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Chapter 2  
Does Social Embeddedness Influence Union Formation Choices 

among the Turkish and Moroccan Second Generation in the 
Netherlands? 

 

Doreen Huschek, Helga A.G. De Valk, & Aart C. Liefbroer 

 

Abstract 
 

This paper examines the influence of contact outside one’s own ethnic group on four different 

aspects of union formation among the Turkish and Moroccan second generation in the 

Netherlands. Non-coethnic networks offer potentially different views on union formation 

compared to the families of origin and may thus be relevant for the choices young adults 

make in this domain. We distinguish between strong ties (close non-coethnic friends) and 

weak ties (ethnic composition of secondary school) and study the effects of these types of ties 

on four aspects of union formation, namely the timing of starting a first union, the timing of 

first marriage, the type of union (marriage versus cohabitation) and the ethnic origin of the 

partner. Using data from “The Integration of the European Second Generation” (TIES) survey 

for the Netherlands collected in 2007, we find that a higher level of embeddedness into non-

coethnic networks, in particular having many close friends, influences each of the four union 

formation choices studied. Weak ties affect the timing of a first union and a first marriage. 

Effects of weak ties were not found for other aspects of union formation. These results points 

to the importance of social actors outside the family. Our findings suggest that in particular 

strong ties with non-coethnics are relevant for union formation choices. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A slightly different version of this paper will be published in 2011 in the Journal of 

Comparative Family Studies. An earlier version of the paper was presented at the European 

Population Conference, July 2008, Barcelona (Spain). 
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the Netherlands – like in other European countries – the majority of Moroccan and Turkish 

children of labor migrants that entered the country in the 1960s and 1970s are now entering 

adulthood. This life phase is marked by a range of transitions in different life domains that 

influence their future life course (Corijn and Klijzing, 2001). So far, studies focused mainly 

on how second-generation migrants fared in the spheres of education and work (for an 

overview see: Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi, 2008). However, union formation decisions are key 

markers of entering adulthood and are strongly related to the choices in other domains of 

young adults’ lives. Relatively little is known about different aspects of family related 

decisions among the second generation. Partner choice has received most attention 

(Çelikaksoy, et al., 2006; Hooghiemstra, 2001; Reniers, 2001; Haug, 2005), but much less is 

known about the timing of union formation, timing of marriage and the type of union that is 

formed. Studying these choices of the second generation is particularly relevant as 

expectations about union formation within the ethnic community often differ substantially 

from those among the majority population. Increasing our knowledge about union formation 

choices of the second generation and the factors that shape them becomes even more 

important as a growing proportion of young adults has a migrant background.  

Union formation choices have been shown to be influenced by the family of origin both 

among the majority population (Axinn and Thornton, 1993, 1996; Starrels and Holm, 2000; 

Thornton, 1991) as well as among young adults of migrant origin (De Valk and Liefbroer, 

2007; Haug, 2005). However, relatively little is known about the influence of non-family 

networks, composed of friends and acquaintances, on union formation decisions. This is 

unfortunate, because friends and peers are found to matter for contraceptive decisions, sexual 

behavior, school attainment, and delinquent behavior of young adults (Biddle, Bank, and 

Marlin, 1980; Billy and Udry, 1985; Haynie and Osgood, 2005; King and Harris, 2007; Shah 

and Zelnik, 1981; Vaquera and Kao, 2008). Furthermore, interaction with acquaintances is 

found to influence information and value diffusion (Granovetter, 1973; Montgomery and 

Casterline, 1993). In this article, we study how union formation decisions of Turkish and 

Moroccan second-generation young adults in the Netherlands are influenced by friends and 

peers from outside their own ethnic community. The views and behavior of non-coethnic 

peers may differ from those predominant in the family of origin (Haug, 2005). To enhance our 

understanding of the influence of peers from outside the own ethnic community this paper 

sets out to answer the following research question: Does the level of social embeddedness into 

non-coethnic networks influence union formation decisions of second-generation Turks and 

Moroccans in the Netherlands? 

So far, most studies have examined the role of peers in school achievement, language 

acquisition, and ethnic identity of second-generation migrants (Entorf and Lauk, 2008; 

Phinney, Romero, Nava, and Huang, 2001). This paper contributes to the literature first of all 

by studying how non-family networks influence union formation decisions of the second 

generation. Secondly, making a distinction between types of contact (strong and weak ties) 



Chapter 2 

40 
 

adds a new perspective to the study of network influence on union formation whereby strong 

ties consist of close friends and weak ties of acquaintances (Granovetter, 1973). Thirdly, 

comparing the relative importance of non-coethnic networks among men and women of two 

ethnic groups that share broad cultural and social similarities (religion, family life, socio-

economic status, and migration history) reveals the importance of these networks for different 

origin groups. Finally, studying multiple aspects of union formation enables a better 

assessment of the importance of social embeddedness into non-coethnic networks for choices 

in the family domain. In this paper, four aspects of union formation are covered, namely the 

timing of the first union, timing of the first marriage, the type of union that is chosen 

(cohabitation versus direct marriage), and the ethnic origin of the partner (endogamy versus 

exogamy). 

 
2.2 BACKGROUND 

2.2.1 Migration to the Netherlands 

Labor shortages in the 1960s led to the recruitment of foreign workers from Southern Europe, 

Turkey (1964) and Morocco (1969). The majority of these predominantly male workers were 

recruited from rural areas in Turkey and Morocco (central Anatolia and Rif region 

respectively). Initially expected to return, most of these labor migrants stayed and began to 

bring their families in the mid-1970s to mid-1980s. Because they were recruited as unskilled 

laborers, first-generation Turks and Moroccans are mainly low-educated. Nowadays, the 

Turkish and the Moroccan communities belong to the four largest non-western ethnic groups 

in the Netherlands. In 2009, there were approximately 378,000 persons of Turkish descent 

and 342,000 persons of Moroccan descent (Statistics Netherlands). Both groups have a young 

population structure due to their recent migration history, continued marriage migration and 

relatively high fertility, especially among the first generation. Return migration remains low. 

In the last 10 years, one percent of the Moroccan and only four percent of the Turkish group 

returned (Van Dalen, Fokkema, and Henkens, 2009). Another shared characteristic of these 

communities is their urban concentration, particularly in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Utrecht and 

cities in the east and south of the country.  

In contrast to the other two largest groups of non-western descent, Surinamese and 

Antilleans, the Turkish and Moroccan communities have on average a lower socio-economic 

status, lower levels of educational attainment, and higher unemployment rates (Dagevos, 

Gijsberts, and Van Praag, 2003; Odé and Veenman, 2003). Migrants from Turkey and 

Morocco also share some broad cultural features, but the two groups adjusted differently to 

life in the Netherlands and Europe, which is attributed to differences in the kinship and 

network characteristics, like the closeness of the ethnic network (De Valk, 2006). The 

Moroccan second generation is more oriented toward the Dutch way of life and has more 

contact with natives than the Turkish second generation (Dagevos et al., 2003; Pels, 2003; 

Phalet, Van Lotringen, and Entzinger, 2000). The Moroccan community is more 

heterogeneous than the Turkish one in terms of education, language, area of origin, socio-
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economic status, and religious orientation (Lesthaeghe, 2000b; Pels, 2003), which results in 

the community having less social control over its youth and an increasing risk of 

marginalization, but also larger possibilities of individualization. The Moroccan group also 

differs from the Turkish one by better knowledge of the language of the host country, and less 

chain migration (Lesthaeghe, 2000b). In contrast to the relatively fragmented Moroccan 

community, the Turkish group displays strong social cohesion within its sub-groups that are 

defined by ethnicity, religion, and region of origin. Clear dividing lines and little social 

interaction exist between these communities (Wilpert and Gitmez, 1987). The Turkish 

communities are more closed to values that may disrupt gender and intergenerational relations 

(Lesthaeghe, 2000b) than seems the case for the Moroccan group. First-generation Turkish 

migrants were mostly married when they migrated and they initiated chain migration from the 

beginning, which led to transplanted communities that are able to uphold social, cultural and 

normative structures imported from the region of origin, including strong community and kin 

involvement.  

 
2.2.2 Union formation in the Netherlands, Turkey and Morocco 

As the second generation might be affected both by developments in the country they were 

born and raised and by the changes in their parents’ country of origin, we briefly discuss 

patterns of union formation in the Netherlands, Turkey and Morocco.  

Union formation patterns in the Netherlands differ in several aspects from those in Turkey 

and Morocco. During the last decades, family formation in Dutch society underwent 

considerable changes due to individualization and declining institutionalization of the life-

course (Lesthaeghe and Van De Kaa, 1986). This resulted in lower levels of commitment, 

more egalitarian partner relationships, more autonomy, and a diversification of family 

formation patterns, particularly a postponement of marriage and parenthood and an increasing 

prevalence of non-marital cohabitation, non-marital fertility as well as lower levels of fertility 

(Corijn and Klijzing, 2001; Elzinga and Liefbroer, 2007). For example, the mean age at first 

marriage increased from 23.1 years for women and 25.4 years for men in 1980 to 30.2 for 

women and 32.9 for men in 2008. A large majority cohabits before marriage and among 

women 25 percent do not marry at all. After a halving of the TFR from 3.1 in 1960 to 1.6 in 

1980, the TFR remained at a relative stable level and even increased slightly (to 1.8 in 2008), 

while the mean age of mothers at first child birth increased from 25.6 in 1980 to 29.4 years in 

2008 (Statistics Netherland).  

In Turkey and Morocco, major family life transitions occur at younger ages than in the 

Netherlands and family and communities are strongly involved in these decisions. Marriage 

closely followed by childbirth represents the standard pattern of transition to adulthood and 

cohabitation remains of minor importance (Çelikaksoy et al., 2006; Nauck, 2002a). However, 

new trends emerge in some subgroups, particularly among the urban and better educated. A 

shift away from strictly defined arranged marriages and a reduction of fertility are examples 

of this development (Nauck, 2002a). Particularly in Morocco, both fertility rates and marriage 
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age for the younger cohorts underwent rapid changes in the last 20 years. Moroccan women 

currently have 2.5 children on average (DHS Morocco, 2003-2004) a clear decline compared 

to the average of 5.5 in 1980. Equally there is a 2-year increase in women's average age at 

first marriage to 21.4 years. In Turkey, the TFR is 2.2 children per women, but regional and 

educational differences persist. Women’s average age at first marriage is 20.5 years (DHS 

Turkey, 2003). In both countries, the younger cohorts (25-29 years) marry two to five years 

later than older age groups (40-49 years): 21.0 vs. 19.2 years in Turkey and 23.9 vs. 19.0 

years in Morocco.  

 

2.2.3 Union formation of Turks and Moroccans in the Netherlands and Europe 

The Turkish and Moroccan second generation is now coming of age in the Netherlands and 

Europe. Existing studies of Turkish and Moroccan communities in Europe suggest that their 

union formation patterns still closely resemble those in their country of origin. One reason is 

that ties to the country of origin have remained strong, e.g. through orientation towards the 

media in Turkey/Morocco, communication with relatives, and regular visits. Such ties often 

reinforce familism over individualism and encourage early marriage and childbearing, thereby 

discouraging other forms of family and union formation especially for girls (Bernhardt, et al., 

2007; De Valk, 2006). A marriage often signifies a bond not only between two persons but 

between two families. Furthermore, (semi-)arranged marriages are quite common 

(Hooghiemstra, 2001). Generally, cohabitation tends not to be an option for the second 

generation, although empirical findings show an increased preference for cohabitation 

followed by marriage (De Valk, 2006).  

Most family-related transitions still occur earlier and stronger norms on their timing exist 

among the Turkish and Moroccan second generation than among the native Dutch. An 

important reason for this pattern is that women’s behavior affects the honor and reputation of 

the whole family and early marriage ensures that a woman’s reputation and responsibility is 

taken care of and furthermore increases the chances of a better partner (Nauck, 2002a). The 

high importance attached to marriage and family is exemplified by the fact that almost all 

women of Turkish and Moroccan descent in the Netherlands are married (94 and 93 percent 

before age 35) and childlessness is rare (Statistics Netherlands). However, an increasing 

proportion of Turkish and Moroccan young adults have strong educational aspirations, which 

are linked to postponement of family formation and may therefore result in a later age of 

union formation.  

A final common characteristic of both groups in the Netherlands is the high number of 

marriage partners from Turkey/Morocco, which is estimated to be between 60 and 90 percent 

(De Graaf and Distelbrink, 2005). The remaining marriage partners are mainly from the 

Turkish and Moroccan community in the host country (second generation); out-marriage is 

still rare. In the Netherlands, a native Dutch marriage partner is chosen by approximately 10 

percent of the Turkish and Moroccans (Statistics Netherlands). Women in particular are less 
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likely to marry outside their own ethnic group, especially if the partner is not a Muslim, 

because this would mean that she and her children would not be Muslim.  

 
2.3 HYPOTHESES: INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL EMBEDDEDNESS ON UNION 

FORMATION 

2.3.1 Social embeddedness into non-coethnic networks  

To understand the union formation choices of second-generation Turks and Moroccans, we 

start from the assumption that these choices are influenced by the social networks in which 

young adults are embedded. Social embeddedness may influence individual behavior through 

different mechanisms. On the one hand, embeddedness offers opportunities and access to 

information (social learning). Social learning through experiences of other people in the 

network helps to reduce uncertainties and may change individual or societal behavior patterns 

(Granovetter, 1983; Kohler, Behrman, and Watkins, 2001). On the other hand, embeddedness 

acts like a source of social approval and a source of normative pressure (social influence) 

offering social support and imposing constraints on behavior (Kohler et al., 2001). The social 

networks of second-generation young adults will consist of both coethnic peers and peers 

from other ethnic groups (both natives and others). These latter networks, hereafter called 

non-coethnic networks, are built through contact with out-group friends and acquaintances or 

through more indirect contacts, e.g. within the community and neighborhood or in 

institutional settings (for example in schools). It can be expected that those with many 

contacts to non-coethnic persons will be more exposed to and be more influenced by 

dominant ideas and behavioral patterns within Dutch society than those with few contacts 

outside their own community. Furthermore, contacts to non-coethnics will likely increase 

openness to other ideas, for instance regarding union formation, which may lead to behavioral 

changes compared to those who remain mainly within their ethnic group. For instance, being 

friends with non-coethnics tends to increase feelings of cultural closeness and resemblance 

(Pettigrew, 1998). If the peer group consists of many out-group members, there are also 

increased opportunities for romantic relationships outside the own ethnic group (Clark-Ibanez 

and Felmlee, 2004; King and Harris, 2007). Interethnic marriage is often seen as the ultimate 

sign of close ethnic relations, small social distance and a high level of integration (Qian and 

Lichter, 2007). This reasoning leads to the following general hypothesis about social 

embeddedness: The higher the level of social embeddedness into non-coethnic networks, the 

more Turkish and Moroccan second generation youths’ union formation behavior will 

resemble that of native Dutch youth and thus  

(Ia) postpone union formation in general (timing),  

(Ib) postpone marriage (timing),  

(Ic) opt for unmarried cohabitation, at least temporarily (union type), and  

(Id) choose a non-coethnic partner (ethnicity partner).  
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2.3.2 Strong versus weak ties  

Social embeddedness is a generic concept that incorporates many different types of social 

contacts which will not be all of equal importance for union formation choices of second-

generation youths. Granovetter (1973) introduces a useful distinction between weak and 

strong ties, where strong ties consist of family members and close friends and weak ties of 

acquaintances.  

Weak ties often function as bridges to connect social networks. They facilitate information 

access and diffusion of new ideas (Granovetter, 1983). The more weak ties people have, the 

more access they have to information and resources and the higher their overall 

embeddedness into society. Ethnic composition of schools, an example of weak ties, proved 

important for attitude building and romance with out-group partners (Vaquera and Kao, 

2008). Schools belong to the most important places of children and adolescents to form 

friendships (McPherson et al., 2001). Although adolescents are more likely to form 

friendships with those of similar characteristics, close contact in organized spheres such as 

schools leads to more positive ethnic attitudes and more extensive interaction (Hallinan and 

Smith, 1985), thus increasing the chance of close interethnic friendship or romance in 

adulthood.  

Strong ties are more important than weak ties to generate social and emotional support, and 

act as a major support system in times of need. Furthermore, they aid in the social, cognitive, 

and emotional development, and teach key social skills. Strong ties are characterized by high 

levels of time investment and intimacy. They are also more likely to enforce norms and 

conventions (Kohler, Behrman, and Watkins, 2007). Friends are among the most influential 

strong ties in non-family networks and are particularly important during adolescence and 

heavily influence behavior (Harris, 1995). Best friends in particular play a very influential 

role (Newcomb and Bagwell, 1995; Vaquera and Kao, 2008). Furthermore, friends offer a 

very different kind of information than family networks and young adults may use their 

friends as a point of comparison in their decision making. Friends with alternative behaviors - 

which is more likely the case with non-coethnic friends - offer social learning opportunities 

and therefore may induce behavioral changes. Strong ties influence behavior especially via 

the mechanism of social influence, because people seek approval of people relevant to them 

and therefore modify their behavior or even their preferences in the interaction with others 

(Bongaarts and Watkins, 1996; Kohler et al., 2001).  

For union formation decisions, having strong ties outside one’s own ethnic group may be 

more important than having weak ties. Clark-Ibanez and Felmlee (2004) found support for 

this connection in interethnic dating patterns. Having close non-coethnic friends provides the 

opportunity to closely observe alternative behaviors and having an alternative support 

network of non-coethnic friends can increase the likelihood of adopting behaviors that are 

observed among these friends. Observing alternative behavior also leads to visualization of 

alternatives (Kohler, 1997) that may facilitate diversification of union formation. Following 

this line of reasoning we would expect strong ties to be more important than weak ties with 
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respect to union formation decisions. This leads to our second hypothesis: The union 

formation choices of second-generation Turks and Moroccans who have strong ties outside 

their own ethnic group are more likely to resemble those of the native Dutch than the choices 

of second generation Turks and Moroccans who have no or only weak ties outside their own 

group, and thus the former are more likely to 

(IIa) postpone union formation in general (timing),  

(IIb) postpone marriage (timing),  

(IIc) opt for unmarried cohabitation, at least temporarily (union type), and  

(IId) choose a non-coethnic partner (ethnicity partner). 

 
2.4 DATA AND METHODS 

2.4.1 Data 

To test our hypotheses, we use Dutch data from “The integration of the European second 

generation” survey (TIES) collected in 2007. The TIES survey focuses on second generation 

young adults (18–35 years) of Turkish, Moroccan, former Yugoslavian and native origin in 15 

cities in eight European countries. The data for the Netherlands include respondents of 

Turkish (n=438), Moroccan (n=425) and Dutch (n=484) descent living in Amsterdam and 

Rotterdam. Based on their parents’ country of birth, respondents were sampled and assigned 

to the Moroccan or Turkish group if at least one of the parents was born in Morocco or 

Turkey, and to the Dutch group if both parents were born in the Netherlands. Intermarriage 

among parents is very low; only three percent of the Turkish and six percent of the Moroccan 

parents in our sample are intermarried. An urban sample frame was chosen because the 

majority of migrants and their descendants live in urban areas. Twenty-three and 32 percent, 

respectively, of the Turkish and Moroccan second generation aged 18-35 years live either in 

Amsterdam or in Rotterdam. Most of the respondents lived all their life in the same city (55 

percent in same neighborhood, 88 percent in same city as they grew up in). These findings are 

in line with Zorlu (2009), who used population register data to show that among the Turkish 

and Moroccan group spatial movements are limited: if move they move within same or 

adjoining city district3. The municipal population register, which includes information on all 

legal residents in a municipality, was used as a sampling frame.  

The overall response rate is 25.0 percent for the Moroccan, 30.2 percent for the Turkish 

and 37.3 percent for the Dutch group. These percentages and response patterns are 

comparable to other surveys conducted among ethnic groups in the Netherlands and in 

particular in the large cities (Groenewold, 2008). The main reason for the low response rate is 

a combination of factors such as an urban environment, a young mobile group, neighborhoods 

where it was not easy to get access and competition from other migrant surveys that were 

carried out around the same period in time. To assess whether the non-response is selective, 

the age, gender and marital status distributions of the respondents were compared to 
                                                 
3 This limited mobility implies that individuals will live in the same community while they are under the risk of 

union formation and thus bias in our results due to internal migration will be small. 



Chapter 2 

46 
 

information from the population register. Only small differences are observed with regard to 

gender. There are slightly more women in the survey, because they were more likely to be at 

home than men; Moroccan men were the most difficult to reach. In addition, the educational 

attainment of respondents in the TIES survey is very similar to that of second generation 

groups in the same age bracket in other surveys that have sub-samples of the second 

generation in urban areas in the Netherlands, such as the Survey Integratie Minderheden (SIM 

2006) and Leefsituatie Allochtone Stedelingen (LAS 2004-05). Thus, despite the high level of 

non-response, there is little evidence of strong selectivity in the data. The data of this study 

are unique in the sense that this was the first large-scale survey focusing exclusively on the 

second generation.  

 

2.4.1.1 Dependent variables 

The multivariate analyses focuses on four aspects of union formation. Two variables are 

related to timing of union formation: age of entry into a first union (either cohabitation or 

direct marriage) and age of entry into a first marriage. They are calculated using monthly 

information on date of birth, date of first moving in with the first (marriage) partner, and date 

of first marriage. In addition, the type of union and the ethnic origin of the partner are studied. 

Type of current union distinguishes between those who married directly without prior 

cohabitation (=0) and those who cohabited before marriage (=1). The fourth dependent 

variable ethnicity of current partner contrasts those with a partner from the own ethnic group 

(=0) and those with a partner from outside the own ethnic group (=1)4. The latter two 

variables refer to the current partner instead of the first one, because more extensive 

information is available for the current partner. For most respondents, it does not matter 

whether we focus on the first or on the current partner, as only seven percent of the 

respondents report that their current partner is someone other than their first partner.  

 

2.4.1.2 Independent variables  

Sample characteristics on the independent variables are given in Table 2.1.  

Social embeddedness is measured in terms of having weak and strong ties outside one’s 

own ethnic group. Strong ties. The variable includes self-reported information on the ethnicity 

of the three best friends in secondary school. We use friends in secondary school rather than 

current friends, because the latter may reflect adaptation effects. Many people experience 

changes in their friendship network after marriage. The number of non-coethnic friends – 

Dutch or another ethnic group than their own - among the three best friends is summed and 

divided by the total number of best friends. Next, this index is converted into four dummy 

variables that range from no non-coethnic friends to all best friends being non-coethnic. 

Additionally, a dummy variable don’t know is added consisting of those answering “don’t 

                                                 
4 Initially a multinomial logistic regression was used to test the effect of social embeddedness on having (a) a 

partner from the first generation, (b) a partner from the second generation, and (c) a partner from outside one’s 
own ethnic group. However, hardly any differences existed between the first two categories, which were 
therefore combined into one: partner from own ethnic group. 
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know” or refused to answer. Weak ties. This continuous variable gives the ethnic composition 

of the secondary school attended by the respondent. Respondents indicated whether their 

secondary school had almost no Dutch, up to 25 percent, up to 50 percent, up to 75 percent or 

almost all Dutch students. We include a squared term of this variable to control for non-

linearity. No significant correlation is found between the variables on strong and weak ties, 

thus they were both included in the multivariate models.  

 
Table 2.1:  Overview of independent variables by ethnic group for total sample and those 

living with a partner (in percent) 
Independent variables Total sample Living with partner 

  Turkish Moroccan Turkish Moroccan 
  second generation 
 Range n=438 n=425 n=199 n=104 

Strong ties      
Proportion non-coethnic friends      

0.00  31.5 22.6 31.7 24.0 
0.33  18.5 20.0 23.6 18.3 
0.66  27.6 33.9 25.6 33.7 
1.00  18.3 20.7 13.6 20.2 

Don't know  4.1 2.8 5.5 3.8 
Weak ties      
Percentage Dutch students      

Almost no Dutch  13.9 11.1 14.1 8.7 
~25% Dutch  26.0 27.8 25.1 26.9 
~50% Dutch  34.0 36.9 31.2 31.7 
~75% Dutch  17.4 16.9 18.6 23.1 

Almost all Dutch  8.7 7.3 11.1 9.6 
Control variables      
Sex      

Women  53.7 51.1 59.8 67.3 
Men  46.3 48.9 40.2 32.7 

Cohort (mean) 1-4 2.7 3.0 2.2 2.2 
      
Completed secondary education      

Below secondary education  11.9 12.2 15.6 20.2 
Vocational education  63.2 59.8 64.8 56.7 

Higher general secondary education  24.9 28.0 19.6 23.1 
Raised religiously?      

No  12.1 8.0 10.6 8.7 
Raised religiously, no Koran lesson  20.1 29.7 20.6 34.6 

Raised religiously, Koran lesson  67.8 62.3 68.8 56.7 
Number siblings (mean) 0-8 2.9 4.7 3.2 4.9 
Human capital mother (mean) -1.78 - +1.74 0.20 -0.20 -0.01 -0.36 
Human capital father (mean) -3.21 - +1.19 0.16 -0.16 0.04 -0.27 

Source: NL TIES 2007 

In addition, a number of socio-demographic characteristics are included in the models as 

control variables. Only time-constant variables or variables for which information on the 

period prior to the union formation years is available are used. Ethnic origin. A dichotomous 

variable based on whether at least one parent was born either in Turkey or Morocco 

(Moroccan=0, Turk=1). Sex. A dichotomous variable (women=0, men=1). Cohort. Cohort 

changes in union formation are captured by the inclusion of 5-year birth cohorts (1970-74, 
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1975-79, 1980-84, 1985-90). Highest completed level of secondary education. A categorical 

variable indicating whether respondents have no completed degree in secondary education or 

special education, have completed vocational education, or completed general higher 

secondary level. Religious socialization. This variable indicates whether the respondent was 

raised within a religion and if so, whether he/she attended Koran lessons (not raised 

religiously=0, raised religiously but no Koran lesson=1, raised religiously and attended Koran 

lesson=2). This variable is included to control for religiousness, because previous studies 

showed that more religious people tend to be more traditional in their union formation 

choices. Number of siblings. A large size of the family of origin has been linked to early union 

formation, a preference for marriage over cohabitation and a high appreciation of marital and 

family life (Manting, 1996; Michael and Tuma, 1985; Santow and Bracher, 1993). Therefore, 

a continuous variable indicating the total number of siblings that a respondent had was created 

based on the reported number of older and younger siblings. Human capital mother and 

human capital father. These two variables are factor scores (for mother and father separately) 

obtained from a principal-component factor analysis. This factor analysis was based on four 

variables, (i) writing/reading skill in the mother tongue (yes/no) and (ii) in Dutch (yes/no), 

(iii) the educational level (no school(=1), basic schooling(=2), medium(=3) and upper 

secondary or higher schooling(=4)), and (iv) whether they had paid work when the respondent 

was 15 years old (ever worked in case of the mother). 

 
2.4.2 Methods 

The analysis is divided into a descriptive and an explanatory part. First, descriptive 

information on each of the four union formation aspects is presented, comparing second-

generation Turks and Moroccans with native Dutch. Next, multivariate analyses are 

conducted in which the hypotheses on the influence of social embeddedness are tested. This 

part of the analyses focuses on Turkish and Moroccan respondents exclusively in order to 

assess the importance of non-coethnic ties for the second generation. Separate analyses are 

conducted for each of the four dependent variables. The timing of first union and first 

marriage is analyzed by Cox semi-parametric hazard rate models. The dependent variables are 

the hazard ratios of an individual forming a first co-residential union or marriage in an age-

month between the ages 15 to 30 years given that a person did not experience the event 

before. A person is censored once he/she enters a union or at time of interview. The influence 

of social embeddedness on type of union and type of partner is analyzed with logistic 

regression models, as both of these dependent variables are dichotomous. Information on type 

of union and on type of partner is only available for respondents who currently have a partner. 

However, this may be a selective subsample of all respondents. To examine whether this leads 

to any selection bias in the results, Heckman selection models (probit regression) were 

estimated. These models show no systematic differences between the total sample and the 

subsample of those in a relationship. Additionally, overall results on social embeddedness are 

similar to those from the logistic regression analysis. This suggests that sample selection does 
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not play a role. For ease of interpretation, only the results of the logistic regression analysis 

are shown5. 

 
2.5 RESULTS 

2.5.1  Union formation patterns of second-generation Turks and Moroccans and native 
Dutch 

First an overview of the union formation patterns of Turks, Moroccans and native Dutch is 

given. Figure 2.1A shows the proportion of young adults not yet in a first union between the 

ages of 15 and 30 for men and women separately. Figure 2.1B provides the same information 

regarding first marriage.  

 
Figure 2.1A-B: Smoothed survival curves for entry into first union (A) and first marriage (B) 

by group and gender 

  
Source: NL TIES 2007 

Note: Tf: Turkish second-generation females, Tm: Turkish second-generation males, Mf: Moroccan second-
generation females, Mm: Moroccan second-generation males, Df: Dutch females, Dm: Dutch men. 

 

The Turkish second generation enters a union at a younger age than Moroccan and Dutch 

young adults (Figure 2.1A). By age 30, almost 90 percent of the Turkish, almost 80 percent of 

the Moroccan and around 70 percent of the Dutch respondents live together with a partner.  

The differences between the groups are larger when we only look at entry into first 

marriage (Figure 2.1B). The Turkish second generation marries young and consequently a 

larger proportion is married before age 30 (70 percent), compared to 45 percent of the 

Moroccan second generation and 20 percent of the native Dutch. Among all three groups 

women enter earlier into a first union and into a first marriage than men. These findings are in 

line with De Graaf and Distelbrink (2005) who observed similar marriage timing patterns in 

these three groups. 

                                                 
5 The results of the Heckman selection models are available from the first author upon request. 
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The fact that ethnic differences are more pronounced for timing of marriage is related to 

the different likelihood of unmarried cohabitation as well as the difference in the duration of 

unmarried cohabitation among the different groups. Additional analyses of the data show that 

the large majority of the second-generation Turks and Moroccans enter directly into marriage 

without prior cohabitation (70 and 75 percent) whereas this situation applies to a minority (10 

percent) of the native Dutch. In addition, those Turks and Moroccans who opt for unmarried 

cohabitation (30 and 25 percent) usually only do so for a maximum of three to four months 

before marriage. Cohabitation thus seems to be more of a period of engagement. This explains 

why for the Turkish second generation there is almost no difference between the timing of 

union formation and timing of first marriage.  

By far the majority of the second generation currently in a union has a partner with the 

same ethnic origin (around 90 percent; not in Table). Distinguishing these partners by migrant 

generation (first and second) shows that a higher number of second-generation partners is 

chosen by the Moroccan second generation (36 percent) than is the case for the Turkish (27 

percent). Those in a cohabiting union are more likely to have a non-coethnic partner than 

those who are married.  

 

2.5.2  Influence of social embeddedness into non-coethnic networks on union formation 
decisions 

To test our hypotheses on the influence of social embeddedness on union formation among 

the Turkish and Moroccan second generation, four dependent variables are analyzed with the 

same set of predictors.  

 

2.5.2.1 Transition to first union  

To test our hypotheses we study whether more socially embedded second-generation youths 

postpone the transition to a first union. The results of the Cox regression are given in the 

second and third column of Table 2.2. The second model (column 3) includes an interaction 

between gender and education.  

The estimates for the proportion of non-coethnic ties reveals that a high proportion of non-

coethnic friends in secondary school is related to postponement of union formation. The result 

is, however, only significant if all best friends from secondary school are non-coethnics. In 

the latter situation, second-generation young adults have a 29 percent higher rate of entry into 

a first union than those without non-coethnic friends. Secondly, we study the relevance of 

weak ties for the timing of first union. The findings on the proportion of natives at one’s 

school suggest a U-shaped relationship which is graphically presented in Figure 2.2A. 

Respondents who went to school with almost no Dutch students and with many Dutch 

students enter into a union at an earlier age than respondents who went to school with some 

Dutch students. Overall we thus find that, in line with our hypothesis one, contact with non-

coethnic peers affects union formation choices both through strong and weak ties. At the same 

time, these effects apparently are not linear.  
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Table 2.2:  Hazard ratios for Cox regression models on transition to first union and transition 
to first marriage 

Independent variables  Transition to first union Transition to first marriage 

  n=863 n=863 
Strong ties      
Proportion non-coethnic friends      

0.00  1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
0.33  1.08 1.11 1.24 1.32 
0.66  0.87 0.91 0.94 0.99 
1.00  0.71* 0.71* 0.53** 0.55** 

Don't know  0.89 0.99 1.48 1.64 
Weak ties      
Percentage Dutch students      

Percentage native secondary school  0.63* 0.62* 0.52** 0.51** 
(Percentage native secondary school)2  1.08* 1.09* 1.11* 1.11* 

      

Control variables      
Ethnic group      

Moroccan  1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
Turk  1.91*** 1.84*** 1.89*** 1.83*** 

Sex      
Women  1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Men  0.49*** 0.21*** 0.49*** 0.25*** 
Cohort  0.71*** 0.69*** 0.83* 0.82* 
      
Completed secondary education      

Below secondary education  1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
Vocational education  0.65*** 0.40*** 0.83 0.57* 

Higher general secondary education  0.47*** 0.28*** 0.60** 0.43** 
Vocational education X Man   2.69***  2.39* 
Higher generation secondary 

education  X Man 
  2.76**   

Raised religiously?  0.92 0.91 1.11 1.10 
Number siblings  1.05 1.05 1.01 1.01 
Human capital mother  0.88* 0.86* 0.85* 0.84* 
Human capital father  1.00 1.00 1.06 1.05 
Log likelihood  -2041.74 -2035.50 -1495.91 -1492.96 
# p<0.1 *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001   

Source: NL TIES 2007 
 

Figure 2.2A-B: Effect of percentage natives at secondary school for entry into first union (A) 
and first marriage (B) 

 
                                                                                                                                               Source: NL TIES 2007 
Note: In the figures the coefficients are displayed not the hazard ratios. 
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The control variables ethnic group, sex, cohort, level of completed secondary education, 

and human capital mother have significant effects on the timing of entry into a first union. 

Being a man, belonging to a younger cohort, and having a mother with a higher level of 

human capital reduce the rate of entry into a union. By contrast, Turkish respondents have a 

rate of entry into a union that is almost twice as high as that of Moroccan respondents. A 

higher educational level is linked to postponement of the transition into a first union. The 

interaction term between education and gender is positive and shows that effects of education 

differ for men and women: vocational and higher general secondary education results in 

postponement of entering a union for women (eβ=0.40 and eβ=0.28). This is not the case for 

men with vocational education (eβ=0.40*2.69=1.08), but there is a postponement effect for 

men with higher general secondary education (eβ=0.28*2.76=0.77). However, the 

postponement is less than for women. Our analysis does not show significant effects of 

religious socialization, number of siblings or the human capital of the father. We tested for 

interaction effects between education and strong ties (results not shown) which indicated that 

the influence of best friends on the timing of union formation works the same for all 

educational levels6. 

 

2.5.2.2 Transition to first marriage  

The findings for the transition to first marriage are similar to those for the transition to first 

union (Table 2.2, column 4 and 5). Again we find that second-generation young adults with 

only non-coethnic friends significantly postpone marriage compared to young adults with 

only coethnic friends. The rate of transition into first marriage is 47 percent lower for the 

former than for the latter. In addition, we again find a significant effect of weak ties. This 

finding is graphically shown in Figure 2.2B and indicates that second-generation youths who 

went to schools with a mix of coethnic and non-coethnic students enter into marriage later 

than second generation youth who went to schools with either predominantly coethnic or non-

coethnic students. The findings suggest that social embeddedness into non-coethnic networks 

affects the timing of first marriage.  

For the control variables, we find once more that men, those of younger cohorts and those 

whose mother has a higher level of human capital, have lower rates of marriage. The rate of 

entering a marriage of Turkish respondents is almost twice as high as that of Moroccan 

respondents. Again we find that a higher level of secondary education is linked to 

postponement. As shown by the interaction effect this is generally true for women. 

Postponement of marriage is also observed among men with the highest educational level. 

However, no postponement is found among men of other educational levels. Furthermore, 

religious socialization, number of siblings and human capital of the father show no significant 

association with the timing of first marriage. 

 

 
                                                 
6 In fact, no significant interaction effects between education and best friends were observed for any of the 

dependent variables. 
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2.5.2.3 Current union type 

The third dependent variable refers to the choice of unmarried cohabitation versus direct 

marriage. We find support for the first hypothesis: Second-generation young adults whose 

three best friends in secondary school are all non-coethnics are more likely to cohabit than 

those with fewer or no contacts to non-coethnics (Table 2.3, columns 2 and 3).  

 
Table 2.3:  Odds ratios for logistic regression models on current union type and ethnicity 

current partner 

Independent variables  
Union type 

(0 direct marriage, 1 
cohabitation period) 

Partner type 
(0 coethnic partner, 1 non-

coethnic partner) 
  n=303 n=303 
Strong ties      
Proportion non-coethnic friends      

0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
0.33 0.72 0.46 1.20 
0.66 0.68 0.45 0.84 
1.00 2.68* 1.26 2.36# 

don't know 1.01 0.97 2.07 
1.00 X Man  9.39*  

Weak ties     
Percentage Dutch students     

Percentage native secondary school 1.09 1.01 1.36 
(Percentage native secondary school)2 0.96 0.97 0.96 

Control variables     
Ethnic group     

Moroccan 1.00 1.00 1.00 
Turk 1.50 1.51 0.44* 

Sex     
Women 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Men 0.77 0.29* 3.48*** 
Cohort  0.89 0.94 2.58*** 
Completed secondary education     

Below secondary education 1.00 1.00 1.00 
Vocational education 1.12 1.12 1.45 

Higher general secondary education 1.16 1.21 1.36 
Raised religiously?  0.89 0.93 1.11 
Number siblings  1.06 1.07 0.79** 
Human capital mother  1.12 1.11 1.02 
Human capital father  1.17 1.25 1.18 

Pseudo R2  0.05 0.08 0.15 
Log likelihood  -171.97 -167.89 -160.31 
# p<0.1 *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001   

Source: NL TIES 2007 

We tested whether these influences are of similar importance for men and women by 

including interaction effects between gender and strong ties (column 3). The findings show 

that strong ties are only relevant for men. The odds ratios of men, with all best friends being 

non-coethnic, of choosing cohabitation is over eleven times (eβ=1.3*9.4=11.8) higher than 

that of women with the same characteristics (eβ=1.3). The analysis of weak ties on the full 

sample reveals no effects. Apparently being in contact to Dutch students in secondary school 

does not directly affect the choice between unmarried cohabitation and marriage to a partner. 

This indicates that although Dutch students may favor unmarried cohabitation, exposure of 
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the second generation to these expectations does not translate into different choices among 

them. In line with hypothesis two, we find that the more intimate close friends are more likely 

to affect the choice between direct marriage and unmarried cohabitation.  

Although the effects of the control variables run in the expected direction, none of them 

(ethnic group, sex, cohort, level of completed secondary education, religious socialization, 

number of siblings, human capital of mother and father) are significantly affecting the type of 

current union.  

 

2.5.2.4 Ethnicity of current partner 

Our fourth dependent variable studies the ethnic origin of the current partner. Again the 

results show the importance of having non-coethnic friends (hypothesis one): the odds of 

choosing a partner from outside one’s own ethnic group is significantly higher when all 

friends among the best three friends are non-coethnics (Table 2.3, column 3). However, it is 

only significant at the 10percent level. By contrast, having some non-coethnic friends does 

not have an effect on having a partner from the own ethnic group or not. In our analyses, we 

do not find a significant effect of weak ties on having a partner from the same group or not. 

This suggests that having non-coethnic acquaintances is not enough to enter into a partner 

relationship with a non-coethnic. 

Among the control variables, we find no significant effect of highest completed level of 

secondary education, religious socialization and the human capital mother and father. The 

higher the number of siblings, the less likely a person is to choose a Dutch partner or a partner 

from another ethnic group. This result suggests that number of siblings could be a proxy for 

the traditionalism of the family of origin. Being a man reduces the odds of having a non-

coethnic partner by three quarters, while belonging to a younger cohort increases them by a 

factor of 3.5. This finding again suggests that men have more freedom in choosing their 

partner. Being from the Turkish second generation reduces the odds of having a non-coethnic 

partner by half. This finding indicates, in line with previous research (Dagevos et al., 2003; 

Pels, 2003; Phalet et al., 2000) that the Moroccan second generation is more oriented toward 

the Dutch society than the Turkish second generation.  

 
2.6 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

In this paper, we studied the importance of social embeddedness in non-coethnic networks for 

union formation choices of second-generation Turkish and Moroccan young adults. We 

expand on previous research by explicitly focusing on the relevance of the non-family 

network. Although it is known that friends can be more influential than the family in some 

behavioral aspects (Harris, 1995; Shah and Zelnik, 1981), the relevance of non-family 

contacts for union formation has received little attention. In addition, we assess the relative 

importance of strong and weak ties to non-coethnic peers. Finally, our study covers four 

aspects of union formation: timing of a first union, timing of first marriage, the type of union, 

and the ethnic origin of the partner. Studying these four aspects of union formation provides a 
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broader overview of how peers influence union formation choices than a focus on just one of 

these aspects would.  

The descriptive analyses confirmed the continuing existence of differences in union 

formation choices of second-generation Turks and Moroccans compared to those of native 

Dutch. Nevertheless, the union formation patterns of the Moroccan second generation seem to 

be located between the Turkish second generation and the native Dutch. The Turkish second 

generation starts union formation earlier compared to the Moroccans and the native Dutch. 

The vast majority of both second-generation groups live together with a partner from their 

parents’ country of origin and marriage has remained the most important type of union.  

We go beyond these descriptive findings by analyzing the importance of social 

embeddedness for the union formation choices of the second generation. We argued that the 

role of contacts outside one’s own ethnic group may be of particular importance for second-

generation Turks and Moroccans as these non-coethnic networks offer potentially different 

views on union formation. Furthermore, we suggested to make a distinction between non-

coethnic friends (strong ties) and non-coethnic acquaintances (weak ties), because previous 

research suggested that the type of contacts people have offers them different types of 

resources and constraints (Granovetter, 1973; Moody and White, 2003).  

We found support for our first hypothesis, which stated that a higher level of social 

embeddedness into non-coethnic networks would result in more resemblance to the 

characteristics of union formation among the Dutch and would thus constitute a break with 

the dominant union formation in their groups of origin. This hypothesis was clearly 

corroborated for all four dimensions of union formation. The more social embedded the 

second generation was in non-coethnic networks, the more likely they were to postpone union 

formation and marriage, to opt for cohabitation before marriage, as well as to have a non-

coethnic partner. However, the effects of friends and peers did not follow a simple linear 

relation. While all four aspects of union formation showed effects of strong ties (partner type 

only at 10 percent level), we found that superficial embeddedness in non-coethnic contexts is 

not enough. Only second-generation youths whose best friends were all non-coethnics, were 

significantly more likely to postpone union formation and marriage and to opt for unmarried 

cohabitation or a partner from outside their own ethnic group. This was not the case for 

respondents with none, some or many non-coethnic friends. The fact that the union formation 

choices of second-generation young adults who are heavily embedded in networks with non-

coethnic friends clearly differ from those of other second-generation youths, raises the 

question whether they chose these friends because they already had different attitudes with 

respect to union formation or experienced a change in attitudes and behavior as a result of 

interacting with these friends. Longitudinal analysis is necessary to shed light on this issue.  

For weak ties, a non-linear effect was also observed. Entry into a union and entry into a 

marriage were postponed among second-generation youths who attended a school where 

children of migrants were neither a small minority nor a large majority. In schools with few 

minority students, second generation youth might stick together and form a closed group, 

whereas an intermediate number of second-generation students results in more mixed ethnic 
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friendships. If migrant students form the large majority in school, there will again be few 

mixed ethnic friendships, because the majority population is now in a minority position and 

may form a closed group among themselves. This result suggests that both minority and 

majority situations hamper the development of weak ties between the groups that offer access 

to alternative behaviors. 

Furthermore, we concluded that in line with our second hypothesis, strong ties (proportion 

of non-coethnic friends) were more important in influencing union formation choices than 

weak ties (proportion of Dutch in secondary school). Weak ties only were significant for the 

timing of first union and first marriage. No effects of weak ties were found for union type and 

ethnicity of partner. This could be due to the fact that marriage and partner choice belongs to 

the most crucial normative aspects of union formation in Turkish and Moroccan families. 

Therefore, parents and family may take a greater interest in getting their children married as 

well as in the ethnic origin of the partner, than in more practically related aspects of union 

formation such as its timing. For union formation choices that are an integral part of culture it 

apparently is not enough to have access to new information on alternative behaviors as 

offered through weak ties. Strong ties with non-coethnics - as provided through close friends - 

may be crucial to better evaluate advantages or disadvantages of different relationship 

options, to serve as examples, to provide social approval and to build feelings of cultural 

closeness. 

Some interesting gender differences were observed. Non-coethnic friends had a stronger 

influence on the choice between marriage and cohabitation among male young adults than 

among female young adults. This could be related to the fact that girls are often more strictly 

supervised than boys within these ethnic communities. As a result, girls may lack the 

opportunities to act according to potentially deviant attitudes that may exist within their 

friendship network. On the other hand, educational attainment had a stronger delaying effect 

on union formation among girls than among boys. This may result from the fact that girls 

usually enter into a union a few years earlier than boys. Higher educated girls, however, will 

still be enrolled in school at ages at which they used to marry in the past. As school 

enrollment interferes with union formation, these girls will be likely to postpone union 

formation until after they have completed their schooling.          

Our findings have several implications. First, we may expect that union formation choices 

of Turkish and Moroccans youths will become more similar to native Dutch young adults. 

One reason for this is that it can be expected that the current second generation and the 

upcoming third generation will develop more contacts outside their own ethnic group. In 

addition, our work indicates that it is relevant to focus on different aspects of union formation 

when assessing the relevance of social embeddedness. Second, our study showed the 

relevance of examining social embeddedness for union formation decisions of second 

generation migrants. Although the Moroccan group has, on average, more contact to 

mainstream society, it seems that non-coethnic friendships affect union formation choices in 

similar ways among both ethnic groups. In future research, it would be worthwhile to expand 

the scope of the study to other major non-western migrant groups, which are more diverse in 
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their origin, and the majority population. This would enhance our knowledge on the general 

influence of ethnic composition of the peer network on union formation. Furthermore, the 

current study focused on an urban context in the Netherlands. It would be interesting to 

examine to what extent embeddedness into non-coethnic networks is also important in a more 

rural context. Because migrant communities are smaller, contact to non-coethnics might be 

more common. In addition, to achieve a more complete assessment of the importance of 

social embeddedness, additional indicators of strong and weak ties could be included in future 

studies. Our measure of weak ties, for example, focuses on secondary school as in 

adolescence the school environment is the place where youths spend most of their time and 

have the majority of their friends (McPherson et al., 2001; Vaquera and Kao, 2008). However, 

weak ties outside the school context, such as contacts with youth of other ethnic origin within 

the neighborhood or exposure to media, might be important as well. Inclusion of these 

measures of weak ties would provide stronger evidence of their importance for union 

formation. In our study we included either constant variables or variables that referred to the 

time before union formation, in order to avoid issues of causality. However, we need to stress 

that the information we used is based on retrospective questions. This may result in some bias 

due to recall error among respondents. Panel data could overcome this problem, but no 

suitable datasets of this kind are available for the Netherlands (and many other countries) as 

yet. Another limitation of our dataset is the relatively low response rate. In line with many 

other survey data collections in the Netherlands and elsewhere, non-response is high and 

despite the fact that our respondents resembled the population quite well on a number of 

available criteria, selectivity might still be an issue. Nevertheless, our findings suggest that 

peers are key for union formation decisions among the second-generation and at least warrant 

more in-depth study of the role of peers and friends on union formation in the future. 
 



 


