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Resumen

A partir de muestras de microdatos 
provenientes de las rondas censales de 
1970 y 2000, este artículo tiene como 
propósito comparar las uniones consensuales 
y maritales en función de sus niveles de 
homogamia educativa. Los países incluidos 
son: Argentina, Brasil, Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Ecuador, México y Panamá. 
El análisis consiste en la aplicación de un 
modelo de regresión loglineal para controlar 
los factores estructurales relacionados con 
la distribución por nivel educativo de los 
cónyuges e investigar si presentan patrones 
de homogamia diferenciados. Los resultados 
obtenidos muestran que las diferencias entre 
ambos tipos de unión no son signifi cativas.

Palabras clave: matrimonio, uniones 
consensuales, homogamia educativa, 
América Latina.

* This text is inscribed in the I+D project: El impacto de la población extranjera en la formación 
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Abstract

Consensual unions and marriages in 
Latin America: two patterns of educative 
homogamy?

We used micro-data from the 1970 and 
2000 censual rounds to compare patterns 
of educational assortative mating between 
consensual unions and marriages. The 
included countries are Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, 
Mexico and Panama. We apply log-linear 
analysis to control for the educational 
attainment of spouses and to investigate 
whether there are differences in patterns 
of educational homogamy by union type. 
Results show non-signifi cant differences 
between marriages and consensual unions. 

Key words: marriage, consensual unions, 
Educational homogamy, Latin America.

he study of selective coupling behaviors between men and women 
is important for various reasons. Firstly, it constitutes an indicator 
of the rigidity of the borders that divide social groups. Secondly, T

the differential possession of a resource highly valued by society (e.g. 
education, wage) has a decisive infl uence on the power relations within 
the couple, which is important when trying to evaluate the quality of life 
of its members and the reproductive decisions made within marital unions. 
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Finally, at an aggregated level, higher or lower levels of homogamy 
structured by marriage markets might be associated with certain aspects of 
marriage, such as its timing and intensity. 

Few studies have examined the difference between the union type 
(cohabitation/marriage) based on the tendency to unite with similar persons 
(homogamy), even in developed countries which have a long tradition of 
marriage studies. An analysis of this type is important since it allows us to 
widen our knowledge on the nature of both types of unions. For this reason, 
the objective of this study is to analyze the differences and similarities 
between consensual and marital unions, seen in the light of the principle of 
homogamy. In order to fulfi ll this purpose we use the micro-data samples 
from eight Latin American countries: Argentina, Brasil, Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico and Panama. 

The analysis is performed by comparing countries and types of unions 
in two different temporal contexts, established by the 1970 and 2000 
census rounds; it consists in applying a log-linear regression model. The 
databases are from the IPUMS project, based at the Minnesota Population 
Center (2009). We selected all persons aged from 25 to 39 years, who at 
the time of the last census round were married or in a union. To guide 
the research process proposed three hypotheses were developed from the 
literature review and existing research results in Latin America linked to 
the issue of consensual unions:
1) The differences in the homogamy levels between marital and consensual 

unions will be greater within the context of the early seventies, than in 
the early 2000;

2) Tendencies towards homogamy will be greater in the marital unions, in 
comparison to consensual unions; 

3) Propensities towards hypergamy will be reduced, regardless the type of 
union, between the period established by the census rounds in the early 
seventies and the fi rst decade of this century.
The article is developed along fi ve sections. In the conceptual elements 

section, the basic concepts and predominant research lines in the homogamy 
studies are defi ned, as well as the existing approaches to address the 
relationship between this phenomenon and the types of union(consensual 
and marital).
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In the third chapter the estate of the matter regarding the subject for 
the Latin American case is presented, as well as the hypotheses that guide 
the work. Later, in the fourth section, data sources, methods and variables, 
which were used, are described. In the fi fth section a descriptive analysis 
is carried out, and the data obtained from the application of the loglinear 
method are analyzed. Finally, in the conclusions, a brief discussion of the 
results in comparison to the proposed hypotheses is performed. 

Conceptual Elements 
Educative homogamy 
Virtually every research so far has concluded that the tendency towards 
homogamy constitutes one of the elemental principles governing the 
dynamics of marital markets. The term homogamy is applied here, when 
two similar people are united in function of several socially signifi cant 
features, linked to the social ranking system. These features can be ascribed 
(ethnicity, race) or socially acquired (education, religion, occupation, etc.).  
To refer to the opposite situation (i.e., unions between people with different 
characteristics), we use the term heterogamy. In like manner, the position 
of the woman within the couple1 is usually taken as a reference, in order 
to distinguish two types of situations: hypergamy, when the woman is 
united to a man, who is better positioned in the social ranking system, or 
hypogamy, when the woman is the one  who occupies the higher position 
in said hierarchy.

This phenomenon has been studied considering different variables, 
both in terms of the particularities of each social context, as in those of 
research interests. This way, numerous studies on racial (Qian, 1997), 
religious (Kalmijn, 1991a), occupational (Hout, 1982), age (Bozon, 1991, 
Cabré, 1993), geographical (Katz and Hill, 1958) and educational (Mare, 
1991) homogamy have been conducted. These studies are mainly from the 
United States and Europe and confi rm the tendency to bond with people 
who share the same characteristics (Mare, 1991; Smits, 2003; Ultee and 
Luijkx, 1990).

 In relation to its determinants, Kalmijn (1998) suggests that the spouse 
or partner choice patterns are generated from the interaction of three factors: 
a) individual preferences regarding the characteristics associated with 
potential mates; b) the capacity of the belonging group to intervene during 
1 Measured in terms of a given hierarchical variable that is socially signifi cant, such as: education, 
occupation, income, etc.
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the election process; and c) the limitations imposed by the opportunity 
structure of the marital market in terms of its composition. The greater 
part of the contemporary socio-demographic research is channeled to the 
analysis of the structural elements of the marital markets and the study of 
individual preferences. 

From a structural perspective, a special emphasis is conferred to the 
limits imposed by the population structure to the possibilities of contact 
and interaction of the potential spouses (Lichter et al., 1995; Blau et al., 
1982).Given that forming a couple depends, at the same time, on the 
availability of the suitable candidates and their possibilities of interaction; 
research on structural determinants tries to analyze how these factors 
infl uence the dynamics of marriage markets. Here outstand the works 
by Blau (1982) on how the size and distribution of the different groups 
through social space condition the possibilities their members have to 
interact, or at least to establish some sort of minimal contact, indispensable 
requisite for potential spouses to acquire a level of familiarity. Likewise, 
within this structural factor category we fi nd as well the analysis of marital 
market imbalances (marriage squeeze). Traditionally, this type of studies 
attempt to describe and prevent the impact made by the imbalances in the 
relative quantities of men and women on some marriage indicators, such as 
its calendar, intensity and homogamy patterns (Akers, 1967; Bhrolchain, 
2001; Cabré, 1993; Henry, 1966; Schoen, 1983). 

In the case of individual preferences, pairing behavior is usually 
explained by means of some perspective, based on the social exchange 
theory. Under this perspective, the spouse election process is basically an 
act of transactional nature, which operates through market mechanisms. 
This means that the individuals tend to be oriented by the principle of profi t 
maximization, refereed to those characteristics which are positively valued 
by society: beauty, economic, cultural and educational capital, etc. In one 
of the most disseminated variants of this approach applied in the fi eld of 
family microeconomics, Becker (1973, 1974) sustains that an interchange 
is optimum when men and women maximize their benefi ts through the 
interchange of complementary characteristics, established from the sexual 
division of work: an economic character for the man, and linked to the 
housework for the woman. This perspective is customarily denominated 
“interchange specialization”, and it predicts high levels of occupational 
and educational heterogamy. Nevertheless, the modernization processes 
associated to the rise of feminine participation in the labor market and 
the reduction of the educational breach between men and women tend to 
discard this hypothesis. 
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In a context of economic and social modernization, where the gender 
roles tend to converge and society grants a greater importance to professional 
capability and achievements in detriment of ascribed statuses, it would be 
more reasonable to suppose that both men and women prefer to match with 
individuals with an similar or higher socioeconomic level. According to 
Oppenheimer (1988), these structural changes, joined to the fact that most 
people are united at the beginning of their professional carriers, add greate 
uncertainty at the moment of evaluating the long-term socioeconomic 
perspectives of the potential candidates, which affects the probabilities of 
making a good decision. This way, those who are looking for a couple do 
not any longer base their decision exclusively upon the traditional criteria 
of sexual division of labor. Because of this, various researchers agree that 
one of the best criteria to study partnering dynamics in marriage markets 
is educational level (Blossfeld and Timm, 2003; Kalmijn, 1991b; Mare, 
1991). Its explanatory power is based on: 1) education is the most important 
determinant of the higher or lower level of success in the occupational 
structures of industrialized societies; 2) educational level is strongly linked 
to the cultural resources of people. Individuals who share similar cultural 
backgrounds tend to share similar visions of the world as well, which 
strengthens mutual understanding; and, 3) educational institutions on their 
own constitute excellent marriage markets, by reuniting in the same place, 
and for a long period of time men and women with similar characteristics 
and ages, specially as educational level increases. 

Educational homogamy and consensual unions 
Even in developed countries, with a large research tradition on the 
marriage fi eld, few are the studies which examine the relation between 
homogamy patterns and types of union (cohabitation and marriage). 
However, the growing interest, experienced in the last few years about 
consensual unions has motivated the appearance of some studies. Two 
approaches to tackle the subject can be distinguished: “looser bond” and 
“screening”.

The ‘looser bond’ perspective 

The fi rst of the approaches is the one proposed by Schoen and Weinick 
(1993). First, the authors argue that consensual unions have tended to be 
conceptualized simply as “informal marriages”. This, more traditional, 
approach is based on the interchange and specialization theory (Becker, 
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1973; Becker, 1974), and supposes the prevalence of the homogamy pattern 
of conduct in relation to ascribed characteristics, such as ethnicity, race 
or nationality, as well as the heterogamy pattern associated with acquired 
characteristics, such as occupation and education. The greater heterogamy 
associated with these characteristics would simply refl ect the effects of 
the sexual division of labor. This would be the case of hypergamic unions, 
more frequently found when the man must assume the role of breadwinner 
and the woman is relegated to the domestic sphere. Thus, we can deduct 
that if cohabitation was simply an informal marriage, there would be no 
difference between the two types of union. 

An alternative vision to the traditional way of defi ning cohabitation 
as and informal marriage consists in conceptualizing it as a different 
institutional form, as a “looser bond”, this is to say, with different 
objectives, norms and conduct patterns (Schoen and Weinick, 1993). 
From this perspective, cohabitation is differentiated from marriage in 
terms of its lower sense of commitment and higher individual autonomy. 
Hypothetically, this difference should translate in terms of the composition 
of the unions, under the assumption that the election of the partner is not 
independent on the desired type of union (cohabitation/marriage), allowing 
different conclusions in comparison to the traditional perspective.

Unlike marriages, consensual union members must face certain 
challenges that encourage in a greater way to interact under equality 
principles (Brines and Joyner, 1999): high uncertainty, lack of defi ned 
time horizon and absence of a legal contract to discourage the breakup. 
This widens the freedom margins to experiment with arrangements that 
have greater social autonomy. This freedom, however, is accompanied by 
higher levels of economic individualism and clear cultural norms about 
how to behave in this sense, once they are established. So, compared 
with marriages, informal unions are faced, in the short term, to increase 
friction between their members. The principle of equality appears as a 
reasonable solution: it is well suited to individualistic values and levels 
out the ground for the commitment processes that promote cohesion. 
Although, on the other hand, it is also admitted to be a principle diffi cult 
to maintain, among other things, because it requires constant monitoring 
over the other partner, and because the development of balanced power 
relationships turns diffi cult when the comparison criterion is the economic 
one, especially considering the wage gap between men and women. To sum 
up, this perspective predicts that informal unions will show higher levels of 
educational homogamy and lower level of homogamy related to ascribed 
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characteristics (race, ethnicity, nationality). At the end of their study Schoen 
and Weinick (1993) conclude that: 1) married women, in comparison to 
cohabitants, experimented greater levels of racial homogamy; 2) they were 
more likely to educational hypergamy; and, 3) cohabitant women had 
higher probabilities of engaging in hypogamic relationships.

Screening perspective 

This perspective, proposed by Blackwell and Lichter (2000, 2004), originates 
from the assumption that both courtship and cohabitation are intermediate 
stages towards marriage. The primary function of cohabitation would be to 
provide a space to evaluate the compatibility and strengthen the emotional 
ties between partners. Throughout this transition a fi ltering or screening 
process is produced, during which, most closely related couples are the 
ones most likely to become married. The fact that individuals interact in 
geographical areas and institutions with high segregation levels, coupled 
with the fact that ascribed characteristics tend to be more easily perceived, 
causes the homogamy principle to be more effective based on aspects such 
as ethnicity or race in the three types of relationships. Moreover, given 
that ascribed characteristics are relatively more diffi cult to notice through 
simple observation, it will be necessary to have a greater familiarity and 
knowledge of the partner, so that such information may be included within 
the criteria of choice. For this reason, more temporary relationships such 
as courtship and cohabitation will tend to be less homogamic regarding 
aspects like education and social class. 

Under these premises it is argued that a good match may be less 
relevant in short-term relationships, such as cohabitation, in comparison 
to long-term relationships, such as marriage. In fact, the incentives and 
motivations to establish a dating relationship (e.g. fun, companionship) 
differ from those of cohabitation (e.g. achievement of scale economies, 
preparation for marriage). “The decision of sharing a household is far 
more important than that of sharing an evening” (Blackwell and Lichter, 
2004, 721). Based on the distinction formal/informal for differentiating 
between marriage and cohabitation respectively, it is argued that this latter 
form involves lower fi nancial and emotional commitment towards the 
relationship. In summary, the screening hypothesis states that the transition 
from dating to cohabitation and fi nally to marriage is characterized by an 
increased selectivity in mate selection criteria. This means that homogamy 
increases as dating-cohabitation-marriage continuum goes on, especially 
regarding education and economic characteristics in general. However, 
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among the conclusions of their own research, Blackweel and Litcher 
(2004) point out that the differences found between the different types 
of union are more of degree than of nature. The three types of union are 
predominantly homogamic. The evidence found to support the hypothesis 
that the progression towards marriage is accompanied by an increase 
in the selectivity of the pairing is rather modest. It was found as well, 
that religious and racial homogamy increases slightly when progressing 
from a type of relationship to another. It was also found that heterogamy 
patterns are similar, however women in an informal relationship were less 
hypergamic. In general, the principle of homogamy acted in a similar way 
in the different types of relationships. 

Consensual Unions in Latin America 
One of the most singular aspects of the different Latin-American marriage 
regimes resides in importance consensual unions have historically had. 
Unlike developed countries, where the phenomenon is considered to be a 
part of the changes associated to the second demographic transition, in the 
Latin American region, this type of union has co-existed with marriages 
since Colonial times. Rodriguez (2005) groups the explanations for the 
origins of the phenomenon in three lines. The fi rst one refers to elements 
of historic-cultural nature, among which the following are emphasized: a) 
the practical diffi culties of the colonial administration to impose marriage 
as the only form of union between men and women, largely due to confl icts 
and cultural barriers between conquerors and indigenous people and weak 
administrative institutionalization; and, b) the miscegenation processes 
(promoted by the elevated masculinity indexes of the conquerors), along 
with the ecclesiastical restrictions towards inter-ethnical relationships. 

The second one has to do with poverty and the costs associated to the 
formalization of the conjugal bond (bureaucratic procedures, wedding 
celebration, etc.), as well as the inherent advantages of maintaining 
personal assets at margin of possible legal claims. Finally, the third one 
is associated with the diffi culties of the emerging Latin-American Nation-
States to establish the entire necessary organizational and bureaucratic 
scaffolding and make it available for the citizenry. 

These explanations give an account of a very particular historic, 
economic, political and cultural context, from which it is inferred that 
cohabitation in Latin America, can hardly be equated to that existing in 
developed countries, in which it is interpreted as a sign of the autonomy of 
women and ideological rejection to institutional interference in private life 
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(Castro Martín et al., 2008). Thus, the empirical evidence generated from 
research conducted in recent years gives us the following picture:
1. Traditionally, there has been a high proportion of consensual unions, with 

large differences between countries. On the one hand, we have those of 
the Southern Cone and Mexico, with the lowest levels of consensual 
unions; on the other, we have the Central American and Caribbean 
countries with the highest levels (García and Rojas, 2002; Zavala de 
Cosío, 1995). Recent data indicate that such unions are expanding in 
countries that previously showed lower levels, at the same time they 
have maintained or slightly increased in the countries that already had 
high levels (Castro Martín et al., 2008).  

2. The poorest groups have a greater propensity towards consensual unions. 
However, there is also evidence that this type of union is spreading 
across all social strata, especially in more educated groups (Rodriguez 
Vignoli, 2005).

3. As age increases, the propensity to cohabitation is reduced, which could 
represent changes in the preferences related to the life cycle or a clear 
tendency to legalize union over time (De Vos, 1998; Rodriguez Vignoli, 
2005).

4. Signifi cant differences between the reproductive patterns of both types 
of union have not yet been found. (Castro Martín et al., 2008; Rosero 
Bixby, 1996).

5. The homogamic pattern, whose highest levels correspond to the extremes 
of educational hierarchy, predominates in the region (Esteve and López 
Ruiz, in print). Furthermore, levels of homogamy/heterogamy vary 
depending on the different ethno-racial groups and on the gender within 
each of these groups. (López Ruiz et al., 2008). Likewise, the evidence 
obtained from Brazil and Mexico (Esteve and McCaa, 2007) suggests 
that the tendency towards hypergamy has tended to decline in time. 

6. The results on the type of union and homogamy are not homogeneous: 
while Esteve (2005, 2007) and De Vos (1998) found no evidence to 
confi rm that both types of union differ; Castro Martin et al. (2008) 
conclude that educational and age heterogamy is higher among those 
who form consensual unions. 
To sum up, studies on cohabitation show a rather heterogeneous 

situation, however with a growing tendency towards reducing the gaps, 
both between countries as in between different social strata. Circumstance 
generated from the expansion of consensual unions in both dimensions. 



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 60 CIEAP/UAEM

14

Likewise, based on historiographic research, it would be reasonable to 
assume the existence of multiple meanings subjacent to this type of union, 
regarding the belonging to different social strata. Hence, in some cases we 
could fi nd consensual unions similar to the case of developed countries (as 
it tends to be assumed in the case of groups with higher educational level), 
and other times unions in which predominates the traditional consensual 
pattern, associated to the conditions of poverty and subordination of the 
woman. Actually, this notion of duality overlapping is quite disseminated 
in Latin American contemporary demographic thinking, either to talk about 
the particular case of marriage, or in the broader context about demographic 
transition.2 This ambivalence of the Latin American demographic context 
comes from the dynamics assumed by the economic, political and social 
modernization processes in different countries, which can somehow be 
synthesized in the fact that:

…some of the constitutive elements of the modernization processes in Latin 
America have developed incompletely, generating small groups of those 
included in the social and material benefi ts and large sectors of those excluded 
from the modernization. Also, many of the modernization changes have been 
carried out in a segmented way, this is to say, they have not been accompanied 
by modernity elements, which mainly refer to cultural and identity dimensions 
of said changes (Arriagada, 2002, 148).

Hence, the importance ascribed to education in this work: as a proxy 
variable for social class, which at the same time is inextricably linked to 
cultural and identity aspects of people. 

Considering both the conceptual elements and the results of previous 
research, it is deduced that a comparison between homogamous behavior 
patterns of consensual unions and marriage could serve to highlight 
differences in the nature of both types of union. For this reason, these patterns 
will be evaluated in two different contexts. The fi rst one is the early 1970s 
and supposes a context that combines lower levels of institutionalization 
of cohabitation, along with the male breadwinner household model. 
The second one is the begging of the 2000s, characterized by a greater 
expansion and institutionalization of cohabitation at all levels, as well as a 
signifi cant reduction in gender gaps associated with education and social 
division of labor. Thus, three hypotheses will be tried:

2 Consider, for example the concepts of “Malthusianism of poverty” (Zavala de Cosío, 1995) 
referred to the case of demographic transition and that of “dual marriage system” (Castro Martín, 
2001) referred to the case of the marriage regimes.
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1. The differences in homogamy levels between marital and consensual 
unions will be greater in the context of the early 1970s, compared with that 
of the early 2000. This under the premise that the relationship between 
homogamy and consensual unions varies as the role of cohabitation in 
society changes (Hamplova, 2009), which would be showing signs of 
converging today. The expressions of this change would be refl ected 
in aspects such as the expansion of cohabitation among countries and 
social strata, as well as a greater institutionalization and social tolerance 
towards these types of unions in the region. 

2. Tendencies towards homogamy will be higher in marital unions, in 
comparison with consensual unions. This hypothesis is inspired by the 
screening perspective (Schoen and Weinick, 1993), which postulates 
that the path that goes from dating to cohabitation (when opted for 
this option) and fi nally to marriage, is characterized by a growing 
selectivity in mate choice criteria, situation that favors the operation of 
the homogamic principle. This idea is based on the conclusions most 
of the research have come to, in which it is concluded that men and 
women have a strong tendency to legalize the relationship overtime. 

3. Hypergamy propensities will be reduced, regardless the type of union, 
between the period established by the census rounds at the beginning 
of the decades of 1970 and 2000. This situation would arise in terms 
of various modernization processes in the economic, political, social 
and cultural spheres, which in turn have encouraged many changes 
regarding family and gender systems, promoting, not only an increased 
autonomy and control of the people over their own sexuality, but also, 
to some extent, a convergence in gender roles. Among some of the most 
signifi cant transformations since the mid-sixties directly associated 
with family and the role of women in Latin American societies are: 
the acceleration of the demographic transition, high rates of female 
participation in labor markets and the mass incorporation of women 
into the formal education system. 
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Methodology 
The data used in this research come from the census micro-data samples 
for the rounds corresponding to 1970 and 2000 for the following countries: 
Argentina (1970-2001), Brazil (1970-2000), Chile (1970-2002), Colombia 
(1973-2005), Costa Rica (1973-2000), Ecuador (1974-2001), Mexico 
(1970-2000) and Panama (1970-2000). Samples are harmonized by the 
IPUMS international project (Minnesota Population Center, 2009) made 
available to the scientifi c community through its website: www.ipums.org. 
To ensure comparability between countries, we have worked with samples 
of 100 000 cases, representing the whole population (16 in total, integrated 
into a single fi le). In order to ensure comparability of data between countries 
and reduce the effect the dissolution of partnership may have on the results, 
we limited the analysis to those couples where both spouses are between 
25 and 39 years old. The age limit for couples is a common practice in this 
type of research, especially when working with cross-sectional data, as it is 
the case of population censuses. In the fi rst place, under a certain age, e.g. 
25 years, the proportion of individuals who are not yet living together as a 
couple is higher than at 30 years old, however the true element of bias lies 
in the fact that the risk of not be living with a partner at the age of 25 varies, 
among other things, due to the educational level. Thus, if young couples 
were considered, those couples in which both spouses or either one of them 
has higher education, would most likely be underestimated. The upper age 
limit is used to limit the bias that can enter the differential dissolution of 
unions. That is, the fact that unions tent to dissolve more or less in function 
of the same characteristics of the spouses (selection effect). However, there 
is no evidence for Latin America on the dissolution of spouses regarding 
the educational characteristics of the spouses, which is why the age limit 
is more a precautionary measure in line with studies in other areas (Jones, 
1996; Kalmijn et al., 2005).

Once the couples are selected, the fi nal data structure is relatively simple. 
This is a contingency table that distributes the couples according to the year, 
country in which they were surveyed, educational level of the spouses and the 
type of union. Regarding this last variable, we distinguish between marriages 
and consensual unions according to the information provided by each census. 
Knowing the tradition of consensual unions in Latin America, most of the 
censuses of this region clearly identify this type of unions, either directly or 
from the civil status variable. The educational level is that reported by the 
spouses at the time of the census and we assume that it is the same as that 
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which they had at the time of becoming partners, assuming that school is 
normally concluded before starting to be a couple. We use a classifi cation into 
four categories: “no elementary”, “complete elementary”, “complete high 
school”, “complete university”. In order to do so, we have resorted to the 
EDATTAN variable, a variable created by IPUMS to homogenize the different 
educational systems in a common scheme based on the UN recommendations 
for the population censuses (United Nations, 2001). This schema is based on 
a system of six years of elementary school, three secondary school years, 
three high school years, and university. With exceptions (see discussions in 
www.ipums.org), the majority of countries are adapted to this scheme, so 
are the countries in Latin America. The only exception is Brazil, country for 
which we have considered those individuals with four years of elementary 
school as “complete elementary”, however in EDATTAN they appear as “less 
than elementary”. Under the data light, the four years of elementary school in 
Brazil constitute an important educational threshold. If we consider that these 
individuals have not completed their elementary studies; we disproportionally 
increase the percentage of individuals without elementary education.

The fi rst stage of the analysis consists in describing the educational 
distribution of couples in function of the type of union, country, year 
and condition of homogamy. In a second phase, we turn to the log-linear 
models to analyze in detail the guidelines of homogamy. Log-linear models 
are frequently used in the study of the couples composition, because it 
enables the effect that the distribution by year, country, type of union and 
educational level of the spouses have over the aggregated guidelines of 
homogamy; to be isolated. For example, if educational structure of spouses 
in consensual unions is more concentrated than that of those who are 
joined by marriage, so would be the proportion of homogamic couples. 
Meaning, the log-linear allow us to compare the levels of homogamy 
between consensual and marital unions, regardless of the distribution by 
educational level that characterizes both types of unions. In the results 
section we will individually present the examined models and justify the 
choice of models to show the results. 

Results 
Composition of conjugal unions: descriptive elements 

Table 1 shows the distribution of the spouses according to their educational 
levels and the type of union, either consensual or marital. In the fi rst 
place, for the census round of the seventies, we verifi ed what had been 
already found in previous research, concerning the heterogeneity that 
prevails in the region (García and Rojas, 2002; Zavala de Cosío, 1995). 



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 60 CIEAP/UAEM

18

We can observe a fi rst group, where consensual relationships are a 
minority, composed by the southern Cone countries. In this group, the 
percentage of consensual unions does not reach 10 percent of the total 
of unions. The second group formed by Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador 
and Mexico, which values place it at an intermediate location within the 
analyzed countries (between 13 and 23 percent). We can also distinguish 
a third group, composed solely of Panama and has a characteristic pattern 
of Central America and the Caribbean (with the exception of Costa Rica), 
where consensuality reaches over 50 percent of the total unions. Looking 
at the composition of these groups for the 2000 census, notable differences 
are made evident. These differences have to do with the expansion of 
consensual unions have had in all countries, which has been more intense 
in those who previously had low or moderate levels. The cases of Panama 
and Colombia stand out, with levels above 50 percent. In examining the 
relationship between union type and educational level, to the year 1970, it 
is appreciated that consensual unions were concentrated in the lower social 
strata. The evidence is overwhelming, especially when comparing the 
percentages of the non-educative groups (ranging from 63 to 87 percent), 
against groups that have high school and university education complete (in 
which case they hardly reach one percent of the total consensual unions). 
This pattern changes signifi cantly by the year 2000, given that unions 
have been extended to groups with university education and, especially, 
to those who have complete high school education (ranging from 13 to 31 
percent). However, we must bear in mind that consensuality still remains 
concentrated in the less educated groups, except now the scene of the 
“uneducated” is occupied by those with a “complete elementary” level. 
These data corroborate the evidence gathered by other studies (Castro 
Martín, 2001; De Vos, 1998; Quilodrán, 2000; Rodríguez Vignoli, 2005).

On the other hand, table 2 presents the distribution of consensual and 
marital unions in relation to homogamy (same education), hypergamy 
(woman less educated than man), and hypogamy (woman better educated 
than man) patterns. Overall, percentages indicate that in both periods, 
the two types of union show a predominantly homogamous pattern. 
By the beginning of  the 1970, it is noted that consensual unions have 
higher levels of homogamy than marital unions, especially in countries 
like Panama, Mexico and Colombia, where the difference is around 10 
percent. In principle, this is related to the fact that the educational level 
of consensual unions is more concentrated in the population with lower 
educational levels, which tends to be the most homogamic, as we shall see. 
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This is due, in part, to the fact that they have fewer matching options, since 
their opportunities are restricted to pair down (hypogamy), and because 
their position on the marriage market is more undervalued from the point 
of view of the groups with higher educational level. By the early 2000, it 
can be affi rmed that these difference virtually disappears. This change is 
favored by the diversifi cation of the educational levels of the population. 
Regarding hypergamy, except in the cases of Ecuador, Mexico and Panama, 
in the 1970s, there is not a great difference between both types of union. In 
the case of these three countries, and the rest in general, in the 2000s, the 
differences are narrowed, or even tend to disappear. 

TABLE 1
SPOUSE DISTRIBUTION BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL, SEX, COUNTRY, TYPE 

OF UNION AND YEAR (PERCENTAGES)
1970 decade

Consensual union Married 
No

School Elem. Sec. Uni. Tot.
No

school Elem. Sec. Uni. Tot.
Men
Argentina 66.1 32.7 0.6 0.6 9.2 28.8 60.1 5.8 5.3 90.8
Brazil 75.5 22.5 1.0 1.0 5.9 63.3 29.9 4.2 2.6 94.1
Chile 63.8 34.8 0.5 0.9 3.4 36.3 47.6 12.8 3.4 96.6
Colombia 77.9 20.8 0.6 0.6 16.6 56.1 32.8 6.3 4.8 83.4
Costa Rica 74.8 23.8 0.7 0.6 13.7 51.8 38.0 4.5 5.8 86.3
Ecuador 76.4 22.1 1.1 0.4 23.0 57.7 32.3 7.0 3.1 77.0
Mexico 87.0 12.2 0.3 0.5 13.1 69.2 24.9 2.1 3.8 86.9
Panama 64.3 32.6 2.8 0.3 52.8 27.7 43.0 19.4 9.8 47.2
Women 
Argentina 71.8 27.7 0.1 0.3 9.2 30.9 64.3 2.3 2.5 90.8
Brazil 79.9 19.6 0.5 0.0 5.9 64.8 29.4 4.9 0.9 94.1
Chile 74.2 25.3 0.5 0.0 3.4 39.7 49.0 9.9 1.4 96.6
Colombia 85.2 14.4 0.1 0.3 16.6 57.6 35.5 5.3 1.6 83.4
Costa Rica 79.1 19.9 0.4 0.7 13.7 51.2 38.9 3.6 6.3 86.3
Ecuador 79.7 19.5 0.6 0.2 23.0 63.9 28.7 6.7 0.7 77.0
Mexico 92.3 7.0 0.2 0.5 13.1 73.3 24.6 1.5 0.7 86.9
Panama 66.6 31.9 1.5 0.1 52.8 26.7 47.0 20.7 5.6 47.2
Source: own elaboration with data from IPUMS-International (2009).
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Propensities toward homogamy: model results

Table 3 presents the adjustment statistical of log-linear models, designed 
to examine the differences between union types and changes over time. 
Because of argumentative reasons, it is recommendable to start with 
model 1 or independence model. This model assumes that the observed 
distribution is solely the result of the random combination of the spouses, 
considering the distribution by educational level in function of the 
country, year and type of union. The X and BIC statistics measure the 
level of adjustment of this assumption regarding the observed distribution. 
The lower the values of these statistics, the better the fi t of the model, 
the fewer the differences between the observed and the expected 
distribution. The variation of these statistics, according to the model 
specifi cation, serves us as a guide to choose the defi nite option. 

TABLE 1
SPOUSE DISTRIBUTION BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL, SEX, COUNTRY, 

TYPE OF UNION AND YEAR (PERCENTAGES) CONTINUATION 
2000 decade

Consensual union Married
No 

school Elem. Sec. Uni. Tot.
No 

school Elem. Sec. Uni. Tot.
Men
Argentina 13.3 57.8 24.1 4.8 29.0 5.4 48.6 36.1 10.0 71.0
Brazil 28.0 54.1 15.5 2.4 30.0 19.4 49.5 23.8 7.2 70.0
Chile 11.7 51.5 31.8 4.9 18.0 6.2 41.3 44.7 7.8 82.0
Colombia 26.7 42.4 25.8 5.1 55.3 12.6 33.9 37.0 16.6 44.7
Costa Rica 27.0 58.0 12.0 3.0 25.3 10.9 54.3 22.5 12.3 74.7
Ecuador 29.5 50.5 16.6 3.4 32.2 16.8 43.0 28.0 12.3 67.8
Mexico 21.9 59.4 13.0 5.7 17.6 16.1 51.9 18.2 13.8 82.4
Panama 14.0 55.4 27.1 3.5 53.8 4.4 34.6 43.6 17.4 46.2
Women 
Argentina 11.8 55.0 28.1 5.1 29.0 4.8 41.0 44.8 9.4 71.0
Brazil 26.9 54.9 15.6 2.6 30.0 16.2 49.3 26.7 7.8 70.0
Chile 13.7 50.1 33.4 2.8 18.0 5.9 40.6 47.5 5.9 82.0
Colombia 22.5 43.0 29.5 5.0 55.3 10.5 29.4 42.4 17.7 44.7
Costa Rica 27.8 56.8 11.9 3.5 25.3 9.0 55.8 23.5 11.7 74.7
Ecuador 30.1 51.9 15.6 2.3 32.2 18.3 40.2 31.3 10.3 67.8
Mexico 26.6 59.0 11.6 2.9 17.6 16.4 53.3 20.0 10.4 82.4
Panama 16.3 53.0 26.9 3.8 53.8 4.8 32.3 42.1 20.8 46.2
Source: own elaboration with data from IPUMS-International (2009).
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The X value is an adjustment indicator that does not take into account 
the degrees of freedom of the model, this is, the parameters used to 
achieve that result. In contrast BIC takes said factor into account (Kass 
and Raftery, 1993) and so, it also measures the effi ciency of the model.

Out of all the models in table 3, the independence model has the worst 
adjustment, which forces to immediately to discard that hypothesis. 
The rest of the models are divided into two blocks. The models two to 
fi ve, are homogamy models and six to eight are symmetry models. 

TABLE 2
UNION DISTRIBUTION ACCORDING TO HOMOGAMY CONDITION,

COUNTRY, TYPE OF UNION AND YEAR (PERCENTAGES)
1970 decade

Consensual union Married 
Country Hyper Homo Hypo Hyper Homo Hypo

Argentina 18.1 70.2 11.7 20.6 67.3 12.1
Brazil 13.1 79.7 7.3 13.0 77.3 9.7
Chile 19.5 72.4 8.1 21.8 65.5 12.7
Colombia 13.6 81.0 5.4 17.5 71.6 10.8
Costa Rica 15.3 74.5 10.3 16.7 66.5 16.8
Ecuador 10.8 82.6 6.6 16.2 77.4 6.4
Mexico 8.7 88.2 3.2 15.1 77.9 7.0
Panama 14.5 74.3 11.1 20.8 63.3 15.9
Source: own elaboration with data from IPUMS-International (2009).

 
TABLE 2

UNION DISTRIBUTION ACCORDING TO HOMOGAMY 
CONDITION, COUNTRY, TYPE OF UNION AND YEAR 

(PERCENTAGES) CONTINUATION 
2000 decade

Consensual union Married
Country Hyper Homo Hypo Hyper Homo Hypo

Argentina 16.7 60.6 22.7 15.3 62.0 22.7
Brazil 20.6 57.2 22.2 17.6 58.3 24.1
Chile 23.1 57.6 19.3 20.0 60.3 19.7
Colombia 19.0 55.2 25.9 16.6 58.9 24.5
Costa Rica 22.2 56.4 21.4 19.8 59.2 21.0
Ecuador 21.3 60.3 18.4 21.8 59.1 19.2
Mexico 24.3 60.9 14.9 22.1 59.6 18.3
Panama 22.8 56.2 21.0 20.0 56.3 23.6
Source: own elaboration with data from IPUMS-International (2009).
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Homogamy models explore the tendency to match with someone from 
the same educational level. Model two allows the interaction between the 
educational level of the man and that of the woman, but it limits it to be 
constant over time, country and type of union. This interaction substantially 
reduces the adjustment statistics, showing, once again, that the educational 
level of the spouses is a relevant factor in the spouse selection process. 
Models three, four and fi ve introduce in order of importance (as judged by 
the effect they have on the adjustment statistics) new interactions. Model 
three assumes that interaction by educational level varies over time, but 
only for the four homogamous combinations. This is, in fact, a signifi cant 
variation, since the model adjustment to the observed data improves 
substantially (BIC – 1717.1). Model four also allows the variation of 
homogamy by educational level in function of the country. This is a 
signifi cant reduction in the degrees of freedom given the large number of 
countries which we work with, this consequently reduces the value of X 
signifi cantly. However, the reduction in BIC is not as marked (-1998.7). 
From this we can deduce that the differences between countries are not 
as important as the differences in time. Finally, in model fi ve, we add the 
possibility for the interaction patterns between educational levels to vary in 
function of the type of union. The model is improved, but the contribution 
of this new condition is rather modest. Out of the three factors examined, 
time, country and type of union, the latter is the one with lowest incidence. 
This means that differences in educational homogamy patterns do not vary 
signifi cantly in function of the type of union. 

Although they do not appear represented in table 3, we have proved 
more complex models to examine multiple interactions between time, 
country and type of union in homogamy patterns. For example, we 
designed models to prove whether the differences by type of union are 
greater in some countries than in others, or if they have changed over time. 
Judging by the adjustment statistics, any attempt to complicate the models 
in this direction fails. This shows, among other things, that the differences 
between 1970 and 2000 are constant for all types of union and countries 
or that the differences in countries remain over time and are independent 
from the type of union. 

To illustrate the results from the fi rst block of models, some of patters 
extracted from model 5 are shown. Thus table 4 shows the intensity 
of establishing homogamous unions between people with different 
educational level, for each type of union and in two different historical 
periods. The estimated parameters represent the logarithms of likelihood 
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ratios (log odds). Here values over zero indicate a greater number of 
homogamous unions of which would have been obtained if people were 
randomly matched, while values below zero denote a smaller number of 
unions. Some important conclusions are obtained from this table. 

Firstly, after controlling the structure effects, it is observed that in the 
early seventies the group with a higher propensity to homogamy was 
the one with the lowest levels of education, followed by the one with 
complete high school, the one with incomplete elementary and fi nally the 

TABLE 4
HOMOGAMY PATTERNS (LOG ODSS RATIO, MODEL 6)

1970 decade

Consensual union Married 

Country 
No

school. Elem. Sec. Uni.
No 

school. Elem. Sec. Uni.
Argentina 2.87 0.93 1.60 0.85 3.30 0.87 1.81 1.02
Brazil 3.48 0.84 1.47 1.30 3.92 0.78 1.68 1.47
Chile 2.82 1.09 1.14 1.82 3.25 1.03 1.35 1.99
Colombia 3.48 0.69 1.68 0.89 3.91 0.63 1.89 1.06
Costa Rica 3.39 0.37 1.98 -0.07 3.83 0.31 2.19 0.10
Ecuador 3.56 1.11 1.60 0.17 3.99 1.05 1.81 0.34
Mexico 3.64 0.69 1.66 0.15 4.07 0.63 1.87 0.32
Panama 3.76 0.64 1.40 0.54 4.19 0.59 1.61 0.71
Source: own elaboration with data from IPUMS-International (2009).

 

Table 4
Homogamy patterns, LOG ODSS RATIO, MODEL 6, (continuation)

2000 decade
Consensual union Married 

Country 
No 

school. Elem. Sec. Uni.
No 

school. Elem. Sec. Uni.
Argentina 1.57 1.47 0.77 2.12 2.00 1.42 0.97 2.29
Brazil 2.18 1.38 0.64 2.58 2.61 1.33 0.84 2.75
Chile 1.51 1.63 0.31 3.09 1.95 1.58 0.52 3.26
Colombia 2.17 1.23 0.85 2.17 2.61 1.18 1.05 2.34
Costa Rica 2.09 0.91 1.15 1.20 2.52 0.86 1.35 1.37
Ecuador 2.25 1.66 0.77 1.45 2.69 1.60 0.97 1.62
Mexico 2.34 1.23 0.83 1.42 2.77 1.18 1.03 1.59
Panama 2.46 1.19 0.56 1.82 2.89 1.13 0.77 1.99
Source: own elaboration with data from IPUMS-International (2009).
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one with university education. This varies signifi cantly by early 2000, in 
function of the rearrangement of homogamous tendencies among different 
educational groups, as refl ected in Figure 1. Thereby, graphs 1A and 1B 
show that homogamy patterns between the two types of union are virtually 
identical. The shift to 2000 (Figure 1C and 1D) is basically the reduction 
of homogamy tendencies among groups that previously had the highest 
levels (no school and complete secondary school), accompanied by an 
increase in the groups that previously had the lowest levels, especially in 
the case of  university education. Particularly striking from these graphs is 
the observed similarity between consensual and marital unions, even after 
the rearrangement in the homogamy patterns occurred during the inter-
census period.

The similarity between the patterns of both types of union and their 
consistency over time disregard the hypothesis that the differences between 
the homogamy levels in consensual and marital unions would be greater 
in the seventies than in the decade of 2000. This is to say, the differences 
between both types of union do not change over time, seen under the light 
of the homogamy principle.

By contrast, the second hypothesis considered in this study, which 
postulates the existence of higher homogamy levels among marital unions 
in comparison to consensual unions seems to be sustained at fi rst sight. 
Only in the case of the group with incomplete elementary school, there 
are virtually no differences. However, it must be admitted that, in general, 
these differences are very small; therefore the evidence to this hypothesis 
tends to be rather modest.

The second block of models explores the degree of gender symmetry 
in heterogamous couples. In heterogamous couples we fi nd two types 
of situations: the woman has a lower educational level than the man 
(hypergamy) or the woman has a higher educational level (hypogamy). 
In short, we examined whether the number of couples of one kind or 
another distributes symmetrically, after controlling the distribution by the 
educational level of the spouses, type of union, country and census round. 
Model six assumes the existence of symmetry and that the symmetry degree 
varies depending on the type of union, the country and the census round. 
Model seven adds an asymmetry parameter that allows detecting if there is 
a greater propensity to hypergamy or hypogamy and how this propensity 
varies in time. BIC is reduced by 10 points (-2043.1) considering that this 
new condition consumes only two degrees of freedom. Model eight tests if 
the asymmetry varies in function of the country and type of union.
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GRAPH 1
TENDENCY TO EDUCATIONAL HOMOGAMY, 

ACCORDING TO SCHOOLING LEVEL, TYPE OF UNION AND COUNTRY, 
LOGARITHMS OF LIKELIHOOD RATIOS
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GRAPH 1
TENDENCY TO EDUCATIONAL HOMOGAMY, 

ACCORDING TO SCHOOLING LEVEL, TYPE OF UNION AND COUNTRY, 
LOGARITHMS OF LIKELIHOOD RATIOS (CONTINUATION)

Source: own elaboration with data from IPUMS-International (2009).
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GRAPH 2
TENDENCY TO EDUCATIONAL HYPERGAMY, ACCORDING TO TYPE 

OF UNION AND COUNTRY. 
1970 CENSUS, LOGRITHMS OF LIKELIHOOD RATIOS 

Source: own elaboration with data from de IPUMS-International (2009).

TABLE 5
HYPERGAMY PARAMETERS (LOG ODDS RATIO, MODEL 9)

1970 decade 2000 decade

Country
Consensual 

union Married 
Consensual 

union Married
Argentina 0.29 0.39 -0.23 -0.13
Brazil 0.28 0.38 -0.24 -0.14
Chile 0.28 0.38 -0.24 -0.14
Colombia 0.54 0.64 0.02 0.12
Costa Rica 0.72 0.82 0.20 0.30
Ecuador 0.80 0.90 0.28 0.38
Mexico 0.49 0.59 -0.03 0.07
Panama 0.57 0.67 0.05 0.15
Source: own elaboration with data from IPUMS-International (2009).
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The answer is that the differences by country and type of union are 
not important, as demonstrated by the adjustment statistics (BIC -1968.7). 
Despite this, we use the latter model to graphically illustrate this fact. Table 
5 presents hypergamy parameters by type of union and census round. The 
data can be viewed best in graphs 2 and 3, which shows that, regardless of 
the type of union, the propensity towards hypergamy tends to be slightly 
higher in marital unions than in consensual unions for both periods of time. 

Finally, it is observed that there is a signifi cant hypergamy reduction 
between the two inter-census periods, for both consensual and marital 
unions. These results support the third hypothesis, which postulated that 
the propensity to hypergamy would be reduced regardless the type of union 
as a consequence of the gap reduction on gender roles, especially in the 
educational and labor dimensions, associated to the public sphere. 

Conclusions 
The objective of the present study was to analyze the differences between 
marital and consensual unions in Latin America under the light of the 
educational homogamy principle. Census samples were analyzed, for the 
decades of 1970 and 2000, from eight different countries in the region: 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico and 
Panama. To guide the study, three hypotheses were designed. 1) The 
differences in the homogamy levels between marital and consensual 
unions will be greater within the context of the early seventies than in 
the early 2000; 2) Tendencies towards homogamy will be greater in 
marital unions, in comparison with consensual unions; and, 3) propensities 
towards hypergamy will be reduced, regardless the type of union, between 
the period established by the census rounds in the early seventies and the 
fi rst decade of this century.

The evidence provided by the log-linear models can partially support 
these hypotheses. In relation to the fi rst hypothesis, not evidence was found 
that the differences between homogamy levels in consensual and marital 
unions had changed during the 1970-2000 inter-census period. That is, 
both types of union varied in their homogamy patterns, but in relation to 
their mutual differences.

Regarding the second hypothesis, in spite that tendencies go in the 
direction predicted by the screening perspective, the differences between 
the highest homogamy levels in marital unions and the lowest levels in 
consensual unions tend to be rather modest. Still, these results provide a 
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GRAPH 3
TENDENCY TO EDUCATIONAL HYPERGAMY, ACCORDING TO TYPE 

OF UNION AND COUNTRY. 
2000 CENSUS, LOGRITHMS OF LIKELIHOOD RATIOS 

Source: own elaboration with data from de IPUMS-International (2009).

good starting point for future evaluation of the signifi cance and magnitude 
of these differences, through surveys and other statistical procedures 
that contain more detailed information, primarily in regard to marital 
biographies. Expectations may be promising, especially when considering 
that some previous research in Latin America indicates that consensual 
unions tend to be more unstable, more and more people opt for them when 
they come together for the fi rst time and that most people aspire to legalize 
them over time, elements that could accommodate the operation of some 
kind of fi lter in the selectivity of matches among people who choose to 
legalize their union. 

On the other hand, it can be established that data do not allow us to 
defi nitevely state there are differences in the hypergamy patterns linked to 
the type of union. Despite the differences found, even almost negligible, 
suggest that the traditional hypergamic pattern is presented more often in 

Consensual union Married
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marital unions. What can be said without doubt is that the propensities 
to hypergamy decreased signifi cantly during the inter-census period from 
1970 to 2000, regardless of the type of union, and refl ecting in some way, 
the reduction of the educational gap between men and women. 

It seems that the differences found here, between both the two types of 
union, tend to be more of degree that of kind. That is, in general, it can be 
said that both union share the same pattern of educational homogamy. In 
this sense, the results are similar to those obtained by Blackwell and Litcher 
(2004) for the American case. At least that would be evidence extracted 
from the use of census micro-data, which does not mean conclusions can be 
drawn using other sources, especially those of longitudinal or retrospective 
nature. Unfortunately, at present moment, the scarcity of such sources in 
the regional context makes it diffi cult to deepen in this sense. 

Finally, it is clarifi ed that the conclusions of this study relate to a very 
special case, which is the use of the homogamy principle in order to 
evaluate the differences and similarities between consensual and marital 
unions. Beyond this perspective, it is a fact that legal legitimacy of the 
conjugal bond implies important consequences, both in terms of issues 
associated with the quality of family life and those associated with the 
recognition of rights by social institutions. This applies to both partners 
and their offspring. Hence the importance ascribed to the subject in family 
studies. 
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