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ABSTRACT

European bi-national marriages as a special case
of interethnic unions have received relatively
little attention in research. Existing studies on
interethnic marriage mainly orient on union
formation among non-western migrants and in
particular intermarriages between the majority
group and non-western migrants, which are
often perceived as indicators for integration.
European intermarriages can nonetheless be of
similar interest from the perspective of
European integration and identity formation. In
this article, we first study the patterns and
trends in bi-national European marriages in
Belgium. Second, we analyse the diversity in
bi-nationally married couples, and third, we
pinpoint the characteristics of these European
couples. We use the Belgian marriage register
data from 1989 to 2010 as well as the census data
from 2001. Our findings show that European
bi-national marriages are still relatively
limited in Belgium and that their numbers (and
proportion) have remained constant over time
over the past decade. There is nevertheless
variety in the level of intermarriage among
different nationality groups. Our analyses point
to six different types of European bi-national
marriages with different characteristics of the
partners and their place of residence. Copyright
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

Mixed marriages between partners of a
different ethnicity or nationality have
often been used as an indicator of

social integration and fading group boundaries
(cf. Barth, 1969; Kalmijn, 1998; Qian and Lichter
2007; Kalmijn and Van Tubergen, 2010). As a
consequence, the bulk of intermarriage literature
in Europe focuses on the marriages between
partners from non-western minority groups with
the native population (for exceptions, see Behtoui,
2010; Celikaksoy et al., 2010; Koelet et al., 2012).
Discussions on Europe’s social integration recently
started to attract attention to European bi-national
marriages (Delhey, 2004; Hooghe andMarks, 2004;
Delanty, 2005; Bach et al., 2006; Diez Medrano,
2008; European Commission, 2011; Lanzieri,
2011). In this literature, European intermarriage
(cf. Lauth, 2002; Braun and Recchi, 2008) is
often considered as both an indicator and
motor of European integration.

In this article, we focus on Belgium and shed
light on the trends and patterns of these marriages
as well as the characteristics of the partners
involved. First, what is the prevalence of European
intermarriage in Belgium (i.e.marriages conducted
between two partners of a different European
nationality) and what are the trends in these
marriages over time? Second, we question which
EU nationals Belgians mainly marry to by also
looking at the propensities for Belgian European
intermarriages. Finally, we explore the level of
diversity among the group of European bi-national
married by origin, individual, and couple charac-
teristics. We use the Belgian marriage register and
census data and define European bi-national
marriages as marriages between partners of a
different European nationality at the time of
marriage. This definition encompasses both cross-
border marriages and marriages between two
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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different European nationals living already in the
same country.

Belgium is an interesting case for studying
European bi-national marriages. Several large EU
neighbours surround the country and share one
of the three official languages spoken in Belgium.
Its capital, Brussels, is the informal capital of the
European Union and attracts many Europeans
who come to work in European institutions and
multinationals located in and around the city
(Huysseune and Jans, 2008; Gatti, 2009). The
Belgian foreign population is by consequence char-
acterised by an overrepresentation of Europeans
and in particular EU citizens (CGKR, 2009). In
2010, more than two-thirds of all foreigners living
in Belgium were EU citizens as compared with an
average of around 38% for all EU27 countries
(CGKR, 2012). It is argued that the different regions
and linguistic communities in Belgium prevent the
country from being a national society with a well-
defined single dominant identity (Favell, 2001,
2008). In the multilingual Brussels, Europeans may
be able to integrate as in a denationalised space
(less national and more cosmopolitan) providing
opportunities for the development of new identi-
ties. In this paper, we look at the extent towhich this
opportunity structure is reflected in European bi-
national marriages by studying trends in and deter-
minants of these relationships.

BI-NATIONAL MARRIAGES IN A EUROPE
WITHOUT FRONTIERS: PREVALENCE AND
TRENDS

Union formation literature emphasises the impor-
tance of the opportunities to meet and interact
socially on the chances for members of different
groups to intermarry (Blau, 1994; Kalmijn, 1998;
Johnson and Jacobson, 2005). The free mobility
realised within the European Union potentially
allows many more and increasing meeting oppor-
tunities among EU citizens. The first steps toward
a single market in which goods, capital, services,
and people would be able to move freely were
taken in 1957, when Belgium and five other
European countries signed the Treaty of Rome
establishing the European Economic Community,
forerunner of the European Union. The initiative
was mainly economically motivated, although it
also aimed to achieve a closer union of citizens
and Member States. Integrating the market was
merely a means to this end (O’Dowd, 2003). The
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Single European Act of 1986 set the framework
for abolishment of the last barriers and obstacles
to the Single Market, and the Treaty of Maastricht
in 1993 paved the way for a European Monetary
Union and an integrated market.

However, this ‘Europe without frontiers’ did
not immediately yield a high degree of internal
European mobility. Even today, internal migration
of EU citizens in Europe is relatively limited
(Threlfall, 2003). Only four percent of the EU
population (EU27) has ever moved to another
European country (Bonin et al., 2008, 4), and less
than half a percent of Europeans at working
age migrate across European borders (Boeri
et al., 2002; Bonin et al., 2008). The number of
Europeans that live in another European country
has nevertheless increased during past decades
and so has the relative proportion of European
compared with non-European immigrants
(Vasileva, 2009). Between 2001 and 2010, the
proportion of foreigners living in one of the
EU27 countries increased from 4.5% to 6.5%,
whereas the proportion of Europeans among
them increased from 34% to 38% (Eurostat 2011).
The face of international migration in Europe
seems to be changing as Europeans take on an
ever-larger share in recent immigration flows to
various EU member states (Salt and Almeida
2006). The recent increase in immigration in
Belgium and the Netherlands is likewise mainly
due to the growing number of European
immigrants (de Valk et al., 2011).

The European mobility trends recently
observed lead to new contacts and links raising
the odds of meeting someone of another European
nationality or coming into contact with other EU
nationals on a daily basis. In the intermarriage
literature, Blau and his colleagues identify a
number of structural characteristics facilitating
social contact (Blau, 1977, 1994; Blau and Schwartz,
1984). The degree of heterogeneity in the popula-
tion is one of the factors found to correlate
positively with the level of exogamous unions
among a population (Blau and Schwartz, 1984).
The European integration project may thus lead
to Europeanisation of the marriage market. Other
influences expand the potential for partners of
different nationalities to meet even further. In a
world marked by international connections via
internet, cheap airline tickets, and widespread
telephone networks, social networks may become
ever more fluid and international. In line with this,
Popul. Space Place (2013)
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some recent studies suggest that the local context
is losing importance for the marriage market
(cf. Niedomysl et al., 2010; Glowsky, 2011) and
one could expect marriages across borders to
become more important.

Some studies in the US (Kalmijn, 1998: 410)
and the UK (Muttarak, 2009) indeed show that
interethnic marriages are increasing. For the
Netherlands, intermarriage patterns in turn seem
to be relatively stable, although there is large
variation between origin groups (de Valk et al.,
2004). The few analyses focusing explicitly on
European bi-national marriages in France and
Portugal seem to suggest that this type of inter-
marriage is on the increase (Prioux, 2004; Gaspar,
2008). In Belgium, quantitative data on size and
trends are scarce, and most work includes quali-
tative studies on interethnic unions with those
of Moroccan and Turkish descent (Lievens,
1998, 1999; Yalçin et al., 2006; Lodewyckx et al.,
2006; Timmerman et al. 2009; D’Haenens 1995;
Reniers and Lievens, 1997; Colpaert, 2000). We
explore both prevalence and time trends of bi-
national marriages in Belgium, which are guided
by a first set of expectations based on the mobi-
lity and meeting opportunities of partners in
Europe. Given the relatively limited European
mobility, we expect that marriages between two
partners of a different European nationality are
still rather uncommon and refer to a minor pro-
portion of all marriages. At the same time, we
expect that this proportion in bi-national Eur-
opean marriage has increased in the past decade.
NATIONAL COMPOSITION OF BI-NATIONAL
MARRIAGES

Although increased mobility and interconnec-
tivity within the European Union may facilitate
European bi-national marriages, this may not be
sufficient. Studies on intermarriage have argued
and demonstrated the preference for marrying a
partner who is as similar as possible on a range of
characteristics (Kalmijn, 1998: 399; Kalmijn 1998;
van Tubergen and Maas, 2007). Earlier research
indicates that for a long-term relationship to
develop, it is important that partners accept each
other as socially equal or as belonging to ‘the
in-group’ (Qian and Lichter, 2007). Only then can
barriers in social interaction and intimacy be over-
come and diminished.
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
The influence of social proximity of other
European nationalities is therefore crucial for
understanding the mechanisms behind European
intermarriages. The geographical proximity of
neighbouring countries can moreover increase
social proximity through exchange and meeting
opportunities. In line with this, Offe (2000: 78)
indicates that Europeans do not confer in-group
status to all other Europeans but that this is
typically limited for a select group of Europeans
mainly those coming from neighbouring countries.
Moreover, the integration of migrants in the host
society will also have an effect on the blurring
of group boundaries (Alba, 2005). As migrants
reside longer and the second generation grows,
opportunities for interaction and social acceptance
rise. This will, for example, apply to traditional
labour migrants from Southern Europe (e.g. Italy,
Spain, and Greece) in Belgium who have resided
in the country already for half a century now. The
same may hold for EU citizens from the old EU
members states where more time has passed that
allows for the blurring or fading of social boundaries
than is the case for the citizens from the new EU
member states.

Given the importance of these preferences in
considering potential marriage partners mainly
when they are equal, leads us to expect that
there will be variation in the level to which
bi-national marriages occur between Belgians
and other EU nationals. In line with the theory
on geographical and social proximity, as indi-
cators for in-group preference, our second set
of expectations is that bi-national marriages
between a Belgian partner and an EU neighbour-
ing country (the Netherlands, France, Germany,
and Luxembourg) as well as a Belgian and South-
ern European national (as a result of fading social
boundaries) are more common than is the case
for other EU nationalities.

TYPES OF COUPLES AND DIVERSITY

Intermarriage literature has indicated that some
characteristics of the individual and couple are
likely to affect the chances of exogamy. It has
shown the relevance of cultural distance for the
chances of interethnic unions (Dribe and Lundh,
2008, 2012; Kalmijn and Van Tubergen 2010). Also,
intra-Europeanmarried couples are not a homoge-
nous group and also for these marriages factors
related to (cultural) distance indicated by, for
Popul. Space Place (2013)
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example, origin, period of residence, and immigrant
generation are potentially important. In an
explorative paper on European intermarriage,
Gaspar (2008: 20) links the diversity in intermar-
riages to migration background and migration
motives distinguishing four types of EU migrants
in relation to European bi-national marriage. In
addition to the traditional labour migrants (e.g.
from Portugal and Spain to France and Germany),
the ‘recent labour migrants’ between new and old
EU countries (e.g. from Poland to Germany and
France; Romania to Spain and Portugal), and
migrants from neighbouring countries (e.g. the
Swedes and Finns; Portuguese and Spanish), she
emphasises the emergence of a group of EU free
movers taking advantage of the social–political
options provided by the common market of the
EU. In the literature on European transnationalism
andmobility,most attention is also devoted to these
‘free movers’, sometimes also called ‘Eurostars’
(Favell, 2003, 2008). They are a privileged group
of usually highly educated European immigrants,
who come from the educated middle or upper
class. Characteristic of these ‘free movers’ is that
their mobility is not so much motivated by eco-
nomic necessity but that it is free and for personal
or professional reasons (Lindenfeld and Varro,
2008). They migrate in favourable circumstances,
and also, favourable circumstances usually await
them after migration. We expect to find each of
the four types of EU migrants as distinguished by
Gaspar (2008) to be represented in the bi-national
married population of Belgium. However,
because the group of free movers is only a rather
recent phenomenon in EU migration, we expect
their share in the Belgian married population to
be still relatively small.

Earlier work on partner choice has also indi-
cated the relevance of a range of individual charac-
teristics beyond nationality. The probability of
mixed marriage increases for example with
migrant generation (Khoo, 2004) and ismore likely
among higher educated than lower educated
(see Kulczycki and Lobo, 2002; Chiswick and
Houseworth, 2011). In addition, several studies
show that intermarriage is gendered, but the
direction of the relationship varies according to
ethnic group (Celikaksoy et al., 2010; Sánchez-
Domínguez et al., 2011). Here we take these
individual characteristics into account and explore
the diversity in characteristics among bi-national
married couples in Belgium.
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
DATA, DEFINITIONS, AND METHODS

In this paper, we focus on both the newly contracted
European bi-national marriages between 1989 and
2010 using the marriage register as well as the
stock of European bi-national marriages based on
the 2001 census (also referred to as SEE, 2001). The
Belgian marriage register includes all marriages
registered in Belgiumper year and provides uswith
information on the incidence of mixed marriages,
that is, all new (mixed) marriages in a given period
of time (Kalmijn, 1998, 404). The data are suitable
for exploring our first research questions on recent
(patterns and trends in) European bi-national
marriages. Because these data include little back-
ground information on the partners in these
marriages, we turn to the Belgian census to study
the diversity in European bi-national marriages
by individual and couple characteristics. The
census allows studying the prevalence of European
bi-national marriages and their characteristics in
the total married population residing in Belgium.

We define European bi-national marriages as
marriages between partners with a different
European nationality at the time of marriage.
This definition potentially is sensitive to nation-
ality changes as nationality at time of marriage
might differ from nationality at time of birth.
However, overall nationals of the European Union
(EU15) decide to change their nationality much
less often than non-EU nationals (CGKR, 2009).
Furthermore, additional analysis (not shown here)
on the nationality ofmarried partners using the cen-
suses of 1991 and 2001 shows that the largemajority
of married Belgians who had another EU national-
ity at birth have taken on the Belgian nationality
only after their marriage (78%)1, suggesting that
bias is rather limited for our study population. In
addition, one should be aware that the definition
based on nationality implies that we also capture
the second generation among EU nationals: those
who have a foreign EU nationality but were born
in Belgium (this is the case when both parents had
a foreign nationality at time of birth of their child).

We use the marriage register to study recent bi-
national marriages (2010) as well as the evolution
of these marriages between 1989 and 2010. This
time frame allows us to compare over time
and disentangle between the situation before
European unification in 1993 and during the per-
iod of consolidation of the European single mar-
ket. We furthermore distinguish between EU12
Popul. Space Place (2013)
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and EU27, because different countries entered the
Union during the period under study.

Furthermore, the marriage register is used to
study popular nationality combinations in European
bi-national marriages, as well as the propensity
for each European nationality to engage in a
European bi-national marriage. For the latter, we
use an adjusted intermarriage index based on the
Intermarriage Index Z developed by Schoen
(1988). The literature on intermarriage provides a
large range of indicators to study endogamy
and/or exogamy (for an overview, see Kalmijn
1998; Lanzieri, 2011). In a recent study, Lanzieri,
(2011) compares a number of these indicators, all
representing an index of exogamy and bounded
to vary in a known interval. Schoen’s Intermar-
riage Index Z is found to be one of the most robust
indicators, which include simple transformations
of well-known association indexes such as Yule’s
Q (comparable with odds ratios), Gray’s V and
index H (also Yule’s phi). It is also the only indica-
tor including information on the population and
therefore independent from the age–sex–group
composition of the population.

The Intermarriage Index Z determines to what
extent two groups are inclined to engage in an
exogamous marriage. Schoen (1988, 214) proposes
to use a simplified version2, Z0, when specific
information on age at migration is not available
for the whole population. Our adapted version3,
Z0a, is no longer confined to two groups but
measures the attraction between one specific
European nationality and all other European
nationalities. The index relates the bi-national
marriages among men and women of a specific
nationality between 2005 and 2010 to the number
of men and women of this nationality present in
Table 1. Descriptives of the variables used in the cluster ana
second generation excluded).

N Minimu

Age at migration (absolute years) 106 383 0
Timing of marriage after migration

(in absolute years)
106 323 �58

<10 km from border municipality (1 yes) 120 839 0
Highest educational level 108 534 0
(0 no qualification – 13 post-graduate
qualification)

Source: SEE 2001 – ADSEI, own calculations.

Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
the population on 1 January 2008. It takes a value
between 0 (no intermarriage) and 1 (only intermar-
riage); a value of 0.5 indicates random partner
selection in which nationality is of no relevance
for partner choice.

To explore the composition and background
characteristics of bi-national married couples,
we turn to the census of 2001, which includes
more individual and partner characteristics.
These analyses include all bi-nationally married
in the Belgian population. Nationality at time of
birth will be used to best approximate the defini-
tion of European bi-national marriages used with
the marriage register.

To describe the diversity in European bi-
national marriages, a K-means cluster analysis
is conducted. Information on the non-native
European partner in the couple is used to
discriminate between typical clusters of married
persons. In case both partners are non-native,
we use information on the most recently immi-
grated partner. Marriages between partners of
the second generation are not included but a priori
classified as an additional cluster. To distinguish
the other clusters, we use four characteristics: (i)
age at migration, (ii) years in Belgium at marriage,
(iii) highest educational level, and (iv) closeness to
the border of a neighbouring country. Descriptives
for the measures are presented in Table 1.

Age at migration allows identifying not only
the second generation but also those of the
in-between generation (those who migrated at
young age). Number of years in Belgium at the
time of marriage is added to identify the couples
that have married before (negative value) or
after (positive value) migration to Belgium. High-
est educational level allows for distinguishing
lysis (N=120 839, marriages between partners of the

m Maximum Mean
Standard
deviation

87 19.2 12.2
78 8.3 11.9

1 0.2 0.4
13 4 (median) 6

Lower secondary
education

Popul. Space Place (2013)
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Table 2. Distribution of the Belgian population by
nationality, 2010 (absolute and percentages).

N %

Belgian nationals 9 839 239 90
Foreign nationals 1 057 666 10
EU-15 619 792 59
EU27 (excl. EU15) 98 363 9
Other European countries 84 613 8
Africa 157 592 15
Asia 66 633 6
America 29 615 3
Oceania 1058 0.1

Source: CGKR 2012:28 – own calculations.
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marriages of free movers from those of traditional
or more recent low skilled migrants and consists
of 13 ordinal categories, ranging from ‘no qualifi-
cation’ (1) to a ‘post-graduate qualification’ (13).
To identify the bi-national marriages resulting
from the proximity to neighbouring countries,
we calculate the distance from the current place
of residence to the centre of the nearest munici-
pality bordering a neighbouring country. Couples
who live at a distance of less than 10 km of such a
place and who are married to a partner with a
nationality of a neighbouring country are distin-
guished from those living further away or who
have no partner of such nationality. Because clus-
ter analysis calculates distances between cases to
identify homogeneous groups, and because
variables are measured on a different scale, all
variables are standardised.

The K-means cluster analysis requires a decision
on the number of clusters beforehand. Because we
could not assess the exact number of relevant
clusters, the analysis was repeated several times
with different number of clusters, until the clusters
could neither be divided into smaller, more mean-
ingful groups, nor aggregated without losing
relevant information.4 This resulted in a six cluster
solution. Two of these referred to marriages in
which the most recently immigrated partner
belonged to the in-between generation but who
differed on educational level. Because this distinc-
tion is not relevant for our study, these two clusters
were merged. This left us with five clusters, which
were then complemented by the additional (sixth)
cluster of European bi-national married of the
second generation.

Before presenting our findings, it is relevant to
provide some background on immigration to and
migrants in Belgium. Immigration to Belgium has
significantly increased over the past 60 years.
Immigration was characterised by recruitment
of labour migrants and colonial migrants in the
1950s and 1960s and has changed to asylum
migration and family reunification in the decades
thereafter. A typical feature of migration to
Belgium has been the strong representation of
European migrants in the flows. Since 1993, EU
citizens can move free in the EU member states
including Belgium. But it is only since the turn
of the new century that European immigration
to Belgium increased substantially, that is, after
the accession of new member states to the EU in
2004 and 2007. Until very recent though (1 May
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
2009), citizens from these states were subjected
to transitional measures limiting their free move-
ment to Belgium5, and these measures are still in
place for Romanians and Bulgarians today (until
31 December 2013). Nationals of EU15 countries
take on the largest share in the recent migration
flows to Belgium (especially the French (12.3%)
and Dutch (8.8%)), representing over a third of
all recent immigrations. Nationals from the new
member states represent another 19% including
substantial shares of Polish (9.9%) and Romanians
(6.1%). Nationals from third (non-EU) countries
make up the other half of recent immigrations (in
particular, from Morocco (9.1%) and Turkey
(3.1%)) (OECD 2011; CGKR 2012).

The foreign population of Belgium (2010) com-
prises just over one million people, or one out of
10 residents have a foreign nationality (Table 2).
More than two-thirds of foreign nationals are
European (EU27) and more than half have a
nationality from a EU15 country. Also, four of the
five largest foreign nationality groups are EU15
(not in Table) – Italian (16%), French (13%), Dutch
(13%), and Spanish (4%) – whereas Moroccans
rank fourth (8%).

EUROPEAN BI-NATIONAL MARRIAGES:
PATTERNS AND TRENDS

To answer our first research question, we focus on
the patterns of bi-national European marriages
using the marriage registers. For 2010, we find that
one in six marriages include at least one partner of
a foreign nationality (Table 3). Some of these
marriages are uni-national (both partners have
the same foreign nationality), but the vast majority
Popul. Space Place (2013)
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is bi-national. The proportion of European bi-
nationalmarriages is as expected relativelymodest:
one in 16 marriages (6.4%) and the large major-
ity of them include partners from the ‘old’
EU12 countries.

A further analysis of the marriage records
from 1989 to 2010 indicates that contrary to our
expectation based on increased mobility and
diminishing borders, the number and proportion
of European bi-national marriages have not been
rising over the past two decades (Figure 1).
Trends are quite stable and slightly decreasing,
in contrast to the trends in the total number of
bi-national marriages including partners from
outside the EU. The latter type of marriages
has risen steeply between 1998 and 2004 but
is on the decrease in recent years. For both the
number and proportion of European bi-national
marriages, we find that they have been declining.
Between 1989 and 2010, their numbers have
halved (from 4792 marriages in 1989 to 2698
Table 3. International and bi-national marriages in the
total number of marriages registered in Belgium, 2010
(absolute and percentages).

N %

Total number of marriages registered
in 2010

42 159 100

Marriages with at least one foreign
partner

7 245 17.2

Bi-national marriages 6 333 15.0
European bi-national marriages (EU27) 2 698 6.4
European bi-national marriages (EU12) 2 360 5.6

Source: Marriage Register 2010 – ADSEI, own adaptation.
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marriages in 2010), which is entirely attributable
to the decline in marriages between partners from
the ‘old’ EU countries (from 4.625 marriages to
2.360). The proportional trend indicates a more
modest decline from 7.5% EU27 bi-national
marriages in 1989 to 6.4% in 2010. In any case,
these data do not show a clear effect of the intro-
duction of the Single Market in 1993 nor of
the increased possibilities for mobility by the
accession of the new EU member states in 2004.

When looking at the nationality composition
of the European bi-national marriages contracted
in the most recent period (2006–2010), we find
that 93% include a Belgian partner (Table 4).
Analyses for the individual separate years show
a similar pattern. The Belgian–French, Belgian–
Dutch, and Belgian–Italian couples account for
as much as 62% of all European bi-national
marriages registered between 2006 and 2010.
The first two partner nationality combinations
suggest a significant border effect. The cultural
proximity between France and Wallonia and the
Netherlands and Flanders, as well as the familiarity
related to their geographical proximity and shared
language, creates a significant affinity between
these ‘neighbours’. Apart from this, the substantial
migration from Italy (one of the main labour
migration streams in the 1950s and 1960s) is also
reflected in the current levels of bi-national
marriages in Belgium. The Belgian–German and
Belgian–Spanish marriages rank next, although at
a distance, and refer to the same border and history
of migration effects. The Belgian–Polish marriages
in turn result from more recent migration from
Eastern Europe.
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Table 4. Top six nationality combinations of European bi-national marriages (EU27) registered in Belgium 2006–2010,
total and by sex (absolute and percentages).

N % N % N %
with a
Belgian

with a
Belgian

with a
Belgian

with a
Belgian

man man woman woman

European bi-national marriages
(EU27)

15 572 100 7 362 100 7 166 100

Belgian–French 3 973 25.5 1 964 26.7 2 009 28.0
Belgian–Dutch 3 009 19.3 1 299 17.6 1 710 23.9
Belgian–Italian 2 691 17.3 1 060 14.4 1 631 22.8
Belgian–German 862 5.5 483 6.6 379 5.3
Belgian–Spanish 794 5.1 394 5.4 400 5.6
Belgian–Polish 714 4.6 666 9.0 48 0.7

Source: Marriage Register (2006–2010) – ADSEI, own adaptation.

S. Koelet and H. A. G. de Valk
Further analyses shows that the aforemen-
tioned patterns apply to both men and women
even though the three dominant nationality
combinations take on a larger share for women
than for men (75% vs. 59%, respectively). It is
striking that Belgian men are much more likely
to marry a Polish partner than is the case for
Belgian women. Before joining the EU, migration
from Poland to Belgium was highly gendered,
and the majority of Polish women who migrated
to Belgium did so to join their Belgian partner
(Deschamps, 2005; CGKR, 2006). The gender
balance among this group of migrants became
gradually more balanced since entry into the
Union in 2004, to the extent that there are currently
more male than female Polish migrants arriving in
Belgium (FOD WASO 2009, 62–63). However, these
changes in gender composition of migration flows
seem not yet reflected in marriages among Belgians
and Poles.

To better understand the distribution of European
bi-national marriages among the different nation-
alities, we calculated an Intermarriage Index
(Table 5). This index (ranging from 0 full endo-
gamy to 1 full exogamy) shows the propensity for
a specific European nationality to marry a partner
of a different European nationality (including a
Belgian partner). Nearly all nationalities marry a
partner of a different European nationality less
often than in a situation of random partner
selection (the index never reaches 0.5, except for
Luxembourgers). There are nevertheless relevant
differences between nationality groups. The
highest Intermarriage Indexes are found among
Luxembourgers (Z

0a = 0.50), British (Z
0a = 0.41) and
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Germans (Z
0a = 0.40). The French and Dutch are

furthermore somewhat more likely to marry
another European than the Italians, taking into
account their presence in the population (Z

0a is
0.34 for French and Dutch and 0.32 for Italians).
Immigrants from Eastern Europe are clearly less
inclined to marry outside their own group than
other European nationalities. The low intermar-
riage index for Portuguese also stands out. This
group seems to isolate itself more than other
groups on the Europeanmarriagemarket (together
with a number of smaller nationalities for whom
absolute numbers are low). Thisfinding is consistent
with the description of the Portuguese diaspora
in Brussels as a closed community (Devos and
Dams, 2010).

EUROPEAN BI-NATIONAL MARRIED
COUPLES: PREVALENCE AND DIVERSITY

The second step in our analyses refers to the
background characteristics of the European bi-
national couples in the Belgian population based
on the census data of 2001. In line with our
expectations, we indeed find diversity in the bi-
national married couples in Belgium. Cluster
analyses discerned between six different types
of European bi-national couples (Table 6). A first
group, labelled the ‘second generation’, includes
all native born couples with two partners of a
different European nationality. This is the case
for three out of 10 European bi-national couples.
An additional group, representing two out of 10
couples, includes all couples with a foreign
partner who moved to Belgium as a child (and
Popul. Space Place (2013)
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Table 5. Intermarriage index per nationality (EU27), Belgium 2006–2010.

Population on 1/1/
2008 (age 25 to 34)

Uni-national marriages
registered between 2006

and 2010

European bi-national marriages
registered between 2006 and

2010 (EU27)

Age-specific
intermarriage index

Z0a (X-EU)

Belgians 1176 840 174 027 14 528 0.29
French 26 252 382 4 320 0.34
Italians 18 929 442 3 019 0.32
Dutch 15 423 887 3 247 0.34
Polish 10 606 80 845 0.19
Spanish 6 141 58 962 0.33
Romanians 5 539 112 563 0.22
Portuguese 5 526 42 450 0.21
Germans 4 603 131 1,052 0.40
British 3 197 56 733 0.41
Bulgarians 2 229 62 205 0.20
Greeks 1 976 19 224 0.26
Czechs/
Slovaks

1 924 13 133 0.16

Hungarians 1128 5 112 0.23
Swedish 744 6 89 0.28
Irish 590 11 118 0.37
Luxembourgers 536 11 185 0.50
Danes 521 5 75 0.33
Finns 508 2 62 0.28
Lithuanians 443 2 48 0.20
Austrian 435 3 81 0.38
Latvians 272 1 31 0.24
Estonians 240 1 27 0.23
Slovenes 226 2 15 0.17
Maltese 95 1 13 0.31
Cypriots 90 0 7 0.21

Source: Marriage register (2006–2010) – ADSEI, own adaptation.

able 6. Typology of European bi-national marriages
U27) and its distribution (absolute and percentages).

i-national
marriages
linked to

N % %
EU–EU

%
EU–Be

econd
generation

56 245 31.8 2.9 97.1

-between
generation

35 505 20.0 7.1 92.9

irst-generation
labour
migration

33 767 19.1 10.3 89.7

ree movers 22 928 12.9 14.9 85.1
eighbourship 21 700 12.3 3.4 96.6
igration at
later age

6 939 3.9 23.1 76.9

otal 177 084 100 7.6 92.4

ource: SEE 2001 – ADSEI, own adaptation.

European Liaisons? A Study on European Bi-national Marriages in Belgium
whose partner did not migrate at later age). This
cluster is named the ‘in-between generation’.
The remaining 50% of couples (and four clusters)
include at least one partner that migrated to
Belgium after childhood. The third cluster (19%)
is couples where one partner came to Belgium
as a migrant worker. The fourth cluster is those
where the partner came to Belgium as a free
mover (13%). The fifth group refers to 12% of
couples related to migration in border areas,
and a final (sixth group) 4% refers to migration
in later life (after marriage).

The vast majority of European bi-national
couples in the population consist of a European
and a Belgian partner (last column Table 6). They
are largely dominating the second generation and
in-between cluster as well as the group linked to
neighbouring countries. Although European bi-
national marriages without a Belgian partner are
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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a minority, overall they are better represented in
particular among the cluster ‘migration at later
age’ (23%).

Table 7 provides a more detailed description of
background characteristics of the European partner
in the couple (in the case of European–Belgian
couples) or of the most recently migrated partner
(in the case of European–European couples) for
each of the identified clusters. Typical for the part-
ner in the ‘second generation’ and ‘in-between
generation’ clusters is that ‘age atmigration’ is either
nonexistent for the second generation, since neither
of the partners in the couple has migrated (they
were born and raised in Belgium but have a foreign
nationality) or low for the ‘in-between generation’
cluster. For the latter group, the (most recently
migrated) European partner did move but at a very
young age (on average seven years). The median
level of education of this partner is moreover lower
than that in the ‘second generation’ couple.

The level of education distinguishes the mar-
riages linked to ‘first-generation labour migration’
and ‘free movers’. The ‘first-generation’ cluster
has overall the lowest median level of education
for the (most recently migrated) European partner,
that is lower secondary vocational education.
This partner was around age 23 when he or she
Table 7. Characteristics of the (most recently migrated) Euro
marriages (EU27).

Age at
migration

Timing of marriage
after migration

H

N* = 103 383 N* = 106 323

Second
generation**

– – 5 (
p
e

In-between
generation

6.5 21.3 4 (

First-generation
labour
migration

22.8 2.5 3 (
t
e

Free movers 27.2 1.4 10
v
a

Neighbourship 20.5 5.9 4 (
Migration at later
age

48.0 �11.0 6 (
t
e

*This variable is not relevant for partners of the second generation.
**When there is no native partner in the second generation couple (EUR–EUR
The criterion of most recently migrated partner is after all not applicable to

Source: SEE 2001 – ADSEI, own adaptation.

Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
migrated to Belgium and married 3 years later.
In the ‘free movers’ cluster, on the other hand,
the (most recently migrated) European partner
has the highest level of education with most
commonly an education at post-secondary level.
This longer phase of education might also
explain the relatively high age at migration for
this group (27 years on average). Many of these
European ‘free movers’ have probably met their
partner before migration, because marriage
follows relatively quickly after migration. The
‘free mover’ couples also live further from the
border than the other couples. Additional more
in depth geographical analysis (not shown)
indicates that a significant number of these
couples reside in the Brussels Capital Region
and in the surrounding communities.

The European bi-national couples linked to
‘neighbourship’ in turn live closest to the border
(on average less than 3 km). The (most recently
migrated) European partner in these couples has
moved to Belgium on average around the age of
21 and married 6 years later. So unlike the ‘free
movers’, many of them will have met their part-
ners only after migration. Finally, there is a group
of married couples for whom migration took
place only at later age (on average around 48
pean partner in the typology of European bi-national

ighest educational
level (median)

Distance to the nearest
border municipality

Percentage
of men

N=161 601
(km)

N= 177 084N= 177 084

higher secondary
rofessional
ducation)

21.1 51.6

lower secondary) 24.3 56.0

lower secondary
echnical
ducation)

25.0 45.3

(higher
ocational non-
cademic)

29.6 42.8

lower secondary) 2.8 45.7
higher secondary
echnical
ducation)

25.3 55.3

), the most qualified partner is selected as partner of reference (N=605).
this category.
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years). They got married on average 11 years
before migrating to Belgium. The last column of
Table 7 shows the gender specific distribution
for each cluster (percentage of men). Among all
clusters, we find a relative gender balance with
two main exceptions. Women are overrepre-
sented in the ‘free mover’ cluster. At the same
time, we find a higher percentage of men among
the European partners in the cluster linked to the
‘in-between generation’.

Each of the clusters is comprised by a diversity
of nationality groups except for one: those
married linked to neighbourship (not shown).
These latter couples consist of intermarried with
French (44%) and Dutch (40%) partners and to a
lesser extent with German (13%) and Luxembourg
(3%) partners. The ‘neighbours’ nonetheless also
dominate the other clusters. The nationality (at
birth) of no less than 35% of the European part-
ners in the ‘second generation’ and ‘in-between
generation’ couples is from a neighbouring
country and another 44% is Italian. Among
those married and belonging to the clusters
‘first-generation labour migrant’, ‘free movers’
and ‘migration at later age’ more than half
of all European partners are nationals of
a neighbouring country. Otherwise, these clus-
ters are again diverse. Finally, within the group
of European bi-national couples, we also find
nationals of new EU member states that did
not yet belong to the EU at the time of the
census in 2001. Of this group, a third was
born in Belgium, 24% can be considered ‘free
movers’ and 20% as ‘first-generation labour
migrants’ (not shown).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Intermarriage is among the most studied topics in
social sciences. Nevertheless, our knowledge on
European bi-national marriages is still rather
limited. Our study aims to overcome this gap in
knowledge by describing prevalence, trends
and background characteristics of European bi-
national marriages in Belgium. The analyses
show that despite the ongoing process of European
integration and free mobility of EU citizens,
European bi-national marriages are relatively rare
in Belgium. Of all marriages contracted in
2010, only 6.4% were between two Europeans
(EU27) of a different nationality. This is in line
with our expectation based on the relative
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
limited European mobility as indicated by for
example Eurobarometer data. At the same time,
the low percentage of intermarriages seems rather
limited for a country that hosts the capital of the
European Union.

The scarce literature on European intermar-
riages suggests that these marriages are on the
rise in recent years. The abolishment of European
borders, the realisation of free movement and the
efforts to not only broaden but also deepen the
European Union especially since the enlargement
of the EU are all seen to contribute to this.
However, our data do not support the expected
increase of European bi-national marriages. The
trends in European bi-national marriages in
Belgium seem to be quite stable (or even slightly
diminishing) over time (1989–2010). This contrasts
the overall trends in bi-national marriages that
are clearly increasing and are only on the decline
in some of the most recent years. Apparently, the
further extension of intra-European mobility so
far has not resulted in an increasing number of
bi-national European marriages. This does not
imply that bi-national unions are nonexistent. It
could very well be that those in bi-national
unions do not marry but live in cohabiting
unions that are also more vulnerable to dissolu-
tion. In addition, we have to take into account
that because these bi-national marriages involve
partners of two different nationalities, the mar-
riages could just as well have taken place in the
country of nationality of the non-Belgian partner.
These marriages are then not reflected in the
Belgian marriage registers. A full two country
comparison would be necessary to capture the
potential increase in bi-national unions across
borders.

Our findings furthermore show that the
propensity for Belgians to marry a partner from
another European nationality is clearly related
to the social and geographical distance. Belgian–
French and Belgian–Dutch marriages are most
popular; Belgian–German marriages follow in
fourth position. Furthermore, Luxembourgers
and Germans are (together with the Brits) most
probable to marry a Belgian partner when living
in Belgium relative to other European foreigners
according to our intermarriage index. The clear
predominance of marriages with a partner from
a neighbouring country within the group of
European bi-national marriages reflects the
importance of geographical and cultural
Popul. Space Place (2013)
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proximity for the formation of these marriages
and not at the least of language (this spatial
homogamy has also been pointed out for the
Netherlands in the work of Haandrikman et al.,
(2011)). Our findings suggest that perceived dis-
tances between groups, as thematised in the
traditional intermarriage literature, may just as
well form a major barrier to the formation of
European intermarriages. However, this finding
also points to the fact that contrary to suggestions
made based on the Europeanisation process, the
local marriage market remains very important.

Marriages with partners from traditional
migrant groups, like Italians and Spaniards who
havemigrated to Belgium in the 1960s, are another
group of most frequent European marriage part-
ners in Belgium. Group boundaries between these
groups and the majority in Belgian society might
be blurring. However, the number of marriages
among these groups has fallen due to the fact that
in recent years there has been a sharp decline
in nationals from these groups at marriageable
ages. Migration from Southern European countries
gradually reduced, and the first and second
generations of these nationality groups are ageing.
The third generation is bornwith Belgian nationality,
and their marriages with a Belgian partner are
therefore registered as uni-national and no longer
included in the bi-national unions we are studying
here. The extent to which new migrants from
Southern EU countries, due to the economic crisis
in Southern Europe, will result in new bi-national
marriages remains to be seen. Their marriage
behaviour can be perceived as a true experiment
for the extent to which group boundaries have
faded between these nationality groups and
Belgians or whether the boundary blurring mainly
applies to those of older migrant generations
rather than to new arrivals.

Our data suggest that the propensity for mar-
rying a partner from new European migrant
groups, like those of Eastern Europe, among
Belgians is low and alsomigrants from these origin
groups seem (according to the intermarriage
index) to be less inclined to engage in a European
bi-national marriage compared to the other (more
established or geographically closer) European
origin groups. Whether this is related to the brid-
ging of greater cultural distance, their presence
as a new immigrant group in Belgium or their
shorter history within the EU cannot be assessed
with the data available to us. The EU
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
membership for these countries might also have
acted counterproductive for bi-national mar-
riages and reduce attractiveness for these new
EU citizens. Given the possibilities of free move-
ment in the EU with entering the Union, the
necessity of marriage, which previously was
one of the few migration options to Belgium,
clearly has declined.

In the last part of our analyses, we aimed to get
more insight into the level of diversity among the
group of European bi-national married by analysing
individual and couple characteristics. Given the
emphasis on European freemovers in the literature
on the European integration, we wanted to
empirically explore the relevance of this group
with regard to European bi-national marriages.
Free movers are expected to take the lead in the
creation of a European society (Gaspar, 2008,
2009). Their share in European bi-national mar-
riages in 2001, however, was still relatively small
(13%) and comparable to that of married couples
from neighbouring nationalities in border regions
(12%), and even smaller than that of the marriages
of first-generation (European) migrant workers
(19%). The equally large share of bi-national
marriages anchored in the border region confirms
that despite the common assumption of a globali-
sation or at least Europeanisation of this market,
a significant part of the marriage market is still
locally determined. One should be aware that the
data in this part of the analyses were based on
the Belgian 2001 census. More recent census data
are needed to test whether the characteristics
of intermarried couple have changed and the
share of for example free movers has increased
over the past decade resulting in less local
marriage choice.

Our analyses, furthermore, indicated that at
least half of all European bi-national couples in
the Belgian population at the time of the Census
2001 consist of two partners born and/or raised
in Belgium,which points out that Europeanmigra-
tion has amuch longer history than just that of Eur-
opean unification. Gaspar (2008) states that what
individuals think, feel and do in different situa-
tions is largely the result of the country they were
born and raised in, and according to her, the sec-
ond generation should thus not be considered as
European bi-national married. In line with theories
on transnational family ties and their importance
across generations (Baldassar et al., 2006; Kraler
et al., 2012), we nevertheless claim that also these
Popul. Space Place (2013)
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marriages among the second generation retain a
strong European dimension through the social
networks, cultural background and possibly also
the language andmobility of the European partner.
By a priori excluding this group, we miss out on
an important dimension in the European marriage
market, especially given the (growing) size of
the second generation in many EU countries
including Belgium.

The marriage register and census data used in
our analysis are currently the most appropriate
data to study trends and patterns in bi-
national marriages. They do, nevertheless, have
their merits and limitations. One is the lack of
information on cohabitation. Given the increased
relevance of this relationship form inmost (Western)
European countries, we might miss out on an
important part of union formation, especially
when there is reason to believe that cohabitation
is more popular within bi-national than within
uni-national couples (Blackwell and Lichter,
2000; Qian and Lichter, 2007). Further analyses
on the census data –which partly allow studying
cohabiting couples – show that more than one-
fifth of all European bi-national couples in 2001
are living together without being legally mar-
ried. The share of European bi-national couples
among all couples in 2001 nevertheless rises with
less than 1% if we also include the cohabiting
couples in the analysis. We may assume that
cohabitation will become ever more important
within recently formed European bi-national
couples, so that future research needs to take
these into account and explore them in more
detail. Another limitation is that we define
intermarriages based on nationality of partners.
Although most nationality changes take place
after marriage, changes before marriage can lead
to either an overestimation of European bi-
national marriages (when a European partner
acquires Belgian nationality before marrying a
partner of the previous European nationality)
or, more common, an underestimation of these
marriages (when a European partner acquires
Belgian nationality before marrying a Belgian
partner). A definition that transcends these
theoretical and methodological problems is one
that is based on country of origin (combining
own country of birth and that of the parents),
which also allows studying the second genera-
tion. Data containing this information for
both partners are needed to better grasp these
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
complex relations across generations. Finally,
our analyses are just referring to Belgium.
Getting more insight in processes of European
partner choices would need a truly European
approach. Further studies are needed to grasp
the processes that are relevant for the partner
choice of European citizens across national
borders within the European Union.
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ENDNOTES

(1) This percentage rises to 84% when we discard the
nationality changes in 1992, when Europeans of
the third generation in Belgian (mainly Italians)
acquired Belgian nationality automatically and ret-
rospectively due to changes in nationality law.

(2) We use Z0 and not Z becausewedo not dispose of the
number of person years present in Belgium (taking
into account the age of migration) for the total popu-
lation according to nationality (Schoen, 1988). The
original formula developed by Schoen (1988:214) to
calculate intermarriage between two groups, can be
described as follows:

Z’ ¼ C12=M1þC21=F1þC21=M2þC12=F2
C11þC12ð Þ=M1þ C11þC21ð Þ=F1þ C22þC21ð Þ=M2þ C22þC12ð Þ=F2

Z0 uses information on the population in the main
marriage interval. Mi in the formula refers to the
male population in this interval in group i. Fj refers
to the female population in this interval in group j,
and Cij is the number of marriages that are a combi-
nation of a ‘male’ partner from group i and a ‘female’
partner from group j.
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(3) The original formula (as provided in the previous foot-
note (2) was adapted to consider intermarriages
between partners of one specific European nationality
(group 1) and partners of any other European nation-
ality (group 2). It also needed to take into account
marriages with partner of a non-European nationality.
The modified formula is described as follows:

Z’a ¼ C12=M1þC21=F1þC21=M2þC12=F2
C11þC12þC13ð Þ=M1þ C11þC21þC31ð Þ=F1þ C22þC21C23ð Þ=M2þ C22þC12C32ð Þ=F2

Group 3 contains all partners with a non-European
identity. Z0a is equal to zero when all partners in
group 1 marry within their own group. It is equal
to one when all partners in a group marry with
someone from another European nationality.

(4) A cluster solution with five clusters does not discri-
minate the very relevant group of ‘free movers’. In
the case of seven clusters, on the other hand, the
group of European bi-national marriages of the in-
between generation is split into two only according
to migration age.

(5) Belgium used the possibility to temporally suspend
the freemovement of workers in relation to nationals
from 12 new member states. These transitional mea-
sures did not apply to nationals of Cyprus or Malta.
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