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Abstract 

 Assortative mating has important implications for social stratification and the outcomes of 

individual marriages. Yet, as divorce and remarriage have become increasingly commonplace in the 

United States, we have little empirical evidence of how marital sorting takes place in remarriage. Previous 

research has indicated that martial heterogamy is more likely in second marriages, both by age and 

educational attainment, but these studies are limited in scope and has failed to consider multiple 

characteristics in assortative mating. Using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979 cohort 

(NLSY79), I look at the likelihood of age and educational homogamy in second marriages among the 

divorce. Specifically, I focus on assortative mating in remarriage by age and education, the likelihood of 

entering a homogamous union based on the respondent’s characteristics, and potential age-education 

tradeoffs in remarriage, which may lead to higher rates of heterogamy on one or both of these 

characteristics. Preferences on one characteristic may lead to a mismatch on another and gender 

differences in these patterns are considered. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 



I.  Introduction and Previous Research  

Mate selection patterns reflect and influence the social stratification system of a society (Blau, 

Blum, and Schwartz 1982; Kalmijn 1998).  The attributes of marriage partners, such as educational 

attainment or age, affect the intra- and inter-generational transmission of socioeconomic standing and 

social mobility (Kremer 1997; Fernandez and Rogerson 2001).  Furthermore, a comprehensive 

understanding of assortative mating patterns helps clarify distinctions between social strata and the 

plasticity of social boundaries across socioeconomic, racial, ethnic, religious, and other categories (Blau 

1977; Smits, Utless, and Lammers 1998; Blossfield and Timms 2003). However, our knowledge of how 

individuals re-enter the institution of marriage after divorce is limited. Indeed, while remarriage has 

become increasingly normative in the United States (Bumpass et al. 1990), we know little about marital 

sorting among the remaried. Studying assortative mating in remarriage is important for several reasons. 

First, our knowledge of assortative mating in marriage is constricted to first marriages or prevailing 

marriages (e.g. Mare 1991; Qian and Preston 1993; Lichter et al. 1995; Qian 1998; Schwartz and Mare 

2005) —few researchers have looked at mate selection in remarriage. Second, remarrying can reestablish 

households which provide economic security, reducing the risk of poverty or the duration of poverty for 

individuals (Smock 1990). This may be particularly important if children are present in the household, but 

may be contingent on the types of marriages formed through assortative mating. Third, remarriage 

canoffset economic and mental well-being decline after divorce and both outcomes are positively effected 

by homogamy (Amato 2000). Finally, remarriage is more selective than first marriage and allows us to 

empirically test economic hypotheses regarding marriage, which are contingent on assortative mating 

(Oppenheimer 1997; DeGraaf and Kalmijn 2003).  

In 2001, more than 20 percent of 40-49 year old men and women had been married at least twice 

(US Census Bureau 2005). Annually, nearly 50 percent of all marriages in the United States involve at 

least one person who has been previously divorced (Ozawa and Yoon 2002). However, the few studies 

conducted on remarriage have primarily focused on stepfamilies, the consequences of remarriage for 

children, or the psychological and economic benefits of marrying again (Cherlin 1978; Cherlin and 



Furstenberg 1994; Coleman, Gangong, and Fine 2000). Little empirical evidence exists on the 

determinants of remarriage or focuses on who remarries (but see Spanier and Glick 1980; Smock 1990; 

Sweeney 1997; Lampard and Peggs 1999; DeGraaf and Kalmijn 2003). The previous work that has been 

done has highlighted sociodemographic factors as strong predictors of remarriage. People who divorce or 

first marry at older age and children in the household are less likely to remarry. Studies focusing on 

educational attainment and women’s labor force participation tend to show mixed results toward 

remarriage while income and other socioeconomic attributes positively affect men’s chances for 

remarriage.  

My study uses the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979 cohort (henceforth NLSY79) to 

look at assortative mating in remarriage. Specifically, I have three research questions. First, how do 

education and age affect the likelihood of remarriage for men and women? Second, what is the degree of 

age and education homogamy in second marriages? Third, do previously divorced men and women make 

age-education tradeoffs, leading to heterogamy on one or both characteristics over the other when 

remarrying? 

Despite evidence which predicts who remarries, a select few studies have focused on who marries 

whom when at least one partner is experiencing a second marriage. Studies looking at assortative mating 

in remarriage and have generally focused on educational, socioeconomic, and age matching. Research on 

educational assortative mating tend to be the most prevalent in the literature, but the empirical evidence is 

inconclusive on whether second marriages are more or less homogamous than first marriages. Gelissen 

(2004) shows that the likelihood men marry homogamously in their second marriages increases, while 

women are no more or less likely to be better matched to their new spouses on education. Dean and Gurak 

(1978) argue that remarried women experience low homogamy in both first and subsequent marriages. 

Others show no difference in educational assortative mating from first to second marriages (Whyte 1990). 

Ni Brolchain (1988) shows that less educated individuals are more likely to marry up in remarriage than 

first marriage and that the highly educated are more likely to marry down. The odds of marrying 

homogamously tend to stay static between first and second marriages in other forms of socioeconomic 



assortative mating. For example, matching on social class is no more or less likely in remarriage than in 

first marriage (Jacobs and Furstenberg 1986; Ni Brolchain 1988; Gelissen 2004). Remarriages, however, 

do tend to be more heterogamous with respect to age (Jacobs and Furstenberg 1986; Ni Brolchain 1988; 

Bumpass et al. 1990). Men are particularly likely to marry younger spouses in second marriages then in 

first marriages. However, the salience of age in choosing a spouse may decrease as people get older 

(Jacobs and Furstenberg 1986).  

People tend to have a homogamy preference in marriage, choosing partners with similar social, 

economic, and demographic characteristics as themselves (England and Farkas 1986; Oppenheimer 1988; 

Lichter 1990; Bergstron and Bagnoli 1993; Lichter et al. 1995; Loughran 2002). Preferences in 

remarriage may differ from those in first marriage due to increased selectivity by those seeking a second 

marriage. In particular, individuals in heterogamous first marriages may seek homogamous second 

marriages because they see increased benefits in marrying someone similar to themselves or have 

adjusted to potential problems caused by marrying heterogamously. Men and women who marry 

homogamously in first marriages are likely to prefer similar partners in second marriages as well (Dean 

and Gurak 1978; Whyte 1990; Gelissen 2004). Gelissen (2004) contributes his finding that men marry 

more homogamously in second marriages to changing preferences. Despite mixed empirical results for 

the effects of education (Thornton 1977; Wolf and McDonald 1979; Koo et al. 1984; Smock 1990), labor 

force participation (Wolf and McDonald 1979), and earnings (Mott and Moore 1983), the emphasis on 

socioeconomic preferences may be stronger in second marriages than in first marriages because the 

proportion of divorcees remarrying is smaller than the proportion ever-marrying (DeGraaf and Kalmijn 

2003). The importance of some characteristics may change from first to second marriages. For example, 

the presence of children in the household can greatly reduce the chances for remarriage, especially for 

women (Lampard and Peggs 1999; DeGraaf and Kalmijn 2003).  

While preferences play an important role in remarriage, partner preferences are often shaped and 

changed by marriage market factors (e.g., Lichter et al. 1995; Kalmijn and Flapp 2001). As a result, older 

men and women are more likely to redefine their preferences to include heterogamous marriages or to 



forgo marriage all together (Lichter 1990; Mare 1991). A similar process may take place in the remarriage 

market as well. Marital homogamy may be less likely in remarriage for several reasons. First, the age at 

which an individual enters the remarriage market effects their prospects of forming a second marriage. 

Men and women who divorce at later ages have a lower probability of remarrying (Goldman, Westoff, 

and Hammerslough 1984). Similarly, people who delay their first marriages are less likely to experience a 

second marriage if they get divorced. Bumpass et al. (1990) found that women who married for the first 

time after age 22 had a 38% lower remarriage rate than those that married at younger ages. The 

remarriage market tends to be particularly limiting for older women because men, on average, marry 

younger women and there are more single women than men in older age groups (White and Rogers 2000). 

Second, remarriages are more likely to be heterogamous than first marriages because remarriage markets 

are smaller and more heterogeneous than the first marriage market (Dean and Gurak 1978). Highly 

educated men and women may be particularly likely to marry heterogamously in second marriages 

because lower educated people tend to have higher divorce rates than average (White and Rogers 2000). 

Third, because remarriage markets are restricted, matching on multiple characteristics may be difficult. 

This is less problematic in first marriages, where men and women can match with spouses across 

numerous characteristics. For example, Qian (1998) finds that age and education homogamy in first 

marriage increased over time for both men and women. However, remarriage is more likely to lead to 

matching on some characteristics may lead to mismatches on others. Men may have a preference for 

second spouses younger than themselves (Jacobs and Furstenberg 1986; Ni Borchlain 1988; Bumpass et 

al. 1990), but this preference may also lead to a mismatched marriage on education. Similarly, women 

may be more likely to make education-age mismatches in order to maximize their preferences, especially 

when they experience more market restrictions in remarriage than men.  

II. Data and Methods 

In this paper I will use the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979 cohort (NLSY79). 

NLSY79 is a panel survey of 12,686 men and women between the ages of 14 and 22 as of January 1, 

1979. These data are unique because they are presented in an event-history format, allowing researchers 



to follow an individual’s union formation and dissolution activity and other important life-history events. 

The data are in person-year format where every year the respondent is not married after divorce is 

considered a separate observation because the individual remains at risk of experiencing a second 

marriage. Once having experienced a second marriage, the respondent is no longer in the risk set and is 

right-censored from the data. 

 I study assortative mating in remarriage by focusing on the level of educational and age 

homogamy in second marriages. I examine how educational and age assortative mating varies in terms of 

the likelihood of remarriage and how homogamous second marriages are in terms of education and age. I 

also look at whether men and women make education-age homogamy tradeoffs in second marriages. 

Specifically, I analyze the level of homogamy in both characteristics to see if individuals match 

heterogamously on both, one, or none of these characteristics. This study is limited to individuals who 

have been previously married and ended their first marriage in divorce. Previous research has shown that 

widowers have different mate selection patterns in subsequent marriages than do the divorced and are 

more likely to forgo second marriage (Wu and Schimmele 2005). As a result, I limit this sample to those 

who have divorced. Because previous research has shown that men and women have different patterns of 

remarriage (e.g., DeGraaf and Kalmijn 2003; Gelissen 2004), I run my models separately by gender of the 

respondent.  

III. Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable is an event variable that specifies if remarriage took place at a given point 

in time and whether the respondent entered a marriage which was homogamous on both age and 

education, homogamous on one characteristic, or heterogamous on both characterstics. A marriage is 

defined as educationally homogamous if the respondent and their spouse have the same level of 

educational attainment at the time of first marriage: less than high school (<12 years of schooling), high 

school graduate (12 years of schooling), some college (13-15 years of schooling), and college degree or 

more (16+ years of schooling). A respondent experiences age homogamy if they marry within their same 

age category, following Geliseen (2004): 20 years old and younger, 21-25 years old, 26-30 years old, 31-



35 years old, 31-35 years old, 36-40 years old, and over 40 years old
1
. A marriage is considered 

educationally heterogamous if the respondent and their spouse have different levels of educational 

attainment at the time of remarriage and age heterogamous if the respondent and spouse are in different 

age categories when remarried.  

IV. Independent Variables 

 I will control for a variety of characteristics which have been linked to the chances of marriage 

and remarriage: first marriage homogamy or heterogamy on age and educational attainment; family 

structure; religion; race/ethnicity; number of siblings; mother’s education; and residential status; 

educational attainment; employment status; poverty status; cohabitation status (lagged); and the presence 

of children in the household.  

V. Expected Findings  

 My first research question looks at the impact of educational attainment and age on the likelihood 

of remarriage. I expect that educational attainment will have a strong, positive effect on the odds of 

entering a second marriage, especially for men. Previous studies have shown that well-educated, well-

socioeconomically positioned men are more likely to remarry (e.g., DeGraaf and Kalmijn 2003) and that 

the results for women tend to be mixed (Thornton 1977; Wolf and McDonald 1979; Koo et al. 1984). 

However, Smock (1990) shows a positive effect of education on remarriage. Age, however, has less 

ambiguous effects. Due to a more constricted marriage market at later ages, I expect that men and women 

who divorce or experience first marriage at earlier ages are less likely to remarry than those who do so 

earlier. Furthermore, I expect that older individuals who do marry are more likely to do so 

heterogamously by age and educational attainment.  

 My second research question focuses on the degree of educational and age homogamy in second 

marriages. I expect that the level of heterogamy in second marriages will be higher than that in first 

marriage and will vary across several characteristics. Specifically, I hypothesize that the most and least 

                                                 
1
 Janssen (2002) defends this age categorization by arguing that, on average, people in one age group will be more 

homogeneous whereas age differences increase when age categories are further apart. Thus, this roughly 

approximates selection on age in marriage.  



educated men and women (e.g., Gelissen 2004), older individuals (e.g., Bumpass et al. 1990), and people 

with children (e.g., Petronio and Endres 1985) are more likely to enter age and educationally 

heterogamous second marriages.  

 My third research question emphasizes potential education-age tradeoffs in remarriage. Here, the 

effect of restricted remarriage markets may be most poignant. Specifically, I expect that men and women 

who remarry and do not form both educationally and age homogamous second marriages are likely to 

have heterogamous marriages on both characteristics. Thus, I expect that men and women who do not 

marry someone similar to themselves by age and education are likely to marry down in age and education 

in order to form a remarriage.  

VI. Conclusion 

 Divorce and remarriage have become increasingly commonplace in the United States, yet our 

knowledge about who remarries and how they remarry remains incomplete. This is unfortunate, 

considering the importance of assortative mating in stratification, martial satisfaction, martial stability, 

and other outcomes. Several researchers have indicated that the characteristics of marriage markets and 

preferences can have a substantial impact on partnering (e.g. Lichter et al. 1991, 1992, 1995; Lloyd and 

South 1996; Blau et al. 2000), but how these factors affect partner choice in second marriages remains 

unknown. In this study, I consider this question by concentrating on age and educational assortative 

mating in second marriages and marital sorting across both characteristics. This paper addresses a major 

hole in an important aspect of family formation by focusing on who marries whom in second marriages. 
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