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Abstract 

European binational relations are often considered as an indicator of European 

integration but hardly anything is known about how these partners meet each other. Our 

aim in this study is to understand how and where intra-European binational couples 

meet and to what extent characteristics of the partners and the couple influence these 

meeting contexts. Furthermore, we compare patterns and determinants of meeting 

place and context across three different EU countries (Belgium, the Netherlands and 

Spain), to identify if and how these could be linked to the differential migration and 

mobility background in these countries. We use data from the unique EUMARR survey, 

including rich information on individuals in uninational and intra-European binational 

relationships. Results show that most intra-European binational couples meet each 

other in one of the partners’ birth country indicating that one of the partners moved to 

that country before or after meeting. The motives of the non-native partner for being in 

the country of meeting suggest very similar meeting contexts compared to uninational 

couples.  In only a minority of cases were both partners mobile at the moment of first 

meeting and so far, our data shows that online meetings are also limited. Although each 

of the three study countries has its own migration and mobility characteristics, the 

meeting contexts or determinants do not differ substantially, nor do we find differences 

between origins of the migrant partner in the couple.    
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3.1. Introduction 

There is an extensive scientific literature studying couple formation and partner choice 

(e.g. Eckland, 1986; Buss & Barnes, 1986; Howard, Blumstein & Schwartz, 1987; Mare, 

1991; Schoen & Weinick, 1993; Blackwell & Lichter, 2000; Schwartz & Mare, 2005; 

Gonzalez-Ferrer, 2006; Huschek, de Valk & Liefbroer, 2012). Different factors have been 

suggested as having an influence on partner choice and couple formation among which 

the opportunity to meet potential partners is one of the most crucial (Kalmijn, 1998; 

Kalmijn & Flap, 2001; Houston et al., 2005; Belot & Francesconi, 2013). Kalmijn and Flap 

(2001, p. 1289) summarize it as “mating requires meeting”. Meeting opportunities 

include both the structural availability of potential partners in the population, often 

referred to as the ‘marriage market’, and the practical opportunities for meeting on social 

occasions and specific locations (Kalmijn & Flap, 2001). With the ongoing European 

integration process, in which intra-European mobility is facilitated and promoted by the 

European Union, we expect marriage markets and the potential meeting occasions for 

individuals to be extended and internationalised. Studying meeting opportunities can 

then help to improve our understanding of the formation of mixed unions between 

partners from different origins or ethnicity, also referred to as intermarriages. These 

unions across borders or nationality groups are often studied as an indicator for, and 

contributor to social and economic integration after migration (e.g. Gordon, 1964; 

Rodríguez-García, 2015; Kalmijn, 1998; Kalmijn, 2010; Dribe & Lundh, 2003; Meng & 

Gregory, 2005). In the European Union (EU) context, where integration of different 

countries has been strived for, European binational couples are then seen as a symbol 

and indicator of European integration ‘from below’ (Gaspar, 2008; Gaspar, 2009).  

Intra-EU mobility may contribute to meeting opportunities for and the formation of 

European binational couples in two different ways. On one hand, intra-EU mobility may 

result in increased meeting opportunities by creating a more extended international 

marriage market of potential partners (e.g. Schroedter et al., 2015). On the other hand, 

the EU has promoted intra-EU mobility through specific thematic mobility programmes, 
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such as Erasmus+, which may contribute to the creation of social contexts that are 

traditionally linked to partner formation (cf. infra). Despite the acclaimed importance of 

binational union formation from an EU integration perspective, studies on where and 

how these partners meet are still rare. We could expect that meeting opportunities of 

European binational couples are different from those of uninational couples, given that 

for European binational couples, meeting assumes geographical border-crossing 

mobility of at least one of the partners during the life course and thus this mobility 

element should be fully acknowledged and studied. Therefore, we need to study the link 

between intra-EU mobility and European binational couples, through a better 

understanding of meeting of these couples.  

Our aim in this paper is to understand the meeting places and contexts of intra-European 

binational couples. First, we will study the different meeting contexts that exist for 

European binational couples and to what extent these meeting contexts can be 

explained by characteristics of the couple and its individual partners. Second, we 

compare these patterns in meeting contexts for three different EU countries, aiming to 

identify if these could be linked to the differential migration and mobility backgrounds 

of these countries. After all, although European policy measures and legislation facilitate 

mobility among all citizens, considerable differences still exist between EU member 

states in terms of migration and mobility histories. We use the EUMARR survey data for 

Belgium, the Netherlands and Spain for the quantitative analyses on meeting context of 

European binational couples. 

3.2. Background 

Internal cross-border mobility has played a central role in the European integration 

process. Intra-EU mobility, that resulted from the EU’s freedom of movement following 

the Maastricht Treaty (European Communities – Council, 1992), aims to contribute to a 

dynamic European economy and reinforce identification with and political support for 

the European project through mobility opportunities available to all EU citizens (e.g. 
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Favell & Recchi, 2009, Favell, Recchi, Kuhn, Jensen & Klein, 2011; Gaspar, 2010). 

Together with the Schengen agreement, it has created unprecedented opportunities to 

be mobile within the European Union. Currently, a significant share of mobility and 

migration in Europe relates to these intra-EU moves, with 36 percent of the total foreign-

born population in the EU originating from another EU country (Eurostat, 2020a). Intra-

EU mobility is, however, very diverse and described by King (2002) as a new map of 

European migration. Next to the traditional low-skilled ‘guest-worker’ migrants, several 

authors have shown the emergence of a new type of highly-skilled Europeans 

characterised by an international and mobile lifestyle (Favell, 2003; Favell, 2008, Gaspar 

2008; Recchi & Favell, 2009; Gaspar; 2009; Favell, 2013). Together with mobile students, 

these so-called European ‘free movers’ form an emerging group of mobile individuals 

within the EU (Gaspar, 2008). Many of the movers are, however, relatively young and as 

such also in the age of forming relationships and starting a family. Favell & Recchi (2009, 

p.3) stress the symbolic importance of these mobile Europeans as they can be 

considered as “the human face of EU integration”. 

In this context of European integration and intra-EU mobility opportunities, scholars 

have been increasingly interested in the phenomenon of European binational couples 

(Gaspar, 2008; Gaspar, 2009; Gaspar, 2010; Gaspar, 2011; Gaspar, 2012; Brahic, 2013; 

Koelet & de Valk, 2014; Medrano et al., 2014; Schroedter et al., 2015; Van Mol, et al., 2015; 

Brahic, 2018; Medrano, 2020). Whereas research on mixed couples in the US mostly 

focuses on interethnic and interreligious mixed couples, European binational couples 

can be defined as mixed couples where both partners originate from another EU 

member state, based on the country of birth or nationality of the partners (Gaspar, 2008). 

In line with theories on intermarriage where mixed couples are typically linked to social 

and economic integration of migrants (e.g. Gordon, 1964; Rodríguez-García, 2015; 

Kalmijn, 1998; Kalmijn, 2010; Dribe & Lundh, 2003; Meng & Gregory, 2005; Song, 2009; 

Djurdjevic & Girona, 2016), also European binational couples are seen as an indicator of 

European integration in the private emotional sphere which is often distinguished from 

integration at the institutional level like the labour market (Gaspar, 2008; Gaspar, 2009; 
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Gaspar, 2010). Gaspar (2008, p.15) describes European binational couples as “an 

unintended consequence of EU institutional and political actions that is contributing to 

the European social integration process, either through daily conjugal mechanisms of 

cultural (re)adaptation or the upbringing given to the offspring”. European binational 

couples are distinctive from mixed couples with a non-EU national, given that the former 

are less restricted by legal or procedural difficulties of acquiring residence and related 

restrictions compared to binational couples with partners from non-EU countries 

(Gaspar, 2008). Where and how European couples meet is, however, so far 

underexplored but could give indications on the extent to which mobility is also driving 

couple formation. 

Meeting opportunities are identified as a key structural element in the development of 

partner relationships:  in order to form a couple, potential partners must be available and 

able to meet (e.g; Blau, 1977; Kalmijn, 1998; Kalmijn & Flap, 2001; Haandrikman, 2010; 

Belot & Francesconi, 2013). Meeting opportunities for partners have been studied 

extensively. Studies have investigated the ‘marriage market’, as the available pool of 

potential partners in demographical or geographical terms: just meeting people is not 

enough, they also have to be potential partners in terms of sex, age, and geographical 

proximity, etc. (e.g. Gonzalez-Ferrer, 2006; Haandrikman et al., 2008; Kalmijn & Van 

Tubergen, 2006; Van Tubergen & Maas 2007; Kalmijn & Van Tubergen, 2010; Blau & 

Schwartz 1984; Kalmijn, 1998; Haandrikman & van Wissen, 2012). Other studies focused 

on the places and social contexts of the first meeting of a romantic partner (e.g. Blau, 

1977; Feld, 1982; Blau & Schwartz, 1984; Bozon & Héran, 1989; Kalmijn & Flap, 2001; 

Lampard, 2007; Wöhler & Brüderl, 2009; Haandrikman, 2010; Bozon & Rault, 2012). 

Several studies have shown that couples typically meet in the local area where they live, 

which can be described as spatial homogamy (Coleman & Haskey, 1986; Haandrikman, 

Harmsen, van Wissen, & Hutter, 2008; Haandrikman, 2008; Haandrikman & van Wissen, 

2012; Kalmijn & Flap, 2001). This type of ‘spatial homogamy’ is confirmed to be relevant 

also when controlling for other types of homogamy (Haandrikman & van Wissen, 2012). 

At the same time, meeting potential partners at greater distance requires more 
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investment of time and cost for at least one of the partners (Haandrikman & van Wissen, 

2012). These studies on the geographical aspect of meeting places often start from the 

assumption that both partners originate from the same country of residence (Braun & 

Recchi, 2008). When looking at meeting opportunities for migrants and mobile 

individuals, the mobility as such may be an important additional parameter. Meeting 

between partners from different birth countries assumes mobility of at least one of the 

partners during the lifetime but the relation between the mobility and couple formation 

may vary. On the one hand, couple formation may result in mobility and migration (e.g. 

Östh, Van Ham & Niedomysl, 2009). For example, the marriage market can be extended 

by the individual in search of a partner abroad that is then ‘imported’. This approach can 

mostly be found in studies on marriage migration with non-EU partners, where marriage 

is often a motive and even a tool for immigration. On the other hand, it is also often 

argued that increased (cross-border) mobility of individuals, together with accessible 

transportation and communication, may create extra meeting opportunities and 

mobility and thus result in binational unions. It could be assumed that where there are 

higher levels of mobility, more individuals have the opportunity to meet potential 

partners from abroad. In this way, the mobility extends the local marriage market to an 

international marriage market (Gaspar, 2010; Kofman 2004; Braun & Recchi 2008; 

Schroedter, 2015; Haandrikman, 2010; Niedomysl, Östh and Van Ham, 2010). The latter 

is the assumption we start from in this study when looking at where binational partners 

meet compared to uninational partners and across different European countries.  

We do so by studying two dimensions in more detail, following theoretical suggestion 

from previous literature. First, we look at the (spatial) location where partners meet each 

other, more specifically, the country where partners meet for the first time. Collet and 

Régnard (2011) studied binational couples consisting of a non-European partner 

(Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia and Turkey) and a French partner and found that when the 

French partner had no migration background at all (respondent and both parents born 

in France), 55% of the couples met in France and 37% met in the country of the 

immigrant partner. Most non-European binational couples living in France also met in 
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France. When the French partner or one of their parents was born abroad, the chances 

of meeting in a country other than France or in the country of the immigrant partner 

were much higher. The question then arises if we can expect similar patterns for 

European binational couples. We could expect that the intra-EU mobility increases 

meeting opportunities across member state borders, and this may result in higher 

likelihoods of meeting in European countries other than the one where the partners 

originate from.  

Second, we look at the motive for the mobility as it can give insight on the context in 

which mobility took place and how it is related to couple formation. For example, Braun 

& Recchi (2008) suggest that free movers may be more mobile out of curiosity and 

therefore are more interested and open for making contact with local people. Research 

has shown that partners meet each other at a variety of places and social occasions. 

Bozon and Heran (1989) were among the first to study the meeting places of partners 

in detail. A large variety of meeting places were identified, differentiating between 

‘private places’ (friends, family, private parties), ‘public places’ (e.g. parties, street, shops, 

café, parks, cinema, …) and ‘select places’ (clubs and societies, school, workplace). 

Similar research confirmed the diversity in meeting places, but also found an increasing 

importance of the educational and work setting in meeting a partner, especially for 

higher socio-economic groups and younger generations (Bozon & Rault, 2012; Lampard, 

2007; Haandrikman, 2010). Although these studies do not provide information on 

(specific) migrant groups, we expect a similar variety in meeting context for European 

binational couples. Motives of mobilities may contribute to meeting opportunities, not 

only by extending the marriage market internationally, but also by creating specific 

social settings that are known as typical meeting contexts. For example, we do see that 

educational contexts and work contexts, two meeting contexts often mentioned in 

research, are both settings for which intra-EU mobility is actively encouraged by EU 

mobility programmes (e.g. Erasmus+). Therefore, we expect educational and work 

context to be also important meeting contexts for European binational couples. 
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One meeting context that should be mentioned in brief is dating via the Internet. Over 

the last few decades, Internet dating has gained popularity as an alternative to dating in 

real life (e.g. Allen, 2011; Sautter, Tippett & Morgan, 2010), especially for individuals who 

face a thin marriage market such as those from the LBGTQ+ community, older people 

or people from racial or religious minorities (Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012). Additionally, 

partners do not necessarily need geographical proximity to meet. In a world that is 

increasingly globalised, this virtual meeting context could also be relevant for European 

binational couples. We could therefore expect that binational couples are more likely to 

meet via Internet than uninational couples.  

Trends and patterns in binational couples cannot be isolated from other migration 

patterns (Lanzieri, 2012), consequently we may expect that meeting contexts for intra-

European binational couples also potentially are influenced by country-specific 

migration contexts. As we will study European binational couples in three countries, 

Belgium, the Netherlands and Spain, it is important to be aware of the migration and 

mobility context in each of these countries which is partially different and may thus 

result in different patterns. Belgium has been part of the European integration process 

since the 1950’s. With Brussels as EU’s capital, Belgium is home to many European 

migrants working at the EU institutions and multinationals in the Brussels area. Border 

effects also play an important role, given the small size of the country, and neighbouring 

countries showing relatively high cultural closeness, including shared languages. This 

results in a relatively high proportion of EU migrants (46% of the foreign-born 

population). Historically, Belgium has mainly seen immigration. In the 1950’s with labour 

migrants from Southern-European countries such as Spain and Italy as well as several 

non-European Mediterranean countries (Petrovic, 2012; Van Mol & de Valk, 2016). After 

the oil crisis in the 1970’s this labour migration reduced and was followed by chain 

migration of family members mainly for the non-EU migrants from the previous 

migration wave. Following the fall of the Iron Curtain in the early 1990’s, the number of 

migrants from Eastern European countries to Belgium increased, especially after the 

accession of several Eastern-European countries in the 2000’s, with a new inflow of 
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large groups of Poles and Bulgarians. In recent years, the financial crisis again made 

Belgium an attractive destination country for EU migrants from regions more heavily 

affected by the crisis such as Spain, Portugal and Greece. According to statistics on 

registered marriages in 2009 (Koelet et al., 2012), 6.7% of all registered marriages in 

Belgium are European binational marriages. The Netherlands has also been part of the 

European project since the early days and can for decades now be categorised as an 

immigration country. Like Belgium, net migration has overall been positive but 

immigration is not as prominently characterised by European migrants. In recent 

decades, however, European migrants outnumbered non-Europeans with migration 

from Eastern-European member states, in particular Poland. Historically, the 

Netherlands has similar trends of immigration after World War II compared to Belgium 

(Van Mol & de Valk, 2016). However, in the Netherlands there is a larger share of the non-

migrant population being mobile (compared to Belgium and Spain); the percentage of 

those who have ever lived and worked abroad is the highest in our study countries, with 

16% compared to 10% for Spain and 8% for Belgium (Special Eurobarometer 337: June 

2010). The percentage of inhabitants in the Netherlands that envisage working abroad 

at some time in the future is also significantly higher at 22% compared to the European 

average of 17% (Eurobarometer June 2010). High levels of knowledge of foreign 

languages in the Netherlands are often suggested to add to this effect; 77% of Dutch 

citizens speak at least two languages (mother tongue plus at least one other language), 

for Belgium this is 50% and in Spain, it is as low as 18%. Nevertheless, the percentage 

of European binational marriages in the Netherlands is lower compared to Belgium, with 

4.7% in the Netherlands compared to 6.7% in Belgium (Koelet et al., 2012). Spain joined 

the European Communities, the predecessor of the EU, in 1986. Spain has, with 12.3% 

non-nationals, the largest migrant population, based on nationality, in our study 

countries (Belgium 9.7% and the Netherlands 3.9%). However, most of the immigrants 

in Spain are of non-EU origin. Spain was for many decades characterised as an 

emigration country: in the 1950s and 1960s, many Spaniards migrated to Northwestern 

European countries such as Belgium and the Netherlands to settle as labour migrants 
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(Van Mol & de Valk, 2016). After the oil crisis in the, 1970s many of them returned and 

Spain started to attract immigrants from non-European countries. In the last decade, 

mainly due to the economic crises, again many Spaniards chose to migrate to Western 

European countries looking for work. Almost half of the respondents of the Special 

Eurobarometer (337: June 2010) indeed indicated that they would move for better 

working conditions. On the other hand, ‘leaving home’ is mentioned as the most 

important discouraging reason for not working abroad. In Spain, this percentage is 

much higher compared to Belgium and the Netherlands (63% compared to respectively 

37% and 34%) (Special Eurobarometer 386, Europeans and their languages, 2012). 

Spain is a popular travel destination, a popular destination for retirement immigration 

and a popular destination country for Erasmus student exchange. At the same time, 

2.7% of the Spanish marriages is binational, thereby having the lowest percentage in our 

comparison (Koelet et al., 2012). 

3.3. Data & methods 

3.3.1. Data 

The data used in this study were collected within the framework of the EUMARR-project 

“Towards a European Society: Single Market, Binational Marriages, and Social Group 

Formation in Europe” 27 . This project included an international comparative survey 

among European binational and uninational couples in Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain 

and Switzerland, fielded in 2012. For the purpose of our study of intra-EU mobility, we 

excluded the Swiss data here. The main objective of the EUMARR survey was to study 

characteristics of binational couples, defined as couples consisting of partners with a 

different European nationality. Both married and unmarried couples were included. The 

nationalities of the partners in the sampled binational couples are limited to a selection 

of the most common origins within European binational couples for each country, 

supplemented by common combinations with partners from new EU member states. 

 
27 The EUMARR research project was supported by the European Science Foundation (grant no. EUI2010-04221) 
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This ensured the most optimal representation of binational couples with partners from 

old and new EU member states28. Uninational couples from each country of interview 

were also included as a control group. All respondents were couples in which both 

partners were between 30 and 45 years old at the moment of the interview. 

The national samples were clustered in metropolitan areas in order to find sufficient 

numbers of potential couples for the study29. For each country, the capital was selected, 

plus a major city in the context of European migration (Belgium: Brussels & Antwerp; 

Spain: Madrid & Barcelona; the Netherlands: The Hague & Amsterdam)30. The response 

rate for Belgium was 32.2% (de Valk et al., 2013, p.21), for the Dutch survey 37.1% 

(Heering et al., 2013, p. 14) and for Spain 12.3% (Diez Medrano et al., 2012, p.12; this 

lower response rate for Spain is due to the less detailed sampling frame, see Diez 

Medrano et al. 2012). Within each sampled couple, only one of the partners (randomly 

selected) was interviewed. The survey was distributed as web survey, and available in 

at least two languages for each country31. A paper survey was available on request. 

Several reminders were sent to respondents at certain time intervals to maximize the 

response rate. The final reminder included a paper survey that could be filled in by hand 

and returned free of charge. 

For this study, European binational couples are defined as couples of which one partner 

was born in the country of interview (i.e. Spain, Belgium or the Netherlands), and the 

other partner in another EU member states. This definition of binational couples using 

country of birth avoids possible bias due to different pathways for naturalisation in the 

different countries. We compare these binational couples with uninational couples for 

which both partners were born in the country of interview. Consequently, couples with a 

partner born outside the EU were excluded from the analyses, as were uninational 

 
28 In Belgium, the most common combinations are Belgian-French, Belgian-Dutch, Belgian-Italian, Belgian-German, Belgian-Polish, 
Belgian-English; in the Netherlands the selected couples are Dutch-German, Dutch-English, Dutch-Polish and Dutch-other EU; and in 
Spain Spanish-English, Spanish-Italian, Spanish-French, Spanish-GR, Spanish-Portuguese, Spanish-Romanian, Spanish-Bulgarian.  
29 binational couples are more often living in an urban context 
30 An extensive discussion of the sampling methods used can be found in de Valk et al., 2013, (Belgium), Heering et al., 2013 (the 
Netherlands) and Diez Medrano et al., 2012 (Spain). 
31 Belgium: Dutch, French, English; the Netherlands: Dutch, English; Spain: Spanish, Catalan, English. 



 

106 

couples for which both partners were born outside the country of interview. Due to the 

fact that same-sex couples were not sampled in Spain, we excluded same-sex unions 

for the purpose of our analyses. After these additional selections, our study sample 

comprises 1,786 respondents: 541 in Belgium, 626 in the Netherlands and 619 in 

Spain32. 

3.3.2. Measures on meeting and mobility 

The EUMARR survey includes information on whether the couple had met in real life or 

on the Internet. For those couples that met offline, the survey also collected information 

on two contextual aspects of the first meeting of the couple. The first refers to the 

country where the couple met for the first time at the start of their relationship. For 

reasons of comparison between countries, we categorized the country information: 

‘birth country of both partners’, ‘birth country of one of the partners’ and ‘third country, 

different from the countries of birth of the partners’. The second measurement of 

meeting context indicates the main reason for being in the country of meeting at the 

moment of first meeting. The respondent had the choice between five categories: home 

country, study reasons, work reasons, on holiday, and ‘other’. These five categories refer 

to different motives of mobility, but also imply different degrees of ‘permanency’ of the 

mobility. Referring to the destination country after migration as ‘home country’ could be 

seen as an indication of the intention of a long-term stay or strong integration. Being 

abroad for study of work reasons are usually contexts that imply mid- to long-term 

(several months). A holiday context, on the other hand, can usually be linked to short-

term mobility. Using several exploratory analyses including cluster analyses and 

multiple correspondence analyses based on the information of both partners, we 

created a typology of five categories of meeting contexts: home-home, home-work, 

home-study, home-holiday & home-other or in a third country. A sixth minor category 

 
32 In the multivariate models, the sample size was further reduced to 995 (Spain: 272, Belgium: 330, the Netherlands: 393) due to 
missing values in the covariates 
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with a variety of more diverse meeting contexts or meeting contexts with incomplete 

information, were left out the analyses here. 

Covariates 

In the multivariate analyses that follow, the variable ‘married’ indicates that the partners 

are married (ref. = cohabiting, not married). For individual characteristics, we have 

chosen to look at the non-native partner as the reference person in the couple. So, the 

variable sex refers to the sex of the non-native partner (ref. = female). We include the 

age of the non-native partner, and the age of the non-native partner at the first meeting. 

Educational level of the non-native partner is expressed in three categories: ‘primary and 

secondary education’ (reference category), ‘tertiary education – short cycle and 

bachelor’, and ‘tertiary education – master and Phd’. The origin of the non-native partner 

is also included. In order to differentiate between different origins in a concise way, we 

created the categories ‘neighbouring country of the country of residence’, ‘other EU15 

country’ and ‘other EU27 country’ (ref. = neighbouring country). In line with the 

differences in migrant population in the three countries, the sample reflects this diversity 

across the study countries; In the Belgium sample, 74.7% of the non-native partners in 

the binational couples (n=328) originate from a neighbouring country. In the 

Netherlands, this is 29.3% (n=393) and in Spain 24.3% (n=272). To control for country 

differences, Spain and the Netherlands are included as control variables, with Belgium 

as reference. Table 3 1 presents the distribution of the independent variables in the 

sample. 

  



 

108 

Table 3-1: Sample characteristics by country of residence 
 

Country of residence 

Spain Belgium The 

Netherlands 

Binational couple No 52.6 29.1 30.2 

Yes 47.4 70.9 69.8 

Meeting internet? No 97.8 89.5 95.1 

Yes 2.2 10.5 4.9 

Total sample  644 564 688 

Sex non-native partner Women 57.7 57.3 69.5 

Men 42.3 42.7 30.5 

Educational level non-native 

partner 

Primary - secondary 32.7 13.4 16.3 

Tertiary short cycle & 

bachelor 

44.1 25.6 29.3 

Tertiary master-doctor 23.2 61.0 54.5 

Married No 43.4 57.9 18.3 

Yes 56.6 42.1 81.7 

Origin non-native partner Neighbour country 24.3 74.7 29.3 

Other EU15 41.2 19.8 53.2 

Other EU28 34.6 5.5 17.6 

Age non-native partner Mean (std. dev.) 37.07 

(4.04) 

37.25 

(3.73) 

38.00 

(3.92) 

age first meeting non-native 

partner 

Mean (std. dev.) 27.03 

(4.67) 

26.75 

(5.19) 

25.80 

(4.49) 

Total sample binational couples 272 328 393 

Source: EUMARR; calculations by authors 

Methods 

We use cross-tabulations for exploratory bivariate analyses. For the multivariate 

analyses, we estimate binary logistic regression models to compare the different groups 

in the typology.  The ‘home-home’-category is always used as the reference category. 

Characteristics of the couple and the non-native partner are included as covariates. 
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3.4. Results 

The literature has suggested the upcoming importance of the Internet as a way of 

meeting between romantic partners. Therefore, we briefly explored the share of couples 

that had met online versus having met offline for the first time (table 3-2). In this part of 

the analyses, both uninational couples and binational couples are included for the 

purpose of comparison. 

Table 3-2: First meeting online for uninational and binational couples, by country (%) 

  Uninational Binational 

Spain Meeting online 1.8 2.6 

N 339 305 

Belgium Meeting online 8.5 11.3 

N 164 400 

The Netherlands Meeting online 2.4 6.0 

N 208 480 

Total** Meeting online 3.5 6.9 

N 711 1185 

Source: EUMARR; calculations by authors. *=<.05; **<.01, ***<.001 

The results clearly show that only a minority of the uninational and binational couples in 

the survey met online (5.6%, n=1896). However, there are significant differences 

between countries (χ2=39.776; df=2; p<.001), with meeting online being more common 

in Belgium than in Spain or the Netherlands: In Spain 2.3% met online, in the Netherlands, 

this is 4.8% and in Belgium it is as high as 10.8%. Apart from the clear country 

differences, differences are found between uninational and binational couples within 

country: in all three countries in this study, it seems that binational couples more often 

met online than uninational couples, but these differences are not significant (p<.05). 

We continue with a descriptive analysis of meeting contexts of couples in Belgium, 

Spain and the Netherlands. First of all, the country of first meeting is studied, making a 

distinction between country of birth of one of the partners versus having met in a third 
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country (different from the birth countries of the partners). In the following analyses 

(table 3-3), we only focus on the binational couples, given the finding that almost all 

uninational couples in our sample (95.2%) have met in the country where they lived at 

the moment of being interviewed, being the home country of both partners.  

Table 3-3: Country of first meeting by country of residence (%) 

 Country of residence Total 

Spain Belgium The Netherlands 

Birth country of one of both partners 87.5 81.7 74.0 80.3 

Third country 12.5 18.3 26.0 19.7 

Total N 272 328 393 993 

Source: EUMARR; calculations by authors. 𝜒! = 19.013; 𝑑𝑓 = 2; 𝑝 < .001 

For all countries, the majority of the couples met each other in the country of birth of 

one of them (80.3%). This suggests that in most cases, there is only one of two partners 

that was mobile at the moment of first meeting. About a fifth of the couples (19.7%) met 

in a third country. Most remarkable difference is the relatively high percentage of Dutch 

couples that met in a third country (26.0%), compared to Belgian (18.2%) and Spanish 

(12.5). 

The distribution of the typology of meeting contexts by country is presented in table 3-

4. In this typology both country of meeting and reasons of being there are combined. 
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Table 3-4: typology of meeting contexts (%) 

 Country of residence Total 

Spain Belgium The Netherlands 

Home-home 24.3 16.2 13.7 17.4 

Home-work 27.9 27.4 21.1 25.1 

Home-study 14.0 17.1 17.0 16.2 

Home-holiday & home-other 17.6 15.2 17.3 16.7 

Third country 11.4 16.8 25.2 18.6 

Other categories (incl. missing) 4.8 7.3 5.6 5.9 

Total 272 328 393 993 

Source: EUMARR; calculations by authors. 𝜒! = 35.621; 𝑑𝑓 = 10; 𝑝 < .001 

The category ‘home-home’ refers to couples for which both partners indicate that they 

met for the first time in a country they both identify as their home country. Although one 

partner being mobile could be assumed for binational couples, still 17.4% of the 

European binational couples fall into the home-home category. This implies that both 

partners define the country of meeting as their home country, although one of them was 

born abroad. It could be argued that this could be seen as an example of binational 

couples with non-native partners that seem to have migrated with the intention to stay 

or who migrated at a younger age before the couple was formed. To explore this, we 

conducted additional analyses on the age of migration of the non-native partners in this 

category which showed a very broad range, going from very young ages to only shortly 

before meeting the partner. So, calling the destination country after migration ‘home 

country’ does not necessarily reflect a longer stay, but may instead reveal something 

about the intention of staying permanently in the country. This home category is much 

higher in Spain (24.3%), compared to the other countries (16.2% in Belgium and 13.7% 

in the Netherlands). 

‘Home-work’ is the most common category in Spain and Belgium with respectively 27.9 

and 27.4 percent of couples falling in this category. The categories ‘Home-study’ and 

‘home-holiday & home-other’ vary substantially between the countries, but still represent 
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a good part of the meeting contexts. 18.6 percent of the European binational couples 

have met in a third country. Again, we find diversity between the countries with 11.4% of 

the European binational couples in Spain having met in a third country compared to 

16.8% in Belgium and even 25.2% in the Netherlands.  

Multivariate analyses 

In the pooled multivariate analyses, we estimated a set of binary logistic regression 

models in which we compare the different categories for the meeting context and study 

the influence of several socio-demographic characteristics of the couples (table 3-5) In 

all models, the ‘home-home’-category is the reference as we assume it to be the 

category closest related to long-term/permanent migration. The non-native partner in 

the couple is chosen as the reference person for the socio-demographic covariates, as 

described before. We present findings on the pooled models only as additional country 

level analyses (not shown) revealed that the factors found to be important in the pooled 

models were similar across all countries. 

Model A in table 3-5 refers to the odds ratios of having met in a third country compared 

to having met in the home country of both partners. We find the odds of partners with a 

higher education having met in a third country are higher. This is especially true for those 

with a master or doctoral degree (O.R. = 4.525). The odds decrease when having met at 

older age (O.R. = 0.918). This suggests that meeting in a context where both partners 

are mobile at the moment of meeting, is more linked to younger couples. Although in 

the Netherlands, higher odds could be expected based on the descriptive results, this 

effect does not reach the 5% significance level even though the country gradient as 

found before is reflected also in these multivariate results. Model B compares the odds 

of having met in a home-work context versus the home-home context. Again, a strong 

positive effect for the highly educated is found (O.R. = 2.109). Additionally, also origin of 

the non-native partner (i.e. country of birth) affects the odds: Having met in a home-work 

context is found to be more probable for couples born in a EU member state not 

neighbouring to the country of residence, or was part of the EU 15 (O.R. = 2.242). Again, 
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we don not find any significant country difference. Findings from Model C suggest that 

home-study as a meeting context is more likely for highly educated, both at the bachelor 

(O.R. = 3.764) as at the master of doctoral level (O.R. = 10.601). This may reflect the 

likelihood that one of the partners was taking part in a study exchange. This type of 

meeting context is also linked to meeting at a younger age, confirming the suggested 

explanation of exchange programmes during studies in higher education. Finally, in 

Model D we compare a home-holiday/other-context to the reference group with a home-

home meeting context. Apart from a negative effect for age of the non-native partner at 

first meeting, none of the covariates seems to be linked to explain belonging to this 

category suggesting there are no differences between this category and the reference 

group (home-home) a significant result. Additional analyses controlling for age 

homogamy and educational homogamy (not shown) did not result in significant effects 

either. 
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Table 3-5: Logistic regression models for meeting contexts of European binational couples – odds ratios 
 

 
Model A 

third country vs. 

home-home 

Model B 

home-work vs.  

home-home 

O.R. Sig. O.R. Sig. 

Man (ref=woman) 0.774 0.304 1.015 0.945 

Educational level (ref: primary-secondary) 
 

0.000 
 

0.000 

Educational level: bachelor 1.634 0.154 0.793 0.395 

Educational level: master-PhD 4.525 ** 0.000 2.109 ** 0.010 

Married (ref=unmarried) 1.337 0.270 1.013 0.952 

Origin non-native partner (ref: neighbouring country) 
 

0.059 - 0.039 

Origin non-native partner: EU15 1.348 0.286 1.598° 0.089 

Origin non-native partner: EU28 0.528 0.131 2.242 * 0.012 

Age of non-native partner at first meeting 0.918 ** 0.001 1.015 0.519 

Country (ref: Belgium) 
 

0.037 
 

0.314 

Country: Spain 0.748 0.423 0.629 0.130 

Country: the Netherlands 1.604 0.134 0.737 0.314 

Constant 3.443 0.105 0.686 0.592 

 n=358 n=423 

 -2LL: 420.801 

Nagelkerke R2: 

0.252 

-2LL:  546.090 

Nagelkerke R2:  

0.081 

Source: EUMARR; calculations by authors; ° = p<0.1; * = p<0.05; ** = p<0.01 
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Table 3-5 (continued): Logistic regression models for meeting contexts of European binational couples – 
odds ratios 

 
Model C 

home-study vs 

home-home 

Model D 

home-holiday/other vs. 

home-home 

O.R. Sig. O.R. Sig. 

Man (ref=woman) 0.965 0.899 0.923 0.737 

Educational level (ref: primary-secondary) 
 

0.000 
 

0.453 

Educational level: bachelor 3.764** 0.002 0.823 0.497 

Educational level: master-PhD 10.601 ** 0.000 1.160 0.627 

Married (ref=unmarried) 0.896 0.702 1.516° 0.087 

Origin non-native partner (ref: neighbouring country) 
 

0.209 
 

0.329 

Origin non-native partner: EU15 0.719 0.283 1.309 0.352 

Origin non-native partner: EU28 0.476 ° 0.087 1.656 0.140 

Age of non-native partner at first meeting 0.817 ** 0.000 0.945 ** 0.008 

Country (ref: Belgium) 
 

0.337 
 

0.314 

Country: Spain 1.571 0.237 0.623 0.153 

Country: the Netherlands 1.644 0.161 0.883 0.694 

Constant 33.404 ** 0.000 3.504 0.061 

 n=334 n=340 

 -2LL: 357.284 

Nagelkerke R2:  

0.361 

-2LL: 449.023 

Nagelkerke R2: 

0.084 

Source: EUMARR; calculations by authors; ° = p<0.1; * = p<0.05; ** = p<0.01 
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3.5. Conclusion & discussion  

European binational couples are an interesting group when it comes to processes of 

European integration as they can be seen as a symbol of European integration at the 

most intimate individual level. However, the link between increased intra-EU mobility 

opportunities and the ways and places where these couples are formed remain 

unexplored. In this paper, we study the formation of European binational couples by 

investigating where the couples met and link these meeting places to characteristics of 

the partners and the couples living in three countries with different mobility histories. 

In a first step, the country where the partners met each other for the first time was 

determined. Second, also the reason of being in the country of meeting was analysed. 

Taking an approach in which meeting contexts were defined as country of meeting and 

the motive of being in that country at that moment is especially relevant for this group 

of European binational couples as by definition, at least one of the partners has been 

mobile before the first meeting. To ease the interpretation, a typology was made 

differentiating five specific meeting contexts based on the different reasons for being in 

the country of meeting, thereby giving suggestion to the expected permanency of the 

European mobility, going from short-term mobility as a holiday to more permanent 

intentions to migrate. In this way, our study contributes both to the existing literature on 

the broader topic of union formation processes and the literature on intra-European 

mobility. 

European binational couples are often linked to increased meeting opportunities 

through intra-EU mobility. However, our results show that in many cases it is only one 

partner that is mobile. Both partners meeting in a country that was not their country of 

birth (so-called ‘third country’) only occurs among a minority of the couples. Although 

the multivariate analyses do not show strong significant country difference, the 

descriptive results suggest that meeting in a third country is more common among 

intra-European binational couples in the Netherlands. We believe that this can be 

explained by the relatively high migration and mobility that are typically found for the 
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Netherlands (e.g. Special Eurobarometer 337: June 2010). This specific situation with 

two mobile partners is also more often found when the partners met at a young age, 

suggesting a link between higher mobility patterns as young adult for both partners and 

the subsequent relationship formation. 

In most European binational couples, only one of the partners was abroad at the 

moment of first meeting. Interestingly, it were not just the uninational couples who met 

in a home-home context but also for partners in binational couples this was common, 

although one of both partners in these couples was born abroad. This may suggest they 

migrated already at a young age and that, by the time of the interview, they considered 

the country as ‘ home’ and the mobility as such was not necessarily motivated by the 

relationship. This is important to note as in studies in which interethnic unions with non-

European partners are studied it is often assumed that partners came to the country for 

the purpose of the relationship. The fact that this is less common among the European 

binational couples hints at the fact that migration regulations and restrictive laws are 

indeed less important for these couples.  

In addition, it is clear that work and study are two clear reasons why to the non-national 

partner arrived in the country and where they met their partner. Both motives refer to 

mobility typically lasting a few months or longer but without the explicit intention of 

staying permanently. Our findings clearly show that these two meeting contexts are 

more common among higher educated, with a specific strong effect for study reasons 

(meeting in a ‘home-home’ context was clearly more common among lower educated 

couples). These higher educated are in the literature often seen as privileged mobile 

citizens (cf. ‘free-movers’). Additionally, meeting in a home-study context was also linked 

to meeting at a younger age which seems to suggest that student mobility exchange 

programmes, such as Erasmus, are a strong facilitator for this type of meetings (cf. 

Schroedter et al., 2015). Our finding that study and work are important ways of meeting 

a partner for European binational couples also suggests, in general, that meeting 
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contexts are not that different from the meeting contexts of uninational couples and 

that couple formation follows an educational rather than a mobility gradient. 

We also included a specific meeting context in which geographical proximity or distance 

does not matter and where mobility initially is not needed: meeting online. Clear country 

differences were found concerning Internet meeting with the highest occurrence in 

Belgium. Nevertheless, despite the fact that few couples met online, this was much 

more common among binational couples than among uninational couples in all three 

study countries. This confirms earlier findings that online dating and meeting is more 

popular among couples that face ‘narrow marriage markets’. The differences between 

the countries could be explained by a different country of origin of the non-native 

partners, but also by the differential availability of the internet at the moment of first 

meeting in the three countries in this study. Most of the unions in the sample started 

between 1996 and 2006. Given the increased popularity and omnipresence of the 

Internet since then, we could expect an even stronger share of internet meeting among 

meeting contexts nowadays. 

Finally, although we expected that the three countries would differ in the ways in which 

couples are formed given their different migration and mobility histories, few differences 

were observed. Only the Netherlands stand out with their higher mobility, reflected in a 

higher probability in meeting in a third country. In Spain, the European binational couples 

more often meet in ‘home-home’ meeting contexts, suggesting less mobility. 

Although our analyses add to the literature, some limitations should be mentioned which 

need to be addressed in future work. Although the survey data is unique in set-up and 

coverage the data in Belgium, Spain and the Netherland logically only contain 

information about couples that decided to reside in these countries. Couples who 

decided to move abroad after meeting and couple formation, could not be included. In 

order to overcome this issue, longitudinal data collection with a migration system 

perspective would be preferable, in which all couples would be interviewed that met in a 

specific country, irrespective of their migration or mobility during the relationship. This 
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would give an even more complete picture of the complexity of partner choice in a 

mobility context. Secondly, the data also focus on binational couples that still exist: 

couples whose unions have been dissolved before the data collection are logically not 

included. This may result in both an un- and an overestimation of certain meeting 

patterns if specific couples are more or less likely to separate/divorce. More in depth 

analyses of union dissolution among European binational couples could shed light on 

the composition of this group and how it may affect our findings. Meeting online also 

deserves further elaboration in future research. Given the strong evolution of the impact 

of the Internet on society, an in-depth analysis of online dating and how it influences 

potential mixed couple formation is interesting and relevant. A more detailed insight in 

the effects of partner and couple characteristics would be important to further our 

understanding of European binational couple formation. The data used in this study did 

for, example, not allow for a full inclusion of mobility or migrant background of both 

partners. 

Despite these limitations our paper does show that European binational couples, just 

like those in a uninational relationship, often meet via study or work. This is an important 

finding as it suggests the same meeting places are relevant for both. It, however, also 

points to a potentially increasing dichotomy in society between those who are highly 

educated and mobile and those who are not. Whether this stimulates European 

integration or rather hampers European societies is to be seen.  
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