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Running Head: CITIZENSHIP FOR YOUTH?  

Citizenship for Youth?  The Spousal Age Gap among Immigrant Marriages 

 

 

Abstract 

U.S. studies on intermarriage among the immigrant population have focused on race/ethnicity 
and education as sorting mechanisms but not age or citizenship.  We use 2010-2014 American 
Community Survey data to examine the intersection of migration, marriage, and spousal 
citizenship status.  We distinguish four types of immigrant marriages: 1) non-citizen married to a 
citizen before or upon arrival to the U.S., 2) non-citizen married to a citizen after arrival to the 
U.S., 3) non-citizen married to a non-citizen before or upon arrival to the U.S., and 4) non-citizen 
married to a non-citizen after arrival in the U.S.  We find that among immigrants, marriage to a 
citizen –whether native-born or naturalized—is not a rare event, particularly among women.  We 
also find evidence of status exchange—citizens in the U.S. who reach past their local marriage 
markets and across international borders for a spouse tend to secure a more youthful partner.   

  



Citizenship for Youth?  The Spousal Age Gap among Immigrant Marriages 

 

  The proportion of marriages that includes partners of different nationalities has increased 

dramatically in recent decades and may be an indicator of increasing globalization.  This growth in 

marriages between partners of different nationalities—frequently referred to as cross-border marriages—

has generated public interest in this practice.  These cross-border marriages are often characterized by a 

gender imbalance in which men from wealthier countries after a relatively brief courtship marry women 

from less developed countries, increasingly with the assistance of international marriage brokers or 

through social media networks (Lu and Yang 2010).  Much of what we know about cross-border 

marriages is based on studies conducted in Asia or Europe.  In Asia, increases in marriages between 

natives and immigrants have been sparked by local marriage squeezes, while in Europe increases have 

been attributed to shortages in labor that attract individuals from other countries.  Popular and 

ethnographic accounts, as well as population-based studies conducted in Asia and Europe, suggest these 

marriages are often characterized by an unusually large age gap between partners, with the native-born 

husband being older than the immigrant wife (e.g. Elwert 2016; Ma, Lin, and Zhang 2010; Nguyen and 

Tran 2010).  However, we know very little about the prevalence and characteristics of these marriages in 

the U.S. 

While an extensive body of sociological and economic research has considered the mechanism of 

status exchange to theoretically account for intermarriage between U.S. natives and immigrants, U.S. 

studies have not considered age and citizenship status as elements of exchange.  Instead, researchers focus 

on racial/ethnic and educational assortative marriage patterns (e.g. Jasso, Massey, Rosenzweig and Smith 

2000; Choi, Tienda, Cobb-Clark and Sinning 2012; Kalmijn 2012).  Yet, qualitative studies and 

journalistic accounts suggest that a substantial number of American citizen men have gone abroad to 

areas such as Russia, Southeast and East Asia in search of a bride.  Many of the narratives involve older 

men who are seeking younger women; these men offer entry to the U.S. and the promise of an 
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economically secure future.  In exchange, the women offer youth and the hope of domesticity with 

traditional gender roles and companionship (e.g. Schaeffer 2013; Bernstein 2010; Constable 2003).  

However, these accounts are inadequate in addressing the relative prevalence of these relationships and 

whether they are fundamentally different from marriages that occur between two immigrants in the U.S.  

This omission reflects the fact that few U.S. studies have examined the timing of marriage and 

migration (for an exception see Stevens et al. 2012).  Indeed, the extant quantitative research on marriage 

patterns of immigrants in the U.S. necessarily makes two assumptions: first, marriages occur well before 

immigrants arrive in the U.S. or they occur sometime after arrival to the U.S.  Marriages in the former 

category occur largely outside the purview of research on intermarriage.  Marriages in the latter category 

are often viewed as an indicator of the assimilation status of different racial and ethnic groups (see 

Lichter, Qian and Tumin 2015 for example).  However, a nontrivial number of marriages that involve 

immigrants occur at roughly the same time as migration.  Recent estimates find that 19 percent of 

immigrant wives and 8 percent of immigrant husbands entered the country the same year they married.  In 

addition, over a quarter of the husbands and roughly 30 percent of the wives who migrated and married in 

the same year had a native-born spouse (Stevens et al. 2012).  For a growing number of immigrants, 

marriage and the ability to migrate to the U.S. are integrally entwined.   

The exclusion of such a large proportion of immigrant marriages is a significant oversight 

because marriage to a native-born American has long been viewed as the ‘final step’ in the assimilation 

process for immigrants and their offspring.  Specifically, studies routinely assume that cross-border 

marriages occur after cultural (i.e. language and social practices) or structural (i.e. socioeconomic) 

assimilation, which increases with time spent in the United States.  Indeed, most prior research on 

intermarriage between immigrant and native populations in the U.S. routinely focuses on immigrants who 

married after migrating, thus excluding marriages that were formed prior to migration.  Immigrants who 

form a relationship with a U.S. citizen before migration defy the notion that intermarriage is the final step 

in assimilation.  It may be that migration on behalf of marriage to a U.S. citizen (i.e. during the same year 
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of arrival or even before entering the U.S.) serves as the necessary first step in the trajectory from 

newcomer status to an assimilated American for some migrants,  but serves as the final step for other 

migrants.  

Data from several recent years of the American Community Survey (hereafter ACS) offer us an 

unprecedented opportunity to study the intersection of marriage, migration, and citizenship among 

immigrant marriages in the United States.  We add to the existing literature by utilizing information on 

year of migration and year of marriage to identify immigrants whose timing of migration was closely 

linked to their timing of marriage (i.e. those who marry in their home country or marry the same year they 

enter the U.S.).  We compare these marriage migrants to immigrants who marry their spouse after 

residing in the U.S. over a year.  We also extend the literature on immigrant marriage patterns in the U.S. 

by considering the citizenship status of the spouse, not just the nativity status.  Emerging research 

suggests that “the citizenship status of the marriage partner is crucial” toward understanding the 

experiences of immigrants and that “marriages involving one or more non-citizens are qualitatively 

different from marriages joining partners who share a secure status in their country of residence” 

(Williams 2010: 24).  This is a clarifying distinction because citizenship, regardless of nativity status, 

offers many advantages related to economic opportunity and civil liberties (Aptekar 2015).  

We consider the intersection of timing and spousal citizenship status to contrast four groups of 

immigrants.  These four groups form a continuum of marital assimilation, with immigrants marrying a 

U.S. citizen either in their home country or upon arrival occupying a fast track toward becoming an 

assimilated American.  We provide a descriptive profile of these four groups of immigrant men and 

women, examining how they differ in terms individual characteristics and partner homogamy.  We also 

feature how immigrant men and women from different regions of the world are distributed across these 

four groups. Finally, we provide evidence that immigrants trade valued characteristics (e.g. youth) for an 

expedited path toward becoming an assimilated American.  
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BACKGROUND 

Prior studies on marriages between immigrant and U.S. natives classify the spouses of 

immigrants in a variety of ways.  To offer some recent examples, several studies merely distinguish 

spouses by whether they are native-born versus foreign-born (e.g. Choi et al. 2012; Stevens et al. 2012; 

Levenshenko et al. 2013).  Kalmijn (2012) captures whether immigrants are paired with white native-born 

partners versus a same national origin partner.  Lichter et al. (2015) use U.S. Census data to contrast 

Hispanic and Asian immigrants by whether they are married to a foreign-born co-panethnic, native-born 

co-ethnic, White, or other minority partner.  Bohra-Mishra and Massey (2015) define intermarriage in a 

similar fashion using a select sample of recent immigrants to the U.S.  The vast majority of studies on this 

topic do not capture possible differences based on spousal citizenship and routinely exclude immigrants 

who married prior to or around the time of migration to ensure that the marriages occurred in the host 

country where the immigrant was exposed to U.S. marriage market conditions.    

Prior studies of immigrant marriage occurring in the U.S. find a strong positive association 

between educational attainment and intermarriage.  This association is driven primarily by the tendency 

for married partners to match each other regarding their levels of education.  Positive assortative mating 

along the lines of education presumably reflects both opportunities for contact provided by schools and 

workplaces, as well as preferences for a partner who is similar regarding socioeconomic status and 

cultural tastes.  Interestingly, education gradients are weaker for immigrant groups that have higher levels 

of education on average (Kalmijn 2012).  More educated immigrants from these groups (e.g. Asians) 

presumably have more opportunities to meet other more educated individuals from their own group.  

This, of course, assumes they have a preference for in-group marriage. 

Using data from both the U.S. and Australia, Choi and colleagues (2012) found that both same-

nativity and mixed-nativity marriages are more likely to include partners with equal levels of education 

than different levels; however, immigrant men (but not women) in mixed-nativity marriages are more apt 

than their counterparts in same-nativity marriages to marry down in terms of education.  This finding 
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suggests that men trade higher education for nativity (Choi et al. 2012).  Understanding patterns of 

exchange for cross-border marriages is complicated by the fact that immigrants may have completed their 

education in their countries of origin.  As immigrants may receive lower economic returns from education 

in their countries of origin (Betts and Lofstrom 2000), they may be less able to use their education as a 

resource in exchange for citizenship.  Notwithstanding this limitation, the findings of Choi and colleagues 

(2012) hint that exchange is an important “secondary force” that facilitates mixed-nativity marriages 

(Rosenfeld 2005).  Like studies concerning intermarriage more generally, studies on this topic fail to 

measure characteristics that women traditionally trade on marriage markets, such as youth (for an 

exception see Sassler and Joyner 2011).  

Studies on specific sending regions to the U.S. using population-based data are scant.  An 

exception is Levchenko and Solheim (2013) who used ACS data to contrast East European (e.g. from 

Russia, the Ukraine, Poland, and Romania) women who moved to the U.S. as “marriage migrants” 

(defined as entering the U.S. and marrying a non-Hispanic white native in the same year) with U.S.-born 

non-Hispanic white women married to non-Hispanic white men (pp 30).  Regarding couple-level 

characteristics, they found an overriding tendency for all groups of women to be similar to their partners 

concerning education and marital history.  At the same time, they found that the age gap between 

partners, with the male partner being older than the female partner, was four times greater for the East 

European marriage migrants than for the U.S. born women.  In fact, Russian and Ukrainian women were, 

on average, eleven years younger than their American husbands.  Such a pattern is also found in cross-

border marriages in East Asia (Jones and Shen 2008; Tsai 2011), Italy (Guetto and Azzolini 2015) and 

Sweden (Gustafson and Fransson 2015; Elwert 2016).  These studies are critical as they highlight a 

resource that women exchange in cross-border marriages: youth. 

Another line of research centered in European and Asian countries examines cross-border 

marriages anchored in the literature of gender, globalization and transnational families.  Much of this 

research is qualitative and concerns marriage migrants in other nations, mainly focusing on the prosperity 
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gap between developed and less-developed countries as a key driver of cross-border marriages.  This gap, 

combined with the increased globalization of culture and media representations of the West, is thought to 

inspire migration among those living in less-developed countries (Appadurai 1991).  Beck-Gernsheim 

(2007) argues that ‘the very difference between the sending country and the receiving country leads to the 

marriage union: this difference is the secret matchmaker’ (p. 277).  Other research considers how 

globalization results in the greater commodification of intimate relationships, including marriage.  

Hochschild (2003) likens the love provided by women from developing countries to the extraction of 

resources such as gold from these countries in the nineteenth century.  Recently, scholars have begun to 

consider that women in cross-border marriages are often simplistically characterized in popular and 

academic discussions as passive victims of trafficking or active agents with interests in ensuring their 

economic security (Constable 2009; Kim 2010; Beck-Gerstein 2010).  While contested, these dualistic 

characterizations suggest that exchange may play a prominent role in marriages occurring between U.S. 

citizens and non-citizens.  Typically ignored are the non-migrant spouses who are often the initiator of 

cross-border marriage contact (Williams 2010). 

Research utilizing population-based data have only recently begun to consider how patterns of 

matching and exchange in cross-border marriage are complicated by citizenship status.  One recent study 

which examines intermarriage in Italy provides some evidence of an exchange between youth and 

citizenship.  Guetto and Azzolini (2015) find that among migrants, the acquisition of citizenship reduces 

the likelihood that immigrants have a native-born spouse versus a foreign-born spouse.  This finding is 

consistent with the notion that possessing citizenship among the foreign-born reduces the rewards from 

marrying a native-born spouse.  Further, this study found that spousal age gaps are greatest in marriages 

that involve immigrant women who do not possess Italian citizenship and an Italian man with Italian 

citizenship (Guetto and Azzolini 2015).  Using data from Sweden, Elwert (2016) finds evidence of status 

exchange on age in cross-border marriages.  These studies also find that the prominence of status 

exchange in cross-border marriages differs according to the country of origin of the immigrant partner 
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(Elwert 2016; Guetto et al. 2015).  Taken together, the above studies on cross-border marriages suggest 

that age and citizenship may operate as key mechanisms of exchange among immigrant marriages.   

DATA AND METHODS 

We use microdata from the 2010-2014 American Community Survey (ACS) made available by 

the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) (Ruggles et al. 2015).  Each year, the ACS selects a 

representative sample of roughly 3.5 million addresses in the United States and collects a variety of 

demographic and economic information.  Our analysis is based 90,302 female immigrant respondents and 

75,713 male immigrant respondents who are currently married (spouse present) to a different-sex spouse, 

were married in the last ten years and who entered the U.S. as adults (i.e., ages 18 and older).  We merge 

spouse characteristics to each immigrant respondent record.  Beginning in 2008, the ACS began to 

include the year of last marriage, current marital status, and the number of times married.  For foreign-

born respondents, the survey also asked about the year of arrival in the United States and if a citizen, the 

year of naturalization.  These data allow us to determine which marriages occurred before the immigrant 

came to the United States, which marriages are closely tied to migration (i.e. occurring in the same year 

of migration), and which happened in the years after arriving in the United States.  Also, these data allow 

us to determine the citizenship status of the spouse at the time of marriage.  To better capture possible 

exchange, we limit our analysis to immigrant respondents who were not citizens at the time of marriage, 

acknowledging that immigrants with citizenship at marriage constitute a small fraction of recently 

married immigrants (i.e., 13% of female respondents and 19% of male respondents). 

To help illustrate this relationship, Figure 1 presents the percentage distribution of the timing of 

marriage and migration separately for our immigrant respondents for three groups: 1) those who are 

married to native-born citizens, 2) those married to foreign-born immigrants who had become naturalized 

citizens prior to marriage, and 3) those who were married to foreign-born immigrants who were non-

citizens at the time of marriage.  The x-axis measures the difference between the year of marriage and the 
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year of arrival in the U.S. and the y-axis measures the percentage distribution of the three types of 

spouses.  For each of these three types the percentages sum to 100 percent. 

[Figure 1 about here] 

The top panel of Figure 1 shows that roughly 29% of immigrant women married to a native-born 

citizen and 27% married to a naturalized citizen did so the same year that they migrated to the U.S.  This 

is a sizable share of the total population of immigrant women who were non-citizens when they married.  

An additional 17% married to a U.S. native did so before entering the country while roughly 24% of those 

married to a naturalized citizen married before arrival.  The remaining 55% of immigrant women married 

to native-born citizens, and 49% married to a naturalized citizen did so at least a year or more after 

arrival.  Among immigrant women in our sample married to non-citizen husbands, the patterns are less 

extreme, with roughly 19% marrying the same year they enter the U.S. and 32% marrying before 

entering.    

The bottom panel of Figure 1 indicates that the bulk of male migrants marry after residing in the 

U.S. at least a year.  Almost three-quarters of immigrant men married to either a native or naturalized 

citizen married at least a year after arrival.  Roughly 13% of immigrant men married to a native or 

married to a naturalized citizen did so the same year that they last entered the U.S.  Among non-citizen 

men married to non-citizen women, nearly two-thirds marry at least a year after arrival, and just 9% 

marry the same year they enter.  These patterns support the importance of classifying the spouse by 

citizenship rather than simply by nativity status as done in prior research.  

Measures  

Dependent variable.  Our dependent variable is a continuous measure of the difference between 

spouses’ age—the spousal age gap.  This is measured from the perspective of the husband for both male 

and female respondents and is created by subtracting the wife’s age from the husband’s age.  If the gap is 

positive, the husband is older, and if the wife is older, the gap is negative.   
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Independent variables.  Our key independent variable represents the intersection of the timing of 

migration, marriage, and spousal citizenship.  First, we collapse the timing of marriage and migration into 

two groups, marrying and migrating before or upon arrival and marrying at least one year after arrival.  

We then create a categorical variable consisting of four mutually exclusive categories for our non-citizen 

respondents: 1) married a citizen before or upon arrival, 2) married a citizen after arrival, 3) married a 

non-citizen before or upon arrival, and 4) married a non-citizen after arrival.    

Prior research on immigrant marriage in the U.S. typically focuses on marriages that occur after 

the immigrant has arrived in the country.  Our decision to collapse the timing of marriage and migration 

into two groups is conceptually driven by the idea that marriages (in particular, marriages between an 

immigrant and a U.S. citizen) which occur outside the U.S. or during the same year of migration represent 

a ‘fast track’ toward assimilation compared to marriages that take place after the immigrant has arrived in 

the country.  In sensitivity analyses, we explore the intersection of the un-collapsed measure of 

marital/migration timing (i.e., prior to arrival in the U.S., same year, and after arrival) with spousal 

citizenship.  

We also classify the country of origin of our non-citizen respondents into 13 world regions: Latin 

America and the Caribbean, South America, Northern/Western Europe, Southern Europe, Central/Eastern 

Europe, Russia/Baltic States, East Asia, Southeast Asia, India and Southwest Asia, the Middle East/Asia 

Minor, Africa, Australia, and Canada.  Details of the countries included in these categories are presented 

in Appendix 1 (female respondents) and Appendix 2 (male respondents).  

Control variables.  Our multivariate models control for several characteristics.  We include age at 

marriage as higher ages of marriage have been found to be associated with larger spousal age differences 

(England and McClintock 2009). We also include a measure of educational attainment expressed as 

number of years of schooling, along with an indicator of remarriage.  We control for whether a 

respondent had a previous marriage because prior studies found less similarity in spousal ages with higher 

order marriages (Dean and Gurak 1978; Wheeler and Gunter 1987).   
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Analysis.  We present descriptive statistics by these four mutually exclusive marriage categories, 

separately for our male and female respondents.  For the continuous variables, we conduct tests of 

statistical significance to assess differences in means across our four migration/marriage/spousal 

citizenship groups.  Our multivariate analysis is a series of OLS regressions, stratified by gender of the 

respondent and region of the world adjusted with person-level ACS weights.  We present model-based 

predicted values of the age gap by gender and region.  

RESULTS 

Table 1 shows the sample characteristics and distribution by sex for our four categories of 

immigrant respondents: 1) married a citizen before or upon arrival, 2) married a citizen after arrival, 3) 

married a non-citizen before or upon arrival, and 4) married a non-citizen after arrival.  Among our 

sample of immigrant women, one in five (20%) marry a citizen either prior to or upon entering the U.S., 

22% marry a citizen after they have been in the U.S. at least a year, with the remaining marrying a non-

citizen either prior to during the same year they arrive (30%) or marrying a fellow non-citizen after 

residing in the U.S. at least a year (28%).  Patterns of immigrant marriages differ starkly by sex.  Just 9 

percent of immigrant men in our sample marry a citizen close to the time they migrate, while 23% marry 

a citizen after residing in the U.S. at least a year.  The largest share of our immigrant male respondents 

marries a fellow non-citizen after living in the U.S. at least a year (45 percent).    

    [Table 1 here] 

If men value youth, and immigrant women value U.S. citizenship, then we would expect to find 

the largest differences in age between non-citizen women married to citizen men.  Also, if an immigrant 

woman has already borne the cost of migrating to the United States, then any marriage that takes place 

after arrival should ‘cost less’ in terms of youth.  Evidence for this is found in the left panel of Table 1, 

which shows that spousal age differences among female respondents follow a distinct gradient.  Among 

immigrant women who marry a U.S. citizen either before or upon entering the U.S., the groom is on 
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average 7.4 years older than she is.  When she marries a citizen after residing in the U.S. at least a year, 

the average age difference declines to 4.5 years.  Further evidence is found among marriages of 

immigrant women to non-citizen men.  The spousal age difference is smaller overall compared to 

marriages involving a non-citizen woman and a citizen man.  The cost of arrival is apparent as well.  

When an immigrant woman marries a fellow non-citizen man either before or upon arrival in the U.S., she 

is 3.4 years younger than her spouse, on average.  The age difference falls to 1.6 years when she marries a 

fellow non-citizen after she has already resided in the U.S.    

If the exchange between youth and spousal citizenship or access to the U.S. operates the same for 

male immigrants as it does for comparable female immigrants we would expect the smallest spousal age 

difference, that is the unions in which the husband is closest in age to his wife, would be among non-

citizen men who married citizen women either before or upon migrating to the U.S.  Evidence for this is 

found in the right hand panel of Table 1 which presents parallel information for male respondents.  The 

smallest spousal age difference (0.7 years) was found among non-citizen men who married a citizen 

woman either prior to or upon arrival to the U.S.  This suggests that citizen women may be able to 

exchange their citizenship and access to the U.S., for a younger husband.  Similar to the patterns 

presented for women, among non-citizen men who marry citizen women after residing in the U.S., the 

spousal age gap increases to 1.9 years.  If the non-citizen man marries a fellow non-citizen woman prior 

to or upon arrival he is roughly 2.6 years older than his bride, whereas if he marries a non-citizen woman 

after arriving in the U.S., the gap increases to 3.3 year.  

To place these values in context, we calculated the average difference in spousal ages for a 

similar sample of marriages between two native-born respondents of the ACS and found that husbands 

are on average 2.1 years older than their wives.  To account for any skewness in the distribution, Table 1 

also presents the median values of the spousal age gap by our four-category migration/marriage/spousal 

citizenship groups.  We find similar patterns of a possible exchange between youth and spousal 

citizenship.   
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The bottom panel of Table 1 presents select characteristics of immigrant men and women by our 

four-category typology.  (Differences across the four groups are all statistically significant to at least the 

p<.05 level unless indicated).  Among immigrant respondents, the youngest average age at marriage 

occurs among those who marry a non-citizen either in their home country or upon arrival in the US, 23.8 

years for brides and 26.7 years for grooms.  The oldest age at marriage is found for men and women 

marrying a citizen after residence in the U.S., possibly because this group is more likely to be in their 

second or higher marriage.  Migrant educational levels exhibit little variation by their spouse’s citizenship 

status and marital timing.  Respondents who are non-citizen brides have, on average, approximately 14 

years of education with the exception of those who married a non-citizen spouse after arriving in the US.  

They are the least educated with just under a high school diploma (11.6 years).  The education gap 

between the non-citizen wife and their husband is also modest – about 0.3 years for those that marry a 

citizen or a non-citizen prior to or upon arrival, and 0.15 years for those that marry a citizen after arrival 

in the U.S.  However, immigrant brides who marry a fellow non-citizen spouse after one year or more in 

the U.S. are, on average, better educated than their husbands.  

Respondents who are non-citizen grooms who married a citizen women either prior to or upon 

arrival are slightly more educated (13.7 years of education) compared to their counterparts who married a 

citizen after arrival, who have about 13.0 years of education.  Non-citizen grooms that married a non-

citizen bride close to their time of arrival have about 14.2 years of education compared to 12.3 years of 

education of the average non-citizen grooms that married a non-citizen bride after migration.  

Interestingly, non-citizen husbands who married a citizen wife were less educated than their wives.  Non-

citizen grooms who married citizen women either prior to or upon arrival had 0.7 fewer years of 

education than their citizen wives, and non-citizen grooms who married their citizen wives later also had 

about 0.8 years less education than their wives.  Non-citizen grooms who married non-citizen wives 

around the time of arrival had about 0.34 years more education than their wives.  Finally, non-citizen 
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husbands who married a non-citizen after more than a year in the US had education levels almost 

identical to their wives (gap = -0.01 years).  

These patterns may be confounded by the distribution of immigrants from various regions into 

different migration/marriage/spousal citizenship categories (i.e., respondents from certain regions may be 

clustered in specific categories).  We address this issue by presenting regional differences in our 4-

category group membership in Table 2.  We find very clear regional patterns of marriage, migration, and 

spousal citizenship.  For example, non-citizen brides from Southeast Asia (46.2%), Canada (33.8%) and 

Russia (31.2%) are the most likely among the thirteen world regions represented to be married to a U.S. 

citizen prior to or upon arrival.  In contrast, just 11.3% of women respondents from Latin America/ 

Caribbean, and 12.4% from India are married to a U.S. citizen prior to migrating or upon arrival.  Among 

men, the top sending regions for migrants married to U.S. citizens is quite different.  For example, 27.9% 

of male respondents from Northern/Western Europe (i.e. France, the United Kingdom, and Switzerland), 

27.7% of male respondents from Australia, and 20.2% of male respondents from Canada marry a U.S. 

citizen woman either prior to or upon entering the country.  Table 2 also reveals striking gender 

differences in these patterns.  For example, almost a quarter (23.1%) of female respondents from East 

Asia (i.e. China, Korea) and almost a third of female respondents from Russia are married to a citizen 

prior to or upon arrival, yet just 4.3% of men from East Asia and 7.8% of men from Russia share the same 

status.        

[Table 2 here] 

Regression Analyses   

We next regress the gap in spousal ages on three indicators for our migration/marriage/spousal 

citizenship categories (with married to a non-citizen after arrival in the U.S. serving as the reference 

category) controlling for age at marriage, number of times married, and the number of years of education.  

We stratify the models by gender and region.  For ease of interpretation, we present the predicted age gap 
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adjusted for region and sex-specific mean levels of the control variables.  The predicted average age gap 

by category and region for men and women migrants are presented in Figures 2 and 3.  (Appendix Tables 

1 and 2 present predicted age gap by region and country for male and female respondents). 

The result provides strong evidence of exchange – youth for access to spousal citizenship net of 

education, past marital history and age at marriage.  For example among brides from Southeast Asia, 

those marrying a citizen either before or upon entering the U.S. are roughly 10 years younger than their 

spouse.  Once the non-citizen woman is in the U.S. and marries a citizen, the predicted spousal age 

difference drops to 6 years.  When a Southeast Asian woman marries a non-citizen outside of the U.S. or 

upon entering the exchange is smaller at only 2.5 years, falling to 2 years when marrying a non-citizen in 

the U.S.  Among non-citizen women from Russia and the Baltic States, the predicted age gap is 9.1 years 

for marriages to a citizen that occur prior to or upon her arrival, falling to 6.5 for marriages to a non-

citizen after she has resided in the U.S. for at least a year, 3.2 years for marriages to a fellow non-citizen 

either prior to or upon arrival, and 2.7 years for marriages to a non-citizen after she has resided in the U.S. 

for at least a year.  We find this continuum of exchange for all regions with the exception of migrant 

women from Canada.   

[Figures 2 and 3 here] 

It is notable that the exchange appears for male migrants but the patterns are less pronounced.  

Figure 3 shows that for many regions, migrant men who marry a citizen either before entry or upon 

arrival are closest in age to their bride.  For example, among Southeast Asian non-citizen men married to 

citizen women the predicted age gap is just 0.45 years, for African men 0.38 years, and for Russian men 

0.53 years.  This gap widens with marriage to a non-citizen.   

To examine the robustness of our findings we also conducted several sensitivity analyses.  While 

the decision to collapse the timing of migration and marriage into two categories – marriage before or 

upon arrival vs marriage after arrival—was conceptually driven by prior research, we explored whether 
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the patterns varied if we used an uncollapsed version of marriage/migration timing.  Table 3 presents the 

unadjusted weighted mean spousal age difference for respondent men and women by spousal citizenship 

status for those who married prior to migrating to the U.S., those who married and migrated in the same 

year, and those who married after arrival in the U.S.  Here, we find still find evidence that marriage to a 

citizen is associated with large spousal age differences for female respondents and small spousal age 

differences for male respondents compared with marriage to a non-citizen.  Female respondents who 

marry a citizen prior to entering the U.S. are on average 7.2 years younger than their husbands, and those 

who marry a citizen the same year they enter the U.S. are 7.6 years younger than their husbands—both 

figures are much higher than the difference when she marries a citizen after already arriving in the U.S. 

(4.5 years).  Among male respondents we see a similar pattern: the spousal age gap for marriage to a 

citizen prior to migrating is 0.9 years and 0.4 years when marrying a citizen the same year as arrival.  

Again, both figures are smaller (meaning the husbands are much closer in age to their wives) than when a 

non-citizen man marries a citizen woman after he has already arrived in the U.S.  Similar patterns are 

found for both male and female respondents married to non-citizens.  

[Table 3 here] 

Another concern lies in the notion that there are cultural preferences for age heterogamous 

marriages.  In other words, perhaps in certain countries large spousal age differences are normative.  

While we do not have comparable data on recent marriages of non-migrants in the sending countries (i.e., 

Philippines, India, Russia), in supplemental analyses we examined the spousal age differences among 

couples in our sample who share the same country of origin (not shown).  If a large spousal age gap is 

culturally normative in certain sending countries, then we would expect little variation by either 

citizenship of the partner or timing of migration and marriage among couples who are from the same 

country.  However, we find the opposite.  For example, among non-citizen women respondents married to 

citizen men who share the same country of birth, the spousal age difference ranged from 7.6 years for 

those married prior to or upon arrival, 5.1 years for those married to a citizen after arrival, 3.2 years for 
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those married to a non-citizen either prior to or upon arrival, and finally 1.6 years for those married to a 

fellow non-citizen.  Among non-citizen men married to a citizen woman who shares the same country of 

origin the spousal age difference ranges from 0.6 years for those married prior to or upon arrival, 1.5 

years for those married to a citizen woman after arrival, 2.6 years for those married to a non-citizen 

woman prior to or upon arrival and 3.3 years for those married to a non-citizen woman after arrival.  

Similar patterns were found when we examined couples that shared the same region of origin.  

 

DISCUSSION 

Due primarily to data limitations, prior studies on marriage patterns of immigrants make the 

necessary assumption that they meet their partners in the U.S.  This research was unable to consider how 

the relative timing of marriage and migration may affect the matching of spouses.  As less traditional 

patterns of migration and courtship emerge, scholars studying intermarriage in the U.S. must revise their 

notion that migration and marriage are independent processes.  Indeed, as cross-border marriages become 

more visible, it is likely that these spouses face unique opportunities (e.g. a ‘fast track’ to assimilation) 

and challenges (e.g. power differentials due to differences in the citizenship of partners).  While 

journalistic accounts of “mail-order brides” or marriage tourism is widespread, most research on cross-

border marriage focuses on European and Asian countries and we know relatively little about how the 

timing of marriage and migration may matter in the U.S. 

The large scale of the Census data used here combined with the newly available information on 

the timing of marriage, migration and citizenship acquisition enabled us to present a more complete 

portrait of immigrant marriage in the U.S. than was formerly possible.  Our analyses of these data give us 

a broader view of partner selection and allow us to more carefully examine the possible exchange of 

desired characteristics between partners.  Our research highlights the complex association between 

marriage and migration in a way that has been neglected by most sociologists and economists.  We find 

that among non-citizens, marriage to a citizen (whether native-born or naturalized) is not a rare event, 
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particularly among women.  Nearly 44% of non-citizen female migrants married in the last ten years are 

married to a citizen of the U.S., in contrast to 32% of comparable male migrants.  Also, the importance of 

the timing of migration vis-à-vis marriage should not be understated.  A substantial proportion of non-

citizen female migrants marry a citizen before or upon arrival, suggesting that for many, the decision to 

marry and the decision to migrate are linked.   

We also find that the nexus of marriage, migration, and spousal citizenship provides evidence of 

status exchange for men and women alike—citizens in the U.S. who reach past their local marriage 

markets and across international borders for a spouse tend to secure a relatively more youthful partner.  

On average, non-citizen female migrants marrying a citizen either before or upon entry are 7 years 

younger than their spouses.  Once she is in the U.S. the exchange becomes less pronounced but is still 

substantial.  The opposite holds true for men.  We find evidence that non-citizen men who marry a 

woman with citizenship either prior to or upon arrival in the U.S. are closer in age to their spouse than 

their counterparts who marry a non-citizen.  

Qualitative research suggests that settled migrants, in this case, those who have earned 

citizenship, may have a strategic advantage in marriage negotiations (e.g. Charsley 2005).  Beck-

Gernsheim suggests “(s)ince they have much to offer—the ticket to migration—they can likewise demand 

much in return” (2007: p. 280).  Our findings support this notion.  Among respondent marriages to non-

citizens spouses, we find evidence of exchange based on the timing of marriage and migration.  Non-

citizen women who marry a non-citizen man in their home country or upon entering face a more 

expensive ‘ticket’ with respect to spousal age than comparable women who arrive in the U.S. and marry 

later.  In many sending communities, the social position of the migrant is enhanced by migrating to the 

U.S. (e.g. Kanaiaupuni 2000; Lievens 1999; Charsley and Shaw 2006).  It may be that once the migrant 

comes to the U.S. and earns citizenship, they are in a better social position to reach back to choose a 

spouse (i.e. younger) they may not have been able to select in their home country.   
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Some limitations are worth noting.  First, our findings cannot assess specific cultural or structural 

conditions influencing the timing of marriage and migration, nor are we able to determine what motivates 

men and women to seek out partners outside of their local marriage market.  Nor can we understand how 

these motivations contribute to marital quality or gendered imbalances in power.  We do not know how or 

where the cross-border couples first met, whether they were introduced through the auspices of a marriage 

broker website, or were introduced through links with transnational communities.  While there is exciting 

new qualitative research on these types of marriages in the U.S. that shed light on possible motivations 

and outcomes, our research fills a void by identifying regional patterns by immigrant origin and evidence 

of a marital exchange that occurs at the intersection of timing of migration and spousal citizenship.  

Importantly, our findings indicate that for many immigrants, particularly female immigrants, marriage 

may not be the final but the first step in the process of assimilating into American society.    
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Figure 1: The Percentage Distribution of the Timing of Marriage and Migration among Currently 
Married Non-Citizens by Spousal Citizenship Status. 
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Figure 2: Predicted Spousal Age Gap by Region of Origin and Marriage, Migration and Spousal Citizenship Groups, Noncitizen 
Women 
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Figure 3: Predicted Spousal Age Gap by Region of Origin and Marriage, Migration and Spousal Citizenship Groups, Noncitizen Men 
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