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Research Article

The Geographic Context of Male Nuptiality in Western Germany
During the 1980s and 1990s

Karsten Hank 1

Abstract

This paper studies the relationship between characteristics of men’s place of residence
and the probability of entering marriage in western Germany during the 1980s and
1990s. We link micro-information from the German Socio-Economic Panel Study
(GSOEP) with district-level data to estimate discrete-time multilevel logit models. Our
results support the widely accepted idea about the importance of men’s individual
economic status in marital decisions. They furthermore indicate a negative relationship
between women’s aggregate labor force participation and male transition rates to
marriage, which could be interpreted as evidence for the popular ‘economic
independence hypothesis’ of marital behavior. Complementary, we put forward an
interpretation of female employment rates as indicators of a region’s degree of
secularization, for example. Consistent with a previous study on female nuptiality in
Germany, our findings (which also include a significant latent contextual effect) suggest
that a man’s propensity to marry is influenced by the regional socio-cultural milieu he
lives in.
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1. Introduction

Marked spatial patterns of differences in family formation behavior have continued to
exist not only between, but also within industrialized countries. The increasing attention
that the interrelation between individuals and their regional social context has lately
received in family demography (e.g., Hoem 2000; Kravdal 2002; Teachman and
Crowder 2002) is an important step towards a better understanding particularly of the
latter phenomenon.

For the contemporary western German setting, Hank (2002a; 2002b) has recently
investigated the role of contextual influences in women’s family formation behavior
(Note 1). Applying multilevel discrete-time logit models to data from the German
Socio-Economic Panel Study (GSOEP), the author shows that (i) basically all regional
heterogeneity in women’s entry into parenthood is due to differences in the
respondents’ marital status, while there (ii) remains a significant regional variation in
women’s transition to first marriage, which can neither be explained by population
composition, nor by structural contextual effects related to the degree of urbanization or
local labor market characteristics, for example. Hank (2002b) concludes that regional
influences on fertility behavior do not have an autonomous quality, but are merely
mediated through a latent contextual effect on women’s marriage probabilities, which
he attributes to differences in regional socio-cultural milieus, e.g. regarding collective
expectations concerning the timing and sequencing of events in the transition to
adulthood.

Following-up on this research, the present paper investigates the relationship
between properties of the geographic context, which we define at the district (i.e. Kreis)
level, and men’s risk of entering marriage in the 1980s and 1990s (Note 2). The
intention is to check whether the findings of Hank’s previous study on female nuptiality
hold when the attention is turned to men, or whether there are gender specific
contextual determinants of marital behavior (cf. Lloyd and South 1996). Thus, our
paper also contributes to the so far sparse literature on the family formation of men
(e.g., Goldscheider and Kaufman 1996; Greene and Biddlecom 2001) (Note 3).

To illustrate the relevance of taking into account the individual’s regional social
context in our analysis, the following section briefly describes the main factors
supposed to influence the transition to first marriage (see Hank [2002a] for a broader
theoretical discussion).
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2. A contextual view on marital behavior

In a social situation where entering marriage and parenthood are still closely related
events, but unmarried cohabitation has become a normality that offers many of the
benefits of marriage, it is crucial to understand, under which circumstances individuals
decide to marry (e.g., Waite et al. 2000).

At the micro-level of decision-making, it has often been argued that marriage risks
should depend on the individual’s position in the life-course, the educational
attainment, the economic status, the family background, and value orientations (e.g.,
Clarkberg et al. 1995; Cooney and Hogan 1991; Oppenheimer 2000). With regard to
determinants at the contextual level, previous research has primarily focussed on
marriage market characteristics (e.g., Lichter et al. 1991), where the selection of
potential mates is likely to grow out of spatially circumscribed social networks (South
and Crowder 2000: 1069; Lengerer 2001). When analyzing local marriage markets, it is
useful to distinguish between the ‘quantity’ and the ‘quality’ of the pool of eligible
partners. Results of a study by Lloyd and South (1996: 1114) show that a “surplus in
the quantity of females facilitates men’s marital transitions by enhancing their
assortative mating process”, which is consistent with theories of marital search behavior
(e.g., Oppenheimer 1988). These models also point to the role of quality considerations
in marriage decisions, where an individual’s propensity to marry should increase with
the local supply of economically attractive partners, with whom resources can be
pooled (e.g., Lichter et al. 1991). However, female labor force participation and higher
levels of female educational attainment result in greater economic independence of
women, which is frequently suggested to “serve as a deterrent to men’s marriage
formation” (Lloyd and South 1996: 1114) (Note 4).

Marriage markets are part of broader regional opportunity structures (e.g., Hank
2002a: Section 2.2). Since a man’s potential income is a function of individual
employment and educational characteristics plus macro-level economic factors, the
individual’s perception of the economy should affect his propensity to form a family. If
labor market prospects are poor, for example, men might be reluctant to contract a
marriage, because it is uncertain whether they will be able to fulfill their traditional role
as the family’s primary breadwinner in the future (independent of their current
individual employment status).

Probably the most-cited contextual determinant of individual behavior is an area’s
level of urbanization (e.g., Courgeau 1989). It has been argued, for example, that rural-
urban differentials are likely to mark different socio-cultural milieus regarding family-
related attitudes and values. Moreover, the effect of neighborhood-specific social
interactions on marital timing “weakens as the size of the larger geographic area in
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which the neighborhood is embedded increases” (South and Crowder 2000: 1073),
because there is less cohesion and involvement in urban than in rural communities.

Since the prime issue of interest here is not partnership formation in general, i.e.
finding a suitable mate, but entry into marriage, i.e. the choice of a specific type of
union, collective behavioral expectations in the actor’s social environment might be
even more relevant for his decision-making than structural marriage market conditions.
Variations in the degree of modernization and individualization, for example, have been
proposed to be a major determinant of spatial patterns in the prevalence of different
modes of union formation and living arrangements among young couples (e.g., Klein
2000: 61f.; Lichter et al. 1991: 847). Age- and sequencing-norms attached to family
transitions are likely to vary across contexts, but are difficult to measure empirically
(e.g., Marini 1984). For this reason in particular, it is crucial to account for unobserved
regional heterogeneity in our models.

3. Data and method

3.1 Data source and variables

The individual-level data used in this paper were made available by the German Socio-
Economic Panel Study (GSOEP) at the German Institute for Economic Research (DIW
Berlin) (see SOEP Group [2001] for a description of the data set). This longitudinal
survey was started in western Germany in 1984, and is conducted annually since then.
The full marital history of all respondents who participate in the survey is provided with
the data. In this paper, only men’s transition to first marriage until 1999 is considered.

The GSOEP can be linked to Kreise, i.e. district-level data. Unfortunately,
information on the regional variables is mostly available for two points in time only.
The German Youth Institute (DJI) provides regional indicators at the Kreis-level for the
second half of the 1980s, while contextual information for the mid-1990s is drawn from
the regional database of the German statistical offices (‘Statistik regional’). Therefore,
time-varying aggregate variables cannot change their value annually, but only between
two equally long periods lasting from 1984 to 1991, and from 1992 to 1999,
respectively.

Only respondents from the two original GSOEP subsamples are included in the
analysis, i.e. western Germans and foreigners from Greece, Italy, Spain, Turkey, and
former Yugoslavia, who already lived in Germany in 1984. Individuals who move
during the study period from one Kreis to another are followed to their new place of
residence. The sample consists of 2,880 never-married men, who are observed from age
20 onwards, unless this age was reached before the first year of observation. The upper
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age limit is 40 years. Since each respondent is allowed to contribute multiple
observations, this leads to 15,223 individual records, nested within 300 Kreise (out of
328 Kreise in the population). The number of observed first marriages in the period
1984 to 1999 is 850. See Table 1 for further descriptive sample statistics.

We use the following individual-level control variables in the analysis:

� the respondent’s age and age squared,
� a set of time-varying binary variables, indicating the highest educational

degree at the time of each interview: in education, no degree, vocational
degree (reference category), university degree,

� a time-varying binary variable that equals 1 if the respondent is full-time
employed,

� and a time-constant binary variable that equals 1 if the person belongs to the
oversample of foreigners the GSOEP.

The main variables of interest are characteristics of the man’s residential district:

� the average proportion of women in the local population aged 20 to 40 in
1995-1997 (in per cent) (time-constant),

� the local female labor force participation rate (in per cent) (time-varying,
1987/1995),

� a time-constant binary variable, indicating whether the district is defined as
rural area (i.e., population density is less than 150 inhabitants per km2), and

� the local unemployment rate (in per cent) (time-varying, 1987/1996).
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Table 1: Descriptive sample statistics

Variable Mean (Stdv.)
Individual level
Age 26.0 (4.8)
Age squared 698.4 (268.3)
In education .20
No vocational degree .18
Vocational degree .52
University degree .09
Full-time employed .59
Foreigner .23
Contextual level
Proportion of women 48.6 (0.8)
Female labor force participation (FLPR) 41.2 (3.4)
Rural area .17
Unemployment rate 8.6 (3.1)
N (events)
N (districts)
N (men)
N (records)

850
300

2,880
15,223

Note:
Mean values refer to person-years of observation.
Standard deviations are not displayed for binary variables.
Source: GSOEP 1984-1999, DJI Regionaldatenbank, Statistik regional 1999, author’s calculations.

3.2 The discrete-time multilevel logit model

This study uses discrete-time multilevel models to estimate a man’s risk of entering first
marriage within a one-year interval during the observation period (see Barber et al.
[2000] for a thorough methodological discussion). A common choice to specify how the
discrete-time hazard rate is determined, is the logistic regression function, where the
effect of a number of covariates on the log odds of the event is estimated (e.g.,
Yamaguchi 1991). Each time unit during which an individual is observed contributes a
separate and independent observation to the input data (Note 5). However, if individuals
are clustered within the same context, the standard assumption of independent
disturbances is violated. This may result in inefficient estimates of the macro-level
parameters and downwardly biased estimates of their standard errors. Multilevel
logistic regression models account for these problems (see Guo and Zhao [2000] for an
overview).
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In the analysis performed here, all regression coefficients other than the intercept are
constrained to be fixed across the regional units, i.e. we assume that the effect of the
explanatory variables on the log odds that a man contracts his first marriage within a
one-year interval t does not differ between contexts. This ‘random intercept model’
(Snijders and Bosker 1999: Chapter 4) takes the following form:

log[pijt/(1-pijt)] = b0 + b1xij + b2zijt + b3vj + b4wjt + u0j

where pijt is the probability of individual i in region j to marry in year t. xij and vj are
vectors of individual- and macro-level time-constant explanatory variables, while zijt

and wjt are vectors of time-varying explanatory variables at time t. The parameter b0 –
which is constrained to be equal across all years – represents the random intercept’s
fixed part, while the normally distributed macro-level error term u0j depicts its random
component.

The regional random coefficient u0j indicates that the intercept may vary over
contexts, i.e. it measures the deviation of each context from b0 (‘between-context
variance’). This accounts not only for the correlation between individuals nested within
the same context, but also captures otherwise unobserved regional effects.

4. Regression results

Two different models are estimated to analyze men’s transition to first marriage. In
Model 1, we use only individual-level explanatory variables, while Model 2 also
includes contextual variables. In both models, we control for unobserved heterogeneity
at the regional level. The regression results are displayed in Table 2.

The individual-level variables come out as expected. We find a non-monotonic
effect of age, i.e. a man’s propensity to enter marriage first increases with age, but
decreases at later stages in his life course. The education and employment variables
show that enrollment in education and having no vocational degree reduces the
marriage risk, while men with a university degree and those who are full-time employed
have a higher probability of contracting a marriage than their counterparts in the
reference categories. Finally, foreigners are more likely to marry than western Germans.

Neither the coefficients of the individual variables, nor the initial size of the highly
significant regional random effect are altered by the inclusion of contextual indicators
in Model 2. Our regional-level variables do not contribute to an explanation of the
between-context variance indicated by σu, and they do not improve the overall model fit
(Note 6). However, even so we find a significant influence of the female labor force
participation rate: a higher share of women in the labor force slightly reduces men’s risk
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of entering marriage. This result is consistent with previous findings for the US (see
Lloyd and South 1996).

Table 2: Results of multilevel discrete-time logit models

Model 1 Model 2
β s.e. Sig. β s.e. Sig.

Age .79 .09 *** .81 .09 ***
Age squared -.01 .00 *** -.01 .00 ***
In education -.35 .16 ** -.34 .16 **
No vocational degree -.20 .11 * -.20 .11 *
University degree .24 .11 ** .26 .11 **
Full-time employed .78 .11 *** .77 .11 ***
Foreign .38 .09 *** .38 .09 ***
Proportion of women - -.06 .05
FLPR - -.03 .01 **
Rural area - .03 .11
Unemployment rate - -.02 .01
Constant -14.93 1.27 *** -13.91 1.33 ***

σu .22 .07 ** .22 .07 **

-2 Log likelihood 6,206 6,196
Note:
Reference category for educational variables is ‘vocational degree’.
Significance:  *<.10;  **<.05;  ***<.01 .
Source: GSOEP 1984-1999, DJI Regionaldatenbank, Statistik regional 1999, author’s calculations.

5. Discussion

In recent years, a growing body of empirical research has investigated the influence of
contextual effects on individual behavior. At the same time, scholarly interest in the
demography of men has grown. Taking a multilevel perspective on male nuptiality in
western Germany, this paper jointly considers these two topics.

Our multivariate analysis underlines the well-known finding that men’s economic
status plays a major role for their marital behavior. Highly-educated and full-time
employed individuals clearly have the highest probability of getting married. At the
regional level, we find a negative relationship between the female labor force
participation rate and men’s marriage formation. This could be interpreted as evidence
in support of the hypothesis that increasing economic independence of women on the
local marriage market results in slower transition rates to first marriage for males.
However, despite its wide appeal, such an explanation is not without problems. In a
critical review of the literature, Oppenheimer (1997: 449) finds support for the
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‘independence hypothesis’ only in aggregate-level studies, while micro-level event-
history analyses “generally show that women’s educational attainment, employment,
and earnings either have little or no effect on marriage formation or, where they do have
an effect, find it to be positive”. This matches with results presented in Hank (2002b),
where no effect of the female labor force participation rate is detected, but terminating
education without degree is found to reduce a woman’s marriage risk (compared to
women with a vocational degree).

Thus, one should also consider a complementary interpretation of the role of
women’s aggregate employment in men’s marriage behavior. High female labor force
participation rates may not only point to contexts in which women depend less on a
husband’s economic support, but might also mark social environments that place
greater emphasis on individual autonomy and gender equity (cf. Lesthaeghe and Neels
2001; Sackmann and Häussermann 1994). Both are important dimensions of the
societal background for the ‘second demographic transition’. Following this approach,
differentials in the ideational domain – for example regarding the degree of
secularization – can be considered to be an underlying cause of the regional
heterogeneity in the propensity to contract a marriage, which we detect in our models.
The persistent and statistically significant latent contextual effect on men’s risk of
entering marriage moreover corroborates the results reported in Hank’s (2002b) study
of female nuptiality. These findings suggest that collective behavioral expectations and
value orientations related to family formation may be manifested in geographically
bound socio-cultural milieus. However, this explanation is far from being exclusive,
and there are likely to be unobserved economic factors that might have an impact on
marriage as well. Thus, further research is needed to identify more specifically, what
the behaviorally relevant contextual characteristics are, which eventually result in
regional differences in both men’s and women’s marital behavior.
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Appendix

Figure 1: Spatial distribution of average crude marriage rates by Kreis in western
Germany, 1986/93

CMR lower than 7.35   (79)
CMR 7.35 to 8.05   (175)
CMR higher than 8.05   (74)

Note:
The mean category represents Kreise in the second and third quartile of the distribution.
Source: DJI Regionaldatenbank, author’s representation.
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Notes

1.  Hank uses the following contextual-level predictors in his models: rural-urban
indicators, the child care provision rate, the share of employees in the service
sector, the unemployment rate, the female labor force participation rate, the crude
birth rate (crude marriage rate, respectively), and a measure of the district’s
ideational homogeneity in terms of denominational affiliation and party preference.
Individual-level control variables are: the respondent’s age and age squared, her
highest educational degree at the time of the survey in each year, ethnicity, marital
status (in the fertility analysis), and whether she has a pre-marital child (in the
marriage analysis).

2.  Figure 1 in the Appendix illustrates the spatial distribution of average regional
crude marriage rates in western Germany for the years 1986 and 1993.
Unfortunately, our data do not allow to calculate sex- or age-specific marriage
rates.

3.  In an overview of male fertility trends in industrialized countries, Coleman (2000:
32) notes that “[t]he dominant linkage of men’s economic position in the marriage
and fertility system of historical Western Europe with late and avoidable marriage
led to the apparent paradox that while almost all analysis of the pattern and trend of
fertility was conducted with respect to the employment and wage earning of men,
the indices of fertility and reproduction universally employed related to women
only and were based on women’s rates. […] Since the Second World War, and the
overturning of this Malthusian apple-cart based on single (male) earner households,
the balance of interest has moved further against men.”

4.  See Oppenheimer (1997) for a critical discussion of the so called ‘independence
hypothesis’.

5.  Since a person’s entry into first marriage is a non-repeatable event, no individual-
level unobserved heterogeneity factor can be identified.

6.  An alternative model specification that additionally included indicators suggested
by Hank (2002b) as potential measures of the strength of collective behavioral
expectations (namely the crude marriage rate and an indicator of the district’s
‘ideational homogeneity’) did not provide any further insights.




