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This paper investigates the trend in assortative marriage with respect to education among

a large Korean cohort born in the 1930s to the 1970s. The two-percent sample data from the

2000 Korea Census is used to investigate changes in the association between couples’ education-

al attainment across different time periods. The primary assumption of this study is that status

distance inhibits social association such as friendship and marriage. With increasing difference

in status between individuals, the rate of social association among individuals is negatively cor-

related to status difference. Being one of the most important associations, this would suggest

that marriage becomes less frequent with increasing status distance between potential spouses,

thus producing assortative marriage with respect to social status. 

Various types of log-linear models and L2 (likelihood ratio chi-square)-distance measures

are used to analyze the temporal change of educational assortative marriage in this paper, and

the main findings are as follows. First, with Korea’s rapid economic growth since the 1960s,

earlier birth cohorts show an increase in educational assortative marriage. Korea’s unique his-

torical experiences appear to heighten the importance of achieved status, such as educational

attainment, as a new basis for social hierarchy. Second, educational assortative marriage

decreases among later birth cohorts. However, this decrease does not necessarily tend to increase

general social openness because new types of status base, such as family background, emerge

and gain increased importance in marriage selection in line with increased stability of social

stratification.
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Introduction

Despite some important and historical exceptions, married life is universal-
ly considered to be the most normal and desirable type of existence for adults.
Marriage is a choice for a long-term relationship focusing on procreation and
characterized by physical attraction between a husband and a wife, emotional
intimacy, close family ties, children, and physical comfort (Goode, 1963; Adams,
1971). In general, marriage involves mutual undertakings by the husband and
wife with respect to joint residence, sexual rights, and economic cooperation. It
also frequently influences transactions between the families of a couple or the
spouses themselves with regard to money, inheritance, services, status, and
political power (Becker, 1974; Hutter, 1981; Kalmijn, 1991). 

Yet, in almost every society, choosing a marriage partner is subject to
restrictions or preference of prospective spouses, other related persons, or
groups in which the prospective spouses belong. In other words, spouse selec-
tion is not random, and therefore, marriage forms a certain pattern that is a sys-
tematic departure from random association (Becker, 1981; Sweet and Bumpass,
1987). The non-random marriage pattern involves an assortative marriage that
features a certain pattern of association between spouses’ characteristics:
Restriction or preference of spouses to someone with like traits is called positive
assortative marriage, and conversely, restriction or preference of a partner with
unlike traits is called negative assortative marriage (Eckland, 1968; Becker,
1981).

This assortment arises as men and women compete to seek the best mate
offered at the marriage market (Becker, 1974; 1981; Oppenheimer, 1988; Lichter,
1990). People who enter the marriage market are likely to marry partners with
similar traits or complementary traits appreciated by themselves or by their
family members. In particular, assortative marriage can be linked to social sta-
tus—prestige, rank, or standing associated with inequality in the distribution of
social rewards. 

The study of assortative marriage with respect to social status (hereafter
“assortative marriage”) involves examining the effect of socioeconomic attribut-
es during the process of spouse selection. The study of assortative marriage
investigates the degree of social rigidity by looking at certain marriage patterns.
Many sociologists often profess an interest in societal rigidity (or openness) in
relations among social strata—how the pattern and degree of assortative mar-
riage change over time (Michielutte, 1972; Kalmijn, 1991; Mare, 1991). A large
body of empirical research has been compiled in this area. At the early stage,
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most typical approaches analyzed a single marriage table. Such research usually
examined the pattern of assortative marriage at one point (Berent, 1954; Hall,
1954; Blau and Duncan, 1967). Yet because an isolated study in a particular
society cannot by itself address the question of whether its pattern is typical or
anomalous or whether its degree high or low, there have been several attempts
at temporal and cross-national comparisons (Lipset and Zetterberg, 1959;
Rockwell, 1976; Johnson, 1980; Hout, 1982; Ultee and Luijkx, 1990; Mare, 1991;
Smits, Ultee, and Lammers, 1998; Schwartz and Mare, 2005; Smits et al., 2009).
Recently, a group of Korean sociologists with similar interests to those of
Western scholars have conducted similar empirical research (Cha, 1990; Park,
1990; Cha and Chang, 1994; Chang, 1999) in that they examined the pattern
and degree of assortative marriage in Korea through using data from national
samples in the 1980s and 1990s. 

However, a debate has continued about two questions on assortative mar-
riage research: the extent to which a particular dimension of social status deter-
mines spouse selection, and its international and temporal variation (Ultee and
Luijkx, 1990; Chang, 1999; Smits, Ultee, and Lammers, 2000). Moreover, accu-
mulation of knowledge is not completely satisfactory in answering such ques-
tions the field of assortative marriage. In fact, professed interests and actual
results have diverged to some extent because concepts related to this field such as
assortative marriage, homogamy, and heterogamy have not been precisely
defined in previous studies. Additionally, they suffered from measurement
problems (Lee, 2000).

To overcome these shortcomings, this study provides a temporal descrip-
tion of assortative marriage in Korea. Recent large-scale economic development
and related changes in Korea offer a valuable context within which to empirical-
ly examine the questions of assortative marriage and social rigidity. Compared
to Western countries, industrialization commenced relatively late in Korea.
From being one of the poorest countries in the world at the end of the 1950s,
South Korea has become the 11th largest trading country in the world by the end
of the 1990s. Korea’s rapid economic growth began in the early 1960s when its
government instituted economic reforms with emphasis on exports and labor-
intensive industries. 

Concern with the part played by social status in marriage underlines the
substantial research effort directed at the trend and explanation of observed
assortative marriage. More specifically, this investigation focuses on explaining
the impact of Korean society’s macro change on the trend in assortative mar-
riage. With this purpose, models are introduced for more precise measurement
and clear incorporation of the main concepts. Furthurmore, the comparison of
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several birth cohorts will be performed, which allows examination of the influ-
ence over time through the use of various statistical models.

Theoretical Framework

In this study, trends of and possible explanations for assortative marriage
are examined. Longitudinal or comparative studies are essential to assortative
marriage research, perhaps more so than in other fields of research, and analysis
of a single society at a particular time can reveal unequal marriage chances in
social strata. However, we can never be certain that what we observe to be regu-
larities are not merely particularities, products of some limited set of historical,
cultural, or political circumstances. Moreover, possible explanations for varia-
tions of or changes in assortative marriage can hardly be derived from a single
study.

Thus, to analyze a macro-level phenomenon like assortative marriage, lon-
gitudinal or comparative research is valuable because it forces us to revise our
interpretations to account for the differences and inconsistencies that could
never be uncovered in a single research. Two different types of theories are pur-
ported to explain a trend in assortative marriage and social rigidity. These theo-
ries are concerned with the impact of industrialization or structural economic
changes on assortative marriage (Goode, 1964; Kalmijn, 1991; Mare, 1991). The
first theory, known as industrialism, holds that socioeconomic development
and technological growth, characterized by expansion of mass education, mass
communication and transportation, and urbanization, influence strata relations
(Hughes, 1963). One major claim of industrialism is that the various processes
of industrialization increase contact and communication, reduce strata distinc-
tion, and lead to societal assimilation. In other words, industrial society is char-
acterized by conditions in which individuals can envision personal advancement
quite apart from their original strata. A society is comprised of individuals of
more heterogeneous social origins, which implies that individuals are character-
ized by a relatively short average tenure in a given stratum. Both heterogeneity
and short average tenure suggest high rate and volume of mobility and imply
lower inequality in the ascription-based distribution of social rewards (Kelly,
1978; Kelly, Robinson, and Klein, 1981; Treiman, 1970; Hirshman and Wong,
1984). In particular, expansion of mass communication and transportation
weakens cultural barriers among social strata (Treiman, 1970). Urbanization
creates densely populated urban areas that increase physical proximity and the
number of potential contacts between persons, including prospective spouses,
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originating from different groups (Blau, Blum and Schwartz, 1984). A higher
level of mass education brings about a more marriageable population of hetero-
geneity in its social origins, and such expansion is also expected to change the
cultural outlook of more people at a marriageable age. All these trends con-
tribute to declining differences in outlook, customs, and taste among people
from different family backgrounds. As the social preferences based on family
backgrounds become more similar, the importance of ascribed status in mar-
riage decreases (Blau and Duncan, 1967; Kalmijn, 1991). In short, the theory of
industrialism holds that economic development entails a process of rationaliza-
tion which weakens ascribed allocation of roles in favor of a specialized and effi-
cient work force. It argues that achieved qualities are now the dominant criteria
for distribution of life chance, which necessitates a fundamental reorientation in
the values and normative standards guiding social action. Factors that reduce
ascription’s importance in occupational mobility in industrial societies also
reduce ascription’s influence on assortative marriage (Treiman, 1970). Under
the prevalence of achievement-based stratification, marriage connects individu-
als independently of their ascribed status (Glass, 1954; Lipset and Zetterberg,
1959; Blau and Duncan, 1967). The second theory considered here, the theory
of reproduction, also argues that patterns of assortative marriage follow eco-
nomic process. This approach holds that socioeconomic development and tech-
nological growth should decrease the importance of social origins, especially of
family background, in spouse selection. Both the reproduction approach and
the industrialism approach claim that ongoing industrialization decreases the
effects of ascribed status on intergenerational mobility and assortative marriage.
Industrialism focuses on the crucial shift from ascription to achievement as the
principal determinant of status in advanced societies. Then it suggests that, in
modern industrial societies, ascription is increasingly irrelevant to the principal
criterion of spouse selection. More specifically, this argument states that we
should expect the association between social origin and achievement (such as
educational attainment) to decline over the years, as talented children of lower-
stratum backgrounds avail themselves of expanding opportunities to gain cre-
dentials (Treiman, 1970; Treiman and Yip, 1989). Yet, unlike the theory of
industrialism, the theory of reproduction objects to this idea through its need to
maintain and replicate existing relations among social strata, focusing instead
on the tendency to transfer ascribed status into achieved status. There are two
types of path to reproduction of social strata. One is a direct transmission of sta-
tus origin to status destination, and the other is an indirect transfer of status ori-
gin to status destination through education. As industrialization proceeds, direct
transfer of a family’s resources into its children’s status destination decreases. In
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order to counteract the diminishing influence of the control over children’s sta-
tus, parents tend to invest their resources heavily in other strategies of reproduc-
tion (Collins, 1971; Ultee and Luijkx, 1990). Since the standards of high
achieved status are higher, the family must expend their energy and resources in
dealing with this transfer. By definition, upper-stratum families have more
resources in a given society, and can apply them to this task. Upper-stratum par-
ents can therefore control the future of their children more effectively. This dif-
ferential control is the key in socially advantaged families transforming their
resources to their children.

Education and marriage are well-known strata-reproduction strategies,
and are somewhat interrelated. Bourdieu (1973) describes how the social order
of ascribed status is converted into achieved status. Therefore, such cultural and
educational mechanisms of reproducing social strata take precedence over the
more traditional mechanism of spouse selection. The tendency toward increas-
ing assortative marriage with respect to achievement reflects the tendency
toward increasing transfer from ascribed status to achieved status. Thus, if direct
transfer of social origins to children diminishes, assortative marriage increases.

A large body of sociological discussion has emphasized the importance of
ascribed status in the attainment of achieved status. A position which at first
glance clearly appears to be based on achievement is clearly proven to be affect-
ed by ascribed status (Blau and Duncan, 1967; Featherman and Hauser, 1978).
Numerous studies have elaborated on the connection between ascribed status
and achieved status.

Research related to this theory has generated conflicting reports. For exam-
ple, Kerckhoff and Trott (1993) specifically examined the Oxford Mobility Data
to test for the impact of the 1944 Education Act on the link between social ori-
gin and educational attainment. They found that social origin indeed exerted
increasing influence on educational achievement. By contrast, Hout, Raftery
and Bell (1993) have reported that stratum-based inequalities in educational
outcomes are declining in the United States. However, some studies of other
industrial societies report an apparent lack of change (Yossi and Kraus, 1990;
Dronkers, 1993). The question is to what extent such transfer from generation
to generation has been successful.

Empirical evidence on trends in assortative marriage in Korea is not con-
clusive. On the one hand, some scientists have observed increasing assortative
marriage and social rigidity, but others have observed the opposite. Related
empirical results by Park (1990) and Shin (1996) have reported an increase in
assortative marriage, whereas Cha and Chang (1994) reported a decrease in
assortative marriage and rigidity in the face of Korea’s economic development.

��� DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIETY, Vol. 39 No. 1, June 2010

007Myoung-Jin Lee_사  2010.6.23 5:56 PM  페이지168   (주)anyprinting(pmac) 



Recently, Smits et al. (2009) found that educational homogamy declined over
time. Undoubtedly, the relationship between the trend in assortative marriage
and economic development has undergone a change, but this trend nevertheless
cannot be generalized into representing a certain direction (Lee, 2000).1

Data, Measurement, and Method

Data Collection and Measurement

Basically, Korea census consists of two types of survey: complete enumera-
tion and sample enumeration. The 2000 Korea census collected the following
detailed information: 1) personal information (name, family origin, relation-
ship to the head of household, gender, age, school attendance, and educational
attainment, place of birth, marital status), and 2) housing information (type of
household, number of rooms, type of kitchen, toilet, and bathroom, type of
tenure, type of living quarters, type of detached house, and type of occupancy).
Sample enumeration survey contains more detailed information such as
employment, duration of current work, occupation, and so on (KNSO, 2006). 

Data in this study conducted by the Korea National Statistical Office
(KNSO, 2001) came from the two-percent sample of the Korea 2000 population
and housing census comprised of 883,845 male and female subjects. The first
population and housing census in Korea was conducted in 1925, and it has been
conducted every five years since then. The characteristics of the 2000 census are
as follows. It was designed to assess all persons and households in Korea; meth-
ods used for data collection were self-enumeration and direct interviews. Its ref-
erence date was November 1, 2000, and its numeration period was November
10, 2000. 

Marriage tables were created based on the educational information of the
household head and his/her spouse. In total, 238,607 cases were included in the
marriage tables. A certain type of cohort categorization is required to examine
the trend in assortative marriage, and debate continues on defining the best way
for categorization (Lee, 2006).

For the purpose of this study, the year of birth of households is used as the
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standard for cohort categorization with the following 5 cohort distinctions: 1)
those born before 1940, 2) born in the 1940s, 3) born in the 1950s, 4) born in
the 1960s, and 5) born in the 1970s. It is obvious that this categorization cannot
ensure total comparability within cohorts. Historical experiences of each gener-
ation in Korea may cause differences in the composition of cohorts over time.
Moreover, the problem of representation arises among older-aged cohorts due
to attrition by death. Several measurement issues also require consideration
when analyzing these marriage tables. First, the number of cases differs widely
across the tables. The marriage tables in this study are based on census of less
than a million couples; yet, the number of couples varied by cohort. The tempo-
ral variation in the sample size poses a comparability problem by, for example,
affecting the log-likelihood ratio statistic (Grusky and Hauser, 1984), but one
way to solve this problem is to assume that all data sets have the same number of
cases (Erickson, Goldthorpe and Portocarero, 1982). 

Second, educational attainment is chosen rather than occupation as the
basis of status for two main reasons. First of all, educational attainment can be
measured in more couples than occupation because a considerable proportion
of women are housewives. Even when these housewives are included in the
analysis, it is difficult to determine their position in the occupational hierarchy.
Additionally, women’s occupation may not be a reliable index of their achieved
status. Especially in developing countries, many women regard paid employ-
ment as a temporary position, to be given up by the time of marriage or the
birth of the first child. Many women have no choice but to accept occupations
lower in prestige than those taken up by men with same qualifications (Park,
1990).To compare the marriage tables, the following classifications are used: 1)
college (post-secondary school), 2) high school (higher secondary school), 3)
middle school (lower secondary school), and 4) elementary school.

Method

The log-linear model is introduced to analyze data sets that contain cate-
gorical variables (nominal or ordinal), e.g., educational level, religion, etc. It
provides tools for more powerful analyses of contingency tables. The traditional
way of identifying an association between or among categorical variables is to
calculate percentages within categories of variables and comparing the percent-
ages across these categories. If the percentages differ significantly between or
among categories, association is assumed to occur among categories (Knoke
and Burke, 1990). However, log-linear analysis cannot be applied simply, even
for comparison of marriage tables from just two periods. This is particularly
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true where models with multiple parameters are used to capture the pattern of
assortative marriage.2 Even though the added parameter may improve the
model’s fit, it further complicates the comparison: a society’s degree of assorta-
tive marriage cannot be easily summarized. Simple summary measures are
therefore urgently needed to provide a frame of reference for comparative stud-
ies. One solution to this issue is to introduce a single parameter model (e.g., the
fixed-distance model or the uniform association model), allowing the relative
strength of assortative marriage to be compared by the single parameter for
interaction effects between spouses’ statuses. The problem with this type of
measure is that the pattern of association is such that the simplest model may
not fit the data, which necessitates a more complex model. By definition, the
more complex model uses more parameters than the single parameter model in
order to capture the degree of association that increases the statistical complexi-
ty in simultaneously comparing several parameters in the table. To overcome
these problems, I used likelihood ratio statistic on L2-distance measures (DBs)
calculated after standardization. The L2 statistic associated with a certain log-lin-
ear model can be interpreted as the distance between the observed frequencies
and the expected frequencies in the model. For instance, the L2 statistic associat-
ed with the independence model provides us with conventional summary statis-
tics that indicates the degree to which the observed frequencies deviate from the
independence model (Cochran, 1954; Birch, 1964; Bishop, Fienberg and
Holland, 1975).

Moreover, L2-distance is easily decomposed by using a series of related
models. A measure was obtained to show the distance between the models
(Bishop, Fienberg and Holland, 1975; Agresti, 1984).3 However, the problem of
this DB is that L2 is influenced by other factors, such as sample size and marginal
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contains only subsets of B’s parameters. L2-distance associated with model A can be decomposed into
two parts: 1) the distance of expected frequencies under model B from the expected frequencies under
model A, and 2) the distance of expected frequencies under model B from observed frequencies. This
decomposition is defined as follows:

L2(A) = –2 (∑
i,j

fij log fij – ∑
i,j

fij log mij
A)

= –2 (∑
i,j

fij log mij
B – ∑

i,j
fij log mij

A) – 2 (∑
i,j

fij log mij
B – ∑

i,j
fij log fij)

= L2[(A)|(B)] + L2(B)

where L2[(A)|(B)] or L2(A) – L2(B) is the “conditional measure” for model A, given model B (Bishop,
Fienberg and Holland, 1975: 126).
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distribution. To reduce such effects, sample size and marginal distributions were
adjusted, keeping the internal odds ratios (Bishop, Fienberg and Holland, 1975).
For the purpose of L2 calculation, the simplest standardization was to assume
that sample sizes are uniform across tables. First, the size of each table was
adjusted to 1,000; sometimes the disparity of marginal distribution between
spouses influenced the measure of assortative marriage. Therefore, the table was
re-adjusted to assume equal educational distribution for husbands and wives.
However, another type of marginal effect is uneven marginal distribution
between or among categories. Double standardization was therefore introduced
to reduce this type of marginal effect. After double standardization, each table
was fixed to have the same size, equal marginal distribution for husbands and
wives, and even marginal distribution. The variation introduced by sample size
and marginal distributions, which are deemed irrelevant for intrinsic degree of
assortative marriage, was eliminated through comparison of L2-distances based
on the double standardized marriage tables for societies.

Models and Results

Models

In this study, assortative marriage means any type of systematic departure
from random association (Becker, 1981; Sweet and Bumpass, 1987). That is,
suppose that there are M eligible males and F eligible females in the marriage
market. In practice, not all M × F possible pairs are equally likely. The nonran-
dom marriage pattern leads to assortative marriage.

The key to modeling assortative marriage lies in the appropriate use of the
basic notion of status persistence and status barrier in marriage, and the basic
notion of status hierarchy, status distances, and openness of the stratification
system. One type of models gives priority to the notions of status persistence
and status barriers while another gives priority to the notion of status hierarchy
and distance. The first type of models focuses on the pattern of relative frequen-
cies as the cells move away from the main diagonals. Included in this type are
four specific models: 1) diagonal, 2) persistence, 3) fixed-distance, and 4) cross-
ings (Goodman, 1979a; Johnson, 1980; Lindsey, 1989; Ultee and Luijkx, 1990;
Kalmijn, 1991; Mare, 1991). In particular, the diagonal model assumes that
there is a tendency toward homogamy in marriage tables—that is, people with
equal status are likely to marry. Once a couple deviates from this tendency, the
model does not concerns which other status they marry. Moreover, the degree

��	 DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIETY, Vol. 39 No. 1, June 2010

007Myoung-Jin Lee_사  2010.6.23 5:56 PM  페이지172   (주)anyprinting(pmac) 



of homogamy is assumed to be uniform in the diagonal model. This diagonal
model can be extended to a more complex one (i.e., persistence model) by elim-
inating the requirement that the relative homogamy of main diagonal cells be
uniform. The persistence model includes a separate parameter for each stratum.

Both diagonal and persistence models assume that there is an overall ten-
dency to marry a partner with the same social status: once a person marries out
of the same status group, the choice among the remaining status categories is
assumed to be random. The fixed-distance model and crossings model incorpo-
rate a certain type of status barriers. The fixed-distance model focuses on the
fact that many observed tables of social mobility and marriage show greater fre-
quencies in the main diagonals and smaller frequencies as one moves toward
off-diagonal cells (Goodman, 1979a; Haberman, 1979). This model contains
one single parameter to represent such a tendency, which is symmetric and
equally strong in both directions (Ultee and Luijkx, 1990; Kalmijn, 1991). The
crossings model (CD) is widely used in the area of assortative marriage research
(Johnson, 1980; Kalmijn, 1991; Mare, 1991). This model attempts to incorpo-
rate the same idea as the fixed-distance model. Unlike the fixed-distance model,
the crossings model allows different parameters between categories. This type of
model, however, fails to contain the idea of social status. In terms of odds ratio,
these models do not imply consistent effect of status hierarchy, only in competi-
tion involving certain status combinations.

The second type of models concentrates more on the notion of status hier-
archy and distance between or among statuses. In this type of models, consid-
ered to be the indirect results of status competition in the marriage market, are
the patterns of the marriage tables showing the prevalence of frequencies in the
main diagonals and scarcity of frequencies as the cells move away from the main
diagonals. These models are known as association models (Goodman, 1979b;
1984; Clogg, 1982a; 1982b; Hout, 1984). The association models’ simplest form
is the uniform association (UNI) model. The UNI model is based on the conjec-
ture that the odds ratio of adjacent cells is the same as each other. The interac-
tion term of this model is the product of two linear scales to represent the idea
that row and column variables are ordinal and that the distance between cate-
gories is equal. Unlike the fixed-distance model, this model consistently focuses
on social hierarchy. Under the UNI model, all odds ratio involving the consecu-
tive 2 × 2 tables are the same or uniform, i.e., 4. This ratio indicates the advan-
tages of higher-status men over those of the next lower status in marrying high-
er-status women who are between the two adjacent statuses. The odds ratio also
specifies distance. The distance for both men and women are meaningful in this
model.
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The notion of hierarchy and distance introduced by the UNI model can be
generalized and operationalized in several ways. It may be hypothesized that
odds ratio remains the same across the columns but vary across the rows, per-
haps indicating that order inherent in the row categories is not uniform, while
order in the column categories is. In other words, the distance between two con-
secutive row categories varies while it remains constant for the column cate-
gories. Such an association pattern is known as the row-effects association
model, not because the column variables do not have any effect but because an
equal-interval scale works for it. The column-effects association model is
obtained if we reverse the role of these variables. 

The homogeneous row-column effects (HRC) model, whose odds ratio
changes across the row and the column, may be hypothesized, but the corre-
sponding pair of categories in the row and the column shares the same odds
ratio. This model accommodates different intervals in each variable, as long as
the corresponding intervals are homogeneous across the variables (Fienberg,
1980; Yamaguchi, 1987; Agresti, 1990).

The association models, however, do not adequately capture one particular
aspect of the observed status system—the fact that there is a tendency toward a
“stratum specific persistence,” that is, the frequency in the main diagonal of
observed marriage tables tends to be greater than expected even when most of
the association models are taken into consideration. To overcome the problems
of the two types of models, introduced was the persistence model which is a
combination of two types of models: the association model for the off-diagonal
cells, and the stratum-specific persistence model for the diagonal cells.4 This
combination model captures the tendency toward a stratum-specific persistence
as well as status competition in the marriage market.

Results

Let us begin with a description of marriage tables for the couple’s educa-
tion according to observed frequencies. Table 1 presents observed marriage
tables for couples’ education for each period. The distribution of each table
illustrates increasing educational attainment for men and women over time as a
result of the relatively recent availability of mass education in Korea.5
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However, percentage analysis may not present an accurate picture since any
measures from the analysis are not independent of marginal distribution or the
categorization method. The figures over time are not directly comparable.
Therefore, observed frequencies of each table were adjusted or standardized, and
then compared. First, the sample size of each table was adjusted to 40,000. The
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Korea’s enrollment rate in higher education is one of the highest in the world (KNSO, 2006).

Table 1. Marriage Table by Cohort (Raw Data)

Wife

College High Middle Elementary Total
School School School

1930s College 1,077 2,194 1,013 1,659 5,943
Husband High School 176 1,349 2,052 4,756 8,333

Middle School 75 246 1,118 4,343 5,782
Elementary School 150 464 442 16,296 17,352
Total 1,478 4,253 4,625 27,054 37,410

1940s College 2,917 4,392 1,217 1,274 9,800
Husband High School 425 5,543 5,343 3,737 15,048

Middle School 161 620 3,899 4,127 8,807
Elementary School 159 472 783 8,451 9,865
Total 3,662 11,027 11,242 17,589 43,520

1950s College 7,877 9,473 1,126 841 19,317
Husband High School 1,049 19,156 7,512 2,462 30,179

Middle School 241 1,816 6,287 2,456 10,800
Elementary School 212 842 1,090 4,045 6,189
Total 9,379 31,287 16,015 9,804 66,485

1960s College 17,880 12,138 288 591 30,897
Husband High School 2,039 24,654 2,518 1,489 30,700

Middle School 210 1,728 1,987 729 4,654
Elementary School 724 1,492 535 666 3,417
Total 20,853 40,012 5,328 3,475 69,668

1970s College 6,708 2,732 129 295 9,864
Husband High School 1,489 7,906 354 503 10,252

Middle School 86 381 158 85 710
Elementary School 197 397 69 35 698
Total 8,480 11,416 710 918 21,524

Source: KNSO, 2001.
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number of cases of each birth cohort ranged from 21,524 to 69,668. The adjust-
ed sample size was used based on a generated grand mean. The number of edu-
cational categories was also taken into consideration. Second, the difference in
marriage patterns over time was assumed to be due to the disparity between the
education of the husbands and wives. Then, the table was re-adjusted to assume
equal educational distribution for husbands and wives. In particular, the wives’
education was adjusted to the husbands’. As a final step, double standardization
was introduced in which an equal educational distribution for spouses and an
even distribution for each educational category were assumed. In other words,
the effects of marginal distribution are controlled.

Table 2 presents the L2-DB for adjusted tables over time. The first measure
SA was based on the size-adjusted tables while the second measure AH was
adjusted to the husbands’ education (equal marginal distribution). Finally, the
third measure DB was obtained after double standardization, which eliminates
some of the problems of earlier measures.

To summarize the rather complex study results succinctly, birth cohorts of
the 1950s had higher values of the L2-DB. Other birth cohorts had lower values
of education in marriage selection. For example, birth cohorts of the 1970s had
the lowest L2-DB value of 13,905.56, followed by 16,270.53 for those of the
1930s. In contrast, birth cohorts of the 1940s and 1960s had higher values at
23,923.42 and 23,054.62, respectively. Figure 1 shows the three L2-measures for
DBs for each birth cohort and GNI per capita (in USD) in 1970, 1975, 1985,
1995 and 2005. I assumed that the midpoint for the age of first marriage would
be 35: 1970, 1975, 1985, 1995, and 2005.6 This result is similar to the convex
(inverted U-shaped) relationship between economic development and educa-
tional homogamy (Smits, Ultee and Lammers, 1998).

��� DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIETY, Vol. 39 No. 1, June 2010

Table 2. Distance Measure of Independent Model (L2IND)

SZ HS DS

1930s 14,168.63 17,465.46 16,270.53
1940s 20,936.92 28,892.38 23,923.42
1950s 21,435.66 31,468.28 29,241.27
1960s 17,301.81 37,516.85 23,054.62
1970s 13,225.85 6,522.96 13,905.56

Note: SZ (Size Adjustment); HS (Adjusted to the Distribution of Husband’s Education); 
DS (Double Standardization)

6 Statistics on the GNI per capita for 1965 were not available.
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To illustrate the relationship between possible aspects of assortative mar-
riage for each period, Table 3 and Figure 2 present the overall association based
on the independence model (L2

IND) and different types of association assumed
by several models (UNI, HRC, CD) for double-standardized tables. For each
birth cohort, the pattern of association assumed by the diagonal and association
models appeared to resemble that of the overall degree of assortative marriage
based on the independence model. Yet, the temporal change differed according
to each model. The association assumed by the diagonal model was more simi-
lar to that of the overall degree of assortative marriage based on the indepen-

Temporal Variation in the Strength of Educational Assortative ~ ���

Figure 1. Distance Measure of Independent Model (L2
IND) and GNI per capita (USD).

Source: KNSO, 2010.

Table 3. Trend of Degrees of Different Types of Association Measured by L2-Decompo-
sition for Double-Standardized Tables in Korea 

D-IND D-UNI D-HRC D-CD

1930s 16,270.53 09,889.97 10,065.25 12,293.82
1940s 23,923.42 16,089.38 16,176.25 20,751.28
1950s 29,241.27 21,111.96 21,481.57 27,341.19
1960s 23,054.62 11,528.00 14,528.98 20,461.21
1970s 13,905.56 03,416.98 09,995.54 13,397.98

Note: D-IND = L2
IND; D-UNI = L2

IND-L2
UNI; D-HRC = L2

IND-L2
HRC; D-CD = L2

IND-L2
CD
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dence model. In contrast, the association assumed by the association models
uniformly increased and decreased over time, which explained the change of
status rigidity in Korea. The association assumed by status hierarchy and dis-
tance mainly contributed to the overall decrease in assortative marriage among
birth cohorts of the 1960s and 1970s, indicating that the tendency to marry
within one’s stratum was relatively more important for birth cohorts of those
married in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Discussion

This study has attempted to examine variations in the strength of assorta-
tive marriage in Korea. Similar to previous studies on intergenerational mobili-
ty, the strength of assortative marriage was assumed to act as an indicator of the
possibility of an individual being able to cross social strata (Raymo and Xie,
2000). By employing log-linear models and L2-DBs, the study results demon-
strated the temporal change in the strength of assortative marriage among birth
cohorts from the 1930s to the 1970s.

The main finding of this study was that the temporal change can be
described by a convex (inverted U-shaped) relationship over time. The degree of
educational assortative marriage increased among earlier birth cohorts from the
1930s to the 1950s, but decreased among later birth cohorts of the 1960s and

��� DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIETY, Vol. 39 No. 1, June 2010

Figure 2. Trend of Different Types of Association Measured by L2-Decomposition for
Double-Standardized Table.
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1970s. The degree of assortative marriage with respect to both status persistence
and status barrier, and to status hierarchy and status distance, constantly
increased among earlier birth cohorts, peaked among birth cohorts of the 1950s,
and eventually declined among birth cohorts of the 1960s and 1970s. The effect
of education became increasingly important in spouse selection.

In particular, the degree of assortative marriage with respect to status per-
sistence and status barrier largely increased from birth cohorts of the 1940s to
those of the 1950s. The difference between the degree of status persistence and
status hierarchy was maximized among birth cohort of the 1950s.

This result is somewhat contrary to recent empirical findings by Smits et al.
(2009), which support the general openness hypothesis of various processes of
modernization making the boundaries of social strata more permeable. There
may be some potential reasons for such differences. One of the main reasons
may be that Smits and Park focused on the “the degree to which individuals
marry across specific boundaries” (Smits et al., 2009: 237), whereby they
stressed the notions of status persistence and status barriers in a sense. These
notions focus on the pattern of relative frequency as the cells move away from
the main diagonals. By contrast, this study uses an overall measure to capture a
general pattern of assortative marriage for general openness of stratification sys-
tem, and then it tries to decompose the general pattern into specified ones, i.e.,
status persistence and status barrier, as well as status hierarchy and distance.

Rather, this result appears to be consistent with the convex trend reported
by Smits, Ultee and Lammers (1998). They argued that as a country develops
economically, assortative marriage first increases to a maximum, and then
declines, that a positive relationship between economic development and assor-
tative marriage is found since the achieved status, such as education, becomes a
salient factor with economic development. Thus, the status of attainment
hypothesis seems to provide a plausible explanation for the temporal change
among birth cohorts of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. As shown in the GNI per
capita and Figure 2, the degree of assortative marriage largely increased in line
with rapid economic development during the 1970s and 1980s.

It is plausible that increased structural openness, especially in terms of
ascribed status, in Korean society has brought people in contact with a wider
variety of outsiders from more various family backgrounds. People have gained
greater freedom to make more personal choices in a marriage partner. Korean
society has undergone dramatic historical changes over the last century, such as
Japanese colonization from 1905 to 1945 during which time various attempts
were conducted to root out the old nationalist class and the Korean War from
1950 to 1953. In addition, the land reform policy and the rapid industrialization

Temporal Variation in the Strength of Educational Assortative ~ ���
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program led by the Korean government also induced a dramatic change in the
foundation of social stratification which heightened the strength of education as
the basis of social stratification. As a result, educational level became more
salient in the process of marriage or other important life-cycle events.

After presenting the general pattern of temporal variation in assortative
marriage among earlier birth cohorts, this study explored the temporal change
among later birth cohorts. The importance of this effect decreased as of birth
cohorts of the 1960s. The degree of assortative marriage decreased after the GNI
per capita surpassed US$10,000. Smits, Ultee and Lammers (1998) explain this
phenomenon with the use of the general openness hypothesis, which states that
people are able to afford the luxury of romantic love with improved economic
conditions and can meet a more diverse range of potential spouses due to
urbanization, greater geographical mobility, and the spread of mass communi-
cation; in other words, boundaries between all social groups become more per-
meable.

However, while educational assortative marriages decreased among recent
birth cohorts, this did not necessarily weaken the strength of social rigidity in
general. It is necessary to consider the changes in education in terms of its quali-
tative aspect in Korea. Under a strong tradition of Confucianism, there has been
a long history of implementing education as one of the main state-ruling mech-
anisms. Moreover, Korea’s unique historical experience further strengthened
such social values placed on education. Japanese colonial rule in Korea (1910-
1945) and the 1950s almost destroyed the old conservative order and traditional
elite (Vogel, 1991). State-leading economic success further encouraged Koreans’
eagerness to learn to improve individual socioeconomic success. Such social
uncertainty promotes the importance of academic meritocracy and motivates
higher education. This is externalized as an explosive widening of formal educa-
tion. The growth of education since 1945 has been impressive by any standard.
Enrollment in middle school doubled in a decade beginning in 1952, and more
than doubled in another decade. The growth of enrollment in higher education
is represented by Korea holding one of the highest college enrollment ratios in
the world (KNSO, 2001). Social incentives such as significant salary and promo-
tion differentials based on the level of education attained have been implement-
ed (Koo, 1995). 

However, expansion of education has recently slowed down7 In that pos-
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7 According to KNSO, the rate of high school students enrolling for college has decreased by 1.9%
point to 81.9% when compared with 83.8% in 2008. This rate decreased for the first time since 1990
(KNSO, 2009). 
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session of a college degree was no longer considered sufficient to have a decent
job in the Korean labor market. In a sense, Korea has entered a saturated stage in
the quantitative aspect of education. As a result, there may be a possible increase
in the importance of other types of status base such as family background.
Assortative marriage should be examined with respect to social status—prestige,
rank, or standing associated with inequality in the distribution of social rewards.
Examples include rights and perquisites that contribute to sustenance and com-
fort, humor and diversion, and self-respect and ego expansion (Davis and
Moore, 1945; Weber, 1947; Fairchild, 1970; Treiman, 1970). Since social status
often depends on multiple dimensions, the meaning of assortative marriage
needs to be assessed differently according to the dimension of status. For this
reason, assortative marriage should be viewed from a multidimensional per-
spective. Such a perspective has not received adequate attention in research liter-
ature on assortative marriage because most assortative marriage research have
been based on a single dimension of status (either ascriptive or achieved), which
has limited the ability to simultaneously examine the strengths of various
dimensions of status. The implications of assortative marriage and their general-
izability would have been clearer if assortative marriage had been investigated
from a multidimensional rather than a unidimensional perspective.
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