
Abstract 
Studies have shown that Confucian societies exhibit the highest incidences of educational homogamy compared with
­societies­in­which­other­religions­such­as­Protestantism­and­Catholicism­are­predominant­influences.­Extending­­previous
research,­ we­ aim­ to­ elucidate­ concrete­ educational­ homogamy­ patterns­ and­ trends­ by­ focusing­ specifically­ on­ two
Confucian­societies:­South­Korea­(hereafter­Korea)­and­Japan.­Based­on­the­2000­Korean­Census­and­the­2004­Japanese
Family­Research­Survey,­we­observed­that­the­level­of­homogamy­was­higher­for­Korea.­We­also­found­that­women­­tended
to­marry­men­with­ higher­ educational­ attainment­ than­ themselves.­ This­ variety­ of­ gender­ asymmetric­marriage­was
­stronger­for­Korean­couples­compared­with­Japanese­couples.­Regarding­trends­for­the­four­birth­cohorts­(1930s-1970s),
no­­systematic­trend­was­observed.­We­conclude­that­educational­assortative­marriage­patterns­are­similar­in­Korea­and
Japan,­but­that­the­extent­of­homogamy­and­hypergamy­are­different.­We­suggest­that­differences­in­educational­structures
and­partner­preferences­may­lead­to­the­variations­observed­in­these­two­neighboring­societies.
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1. Introduction

This paper examines and compares patterns in
educational assortative marriages in Korea and Japan.
Considering the similarities in their educational sys-
tems and Confucian backgrounds, it is interesting to
compare similarities and dissimilarities regarding edu-
cational assortative marriage within these two Southeast
Asian societies. A prevailing pattern of educational
homogamy has been observed in industrial societies. For
example, researchers have found that around 50 percent
of marriages occur within the same educational level in
industrial societies1–4. 

Studies that have examined marriage documents have
also found that Confucian societies show higher levels of
educational homogamy than those in which other religions
such as Protestantism and Catholicism are  predominant 

4,5. Recently, Smits and Park examined ten Asian  countries
with different educational structures6. According to their
study, Korea and Indonesia have the highest levels of edu-
cational homogamy, while levels are lowest in Malaysia
and Singapore and intermediate in Japan. However, their
study requires careful interpretation, because they used
only binominal educational categories: primary education
and higher than primary education. 

To elicit a more accurate understanding of educa-
tional marriage patterns, we focused specifically on two
East Asian societies, Korea and Japan, during an extended
period from the 1950s through the 1990s. We used the
same number of educational categories for both coun-
tries to provide concrete results that were methodological
sound. In addition, we looked for evidence of gendered
marriage patterns to broaden the literature on gendered
perspectives relating to educational homogamy. 
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2. � Recent Research and National 
Contexts

2.1 � Educational Homogamy and Gender 
Differences in Marriage Patterns

Studies of assortative mating in industrialized countries 
initially focused on interclass marriages or marriage bar-
riers across social class origins. Given a growing awareness 
of the impacts of education on economic and social lives, 
researchers then shifted to documenting the increasing 
importance of achieved status, for example, education, as 
compared with ascribed status and social origin in mar-
riage7–9. Other studies have also observed a common 
pattern in industrialized countries: people tend to marry 
those with a similar level of education3, 4, 10–12.

The reason for education’s impact on marriage is that 
it “sends a message” to potential partners about an indi-
vidual’s family background and expectations. In industrial 
societies, education plays a key role in creating a better 
life. In other words, highly educated individuals are more 
likely to be hired for more prestigious jobs and to obtain 
better incomes than less educated individuals. Hence, edu-
cation is a symbolic as well as real variable representing 
socioeconomic status. Thus, it is likely to affect marriage 
choice. Individuals who try to achieve the highest pos-
sible socioeconomic status will likely select a partner who 
offers the best prospects in this regard4. However, in less-
developing societies, education plays less in the marriage 
market. Low income families prefer less well educated 
brooms because of the dowry culture13. 

Research on Korea and Japan has shown that edu-
cational homogamy is a prevailing pattern14–17 and that 
both societies evidence a strong tendency towards edu-
cational homogamy compared with western societies. 
For example, Smits et al. observed relatively high levels 
of educational homogamy in East Asia, namely, in Korea, 
Japan, Hong Kong and Taiwan compared with other west-
ern countries4, 5. 

In terms of trends, Smits et al. hypothesize an inverted 
U-shaped curve in the relationship between economic 
development and educational homogamy4. They sug-
gest that the preference for economic merit in choosing 
a partner is weakened or replaced by affection or love 
in mate selection as a society reaches a higher level of 
industrialization. However, Raymo and Xie argue that 
this proposition leaves little room to account for country-
specific conditions in relation to future trends, since most 

industrialized or industrializing countries experience 
changes in social norms, cultures, and attitudes. They 
also argue that it is not easy to separate socioeconomic 
merits and romantic love as people tend to fall in love 
with those who are most like themselves, and “educa-
tion” often signals those desired similarities18. Hence, it 
is still too early to draw any conclusions on whether a 
particular trend exists.

2.2  National Contexts
2.2.1 � The Educational System and the Gender 

Gap 
The Korean educational system consists of four 
educational levels: primary, junior secondary, senior 
secondary, and tertiary (two-year junior college and four-
year university). Free compulsory education in primary 
schools was introduced in 1950 and expanded to junior 
secondary schools from 1984 through 2000. Primary 
school enrolment rates have been almost 100% since 1975. 
The enrolment rates for upper secondary education were 
24% for men and 17% for women in 1970, and almost 
100% for both men and women in 2005. The enrolment 
rates for tertiary education were 7% for men and 3% for 
women in 1970, and 54% for men and 46% for women in 
200019,20. Regarding the gender gap, in general women’s 
educational levels were lower than those of men, but as 
educational attainment has expanded, the gender gap has 
decreased significantly21. 

Japan’s modern educational system is similar to that of 
Korea, apart from its earlier introduction of public educa-
tion in the 19th century and its inclusion of more diverse 
educational tracks. As a result, educational attainment 
levels in Japan are higher than in Korea. The enrolment 
rate for upper secondary education was already 42.5% in 
1950 and rose to 97.3% by 200322. While levels of primary 
and secondary education have expanded rapidly, tertiary 
education has expanded more slowly. The enrolment rate 
for tertiary education was 10.3% in 1960, rising to 37.4% 
in 1980. This upward trend has held until recently with a 
49.1% rate recorded for 2000. One important character-
istic of the Japanese educational system is the existence 
of vocational training colleges. Its two-year vocational 
training colleges (senmon-gakko) offer a variety of voca-
tional and technical education programs at a higher-level 
than upper secondary education, but a lower level than 
junior college and university. Thus, Japan’s educational 
structure provides more educational tracks than that of 
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Korea. Regarding the gender gap, although enrolment 
rates in Japan have shown upward trends for both men 
and women since 1960, gendered enrolment for tertiary 
education has persisted. Japanese women are still more 
likely to attend junior college than university, whereas 
Japanese men more commonly attend university than 
junior college. The university enrolment rates were 13.7% 
for men and 2.5% for women in 1960, and 47.5% for men 
and 31.5% for women in 2000. The enrolment rates for 
junior college were 1.2% for men and 3.0% for women in 
1960, and 1.9% for men and 17.2% for women in 200022. 

2.2.2  Cultural Values 
In general, women’s levels of educational attainment 
remain lower than those of men in both societies. 
Structurally, this disparity leads to a gendered marriage 
pattern, namely, women’s upward marriage [Halpin and 
Chan have argued that gender-asymmetric patterns in 
Britain and Ireland are not attributable to gender dif-
ferences in educational attainment]23. The gender gap 
observed in educational attainment levels is likely to 
be associated with a patriarchal culture. Confucianism 
teaches that women should not be highly educated and 
that wives should remain at home, looking after children 
and both sets of elderly parents. The true virtue of the 
feminine sex is seen to be in being a "wise mother” and 
a “good wife”. Since Confucianism holds that women are 
inferior to men, it is no surprise that men marry women 
whose education, occupation, and income are equal to or 
less than their own socioeconomic status. Women also 
tend to marry men whose education and occupation 
levels are higher than their own. 

Gendered differences in partner preferences occur 
in both Korea and Japan. A 2010 survey of 978 unmar-
ried Korean men and women aged between 20 and 39 
years showed that men preferred personality (31.1%), fol-
lowed by appearance (22.5%), whereas unmarried Korean 
women preferred personality (29.7%), followed by finance 
(21.8%) and occupation (10.7%) regarding partner selec-
tion24. Both unmarried Japanese men and women preferred 
personality (77.9% for men and 74.8% for women). These 
preferences were followed by domestic work (39.9%) and 
appearance (22.4%) for men, and by income stability 
(51.0%) for women25. These figures indicate that economic 
capacity is a more important factor in partner selection for 
women than for men in both societies. In general, educa-
tion is strongly associated with economic capacity. Thus, 

women in both societies tend to emphasize educational 
qualifications in their pursuit of suitable partners. 

We have noted, however, that the influence of 
Confucianism differs between Korea and Japan. In Korea, 
it has dominated politics and religion from the 13th cen-
tury onwards, and is even practiced today, whereas in 
Japan its cultural influence has been weak. Differences in 
the influence of Confucianism tend to affect individuals’ 
preferences for partners, but, interestingly, only among 
women. For example, another survey reported that Korean 
single women regarded economic capacity and future 
possibilities of affluence as the most important criteria for 
selecting partners, whereas Japanese single women valued 
personality and intimacy26. The survey also found that 
Korean and Japanese men chose personality and intimacy 
as the most important criteria for partner selection. 

2.3  Summary and Hypotheses
Interpreting the above statistical data requires a 
recognition that while the two societies reveal similarities: 
in their educational systems, gender gaps in educational 
attainment, and the mean age of first marriage, they differ 
in other aspects. Vocational training colleges exist only in 
Japan. Moreover, the degree of influence of Confucianism 
is stronger in Korea. Regarding our hypotheses, we would 
expect that the more diverse educational tracks in Japan 
would lead to less educational homogamy compared with 
Korea. Our second expectation is related to the gender 
norms embedded in Confucianism. Since Korean women 
are more strongly influenced by gender norms in partner 
selection than Japanese women, we would expect wife-
hypergamy to be more prevalent in Korea than in Japan.

3.  Methods

3.1  Data
We used a 2% sample of the Korean Census for 2000 and 
the Japanese Family Research Survey (NFRJ03)2 NFRJ03 
data was provided by the Social Science Japan Data Archive 
within the Institute of Social Science, University of Tokyo. 
The academic support of the Centre for the Study of Social 
Stratification and Inequality at Tohoku University is appre-
ciated for 2004. For both datasets, we selected currently 
married couples as respondents based on an age range of 
between 26 and 65 years for the female respondents during 
the interview year. For the NFRJ03, the respondents’ ages 
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in 2003 were collected. We used the ages of the women 
instead of the year of marriage, because no information 
was available for the latter. We obtained a total of 4,012 
Korean couples and 4,227 Japanese couples. [We initially 
selected 186,240 Korean couples and then standardized to 
1,000 couples for each birth cohort to adjust sample sizes 
between the two societies. Normalizing samples into 1,000 
couples is based on the method used in Lee]27.

3.2  Variables
Education in each country was classified into five categories 
based on the level of completed education. The lowest level 
is the compulsory education level; it is the primary educa-
tion for Korea and junior secondary education for Japan. 
In the case of Korea, we used primary, junior secondary, 
upper secondary, junior college, and university education 
as our categories. For Japan, we used junior secondary, 
upper secondary, Vocational Training (VT) college, junior 
college, and university education as our five categories. It 
can be argued that the different levels of education that 
exist in Korea and Japan may make this study unsuitable. 
However, educational levels are hierarchically ordered in 
both societies, and the minimum socially accepted levels 
are primary education in Korea and junior secondary edu-
cation in Japan. Thus, treating these societies as equivalent 
at their lowest educational levels should not result in seri-
ous issues. We signified each level as: edu1 (primary for 
Korea and junior secondary for Japan), edu2 (junior sec-
ondary for Korea and upper secondary for Japan), edu3 
(upper secondary for Korea and VT college for Japan), 
edu4 (junior college), and edu5 (university).

Age cohorts were generated based on the age of the 
female respondents at the time of the interview in 2000 for 
the Korean data and in 2003 for the Japanese data. Thus, 
four age cohorts were created: 26-35 years, 36-45 years, 
46-55 years, and 56-65 years. While the use of cohorts 
based on the date of marriage may be recommended, given 
the lack of data for the information, we used the ages of 
the women instead. The age cohort was, therefore, inter-
changeable with the birth cohort: 1935-1944, 1945-1954, 
1955-1964, and 1965-1974 for Korea; and 1938-1947, 
1948-1957, 1958-1967, and 1968-1977 for Japan. 

3.3 � Modeling and Results of Log-linear 
Analysis

Marriage patterns were first examined using absolute rates, 
that is, simple statistical facts based on cross-tabulations 

(row and column percentages of husbands’ and wives’ 
educational attainment). Second, we employ log-linear 
models to examine the relative rates of the educational 
marriage pattern. The sociological and statistical literature 
describes a number of log-linear models that have been 
developed and applied particularly for categorical vari-
ables23, 28-34. As we are interested in examining educational 
homogamy and gender-asymmetric marriage patterns, 
we designed two association models. The first model 
showed the strength of association of marriage within 
the same educational level, which is the association in 
the main-diagonal cells from the cross-tabulation (equa-
tion 1). The second model considered gender differences 
in educational association marriages for the off-diagonal 
cells (equation 2). The equations for the models were: 

log (Fij) = λ + λi
H

 + λj
W + λk

S + λt
C + λikt

HSC
 + λjkt

WSC+ β for 
i = j ........ (Homogamy)�  (1-a)

log (Fij) = λ + λi
H

 + λj
W + λk

S + λt
C + λikt

HSC
 + λjkt

WSC+ βi for 
i = j ........ (Homogamy with variances)� (1-b)

log (Fij) = λ + λi
H

 + λj
W λk

S + λt
C + λikt

HSC
 + λjkt

WSC + δ for 
i > j ........ (Hypergamy)� (2)

The statistical packages we used were STATA (I/C 10.1) 
and LEM (win).

4.  Results

4.1  Marriage Patterns in Absolute Terms
Table 1 presents the total number of couples at each 
educational level within the datasets, including propor-
tions of educational levels in Korea and Japan. Among 
Korean couples, the most common level was upper sec-
ondary education for both men (38.3%) and women 
(38.1%). Levels of tertiary education were higher for men 
(27.2%) than for women (15.6%). Among Japanese cou-
ples, the upper secondary level was also the most common 
for men (41.3%) and women (47.6%). Men had higher 
levels of tertiary education, that is, junior college and uni-
versity (38.1%) than women (30.0%). Notably, the level 
of junior college education was significantly higher for 
Japanese women. This may be attributed to specific char-
acteristics of the marriage and labor markets. Japanese 
women prefer to attend junior college rather than univer-
sity, because obtaining a junior college education offers 
better prospects for marriage and in the labor market in 
Japan35. 
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Table 2 shows proportions of educational homogamy 
and intermarriage in Korea and Japan. Among Korean 
marriages, homogamy predominated (w = h, 60.3%), fol-
lowed by wife-hypergamy (w<h, 33.7%). The proportion 
of husband-hypergamy (w>h) was only 6.0%. Among 
Japanese couples, homogamy accounted for 47.0% of 
marriages, followed by wife-hypergamy (w<h, 33.2%), 
and lastly husband-hypergamy (w>h, 19.8%). In Japan, 
the proportion of intermarriages was notably higher 
(53.0%) than for homogamy (w = h, 47.0%). 

We further observed that in Korea, as the homogamy 
rate increased, the wife-hypergamy rate decreased. A 
minor but interesting deviation in the prevailing marriage 
pattern was an increase in the incidence of upward mar-
riage among men from 2.5% within the cohort aged 56-65 
years to 7.3% in the cohort aged 26-35 years. This is a 
meaningful social change in view of a strong gender norm 
that prevails within Korea’s marriage culture. In Japan, 
there was a general decrease in the rate of homogamy, 
and we observed no systematic trends in wife-hypergamy 
or husband-hypergamy. A simple comparison showed 
increases in wife-hypergamy and husband-hypergamy 

in the youngest cohort (26-35 years) compared with the 
cohort aged 56-65 years.

In summary, the strength of homogamy and the rate 
of women’s upward marriages are greater in Korea than in 
Japan. Since these features are based on the absolute rate, 
which is sensitive to marginal distributions of educational 
attainment, we next discuss patterns of educational assorta-
tive marriage observed through the application of log-linear 
analysis that is insensitive to marginal distributions. 

4.2  Results of Log-linear Analysis
Table 3 presents the results of the log-linear analysis 

for Korea and Japan. W and H denote the wife’s and 

Table 1.  Marriage-matching by educational qualifications in Korea and Japan (unit: couples)

Panel A. Korea
                   wife
    husband

Primary
(edu1)

junior sec. 
(edu2)

upper sec.  
(edu3)

junior coll. 
(edu4)

university
(edu5)

N

primary 711 52 20 4 4 791 (19.7%)
junior secondary 

(sec.)
255 269 58 4 4 590 (14.7%)

upper secondary 
(sec.)

165 345 967 38 22 1537 (38.3%)

junior college (coll.) 6 13 167 64 16 266 (6.6%)
university 12 28 316 116 356 828 (20.6%)

N 1149 28.6%) 707 (17.6%) 1528 (38.1%) 226 (5.6%) 402 (10.0%) 4012 (100.0%)
Panel B. Japan

                   wife
    husband

junior sec.
(eud1)

upper sec.
(edu2)

VT coll.
(edu3)

junior coll.
(edu4)

university
(eud5)

N

junior secondary 
(sec.)

294 260 21 24 2 601 (14.2%)

upper secondary 
(sec.)

155 1146 191 224 30 1746 (41.3%)

VT college 15 107 79 56 15 271 (6.4%)
junior college (coll.) 9 99 38 99 12 257 (6.1%)

university 18 399 126 438 370 1351 (32.0%)
N 491 (11.6%) 2011 (47.6%) 455 (10.8%) 841 (19.9%) 429 (10.1%) 4227 (100.0%)

Table 2.  Proportion of the type of educational 
marriage across age cohorts, Korea and Japan (unit: 
percentages)

Homogamy
Inter-marriage

Wife-hyper  
Husband-hyper

Total

Korea 60.3 33.7 6.0 100.0
Japan 47.0 33.2 19.8 100.0
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husband’s education, C denotes cohort, S denotes society, 
D0 signifies the homogeneous parameter in educational 
homogamy, D1 signifies the various parameters in edu-
cational homogamy, and hyper signifies the hypergamy 
parameter. 

First, we assumed a random association between 
husbands’ and wives’ educational levels, controlling 
for educational distribution by cohort and society 
(Model 1). The results of Model 1 did not fit the data 
and indicated the existence of educational assortative 
marriages. Model 2 was designed for the same degree of 
educational homogamy (1-a) and Model 3 for different 
strengths of educational homogamy across educational 
levels������������������������������������������������        (1-b)������������������������������������������      . Based on both the likelihood-ratio good-
ness of fit (G2) and the Bayesian Information Criterion 
(BIC), Model 3, by spending four more degrees of free-
dom, was a better fit than Model 2. Model 4, which tested 
gender-asymmetric association by adding a hypergamy 
parameter to Model 3, showed a better model fit (BIC 
= –141.5), spending one degree of freedom compared 
with Model 3. The Dissimilarity Index (DI), which shows 
how well a model is able to reproduce observed frequen-
cies36, also indicated that Model 4 was a better fit (0.094) 
than Model 3 (0.127). Model 5 assumed that patterns of 
educational homogamy and wife hypergamy would differ 
between Korea and Japan. The results showed that Model 
5 was a good model fit (BIC = −350.7, DI = 0.075). Thus, 
we could be confident in our findings that: 1. educational 
homogamy among Korean and Japanese couples varied 
across educational levels; 2. women tended to marry men 
with higher levels of education than themselves; and 3. 
the degree of homogamy and wife hypergamy varied 
between Korea and Japan.

Table 4 shows the estimated parameters based on the 
results of Model 5 in Table 3. The bottom and top levels 
of the five educational levels exhibited higher educational 
homogamy. [The higher homogamy rates related to 
edu1 and edu5 also tended to occur as a result of struc-
tural conditions, because outmarriage at the lowest and 
the highest educational levels was only possible in one 
direction (higher or lower). By contrast, outmarriage 
in the intermediate educational categories was possible 
in two directions: both higher and lower]11. These find-
ings indicated that both genders tended to follow the 
Confucian gender norm that a wife should be inferior to 
her husband. For a country comparison, the homogenous 
marriage pattern as well as wife hypergamy were stronger 
in Korea than in Japan. 

Next, we used a cohort interaction model and a 
log-multiplicative layer model to identify trends. The 
cohort interaction model showed variations of homogamy 
and hypergamy by cohort (4). The log-multiplicative-layer 
model showed the strengths of association for each table 
by measuring a simple parameter termed ‘levels’ (5)36. 
Considering cohort (C), the equation was as follows: 

log (Fij) = λ + λi
H

 + λj
W + λk

S + λt
C + λikt

HSC
 +  

λjkt
WSC + βit + δkt 

(βi = homogamy parameter for i = j, δk =  
	 wife-hypergamy parameter for i > j)� (4)

	 Fijkl = τ0τi
Wτj

Hτk
Sτt

Cτikt
WSCτjkt

HSC exp (ψijkφt)� (5)

The results showed that Model 7 (the layer effect) was 
more economical and a better fit than Model 6. However, 

Table 3.  Results of log-linear analysis of educational 
matches

Model G2 df BIC DI

Model 1: WCS+HCS 4552.3 128 3398.1 0.288

Model 2: 1 + D0 2000.1 127 854.8 0.164

Model 3: 1 + D1 1425.1 123 316.0 0.127

Model 4: 1+ D1 + 
Hyper 958.5 122 –141.5 0.094

Model 5: 1 + D1*S + 
Hyper*S 695.3 116 –350.7 0.075

Note: 1. G2 = likelihood-ratio of goodness of fit, df = degree of 
freedom, 
BIC = Bayesian information criterion, DI = dissimilarity index. 

Table 4.  Estimated coefficients of model 5

Edu1 Edu2 Edu3 Edu4 Eud5
Wife-
hyper

Korea 4.78 3.16 2.77 3.53 5.24 3.69
Japan 2.45 0.93 1.41 1.16 3.05 0.87

Table 5.  Results of log-linear analysis of educational 
matches

Model G2 df BIC DI
Model 6: Model 1 + D1*S*C + 

Hyper*S*C 569.0 80 –152.4 0.055

Model 7: Model 1 + (D1*S + 
Hyper*S)*layer effect 

781.7 115 –255.3 0.081

Note: 1. G2 = likelihood-ratio of goodness of fit, df = degree of freedom, 
BIC = Bayesian information criterion, 
 DI = dissimilarity index. 
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the trend analysis showed no systematic changes across 
cohorts. Compared with Model 5, which assumed no 
cohort change, the result of Model 7 did not improve the 
model fit. This indicated that the prevailing patterns of 
educational homogamy with wife-hypergamy had scarcely 
changed during the four decades under study. Although 
the results of Model 7 were not statistically a better fit, 
the parameters of the model hinted at how educational 
assortative marriage had changed. The coefficients of 
Model 7 are presented in Table 6 and Figure 1. Table 6 
shows the baseline values of educational levels and wife 
hypergamy of Korean couples aged 56-65 years, and 
Figure 1 depicts cohort variations of Korean and Japanese 
couples. K and J refer to Korea and Japan, respectively. 

Figure 1 indicates that educational homogamy and 
wife hypergamy in Korea showed similar degrees of 
strength for the first three cohorts, but that this decreased 
to 0.78 for the youngest cohort. Compared with Korean 
couples, the strength of educational homogamy and 
wife hypergamy was considerably less among Japanese 
couples. The first two cohorts demonstrated the same 
degree of strength regarding educational association in 
marriage. However, this decreased for the cohort aged 
36-45 years in a pattern that persisted for the cohort aged 
26-35 years. 

5.  Summary and Conclusion
This paper has examined patterns of educational assortative 
marriage in Korea and Japan from the 1950s through the 

1990s. Using the 2% data sample of the Korean Census in 
2000 and the Japanese Family Research Survey in 2004, 
our findings showed that marriage patterns in Korea and 
Japan were well explained in terms of educational homog-
amy and wife-hypergamy, but that their strength varied 
between the two societies. Educational homogamy and 
women’s upward marriage were much higher in Korea 
than in Japan, and no systematic trend was observed for 
the four cohorts. 

Our findings endorse those of previous research. 
However, we also found differences in the degree of 
educational assortative marriage patterns by using 
specific educational categories. The stronger pat-
tern of educational homogamy in Korea, compared 
with Japan, can be explained partly in terms of differ-
ences between the educational structures in the two 
countries. Korea’s educational structure is explicitly 
hierarchical from primary to university education. 
By contrast, the Japanese educational structure is less 
hierarchical. Secondly, Japan’s vocational training col-
leges, ranking higher than senior secondary schools 
but lower than junior college and university, are absent 
within the Korean educational structure. Moreover, the 
ranking of junior college differs in the two countries. 
In Japan, junior colleges are often regarded primarily as 
women’s colleges35, and the boundary between senior 
secondary school and junior college is not firmly 
established. By contrast, in Korea, junior colleges were 
initially established in the 1970s to meet the need for 
trained technicians and engineers, and more men than 
women attended them. Thus, the junior college level 
is clearly ranked lower than university but higher than 
secondary education in Korea. 

The stronger hypergamy parameter for Korean 
marriages is also related to gender gaps in educational 
attainment, Confucian influences, and marriage partner 
preferences. Firstly, women’s lower education levels lead 
to gender-asymmetric marriages. However, the stron-
ger predilection for wife-hypergamy in Korea is largely a 
result of the more pervasive influence of Confucianism 
in this society, compared with Japan, as well as partner 
preferences. The gendered ideology that a husband is 
superior has resulted in a preference among Korean men 
for marrying women with the same or lower educational 
attainment. At the same time, it is possible to explain 
wife-hypergamy in terms of partner preferences, that is, 
more Korean than Japanese women emphasize financial 
capacity as the most important partner selection criterion. 

Table 6.  Estimated coefficients of model 7 in Table 3 

Edu1 Edu2 Edu3 Edu4 Eud5
Wife-
hyper

b 4.45 2.40 2.48 3.15 5.67 2.95

1.00

1.05

1.08

0.78

0.62

0.61

0.47

0.47

K (56-65)

K (46-55)

K (36-45)

K (26-35)

J (56-65)

J (46-55)

J (36-45)

J (26-35)

Figure 1.  Strength of the educational association in 
marriage.
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Both Korean and Japanese men regard personality and 
appearance as the most important criteria. 

This paper has three limitations. Firstly, only couples 
who were married at the time of the interview were 
selected. The data did not reveal whether these were first 
marriages, which possibly skews the analysis3,11. Secondly, 
we did not explore other drivers for educational assortative 
marriage. Marriage can be an outcome of affection and 
love between two individuals4, but the causal mechanisms 
underlying this selection criterion and other factors are 
beyond the scope of this study. Thirdly, we had to use the 
wife’s birth cohort rather than the actual marriage cohort 
because of a lack of information on marriage years. This 
could have led to biases in trend analysis. Our finding that 
there are no systematic trends in the two societies differs 
from that of previous studies and may have resulted from 
our use of different marriage periods and analytical meth-
ods. Despite these limitations, this study provides more 
detailed and accurate findings than previous ones by 
using actual educational categories. Moreover, through its 
examination of gendered marriage patterns, it contributes 
to the broadening of educational assortative research. 
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