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Gender Asymmetries in Cross-National
Couples

ALBERT ESTEVE, ANNIKA ELWERT AND EWA BATYRA

We use census microdata for Spain and the United States to examine gender dif-
ferences in cross-national heterosexual couples (marriages and cohabitating unions
involving natives and immigrant spouses). We examine whether native men and
native women in cross-national couples exhibit similar patterns regarding the
country of birth, age, and educational attainment of their international part-
ners. Countries are ranked by their level of the human development index (HDI).
In both Spain and the United States, native men are slightly overrepresented in
cross-national couples. Native men are more likely to be married to individu-
als from low HDI countries than native women. On the contrary, native women
are predominantly married to men born in countries with similar or higher lev-
els of HDI. Unions of native men are characterized by large spousal age dif-
ferences, which increase with the HDI gap; this pattern reverses among native
women. These gender asymmetries do not extend to education level, with cross-
national couples, overall, involving highly educated individuals. These results point
to the endurance of certain features of traditional marriage patterns in cross-
national couples, but the patterns differ starkly between native men and native
women.

Introduction

An increasing number of people in high-income countries marry or cohabit
with partners who were born abroad (Niedomysl, Östh, and van Ham 2010;
Lanzieri 2012; González-Ferrer et al. 2018; Ryabov and Zhang 2019). We
refer to these unions as cross-national couples. According to data from the
2010 round of population censuses, in Spain and the United States, the
two countries we examine in this research note, roughly 10 percent of all
young couples (aged 30–39) involve a native and a foreign-born partner.
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However, the macro-level characteristics of these couples have been hardly
researched. How many cross-national couples are there? Are native men
more likely to be involved in cross-national couples than native women? Do
native men and women form couples with migrants of the same origins? If
not, is there any gender pattern to these differences? How do gender gaps in
age and education in cross-national couples compare with native couples?
Do these gaps vary across different dyads of cross-national couples? For the
reasons we develop in the background section, we expect that the answers
to these questions will disclose gender asymmetries that are unknown to
social scientists. These asymmetries will emerge from the interactions be-
tween native and foreign-born populations in the marriage markets. Even
though available census data lack many key details that would be needed
to formulate refined hypotheses on such interactions (e.g., the time and
place of couple formation), censuses allow picturing macro-level patterns
and associations with more detail than any standard survey could.

To date, most research on cross-national couples in high-incomeWest-
ern countries has focused on the migrant’s perspective and has been mainly
framed under the assimilation and segmented assimilation frameworks.
Within these frameworks, marriage across ethnic boundaries or origins is
considered solid evidence of assimilation (Gordon 1964; Qian, Glick, and
Batson 2012; Dupont et al. 2017; Kulu and Hannemann 2018; Uggla and
Wilson 2021). Assimilation theories first appeared in the United States, but,
in modified forms, spread later throughout other Western societies (Portes
and Zhou 1993). In this research note, we flip the usual perspective. We
shift the attention from the migrant to the previously understudied native’s
perspective. We examine gender differences among native populations in
cross-national couples to stimulate further research on the gender dynamics
that shape their interaction with foreign-born populations in increasingly
global marriage markets. Our study highlights the need to move beyond the
integration/assimilation framework in the study of cross-national unions.
In order to fully understand those unions, we focus on the native majority
population and their partner preferences.

Background

Demographers, economists, and sociologists have traditionally examined
the characteristics of couples regarding age and education to learn about
the social and gender dynamics that drive the selection of spouses in het-
erosexual marriage markets (usually studied under the term assortative mat-
ing; Oppenheimer 1988; Becker 1993; Mare 1991). Marriage markets are
defined as the symbolic place in which males and females look for long-
term partners (Akers 1967). The various gender gaps observed within cou-
ples (e.g., in age and education) suggest that the marital search process and
the context of opportunities might be different for men and women. For
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instance, across societies, women marry younger than men and, therefore,
are on average younger than their spouses. Traditionally, women have had
also lower levels of educational attainment and lower levels of labor market
engagement than their partners. These gaps were fully consistent with the
prevalence of the male breadwinner model (Becker 1993).

Changes in women’s roles have, however, eroded the male bread-
winner model in several directions (Oppenheimer 1988). The expansion
of women’s educational attainment and labor force participation has closed
or even reversed, traditional gender gaps in age, education, and labor force
participation (Esteve, Cortina, and Cabré 2009; Dupont et al. 2017; Van de
Putte et al. 2009; Esteve, García-Román, and Permanyer 2012; Esteve et al.
2016). There is widespread agreement in interpreting these trends as signs of
growing gender equality in themarriage market. But there is also consensus
in seeing that the gender revolution has not been completed (England 2010;
Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015). For example, women’s educational ad-
vantage in couples does not necessarily translate into the same economic
advantage as when men hold the educational advantage within the couple
(van Bavel, Schwartz, and Esteve 2018). Such an asymmetry reflects signif-
icant gender gaps in occupation and income. In short, changes in women’s
roles in society might not have eroded at the same pace as that of gender
ideologies. Marriage markets and couples are not immune to these conflict-
ing tensions, as widely shown in the literature (e.g., Oppenheimer 1988;
Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015). However, there is hardly
any research that links these trends to the study of cross-national couples
involving natives and foreign-born migrants.

Recent studies on cross-national couples shed new light on gender
asymmetries in the marriage market, which previous studies had not ad-
dressed. Balistreri, Joyner, and Kao (2017) show that age gaps between
partners are larger in unions where (female) noncitizens marry U.S. cit-
izens or where (female) noncitizens marry U.S. citizens before migrating
to the United States. The authors interpret this finding as evidence of sta-
tus exchange, where migrants exchange their youth for citizenship. Similar
patterns have been found in Sweden by Elwert (2020). Her findings indicate
that immigrant women and men become more attractive marriage partners
if they are considerably younger than their native spouse. The patterns are
stronger for immigrants from certain non-Western regions of origin. Simi-
larly, Guetto and Azzolini (2015) find for Italy that cross-national couples
aremore likely when less-educated older nativemenmarry better-educated
younger immigrant women, especially when the latter originate from non-
Western countries. Serret Sanahuja, Esteve, and López Gay (2013) and
González-Ferrer et al. (2018) also found for Spain notorious gender differ-
ences among natives regarding the country of origin and the characteristics
of the international partners with whom they marry. Gender differences
in the characteristics of cross-national unions are likely related to ethnic
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and racial dating preferences. Such preferences have been found in Europe
(Potârcă and Mills 2015) as in the United States. (Hwang 2013), and there
are gendered patterns therein, for example, white men have preferences
for Asian women and white women have preferences for black men (Feli-
ciano, Robnett, and Komaie 2009; Robnett and Feliciano 2011). Braack and
Milewski (2019) show that natives in cross-national unions are more open
to sexual liberalization and gender equality. Spurred on by the evidence
on gender asymmetries in the marriage market, we examine cross-national
couples in two high-income countries that have sufficiently detailed micro-
data to count on individual countries: the United States and Spain. They
represent old—the US—and new—Spain—immigration countries (Cortina,
Esteve, and Domingo 2008). In both countries, cross-national couples rep-
resent more than 10 percent of the unions in which women and men of age
30–39 are involved.

With this paper, we expect to unveil unknown gender asymmetries in
marriage markets. We explore gender asymmetries in three main dimen-
sions: (i) order of magnitude: are native men more likely to be involved in
cross-national couples than native women?; (ii) country of origin: do native
men and women form unions with foreign-born partners of the same ori-
gin?; (iii) and gender differences in age and education. For the order magni-
tude, we examine the distribution of couples in crude numbers. For the
country of origin, we classify cross-national couples based on the coun-
try of birth of the international partner and examine if native men are
more involved than native women in each dyad. To systematize the gen-
der patterns that might exist in relation to these unions, we classify coun-
tries based on their level in the human development index (HDI). For
each dyad, we compute the HDI gap between the native country (i.e., the
United States or Spain) and the country of birth of the international part-
ner. We test if native men and women are equally likely to be involved with
international partners born in countries that represent all the HDI spec-
trum, or, on the contrary, they show different patterns. HDI is a widely
used indicator to rank countries in their health, human, and economic de-
velopment. It can be used to rank countries on a traditional scale, as it
is strongly, although not perfectly, correlated with other indicators such
as the gender inequality index (GII), to which we will refer during this
research note. Finally, we examine gender differences in characteristics
of natives and their immigrant spouses according to individuals’ age and
education.

The studies mentioned above on cross-national couples support the
idea that the development level of the immigrant partner’s country of birth
is a factor that contributes to inequalities in the marriage market. Our guid-
ing hypothesis is that, if persistent, gender inequalities will be manifested
in very distinct marriage patterns between native men and native women,
with native men partnering with immigrant women from less developed
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backgrounds and their unions exhibiting more traditional patterns in terms
of spousal age than cross-national couples of native women.

Data and methods

We use recent samples from the International Integrated Public Use Mi-
crodata Series (IPUMS International; Minnesota Population Center 2020)
for the United States (2010) and Spain (2011). The choice of restricting our
sample to these two countries is based on the availability of detailed country
classifications for the foreign-born spouse (i.e., no continental groupings).
Sample sizes are 1 percent for the United States and 10 percent for Spain,
which are large enough to explore dyads of natives and international mi-
grants. Censuses provide information about key characteristics of the cou-
ples, such as partner’s age and education, which allow us to capture the
within-couple dynamics. To minimize the potential biases that union dis-
solution or differences in age at union formation may cause, we focus on
young couples. We select all heterosexual couples in which at least one
partner is of age 30–39. Alternative, wider range age classifications (e.g.,
25–49) yielded similar results. We combine married and cohabiting cou-
ples. Given the large racial disparities in union formation between whites
and blacks in the United States and the large presence of migrant descen-
dants, we restrict the native population to the non-Hispanic whites born
in the United States. Similarly for Spain, we restrict the native population
to people born in Spain whose parents are also born in Spain. These re-
strictions are intended to minimize the impact that cross-national couples
between international migrants and descendants of migrants of the same
origins might have in our analyses (ex. Mexicans in the United States or
Moroccans in Spain). Table 1 shows the sample sizes and key variables se-
lected for the analysis, for couples by partners’ nativity status. Results have
been weighted using analytic weights.

For every partner, we select their age and educational attainment. Age
is used to compute the age gap between spouses (the age of a manminus the
age of a woman). Regarding education, we dichotomize educational attain-
ment according to whether a person has tertiary education or not. Finally,
we assign the HDI value (World Bank 2022) for each partner’s country of
birth. All partners from the same country of birth share the same code re-
gardless of any other individual characteristics. Native partners are given
their own HDI values. We compute the gap in HDI between partners. This
gap is positive if a spouse of a native comes from a less developed country
(HDI native − HDI foreign > zero) and negative if they come from a more
developed country (HDI native − HDI foreign < zero).

The analysis is performed at the country- and macro-level; therefore,
gaps reflect the countries’ averages. For graphical purposes only, we use
color to identify the continent to which each country belongs (combining
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384 GENDER ASYMMETR I E S IN CROSS-NAT IONAL COUPLES

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics of the sample and key variables selected for
the analysis, for couples by partners’ nativity status, Spain and the United
States

Native

man–native

woman

Native

man–foreign

woman

Native

woman–foreign

man

United States

Frequency (n) 87,272 4,734 3,788

Mean age-gap 2.33 3.47 2.45

Proportion with higher education, men 0.35 0.50 0.42

Proportion with higher education, women 0.42 0.52 0.49

Spain

Frequency (n) 224,782 16,107 12,198

Mean age-gap 2.28 4.94 0.99

Proportion with higher education, men 0.15 0.19 0.22

Proportion with higher education, women 0.21 0.25 0.26

Europe and North America). Our analysis proceeds as follows. First, sepa-
rately for each of the two countries, we calculate a measure of gender asym-
metry in cross-national couples between the natives and their foreign spouses.
We compute this measure as a proportion of all unions involving a native
individual and a foreign spouse from a given country, in which a native
is a man. The higher this proportion, the more frequent the unions of na-
tives with foreigners from a particular origin are among native men than
among native women. When the gender gap is 0.5, native men and native
women are equally likely to partner with immigrants from a given coun-
try, pointing to gender equality in cross-national couples. We calculate such
measures for all native-foreigner country combinations available, excluding
those for which there were less than 50 unions in the sample. Using the gen-
der asymmetry indicator, we explore whether gender gaps in cross-national
couples vary depending on the HDI gap between the spouses’ countries of
origin. This approach allows us to explore whether gender gaps in cross-
national couples follow any high versus low development patterns, which
ultimately permits capturing whether there is any evidence of asymmetry
in native women’s and men’s preferences regarding the characteristics of
their partners.

Second, we explore whether gender asymmetries in cross-national
couples across developmental gaps follow any specific patterns in terms of
spousal age differences and educational level. In order to explore whether
and how within-union dynamics differ between native women and native
men, we conduct analyses by gender.
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ALBERT ESTEVE / ANN IKA ELWERT / EWA BATYRA 385

Results

Figure 1 shows the relationship between gender asymmetry in cross-
national couples (x-axis) and the HDI gap (y-axis), separately for Spain and
the United States. Each plot includes a fitted line (second-degree polyno-
mial, weighted by the size of specific country-origin combinations) with 95
percent confidence intervals. The size of each of the points reflects the num-
ber of unions between natives and foreigners from a given country. Colors
distinguish four geographical regions of foreign spouses: Africa, Asia and
Oceania, Latin America and the Caribbean, and Europe and North Amer-
ica. Although international partners come from different origins depending
on the country, the results for the two nations consistently suggest a similar
gendered pattern in cross-national couples.

First, cross-national couples overall are more common among native
men than native women. Around 57 and 56 percent of all unions between
natives and foreigners in Spain and the United States, respectively, are
among native men. In the figures, it can be seen that, for most countries
of origin, unions of native individuals and foreigners are primarily formed
by native men (gender asymmetry above 0.5 in the case of most countries).
For example, in Spain, around 80 percent of cross-national couples involv-
ing Colombian or Brazilian individuals are among Spanish men, and only
around 20 percent among Spanish women (gender asymmetry of ∼0.80).
Second, cross-national couples are highly gendered, with native males and
native females partneringwith immigrants from countries at a very different
level of development. When focusing on countries fromwhich a large num-
ber of immigrants are in unions with natives (large points concentrated in
the middle and right part of the plot), it can be seen that, in both countries,
gender asymmetry in cross-national couples increases with the growing HDI
gap. This means that unions involving a native and a foreigner who comes
from a less developed country (HDI gap above zero) are formed predomi-
nantly by native men, as opposed to native women. For example, see the
case of the Philippines: in both countries, more than 80 percent of unions
with individuals from that nation are among native men and only 20 per-
cent among native women. A similar pattern is visible for other countries
of origin such as, for example, Bolivia in Spain or Colombia in the United
States. Thus, the larger the differences in the development level between
the origin countries of partners, the more the unions tend to involve native
men, as compared to native women.

Conversely, women tend to be overrepresented in unions where a
spouse is from a country with a similar or a higher level of development
(HDI gap around or below zero). This pattern is clearly visible for unions of
natives with immigrants from Western Europe such as Belgium, Germany,
or the United Kingdom. For example, 60 percent of unions with Belgians in
Spain involve Spanish women and only 40% involve Spanish men. Overall,
Figure 1 shows that for the most frequent types of cross-national couples,
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the foreign partners of men are more likely to come from less developed
nations than foreign partners of native women. On the other hand, native
women are more likely to form unions with foreigners from countries with
a similar or higher level of development.

There are some notable exceptions to these patterns. First, the de-
scribed relationships hold for the most frequent dyads, and the pattern
reverses when an immigrant partner is from a less represented country
(e.g., see the case of African countries such as Senegal or Nigeria in Spain).
We hypothesize that these distinct union formation patterns for these small
migrant populations are related to white women’s racial preferences (see,
e.g., Feliciano, Robnett, and Komaie 2009), as well as to the selectivity of
migrants from these underrepresented destinations. Second, the relation-
ship also reverses for unions with immigrants from Morocco in Spain and
from Mexico in the United States. Despite the relatively large HDI gaps,
unions with individuals from these countries are more common among
native women than native men. Morocco and Mexico are neighboring
countries of Spain and the United States, respectively, and historically
have had strong migration ties, which could be behind the distinct union
formation pattern compared to the one observed for origin countries from
which migration is a more recent phenomenon. Third, despite a relatively
small HDI gap, unions in Spain with immigrants from South Korea, as well
as in Spain and the United States with immigrants from Japan, are gender
imbalanced (gender gap > 0.5) and involve mainly native men. Despite
being high-HDI countries, the union formation pattern with individuals
from this nation is more similar to that of countries with lower HDI levels.

The similarity in the described patterns between Spain and the United
States is striking, given that they differ regarding the origins of the mi-
grant groups who form unions frequently. For example, contrary to Spain,
where cross-national unions with Latin Americans are particularly com-
mon, in the United States, unions with immigrants from Asia are frequently
observed. Despite these migrant origin differences between Spain and the
United States, with the exceptions described above, the cross-national cou-
ples follow a similar gendered pattern such that native men are more likely
to form unions with individuals from countries with a lower level of de-
velopment than native women. Finally, although the analysis encompasses
fewer countries, similar conclusions are reached when, instead of HDI, a
measure of gender inequality from the World Value Survey is used. This
suggests that the HDI gaps are likely to reasonably well proxy differences
in gender roles between countries (see Figure A1 in the Supporting Infor-
mation). The subsequent figures—Figure 2 for Spain and Figure 3 for the
United States—cast light on whether the cross-national couples are more or
less symmetric when it comes to spousal age and education level.

Figures 2 and 3 provide further evidence about gender (a)symmetries
in cross-national couples, both within cross-national couples (according to
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388 GENDER ASYMMETR I E S IN CROSS-NAT IONAL COUPLES

FIGURE 2 Relationship between HDI gap and spousal age gap (left),
proportion in higher education (right), Spain

NOTE: The development (HDI) gap is positive if a spouse of a native person comes from a less developed
country (HDI native − HDI foreign > 0) and negative if they come from a more developed country (HDI
native − HDI foreign < 0). First-degree polynomial fit, weighted by the size of country-origin combinations.

measures of age and education, defined on the x-axis) and between the pro-
files of native men (top panels) and native women (bottom panels) (first-
degree polynomial, weighted by the size of specific country-origin combi-
nations). When it comes to the spousal age gap, there is a clear relationship
with the HDI gap in both countries, which nonetheless differs between na-
tive women and native men (left panels). In both Spain and the United
States, native men in cross-national couples (top, left panels) tend to part-
ner with younger women (spousal age gaps > zero) and these age gaps
tend to be larger than the average spousal age gap (native–native age gap in
a dotted, vertical line). Moreover, the difference in age between partners in
unions between native men and women from countries at a similar stage of
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ALBERT ESTEVE / ANN IKA ELWERT / EWA BATYRA 389

FIGURE 3 Relationship between HDI gap and spousal age gap (left),
proportion in higher education (right), United States

NOTE: The development gap is positive if a spouse of a native person comes from a less developed country
(HDI native − HDI foreign > 0) and negative if they come from a more developed country (HDI native −
HDI foreign < 0). First-degree polynomial fit, weighted by the size of country-origin combinations.

development (e.g., France and Germany) is relatively small and close to the
average age gap; this difference increases sharply with the HDI gap. These
results highlight a pattern of gender asymmetry when it comes to age in
cross-national couples across development gaps in both countries.

Among native women in cross-national unions (bottom, left pan-
els), for the largest origin groups (e.g., Germany, France, or the United
Kingdom), the pattern of spousal age differences is similar to the pattern
observed among native couples. Interestingly, the positive relationships be-
tween spousal age gaps and the HDI gap observed among nativemen reverse
in the case of native women. In both Spain and the United States, native
women tend to partner with men of similar age (e.g., from Venezuela)
and, in Spain, frequently with men younger than themselves (e.g., from
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390 GENDER ASYMMETR I E S IN CROSS-NAT IONAL COUPLES

Romania or Ecuador). Moreover, spousal age gaps tend to decrease and be-
come negative with an increasing HDI gap, which means that many native
women partner with men from less developed countries who are younger
than themselves. In the United States, the pattern is less clear with unions
with some nationalities exhibiting larger (e.g., Philippines) or smaller (e.g.,
Indonesia) than the average age gaps. Finally, there are some notable
regional patterns common to both countries. For example, age gaps smaller
than the average are clearly visible for the majority of Latin American (e.g.,
Mexico or Venezuela) and African countries (e.g., Morocco in Spain and
South Africa in the United States); in Spain, there is a clear division between
unions of native women with individuals from Western Europe (similar to
the age gap among natives) and Eastern Europe (mainly negative age gap).

Despite stark asymmetries in age between spouses in cross-national
couples and between unions of native women and native men, Figures 2
and 3 show that the educational profiles are rather similar across genders
(right panels). In Spain, both native men and native women who part-
ner with individuals from countries at a similar or higher development
level tend to be more educated than average (e.g., from Western European
countries like France or Germany or Latin American countries like Ar-
gentina). In a number of cases, this pattern reverses when a partner is from
a less developed country. For example, natives who form unions with mi-
grants from Romania or Morocco are average or less than average educated.
While the patterns are quite mixed in Spain, in the United States a pattern is
very consistent in that both native women and native men who form cross-
national unions are similarly or more educated than an average native who
partners with a native. This is except for native women in unions withMex-
icans and individuals from a few, mainly “small” Latin American countries,
who tend to be less educated than average. Overall, although native women
and men tend to form unions with individuals from very different origins,
as shown in Figure 1, except for a number of cases explained above, there
is a high degree of symmetry in their educational profiles in both countries
and there is evidence that, overall, cross-national couples largely involve
well-educated individuals.

Overall, while the results pertaining to the country of origin of in-
ternational partners and spousal age differences across the developmental
gaps are similar between Spain and the United States, the pattern pertaining
to education exhibits more heterogeneity between the two countries. The
difference can also be seen when comparing unions of natives with individ-
uals from particular origins that are present in both Spain and the United
States. For example, among many, the case of Colombia shows how unions
with individuals from that country exhibit similar patterns with respect to
our measure of gender asymmetry and age gaps, but this is less so the case
when it comes to the measures of education.
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Discussion

In this paper, we have shown that men aremore frequently present in cross-
national couples and such involvement differs by the country of birth of
the foreign spouse. More specifically, by plotting the country differences
in HDI, we have found that the presence of men, compared to women, in
cross-national couples increases with the HDI gap, showing that gender im-
balances in the characteristics of cross-national unions are higher when the
immigrant partner comes from a less-developed country. Given that indi-
viduals from many non-EU and low-development countries face barriers to
migrating to Western countries, marriage can be an opportunity for migra-
tion (Charsley et al. 2020) not only in transnational communities but also
in cross-national couples (Elwert 2020).

If, for explanatory purposes, we use development as a proxy for tra-
dition and level of gender inequality, our results suggest that the involve-
ment of men in cross-national couples increases when the foreign partner
comes from more “traditional” countries. For the majority of unions where
the foreign-born spouse comes from a country with a level of development
close to those of Spain and the United States, the distribution of men and
women is close to equal; when the development gap reverses, the distribu-
tion is in favor of women. Cross-national couples involving Japanese and
South Koreans are the exception to this rule, as despite having similar lev-
els of HDI, these couples involve mainly native men. Precisely, these are
two of the countries in which HDI might not proxy well the level of gender
(in)equality. Interestingly, in the analysis where the gender roles gap based
on the World Values Survey measure is used instead of the HDI gap, Japan
and South Korea fit well into the average pattern (see Figure A1 in the Sup-
porting Information). Asian countries tend to be gender asymmetric and
exhibit a more “traditional” pattern, which might also explain why native
women are not involved with international partners from these countries.

A second finding is that the gap in development is also correlated with
the spousal age gap. Cross-national couples of nativemenwithwomen from
countries with a lower HDI typically involve women younger than aver-
age and younger than their native spouse. Age differences widen as the
gap in development increases. Our results contest the idea that being in a
cross-national union is associated withmore gender-equal attitudes (Braack
and Milewski 2019). Instead, our findings suggest that whether such atti-
tudes translate into gender equality in spousal characteristics may highly
depend on the origin country of the immigrant spouse and its level of de-
velopment. The age difference patterns observed in native men–immigrant
women cross-national couples replicate traditional marriage patterns with
the woman being considerably younger than the man, which is not only
a representation of male superiority (Bourdieu 2002) but potentially has
consequences for women’s careers.
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392 GENDER ASYMMETR I E S IN CROSS-NAT IONAL COUPLES

The association between the spousal age difference and the HDI gap,
however, differs by gender. Among native women, the age gap decreases
with a growing developmental gap. The case of Spanish women is very
clear in this respect. Women who partner with men from less developed
countries are either of the same age or even older than them, thus revers-
ing the traditional age gap. Results suggest that these women (albeit smaller
in number than men) might be showing reversed age-hypergamic patterns.
A similar pattern is observed in the United States, although it is much less
clear. Women from the United States who are in unions with men from
more traditional countries are closer in age than when they are in unions
with natives, but this is not the case for all origins. Native women’s cross-
national union patterns thus challenge traditional marriage patterns with
regard to the male–female age gap.

Regarding education, men and women involved in cross-national
couples are in general more educated than their counterparts partnering
with natives. This is clearly the case for almost all types of unions in the
United States, but it is somewhat less clear in Spain. These findings suggest
that there is no gender difference among the native population regarding
selectivity into these unions with respect to education. Overall, it is this im-
portant to highlight that, for some origins, despite being from countries with
lower development levels, immigrant spouses are highly educated, which
suggests that these individuals come from higher socioeconomic strata of
the origin country (e.g., Mexico, Venezuela, or Argentina). This means that
foreign partners of natives might be positively selected when it comes to
their educational profiles.

Overall, the study of cross-national unions, which now represent
around or more than 10 percent of the cases for individuals aged 30–39
and are likely to raise in the future, is opening a new opportunity to study
the endurance of traditional arrangements and hypergamic patterns. Our
results on the differences between native men and native women when it
comes to the HDI of the country of origin of the foreign spouse, as well
as spousal age gaps, are consistent with the idea that traditional gender
norms in marriage formation might have not completely disappeared in
high-income countries. At the same time, some native women might be
challenging this pattern by forming unions with younger men from coun-
tries with a lower development level. We thus posit that the study of cross-
national couples has the potential to capture and reflect the prevailing gen-
der ideologies equally well, or possibly even better, than the study of gender
differences in unions among natives. The results of this study invite us to
conceptualize the marriage market from a global perspective and test in fu-
ture research if the partner exchange across societies at different levels of
development is gendered. Our results support this idea. Forming unions
across borders could be seen as a strategy to bridge the gaps produced by
internal mismatches due to changes in gender roles and expectations.
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This study does not come without limitations. First and foremost,
our study is only on two immigration countries, Spain and the United
States. While our study is limited by data availability, we encourage fur-
ther research on other contexts to study gendered patterns of cross-national
unions. We have focused on prevailing couples with different durations.
Some of the cross-national couples formed around the same time as the
ones observed in this research might have dissolved by the census date.
We have not distinguished between married and cohabiting couples, which
might display different patterns. International migrants from certain origins
might be more prone to marry than cohabit if acquiring citizenship of legal
residence is at stake. However, this should, in principle, not imply any gen-
der difference. We also do not know when and where these couples were
formed. As the world becomes increasingly globalized and web dating is
widening the partner search, some couples might have met online. Because
of partners increasingly meeting online, it should also not be assumed that
the gender differences we find are purely reflecting the gender composi-
tion of migrants, as some of the unions could have been formed abroad.
Despite these limitations, our evidence suggests gendered interactions
between native populations and international partners, which were rela-
tively unknown to social scientists.
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Note

1 We have considered alternative mea-
sures that could potentially be better suited
to capture the degree of gender inequalities
between countries. We decided not to use
the United Nations GII as it is strongly corre-
lated with HDI with the disadvantage of be-
ing available for fewer countries than HDI.
The indicator from the World Value Survey

based on the question “Men make better po-
litical leaders than women” is considered a
good proxy of gender roles but its disadvan-
tage is that it is available for an even lower
number of countries. Nonetheless, we ex-
ploited that alternative measure and it points
to similar conclusions as those when HDI is
used (see the Supporting Information).
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