Who marries whom? Partner choice
among the children of immigrants
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Although marriages within the same origin group (intra-ethnic) remain popular, the Turkish, Moroccan and
Surinamese second generation in the Netherlands increasingly often marry outside of their origin group
(interethnic). This is in large part due to an increase in marriage partners with a migrant background that
is different than their own (i.e., a non-co-ethnic migrant background). But who are these partners with a
different migration background?
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We listed the top five most common non-co-
ethnic migration backgrounds of first marriage
partners for the abovementioned origin groups
born between 1980 and 1999 (see table). For
the Turkish second generation, six percent of
all first marriage partners had a non-co-eth-
nic migrant background. For the Moroccan and
Surinamese second generation this was respec-
tively 8 and 18 percent. As can be seen, there are
clear differences in the migration background
of these partners. For example, non-co-ethnic
marriage partners of the Turkish second gen-
eration most often have a German background
(19%), while partners of the Surinamese second
generation are relatively often Antillean (149%).

Despite these differences, we can detect some
general patterns. First, non-co-ethnic migrant
partners are often part of the other four larg-

Top five migrant backgrounds (including first- and second-generation) of non-co-ethnic first

marriage partners of the second generation (%), the Netherlands

Turkish second generation Moroccan second generation Surinamese second generation

Migrant background

German
Moroccan
Belgian
Iraqi
Former Yugoslavian

2,258

(%)

Migrant background (%) Migrant background (%)
Turkish 19 Antillean 14
Surinamese 10 Moroccan 13
Algerian 8 Indonesian 12
Indonesian 6 Indian 7
Belgian 6 Turkish 6
2,070 1,888

Note: N =all first marriages with a non-co-ethnic migrant partner entered before 2018. Source: Statistics Netherlands/Social Statistical Database.

est non-European migrant groups in the
Netherlands, reflecting the importance of group
size and meeting opportunities. Second, what
appear to be interethnic partners may in fact be
intra-ethnic partners, depending on the criteria
used to determine what an intra-ethnic mar-
riage is. Certain marriage partners share cultur-
al and religious similarities as reflected in the
countries of origin, such as Iraqi partners for the
Turkish second generation and Indian partners
for the Surinamese second generation. Third,
partners relatively often come from neighbour-
ing European countries. European immigrants
make up a large share of the total migrant pop-
ulation and, moreover, it is relatively easy for
partners to move to the Netherlands. However,
the way migrant generations are defined in the
Netherlands and many other European coun-
tries seems to disguise a particular type of
intra-ethnic marriage: some first-generation
European partners may in fact be part of the
second-generation in their own country of birth.

Overall, these findings show that there is a range
of origin groups hidden behind the overarching
category of non-co-ethnic migrant partners.
What does this mean for our thinking about
interethnic marriages? Although the possible
significance of interethnic marriages for inte-
gration and social cohesion is often mentioned,
it proves difficult to define what an interethnic
marriage actually is, especially for the second
generation growing up in diverse societies, like
the Netherlands. Is a marriage between partners
of the Turkish and Surinamese second genera-
tion, for example, more interethnic than a mar-
riage between a partner of the Turkish second
generation born in the Netherlands and one of
the Turkish second generation born in Belgium?

What becomes evident, however, is that part-
ners with ‘non-co-ethnic’ migration back-
grounds are not a homogeneous group, there
is substantial diversity within this category.
It is important to look beyond simple distinc-
tions and dichotomies when it comes to part-
ner choice, especially if we want to know more
about the extent to which intra-ethnic relation-
ships remain important for generations to come.
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