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Résumé 
L’une des principales tendances sociales du 20e siècle est l’augmentation de la sco-

larisation. En utilisant des informations rétrospectives détaillées des recensements 

de 1981 et de 2001, cet article étudie comment cette augmentation est associée aux 

grandes tendances de la nuptialité en Belgique. Nous nous concentrons spécifique-

ment sur l’évolution de l’équilibre entre les sexes à l’école et comment il est lié à la 

probabilité de se marier et au calendrier du mariage ainsi qu’aux modèles d’apparie-

ment des couples selon le niveau d’instruction. Notre analyse empirique montre que 

pour les cohortes nées dans la première moitié du 20ème siècle, le mariage est de-

venu plus universel, se produisant à un âge plus précoce, et plus souvent hétérogame 

en terme de scolarisation. Dans les cohortes plus jeunes, lorsque le niveau d’instruc-

tion des femmes a rattrapé celui des hommes, l’âge au mariage et le degré d’homo-

gamie ont de nouveau augmenté. L’homogamie est restée dominante dans l’en-

semble mais, si les femmes jusqu’aux cohortes des années 1950 ont eu tendance à 

épouser des hommes au moins aussi instruits qu’elles-mêmes, les femmes des co-

hortes plus jeunes ont eu tendance à épouser des hommes qui ne sont pas plus ins-

truits qu’elles-mêmes. L’hypogamie est maintenant le deuxième modèle le plus com-

mun, après l’homogamie. En contrôlant dans un modèle log-linéaire les change-

ments dans la distribution du niveau d’instruction, nous constatons qu’une partie 

des changements dans l’appariement des couples en Belgique peut s’expliquer par 

des changements dans les préférences selon le niveau d’instruction du partenaire. 

Enfin, nous trouvons que les mariages hypogames ont tendance à se contracter à 

des âges plus tardifs que les mariages homogames ou hypergamiques. 

Mots-clés 
Nuptialité, scolarisation, hypogamie, hypergamie, homogamie, Belgique, analyse de 

cohorte. 
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Abstract 
One of the key social trends of the 20th century has been the expansion of partici-

pation in education. Using detailed retrospective information from the 1981 and 

2001 censuses, this paper investigates how this expansion is associated with major 

trends in nuptiality in Belgium. We focus specifically on the changing gender balance 

in education and how this is related to the likelihood and timing of marriage and to 

patterns of educational assortative mating. Our empirical analysis shows that mar-

riage was getting more universal, happening at an earlier age and more often heter-

ogamous in term of education over the cohorts born in the first half of the 20th cen-

tury. In younger cohorts, when women’s levels of education caught up with men’s, 

the age at marriage as well as the degree of homogamy increased again. Homogamy 

remained dominant throughout, but while women tended to marry men who were 

at least as highly educated as themselves until the 1950s cohorts, in more recent 

cohorts, women have tended to marry men who are at most as highly educated as 

themselves. Hypogamy is now the second most common pattern, after homogamy. 

Controlling for changes in the distribution of educational attainment by applying a 

log-linear model, we find that part of the changes in assortative mating in Belgium 

may be explained by changes in mate preferences regarding education. Finally, we 

find that hypogamous marriages tend to be contracted at later ages than homoga-

mous or hypergamous ones 

Keywords 
Nuptiality, education, hypogamy, hypergamy, homogamy, Belgium, cohort analysis. 

Introduction 

In Belgium as elsewhere, the institution of marriage has been transform-

ed over the course of the 20th century. The rapid change in the social and 

economic dimensions of everyday life, for example in education, eco-

nomic opportunities and gender relations, has unmistakably left its mark. 

Some of the resulting changes are very obvious. At least on the surface, 

romantic love replaced convenience and economic interests as the main 

reason to get married (Coontz, 2005). The proportion of marriages cele-

brated in the Church declined from about 90% in 1967 to less than 30% 

in 2006 (Botterman, Hooghe, 2012). Divorce became an acceptable and 

normalized practice in Belgium and so did unmarried cohabitation. 

So marriages in Belgium have become more about love, more secular, less 

stable and less imperative. In this paper we want to track the evolution of 

marriage among generations born in 20th century Belgium with regards 

to three fundamental aspects of the union formation process: who, when 



Eli Nomes, Jan Van Bavel 

 

39 

and whom. Who married? When did they get married? And who married 

whom?  

An old and very robust finding from sociological research is that «like 

marries like» in terms of social background (Bozon, 1991; Kalmijn, 1998; 

van Leeuwen et al., 2005; Van de Putte, 2005; Schwartz, 2013). Actually, 

marriage is often argued to play an important role in the formation and 

maintenance of social class boundaries (Van de Putte, 2005). While ho-

mogamy («like marries like») contributes to the reproduction of the ex-

isting stratification, heterogamy (i.e., marrying with someone from a dif-

ferent social class) implies that class boundaries are permeable to some 

extent. «Marrying up» may be an effective way to achieve social mobility 

that stretches to the next generation, when the socially mixed marriage 

produces children. Therefore, the degree of heterogamy is often used as 

an indicator of the degree of openness of a society’s social stratification 

(Glass, 1954; Kaelble, 1981; van Leeuwen et al., 2005; Van de Putte, 2005; 

Schwartz, 2013). 

Although social class background continues to play an important role in 

the question of who marries whom, the 20th century has brought along a 

new dimension: education. One of the crucial social trends of the 20th 

century was indeed the expansion of participation in education, both for 

men and women (Meyer et al., 1992; Schofer, Meyer, 2005). Education 

increasingly became an important dimension of the socio-economic 

structure. Even though the chances to obtain an advanced educational de-

gree continue to be strongly affected by parental social class (Shavit, 

Blossfeld, 1993; Bukodi, Goldthorpe, 2012), having an adequate diploma 

became a conditio sine qua non for pursuing a growing range of profes-

sions.  

Consequently, education emerged as an increasingly important social di-

mension in the union formation process, too (Schwartz, 2013; Mäenpää, 

2014). However, the educational expansion did not happen at the same 

time and with the same speed for men as it did for women. In the late 

nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, the expansion of edu-

cation applied predominantly to men. University-level education in par-

ticular was an almost exclusive male domain. Yet, in the second half of the 

twentieth century, women started to catch up with men (Meyer et al., 

1992; Schofer, Meyer, 2005), and in the last quarter of the twentieth cen-

tury, women obtained more education and more often completed suc-

cessfully advanced degrees in a growing number of Western (as well as 

non-Western) countries (Schofer, Meyer, 2005; Van Bavel, 2012; Grow, 

Van Bavel, 2015). 
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Crucial in the story of marriage, education and educational assortative 

mating is the evolution of gender relations. The position of the woman 

within the couple, within the household and within society was con-

stantly evolving during the 20th century, though not always in the same 

direction. In the first half of the century, the picture we now regard as 

traditional was being formed: female homemaker, male breadwinner 

(Janssens, 1997). If anything, women were being pushed out of the labour 

market, into their homes. At the same time, relatively high educated 

women became more and more common. How did this play out in the 

marriage market? Only as the gender balance in education started to shift 

in the second half of the century, the so-called traditional gender roles 

and relations in general really started to get seriously challenged (Gold-

scheider et al., 2015). How was this reflected in marriage patterns? When 

did marriages between a highly educated wife and lower educated hus-

band really become prevalent? 

This paper investigates how the big expansion of education is associated 

with major trends in nuptiality in Belgium. Considering that education 

has become a key determinant of socio-economic wellbeing in the twen-

tieth century, we investigate how the expansion of education was associ-

ated with marriage patterns, focusing mainly on educational assortative 

mating. We expect that homogamy has emerged as the dominant pattern 

among the younger cohorts, as is the case in for example the U.S.A. (Mare, 

1991). First however, we want to provide clear descriptions of cohort 

trends in educational attainment, and of the likelihood and timing of mar-

riage, both for men and women, given educational attainment. A compre-

hensive account of these trends is still lacking in the literature. How did 

the expansion of education by gender play out in the Belgian context? 

What have been the key trends in the timing and likelihood of marriage 

in Belgium? Second, as the main contribution of this paper, we want to 

describe how patterns of educational assortative mating have evolved in 

Belgium. While recent research has given us a clear idea of the contem-

porary patterns of assortative mating in Belgium, a historical account of 

how these patterns emerged is still missing. Do we see the changing com-

position of the Belgian population by education reflected in educational 

pairings? To what extent do the observed patterns result from changing 

mating preferences? And how does his and her education relate to the 

timing of union formation? 
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Data and methods 

To analyse cohort trends in Belgian nuptiality, we use the extensive indi-

vidual-level information of the Belgian censuses of 1981 (Willaert, 

Deboosere, 2008) and 2001 (Deboosere, Willaert, 2004). The census of 

1981 is used for cohorts born between 1910 and 1939, the census of 2001 

is used for cohorts born between 1940 and 1975. Together they offer us 

some insight in the lives of 8’314’501 persons born between 1910 and 

1975. Although these censuses contain rich information on education and 

on marriage- and childbearing histories, there are some limitations given 

the quality and the retrospective nature of the data (Van Bavel, 2013). 

While both censuses offer the same type of information, the quality of the 

data differs quite a lot, especially with regards to the two key domains 

that are of interest for this paper: education and nuptiality. Educational 

attainment is expressed by a five-category variable, ranging from «at 

most primary» to «university», based on either the years an individual 

spend in school or on the highest diploma he obtained. However, this in-

formation is missing for 7% of the individuals of the 2001 census, com-

pared to only 1% in the 1981 census. Insofar as non-response is nega-

tively associated with educational attainment, this will result in overesti-

mation of the share of the higher-educated and their nuptiality character-

istics, especially in the cohorts for which we use the census of 2001. Since 

immigrants make out a large part of the low educated group, this also 

hampers our ability to correctly assess the impact of migration on mar-

riage patterns.  

With regards to marriage, there are different issues. Both in 1981 and 

2001, apart from present union status, only women were asked about 

their marriage histories. While it is therefore fairly straightforward to cal-

culate the mean age at first marriage or the proportion ever married at a 

certain age for women, this is not the case for men. Apart from their cur-

rent marital status, we only know something about their marriages indi-

rectly, through connecting them to their wives. However, we can only link 

husbands and wives with each other if they still lived together at time of 

the census. If by this time a woman was widowed, divorced or separated 

from her husband, we cannot link them. From the information about the 

current marital status, we know that this is the case for about 20% of ever 

married men and women, although this percentage gets as high as 45% 

among the oldest cohorts, born in the early 1910s. Some bias due to se-

lection effects with regards to mortality is therefore unavoidable, given 

the social gradient of mortality (Gadeyne, Deboosere, 2002). If there is 

furthermore a link between divorce and assortative mating, which is 
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quite plausible (Blossfeld, 2014; Frimmel et al., 2013), divorce could also 

introduce some bias. This is especially the case for the census of 2001, 

which has information on cohorts among which divorce had become 

much more common.  

When we are able to make the connection between husband and wife, we 

can calculate the age at marriage for the husband, but we have no way of 

knowing whether or not he might have been married to someone else be-

fore. Consequently, we have no information on the age at first marriage 

for men, and we can only compare the age of a woman who marries for 

the first time, and her husband who might or might not be marrying for 

the first time himself.  

To be able to describe the likelihood of marriage for men, we need to im-

pute age at marriage information for the men we could not connect to 

their wives. Otherwise, missing age at marriage information of 20% or 

more of ever married men would likely result in a large underestimation 

of the proportion of men married by the age of 40. We therefore randomly 

connect (once) married men to (once) married women, given cohort and 

educational attainment specific probabilities based on the properly con-

nected couples in the data. For example: a divorced man born in 1930 

with a university degree is randomly connected to a wife (and her date of 

marriage) of a certain age and educational level, given a probability dis-

tribution based on all men born in 1930 with a university degree who are 

in a woman’s first marriage. The group of marriages on which we base 

our probability distributions includes men who are already in their sec-

ond (or higher order) marriage. It is not an unlikely scenario that older 

divorced or widowed men remarry younger women who may not have 

been married before. This could lead to a underestimation of the propor-

tion of men married by the age of 40. However, the percentage of men 

older than 40 marrying women who were not married before is at most 

1% for the men who were the oldest at the time of the census, and de-

creases over the cohorts to 0% for those who were 40 at the time of the 

census. Any distortion of the likelihood of marriage for men should there-

fore be rather small. To describe patterns of educational assortative mat-

ing, we do not use these randomly connected couples, as they just mirror 

the patterns already present in the data. Instead, we compare the educa-

tional attainment of the husband and wives of the properly connected 

couples and we chart the evolution of the prevalence of the different re-

sulting assortative mating «types». We distinguish between low educated 

and medium to highly educated homogamous couples, hypergamous cou-

ples where the husband has a higher educational level than the wife, and 

hypogamous couples where it is the other way around.  
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To see whether changes in the observed assortative mating patterns are 

merely due to changes in the educational distributions or whether they 

are to some extent due to changes in the union formation process itself, 

we apply a log-linear model. A particular problem with studying assorta-

tive mating is the problem to isolate trends in preferences for assortative 

mating from changes in the marginal distribution of educational levels 

(Liu, Lu, 2006; Kalmijn, 1991; Mare, 1991, 2014). Say you have a popula-

tion of 100 men and 100 women, of which only 50 men and 10 women 

are highly educated who all prefer a partner with the same level of edu-

cational attainment. Then only 10 out of 50 highly educated men (or 

20%) will be able to find such a partner, while 10 out of 10 (or 100%) 

highly educated women are able to do so. The resulting difference in the 

rate of homogamy between highly educated men and women is com-

pletely due to the different (marginal) distribution of educational attain-

ment and not to different mating preferences. If at a later point in time, 

there are now 50 highly educated women and the number of highly edu-

cated men has stayed the same, 100% of those men are now able to marry 

homogamously. The homogamy rate for these men has then been multi-

plied by five, only because the number of women with a high educational 

attainment has grown.  

Hence, changes in the relative number of educationally homogamous 

marriages do not necessarily only reflect changes in preferences for as-

sortative mating or changes in the social structure that lead to certain as-

sortative mating outcomes, but also in the marginal distribution of edu-

cational attainment. Both factors are important: the fact that the marginal 

distribution of educational attainment has changed so much during the 

20th century is a big part of the story. To get a grip on trends in educa-

tional assortative mating preferences, however, we need to be able to 

separate changes due to the changing marginal distribution and changes 

due to changing preferences. We therefore need a measure that can iso-

late these two factors. A method that is often used is a log-linear model 

(Schwartz, 2013), which estimates the cell frequencies of a contingency 

table, and more precisely compares the odds of being on the diagonal (i.e., 

the odds of being in a homogamous marriage) with the odds of being off 

the diagonal (a heterogamous union), net of the marginal distributions. 

Log-linear models for square contingency tables have therefore often 

been used to provide estimates of changes in the association between 

couples’ educational characteristics while controlling for changes in their 

marginal distribution. Kalmijn (1991) and Mare (1991) applied the 

method in their seminal articles on patterns of assortative mating in the 

US, but also for example Birkelund and Heldal (2003) in an article about 
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assortative mating in Norway or more recently Schmidt & Winter (2008) 

in their article on educational assortative mating in Germany.  

Let ijtµ  be the expected frequency of marriages between a husband with 

educational attainment i and a wife with educational attainment j and 

birth year t, and assumed to be an independent observation of a Poisson 

random variable. Then the diagonal log-linear model can be specified as 

a generalized linear model as follows: 

ijtjtittjiijtLog δλλλλλλµ ++++++=)(  

λ is the overall intercept. 
iλ and jλ are parameters capturing the mar-

ginal distribution of the educational attainment of husbands and wives, 

respectively. 
tλ is the overall cohort effect. 

itλ and jtλ  capture the changes 

over cohorts of these marginal distribution. ijtδ  is 0 for all cells where the 

educational attainment i of the husband is different from the educational 

attainment j of the wife. On the diagonal, when i=j, it captures how the 

corresponding expected frequency deviates from what can be expected 

from the other terms; it isolates the degree of homogamy that is not ex-

plained by the marginal distributions of educational attainment for each 

cohort and educational level. To find the maximum likelihood estimators 

of all these parameters, we apply Iterative Reweighted Least Squares 

(Agresti, 2002). 

The expansion of education in Belgium 

The expansion of participation in education is one of the main social 

changes of the 20th century in the Western world. It is generally seen as 

having exerted a positive influence on equality and social mobility 

(Breen, 2010) as well as economic prosperity (Lutz et al., 2008). Belgium, 

although lagging behind somewhat compared to its neighbouring coun-

tries, participated as well in this trend. 

During the nineteenth century, the majority of the Belgian population al-

ready got access to at least some primary education, reducing illiteracy 

around 1900 among both men and women to rates below 10% (Matthijs, 

2001). In the 20th century more and more people gained access to sec-

ondary education and eventually, in the second half of the century, even 

to higher education (Vanderstraeten, 1996). This expansion was driven 

by socio-economic mechanisms and diffusion processes as well as by 
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public policy interventions (Ballarino et al., 2013). For instance, the rela-

tively late introduction of compulsory education until the age of 14 in Bel-

gium in 1914 affirmed and strengthened an evolution that was already 

well underway before that (de Vroede, 1970), as did the extension of 

compulsory education until the age of 18 in 1983 (Ronsijn, 2014).  

Compared to most neighbouring countries, the expansion of education in 

Belgium was lagging behind in its first stage. In 1950 for example, the av-

erage Belgian over 25 had a year of schooling less (5.84) than the average 

Dutchman (6.89) (Cohen, Soto, 2001), reflecting the relative arduous em-

brace of universal primary education. Belgium however caught up in the 

second stage (when secondary education became the norm) and became 

a vanguard country in Europe during the last stage (towards tertiary ed-

ucation, see Barro, Lee, 2001), when higher relative wages and more job 

security for the relatively highly educated started to drive up demand for 

higher education (Duchesne, Nonneman, 1998). Ronsijn (2014) finds that 

the average age at which people leave school rose from about 13 in 1910 

to almost 21 in 1990. The IIASA back-projection of educational distribu-

tion for Belgium (Lutz et al., 2007) show that the percentage of 20 to 64 

year olds who have at most completed primary education dropped from 

50% for men and almost 60% for women in 1970 to 19% and 22% re-

spectively in 1995. By 1995, there were more women and men who com-

pleted tertiary education (i.e., university level as well as non-university 

post-secondary education) than primary education only. Based on census 

data, we calculated that by the middle of the 1990s a quarter of the pop-

ulation was highly educated, confirming the IIASA projections. Towards 

the end of the decade, women surpassed men in terms of tertiary educa-

tion, so that since 1998, for the first time in history, there are more highly 

educated women than men. 

These gender differences are of special interest for this paper. Advanced 

education clearly did not reach everybody at the same time and to the 

same extent. Apart from gender differences, social and spatial differences 

in the expansion of education too have been studied extensively (see for 

example Vanderstraeten et al., 2001). It has become clear that while 

women were considerably less educated than men in the past, they have 

caught up with men in recent years (Schofer, Meyer, 2005). In Belgium, 

as elsewhere, there are now indeed more women than men who obtain a 

higher degree (Vincent-Lancrin, 2008; Grow, Van Bavel, 2015). As noted 

earlier, men born in the early 1900s were indeed twice as likely to receive 

higher education than their female contemporaries.  

Figure 1 plots the cohort trends based on our census data that underlie 

these gender differences in the expansion of education. For generations 
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born at the beginning of the century, completing education beyond the 

primary school was exceptional, both for men and women. Only 4% of 

men born in the first decade of the 20th century and 2% of women com-

pleted tertiary education. In the generations born in the middle of the 

century, the number of men and women with a degree in tertiary educa-

tion had already increased to 18% and 17% respectively. Taking into ac-

count that these numbers are calculated on the basis of retrospective cen-

sus data and given the inverse relation between education and mortality 

(Gadeyne, Deboosere, 2002), if anything, these trends underestimate the 

true amount of growth (since low educated people from the older cohorts 

will be more likely to have died before the census than the highly edu-

cated). 

FIGURE 1 Distribution of educational attainment by gender 

and cohort, birth cohorts 1900-1975 

 
Source: Belgian census of 1981 (cohorts born between 1900 and 1950) and 2001 (cohorts 

born between 1951 and 1975), own calculations. 

Note: For this graph we divided the cohorts differently between the censuses than else-

where in the paper, as to minimize the influence of the larger proportion of miss-

ing educational data in the 2001 census.  
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So, by the first cohorts born after World War II, women had almost caught 

up with men in secondary education. Universities still remained very 

male dominated until the late 1970s (Ronsijn, 2014, p. 214). Since the end 

of the 1990s women outnumber men in universities too, although there 

remains considerable gender segregation according to educational field 

– with many more women graduating in fields such as psychology and 

many more men in engineering, for example (Leplae, 2000). Of the men 

and women born in the 1970s, who completed their education towards 

the end of the century, 36% and 48%, respectively, obtained a higher de-

gree. Figure 1 shows that in these cohorts men and women were about as 

likely to obtain a university degree, but women outnumber men greatly 

in non-university tertiary education.  

Trends in the timing and likelihood of marriage 

The turnaround of the gender imbalance in education is quite remarkable 

and may have important implications for all kinds of demographic behav-

iour, including union formation (Van Bavel, 2012). Until well into the sec-

ond half of the twentieth century, stable union formation was more or 

less synonymous with marriage in Belgium. However, marriage patterns 

have altered profoundly in the past two centuries. Marriage has become 

late and far from universal in Europe (Hajnal, 1965) since the Early Mod-

ern period (Seccombe, 1990). Yet, from 1850 onwards, the proportion of 

singles in the population decreased almost monotonically for over a cen-

tury: where about 65% of the 25 to 29 year olds in 1850 where not mar-

ried, this was only 15% in 1970 (Lesthaeghe, 1977). 

Figure 2 shows the proportion of ever married men and women before 

age 40 by birth cohort. Almost every subsequent generation born in the 

first half of the twentieth century married more frequently than the pre-

vious one. The increase of likelihood of marriage is very steady over the 

cohorts, with for example no visible impact of the second World War for 

generations reaching their twenties during the war. The tipping point is 

the Baby Boom generation: men and women born from the 1940s on-

wards are again less likely to be married by the age of 40. The decline 

starts earlier for men than for women, most likely due to the fact that hus-

bands tend to be about two to three years older than their wives. The di-

vergence between men and women among the youngest cohorts seems 

surprisingly large. To double check this, we have also calculated directly 

the proportion of ever married men and women for the cohorts born in 
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1941 and 1961. Since all ever married men in these cohorts where mar-

ried before or by the age of 40, which is the age they had at the time of the 

census, for these particular cohorts we do not need to impute age at mar-

riage information to calculate the proportion of ever married men by the 

age of 40. This alternative approach confirms our results. We find that 

80% of men and 87% of women born in 1961 were ever married, and that 

91% of men and 94% of women born in 1941 were ever married, which 

is very much in line with the results reported in Figure 2.  

FIGURE 2 Proportion of men and women ever married 

by age 40 by birth cohort, 1910-1960 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981 and 2001, own calculations. 

In Figure 3 the proportion of ever married men and women is split up by 

educational attainment. It is clear that the increase in likelihood of mar-

riage among generations born in the first half of the century, is completely 

due to the higher educated, in particular higher educated women. Highly 

educated women born at the start of the century had a very high chance 

of remaining unmarried. Almost half of the women with a tertiary non-

university degree born in the 1910s remained unmarried, compared to 

about 10% of women with at most primary education. 
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FIGURE 3 Proportion of men and women ever married 

by age 40 by birth cohort and education 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981 and 2001, own calculations. 

Not only did more people ever marry, they also married at a younger age. 

The age at first marriage decreased already a lot during the second half 

of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century: between 1850 

and 1900, it decreased by three years for men as well as for women, and 

it kept on declining in the following decades (Van de Walle, 1965). Cohort 

trends in ages at first marriage (Figure 3) show that the decrease of age 

at first marriage was indeed substantial and persisting. While the de-

crease was small or non-existent among the generations born in the 

1910s, who reached their 20s in the worst years of the depression, among 

younger generations the decrease was accelerating again, with contrary 

to what may be expected no upswing for the generations that reached 

their twenties during World War II. Amongst birth cohorts of the first half 

of the 20th century age at first marriage dropped by more than three 

years. Strikingly, these trends notwithstanding, the mean age gap be-

tween husbands and wives remained quite stable over all those cohorts: 

throughout the 20th century, men were on average 2 to 2.5 years older 

than their wives in women’s first marriages.  
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FIGURE 4 Husband and wife’s mean age at the time 

of the wife’s first marriage, cohorts 1910-1965 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981 and 2001, own calculations.  

Figure 5 indicates that the decline of age at first marriage happened at all 

levels of educational attainment. The declining cohort trend reversed af-

ter the 1950 cohort; people born later started to marry at an older rather 

than a younger age. Here, too, we see a remarkable consistency across 

educational levels. Although women with no or very little education tend 

to marry younger than highly educated women, they started marrying 

later in the same cohorts and to the same extent as women with a univer-

sity degree (compare the top left with the bottom right panel of Figure 5). 

The age difference between men and women decreases with educational 

attainment: tertiary educated men and women clearly differ less in age at 

first marriage than men and women with primary or secondary degrees. 

The literature discusses several factors that could have played a role in 

the weakening of the Malthusian marriage pattern, both in the strong de-

cline of the age at marriage and to a lesser extent in the rise of the pro-

portions ever marrying. These trends go back to the 19th century, when 

economic modernization played a pivotal role. Industrialization permit-

ted people to be economically independent at a younger age. New eco-

nomic opportunities had implications for gender relations. The work 

place and the home were evolving into two «separate spheres», public 

and private, respectively. While men were increasingly expected to earn 

a family income in work places that were less often family – and home-



Eli Nomes, Jan Van Bavel 

 

51 

based than in earlier times, women were gradually pushed out of the pub-

lic sphere and into the private domain. Matthijs (2002) argues that they 

were expected to acquire status and self-esteem within the private family 

sphere by emphasizing their roles as wives and mothers. Hence, Matthijs 

(2003) considers that early and more universal marriage and identity 

construction based on family roles was a reaction to, as well as a remedy 

for, women’s exclusion from the public sphere. This perspective implies 

that the qualitative change of marriage, i.e. the room that opened up for 

self-fulfilment and love (Coontz, 2005), was triggered by socio-economic 

modernization. In turn, this resulted in a quantitative shift, namely the 

change in marriage intensity and timing.  

FIGURE 5 Husband and wife’s mean age at first marriage 

of women by birth cohort and educational attainment 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981 and 2001, own calculations. 

While the trends just outlined had their roots in the nineteenth century, 

there is an interesting analogy with later evolutions in the 20th century. 

Then, too, gender roles were on the move. If demographic behaviour in 

the second half of the 19th and early 20th century was accompanied by 

the exclusion of women from the public life, demographic behaviour in 

the second part of the 20th century was associated with a re-entrance of 
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women in the world outside of their family-homes. The gradual re-en-

trance of women into the labour market together with their growing par-

ticipation in education changed their relationship with men in general 

and with their husbands in particular. What is remarkable, however, is 

that this changing balance initially did not temper the decrease of the age 

at marriage and that, instead, the 1950s and 1960s became the golden 

age of marriage (Coontz, 2005). Even though women started to catch up 

in education, the division of labour within the family remained strongly 

gender based. The male breadwinner – female homemaker model, alt-

hough still far from universal in practice, stood strong as a normative 

ideal. While in 1930 women made up about 26% of the Belgian labour 

force, this went down to 23% in 1947 (Lambrechts, 1975). Relatively 

highly educated women who wanted to capitalize on their education in 

the labour market, had to sacrifice their marriage plans, if they had any. 

Women were supposed to leave the labour force once they got married 

(Witte et al., 1999). In fact, many viewed the redundancy of the wife’s la-

bour as an important social realization (Vandebroek, 2003). Even female 

teachers were obligated to quit their job in Catholic schools when they 

got married until as late as 1963 (Depaepe et al., 2004). It should not 

come as a surprise then that under such circumstances, highly educated 

women often remained unmarried.  

From the 1950s onwards, female labour market participation started to 

rise again (Lambrechts, 1975). However, the growing participation of 

women in education and the labour market only started to undermine 

early and almost universal marriage in the last 30 years of the century 

(Goldscheider et al., 2015), when cohorts born after World War II started 

to reach their twenties. These were also the first generations of women 

who could take advantage of the efficient modern hormonal contracep-

tives (Goldin, Katz, 2002). As we have seen, it was the women of these 

cohorts that equalled and eventually surpassed the educational attain-

ment of their male peers. Unmarried cohabitation became more promi-

nent and allowed people to postpone their marriage, if they were to mar-

ry at all (Lesthaeghe, van de Kaa, 1986). 

Since the late 1970s, unmarried cohabitation has indeed become gradu-

ally more common, having a hand in both higher ages at marriage and 

lower marriage intensities. Nevertheless, the majority of couples eventu-

ally still marry: Corijn and Matthijs (2004) estimated that the share of un-

married cohabitation in all household compositions has increased from 

about 2% in 1981, over 3% in 1991 to 7% in 2003. The social acceptance 

of unmarried cohabitation allowed young people to postpone marriage 

(Matthijs, 1986) but the majority still marries in the end. Widowed and 
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divorced people, on the other hand, remarry less often than they used to. 

Even if the majority of couples still marry eventually, the social meaning 

of marriage has changed. Marriage as an institution, as a bond sealed by 

church and state, has been replaced by a looser, companionate marriage, 

in which the independence of the individual is primordial (Lesthaeghe, 

van de Kaa, 1986). 

Who marries whom? 

Shifting gender relations have transformed marriage: after the emer-

gence of the male breadwinner – female homemaker model, roughly be-

tween 1850 and 1950, there was the gradual re-entrance of women in the 

labour market and a growing participation in education in the second half 

of the 20th century. This section looks at how these trends were associ-

ated with shifting patterns of educational assortative mating in 20th cen-

tury Belgium – who marries whom? 

Rates of homogamy reflect the degree to which individuals with similar 

characteristics marry each other (Mare, 1991). Given the gender differ-

ences within the educational expansion, it is particularly interesting to 

look at educational assortative mating and how it connects with age at 

marriage and trends in age homogamy (Van de Putte et al., 2009). Educa-

tion is a very relevant characteristic, because it strongly affects access to 

valuable resources. It is no coincidence that schools have served increas-

ingly as a marriage market where potential partners meet (Blossfeld, 

2009). As returns to schooling increase, men as well as women prefer 

partners with a similar or better educational attainment (Kalmijn, 1998). 

This effect is reinforced by the fact that people spend more time in the 

educational system too (Mare, 1991, 2014). Since schools are increas-

ingly educationally homogeneous when you go up a level – primary 

school include both children who will leave school early and children who 

will move on to academic degrees later in life, while universities only in-

clude people at advanced levels of education – the odds to have a homog-

amous match increase with the level of educational attainment. Given 

these elements, we should expect then that homogamy rates have in-

creased during the 20th century.  
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FIGURE 6 Proportion of homogamous, hypergamous 

and hypogamous marriages by birth cohorts 1910-1975 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981 (cohorts 1910-1939) and 2001 (cohorts 1940-1975), 

own calculations. 

Note: Using the birth cohort of the husband instead just shifts the whole graph to the 

left, but preserves the patterns. 

Figure 6 shows the proportion of educationally homogamous (spouses 

have the same educational attainment), hypergamous (the husband is 

higher educated than the wife) and hypogamous (the husband is lower 

educated than the wife) marriages for each birth cohort of the wife be-

tween 1910 and 1975. In all cohorts, homogamy remained most common, 

hypergamy coming next, and hypogamy the least common pattern until 

recent cohorts. Over the generations born before World War II, homog-

amy was on the decline, while both hyper- and hypogamy were getting 

increasingly more common. The expected rise of educational homogamy 

started only among cohorts born in the late 1940s and in the 1950s, who 

typically married during the 1970s. While homogamy reached its low 

point among cohorts born in the 1940s, hypergamy reached its high 

point, which is indicative of the popularity of the male breadwinner-fe-

male homemaker model in these generations. Yet, it should be noted that 

even among these cohorts hypogamy was far from unusual. Men born in 

1944 married women with a lower educational level in 37% of the cases 

and women with a higher educational level in 21% of the cases. Among 



Eli Nomes, Jan Van Bavel 

 

55 

younger cohorts, hypergamy was on the decline, while hypogamy contin-

ued to become more common over the whole period, which resulted in 

more hypogamous marriages than hypergamous marriages in the most 

recent cohorts. Men born in 1975, who got married by the end of the cen-

tury, married women with a higher educational level in 31% of the cases, 

while only in 18% of the cases the husband was higher educated than his 

wife, meaning that hypergamy among cohorts born in 1975 was in fact 

less common than hypogamy was among cohorts born in 1944. Summing 

up: while women tended to marry men who were at least as highly edu-

cated as themselves until the 1950s cohorts, in more recent cohort, 

women have tended to marry men who are at most as highly educated as 

themselves. This means that the traditional pattern of hypergamy has 

evaporated (in line with an international trend, see Esteve et al., 2016). 

In Figure 7, homogamous couples are divided in low educated homoga-

mous couples (both partners have at most a primary degree) and medium 

to highly educated homogamous couples (both partners have a lower sec-

ondary degree or better). These two groups are very different: the one is 

a relic of the past, possibly fuelled for a while by the large group of mostly 

low educated immigrants coming to Belgium after the war, but quickly 

disappearing towards the younger cohorts; the other is indeed becoming 

the dominant pattern at the end of the century. In general, Figure 7 shows 

clearly how the expansion of education participation shifted educational 

assortative mating patterns from homogamous couples with very little 

education to couples where at least one partner has a secondary or, espe-

cially among the youngest cohorts, a tertiary degree. 

Figure 8 shows the proportions of homogamous marriages for birth co-

horts between 1900 and 1970 for each category of educational attain-

ment of the husband. Figure 9 shows the same for each category of edu-

cational attainment of the wife. In the bottom right corner of Figure 8, we 

see that men with a university degree born in the 1970s have a much big-

ger chance to have a partner with an equally high educational attainment 

than men born in the 1910s. This should not come as a surprise, given the 

fact that women with a university degree were in very short supply in the 

generations born at the beginning of the century: even if university edu-

cated men born in the 1910s would have wanted to marry homoga-

mously, most of them would not have been able to do so. We also see quite 

large increases for men with a lower-secondary, higher-secondary and 

tertiary non-university education: later generations ended up with a 

partner of similar educational attainment more and more. The younger 

cohorts of the lower educated, in contrast, are decreasingly married ho-

mogamously.  
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FIGURE 7 The disappearance of low educated homogamy, 

birth cohorts 1910-1975 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981 (cohorts 1910-1939) and 2001 (cohorts 1940-1975), 

own calculations. 

FIGURE 8 Proportion of homogamous marriages by cohorts 

1910-1975 by male educational attainment 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981 and 2001, own calculations. 
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In the bottom right corner of Figure 9, we see that the few women born 

in early 1900s with a university degree had a very high chance of being 

married homogamously, if they married at all. The proportion marrying 

homogamously decreased slightly in the younger generations of women. 

Women with a non-university tertiary degree, mainly school teachers and 

nurses, did not end up with a homogamous partner very often, however. 

Again, this is not surprising given the fact that they greatly outnumbered 

men in this category.  

FIGURE 9 Proportion of homogamous marriages by cohorts 

1910-1975 by female educational attainment 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981 and 2001, own calculations. 

The fact that in absolute terms there was a larger surplus of medium to 

highly educated men among the generation born in the interwar period, 

who were forced to marry hypergamous even if they would have pre-

ferred differently, suggest that the patterns of educational assortative 

mating we described are mainly a matter of the changing marginal distri-

bution of education, rather than changing preferences or tendencies. We 

use a log-linear model to shed some light on this issue. 

The diagonal term in our log-linear model, ijtδ  can be interpreted as the 

odds that both spouses belong to the same educational category or, in 

other words, the odds that a couple is on the diagonal rather than not, 
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after taking into account the marginal distributions of educational attain-

ment of both partners. The estimates for these odds, plotted in Figure 10, 

show that the tendency for homogamy is stronger in the more «extreme» 

educational categories compared to the categories in between, which is 

unsurprising given that marital options in the extreme categories are re-

stricted in just one direction (Esteve, Cortina, 2006). 

FIGURE 10 Estimates of the diagonal term ijtδ  

of the log-linear model when i=j 

 
Source: Belgian censuses 1981 and 2001, own calculations. 

There is tendency to marry homogamously across all educational levels, 

but it was especially high among the university educated, especially 

among the older cohorts. The log-linear model shows that university ed-

ucated men in these cohorts indeed exhibited a strong inclination to mar-

ry an equally high educated woman, but since they were in short supply, 

the proportion of homogamously married university educated men re-

mained low. In the other educational categories, the tendency to marry 

homogamously was going down over the cohorts, except for those with a 

lower secondary degree. Among the latter, the odds were rather low to 

begin with. For the younger cohorts we have a bit more of a mixed picture. 

Towards the youngest cohorts, homogamy seems to have been on the rise 

among the lower educated, but it is decreasing among the higher edu-

cated.  
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Finally, we look at the association between assortative mating and the 

timing of marriage. Oppenheimer (1988) argued that trends in marriage 

timing result, in part, from variations in the degrees of difficulty people 

encounter in mating assortatively. Do people who find a partner with a 

similar educational attainment marry sooner or later than those who do 

not? Figure 11 plots the evolution of the wife’s average age at first 

marriage over the cohorts by the type of educational assortative mating. 

Homogamous marriages between low educated partners happen on 

average at the youngest age, and this does not change at all over the 

different cohorts. Hypergamous couples are a rather distant second, but 

happen on average substantially earlier than medium to high educated 

homogamous marriages and especially hypogamous marriages, in par-

ticular among the oldest cohorts. 

FIGURE 11 Wife’s age at first marriage by assortative mating type,  

her educational attainment and birth cohort, 1910-1965 

 
Source: Belgian censuses of 1981(cohorts 1900-1929) and 2001 (cohorts 1930-1975), own 

calculations. 

A straigthforward explanation for much of the variation that we see is the 

fact that attaining a higher degree takes time, so we can expect that a 

marriage with at least one high educated partner will take more time than 

a homogamous marriage between low educated partners. Indeed, the 

pattern emerging among the youngest cohorts is perfectly in line with 

this explanation. However, it does not explain the difference between 
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hypergamous and hypogamous marriages among the older cohorts. One 

explanation might be that the combinations common to hypergamy are 

different than the combinations common to hypogamy. However, we 

have seen that university educated men mostly married hypergamously, 

and most university educated women married homogamously, which in 

fact means that the husbands in hypergamous couples spent more time 

in school than the wives in hypogamous couples. Therefore it seems likely 

that the difficulties to get married that higher educated women experi-

enced in this era must be decisive, especially when they did not succeed 

in finding an equally or even higher educated partner. 

Discussion and conclusion 

During the 20th century, marriage patterns in Belgium have changed in 

several dimensions. In the first half of the century, age at women’s first 

marriage was declining equally among all educational groups. The age 

difference between husband and wife at first marriage remained very sta-

ble, larger for the low educated than for the highly educated. The likeli-

hood of marriage was increasing, especially among the highly educated. 

High educated women in particular, who were very unlikely to get mar-

ried among the oldest cohorts, were catching up. This culminated in the 

«golden age» of marriage in the first decades after World War II. Among 

the generations born right after World War II, reaching their twenties in 

the late 1960s or 1970s, both the trend of declining age at marriage and 

the one of increasing likelihood of marriage were reversed. Regardless of 

their educational attainment, people started to postpone marriage again, 

as unmarried cohabitation became a viable alternative. People also again 

were becoming less likely to get married. Among the youngest cohorts, 

highly educated women are no longer the least likely to get married. In-

stead it is the low educated men who remain unmarried the most, a turn-

around that testifies of the changing gender balance in education and on 

the labour market. Moreover, the traditional institution of marriage, 

maintained by church and state, was more and more replaced by a looser, 

companionate marriage, resulting in increasing divorce rates and de-

creasing numbers of church celebrated marriages. 

The education expansion and the changing gender balance in educational 

attainment transformed patterns of assortative mating. Here too, there is 

a difference between the first and second half of the century. There is a 

clear decrease of the prevalence of homogamy among the older cohorts, 
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but this is all due to the low educated couples. The tendency to marry ho-

mogamously was very high among the university educated, according to 

our log-linear model, but since university educated women were scarce, 

most university educated men had to marry down. One could interpret 

the general decline of homogamy as the weakening of social class barriers 

in a more heterogeneous and more open society, stimulated by the ex-

panding education of the population. Nevertheless, we cannot equate ed-

ucational heterogamy with heterogamy in terms of social class. In order 

to find that out, one would have to take into account social class indica-

tors of the parents of husbands and wives, too. An alternative interpreta-

tion of increasing heterogamy in the older generations is that education 

became more important for men in the labour market while such was not 

yet the case for women, due to the separation of breadwinning and home-

making in an industrialising society. The increase of hypergamy among 

cohorts born before World War II, resulting in a peak of hypergamy 

among cohorts born in the 1940s, is consistent with this view. 

Among the younger cohorts, hypergamy is dwindling, being surpassed 

both by homogamy and hypogamy. In a remarkable turnaround, women, 

who tended to marry men who were at least as highly educated as them-

selves until the 1950s cohorts, are now more likely to marry men who are 

at most as highly educated as themselves. Educational homogamy, mar-

riages between two equally highly educated partners, nevertheless pre-

vails as the dominant pattern. Yet, our log linear model suggests that this 

increase was mainly due to changes in the marginal distribution of edu-

cational attainment; that is, by the fact that women’s educational attain-

ment grew faster than men’s. As opposed to some studies in other coun-

tries (most notably the U.S., see Schwartz and Mare, 2005), we do not find 

a pronounced increase of homogamy among the highly educated marry-

ing in the second half of the century. Our findings are more in line with 

Schmidt & Winter (2008), who find that tendency of marrying homoga-

mously is more or less stable in Germany among the highly educated in 

the last decades of the 20th century, corresponding in our case with the 

cohorts born between 1950 and 1975. 

We have furthermore presented some data about how these trends in as-

sortative mating are linked with trends in marriage timing. One interest-

ing finding is that hypogamous marriages tend to happen between 

spouses who are older than their peers marrying homogamously or hy-

pergamously. Selectivity is likely to play a role here: women who opted 

for more education might have been less interested in marriage and fam-

ily life than those who left school earlier. If they did want to get married, 

however, they might have experienced a disadvantaged position at the 
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marriage market. Oppenheimer (1988) argued that trends in marriage 

timing result, in part, from variations in the degrees of difficulty people 

encounter in mating assortatively. Assortative mating is hindered by a 

relatively high degree of uncertainty about the important attributes that 

people attempt to match and, as a result, marriages are delayed. This 

could explain some of the observed timing patterns. Especially among 

older cohorts, highly educated women were likely to have more unstable 

career prospects, and were possibly perceived to have less clear expecta-

tions regarding marriage, both of which increased uncertainty and as 

such on average the time it took them to find a marriage partner. 

While Oppenheimer’s theory is tested and confirmed on contemporary 

case studies of men with uncertain economic prospects (see for example 

Kalmijn, 2011), it is still an open question whether the theory can provide 

a framework for analysing historical data. While the transformation of 

women’s economic roles, which Oppenheimer sees as the cause of greater 

delays in marriage in contemporary society, has greatly accelerated in the 

most recent decades, the roots of these changes are to be found in the 

middle of the 20th century. The education expansion, the gradual re-en-

trance of women in the public world and the convergence of gender roles 

had an influence (1) on patterns of assortative mating, (2) on the prefer-

ences for finding a similar partner and (3) on the difficulty of finding such 

a partner and (4) thus, if Oppenheimer is right, on the timing and inci-

dence of marriage. As we have seen, the age at first marriage kept declin-

ing at a steady pace until the 1970s. If at this time assortative mating was 

getting easier, Oppenheimer’s theory could offer a plausible explanation 

for this decline. Conversely, if assortative mating was becoming more dif-

ficult as a result of the changing gender balance and the converging mar-

riage preferences of men and women from the 1970s onwards, this would 

result in longer «trial» periods of unmarried cohabitation and an increas-

ing age at marriage. A future, more thorough analysis should shed more 

light on this possible mechanism and on the validity of Oppenheimer’s 

theory to explain the changing nuptiality patterns described in this paper. 
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