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ABSTRACT 

 

Measuring spouses’ ages allows us to explore larger sociological issues about 

marriage, such as whether narrowing gaps signal gender progress or if a rise in female-

older unions reveals a status change. Using Census and American Community Survey 

data, I test the merits of beauty-exchange and status homogamy theories as explanations 

for how heterosexual marital age gaps changed over a 40-year period of social and 

economic revolution. Analyses address questions about how age gaps compared for 

people with different characteristics, whether similarly aged couples exhibited greater 

educational and socio-economic homogamy than others, and if the odds of being in age-

heterogamous marriages changed.  

Chapter 4 provides the historical context of U.S. marriages from 1910 on, and 

shows that while disadvantaged groups retreated from marriage, the percentage of 

individuals with greater education and income who married remained high. Age 

homogamy rose over 100 years due to a decline in marriages involving much-older 

husbands rather than increases in wife-older unions. 

 Results in Chapter 5 show that mean age gaps decreased significantly over time 

for first-married individuals by most—but not all—characteristics. Gaps narrowed for 

those who were White, Black, other race, or of Hispanic origin; from any age group; with 

zero, one, or two wage earners; with any level of education; and from most types of 

interracial pairs. One exception was that mean age gaps increased between Asian wives 

and White husbands, and Asian women’s odds of having a much older husband were 

higher than the odds for racially homogamous women. Those odds increased over time.  
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 Findings lent support for status homogamy theory, since same-age couples 

showed greater educational homogamy than others in any decade, but showed mixed 

support for beauty exchange. In 2010-14, the median spousal earnings gap was wider in 

husband-older marriages than age-homogamous ones; however, the reverse was true in 

1980. Women-older first or remarriages exhibited the smallest median earnings gaps in 

1980 and 2010-14, and women in these marriages contributed a greater percentage of the 

family income than other women in 2010-14 (43.6% vs 36.9%, respectively).  

The odds of being in age-heterogamous unions were significantly higher for 

persons who were remarried, from older age groups, from certain racial backgrounds, in 

some interracial marriages, less educated, and from lower SES backgrounds. Age and 

remarriage showed the greatest impact on odds ratios. While age homogamy increased 

overall, the odds of being a much older spouse (11+ years older) increased dramatically 

for remarried men and women between 1970 and 1980, and then remained high in 2010-

14. Remarried women’s odds of being the much older wife versus a same-age spouse 

were 20.7 times that of the odds of first-married women in 2010-14. Other results showed 

that Black men’s odds of being with a much-older wife compared to one around the same 

age were about 2.5 times that of the odds of White men in each decade. Hispanic men’s 

odds of being in a first marriage with a much-older wife versus one of the same age were 

also twice the odds of White men in 1980 and 2010-14.   

Analyses demonstrated that marital age gaps have, indeed, changed significantly 

since the second-wave women’s movement, and that while age homogamy increased, the 

odds of being age heterogamous also shifted for people with different characteristics. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“I would recommend 30 as the desirable age for marriage in men, and raise that of girls 

from 20 to 23 or 25.”  

Theodoor H. Van de Velde, Ideal Marriage (1930) 

 

While most heterosexual spouses in the U.S. are around the same age (Amato, 

Booth, Johnson & Rogers 2007)—a concept called age homogamy—marital age patterns 

are nonetheless gendered. First, men are usually the older spouse (Gustafson & Fransson 

2015; Alaire & Carmichael 2015; Pyke & Adams 2010; England & McClintock 2009; 

Vella & Collins 1990), and only 4.4% of marriages comprise a wife who is older than her 

spouse by six or more years (Vespa, Lewis & Kreider 2013). Second, age gaps increase 

with the age of the groom (England & McClintock 2009; Ni Bhrolchain 1992; Bossard 

1933), which may partly explain why average gaps are wider in remarriages than first 

marriages (Atkinson & Glass 1985; Dean & Gurak 1978; England & McClintock 2009; 

Klinger-Vartabedian & Wispe 1989; Ni Bhrolchain 1992; Shehan, Berardo, Vera & 

Carley 1991; Wheeler & Gunter 1987). Finally, the association between age gaps and 

women’s age at marriage follows a different pattern than for men: age gaps decrease 

initially with women’s increased age at marriage and increase later (Ni Bhrolchain 1992), 

perhaps reflecting gender differences in how age functions in the marriage market. 

  Lower rates of age homogamy have been found among African Americans 

(Shehan et al 1991; Spanier & Glick 1980), people from lower socio-economic strata 
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(Boyd & Li 2003; Berardo, Appel & Berardo 1993; Vera, Berardo & Berardo 1985), 

those with less formal education (Atkinson & Glass 1985), and U.S.-born men marrying 

women who emigrate from certain world regions, such as Eastern Europe (Balistreri, 

Joyner & Kao 2017). Excluding the cross-border marriages, theorists generally assume 

that a thinner marriage market for individuals with these characteristics compels them to 

widen their partner search and marry others who are dissimilar, or heterogamous, in age 

(South 1991; Spanier & Glick 1980).   

  Although no one disputes the predominance of age-homogamous marriages, 

researchers disagree about whether marriages outside this majority have increased or 

decreased in the late 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century. One camp reports a general increase in 

age homogamy (Shafer 2013), while another finds rising age heterogamy (Amato et al 

2007). Inconsistent definitions of what constitutes an age gap may explain part of the 

divergence in views; however, the clear pattern of a narrowing mean age gap found 

between the early and mid-20
th

 Century (Presser 1975) may have become more 

convoluted since the 1970s, as it has in other countries, such as the Netherlands (Van 

Poppel et al 2001) and China (Mu & Xie 2014). If the pattern has indeed grown more 

complex, then we might question whether women’s economic and educational gains 

lessened the taboo around female-older marriages (Vera et al 1985) and increased their 

frequency, or if the proportion of male-older marriages remained unchanged as a 

recalcitrant reaction to women’s improved status. Of course, we might also wonder if the 

retreat from marriage (Cherlin 2014) changed the demographic profile of couples who 

married.   
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Why This Matters 

Despite declining marriage rates (Willoughby, Hall & Luczak 2015; Cohn 2011; 

Cherlin 2009; Qian 1998) and the later onset of first marriage (Copen et al 2012; Raley, 

Sweeney & Wondra 2015) in the past half-century, most heterosexuals still marry 

(Klinenberg 2012; Kalmijn 1998). High divorce and remarriage rates—what Cherlin 

(2009) calls marital churn—have implications for partner selection, the marriage market, 

and extent to which unions comprise individuals with (dis)similar characteristics. 

Marriage is still relevant for a large swath of the population, and spousal selection, which 

researchers have studied for decades, can reflect social stratification if people marry only 

others like themselves (Shafer & Qian 2010).  

In some respects, a lot has changed since sociologist Harriet Presser (1975) 

considered the social implications of age differences between spouses. In 1970, the 

median age at first marriage was 21 years for women and 23 years for men; by 2015, 

those ages were 27 and 29, respectively (U.S. Census Bureau 2016). Prior to 1980, men 

were typically the more educated marital partner (Esteve, Garcia-Roman & Permanyer 

2012); in 1982, however, women achieved parity with men in college degree attainment 

(Buchmann & DiPete 2006) and currently outpace men in college graduation rates 

(Buchmann & DiPete 2006; Ewart 2012; Esteve et al 2012). Moreover, while Presser 

(1975) weighed the merits of a theory that women married older men to elevate their 

otherwise lower social status, by the early 21
st
 Century, two-thirds of married households 

with young children were dual-earner (Ladinvar 2014) and the percentage of wives’ 

wages constituting a family’s earnings increased from 37 percent in 1970 to about 44 
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percent in 2013 (U.S. Council of Economic Advisers on Women’s Labor Force 

Participation and the Work-Family Conflict 2015).  

Other marital patterns have been slower to change since the sexual revolution in 

the 1970s. While the median age at first marriage increased, the pattern of “constrained 

age heterogamy” (Pyke & Adams 2010) where husbands are typically the slightly older 

partner has persisted. For all of women’s economic and educational progress, age still 

disadvantages them more so than men in the marriage market (Alaire & Carmichael 

2015; South 1991): the chances of remarrying decrease significantly with age for women 

(Coleman, Ganong & Fine 2000; Lichter 1990) and there is still a tendency for men to 

marry down in age as they grow older (England & McClintock 2009).   

  Put simply, the topic of marital age homogamy deserves our attention for several 

reasons. First, age gaps might affect marital quality and satisfaction (Lewis & Spanier 

1979; Vera et al 1985), instability or divorce (Bumpass & Sweet 1972; England, Allison 

& Sayer 2016), fertility (Casterline, Williams & McDonald 1986) and a spouse’s mental 

health (Kim, Park & Lee 2015). The assumption historically has been that larger spousal 

age gaps contributed to marital problems (e.g., Bossard 1933; Bumpass & Sweet 1972), 

although early research has been criticized as methodologically and/or theoretically weak 

(Van Poppel et al 2001; Vera et al 1985; Berardo et al 1993). Still, even recently, Mu & 

Xie (2013) found a correlation between age heterogamy and lower spousal intimacy, and 

Pyke & Adams (2010) drew links with reduced marital satisfaction. Earlier work (e.g., by 

Spanier & Glick [1980] and Bumpass & Sweet [1972]) found marriages marked by 

homogamy in age and other characteristics were of higher quality and more stable than 
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heterogamous marriages, although Vera et al (1985) found no such deleterious effects of 

husband-older age gaps on marital quality. Whether age heterogamy contributes to 

negative marital outcomes remains an open question and is beyond the scope of this 

study; however, in order for scholars to accurately assess that connection, they must 

better understand the characteristics of who is most likely to participate in age-discrepant 

marriages in the first place. My research aims to inform this conversation.     

  Second, age differences may be consequential later in life for people needing 

caregiving support, and researchers find that women in the U.S. are more likely than men 

to provide this type of spousal care (Glauber 2017; Pinquart & Sorenson 2006). For sure, 

many men care for their wives through illness and death, but results from a meta-analysis 

of caregiving studies show that 69% of caregivers were women with a mean age of 

around 60 years old (Pinquart & Sorenson 2006). Data showing women’s greater 

likelihood of caregiving raises the question about who cares for them when they approach 

their last years of life if they are usually the younger spouse. If the percentage of same-

age spouses rises, then the disparity in caregiving may decrease, which I contend would 

signal gender progress or a reduction in gender stratification. 

  A third and related reason to explore spousal age differences is that if historical 

norms persist, then one group—in this case, women—will continue to be disadvantaged 

in their elderly years by disproportionally high rates of widowhood. Husbands who 

predecease their spouses certainly get the short end of the stick with regard to longevity; 

however, the disparity in the percentage of persons living with a spouse at age 65 and 

older (72% of men versus 45% of women) (Vespa et al 2013) is exacerbated by the social 
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norm that men should be the older spouse. Some researchers have noted adverse mental 

health outcomes for wives experiencing a higher probability of early widowhood due to 

their partners’ older ages (Choi & Vasunilashorn 2014), and if the percentage of older-

husband marriages continues to rise at rates disproportionately higher than for older-wife 

marriages, then age differences will also have demographic implications since women 

may spend more of their lives alone as widows given their lower rates of remarriage 

(Coleman et al 2000; South 1991; de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003). On the other hand, if age 

homogamy in the population increases, then perhaps we will see more gender equitable 

rates of early widowhood, macabre as that sounds. 

  Fourth, evidence shows that marrying someone younger than you can literally 

extend your life! Scholars find that people who marry partners who are younger than they 

are tend to live longer than expected compared to people who are the younger spouse 

(Abel & Kruger 2008; Drefahl 2010; Kemkes-Grottenthaler 2004; Klinger-Vartabedian 

& Wispe 1989). Essentially, it pays to be the older spouse. This protective benefit applies 

to older spouses of either gender, but is especially strong statistically for men, according 

to the research. Dated studies (e.g., Fox, Bulusu & Kinlen 1979; Rose & Benjamin 1971; 

Williams & Drum 1998) have demonstrated clear longevity benefits to men married to 

younger partners, and more contemporary work has largely replicated those findings and 

extended the benefits to women who are the older spouse. For example, Abel & Kruger 

(2008) found that men married to younger women had lower mortality than men married 

to older wives or even same-age spouses; women married to men who were six or more 

years younger than they were also had greater longevity than women married to same-age 
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or older spouses. Drefahl (2010) found that women married to same-age or younger 

husbands had greater longevity than women married to husbands who were older than 

they were. If norms change and the proportion of wife-older marriages rises, then 

theoretically, the longevity benefits associated with being the older spouse would be 

shared more evenly across genders in the population.  

  A fifth set of reasons why marital age homogamy warrants further study is that at 

a broader level, age gaps may also reflect the degree of gender equity in relationships 

(Shafer 2013), female agency (Utomo 2014; Carmichael 2011), and improved status of 

women relative to men (Klinger-Vartabedian & Wispe 1989; Atkinson & Glass 1985; 

Presser 1975). Scholars theorize that modernization decreases the level of marital 

homogamy predicated on ascribed characteristics—in this case, age, but what Kalmijn 

(1991) identified as religious affiliation or parents’ social status—and increases 

homogamy with regard to achieved characteristics, such as education (Van Poppel et al 

2001). I will examine these themes in greater detail in Chapter 2, since literature about 

homogamy in age and other characteristics offers insight into the extent to which gender 

stratification may be on the decline in our society.  

   Sixth, my study addresses an under-researched area (Lehmiller & Agnew 2008; 

Van Poppel et al 2001; Vella & Collins 1990) and builds on past literature by using 

robust analytical techniques to test the merits of status exchange theory in explaining 

outcomes. Far less attention has been paid to trends in spouses’ ages than to other types 

of marital homogamy (Casterline et al 1986; Gustafrasson & Franson 2015; Pyke & 

Adams 2010; Van Poppel et al 2001), which has perplexed some scholars given the long-
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standing social norm for husbands to be older in first marriages (Alaire & Carmichael 

2015; Gustafrasson & Franson 2015) and age-discrepant marriages (Pyke & Adams 

2010). Vella & Collins (1990) saw the husband-older social norm as an “interesting 

feature of marriage” that researchers have overlooked because of “its historical 

persistence rather than its lack of inherent interest” (Vella & Collins 1990: 359). 

Although age-heterogamous marriages constitute a minority—approximately one-third of 

men and eight percent of women are four or more years older than their spouses (Alaire 

& Carmichael 2015)—the sociological significance of these trends lies not in the 

numbers but in the “role they play in theorizing about homogamy and social 

consequences” (Vera et al 1985: 553).  

   Finally, in addition to addressing an overlooked topic relative to other forms of 

marital homogamy, this study offers a corrective to prior work that has used non-

representative samples or poor research methods (Van Poppel et al 2001). It enhances the 

literature by considering age differences in the context of other characteristics, and uses 

nationally representative samples and multinomial logistic regression models. Although 

educational homogamy studies commonly use log-linear models (Blossfeld 2009), few 

studies investigating age differences have incorporated higher-level statistical modeling. 

(There are some notable exceptions, which I discuss in Chapter 2.) Perhaps more 

importantly, my analysis stands alone as far as I could determine after an extensive 

review of the literature in examining the relationship among age differences and marital 

wage gaps, women’s labor force participation, and women’s economic contribution to the 

household. 
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  Social scientists have been studying the process of partner selection and extent to 

which people marry others from within or outside their social status group for the better 

part of the last century (Kalmijn 1998); however, most empirical studies have focused on 

educational homogamy rather than other factors due likely to what Blossfeld (2009) 

surmises is the wider availability of data for both spouses. Whereas numerous studies 

have examined racial/ethnic intermarriage and the tendency to partner based on shared 

socioeconomic status (SES) (Kalmijn 1998), age heterogamy has been much less studied 

(Van Poppel et al 2001).  

  In summary, my study’s application of status exchange theory that I will discuss 

momentarily improves upon a largely atheoretical landscape reported by Berardo et al 

(1993) who argued that a lack of theory driving studies has hindered researchers’ ability 

to formulate clear hypotheses about age differences. This team posits that studies prior to 

the 1990s merely concluded that (1) people married others like themselves out of 

“cultural conditioning” (Berardo et al 1993:95), (2) age-heterogamous marriages were 

unstable, and (3) a marriage squeeze and sexual double-standard of aging contributed to 

the greater prevalence of husband-older than wife-older unions. While my research does 

not explicate the factors influencing spousal selection, the use of Census data to test the 

assumptions undergirding exchange theory can better elucidate a connection between 

theory and practice.  

Purpose of the Study 

Sociologists study marital characteristics for insights into larger contemporary 

social issues, such as whether increases in interracial marriage signal movement toward a 
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more egalitarian society. Questions about who marries captivate demographers and can 

produce new insights about how the institution of marriage is continually changing. This 

dissertation investigates how spousal age gaps have changed in the U.S. between 1970 

and 2010-14, when women’s educational attainment and median earnings increased 

substantially (Mundy 2012), the percentage of interracial marriages rose (Qian & Lichter 

2007), and marriage rates fell (Cherlin 2009). Its purpose is to better understand the 

current institution of marriage by determining whether the odds of being in an age- 

heterogamous marriage have changed during this period of significant social and 

economic change. Specifically, I use Census and American Community Survey (ACS) 

files from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) to explore whether age 

gaps in heterosexual couples varied by spouses’ race, educational level, median wages, 

interracial pairings, and other characteristics. Comparing whether age gaps widen or 

narrow for couples from different educational and income strata allows us to gauge what 

has occurred in marriages after the second-wave women’s movement and over a period 

of continued decline in marriage rates in the general population.   

  My study also tests the merits of two sociological theories as explanations for 

marital age patterns. First, I consider the relevance of beauty-exchange theory—a 

contemporary variant of status exchange theory (McClintock 2014)—as an explanation 

for trends among age-heterogamous marriages whose spouses are between four and 10 

years apart or 11 or more years apart. My research shows that these marriages account for 

about one-third of first marriages for either men or women, and approximately 53% of 

women’s and 60% of men’s remarriages. I use age as a proxy for beauty because Census 
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data do not capture physical attractiveness, and while this is not ideal, it is fair to say that 

the standard of beauty in Western cultures places great value on a youthful appearance, 

particularly for women (England & McClintock 2009). To assess the utility of the beauty-

exchange theory in explaining marriages between older men and younger women, I 

analyze the extent to which the husbands have significantly higher median earnings and 

education than their wives and compared to men in age-homogamous marriages. (I also 

examine patterns in wife-older marriages, which comprise about 5% of all first marriages 

for men or women and 17% of women’s and 7% of men’s remarriages.) 

  Second, I apply status homogamy theories to age-homogamous couples who are 

three or fewer years apart in age; these unions currently constitute a little more than two-

thirds of all first marriages and approximately 47% of women’s and 40% of men’s 

remarriages. For sure, the literature on spousal selection brims with evidence that 

individuals match homogamously on many characteristics besides age, such as physical 

attractiveness, race, SES, and education (McClintock 2014). Thus, in marriage, birds of a 

feather usually flock together. I examine the extent to which age-homogamous couples 

share the same educational attainment and race, and show relatively narrow median wage 

gaps compared to age-heterogamous couples.  

  By exposing some of the factors that previous analyses of marital age differences 

overlooked, including the importance of comparing over time only marriages with at least 

one U.S.-born spouse, I hope to present a more accurate portrait of age gaps across the 

20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century. After setting the context by presenting historical trends that 

date back to 1910, I analyze for 1970, 1980, and 2010-14 the odds of being in marriages 
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with certain age gaps for people with characteristics that previous researchers found key 

or failed to explore sufficiently, such as women’s household economic contributions.  

  The rest of this chapter outlines my research questions, describes the study’s 

theoretical framework, and concludes by defining the main concepts. In Chapter 2, I 

assess and critique the relevant literature on marital age differences and from theoretical 

or empirical research on other forms of marital homogamy/heterogamy, such as 

educational or racial homogamy, since age differences are part of a larger examination of 

partner selection. I also elaborate on studies that used exchange theories to understand 

marital patterns. Chapter 3 describes my research methodology and hypotheses that I 

address in the analyses of Census data. In Chapter 4, I illustrate the historical age patterns 

in U.S. marriages over a hundred years for context. Chapter 5 presents multivariate 

results and those of the multinomial regression analysis that I conducted for 1970, 1980, 

and 2010-14. Finally, Chapter 6 assesses the study results in light of the hypotheses, 

situates the results in the broader literature, and considers the limitations and implications 

for future research.  

Research Questions 

This research explores whether age gaps between heterosexual marital spouses 

varied by individual and household characteristics and changed over a 40-year period that 

saw substantial change in women’s labor force participation and average educational 

attainment. Specifically, I analyzed Census and ACS records from the 1970, 1980, and 

2010-14 IPUMS datasets to answer the following research questions: 
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1.) How do the ages of current spouses compare over four decades? Have 

differences in age gaps changed or remained the same over time? For example, as 

women’s labor force participation increased in the late 20
th

 Century, did the 

proportion of marriages with a much older wife rise? Did the spousal age gaps 

widen or narrow over time as large numbers of people remarried later in life? 

2.) How do the age gaps in interracial marriages and marriages between 

Hispanic and non-Hispanic spouses compare to those of racially 

homogamous couples? Are certain racial compositions of pairings more likely to 

be age heterogamous?  Does the gap size differ for certain interracial pairings? 

For example, is it wider for White men married to Asian women than it is for 

people in different interracial pairings?  

3.) What is the level of educational homogamy among couples with different age 

gaps?  Are age-homogamous couples more educationally homogamous than age- 

heterogamous ones? Do age-homogamous couples demonstrate high levels of 

educational homogamy, as status homogamy theories would suggest?  Are age 

gap patterns different over time with women’s rises in education? 

4.) What is the earnings gap in dual-earner, husband-older age-heterogamous 

couples and how does it compare with the wage gap in age-homogamous 

households and in marriages with an older wife?  Is the median wage gap 

wider or narrower in first marriages with older wives, same-age spouses, or older 

husbands? How do median earnings gaps compare over time in couples with 

different age gaps when we account for differences in spouses’ number of usual 
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hours worked? Are marriages where wives contribute a greater percentage of the 

household income more or less age homogamous than those where women 

contribute less economically?  

5.) What are the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage for people with 

various characteristics, and how do those odds compare over four decades? 

For example, are the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage higher or 

lower for individuals with the characteristics shown in the literature to be 

influential, such as: being previously married, African American, having less 

education, and being in an interracial marriage and/or one with at least one spouse 

who is foreign-born? In other words, is the age gap wider for individuals with 

certain characteristics? 

While the literature about these topics separately is vast, few researchers have 

taken an intersectional approach to studying age heterogamy that considers the multiple 

social dimensions of people’s lives. England & McClintock (2009) examine marital age 

heterogamy in the context of social class and race; however, they were limited to using 

survey data from 1995 for marriages occurring between 1970 and 1988 to answer their 

research questions. My study reaches across the homogamy literature on age, education, 

social class, and race/ethnicity for a better understanding of how heterosexual partnering 

in the U.S. has worked in a period marked by economic and educational change. I also 

examine marital age trends from 1910 to 2010-14 in descriptive analyses for a better 

understanding of the historical content and assess the utility of exchange theory and 

status homogamy as viable explanations for age heterogamy/homogamy. 
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Theoretical Framework 

  Scholars have explored the process of spousal selection through an econometric 

lens that depicts a marriage market where individuals seek the “best value” in a partner, 

exchange “assets” in a type of trade, and usually marry a partner with similar traits 

because people offer their own most desirable characteristics in the match (Kenrick et al 

1993: 951). In this way, theorists have used social exchange theories to explain the 

prevalence of homogamous marriages. By contrast, status exchange theory—another 

form of social exchange—has been used to conceptualize the selection of partners with 

heterogamous characteristics. Theorists posit that the potential partners trade their 

differential social statuses to make the marriage work. Although status exchange is not 

without its critics because it fails to explain why most marriages are homogamous and 

has a weak evidence base (Rosenfeld 2005; Choi et al 2012), some researchers have 

indeed found that high-status persons of minority groups marry Whites at higher rates 

than do their less educated peers (Qian and Lichter 2007). Sassler & Joyner (2011), for 

example, found evidence of a possible exchange between young minority women’s 

beauty and young White men’s SES in their analysis of data from the National 

Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health).  

  The beauty-exchange theory that McClintock (2014) tested using a romantic pair 

supplement to the Add Health nationally representative sample presupposes a trade 

between women’s relative youth and men’s greater economic resources. (She also tested 

the less stereotypical match between men’s attractiveness and women’s higher SES.) She 

found no evidence supporting the beauty-exchange theory for the more than 500 married 
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couples in her study sample; however, she noted that findings might have been different 

had the men (and women) in the sample been older—respondents were mostly in their 

early 20s. In her sub-group analysis of age-heterogamous couples, the weak evidence she 

found for a trade between youth and status was due to educational differences that were 

likely temporary since the less educated spouses would soon complete college and 

achieve parity with their partners. Any signs of a beauty exchange detected in 

McClintock’s (2014) study were limited to people who were dating or cohabiting rather 

than married.  

  Assessing the strength of the beauty-exchange theory using Census data from age- 

heterogamous couples may serve as a corrective to an under-theorized literature about 

marital age gaps (Van Poppel et al 2001).  If the theory holds, then we would first expect 

the minority of age-heterogamous couples present in the Census data to show 

disproportionately high rates of older, economically advantaged husbands with younger 

wives who earn lower median wages or incomes and contribute less economically to the 

household than wives in age-homogamous marriages. The gender wage gap in husband-

older age marriages would theoretically be wider than any median wage gaps found in 

age-homogamous marriages, controlling for hours worked. Second, we might expect men 

in husband-older marriages to have a higher educational attainment than their wives in 

1970 and 1980; this assumption is less reasonable for 2010-14 given women’s increased 

educational attainment, but will also be tested in the study. Finally, applying beauty 

exchange theory to interracial marriages means that we would expect White husbands 

married to younger Asian or Black women to show higher median earnings and/or 
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education than their spouses and compared to men in age-homogamous marriages. We 

would also expect high-status minority men who are married to younger White women to 

have higher education and/or median earnings than their wives and show a wider gap 

than in age-homogamous marriages if the theory holds.   

Definitions and Concepts 

  Just as heterogamy is defined differently across societies (Vera et al 1985), 

scholars’ determination of what constitutes (dis)similar age between partners varies. 

Some writers classify age-heterogamous unions as having age gaps of only two years, 

while others have used gaps of at least three years (Shafer 2013), four (Vera et al 1985), 

five (Atkinson & Glass 1985; Shehan et al 1991), or six or more years. Wheeler & Gunter 

(1987) concluded that most studies set heterogamy at three or more years apart; however, 

given the fluidity of definitions and seasoned publication dates of many studies, I settled 

on four or more years where either spouse is older as a defensible operationalization of 

heterogamy. This means that I consider spouses who are three or fewer years apart to be 

homogamous, or similar, in age. The cutoff in years that I use in analyses is important 

since how I define similarly or “differently aged” couples affects the results. I will 

elaborate on this in my assessment of key studies in Chapter 2.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

   

  In this chapter, I review the literature about marital age difference and assess the 

strength of scholars’ explanations for the patterns they observed. Since studies about age 

gaps are part of a larger body of research on the process of partner selection, I next 

consider the insights that studies about other forms of homogamy have to offer in 

improving our understanding of narrow or wide age gaps. I then take stock in the 

evidence that supports or fails to support the use of various social exchange theories, such 

as status exchange, beauty-exchange, and status homogamy theories as explanations for 

marital age patterns. This treatment is important to my study, since I test the applicability 

of these types of social exchange theories in the statistical analysis of Census data. I 

continue by summarizing trends in, and explanations for, interracial marriage that 

increased in the late 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century and conclude by presenting my study’s 

main hypotheses, which I formulated based on the empirical and theoretical literature. 

  Theorists exploring spousal selection and age patterns offer different explanations 

for trends in first marriages, remarriages, or all marriages. For example, age-

homogamous couples in first marriages are thought to share a values, expectations, and 

various traits (Bumpuss & Sweet 1978), whereas, theorists argue that individuals in 

heterogamous couples with at least one remarrying partner might have faced limited 

partnering opportunities due to older age and thus relaxed their search for a similarly 

aged partner. Occasionally, however, authors use the same idea to explain both 
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homogamy and heterogamy, which may cause confusion and/or suggest that a problem 

with the logic underlying the theories asserted. For example, a decline in parental 

influence in partner selection has been used to explain both homogamy and heterogamy 

for reasons I will soon explain. While I present scholars’ explanations for marital age 

differences in the section below, it may help to keep in mind the following consistently 

accepted research findings: 

1. Most first marriages are age homogamous (Berardo et al 1993; Dean & Gurak 

1978; Wheeler & Gunter 1987). 

2. Remarriage and age at marriage positively predict wider spousal age differences, 

which is to say that remarriages and later-life marriages have higher rates of age 

heterogamy than first marriages (Ni Bhrolchain 1992; Shehan et al. 1991; Vera et 

al 1985; Wheeler & Gunter 1987). 

Macro-, Meso-, and Micro-Level Explanations for Age Differences  

Social scientists often understand spousal selection as the result of a confluence of 

macro-, meso-, and micro-level social forces, by which I mean marriage market 

opportunities, family- or community-level influences, and personal choices, respectively. 

Excluding arranged marriages, most people exercise personal choice in whom they 

marry, but those choices are shaped by culture and can shift during different eras. For 

example, Van Poppel et al (2001) contend that until World War II, social norms in the 

U.S. dictated that men ideally brought social and economic assets to a marriage—statuses 

that can increase with age—while women ideally offered beauty, the capacity to bear 

children, and domestic skills. The authors argue that this norm led to marriages typically 
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between younger women and older men; however, after World War II, women’s 

increased labor force participation and education began to influence the delay of marriage 

and the traits that were considered valuable in a marriage. In this way, the authors explain 

why mean spousal age differences have narrowed in the mid-to late 20
th

 Century. Perhaps 

their theory has merit in explaining the marriages of some men with relatively high 

economic resources, but one wonders about its applicability to economically 

disadvantaged individuals.  

  Writers taking an even longer, historical view on marital age difference theorize 

that age gaps shift during different stages of macro-level economic development in 

societies (Mu & Xie 2014). For example, some authors posit that age differences in first 

marriages should narrow during periods of “modernization” as parental influence in 

spousal selection diminishes and women bring more economic power to first marriages 

(Kalmijn 1998; Van Poppel et al 2001). Indeed, there is evidence that age gaps declined 

in China after 1960 as the country industrialized and women’s employment opportunities 

increased (Mu & Xie 2014).  The presumption is that reduced parental pressure in a 

partner selection leaves the possibility for more “love matches” and fewer arranged 

marriages. International studies (e.g., Utomo 2014) adopt this perspective when studying 

first marriages in developing countries between teenage girls and older men; in this 

context, a narrowing spousal age gap—greater homogamy—is considered a mark of 

progress for women. 

  By the same token, theorists also maintain that decreased parental pressure helps 

explain increased age heterogamy in later-life marriages or remarriages. Here, theorists 
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presume that older adults face less family pressure than younger persons to select an 

acceptable spouse and are thus freer to enter into marriages that buck prevailing social 

norms (Shafer 2013)
1
—within reason. The argument is that younger adults are less 

developed “socially, economically, and psychologically” (Shafer 2013: 105) than older 

adults, and that family pressure, which is more intense for younger people, reflects social 

norms for a given age group. In other words, whereas families prefer their young adult 

children to marry those similar in age, they would be less concerned about age gaps 

among older adult children (i.e., middle-aged) who marry, so long as the newlyweds do 

not deviate too far from prevailing norms (for middle-aged individuals). 

  Figure 1 summarizes scholars’ perspectives on why first or subsequent marriages 

tend to be age homogamous or heterogamous, respectively. A few reasons that relatively 

young adults tend to date, partner with, or marry others similar in age is that they meet 

same-age peers in high school or college (Mu & Xie 2014) and usually adopt the same 

norms that others do, which promote homogamy based on many characteristics, including 

race, education, and shared cultural background (Dean & Gurak 1978). As people get 

older, however, they leave school and interact with others out in the world whose ages 

are more diverse. By interacting with people in the workplace or diverse social settings, 

the theory assumes that as one ages, the chances of marrying age heterogamously rise.  

Shafer (2013) speculates that marital age homogamy occurs when spouses choose 

partners for “sentimental,” rather than “instrumental” reasons, experience favorable 

marriage market conditions, or wish to have children. He maintains that age heterogamy 

is more prevalent in older couples because the marriage market for these individuals is 

                                                 
1
 Perhaps this phenomenon is more likely to predict outcomes in developed countries. 
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thinner than for younger adults and compels them to look outside their “group” during 

partner selection. He also suggests that among older adults, hypergamy—the term 

demographers use for husband-older unions—may increase if older men seek out 

younger women because they equate feminine beauty with youthfulness. Others wonder 

if men may seek out younger women for fertility reasons or that younger women look for 

Figure 1. Overview of Theories about Age Heterogamy/Homogamy in First   

Marriages, Remarriages, and Later-Life Marriages  

First Marriages Tend to be Age Homogamous because: 

1. People often meet in school or other spheres where the age band is narrow 

(Kalmijn 1991) 

2. Parents tend to want their young adult children to marry age homogamously 

(Dean & Gurak 1978)  

3. Social pressure pushes people to adhere to norms about marrying 

homogamously based on other characteristics as well (Shafer 2013) 

4. Age heterogamy is predicted to decrease over time as societies "modernize" due 

to less parental pressure over partner choice and increased "love matches" (Van 

Poppel et al 2001)  

Remarriages and Later-Life Marriages Tend to be Age 

Heterogamous because: 

1. Advanced age brings people in contact with individuals with more diverse 

characteristics (Gelison 2004; Dean & Gurak 1978), especially in the workplace 

where many older people meet (de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003).  

2. A thinner marriage market, especially for women, compels individuals to widen 

their search to include unconventional partners (Shafer 2013). 

3. Lower parental pressure to marry a specific person allows individuals more 

freedom to deviate from social norms about age homogamy (Dean & Gurak 

1978)  

4. A double standard of aging and norm of equating female beauty with youth 

influences matches, where some men marrying later in life prefer a younger 

spouse (England & McClintock 2009) 

5. Desire among divorced men to have children may compel them to pair with 

younger women (de Graaf & Kalmijn 2003) 

 

older men with financial resources that are positively correlated with men’s age (Shafer 

2013). Furthermore, if some men experience an improvement in their financial well-
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being after divorce, as some research cited by Shafer has shown, then they may be 

viewed as more attractive partners in the marriage market than younger, never-married 

men (Shafer 2013). Implicit in these theories is a (stereotypical) exchange between older 

men’s financial status and younger women’s beauty. 

  A related theory explaining the existence of age-heterogamous marriages may be 

inferred from research about “cougars,” which is a pejorative term for middle-aged/older 

women who marry or date younger men. Alaire & Carmichael (2015) consider why these 

relationships are less common than male-older pairings and posit that a double standard 

still exists long after the sexual revolution that frames aging as more undesirable for 

women than for men. The authors point to other studies showing that women are more 

forgiving about men’s age than vice versa. (For example, Smith [1991] found that men 

focused more heavily on women’s appearance and youth in their partner search than did 

women.) While some dating research shows that women can be less willing than men to 

date others from dissimilar socio-economic, racial, and religious backgrounds (McIntosh 

et al 2011), they seem more tolerant than some men of a partner’s age. Exacerbating this 

phenomenon are media portrayals that pair older men with younger women (Katz 1999; 

Lauzen & Dozier 2005)—a concept which Katz (1999) refers to as the symbolic 

annihilation of older women—which may skew our perception of what aging looks like 

for women relative to men.  

  Next, I critique the empirical research about marital age differences and assess the 

evidence for and against various social exchange theories that academicians have 

proffered to explain their results. 
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Relevant Empirical Studies about Age Heterogamy 

  Recalling the characteristics associated with age heterogamy that I introduced in 

Chapter 1, researchers have shown that remarriage, older age at marriage, lower 

educational level, and having at least one spouse from a racial minority group predict 

wider age gaps. Studies in both the U.S. and Canada have also found increased age 

heterogamy in unions involving a non-citizen (Atkinson & Glass 1985) or foreign-born 

partner (Boyd & Li 2003).  Figure 2 on the next page summarizes these key findings 

from selected studies. 

  Social scientists have drawn from a variety of representative data sources to study 

marital age gaps in the U.S., including the following: 

 The Census (e.g., Atkinson & Glass 1985; Lichter 1990; Shehan et al 1991; Vella 

& Collins 1990) 

 National Survey of Families & Households (e.g., Fitzgerald 1999) 

 National Survey of Family Growth (e.g., Alaire & Carmichael 2015) 

 Current Population Survey (e.g., England & McClintock 2009; Spanier & Glick 

1980) 

 National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health Romantic Pair Sample 

(McClintock 2014) 

 National Fertility Study (e.g., Bumpass & Sweet 1978) 

 Panel of Income Dynamics (e.g., Vera et al 1985) 

 Marriage records (e.g., Bossard 1933; Veevers 1984) 

 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (e.g., Shafer 2013) 
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More than two decades ago, Lichter (1990) noted that Census records “provided 

the most frequently used sources for examining marital homogamy” (p. 804). Berardo et 

al (1993) asserted that few studies of age-discrepant marriages used longitudinal data and 

that it was most common to use cross-sectional, “Census-type” data and marriage/divorce 

records that were unobtrusive. This team deduced that more than half of the research in 

this area conducted in the 20 years leading up to their study used large “Census-type” 

data. While Blossfeld’s (2009) criticisms about using cross-sectional data to analyze 

educational marital homogamy are fair—educational status can change—many 

researchers turn to Census data sources because of their robust sample size and 

representativeness of the population.  

  Next, I discuss some of the aforementioned studies and focus on the evidence 

showing a relationship between marital age differences and education, SES, and 

race/ethnicity, since I examine these statuses in the multivariate analyses of my study. 

Age Differences & Educational Level 

 In their analysis of Census data for 1900, 1960, and 1980, Atkinson & Glass 

(1985) found that age heterogamy was more prevalent among married couples with  

“lower SES attributes” than others. They considered spouses five or more years apart to 

be age heterogamous and found that the percentage of age-homogamous marriages rose 

from about 63 percent in both 1900 and 1960 to about 70 percent in 1980. Interestingly, 

while the shift was driven largely by women less frequently marrying much older men as 

many had done so in 1900, there was a corresponding decrease in the percentage of 

women marrying younger men—from 15.8 percent in 1900 to 3.1 percent in 1980. The 
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Figure 2.  Overview of the Literature about the Characteristics Predicting Marital Age Heterogamy 

Greater Age Heterogamy among:                                   Methods & Results 

Remarried persons 

  

Alaire & Carmichael                               

(2015) 

Using the National Survey of Family Growth, authors predicted women's likelihood of being 

an older sexual partner and found that previously married women were more likely than other 

women to have a partner 5+ years younger. 

 

Shehan et al. (1991) Ran logistic regression on 1980 Census data and found that remarriage was the strongest 

predictor for age heterogamy. The two DVs were wife is 10+ years younger or 5+ years older. 

Wheeler & Gunther        

(1987) 

Reviewed marriage data in Florida from 1930 to 1980 and marriage records for 1985. Defined 

heterogamy as 2+ years apart and found the percentage of men marrying younger women 

increased with men's remarriages.  

Atkinson & Glass (1985) 

 

Using 1900, 1960 and 1980 Censuses, authors regressed variables on three categories of 

wives' ages and found heterogamy higher in remarried women. Age homogamy increased 

over time. 

Persons with Less Education 

Alaire & Carmichael  Education did not predict being in a sexual relationship with younger man.  

Boyd & Li (2003) Found that age-discrepant Canadian unions had greater tendency to have at least one partner 

with less than "grade 11" education. 
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Figure 2.  Overview of the Literature about the Characteristics Predicting Marital Age Heterogamy  

                 (Continued) 

Shehan, et al. (1991) Researchers found increased education lowered women’s probability of being in a 

heterogamous marriage. 

Atkinson & Glass (1985) 

Found in 1980 that Census data showed that a wife's lower education predicted age 

heterogamy. Using 1960 data, they found that wives with less education were more likely to 

be in age-heterogamous unions. 

 

Persons from Racial/Ethnic Minorities 

Alaire & Carmichael                 

(2015) 

Being Latina increased the odds of sexually partnering with a man 10+years younger. Black 

and White women were equally likely to be 5+ years older than partners. Other race women 

were more likely to be an older partner.  

Boyd & Li (2003) 

Age-heterogamous couples had a greater tendency to include at least one partner from a 

"visible racial minority" than age-homogamous couples. 

Shehan et al. (1991) 

Black women were more likely to be 10+ years younger than spouse and  5+ years older. 

Hispanic women and those married interracially were more likely to be 10+ years younger 

than spouse. 

Atkinson & Glass (1985) 

Among wives aged 39 or younger in 1900, Black women were more likely to be in age- 

heterogamous marriages. Analyses of 1980 data showed age-heterogamous marriages tended 

to have a Black wife. 

 

Persons with Lower Income 

Boyd & Li (2003) Age-heterogamous unions had lower incomes than age-homogamous ones. 

Atkinson & Glass (1985) 
 

Age-heterogamous unions had lower incomes than homogamous ones in 1980. 
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authors found that age-heterogamous couples tended to include wives with multiple prior 

marriages and husbands with lower occupational status. Although results varied by 

Census year and age group, women under age 40 in husband- older marriages had the 

least education of individuals in the analysis. Generally, the researchers found that age  

heterogamy was associated with lower education, lower family incomes, and being 

Black. 

Age Differences & Income/SES 

  Vera et al (1985) tested what they called the “conventional wisdom” that age- 

heterogamous marriages were more prevalent in the “upper classes,” and instead found 

wider spousal age gaps among those with lower median household incomes and levels of 

education. Researchers created an index that included education, income, and 

occupational variables for couples in one of four groups: group one comprised spouses 

where wives were four or more years older than the husband, group two included age-

homogamous spouses who were three or fewer years apart, group three included 

husbands who were four of more years older, and group four had husbands who were 11 

or more years older. They found that couples in the fourth group (widest age gaps) had 

the lowest mean SES scores, and that age-homogamous couples in group three earned the 

highest mean scores in the index. 

Age Differences & Race/Ethnicity 

  Atkinson & Glass (1985) found that Black women were more likely than White 

women in be in age-heterogamous marriages. Alaire & Carmichael (2015), who found 

similar empirical results, argued that since gender differences in mortality rates affect 
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African American women’s ability to partner with Black men, they must go outside their 

group to increase the chances of finding a partner. (For every 100 black women aged 35 – 

44, there are 89 Black men in that same age range.
2
) (See Lichter, Anderson & Hayward 

[1995] for an opposing view stating that women constrained by a sex ratio marriage 

squeeze remain unmarried rather than marry heterogamous partners.)    

Shehan et al. (1991) ran logistic regression models using 1980 Census data to 

predict a woman’s odds of being in a marriage where she was either five years older or 

10 years younger than her spouse. Ten percent of women in the public use sample were 

in age-heterogamous marriages, and the team found that Black women were 1.5 times 

more likely than White women to be married to a man who was 10 or more years older 

than they. Remarriage increased and education decreased the odds of being in a husband-

older marriage overall. 

Scholars studying marital age heterogamy address race by either limiting their 

analysis to Whites because “nonwhite and White marriage markets function differently” 

(Qian 1998:280) or analyzing trends for Whites and Blacks separately (e.g., England & 

McClintock 2009). I will discuss race in greater detail in subsections of this chapter about 

interracial marriage and status exchange theory. 

 

                                                 
2
 There were also more White and Hispanic unmarried women than men in the 18 – 34 

age and racial/ethnic group. South (1991) reports that in 1988, there were 124 unmarried 

White women between 18 and 34 years old for every 100 men, and 138 unmarried 

Hispanic women for every 100 Hispanic men (p. 930).(Scholars typically report sex 

ratios in terms of the number of men per 100 women; however, South did not use this 

convention.) Alaire & Carmichael (2015) do not provide sex ratio estimates for White or 

other non-Black women.  
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 Other Characteristics Explaining Marital Age Heterogamy/Homogamy 

In addition to the influence of social class, race/ethnicity, age, and marital history 

in shaping age homogamy/heterogamy, some scholars have also explored the association 

between spousal selection and structural factors such as the sex ratio, pool of potential 

partners, and residential region. Although these overlapping concepts are beyond the 

scope of the present study, a literature review would be incomplete without considering 

their contributions to our understanding of spousal age differences. The studies tend to be 

quite old, and some focus on countries outside the U.S. Also, none of the research makes 

a direct link between the marriage market and spousal age gaps, per se; rather, the 

investigators explore the relationship between marital opportunities and partner selection 

in general.  

For example, in her research on marriage gaps in age and education in Indonesia, 

Utomo (2014) cited two studies that linked sex ratios and age differences: one showed 

that a preference for sons in some Asian countries resulted in fewer women in the 

marriage market. Since the women were scarcer in number, they had more power to call 

the shots. The second found that the dearth of available men after World War II in France 

(due to premature mortality) also led to changes in spousal selection and age gaps. Utomo 

(2014) did not examine sex ratios in her own empirical research; however, she did 

include residential location in her analysis and found that rural women in Indonesia had 

smaller marital age gaps than women living elsewhere in the country. (Overall, she saw 

an increase in age homogamy over time.)  
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Analyzing local-area sex ratios using 1980 Census data, Lichter et al (1995) also 

found that a smaller numerical pool of marriageable men compelled women to forgo 

marriage rather than consider men with dissimilar characteristics. Researchers tested the 

tenets of a “job search theory” to explain how individual preferences and structural 

opportunities (“marriage market constraints”) influence spouse selection. The study’s 

strengths include using theory to drive analysis, enumerating clear hypotheses, crossing 

longitudinal with representative Census data, and exploring interaction effects between 

opportunity structures and personal choice. They specified a multinomial logit model for 

analyzing “market conditions” and hazard models to address an absence of data about the 

year women married. Weaknesses in this study include restricting the sample to young 

women, operationalizing individuals’ partner preferences as education and occupation 

only, and paying scant attention to the study’s limitations. For example, while tabular 

data are easy to interpret and the robust sample sizes produced statistically significant 

coefficients, authors offer no discussion about how well data fit to their models. We have 

to trust that authors restricted their analysis to heterosexual women as well. 

Finally, using ACS data for her doctoral dissertation, Kincannon (2009) tested 

elements of several theories, including social-caste theory, status homogamy, and Blau’s 

structural theories of inequality and heterogeneity as viable explanations for interracial 

marriage trends. At the core of Blau’s “macrosociological theory of human behavior,” 

Kincannon (2009) contends, is acceptance that population size relates to social structure; 

minority group members are more likely to marry outside their race/ethnicity than a 

majority group because before any other reason, they have increased contact with out-
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group members than vice versa. (This is especially true where there is low status 

inequality among groups.) While Kincannon (2009) uses the theory to predict 

intermarriage, the framework might also be applied to age homogamy as it has to been 

used to explain other phenomena. 

I will return to an examination of interracial marriage after discussing the social 

exchange theories that inform the analysis of my study in the section below. 

Social Exchange Theories 

  Several scholars have explored the utility of various forms of social exchange 

theory to explain or deepen our understanding of partner selection. Figure 3 summarizes 

the main offshoots of social exchange that I review in this section, such as a generalized 

exchange theory, status-exchange, beauty exchange, and job search theory (Oppenheimer 

1988). Each variant implies a trade in statuses between potential partners, and each has 

garnered supporters and critics. Observers might notice that the critics seem greater in 

number, but the pool of theories with strong evidence for support in explaining partner 

selection seems remarkably shallow. 

  In his investigation of how socio-demographic characteristics influence spousal 

selection, South (1991) tested what he saw as two complementary theories: exchange 

theory and a marriage market theory that incorporated the influence of the “quantity and 

quality” of the marital pool on selection (South 1991:929). The sociologist contends that 

exchange theory—commonly interpreted as a trade between men’s economic resources 

and women’s beauty or “sexual and domestic services”—emphasizes the “resources that 

individuals are able to trade in order to maximize their rewards” (South 1991:929). He 
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Figure 3. Theoretical Perspectives Used to Explain Assortative Partnering 

Social or Status Exchange Theory 

South (1991) 

Tests trading financial and sexual/domestic resources. Theory assumes those with fewer 

resources marry heterogamously from widened search. Within genders, those with higher SES 

are less willing to marry lower SES partners because of their greater leverage in the marriage 

market.  

Sweeney & 

Cancian (2004) 

Authors theorize that while most choose partners with similar resources from a "tendency to 

reject those with fewer resources than themselves" (p. 1016), others exchange resources viewed 

as equivalent (even if they differ). Traditionally, the trade was gendered, but women are 

increasingly assessed on their economic status. 

Status-Caste Exchange Theory or Beauty Exchange 

Rosenfeld (2005) 

Refutes that interracial marriages involve exchanging one partner's SES for another's "racial 

caste status." Argues data supporting the theory are weak and dismisses status-caste theory by 

showing Black and White spouses are ostracized. 

McClintock (2014) Tested beauty-exchange theory, a variant of status exchange, and found little to no support that 

women in interracial marriages traded their youth for men’s greater SES.  

Job Search Theory 

Oppenheimer 

(1988) 

Just as job seekers have imperfect knowledge about what makes a good match and what the 

future bring, people receive a few offers and must strategize about choices. Searching is costly, 

so people do not simply turn down offers until a perfect match arises. They set a "minimally 

acceptable" threshold the offer must meet and may take a job meeting this standard even if it is 

not ideal. With only current information, we weigh our decision against the costs associated 

with waiting before committing.  

  

   



 

 

34 

posits that within gender, men, for example, with greater financial means would be less 

likely than poorer men to marry women with “undesirable or non-normative 

characteristics” because they bring more bargaining power to the table, which might 

increase their appeal. South (1991) then conjectures that individuals with shared, 

desirable economic statuses may marry “partly because they reject those with fewer 

resources” (p. 929), whereas people with less bargaining power may be more willing to 

marry others with “dissimilar characteristics.” If we consider the influence of marital 

market opportunities on this selection process, then people facing favorable conditions 

have less “motivation to expand” their sights to include partners with dissimilar traits, 

while those in a one-down position may have to broaden their field. To illustrate his 

point, South (1991) speculates that educated Black women facing constrained marriage 

market opportunities may be more likely than others to adjust their initial preferences by 

casting a wider net for eligible partners with dissimilar characteristics or retreat from 

marriage altogether. 

  South (1991) generates several hypotheses from exchange theory, including a 

frequently cited and contested race-related assumption that I will elaborate on 

subsequently. With regard to age, one hypothesis derived from the theory is that older 

adults who marry later in life may have prolonged their path to marriage, paradoxically, 

by casting a wider net of potential candidates to include those with “dissimilar” or 

“undesirable” traits. South (1991) acknowledges the gendered effect of age on partner 

selection, and states: 

Because men tend to marry women younger than themselves, the supply 

of available mates increases with age for men but decreases for women. 

Moreover, exchange theory implies that age is less of a detriment to men’s 
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marital search than to women’s. Thus, age may be more likely to expand 

the acceptable marriage pool for women than for men. (South 1991: 930). 

 

  South’s (1991) results from analyses of attitudinal data from the National Survey 

of Families and Households offer more support for some of the assumptions of exchange 

theory than for the marital market theory. For example, he found that men were less 

willing than women to marry someone who was “not good looking” and that women 

were less willing than men to marry someone with lower income and education than 

themselves, although White and Black men were also less willing than women to marry 

someone without stable employment. Age preferences for partners were gendered, where 

men were more willing than women to marry someone younger, but since older adults of 

both genders expressed more willingness than younger ones to marry significantly 

younger partners, South (1991) suggests that older women are not opposed to partnering 

with much younger men but simply lack the opportunity.  

  Other scholars have elucidated several different forms or strands of exchange 

theory as it applies to spousal selection. Like South (1991), Sweeney & Cancian (2004) 

use social exchange theory to explore the extent to which individuals “attempt to gain  

and minimize costs through marriage” (Sweeney & Cancian 2004:1016). They argue that 

the theory—which focuses on the resources we trade in order to produce a desirable 

outcome—assumes that men and women will marry others from similar economic strata. 

The resources being traded, the pair maintains, need not be “identical…so long as they 

are” roughly equal in value (Sweeney & Cancian 2004:1017) and since many societal 

roles have been gendered until recently, the theory presumes that “departures from 
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homogamy will likely involve the exchange of men’s socio-economic resources… and 

women’s non-economic resources” (Sweeney & Cancian:1017).  

  According to Rosenfeld (2005), three strands of exchange theory would predict 

the following:  

1. Men with higher status/earnings marry will physically attractive women. 

2. Men with strong labor-market skills will marry women with strong domestic 

skills.  

3. Whites of low SES will marry Blacks of high SES in an exchange of racial-

caste position for economic resources and status.  

  He argues that the influence underlying the second strand—the trade between 

men’s labor force status (LFP) and women’s homemaking—has diminished as women’s 

LFP rose and the proportion of nuclear families decreased. The third item above is an 

articulation of a status-caste exchange model introduced and popularized by Davis and 

Merton in the 1940s despite what Rosenfeld explains was a lack of corroborating 

empirical data. To this end, Rosenfeld (2005) argues that evidence supporting this 

theoretical strand is uneven, contested, and fails to explain why many interracial 

marriages are educationally homogamous. He continues to maintain this position in later 

work (e.g., Rosenfeld 2010).   

  In addition to testing the precepts of social exchange theory in their longitudinal 

analysis of whether women’s earnings had become increasingly key factors in partner 

selection, Sweeney & Cancian (2004) also examined the assumption of Oppenheimer’s 

(1988) theory that spousal selection preferences change over time and that women are 

“increasingly evaluated as potential spouses on the basis of their own achieved SES 
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rather than more traditional characteristics, such as religion, family background, and 

physical attractiveness” (Sweeney & Cancian 2004:1017). The scholars see a trend 

toward greater SES homogamy at marriage in recent years due largely to women’s LFP. 

  According to Utomo (2014), some economists have looked to Gary Becker’s 

(1991) work for insight into age heterogamy and argued that gendered childbearing 

underlies spousal age gaps and an “associated household division of labor” (Utomo 2014: 

1686). The argument is that if one presumes people marry in order to have children, that 

women have a shorter biological clock, and that couples specialize household labor by 

income generating and childcare roles (at least for a while), then one can expect women 

to be attracted to older men and for men to want younger women. The theory resembles 

biological and evolutionary psychological perspectives that many other scholars critique 

for lack of evidence (e.g., England & McClintock 2009). 

Beauty Exchange 

  Another term for the type of status exchange theory used to explain a possible 

trade between one partner’s youth/beauty and the other’s socio-economic resources is 

called beauty-status exchange. I test this theory in my study and draw upon the work of 

Elizabeth McClintock (2014) who investigated the extent to which the theory might offer 

insight into intimate relationships. According to McClintock (2014), the highly gendered 

beauty-status exchange is “the most prominent example of cross-trait exchange in the 

‘partner market,’ especially in popular culture” (McClintock 2014:581). She questions 

whether researchers who reported evidence of a trade between women’s physical beauty 

and men’s SES had overlooked the role that matching plays in relationships and of the 

physical attractiveness of the male partner. McClintock (2014) argues that prior 
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researchers who tested the theory assumed that high SES men linked to younger women 

engaged in the trade without considering the male’s attractiveness as well. Thus, in those 

studies, a couple comprised of a high SES woman and a handsome man might appear as 

an equivalent match instead of a trade because no one measured the man’s physical 

attractiveness. To correct for this, she used a subsample of 2001 to 2002 Add Health data 

that included ratings of both partners’ appearances (i.e., self-reported physical and 

personal attractiveness, body mass index rating, and health). 

  McClintock (2014) analyzed a range of patterns for couples who were dating, 

cohabiting, or married, and explored trends for a full sample of 1,507 couples and for 

couples who were five or more years apart, interracial, and from various racial and social 

class backgrounds. She ran regression models separately for women and men and used 

generalized log-linear models that were appropriate for relatively small samples; while 

her overall sample was not especially small, the number of couples with mismatched 

characteristics was much smaller than homogamous couples, as one would expect.  

  The scholar found no evidence of a beauty-exchange in the married couples in the 

dataset. For example, the correlations between the woman and man’s attractiveness 

remained positive even when the pair’s other statuses differed. She also found that 

members of either gender might exchange beauty for a more educated partner, and that 

adding the male’s physical attractiveness to her statistical models erased any initial signs 

of a trade between appearance and status. Moreover, no evidence of a stereotypical 

beauty-exchange emerged among age-heterogamous couples, or between attractive 

women of lower statuses linked to men of higher status who were considered 

unattractive. Given the robustness of McClintock’s (2014) analytical models, it seems 
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unlikely that beauty-exchange explains any of the patterns in age-heterogamous 

marriages in the early 21
st
 Century; however, since she acknowledged that conditions for 

women have changed considerably over the decades leading up to 2001—the year for 

which her data are drawn—it is useful to test whether the theory perhaps helped explain 

earlier patterns but lost its relevance over time. 

Status Homogamy 

  Researchers interested in the degree to which a couple’s characteristics match 

have tended to examine homogamy based on race, education, religion, and occupation. 

Kalmijn (1991) differentiates between homogamy in ascribed statuses, such as parent’s 

education or social class, and achieved statuses, such as one’s educational attainment or 

occupation. He contends that couples match often on many characteristics because 

sharing “cultural resources,” such as “values, norms, life styles, leisure activities, 

tastes…styles of speech” and so forth, increase the possibility that partners will validate 

each other’s outlook about the world (Kalmijn 1991:501). In fact, he and other authors 

have found correlations in couples’ educational levels as high as 0.60. Using data from 

two marital cohorts (1952 - 1962 and 1963 - 1973) in the Occupational Change in a 

Generation study, Kalmijn (1991) assessed the strength of couples’ ascribed and achieved 

statuses through nested log-linear models. His statistical analyses showed significantly 

stronger educational homogamy than homogamy based on the ascribed status of father’s 

occupation in both marriage cohorts. As high as educational homogamy was in the first 

cohort (0.87), the estimate was even higher (25% higher) in the second cohort. Kalmijn 

(1991) called for future research to test whether patterns of increased educational 

homogamy continued in the 1970s and 1980s.  
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Insights from Educational Homogamy Theories 

  Since the topic of age gaps are part of a larger discourse about marital homogamy 

and partner selection, it may prove instructive to consider key findings from additional 

literature about educational homogamy like the Kalmijn (1991) study above. Studies in 

this genre have more intellectual gravitas than research on age homogamy; the literature 

is more abundant and scholars offer richer and more robust theoretical explanations for 

their findings. Perhaps Blossfeld’s (2009) observation that scholars analyze education 

most frequently in studies of partner selection serves as confirmation of my assessment. 

(He attributes this phenomenon to the greater availability of education variables for both 

spouses in data sets around the world than for other characteristics.)   

  In their analysis of racial and educational marital homogamy using Census data 

from 1980, 1990, and 2000, Fu & Heaton (2008) note that while researchers disagree on 

how educational homogamy has changed over time, few dispute the finding that rates of 

educational homogamy in the U.S. are high. Esteve et al (2012) survey the international 

literature and note that men’s educational advantage brought to marriage has largely 

evaporated over time in a “limited number of countries” (Esteve et al 2012:535), and 

women even achieve higher average educational attainment than men in some higher 

income countries. Using an international database from IPUMS 2010, the team analyzed 

educational outcomes by gender between 1970 and 2000 and found that by 2000, wives 

had more education than husbands in 26 of 51 countries in the analysis.  

  Schwartz (2010) posits that two primary theories are used to explain educational 

homogamy in marriages or cohabitating unions: one based on the economic theory of 

“specialization and trading” and another that is basically a cultural matching hypothesis 
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that I will explain momentarily. Although Schwartz’s (2010) focus is mainly on 

comparing outcomes for cohabitating versus married couples, we may infer from her 

work that the specialization theory assumes that “couples maximize the gains to marriage 

by specializing in realms in which they have a comparative advantage and by trading 

areas of advantage with their spouses” (Schwartz 2010:737). She refers to Becker’s work 

here. The “cultural matching” concept Schwartz (2010) cites uses economic theory that 

assumes “couples sort on education as a proxy for economic potential” (Schwartz 

2010:738). The cultural matching hypothesis presumes that people tend to partner based 

on similar values and experiences and that this tendency is a mix of one’s own 

idiosyncratic preferences as well as the influence or pressure of others.  

   The matching hypothesis assumes that we partner with people like ourselves 

(Kalmijn 1994) and that we seek a union with an egalitarian foundation, such as common 

ground for conversation or shared beliefs. Early studies in the 1960s used matching 

hypotheses to determine if people of similar physical attractiveness married, or if men 

and women traded money for beauty, respectively, as status-caste exchange would 

predict. In contrast to matching, a “competition” hypothesis tested by Kalmijn (1994) 

presumes that individuals might look for a partner with greater economic resources and 

offer something complementary in return. As with most theories, the social exchange 

perspective is not without its problems; the evidence for matching as an explanation for 

partner selection is weak and uneven (Takeuchi 2006) and empirical studies reveal that 

people strongly prefer “highly attractive partners in courtship” (Takeuchi 2006:26). That 

said, social theories are significantly more promising than those asserted in the 

evolutionary psychological literature.  
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  Blossfeld (2009) identified hypotheses from educational homogamy literature that 

may be instructive here. He speculated that the phenomenon should have “decreased in 

the course of modern history” (Blossfeld 2009:515) since industrialization increases 

fraternizing among people from different social strata by way of urbanization, 

geographical mobility, and reduced parental control. In this regard, Blossfeld (2009) 

views the selection of spouses with similar education as indicative of a system with 

closed boundaries that reproduce inequality. In other words, homogamy is partly the 

result of restricted access by lower-status group members to higher-status circles 

(Kalmijn 1994). He also considers that educational homogamy might increase if society 

demands educational attainment to shape future economic success. In that case, 

individuals might weigh a person’s educational level heavily in the decision to marry.  

  Blossfeld (2009) also maintains that educational homogamy studies 

“overemphasize” a decline in educational homogamy because the largely cross-sectional 

analyses conflate “the combined effects of assortative marriage, union dissolution and 

assortative remarriage” (Blossfeld 2009:517).  Advocating for a life-course approach, he 

also warns us not to “start with the outcomes” of a marriage and then “look at their 

individual characteristics” because in his view this presents a conceptual problem. He 

sees the educational system as a marriage market since it is a site where people 

congregate and where many meet their spouses. By his logic, those who skip college 

should theoretically enter into more educationally heterogamous unions.  

  Finally, I turn to the literature on interracial marriage before presenting the 

hypotheses that I will test in my analysis. 
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Interracial Marriage 

  The percentage of interracial marriages in the U.S. increased from less than one 

percent shortly after the 1967 Loving v Virginia Supreme Court case ended the ban on 

White-Black marriage, to 5.4% of all marriages in 2000 (Fu & Heaton 2008). Scholars 

attribute some of the increase to rising racial equality, diversity, and immigration, as well 

as the decline in parental influence in partner selection (Fu & Heaton 2008) that I 

mentioned previously. Further, an increase in the biracial population appears to have 

driven further increases in interracial marriage, mostly with Whites (Qian & Lichter 

2007). Although changes in Census racial classification introduced in 2000 affect the 

accuracy of reporting—an issue I elaborate on in Chapter 3—scholars can state with 

some certainty that rates of interracial marriage are nonetheless on the rise. 

  Rates of interracial marriage vary by racial and ethnic group, with Hispanics and 

Native Americans most likely to marry Whites, and Asian Americans running a close 

third (Qian & Lichter 2007). While African Americans and Whites are least likely to 

marry each other, the marriage rates between these two groups have increased since 1990 

(Qian & Lichter 2008). Higher SES individuals from Hispanic and Asian backgrounds 

are more likely to marry non-Hispanic Whites than their lower SES counterparts (Qian & 

Lichter 2007), which may partly be due to the tendency for lower SES individuals to live 

in areas that are concentrated with members of their “in group” (Qian & Lichter 2007). 

With respect to gender, White women and Black men are the most common White-Black 

pairing, and White men married to Asian women is a relatively common occurrence 

among interracial pair (Fu & Heaton 2008). Hispanics of either gender are about equally 

likely to marry non-Hispanic Whites (Fu & Heaton 2008).  
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 In their analysis of IPUMS data, Fu & Heaton (2008) compared the level of racial 

and educational homogamy among couples and whether the strength of homogamy 

changed between 1980 and 2000. They examined patterns for four racial groups (non-

Hispanic Whites, Blacks, and Asians, and Hispanics) and excluded other groups due to 

sample sizes in the IPUMS data sets. The authors found that people in interracial 

marriages tend to be more educated than those in racially homogamous couples, and the 

least educated individuals had the greatest rates of marrying in-group. These trends are 

important to keep in mind as I measure the age differences of interracial and racially 

homogamous couples a decade later than Fu & Heaton (2008), which allows me to 

determine whether their results continue to hold in 2010-14 or show a divergent pattern 

as the nation continues to grow more racially diverse.  

Hypotheses 

 The literature I have reviewed in this chapter about marital age heterogamy 

informs several hypotheses, which are presented below. 

RQ1: How do the age gaps of current spouses compare over four decades? Have 

differences in age gaps remained the same or changed over time? 

H1:  Alaire & Carmichael (2015) report that scholars know little about the prevalence 

of female-older relationships. Based on the marriage market literature that shows 

women have lower rates of remarriage than men and that men tend to choose 

younger partners after divorce/remarriage (Alaire & Carmichael 2015; England & 

McClintock 2009), I predict that the prevalence of age female-older unions 

(where she is 11 or more years older than her spouse) will not have increased 

substantially from 1970 to 2010-14. 
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H2:  A corollary hypothesis might assume that while female-older marriages may not 

have risen over time, perhaps there has been a decrease in age heterogamy overall 

since 1970. Said differently, this hypothesis assumes that age homogamy has 

increased over time. The rationale is that dramatic changes in women’s 

educational achievements (Ewart 2012) and increased LFP and economic 

contribution to marital households (Ladinvar 2014) may have contributed to 

increases in age homogamy since 1970. 

RQ2: How do interracial pairings compare to racially homogamous pairs? Are 

certain racial compositions of pairings more likely to be age heterogamous 

than others?  Is the size of the age gap wider or narrower for certain interracial 

pairs? For example, is the gap wider for White men married to Asian women than 

it is for people in different interracial pairings?   

H1:   Based on theories predicting that couples with dissimilar characteristics are more 

likely than racially homogamous couples to marry age heterogamously, I predict 

that interracial couples will show lower percentages of age-homogamous first 

marriages than those marrying same-race spouses. Whether some interracial pairs 

have wider or narrower age gaps remains an open question. Blau’s theories of 

structural inequality and heterogeneity have been used to predict interracial 

marriage and might suggest that groups low in population size are more likely 

than majority group members to out-marry.   

RQ3: What is the level of educational homogamy among couples with different age 

gaps?  Do age-homogamous couples demonstrate high levels of educational 
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homogamy, as status homogamy theories would suggest? Are age gap patterns 

different over time with women’s rises in education? 

H1: If status homogamy theories accurately predict patterns, then we expect to find 

higher correlations between spouses’ educational attainment in age-homogamous 

couples than in age-heterogamous couples.  

H2: We should see an increase in couples’ level of educational homogamy between 

1970 and 2010-14 since women’s educational attainment increased. 

RQ4: What is the spousal wage gap in dual-earner, husband-older marriages and 

how does it compare with the wage gap in age-homogamous marriages? 

H1:  If the principles of beauty exchange theory hold, and men trade economic 

resources for women’s physical attractiveness—with younger age as a proxy for 

women’s beauty— then I hypothesize that men in age hypergamous marriages 

where he is more than 10 years older than his spouse will have a larger spousal 

wage gap than those in age-homogamous marriages.   

RQ5:  What are the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage for people with 

various characteristics, and how do those odds compare over four decades? 

For example, are the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage higher or 

lower for individuals with the characteristics shown in the literature to be 

influential, such as: (1) being previously married, (2) African American, (3) 

having less education and (4) income, and (5) being in an interracial marriage 

and/or (6) one with at least one spouse who is foreign-born? In other words, is the 

age gap wider for households with certain characteristics? 
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H1:  Based on the findings by Alaire & Carmichael (2015), Shehan et al (1991), 

Wheeler & Gunter (1987) and Atkinson & Glass (1985) who found that remarried 

persons were more likely to be in age-heterogamous marriages, I hypothesize that 

in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14, the odds of being in such unions will be higher for 

those with multiple marriages than for those in first marriages. Moreover, since 

literature shows that some men marry “down” in age later in life (England & 

McClintock 2009), I hypothesize using data for 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 that the 

age gap will be wider among remarried couples than for first marriages.   

H2:  Alaire & Carmichael (2015), Shehan et al (1991), and Atkinson & Glass (1985) 

also found that African American women were more likely than other women to 

be in age-heterogamous marriages. England & McClintock (2009) also found 

wider marital age gaps for Black than White men. In light of these studies, I 

hypothesize that the odds of being in an age-heterogamous union in 1970, 1980 

and 2010-14 will be higher for Black women and men than for Whites.  

H3:  Generally, researchers have found greater rates of marital age heterogamy among 

women with relatively “low” education (e.g., Atkinson & Glass 1985), although 

the studies are dated and do not reflect women’s more contemporary rates of 

college degree attainment. Alaire & Carmichael (2015) did not find that education 

predicted women’s presence in a sexual relationship (married or unmarried) with 

a younger male partner. Still, I hypothesize that the odds of being in an age- 

heterogamous marriage in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 will be higher for persons of 
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either gender who have less than a college degree than those with a college degree 

or higher.  

H4:  Based on the work of Atkinson & Glass (1985) and Boyd & Li (2003) who found 

correlations between lower income and marital age heterogamy, I hypothesize 

that the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage in 1970, 1980 and 2010-

14 will be higher for those with less income than higher-income persons.  

H5:  In light of some of the same research that finds elevated rates of age heterogamy 

in marriages with at least one foreign-born person, I predict that first marriages 

with two US-born persons will have a higher rate of age homogamy than 

marriages where both spouses are foreign born.  

Summary 

  In this chapter, I reviewed key literature about marital age gaps and partner 

selection, which offers insight into why couples might be similar or different in age. I 

also explored the social exchange theories that authors have proffered as explanations for 

marital age trends. I then discussed themes from studies on educational homogamy and 

interracial marriage, which are more robust than those on age patterns. I concluded by 

presenting my study’s hypotheses that I posed after a close read of the empirical and 

theoretical literature.  
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CHAPTER 3 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

This research explores heterosexual marital trends dating back to the early 20
th

 

Century and whether age gaps between spouses in 1970 and 2014 varied by individual- 

and household-level characteristics. I use data from the Census and American 

Community Survey (ACS) samples that are provided through the Integrated Public Use 

Microdata Series (IPUMS) maintained by the University of Minnesota. In this chapter, I 

summarize how the Census and ACS measured characteristics; review the history of the 

Census; and describe the analysis, such as the study’s eligibility criteria, variables, and 

statistical models. I also review the five research questions and corresponding hypotheses 

that I introduced in Chapters 1 and 2. 

The study is comprised of two strands. In the first strand, I investigate the 

historical patterns in marital age differences over the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 centuries and 

provide context for the results of a multivariate analysis that I present in the second 

strand. Thus, Chapter 4 examines the marriage rates and mean spousal age differences for 

persons by gender, race, education, and other characteristics from 1910 to 2010-14, 

where possible. Part 2, which addresses the study’s specific research questions and tests 

the merits of beauty exchange and status homogamy theories, focuses on data specifically 

from 1970, 1980, and 2010-14 because the essential variable times married was measured 

then and the population of interracial couples, female labor force participants, and 

persons with higher education grew substantially. I elaborate more on the rationale for 

using those three time periods later in this chapter.   
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Since the first strand of the study examines historical trends spanning 11 decades, 

I begin this chapter with an overview of the full spectrum of historical data I selected. 

Table 1 illustrates the main features of the files used, such as the number of couples and 

number of people in the general population that these samples represent. Between 1910 

and 1980, the number of people represented in the population by the annual samples is 

the same for females and males in a given year because the Census applied identical 

weights to spouses; however, starting in 1990, spouses may have received different 

weights, which affected the number of males and females that the data represent in the 

larger population.   

Table 1.       Census and ACS Samples Used in the Analysis 

Year Sample 

# of Married 

Couples in Files 

# of Women this 

Represents in U.S. 

# Men this 

Represents in 

U.S. 

1910 1% Census 170,002 17,014,553 Same 

1920 1% Census 204,235 20,624,881 Same 

1930 5% Census 1,239,723 24,964,086 Same 

1940 1% Census 285,409 28,002,227 Same 

1950 1% Census 407,852 35,643,956 Same 

1960 5% Census 2,016,088 40,321,760 Same 

1970 1% Census 443,357 44,335,700 Same 

1980 5% Census 2,483,107 49,662,140 Same 

1990 5% Census 2,797,960 52,184,593 52,554,061 

2000 5% Census 2,878,139 56,667,153 56,783,066 

2010-14 1% ACS 3,145,032 285,358,248 289,774,156 

Data source: IPUMS-USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org 

 

For example, as the above tale shows, the 1960 IPUMS file includes 2,016,088 

non-inmate married couples who shared a household at the time of data collection. Using 

a 5% random, weighted sample from that year means that the data represent 1 in 20 

persons in the population, and the sample represents approximately 40.3 million 

http://www.ipums.org/
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individual females and 40.3 million individual males. The weighted random sample for 

2010-14 is a pooled sample that includes responses from the ACS in 2010, 2011, 2012, 

2013, and 2014 and represents a much larger number of individuals in the population 

over five years. I will describe those data in more detail shortly.  

It is worth noting that while I refer to individuals in the analysis as men and 

women—approximately 99% married persons in any given decade were adults aged 18 

and older—there are a few minors in descriptive analyses of trends across the 20
th

 

Century who were legally allowed to marry with parental and/or judicial consent. 

Multivariate analyses, however, include only adults, since my statistical models include 

characteristics related to labor force participation, earnings, and higher education. 

 IPUMS provides individual-level data for all persons in a household or group 

housing and allows users to link the characteristics of spouses.
3
 A person in the 

household—usually one of the individuals whose name appears on the property’s title or 

rental agreement—designates himself or herself as the householder. Each household 

member’s record contains information specific to that individual, such as age and 

educational status, and for the whole household, such as total family income or city of 

residence. While the Census captured many of the same core characteristics over time 

(e.g., age, marital status, birthplace), some variables made their debut or were retired in a 

given decade, which limits the  types of comparisons one can make across all years. 

Thus, I use data from the first several decades of the 20
th

 Century only to describe marital 

                                                 
3
 In 1950, the Census provided individual-level data for some characteristics of interest 

only for sample-line persons. I discuss the sampling design later in this chapter. 
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trends, whereas I use the data for 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 in a multivariate analysis that I 

will describe momentarily. 

The Decennial Census and “Long Form” 

The decennial census, first commissioned by Congress in 1790 to apportion 

legislators and inform tax decisions (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013), is arguably the best 

source of representative demographic data in our nation. For better or worse, its history 

reflects the culture, attitudes, law, and social scientific practices of the times. Throughout 

the 20
th

 Century, most people completed a short form, and one in six households received 

s long form that captured more detail. By 2010, the Census Bureau replaced the short and 

long forms with one 10-item survey for everyone to complete and began distributing the 

ACS to a small portion of households on a rotating, annual basis, which enabled them to 

produce results more quickly than if using a decennial census (U.S. Census Bureau 

2014).  

Thus, data for this study come from residents’ responses on the long form of the 

decennial censuses for 1910 to 2000 and identical questions on the ACS for 2010 to 

2014. The ACS contains the questions once included on the long form of the Census. For 

this reason, I use the ACS for the analysis of 2010, and I pooled the data from that year 

with ACS samples from 2011, 2012, 2013, and 2014 to increase the sample size. Below, I 

discuss changes in how the Census measured some of the key variables in my study.  

Changes to Census Measures over Time  

 Considering the Census dates back more than 225 years, it should not be 

surprising that developers have added, replaced, reordered, or reworded questions. They 

have also expanded definitions for some consistently retained variables to better reflect 
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more contemporary understandings of ever-changing phenomena. Remarriage, race, 

Hispanic origin, and education are four such constructs whose measures have varied over 

time and are worth noting given their importance to this study. While I discuss these 

variables more specifically in the measurement section of this chapter, it seems useful to 

first summarize how the variables changed, the potential analytical problems these 

changes introduce, how I addressed those challenges, and how the variations in 

measurement might affect my study’s results.  

Remarriage 

Remarriage is captured on the Census/ACS using a question about the number of 

times a person married. Unfortunately, the question appeared only in five decennial 

censuses—1910, 1950 for one sample-line householder, 1960, 1970, and 1980—before 

making a comeback 30 years later in the ACS. The Census did not ask about times 

married in 1920, 1930, 1940, 1990, and 2000. It took several years and possibly the 

recommendations of researchers on the Data Collection Committee of the Federal 

Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics (2001) to compel developers to 

reintroduce the times married variable in the 2008 ACS, and the variable’s future 

continues to hang precariously in the balance.
4
 Had remarriage been measured 

continuously, I could have controlled for this key characteristic when calculating mean 

age differences for each decade. Instead, I present these results only for the decades with 

                                                 
4
 In 2014, the Bureau again considered cutting the variable from the ACS under pressure 

to reduce expenses and because the data do not permit local-level analyses due to small 

sample size (Star Tribune 2014; IPUMS blog 2015). Public protests over questions (Pew 

Research Center 2014) also may influence the decision to remove items from the ACS; in 

fact, my review of news stories revealed editorials calling to eliminate all but the most 

basic Census questions. 
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times married data at the individual and spousal level; without doing so, results would 

inflate the mean age differences among those in first marriages and underestimate the 

mean differences in remarriages.  

Race  

 Unlike assessing the number of times married, the Census has collected data 

about racial identification every decade since 1850 (IPUMS 2017); however, measuring 

the construct is, of course, more complex. Social scientists see race as a social 

construction that has historically been (mis)used as an organizing principle to create and 

reinforce systems of unequal power and status (Afful et al 2015). It embodies much more 

than physical features, and its fluidity (Afful et al 2015) presents measurement 

challenges. Census officials recognize that race is a “sociopolitical” rather than 

“anthropological” construct (IPUMS 2017) and have asked scholars for assistance in how 

to improve its measurement. They have even stated that race and ethnicity are “not 

quantifiable values” (Pew Research Center 2015). Despite the many shortcomings 

associated with trying to categorize racial identity on a Census form, I contend that the 

data obtained are nonetheless helpful and meaningful. Next, I describe how the Census 

changed racial classification over time and explore the implications of these changes for 

my analyses. 

 One of the most notable changes to how the Census measured race occurred in 

2000 when people could select more than one racial category for the first time. As a 

result, a considerable number of people in the 2000 Census (2.4%) identified themselves 

as belonging to multiple racial groups (Qian & Lichter 2007). That multiracial 

individuals could choose only one racial category in 1990 but multiple ones in 2000 is 
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particularly problematic with regard to understanding whether increases in the percentage 

of interracial marriages are real or “a measurement artifact” (Qian & Licther 2007: 77). 

This issue applies to my study, since I examine the percentage of persons identifying 

from various racial groups before and after the Census provided the opportunity to select 

multiple racial categories. My results may inflate the magnitude of the rise in certain 

groups, even though I collapsed the “detailed race” variable identically in 1970, 1980 and 

2010-14 to mitigate the effect of the measurement problem. 

A second issue worth noting here regards the way persons of “other race” have 

been coded over time and the increased level of specificity provided in the “detailed race” 

codes (IPUMS 2017).  The Census provides a general and detailed race variable, the 

latter of which includes codes for national origin groups. Census analysts code the 

general race variable response into one of nine possible categories, including “other 

race,” which debuted in 1940, and either two major races, or three or more major races, 

both of which debuted in 2000. The detailed race variable contains 252 possible codes, 

which expanded widely in the 1990s and later included many combinations of races (i.e., 

White and Korean, Black and Filipino, White and Asian and Other Pacific Islander, and 

so forth).  

Until 1950, Census enumerators reported a person’s “color or race.” In 1910, for 

example, canvassers reported the householders’ “color or race” as “White, Black, 

Mulatto, Chinese, Japanese, Indian, or other.” Developers dropped the term color in 1950 

only to use it again in 1970, when individuals self-reported race by selecting a category 

on the questionnaire or specifying a race beside the box labeled “other.” (IPUMS [2017] 

indicates that people “generally” self-reported race). In 1980, the Census eliminated the 
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word “race” from the form and asked people to circle a written categorical response to 

the question, “Is this Person…?” The responses included several more Pacific Island 

“races” that had not been listed in previous years, including Samoan and Guamanian. The 

term race appeared again in 1990, when respondents were instructed to select only one 

race from a list or specify another race. In 2000, the Census asked, “What is this person’s 

race?” and instructed completers to “mark one or more races to indicate what this person 

considers himself/herself to be.”  Finally, in 2010-14, the ACS asked the question 

identically as the Census had in 2000 and added, “Mark one or more boxes.” 

 Other measurement challenges with “other race” classification include 

respondents’ tendencies to select existing categories rather than write one in themselves, 

technical issues specific to certain decades, and coding variations. First, according to 

IPUMS (2017), since people are more likely to select existing racial categories rather 

than write one on the form, Asians not of Chinese or Japanese origin may have 

nonetheless identified themselves as such on early censuses due to the absence of other 

choices. Second, in 1970, Alaskans received a different form than others in the country 

that replaced Hawaiian and Korean racial categories with groups more common in Alaska 

(i.e., Aleut and Eskimo). This meant that Hawaiian or Korean Americans would be 

captured under the “other race” category in the Alaskan sample, but not on the form used 

elsewhere in the nation where they could choose Hawaiian or Korean. Third, even when 

individuals did write in a specific race, analysts varied their method of coding responses 

prior to 1990. I explain below.  

According to IPUMS (2017), often, if a person identified as belonging to an 

“other” race and specified Jamaican, for example, on the questionnaire, then Census 
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analysts through 1990 likely recoded that person into a larger category, such as Black, 

instead of retaining the classification as “other” race. This recoding practice ended in 

2000 to preserve a person’s specific “other race” self-classification. These changes have 

implications for analyses and potentially reduce the accuracy of counting multiracial 

individuals.  

Hispanic Origin 

The process of defining Hispanic origin has also been challenging for the Census 

Bureau due to the concept’s sheer complexity, variations in measurement, and people’s 

shifting identifications. Even the term Hispanic is complex, as it signals historical ties to 

Spain, unlike the Latino/a designation that refers to Latin Americans from countries that 

may have no connection to Spain (i.e., Haiti) (Gratton & Gutmann 2000). The Hispanic 

population is highly diverse racially and culturally, and Hispanics do not comprise an 

“ethnicity” (Gratton & Gutmann 2000).  

The Census Bureau made significant changes to the Hispanic origin variable 

between 1970 and 1980, which affected the comparability of data from one decade to the 

next (IPUMS 2017). Prior to and including 1960, the questionnaire lacked a specific 

question about Hispanic origin and the Bureau imputed responses based on a person’s 

birthplace, parents’ birthplace, surname and a few other characteristics (IPUMS 2017). In 

1970, only residents receiving a certain form answered an explicit question about 

Hispanic origin; thus, data from 1970 are not comparable with later decades due to 

changes in the response options provided (IPUMS 2017). Starting in 1980, the Census 

asked whether a person “was of Spanish/Hispanic origin or descent” and defined the term 
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on the form.
5
 IPUMS officials note that the Bureau considers Hispanic origin data from 

1980 and onward to be “generally comparable” (IPUMS 2017). Variations in the 

Hispanic origin classification mean that numbers over- or underestimate the size of 

different groups of people in my analysis. There is no easy solution to this problem and I 

acknowledge the limitations of the data. Allow me to offer an example below of this 

issue’s complexity. 

Alba & Islam (2009) analyzed the Hispanic origin identification of U.S.-born 

persons in 1980 to 2000 Censuses. While changes to the wording of the Hispanic origin 

question in 2000 contributed to shifts in self-reporting patterns, the authors found that a 

decrease in the size of the U.S.-born Mexican American population was greater than we 

would expect given mortality and residential mobility over time. The authors conclude 

that assimilation and changing patterns of identity helped fuel some of the demographic 

changes reported among racially and/or ethnically diverse Mexican Americans who seem 

to have “disappeared” from the Census. Following a young adult group in 1980, they 

calculated “an unexplained loss” (Alba & Islam 2009: 120) of up to 20% of individuals 

selecting Mexican American in response to the Hispanic origin question. Moreover, 

approximately 3% of people in each Census identified themselves as “non-Hispanic 

Mexicans,” which bewildered Alba & Islam (2009). The researchers maintain that many 

Mexican Americans shifted their racial and ethnic identities, especially in later time 

                                                 
5
 The questionnaire’s instructions read, “A person is of Spanish/Hispanic origin or 

descent if the person identifies [italics original] his or her ancestry with one of the listed 

groups, that is, Mexican, Puerto Rican, etc. Other descent (ancestry) may be viewed as 

the nationality group, lineage, or country in which the person or the person’s parents or 

ancestors were born” (IPUMS 2017, questionnaire text). 
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periods. This example suggests that we should view the analytical results of my study as 

best approximations of patterns, just as should in any research. 

Like Alba & Islam (2009), I noticed a small group of persons in 1980 who one 

would conclude were Hispanic but were not coded as such. For example, that year, 387 

individuals in first marriages with at least one US-born spouse were coded as “not 

Hispanic,” received a general racial code of White and detailed race code of “Spanish 

Write In,” were often born in Latin or Central America, and/or spoke Spanish as a main 

language. Approximately 66% of these individuals were born in Mexico, about 30% were 

born in California, and the remaining persons were born in Texas, other U.S. states, 

Puerto Rico, or around the world. I recoded these persons as Hispanic because I was 

reasonably confident of their Hispanic origin affiliation. The designation of “Spanish 

Write In” affected data only in 1980. This is the only time I made an “executive decision” 

to override a person’s Hispanic origin designation, and for all but 387 persons in the 

analytical samples, I preserve a person’s original identification as Hispanic or not 

Hispanic. I elaborate subsequently how I ultimately use five main “racial” groups, which 

are(1) non-Hispanic Asian, (2) non-Hispanic Black, (3) non-Hispanic White, (4) non-

Hispanic Other, and (5) Hispanic of any race. 

Education 

 Finally, measures of educational attainment have also changed over the 100-year 

period on which I focus. The Census includes general and detailed education variables, 

and IPUMS (2017) reports that the general variable, which consolidates information from 

the detailed variable is “largely comparable” over time. My recoding of the detailed 

education variable (EDUCD) confirms this, and I minimized the problem of variations in 
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education measures by only including education since 1940. (Before 1940, the Census 

asked if someone attended school, whereas between 1940 and 1980, and starting again in 

2000, respondents reported their highest year of formal schooling completed.) In 1990, 

anyone who graduated from high school was coded according to their highest degree 

earned, which meant that some people who were educated in foreign schools lacking 

degree equivalence with the U.S. system or earned certificates from vocational programs 

sometimes received estimates rather than exact years of schooling if they had not earned 

degrees. By 2014, there were 27 general categories for highest grade (from no schooling 

to “5+ years of college”) and 44 possible codes for detailed education (no schooling 

through professional and doctoral degrees).  

 Most of the issues that affect the comparability of educational variables over time 

occurred in 1990 or 2000, which I exclude from the multivariate analyses. That said, in 

1980, I took a few liberties with some of the top codes beyond a bachelor’s degree when 

assigning the number of years of schooling. First, I assigned 16 years of education to 

those coded as having “4 years of college” in 1980;  I then assigned 17 years of schooling 

to those coded as having “5+ years of college,”  18 years of schooling for those with “6 

years,” 19 years for those with “7+ years” and 20 years for those with “8+ years” of 

college. This is not ideal, as these recodes may underestimate the number of years of 

education for persons with doctoral degrees; however, it is possible to complete certain 

types of doctoral degrees over four years post-college (e.g., Ed.D.)  

I also changed two or three detailed education classifications for the year 2000 so 

that I could treat years schooling as a continuous variable. These changes do not affect 

the multivariate analysis since I restrict the regression models to years that omit these 
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categorical classifications. For example, while data in 2000 are mostly continuous, the 

Census used a category “PreK to Grade 4,” which I coded as the equivalent to no 

schooling. Again, data are mostly comparable since the majority of educational codes in 

the contemporary period (e.g., latter 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century) are consistent.  

Eligibility Criteria for Analysis 

The study focuses on the heterosexual, non-inmate population who were married 

and living with a spouse at the time of data collection. I limited the descriptive and 

multivariate analyses to heterosexual couples since ACS trends for same-sex married 

persons are relatively new. (Appendix Table A summarizes the breakdown of age gaps in 

same-sex marriages in 2010-14 by gender.) Although I could not present an in-depth 

analysis of heterosexual cohabiting couples in multivariate analyses because the 

characteristics of non-marital cohabiters were not measured specifically until 1990, I 

briefly compare the recent age trends of cohabiting couples with those of married persons 

in Chapter 4. The unit of analysis in the study is the individual, although I report trends at 

a couple level for a couple’s economic status. I excluded institutional inmates from all 

samples as well as three polygamous households in 1910 and 1920 that each included a 

man with two wives.  

Measures 

I used Stata v12 with upgraded packages (e.g., for conducting post-estimation) to 

analyze the IPUMS variables in this study, which are described below.  

Dependent Variable 

Marital age gap. The dependent variable in the study is the difference in spouses’ 

ages, or what I refer to as the marital age gap. Age is a continuous variable measured in 
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years. I first subtracted a wife’s age from her husband’s age to create a variable for the 

spousal age difference. If the wife was older, then the difference was negative; if the 

husband was older, then the difference was positive. I then collapsed the age differences 

into the following five categories:  

 Marriages where women were 11 or more years older than their spouse 

 Marriages where women were between 4 and 10 years older than their spouse 

 Marriages where spouses were within three years of age 

 Marriages where men were between 4 and 10 years older than their spouse 

 Marriages where men were 11 or more years older than their spouse  

These categories reflect age difference bands found in the literature, as many 

studies consider a difference of three years or less to be age homogamous (e.g., Shafer 

2013), while gaps of more than 10 years are age discrepant (e.g., Pyke & Adams 2010; 

Shehan et al. 1991; Veevers 1988). It follows that a gap of 4 to 10 years signals a union 

between spouses who are only somewhat apart in age.  

I present the characteristics of individuals in each of the five marital age groups in 

the study’s descriptive analyses, where I label spouses who are within three years of age 

as being the “same age” or “age homogamous.” I label spouses who are 11 or more years 

older than their partners as being “much older” or being in age-discrepant marriages. I 

sometimes refer to spouses who are between 4 and 10 years apart as “somewhat” apart in 

age.  

For sure, there are gendered trends even among age-homogamous couples, since 

frequencies of Census data between 1910 and 1980 showed that in two-thirds of age- 

homogamous first marriages, the husband was older by one, two or three years. In 2010-
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14, this percentage declined to 57.6% of “same-age” marriages, and the percentage of 

these unions with a wife who was one to three years older than her husband increased 

from 17.7% in 1980 to 20.6% in 2010-14. Still, a gap of three years is relatively close in 

age and I discuss trends within first-married and remarried age-homogamous couples in 

Chapter 4.  

The dependent variable in the multinomial regression analysis, which I will 

describe in detail shortly, represents the odds of being in one of the five aforementioned 

age gap groupings.      

Independent Variable 

 Gender is the main independent variable in the study; like other researchers (e.g., 

England & McClintock 2009), I conducted all descriptive and multivariate analyses 

separately for women and men. Specifically, I used the Census variable SEX to denote a 

person’s gender as male or female. Prior to 1940, enumerators coded this variable from 

observation; starting in 1950, respondents self-reported their gender.   

Control Variables  

Figure 4 lists the variables used in the descriptive and regression analyses. I 

describe each of these variables below. 

Number of times married. I used the times married variable that the Census 

collected from both spouses in 1910, 1960, 1970, 1980, and 2010-14.
6
 I coded this 

variable as married once versus more than once for a few reasons. First, the Census 

Bureau indicates that although ever-married people were instructed to report 

                                                 
6
 In one case, 1950, the Census measured times married only for sample-line persons 

rather than for both spouses. For this reason, I excluded the number of times married in 

analyses and show only general historical data for that decade.  
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dichotomously whether or not they had been married more than once, some enumerators 

failed to follow the instructions and instead recorded continuous numbers for previous 

Figure 4.     Variables Used in the Descriptive and Regression Analyses 

Gender Ratio of women's income to family income 

Number of times married Hispanic origin 

Race Family income 

Age Group  Descriptive analyses only: 

Years of Education Personal income 

One U.S.-born spouse Personal wages 

Interracial/pan-ethnic pairs Labor force participation 

Number of wage earners Period of relative inequality 

Economic category 

  

times married (IPUMS 2017). (Others followed the protocol correctly.) This led 

developers to conclude that data for a small minority of individuals married multiple 

times, especially in 1910, were not representative. Second, very few respondents reported 

being married three or more times in any given decade. Finally, the wording of response 

choices in codebooks suggests some ambiguity in measurement after two or more times 

married since the choices were “married once,” “married twice (or more),” “married 

thrice (or more),” “four times,” “five times,” “six times,” “unknown,” “illegible,” and 

“missing.”  

Race. I collapsed individuals’ racial identities into five total categories by 

crossing responses to a detailed race variable (RACED) and considering whether 
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someone identified as Hispanic. First, I categorized people into White, Black, Asian,
7
 or 

Other categories—the latter which included Native American, Alaskan, Pacific Islander, 

“other race not specified,” and individuals identifying as two or more races. Second, I 

crossed the four overarching racial categories with a detailed Hispanic variable 

(“HISPAND”) to create a total of five “racial” categories, which are non-Hispanic White, 

non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic Asian, non-Hispanic Other, and Hispanic. (Hereafter, 

I drop the prefix “non-Hispanic” from individuals’ classifications.) Although I follow 

convention by using four racial categories plus Hispanic origin, it is important to 

remember that Hispanic persons are from any race. Most Hispanic individuals in IPUMS 

identified as White, and smaller groups identified as Black, Asian, and Other Hispanic.  

I include as many of the five racial categories as possible throughout the study’s 

descriptive analyses; however, small sample sizes for some groups in 1980 and earlier 

precluded me from presenting some trends for every group. This is especially the case 

because I restricted many analyses to purely first-married couples with at least one US-

born spouse. In regression analyses, I compare the odds of being in various age-gap 

marriages for Black, White, Asian, and Hispanics but exclude persons from “Other” races 

due to small sample sizes in 1970 and 1980.  

Age group. In addition to reporting mean ages, I examine three age groups of 

people in the 1970, 1980, and 2010-14 regression analysis. Table 2 illustrates the age 

cohorts for these individuals.  The cohorts represent people who are under age 40,  

  

                                                 
7
 In 1970 and 1980, Japanese and Chinese were listed as races; I recoded people from 

these backgrounds as Asian, along with individuals who identified as being from Laotian, 

Cambodian, and Vietnamese “races.” 
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Table 2. Age Groups for Persons in the 1970, 1980, and 2010-14 

Regression Analysis 

  Under 40 Aged 40 - 59 Years Aged 60+ 

Survey Year Cohorts were Born in… 

1970 Census 1931 - 1957 1911 - 1930 1910 or earlier 

1980 Census 1941 - 1965 1921 - 1940 1920 or earlier 

2014 ACS 1975 - 1999 1955 - 1974 1954 or earlier 

2013 ACS 1974 - 1998 1954 - 1973 1953 or earlier 

2012 ACS 1973 - 1997 1953 - 1972 1952 or earlier 

2011 ACS 1972 - 1996 1952 - 1971 1951 or earlier 

2010 ACS 1971 - 1995 1951 - 1970 1950 or earlier 

Note: the youngest group includes married persons as young as 14 years in 

1970 and 15 years in the 1980 and 2010-14 samples. 

 

between 40 and 60 years old, and 60 years or older during the decade of interest. Ages 

ranged from 14 years old to over 100. 

Years of education. Over the 20th Century, the ceiling for the greatest possible 

number of years educated rose as more people pursued ever-higher degrees. I used a 

detailed variable for education (EDUCD) that when recoded, is continuous. For example, 

after 12 years of education, I recoded “one year of college” as 13 years of education, 

“two years college” as 14 years, and “three years of college” as 15 years of education and 

so on. In descriptive analyses, I collapsed years of education into the following five 

categories: less than high school, high school graduate, some college, college graduate, 

and post-college. The regression analysis collapses the categories further: (1) high school 

degree or less; (2) some college/college graduate; and (3) post-college.  

At least one U.S.-born spouse. Recognizing that cultures in different countries 

might influence partner selection differently than in the U.S., I analyzed marital age 

patterns separately for couples with zero, one or two foreign-born spouses. To determine 
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whether couples had at least one U.S.-born spouse, I first used an existing citizenship 

variable, where the first response category was “N/A” for persons born in the U.S. and 

thus automatically citizens. (Other responses categories were citizen born abroad; 

naturalized citizen; not a citizen; not a citizen, but had papers; or foreign-born.) I coded 

only those with “N/A” as born in this country and then generated a variable for having at 

least one U.S.-born spouse by considering the series of possible combinations, such that 

if both spouses were coded as “N/A” (citizens born in the U.S.), then “One U.S.-born” = 

1. If one spouse received the “N/A” code, but the other had not, I still coded that couple 

as “One U.S.-born” = 1. If both spouses were born abroad, not citizens, or foreign-born, 

then I set “One U.S.-born” to 0 after determining through analysis that individuals born 

abroad to American parents comprised too small a percentage of the population for any 

meaningful differences to emerge. I also chose that approach since the condition of being 

born in the U.S. is the focus of interest here for cultural reasons rather than citizenship 

per se.
8
 

Interracial and Hispanic/non-Hispanic marriages. To address the research 

question about whether age gaps differ across various interracial pairs, I examine 

individuals from one of my previously described five main “racial” groups (White, Black, 

Asian, Other, and Hispanic) who married outside their group. Again, although Hispanic 

individuals can be from any race, including marriages between Hispanic and non-

Hispanic people in analyses of interracial marriages aligns with Choi & Tienda’s (2017) 

concept of “ethno-racial” pairings and offers insights into rising trends.  

                                                 
8
 In 1910 and 1960, I used a person’s birthplace to determine if at least one spouse was 

born in the U.S. because husbands’ citizenship status was conferred on women in the 

former year and not collected in the latter (U.S. Census Bureau 2017).   
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My interracial variable uses the five racial groups and crosses a person’s race with 

his or her spouse’s race. I present descriptive analyses for inter-marriages; however, 

small samples in 1970 and 1980 for certain pairs (e.g., Black-Asian marriages) hindered 

me from including all permutations of pairs in the regression analyses. Thus, my 

regression models compare the odds of being in marriages of different age gaps for 

White-Asian and Hispanic-non-Hispanic pairs, which are the most common out-pairs 

(Choi & Tienda 2017) and Black-White unions, which are less common but still greater 

in number than between spouses who are each from a different racial minority group. 

Family and personal total income. In this study, I examine individual and family 

total income. The former variable measures a person’s pretax income or debts, such as 

income generated from rental properties, royalties, and pensions. Debts show up as 

negative total income if losses outweigh the income from other sources, and to safeguard 

respondents’ confidentiality, there are low and high caps for reporting income. For 

example, before adjusting for inflation, the lowest possible personal income reported in 

1980 was -$9,990 and the highest was $75,000. (In 2017 dollars, which I use in the study 

and will discuss shortly, those figures would be approximately -$31,182 to $234,099, 

respectively) (Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI Calculator 2017).  

Total personal income is a sum of a person’s responses to other income questions, 

such as those asking about income earned from work, a business, or investments. The 

Census summed the separate personal income for each spouse to obtain the total family 

income of the household denoted by FTOTINC. Thus, it is possible to determine an 

individual spouse’s contribution to the family income. While data for total family income 

are recorded in dollars—and must be adjusted for inflation when interpreting—they are 
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often (though not always) rounded to a nearest mid-point dollar interval.
9
 For example, in 

1980, data reflect the “midpoints of ten-dollar intervals” (U.S. Census Bureau 2017).
10

 I 

treat total personal and family income as continuous variables in the analysis. Finally, 

please note that prior to 2010, questions about income and wages refer the respondent to 

the previous calendar year; however, the time frame for the ACS differs slightly. ACS 

respondents refer to their income generated in the 12 months prior to their survey 

completion. This is because the survey is done on a rotating basis throughout the year. I 

do not adjust income to account for minor differences in reporting timeframes between 

the censuses and ACS since IPUMS does not recommend doing so.
11

   

To standardize income variables, I adjusted the data to reflect 2017 dollars by 

creating Stata code that multiplied a year’s data by the calculation on the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics’ Consumer Inflation Calculator for January 2017. Thus, income and wage data 

for 1980 are shown in 2017 dollars, as are figures for the years 2010 to 2014, where I 

adjusted each year’s data separately to 2017 dollars. 

Personal wages. I also use the variable INCWAGE, which denotes a person’s 

employment earnings for the previous calendar year in the census and past 12 months in 

the ACS. I did not adjust for this differences based on the IPUMS recommendation.  

                                                 
9
 In 1990, data are in real dollars. 

 
10

 https://usa.ipums.org/usa-action/variables/INCTOT#comparability_section 

 
11

 IPUMS administrators cite several reasons for not adjusting incomes to address 

differences in reporting time frames between the censuses and ACS, including the results 

of their analyses which showed no meaningful statistical differences and issues related to 

confidentiality.   

https://usa.ipums.org/usa-action/variables/INCTOT#comparability_section
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Number of wage earners. I calculated the married couples’ number of wage earners 

by examining spouses’ responses for the INCWAGE variable. If neither spouse reported 

a wage, then the number of wage earners was 0. If both spouses reported wages, then the 

number of earners was 2, and if only one spouse reported wages, then I assigned a “1” for 

the number of marital wage earners. As the descriptive analyses will show, prior to 1980, 

the percentage of women contributing wages to the married couples’ total family income 

is low; however, they often contributed income generated from other sources. Starting 

around 1980, the percentage of wives contributing wage earnings to the household begins 

to increase dramatically, although descriptive analyses will show a much higher 

percentage of married women contribute income than wages to the family’s overall 

income. The regression analysis compares the odds of being in different marital age gap 

groups for households with single, dual, or no earners.  

Economic category. To assess couples’ overall economic status, I used a variable 

that developers created from total family income. They divided the family income by the 

federal poverty threshold amount for that year and multiplied by 100 percent. The scores 

apply to all related members of the household, and range from low to high, where low 

scores denote poverty—living below the federal poverty line—and higher ones indicate 

higher income. In the historical strand of this study, I collapsed the (POVERTY) scores 

into quintiles and report the percentage of adults who are married by these quintiles. In 

the multinomial regression analysis, I collapsed the poverty scores further into thirds, and 

present the odds of being in marriages with age gaps versus same-age marriages for 

people in the bottom, middle, and highest thirds of the economic categories. (I elaborate 

on these poverty scores in the analysis section of this chapter.) Chapter 6 discusses the 
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merits and limitations of using the federal definition of poverty that likely underestimates 

poverty since it is based on what a family would spend on food in the 1960s.
12

   

Hispanic origin. As I discussed previously, starting in 1980, the Census Bureau 

asked all people directly whether they were of “Spanish/Hispanic origin or descent.” I use 

the previously mentioned dichotomous HISPAND variable in the analyses, where 

possible. 

Ratio of women’s income to the family income. A study of marital characteristics 

that tests the merits of exchange theory in explaining age differences might see a 

relationship between a wife’s relative youth and husband’s relative economic power as a 

trade. I considered women’s economic contributions to the household by creating a 

variable that divides a wife’s total personal income (INCTOT) by the family income 

(FTOTINC). The regression analysis includes women’s contribution as a continuous 

variable that ranges from 0 to 1.  

Labor force participation. In descriptive analyses, I use the dichotomous variable 

LABFORCE, which describes whether or not someone aged 16 or older participates in 

the labor force. 

Period of relative inequality. Cherlin (2014) examined men’s marital patterns 

during different time periods of the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 centuries that were marked by 

varying degrees of macro-level economic prosperity or inequality. Using the following 

typology, he characterized different eras this way:    

 1910 to 1950: a period of narrowing inequality  

                                                 
12

 By way of example, two adults under age 65 with one child were considered at the 

poverty line in 1999 if their income was approximately $11,000 in 1999 dollars, or only 

about $16,000 in 2017 (BLS 2017)! 
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 1950 to 1979: a period of low and stable inequality  

 the 1980s: a period of widening inequality  

 1987 to 2010: a period of high and rising inequality  

 I adapted Cherlin’s framework and present marital age trends in the descriptive 

analyses for first marriages in 1910, 1960, 1970, 1980, and 2010-14. I performed separate 

analyses for each decade and then compared results from one decade to the next. Ideally, 

I would have included data from other Censuses (i.e., 1920 through 1950 and 1990 and 

2000) to adhere most closely to Cherlin’s framework; however the Census did not 

measure the number of times married in those years, and this variable is essential to 

understanding age difference patterns. Thus, I present some descriptive data for all 

decades between 1910 and 2010-14 in Chapter 4, but drop those years (e.g., 1990 and 

2000) from multivariate analyses due to the omission of the remarriage variable. 

Analysis 

As I discussed in Chapter 1, this study tests the strengths of beauty exchange 

theory and status homogamy as explanations for marital age trends in 1980 and 2010-14, 

with 1970 serving as a baseline. I chose to focus on 1970, 1980, and 2010-14 in the 

multivariate analysis for substantive and practical reasons. First, data reported in 1980 

reveal insights about the decade leading up to it, which saw the evolution of the second 

wave of the women’s movement and significant increases in women’s higher education 

rates. Essentially, I seek to understand if the social changes that swept the country in the 

1970s—reflected in the 1980 Census—affected age differences in marriage by 2010-14. 

In 1982, women achieved parity with men in college graduation rates (Buchmann & 

DiPete 2006); by 2010, they surpassed men in college-going and achieved significantly 
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higher labor force participation rates than they had previously. For many men, the 1970s 

meant the beginning of stagnating wages due to the gradual loss of manufacturing 

(Cherlin 2014), which may have contributed to an erosion of support for the “male 

breadwinner” model that started showing signs of unraveling (Cherlin 2014). Perhaps the 

sexual revolution and greater availability of no-fault divorce in the 1970s also led to 

changes thereafter in the age differences of marital partners. 

Second, data limitations prevented a smooth and continuous presentation of data 

in the multivariate analysis across several decades. Ideally, an analysis of the latter half of 

the 20
th

 Century would also include data from 1990 and 2000; however, the Census did 

not measure the number of times married during those years. My study of age differences 

without this variable would produce inaccurate results since remarriage strongly predicts 

the outcome (Ni Brolchain 1992; Shehan et al. 1991; Klinger-Vartabedian & Wispe 

1989; Gunter & Wheeler 1987; Vera, et al 1985). Unfortunately, even when the variable 

times married was measured prior to 1980, such as in 1960 and 1970, the population was 

not sufficiently diverse to study some phenomena of interest, so I use data from 1970 

only sparingly as a baseline, when sample sizes permit. For example, in 1960 and 1970, 

over 99.5% of the population was either White or Black, and interracial marriages were 

largely non-existent due to laws banning its occurrence.
13

 Results for some interracial 

groups in 1970 in my study should be interpreted with caution, even though I weighted 

                                                 
13

 In 1960, approximately 91% of married adults in the population were White, and 

99.8% of Whites married within their race. In 1967, the Supreme Court ruled that laws 

banning interracial marriages were unconstitutional in the Loving vs Virginia case. 

Previously, laws prohibiting interracial marriage varied by state.   
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data for, small groups, such as remarried Asian Americans with at least one U.S.-born 

spouse. 

Thus, I use descriptive and multivariate statistics to address the following research 

questions introduced in Chapter 1 for the years 1980 and 2010-14, with 1970 serving as a 

baseline: 

1. How do the ages of current spouses compare over four decades? Have differences 

in age gaps remained the same over time? 

2. Are age gaps wider or narrower for interracial pairings? 

3. Are age-homogamous couples more educationally homogamous than age- 

heterogamous ones?  

4. What is the wage gap in dual-earner, husband-older marriages and how does it 

compare with the wage gap in age-homogamous marriages? 

5. What are the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage for people with 

various characteristics, and how do those odds compare over four decades? 

Next, I review the analytical approaches I took to answer these questions. 

Question #1 

Descriptive results in this study address hypotheses about whether or not the 

percentage of marriages characterized by age homogamy or heterogamy increased or 

decreased between 1970 and 2010-14 for men and women with certain characteristics. To 

answer Question #1, I compared the percentage of marriages in 1970, 1980, and 2010-14 

that were comprised of older husbands, older wives, or same-age spouses. I examined the 

age gap categories for people who were: (1) married once or remarried, and (2) were in 

marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse or both foreign-born. I compared like 
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marriages over time to determine whether an actual change occurred in age gap trends. I 

also present results separately by gender and race because scholars provide compelling 

evidence that marital trends differ by these key statuses (e.g., England & McClintock 

2009). I computed a two-sample t statistic to determine whether differences between the 

percentages of marriages in 1970 in different age gap categories were statistically 

significantly different from the percentages of marriages in 1980, and then again for the 

decades 1980 and 2010-14. I also ran analysis of variance (ANOVA) statistics to test 

whether mean age gaps between and within groups (i.e., within racial groups and between 

decades were statistically significantly different. 

Question #2 

Here, I examine age gaps for selected interracial marriages with spouses who 

were married once or remarried and comprised of at least one U.S.-born spouse. As with 

all analyses, I compare results for the “purely” first-married, which is to say unions where 

both spouses were married for the first time, with remarriages where at least one spouse 

was remarried. According to the IPUMS data, 1.7% of women’s marriages involving at 

least one U.S.-born spouse—regardless of whether the marriage was a first or higher-

order marriage—were interracial in 1980, compared to 6.2% in 2014.  I also consider 

pairings between a spouse identifying as Hispanic origin and the other who does not. 

Even before accounting for place of birth or marital history, the proportion of currently 

married Hispanic persons with a Hispanic spouse declined from 82.1% in 1980 to 79.8% 

in 2010-14, indicating a rise in out-group marriage for people identifying as Hispanic. 

More specifically, I compare the age gaps between racially homogamous 

marriages and those who marry outside their race or Hispanic background. Since sample 
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sizes in 1970 and 1980 for inter-marriages between spouses who are both from racial 

minority groups are small even when weighted, I draw insight from the literature (e.g., 

Choi & Tienda 2017) and focus on the following pairs in some of the analysis, which are 

the most common: 

 Asian wives and White husbands  

 White wives and Black husbands  

 Hispanic wives and non-Hispanic White husbands  

Where possible, my descriptive analyses show out-marriage for persons 

identifying as White, Black, Asian, or “Other Race,” who are all non-Hispanic, and for 

those identifying as Hispanic. Those from “Other” races include Alaskans, Native 

Americans, Pacific Islanders, and multi-racial persons, who after 2000 were able to 

identify as such.   

Lastly, I computed a two-sample t-statistic to determine whether the percentages 

in 1980 were significantly different from those in 1970 and then again between 1980 and 

2010-14. I also tested differences between 1970 and 2010-14 trends, and only results 

falling under the.05 alpha level allowed me to reject the null hypothesis of no differences 

in marital age trends by group. I also ran ANOVAs to compare mean age gaps between 

and within groups, such as whether gaps were smaller or larger for people of different 

races and across the decades. 

Question #3 

 The third research question I pose in this study addresses the level of educational 

homogamy between spouses of different age gaps and asks whether age-homogamous 

marriages are also more educationally homogamous than age-heterogamous marriages, as 
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status homogamy theories would suggest. I examine the mean years of education of, and 

correlations between, spouses aged 25 years and older from each of the five marital age 

gap categories. As usual, I include only couples with at least one U.S.-born spouse, and I 

present results for first marriages and remarriages. I restricted these analyses to adults 

aged 25 years and older since college-going is becoming a social norm in the U.S. 

(Goyette 2008) and educational differences between young adult spouses may actually be 

temporary, as McClintock (2014) found in her study, which I discussed in Chapter 2.  

Question #4 

Since labor force participation begins officially at age 16 and the number of 

married people under 21 earning wages or income is very low, I use descriptive statistics 

to answer this question for income earners aged 21 and older. Focusing on couples with 

one or two wage earners, I calculated a ratio of women’s wages to the family income as 

well as a ratio of women’s income to the family income to determine two dimensions of 

wives’ economic contributions to the marriage. For all couples, regardless of whether 

they are single-or dual-earning or earn none of the family income, the wage ratio is a 

continuous percentage that ranges from “0” to “1,” where “0” means the husband earns 

all of the family’s income and “1” means that the wife does. Among dual-earning 

couples, the ratio for women’s contributions ranges from .01 to 0.99.  I present the mean 

percentage of these ratios for the five groups of husband-older, wife-older, and same-age 

couples and perform a two-sample t test between the proportions in 1970, 1980 and 2010-

14 to determine whether differences in the percentages were statistically significant. If 

the t-statistic is significant at the conventional .05 alpha level, then I will conclude that 

differences in the percentages in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 denote a change in the trends. 
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If the t-statistic is not significant, then I will have failed to reject the null hypothesis of no 

change in marital age gaps between the decades. 

Question #5 

Lastly, for this question, I use multinomial logistic regression to predict women’s 

and men’s odds of being in a marriage with a certain age gap versus a same-age marriage 

given a set of characteristics. Specifically, I examine persons by their: (1) age; (2) times 

married; (3) identification as Black or White; (4) interracial marital status; (5) number of 

wage earners; (6) status as poor or not poor; and (7) educational status. I elaborate on this 

analysis below. 

Statistical Model 

Multinomial logit models—the most commonly used nominal regression models 

(Long & Freese 2014)— are an appropriate estimation method for a dependent variable, 

such as my marital gap variable, that has several categories (Borooah 2002). The marital 

gap variable contains five categories that are not inherently ordered since while there is 

arguably more or less of an age gap (which might make them “ordered”), the categories 

at the poles reflect both older wives and older husbands. (Gender is not an “ordered” 

category.) The statistical models account for individuals’ choice in marrying a spouse of 

the same or discrepant age. Thus, the model will produce estimates of Americans’ 

spousal choices with regard to age. Applying Borooah’s (2002) logic about multinomial 

logit models to the present study means that I estimate the probability of being in a 

marriage with a certain age gap after all the available alternatives are considered. The 

model includes an error term for the variables omitted from the equation or measured 

inaccurately (Borooah 2002) and results are the odds of being in marriages with various 
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age gaps compared to a same-age marriage. (In this case, same-age/homogamous 

marriage is known as the base outcome.) 

More specifically, I ran the following nine models separately for women and men: 

 Models 1, 2 and 3 for 1970 by gender 

 Models 1, 2 and 3 for 1980 by gender  

 Models 1, 2 and 3 for 2010-14 by gender 

Within each model, I compared results to the homogamous marital gap group, 

where AgeGAPcat = 3. Stata automatically set persons in age-homogamous marriages as 

the base group because it contained the most cases. I included only those with at least one 

U.S.-born spouse. Model 1—for women and men separately—regressed the following 

variables on AgeGAPcat: (1) times married, with values “1” or “2;” (2) three racial 

groups, with values “1” for White, “2” for Black, or “3” for Other Race; and (3) the 

interracial variable with values “0” for no and “1” for yes. In Model 2, I included all of 

the variables from Model 1 and added: (1) the number of wage earners, with values “0” 

for none, “1” for one wage earner, and “2” for two wage earners; and (2) economic 

groups derived from the poverty status scores with the values “1” for scores between 0 to  

167 (living below the poverty line to a bit over it), “2” for scores between 168 to 334 

(living a bit over the poverty line to living three times above it), and “3” for scores 

ranging from 335 to 501 (living above three to five times the poverty thresholds). Model 

3 included all aforementioned variables and added a tripartite education variable with the 
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values“1” for high school degree or less, “2” for some college through college graduate, 

and “3” for post-college.
14

  

The value that multinomial models have over descriptive statistics, such as 

correlations or t tests, is that they compute the odds ratios for given variables while 

holding other variables constant. Indeed, results in the multinomial models are expressed 

as odds ratios, which show the odds of an event occurring (i.e., being in an age 

homogamous) versus not occurring for persons with various characteristics. The odds 

ratios in the statistical models are actually the “ratio” of the odds of being in an age- 

homogamous marriage “to” not being in one. We interpret a change in the odds ratio for a 

given variable from one model to the next as an increase or decrease in the odds of being 

in an age-homogamous marriage for some group of people, or we determine that the odds 

did not change within or across models.  

Although odds ratios may be straightforward to understand, results in the 

multinomial models can be a little awkward to interpret because we compare several 

categories in the output. Four dependent variable categories compare to the base outcome 

(age-homogamous marriage) and additional comparisons are made within a variable. For 

example, I included in all models a categorical variable for age cohort, which grouped 

persons as: (1) the youngest cohort (under age 40 in a particular decade), (2) the middle 

cohort (aged 40 to 60 years in the decade), or (3) the oldest cohort (over 60 years of age 

in any given decade). In the models for men—where the reference group for the age 

cohort variable is men in the middle-aged cohort—then the results for the age cohort 

                                                 
14

 Running multinomial regression in Stata does not require one to assign a “0” value to 

variables. 
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variable show the odds of being in a certain type of marriage (i.e., the wife is 11 or more 

years older) versus an age-homogamous marriage for men in the youngest cohort 

compared to men in the middle cohort.   

In order to determine whether the odds of being in age-homogamous or 

heterogamous marriage had changed over time, I tested the statistical significance of the 

difference in odds ratios within and across models using the Stata commands for the 

Hausman test (e.g., mlogtest, smhsiao). I instructed Stata to compare the coefficients in 

Model 3 for a given decade (the model that included all variables for that decade) with 

those in Model 3 for another decade.  

In summary, I described in this chapter the nature and scope of variables from the 

Census and ACS that I used to test the beauty-exchange and status homogamy theories 

outlined in Chapter 1, the variables I selected for analysis, and the statistical models that I 

specified in the multivariate analysis. I explained that my study consists of two strands; 

one that presents the historical trends from 1910 to 2014 and another that zeroes in on 

three decades (1970, 1980 and 2010-14) that contain critical variables of interest and 

allow me to predict the odds of being in marriages with certain age gaps given various 

characteristics. Before presenting results from the bivariate and multivariate analyses 

used to answer the four research questions, I next review the historical trends about 

marriage and age differences.  
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CHAPTER 4 

HISTORICAL MARITAL AGE PATTERNS: 1910 TO 2014  

 

The marital age trends examined in this study are part of a broader context where 

American marriage rates rose sharply in the post-War period of the early 20
th

 Century 

and then fell steadily thereafter, particularly among people with low incomes. In this 

chapter, I first describe the married population by gender, race, education, and economic 

status, before showing the slow increase in interracial marriage. After establishing this 

context, I introduce the data on mean age gaps for the decades when the Census measured 

times married (1910, 1960, 1970, 1980, and 2010-14). Third, I present age gaps for 

couples with at least one U.S.-born spouse versus both foreign-born to illustrate why all 

subsequent analyses throughout the study use only couples with at least one U.S.-born 

spouse. Fourth, I discuss gendered patterns among age-homogamous marriages and 

explore age gap patterns for Whites, Blacks, and Asian Americans. Finally, I briefly 

review trends for men by age before exploring whether unmarried cohabiting couples 

have started to show similar patterns once the Census and ACS began measuring this 

living arrangement in 1990.  

Marriage in the U.S. by Gender, Selected Races, Education  

and General Economic Status 

 

Marriage rates changed dramatically in the U.S. over the 20
th

 Century: they 

spiked during World War II, peaked in 1960, and declined to levels lower at the turn of 

the 21
st
 Century than before the War. As Figure 5 shows, the percentage of the U.S. 

population aged 15 years and older who were married increased from about 55% in 1910 

to a high of nearly 70% in 1960 before declining again to 2010-14 levels that were lower  
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than in 1910. In 2010-14, approximately 48% of heterosexual men and 44% of women 

were married. The corresponding pattern for never-married persons represents a flip side, 

where the percentage of never-married individuals was about the same in 1910 as it was 

in 2010-14: approximately 30% of women in 1910 and 2010-14 were never married, and 

the percentage of never-married men in 2014 was only four percentage points lower than 

in 1910 (not shown). 

While post-War marriage rates decreased for adults as a whole, the drop was more 

precipitous for Blacks than Whites. Figure 6 illustrates the percentage of persons aged 15 

and older in marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse for Blacks and Whites between 

1910 and 2014 and for Asian Americans starting in 1980. I excluded the percentages for 

Asian Americans prior to that year because they comprised less than one percent of the  
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population up through 1960.
15

 Married at nearly equal rates as Whites in 1910 and 1920, 

the percentage of Blacks who married began to decline around the Depression era and fell 

sharply between 1960 and 2014 from 53% to 26.7%, respectively. The relatively high 

percentage of married Asian Americans declined from 64.3% in 1980 to 51.1% in 2010-

14. What the figure does not show is that Asian women have had a slightly higher 

marriage rate historically than Asian men, in contrast to Whites, where White men have 

had a slightly higher rate than women across the latter half of the 20
th

 Century. 

                                                 
15

 In 1960, Asian Americans aged 15 and older constituted 0.49% of the U.S. population. 

In 1970, 98.8% of the adult population was still either Black or White and in 1980, 

approximately 1.5% were Asian American. In 1980, the designation included persons 

who were of Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, Korean, and “Other Asian or Pacific Islander” 

descent. 
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Investigating marriage rates by educational attainment over the 20
th

 century adds 

further insight into population trends. A word of caution is warranted, however, before 

presenting marital trends by education since age and time period affect the population’s 

overall educational attainment. For example, in 1940 and 1950, few people had earned 

more than a high school diploma, and it was common, especially for women, to have only 

completed eight years of school. (The data showed that in 1940, for example, 54.9% of 

U.S.-born women aged 25 and older had eight or fewer years of education.) These 

generations of women show up in later Census decades, often as widows—in 1980, 

38.6% of women with eight years or less of education were widowed—which then affects 

the percentage of women in this education group who were unmarried. In other words, 

the large percentage of widows drives part of the marital status of women with little 

informal education even though the unmarried status of the widows is substantively 

different from women in later decades with that education level who were never married. 

To correct this pattern that emerged in the Census data, I limited analyses to U.S.-born 

adults between the ages of 25 and 65 years and offer Table 3, which summarizes the 

percentage of people meeting these criteria who were married, by educational level for 

the years 1940 to 2010-14. (Prior to 1940, the Census measured educational attainment 

too differently to allow comparisons.)  

The table tells a fascinating story. First, the relationship between marriage and 

education worked differently for men and women prior to the second-wave women’s 

movement but converged to form similar patterns by 2010-14. During World War II (in 

1940), high rates of men were married regardless of their educational attainment, but for 

women, the percentage who were married decreased with increased education—the small 
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population of women with post-college education notwithstanding. In 1950, men with the 

least formal education were also least likely among men to be married; by contrast, the 

most educated women showed women’s lowest percentage married. Gradually, a positive 

Table 3.  Percentage of Persons Aged 25 to 65 Years who are Married by Education 

and Gender, 1940 to 2010-14 

  1940 1950* 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010-14 

Men 

           Less than 8 years 73.9 75.5 77.9 74.5 71.4 65.8 52.9 32.9 

   8 to 11 years 75.5 80.9 83.9 82.8 77.7 66.0 55.9 45.9 

   HS grad 72.1 81.2 85.2 84.8 78.5 70.3 63.5 55.3 

   Some college 74.8 80.3 84.4 83.8 74.2 70.9 66.6 60.9 

   College grad 73.2 82.3 85.1 84.8 75.2 71.1 68.7 66.5 

   Post-college 71.5 81.0 83.4 83.9 75.7 77.7 74.9 74.7 

Women 

           Less than 8 years 71.0 70.7 68.2 61.1 56.8 54.1 45.8 32.8 

   8 to 11 years 74.3 77.3 77.8 74.0 68.4 61.6 53.0 43.6 

   HS grad 69.9 78.7 82.4 80.5 75.4 70.8 64.9 57.8 

   Some college 67.8 75.5 78.9 77.5 70.6 67.1 63.4 57.7 

   College grad 58.5 69.6 76.8 78.1 72.1 68.2 66.7 64.4 

   Post-college 43.8 56.7 57.9 62.2 62.6 65.4 64.4 65.7 

* Used sample-line weight. 

        

 relationship between men’s marriage status and education in a particular decade emerged 

by 1990 and grew clearest in 2000, where the percentage of men with post-college 

education (74.9%) was almost 11 points higher than for male high school graduates 

(63.5%) and even higher than for men with less than 11 years of schooling. 

The consistently positive relationship between marriage and years of education 

took longer to materialize for women. By 2010-14, the pattern held, and the greater the 

educational attainment, the higher the percentage married. In 2000, however, roughly the 

same proportion of women with post-college experience (64.4%) and high school 

diplomas (64.9%) were married. In 1980, a greater percentage of women with high 
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school degrees (75.4%) than college degrees (72.1%) were married, and the percentage 

married among those with post-college education was second lowest (62.6%), after those 

with fewer than eight years of education (56.8%).  

It may help to visualize the trends with respect to marriage and education by 

focusing on one educational group, such as those with more than a college degree. That 

category includes those who earned a master’s degree or other professional degree 

beyond college, as well as doctoral degrees. Figure 7 illustrates the percentage of post-

college U.S.-born adults between 25 and 65 years of age by gender. We can see the rising 

percentage of married women who have post-college education over the decades as well 

as what seems to be a decline in the significance of post-college education for married 

men in the more contemporary period. 
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Thus far, we have seen that marriage is an option increasingly chosen by those 

with higher education; Census data also illustrate a retreat from the institution by 

economically disadvantaged adults over the decades. My analysis of poverty scores 

applied in 1950 and thereafter shows that persons living under the poverty line for any 

given decade exhibited the most precipitous retreat from marriage, while those at the top 

economic quintile continued to marry at high rates. For example, Appendix Table B 

shows that the percentage of men in the highest economic quintile who married declined 

from 81.9% in 1910 to 72.6% in 2010-14, while the percentage in the lowest quintile who 

married decreased more dramatically from 77.9% to 26.1%. The pattern was similar for 

women, with even fewer (20%) women in the lowest economic quintile marrying in 

2010-14. Figure 8 illustrates this graphically, where the percentage of married persons 

was highest among the wealthiest men and women and lowest among adults in the lowest 

economic quintile.  

Trends in Interracial Marriage 

Finally, before examining age differences in U.S. marriages, I offer an overview 

of general interracial marriage trends over the 100-year period. Although certain 

interracial marriages—especially between Whites and Blacks—were illegal in many 

states until 1967, a small number of people nonetheless married interracially even in the 

pre-War period. As Table 4 shows, the percentage of people marrying “in-group” has 

declined over time for all racial and Hispanic origin groups between 1910 and 2010-14. 
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Some groups—such as Asian Americans and those identifying as “Other” race—

were significantly more likely than Whites to marry outside their group, and they 

increasingly did so over time. Sample sizes for Asian Americans in marriages with at 

least one U.S.-born spouse were too small prior to 1960 to be reliable, so I excluded them 

from the table. I also chose not to report trends for Hispanic persons prior to 1980 since 

IPUMS (2017) reported that these data were also unreliable, as I discussed in Chapter 3. 

Overall, as Table 5 shows, the percentage of interracial marriages in the U.S. 

increased from about 1.5% in 1910 to about 6% in 2010-14. It is important to keep in 

mind that race is a complex social construction, and not only has the Census measured 

race differently over time, as I indicated in Chapter 3, self-identification may also be 

fluid. Historical data from the early 20
th

 Century (i.e., 1910 through 1940 or so) 
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should be interpreted with caution, since discriminatory laws in the nation may have 

influenced how people identified racially on the Census.  

Nevertheless, the snapshot in Table 5 also shows the percentage of interracial 

marriages for Whites and Blacks throughout the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century that were 

comprised of pairings with certain “out-groups;” however, one must remember that data 

before 2000 likely underestimate the percentage of multi-racial individuals married to 

Whites or Blacks since multi-racial identification was not measured until 2000.  

 

Table 4.  Percentage of People Marrying within their Racial/Hispanic Origin 

Group by Race and Gender, 1910 to 2010-14* 

  1910 1960 1970 1980 2010-14 

  % % % % % 

Men      
   White 99.9 99.8 99.6 98.2 94.8 

   Black 90.6 99.1 98.6 96.1 85.6 

   Asian  - -   84.7 80.0 71.0 58.1 

   Other 78.7 79.2 61.3 45.2 38.5 

   Hispanic 99.7 n/a n/a 75.8 65.7 

Total Persons 281,976 1,919,696 426,706 2,361,393 2,765,932 

Women 

        White 99.9 99.8 99.6 98.3 95.7 

   Black 94.6 99.1 99.2 98.6 93.6 

   Asian  - -  76.3 65.6 44.5 28.7 

   Other 67.4 69.9 57.9 43.9 37.2 

   Hispanic 99.7 n/a n/a 74.8 62.1 

Total Persons 281,976 1,919,696 426,706 2,361,393 2,765,932 

*Includes only those in marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse, but includes those 

in first or remarriages. N/A means the Census did not measure the characteristic or 

measure it reliably and the symbol - - denotes a sample size of less than 50. 
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Table 5. Percentage of Interracial Marriages & Composition of Selected Pairs, 1910 – 2014 

  
1910 1920 1930 1940 1950* 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 

2010-

14 

% Married Interracially 
1.5 1.0 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.4 0.7 2.1 2.8 5.2 5.8 

% of these Interracial Marriages Comprised of Pairs:       

Whites 

   
        

   w/Blacks 
25.8 21.5 20.1 73.2 65.2 37.4 22.8 13.5 14.0 12.4 16.2 

   w/Native Amer. 
38.9 32.4 36.3 19.2 19.6 20.2 28.8 27.1 27.8 14.3 11.8 

   w/Asians 
3.3 16.0 6.7 7.3 14.7 32.2 35.3 30.3 29.6 20.5 28.3 

   w/Others 
31.9 30.1 36.9 0.3 0.5 10.2 13.1 29.2 28.5 52.7 43.6 

Blacks            

   w/Whites 
2.3 3.1 84.4 98.0 98.5 88.5 84.2 71.6 75.2 65.5 71.4 

   w/Native Amer. 
0.4 0.1 1.9 0.9 0.7 4.9 5.2 4.9 5.1 2.6 2.1 

   w/Asians 
0.05 0.2 2.8 1.1 0.7 4.9 7.9 10.7 8.8 6.4 6.5 

   w/Others 96.8 96.6 10.9 0.0 0.0 1.6 2.7 12.7 11.0 25.5 20.0 

*Used sample-line weights. Table includes only persons in marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse.  
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Generally, results suggest that while Whites who married interracially in the early 

20
th

 Century tended to marry Blacks, Native Americans, or those categorized as from 

“other” races, the proportion of Whites marrying Asians increased in 1960 and beyond, 

when changes to U.S. immigration policies allowed more people from Asian countries to 

enter the country. In 2000, more than half (52.7%) of the Whites in interracial unions 

married someone from two or more races, and 12.4% married Blacks.  

The picture for African Americans who married interracially differs substantially, 

since the Census data list most of their out-group spouses as being from “other” races in 

1910 and 1920 and then White in 1930 through 1970. During the years 1930 to 1970, 

most Blacks marrying interracially married Whites; however, starting in 1980, the 

proportion of Black adults out-marrying people who identified as “other” races grew.  

Age Differences: An Introduction  

Thus far, I have reviewed general American marriage patterns irrespective of age 

difference, which is the study’s central focus. The remainder of this dissertation presents 

the results of analyses with regard to marital couples’ age differences. I begin with an 

overview of mean age differences before examining in greater detail the characteristics 

associated with this dependent variable. 

As marriages declined, partners who did marry were increasingly similar in age. 

Table 6, which summarizes the mean ages of spouses in first marriages with at least one 

U.S.- born spouse, shows a steady decline in the mean age gap over time from 4.07 years 

in 1910 to 1.86 years in 2010-14 (p<.05).  
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The pattern of increased age homogamy resulted largely from a decline in the 

percentage of older-husband marriages rather than an increase in older-wife marriages, 

which remained rare and stable across the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century. As Figure 9 shows, 

the percentage of marriages with age-homogamous spouses three or fewer years apart— 

indicated by the thick black line at the top of the graph—rose from 45% in 1910 to 60% 

in 2014. For example, the percentage of all marriages with a wife who was 11+ years 

older than the husband remained below 1% across the 20th Century. (Not shown; I will 

present trends for women and men in age-discrepant marriages shortly). 

Remarriage appears to have influenced marital age gaps substantially. As Figure 

10 shows, age homogamy increased for remarried adults just as it did for those married 

once. The percentage of remarried persons in age-homogamous marriages was lower than 

for those married once, and remarried men were least likely to be married to someone 

within three years of age. Still, the percentage of remarried men entering age- 

homogamous remarriages increased over the 100 years and was only about five points 

lower than for remarried women in 2014. 

 

 

Table 6.  Mean Age Differences among Spouses in First Marriages, 1910 to 2010-

14  

  1910 1960 1970 1980 2010-14 

Mean 4.07 3.01 2.70 2.45 1.86 

SD 4.92 4.41 4.59 3.77 3.44 

N 229,878 3,082,626 680,028 3,632,878 3,578,888 

Note: The table includes only marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse and 

marriages that are the first marriage for both spouses. 
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Examining Marriages with at Least One U.S.-born Spouse 

In Chapter 1, I introduced the importance of examining age trends for couples 

with at least one U.S.-born spouse versus two foreign-born spouses because growing up 

in a different culture outside the U.S. might influence partner selection. Next, I 

summarize the differences in age-gap patterns for both types of couples to show why I 

include only couples with at least one U.S.-born spouse throughout the rest of this study.  

Table 7 summarizes the percentage of women and men in marriages with at least 

one U.S.-born spouse by marital age gap category and times married for the key decades. 

The results underscore the upward trend in age homogamy, the corresponding decline in 

marriages with a much older husband (11 or more years older than his spouse), and a flat 

trend in the very small percentage of marriages with a much older wife. 

Most notable is the decline in remarried men’s unions where the husband is much 

older, which dropped from 42.6% to 14.7% over time. During any decade, less than 1% 

of all women and men in first marriages were in unions where the wife was the much 

older spouse; the percentage of remarried women in much older-wife marriages peaked at 

3.5% in 1910 and decreased thereafter. The overall pattern is increased age homogamy 

among people in first marriages and remarriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse over 

the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century. Among those married once, the percentage of same-age 

marriages increased over the 1910 - 2014 period from 45.3% to 67.3% for women and 

from 47.7% to 69.9% for men. Among remarried persons, the percentage of same-age 

marriages increased from 35.6% to 47.3% for women and 20.1% to 40.2% for men.   
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Table 8, on the other hand, illustrates the same trends for couples whose spouses 

are both foreign born. Results show increased age homogamy at a more subdued pace 

than among those with at least one U.S.-born spouse. For example, the percentage of 

foreign-born, first-married women in age-homogamous marriages rose from 

approximately 48% in 1910 to 52.5% in 2014. The percentage of remarried persons in  

Table 7. Percentage of Women and Men in Marriages with at least One US-born 

Spouse in Age-Homogamous or Heterogamous Marriages, by Times 

Married, 1910 to 2014 

WEIGHTED 1910* 1960* 1970 1980 2010-14 

  % % % % % 

Currently Married Once      
     Woman 11+ Years Older 

               Women 0.3 0.4 0.6 0.3 0.3 
          Men 0.5 0.6 0.8 0.6 0.8 
     Woman 4 - 10 Years Older 

               Women 2.6 3.2 2.6 2.4 3.5 
          Men 3.4 4.1 3.5 3.5 5.6 
     Same/Within 3 Years 

               Women 45.3 55.6 59.7 63.4 67.3 
          Men 47.7 57.5 61.5 65.6 69.9 
     Man 4 - 10 Years Older 

               Women 39.9 34.2 31.9 29.6 24.8 
          Men 39.7 32.8 30.5 27.5 21.7 
     Man 11+ Years Older 

               Women 11.8 6.7 5.2 4.3 4.1 
          Men 8.7 5.0 3.7 2.8 1.9 

Married Twice or More 
     

     Woman 11+ Years Older 
               Women 3.5 2.7 3.0 2.6 2.7 

          Men 0.6 1.2 1.5 1.3 1.2 
     Woman 4 - 10 Years Older 

               Women 12.2 12.4 12.3 12.6 14.1 
          Men 3.8 6.2 6.7 6.9 8.1 
     Same/Within 3 Years 

               Women 35.6 42.1 42.8 44.2 47.3 
          Men 20.1 30.8 32.6 34.9 40.2 
     Man 4 - 10 Years Older 

               Women 26.6 28.6 29.3 28.6 26.9 
          Men 32.9 37.1 38.3 38.4 35.8 
     Man 11+ Years Older 

               Women 22.1 14.2 12.6 11.8 8.9 
          Men 42.6 24.7 20.9 18.5 14.7 
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Table 8.   Percentage of Women and Men in Marriages with both Foreign-born 

Spouses in Age-Homogamous or Heterogamous Marriages, by Times 

Married, 1910 to 2014 

WEIGHTED 1910 1960 1970 1980 2010-14 

  % % % % % 

Currently Married Once 

     Woman 11+ Years Older 

               Women 0.3 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.5 

          Men 0.5 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 

     Woman 4 - 10 Years Older 

               Women 3.7 4.4 4 4 4.6 

          Men 4.5 5.1 4.6 4.5 5.4 

     Same/Within 3 Years 

               Women 48.2 45.1 45.9 48.4 52.5 

          Men 49.4 46.3 46.9 49.6 54.5 

     Man 4 - 10 Years Older 

               Women 38.1 38.5 38.9 38 34.8 

          Men 37.6 37.9 38.7 37.5 33.8 

     Man 11+ Years Older 

               Women 9.7 11.5 10.6 9.1 7.6 

          Men 7.9 9.8 9.1 7.6 5.5 

Married Twice or More 

     Woman 11+ Years Older 

               Women 4.6 2.6 2.5 3.8 3.9 

          Men 0.6 0.8 0.6 1.1 1.1 

     Woman 4 - 10 Years Older 

               Women 17.5 11.7 10.1 13.1 13.5 

          Men 4.8 4.8 4.4 5.3 5.7 

     Same/Within 3 Years 

               Women 37.3 38.8 36.5 38.9 43.6 

          Men 23.9 28.3 27.6 28.1 32.4 

     Man 4 - 10 Years Older  

               Women 25.6 30.6 34.7 29.3 27.6 

          Men 35.7 36.4 38.0 36.6 35.8 

      Man 11+ Years Older 

               Women 14.9 16.3 16.1 14.9 11.4 

          Men 35.4 29.5 29.5 28.9 24.9 
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age-homogamous unions with two foreign-born spouses was lower than for those married 

once. Moreover, the percentage of marriages with a husband who was 11 or more year 

older than his spouse was also highest among remarried men. That percentage declined 

from 35.4% of men’s marriages in 1910 to about one-quarter (24.9%) of remarried men’s 

marriages in 2010-14. 

Overall, the frequency distribution of foreign-born marriages in various age-gap 

categories appears to have changed less dramatically over time than for marriages with at 

least one U.S.-born spouse. The pattern of increased age homogamy in foreign-born 

marriages is easier to see when one does not factor in times married. Nonetheless, since 

there appears to be greater age heterogamy among foreign-born couples than in unions 

with at least one U.S.-born spouse, the remaining analyses throughout this study include 

only unions with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 

Age-Homogamous Couples 

Before delving more deeply into age patterns by spouses’ other characteristics, 

such as times married, race, and age group, I would like to point out that gendered age 

patterns exist even within age-homogamous couples. As the literature synthesized in 

Chapter 2 revealed, the husband is usually the older spouse. Table 9 summarizes the 

percentage of same-age marriages with spouses who are one to three years apart or born 

in the same year. Between 1910 and 1980, about 63% of age-homogamous marriages 

were comprised of a husband who was one to three years older than his wife; in 2010-14, 

this percentage decreased to 57.6%. Between 1980 and 2010-14, the percentage of age- 

homogamous marriages with a wife who was one to three years older increased from 

17.7% to 20.6%. Appendix Tables C and D present the breakdown in homogamous age  
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Table 9.  Percentage of Age-Homogamous First Marriages by Number of Years 

Apart, by Decade 

Age 1910 1960 1970 1980 2010-14 

Wife is 1-3 Years Older 18.5 18.9 17.4 17.7 20.6 

Same Age 19.2 18.9 18.3 19.1 21.8 

Husband is 1-3 Years Older 62.3 62.2 64.3 63.2 57.6 

Total 114,846 953,092 224,893 1,281,684 1,425,454 

Note: Includes only marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 

differences further, and show that only in about 3% of the time in any given year was the 

wife three years older than her husband. The proportion of wives who were one to three 

years older than their spouses was higher in age-homogamous remarriages.  

Patterns by Race and Hispanic Origin 

Analyzing marital age gaps by race/ethnicity sheds further light on patterns. As I showed 

in Chapter 2, scholars have found higher rates of age heterogamy among Black adults 

than Whites (Atkinson & Glass 1985; Alaire & Carmichael 2015), possibly due to 

different opportunity structures. As Table 10 shows, Census and ACS data confirm that 

while the overall age gap patterns of Blacks run parallel to Whites, the percentage of 

married Black adults in age-heterogamous unions is slightly higher than for Whites. (I 

test the statistical significance of differences in means and the frequency distributions of 

age gap categories across racial groups in the next chapter.) 

 More specifically, the table presents descriptive marital age difference patterns for 

White and Black men over the 20
th

 Century. I have excluded other racial groups in this 

particular table because 99% of the U.S. population was either White or Black until the 

late 20
th

 century; however, I will discuss patterns for Asian Americans momentarily. The 

table shows that increased age homogamy was evident for White and Black men married 

once or remarried. For example, the percentage of White men married once whose  
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Table 10. Percentage of White and Black Men in Marriages in Age-Homogamous 

or Heterogamous Marriages, by Times Married, 1910 to 2014 

  1910 1960 1970 1980 2010-14 

  % % % % % 

Currently Married Once 
     

     Woman 11+ Years Older 

               White men 0.4 0.6 0.8 0.5 0.8 

          Black men 1.0 1.0 1.5 1.0 1.3 

     Woman 4 - 10 Years Older 

               White men 3.3 3.9 3.4 3.4 5.3 

          Black men 3.9 5.4 4.7 4.9 7.8 

     Same/Within 3 Years 

               White men 48.0 57.9 62.0 66.1 70.8 

          Black men 45.8 52.6 55.7 60.3 64.3 

     Man 4 - 10 Years Older 

               White men 39.8 32.8 30.4 27.4 21.4 

          Black men 38.5 32.6 31.2 28.4 23.1 

     Man 11+ Years Older 

               White men 8.5 4.7 3.4 2.6 1.8 

          Black men 10.9 8.4 6.9 5.4 3.5 

Married Twice or More 
     

     Woman 11+ Years Older 

               White men 0.7 1.2 1.5 1.3 1.1 

          Black men 0.6 1.3 1.6 1.4 1.3 

     Woman 4 - 10 Years Older 

               White men 3.6 6.3 6.8 6.9 8.1 

          Black men 4.1 5.7 5.9 6.6 7.8 

   Same/Within 3 Years 

               White men 19.9 31.2 32.9 35.2 40.4 

          Black men 20.4 28.9 30.4 32.5 39.2 

     Man 4 - 10 Years Older 

               White men 32.9 37.6 38.7 38.6 36.0 

          Black men 32.7 33.7 35.3 36.3 34.4 

     Man 11+ Years Older 

               White men 42.9 23.7 20.1 17.9 14.3 

          Black men 42.2 30.4 26.8 23.1 17.3 

Note: Includes only marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 
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spouses were within three years of age rose from 48% in 1910 to nearly 71% in 2010-14; 

that percentage of homogamous unions doubled among remarried White men as well.  

 Similar trends emerged for married Black men: age homogamy increased, less 

than 2% had wives who were 11+ years older, and the proportion who were 4 to 10 years 

older than their spouse approximated the proportion of married White men during any 

decade. Generally, the same patterns existed for White and Black women who were in 

marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse (not shown). 

 Results for Asian Americans between 1970 and 2010-14 suggest that age 

homogamy is rising in first marriages and for men in remarriages—but not for women 

who remarry. To analyze trends for Asians in 1970, data must be weighted, because the 

population size was so small, especially when disaggregated by times married. (Thus, we 

should use caution when interpreting these results.) As Table 11 shows, the proportion of 

age-homogamous marriages among Asian Americans is smaller than for Blacks and 

Whites; however, the proportion rose from about 50% in 1970 to 64% in 2010-14 for 

Asian men in first marriages. For women, the percentage of same-age marriages 

increased about four points, and for remarried women, the percentage actually declined 

from 43% to 40%. The percentage of Asians in first marriages with a man who was 11+ 

years older increased from 7.7% to 10.7%. Interestingly, while age homogamy increased 

for remarried Asian men from 29.4% of marriages in 1980 to 37.6% in 2010-14, the 

percentage of remarried Asian women in age-homogamous marriages remained about the 

same over time. This phenomenon is the only exception to the general historical pattern 

of increased age homogamy over the time period measured. 
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Table 11.     Percentage of Asian Americans in Age-Homogamous or Heterogamous 

Marriages by Times Married, 1970, 1980, and 2010-14 

  Men   Women 

  1970 1980 2010-14   1970 1980 2010-14 

WEIGHTED % % %     % % 

First Marriages 

          W 11+ Older 0.7 0.6 1.2 

 

1.0 0.7 0.8 

   W 4 - 10 Older 2.4 3.4 5.1 

 

4.9 6.6 6.5 

   Same 49.7 54.2 64.4 

 

52.9 55.9 57.3 

   M 4 - 10 Older 37.3 35.6 25.7 

 

32.2 29.1 24.6 

   M 11+ Older 9.7 6.2 3.6 

 

8.7 7.7 10.7 

   Total Persons 160,000 220,020 2,545,83

0 
  194,600 339,38

0 
4,402,514 

Remarriages 

          W 11+ Older 2.7 1.4 1.2 

 

3.2 3.6 3.6 

   W 4 - 10 Older 1.3 4.9 7.3 

 

14.5 17.9 15.1 

   Same 20.3 29.4 37.6 

 

43.0 40.9 40.1 

   M 4 - 10 Older 43.9 36.3 34.9 

 

28.5 23.6 24.8 

   M 11+ Older 31.7 27.9 19.1 

 

10.7 13.9 16.3 

   Total Persons 14,800 25,840 343,161   18,600 45,220 940,730 

Note: I used the [fw=perwt] command to weight data. The table includes only marriages 

with at least one U.S.-born spouse. In 1970, there were only 148 remarried men and 186 

women in unions meeting this criterion. 

 

Age Groups 

We would expect to see a statistical relationship between age cohorts and spousal 

mean age gaps since the historical IPUMS data I presented previously show that people 

captured in early 20
th

 century censuses exhibited wider average age gaps than people 

from later age cohorts. If wider age gaps were more normative in an earlier historical 

period, then we might expect that people from the “great generation” to show wider mean 

age gaps in first marriages than those in either the “baby boom” generation or among 
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“generation Xers” in the later decades—controlling for other factors that also predict 

marital age gaps.  

Indeed, age likely interacts with marital age gaps, and IPUMS data show that 

mean age gaps are wider for older cohorts than younger ones. As Table 12 illustrates, 

data show higher percentages of husband-older marriages among earlier cohorts than 

later ones. In 2010-14, for example, approximately 22% of remarried men from the oldest 

cohort—men born in 1954 or earlier—were 11+ years older than their spouses, compared 

to 10.2% of remarried men in the middle cohort (born between 1955 and 1974) and 3.4% 

of remarried men in the youngest cohort born between 1975 and 1993. The proportion of 

first-married men with substantially younger wives increased with men’s age cohort; 

however, since few first marriages in 2010-14 consisted of this large age gap, the pattern 

has become muted in recent years. As I show in the next section, the pattern appears 

stronger for cohabiters than married men. Appendix Table E breaks down age groups into 

smaller increment age groups to illustrate this point. 

Table 12. Percentage of Men in First or Remarriages where He is 11 or more Years 

Older, by Age Group and Decade 

  1910   1960   1970   1980   2010-14 

  1st 2+   1
st
 2+   1st 2+   1st 2+   1

st
 2+ 

Youngest 

cohort 
4.3 20.4 

 

1.3 7.6 

 

0.9 7.6 

 

0.6 6.3 

 

0.5 3.4 

Middle cohort 13.4 45.1 

 

6.5 24.1 

 

4.1 20.2 

 

2.9 22.1 

 

2.1 10.2 

Oldest cohort 18.9 60.5   12.5 42.4   9.7 34.4   7.1 29.2   2.3 22.1 

* Includes only marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 

 Note: The category labeled “1
st
” indicates a first marriage for both husband and wife, and the 

category “2+” means at least he is remarried.  
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Cohabitating Couples 

In 1990 and onward, we can measure whether the patterns of increased age 

homogamy also hold for cohabiters in non-marital unions.
16

 Descriptive analyses suggest 

that they do. Figure 11 shows that the percentage of heterosexual cohabitating couples in 

1990, 2000, and 2010-14 who were age homogamous climbed modestly from 

approximately 45% in 1990 to almost 53% in 2014. There was a slight decline in the 

percentage of couples with males who were older than their partners by either 4 to 10 

years or 11+ years. Moreover, the percentages of cohabitating couples with a woman who 

was 11+ years older or 4 to 10 years older remained flat at about 3% and 10%, 

respectively, across the three decades (not shown). 

 

                                                 
16

 In 1980, the Census Bureau used the category of “partner/roommate,” and while those 

data offer good insights about cohabitation, we cannot be certain about the nature of the 

household relationships and therefore must only consider data starting in 1990. 
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  It seems that remarriage affects age homogamy among cohabiters just as it does 

among the currently married. As Table 13 shows, the percentage of cohabiters in age-

homogamous unions was lowest in 2010-14 for those who had been previously married. 

About 61% of never-married cohabiting men lived with partners within three years of 

their age, compared to 35.9% of men who had been married two or more times prior to 

cohabitation. Oddly, enough, the percentage of people in relationships with women who 

were 11+ years older was higher for men (7.1%) than women (2.1%) who had previously 

been married multiple times before cohabiting. In 2010-14, the percentage of women 

previously married twice or more who were cohabiting with men aged 11+ years older 

(20.1%) was considerably higher than the 8.9% among remarried women (shown earlier). 

Table 13.  Percentage of Cohabitating Heterosexual Women and Men by Previous 

Marital History, 2014 

 
Women Men 

Weighted 
Never 

Married 

Married 

Once 

Married 

Twice 

or More 

Never 

Married 

Married 

Once 

Married 

Twice 

or More 

   Woman 11+ Older 0.8 4.7 7.1 2.8 2.5 2.1 

   Woman 4-10  Older 5.8 15.9 18.4 9.7 11.1 9.7 

   Same/Within 3 Yrs  59.1 44.2 41.8 60.7 40.9 35.9 

   Man 4 - 10 Older 26.4 25.5 23.8 22.7 31.2 32.2 

   Man 11+ Older 7.9 9.8 8.9 3.9 14.3 20.1 

   Total Persons 16,530,223 8,245,765 3,333,267 17,528,878 8,056,680 3,216,604 

Note: Includes only relationships with at least one U.S.-born partner. 

In fact, the percentage of cohabiters in unions where the man was 11+ or more 

years older climbed with a man’s increasing age much more sharply than for married 

men. Figure 12 shows a series of graphs for 2010-14 that illustrate by age and gender the 

percentage of cohabiters or married persons in unions with men who were 11 or more 

years older than their partners. (All results are for people with at least one U.S.-born 
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partner.) The first two thumbnails marked #1 and #2 illustrate the influences of cohabitation, 

gender, and age in older-male unions. They show that the percentage of men in male-older 

unions rises more steeply among cohabiting than married men as men age and that the 

association between age and male-older union formation does not hold for women. Charts 

#3 and #4 compare the contributions of remarried and never-married statuses to male-older 

union formation, and show divergences between women and men around age 60 where the 

percentage of men in male-older unions rises and remains flat or declines for women.  

Finally, Table 14 summarizes the percentage of adults in cohabitating relationships 

by age gap category and suggests that while the pattern of age homogamy may be on the 

rise, future data must be collected to draw stronger conclusions. The percentage of persons 

who were within 3 years of their partner’s age increased for both men and women from 

about 46% in 1990 to nearly 53% in 2010-14. The percentage of adults in cohabitating 

relationships with a man who was 11 or more years older than his partner declined almost 

two percentage points over time. 

 

Table 14.   Percentage of Women and Men in Heterosexual Cohabiting 

Relationships in Age-Homogamous or Heterogamous Unions, 1990 to 

2014 

 
Women Men 

WEIGHTED 1990 2000 2010-14 1990 2000 2010-14 

  % % % % % % 

   Woman 11+  Older 3.5 3.1 2.7 3.6 3.2 2.6 

   Woman 4 - 10  Older 11.5 11.8 10.2 11.6 11.9 10.1 

   Homogamous 46.2 49.3 52.7 46.3 49.5 52.5 

   Man 4 - 10 Older 27.9 26.4 25.8 27.9 26.2 26.1 

   Man 11+  Older 10.9 9.3 8.6 10.6 9.1 8.6 

Total Persons 2,861,934 4,562,582 28,109,255 2,922,705 4,645,640 28,802,162 

  Note: Includes only relationships with at least one U.S.-born partner. 
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Summary 

I began this chapter by describing the overall marriage trends across the 20
th

 and 

early 21
st
 Centuries for persons by gender, selected races, educational attainment and 

economic status. The descriptive findings showed a decline in the percentage of married 

Americans, especially among those who were poor and less educated. Marriage rates 

actually continued over time to be quite high among couples in the highest economic strata: 

some 73% of men and 76% of women in the top economic quintile in 2010-14 were 

married.  

Next, I examined trends in interracial marriage, which IPUMS data showed 

increased from 1.5% in 1910 to 5.8% in 2010-14. The percentage of people marrying 

interracially dipped during the War and post-War period and then rose slowly in the 1970s 

with increases in immigration and an end to discriminatory laws banning their existence. 

Descriptive data suggested that the smaller the group, the more likely group members were 

to out-marry, whereas Whites, followed by Blacks, were less likely to do so. Unfortunately, 

some data for people identifying as Asian and Hispanic with at least one U.S.-born spouse 

were too unreliable to report before 1980; however, results in the more contemporary period 

are reasonably accurate and suggest that Asian women have the highest rate of out-

marrying. Approximately 27% of Asian women in 2010-14 married “in-group,” which is to 

say married Asian men. Generally, people from “other” races exhibited high rates of out-

marriage as well.  

This chapter also introduced the mean age differences of couples with various 

characteristics, including whether the union was a spouse’s first marriage or remarriage. 

Results showed that age differences tended to widen when one or both spouses had 
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remarried. The main takeaway from the review of historical findings, however, is that age 

gaps have narrowed over the decades, and that remarriage continues to influence outcomes. 

Examining age gaps by age cohort showed that while mean age differences within a given 

decade increased with men’s increasingly older cohorts, the gaps across the decades 

nonetheless narrowed, as the larger marital trends showed. Chapter 5 includes additional 

details about the predictive effect that age cohort have had on the odds of men marrying 

“down in age” as they themselves watch the years pass.  

I also briefly examined age gaps in cohabiting couples since the data became 

available starting in 1990; although trends may change with additional years of data in the 

future, preliminary descriptive results suggest that cohabiters’ age gaps follow the trends for 

married people. For example, the percentage of cohabiting couples with a man who is 

“much older” than his opposite-sex partner appears to increase with the man’s age.  

Finally, I included in this descriptive strand of the study the frequency distribution of 

ages in marriages that meet the age homogamy definition—three or fewer years apart—to 

show that gendered patterns exist even in partners close in age. Mean age gaps continue to 

narrow across the decades, but the data confirm that women are still infrequently the older 

spouse, even by just a few years.  

While the descriptive results presented thus far inform our understanding of the 

wider social context around U.S. marriages, they do not by themselves answer my research 

questions about whether changes between and within groups are statistically significant and 

if the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage have changed for individuals and 

couples with certain characteristics over time. Age gaps have declined; however, do some 

statuses increase or decrease the odds of being in age-heterogamous unions, which still 
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account for a sizable percentage of marriages? Do the descriptive findings hold once we 

conduct multivariate analysis? With this in mind, I narrow the focus in the next chapter and 

answer the five research questions about whether the changes in mean marital age 

differences that occurred between 1970 and 2010-14 were statistically significant and 

meaningful in light of women’s increased educational attainment, a narrowed spousal 

earnings gap, and rise in interracial marriage.  
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CHAPTER 5 

BIVARIATE AND MULTIVARIATE RESULTS: 1970, 1980 & 2010-14  

 

This chapter presents the results from analyses of whether marital age gaps among 

individuals and couples with certain characteristics have increased, decreased, or remained 

the same between 1970 and 2010-14. The results are organized by research question; I 

answer the first four questions using bivariate statistics, including correlations, and the fifth 

question through multinomial logistic regression. In Question 1, I present the results from t 

tests of mean age gaps for persons with various characteristics, such as race, Hispanic 

origin, number of wage earners, education and labor force status. Since I described some of 

these characteristics in Chapter 4, the findings for Question 1 may initially seem redundant; 

however, the statistical tables in the present chapter report different data at a more granular 

level and reflect the results of statistical tests not previously shown.  

Question 2 in this chapter examines whether the mean age gaps of people in selected 

interracial/pan-ethnic pairs have changed significantly between 1970 and 2010-14. Question 

3 investigates the level of educational homogamy among couples with different age gaps, 

whereas Question 4 addresses the mean earnings gap of dual-earning spouses and mean 

hours worked for couples with various age differences. Finally, in Question 5, I explore the 

odds of being in a marriage with certain age gaps for women and men with different age 

cohorts, marital histories, interracial or racially homogamous statuses, higher or lower 

incomes, single- or dual-earning statuses, and different educational levels. 
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Age Gaps over Four Decades 

Question #1: How do the ages of current spouses compare over four decades? Have 

differences in age gaps remained the same over time? 

 To answer this question, I examined the statistical relationships between spousal age 

gaps and some of the characteristics I touched on in Chapter 4 at a more macro-level. Here, I 

present t test results, which show whether changes in the mean age gaps between 1970 and 

2010-14 were statistically significant. I show the mean age differences and frequency 

distribution of couples in various age-gap marriages by characteristics such as age group, 

race, women’s labor force participation, number of wage earners, overall educational 

attainment, and whether at least one spouse is remarried. Other characteristics are addressed 

in subsequent research questions, such as economic status and whether couples are 

interracial. All results are for couples with at least one U.S.-born spouse and differentiate 

between “purely” first marriages—where both spouses are first married—and remarriages, 

where at least one spouse is remarried. I include the significant variables in the multivariate 

analysis used to answer Question 5.  

We know from Chapter 4 that the mean age difference in purely first marriages 

where both spouses are first married decreased from 2.70 years (SD=4.59) in 1970 to 1.86 

years (SD=3.44) in 2010-14; a two-sample t test showed that these results were statistically 

significant (p<.001). In fact, as Table 15 shows, the mean age differences in first marriages 

decreased significantly for couples from all racial groups. For example, the mean age 

difference for Black adults in purely first marriages declined from 3.04 (SD=5.79) years in 

1970 to 1.92 years (SD= 3.27) to 2010-14, and from 3.32 years (SD= 5.95) in 1970 to 2.06  



 

 

113 

Table 15.    Mean Age Differences among First-Married Couples by Race and 

Hispanic Origin, 1970 – 2014 

Not weighted Mean SD N SE t* 

Age Difference 

     
     1970 2.70 4.59 680,028 0.005 

 
     1980 2.45 3.77 3,632,878 0.001 48.50 

     2010-14 1.86 3.44 3,578,888 0.001 218.27 

Whites 

     
     1970 2.66 4.43 610,380 0.005 

 
     1980 2.42 3.62 3,203,204 0.002 45.15 

     2010-14 1.85 3.27 3,026,291 0.001 205.35 

Blacks 

     
     1970 3.04 5.79 47,038 0.026 

 
     1980 2.71 4.81 244,916 0.009 13.41 

     2010-14 1.92 4.29 190,087 0.01 56.14 

Asians 

     
     1970 3.32 5.95 3,273 0.104 

 
     1980 2.67 4.80 22,832 0.031 7.08 

     2010-14 2.06 4.71 50,896 0.020 16.02 

Other Race 

     
     1970 2.93 5.83 2,141 0.126 

 
     1980 2.69 4.54 21,058 0.031 2.23 

     2010-14 1.95 4.12 72,500 0.015 22.46 

Hispanic Origin 

     
     1970 2.98 5.70 17,196 0.043 

 
     1980 2.49 4.65 140,868 0.012 12.72 

     2010-14 1.82 4.17 239,114 0.008 45.35 

Note: Includes only those in purely first marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 

*All t tests showed significance at the p<.0001 level except for “other race” between 1970 

and 1980, which was significant at p<.05. 
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years (SD=4.71) for Asians. Except for “other race” persons between 1970 and 1980 

(p<.05), the decreases in mean age differences were statistically significant at the p<.0001 

level. (All changes were significant at p<.0001 between 1970 and 2010-14 as well.) 

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) results also showed that differences between the five racial 

groups were statistically significant in 1970 (F= 108.97, df=4, p<.001), 1980 (F=364.33, 

df=4, p<.001), and in 2010-14 (F=77.76, df=4, p<.001). 

 Differences also emerged among first-married couples by their status as single- or 

dual-wage earning and whether the woman worked in the labor force. Table 16 includes 

only adults between age 21 and 70 years old for the fairest representation of wage earning, 

and shows that mean age differences declined for all first-married couples by these labor 

force characteristics, and the means differed significantly across decades and between 

groups (e.g., number of wage earners). I will explain. Please note that the t value presented 

in the table is for the difference in means across one interval, which is to say the difference 

between means in 1970 and 1980, and then between 1980 and 2010-14; however, I also ran t 

tests for the difference in means between 1970 and 2010-14, and each was statistically 

significant at the p<.0001 level. 

Results show that not only did the mean age difference in couples aged 21 to 70 

years old without any wage earners decrease from 3.32 years (SD=5.05) in 1970 to 2.11 

years (SD=3.61) in 2010-14 (t=73.78, df= 408,118,p<.0001, not shown), the means were 

significantly different than for couples with one or two wage earners, whose mean age gaps 

were narrower (F=3182.49, df=2, p<.0001). There was an inverse relationship between 

number of wage earners and size of the mean age gap in each decade.  
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Table 16.  Mean Age Differences among First-Married Couples by the Number of 

Wage Earners and Wife’s Labor Force Status, 1970 - 2014 

Not weighted Mean SD N SE t* 

No Wage Earners 

          1970 3.32 5.05 67,380 0.019 

      1980 2.98 4.45 413,197 0.006 18.14 

     2010-14 2.11 3.61 340,740 0.006 91.40 

One Wage Earner 

          1970 2.64 4.27 297,738 0.007 

      1980 2.41 3.87 1,300,305 0.003 29.78 

     2010-14 1.82 3.60 983,601 0.003 118.44 

Two Wage Earners 

          1970 2.57 3.94 260,473 0.007 

      1980 2.24 3.23 1,596,247 0.002 47.11 

     2010-14 1.63 3.29 1,987,034 0.002 168.22 

Wife in Labor Force 

          1970 2.72 4.22 255,714 0.008 

      1980 2.39 3.45 1,717,728 0.002 43.97 

     2010-14 1.75 3.41 2,044,144 0.003 179.24 

Wife not in labor force 

          1970 2.66 4.24 369,877 0.006 

      1980 2.40 3.79 1,581,811 0.003 36.27 

     2010-14 1.73 3.49 970,110 0.003 140.92 

Note: Includes only those aged 21 to 70 in first marriages with at least one U.S.-born 

spouse. 

*All t test results were statistically significant at p<.0001 

 

Mean spousal age differences also decreased over time by the woman’s labor 

force participation (LFP) status, and while differences between and within groups were 

small, ANOVA results nonetheless showed significance. For example, in 2010-14, mean 

age differences between couples with a wife in the labor force (1.75 years, SD=3.41) and 

not working in the labor force (1.73 years, SD=3.49) were statistically significant 

(F=25.03, df=1, p<.0001) likely due to sample size. 
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We know from the previous chapter that remarried men have higher mean age 

gaps than others, and t tests showed that these gaps declined significantly over time. 

Table 17 illustrates the mean age differences of remarried men with at least one U.S.-

born spouse for all men and by race and Hispanic origin. It shows that for all remarried 

men, mean age gaps decreased significantly from 5.43 mean years (SD=7.65) in 1970 to 

4.18 mean years (SD=6.58) in 2010-14 (t=40.40, df=794,711, p<.0001, not shown). T- 

test results showed that mean spousal age gaps decreased significantly over time for all 

remarried men except those who identified as Asian or “other race” between 1970 and 

1980. Mean age gaps in 2010-14 were highest for Asian men (4.83 years, SD=6.95) and 

lowest among White men (4.13 years, SD=6.49) (F=88.81, df=4, p<.0001). 

Examining remarried men’s average spousal age gaps by wage earning status and 

a wife’s labor force participation reveals an interesting contrast to the results for purely 

first marriages. Whereas the mean age gaps in first marriages with dual wage earners 

were consistently significantly lower in all three decades than for single earning and then 

no wage-earning marriages, the same pattern does not hold in men’s remarriages after 

1970. In remarriages with spouses aged 21 to 70 years—as Table 18 shows—the mean 

age differences were smallest in 2010-14 in marriages with no wage earners (2.79 years, 

SD=6.56), followed by dual-earning couples (3.50 years, SD=5.87) and marriages with a 

single earner (3.62 years, SD=6.51). ANOVA results showed that mean gaps declined 

significantly over time for each type of wage-earning couple; for example, the change 

within men’s dual-earning remarriages from 1970 to 2010-14 was significant  (t=31.26, 

df=319,938, p<.0001, not shown), even though the 1970 - 1980 change was not  
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Table 17. Mean Age Differences among Remarried Men by Race and Hispanic 

Origin, 1970  - 2014 

Not weighted Mean SD N SE t* 

Age Difference 

     
     1970 5.43 7.65 60,983 0.031 

 
     1980 5.03 7.02 406,208 0.011 12.88 

     2010-14 4.18 6.58 733,730 0.007 64.49 

Whites 

     
     1970 5.27 7.49 52,545 0.032 

 
     1980 4.93 6.89 353,376 0.011 10.51 

     2010-14 4.13 6.49 629,841 0.008 57.43 

Blacks 

     
     1970 6.47 8.54 6,600 0.105 

 
     1980 5.82 7.88 35,520 0.041 6.00 

     2010-14 4.65 0.03 50,454 7.14 22.76 

Asians 

     
     1970 8.27 8.66 148 0.71 

 
     1980 6.99 7.82 1,071 0.232 NS 

     2010-14 4.83 6.95 2,918 0.13 8.41 

Other Race 

     
     1970 5.29 8.40 269 0.51 

 
     1980 5.18 7.73 3,417 0.13 NS 

     2010-14 4.24 7.02 14,558 0.06 6.92 

Hispanic Origin 

     
     1970 6.15 8.41 1,421 0.22 

 
     1980 5.45 7.55 12,824 0.07 3.25 

     2010-14 4.39 7.02 35,959 0.04 14.41 

Note: Includes only those with at least one U.S.-born spouse.  

*Indicates statistical significance at p<.0001 unless otherwise noted. 
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Table 18.  Mean Age Differences among Remarried Men by Number of Wage 

Earners and Wife’s Labor Force Status, 1970  - 2014 

Not weighted Mean SD N SE t* 

No Wage Earner 

     
     1970 5.22 8.19 5,818 0.107 

 
     1980 4.28 7.71 43,687 0.036 8.65 

     2010-14 2.79 6.56 85,179 0.022 36.45 

One Wage Earner 

     
     1970 4.86 7.28 23,199 0.047 

 
     1980 4.65 7.07 132,261 0.019 4.04 

     2010-14 3.62 6.51 210,928 0.014 43.52 

Two Wage Earners 

     
     1970 4.74 6.78 24,311 0.043 

 
     1980 4.66 6.29 184,404 0.014 NS 

     2010-14 3.50 5.87 295,629 0.010 64.63 

Wife in Labor Force 

     
     1970 4.92 6.97 24,556 0.044 

 
     1980 4.89 4.89 201,821 0.014 NS 

     2010-14 3.87 6.00 399,040 0.009 60.64 

Wife not in labor force 

     
     1970 4.78 7.33 28,772 0.043 

 
     1980 4.25 7.13 158,492 0.017 11.40 

     2010-14 2.56 6.53 192,689 0.014 73.29 

Note: includes only those between 21 and 70 with at least one U.S-born spouse. 

* Indicates significance at p<.0001 unless otherwise noted. 

 

significant. (The mean age gap dropped significantly between 1980 and 2010-14.) 

Contrary to what we might expect, results also showed smaller mean age gaps in 

remarried men’s marriages where the wife was not in the labor force than in those where 

she participated. For example, in 2010-14, the mean age gap was 3.87 years (SD-6.00) 
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for men’s remarriages with a wife in the labor force, compared to 2.56 years (SD=6.53) 

where she did not participate. Differences were significant at p<.0001. Mean spousal age 

differences decreased for men and women in first marriages by education as well. As 

Table 19 shows, decreases—which were all statistically significant (p<.0001)—occurred 

most notably for men and women with a high school degree or less, where the mean gaps 

were higher in 1980 than for those with some college or a college degree, or post-college. 

Table 19.  Mean Age Differences among First-Married Persons once by Men's and 

Women's Education, 1970 – 2014 

Not weighted Mean SD N SE t* 

MEN 

        HS Grad or Less 

               1970 2.94 4.60 242,513 0.009 

           1980 2.68 3.99 1,127,457 0.003 28.37 

          2010-14 2.06 3.60 724,696 0.004 107.99 

   Some College – Grad 

              1970 2.33 3.87 66,872 0.015 

           1980 2.13 3.46 477,611 0.004 14.41 

          2010-14 1.75 3.70 782,820 0.003 63.45 

   Post-College 

               1970 2.41 3.98 24,945 0.025 

           1980 2.16 3.28 189,420 0.007 10.74 

          2010-14 1.71 3.26 279,049 0.006 46.73 

WOMEN 

        HS Grad or Less 

               1970 2.80 4.660 256,526 0.009 

           1980 2.62 4.35 1,218,435 0.003 20.48 

          2010-14 2.11 3.55 700,003 0.004 89.42 

   Some College – Grad 

              1970 2.16 3.99 62,224 0.016 

           1980 2.01 3.32 455,429 0.004 10.29 

          2010-14 1.73 2.25 834,031 0.003 44.46 

   Post-College 

               1970 2.05 4.35 7,492 0.050 

           1980 1.82 4.07 85,906 0.011 5.20 

          2010-14 1.53 3.32 248,699 0.006 22.17 

Note: Includes only those with at least one U.S.-born spouse and who were 21 and 

older. * All t test values showed statistical significance at p<.0001. 
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Although mean spousal age gaps declined for groups, examining trends by age 

cohort for first and remarried people also showed gendered patterns in how age 

functioned. While mean age gaps widen with men’s age, the reverse is true for women. 

Table 20 illustrates the mean age gaps for men and women in the youngest cohort (under 

40), middle cohort (aged 40 to 60) and oldest cohort (61 and older) in 1970, 1980, and 

2010-14. Within each decade, the mean age gap in men’s first and remarriages increased 

with men’s age group and decreased with women’s. All differences between and within 

genders were significant at p<.0001. 

Table 20. Mean Age Differences for First-Married and Remarried Men and 

Women by Age Group, 1970 to 2010-14 

  Men   Women 

  
First 

Marriage 
Remarriage   

First 

Marriage 
Remarriage 

1970 
     

   Youngest Group 1.71 3.04 

 

3.18 4.11 

   Middle Aged  2.78 5.04 

 

3.09 2.54 

   Oldest Group 4.30 8.31 

 

2.00 0.85 

1980 

        Youngest Group 1.49 3.08 

 

2.74 3.42 

   Middle Aged  2.50 5.35 

 

3.11 2.85 

   Oldest Group 3.67 7.21 

 

2.19 0.51 

2010-14 

        Youngest Group 0.75 1.58 

 

2.62 3.15 

   Middle Aged Group 1.40 2.98 

 

2.37 2.24 

   Oldest Group 2.47 5.96   2.10 1.12 

Note: Includes only marriages with at least one U.S-born spouse. 

All differences within and between genders were significant at p<.0001 

 

 

 



 

 

121 

In sum, the mean age differences between current spouses declined over the 40-

year period for persons by all the characteristics measured at the bivariate level. For 

example, the mean age gap decreased significantly for Whites, Blacks, and people of 

other races as well as those of Hispanic origin. First-married couples with spouses 

between ages 21 to 70 years of age where neither person earned wages had higher mean 

age differences than single- or dual-earning first-married couples; however, the trend did 

not emerge in men’s remarriages. The mean age gaps were lower in men’s remarriages 

where a wife was not in the labor force in all three decades than where she did participate 

in the labor force. Mean spousal age differences decreased for all couples by educational 

attainment, and men with a high school education or less had wider age gaps than more 

educated men. Women with a high school degree or less had wider gaps than women 

more educated women as well. The pattern for women by their educational level was a 

little clearer-cut than for men where age gaps decreased increased education, although the 

same pattern applied to men as well, overall. Finally, by contrast, the data by age group 

illuminated a gendered pattern where mean age gaps widened with men’s age but 

narrowed with women’s.  

 

Age Gaps of Interracial and Hispanic/non-Hispanic Couples 

Question #2. Are age gaps wider or narrower for interracial and Hispanic/non-Hispanic 

pairs? 

The historical data summarized in Chapter 4 showed that interracial marriage has 

increased over the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century. First, t-test results indicated that at the 

bivariate level, decreases over time in the mean age gaps within most selected “out-
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marrying” first-married couples were statistically significant a p<.0001. Table 21 

summarizes the mean age differences in purely first marriages with at least one U.S.-born 

spouse in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 for selected pairings. With one exception—Asian women 

married to White men—the mean age difference decreased significantly over time for 

interracial couples and Hispanics married to  non-Hispanics (p<.05). For example, the mean 

age difference declined from 3.61 years (SD=6.22) in 1970 to 2.31 years (SD=4.90) for first 

marriages between a White woman and Black man (t= 3.92, df=7,637, p<.0001). 

The mean age difference in 1970 was greatest among first-married couples with an 

Asian Husband and White Wife (5.25 years, SD=6.06), but this difference dropped to a 

mean of 2.24 years (SD=4.23) over time (t=-5.42, df= 16,949, p<.0001). The mean age 

difference in 2010-14 was widest among White wives married to Black husbands, and t tests 

showed that their gap was significantly higher than the mean gap for White husbands 

married to Black women, Asians of either gender out-marrying, or Hispanic persons married 

to non-Hispanic persons of any race (p<.001).  

Changes between 1970 and 2010-14 for all interracial couples (M= 2.78, SD=5.82), 

including those in other types of pairs not shown in the table, were significant (t=12.96, 

df=296,838, p<.0001). Thus, at the bivariate level, it is fair to say that while the mean age 

gaps have decreased for interracial couples, the mean gaps are still wider for some pairs 

(i.e., Asian husbands with White wives) than for others. This was also true for remarried 

persons in interracial pairings. For example, as Table 21 illustrates, the mean age gap for 

remarried women in unions comprised of Asian husbands and White wives—at less than 

one year (M = 0.73, SD=6.96)—was significantly lower than for marriages of other pairings. 

Chi square tests between the Asian husband/White wife group and Asian wives with White  
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Table 21. Mean Age Differences among Interracial and Hispanic/non-Hispanic 

First-Married Couples, 1970 – 2014 

(Not weighted) Mean SD N SE t* 

All Interracial Couples 

          1970 2.78 5.82 3,804 0.09 

      1980 2.28 4.52 101,852 0.01 6.55 

     2010-14 1.85 4.34 293,036 0.01 26.77 

White Wife, Black Husband 

         1970 3.61 6.22 230 0.410 

      1980 2.89 5.85 2,309 0.116 NS 

     2010-14 2.31 4.90 7,409 0.057 4.82 

White Husband, Black Wife 

         1970 3.25 4.94 148 0.406 

      1980 2.32 6.45 657 0.251 NS 

     2010-14 1.47 5.25 3,044 0.095 3.57 

Asian Wife, White Husband 

         1970 0.54 5.99 487 0.271 

      1980 0.93 5.07 5,594 0.067 NS 

     2010-14 1.94 5.60 16,464 0.043 -11.93 

Asian Husband, White Wife 

         1970 5.25 6.06 210 0.418 

      1980 3.74 5.10 1,682 0.12 3.93 

     2010-14 2.24 4.23 5,108 0.06 11.97 

Hispanic/non-Hispanic 

          1970   - -    - -    - -    - -    - -  

     1980 2.32 4.27 30,238 0.02 

      2010-14 1.77 4.11 76,114 0.01 19.28 

Racially Homogamous 

          1970 2.70 4.58 676,224 0.01 

      1980 2.45 3.75 3,531,026 0.01 47.55 

     2010-14 1.86 3.35 3,285,852 0.00 216.57 

Note: Includes only those with at least one U.S.-born spouse and those where both 

spouses are first-married. * Indicates significance at p<.0001 unless otherwise noted. 
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White husbands did trends remain statistically the same between 1970 and 2010-14.   

It may help to show the percentage distribution of women’s interracial and racially 

homogamous first marriages by age-gap categories. (As always, first marriages are “pure” 

first marriages where both spouses entered into the marriage for the first time.) Chi square 

results confirmed that differences in the percentage of women in certain interracial pairings 

with various age gaps were statistically significant within-group from one decade to the 

next—but more importantly, also across racial pairing groups. For example, as Table 22, the 

percentage of women in same-age marriages in 1970 was higher for women in racially 

homogamous marriages (55.9%) than in interracial ones (62.3%) (
2
 = 12.3, p<.0001). 

Differences continued to be significant in 1980 (
2
 = 36.6, p<.0001) and 2010-14 (

2
 = 609, 

 p<.0001). (All within-group changes from year to year were statistically significant at 

p<.0001.) Although differences emerged between women in racially homogamous and 

interracial unions, the 40-year trend for both groups was one of increased age homogamy. 

Table 23 also shows specific interracial pairings by marital age gap category, and 

dashes in table cells denote a sample size of less than 50 persons. For each year, I created a 

variable that included each racial pair (i.e., White wife with Black husband or Asian wife 

with White husband) for women in purely first marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 

I then cross-tabulated the variable with age-gap category and calculated the chi square 

results.  Results were significant for all three cross-tabulations (1970, 1980, and 2010-14).  

For example, the percentage of women in marriages with a wife who is 11+ years older was 

significantly higher for Black wife/White husband marriages (4.9%) than White wife/Asian 

husband marriages (3.9%) in 2010-14 (
2
 = 2.3, p<.0001). 
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Table 22. Mean Age Differences among Remarried Women in Interracial and 

Hispanic/non-Hispanic Couples, 1970 – 2014 

Not weighted Mean SD N SE t* 

All Interracial Couples 

         1970 2.14 8.64 601 0.35 

      1980 2.37 7.82 17,015 0.06 NS 

     2010-14 1.81 7.39 68,141 0.02 8.76 

White Wife, Black Husband 

         1970  - -  - -  - -  - - 

      1980 3.61 9.04 1,194 0.80  - - 

     2010-14 1.88 7.63 4,724 0.11 6.73 

White Husband, Black Wife 

         1970 1.68 10.71 50 1.51 

      1980 2.55 9.65 336 0.52 NS 

     2010-14 2.30 8.44 1,796 0.19 NS 

Asian Wife, White Husband 

         1970 0.84 7.03 84 0.76 

      1980 1.75 8.35 1,266 0.23 NS 

     2010-14 3.33 8.35 6,592 0.10 -5.97 

Asian Husband, White Wife 

         1970 4.87 8.96 58 1.17 

      1980 3.28 8.35 540 0.35 NS 

     2010-14 0.73 6.96 1,701 0.73 7.03 

Hispanic/non-Hispanic 

         1970 2.12 7.75 1,357 0.21 

      1980 1.59 7.75 7,460 0.08 2.31 

     2010-14 1.11 7.14 19,146 0.05 4.78 

Racially Homogamous 

         1970 2.78 7.53 58,818 0.03 

      1980 2.66 6.97 370,368 0.01 3.84 

     2010-14 1.99 6.45 644,087 0.01 48.67 

Note: Includes only those with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 

*Indicates statistical significance at p<.0001 unless otherwise noted. 
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Table 23.    Percentage of Women in First Marriages that are Interracial by Age-Gap Category, 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 

  Woman 11+ Older 

Woman 4 to 10 

Older Same Man 4 to 10 Older Man 11+ Older 

 

1970 1980 2010 1970 1980 2010 1970 1980 2010 1970 1980 2010 1970 1980 2010 

  % % % % % % % % %   % %   % % 

All Interracial Couples  - -  0.6 0.6 6.7 4.8 5.8 55.9 64.2 66.8 28.7 26.3 23.2 7.5 4.0 3.4 

Racially Homogamous 0.5 0.3 0.2 2.6 2.4 3.0 62.3 66.4 72.7 31.0 28.2 22.4 3.6 2.7 1.6 

White Wife/Black Hus.  - -  - - 0.9  - -  5.1 6.1 55.2 58.1 60.5 32.1 28.3 27.0  - -  7.5 5.4 

White Hus./Black Wife  - -   - -  2.9  - -   - -  12.3 53.3 60.3 62.3  - - 24.8 21.3  - -  - - 4.9 

Asian Wife/White Hus.  - -  1.1 0.8 14.9 12.9 9.9 62.0 63.7 60.2 16.6 18.3 22.2  - - 3.9 6.8 

Asian Hus/White Wife  - -   - -   - -  - -   - - 4.8 42.4 53.1 63.3 37.6 35.9 27.2  - - 8.2 3.9 

Hispanic/non-Hispanic 1.1 0.7 0.6 4.4 4.4 5.1 55.9 61.3 67.1 31.9 28.7 24.3 6.6 4.8 2.7 

 - - fewer than 50 people in a cell 

Note: Includes only those in first-marriages where both spouses were first-married and had at least one U.S.-born spouse. 
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I also cross-tabulated two pairings of interracial marriages and ran chi square tests 

of association; for example, I compared the frequency distribution of women in various 

age-gap categories for pair one (i.e., White wives with Black husbands) with pair two 

(i.e., Asian Wives with White Husbands) in a given year. In 2010-14, differences in the 

percentages of women in various age-gap category marriages were significant between 

White wives/Black husbands and Black wives/White husbands (
2
 = 80.1, p<.0001). In 

this example, Black women with White husbands had higher proportions of older-female 

marriages than White women with Black husbands in 2010-14. The distribution of Asian 

wives with White husbands was also significantly different from that of Asian husbands 

with White wives (
2
 = 220.45, p<.0001) in 2010-14; here, Asian women with White 

husbands showed lower age homogamy than marriages between White women and Asian 

men. Asian women married to White men showed an interesting trend in 2010-14 that 

exemplified the definition of age heterogamy: the proportion in marriages where they 

were 4 to 10 years older than their husbands (9.9%) was higher than that of White women 

married to Asian men (4.8%), and so was the proportion of Asian women in marriages 

where the White husband was 11+ years older (6.8% versus 3.9% among White women 

married to Asian men). Indeed, marriages between Asian women and White men showed 

the greatest age heterogamy of any other pairing. 

 In summary, t test results showed that with the exception of couples with an Asian 

wife and White husband, the mean age differences decreased over time for most 

interracial and Hispanic/non-Hispanic couples. The trend for Asian wives with White 

husbands here helps to explain the patterns we saw for Asian Americans in Chapter 4, 
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where age homogamy for Asian American women remained flat over time, unlike for 

other groups.  

Educational Homogamy in Age-Homogamous/Heterogamous Marriages 

Question #3. Do age-homogamous couples show greater educational homogamy than 

other couples? 

Previous research that I reviewed in Chapter 2 found that homogamous couples 

tended to match on several characteristics, such as SES, religious affiliation, and 

education. To determine whether age-homogamous couples exhibited greater levels of 

educational homogamy than age-heterogamous couples, I first examined the mean years 

of education of persons aged 25 years and older who were in various age-gap marriages 

and measured the correlations between spouses’ years of education attained. As expected, 

the mean years of education for both men and women rose between 1970 and 2010-14. 

Table 24 illustrates that gender differences in education were evident in most types of 

age-gap first marriages, and women achieved higher mean years of education than men in 

2010-14 in each type of age-gap first marriage except those with much older husbands. 

Interestingly, women in older-husband first marriages exhibited higher mean education 

than men in 1970 (t=-14.67, df =23,283, p<.0001), 1980 (t=-22.27, df =99,505, p<.0001), 

and 2010-14 (t=-8.51, df =60,071, p<.0001). Gender differences in the mean years of 

education for men and women in age-homogamous first marriages emerged in each 

decade. In 1970, women had more mean years of schooling than spouses in all but first 

marriages where they were the much older spouse; both spouses had about 10 mean years 

of schooling.  
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Table 24. Mean Years of Education by Marital Age Gaps for Men and Women in 

First and Remarriages, 1970 to 2010-14 

  1970   1980   2010-14 

  Men Women   Men Women   Men Women 

First Marriages 
        

     W 11+ Older 10.2 10.1 

 

10.5 10.4* 

 

12.9 13.1* 

     W 4 - 10 Older 10.5 10.7* 

 

11.5 11.5 

 

13.8 14.0* 

     Homogamous 11.6 11.5* 

 

12.6 12.4* 

 

14.1 14.1* 

     M 4 - 10 Older 10.8 10.9* 

 

11.7 11.6* 

 

13.7 14.1* 

     M 11+ Older 9.4 10.2* 

 

10.3 10.9* 

 

13.4 13.6* 

Remarriages 

        
     W 11+ Older 9.7 9.4* 

 

10.7 10.3* 

 

12.6 12.9* 

     W 4 - 10 Older 10.2 10.1 

 

11.3 11.1* 

 

13.0 13.2* 

     Homogamous 10.5 10.5 

 

11.8 11.6* 

 

13.43 13.44* 

     M 4 - 10 Older 10.3 10.4 

 

11.7 11.5* 

 

13.42 13.44* 

     M 11+ Older 9.5 10.2*   11.1 11.3*   13.46 13.43 

* t tests showed statistically significant differences at p=<05. 

 Note: Only adults aged 25 and older in unions with at least one U.S.-born spouse are 

included in the table. 

 

Since sample sizes were so large, most differences within gender were statistically 

significant. For example, t-test results for the mean years of schooling for men in first 

marriages with much older wives (M = 10.5, SD = 0.05) and men with much younger 

wives (M = 10.3, SD = 0.02) in 1980 were significantly different (t = 5.06, df = 50,530, 

p<.0001) even though practically speaking, the difference in education is small. Overall, 

findings from the analysis of spouses’ mean years of education by year and age-gap type 

show that same-age couples tended to have the greatest mean years of schooling than any 

other group. Practically speaking, by 2010-14, women in age-homogamous marriages 

had around the same mean years of school as women in marriages marked by a “little” 
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age heterogamy, Women in marriages where they were much older or younger than their 

spouse had significantly less education, statistically speaking. Among remarried couples, 

men and women in 2010-14 marriages with a much older husband had the same mean 

years of schooling, unlike previously where women in those marriages had more mean 

years of education than their spouses.  

Examining education in age-gap marriages by race adds further insight into 

patterns. For example, women from all but Asian backgrounds who were in either first or 

remarriages with a much older husband in 2010-14 had more years of education than 

their spouses. As Table 25 illustrates, non-Hispanic Black women, for example, aged 25 

and older who were in marriages with a husband 11+ years older had 13.2 (SD=2.7) 

mean years of education compared to 12.3 (SD=12.0) mean years for men in those types 

of marriages. Asian women had the same mean years of education as their older spouse.  

Table 25.  Mean Years of Education in Marriages where the Husband is 11+ 

Years Older in 2010-14 by Gender, Race and Hispanic Origin,  

2010-14* 

  Mean (SD) Difference t  P 

  Men Women       

   White 13.8 (3.1) 14.0 (2.6) -0.19 -9.41 p<.0001 

   Black 12.3 (3.1) 13.2 (2.7) -0.87 -14.8 p<.0001 

   Asian 14.4 (3.2) 14.1 (3.1) 0.25 1.9 p=.0513 

   Other 12.5 (3.6) 13.2 (2.8) -0.74 -6.4 p<.0001 

   

Hispanic 11.3 (4.4) 12.4 (3.8) -1.03 -12.5 p<.0001 

* Includes only those in first or remarriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. Also 

includes only adults aged 25 and older. 
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Examining the correlations between spouses’ years of education revealed a 

reversal of trends where educational homogamy had been increasing between 1970 and 

1980, but then decreased thereafter. In fact, as Table 26 shows, the correlations in first 

marriages for years of schooling increased in marriages of all age-gap types between 

1970 and 1980, and then decreased between 1980 and 2010-14. The degree of 

educational homogamy was highest among age-homogamous couples, as status 

homogamy theories predicted. For example, the correlation between age-homogamous 

first-married men and women was .573 in 2010-14, compared to .441 in wife-older  

Table 26. Education Correlations for Men and Women Aged 25 Years and Older 

by Marital Age Gap in First and Remarriages, 1970 to 2010-14 

 
Men   Women 

  1970 1980 2010-14   1970 1980 2010-14 

First Marriages 
       

     W 11+ Older 0.562 0.570 0.441 

 

0.492 0.553 0.437 

     W 4 - 10 Older 0.598 0.620 0.520 

 

0.595 0.614 0.519 

     Homogamous* 0.654 0.662 0.573 

 

0.654 0.662 0.573 

     M 4 - 10 Older 0.631 0.637 0.535 

 

0.634 0.641 0.537 

     M 11+ Older 0.591 0.599 0.495 

 

0.594 0.605 0.499 

Remarriages 

            W 11+ Older 0.436 0.490 0.349 

 

0.472 0.489 0.392 

     W 4 - 10 Older 0.523 0.504 0.401 

 

0.520 0.521 0.422 

     Homogamous 0.543 0.551 0.439 

 

0.546 0.553 0.443 

     M 4 - 10 Older 0.550 0.541 0.439 

 

0.533 0.532 0.427 

     M 11+ Older 0.538 0.539 0.427   0.504 0.528 0.412 

Note: Includes only those in marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. Also, first 
marriages are first for both spouses, whereas in remarriages, at least the focal person is 

remarried. In approximately 12% of remarriages, both spouses are remarried. 

*Correlations for men and women’s first marriages were identical in all but a couple 

cases at the ten thousandths decimal place. 
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marriages or .495 in husband-older marriages. The least educationally homogamous first 

marriages were those where the woman was 11+ years older than her spouse. 

Generally, the correlations were also weaker in remarried couples than in first 

marriages, indicating less educational homogamy in remarriage. Couples where at least 

one spouse was remarried and the wife was 11+ years older showed the lowest degree of 

educational homogamy. Status homogamy theories would predict this outcome, since 

older-wife marriages buck the prevailing norm perhaps more than any of type of 

marriage. Since these couples were the most “heterogamously matched” with regard to 

age, it is not surprising that they also exhibited less educational homogamy than others. 

In summary, I examined the mean years of individuals’ schooling and the 

correlations between spouses’ years of schooling to determine whether age-homogamous 

couples were more educationally homogamous than others, as status homogamy theories 

suggest. First, whereas men in same-age first marriages earned greater mean years of 

schooling than their spouses in 1970 and 1980, spousal educational differences 

essentially disappeared by 2010-14. Results also showed that women of different races 

had more mean years of education than much-older husbands, except when wives were 

Asian, and that age-homogamous couples were, indeed, more educationally homogamous 

than couples with age differences. Even though data showed that educational homogamy 

has lessened in recent years, people in age-homogamous first marriages were more 

educationally homogamous than those in first marriages with some age differences. 

Remarried couples were less educationally homogamous than first-married couples, and 

same-age remarriages were also generally more educationally homogamous than 
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remarriages with age gaps. That said, men in remarriages who were 4 to 10 years older 

than their spouse had about the same level of educational homogamy as men in same-age 

remarriages.  

Wage Gaps of Age-Homogamous and Heterogamous Couples 

Question #4. What is the wage gap in dual-earner, husband-older marriages and how 

does it compare with the wage gap in age-homogamous marriages? 

To answer this question, I first analyzed the median wages for both spouses in 

dual-earning couples who had at least one U.S.-born spouse and were both between ages 

21 and 70 years (inclusive). This age band reflects the adult labor force and limits the 

effect retirement can have on wage earning among the older adults. I also excluded a 

small fraction of persons who reported wages less than or equal to “0” using the logic that 

one may have debts but one does not receive a negative wage for work performed. I 

should add that I determined the wage gap by subtracting the spouse’s annual wage from 

the householder’s wage and ran the Stata code for men. (I could have just as easily run 

the code for women.) I adjusted the wages to January 2017 dollars for all years using the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI calculator. Finally, I restricted the wage gap analysis to 

couples with both spouses who reported that they usually worked 40 hours per week in 

1980 and 2010-14; data about hours worked were not collected in 1970. 

Results in Table 27 summarize the median gender earnings gap for men in dual-

earning couples,
17

 and show a wider gap in 2010-14 in marriages with husbands who are 

11+ years older (median = $7,350, SD = $46,850) than same-age marriages (median = 

                                                 
17

 Results are nearly identical for women, as expected; however, the numbers change 

slightly based on the focal person’s status in a marriage with at least one U.S.-born 

spouse.  
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$6,720, SD=$47,892). T tests of the difference in the two gaps’ means showed statistical 

significance (t= 12.58, df= 640,736, p<.0001). The median wage gap in 2010-14 was 

smallest in marriages with older wives. (T tests of all differences across the means for the 

age-gap groups in 2010-14 were statistically significant at p<.0001). While the 1970 

provide some context, it is important to recall results in 1970 in the table do not account 

for the number of hours worked for women or men; they are not fair comparisons with 

the other data in the table. The findings to note are that the median wage gaps decreased 

significantly for all age-gap marriages between 1980 and 2010-14 and that marriages 

with men who were 11+ years older than their spouses in 2010-14 were significantly 

larger than in age-homogamous couples, but that was not the case in 1980. That year, 

same-age marriages and those with a husband aged 4 to 10 years older both showed a 

median wage gap of $18,720, although because the sample size was so large for these  

Table 27. Median Gender Wage Gap* of Men in Dual-Earning First Marriages by 

Marital Age Gap Category in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 

2017 dollars Median (and Mean) 

  1970* 1980 2010-14 

Woman 11+  $5,600 (SD=55,069) $11,809 (SD=24,225) $1,120 (SD=45,475) 

Woman 4 - 10  $12,600 (SD=68,590) $12,480 (SD=15,980) $3,360 (SD=46,922) 

Same Age $17,680 (SD=73,177) $18,720 (SD=27,586) $6,720 (SD=47,892) 

Man 4 – 10 $15,600 (SD=68,720) $18,720 (SD=28,100) $6,600 (SD=47,365) 

Man 11+  $14,700 (SD=70,524) $14,664 (SD=29,170) $7,350 (SD=46,850) 

Observations 126,979 783,078 842,824 

Note: includes only men in purely first marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse where 

both spouses were between 21 and 70 years of age and worked 40 hours per week. 

*The 1970 data do not account for hours worked and are presented for contextual purposes 

only. 
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two age-gap groups, the differences in mean wage gaps was statistically significant 

(t=2.35, df=192,279, p=.018). 

Remarriage did not seem to “pay off” economically for women in marriages with 

substantially older husbands, as beauty exchange theory would suggest. Table 28 

summarizes the adjusted total family income for women in purely first marriages and 

marriages with a remarried husband, by age-gap category for 2010-14. Results show that 

women in same-age first and remarriages had the highest median family income of all 

types of marriages. Women with much older husbands who were previously married had 

a median family income of $73,616, compared to $79,520 for same-age remarriages.  

Table 28. Median Family Income for First Married Women and Women with a 

Remarried Husband by Marital Age Category,  2010-14 

2017 dollars  

Both Spouses are 

First Married Husband is Remarried 

Woman is 11+ Older $68,112 $62,400 

Woman is 4 - 10 Older $83,600 $72,800 

Same Age $87,150 $79,520 

Man is 4 - 10 Older $77,480 $79,072 

Man is 11+ Older $71,500 $73,616 

Note: Includes only marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 

For further insight into why the wage gaps of dual-earning, husband-older couples 

might be wider than for age-homogamous households, I examined the average number of 

hours worked for women and men, and women’s proportional contribution to the 

household income. Again, since the Census did not measure the number of hours worked 

in 1970, I have focused only on hours worked for persons in 1980 and 2010-14. 
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Information about women’s economic contribution includes all three decades since total 

family income and women’s individual income were measured. 

As Table 29 shows, the mean number of hours that women and men worked 

varied by age gap category in 1980 and 2010-14. Only couples where both spouses 

worked at least an hour a week are included here; the number of hours worked for men 

and women ranged from 1 to 99 in both decades and across all marital age-gap 

categories. In both decades, men worked more mean hours than women, and in some 

cases, the gender difference in mean hours worked was almost 10 hours, as it was in age-

homogamous couples in 1980. (That gap was about 8 hours in 2010-14.) In 1980, men in 

same-age marriages worked the longest mean hours (43.6, SD=10.6) of men in any type 

of marriage, while men who were 11+ years older or younger than their spouses worked 

the fewest mean hours (41.8 hours) among men. By 2010-14, men who were 11+ years 

younger than their spouses also worked fewer mean hours (42.7, SD=12.0) than other 

Table 29.  Mean Hours Worked in Dual-Earning First Marriages by Gender and 

Marital Age Category, 1980 and 2010-14 

 

1980 2010-14 

 

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

  Men Women Men Women 

Woman is 11+ Older 41.8 (11.1) 35.4 (11.1) 42.7 (12.0) 37.2 (12.0) 

Woman is 4 - 10 Older 42.5 (10.9) 34.7 (11.8) 44.0 (11.1) 36.3 (12.1) 

Same Age 43.6 (10.6) 33.8 (11.8) 44.0 (11.6) 35.8 (12.2) 

Man is 4 - 10 Older 42.9 (11.1) 34.2 (11.5) 43.3 (11.7) 36.1 (12.0) 

Man is 11+ Older 41.8 (12.3) 35.1 (11.9) 44.0 (11.6) 35.8 (12.2) 

Note: Includes only persons in purely first marriages with at least one U.S.-born 

spouse, aged 21 to 70 years of age.  Gender differences in mean hours worked were 

significant for all categories in both years at p<.0001. 
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men; however, men married to women aged 4 to 10 years older than they were or had 

wives who were younger by 11+ years had caught up to men in age-homogamous 

marriages who usually worked 44 mean hours per week. Whereas women in same-age 

marriages worked the fewest mean hours (35.8, SD=12.2) among all women, by 2010-14, 

women in same-age marriages worked about the same mean hours as women in male-

older marriages. 

Next, women’s economic contributions to household income differed for couples 

by age-gap category. In Chapter 3, I mentioned how I computed a ratio of a wife’s total 

income divided by the total family income. After observing the ratios, I took the median 

and converted the result to percent. Not surprisingly, results showed that women’s 

median proportional contributions to the total family income increased over time.  

Table 30 summarizes the mean percentage
18

 of the household income to which 

wives contributed in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14. I restricted this analysis to persons in 

purely first marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse, where both spouses earned 

wages and were both aged 21 to 70 years. Limiting the analysis allowed for the fairest 

comparisons over time, I contend. T-test results showed that the mean percentage of 

women’s income contributions increased significantly over time for all age-gap marriages 

between 1970 and 2010-14 at p<.0001. All changes between 1980 and 2010-14 were 

significant at p<.0001, and all changes between 1970 and 1980 were significant at p<.01.  

                                                 
18

 I examined both mean and median ratios of women’s contributions to the household 

income. 
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Older-wife marriages tended to contribute a greater mean percentage of the 

household income than women in other marriages. In 1980 and 2010-14, for example, 

marriages with women who were 11+ years older than their spouses showed the greatest  

mean percentage contributions; in 1970, marriages with wives who were 4 to 10 years 

older contributed an average of 31.4% of the household income, which was significantly  

higher than for any other type of marriage. In 1970, women’s mean percentage 

contributions in much older-wife and much-older husband unions were nearly the same 

(t=0.54, df=3856, p=.592). Women’s mean income contribution to the household 

earnings in marriages where they were 11+ years older than their spouse increased 

significantly from 29.6% in 1970 to 43.6% in 2010-14 (t=-12.51,df=3,155, p<.0001).  

In sum, results from analyses of median wages, the median wage gaps of spouses 

both working full-time, and women’s mean percentage contribution to household income 

showed that wage gaps in dual-earning marriages were larger in marriages where 

husbands were 11+ years older than in age-homogamous marriages or older-wife 

marriages in 2010-14, but not in 1980. Pay equity advocates may find the shrinking 

Table 30. Mean Percentage of Household Income to which First-Married Women 

Contributed, by Marital Age Gap Category, 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 

  1970 1980 2010-14 

  % % % 

Woman is 11+ Years Older 29.6 34.0 43.6 

Woman is 4 - 10 Years Older 31.4 32.5 39.6 

Same Age 27.5 28.6 36.9 

Man is 4 - 10 Years Older 26.7 28.0 37.2 

Man is 11+ Years Older 29.1 29.9 37.3 

Includes only women in pure first marriages with at least one US-born spouse, where 

both spouses are aged 21 to 70 years old and dual-earning with a total family income of 

more than 0. 
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spousal wage gaps promising, since gaps narrowed significantly over time, irrespective of 

the type of marriage. In 1980, men in same-age marriages worked the longest mean hours 

(M = 43.6 hours, SD = 10.6); however, by 2010-14, men in same-age marriages worked 

the same mean hours as men in marriages with somewhat older spouses or much younger 

spouses (M = 44 hours).  The overall findings suggest two themes: (1) the spousal wage 

gap in dual-earning much older-husband marriages was wider than in age-homogamous 

couples in 2010-14, but not in 1980, when men in same-age unions worked the longest 

mean hours of any other group; (2) women in older-wife marriages worked longer mean 

hours than other married women, had the narrowest gender wage gap, and contributed 

more economically to the family income than other married women.  

The Odds of Being in an Age-Heterogamous Marriage 

Question #5. What are the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage for people 

with various characteristics, and how do those odds compare over four decades? 

 To answer this final question, I specified three multinomial regression models 

each for men and women separately for 1970, 1980, and 2010-14. I ran the models for 

people in first marriages where both spouses were first-married and there was at least on 

U.S.-born spouse. (Results for remarried persons are compared to “purely” first-married 

persons.) I also performed t tests to determine if the changes in coefficients over time 

were statistically significant.
19

  The base outcome across all models is the group of 

people in same-age, homogamous marriages where spouses are three or fewer years apart 

in age. The multinomial logistic regression coefficients reported are odds ratios that 

                                                 
19

 Specifically, I performed a t test to see if the variable in Model 1 was equal to or 

differed from the coefficient for the same variable in Model 3. To compare Model 1 to 

Model 2 to Model 3, I added the Stata command “accum” after the variable name. 
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require explanation beyond the overview I provided in Chapter 3 because the output and 

resulting statistical table are dense. Below, I describe the components of the statistical 

table to be presented shortly. 

 Every variable in Tables 31 and 32—which present data for women and men, 

respectively—includes an odds ratio for people in four of the five age-gap marital 

categories discussed throughout the study, and compares the results to persons in same-

age (purely first) marriages. Space limitations necessitated that I abbreviate the four age-

gap categories as “W 11+ to same,” “W 4 to 10 to same,” “M 4 to 10 to same” and “M 

11+ to same." Each category compares to persons in same-age marriages. (This 

procedure follows the content and organization of Stata output for multinomial logistic 

regression.) Dichotomous variables are easier to interpret than others. For example, with 

the remarriage variable, we compare for women (or men) the odds of being, say, in a 

much older-wife marriage versus same-age marriage for remarried women compared to 

first-married women in a given year. Tripartite variables are a little awkward to interpret; 

for example, for age cohort, the variable categories are youngest cohort (under age 40), 

middle cohort (between 40 and 60 years), and oldest cohort (over 60). Since the reference 

group for cohort is the youngest cohort—indicated in the table by the label, “Middle 

Aged Cohort (versus Youngest),” we interpret the first results in Model 1 for 1970 for 

women as the odds of being in a certain age-gap first marriage versus a same-age 

marriage for women in the middle aged cohort compared to women in the youngest 

cohort (under 40 in any given decade). The four points of comparison are what make the 

results clunky to interpret.  
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 As I described in the methods chapter, Model 1 includes a person’s age group 

(i.e., middle-aged or the oldest cohort compared to the youngest one) and status as 

remarried (compared to “purely” first-married) persons.
20

 Model 2 includes all of the 

variables in Model 1 and adds each of the main racial groups (compared to Whites), 

persons in interracial marriages (compared to same-race marriages), persons in a Black-

White marriages (compared to racially homogamous marriages) and Asian-White 

marriages (compared to racially homogamous marriages). Model 3 contains all prior 

variables, plus the following: (1) being in a single-earner marriage (compared to one with 

no earners); (2) being in a dual-earning marriage (compared to one with no earners); (3) 

falling in the middle third of the economic group (compared to the poorest/lowest third); 

(4) being in the top-third economic group versus the poorest/lowest third; (5) having 

some or all college (compared to having a high school degree or less); and (6) being post-

college educated (compared to having a high school degree or less). By way of example, 

we interpret the first result in Model 1 in Table 31 like this: the odds of being in a 

substantially older-wife marriage versus same-age marriage for women in the middle-

aged cohort were 6.23 times that of the odds of women in the youngest cohort in 1970.  

 This makes intuitive sense, since it is unusual—and sometimes impossible, 

depending on the woman’s age—for younger women to be in marriages where they are 

11 or more years older than their spouse. (The same logic applies to young men in 

marriages where they are the older spouse.) As the table will show, the odds of being in a 

marriage where the wife is substantially older (11+ years) versus the same age as her 

spouse for women in the oldest cohort were 15.8 times that of the odds of women in the 

                                                 
20

 Purely first marriages are first marriages for both spouses.  
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youngest cohort in 2010-14. (The oldest cohort was born in 1950 or earlier and the 

youngest cohort was born anytime between 1971 and 1999.) Those odds decreased 

substantially from 1980, when the odds of oldest-cohort women being the much older 

spouse versus the same age were 34 times that of the odds of women in the youngest 

cohort (p<.0001). 

 There is a lot happening in Tables 31 and 32 because the analysis compares 

results over time and between and within genders. I will present the results for each 

variable momentarily; however, since there are so many details to consider, it may be 

useful to keep in mind that data overall show the following picture: 

 The odds of being 11+ years older than a spouse rose for remarried persons 

after 1970 for both genders. 

 With respect to age cohorts, the odds for women and men in the oldest cohorts 

versus youngest cohorts of being a much-older spouse decreased by 2010-14.  

 For remarried men, the odds of being with a much-older wife versus one of 

the same age decreased a little in 2010-14. 

 The odds for Black men of being with a much older wife were higher than for 

White men in each decade, and remained relatively stable over time. 

 For both men and women across all decades, the odds of being in a much 

older-wife first marriage for Hispanics were 2 times the odds of Whites.  

 The odds of being in age-heterogamous marriages for interracial couples 

compared to same-race couples decreased for both genders over time.  

 The odds for Asian women of being in an older-husband marriage increased 

over time. 
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 The number of wage earners did not predict the odds of being in marriages 

with various age gaps at any point in time. 

 The odds of being in any type of age-gap marriage in any decade were lower 

for people in the highest economic group than the poorest group.  

 With a few exceptions, marital age heterogamy was more prevalent among 

those with a high school degree or less than more educated persons. The 

exception is that the odds of being a much-older husband versus same-age 

spouse for men with post-college education were 1.17 times that of the odds 

of men with a high school education or less in both 1980 and 2010-14.   

Given the findings presented previously in this study, it is not surprising that 

remarried persons were more likely to be in age-heterogamous marriages than first-

married persons; however, the multinomial regression models show us is that the odds of 

being a much-older spouse for remarried persons of either gender compared to first-

married persons increased significantly over time. (I will provide the results of statistical 

tests shortly.) For example, remarried men’s odds of being a much older husband (11+ 

years older) versus a same-age spouse increased from 13.9 times that of the odds of first-

married men in 1970 to over 23.6 times that of the odds of first-married men in 1980 and 

20.1 times the odds in 2010-14. (Changes in the odds between each of the years were 

statistically significant at p<.0001.) Similarly, remarried women’s odds of being a much-

older wife (11+ years older) versus a same-age spouse were 8.5 times that of the odds of 

first-married women in 1970, 17.6 times that of the odds of first-married women in 1980, 

and 20.7 times that of the odds of first-married women in 2010-14. (Changes between 

both decades were statistically significant at p<.0001). Thus, the odds of being a much 
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older spouse have risen over time for remarried persons of either gender. Below, I 

interpret the results by variable. 

Age group. Results show that the odds of being in a female-older marriage versus 

same-age marriage were higher for women in the middle-aged group than in the youngest 

group across the decades. For women, the odds of being a much older wife versus same-

age wife rose significantly with women’s age groups, just as the odds did for men in 

marriages where men were the much-older spouse. In 1970, for example, the odds of 

being a much older wife (11+ years older) versus the same age as her spouse for women 

in the oldest group were 34 times that of the odds for women in the youngest group in 

1980 and 15.8 times that of the odds of younger women in 2010-14. The change in odds 

between1970 and 1980 here is not only statistically significant, but noteworthy. The odds 

of women in middle-aged groups being in marriage where they are 11+ years older versus 

the same age as a husband were 7.8 times that of the odds of women in the youngest 

group in 1980, and 6.5 times these odds in 2010-14. 

For men, the odds of men from older age groups being in a marriage where they 

were 11+ years older than their spouse versus the same age also rose between 1970 and 

1980, but then fell thereafter. Men from older age groups showed higher odds of 

marrying younger women than men in younger groups and they appeared less likely to 

marry older women than younger men. For example, in 2010-14, the odds of men from 

the oldest group marrying a woman who was 11+ years older versus the same age were 

0.11 times that of the odds of younger men. This means that in 2010-14, younger men 

showed greater odds than older men to marry older women.  
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Table 31.  Multinomial Logistic Regression Results for the Effects of Demographic 

Characteristics on Being in an Age-Heterogamous Marriage Compared to an 

Age-Homogamous Marriage for Women, 1970, 1980 & 2010-14 

   Women 1970 Women 1980 Women 2010-14 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 

Middle Aged Group (vs Youngest)   

  

  

  
  W 11+ to same 5.07 5.37 6.23 6.12 6.63 7.84 4.88 5.41 6.58 

  W 4 - 10 to same 2.95 3.07 3.19 1.89 1.99 2.16 1.62 1.71 1.88 

  M 4-10 to same 1.30 1.31 1.27 1.63 1.64 1.57 0.94 0.95 0.92 

  M 11+ to same 1.54 1.62 1.57 2.18 2.28 2.07 0.67 0.72 0.67 

Oldest Group (vs Youngest)   

  

  

  
  W 11+ to same 11.52 12.59 16.49 18.68 22.03 34.01 7.7 9.11 15.8 

  W 4 - 10 to same 5.45 5.80 6.78 4.61 5.11 6.39 1.25 1.38 1.88 

  M 4-10 to same 1.15 1.16 0.92 1.52 1.54 1.19 NS 1.02 0.74 

  M 11+ to same 1.28 1.38 0.73 1.81 1.97 NS 0.44 0.49 0.24 

Remarried (vs First marriage)   

  
  

  
  W 11+ to same 8.83 8.51 8.52 18.67 18.23 17.63 22.89 22.38 20.74 

  W 4 - 10 to same 7.07 6.95 6.86 9.51 9.45 9.38 8.04 8.00 7.84 

  M 4-10 to same 0.91 0.91 0.89 0.88 0.88 0.85 1.04 1.04 1.01 

  M 11+ to same 1.78 1.74 1.72 1.86 1.84 1.80 2.07 2.08 2.00 

Observations 365,723 1,955,185 2,032,202 

Pseudo R2 0.025 0.028 0.037 0.035 0.039 0.048 0.039 0.043 0.051 

 

Notes: The table shows coefficients that represent the relative odds of an event happening versus not 

happening. The base outcome—indicated by the term “to same”—is age-homogamous (or “same-age”) 

marriages where spouses are three or fewer years apart. Thus, all results compare to that type of 

marriage. Reference groups are indicated by parentheses. For example, Model 1 for 1970, remarried 

women’s odds of being 11 or more years older than her spouse versus the same age were 8.83 times 

that of the odds of first-married women, and those odds were statistically significant at p<.01.T tests 

showed statistical significance at p <.01 for all differences in odds, except where noted NS. Within 

each decade, the models are additive, such that Model 1 includes age group and remarriage, Model 2 

includes those variables and adds racial variables. Model 3 includes these variables, and adds wage 

earning, economic group, and education characteristics.  
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Table 31. (Continued) 

 

 Women 1970 Women 1980 Women 2010-14 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 

Black (vs White)   

  

  

  
  W 11+ to same 

 

2.45 1.87   2.36 1.93   1.82 1.64 

  W 4 - 10 to same 

 

1.61 1.52   1.75 1.61   1.63 1.55 

  M 4-10 to same 

 

1.17 1.09   1.17 1.12   1.16 1.12 

  M 11+ to same 

 

2.31 1.95   2.39 2.11   2.15 2.01 

Asian (vs White)   

  

  

  
  W 11+ to same 

 

1.86 1.98   2.02 2.02   1.67 1.74 

  W 4 - 10 to same 

 

1.36 1.36   1.97 1.96   1.56 1.59 

  M 4-10 to same 

 

1.24 1.27   1.21 1.26   1.09 1.11 

  M 11+ to same 

 

1.85 1.93   1.59 1.77   2.24 2.31 

Other Race (vs White)   

  
  

  
  W 11+ to same 

 

2.29 1.87   1.91 1.58   1.66 1.48 

  W 4 - 10 to same 

 

1.7 1.65   1.76 1.64   1.38 1.31 

  M 4-10 to same 

 

NS NS   1.26 1.16   1.17 1.11 

  M 11+ to same 

 

1.83 1.4   2.06 1.63   1.68 1.49 

Hispanic  (vs non-Hispanic White)   

  
  

  
  W 11+ to same 

 

3.25 2.62   3.55 2.93   2.27 2.00 

  W 4 - 10 to same 

 

2.47 2.36   2.42 2.26   1.65 1.56 

  M 4-10 to same 

 

1.18 1.08   1.14 1.03   1.14 1.06 

  M 11+ to same   2.33 1.88   2.12 1.70   1.65 1.46 

Observations 365,723 1,955,185 2,032,202 

Pseudo R2 0.025 0.028 0.037 0.035 0.039 0.048 0.039 0.043 0.051 
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Table 31. (Continued) 

 

 Women 1970 Women 1980 Women 2010-14 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 

Interracial (vs Not)   

  

  

  
  W 11+ to same 

 

NS NS   1.72 1.85   1.67 1.76 

  W 4 - 10 to same 

 

1.48 1.47   1.37 1.4   1.36 1.38 

  M 4-10 to same 

 

NS NS   NS 1.05   1.01 1.05 

   M 11+ to same 

 

1.66 1.79   1.14 1.28   1.23 1.31 

Black-White Marriage (vs Not)   

  

  

  
  W 11+ to same 

 

2.68 2.66   3.65 3.38   2.34 2.16 

  W 4 - 10 to same 

 

NS NS   2.21 2.13   1.6 1.54 

  M 4-10 to same 

 

NS NS   1.24 1.21   1.28 1.24 

  M 11+ to same 

 

NS NS   2.91 2.66   2.04 1.95 

Asian/White Marriage (vs Not)   

  
  

  
  W 11+ to same 

 

2.14 NS   2.58 2.38   1.33 1.31 

  W 4 - 10 to same 

 

3.56 3.45   2.71 2.62   1.52 1.51 

  M 4-10 to same 

 

0.72 0.71   0.84 0.8   0.77 0.78 

  M 11+ to same 

 

NS NS   1.61 1.38   1.85 1.81 

One Wage Earner (vs None)   

  
  

  
  W 11+ to same 

  

2.37   

 

2.69   

 

2.93 

  W 4 - 10 to same 

  

1.52   

 

1.59   

 

1.61 

  M 4-10 to same 

  

0.73   

 

0.75   

 

0.74 

  M 11+ to same     0.46     0.50     0.54 

Observations 365,723 1,955,185 2,032,202 

Pseudo R2 0.025 0.028 0.037 0.035 0.039 0.048 0.039 0.043 0.051 
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Table 31.  (Continued) 

   Women 1970 Women 1980 Women 2010-14 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 

Two Wage Earners (vs None)   

  

  

     W 11+ to same 

  

2.3   

 

2.83   

 

3.24 

   W 4 - 10 to same 

  

1.49   

 

1.59   

 

1.77 

   M 4-10 to same 

  

0.7   

 

0.7   

 

0.64 

   M 11+ to same 

  

0.39   

 

0.34   

 

0.32 

Mid-Third Economic (vs Poorest)   

  

  

     W 11+ to same 

  

0.58   

 

0.59   

 

0.52 

   W 4 - 10 to same 

  

0.89   

 

0.76   

 

0.74 

   M 4-10 to same 

  

0.85   

 

0.93   

 

0.98 

   M 11+ to same 

  

0.61   

 

0.71   

 

0.83 

Top-Third Economic (vs Poorest)   

  
  

     W 11+ to same 

  

0.41   

 

0.41   

 

0.34 

   W 4 - 10 to same 

  

0.83   

 

0.67   

 

0.59 

   M 4-10 to same 

  

0.82   

 

0.84   

 

0.89 

   M 11+ to same 

  

0.52   

 

0.54   

 

0.72 

Some College/Grad (vs HS or less)   

  
  

     W 11+ to same 

  

0.77   

 

0.8   

 

0.85 

   W 4 - 10 to same 

  

0.92   

 

NS   

 

0.98 

   M 4-10 to same 

  

0.7   

 

0.73   

 

0.83 

   M 11+ to same 

  

0.65   

 

0.71   

 

0.82 

Post-College (vs HS or less)   
  

  
     W 11+ to same 

  

NS   

 

NS   

 

0.78 

   W 4 - 10 to same 

  

1.55   

 

1.31   

 

1.07 

   M 4-10 to same 

  

0.77   

 

0.7   

 

0.77 

   M 11+ to same     NS     0.84     0.85 

Observations 365723 

  

2E+06 

 

2E+06 

  Pseudo R2 0.025 0.028 0.037 0.035 0.039 0.048 0.039 0.043 0.051 
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Table 32.  Multinomial Logistic Regression Results for the Effects of Demographic 

Characteristics on Being in an Age-Heterogamous Marriage Compared 

to an Age-Homogamous Marriage for Men, 1970, 1980 & 2010-14 

(Continued) 

  Men 1970 Men 1980 Men 2010-14 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 

Middle Aged Group (vs Youngest)   

  

  

  
  W 11+ to same 0.62 0.65 0.57 1.71 1.83 1.46 0.69 0.75 0.69 

  W 4 - 10 to same 2.15 2.24 2.11 1.93 2.05 1.93 0.86 0.9 0.88 

  M 4-10 to same 1.75 1.77 1.83 1.96 1.98 2.1 1.42 1.46 1.54 

  M 11+ to same 5.27 5.49 6.2 5.95 6.25 7.23 3.97 4.28 4.98 

Oldest Group (vs Youngest)   

  

  

  
  W 11+ to same 0.48 0.51 0.26 1.19 1.35 0.26 0.2 0.24 0.11 

  W 4 - 10 to same 2.26 2.40 1.98 2.61 2.89 2.21 0.36 0.39 0.3 

  M 4-10 to same 2.47 2.51 2.55 2.93 2.99 3.24 1.89 1.97 2.2 

  M 11+ to same 14.48 15.74 17.8 15.52 12.72 21.55 7.19 8.33 11.83 

Remarried (vs First marriage)   

  
  

  
  W 11+ to same 2.91 2.82 2.8 3.07 2.99 3.01 2.79 2.7 2.56 

  W 4 - 10 to same 2.69 2.62 2.61 2.52 2.45 2.46 2.20 2.14 2.12 

  M 4-10 to same 3.14 3.12 3.12 4.23 4.23 4.23 3.91 3.88 3.83 

  M 11+ to same 14.48 13.89 13.94 24.47 23.5 23.67 21.73 20.8 20.12 

Observations 367,287 1,974,010 2,053,704 

Pseudo R2 0.057 0.061 0.065 0.07 0.074 0.079 0.069 0.074 0.079 

 

Notes: The table shows coefficients that represent the relative odds of an event happening 

versus not happening. The base outcome—indicated by the term “to same”—is age-

homogamous (or “same-age”) marriages where spouses are three or fewer years apart. Thus, all 

results compare to that type of marriage. Reference groups are indicated by parentheses. For 

example, Model 1 for 1970, remarried men’s odds of being 11 or more years older than their 

spouse versus the same age were 14.48 times that of the odds of first-married men, and those 

odds were statistically significant at p<.01.T tests showed statistical significance at p <.01 for 

all differences in odds, except where noted NS. Within each decade, the models are additive, 

such that Model 1 includes age group and remarriage, Model 2 includes those variables and 

adds racial variables. Model 3 includes these variables, and adds wage earning, economic 

group, and education characteristics. 

 



 

150 

Table 32.  (Continued) 

 
Men 1970 Men 1980 Men 2010-14 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 

Black (vs White) 
 

 
  

  
 

    W 11+ to same 
 

2.6 2.2 
 

2.96 2.7 
 

2.87 2.6 

  W 4 - 10 to same 
 

1.7 1.65 
 

1.94 1.85 
 

1.84 1.78 

  M 4-10 to same 
 

1.21 1.09 
 

1.21 1.1 
 

1.14 1.07 

  M 11+ to same 
 

2.34 1.78 
 

2.2 1.76 
 

1.6 1.42 

Asian (vs White) 
 

  
 

  
 

    W 11+ to same 
 

NS NS 
 

NS NS 
 

NS 1.24 

  W 4 - 10 to same 
 

0.47 0.48 
 

0.67 0.72 
 

0.79 0.82 

  M 4-10 to same 
 

1.57 1.61 
 

1.55 1.59 
 

1.28 1.33 

  M 11+ to same 
 

3.09 3.27 
 

2.35 2.45 
 

1.38 1.42 

Other Race (vs White) 
 

 

  

  

 

    W 11+ to same 
 

1.93 NS 
 

2.57 2.07 
 

1.97 1.71 

  W 4 - 10 to same 
 

1.45 NS 
 

1.57 1.44 
 

1.32 1.27 

  M 4-10 to same 
 

NS NS 
 

1.34 1.23 
 

1.24 1.17 

  M 11+ to same 
 

2.27 1.8 
 

2.1 1.7 
 

1.46 1.3 

Hispanic  (vs non-

Hispanic White)  

 

  

  

 

    W 11+ to same 
 

2.33 1.82 
 

2.95 2.34 
 

2.55 2.11 

  W 4 - 10 to same 
 

2.27 2.13 
 

2.18 1.97 
 

1.54 1.45 

  M 4-10 to same 
 

1.32 1.2 
 

1.31 1.19 
 

1.28 1.18 

  M 11+ to same   3.13 2.54   2.52 2.05   1.83 1.6 

Observations 367,287 1,974,010 2,053,704 

Pseudo R2 0.057 0.061 0.065 0.07 0.074 0.079 0.069 0.074 0.079 
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Table 32. (Continued) 

 
Men 1970 Men 1980 Men 2010-14 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 

Interracial (vs Not) 
 

 
  

  
 

    W 11+ to same 
 

NS NS 
 

NS 1.25 
 

1.19 1.34 

  W 4 - 10 to same 
 

1.95 1.97 
 

1.41 1.49 
 

1.31 1.35 

  M 4-10 to same 
 

1.22 1.23 
 

1.1 1.13 
 

1.12 1.16 

   M 11+ to same 
 

1.98 2.05 
 

1.61 1.73 
 

1.72 1.8 

Black-White Marriage 

(vs Not)  

 

  

  

 

    W 11+ to same 
 

NS NS 
 

1.79 1.76 
 

1.6 1.55 

  W 4 - 10 to same 
 

NS NS 
 

1.46 1.46 
 

1.18 1.18 

  M 4-10 to same 
 

NS NS 
 

1.26 1.27 
 

1.33 1.31 

  M 11+ to same 
 

NS NS 
 

2.01 2.05 
 

1.85 1.79 

Asian/White Marriage 

(vs Not)  

 

  

  

 

    W 11+ to same 
 

NS NS 
 

3.86 3.66 
 

2.76 2.85 

  W 4 - 10 to same 
 

3.69 3.71 
 

4.6 4.47 
 

2.44 2.46 

  M 4-10 to same 
 

0.78 0.76 
 

NS 0.93 
 

1.16 1.18 

  M 11+ to same 
 

1.55 NS 
 

1.86 1.75 
 

2.82 2.78 

One Wage Earner (vs 

None)  

 

  

  

 

    W 11+ to same 
 

 

0.53 
 

 

0.52 
 

 

0.54 

  W 4 - 10 to same 
 

 

0.89 
 

 

0.87 
 

 

0.75 

  M 4-10 to same 
 

 

1.1 
 

 

1.17 
 

 

1.14 

  M 11+ to same     1.42     1.56     1.91 

Observations 367,287 1,974,010 2,053,704 

Pseudo R2 0.057 0.061 0.065 0.07 0.074 0.079 0.069 0.074 0.079 
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Table 32. (Continued) 

 
Men 1970 Men 1980 Men 2010-14 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 

Two Wage Earners  

 

 

  

  

 

  

(vs None) 

   W 11+ to same 
 

 

0.33 
 

 

0.24 
 

 

0.29 

   W 4 - 10 to same 
 

 

0.71 
 

 

0.64 
 

 

0.63 

   M 4-10 to same 
 

 

1.14 
 

 

1.25 
 

 

1.19 

   M 11+ to same 
 

 

1.62 
 

 

1.76 
 

 

1.87 

Mid-Third Economic  

 

 

  

  

 

  

(vs Poorest) 

   W 11+ to same 
 

 

0.59 
 

 

0.79 
 

 

0.89 

   W 4 - 10 to same 
 

 

0.88 
 

 

0.84 
 

 

0.93 

   M 4-10 to same 
 

 

0.85 
 

 

0.86 
 

 

0.84 

   M 11+ to same 
 

 

0.61 
 

 

0.54 
 

 

0.53 

Top-Third Economic  

 

 

  

  

 

  

(vs Poorest) 

   W 11+ to same 
 

 

0.71 
 

 

0.84 
 

 

NS 

   W 4 - 10 to same 
 

 

NS 
 

 

0.84 
 

 

0.93 

   M 4-10 to same 
 

 

0.74 
 

 

0.71 
 

 

0.68 

   M 11+ to same 
 

 

0.4 
 

 

0.38 
 

 

0.36 

Some College/Grad  

 

 

  

  

 

  

(vs HS or less) 

   W 11+ to same 
 

 

0.49 
 

 

0.49 
 

 

0.58 

   W 4 - 10 to same 
 

 

0.72 
 

 

0.82 
 

 

0.85 

   M 4-10 to same 
 

 

0.82 
 

 

0.89 
 

 

0.91 

   M 11+ to same 
 

 

0.82 

  

0.9 
 

 

0.96 

Post-College  

 

  

  

  

(vs HS or less) 

   W 11+ to same 
 

 

0.42 
 

 

0.37 
 

 

0.4 

   W 4 - 10 to same 
 

 

0.77 
 

 

0.73 
 

 

0.81 

   M 4-10 to same 
 

 

0.92 
 

 

0.88 
 

 

0.84 

   M 11+ to same     1.1     1.06     1.03 

Observations 367,287 1,974,010 2,053,704 

Pseudo R2 0.057 0.061 0.065 0.07 0.074 0.079 0.069 0.074 0.079 
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Results for men also show that the odds of being a much-older husband versus 

same-age spouse for men from the oldest age group were 13.64 times that of the odds of 

men from the youngest groups in 1980, and that by 2010-14, the odds were 8.94 times 

that of the odds of men in the youngest group. Thus, while men in the oldest group were 

still much more likely than men in the youngest group to have married down in age, that 

tendency decreased between 1980 and 2010-14 significantly (= 382.98, p=<.0001). 

Remarriage. The odds of being in age-discrepant marriages (11+ years apart) 

increased dramatically for both men and women between 1970 and 1980 and then 

remained quite high thereafter. For example, in Table 31, we see that remarried women’s 

odds of being the much older wife versus a same-age spouse were 8.5 times that of the 

odds of first-married women in 1970, compared to 17.6 times in 1980 and 20.7 times that 

of the odds of first-married women in 2010-14.  In Table 32, we see that remarried men’s 

odds of being 11+ years older than their spouse versus the same age were 13.9 times that 

of the odds of first-married men in 1970, 23.6 times that of the odds of first-married men 

in 1980, and approximately 20 times those odds in 2010-14. On the other hand, the odds 

for remarried men and women of being 4 to 10 years older than their spouse versus the 

same age remained relatively stable over time. (Changes were statistically significant but 

not practically meaningful, given the large sample size.) The bigger story here is the 

dramatic change in the odds of remarried persons of either gender having increased odds 

of being much older spouses in 1980 and after. In addition to the educational and 

economic changes in the U.S. that affected marriage trends, one wonders if the greater 

availability of no-fault divorce in the 1970s contributed to the increased odds of age 
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heterogamy among remarried persons even while first marriages have become 

increasingly age homogamous. I will explore this topic in Chapter 6. 

Race. First, results in Table 31 show that Black women and men have greater 

odds of being in age-heterogamous first marriages than Whites. For example, compared 

to White women, Black women’s odds of having husbands who were 11+ years older 

versus their age were twice that of White women’s odds in 2010-14. Their odds in 1980 

were 2.1 times that of the odds of White women, and 1.95 those odds in 1970.  

Interestingly, in Table 32, we see that Black men’s odds of being in first marriages where 

they were much younger than their wives versus the same age were 2.6 that of the odds of 

White men in 2010-14. The odds of Black men of being in much older-wife marriages in 

2010-14 were 1.4 times that of the odds of White men. Overall, data show that women 

and men identifying as Black have higher odds of being in age-heterogamous marriages 

than Whites, as literature has suggested. It is also worth mentioning that the odds of being 

in various age-heterogamous marriages versus a same-age one were much lower for 

people by race than age and remarriage status. 

Gender differences were more apparent in the patterns for Asian Americans than 

for Black adults. For Asian women, the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage 

were generally stable over time, except in marriages with a much-older husband. The 

odds of Asian women being in such a marriage compared to a same-age marriage were 

2.3 times that of the odds of White women in 2010-14, which was an increase from 1.7 

times that of the odds of White women in 1980. In 1970, the odds of Asian women being 

in such a marriage were 1.9 times that of the odds of White women. Asian men’s odds of 

being in a marriage where they were much older versus the same age as their spouse 
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decreased from 3 times that of the odds of White men in 1970 to 1.4 times the odds in 

2010-14. More noteworthy, however, is that Asian men’s odds of being 4 to 10 years 

older or younger than their spouse versus the same age were lower than the odds for 

White men. Also, there were no differences Asian men’s odds of being in a marriage with 

a much older wife compared to Whites, although low sample size may contribute to this 

result.   

Results for people identifying as other race and for Hispanic persons of any race 

show greater age heterogamy than Whites, but that the within-gender difference is 

decreasing over time. For example, Hispanic women’s odds of being 11+ years older than 

their spouse versus the same age were 2.6 times that of the odds of White women in 

1970, 2.9 times that of the odds in 1980, and twice the odds of White women in 2010-14.  

The odds of men from other races being 11+ years older versus the same age as their 

spouses were 1.8 times that of the odds of White men in 1970, 1.7 times the odds in 1980, 

and 1.3 times that of the odds of White men in 2010-14. A similar pattern occurred for 

Hispanic men where the odds of their being in various age-heterogamous marriages were 

greater than Whites but decreased over time.  

 Interracial marriage. Results show that the while the odds of being in age- 

heterogamous marriages were higher for people in interracial marriages than same-race 

marriages, the differences were at times minimal, practically speaking (rather than 

statistically speaking). For example, the odds for women in interracial marriages of being 

4 to 10 years older than their spouse versus the same age were similar to the odds for 

women in racially homogamous marriages in 1980 and 2010-14. Differences here were 

non-significant in 1970, and while differences reached statistical significance in 1980 and 
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2010-14, they were not substantively different: in 2010-14, the odds of women in 

interracial marriages being 4 to 10 years older versus the same age as a spouse were 1.05 

that of the odds of women in racially homogamous marriages. 

 On the other hand, it is fair to say that people in some interracial marriages did 

show higher odds of age heterogamy. The odds of men in interracial marriages being 11+ 

years older than their spouses versus the same age in 2010-14 were 1.8 times that of the 

odds of men in same-race marriages. Those odds decreased from 1980 (1.7 times) and 

1970 (2 times) but were still significantly different from men in racially homogamous 

marriages.  

 Although analyses for people in specific racial pairings were hindered by small 

sample sizes in 1970, some interesting patterns nonetheless emerged in the later decades. 

In 2010-14, the odds for women in Black-White marriages of being 11+ years older than 

their husbands versus the same age were 2.1 times that of the odds of people not in those 

types of marriages. Likewise, the odds of those women being in marriages with much 

older husbands versus the same age were 1.9 times that of the odds of women not in 

Black-White marriages in 2010-14. The odds for men in Black-White marriages of being 

in a marriage with a much older wife were 1.5 times that of the odds of men not in these 

types of marriages in 2010-14; the odds of these men being in marriages where they were 

11+ years older than their spouses versus the same age were 1.7 times that of the odds of 

men not in these racial pairs in 2010-14. Thus, it is fair to say that women and men in 

Black-White marriages showed greater age heterogamy than other married persons. 

Data also showed that Asian-White marriages were more age heterogamous 

overall than other marriages. In 2010-14, the odds of men in these marriages of being 
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with much-younger wives versus the same age were 2.7 times that of the odds of men not 

in these types of marriages, which was an increase in odds from prior years. The odds of 

men in Asian-White marriages of being in unions with much older wives versus the same 

age were 1.5 times the odds of men not in these marriages in 2010-14. Among women in 

Asian-White marriages, the odds were 1.8 times that of the odds of women not in those 

types of marriages in 2010-14, which was an increase from 1.3 times the odds of women 

in other marriages in 1980. 

 Number of wage earners. Results showed that the odds for women in single-

earner marriages of being a much-older wife (or wife older by 4 to 10 years) versus the 

same age were higher than for women in marriages with no earners. (In some households, 

adult children earned the household income, or neither spouse engaged in paid 

employment.) The same pattern worked in reverse for men: the odds for men in single-

earner marriages of being older (either by 4 to 10 years or 11+ years) versus the same age 

as their spouses were higher than for men in marriages with no wage earners, regardless 

of the year. (For both genders, the odds actually increased over time). Similar patterns 

emerged for men and women in dual-earner marriages. In 2010-14, the odds of women in 

dual-earner marriages of being 11+ years older than their spouses versus the same age 

were 3.2 times that of the odds of women in marriages with no earners. That same year, 

the odds of dual-earning wives being in marriages with a much older husband were 0.32 

times that of the odds of women in marriages with no earners. Thus, women in marriages 

with no earners were much more likely to be in older-husband marriages than women in 

dual-earning ones. The results played out similarly for men.  
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Economic group. Findings essentially showed that poorer people were more 

likely to be in age-heterogamous marriages than those with higher incomes. Economic 

scores were divided into thirds, and the odds of women and men in the middle or top 

third of being in any of the various age-heterogamous marriages were lower than for 

people in the poorest economic third. In 2010-14, the odds of women from the top-third 

economic group of being in marriages where they were 11+ years older than their spouse 

versus the same age were 0.34 times that of the odds of women in the poorest economic 

third; this odds ratio decreased from 0.41 times that of the odds of poor women in 

previous years. Similarly, the odds of women in the top-third economic group of having a 

husband who was 11+ years older versus the same age were 0.72 that of the odds of poor 

women in 2010-14. Therefore, poor women had greater odds of being in age-discrepant 

marriages than wealthier women.  

Results follow the same pattern for men: the odds of men in the top-third 

economic group of being in a marriage where they are 11+ years older versus the same 

age as their spouse were 0.32 that of the odds of poorer men in 2010-14.  Differences 

between men in the top-third versus bottom third economic group were not always 

significant, however. In 2010-14, the odds of wealthier men being in marriages with a 

much older wife versus the same age did not differ from the odds of men in the bottom 

economic third. Differences were not substantively meaningful, either, with regard to 

men married to women who were 4 to 10 years older in 2010-14. That year, “wealthy” 

men’s odds of having a wife who was 4 to 10 years older were 0.93 that of the odds of 

men in the bottom economic third, which was statistically significant due to sample size 

but not practically meaningful. Taken together, these results showed that lower-income 
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persons of either gender had greater odds than higher income people of being in age-

heterogamous marriages.   

 Education. Overall, data showed that people with some college to post-college 

education were less likely to be in age-heterogamous marriages than those with less 

education, although differences were occasionally weak or non-significant. Interestingly, 

being post-college educated seemed to matter more for men than women with regard to 

predicting the odds of being in a male-older marriage versus a female-older marriage. For 

example, whereas post-college educated men’s odds of being in a wife-older marriage 

versus same-age marriage were 0.40 times that of the odds of men with a high school 

degree or less in 2010-14, their odds of being 11+ years older than their wives were about 

the same (1.03 times) as the odds of men with a high school degree or less. While the 

odds ratio of 1.03 showed statistical significance, it is not substantively meaningful. Post-

college educated women’s odds of being 11+ years older than their spouses were 0.78 

times that of the odds of women with a high school degree or less in 2010-14. Previously, 

there had been no difference in the odds of being in that type of marriage for post-college 

educated women and women with a high school degree or less. I should add that the odds 

for women with some college education or a college degree of being in an age-

heterogamous marriage were also lower than the odds of women with a high school 

degree or less. Excluding marriages with wives who are 4 to 10 years older, the odds of 

being in age-heterogamous marriages for women with some college/college degree 

increased significantly from 0.77 times that of the odds of less educated women in 1970 

to 0.80 times those odds in 1980 to 0.85 times that of the odds of less educated women in 

2010-14. In other words, although women with a high school degree or less have greater 
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odds of being in age-heterogamous unions than more educated women, the within-gender 

gap is narrowing, perhaps as women “marry down” in education. 

Summary 

 This chapter presented the results of the statistical tests I performed to answer the 

five research questions about whether marital age gaps among couples with certain 

characteristics have increased, decreased, or remained the same between 1970 and 2010-

14. I limited all analyses to only couples with at least one U.S.-born spouse, and when I 

compared trends for first marriages, I examined only unions where both partners were 

married for the first time. I also restricted some educational and wage-earning analyses to 

adults of certain ages for the fairest comparisons over time.  

First, within-group t test results showed statistically significant decreases over 

time in the mean age gaps for nearly all characteristics, such as those identified as: (1) 

White, Black, Hispanic or other race; (2) people with zero, one, or two wage earners in 

their marriage; and (3) whether a wife participated in the labor force. Mean age gaps 

declined significantly for women and men with a high school degree or less, some or all 

college, or post-college education. In other words, there is further evidence for most 

groups that age homogamy, in fact, increased overall. 

 Additional bivariate analyses showed that mean age gaps also declined 

significantly for people in interracial marriages and marriages of certain interracial pairs, 

such as those comprised of a White wife and Black husband and Asian wife and White 

husband. The mean age gap actually increased, however, for people in marriages 

comprised of an Asian wife and White husband. This reversed pattern remained 

significant at the multivariate level, where the odds for women in Asian-White marriages 
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of having a much older husband increased over time compared to women in racially 

homogamous marriages.  

 Other analyses of the gendered earnings gaps in marriages with different age 

spreads showed that median wage gaps decreased for all marriages over time. Marriages 

with wives who were 11+ years older than the husband and who both worked 40 hours a 

week reported the smallest median wage gaps at $1,120 in 2010-14. The median wage 

gaps for marriages with a much older husband and two spouses working full-time was 

higher than the median wage gap for age-homogamous marriages; the median wage gap 

in the husband-older marriages in 2010-14 was $7,350 compared to $6,720 in same-age 

unions. Women in wife-older marriages contributed a greater percentage of the family 

income than women in same-age marriages in 2010-14 (43.6% versus 36.9%, 

respectively).             

 Finally, the study’s multinomial logistic regression analyses showed the odds of 

being in age-heterogamous marriages versus same-age ones for people with the 

previously explored characteristics. Results showed that the odds of being age 

heterogamous were higher for persons who were remarried, from earlier cohorts, from 

different racial backgrounds, and in interracial marriages. Age and remarriage produced 

the highest odds ratios. Also, the odds of being in age-heterogamous marriages were 

generally higher for people of different races than for Whites and decreased over time. 

Findings also showed that the odds of being in age-heterogamous marriages were 

lower for wealthier people than poorer ones and among people with lower education, 

with a couple exceptions. Post-college educated men showed higher odds of being much 

older than wives, although by 2010-14, the difference between less educated men was 
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substantively not meaningful. (Post-college educated men’s odds of being much older 

husbands were 1.03 times the odds of men with a high school degree or less. The odds 

ratio was statistically significant but not practically useful.)  Also, in 1970 and 1980, the 

odds for post-college educated women of being a much-older spouse were the same as 

the odds for women with a high school degree or less. By 2010-14, the odds of being a 

much older spouse were higher for women with a high school degree or less. 

 The next chapter weighs the results against the 12 research hypotheses and 

previously reviewed scholarly literature, acknowledges the limitations of the analysis, 

and discusses remaining questions and future research suggestions born out of the work. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

  

This study examined spousal age differences by individuals’ and couples’ various 

socio-demographic characteristics to address ambiguity in the literature about whether 

age homogamy increased, decreased, or remained unchanged in the late 20
th

 and early 

21
st
 Centuries. I also wanted to investigate the topic in light of changes in women’s labor 

force participation and education in the contemporary period as a way to update the 

research base that is quite dated, due likely to data limitations. Moreover, it seemed time 

to revisit the issue of marital age differences given the increased racial diversity of the 

U.S. population, and what demographers see as a retreat from marriage for a substantial 

portion of the population. If age homogamy increased, then we might see greater equity 

later in life in caregiving and widowhood, which are currently gendered phenomena.  

I will discuss the implications of the findings after I first address the research 

hypotheses and offer insights from the literature to help make sense of my study’s results. 

Specifically, I will assess how the findings stack up to other studies, examine the extent 

to which beauty exchange and status homogamy theories explain the results, and tie 

things together by answering the over-arching research question this study asked about 

whether spousal age gaps changed after the second-wave women’s movement. I conclude 

the chapter by acknowledging the study’s limitations and offer suggestions for future 

investigation. 
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Revisiting the Research Hypotheses  

 Below, I discuss whether findings support or fail to support the study’s 12 

hypotheses. I provide the corresponding research question for ease of reference. 

RQ #1. How do the age gaps of current spouses compare over four decades? Have 

differences in age gaps remained the same or changed over time? 

H1:  The prevalence of female-older unions (where she is 11 or more years older than 

her spouse) will not have increased substantially from 1970 to 2010-14. 

Study findings support this hypothesis. The percentage of wife-older, purely first 

marriages never approached 1% between 1970 and 2010-14. Descriptive results showed 

that 0.6% of women’s first marriages and 0.8% of men’s first marriages with at least one 

U.S.-born spouse were comprised of a wife who was 11 or more years older than her 

spouse in 1970; in 2010-14 those percentages were 0.3% and 0.8%, respectively. Among 

remarried persons also with at least one U.S.-born spouse, the percentages of marriages 

with a wife aged 11 or more years older decreased for women from 3% in 1970 to 2.7% 

in 2010-14, and changed from 1.5% to 1.2% for men during the same period.  

H2:  Age homogamy has increased over time.  

Results support the hypothesis overall. T tests showed that mean spousal age 

differences between 1970 to 2010-14 for persons with most characteristics examined 

narrowed over time, and Chi square results confirmed that among married people, the 

percentage of same-aged couples increased for nearly all groups. Only for Asian women 

did age heterogamy increase. While the percentage of Asian women in same-age first 

marriages rose from 52.9% in 1970 to 57.3% in 2010-14, there were also increases in the 

percentage married to a husband who was 11+ years older (8.7% to 10.7%) and marriages 
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where the woman was 4 to 10 years older (4.9% to 6.7% over time). The percentage of 

remarried Asian women in age-homogamous marriages decreased from 43% in 1970 to 

40% in 2010-14 as well. Asian men’s marriages and remarriages exhibited greater age 

homogamy over time, even though the percentage of Asian men in same-age remarriages 

was still low in 2010-14 (37.6%). 

Age homogamy increased for most first-married and remarried persons within 

groups by education, certain races, Hispanic origin, wage-earning status, and women’s 

labor force participation status. Among interracial couples, age homogamy increased 

overall, except for remarried Asian women married to White men. (What initially 

appeared as increased age heterogamy for Black women married to White men was non-

significant statistically, perhaps due to small sample size, since this was one of the 

smallest numerical groups in the analysis.)   

The mean age difference in first marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse 

decreased from 2.70 years (SD=3.77) in 1970 to 1.86 years (SD=3.44) in 2010-14. In 

men’s remarriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse, the mean age gap decreased from 

5.43 years (SD=7.65) in 1970 to 4.18 years (SD=6.58) in 2010-14, and in women’s 

remarriages, those means declined from 2.77 years (SD = 7.54) in 1970 to 1.97 years (SD 

= 6.55) in 2010-14 (t = 28.2, df = 771,645, p<.0001).   

Although the hypothesis relates to the timeframe starting with the second-wave 

women’s movement, data across the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 century for men by age groups 

also showed steep declines in the percentage married to much younger women. In 1910, 

18.9% of men in purely first marriages and 60.5% in remarriages were 11+ years older 

than their spouse. By 2010-14, these percentages were 2.3% and 22%, respectively. The 
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drop in the percentage of men in older-husband remarriages and purely first marriages 

has contributed to most of the trends in increased age homogamy that we see, rather than 

an increase in marriages with a substantially older wife. Marriages with women who were 

11+ years older than their spouse remained rare across time. 

RQ #2. How do interracial pairings compare to racially homogamous pairs? Are 

certain race pairs more likely to be age heterogamous than others?   

H1:   Interracial couples will show lower percentages of age-homogamous first 

marriages than those marrying same-race spouses. Whether some interracial pairs 

have wider or narrower age gaps remains an open question. Blau’s theories 

suggest that groups small in population size are more likely than majority group 

members to out-marry.   

 Findings provide mixed support for the hypothesis that interracial couples exhibit 

less age homogamy than racially homogamous couples, since results vary by the racial 

pairing of spouses. On the one hand, first-married interracial couples with at least one 

U.S.-born spouse showed larger mean age gaps than comparable racially homogamous 

couples in 1970 (2.78 mean years compared to 2.70 mean years), but by 2010-14, the 

difference had all but evaporated, practically speaking. That year, the mean age gaps 

were 1.85 years (SD = 4.34) among interracial couples and 1.86 years (SD=3.35) for 

racially homogamous ones. On the other hand, statistical tests showed that first-married 

racial pairs such as White wives and Black husbands and Asian husbands with White 

wives had wider mean age gaps than racially homogamous couples in each of the three 

decades. (Mean age gaps among first-married Asian husbands with White wives 
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narrowed significantly over time but remained the widest among interracial marriages 

every year.) 

 Among the remarried, some interracial pairs showed greater age homogamy than 

same-race couples. It was not until certain racial pairs were considered that these 

remarried couples showed greater age heterogamy than same-race couples in specific 

years between 1970 and 2010-14 (or across all years). For example, remarried couples 

comprised of Asian husbands with White wives had initially larger mean age gaps than 

same-race couples in 1970 (p<.0001), but by 2010-14, they showed the smallest mean 

age gaps of any group (M = 0.73, SD = 6.96). A greater percentage of racially 

homogamous marriages were similar in age (72.7%) than Asian husbands with White 

wives (63.3%) in 2010-14; however, sample size limitations for this interracial pair in 

1970 hinder the ability to draw strong conclusions about greater or less age homogamy in 

this group than among same-race remarried pairs over time.  

 Findings from the multinomial regression analysis lend added support to the 

hypothesis predicting an elevated rate of age heterogamy in interracial marriages. 

Combining all types of interracial marriages, the odds of women in interracial marriages 

of being a much older spouse were 1.7 times that of the odds of women in same-race 

marriages in 2010-14. For men in interracial marriages, their odds of being a much older 

spouse were 1.8 times the odds of men in same-race marriages that same decade. With a 

couple exceptions, throughout 1970, 1980, and 2010-14, people in interracial marriages 

generally had higher odds than those in same-race marriages of being 4 to 10 years older 

or younger, or being much older/younger, as previously stated. 
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 Data also lend support to Blau’s theories predicting that groups smaller in size are 

more likely to out-marry than majority groups partly because the exposure to those 

groups is greater. In this study, Asians and “Other” race persons out-married at 

significantly higher percentages than Whites and Blacks. Interestingly, data showed that 

people in interracial marriages had more mean years of education than people in same-

race marriages. For example, in 2010-14, men aged 25 and older who identified as Black 

and had married outside their race had earned 13.7 years (SD = 2.47) of education, 

compared to 12.9 years (SD = 2.91) of education among Black men who married same-

race spouses. (Appendix Tables G and H present these results for men and women in 

greater detail.) 

RQ3: What is the level of educational homogamy among couples with different age 

gaps?   

H1: We expect to find higher correlations between spouses’ educational attainment in 

age-homogamous couples than in age-heterogamous couples.  

 Data support this hypothesis for first marriages. Age-homogamous spouses aged 

25 years and older who were in purely first marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse 

showed higher educational correlations than couples in any other age-gap group in 1970, 

1980, and 2010-14. First marriages with greater age heterogamy—those with either much 

older wives or much older husbands—showed the lowest educational correlations 

between spouses in all three decades.   

 Although the picture was more complicated for remarriages, generally the data 

support the hypothesis linking age homogamy with educational homogamy. Only once, 

in 1970, did men’s same-age remarriages not show the strongest educational homogamy, 
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and in 2010-14, correlations were the same for men’s remarriages with a same-age 

spouse (r = .439) as they were for unions with a husband who was 4 to 10 years older 

than his wife (r  = 0.439).   

H2: We should see an increase in couples’ level of educational homogamy between 

1970 and 2010-14 since women’s educational attainment has increased 

significantly. 

 Study results fail to support this hypothesis. Educational homogamy increased in 

both first and remarriages of any sized age gap between 1970 and 1980, but then 

decreased in all cases in 2010-14. This was an unanticipated finding and suggests that 

increases in women’s college degree attainment have reduced educational homogamy in 

many marriages—quite significantly. For example, for women married to men aged 11+ 

years older than they, educational correlations dropped from r = 0.605 in 1980 to r = 

0.499 in 2010-14.  In 2010-14, the women in this group had 13.6 mean years of education 

(SD = 2.79) compared to the 13.4 mean years (SD = 3.44) of education that their spouses 

exhibited. Most of the gender differences in mean years of education were statistically 

significant, and they had changed within gender significantly over time. Indeed, it 

appears that marital educational homogamy has declined in recent years rather than 

intensified, as we might expect, given earlier study findings on the topic. 

RQ4: What is the gender wage gap in dual-earner, husband-older age 

heterogamous marriages and how does it compare with the wage gap in age- 

homogamous marriages? 
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H1:  If the principles of beauty exchange theory hold, then men in age hypergamous 

marriages (where he is more than 10 years older than his spouse) will have a 

larger spousal wage gap than in age-homogamous couples.   

  Study findings provide mixed support for this hypothesis. Dual-earning first 

marriages with much older husbands had wider median wage gaps than same-age couples 

in 2010-14; however, in 1980 the reverse was true. In 1980, the median spousal wage gap 

for men’s same-age marriages was $18,720 (SD = $27,586), compared to $14,664 (SD = 

$29,170) among men in marriages where they were 11+ years older than their spouse. In 

2010-14, men’s median spousal wage gaps were $6,720 (SD = $47,892) for same-age 

marriages and $7,350 (SD = $46,850) for marriages with a much older husband. 

Although the 1970 data do not account for hours worked, and thus should not be used for 

direct comparison, it is interesting that the gender wage gap that year was highest among 

same-age couples ($17,680). (All data are in 2017 dollars.) In 1980, men in same-age 

marriages worked the longest mean hours of all others in the analysis and their spouses 

worked the fewest mean hours, which may help explain same-age marriages that year tied 

for first place with the highest median wage gap. By 2010-14, both men and women in 

men’s same-age marriages worked as many mean hours as spouses in marriages with 

much older husbands. This would suggest that men in dual-earning marriages with much 

younger spouses earn more, on average, than other men, irrespective of hours worked.  

  Interestingly, women and men in marriages where she is the much older spouse 

showed the smallest median wage gaps in 1970, 1980, and 2010-14, and women’s 

economic contributions to these household incomes were higher than in any other type of 

age-gap marriage in 2010-14. That year, women who were 11+ years older than their 
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spouse contributed 43.5% to the total family wage income, versus 37.1% for women in 

same-age marriages. Women in older-wife marriages also worked longer mean hours 

than other women, suggesting that perhaps children in these households are older than in 

same-age marriages, or that there are fewer childcare responsibilities.  

  Table I in the appendix affirms that the mean number of children is much lower in 

older-wife marriages than husband-older marriages. One caveat is that the variable for 

number of children means the number “own children” who live in the household, which 

means a step-parent may answer the question differently than a parent, and women in 

older-wife marriages may still have children who are no longer living at home. Still, on 

the surface, it would appear that in first marriages, children are more prevalent in 

husband-older marriages than wife-older ones.  

RQ5:  What are the odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage for people with 

various characteristics, and how do those odds compare over four decades? 

H1:  In 1970, 1980 and 2010-14, the odds of being in such unions will be higher for 

those with multiple marriages than for those in first marriages. Moreover, using 

data for 1970, 1980 and 2010-14, the age gap will be wider among remarried 

couples than for first marriages.   

Findings support both hypotheses. The odds of being a much older spouse than 

around the same age were significantly higher for remarried men and women than first-

married persons in 1970, 1980, and 2010-14. Likewise, remarried people’s odds of being 

a much older (or younger) spouse versus the same age were higher than the odds for first-

married people, irrespective of gender. Also, the mean age gap for remarried men and 

women was significantly larger than for first-married persons in 1970, 1980, and 2010-
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14. For example, the mean age gap for remarried men in 1970 was 5.43 years (SD = 

7.65), compared to 2.70 years (SD = 4.59) among men in purely first marriages. In 1980 

and 2010-14, the mean age gaps for remarried men were 5.03 years (SD = 7.02) and 4.18 

years (SD = 6.58), respectively, compared to the previously reported lower mean gaps of 

2.45 years (SD = 3.77) and 1.86 years (SD = 3.44) among men in purely first marriages. 

H2:  The odds of being in an age-heterogamous union in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 will 

be higher for Black women and men than Whites.  

Results from the multinomial logistic regression analysis support the hypothesis. 

Both women and men who identified as Black had greater odds than those identifying as 

White of being in age-heterogamous marriages. For example, Black women’s odds of 

being in a marriage with a husband who was 11+ years older versus the same age were 

twice the odds of White women in 2010-14. Black women’s odds of being a much older 

spouse versus the same age were 1.6 that of the odds of White women, too, that year. 

Black men’s odds of being a much older spouse were 1.4 times the odds of White men in 

2010-14, which decreased from 1.7 times that of the odds of White men in 1970 and 

1980. Black men’s odds of being in a marriage with a wife who was 11+ years older 

versus the same age were 2.6 times that of the odds of White men in 2010-14. Those odds 

were 2.2 times that of White men’s odds in 1970 and 2.7 times the odds in 1980.  

H3:  The odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 

will be higher for persons of either gender who have less than a college degree 

than those with a college degree or higher.  

  Findings support this hypothesis. Post-college women’s odds of being in age-

heterogamous marriages were generally lower than for women with a high school degree, 
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although occasionally the odds were the same. For example, there were no differences in 

the odds of being a much older wife for women with post-college education or with a 

high school degree or less in 1970 and 1980. By 2010-14, however, post-college 

women’s odds of being in an older-wife marriage were 0.78 the odds of women with a 

high school degree or less, which means the less educated women had higher odds of 

being in this type of age-heterogamous marriage. For women, there was evidence in 1970 

and 1980, that post-college educated women had greater odds of being 4 to 10 years older 

than a husband: for example, their odds were 1.5 times that of the odds of women with a 

high school degree or less in 1970. By 2010-14, however, post-college women’s odds of 

being 4 to 10 years older than a spouse were about the same (1.07) as women with a high 

school degree or less. For men, the pattern differed somewhat in that most of the time, 

men with at least some or all college, or post-college ,showed lower odds of age 

heterogamy than men with a high school degree or less. Post-college men’s odds of being 

a much older spouse were about the same as the odds for men with a high school degree 

or less in all three years. Post-college men’s odds of being 11+ years older than his 

spouse versus the same age were 1.1 times that of the odds of men with high school or 

less in 1970, 1.06 times that of the odds of men with high school or less in 1980, and 1.03 

times those odds in 2010-14.    

H4:  The odds of being in an age-heterogamous marriage in 1970, 1980 and 2010-14 

will be higher for those with less income than higher-income persons.  

 Findings support this hypothesis. The multinomial regression analysis included 

economic scores determined by IPUMS that accounted for a family’s income and the 

number of people in the household. I divided the scores into thirds, where the bottom 
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third included the poorest households and the middle and top thirds included higher-

income households. The odds for middle- and highest-income households of being in 

age-heterogamous marriages versus same-age marriages were lower than for people from 

the bottom third economic group in 1970, 1980, and 2010-14. For example, the odds for 

highest-income men of being 11+ years older than their spouses versus the same age were 

0.36 times that of the odds of the poorest men in 2010-14, which means that poor men 

were more likely to be in those types of marriages than wealthier men. That said, there 

were no differences in the odds of men in the top economic third and the poorest men 

with regard to being in marriages with a much older wife in 2010-14. For women, the 

odds for the wealthiest women of being 11+ years older than their spouses were 0.34 

times that of the odds of the poorest women in 2010-14, which again, means that poor 

women had a greater chance of being in this type of age-heterogamous marriage. 

H5:  I predict that first marriages with two U.S.-born persons will have a higher rate of 

age homogamy than marriages where both spouses are foreign born.  

  Finally, descriptive results from 1910 to 2010-14 support this hypothesis. While 

age homogamy increased for first-married couples with two foreign-born spouses just as 

it had for others, a smaller percentage of foreign-born marriages were age homogamous 

than unions with at least one U.S.-born spouse. Approximately 53% of women’s foreign-

born marriages were age homogamous in 2010-14, compared to 67.3% of women’s 

marriages with at least one U.S. born-spouse. Likewise, 55% of men in foreign-born 

marriages compared to 69% of men in marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse were 

age homogamous in 2010-14. Mean age gaps were significantly wider among remarried 

people in foreign-born marriages than those with one U.S.-born spouse; in 1970, for 
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example, men in remarriages with two foreign-born spouses showed an age gap of 7.3 

years (SD = 8.58), versus 5.4 years (SD = 7.65) among men in remarriages with at least 

one U.S.-born spouse. I have not provided these details previously; rather, after detecting 

significant differences between foreign-born and U.S.-born marriages, I opted to limit the 

entire study to those with at least one U.S.-born spouse.  

Discussion 

I approached this research curious about the prevalence of husband-older 

marriages that appear common in “Hollywood.” Indeed, even the current U.S. president 

is married to someone almost a quarter-century younger. (He and his third wife are 24 

years apart.) I sought to explore whether the widely accepted social norm of slightly older 

husbands had shifted after second-wave feminism, and by contrast, if the prevalence of 

“trophy wives” might have increased in an era of widening economic inequality and 

image-conscious social media. Although my suspicions were confirmed that men have 

higher rates than women of marrying down in age as they age, I was surprised to learn 

that age-discrepant marriages were, in fact, rare. Who knew that for the last 100 years, 

less than one percent of marriages have been comprised of a wife who was more than a 

decade older than her husband? 

I first presented the general marital trends across the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Centuries 

in this study to show the context surrounding the multivariate analysis. The overall trends 

illustrated the patterns that Cherlin (2014) described in his analysis of the working class 

exit from marriage; however, trends also show that marriage is alive and well among 

those with higher education and greater economic means. The findings in my study 

suggest that among those who do choose to marry—or remarry, as it were—are 
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increasingly similar in age, irrespective of education level, race, intermarriage, and 

economic status. This section addresses answers to the following questions: 

 How do my findings compare to the literature that I reviewed in Chapter 2? 

 To what extent do beauty exchange and status homogamy theories explain my 

results? 

 By way of review, have marital age gaps changed after the second-wave women’s 

movement?  

Comparing Study Results to the Literature  

The findings from this study hold up well to the literature on marital age 

heterogamy. I found that remarried persons had much greater odds than first-married 

people of being in age-heterogamous marriages, which others have noted (i.e., Atkinson 

& Glass 1985; Alaire & Carmichael 2015; Shehan et al 1991 and Wheeler & Gunter 

1987). My analysis also showed evidence of greater age heterogamy among those with 

lower levels of formal education, which Atkinson & Glass (1985) found, although others 

have not concluded (i.e., Alaire & Carmichael 2015). I certainly found that husbands 

were usually a little older than their spouses, as Pyke & Adams (2010) point out, even 

though the mean difference in ages has narrowed significantly over the decades in my 

analysis.  

The educational homogamy analysis I conducted also yielded findings that were 

in line with other researchers’ results. For example, in their analysis of educational data 

for spouses in 51 countries, Esteve et al (2012) found that by 2000, women had earned 

more education than their husbands in half the countries examined. The authors discuss 

their results as a reversal of trends from when husbands typically had earned more 
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education than their spouses. I found a similar reversal of trends in my analysis, where by 

2010-14, wives had the same or greater mean years of schooling as their husbands, 

regardless of the age gap in their marriage. While Blossfeld (2009) cautions us from 

drawing too strong a conclusion about decreased educational homogamy evident in 

contemporary studies for reasons I discuss in the limitations section, I am confident that 

the “reversal of trends” that I found in my analysis for both first-married and remarried 

people is reflective of the current demographic landscape in the U.S. 

One of the most interesting findings of my study, I contend, relates to men of 

color in wife-older marriages. I found in 1970, 1980, and 2010-14 that Black men’s odds 

of being in a marriage with a substantially older wife were more than 2.5 times that of the 

odds of White men. The odds of Hispanic men being in these older-wife marriages were 

also twice that of the odds of White men in 1980 and 2010-14. These trends are absent 

from the literature on marital age difference; in fact, most of the studies I reviewed 

focused on women and/or Whites. When researchers analyze trends for Black men and 

women, very few elaborate on the trends for men. England & McClintock (2009) stand 

out as an exception, and even they did not report on men of color in female-older 

marriages or relationships since this was not a focus of their study. The topic is worthy of 

further investigation.  

Assessing the Evidence for Beauty-Exchange and Status Homogamy Theories as 

Explanations for the Results 

 

This study investigated the merits of beauty-exchange and status homogamy 

theories as explanations for the patterns observed. I found some evidence that supports 

elements of both theories, but a few patterns were not entirely consistent with the key 
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assumptions. With respect to status homogamy, results from my study showed that first-

married age-homogamous couples exhibited stronger correlations between spouses’ years 

of education than couples in age-heterogamous marriages for 1970, 1980, and 2010-14. 

For remarried men, the educational correlations were also highest in age-homogamous 

unions; however, this was not the case for remarried women. In 1970, the educational 

correlations for remarried women were highest in marriages with a husband who was 4 to 

10 years older; a decade later, remarried women in same-age unions did, in fact, have the 

strongest correlations with their spouses compared to other remarried women. By 2010-

14, the educational correlations for remarried women in same-age marriages tied with 

those for women married to men who were 4 to 10 years older. Other study findings lend 

support to status homogamy theories insofar as racially homogamous couples generally 

showed narrower mean age gaps than people in interracial marriages, although some 

interracial pairs showed narrower mean age gaps than same-race marriages.  

The analysis of couples’ mean earnings gaps showed mixed support for beauty-

exchange theories. In 2010-14, dual-earning first marriages with husbands who were 11+ 

years older than their wives showed the greatest earnings gap of any other type of 

marriage, controlling for hours worked. This finding lends support to beauty exchange, 

which assumes a trade occurs between her younger age and his higher earnings. This was 

not the case in 1980, however, when husband-older marriages did not show the highest 

spousal earnings gap. Rather, same-age marriages and those with husbands who were 4 to 

10 years older showed the widest earnings gaps (tied at $18,720). Results showing that 

women in wife-older marriages contributed to a greater percentage of the family income 

and worked longer mean hours than women in husband-older marriages lend support to 
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the beauty-exchange theory. That said, women in marriages with a spouse who was 11+ 

years older had worked the same mean hours in 2010-14 as women in age-homogamous 

marriages  (35.8 hours, SD = 12.2).     

Have marital age gaps changed after the second-wave women’s movement? 

 

Yes, mean age gaps decreased significantly between 1970 and 2010-14 for people 

with nearly all characteristics examined in this study. I chose to explore spousal age 

difference since 1970 in the multivariate analysis because of the social and economic 

changes that have occurred since then and scholars’ uncertainty about whether and how 

age gaps have changed. As I stated previously, Amato et al (2007) reports increased age 

heterogamy, while Shafer (2013) lands on greater homogamy.  My study consistently 

found patterns of increased age homogamy over time, except for Asian women married to 

White men. There was also a decrease in the odds of being in age-heterogamous 

marriages for many groups. 

Van Poppel et al (2001) contend that increased economic autonomy might free 

women to remove SES from the calculus of partner selection and instead focus on shared 

characteristics. The process of partner selection is beyond the scope of this study; 

however, it is simply interesting to find that women in wife-older marriages contribute a 

greater percentage of the family income than women in husband-older marriages and 

have done so since 1970. Lehmiller & Agnew (2008) found that women in wife-older 

marriages were more satisfied than women in same-age and husband-older marriages and 

that social disapproval for their norm violation increased their level of spousal 

commitment. This finding contradicts earlier work on age-discrepant marriages that 

suggested age-heterogamous marriages showed higher levels of discord (e.g., Spanier & 
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Glick 1980). This topic might be an avenue of further exploration with the use of 

different types of data since my study did not examine the marital quality of age-

homogamous or heterogamous couples. 

While my study explored whether spousal age gaps have changed alongside 

changes in education, earnings, and interracial marriage that occurred since 1970, other 

far-sweeping, macro-level changes in society are worth noting. This is especially 

important, given the small pseudo R
2
s in the regression models, which suggest that 

variables not captured in the analysis would help explain the results. Two examples might 

be the decline in fertility in the late 20
th

 and early 21
st
 Century and the introduction of no-

fault divorce laws in the early 1970s; the latter may help explain the notable increase in 

remarried women’s odds of being the much older spouse. Remarried women’s odds of 

being a much older spouse versus the same age rose from 8.5 times that of the odds of 

first-married women in 1970, to 17.6 times those odds in 1980, and to 20.7 times those 

odds in 2010-14. Moreover, older women who have already had children or do not have 

children might be freer to choose wife-older marriages. Granted, remarried men’s odds of 

being much older husbands also increased significantly during the same time period and 

followed a parallel pattern. For both men and women, the odds of being a much older 

spouse increased strikingly from 1970 to 1980. 

Study Limitations & Implications 

 Although this study contributes in many ways to research about marital age 

homogamy/heterogamy, several data, analytical, and theoretical limitations are worth 

noting. These shortcomings have implications for the findings and will hopefully drive 
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new investigations into the topic. I organize the limitations around themes related to the 

(1) theoretical challenges of using Census data to capture marital patterns; (2) 

implications of excluding same-sex couples, those living in different regions, and 

cohabitating couples; and (3) weaknesses with specific variables. 

First, despite the unparalleled access that Census data bring to studying trends in 

our population, Veevers (1984) reminds us that using these data to describe age-

heterogamous marriages fails to capture the marriages that ended in divorce. If age-

heterogamous marriages have higher rates of divorce than age-homogamous ones, we 

underestimate the extent to which age-discrepant marriages occur. Veevers (1984) also 

argues that because women tend to out-live men, using Census data will inflate the 

occurrence of wife-older marriages and under-represent husband-older marriages that at 

any given time might result in higher rates of widowhood.  She saw a tendency for 

researchers to treat wife-older marriages equally with husband-older marriages and 

concluded that this approach was analytically flawed. Perhaps had I fluctuated the age 

boundaries in my study for different age bands to account for women’s lower mortality, 

as Mu & Xie (2014) had done, I may have better reflected spousal age differences across 

age groups. (In other words, age-heterogamous marriages that survived in 1970—and 

were thus captured in my analysis—may have had smaller age gaps than age-

heterogamous couples that ended in widowhood and were thus excluded.)  

Kalmijn (1998) also considered the implications of analyzing intact marriages on 

estimating trends for interracial marriages and maintained that spouses in surviving 

marriages probably share more characteristics than couples who divorced. If this is true, 

then my results might underestimate spousal mean age gaps and the occurrence of age-
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heterogamous marriages, as others studying the topic have done. As I considered the 

threat of sample bias in my analysis, I explored the literature about using the statistical 

approach known as “Heckman’s correction,” but found that literature cautioned its 

potential for misapplication and inaccurate estimates (Bushway, Johnson & Slocum 

2007).  Instead, I examined data for cohabitating couples from 1990 onward as a way of 

exploring how married people differed from others with regard to age trends and other 

characteristics. In the end, I acknowledge the problem of analyzing data for only 

“surviving” marriages and will consider how to improve on this weakness in future 

research.  

Second, I recognize that including variables about a couple’s number of children 

may offer important insights into marital age gaps and that its omission—due largely to 

its absence from the relevant literature on age gaps—is a shortcoming that needs 

addressing in future work. England & McClintock (2009) found no evidence that 

marriages with large age gaps were indicative of older men having children with younger 

women because the women they married were past childbearing ages; however, I would 

need to conduct further research to confirm or reject the researchers’ previous findings. 

Census data on year of marriage are spotty; the question was not asked every decade. 

That said, it may still have been useful to explore the presence of children in marriages of 

various sized age gaps.  

Third, I recognize that spousal age-trend studies in the early 21
st
 Century would 

best include same-sex marriages that, while statistically small, are captured in the 2010-

14 ACS and reflect important social changes. My interest, however, was to determine 

whether spousal age gaps have changed over the long haul, and thus I needed data that 
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have not become available until recently. Also, I was particularly interested in whether 

marriages exhibited any age differences after the 1970s second-wave women’s movement 

and therefore, chose to focus more energy there. My exploratory analyses of age gaps 

between same-sex partners showed some interesting patterns that I will investigate more 

fully in future work.  

Fourth, my study also overlooks trends for non-marital cohabitating couples, 

which results in providing only a partial view of adult relationships in the U.S. Without 

several years of complete data for cohabitating couples, however, we lose the ability to 

compare age trends for this increasingly frequent group with people who marry. I 

examined and reported information in this study about age-gap trends from 1990 and 

after, but my review was cursory and needs greater exploration.  

Fifth, it is possible that by excluding region or urban/rural status from the analysis 

I have also overlooked other factors affecting spousal age gaps. Others have found 

differences in the timing of marriage and in the opportunity to marry for people living in 

urban versus rural areas. I analyzed data by state and the six major U.S. regions (i.e., 

Midwest, South, West, etc.) from 1910 to 2010-14 but did not find the data compelling 

enough to present, although differences emerged. For example, descriptive data showed 

higher percentages of marriages with much-older husbands in Florida than elsewhere (see 

Appendix F). I will investigate the impact of living in an urban versus rural location in 

the future when I also conduct analyses of the sex ratios in different regions and the 

available pool of partners, which I think affect age heterogamy in marriage. 

Sixth, I recognize that using age as proxy for “beauty” fails to consider other 

aspects of physical appearance that may be influential in partner selection. I still think 
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women’s age is a central feature associated with beauty in U.S. society, but using age 

without other variables oversimplifies the role of appearance in partner selection. To test 

the beauty-exchange thesis more cogently, one must use a different set of data, such as 

the Add Health data that McClintock (2014) analyzed. There is merit in using Census 

data to gauge large-scale trends, but other nationally representative surveys capture more 

comprehensive data about marriage that would be useful to consider.  

Finally, I encountered specific data limitations that likely have implications for 

the accuracy of the findings, which I interpret as best approximations rather than the 

“objective truth.” For example, scores for the variable POVERTY that IPUMS creates are 

based on out-of-date federal definitions of poverty. The variable is useful because it takes 

into account the number of children and others in the household, and as such, is a better 

estimation of a family’s economic status than mere income. Still, the scores likely 

underestimate people’s economic disadvantage since the poverty thresholds are 

antiquated. I outlined other data limitations in Chapter 3, which include shifting variable 

definitions over time, changes in data procedures, and the fluidity of concepts like race 

that are complex and thus challenging to measure.  

Directions for Future Research 

 Several additional topics not mentioned above emerged during the study and 

warrant further investigation by demographers interested in marital homogamy and/or 

partner selection. First, there appear to be much wider age gaps involving a teenage 

spouse than among adults over age 21. Researchers have used other data sets to explore 

this phenomenon, but it would also be useful to analyze the characteristics of teen 

marriages (and cohabiting relationships) using Census data. In 1980, for example, two-
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thirds of the 15- and 16-year-old married persons were girls and a third were boys. I 

found in my exploratory analyses that age gaps for married teens were significantly larger 

than for adults, and as the decades progressed, the percentage of females versus males 

married to older adults started to narrow. By 2010-14, males comprised about 47% of the 

married teens under age 16.  

Another topic worth exploring is the relationship between age heterogamy and 

occupation. In initial analyses, I examined spousal age gaps by occupation and 

considered Census data as far back as possible across the 20
th

 Century. I chose not to 

report the analyses due to a lack of theoretical justification, but descriptive patterns 

emerged that would be worth exploring further. Over the decades, the Census revamped 

its definitions of occupations, which makes a clean analysis challenging, but it is possible 

to compare over several decades people working in different occupations associated with 

certain social classes to determine if some groups are more likely to marry same-age 

spouses than others. 

 Since the times married variable is in jeopardy of eliminated again from future 

ACS questionnaires, it would behoove demographers to investigate what they can while 

this critically important variable is collected. Future studies can compare age gaps 

between cohabitating and married couples, same- versus opposite sex couples, and 

measure the trends for various age cohorts with additional statistical approaches that I did 

not employ in the present study. Onward! 
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APPENDICES 

STATISTICAL TABLES 

Table A.  Percentage of Same-Sex Couples in Age-Homogamous or 

Heterogamous Marriages by Gender, 2010-2014 

Weighted 

All Same-Sex 

Couples 

At Least One 

US-Born 

Spouse 

Neither Spouse 

is US-Born 

  # % # % # % 

Men 

      
   Same/Within 3 Years 132,178 47.7 120,517 47.6 11661 48.1 

   4 - 10 Years Apart 99,589 35.9 91,446 36.2 8143 33.6 

   11+ Years Apart 45,419 16.4 40,989 16.2 4430 18.2 

   Total Couples 277,186 100 252,952 100 24234 99.9 

Women 

      
   Same/Within 3 Years 151,233 50.1 143,047 50.4 8,186 45.2 

   4 - 10 Years Apart 112,230 37.1 105,065 36.9 7,165 39.6 

   11+ Years Apart 38,688 12.8 35,930 12.6 2,758 15.2 

   Total Couples 302,151 100 284,042 99.9 18,109 100 

Note: Includes only couples with at least one U.S.-born partner.  
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Table B. Percentage of Persons Aged 25 to 65 Years who are Married by 

Economic Quintile and Gender, 1950 to 2010-14* 

  1950* 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010-14 

Men 

       First (poorest) 77.9 77.7 69.3 58.8 48.8 35.0 26.1 

Second 86.2 88.2 84.4 73.4 65.6 54.9 45.9 

Third 81.8 87.1 87.9 79.5 71.5 62.1 55.8 

Fourth 81.5 81.8 84.9 81.3 73.2 67.4 63.2 

Fifth (wealthiest) 81.9 81.4 82.1 77.5 74.6 72.8 72.6 

Women 

       First (poorest) 67.2 59.6 44.5 35.8 30.4 24.1 20.2 

Second 81.0 80.4 70.2 57.9 55.1 45.5 40.9 

Third 80.7 82.9 80.2 70.2 66.1 58.4 54.1 

Fourth 82.4 81.9 81.4 77.4 70.2 67.2 63.8 

Fifth (wealthiest) 85.2 84.8 85.1 84.0 80.1 77.8 76.5 

* Uses sample-line weight 

      Note: US-born only. Poverty score quintiles are as follows: 1st = scores < 100; 2nd = 

scores 101 to 200; 3rd = 201 to 300; 4th= 301 to 400; 5th  401 to 501 

  

 

Table C. Percentage of Age-Homogamous First Marriages with at Least One U.S.-  

Born Spouse by Number of Years Apart, 1910 to 2014 

Age 1910 1960 1970 1980 2010-14 

Wife 3 Years older 3.5 3.4 2.9 2.8 3.5 

Wife 2 Years Older 5.7 5.5 4.9 4.8 5.8 

Wife 1 Year Older 9.3 10.0 9.6 10.1 11.3 

Same Age 19.2 18.9 18.3 19.1 21.8 

Husband 1 Yrs Older 20.3 21.1 22.3 22.9 22.8 

Husband 2 Yrs Older 22.1 21.5 22.5 22.1 19.7 

Husband 3 Yrs Older 19.9 19.6 19.5 18.2 15.1 

Total 114,846 953,092 224,893 1,281,684 1,425,454 
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Table D. Percentage of Age-Homogamous Marriages where at Least the Wife is 

Remarried* by Number of Years Apart and Decade 

Age 1910 1960 1970 1980 2010-14 

Wife is 1 to 3 Years older 34.4 33.5 33 33.5 34.1 

Same Age 20.3 18.9 17.1 17.0 18.3 

Husband is 1 to 3 Years Older 45.2 47.5 49.8 49.4 47.5 

Total 7,796 106,808 25,421 171,369 333,151 

The husband may or may not also be remarried. One U.S.-born spouse only couples 

 

 

 

Table E. Percentage of Men in First and Remarriages with at Least One U.S.-Born 

Spouse in Unions where He is 11 or more Years Older, by Decade 

Age 1910   1960   1970   1980   2010-14 

  1st 2+   1st 2+   1st 2+   1st 2+   1st 2+ 

26 - 30 Yrs 1.1 4.2 

 

0.4 1.5 

 

0.2 1.2 

 

0.1 0.7 

 

0.04   - -  

31 - 35 Yrs 5.2 20.6 

 

1.6 7.4 

 

1.3 7.5 

 

0.9 5.8 

 

0.4 2.0 

36 - 40 Yrs 10.1 30.6 

 

2.8 12.1 

 

2.6 15 

 

1.6 12.9 

 

1.3 5.3 

41 - 45 Yrs 10.8 35.6 

 

3.9 16.2 

 

3.1 18 

 

2.2 18.6 

 

2.0 7.8 

46 - 50 Yrs 13.9 44.3 

 

5.9 22.1 

 

3.7 19 

 

3.1 23.4 

 

2.2 9.2 

51 - 55 Yrs 14.6 48.7 

 

7.6 26.7 

 

4.4 21 

 

3.3 24.4 

 

2.1 10.4 

56 - 60 Yrs 15.8 51.6 

 

10.8 32.0 

 

6.1 23 

 

3.5 22.5 

 

2.1 11.8 

61 - 65 Yrs 16.7 56.5 

 

10.3 35.9 

 

7.2 28 

 

4.7 23.3 

 

2.2 15.3 

> 65 Yrs 21.5 62.9   14.6 45.8   11.9 38   8.9 32.2   2.8 25.6 
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Table F. Percentage of Men's First Marriages & Remarriages where He is 11 or 

More Years Older, by Key State, 1910 to 2010-14 

 

1910* 1960* 1970 1980 2010-14 

WEIGHTED % % % % % 

First Marriages 

   New York 5.9 4.6 3.7 2.9 1.9 

   Pennsylvania 5.8 4.4 3.2 2.5 1.7 

   Texas 11.1 5.4 3.7 3.0 1.9 

   Florida 14.6 5.9 4.6 3.6 2.4 

   California 12.9 4.6 3.5 2.9 2.5 

   All Other States 8.8 5.1 3.8 2.8 1.7 

Remarriages 

   New York 38.5 23.4 22.8 19.8 15.9 

   Pennsylvania 34.5 25.1 21.5 19.3 14.9 

   Texas 42.8 24.2 20.2 17.5 14.6 

   Florida 46.9 26.8 22.9 20.2 17.0 

   California 40.9 19.9 17.9 18.3 16.8 

   All Other States 43.2 25.5 21.2 18.4 14.5 

 

Table G. Mean Education of Men by Interracial Marital Status, 2010-14 

  
In an Interracial 

First Marriage 
  

Not in Interracial 

First Marriage     

  Mean SD   Mean SD t  df 

   White 14.6 0.01 

 

14.1 0.01 -53.50 1,679,098 

   Black 13.7 0.02 

 

12.9 0.01 -33.79 110,778 

   Asian 15.3 0.02 

 

15.1 0.02 -7.28 20,294 

   Other 14.1 0.01 

 

12.9 0.02 -38.01 39,504 

   Hispanic 13.6 0.01   11.8 0.01 -84.60 123,476 

Note: Includes men aged 25 years and older. The man is first-married; his wife may be 

first married or remarried. Table includes only men in marriages with at least one US-

born spouse.  
All results were significant at p<.0001 
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Table H. Women's Mean Education by Interracial Marital Status, 2010-14 

  
In an Interracial 

First Marriage 
  

Not in 

Interracial First 

Marriage     

  Mean SD   Mean SD t  df 

   White 14.4 2.48 
 

14.1 2.48 -32.13 1,664,069 

   Black 14.4 2.60 

 

13.5 2.70 -24.97 109,267 

   Asian 14.7 3.07 

 

15.01 2.92 -10.20 37,679 

   Other 14.2 2.65 

 

13.2 3.10 -34.08 40,303 

   Hispanic 14.1 2.73   12.3 3.44 -96.82 129,131 

Note: Includes only women aged 25 and older, with at least one U.S.-born 

spouse. Women are first-married but their husband may be first-married or 

remarried. 

All results were significant at p<.0001 

  

Table I. Mean Number of Own Children Living in the Household for 

First and Remarried Persons by Gender, 2014 

  Men   Women 

  1 2+   1 2+ 

Woman is 11+ Older 0.52 0.30  0.61 0.39 

Woman is 4 - 10 Older 0.93 0.46 

 

0.99 0.61 

Same Age 0.94 0.64 

 

0.94 0.69 

Man is 4 - 10 Older 0.93 0.70 

 

0.93 0.62 

Man is 11+ Older 1.00 0.66   0.91 0.56 

Includes only marriages with at least one U.S.-born spouse. 


