nord-Ovest 1.12 Zentralschweiz 1.74 
Nord-Est 1.11 Ticino 1.33 
Centro  1.02   
Sud 0.87   
Isole 0.77   
Source: EVS (2008).  
Note: Based on a 5-point scale item ‘Homosexual couples should be able to adopt children’.  
Higher values indicate positive attitudes. 
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TABLE A3.2. Sample Distribution of Gay Men and Lesbians Across Countries and Regions 
(Percentages) 
 Full 

sample 
Gay 
men 

Lesbian 
women 

 Full 
sample 

Gay 
men 

Lesbian 
women 

The Netherlands (N = 
2,089) 

   Germany (N = 7,617)    

Noord-Nederland  10.2 10.4 10.0 Baden-Württemberg 10.8 11.1 10.4 
Oost-Nederland 18.9 19.2 18.4 Bayern 14.1 14.2 14.0 
West-Nederland  49.4 49.0 49.9 Berlin 7.7 8.1 7.2 
Zuid-Nederland  21.5 21.4 21.6 Brandenburg 2.8 2.6 3.0 
Sweden (N = 1,222)    Bremen 1.0 0.9 1.1 
Östra Sverige 43.2 43.2 43.2 Hamburg 4.0 4.4 3.7 
Södra Sverige 41.7 40.7 42.7 Hessen 7.3 7.0 7.6 

Norra Sverige 15.1 16.1 14.1 Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern 1.9 1.9 2.0 

Spain (N = 6,200)    Niedersachsen 8.9 9.4 8.4 
Noroeste  7.3 6.9 7.9 Nordrhein-Westfalen 22.7 22.2 23.3 
Noreste  7.5 7.6 7.4 Rheinland-Pfalz 4.5 4.5 4.6 
Comunidad de Madrid 17.6 18.0 17.0 Saarland 1.5 1.3 1.8 
Centro  8.8 9.2 8.2 Sachsen 4.5 4.2 4.9 
Este  30.3 28.6 32.8 Sachsen-Anhalt 2.6 2.7 2.4 
Sur  21.5 22.7 19.8 Schleswig-Holstein 3.4 3.5 3.4 
Canarias  7.0 7.0 7.0 Thüringen 2.2 2.2 2.1 
France (N = 6,104)    Austria (N =584)    
Île de France 22.7 23.5 21.9 Ostösterreich 49.1 49.0 49.4 
Bassin Parisien 15.3 14.9 15.8 Südösterreich 19.9 20.6 18.8 
Nord - Pas-de-Calais 6.3 6.4 6.2 Westösterreich 31.0 30.4 31.8 
Est  7.7 7.2 8.3 Switzerland (N = 430)    
Ouest  11.2 10.8 11.6 Region lemanique 4.0 2.8 5.1 
Sud-Ouest  10.2 10.7 9.7 Espace Mittelland 22.1 21.1 23.0 
Centre-Est  11.5 11.5 11.6 Nordwestschweiz 18.6 12.7 24.4 
Méditerranée 15.0 15.0 15.0 Zurich 31.9 35.7 28.1 
Italy (N = 352)    Ostschweiz 12.1 15.0 9.2 
Nord-Ovest 32.7 31.5 33.9 Zentralschweiz 10.7 12.2 9.2 
Nord-Est 19.6 19.7 19.5 Ticino 0.7 0.5 0.9 
Centro  26.1 23.0 29.3     
Sud 11.9 11.8 12.1     
Isole 9.7 14.0 5.2 Total N 24,598 13,132 11,466 
Source: Database of gay and lesbian members of eDarling dating site, September 2011.
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Chapter 4 
 
TABLE A4.1. Mean Values, Skewness and Kurtosis Statistics of the Dependent Variable 
Used in Regression Analyses, per Country 

 Mean Skewness Kurtosis 

Germany 4.00 −0.104 0.369 
Austria 4.05 −0.052 0.294 
Switzerland 4.00 −0.122 0.450 
The Netherlands 3.57 −0.047 0.047 
Sweden 3.47 0.030 −0.167 
France 3.07 0.185 −0.318 
Spain 3.88 −0.225 0.025 
Poland 3.47 0.043 0.267 
Total 3.60 −0.036 −0.005 
 
 

 
 
Figure A4.1. Box-plot of the importance given to partner’s education, by country  
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Figure A4.2. Marginal effects of the importance given to partner’s education by family status, 
gender, and education 
Note: Based on an OLS regression model with significant interactions of family status, gender, and education, 
controlling for age, age squared, race, religion, family formation intentions, long-term dating intentions, type of 
membership, and country. 
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Figure A4.3. Marginal effects of the importance given to partner’s education by family status, 
gender, and country 
Note: Based on an OLS regression model with significant interactions of family status, gender, and country, 
controlling for education, age, age squared, race, religion, family formation intentions, long-term dating 
intentions, and type of membership. 
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Figure A4.4. Scatterplots of the association between the importance given to partner’s 
education among divorced women with two resident children and various country-level 
indicators 

 
Figure A4.5. Scatterplots of the association between the importance given to partner’s 
education among divorced women with three or more resident children and various country-
level indicators 
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TABLE A5.1. Cross-tabulations of Partners’ Characteristics by Meeting Setting 
 Education Race Religion 

  I. II. III. IV. I. II. III. IV. I. II. III. IV. 
Online 
dating sites 

I. 0 2 2 0 84 7 8 4 11 13 3 6 
II. 0 2 4 6 4 6 0 0 20 42 4 4 
III. 2 4 19 18 9 1 2 0 2 0 2 2 
IV. 1 5 17 48 2 0 1 2 5 8 2 5 

Other 
online 
venues 

I. 0 1 3 2 105 4 7 4 14 15 3 6 
II. 1 13 10 4 1 3 0 0 13 43 4 10 
III. 4 18 35 19 7 2 7 1 0 9 1 4 
IV. 1 4 14 24 4 3 2 2 5 12 2 11 

Friends I. 33 35 21 10 805 4 39 31 150 120 11 34 
 II. 35 116 77 44 8 49 6 2 96 384 8 40 
 III. 22 77 142 69 53 9 35 5 10 16 20 13 
 IV. 5 35 86 277 18 2 2 13 42 71 8 57 
Family I. 27 34 14 3 345 4 15 9 82 42 3 7 
 II. 26 59 37 18 4 27 2 0 36 176 1 14 
 III. 10 52 43 29 11 2 22 1 1 5 15 4 
 IV. 2 17 23 58 7 0 0 5 15 34 7 11 
Neighbors I. 12 15 5 5 220 0 9 2 27 26 2 9 
 II. 9 21 15 6 0 14 1 1 29 112 6 7 
 III. 4 30 27 20 14 0 5 1 3 7 2 0 
 IV. 2 3 23 74 2 0 1 1 8 17 4 11 
Leisure I. 36 41 25 12 886 10 36 32 191 132 13 31 
 II. 42 146 84 48 16 73 13 3 127 430 16 54 
 III. 34 93 149 93 51 8 55 8 10 15 23 11 
 IV. 14 47 100 272 16 1 6 22 48 63 10 63 
Workplace I. 7 20 11 4 411 1 23 10 76 68 8 15 
 II. 11 66 37 32 6 27 5 1 67 190 8 23 
 III. 8 51 69 38 36 2 18 0 4 9 7 2 
 IV. 4 27 47 121 11 1 0 1 19 36 3 18 
School I. 10 11 7 2 422 0 12 9 61 39 3 10 
 II. 7 37 33 11 4 30 3 1 50 241 3 24 
 III. 5 20 84 43 21 1 18 5 8 9 13 4 
 IV. 0 10 45 221 9 4 1 7 10 38 2 30 
Religious 
venue 

I. 3 7 1 3 164 1 3 5 24 11 0 0 
II. 4 18 11 5 0 8 2 1 7 134 1 2 
III. 8 17 29 10 6 0 9 0 1 3 4 2 
IV. 1 7 16 59 1 0 0 0 3 8 0 0 

Others I. 3 18 9 3 305 5 15 13 57 48 1 7 
 II. 17 31 33 10 4 16 4 1 46 153 6 14 
 III. 17 30 52 40 22 3 7 4 7 9 10 3 
 IV. 8 18 34 98 9 0 1 9 6 31 4 18 
Notes: Education: I = less than high school; II = high school; III = some college; IV = bachelor's degree or 
higher. Race: I = White; II = Black; III = Hispanic; IV = other. Religion: I = Catholic; II = Other Christian; III = 
Non-Christian; IV = no religion. 
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TABLE A5.2. Logistic Regression Coefficients Predicting Educational, Racial and Religious 
Endogamy (N = 2,970) 
 Educational endogamy Racial endogamy Religious endogamy 

Meeting setting:       
Other online 
venues 0.03 −0.07 −0.08 0.04 −0.60* −0.42 

Friends 0.17 0.16 −0.20 −0.21 −0.004 0.05 
Family −0.19 −0.23 0.65** 0.56* 0.35* 0.31* 
Neighbours −0.12 −0.12 0.15 0.15 −0.30 −0.27 
Leisure 0.16 0.16 0.37* 0.31 0.10 0.08 
Workplace 0.11 0.08 0.01 −0.07 −0.07 −0.07 
School 0.60*** 0.49*** 0.47* 0.41* 0.38** 0.52*** 
Religious 
venue 0.42* 0.35 0.14 0.06 0.98*** 1.03*** 

Others −0.46** −0.50** −0.51* −0.57* 0.17 0.17 
Respondent’s education: 
(ref. less than high 
school) 

      

High school 0.35 0.33  0.29  0.05 
Some college 0.40* 0.34  −0.07  0.03 
Bachelor's 
degree or 
higher 

1.07*** 0.99***  0.01  −0.27 

Respondent’s race (ref. 
White)       

Black  −0.24 −1.41*** −1.31***  0.29 
Hispanic  −0.39* −3.16*** −3.36***  −0.13 
Other  0.34 −2.99*** −2.95***  −0.19 

Respondent’s religion: 
(ref. Catholic)       

Other Christian  0.08  −0.31 0.78*** 0.70*** 
Non-Christian  0.24  −0.19 −0.70** −0.63* 
No religion  −0.05  −0.30 −0.66*** −0.62*** 

Same-sex couple  0.44*  0.01  0.25 
Respondent’s age  −0.01**  0.002  0.01** 
Married couple  0.15  0.52**  0.19 
Number of children in 
respondent’s household  0.14*  0.07  0.07 

Intercept −0.87*** −0.50 2.43*** 2.20*** −0.11 −0.76** 
BIC −1.105e+07 −1.443e+07 −4.557e+07 −4.746e+07 −1.690e+07 −1.972e+07 
Notes: Models weighted using survey design weights (weight2).  
* p<.05 ** p<.01 *** p<.001 (two-tailed tests) 
 

182 



 

 

 
NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING (SUMMARY IN 

DUTCH) 

 
 

 183 



Samenvatting 

Ondanks de opkomst en groei van dating sites in de afgelopen tien jaar is er nog weinig 

bekend over de kenmerken en voorkeuren van mensen die een partner online proberen te 

vinden. Het weinige beschikbare onderzoek houdt niet of nauwelijks rekening met het feit dat 

partnerkeuze wordt beïnvloed door de nationale geschiedenis en cultuur, de 

bevolkingssamenstelling en de huwelijksmarkt die op hun beurt bepalen welke eigenschappen 

van een potentiële partner belangrijk worden gevonden. Om een beter zicht te krijgen op 

online partnerkeuze moet de verklaring niet alleen in individuele factoren gezocht worden 

maar ook in de context van deze keuze, door factoren op regionaal en nationaal niveau in het 

onderzoek te betrekken. Hoewel het onderwerp over de invloed van internet op het aangaan 

van relaties steeds meer aandacht krijgt in de literatuur, is er nog onvoldoende inzicht in hoe 

dating sites dit complexe proces beïnvloeden en in het bijzonder of het principe ‘soort zoekt 

soort’ (bekend als positive assortative mating) ook nog opgaat bij een veel ruimer aanbod van 

potentiële partners, zoals op internet het geval is.  

In Hoofdstuk 2, 3 en 4 van dit proefschrift wordt de invloed van individuele en 

omgevingsfactoren op online partnerkeuze onderzocht in een groot aantal Europese landen, 

namelijk Duitsland, Oostenrijk, Zwitserland, Frankrijk, Nederland, Zweden, Spanje, Italië en 

Polen. Het onderzoek richt zich via de profielen van gebruikers van een grote Europese 

internet dating site met hun individuele kenmerken en die van hun gewenste partner op de 

eerste stap van het proces van partnerkeuze, namelijk de selectie van potentiële partners. 

Daarnaast wordt in dit proefschrift een antwoord gezocht op de vraag in hoeverre het ‘soort 

zoekt soort’ selectiemechanisme in online dating vergelijkbaar is met andere online en 

traditionele ontmoetingsplaatsen.  

In Hoofdstuk 2 worden de etnische voorkeuren van heteroseksuele online daters 

bestudeerd, waarbij met name aandacht wordt besteed aan verschillen in voorkeur voor 

potentiële partners met een zelfde dan wel een andere etnische achtergrond en hoe deze 

afhangen van verschillen in nationale context. Hierbij wordt onderscheid gemaakt tussen 

Europeanen, Latino’s, Aziaten, Afrikanen en Arabieren. Over het onderwerp van Hoofdstuk 3 

is nog heel weinig bekend, namelijk de verschillen in gewenste partnereigenschappen van 

homoseksuele mannen en vrouwen die al dan niet op zoek zijn naar een langdurige 

monogame relatie. In het hoofdstuk wordt de invloed van zowel individuele als contextuele 

factoren in 53 regio´s in acht Europese landen op deze voorkeuren geanalyseerd. In Hoofdstuk 

4 wordt verder onderzocht in hoeverre de levensfase van een online dater (zoals het hebben 

van kinderen, eerder getrouwd zijn geweest) de partnervoorkeur beinvloedt. Waar in 
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Hoofdstuk 3 eventuele eerdere relaties en kinderen als belangrijke individuele kenmerken van 

de homoseksuele online dater worden beschouwd, gaat het in Hoofdstuk 4 vooral om 

verschillen in het belang dat niet eerder getrouwde en gescheiden online daters hechten aan 

de opleiding van een potentiële partner. In het laatste hoofdstuk gaat het niet langer om de 

voorkeuren van online daters die nog zoeken naar een partner, maar om de eigenschappen 

van de gevonden partners. In Hoofdstuk 5 wordt onderzocht hoe moderne (online) 

ontmoetingsplaatsen partnerselectie beïnvloeden en in hoeverre deze sociale ongelijkheid in 

stand houden. Het gaat hierbij om de vraag of het ‘soort zoekt soort’ mechanisme verschilt 

voor partners die elkaar via online dating ontmoet hebben, partners die elkaar weliswaar 

online ontmoet hebben maar niet via een dating site, en partners die elkaar op een 

conventionele zijn tegengekomen (via vrienden, familie, school, werk, kerk, etc.). Hierbij 

worden de drie belangrijkste vormen van gelijksoortigheid onderzocht, te weten opleiding, 

etnische achtergrond en religieuze overtuiging.  

De resultaten van Hoofdstuk 2 laten zien dat de voorkeur voor partners met dezelfde 

etnische achtergrond zeer sterk is in bijna alle onderzochte landen, met name bij autochtone 

online daters. Bovendien blijkt er een duidelijke rangordening te zijn: Europese partners 

worden door alle groepen als meest gewenst aangeduid, gevolgd door de eigen etnische 

groep. Latino’s en Aziaten staan in het midden van de rangordening, Afrikanen en Arabieren 

onderaan. Dit resultaat is vergelijkbaar met dat van eerdere studies in de VS (Bonilla-Silva 

2004; Lin & Lundquist 2013). Maar, anders dan in de Amerikaanse context, gaven online 

daters uit een etnische minderheidsgroep de voorkeur aan een Europese partner, d.w.z. uit de 

etnische meerderheidsgroep. Dit duidt op een veel dominantere plaats van de blanke 

meerderheid in de Europese rangordening van gewenste partners. Daarnaast wordt 

aangetoond dat verschillen in etnische voorkeuren van online daters met een Europese dan 

wel een andere etnische achtergrond in de onderzochte Europese landen voor een deel zijn 

terug te voeren op verschillen in de omvang van immigratie, het anti-immigratie klimaat en 

het inburgeringsbeleid van deze landen.  

In Hoofdstuk 3 is allereerst gevonden dat vrouwelijke homoseksuele online daters veel 

meer waarde hechten aan monogamie dan mannelijke, maar tegelijkertijd minder op zoek zijn 

naar langdurige relaties. Individuele levensfasekenmerken, zoals eerdere relaties, en het 

hebben van kinderen, blijken van invloed op hun partnervoorkeuren. De analyses laten 

vervolgens zien dat contextuele kenmerken, met name een positieve houding ten opzichte van 

homoseksuele paren, en de wettelijke erkenning daarvan, samenhangen met een sterkere 
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intentie voor een langdurige relatie en een hoger belang van monogamie. Dit leidt tot de 

conclusie dat maatschappelijke en institutionele acceptatie van homoseksuele relaties 

bevorderend is voor duidelijkheid met betrekking tot partnerrollen en het lange-termijn 

perspectief van een relatie (Lau 2012; Powell et al. 2010).  

Uit de resultaten van Hoofdstuk 4 blijkt dat gescheiden online daters (zonder kinderen) 

minder kieskeurig zijn dan online daters die nooit getrouwd zijn geweest. In 

overeenstemming met evolutionaire principes (Buss 2003) en economische argumenten die 

wijzen op de grotere behoefte van vrouwen aan een partner met een hoge status, komt uit de 

analyses naar voren dat gescheiden vrouwen de opleiding van een potentiële partner 

belangrijker vinden dan gescheiden mannen. De sterkte van deze voorkeur is afhankelijk van 

contextuele factoren, zoals de mate waarin vrouwen fulltime werken en de voorzieningen 

voor kinderopvang in een land. Net zoals in Hoofdstuk 3 wordt gevonden dat het hebben van 

kinderen en ook het aantal kinderen van invloed is op de gewenste eigenschappen van een 

nieuwe partner, zowel bij mannen als vrouwen.  

Tenslotte laat Hoofdstuk 5 zien dat partners die elkaar gevonden hebben via online 

dating sites minder op elkaar lijken, met name in etnische achtergrond, dan partners die elkaar 

op een andere manier ontmoet hebben (hetzij online, hetzij op traditionele wijze). Dit leidt tot 

de conclusie dat niettegenstaande de bevinding dat het ‘soort zoekt soort’ principe blijft 

gelden voor online daters, het grotere bereik van dating sites het tegelijkertijd mogelijk maakt 

dat mensen met verschillende sociale achtergronden elkaar treffen zodat (impliciete) grenzen 

overschreden kunnen worden die de ‘natuurlijke’ scheiding tussen groepen uiteindelijk kan 

overbruggen.  
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During the last decade, online dating has become one of  the most 
popular means of  getting in contact and communicating with potential 
partners. Despite the ongoing debate about the way the Internet 
reconfigures the nature of  romantic connections, the literature is yet to 
provide insights into how online dating sites impact mate selection and 
assortative mating. The general aim of  the project is to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of  the Internet dating market from the 
viewpoint of  individual preferences (demand), as well as partnership 
market characteristics (supply). First, it engages in the first cross-national 
examination of  individual- and contextual-level factors affecting the 
mate selection and partner preferences of  online daters. It examines the 
selectivity of  online daters along a broad range of  aspects and social 
groups, including racial preferences among majority and minority 
members, dating intentions and attitudes towards sexual exclusivity 
among gay men and lesbians, as well as the value attached to partner’s 
education among divorcees. Second, the project aims to investigate the 
role played by Internet dating sites in breeding partners’ socio-
demographic similarity by examining the educational, racial and religious 
endogamy of  couples that met through digital marriage markets. 
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