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revue européenne des sciences sociales no 56-1 – p. 53-84

Abstract. Considered as a key index of social stratification, social homogamy 
(i.e. when partners within a couple share similarities) has been used by a stream of 
sociological research to test theories of modernisation and industrialisation, which 
hold that development goes hand in hand with a weakening of both class structure 
and the role of kinship in the personal lives of individuals. This article investigates 
this issue for the first time at the sub-national scale, using data on 149 regions in 
26 European countries in 2014-2016 (“European Labour Force Survey”, Eurostat). 
I show that, whilst both educational and socioeconomic homogamy at first weaken 
when disposable income per inhabitant increases, they then stabilise once the 
European Union average income level has been reached. This relationship also holds 
between regions within a given country once higher levels of homogamy found in 
capitals and large metropolises are controlled for.

Keywords : development, homogamy, industrialisation, metropolises, modernisation, 
social stratification.

Résumé. Indicateur privilégié de la stratification sociale, l’homogamie sociale (soit la 
proximité entre conjoints) a été utilisée par un courant de recherches sociologiques 
pour mettre à l’épreuve les théories de la modernisation et de l’industrialisation, 
qui affirment que le développement s’accompagne d’un affaiblissement de la rigidité 
de la structure de classe et du poids de la parenté dans les destins individuels. Cet 
article applique pour la première fois ce questionnement à l’échelle infra-nationale 
à partir de données concernant 149 régions de 26 pays de l’Union européenne en 
2014-2016 (« Enquête européenne sur les forces de travail », Eurostat). Il montre 
que l’homogamie éducative et socioéconomique s’affaiblit dans un premier temps 
lorsque le revenu disponible par habitant augmente, mais qu’elle se stabilise une 
fois atteint le niveau de revenu moyen de l’Union européenne. Cette relation se 
retrouve entre régions d’un même pays, une fois tenu compte de la plus forte 
homogamie qui caractérise les capitales et les grandes métropoles.

Mots-clés : développement, homogamie, industrialisation, métropoles, modernisation, 
stratification sociale.

EDUCATIONAL AND SOCIOECONOMIC 
HOMOGAMY, DEVELOPMENT LEVEL,  
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Social homogamy, the tendency of couples to unite individuals with simi-
lar social characteristics, has long been considered in the field of sociology 
as an essential indicator of social stratification and the openness of a given 
society (Lipset and Zetterberg, 1959; Ultee and Luijkx, 1990). Following in the 
footsteps of Max Weber and Pitirim Sorokin, many studies have sought to study 
the long-term evolution of societies using data on the composition of couples 
in terms of education and occupation. Measuring homogamy has become one 
way of testing theories of modernisation and industrialisation (Kerr et al., 1960, 
Treiman, 1970; Goode, [1964] 1982, ch. 9-10), which posit that the process of 
modernisation is accompanied by a weakening of rigid class structures, as well 
as a decline in the importance of kinship in the lives of individuals.

Building upon recent studies, this article aims to present the first inter-
national comparative study on the effect of a region’s level of development 
on homogamy that has been conducted on a sub-national scale. I will analyse 
the variations in homogamy between 149 regions in 26 countries in the 
European Union, focusing on both the levels of education and the socioeco-
nomic groups of the partners. I will show that there exists a negative rela-
tionship between a region’s level of development and homogamy (though 
stabilisation is observed at the highest levels of development). This rela-
tionship persists at the sub-national level, but only becomes apparent once 
the presence of large metropolises in a given region has been controlled for, 
due to the higher levels of homogamy that characterise them.

The article begins by presenting the theoretical framework used in this 
study, followed by the current state of comparative studies and debates on the 
variations and determinants of homogamy. I will then introduce data from the 
“European Union Labor Force Survey” (EU-LFS), the variables used in the study, 
and the measurement of homogamy. After a descriptive analysis of the geographi-
cal distribution of homogamy, I will use linear regression models to explain the 
variations in relative homogamy among European regions, based on the average 
disposable income per capita and the degree of metropolisation observed.
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1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Falling in line with the broader framework of modernization theory, recent 
comparative research on homogamy has focused on two central questions: the 
temporal evolution of homogamy, and the directly related question of how 
homogamy evolves in relation to economic development.

The existing literature has sought to test the hypothesis of a two-phase evolu-
tion of homogamy depending on the stage of development reached by a given 
society (know as the inverted U-shaped relationship) proposed by Jeroen Smits, 
Wout Ultee and Jan Lammers (1998). According to these authors, in the initial 
“status attainment” phase, which accompanies the beginnings of industrializa-
tion, educational homogamy increases because of the increasing importance of 
diplomas as compared to other affiliations, and the increased role of one’s educa-
tion when it comes to meeting their partner. On the other hand, in the second 
phase, known as the “romantic love” phase, parental control over partner choice 
is relaxed, barriers between different social groups weaken, and individuals can 
afford the luxury of choosing their partners according to love due to rising stan-
dards of living, the declining economic role of the family, and the develop-
ment of the welfare state. As a result, homogamy decreases during this phase. 
In particular, industrialization theory distinguishes two primary factors in this 
phase: the development of education, communications and mass media, which 
entails a certain degree of cultural unification; and the increase in geographical 
mobility and urbanisation, which helps to detach individuals from interpersonal 
networks that are linked to their family of origin, and increases their chances 
of meeting partners from different social backgrounds (Treiman, 1970, p.219).

A supplementary hypothesis, which was later added to this theory 
(Raymo and Xie, 2000; Smits, Ultee and Lammers, 2000), postulates that 
beyond a certain level of development, educational homogamy stabilises, a 
phenomenon which would indicate the existence of a floor towards which 
the most developed societies converge.
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Using data from some of the most developed countries, I will attempt to 
test the second part of the inverted U-shaped relationship hypothesis, as well 
as the assumption that homogamy levels stabilise beyond a certain level of 
development. The choice to compare European regions is particularly suited to 
the assessment of this latter hypothesis, since it makes it possible to isolate the 
most developed regions within European countries, which correspond a priori 
to the situation it envisages. Conversely, the sample considered does not allow 
studying the first part of the inverted U-shaped relationship hypothesis, which 
concerns early stages of development.

Analyses at the sub-national level will allow observing closely the effect of 
the level of development within each country. By controlling the specific charac-
teristics of each national context, this localized approach allows a more deman-
ding testing of the relationship between development and homogamy than an 
approach that simply compares countries. Notably, this approach absorbs the 
differences in social structure between the countries found in the former Western 
and Eastern Blocs, including the consequences of the latter’s transition to a capi-
talist system (Katrňák, Kreidl and Fónadová, 2006). Most importantly, however, 
this approach presents an opportunity to enrich the abovementioned theories, 
taking into account factors that cannot be perceived at the national level.

Indeed, at the sub-national level, the relationship between homogamy and 
level of development is likely to be affected, and even hidden, by the relationship 
between homogamy and metropolisation. Whether the chosen indicator is gross 
domestic product per capita or income per capita, large metropolises (especially 
capitals) are most often distinguished by their (sometimes dramatically) higher 
levels of development (Dijkstra, 2009). Thus, empirical analysis of the determi-
nants of homogamy at the regional level must be careful not to overlook this issue.

From a theoretical point of view, this undeniable link between develop-
ment and metropolisation raises a number of important questions. According 
to the classical theories of sociology, which can be viewed as the precursors 
to current theories on modernisation and industrialisation, metropolises 
were the centres par excellence of modernity and individualisation. According to 
Émile Durkheim (1997 [1893], book II. chapter 3), social control is stronger in 
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small towns than in large cities, as the increase in group sizes weakens close 
interpersonal and familial networks. Similarly, for Georg Simmel (1950 [1903], 
1971 [1908]), individuality and freedom develop in large cities because of the 
widening of social groups, a process that leads to increased internal differenti-
ation. If one were to follow the logic of these hypotheses, they might expect to 
observe lower levels of homogamy in major cities.

In contrast, recent research suggests that city size has taken on a different 
meaning in European societies, which are now predominantly urban (Bagnasco 
and Le Galès, 2000, “Introduction”), and that the mechanisms described by classi-
cal authors no longer apply to the comparison between European regions according 
to their degree of metropolisation. Thus, in recent decades, urban sociology has 
emphasized that large metropolises are characterized by very wide gaps between 
social groups, which are only becoming more marked. While the aim of this 
paper is not to enter into the vast debate surrounding the concepts of the “world 
city” (Friedmann, 1986) and the “global city” (Sassen, 1991), nor the hypothesis of 
social polarisation, one can nonetheless note that Europe’s major cities are charac-
terized by more marked economic inequalities (Royuela, Veneri and Ramos, 2014) 
and socioeconomic segregation than the rest of its territories (this is especially 
true in the capitals, and with regard to the upper classes: see Charlot, Hilal and 
Schmitt, 2009; Madoré, 2015 for France; Marcińczak, Musterd and Stępniak, 2012; 
Marcińczak, Gentile and Stępniak, 2013 for Poland; Sýkora, 2009 for the Czech 
Republic; Burneika, Ubarevičienė and Valatka, 2015 for Lithuania; Morgan, 1975; 
and Gordon and Monastiriotis, 2006 for England and Wales).

However, according to the theoretical framework most frequently used 
for the analysis of homogamy (Kalmijn, 1998; van Leeuwen and Maas, 2005), 
inequalities can influence one’s choice of partner by reinforcing differences 
in the lifestyles and tastes of different social groups (factors which are grou-
ped under the term “individual preferences”), while socio-spatial segregation 
reduces the likelihood that individuals belonging to different social groups will 
meet (“meeting opportunities” factor). Indeed, several studies have shown a link 
between homogamy and income inequality (Torche, 2010; Monaghan, 2015) as 
well as socio-spatial segregation (Peach, 1974; Morgan,  1981). Furthermore, 
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the concept of cross-cutting social circles, which was also put forth by 
Simmel (1964 [1908]), points to the conclusion that homogamy levels are higher 
in large social units (a hypothesis that is supported by empirical research, see 
Cheng and Xie, 2012): the number of people in each group is then sufficiently 
large to allow an individual to meet a partner who shares a series of charac-
teristics that are important to him or her (whether directly or indirectly), all 
without exerting too much effort. The hypothesis of higher levels of homo-
gamy in large cities must therefore be taken seriously.

Finally, it should be emphasized that most existing theoretical and empiri-
cal work has focused on educational homogamy (for an exception, see Smits, 
Ultee and Lammers, 1999). The socioeconomic dimension of homogamy is 
also very important, especially with regard to its consequences on income 
inequalities between households in the context of the development of female 
labour force participation (Schwartz, 2013). The simultaneous study of these 
two dimensions of homogamy allows for the more rigorous testing of theories 
of modernisation, and also allows exploring the varying strengths of these 
dimensions according to level of development.

A total of four questions will thus be addressed. First, does homogamy 
weaken as level of development increases among European regions? Second, 
does this decline end in the most advanced stages of development and give way 
to stabilisation? Third, once the level of development is controlled, is homo-
gamy stronger in regions that include large metropolises? And finally, does the 
effect of development vary according to whether one considers the educational 
or socioeconomic dimension of homogamy?

2. LITERATURE:  
DEBATES CENTRED ON THE INVERTED U-CURVE HYPOTHESIS

The existing literature on variations in homogamy and their determinants 
in different countries has largely focused on educational homogamy—although 
some studies have examined social origin homogamy—and how it is affected 
by level of development and  religion.
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International comparisons of the intensity of homogamy can be traced back 
to the contribution of John Hall (1954) to the collective book Social Mobility in 
Britain. In a short note on England, Wales, and the United States, Hall concluded 
that the overall level of social origin homogamy was comparable in all three 
societies. As homogamy and intergenerational social mobility have tended to 
be considered as related since Sorokin’s study on the subject (1998 [1927]), the 
observation of this link contributed to the conclusion of Seymour Martin Lipset 
and Hans Zetterberg (1959), which put forth that the structures of social here-
dity and homogamy are broadly similar across Western countries.

As with the case of social mobility, however, this hypothesis has since been 
challenged by more detailed analyses. David Featherman, Frank Lancaster Jones, 
and Robert Hauser (1975) have advanced the more restricted hypothesis that 
relative mobility (i.e. mobility once changes in the structure of the population 
have been controlled for) in market economies and nuclear family systems is 
“basically identical”. When applied to the question of homogamy, this weaker 
hypothesis is not verified either, strictly speaking.

The first to question the Lipset-Zetterberg hypothesis, Wout Ultee and 
Ruud Luijkx (1990) used data from 23 industrialized countries since 1945 to 
show significant variations in the intensity of relative homogamy and interge-
nerational social mobility, both between countries and over time. They noted, 
however, that homogamy and social heredity go hand in hand, confirming 
Lipset and Zetterberg’s hypothesis that these two phenomena are interrelated, 
and can be considered indicators of a given society’s general openness. The 
authors also showed that the level of development of a given country (measured 
by the number of telephone lines per inhabitant), the low level of segregation 
in schools (approximated by the absence of tracking before the age of 12) and a 
long-established presence of social democratic parties in the government, were 
all associated with relatively lower levels of homogamy. Contrary to what the 
authors expected, when these variables were controlled, the socialist countries 
were more homogamous than the capitalist countries observed in the study.
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2.1. THE HYPOTHESIS OF 
AN INVERTED U-SHAPED RELATIONSHIP WITH DEVELOPMENT 

This vein of research was pursued in a series of articles published by 
a group of researchers around Jeroen Smits. A first study (Smits, Ultee and 
Lammers, 1998) carried out a cross-sectional analysis of the determinants of 
relative educational homogamy in 65 countries, based on data from the 1970s. 
The authors observed the aforementioned inverted U-shaped relationship 
between level of development (measured by energy consumption per capita 
and the proportion of the working population outside of the agricultural sector) 
and homogamy. Consistent with the theoretical framework they developed for 
the study, the authors found that homogamy increases during the first phase 
of industrialisation, then decreases. Thus, homogamy is the highest among 
countries in the intermediate stages of development. The study also revealed a 
lower tendency towards homogamy in countries whose dominant religion is 
Protestantism when compared to predominantly Catholic countries, countries 
that are both Catholic and Protestant, and countries that are predominantly 
Muslim or Confucian, an observation that the authors attribute to a lower 
emphasis on family values in predominantly Protestant countries.

The conclusion of this article regarding the higher levels of homogamy found 
in Confucian countries, was criticized by James M. Raymo and Yu Xie (2000) 
who, on the contrary, observed very similar levels of homogamy in the United 
States and Japan, and a lower level in Taiwan. However, the hypothesis of an 
inverted U-shape was partially confirmed using this new, smaller sample of 
countries. Most importantly, the authors emphasized the interpretive leap needed 
to infer a temporal trend from a cross-sectional comparison of different societies, 
noting that not all countries necessarily follow the same trajectory. The method 
of “reading history sideways” (Thornton, 2001) has already led some in the social 
sciences to mistakenly understand lasting differences between regions of the 
world as signs of an inevitable evolution towards a state considered as modern.
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In a response to this criticism, the same authors (Smits, Ultee and 
Lammers, 2000) enriched their previous analysis by distinguishing two birth 
cohorts in each country. They concluded that countries in which homogamy 
was statistically significantly lower among the younger cohorts outnumber 
those in which homogamy was statistically lower among the older cohorts 
(15 versus 7)—a result that was interpreted as a sign of a gradual decline in 
homogamy over time. This decline appears to be even more pronounced in 
less developed countries, as well as those that are developing the fastest, but 
slows down and even reverses beyond a certain level of development. This 
temporal trend thus supports the hypothesis of the saturation of the increase 
of heterogamy past a certain point, as well as that of a resulting convergence 
among the most developed countries, regardless of their cultural and religious 
differences. Nevertheless, due to break-up and repartnering, comparing birth 
cohorts from a single cross-sectional survey is not a very reliable method for 
measuring temporal trends (Kalmijn, 1991, p.500; Bouchet-Valat, 2014, p.329). 
These results should thus be interpreted with a certain degree of caution.

In a continuation of previous works, Smits (2003) turned his attention 
to the relative endogamy of persons with completed secondary education or 
higher education in 55 countries. Confirming previous observations, Smits 
found that the endogamy of this group decreases as a given country’s level of 
development rises, and that this decline is most pronounced when growth is 
high and the level of development is low. Smits also confirmed that endogamy 
is less marked in predominantly Protestant countries.

Finally, concluding this series of studies, Jeroen Smits and 
Hyunjoon Park  (2009) analysed variations in educational homogamy in ten 
Asian countries, drawing comparisons between both countries and marriage 
cohorts. Confirming previous results, they observed a temporal decrease in 
homogamy among the successive marriage cohorts in all the countries studied, 
taking into account the context of rapid economic development and educa-
tional expansion. The level of development, the proportion of university 
graduates, and the employment rate of women appeared to be associated with 
low homogamy, while Confucian influence correlated with higher homogamy.
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Certain limitations in these studies must be emphasized. First, one has to 
note the often low quality of the datasets: homogamy is measured using heteroge-
neous sources, and classifications are not always well harmonised. Furthermore, 
independent variables are often rough due to the unavailability of adequate infor-
mation for all countries observed. The large sample of countries studied is at 
once these studies’ greatest strength and primary weakness. Second, the scope 
of analysis is restricted to married couples, which may lead to overestimations of 
the strength of homogamy in countries where cohabitation is most developed, as 
married couples have the greatest tendency toward homogamy (Hamplová, 2009).

2.2. RECENT STUDIES: HARMONIZED DATA

Recent advances in both international quantitative surveys and the harmo-
nization of national surveys have opened up the possibility of studies based on 
more homogeneous databases. Using data from the the “2004-2005 European 
Social Survey”, Henryk Domański and Dariusz Przybysz (2007) studied varia-
tions in educational homogamy across 22 European countries. This study, 
which had a more limited geographical scope than previous studies, obser-
ved that educational homogamy first decreases as development increases 
(measured as gross domestic product per capita), before rising in the more 
advanced levels of development, contradicting the hypothesis of the inverted 
U-shaped evolution for the most developed countries. It also revealed diffe-
rences between groups of countries: homogamy appears to be highest in the 
countries of the former Soviet Bloc, and the lowest among countries with 
social democratic governments. Concerning the dominant religion, homo-
gamy appears to be higher in Protestant countries. This last result, which 
contradicts previous studies that did not control for the welfare state regime, 
illustrates the difficulty of clearly separating dimensions that, in reality, are 
inextricably linked within national particularities.

Unfortunately, while Domański and Przybysz noted substantial variations 
in rates of unmarried cohabitation (up to 20% in Sweden), their study only 
focused on married couples. Furthermore, their analysis of the determinants of 
relative homogamy focused exclusively on the intensity of association among 
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heterogamous couples1, thus ignoring one of the main dimensions of this 
phenomenon. Finally, the existence of a U-shaped relationship between level 
of development and homogamy, which was estimated using a linear regression 
model with gross domestic product per capita and its square as independent 
variables, was not accompanied with details that would have allowed for the 
evaluation of the goodness of fit and significance of the curve.

Tomáš Katrňák, Petr Fučík and Ruud Luijkx (2012) also used the “European 
Social Survey” (2002, 2004, and 2006) to study the link between educational 
homogamy, intergenerational mobility in terms of education, and educational 
inequalities in 29 European countries. They concluded that there is a strong 
correlation (between 0.8 and 0.9) between the intensity of educational homo-
gamy and of educational heredity in relative terms (i.e. the inverse of relative 
social mobility), a sign that both dimensions can be considered as an index of 
the same phenomenon: social openness. However, homogamy was found to 
be systematically higher than intergenerational immobility, and thus consti-
tutes a better indicator of the degree of openness of a society from the point of 
view of education. The study also confirmed the results of the previous study 
(Domański and Przybysz, 2007) according to which relative educational homo-
gamy is the highest in the countries of the former Soviet Bloc, and the lowest 
in Scandinavian countries, France, and Great Britain2. It should be noted that 
once again, only married couples were considered in this study.

Despite their considerable differences, one can attempt to summarize these 
various studies by highlighting a few salient points. Firstly, the hypothesis that 
homogamy does not vary between developed countries has clearly been rejected. 
As with intergenerational social mobility, with which homogamy appears to be 
closely linked, significant differences can be observed even after the structure of 
the population has been controlled for. However, the link between homogamy 

1	 Specifically, the modelling was based on the step parameter of a distance model with 
country-specific diagonal parameters.

2	 However, there are some notable differences, such as the very low homogamy of Estonia 
and Norway, which were on the contrary among the most homogamous countries in the 
previous study. Given the results obtained below, this strong homogamy seems to be an 
artefact linked to the specification of the model used.
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and the level of development remains debated, particularly in the case of Europe. 
The study carried out by Domański and Przybysz (2007), which concludes that 
homogamy is reinforced at the highest levels of development, seems to be the 
exception, and necessitates further study to confirm this conclusion. 

3. GEOGRAPHICAL SCOPE, DATA AND METHOD

When compared to the broader studies that have been cited, the geographical 
scope of this study presents both advantages and limitations. The latter are due to 
the relative homogeneity, on both a geographical and historical scale, of contem-
porary European societies: the variety of their social structures and levels of deve-
lopment is relatively narrow, which makes it difficult to test general theories like 
modernization theory. Thus, the following analyses can only address the determi-
nants of homogamy at an advanced stage of modernisation. These remarks should 
not, however, lead one to underestimate the extent of the differences between 
countries (and, to an even greater extent, regions) of the European Union, which 
are sufficient to study the determinants of partner choice. Social structures remain 
strongly contrasted between East and West, as well as between North and South 
(Breen, 2004; Róbert, 2010). Family patterns, including the conditions of leaving 
parental home and of first couple formation, also vary widely, in part due to 
these East-West and North-South oppositions (Reher, 1998; Billari, Philipov and 
Baizán,  2001; Sobotka and Toulemon, 2008; Puur et al., 2012).

Conversely, the benefits of an analysis limited to Europe are manifold. On 
a theoretical level, homogeneity is also an asset (Smits and Park, 2009, p.229), 
insofar as it ensures a certain level of equivalence, the validity of which would 
be difficult to determine in the context of a comparison of countries with 
drastically different levels of development. On a practical level, rich and high-
quality data are available at the European scale, allowing for the description 
of regional differences within each country as a means of evaluating their 
homogeneity and of increasing variations between units of analysis. To my 
knowledge, this is the first time that a comparative study of homogamy has 
descended to the sub-national scale, and touched upon both the educational 
and socioeconomic dimensions of partner choice.
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3.1. GEOGRAPHICAL UNITS: THE NUTS1 AND NUTS2 REGIONS

The study is based on the 2014, 2015 and 2016 waves of the “European Union 
Labor Force Survey” (EU-LFS), which consists in a compilation by the European 
statistical office Eurostat of the labour force surveys carried out at the national 
level in each of the member states of the European Union. 26 countries3, divi-
ded into 149 regions, were selected: Austria (AT), Belgium (BE), Bulgaria (BG), 
Cyprus (CY), Croatia (HR), Estonia (EE), France (FR), Germany (DE), Greece (GR), 
Hungary (HU), Ireland (IE), Italy (IT), Latvia (LV), Lithuania (LT), Luxembourg (LU), 
Norway (NO), the Netherlands (NL), Poland (PO), Romania (RO), Slovakia (SK), 
Slovenia (SI), Spain (ES), Sweden (SE), and the United Kingdom (UK).

The elementary scale of analysis is the NUTS1 or NUTS2 regions 
(Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics). The NUTS1 regions are compri-
sed of between 3 and 7 million people, and the NUTS2 regions between 800,000 
and 3 million people. The choice of retaining one level rather than the other was 
made based on the availability of information concerning the NUTS2 regions, 
and the size of the available samples for each region: in the end, the NUTS1 level 
was used for Germany, Bulgaria, Spain, France, Greece, the Netherlands and 
the United Kingdom4. Regional samples consist of 1,000 to 55,000 observations, 
and three quarters of the samples consist of more than 3,000 observations. All 
analyses are weighted according to the population size of each region.

3	 Norway, although not a member of the European Union, participates in the “European Labour 
Force Survey” as an associated country. Moreover, it is impossible to identify couples in natio-
nal surveys which are not conducted at household level. For this reason, Denmark and Finland 
could not be included in the sample, and Luxembourg was excluded for the year 2014. Finally, 
Malta had to be excluded due to the lack of precision of the coding of occupation.

4	 In addition, the city of Prague (CZ01) was merged with the surrounding region (CZ02), and 
northern Sweden was regrouped at the NUTS1 (SE3) level.
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3.2. VARIABLES

3.2.1. Level of education

The partners’ educational levels are measured using four categories: 
lower secondary or less (ISCED 0-2, including short vocational education); 
upper secondary (ISCED 3); lower tertiary (ISCED 4-6: up to and including 
Bachelor’s); upper tertiary (ISCED 7-8: Master’s and beyond). Regrettably, it 
is impossible to use a more detailed classification system. In spite of efforts 
made by UNESCO, the OECD, and Eurostat to harmonise the definition and 
implementation of the International Standard Classification of Education 
(ISCED-2011), the “European Labour Force Survey’s” codification of natio-
nally-recognised diplomas remains very flawed. Thus, while the data provi-
ded by Eurostat could potentially distinguish 12 categories (revising and refi-
ning those proposed by ISCED), many are only used by a handful of countries 
(see Schneider and Kogan, 2008, p.34-42; and Schneider, 2009, section 4.1.3 
on the implementation of the previous version of the classification).

However, the impact of this problem on the measurement of variations in 
the intensity of homogamy in different European regions should not be overes-
timated: results appear relatively robust to changes in nomenclature. Falling 
in line with the observations of Smits, Ultee and Lammers (1998, n. 4), I find 
that the correlation between the indices of the intensity of relative homogamy 
in the different countries and regions obtained using more or less detailed 
classifications is greater than 0.85. Moreover, the fact that the classification 
distinguishes two levels of higher education protects against the risk of unde-
restimating the level of homogamy of regions, which have experienced the 
strongest educational expansion5.

5	 Indeed, differences in the intensity of homogamy between regions situated at the two extre-
mes of level of development appear to be higher when this distinction is not made.
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3.2.2. Socioeconomic group

The socioeconomic position of each partner is measured using the recent 
European socioeconomic classification, ESeG (European Socio-Economic 
Groups, see Meron and Amar, 2014). The ESeG scheme comprises seven cate-
gories: managers (both employees and owners of large companies); professio-
nals; technicians and associated professionals employees; small entrepreneurs 
(self-employed with or without employees, including farmers); clerks and skilled 
service employees; industrial skilled employees; and less skilled employees.

In order to limit the influence of differences in female employment rates 
between regions, the socioeconomic group of unemployed respondents is defi-
ned according to their last job. This information is only available when the 
person in question has been employed at some point in the eight years prior 
to the survey. The results obtained using only couples in which both partners 
are employed are almost identical to those obtained for the full sample (with a 
correlation of variations in intensity of relative homogamy of 0.92).

3.2.3. Level of development

The level of development is measured by the disposable income per capita 
in purchasing power parity at the regional level, as calculated by Eurostat. For 
data availability reasons, I chose to focus on the year 2006, in an effort to get 
closer to the average date at which the observed couples formed6.

The choice to use disposable income rather than gross domestic product can 
be justified by the fact that richer regions (including capitals) generally have a much 
higher gross domestic product than disposable income due to the redistribution 
of income between regions, as well as the domiciliation of business headquarters. 
Regardless of the mechanism linking economic development to partner choice, 
it is thought that it depends more on the concrete living conditions of individuals 
than on a purely accounting measure of wealth7. This interpretation is empirically 

6	 Very similar results can be obtained by retaining other reference points between the years 
2000 and 2011.

7	 However, it should be noted disposable income does not take in-kind transfers through 
public services into account.
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confirmed by the fact that the correlation between development and homogamy 
is much higher when disposable income is used instead of gross domestic product.

3.2.4. Metropolises

Regions with metropolises were identified using the classification system 
established by Lewis Dijkstra (2009), which includes three levels of metro-
polisation: regions containing a capital, regions with a “second-tier metro-
polis”, and other regions that only contain “small metropolises”. Due to the 
lack of precision of the NUTS1 and NUTS2 regions selected for this analysis, I 
had to allow for some exceptions in order to avoid retaining nearly the entire 
territories of certain countries. In the United Kingdom, only the largest cities 
were chosen along with London: Manchester and Liverpool (both in the same 
region), Birmingham, Leeds-Bradford and Sheffield (also in the same region). 
In Croatia, Romania and Slovenia, no metropolises were chosen, aside from 
each country’s capital. Countries made up of a single region could not, by 
definition, be placed in one of these three categories. Overall, excluding single-
region countries, the sample includes 20 regions with one capital city, and 
36 regions with one or more metropolitan areas.

This method of identifying the effect of metropolisation is, of course, far from 
perfect. While it works well for large capitals that are isolated within an adminis-
trative region8, it is too coarse for some capitals and for most second-tier metro-
polises, which are sometimes integrated into large regions comprising medium-
sized towns and rural areas. Therefore, the results obtained using this classification 
correspond to a low estimate of the differences between large metropolises and 
small towns, and need to be refined using data obtained on a finer scale.

8	 This is the case for London, Paris, Madrid, Berlin, Athens, Brussels, Lisbon, Prague, Bucharest, 
Stockholm and Bratislava.
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3.3. SCOPE: COHABITING COUPLES

All cohabiting couples, regardless of whether or not they are married, 
were retained for the study. Several couples could be identified within a single 
household. The proportion of households containing several couples is very 
low in most regions, but exceeds 5% (sometimes even approaching 10%) in 
certain regions of Bulgaria, Croatia, Poland, Romania and Slovakia.

The analysis is restricted to couples in which both partners are between 
the ages of 30 and 59, so as to limit on one hand the influence of changes in 
marriage age, and on the other, the proportion of retirees for whom employment 
information would be missing. The final sample consists of 1,400,000 couples for 
educational homogamy, and 1,100,000 couples for socioeconomic homogamy. 
Finally, it should be noted that the modelling is based on weighted tables: each 
region is represented in proportion to its population in the European Union.

3.4. MEASURING RELATIVE HOMOGAMY

The sociological literature on homogamy generally favours the measure-
ment of relative homogamy, as opposed to using an absolute measurement 
represented by the proportion of couples in which partners belong to the same 
educational or socioeconomic group (homogamy rate). Relative homogamy, 
which is measured using odds ratios, is defined in relation to a reference situa-
tion in which individuals would choose their partners at random. This method 
of measurement has the useful property that it does not depend on the educa-
tional or socioeconomic structure of each region. Thus, relative homogamy 
makes it possible to more directly approach the processes that bring together 
or separate social groups, and allows for reliable comparisons between regions 
with radically different social structures.	

Since I am interested in the overall intensity of homogamy in each region, I do 
not use log-linear modelling, which is frequently used in the existing literature, but 
whose main interest is to reveal the structure of homogamy, rather than its overall 
level. I compute a simpler non-parametric index of the intensity of homogamy, using 
the set of odds ratios from the homogamy tables computed for each region: the 
intrinsic association coefficient (Goodman, 1985, 1996), which ranges from 0 (no 
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homogamy, a situation equivalent to random mating) to infinity (maximum possible 
homogamy given the structure of the population)9. In order to give each odds ratio 
an importance that is proportional to the size of the social groups to which it corres-
ponds in the European Union, a weights equal to the average of the margins is used.

After a descriptive analysis of the value of this index for each region, the 
following section will test the abovementioned hypotheses, using a linear 
regression to model the value of the index.

4.RESULTS

4.1. THE GEOGRAPHY OF RELATIVE HOMOGAMY IN EUROPE

When laid out on a map, the representation of intrinsic association coeffi-
cients measuring the intensity of educational and socioeconomic homogamy 
reveals significant differences between regions (see Figure  1). Two general 
observations can be made.

First, there is a moderately high correlation (with a coefficient of 0.45) 
between the educational and socioeconomic dimensions of relative homo-
gamy. Therefore, it seems that the two indicators used here partly cover the 
same phenomenon, but also diverge considerably.

Second, educational homogamy is by far the strongest dimension of homo-
gamy: the weighted average of regional intrinsic association coefficients10 is equal 
to 0.72 for education, versus 0.57 for socioeconomic group. Moreover, educational 
homogamy is higher than socioeconomic homogamy in 120 out of 149 regions. The 
intrinsic association coefficient measuring the intensity of educational homogamy 

9	 This index is equal to the Altham index (Altham and Ferrie, 2007) up to a factor taking 
into account the dimensions of the table, which is appropriate since educational homogamy 
and socioeconomic homogamy are not measured using the same number of categories. 
Tables and code to reproduce the results are available on the author’s personal webpage at  
<http://bouchet-valat.site.ined.fr> or upon request.

10	 It should be noted that contrary to its absolute version, this relative measure of the inten-
sity of homogamy does not increase mechanically when a more aggregated classification is 
used (as in the case of education). Nevertheless, any measurement remains dependent on 
the classification used: these comparisons should not be considered as perfectly accurate, 
but rather as indications of a trend.
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exceeds 0.85 in one third of the regions (with a record of 1.5 in Slovakia), a level that 
is reached by only one region (in Romania) with regard to socioeconomic homo-
gamy. However, socioeconomic homogamy is higher than educational homogamy 
in many parts of Western Europe, where educational homogamy is relatively low, 
while levels of socioeconomic homogamy are fairly average. This is the case in 
certain regions of Spain, Portugal, Italy, Belgium and Luxembourg. At first glance, 
then, it seems that educational homogamy declines more clearly with development 
than socioeconomic homogamy, which is generally weaker.

Figure 1. Geographical Distribution of Educational and Socioeconomic Homogamy in Europe

Source: “European Labour Force Survey”, 2014-2016 (Eurostat)

Scope: Cohabiting couples aged 30 to 59 (in which both partners worked at some point during the eight years 
preceding the survey for the socioeconomic group)

The division into different classes was automatically performed using the Jenks algorithm (1967).

Regions marked with a “⚑” include a capital, and those marked with a “◊” include a second-tier metropolis.

The geographical distribution of educational homogamy is fairly clear-cut, with 
high levels of homogamy in the East11 and lower levels towards the north and west. 
Educational homogamy is thus very strong in the former “people’s democracies”, 
with high levels observed in Slovakia, Romania, Hungary, Poland, Bulgaria, and to a 

11	 A finer representation of the differences within Germany reveals greater educational homogamy 
in former East Germany.
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lesser extent Slovenia, Croatia, Czech Republic and Lithuania. With a few exceptions 
(notably Greece, Latvia and Estonia), this eastern belt, which extends from North to 
South, closely corresponds to the boundaries of the former Eastern Bloc. Conversely, 
educational homogamy is low in the West and North of the continent, but it is 
somewhat higher in Ireland, France, Germany, Austria and parts of Italy than in the 
rest of Northern and Western Europe. The clear opposition between the high levels 
of educational homogamy in Central and Eastern Europe, and the lower levels of 
educational homogamy in Western and Northern Europe, supports the results of 
previous studies (Domański and Przybysz, 2007; Katrňák, Fučík and Luijkx, 2012).

The distribution of socioeconomic homogamy is less distinct. Apart from 
Romania, which is clearly distinguished by its high levels of homogamy, we 
can also find relatively strong homogamy in some regions of Poland, Slovakia, 
Hungary, Croatia, Greece, Italy and Luxembourg. Conversely, socioeconomic 
homogamy is very low in many countries found further north, including 
Ireland, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, northern Germany, Norway, 
Sweden, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. The countries belonging to the first 
group are all characterized by a strong influence of either the Catholic (as in 
the majority of these countries) or the Orthodox (as is the case in Romania 
and Greece) Churches. The second group, on the other hand, includes regions 
with long Protestant traditions (with the notable exceptions of Ireland and 
Lithuania). This confirms the results of Smits, Ultee and Lammers (1998) at 
the regional level in Europe.

Overall, educational and socioeconomic homogamy appears to be more 
prevalent in the less-developed regions in the East of the continent. However, 
the determinants of these two dimensions seem to differ to a certain extent, 
with a country’s political system (and, by extension, educational system) having 
more influence on educational homogamy, and religion having more influence 
on socioeconomic homogamy.
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4.2. A DECREASE IN HOMOGAMY AS DEVELOPMENT LEVELS RISE

The higher geographic regularity of socioeconomic homogamy compared 
with educational homogamy is again visible when considering the relationship 
between homogamy and disposable income per capita, taken as an indicator 
of the level of development of a given region. Figure 2 shows the distribution 
of the studied regions according to these two variables. Disposable income per 
capita is presented in standardized form: 0 corresponds to the average income 
of the regions, and 1 represents a standard deviation. The regions range from 
about two standard deviations below the average (from €3,500 to €4,500 in 
Romania and Bulgaria) to two standard deviations above the average (€22,000 
in Luxembourg and €25,000 in London).

Figure 2. Educational and socioeconomic homogamy in the regions of Europe by disposable 
income per capita

Source: “European Labor Force Survey 2014-2016” (Eurostat)

Scope: Cohabiting couples aged 30 to 59 (in which both spouses worked at some point during the eight years 
preceding the survey for the socioeconomic group)

Disposable income is normalized (with the average equal to 0 and standard deviation equal to 1).

The continuous curve represents the parabola obtained by estimating a regression model of homogamy on dis-
posable income per capita and its square. The dotted curve represents the non-parametric smoothing obtained 
using a local regression of degree 1 (LOESS).

The area of the discs is proportional to the population of the corresponding regions.
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The black curve indicates the relationship estimated by a linear regres-
sion model, the dependent variable being the intensity of homogamy (loga-
rithm of the intrinsic association coefficient12), and the independent variables 
being disposable income per capita and its square (see Table 1). This simple 
model alone explains 48% of the variance of educational homogamy, but 
only 22% of the variance of socioeconomic homogamy, confirming that the 
former varies more clearly according to level of development than the latter. 
According to this model, moving from a per-capita income that is two stan-
dard deviations below the average (approximately the level of the least deve-
loped regions in the study) to the average income level reduces educational 
homogamy by 48%13 and socioeconomic homogamy by 25%. Similarly, rising 
from an average income to an income level that is two standard deviations 
above the average (approximately the level of the most developed regions in 
the study) increases educational homogamy by 4%14, and decreases socioe-
conomic homogamy by 5% (that is to say, quasi-stability).	

Thus, we observe, on the one hand, a clear decrease in homogamy as a 
region’s development level rises and, on the other hand, a stabilisation once 
disposable income per capita has exceeded the European average. These 
observations therefore support my first two hypotheses. However, we do not 
observe a trend reversal, which would indicate a U-shaped relationship with 
an increasing homogamy at the highest levels of development. Finally, deve-
lopment has much more of a negative effect on educational homogamy than it 
does on socioeconomic homogamy; both dimensions can be found at approxi-
mately the same level in the regions with around and above the average level 
of development in Europe.

12	 The logarithm is used so that the independent variables have a multiplicative rather than an 
additive effect: indeed, increasing or decreasing homogamy by a certain factor makes more 
sense than adding or subtracting a certain quantity. Furthermore, this operation gives a more 
symmetrical distribution.

13	 Or 1/(0.86-2×1.094) – 1. Unless otherwise specified, all of the effects mentioned are significant 
at the 5% level (see Table 1).

14	 Or 0.862×1.094 – 1.
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4.3. HOMOGAMY, DEVELOPMENT AND METROPOLISATION 
AT THE SUB-NATIONAL LEVEL

The level of detail of the data makes it possible to refine these results by 
studying the relationship between homogamy and disposable income per 
capita between regions in the same country. This second approach makes 
it possible to control all the national particularities that may interfere with 
the identification of the effects of a given country’s level of development. In 
particular, one may consider the institutional framework15 governing a given 
country’s educational system and labour market, as it is likely to influence 
partner choice, if only by affecting the extent of contacts between groups (for 
example in the context of schooling).

These national particularities are controlled using a model contai-
ning dummy variables identifying the regions belonging to each of the 26 
countries included in the study (country fixed effects). The coefficients asso-
ciated with the model’s independent variables thus measure their effect on 
the intensity of homogamy after controlling for country. It should above all 
be noted that the indicator variables controlling for country explain 90% of 
the variance of educational homogamy and 78% of the variance of socioeco-
nomic homogamy (after excluding the seven countries that are made up of 
a single region): most differences in levels of homogamy between regions of 
Europe are in fact due to differences between countries.

The remaining variations, which correspond to sub-national differences, 
are not very well explained by level of development alone: model 2, which in 
addition to country fixed effects, includes disposable income per capita (and its 
square), explains 3% of variations in educational homogamy and 11% of varia-
tions in socioeconomic homogamy (within-country R², see Table 1). Although 
the coefficients associated with disposable income remain less than 1, indicating 
a negative effect of development on homogamy, their strength is considerably 
weakened, and they are not statistically significant.

15	 While this framework can vary between regions in the same country, taking the national 
context into account nevertheless allows controlling a large share of variations between 
European regions in that regard.
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Table 1. Regressions explaining educational and socioeconomic homogamy by disposable income 
per capita and the presence of a capital or metropolis

EDUCATIONAL HOMOGAMY SOCIOECONOMIC HOMOGAMY

M1 M2 M3 M4 M1 M2 M3 M4

Disposable 
Income

0.86 0.96 0.92 0.94 0.98 0.94

(0.83; 0.88) (0.89; 1.03) (0.85; 0.99) (0.92; 0.96) (0.93; 1.04) (0.89; 0.99)

Disposable 
Income²

1.09 1.02 1.03 1.04 1.04 1.05

(1.06; 1.13) (0.96; 1.10) (0.97; 1.10) (1.02; 1.07) (1.01; 1.08) (1.02; 1.09)

Other  
Region (Ref.) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Capital
1.04 1.08 1.08 1.10

(0.96; 1.12) (0.99; 1.18) (1.02; 1.14) (1.04; 1.16)

Metropolis
1.00 1.01 1.04 1.04

(0.97; 1.04) (0.97; 1.04) (1.00; 1.07) (1.01; 1.07)

Intercept
0.66 0.65 0.62 0.65 0.55 0.54 0.53 0.53

(0.64; 0.69) (0.59; 0.70) (0.59; 0.66) (0.59; 0.71) (0.53; 0.57) (0.50; 0.57) (0.51; 0.55) (0.50; 0.56)

Country  
fixed effects × × × × × ×

Observations 146 146 146 146 146 146 146 146

R² 0.48 0.90 0.90 0.91 0.22 0.83 0.83 0.85

Adjusted R² 0.47 0.88 0.88 0.89 0.21 0.79 0.79 0.82

Within 
country R² 0.00 0.02 0.02 0.09 0.00 0.11 0.14 0.25

Relative homogamy is measured by the logarithm of the intrinsic association coefficient: the effect is therefore multi-
plicative. Disposable income is normalized (with an average equal to 0, and a standard deviation equal to 1). Each 
region is weighted according to the size of its population. 95% confidence intervals obtained via normal bootstrap 
on the regions16 (selected from within each country) are reported in parentheses.

Source: “European Labor Force Survey 2014-2015” (Eurostat)

Scope: Cohabiting couples aged 30 to 59 (in which both partners worked at some point during the eight years 
preceding the survey for the socioeconomic group)

Read: After taking variations between countries and per capita income into account, relative educational homogamy 
is 8% higher in regions with a capital, compared to regions without a capital or large metropolis (see Model 4).

16	 These confidence intervals, which reflect the uncertainty of the generalisation from this 
study’s sample of regions to a wider geographical scope, constitute a rather demanding test 
of the robustness of the results. The intervals measuring the uncertainty associated with 
the fact that the level of homogamy of each region is estimated using a sample of individuals 
(without focusing on generalisation beyond the regions studied) are much narrower.
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This apparent absence of a link is, however, misleading: it may be due to the 
fact that regions containing a large metropolis, and even more so those with a 
capital, have both relatively high levels of homogamy and relatively high incomes 
when compared to other regions within the same country. This is illustrated in 
Figure 1, where capitals are indicated by a flag: although capitals are usually the 
most developed cities, they often belong to the most homogamous regions of 
their country. This phenomenon is particularly evident in several capitals whose 
metropolitan area corresponds closely to the borders of a region, including 
London, Madrid, Berlin, Brussels, Bucharest, Prague and Bratislava (with some 
exceptions, depending on the dimension under consideration).

In order to more rigorously confirm this observation, I introduce in the 
models a variable indicating the presence of a capital or a metropolis in a region, in 
addition to the fixed effects controlling the level of homogamy specific to a given 
country. The addition of this variable to a model with only country fixed effects 
only slightly improves the description of the data (see Table 1, Model 3): the share 
of within-country variations that are explained by the model (within-country R²) 
is 2% for educational homogamy and 14% for socioeconomic homogamy.

On the other hand, the simultaneous control of income per capita (and its 
square) and of metropolisation (see Model 4) reveals more discernible effects, 
with the share of intra-country variance explained by the model increasing to 
9% for educational homogamy and to 25% for socioeconomic homogamy. Thus, 
with controlling for country and metropolisation, moving from an income that 
is two standard deviations below the average to an average income decreases 
educational homogamy by 25% and socioeconomic homogamy by 27%. Moving 
from an average income to one that is two standard deviations above the average 
income decreases educational homogamy by 5% and increases socioeconomic 
homogamy by 7%. In regions with a capital, educational homogamy is 8% higher 
and socioeconomic homogamy is 10% higher than in regions without a capital 
or metropolis. Regions with a second-tier metropolis also appear to be relatively 
more homogamous than other regions in socioeconomic terms.
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We can thus observe that the higher levels of homogamy observed in 
capitals partly overshadow the negative correlation between development and 
homogamy, which persists at the sub-national level (though less markedly than 
without controlling for country in the case of educational homogamy). The 
phenomenon of stabilisation at the highest levels of development can also be 
confirmed at this geographic scale, at least as far as socioeconomic homogamy 
is concerned17. Once again, no evidence of the reinforcement of homogamy at 
the most advanced stages of development can be observed.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this study was to test three hypotheses concerning the rela-
tionship between development level and homogamy: first, that of a weakening of 
homogamy as development advances; secondly, that of the stabilisation of homo-
gamy at the most advanced stages of development; and lastly, that of a higher 
level of homogamy in metropolises once the level of development is controlled.  
Results support all three hypotheses. They are valid for both educational homo-
gamy and socioeconomic homogamy, although the effects of development are 
stronger with regard to the former.

Observing the geographical distribution of homogamy in Europe has revealed 
that it is far more pronounced in educational terms than in socioeconomic terms. 
Educational homogamy is higher in the eastern part of the continent (notably in 
a strip of countries stretching from Lithuania to Greece), and largely overlaps 
with more general oppositions between the former Eastern and Western Blocs, 
with some exceptions. Socioeconomic homogamy, on the other hand, appears 
to be higher in the East and South of the continent, particularly in regions whose 
common feature is a strong influence of the Catholic or the Orthodox Churches. 
Conversely, the regions of Northern Europe, which are mostly Protestant, are 
characterized by lower levels of socioeconomic homogamy.

17	 The coefficient associated with income squared is not statistically significant for educational 
homogamy.
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This geographical distribution also corresponds to differences in levels of 
development, the analysis of which was systematized in a second step using the 
average per capita disposable income of each region. The most developed regions 
in Europe are characterized by a level of educational homogamy two to three 
times lower, and by a level of socioeconomic homogamy about two times lower, 
than that of the less-developed regions. The negative effect of development on 
homogamy is very strong below the European average, but diminishes and disap-
pears completely once it rises above the average, a phenomenon that supports the 
hypothesis regarding saturation beyond a certain level of development.

The negative relationship between development and homogamy persists 
(albeit to a lesser extent for educational homogamy), at the sub-national level, 
when the average intensity of homogamy in each country (country fixed 
effects) and the presence of a capital or second-tier metropolis in each region 
are controlled for. Regions containing a capital are characterized by a homo-
gamy level that is nearly 10% higher than that found in regions with a similar 
level of development, but no metropolis.

Generally speaking, these observations confirm the prediction put forth by 
the theory of modernisation, as well as the conclusions of previous comparative 
studies: that homogamy decreases at the highest levels of development (Smits, 
Ultee and Lammers, 1998, 2000; Raymo and Xie, 2000; Smits, 2003; Smits and 
Park, 2009). However, the hypothesis of an increase in homogamy beyond a 
certain point of development (Domański and Przybysz, 2007) is rejected by my 
data. While some of the most developed regions of Europe have higher levels 
of homogamy than their neighbours, it is due to the presence of metropolises, 
and not because of their high levels of development.

These conclusions call for additional research in at least two directions. First, 
as it would be risky to infer temporal changes from a correlation between charac-
teristics of societies at a given moment (Thornton, 2001; Raymo and Xie, 2000), it 
is necessary to combine spatial comparison with a temporal comparison in order 
to confirm that the relationship between homogamy and development obser-
ved in this study clearly reflects the historical trajectories followed by European 
societies. Existing studies have not yet succeeded in identifying any regularities 
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in the temporal evolution of homogamy in Europe (Bouchet-Valat, 2014). Second, 
a better understanding of the mechanisms linking development and homogamy 
can only be achieved through the mobilisation of more detailed indicators than 
per capita income. By increasing the number of independent units studied, and 
the extent of variations between them, sub-national analysis can go beyond what 
national studies have been able to observe thus far. A finer-grained approach 
would also help to account for the factors underlying the highest levels of homo-
gamy in metropolises, as well as the predominance of educational homogamy 
over socioeconomic homogamy.
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