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Abstract 

 
 
While black-white intermarriage is uncommon in the United States, blacks in Canada are just as 
likely to marry whites as to marry blacks. Asians, in contrast, are more likely to marry whites in 
the US than in Canada. We test the claim that high rates of interracial marriage are indicative of 
high levels of social integration against Peter Blau’s ‘macrostructural’ thesis that relative group 
size is the key to explaining differences in intermarriage rates across marriage markets. Using 
micro-data drawn from the American Community Survey and the Canadian Census, we 
demonstrate that the relative size of racial groups accounts for over two-thirds of the US-Canada 
difference in black-white unions and largely explains the cross-country difference in Asian-white 
unions. Under broadly similar social and economic conditions, a large enough difference in 
relative group size can become the predominant determinant of group differences in the 
prevalence of interracial unions. 
 
Key words: intermarriage; macrostructural theory; social integration; group size 
JEL classification: J12, Z13 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*A short version of this paper has been published in Ethnic and Racial Studies, DOI: 
10.1080/01419870.2015.1005644 
 
†Department of Sociology, University of Victoria. fenghouottawa@gmail.com,  
zhengwu@uvic.ca, chrissch@uvic.ca 
‡ Department of Sociology, University of Toronto. john.myles@utoronto.ca 
  



2 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Black-white intermarriage remains rare in the United States but is common in Canada. In 2008, 

intermarriage with whites accounted for only 6.5 percent of new marriages among black women 

and 14.4 percent among black men (Qian and Lichter 2011). Among young married or 

cohabiting couples aged 25 to 34 who are native-born or childhood immigrants, about 16 percent 

of black men and 7 percent of black women have a white partner in the US, compared with 62 

percent and 49 percent in Canada (Hou and Myles 2011). A contrary cross-country difference 

exists for Asian-white intermarriage: Asians in the US have a higher prevalence of intermarriage 

with whites than their Canadian counterparts. Among all married Asians, 7 percent of men and 

18 percent of women have a white spouse in the US, compared with 4 percent and 8 percent in 

Canada (Lee and Boyd 2008). Despite these striking differences, the underlying reasons have not 

been systematically investigated. 

 What factors set the US and Canada apart? Two perspectives offer plausible explanations 

of the divergent patterns of interracial marriage: social integration theory and the theory of 

demographic constraints. In the former, intermarriage is seen as a proxy for the level of social 

equality (or status group closure) within a society (Gordon 1964; Hamplová and Le Bourdais 

2010; Kalmijn 1993; Qian and Lichter 2011), implying that black Canadians have a higher level 

of social incorporation than black Americans. But this perspective runs into some hard counter-

facts: blacks in the US and Canada are broadly similar on other indicators of integration, 

including perceptions of discrimination, educational attainment, and earnings (Attewell, 

Kasinitz, and Dunn 2010; Hou and Myles 2011; Reitz and Breton 1994). Nor does this 

perspective explain why the prevalence of Asian-white intermarriage is lower in Canada, as 
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Asians in both countries have similar historical experiences and socioeconomic status (Lee and 

Boyd 2008).  

The alternative explanation of demographic constraints follows Blau’s macrostructural 

theory of intergroup relations (Blau 1977; Blau, Blum, and Schwartz 1982). Blau’s theory 

predicts that the members of smaller racial groups will have a higher exogamy rate than 

members of large racial groups because a shortage of own-group members in marriage markets 

will push racial minorities to seek partners among out-group members. The implication is that 

the much larger black population and smaller Asian population in the US is responsible for the 

observed US-Canada divergence in interracial marriage.  

 In this paper, we evaluate the relative importance of these two perspectives in accounting 

for the differences in interracial marriage between the US and Canada. We find that relative 

group size and subgroup composition together can account for almost all of these differences. 

Specifically, relative group size accounts for over two-thirds of the US-Canada difference in 

black-white interracial unions, while subgroup composition is more important than relative size 

for the cross-country difference in Asian interracial unions.  

 While relative group size is clearly a demographic constraint, the effect of subgroup 

composition likely captures the combined influence of cultural differences and demographic 

constraints. We show that relative group size remains the major contributor to the cross-country 

difference in the prevalence of interracial unions for each major subgroup within the black 

population (e.g., African blacks and Caribbean blacks) and the Asian population (e.g., Chinese 

and South Asians), depending on how large the cross-country difference is in a given subgroup’s 

relative size. 



4 
 

 Rather than confirming the central claim of Blau’s macrostructual theory that demographic 

structure is a determinant of intergroup relations in contemporary North American society, our 

findings indicate that under broadly similar social and economic conditions, a large enough 

difference in relative group size becomes the predominant determinant of group differences in 

the prevalence of interracial unions. These results have significant implications for the 

understanding of group-level cross-sectional differences and temporal changes in interracial 

marriage. 

 This paper contributes to the literature in three significant ways. First, it is the first study to 

examine the influence of demographic constraints on US-Canada differences in the prevalence of 

interracial marriage. A robust test of theories of intermarriage requires a comparison of groups or 

countries with different rates of intermarriage (Kalmijn and van Tubergen 2010). The broad 

social and economic likeness between the US and Canada provides a natural experiment for 

isolating factors that explain divergent cross-country patterns in black and Asian interracial 

marriage. Second, this study both qualifies and quantifies the relevance of macrostructural theory 

to interracial unions in contemporary North American society. We argue that the utility of 

demographic constraints, because of their aggregate nature, has to be evaluated in explaining 

differences in the prevalence of interracial marriage between groups or across marriage markets, 

not merely in considering individual variations in the likelihood of interracial marriage.  We 

further show that relative group size plays a much larger role than other macrostructural factors 

and its importance increases with its difference across marriage markets. Third, the study makes 

a methodological contribution. Similar in spirit to Kalmijn and van Tubergen (2010), it uses 

multi-level probit models to disentangle the effects of aggregate demographic constraints from 

those of other group- and individual-level characteristics on intermarriage. We also apply a 
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decomposition approach to pinpoint the distinct role of each explanatory variable in accounting 

for the observed cross-country differences. This approach can be easily extended to decompose 

group differences or changes over time in interracial marriage within a country. 

 The next section discusses in more detail the perspectives of social integration and 

demographic constraints and their potential relevance to the US-Canada differences in the 

prevalence of interracial marriage. It is followed by a section describing our data, measures, and 

methods. The results section presents descriptive statics and multivariate model estimates. The 

final section summarizes the findings and discusses their implications. 

 
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

 

Factors affecting interracial marriage can be classified into two broad categories: social 

integration factors and demographic constraints (Cheng and Xie 2012; Kalmijn and Van 

Tubergen 2010; Qian and Lichter 2011). The former affect the formation and consolidation of 

individuals’ marital preference for in- or out-group members; they include cultural norms and 

values, as well as social distance and economic inequalities between racial minorities and whites. 

The latter represent the population-level opportunities that facilitate or impede the realization of 

individuals’ preference for in- or out-group marriage. As Kalmijn and Van Tubergen (2010) 

suggest, this dichotomous distinction is theoretically meaningful, yet likely too simplistic 

because some factors can fall into either category. For example, economic inequality and 

residential segregation are often read in the empirical literature as either structural constraints, a 

sign of social integration, or both. Inter-group contact is unlikely if race relates to 

inclusion/exclusion across social and economic domains (Blau, Blum, and Schwartz 1982). 

Nonetheless, we treat economic inequality as an indicator of social integration because large 
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differences in socioeconomic status between racial groups reinforce racial boundaries and shape 

individual preferences to marry within or outside a racial group. Similarly, we regard residential 

and occupational segregation as indicators of social integration because their formation results 

from discrimination, preference, or group differences in socioeconomic status. 

  

The Social Integration Perspective 

The social integration perspective focuses on personal preferences, third party influences (e.g., 

the Church, the state, and families), and cultural and structural assimilation (Kalmijn 1998; 

Kalmijn and van Tubergen 2010). A high rate of endogamy is assumed to be the result of 

personal preferences for spouses with cultural similarities, homophily in social networks, and 

social disapproval of or sanctions against intermarriage (Kalmijn 1998).  

Personal preferences for in- or out-group partners are strongly influenced by cultural 

similarities, social distance, and economic inequalities between racial groups. The predominant 

interpretation of increasing exogamy follows Milton Gordon’s (1964) concept of structural 

assimilation, i.e., the incorporation of racial minorities into mainstream social networks and 

institutions. In general, increases in interracial marriage have accompanied declines in the social 

distance and economic inequalities between whites and racial minorities (Hamplová and Le 

Bourdais 2010; Hwang et al. 1997; Lee and Boyd 2008; Qian and Lichter 2007). For one thing, 

the incorporation of racial minorities into the mainstream creates opportunities to interact with 

whites on a regular basis in schools, workplaces, neighborhoods, and other social settings 

(Hwang et al. 1997). For another, cultural resources and socioeconomic status are salient 

parameters of mate selection; hence, increased similarities in socioeconomic and cultural 
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attributes between racial groups weaken inter-group boundaries and reduce the salience of race 

in the marriage markets (Hwang et al. 1997; Kalmijn 1993; Lee and Edmonston 2005).  

Many scholars regard interracial marriage as a litmus test of the social integration of racial 

minorities (Alba and Nee 2003; Gordon 1964; Qian 1997). This view is well articulated by 

Richard Alba and Victor Nee: “A high rate of intermarriage signals that the social distance 

between the groups involved is small and that individuals of putatively different ethnic 

backgrounds no longer perceive social and cultural differences significant enough to create a 

barrier to long-term union” (2003: 90). Others, however, point out that intermarriage is 

inconsistently or at most weakly related to other indicators of social integration, such as 

acculturation, education and income, and social acceptance (Song 2009; Telles and Sue 2009).  

With regard to preferences, attitudes toward interracial marriage are more positive in 

Canada than in the US. Recent public opinion polls show that about 92 percent of Canadians and 

77 percent of Americans have a favorable reaction to black-white intermarriage (Bibby 2007). 

The US and Canada also differ in attitudes about Asian-white intermarriage. Almost 95 percent 

of Canadians approve of Asian-white intermarriage in comparison to two-thirds of Americans. 

For the cross-country difference in black-white intermarriage, the role of attitudes appears to be a 

major factor, given that Canadians have more positive attitudes about black-white marriage and 

since the prevalence of black exogamy is higher in Canada than in the US. But the comparatively 

lower Asian exogamy rate in Canada complicates the notion that attitudes are a key factor. 

Though Americans have less positive attitudes about Asian-white intermarriage than Canadians, 

the prevalence of Asian exogamy is higher in the US. If attitudes were a key factor, we would 

expect to observe higher rates of exogamy across the board in Canada. The failure of cross-
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national patterns of exogamy to reflect attitudinal differences suggests the need for alternative 

explanations.  

In terms of cultural dissimilarities, a difference between the two countries lies in their 

historical contexts. The legacy of slavery in Canada is less pervasive than in the US. The large-

scale plantation slavery in the US did not exist in Canada, and the number of slaves reached only 

a few thousand (Walker 1980). Nor did blacks in Canada experience the anti-miscegenation laws 

of their US counterparts (Thompson 2008). These historical contextual differences could be 

related to the attitudes towards intermarriage discussed above and the higher black-white 

intermarriage in Canada. However, Asians in both countries share a very similar history (Lee and 

Boyd 2008).  

One consequence of the long and complex histories of the US and Canada is the cross-

country difference in the subgroup composition of blacks and Asians. These racial groups are not 

homogeneous, but consist of unique subgroups, such as African Americans, Caribbean blacks, 

Chinese, South Asians, and others. These subgroups have different ancestries, historical 

experiences, cultures, and ethnic origins, and they tend to have different endogamous tendencies 

(Model and Fisher 2001; Hwang et al. 1997). In the United States, the black population is largely 

descended from enslaved West Africans (Model and Fisher 2002). Though some black 

Canadians have similar origins, the majority are immigrants or the children of immigrants from 

the Caribbean and Africa, who arrived in Canada after the mid 1960s (Fong 1996). In Canada, 

Chinese and South Asians comprise the majority of the Asian Canadian population (Lee and 

Boyd 2008), while the US Asian population is more diverse (US Census Bureau 2010). In this 

respect, the US and Canadian black and Asian populations could differ in their cultural attitudes 

toward interracial marriage, leading to a cross-country difference. 
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The relevance of social distance and economic disparities between racial minorities and 

whites as an explanation of the cross-country differences in intermarriage is hard to ascertain. On 

the one hand, the hyper-segregation of blacks in many US metropolitan areas is rarely found in 

Canada (Massey and Denton 1987; Myles and Hou 2004). The level of Asian residential 

concentration is also slightly higher in the US than in Canada (Fong 1996). On the other hand, 

Reitz and Breton (1994) argue that although Canadians generally hold more positive attitudes 

towards racial minorities than Americans, the behaviors of the majority group and the 

socioeconomic outcomes of racial minority groups are quite similar in the two countries. As in 

the US, blacks in Canada are more likely to report experiencing discrimination than other 

minority groups (Statistics Canada 2003). Blacks are also the most economically disadvantaged 

racial minority group in both countries; after adjusting black-white differences in generational 

status, education and work experience, the black-white earnings gaps are similar (Attewell, 

Kasinitz, and Dunn 2010; Hou and Coulombe 2010). 

 

Demographic Constraints 

Blau’s macrostructural theory posits that structural conditions function as overt constraints on 

personal opportunities in marriage markets. He argues that sociological theories of human 

behavior and social relationships emphasize social structure rather than preferences or cultural 

orientations (Blau, Blum and Schwartz 1982; Blau and Swartz 1984). Blau acknowledges that 

people’s preferences and cultural orientations influence their behaviors, but demonstrates that 

these behaviors need to be situated within the community environment. The population structure 

of the community creates the opportunities for intermarriage and also constrains assortative 

mating. Though people may prefer to marry within their racial group, there must be an adequate 
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pool of suitable matches for this preference to be realized. In a community where there is a 

shortage of suitable matches, the chances for marriage decline unless people compromise on 

their preferences in order to expand their pool of eligible spouses (Lichter et al. 1995).  

Put otherwise, Blau’s theory emphasizes the critical importance of relative group 

population size and population heterogeneity for inter-group relations, particularly intermarriage 

(Blau 1977; Blau, Blum, and Schwartz 1982; Blau and Swartz 1984). The basic premise of his 

group size thesis is that the chances for intermarriage decrease as the size of a person’s in-group 

increases (Blau and Swartz 1984). In comparison to racial minorities, a white American or 

Canadian has a relatively greater chance of encountering a member of her/his racial group 

because the US and Canadian populations are largely white. Racial minorities have fewer 

opportunities for endogamy because a shortage of same-race marriage candidates is a structural 

constraint on their choices. The shortage of same-race candidates pushes the members of smaller 

racial groups into out-marriage, given that the desire to be married outweighs the preference for 

endogamy.  

Ample empirical studies demonstrate the importance of relative group size as a 

determinant of intermarriage. Blau, Blum, and Schwartz (1982) reveal a large negative 

correlation between relative size and racial minority intermarriage across metropolitan areas. 

Kalmijn (1993) shows that the black-white intermarriage rate is lower in the Southern than 

Northern states because blacks have a larger population share in the South. Lee and Boyd (2008) 

observe that the exogamy rate among Asians in Canada and the US is higher in places where 

Asians represent a small group and lower in places with large concentrations of Asians. Hwang 

et al. (1997) also demonstrate that a shortage of same-race members necessitates exogamy 

among Asian Americans.  
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Blau’s group size thesis is a compelling explanation of the US-Canada divergence in 

patterns of exogamy. The population composition of the US is 72 percent white, 13 percent 

black, and 5 percent Asian (Humes, Jones, and Ramirez 2011). The Canadian population is 80 

percent white, 2 percent black, and 12 percent Asian (Statistics Canada 2008). Since the relative 

size of blacks is much larger in the US than in Canada, we expect that the cross-country 

difference in relative group size is a major contributor to the large difference in the rates of 

blacks’ interracial union. Similarly, we expect that the smaller relative size of Asians in the US 

contributes to the higher rate of Asian interracial union in the US than in Canada. 

Inter-group heterogeneity is another key demographic constraint in Blau’s macro-structural 

theory and is assumed to positively affect interracial union since it increases the opportunity to 

find cross-race alternatives. Blau defines heterogeneity as “the chance expectation that two 

randomly selected persons belong to two different groups” (Blau and Swartz 1984:10). In the 

presence of multiple racial groups, this chance expectation is a function of the number of groups 

and their distribution within the population.  

Compared with the importance of relative group size, however, inter-group heterogeneity 

plays a minor role in explaining a racial minority group’s interracial marriage for two reasons. 

First, the variation in heterogeneity across marriage markets is smaller than variations in the 

relative size of racial minorities since whites still dominate in most North American metropolitan 

areas, and heterogeneity as commonly measured by the Herfindahl index is strongly determined 

by the population size of whites (Hou and Wu 2009). Second, most interracial unions are 

between a racial minority group and whites, not between two racial minority groups, so the 

presence of alternative minority races may not matter. Indeed, Blau, Blum, and Schwartz (1982) 

find that racial heterogeneity varies little across SMSAs; it is not significantly associated with 
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intermarriage rates across SMSAs, although the association becomes significantly positive after 

controlling for white-nonwhite differences in income. For their part, Fitzpatrick and Hwang 

(1992) argue that the effect of inter-group heterogeneity is asymmetrical: increasing 

heterogeneity enhances out-group contact opportunities for whites but suppresses the 

opportunities for racial minority groups. 

Since inter-group heterogeneity is generally higher in the US because of its smaller white 

population and larger black and Hispanic populations, this factor is unlikely to explain why the 

black interracial union rate is lower in the US than in Canada. But it may be a reason why Asians 

have a higher interracial union rate in the former than the latter. 

In addition to relative group size and inter-group heterogeneity, several other demographic 

factors, although not emphasized in Blau’s macrostructural theory, could constrain intergroup 

contact. These include the total population size of a marriage market, within-group diversity, and 

within-group sex ratios.  

Arguably, a larger total population size in a marriage market is associated with a smaller 

likelihood of forming intergroup relations because it increases the opportunity to simultaneously 

fulfill own-group preferences and other multiple preferences (e.g., personalities, cultural tastes, 

and political ideology) that individuals desire from a relationship (Cheng and Xie 2012). Since 

the US has more large metropolitan areas than Canada, we expect that the cross-country 

difference in metropolitan population size is a likely reason why blacks have a lower rate of 

interracial union in the US. However, this factor is an unlikely explanation of Asians’ higher rate 

of interracial union in the US. We would expect the opposite because of the larger metropolitan 

population size in the US. 
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Cultural/ethnic diversity within a racial minority group may reduce racial endogamy 

because diversity weakens group solidarity (Hwang, Saenz, and Aguirre 1997; Kalmijn and van 

Tubergen 2010). Within-group diversity among blacks is lower in the US because most blacks 

identify themselves as African-Americans, while more blacks in Canada identify themselves as 

Caribbean blacks and black-white mixed origins (Hou and Myles 2011). Accordingly, we expect 

this factor will contribute to the lower black interracial rate in the US. It is also likely that the 

within-group diversity for Asians is higher in the US because it lacks dominant Asian subgroups, 

while Chinese and South Asians dominate the Asian population in Canada. Accordingly, we 

expect this factor will contribute to the higher Asian interracial union rate in the US.  

An imbalance of the opposing sexes within a racial group can constitute a structural force 

toward out-marriage (Kalmijn and van Tubergen 2010). A higher sex ratio (more males than 

females) would increase the likelihood that men will intermarry, but decrease the likelihood for 

women (Fossett and Kiecolt 1991). Hwang et al. (1997) demonstrate that a shortage of same-race 

members necessitates exogamy among Asian Americans. Since it is unlikely that significant 

cross-country differences exist in the sex ratio within blacks and Asians, we expect this factor 

will contribute little to the cross-country differences in the rates of interracial union.  

 
The Relative Explanatory Power of Social Integration and Demographic Constraints 

The relative power of social integration and demographic constraints to explain interracial 

marriage likely changes over time and depends on the magnitude of the differences in these 

factors. In the historical periods when interracial marriage was socially and/or legally prohibited, 

the role of demographic constraints had minimum relevance (Fryer 2007; Lee and Boyd 2008; 

Qian and Lichter 2007). The rise of intermarriage, therefore, reflects an important shift in race 

relations and attitudes about intimate relationships between members of different racial groups. 
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Formal barriers to interracial marriage have been removed, but reductions in social distance and 

economic disparities progress slowly, making it an interesting empirical question whether a large 

difference in demographic constraints can override the influence of personal preferences and 

social norms in marriage markets.  

The importance of demographic constraints is evident in studies of recent trends in 

intermarriage among Hispanics and Asians in the US. These groups have experienced the most 

rapid increases in relative group size because of high immigration. Lichter et al. (2007) 

demonstrate that the decline in Hispanic intermarriage in the 1990s is strongly associated with 

the increase in the group’s relative size and residential exposure to whites. Note that a minority 

group’s residential exposure to whites is jointly decided by its relative population size in a city 

and its geographic distribution across neighborhoods, while the change in its level of residential 

exposure over time is mostly associated with the change in its relative size (Hou 2006). This 

implies that the increased supply of own-group members was a driving force for declining 

Hispanic intermarriage in the 1990s. Furthermore, Qian and Lichter (2011) observe that if the 

relative size of Asian and Hispanic populations had not increased over the 1980–2008 period, 

their intermarriage rates would have increased rather than decreased. They argue that with large 

changes in demographic opportunities, a decline in intermarriage should not be interpreted as a 

reflection of changing marital preference. 

The relative importance of social integration factors and demographic constraints also 

depends on the level of analysis. Social integration factors, particularly personal preference and 

individual socioeconomic status, are critical in explaining variations in the likelihood of 

intermarriage among individuals within the same racial group and in a single marriage market. In 

comparison, demographic constraints, as population-level aggregate attributes, are only relevant 
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to the differences in the prevalence of intermarriage among groups, across marriage markets, or 

over time periods. As Kalmijn and van Tubergen (2010) argue, explaining group differences in 

the prevalence of intermarriage requires group-level theories that focus on contextual factors, 

including demographic constraints and social integration indicators. 

To the best of our knowledge, very few studies have attempted to evaluate simultaneously 

the relative utility of social integration factors and demographic constraints in explaining 

intermarriage. In their study on the likelihood of intermarriage among Asian Americans, Hwang 

et al. (1997) show that a model with only social integration factors has more explanatory power 

than one with only macro-structural variables. This result is not surprising as their focus is on 

individual variation in the likelihood of intermarriage, and macro-structural factors capture 

variations across marriage markets. Kalmijn and van Tubergen (2010) examine the relative 

importance of structural and cultural determinants in explaining group differences in 

intermarriage. Their structural contextual measures, mostly demographic constraints, are based 

on 94 national-origin groups among children of immigrants (US-born children of immigrants and 

immigrants entering the US before age 16). Their cultural contextual measures are based on the 

attributes of the country of origin, including early-marriage customs, Christian background, 

whether English is an official language in the country of origin, and globalization. They 

demonstrate that cultural determinants are more important than structural factors in explaining 

group difference in the choice between endogamous and third-generation partners, while the two 

mechanisms are equally important in explaining group differences in the choice between 

endogamous and other national-origin partners. Intermarriages in their study are likely 

dominated by inter-ethnic marriages within broad regions of origins, e.g., intermarriage among 

European ethnic-origin groups and among groups with Latin American origins. It is uncertain to 
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what extent their conclusion can be generalized to differences in intermarriage among broad 

racial groups and to differences in intermarriage for the same racial group in different marriage 

markets or time periods. More theoretical and empirical explorations are certainly warranted. 

 
DATA AND METHODS 

Data 

The data are from the 20 percent sample micro-data file of the 2006 Canadian Census and the 

combined 2005, 2006, and 2007 American Community Survey (ACS) (Ruggles et al. 2009). We 

treat metropolitan areas as the unit of local marriage markets to derive our demographic 

constraint and other contextual measures (Blau, Blum, and Schwartz 1982; Crowder and Tolnay 

2000; Fossett and Kiecolt 1991; Harris and Ono 2005).1 For this reason, we only include 

residents in Canada’s 33 census metropolitan areas (CMAs) where over two-thirds of Canada’s 

total population and 95 percent of the black and Asian populations reside. Similarly, we only 

include residents in the USA’s 284 metropolitan areas where three-quarters of the total 

population and 85 percent of blacks and 91 percent of Asians reside. About 85 percent of all 

black and 88 percent of Asian interracial unions in Canada are found in the selected metropolitan 

areas. Similarly, about 82 percent of black and 82 percent of Asian interracial unions in the US 

are found in the metropolitan areas. Admittedly, focusing on metropolitan areas may 

                                                
1 As the unit of marriage markets, metropolitan areas are preferable over either higher or lower 
geographic units. In both the US and Canadian census, a metropolitan area consists of a dense 
urban core surrounded by areas with strong social and economic connections to the urban core in 
terms of commuting and employment. Using higher geographic levels, such as national or 
state/provincial, as the unit of marriage market ignores the fact that most marriages form within 
local areas, and there are large variations in racial composition and in the prevalence of 
interracial unions across local areas (Harris and Ono 2005). Using lower geographic levels, such 
as neighborhoods and local communities, ignores the fact the people’s daily social interaction is 
not confined to their immediate residential areas or workplaces. Using smaller geographic units 
also risks larger bias associated with the selective migration of interracial couples (Wright, Ellis 
and Holloway 2011). 



17 
 

underestimate the overall rate of interracial unions, as interracial union rates of racial minorities 

are higher in non-metropolitan than metropolitan areas.2  Since these patterns of differences are 

similar in the US and Canada, however, the restriction to metropolitan populations should not 

affect our analysis. 

We focus our analyses on currently married and cohabiting individuals aged 18 to 34.3 The 

conventional approach is to restrict the analyses to young couples as proxies for recently formed 

unions (Fu 2001; Gullickson 2006; Qian 1997; Rosenfeld 2005). We include cohabitation 

because it is the most common path of entry into conjugal relationships (Kennedy and Bumpass 

2008; Kerr et al. 2006). Cohabitation is particularly prevalent among young adults, and it tends 

to be more flexible in regards to interracial relations than does legal marriage (Blackwell and 

Lichter 2000; Qian and Lichter 2011). Cohabitation status in Canada is based on a direct 

question in the Census, while in the United States it is constructed from the code “unmarried 

partner of household head” which may slightly underestimate its prevalence (Fitch, Goeken, and 

Ruggles 2005).4 In an unreported analysis, we excluded cohabiting couples in both countries; 

this yielded no substantively different findings. 

                                                
2 For instance, among young couples specified in our study, 7.2 percent black women in 
metropolitan areas have a white partner compared to 8.4 percent in non-metropolitan areas; 44.4 
percent of Asian women in metropolitan areas have a white partner, compared to 67.4 percent in 
non-metropolitan areas.  
3 We are aware of the limitations of using (prevalence) data on currently married couples, whose 
marriage may have been formed many years ago and therefore are not necessarily subject to 
current marriage market conditions (see Qian and Lichter 2011). Although the 1980 US Census 
and the 2008 ACS collected (incidence) data on marriages formed in the past 12 months, there 
are no comparable Canadian data	  available. Combining the 2005, 2006, and 2007 ACS offers the 
most comparable data to the 2006 Canadian Census data. 
4 In the Canadian census, a question asks “Is this person living with a common-law partner” with 
an attached instruction explaining “common-law refers to two people of the opposite sex or of 
the same sex who live together as a couple but who are not legally married to each other.”  In 
ACS, a question asks “how is this person related to person 1” and an explicit answer option is 
“unmarried partner.” 



18 
 

Our study sample includes only domestic-born and foreign-born persons who immigrated 

to Canada or the US before age 18. We exclude immigrants arriving in Canada or the United 

States at age 18 or older because adult immigrants could have married in their home countries or 

have had limited exposure to people from different racial background in their host countries. 

Since our focus is on the interracial marriage of whites and racial minorities, we include only 

racial minorities in a conjugal union (cohabitation or marriage) with in-group members or whites 

and exclude interracial unions between blacks and Asians. In both countries, interracial unions of 

blacks and Asians are rare (Fryer 2007; Hou and Myles 2011). 

The definition of racial groups in Canada is based on responses to the Census question on 

“visible minority” membership: “Is this person: white, Chinese, South Asian (e.g., East Indian, 

Pakistani, Sri Lankan, etc.), black, Filipino, Latin American, Southeast Asian (e.g., Vietnamese, 

Cambodian, Malaysian, Laotian, etc.), Arab, West Asian (e.g., Iranian, Afghan, etc.), Korean, 

Japanese, other – specify.” In our study, whites include those who self-identified as “white” only 

and exclude those who indicated themselves as both “white” and one or more minority groups. 

This definition is equivalent to the “non-Hispanic white” category in US Census and ACS data 

except that people with Arab and West Asian origins are included in the latter category. Blacks 

include those who self-identified as “black” or “black and white.” To be consistent with the 

common usage in the US, our definition of Asians includes Chinese, South Asians, Filipinos, 

Southeast Asians, Koreans, and Japanese, as well those who report multiple origins involving 

one of these groups and white. Arabs and West Asians are not included in this definition. To be 

consistent with the “white” category in Canada, we exclude people with Arabic and West Asian 

origins (based on the first response to the ancestry question) from the definition of “whites” in 

the US data. Among the domestic-born and childhood immigrants, those reporting Arabic and 
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West Asian ancestry account for about 0.5 percent of the non-Hispanic white population in the 

US. Thus, excluding this group has minimal impact on our results. In both countries, non-

Hispanic whites do not include Hispanics or Latinos.  

To capture the potential impact of subgroup composition within a racial minority group on 

cross-country differences in interracial marriage rates, we identify four subgroups of blacks: (1) 

African blacks, (2) Caribbean blacks, (3) other blacks, and (4) black-white mixed race. In the 

US, African blacks include those who self-identified as black in the race question and African or 

African-American in the ancestry question. Similarly, Caribbean blacks reported themselves 

black on the race question and Caribbean on the ancestry question. Other blacks are those who 

self-reported as black for the former question and non-European, non-African, and non-

Caribbean for the latter. Finally, black-white mixed race includes those reporting as both black 

and white, or black and white plus one or more other racial categories (e.g. black, white, and 

American Indian) on the race question. These groups are similar to the classification used in 

earlier US studies (e.g., Batson, Qian, and Lichter 2006; Kalmijn 1996; Model and Fisher 2002). 

The four groups are similarly defined for Canadian data using responses to census questions on 

visible minority groups and ethnic ancestry.  

These subgroups of blacks may not fully comparable in the US and Canada because race is 

self-reported and the reporting patterns are likely influenced by a country’s historical and 

cultural context. In particular, African Americans are likely different from African Canadians, 

with the former typically descended from both black and white ancestry of multiple generations 

in the US and the latter mostly immigrants or descendants of immigrants from Africa arriving in 

Canada since the 1960s. It is also possible that people with both black and white ancestries are 

less likely to report themselves as black-white mixed origins in the US than in Canada because of 
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the US legacy of the “one drop rule.” 5 Nash (1995) cites an estimate that three-quarters of black 

Americans were of mixed ancestry by the early 20th century, yet in our study sample, only about 

one percent of US blacks reported black-white mixed origins (see Table 1). Census data do not 

allow us to distinguish these cross-country differences in racial identity.  

The “other blacks” group is also different in the two countries. In the US, this group 

includes primarily those who reported themselves as black in the race question but did not report 

their ancestry (55 percent), reported their ancestry as “the United States” (20 percent), or 

reported their ancestry as American Indian (6 percent). In Canada, “other blacks” include 

primarily those who reported themselves as black in the race question but did not report their 

ancestry (35 percent), reported their ancestry as “Canada” (9 percent), or reported their ancestry 

as related to “British Isles” (36 percent). Despite these cross-country differences, African blacks 

report the lowest rate of interracial union with whites while the black-white mixed group has the 

highest rate in both countries. 6 Furthermore, each corresponding subgroup has a lower rate of 

interracial union with whites in the US than in Canada.  

To test whether our analysis is sensitive to the classification of black subgroups, we 

replicate our main models (1) with the subgroup variable omitted and (2) with a grouping of 

                                                
5 These discussions about potential differences in black subgroups between the US and Canada 
are taken directly from an anonymous reviewer’s comments. We also wish to thank him/her for 
the suggestions on alternative approaches to test the sensitivity of our results. 
6 In our study sample, the rate of interracial union with whites is 6.1 percent for African black 
women, 12.6 percent for Caribbean black women, 9 percent for other black women, and 56.4 
percent for black-white mixed women in the US. The corresponding rates in Canada are 22.6 
percent, 25.0 percent, 46.0 percent, and 79.6 percent, respectively. Among men, the rate of 
interracial union with whites is 16.3 percent for African blacks, 18.8 percent for Caribbean 
blacks, 21.3 percent for other blacks, and 69.9 percent for black-white mixed men in the US. The 
corresponding rates in Canada are 42.4 percent, 43.7 percent, 61.5 percent, and 92.4 percent, 
respectively. 
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“Caribbean vs. non-Caribbean blacks” in both countries. As discussed in the results section, 

these alternative specifications do not change our main results. 

For Asians, in both the Canadian and US samples, we identify 7 subgroups based on self-

reports to the census question on race: (1) Chinese, (2) Japanese, (3) Filipino, (4) Korean, (5) 

South Asian (Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, etc.), (6) other Asian (mostly Southeast Asians and 

individuals who reported multiple Asian groupings); and (7) Asian-white mixed race. 

 

Measures 

This study includes the following demographic constraint measures: the relative population size 

of the minority group, inter-group heterogeneity, the population size of a metropolitan area, 

within-group diversity, and within-group male/female ratio. Social integration measures include 

individual socioeconomic status, subgroup composition, and residential and occupational 

dissimilarity. A common limitation of studies using national population census or survey data, 

ours lacks measures of personal preferences and attitudes and group-level cultural values and 

norms. These unobserved/unmeasured factors could contribute to a residual gap in the US-

Canada differences in the prevalence of intermarriage that cannot be accounted for by our 

demographic constraints and social integration indicators. We find, however, that the residual 

gap is small or non-existent. 

All our demographic constraint measures are derived at the metropolitan area level 

(Crowder and Tolnay 2000; Fossett and Kiecolt 1991; Harris and Ono 2005).7 The relative 

                                                
7 Although our analysis focuses on married and cohabiting individuals aged 18 to 34, the 
community-level variables were created based on all individuals aged 18 to 44, excluding 
immigrants who arrived as adults. This wider age range reflects that individuals often find 
spouses a few years younger or older. We also created community-level variables based on 
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population size of the minority group is defined as the ratio of the minority population and white 

population in a metropolitan area. We use the natural logarithm of relative group size because the 

plot of mean metropolitan-level interracial union rates against relative population size shows a 

non-linear association (see Figures 1 and 2).  

Inter-group heterogeneity measures the extent to which the population in a metropolitan 

area is evenly divided among major racial groups. It is calculated as the Herfindahl index 

∑−=
k

kj pH 21 , where Hj is the inter-group heterogeneity in the jth metropolitan area, and pk is 

the proportion of kth racial group in the total population of the metropolitan area j. Following 

previous studies (Hou and Wu 2009; Putnam 2007), we identify five major racial/ethnic groups 

for Canada and the US: non-Hispanic whites, blacks, Asians, Hispanics, and others (mostly 

Aboriginals).  

Within-group diversity is calculated using the Herfindahl index as ∑−=
i

ij pD 21 , where 

Dj is the within-group diversity in the jth metropolitan area, and pi is the proportion of the ith 

subgroup in the population of the racial minority group.8 The value of this index ranges from 0 

(where all people of the minority group in the metropolitan area belong to one subgroup) to 

(where n subgroups have equal shares of the population). As discussed in the data 

section, in both the US and Canada, the number of subgroups is four for blacks and seven for 

Asians.  

                                                                                                                                                       
individuals aged 18-54 and 18-34, regardless of marital status. These alternative measures do not 
alter our main findings on cross-country or group differences in intermarriage. 
8 Note that the formula for within-group diversity and inter-group heterogeneity is identical but is 
applied to different populations. The former reflects diversity among the subgroups within the 
black population or within the Asian population; the latter reflects diversity among major 
racial/ethnic groups in a metropolitan area. 

)/11( n−
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The population size of a metropolitan area is measured as the number of persons aged 18 to 

64 in a metropolitan area. The within-group male/female ratio is the population size of men 

divided by the population size of women within each racial group.  

Two social integration indicators are also measured at the metropolitan area level: 

residential dissimilarity of the minority group relative to whites and occupational dissimilarity of 

a minority group relative to whites. Residential dissimilarity is a commonly used measure of 

residential segregation of a minority group from whites (see Massey and Denton 1988). It 

captures the differential distribution of a minority group and whites among neighborhoods in a 

metropolitan area. In both Canada and the US, census tracts are used as the neighborhood units 

to calculate a residential dissimilarity index. 9 This index ranges from 0 to 100 and is 

conventionally interpreted as the percentage of minority members that would have to change 

their area of residence to achieve equal distribution with whites.10 Occupational dissimilarity has 

a similar definition and interpretation. It is calculated from the ACS and the Canadian census 

micro data files based on 12 broad occupational categories.11  

                                                
9 Census tracts are delineated similarly in the US and Canada. In both countries, census tracts are 
compact geographic areas with relatively homogeneous physical characteristics and social living 
conditions. Census tract boundaries often follow permanent and easily recognizable physical 
features. A typical census tract consists of about 4,000 individuals. The US started to delineate 
census tracts in the 1910 census; Canada followed suit in 1941.  
10 The residential dissimilarity indexes for blacks-whites and Asian-whites in US metropolitan 
areas were obtained from http://www.censusscope.org. These indexes were calculated by 
William Frey and Dowell Myers and the Social Science Data Analysis Network using the 2000 
US Census. For the Canadian data, we calculated residential dissimilarity indexes using the 20 
percent sample master microdata file of the 2006 Census. 
11 The 12 occupation categories include: management; business, finance, and administrative; 
engineers; computer sciences; other natural and applied sciences, and related occupations; health; 
social science, education, government service, and religion; art, cultural, recreation and sport; 
sales and services; occupations unique to primary industry; trades, transport, and equipment 
operators; and occupations unique to processing, manufacturing, and utilities. 
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Most of the seven contextual variables measured at the metropolitan area level are weakly 

or moderately correlated with a Pearson’s r ranging from 0.01 to 0.40. Only a few pairs of 

variables are correlated with a Pearson’s r in the 0.60 to 0.64 range.12 In our multivariate 

analysis, only the coefficient of intergroup heterogeneity has a variance inflation factor (VIF) 

value at six in the Asian sample; the VIF values for other contextual variables in all models are at 

four or less, suggesting that multicolinearity is not an issue.13 

Individual-level social integration indicators include subgroup identifiers within a racial 

group as discussed in the data section, including education and earnings. Education is coded as 

five categories: less than high school, high-school diploma, some post-secondary education, 

bachelor’s degree (the reference group), and graduate degree. Since the purchasing power of a 

given amount of earnings may vary across countries and metropolitan areas within a country 

because of the differences in the cost of living and average earnings, we standardize individual 

earnings as its ratio to the sex-specific mean earnings of whites aged 18 to 44 living in the same 

metropolitan area. This measure of relative earnings better captures the effect of individuals’ 

economic position in the local marriage market. 

We include three individual characteristics as controls: age (in single years), cohabitation 

status (cohabiting vs. married), and immigrant status (childhood immigrants vs. the domestic 

born). 

 

                                                
12 In the black sample, log relative size is correlated with within-group diversity at r= -.62 and 
with intergroup heterogeneity at r= 0.64. In the Asian sample, log relative size is correlated with 
intergroup heterogeneity at r = 0.62; log metropolitan total population size is correlated with 
intergroup heterogeneity at r= 0.62 and with residential dissimilarity at r = 0.63. 
13 An informal rule is that a VIF exceeding ten indicates considerable multicollinearity. 
Additional tests show that the coefficients and standard errors of our contextual variables do not 
change substantially when one variable is taken out of the model or additional ones are added, 
again indicating that multicollinearity is not an issue (Fox 1997). 



25 
 

Methods 

We use a multi-level probit model to incorporate both individual-level characteristics and 

contextual measures to account for US-Canada differences in the prevalence of black-white and 

Asian-white intermarriage. The model is specified as 

𝑃 𝑌 = 1|𝑥 = 𝛷(𝛽!𝐶 + 𝛽!𝑥!) 

where 𝑃 𝑌 = 1|𝑥   is the probability of a racial minority individual having a white partner given 

a set of characteristics (X); 𝛷  is the standard normal cumulative density function; C is a dummy 

variable indicating Canada (vs. the US); and 𝑥!   represents all explanatory variables discussed in 

the measures section. 

In our data, individuals are nested within the metropolitan areas from which our contextual 

variables are derived. The dependency among observations within a metropolitan area can lead 

to underestimated standard errors in the regression coefficients. To address this problem, we use 

robust variance estimation that takes into account cluster effects (correlated errors within 

metropolitan areas) and unequal variances across metropolitan areas (Steenbergen and Jones 

2002). Such a model is equivalent to a fixed-intercept model with level-1 covariates and level-2 

predictors within the framework of Hierarchical Linear Models (Raudenbush et al. 2000). 

Essentially, this approach first estimates the prevalence of interracial union for each metropolitan 

area adjusted for differences in individual-level characteristics across metropolitan areas (level 1 

analysis) and then regresses the mean prevalence of interracial union on predictors measured at 

the metropolitan area level (level 2 analysis). 

We construct models separately for women and men because minority men and women 

tend to have different interracial union rates and, thus, the effects of explanatory variables may 

differ by gender (Qian and Lichter 2011). In particular, blacks and Asians are opposite in their 
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gender patterns of interracial union; while black men are more likely to marry whites than black 

women, Asian men are less likely to marry whites than Asian women (Fryer 2007). Such 

complications are better handled in gender-specific models (Hwang, Saenz, and Aguirre 1997; 

Kalmijn and van Tubergen 2010).  

 We adopt a regression decomposition approach to examine the extent to which the 

observed cross-country difference in interracial unions can be accounted for by the selected 

explanatory variables and the contribution of each explanatory variable. A conventional 

approach to gauging the relative importance of various control variables is to add the control 

variables sequentially to a baseline model that only contains the country dummy variable. The 

change in the coefficient of the dummy variable from one model to the next is commonly 

interpreted as the portion of the difference “accounted for” by the added variable(s). The 

limitation of this approach is the well-known problem of path-dependency: the order of entry can 

affect the results if the control variables are correlated (Gelbach 2009). It is often difficult to 

establish an unambiguous theoretical basis to justify a reasonable order of entry. To overcome 

these problems, we apply a decomposition approach that extends Oaxaca decomposition to non-

linear models (Even and Macpherson 1993; Yun 2004), an approach applied to a wide range of 

dichotomous outcomes, such as unionization, poverty, and pension coverage (Even and 

Macpherson 1993; Gang et al. 2008; Morissette and Drolet 2001). This approach is not sensitive 

to the order of entry. It rests on the primary purpose of a regression model which is to estimate 

the unique effect of each explanatory variable controlling for other explanatory variables. It 

allows us to discern the contribution of each explanatory variable when the overlapping effects 

among explanatory variables are taken into account.  
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The decomposition approach involves two steps. The first is to identify the “explained” 

portion of the US-Canada difference in the prevalence of interracial union. This “explained” 

portion is attributable to differences in covariates between the US and Canada. The second step 

is to identify the contribution of each covariate to the “explained” portion. 

We use Canada-US difference in black-white interracial union to illustrate the procedure. 

In the first step, we calculate:  

Explained Difference = Overall Difference – Adjusted Difference 

where the overall difference is the observed prevalence of black-white interracial unions between 

Canada and the US, as shown in Table 1. For instance, the observed prevalence of interracial 

union with whites is 55.1 percent among black men in Canada and 17.3 percent in the US, 

making the overall difference 37.8 percentage points (55.1 − 7.3). The adjusted difference is the 

predicted percentage point difference between Canada and the US in the prevalence of black-

white interracial union based on the above probit model assuming blacks in the two countries 

have the same values in all explanatory variables.14 The adjusted difference is calculated as  

    𝛷 𝛽! + 𝑥!𝛽! − 𝛷 𝑥!𝛽!  

 where 𝛽! is the coefficient associated the Canada dummy variable; 𝑥! are the covariates in the 

model; and 𝛽! are the coefficients associated with these covariates. The explained difference, 

therefore, is the portion of the overall cross-country difference attributable to differences in the 

explanatory variables among blacks in Canada and the US.  

In the second step, we compute the contribution of explanatory variable jx to the explained 

difference as 

                                                
14	  The predicted percentage is based on the average over the sample values of predicted 
probability of intermarrying for each observation; we do not fix the explanatory values to their 
respective means (see Bartus 2005). 
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(𝑋!" − 𝑋!")𝛽!
(𝑋!" − 𝑋!")𝛽

 

where 𝑋!" is the mean of jx in Canada while 𝑋!"   is the mean of jx in the US (Even and 

Macpherson 1993; Yun 2004). 

The final methodological issue concerns weighting. Both the ACS and Canadian Census 

microdata files contain weights to compensate for different sampling rates of different segments 

of the populations. In our regression model with pooled ACS and Canadian Census data, we use 

standardized weights which equal the sample size within each data source when they are 

summed up.15  

 
CROSS-COUNTRY DIFFERENCES IN INTERRACIAL UNION 

 

Table 1 shows the prevalence of interracial marriage in Canada and the US. The rate of 

interracial and endogamous unions is computed based on the married and cohabiting blacks and 

Asians whose partners are whites or own-group members. As noted, the study population 

excludes interracial unions among racial minorities who have out-married members of other 

racial minority groups. Among the young adult population, there are large cross-country 

differences in interracial union with whites. Blacks are much more likely to intermarry with 

whites in Canada than in the US. Conversely, Asians are more likely to intermarry with whites in 

the US than in Canada. For example, more than half (55.1 percent) of married or cohabiting 

                                                
15	  In the combined 2005-2007 ACS, the average weight is 33.3 since it is a three percent sample 
of the US population. In the 2006 Canadian Census micro-data file, the average weight is five as 
it is a 20 percent sample. Alternatively, we could standardize the weights such that the sum of 
the standardized weights is the same in both data sets and equals the sample size of the smaller 
data set. But our analysis (not shown) finds no substantive difference in the adjusted interracial 
union rates between the two countries using either weighting procedure. 



29 
 

young black men had a white spouse in Canada, compared with less than one quarter (17.3 

percent) of black men with a white partner in the US.  

<Table 1 about here> 

Just as there are large cross-country differences in interracial union with whites, there are 

large differences in social integration indicators and demographic constraints that are possible 

correlates of interracial union. One notable cross-country difference is the subgroup composition 

of both blacks and Asians. As shown in Table 2, in the US, blacks are predominately African 

blacks. In Canada, they are more evenly distributed among four subgroups: African blacks, 

Caribbean blacks, other blacks, and blacks mixed with whites. Chinese and South Asians account 

for nearly two-thirds of the Asian population in Canada, but just one-quarter in the US. While 

over one-fifth of Asians in the US report Asian-white mixed race, only about six percent of 

Asians do so in Canada. 

<Table 2 about here> 

Blacks in Canada and the US differ in several other aspects as well. Table 3 shows that 

relative to their counterparts, Canadian blacks have a higher proportion of childhood immigrants 

(immigrating to the host-country before age 18) and are more likely to be in cohabiting 

relationships (rather than marriages). Blacks in Canada are less residentially segregated than in 

the US. But the main difference is the black population size relative to whites. Across 

metropolitan areas where most blacks live, there are about six black young adults for every 100 

(non-Hispanic) whites in the same age groups in Canada, compared with 40 for every 100 in the 

US.16  

                                                
16	  These ratios are the average of the black-white young adult population ratio across 
metropolitan areas weighted by the sample size of blacks in each metropolitan area selected for 
this study. In Canada, the national black-white population ratio is about three percent. However, 
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<Table 3 about here> 

Canada-US differences in individual characteristics and contextual measures among Asians 

are generally smaller than the differences among blacks. Asian Americans have slightly higher 

educational attainment and relative earnings than Asian Canadians. Their relative population size 

is slightly larger in Canada (25 percent) than in the US (21 percent).17 

 

ACCOUNTING FOR CROSS-COUNTRY DIFFERENCES IN INTERRACIAL UNION 

 

In this section, we explain how to interpret our multivariate probit model estimates and discuss 

the effects of significant explanatory variables on the likelihood of having a white partner. We 

then discuss the decomposition results that show how much each explanatory variable 

contributes to the observed cross-country differences in the prevalence of interracial union. 

 

Interpreting the Regression Models 

Table 4 presents the average marginal effects of explanatory variables from probit models of 

black-white interracial union. For dummy variables, the marginal effect is the difference in the 

predicted average probability of having a white partner between the given category and the 

reference group. For instance, in the model for black women, the marginal effect associated with 

                                                                                                                                                       
in the top two metropolitan areas (Montreal and Toronto), where two-thirds of Canada’s black 
population live, the black-white population ratio is ten percent. In the US, the black-white 
population ratio is also much higher in metropolitan areas where most blacks live than the 
national average (about 19.7 percent in the 2005-2007 ACS). In the top 25 metropolitan areas 
ranked by the black population size (where about one-half of US blacks reside), the black-white 
ratio is 42 percent. 
17	  These ratios are the average of the Asian-white young adult population ratio across 
metropolitan areas weighted by the sample size of Asians in each metropolitan area selected for 
this study. See the previous footnote for details. 
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Canada implies that the predicated probability of having a white partner among black women in 

Canada is 0.001 or 0.1 percentage points (not statistically significant) higher in Canada than their 

counterparts in the US. Similarly, the marginal effect associated high school graduation implies 

that the predicted probability for high school graduates to have a white partner is 0.028 lower 

than for those with a bachelor’s degree. For continuous variables, the marginal effect reflects 

changes in the predicted probability associated with a one unit change in the explanatory 

variable.  

<Table 4 about here> 

Contrary to what we reported in Table 1, Table 4 shows that the Canada-US difference in 

blacks’ likelihood of having a white partner is close to zero and not significant in either gender-

specific equation after the selected individual- and community-level explanatory variables are 

taken into account. Table 4 also shows large differences in the likelihood of having a white 

partner among subgroups of blacks. Mixed-race blacks are much most likely to intermarry with 

whites, indicating that the children of intermarriage are the most likely to cross racial boundaries 

in the marriage market. Caribbean blacks and other blacks also have higher interracial union 

rates than African blacks. Black women with high-school education or less and black men with 

only high-school education are less likely to intermarry than those with a university degree. The 

result for education is consistent with the findings of a previous study on a newly emerging 

educational gradient in intermarriage patterns among blacks (Qian and Lichter 2011). 

Neither of the two contextual social integration indicators (occupational and residential 

segregation) is significantly associated with the black men and women’s probability of having a 

white partner. Additional analyses indicate that without controlling for relative population size 

and the total population in a metropolitan area, the effect of residential segregation is 
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significant.18 Previous studies show that levels of residential segregation of blacks from whites 

are strongly affected by their proportion in the city (Fong 1996). Cheng and Xie (2012) also 

argue that large population size could increase residential segregation. Thus, the relative 

population size of blacks and the total population size of a metropolitan area may obstruct 

blacks’ residential interaction with whites and their interracial unions with whites, explaining 

why residential segregation has no independent effect on black interracial unions once the 

relative population size and total population size are controlled for.  

Among the five demographic constraint variables, relative population size is the most 

important predictor of black-white interracial union for both women and men: a one unit increase 

in logged relative population size (approximately doubling the share of black population) for 

blacks reduces the rate of black-white marriages by 7.1 percentage points for black women and 

12.1 percentage points for black men. The log transformation of the relative population size 

implies that its association with the likelihood of having a white partner is not linear. To further 

illustrate this non-linear effect, in Figure 1, we plot the relationship between relative group size 

(i.e., black-white population ratio) and the percent of blacks marrying whites based on both raw 

data and predicted (estimated) results with controls for individual-level and other contextual 

variables. These figures show a negative exponential function with a strong negative relationship 

when the black-white population ratio is less than 10 percent. This negative relationship weakens 

quickly after the ratio reaches 30 percent. For instance, for black women, the estimated 

interracial union rate decreases from 57 percent when the ratio is at 0.01 (or one black person for 

every 100 white persons), to 28 percent when the ratio increases to 0.05 (5 percent black), and 

                                                
18 The marginal effect is -0.002 for both black women and men; from complete segregation (the 
dissimilarity index =100) to no segregation (the dissimilarity index =0) there is an increase of 0.2 
in the probability of having a white partner (or 20 percentage points). 
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down to 18 percent when the ratio increases to 0.1 (10 percent black). In comparison, at the 

higher end, when the ratio changes from 0.5 to 0.6, interracial union rate decreases only slightly 

from 4.8 percent to 4.1 percent. 

<Figure 1 about here> 

The effects of other demographic constraints are not consistent for black men and women. 

One unit increase in the logged total population size of a metropolitan area reduces the rate of 

interracial union for black men by 1.7 percentage points, but the effect is not significant for 

women. For black men, the rate of interracial union increases with a higher within-group 

male/female ratio; for black women, the rate rises with inter-group heterogeneity.  

Table 5 replicates Table 4 for Asians. As in Table 4, we do not find a cross-country 

difference in the prevalence of interracial union for Asians when cross-country differences in 

individual- and community-level factors are taken into account. There are large differences 

among subgroups of Asians. More precisely, Japanese, Filipino, and Koreans have higher rates 

of interracial union with whites than Chinese (the reference group in the model). Higher 

educational levels (except for males with graduate degrees) and earnings are strongly associated 

with a higher likelihood of Asians marrying whites. Among the two contextual social integration 

variables, residential segregation is negatively associated with interracial union for both Asian 

men and women. From no residential segregation to complete segregation, the rate of interracial 

union decreases by 5 percentage points for Asian women and 3 percentage points for Asian men. 

The effect of occupational dissimilarity is not significant. 

<Table 5 about here> 

Among the five demographic constraint variables, the effect of relative group size is 

significant and negative for both Asian women and men. A one unit increase of the logged 
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relative size (or doubling the relative size) reduces the rate of interracial union by 6.3 percentage 

points for Asian women and 8.6 percentage points for Asian men. 

Like Figure 1, Figure 2 plots the percent of Asian intermarrying whites against the Asian-

white population ratio based on observed and estimated data. We observe a similar negative 

exponential function of interracial union with relative group size, although the relationship is less 

pronounced than for blacks. For female Asians, the estimated interracial union rate decreases 

from 57 percent when the ratio is at 0.01 (or 1 Asian for every 100 whites) to 45 percent when 

the ratio increases to 0.05 (5 percent Asian). When the ratio rises to 0.1 (10 percent), the 

estimated rate further declines to 40 percent. At the higher level of relative group size, a change 

of the ratio from 0.5 to 0.6 reduces the rate of interracial union by only 1 percentage point (from 

30 percent to 29 percent).  

<Figure 2 about here> 

Three other demographic constraint variables have significant effects for Asian women but 

not men. A higher within-group male/female ratio and inter-group heterogeneity are associated 

with a lower rate of interracial union with whites for Asian women, while a large metropolitan 

population size is associated with a higher rate of interracial union. 

 

What Accounts for Cross-Country Differences in Interracial Union? 

In Table 6, we present the decomposition analysis to unpack the observed cross-country 

differences in black-white and Asian-white interracial union rates. First, we estimate how much 

the observed cross-country differences can be explained by differences in the individual- and 

contextual variables. Second, we calculate how much of the explained cross-country differences 
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can be attributed to each of the explanatory variables (the decomposition method is explained in 

the methods section).  

<Table 6 about here> 

In the first row of the table, we reproduce the observed (raw) cross-country difference in 

interracial union rates from Table 1. These are more pronounced for black-white interracial 

union than for Asian-white interracial union. In the second row, we reproduce the adjusted cross-

country differences (estimated marginal effects of the country variable) from Table 4 for blacks 

and Table 5 for Asians. The numbers in the third row are the differences between the first row 

and the second row, and they represent the share of the observed cross-country differences that 

are accounted for by the included explanatory variables. We observe that our explanatory 

variables essentially account for all cross-country differences in black-white interracial union 

rates. For black women, the observed cross-country difference stands at 32.9 percentage points: 

40.1 percent in Canada vs. 7.2 percent in the US (see Table 1). After adjusting for the differences 

in individual and contextual variables, the difference is reduced to 0.1 percentage points, 

suggesting the observed gap is totally attributable to differences in the explanatory variables. For 

black men, 95 percent of the observed cross-country difference (36 out of the observed 37.8 

percentage points) are accounted for by the variables in Table 4. 

We further decompose the explained gap by the selected explanatory variables. Here a 

positive number indicates a contribution, in percentage, by the explanatory variable towards a 

reduction in the cross-country gap in interracial union; a negative number means that the cross-

country difference in a corresponding variable tends to increase the cross-country gap in 

interracial union rates. Table 6 shows that relative population size and subgroup composition are 

the two main factors contributing to the “explained gap” in black-white interracial union, with 
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the former contributing 75 percent of the explained gap for black women and 86 percent for 

black men, and the latter contributing 30 percent for black women and 23 percent for black men 

(see columns 1 and 2 in Table 6). In substantive terms, Canada’s lead in black-white interracial 

union is the result of a much smaller black population as well as the fact that Canada has a much 

larger share of blacks of mixed race, Caribbean blacks, and other blacks. 

Although the cross-country difference in blacks’ relative size is the predominant factor, the 

role played by cross-country differences in the black subgroup composition is substantial and 

deserves elaboration. Given that these groupings are not fully comparable in the two countries, 

an obvious question is whether our results are sensitive to the classification of black groups. To 

address this issue, we replicated our analysis with a more aggregate grouping “Caribbean blacks 

vs. all other blacks” rather than using the original four groups because the cross-country 

comparability of the African black, other black and black-white mixed groups is the more 

problematic. The results (available on request) show that this new model can account for 89 

percent of the Canada-US gap in black women’s interracial union rate and 84 percent of the 

Canada-US gap in black men’s interracial union rate. While the subgroup variable contributes 

very little to the explained portion of the Canada-US gaps, relative size contributes to almost all 

gaps. We again replicated our analysis, this time without any black subgrouping variable; results 

are almost identical to those based on the “Caribbean vs. all other blacks” grouping. These 

exercises suggest that: (1) the predominant role of relative size in accounting for the cross-

country differences in the prevalence of black interracial union is not affected by whether or how 

black subgroups are included; (2) The four categories of black groups contribute more to the 

observed Canada-US difference in the prevalence of black interracial unions than alternative 
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groupings; thus, it is important to separate African black from “other blacks” and the black-white 

mixed group.  

The effect of black subgroup composition likely reflects both social distance and 

demographic constraints. On the one hand, in both countries, African blacks have the lowest 

interracial union rate and the black-white mixed group has the highest. These differences change 

little when differences in socioeconomic status among these subgroups are taken into account, 

suggesting that personal preference and group interaction embedded in culture and history 

strongly influence the prevalence of interracial union among black subgroups.19 For instance, 

studies suggest that Caribbean blacks in the US have more cordial relations with whites and are 

less affected by racial stigma than African Americans (Model and Fisher 2001; Waters 1999). 

The difference between African and Caribbean blacks in the prevalence of their interracial union 

with whites is much less salient in Canada than in the US, arguably because African blacks in 

Canada do not suffer the legacy of slavery and discrimination to the same extent as their US 

counterparts (Hou and Myles 2011). 

On the other hand, when we look at the cross-country difference in interracial union for a 

specific black subgroup we again see relative group size at play. We replicated all models in 

Table 4 for cross-country comparisons of two specific black subgroups. One comparison is for 

the African black group, the largest subgroup in the US; the other is for Caribbean blacks, the 

                                                
19	  Controlling for differences in age, cohabitation, immigration status, education and earnings, 
the rate of interracial union with whites is 6.2 percent for African black women, 10.5 percent for 
Caribbean black women, 9.1 percent for other black women, and 54.7 percent for black-white 
mixed women in the US. The corresponding rates in Canada are 25.6 percent, 26.7 percent, 44.3 
percent, and 75.5 percent respectively. Among men, the rate of interracial union with whites is 
16.2 percent for African blacks, 19.6 percent for Caribbean black women, 21.5 percent for other 
black women, and 68.2 percent for black-white mixed women in the US. The corresponding 
rates in Canada are 47.5 percent, 44.9 percent, 60.1 percent, and 89.5 percent respectively. 
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largest subgroup in Canada. Our analysis shows that African blacks have a much higher rate of 

interracial union with whites in Canada than in the US, with a gap of 16.5 percentage points for 

women and 26.1 points for men. However, after adjusting for cross-country differences in 

individual and contextual variables, African blacks in Canada have a lower interracial union rate 

than their US counterparts. A decomposition analysis similar to Table 6 indicates that over 90 

percent of the difference between the observed and adjusted gap is attributable to the difference 

in relative population size. Similarly, Caribbean blacks have a higher rate of interracial union 

with whites in Canada than in the US, with a gap of 12.4 percentage points for women and 24.8 

percentage points for men. Cross-country differences in individual and contextual variables 

account for the entire cross-country gap in interracial union for Caribbean black women, and 81 

percent of gap for Caribbean black men. A decomposition analysis indicates that relative 

population size contributes to 61 percent of the explained gap for women and 40 percent for 

men.  

The smaller contribution of relative size to the cross-country difference in interracial union 

among Caribbean blacks than African blacks likely reflects the fact that the cross-country 

difference in the relative size is much smaller for Caribbean than African blacks. The relative 

population size of African blacks in the US is 33 times larger than in Canada. In comparison, the 

relative size of Caribbean blacks in the US is only 2.3 times larger than in Canada. These 

analyses suggest that relative population size not only is the main factor accounting for Canada-

US differences in interracial union for blacks as a whole; it also plays a major role in accounting 

for the Canada-US differences among major black subgroups. 

Like the findings for blacks, relative group size and subgroup composition account for a 

large portion of the cross-country difference in Asian-white interracial union. Between the two 
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main explanatory factors, subgroup composition has a greater impact, particularly for women, 

arguably because the Canada-US difference in Asians’ relative group size is very small relative 

to the cross-country difference in blacks’ relative group size. While the relative population size 

of blacks in the US is about 7 times larger than in Canada, the relative size of Asians in Canada 

is only about 1.2 times larger than in the US (see Table 3). To a much lesser extent, cross-

country differences in individual-level social integration factors also contribute to the higher 

prevalence of interracial union among Asians in the US than in Canada, reflecting the relatively 

higher education and earnings of Asian Americans. 

When we compare Asian subgroups that have a large cross-country difference in their 

relative size, the effect of relative size in accounting for cross-country differences in interracial 

union predominates. To demonstrate this point, we replicated the probit models in Table 5 for 

Chinese whose relative size in Canada is about twice as large as in the US, and for South Asians 

whose relative size is about 3 times larger than in the US. At the bivariate level, Chinese men 

and women in the US have a 5 percentage point lead over their Canadian counterparts in 

interracial union rates. In multivariate models, this observed gap reverses the direction so that the 

interracial union of the Chinese becomes more prevalent in Canada. A further decomposition 

shows that relative population size contributes to 63 percent of the explained gap for Chinese 

women and 46 percent for men. Similarly, South Asians in Canada have a lower interracial rate 

than their counterparts in the US, with a gap of 4 percentage points for women and 7 for men. 

The observed gap reverses the direction for women and disappears for men. The decomposition 

results show that relative size contributes to over 90 percent of the explained gap for South 

Asians. These analyses suggest that the effect of subgroup composition in the models for all 
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Asians partly captures the effect of cross-country differences in the relative population size at the 

subgroup level. 

 

ROBUSTNESS TESTS 

Selective Entry into a Union 

Our empirical analysis of interracial union is necessarily limited to individuals in conjugal 

unions. If the decision to enter and stay in a union is correlated with the decision to find a spouse 

from a different racial group, then our regression estimates in the model of interracial union may 

be biased since these estimates are based on a nonrandom sample and cannot be generalized to 

the broad population (Greene 2012). For instance, if blacks in the US are less likely to enter and 

stay in a union than blacks in Canada, it is possible that married blacks in the US are more 

selective than those in Canada on attributes that are important in the marriage market. Being 

more selective on these attributes could also increase the likelihood of blacks marrying whites.  

To address this potential sample selection bias, we estimated two-stage probit models with 

sample selection using the maximum likelihood method (Greene 2012). Such models provide 

consistent, asymptotically efficient estimates for all parameters. In the model for entry into 

conjugal unions, we include all variables from the model predicting having a white partner (as in 

Tables 4 and 5) plus individuals’ health status as the exclusion criteria (Wooldridge 2003).20 In 

                                                
20 The inclusion of an extra variable (an exclusion restriction) in the selection equation is 
generally required to generate reliable estimates. Without such a restriction, the maximum-
likelihood estimator may not be robust (Puhani 2000). For the US data, health status was derived 
from the following questions in the ACS: “Does this person have any of the following long-
lasting conditions: (a) blindness, deafness, or a severe vision or hearing impairment” and (b) “a 
condition that substantially limits one or more basic physical activities such as walking, climbing 
stairs, reaching, lifting, or carrying?” For the Canadian data, the variable was derived from the 
question: “Does this person have any difficulty hearing, seeing, communicating, talking, 
climbing stairs, bending, learning, or doing any similar activities?” In the 2005-2007 ACS and 
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other words, health status is assumed to affect the likelihood of entering and staying in a union, 

but to have no effect on having a white or own-group spouse among those already in a union. 

This was empirically confirmed in our data; health status is significantly related to the likelihood 

of being in union but is not a significant predictor of being in an interracial one.  

We estimated a series of gender- and group-specific two-stage probit models and tested 

whether the equation for selection into a union and the equation of partner choice are related and 

whether a standard single-equation probit model for interracial union may yield biased estimates. 

We find no significant correlation between the models for all gender- and group-specific 

analyses (see the last row in Appendix Tables 1-2). In short, potential bias associated with 

selective entry into conjugal unions is a not issue with our cross-country analysis. 21 

 

Selective Mobility across Metropolitan Areas 

Our regression estimates on the association between interracial union and relative group size 

measured at the metropolitan area level could be overstated if minority members who intend to 

find or already have a white partner have a greater tendency to stay in or move to metropolitan 

areas where their own group size is relatively small, and by the same token, if minority members 

who intend to find or already have a partner of their own racial group tend to stay in or move to 

metropolitan areas where their group size is relatively large. This issue cannot be fully addressed 

without longitudinal data that contain individuals’ mobility history and timing of marriage or 

cohabitation. Wright, Ellis, and Holloway (2011) find that within major US metropolitan areas, 

                                                                                                                                                       
the 2006 Canadian Census, 9.7 percent of Americans and Canadians aged 18-64 reported a poor 
health condition. 
21 A comparison of regression estimates with and without correction for selection bias suggests 
few substantive differences. Overall, the standard errors from the two stage models are generally 
larger than those from the single-equation models and can be seen as more conservative tests of 
our key hypotheses. 
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black interracial households are disproportionately underrepresented in both black-dominant and 

white-dominant neighborhoods.  

However, to our knowledge, and as observed by Wright et al. (2003), no previous study 

has examined the migration behaviors of interracial partners at the metropolitan area or regional 

level. ACS and Canadian Census data contain information on mobility that allows us to gauge 

possible directions and magnitudes of bias associated with the likely selective distribution of 

interracial partners across metropolitan areas. With this information, we can determine (1) 

whether blacks and Asians who marry whites are more likely than those who marry within their 

own group to move to metropolitan areas where their relative group size is small; (2) whether our 

regression estimates differ by removing individuals recently moving between metropolitan areas. 

The answer to the first question is no. Using data on one-year mobility in the ACS and 

Canadian Census, we estimated a logistic regression by gender and country with explanatory 

variables including interracial marriage, age, education, relative group size of current 

metropolitan area, and an interaction term between interracial marriage and relative group size. 

In both countries and for both minority groupings, those who are intermarried are actually less 

likely to move to metropolitan areas with small relative group size than those who are married 

endogamously. In other words, rather than overestimating the association between interracial 

marriage and relative group size, we may be understating it in this study. 

To answer the second question, we estimated the models in Table 4 and Table 5 excluding 

individuals who moved their residence from one metropolitan area to another in the previous 

year. Comparing the results, we see that the signs and the level of significance on the cross-

country difference (the coefficient of “Canada”) remain unchanged. The adjusted Canada-US 

difference changes little for blacks and becomes even smaller for Asians. The magnitude of the 
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regression coefficient for relative group size increases slightly in models without the movers. The 

contribution of relative group size to the explained gap in Table 6 increases by 2 to 3 percentage 

points in each model. In short, this ancillary analysis suggests that removing those who moved in 

the previous year does not change our conclusions about cross-country differences in interracial 

union. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study demonstrates that the very large US-Canada differences in black-white and Asian-

white interracial union can be traced to cross-country differences in both the relative group size 

and the subgroup composition of blacks and Asians. In particular, relative group size accounts 

for over two-thirds of the cross-country differences in black-white interracial unions, while 

subgroup composition seems more important than relative size in accounting for the differences 

in Asian interracial unions. While relative group size is clearly a demographic constraint, the 

effect of subgroup composition captures the combined influence of cultural differences and 

demographic constraints.  

On the one hand, within each country, different subgroups of blacks and Asians have 

different tendencies to form interracial unions with whites, reflecting differences in historical 

contexts, cultural norms and social distances, as well as differential attitudes of whites towards 

these groups (Model and Fisher 2001; Hwang et al. 1997). Furthermore, although many African 

Americans have mixed ancestries, they do not self-identify as mixed race (Nash 1995). 

Therefore, the very large and seemingly homogenous African American population, and the 

demographic constraint it exerts on intermarriage, at least partially results from the profound 

influence of prevailing social norms on individuals’ racial identification. Meanwhile, Canadians 
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with both black and white ancestries may more readily embrace their mixed-race identity, partly 

because of the lack of American-style large-scale slavery and partly because of the lack of large 

black communities for mixed-race blacks to identify with.  

On the other hand, relative group size remains the major contributor to the cross-country 

difference in the prevalence of interracial unions for each major subgroup within the black 

population (e.g., African blacks and Caribbean blacks) and within the Asian population (e.g., 

Chinese and South Asians), depending on how large the cross-country difference is in a given 

subgroup’s relative size. It is particularly telling that relative group size accounts for over 90 

percent of the cross-country difference in the prevalence of African blacks’ interracial unions 

even through African Americans and African Canadians undoubtedly differ in their historical 

relations with whites. 

Our results suggest the explanatory power of structural factors on interracial marriage is 

much stronger than commonly believed. Macrostructural theory predicts that interracial union 

will decrease as group size increases, because larger groups have a large capacity to fulfill the 

preference for in-group marriage. In contrast, the supply of marriageable in-group members is 

limited in small groups, pushing members into interracial marriage (Blau, Blum, and Schwartz 

1982). Although prior studies support these predictions (e.g., Kalmijn 1993; Qian and Lichter 

2007), the relative importance of demographic constraints in accounting for group variations in 

interracial union has not been empirically analyzed. Our results show that demographic 

constraints are more important than social integration factors in determining cross-country 

variations in the prevalence of interracial marriage. These results caution us against over-stating 

what the prevalence of interracial marriage represents in terms of the social distance between 

whites and racial minorities in contemporary North American society.  
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 The observation that relative size dominates in accounting for cross-country differences in 

the prevalence of black-white unions while subgroup composition is more important in 

accounting for cross-country difference in the prevalence of Asian-white unions highlights that 

the explanatory power of relative size is context-dependent. By definition, relative group size 

will not have a large effect if the difference in relative group size is small between groups or 

across marriage markets. While the relative population size of blacks in the US is about 7 times 

larger than in Canada, the relative size of Asians in Canada is only about 1.2 times larger than in 

the US. This difference explains why relative group size plays the predominant role for the cross-

country differences for blacks but a lesser role for Asians. For the same reason, relative group 

size is much more important in accounting for cross-country differences in the prevalence of 

interracial unions for African blacks than Caribbean blacks. Similarly, relative group size plays a 

more predominant role for South Asians than it does for Chinese or Asians as a whole.  

 Conversely, when the difference in relative size is small, personal preference and other 

social integration factors may become relatively more important. For instance, demographic 

constraints are unlikely to explain the observed gender differences in interracial union within a 

racial group since the sexes should face similar, if not identical, demographic constraints. Some 

recent literature explains the puzzling gender patterns among blacks and Asians in terms of 

racialized cultural portrayals of masculinity and femininity (Feliciano, Robnett, and Komaie 

2009).22 A common perception of black men as hyper-masculine could increase their 

attractiveness to some white women. In contrast, black women are represented in ways that are at 

                                                
22 Merton’s status-caste exchange theory is often invoked as a possible explanation of the higher 
prevalence of out-marriage among black men. Recent studies, however, suggest that status 
exchange is either non-existent or, at most, a minor factor in the North American marriage 
market. Most interracially married couples are similar in educational attainment and there is 
limited evidence that white women married to black men have married up the socioeconomic 
ladder (Batson et al. 2006; Hou and Myles 2011; Rosenfeld 2005). 
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odds with idealized notions of femininity and Eurocentric notions of beauty, thereby decreasing 

their attractiveness to some white men. In comparison, Asian women tend to be presented as 

hyper-feminine, and stereotypes of Asian women as “exotic,” “submissive,” and “good wives,” 

could increase their attractiveness to some white men. At the same time, Asian men are often 

depicted as asexual, which could decrease their attractiveness to some white women (Chen and 

Takeuchi 2011; Feliciano, Robnett, and Komaie 2009). It is also possible that black men have 

greater preferences for white women than black women have for white men, and Asian women 

have greater preferences for white men than Asian men have for white women (Herman and 

Campbell 2012; Robnett and Feliciano 2011). Regardless of what factors account for them, the 

observed gender differences should have similar effects in Canada and the US because similar 

patterns of gender differences in interracial unions are observed in both countries. In a sense, 

these factors are held constant and do not play a role in accounting for gender-specific cross-

country differences in interracial unions. 

 Our results clearly indicate that the utility of social integration factors and demographic 

constraints depends on the level of analysis. Social integration factors certainly help to explain 

variations in individuals’ likelihood of intermarriage. The observation that there are large 

differences in the likelihood of certain subgroups of  blacks and Asians in both the US and 

Canada to engage in interracial union, even after controlling for demographic constraints, 

indicates that cultural norms and attitudes affect individuals’ tendency to intermarry. In 

particular, the very high probability of mixed race persons (children of intermarriage) having a 

white partner points to the domino effect caused by blurring racial boundaries and the long-term 

ramifications of intermarriage. The finding that the less educated have a lower probability of 

having white partner also supports the importance of socioeconomic integration. Furthermore, 
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the fact that the selected demographic constraints and social integration factors in our model 

jointly account for less than one-quarter of the variation among individuals in the probability of 

having a white partner suggests that unmeasured factors, including individuals’ mate preferences 

for race and multiple other attributes, play a large role. However, when the focus of the analysis 

moves away from the individual-level variations to group-level differences, demographic 

constraints take over. This distinction is critical; it raises questions as to what we can generalize 

about the determinants and social implications of interracial marriage from individual-level 

variations to group-level differences, and vice versa.  

Overall, our results indicate that under broadly similar social and economic conditions, a 

large enough difference in relative group size becomes the predominant determinant of group 

differences in the prevalence of interracial unions. The socio-cultural environments of the US 

and Canada are often contrasted in terms of an American “melting pot” (assimilation) versus a 

Canadian “mosaic” (integration). However, Reitz and Breton (1994) argue that such a sharp 

distinction is unwarranted because there are more similarities than differences between these 

countries in the integration of racial minorities. As Bloemraad (2011) observes, people from 

other countries perceive the US and Canada as “two peas in a pod” in this respect. We might 

well ask, then, whether the observed effect of demographic constraints can be generalized 

beyond the particular context of a US-Canada comparison.  

A couple of questions are related to the generalizability of our results. First, what is the 

role of demographic constraints in accounting for the differences among racial minority groups 

in the prevalence of their intermarriage with whites? Second, to what extent are the recent 

changes in the relative population sizes of particular racial minority groups related to trends in 

intermarriage? We are working on a follow-up paper to examine the first question. Preliminary 
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results demonstrate that relative group size is the most important factor accounting for the 

difference between blacks and Asians in their prevalence of intermarriage with whites in the US. 

For the second question, recent studies by Lichter et al. (2007) and Qian and Lichter (2011) 

suggest that the increase in relative group size due to immigration in the 1980s and 1990s 

reduced intermarriage among Asians and Hispanics. While the removal of formal barriers to 

interracial marriage and gradual improvement in the socioeconomic status of racial minorities 

undoubtedly drove the trends in interracial union over much of the 20th century, the magnitude of 

the changes in racial minority groups’ social integration and relative size will determine what is 

going to be the driving factor in the years to come.  
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Blacks Asians Blacks Asians

White female spouses 
aged 18 to 34 55.1 23.9 17.3 37.2

White male spouses 
aged 18 to 34 40.1 32.9 7.2 44.4

Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 
American Community Survey.

1 The prevalence is computed among married or cohabiting minority 
members whose spouses are either own-group members or Whites. 
Those whose spouses belong to other minority groups are not included.

Table 1. The prevalence1 of interracial union with whites
Canada The United States

%

Canada US Canada US
Blacks

African black 15.7% 86.5% 14.5% 87.1%
Caribbean black 38.6% 5.2% 44.3% 4.8%
Other black 28.2% 7.2% 27.8% 7.2%
Black and White 17.5% 1.1% 13.4% 0.8%
  Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Asians
Chinese 31.9% 15.2% 32.1% 13.9%
Japanese 3.5% 4.1% 2.1% 3.4%
Filipino 13.1% 16.7% 12.9% 16.9%
Korean 4.9% 9.9% 4.4% 7.3%
South Asian 29.7% 9.3% 33.1% 11.8%
Other Asian 10.5% 24.1% 9.2% 22.9%
Asian and White 6.4% 20.7% 6.2% 23.8%
  Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Table 2. Cross-country differences in the sub-group composition among blacks and 
Asians

Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community 
Survey.

Male spouses age 18 to 34Female spouses age 18 to 34
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Canada US Canada US
Female partners (sample size) 1886 15725 9206 8661
Individual demographic variables 

Age       28.4 28.3 28.6 28.9
Cohabitation  (ref. Married) 40.8% 30.0% 25.0% 19.0%
1.5 generation (ref. Native-born) 33.1% 5.6% 45.9% 52.4%

Individual social integration variables
Less then high school 6.8% 7.6% 4.8% 4.7%
High school graduation 33.1% 30.0% 22.2% 15.7%
Some postsecondary  35.5% 39.8% 26.4% 29.4%
Bachelor's degree 18.4% 16.1% 33.4% 34.2%
Graduate degree 6.3% 6.6% 13.1% 16.1%
With positive earnings  (ref. without earnings) 82.7% 84.4% 81.4% 82.6%
Earnings relative to Whites 77.8% 87.5% 93.5% 113.1%

Contextual social integration variables
Residential dissimilarity 45.7 67.5 45.4 47.9
Occupational dissimilarity 14.8 14.3 15.3 14.8

Demographic constraints
Relative population size of the minority group 5.6% 41.4% 25.4% 20.8%
Inter-group heterogeneity 0.35 0.51 0.41 0.55
Total metropolitan population size 2174000 2281000 1906000 3089000
Within group diversity 0.67 0.24 0.69 0.57
Within group male/female ratio 0.94 0.89 1.04 1.05

Male partners (sample size) 1988 14516 6755 5987
Individual demographic variables 

Age       29.1 28.8 29.4 29.4
Cohabitation  (ref. Married) 48.2% 34.1% 25.1% 19.8%
1.5 generation (ref. Native-born) 36.1% 5.1% 47.2% 48.9%

Individual social integration variables
Less then high school 11.2% 10.6% 6.6% 6.3%
High school graduation 43.9% 38.3% 26.2% 17.4%
Some postsecondary  28.0% 35.0% 24.4% 30.6%
Bachelor's degree 12.2% 12.4% 29.1% 30.6%
Graduate degree 4.6% 3.7% 13.7% 15.0%
With positive earnings  (ref. without earnings) 89.9% 93.1% 89.2% 95.9%
Earnings relative to Whites 71.5% 67.6% 95.3% 104.0%

Contextual social integration variables
Residential dissimilarity 45.1 67.4 45.3 47.8
Occupational dissimilarity 14.8 14.3 15.3 14.9

Demographic constraints
Relative population size of the minority group 6.0% 39.9% 25.3% 20.6%
Inter-group heterogeneity 0.34 0.50 0.41 0.54
Total metropolitan population size 2055000 2172000 1896000 2909000
Within group diversity 0.67 0.24 0.69 0.57
Within group male/female ratio 0.95 0.90 1.04 1.06

Blacks Asians

Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community Survey.

Table 3. Cross-country differences in individual demographic, social integration indicators and 
demographic constraints among individuals aged 18 to 34 and in a union



59 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
   

Robust 
standard error

Robust 
standard error

Canada 0.001 0.015 0.018  0.026
Individual demographic variables

Age -0.001  0.001 0.001 0.001
Cohabitation 0.020 ** 0.007 0.098 *** 0.008
1.5 generation -0.001  0.010 -0.042 * 0.018

Sub-group composition
Caribbean blacks 0.041 ** 0.015 0.034 ** 0.013
Other blacks 0.058 *** 0.015 0.061 *** 0.013
Black-white mixed 0.367 *** 0.025 0.422 *** 0.036

Individual social integration variables
Less than high school -0.042 *** 0.011 -0.009  0.018
High school graduation -0.028 ** 0.009 -0.055 *** 0.014
Some postsecondary  -0.015  0.009 -0.012  0.014
Graduate degree 0.002  0.010 -0.037 * 0.019
With positive earnings 0.005  0.008 0.011  0.013
Earnings relative to whites -0.005 0.003 0.005  0.006

Contextual social integration variables
Residential dissimilarity -0.001 0.000 0.000 0.001
Occupational dissimilarity 0.000  0.001 0.000  0.001

Demographic constraints
Relative population size (logged) -0.071 *** 0.006 -0.121 *** 0.007
Inter-group heterogeneity 0.099 ** 0.036 0.055 0.047
Metropolitan population size (logged) -0.003 0.004 -0.017 ** 0.006
Within group diversity -0.033  0.026 -0.034  0.038
Within group male/female ratio 0.023  0.015 0.051 ** 0.017

Number of observations 17610 16504
Pseudo R-square 0.232 0.188

Table 4. Probit models accounting for cross-country differences in black-white union

*** significant at p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
Note: Omitted categories include: African blacks, married, native-born, bachelor's degree, and 
without positive earnings.

Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community Survey.

Marginal 
effect

Marginal 
effect

Females Males
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Robust 
standard error

Robust 
standard error

Canada -0.037  0.023 -0.015  0.027
Individual demographic variables

Age 0.013 *** 0.001 0.008 *** 0.002
Cohabitation 0.184 *** 0.013 0.137 *** 0.015
1.5 generation -0.059 *** 0.008 -0.086 *** 0.011

Sub-group composition
Japanese 0.256 *** 0.036 0.236 *** 0.024
Filipino 0.122 *** 0.019 0.129 *** 0.018
Korean 0.153 *** 0.031 0.063 ** 0.021
South Asians -0.065 *** 0.012 0.047 *** 0.012
Other Asians -0.017  0.020 -0.009  0.016
Asian-white mixed 0.433 *** 0.020 0.444 *** 0.027

Individual social integration variables
Less than high school -0.148 *** 0.020 -0.091 *** 0.019
High school graduation -0.080 *** 0.014 -0.047 ** 0.016
Some postsecondary  -0.041 *** 0.009 -0.027 * 0.012
Graduate degree -0.020  0.012 -0.066 *** 0.016
With positive earnings 0.068 *** 0.010 0.123 *** 0.018
Earnings relative to Whites 0.014 * 0.006 0.022 *** 0.004

Contextual social integration variables
Residential dissimilarity -0.005 *** 0.001 -0.003 *** 0.001
Occupational dissimilarity 0.003  0.002 0.001  0.001

Demographic constraints
Relative population size (logged) -0.063 *** 0.013 -0.086 *** 0.016
Inter-group heterogeneity -0.172 * 0.079 -0.079  0.092
Metropolitan population size (logged) 0.016 * 0.007 0.004 0.007
Within group diversity 0.033  0.053 0.027  0.051
Within group male/female ratio -0.099 * 0.044 0.025  0.036

Number of observations 17867 12742
Pseudo R-square 0.188 0.233

Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community Survey.

*** significant at p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
Note: Omitted categories include: Chinese, married, native-born, bachelor's degree, and without 
positive earnings.

Table 5. Probit models accounting for cross-country differences in Asian-white union

Marginal 
effect

Marginal 
effect

Females Males
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Raw gap (Canada-US) 32.9 *** 37.8 *** -11.5 ** -13.2 **
Adjusted gap1 0.1 1.8 -3.7 -1.5
Gap explained 32.8 36.0 -7.8 -11.7

Explained gap attributable to
Individual demographic factors

Age 0% 0% 6% 1%
Cohabitation 1% 5% -16% -8%
1.5 generation 0% -5% -6% -2%

Sub-group composition 30% 23% 113% 65%
Individual social integration variables 0% -1% 10% 13%
Contextual social integration variables

Residential dissimilarity 10% 0% -19% -9%
Occupation dissimilarity 0% 0% -2% -1%

Demographic constraints
Relative population size 75% 86% 50% 54%
Metropolitan population size 0% -1% 4% 1%
Inter-group heterogeneity -9% -3% -33% -11%
Within group diversity -7% -5% -6% -3%
Male/female ratio 1% 1% -2% 1%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

1 The adjusted gap is estimated for models presented in tables 4 and 5.

Percentage points

*** significant at p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community Survey.

Table 6. Accounting for Canada-US differences in the rate of interracial union with whites
Black-white intermarriage Asian-whites intermarriage

Black 
female 

partners
Black male 

partners
Asian female 

partners
Asian male 

partners
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Figure 1. Observed and estimated relationship between relative group size and black-white union

Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community Survey.
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Figure 2. Observed and estimated relationship between relative group size and Asian-white union

Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community Survey.
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Probit equation for intermarriage
Robust 

standard error
Robust 

standard error
Canada 0.014 0.145 0.052  0.106
Age -0.010  0.029 0.016 0.012
Cohabitation 0.137 ** 0.049 0.408 *** 0.038
1.5 generation -0.008  0.068 -0.178 * 0.076
Caribbean blacks 0.265 ** 0.085 0.132 *** 0.049
Other blacks 0.356 *** 0.078 0.222 *** 0.053
Black-white mixed 1.408 *** 0.127 1.324 *** 0.104
Less than high school -0.297 * 0.145 -0.040  0.072
High school graduation -0.188 ** 0.056 -0.221 *** 0.058
Some postsecondary  -0.097  0.052 -0.039  0.056
Graduate degree 0.014  0.064 -0.152  0.079
With positive earnings 0.038  0.056 0.106  0.083
Earnings relative to Whites -0.042 0.054 0.049  0.035
Residential dissimilarity -0.006 0.005 -0.001 0.002
Occupational dissimilarity 0.000  0.007 -0.003  0.006
Relative population size -0.499 *** 0.048 -0.503 *** 0.033
Inter-group heterogeneity 0.696 * 0.291 0.177 0.210
Metropolitan population size (logged) -0.017 0.028 -0.074 ** 0.024
Within group diversity -0.222  0.214 -0.183  0.169
Within group male/female ratio 0.156  0.114 0.200 ** 0.075
Intercept -1.597 1.028 -1.516 *** 0.502

Probit equation for being in a union
Canada -0.236 *** 0.063 -0.220 *** 0.054
Age 0.079 *** 0.002 0.110 *** 0.002
1.5 generation -0.016 0.023 -0.044 0.025
Caribbean blacks -0.012 0.025 -0.034 0.034
Other blacks -0.019 0.023 -0.132 *** 0.032
Black-white mixed 0.260 *** 0.040 0.053 0.043
Less than high school -0.310 *** 0.030 -0.008 0.036
High school graduation -0.047 * 0.019 0.131 *** 0.029
Some postsecondary  -0.014 0.018 0.112 *** 0.025
Graduate degree 0.018 0.020 0.009 0.048
With positive earnings -0.063 ** 0.019 0.465 *** 0.039
Earnings relative to Whites 0.166 *** 0.011 0.384 *** 0.026
Residential dissimilarity -0.009 *** 0.001 -0.005 *** 0.001
Occupational dissimilarity -0.008 ** 0.003 -0.009 ** 0.003
Relative population size 0.042 ** 0.018 0.004 0.017
Inter-group heterogeneity -0.294 * 0.116 -0.511 *** 0.125
Metropolitan population size (logged) -0.018 0.011 -0.035 ** 0.012
Within group diversity -0.305 ** 0.088 -0.417 *** 0.091
Within group male/female ratio 0.100 * 0.048 -0.150 ** 0.041
Poor health -0.194 *** 0.032 -0.100 ** 0.037
Intercept -1.850 *** 0.148 -2.869 *** 0.158
rho -0.031 0.479 0.143 0.151

Note: Omitted categories include: African blacks, married, native-born, bachelor's degree, without 
positive earnings, and no chronic condition.

Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community Survey.

Appendix Table 1. Probit models accounting for cross-country differences in black-white union with 
selection correction

Coefficient Coefficient

Females Males

*** significant at p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05



65 
 

 

Probit equation for intermarriage
Robust 

standard error
Robust 

standard error
Canada -0.143  0.072 -0.050  0.097
Age 0.092 *** 0.025 -0.003 0.041
Cohabitation 0.542 *** 0.077 0.505 *** 0.053
1.5 generation -0.173 *** 0.038 -0.303 *** 0.069
Japanese 0.715 *** 0.103 0.731 *** 0.123
Filipino 0.365 *** 0.054 0.388 *** 0.107
Korean 0.411 *** 0.092 0.231 ** 0.087
South Asians -0.166 ** 0.058 0.146 0.086
Other Asians 0.019  0.086 -0.072  0.085
Asian-white mixed 1.231 *** 0.109 1.264 *** 0.167
Less than high school -0.451 *** 0.094 -0.366 *** 0.073
High school graduation -0.226 *** 0.054 -0.177 ** 0.062
Some postsecondary  -0.112 *** 0.033 -0.105 * 0.042
Graduate degree -0.067  0.036 -0.252 *** 0.064
With positive earnings 0.145 * 0.069 0.393 ** 0.143
Earnings relative to Whites 0.074 ** 0.025 0.037 0.058
Residential dissimilarity -0.017 *** 0.003 -0.012 ** 0.004
Occupational dissimilarity 0.005  0.005 0.006  0.005
Relative population size -0.199 *** 0.040 -0.310 *** 0.070
Inter-group heterogeneity -0.611 * 0.246 -0.248  0.339
Metropolitan population size 0.032 0.022 0.031 0.028
Within group diversity -0.082  0.207 0.237  0.237
Within group male/female ratio -0.274 0.143 0.144  0.134
Intercept -3.252 *** 0.900 -1.418 1.628

Probit equation for being in a union
Canada -0.093 * 0.039 -0.029 0.042
Age 0.153 *** 0.003 0.148 *** 0.005
1.5 generation 0.014 0.028 -0.067 ** 0.025
Japanese 0.131 *** 0.036 0.097 0.061
Filipino 0.105 ** 0.036 0.232 *** 0.030
Korean -0.001 0.035 -0.002 0.042
South Asians 0.097 0.057 0.117 * 0.055
Other Asians 0.203 *** 0.039 0.144 *** 0.038
Asian-white mixed 0.245 *** 0.024 0.308 *** 0.029
Less than high school 0.047 0.062 0.150 *** 0.037
High school graduation 0.057 * 0.028 0.073 ** 0.028
Some postsecondary  0.027 0.037 0.064 *** 0.019
Graduate degree -0.026 0.018 0.053 * 0.022
With positive earnings -0.188 *** 0.029 0.137 * 0.057
Earnings relative to Whites 0.099 *** 0.010 0.287 *** 0.024
Residential dissimilarity -0.003 0.003 -0.001 0.003
Occupational dissimilarity -0.006 0.003 -0.005 0.004
Relative population size -0.039 * 0.020 -0.030 0.024
Inter-group heterogeneity -0.251 0.170 -0.198 0.182
Metropolitan population size -0.055 ** 0.020 -0.066 ** 0.020
Within group diversity -0.561 *** 0.150 -0.653 *** 0.161
Within group male/female ratio 0.083 0.071 -0.241 ** 0.085
Poor health -0.169 *** 0.051 -0.176 * 0.080
Intercept -3.427 *** 0.276 -3.625 *** 0.287
rho 0.540 0.364 -0.314 0.366

Appendix Table 2. Probit models accounting for cross-country differences in Asian-white union with 
selection correction

*** significant at p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
Note: Omitted categories include: Chinese, married, native-born, bachelor's degree, without positive 
earnings, and no chronic condition.
Data Sources: the 2006 Census of Canada and the 2005-2007 American Community Survey.
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