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CONSEQUENCES OF RACIAL INTERMARRIAGE 
FOR CHILDREN’S SOCIAL INTEGRATION

MATTHIJS KALMIJN
Tilburg University

ABSTRACT:  Much has been written on ethnic and racial intermarriage, 
but little research is available on the social consequences of intermarriage. 
Are the children of mixed marriages more strongly connected to the majority, 
or are they incorporated in the ethnic or racial minority group? To answer 
this question, this article uses a minority survey from the Netherlands with 
data collected from both parents and children. The focus is on Antilleans 
and Surinamese and children of marriages in which both spouses are black 
are compared to children of marriages in which one spouse is white and 
one spouse is black. The analyses provide strong support for the integrative 
effects of intermarriage on children. These effects are not conditional on the 
socioeconomic status of the parents. Moreover, the effect on children can be 
explained in terms of the more diverse meeting opportunities that parents 
in a mixed marriage provide to their children.
Keywords: intermarriage, ethnicity, family

Intermarriage has long been considered a core indicator of the integration of ethnic 
and racial minorities in society (Kalmijn 1998; Qian and Lichter 2007; Schermer-
horn 1970). The most important reason for this is that when members of ethnic and 
racial groups marry with other groups, this is a sign that these groups accept each 
other as equals. Intermarriage is also considered important, however, for its po-
tential consequences. Intermarriage may reduce group identities and prejudice in 
future generations because the children of mixed marriages are less likely to iden-
tify themselves with a single group (Saenz, Hwang, and Anderson 1995; Xie and 
Goyette 1997). In addition, the children of mixed marriages are believed to interact 
more frequently across group boundaries and they tend to choose a marriage part-
ner from the majority more often (Okun 2004). Finally, high rates of intermarriage 
make it more difficult to define who is belonging to an ethnic or racial group and 
this by itself could also weaken the salience of ethnic and racial boundaries in soci-
ety (Davis 1991). In short, ethnic and racial intermarriages are not only considered 
a reflection of integration in society, they may also contribute to integration.
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Quite a lot has been written on patterns and trends in ethnic and racial inter-
marriage in the United States (Jacobs and Labov 2002; Kalmijn 1993; Qian, Blair, 
and Ruf 2001; Qian and Lichter 2007), in Europe (Gonzalez-Ferrer 2006; Kalmijn 
and Van Tubergen 2006; Klein 2001; Monden and Smits 2005), and in other parts 
of the developed world (Jones and Luijkx 1996; Kalbach 2002; Okun 2001; Roy and 
Hamilton 2000). Much less research has been done on the consequences of inter-
marriage. The studies that do examine consequences of intermarriage have been 
mostly concerned with the development of ethnic and racial identities (Finnas and 
O’Leary 2003; Lee and Bean 2004; Liebler 2004; Qian 2004; Saenz et al. 1995; Xie 
and Goyette 1997). Consequences of intermarriage for social aspects of integration 
have rarely been studied, despite the fact that the integrative function of intermar-
riage has almost become a textbook assertion. An exception is a study by Stephan 
and Stephan, who find that Asian American and Hispanic American students do 
not have more contact with (non-Hispanic) whites when they have one white par-
ent (Stephan and Stephan 1989; Stephan and Stephan 1991). Although not repre-
sentative of the entire population, these findings suggest that mixed race or ethnic-
ity does not always have a positive effect on integration.

One reason why few studies have examined the effects of intermarriage on inte-
gration is that few good data sets are available to analyze the problem. Ethnic and 
racial minority groups are relatively small in most Western countries and inter-
marriage is not so common. Hence, large data sets with oversamples of minority 
groups are needed to analyze the effects of intermarriage. Few such data sets exist. 
In this article, we present a new analysis of the problem using pooled data from 
three nationally representative minority surveys in the Netherlands. We focus on 
two interesting black minority groups in the Netherlands: the Antilleans and the 
Creole Surinamese.

Our main hypothesis is that the children of marriages between a black and a 
white spouse are more strongly connected with the white majority in a society 
than the children of marriages in which both spouses are black (Okun 2004; Saenz 
et al. 1995; Stephan and Stephan 1991; Xie and Goyette 1997). In the literature, 
several reasons can be found for expecting this, but authors have also suggested 
reasons for expecting a modest or even no effect at all (Cauce, Hiraga, Mason, 
Aguilar, Ordonez, and Gonzalez 1992; Root 1992; Saenz et al. 1995).

First, children in mixed marriages may be more integrated because mixed cou-
ples have a weaker orientation toward the minority group than the (average) mi-
nority parent in a non-mixed marriage. Through the process of socialization, the 
children in a mixed marriage may therefore develop a weaker attachment to their 
ethnic origin or racial group (Alba 1990; Cauce et al. 1992). Related to this is that 
minority parents who are in a mixed marriage tend to be more highly educated 
on average (Hwang, Saenz, and Aguirre 1995; Van Tubergen and Maas 2007). A 
higher education is also associated with a weaker sense of identification with the 
group and less emphasis on ascribed group boundaries (Kalmijn 1998).

Second, children of mixed marriages can be more integrated because mixed 
couples are more strongly connected to the majority group. Assuming that both 
spouses bring their own network to the social life of their marriage, it is plausible 
that part of the network of a mixed couple will be white. Although it is possible 
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that a mixed couple leans more toward the original network of the black spouse, 
on average, mixed couples will have more whites in their network than couples 
in which both spouses are black. Mixed couples may also live in less segregated 
neighborhoods than non-mixed couples, which will also be a source of integration. 
Because the networks and contacts that the parents have provide important meet-
ing opportunities for their children (Kalmijn and Flap 2001; Marsden 1990), the 
integration of the parents may be a reason why the children of mixed marriages 
are more integrated.

Third, there are strong norms against ethnic and racial intermarriage. These 
norms stem from the fear that intermarriage weakens intergenerational solidar-
ity and that intermarriage indirectly threatens the cohesion of the group (Kalmijn 
1998). Obviously, the parents are already in a mixed marriage so they themselves 
will probably not adhere to such norms. However, the families and networks to 
which the parents belong may have different opinions and interests. These third 
parties to the marriage may have opposed the marriage and may sanction the 
couple when their opposition turned out to be unsuccessful (Bratter and Eschbach 
2006). One way of sanctioning is by avoiding contact with the couple and the chil-
dren who are born to the couple. If one assumes that norms against black-white 
intermarriage are stronger among whites, such sanctions would reduce or even 
eliminate the positive effect of mixed race on integration. Some authors have also 
argued, however, that both the white and the black group may sanction the couple 
(Cauce et al. 1992). In this case there will be an effect on isolation in general and 
not so much on the relative degree of integration.

Fourth, the role of the wider society is also relevant in this effect. Due to the fact 
that many children of black-white mixed race have dark skin, the children will be 
socially defined as black (Root 1992). This would then limit their being accepted 
by the majority group, in addition to the sanctions that families and networks of 
the spouses may apply. However, because the labels of black and white are less 
clear in the Netherlands (see below) and because there is also not a clear “one 
drop rule” as it exists in the United States (Davis 1991), we expect that the effect 
of black-white intermarriage would be more positive in the Netherlands than it 
would be in the United States.

In this article, we test the first two explanations. Our hypothesis is that a large 
part of the difference in integration between children of mixed and non-mixed 
race can be attributed to (a) the socialization characteristics of parents and (b) the 
contact opportunities that parents provide.

An additional hypothesis that we test concerns the role of socioeconomic status. 
It has been argued that being of mixed race or ethnicity has more impact on chil-
dren of minority groups when this is combined with high socioeconomic status 
(Saenz et al. 1995). A possible reason for this is that the distance from the majority 
is reduced when a person has a high status, which in turn may lead to more ac-
ceptance by members of the majority. In other words, a mixed marriage may be 
more accepted among higher socioeconomic strata and this may make it easier 
for the children of mixed marriages to integrate. Since blacks on average have a 
lower socioeconomic status in the Netherlands than whites (Dagevos, Gijsberts, 
and Van Praag 2003; Van Niekerk 2000), children of mixed marriages who come 
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from high-status families may also experience more distance from their own mi-
nority group. This too could lead to more integration. In sum, we would expect 
a positive interaction effect of mixed race and parental socioeconomic status on 
children’s integration.

There is little research on this last hypothesis when integration is the outcome 
variable. For identity formation of ethnic groups, the reverse effect has been 
found—higher educated children of mixed ethnicity appear more likely to identify 
themselves with the minority group (Xie and Goyette 1997). A possible reason is 
that higher educated children of ethnically mixed marriages come into contact 
with the white majority more often, which would heighten their sense of being dif-
ferent (Xie and Goyette 1997). How the interaction between socioeconomic status 
and mixed ethnicity or race turns out for contact measures is not yet known. We 
note, however, that our hypothesis of a positive interaction effect for mixed race 
and socioeconomic status is not necessarily in conflict with the results Xie and 
Goyette found for identity. After all, it is possible that integration into the majority 
population goes hand in hand with a strong ethnic or racial identification.

THE POSITION OF BLACKS IN THE NETHERLANDS

Before we turn to the data, it is important to give more background on the group 
and the national context in which it is embedded. The Netherlands is a young 
immigrant society. Most immigrants come from a selected number of countries: 
Turkey (1.9 percent), Morocco (1.7 percent), Indonesia (2.6 percent), Suriname (1.9 
percent), and the Dutch Antilles (0.7 percent).1 Moroccans and Turks were initially 
recruited as labor immigrants during the 1960s and 1970s. Both groups did not 
speak Dutch when they immigrated and both were mostly Islamic. Indonesians 
came to the Netherlands in various periods after the end of World War II, a period 
in which Indonesia, a former colony of the Netherlands, gained independence. 
Caribbeans came from Suriname and the Dutch Antilles. Both are former colonies 
of the Netherlands. Suriname is an independent country now and the Dutch Antil-
les is part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. Caribbeans began migrating to the 
Netherlands after World War II. Most Caribbean immigrants were partly familiar 
with Dutch society and virtually all of them spoke Dutch as a second language 
before they immigrated.

Although there is a similarity between Dutch Caribbeans, on the one hand, and 
African Americans and black Caribbeans in the United Kingdom and the United 
States, on the other hand (Model, Fisher, and Silberman 1999), the ethnic and racial 
context in the Netherlands is different from that in the United States. First of all, in 
the Netherlands, the issue of race coincides with the issue of immigration. Virtu-
ally all Caribbeans are of the first or second generation, whereas most American 
blacks have been in the United States for many generations (Lieberson 1980). In 
this sense, the question of whether the children of mixed marriages are accepted 
in society is dependent not only on racial prejudice but also on attitudes towards 
immigrants. Attitudes toward immigrants in the Netherlands are generally nega-
tive, although this fluctuates in response to changes in the level of immigration, 
the type of immigration, and economic conditions in the Netherlands (Coenders, 
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Lubbers, Scheepers, and Verkuyten 2008). In the period we are considering (1994–
2002), attitudes were starting to become more negative, but this probably applies 
more to Islamic immigrants than to immigrants from the Caribbean. Note also that 
the stereotypical idea that the Dutch are tolerant is not validated in research. In 
terms of attitudes toward non-Western immigrants, the Dutch are as negative as 
the average European (Scheepers, Gijsberts, and Coenders 2002).

Second, the concept of race seems less clearly defined in the Netherlands than 
in other countries. For example, the words “black” and “white” are not often used 
in day-to-day language (Essed and Trienekens 2007) and population surveys do 
not include questions on race or skin color. Instead of using the concept of race, 
the Dutch are more inclined to use the concept of ethnicity, where the Surinamese 
and Antilleans are regarded as “ethnic minority groups,” similar to the Moroccans 
and the Turks. Although some argue that there is discrimination against Carib-
beans in the Netherlands (Bovenkerk 1978), it is not so clear whether race is the 
basis for this. Research shows that attitudes toward Turks and Moroccans are more 
negative than attitudes toward the Caribbean groups (Verkuyten and Kinket 2000; 
Verkuyten and Thijs 2002), something which was already true before the more re-
cent increase in hostility toward Islamic groups began. Also interesting to observe 
is that the Antilleans and Creole Surinamese often marry outside their group, in 
contrast to the experience of African Americans in the United States and also in 
contrast to the Moroccans and Turks in the Netherlands. About half of the Antil-
lean men and 27 percent of the Creole Surinamese men are married to a white 
person, which is considerably more than in the United States (Kalmijn and Van 
Tubergen 2006).

Although the use of the term “ethnic” is common, these labels remain closely tied 
to national identities (Koopmans 2006). One important example of this lies in the 
Surinamese. The Surinamese are considered an “ethnic minority,” but they in fact 
consist of several different ethnic or racial subgroups. The Creole Surinamese—
which are analyzed here—are descendants of slaves, the Hindustani are descen-
dants of contract workers from British India, and the Javanese are descendants of 
contract workers from Indonesia (Choenni and Harmsen 2007). These groups have 
a different migration history to Suriname, a different pattern of language usage, a 
different ethnic identity and attachment to Suriname, and for a long period, also 
a different socioeconomic position (St-Hilaire 2001; Van Niekerk 2000). Moreover, 
the Creoles are black while the two other groups are more comparable to Asians. 
In the Netherlands, these diverse subgroups are often perceived as a single “immi-
grant” or “ethnic” group, which further reduces the salience of the label “black” in 
society. In many surveys, there is no distinction made between these ethnic identi-
ties and only the Surinamese label is used, either in terms of origin country or in 
terms of self-proclaimed group membership.

DATA AND METHODS

We use data from the survey “Socio-Economic Position and Welfare Use of Immi-
grants and Natives” (SPVA). The survey is held periodically among the four larg-
est immigrant groups in the Netherlands: the Turks, Moroccans, Surinamese, and 
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Antilleans. Sample sizes were 3,034 in 1994, 6,021 in 1998, and 4,017 in 2002. The 
sample size was about equally divided across the four minority groups. People 
in cities were overrepresented in the sample frame since most members of ethnic 
minorities live in cities. The sample frame consists of ten to thirteen municipalities 
(depending on the survey year). About 50 percent of the four immigrant groups 
in the Netherlands live in these thirteen municipalities. Data were collected by 
means of personal interviewers. Interviewers were fluent in the minority language 
and survey instruments were translated. The overall response rate for the minority 
groups was about 60 percent. In the Netherlands, the SPVA is the most authorita-
tive source of information for policy debates and policy development on immi-
grants and integration. Researchers have used the SPVA to study a variety of as-
pects of immigrant integration, such as intermarriage (Kalmijn and Van Tubergen 
2006), Dutch language acquisition (Van Tubergen and Kalmijn 2009), differences in 
schooling and socioeconomic status (Dagevos et al. 2003), and norms and values 
(Uunk 2003).

We combine three waves of the survey (1994, 1998, and 2002) in order to have 
sufficient numbers of children in mixed marriages. For our analysis, we select 
Surinamese and Antillean respondents. These are defined as persons born in 
these countries or persons whose parents were born there. Of the Surinamese, 
we only included respondents who identified themselves as Creole. This was 
based on a separate question in which the Surinamese were asked whether or 
not they identified themselves with particular subgroups.2 We further select re-
spondents who were living with a spouse and had a child living at home (of age 
12 and over, see below).

The goal of the article is to compare children of mixed and non-mixed marriages 
(marriages include cohabiting couples). Non-mixed marriages are defined as An-
tillean or Creole Surinamese respondents who are living with a black partner—
that is, someone who is born in the Antilles or Suriname or who has parents who 
were born there. Mixed marriages are defined as Antillean or Creole Surinamese 
respondents who are living with a white partner—that is, someone who is born 
in the Netherlands and has two Dutch-born parents. Because the partner in the 
mixed group needs to have two Dutch-born parents, we are fairly confident that 
all of these partners were white.3 The children of the respondents are the units of 
analysis, and the models we use statistically correct for the clustering of children 
within families. The total number of children is 554 and the number of children of 
mixed race is 135. The average age of the children is 17.

To construct our measures, we make use of the fact that not only the respondent 
but also all the children of 12 years and older who lived with the respondent were 
interviewed. Hence, the survey has a so-called multi-actor design. A special advan-
tage of this design is that the number of independent variables is extensive. Using 
the respondent interviews, we are able to include elaborate measures of the parent, 
which can help us explain the effect of mixed race on children’s integration.

To measure children’s social integration, we focus on two questions in the 
survey: (1) how often the child interacted with white persons in his/her spare time 
(3 = often, 2 = sometimes, 1 = never), and (2) whether the child had more contact with 
white persons in his/her spare time or more contact with Surinamese/Antillean 
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persons (3 = more with white, 2 = about equal, 1 = more with Surinamese/Antil-
leans). The two items were standardized and then summed (the correlation between 
the items was .57).

The independent variables that we use can be distinguished in characteristics 
of parents and characteristics of children. For the children, we include age and 
sex, whether the child is attending school, and the current or completed level of 
education.

We include three types of characteristics of the minority parent: socioeconomic 
characteristics, cultural characteristics (characteristics that say something about 
the parents’ cultural orientation toward the minority group), and social charac-
teristics (characteristics that say something about the contact opportunities that 
parents provide). We explain these measures in detail below.

(a) Education: the highest completed educational level of the minority parent, 
recoded to the approximate number of years needed to complete the level of edu-
cation (obtained from De Graaf and Ganzeboom 1993).

(b) Whether the parent intends to return to the Caribbean: those who indicated 
they would want to return are coded 1, those who did not want to return or who 
did not know are coded 0.

(c) Social tolerance: based on two items, whether the parent would be both-
ered if his or her children would have many white friends and whether the parent 
would be bothered if his or her children would choose a white marriage partner. 
The correlation between these two items is .53. We took the mean of the two (stan-
dardized) items. The higher the score, the more tolerant (i.e., the less people want 
to maintain a distance from whites).

(d) Social integration of the parent: based on three questions in the survey: 
(1) how often the parent had white friends or neighbors visit him/her, (2) how 
often the parent interacted with white persons in his/her spare time, and (3) 
whether the parent had more contact with white persons in his/her spare time 
or more contact with Surinamese/Antillean persons. The three items were stan-
dardized and then summed to form a scale. The reliability of the scale is good 
(Cronbach’s α = .81).

(e) Neighborhood integration: the percentage of non-Western immigrants in 
the zip code area. This information is obtained from population register data and 
matched to the respondents in the SPVA.4

We analyze the dependent variable with OLS regression. Different models were 
estimated. The first model contains only children’s characteristics. The remaining 
models add socioeconomic, cultural, and social characteristics of parents in order 
to see to what extent the effect of mixed race is explained by the characteristics of 
parents. No causal order is assumed among social and cultural characteristics of par-
ents. This means that three models are estimated: one with cultural characteristics, 
one with social characteristics, and one with both sets. Parental education is consid-
ered causally prior to social and cultural characteristics of parents and is therefore 
included in all models that contain parental characteristics. Descriptive information 
on differences between children of mixed and non-mixed marriages is presented in 
Table 1. The results of the regression models are presented in Table 2. In the models, 
all continuous variables, including the dependent variable, are standardized.
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RESULTS

Table 1 presents the differences between children of mixed and non-mixed mar-
riages in a descriptive fashion. We first note that 28 percent of the children are 
mixed, which confirms that black-white intermarriage is common in the Neth-
erlands. The table further shows that few of the children’s characteristics differ 
between the two groups. The one exception is the distinction between Surinamese 
and Antilleans. Children of mixed marriages are less often Surinamese. The reason 
for this is that Surinamese are less likely to intermarry than Antilleans (Kalmijn 
and Van Tubergen 2006). Larger differences are observed for the characteristics of 
parents. The minority parents of the children of mixed marriages are on average 
higher educated. They are not more tolerant of whites, however, and they are not 
less likely to return to the Caribbean. We do find that the level of social integra-
tion of the parents in mixed marriages is higher and that these parents live in less 
segregated neighborhoods than parents in non-mixed marriages.

Table 2 presents the effects of mixed race on children’s social integration. We 
see in the baseline model that children of mixed marriages have more frequent 
contact with white persons than children of non-mixed marriages. The regression 
parameter can be interpreted as an effect size since the dependent variable is stan-
dardized.5 The effect size is b = .55, which shows that the difference between the 
groups is considerable (Cohen 1988).

Some of the control variables have significant effects. Higher educated children 
(with tertiary education) are more likely to have outgroup contact, which is in line 
with what one would expect. This will reflect both the norms and values of higher 

TABLE  1
Differences between Mixed and Non-Mixed Origin: Caribbean Children in the Netherlands

Non-Mixed
Origin

Mixed
Origin Test

Children’s Characteristics
  Child is Surinamese (versus Antillean) .61 .42 7.4*
  Child’s age 16.70 17.30 1.1
  Child is woman (proportion) .52 .43 3.0~
  Child in school (proportion) .20 .28 1.7
  Child elementary/lower secondary education (proportion) .43 .35 1.6
  Child middle general/vocational (proportion) .30 .30 0.1
  Child tertiary education (proportion) .07 .07 0.0
Parent’s Characteristics
  Parents’ level of education (z-score) –.04 .20 1.9~
  Minority parent’s social tolerance attitudes (z-score) –.02 .04 0.4
  Minority parent’s return intentions (proportion) .48 .46 0.3
  Percentage non-Western in neighborhood .29 .18 4.2*
  Parents’ social integration (z-score) –.28 .75 9.7*
N 328 130 458

Note: Tests corrected for clustering. Chi-2 test for dichotomous variables, t-test for continuous variables.
*p < .05, ~p < .10.
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educated persons and the opportunities that higher educated minority persons 
have to mix with whites (Kalmijn 1998). Surinamese children are less strongly inte-
grated than Antillean children. This difference parallels the difference in intermar-
riage in the parental generation (Table 1).

To what extent is the effect of mixed race due to the characteristics and behav-
iors of parents in a mixed marriage? In Model B, we first include parental educa-
tion. The effect of parental education is significant, showing that children of higher 
educated parents are more integrated, even after taking into account the child’s 
own level of education. To what extent can the effect of parental education explain 
the effect of mixed race? To assess this, we compare the effect of mixed race before 
and after including parental education. The effect declines by 13 percent, which is 
a modest amount (i.e., [.554 – .480]/.554).

In Model C, we include variables that pertain to the parent’s cultural orientation 
toward the group (return intentions and social tolerance). We see that the effect of 
mixed race declines from .48 to .45, which shows that cultural differences do not 
explain the gap. The main reason for this is that such differences are small to begin 
with (Table 1). Both parental cultural characteristics have a significant effect on 
integration. Children have more frequent contact with whites when the minority 
parent expresses more social tolerance of whites and when the minority parent 
intends to stay in the Netherlands. Even though they affect integration, they do 
not differ between the groups and therefore cannot explain the integration gap 
between children of mixed and non-mixed marriages.

In Model D, we add social characteristics of parents—that is, variables that tell 
us something about the contact opportunities that parents provide to their chil-
dren (neighborhood composition and parent’s integration). These two variables 
have strong effects on the child’s level of integration. Because both independent 
and dependent variables are standardized, the coefficients are standardized coef-
ficients. The coefficient for parental integration is .29, which shows us that there is 
a considerable degree of intergenerational transmission of integration. The effect 
of the neighborhood is significant as well and shows that in neighborhoods with 
more non-Western immigrants, the children have less contact with white persons. 
The size of the effect is –.31, which is also considerable. To what extent do these 
two characteristics explain the effect of mixed race? The effect of mixed race de-
clines from .48 to .04 and is no longer significant. In other words, the effect of 
mixed race is due entirely to social differences between the two groups of parents. 
When all parental characteristics are included simultaneously, the effect of mixed 
race is also not significant.

Is the effect of mixed race on integration dependent on the minority parent’s socio-
economic status? To test this, we add an interaction of parental education and mixed 
race to Model B (in Model F). The interaction effect is not significant, in contrast to the 
hypothesis. Apparently, the integrative effect of mixed race is quite general. To further 
check these results, we also considered the role of household income. We included 
a main effect of household income, which appeared not to be significant. We next 
replaced the interaction of mixed race and education with an interaction of mixed 
race and household income. This interaction was not significant either. Hence, for an 
alternative measure of socioeconomic status, the results are essentially the same.
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Is the effect of mixed race different for Surinamese and Antilleans? Although we 
have no prior expectations about this, we explore this issue because there is a differ-
ence between these groups in terms of their rate of intermarriage (Kalmijn and Van 
Tubergen 2006). When we add the interaction between mixed race and the dummy 
for Surinamese/Antillean to Model A, it turns out to be significant (b = .539, p = .01). 
The implied effects of mixed race are b = .299 for Antilleans and b = .838 (i.e., .299 + 
.539) for Creole Surinamese. Because the Antilleans intermarry more often than the 
Surinamese, one would have expected that the effect of intermarriage is stronger 
for Antilleans, but the interaction shows that the effect is stronger for the Creole Su-
rinamese. This may be due to the negative reputation that Antillean teenagers have 
had in the Netherlands in the past decade, a reputation which is due to the widely 
reported high delinquency rates among young Antillean men (Van San, De Boom, 
and Van Wijk 2007). Although plausible, such an interpretation is still at odds with 
the earlier finding that Antilleans intermarry more often than Surinamese.

Finally, we examine whether there are gender differences. Is the effect of inter-
marriage on integration different depending on whether the black parent is the 
wife or the husband? Again, no clear expectations can be formulated. Authors 
have argued that mothers are more influential in shaping ethnic and racial identi-
ties than fathers (Rumbaut 1994), but evidence shows that ethnic minority identi-
fication is stronger when the father is the minority parent (Xie and Goyette 1997). 
We included an interaction of gender (minority mother = 1, minority father = 0) 
and mixed race and found that this was not significant (is b = –.187, p = .30). Inter-
esting to note is that the sign of the interaction is negative, which is in line with Xie 
and Goyette’s finding that the minority father is more influential.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Most of the research on the consequences of intermarriage focuses on the way 
parents and children identify themselves, and not on the social lives of the next 
generation. In this article, we focus on social integration and we analyze two 
minority groups in the Netherlands, the Antilleans, and the Creole Surinamese. 
Antilleans and Creole Surinamese are black immigrant groups in the Netherlands 
who migrated from the Caribbean to the Netherlands fairly recently. To estimate 
the effects of mixed race, we compare children with one black parent and one 
white parent to children with two black parents. Our results show that children 
of mixed marriages are more likely to have contact with white persons than chil-
dren of non-mixed marriages. We realize that not everybody will be surprised 
about this finding, but we maintain that it is important to report this evidence. 
Moreover, it is not only a question of whether or not the effect exists, it is also a 
question of how strong the effect is, and that can only be addressed with empiri-
cal research. Our analysis shows that the effect size is .55, which, by any means, 
is a substantial effect.

One interpretation of these differences lies in the parents themselves. Parents in 
a mixed marriage may be different to begin with, before they entered marriage. 
Moreover, parents in a mixed marriage may engage less in ethnic socialization and 
may provide more diverse meeting opportunities for their children (Alba 1990). 

SOP5302_07.indd   281 5/3/10   4:09:50 PM

This content downloaded from 
��������f:ffff:ffff:ffff:ffff:ffff:ffff on Thu, 01 Jan 1976 12:34:56 UTC 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



282	 SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES  Volume 53, Number 2, 2010

We first demonstrate that there are considerable differences between parents. Com-
pared to minority parents in non-mixed marriages, minority parents in mixed mar-
riages are more highly educated, they live in less segregated neighborhoods, and 
they more frequently have contact with whites. We subsequently show that these 
differences in the parental generation are fully responsible for the effect of mixed 
race on the children’s integration. Particularly the social characteristics of parents 
were important in explaining the gap. In other words, children of mixed marriages 
have access to more diverse (parental) networks and this is the main reason why 
their own contacts are more often with whites. Educational differences between 
the two groups of parents were also important for explaining the gap, but cultural 
differences were not.

When controlling for these parental characteristics, there is no remaining effect 
of mixed race on children’s integration. How can we interpret this? Or to state 
it differently, what would it mean if we had found a remaining effect of mixed 
race after controlling for parental characteristics? To understand this, we rely on 
network theories about social contact. According to these theories, the types of 
persons with whom we interact are a function of supply and demand (Kalmijn 
and Flap 2001; Marsden 1990; Mollenhorst, Volker, and Flap 2008). First, all our 
possible contacts are constrained by the local settings in which we are embedded. 
Examples of settings are the family, the neighborhood, the school, and so forth. 
These settings make up the supply of contact. Second, within this more limited 
and typically more homogeneous pool, potential interaction partners may choose 
(not) to interact with each other. This is the demand part of interaction, also called 
the choice part. To translate this to the present case, we could say that most of the 
effect of mixed race works via the supply of contact and that the choices that are 
made within this given supply are not so much affected.

We found a negative result for another hypothesis about integration. It has been 
argued that children of mixed marriages would integrate more when their socio-
economic background would resemble that of whites more. Under these circum-
stances, whites would be more open toward the child and the child would also feel 
less close to his or her own group. In a sense, this is the classic hypothesis about 
intersecting group boundaries, which Blau has proposed many years ago (Blau 
and Schwartz 1984). In practice, this would suggest an interaction effect of mixed 
race and parental socioeconomic status. Our results show that this interaction ef-
fect is not significant. In other words, the effect of mixed race is quite general. We 
do find a main effect of parental education, which shows that minority children 
of higher status backgrounds are more integrated, but this does not strengthen or 
weaken the effect of being of mixed race.

Some limitations of the current study must be noted. First of all, we have used 
only one measure of outgroup contact for children and this measure is based 
on only two items. A similar scale for the parents used a third item as well and 
revealed a high degree of reliability, which gives us confidence in the outcome 
measure we used for children. Nonetheless, we would welcome new analyses 
that go into more detail about children’s social lives. Ideally, we would use con-
crete data on children’s friendship networks, but such data are rarely collected 
in the context of ethnic minority surveys. Still, we have to rely on such surveys 
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since the number of cases—especially the number of mixed race children—would 
otherwise be too small.

We have focused on black-white intermarriage in one specific context—the 
Netherlands—and in this sense, we have tried to broaden the scope of the study 
of black-white boundaries (Model et al. 1999). Although there are similarities be-
tween blacks in the Netherlands and African Americans and black Caribbeans in 
other countries, there are also differences. The labels “black” and “white” are less 
often used in the Netherlands, the issue of race is more closely linked to the issue 
of immigration, and the rate of black-white intermarriage in the Netherlands is 
higher than in the United States. In this sense, the current study provides a po-
tential counterpoint to the situation of race relations in the United States. That 
the integrative effects of intermarriage are so strong in the current study may be 
associated with the high rate of intermarriage in the Netherlands. As a general 
hypothesis, we could therefore suggest that in contexts where intermarriage is less 
accepted, the integrative effects of mixed race will be weaker. A comparison with 
the United States—if it could be made—could then show more limited effects of 
mixed race on social integration in the American context than in the Dutch context. 
We look forward to such comparative studies.

Finally, our article has tested an important assumption in the literature on in-
termarriage. One of the motivations for studying intermarriage has been that in-
termarriage is not only a sign of weak group boundaries but also an engine of 
change. High rates of intermarriage would weaken group boundaries in society 
by weakening group attachments in future generations. This assumption has been 
made for ethnic and racial minority groups but also for religious groups and social 
classes. While it has become a textbook hypothesis, it has in fact not often been 
tested. Our research provides strong evidence for this hypothesis, which suggests 
that the high rates of intermarriage between blacks and whites in the Netherlands 
will indeed have a positive effect on group relations in the future. At the same 
time, however, our study makes clear that this assumption may not hold for all 
types of groups and in all societal contexts. To evaluate the relevance of intermar-
riage, it is therefore important to amplify the comparative analysis of intermar-
riage in past research (Model and Fisher 2002) with a comparative analysis of the 
consequences of intermarriage.

NOTES

Percentages refer to first and second generation. Percentages obtained from government 1.	
statistics are published online at http://statline.cbs.nl/statweb/.
Respondents identifying as “other Surinamese” were also included since these may be 2.	
Moroons who are also black. Hindustani, Javanese, and Chinese were the other options 
given. These categories are excluded.
The partners could in theory be third or higher generation Surinamese or Antilleans, 3.	
but due to the recency of this migration stream, there are very few such persons in the 
Netherlands. The SPVA, like all population surveys in the Netherlands, does not contain 
questions about race or skin color. This is also the case in some other European countries 
such as France (Model et al. 1999).
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No information is available on the percentage of Surinamese or Antilleans at the zip code 4.	
level, but the Surinamese and the Antilleans are two of the four largest ethnic groups in 
the Netherlands.
The conventional definition of an effect size is Cohen’s 5.	 d = [m(y)1 – m(y)2] / s.d.(y). In a 
bivariate regression model, the unstandardized effect of a dummy variable b = m(y)1 – 
m(y)2. Since y is standardized, s.d.(y) = 1, and hence d = b.
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