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ABSTRACT 
 
In this study we examine the relationship between change in socioeconomic status and marital 
satisfaction among foreign-born wives in Korea. Past studies of transnational unions have 
identified hypergamy (i.e., “marrying up”) as a central mechanism driving global marriage 
migration. The extant literature on assortative mating and homogamy, on the other hand, 
suggests that people are more likely to marry those who are similar to them on key dimensions 
(e.g., education, religion, income, culture); and that to the extent they do, they are happier in 
marriage. Are people who marry similar others more satisfied than those who marry up, or vice 
versa? We seek to answer this question by turning our analytic attention to a relatively novel 
context: interracial unions between native Korean men and foreign brides. Supporting the 
hypergamy perspective, results from multilevel logistic regression analysis of the National 
Survey of Multicultural Families (2009) show that larger improvements in status are positively 
related to marital satisfaction. Second, and more interestingly, the analysis also shows that 
women who experience greater status differential in either direction (i.e., move up or down) are 
significantly less satisfied than those who undergo a smaller range of change in family 
socioeconomic standing, a finding that substantiates the homogamy argument. We complement 
the quantitative analysis with in-depth qualitative interview data to tease out these complex 
results and offer explanations that have relevant theoretical lessons for the study of cross-border 
marriages.   
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INTRODUCTION 

In this study we examine the relationship between socioeconomic status differential and 

marital satisfaction among foreign-born wives in South Korea (hereafter Korea). Past studies of 

transnational unions have identified hypergamy (i.e., “marrying up”) as a central mechanism 

driving global marriage migration (Constable 2005a). The extant literature on assortative mating 

and homogamy, on the other hand, suggests that people are more likely to marry those who are 

similar to them on key dimensions (e.g., education, religion, income, culture); and that to the 

extent they do, they are happier in marriage (Schwartz 2013). Are people who marry similar 

others more satisfied than those who marry up, or vice versa? We seek to answer this question by 

turning our analytic attention to a relatively novel context: interracial unions between native 

Korean men and foreign brides. 

Beginning in the 1990s, the percentage of international unions has risen steadily and 

significantly in Korea. To address fears of a shrinking population driven by historically low 

fertility rates and the dearth of marriageable women in the country’s rural areas, the South 

Korean government began programs providing material and legal resources to facilitate 

marriages between Korean men and foreign women. Initially targeting Korean-Chinese women 

because of their shared ethnicity (Freeman 2011), these government programs have expanded to 

help assimilate the large number of Southeast Asian women who marry Korean men (Choo 

2016). With the proportion of international marriages hovering at ten percent of all marriages, 

Koreans are for the first time in the nation’s history grappling with what it means to be a 

“multicultural society” (Lie 2014; Kim et al. 2012). 

If the initial concern was to identify populations of foreign women willing to migrate to 

Korea to marry less-advantaged men, the focus has now shifted toward the successful 

assimilation of foreign brides and their children. Concerns over social integration are 

exacerbated by documented evidence attesting to hardships faced by marriage migrants, 

including xenophobic attitudes, racial discrimination, and traditional gender-role expectations in 

the household (Choo 2016; Kim 2014; Jun 2014; Paik 2011). In this study we tackle one critical 

component of successful adaptation by assessing the level of marital satisfaction among marriage 

migrants in Korea. Specifically, we test competing hypergamy and homogamy arguments by 

investigating the linkage between marital satisfaction and discrepancies in the foreign wife’s 

subjective assessments of the socioeconomic status of her family in her native country prior to 
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immigration and that of her new family in Korea.   

We pursue a mixed methods study design to better assess levels of marital satisfaction 

among marriage migrants in Korea. The quantitative data come from the National Survey of 

Multicultural Families, one of the largest and most comprehensive data collection efforts on 

Korea’s burgeoning immigrant population funded by the Korean government. Multilevel logistic 

regression models generate two main results that are related yet distinct. First, net of a host of 

individual- and contextual-level controls, we find that a greater climb in status (a positive larger 

gap from a foreign wife’s natal family’s status) is significantly related to higher levels of marital 

satisfaction, supporting the hypergamy perspective. Second, and more interestingly, the analysis 

also shows that women who experience status differential in either direction (i.e., move up or 

down) are significantly less satisfied than those who do not undergo such change in family 

socioeconomic standing, a finding that substantiates the homogamy argument.  

We explore these complex results by assessing qualitative data that are based on in-depth 

interviews with forty marriage migrants living in Korea. The narrative themes emerging from the 

interviews attest to multiple and confounding discourses organizing the experiences of marriage 

migrants. In particular, marriage migrants confound the “levels of analysis” where “marrying-

up” is primarily defined as migrating to a more affluent nation-state, while “marrying-down” and 

general marital dissatisfaction are based on individual-level disappointments in the status of their 

affinal families within the context of Korean society. Furthermore, it is evident that marriage 

migrants are keenly aware of, and actively maneuver around, discriminatory practices reflecting 

their agency within the restricted boundaries of a historically (perceived) ethnically homogenous 

society.      

 

EMPIRICAL SETTING:  MULTICULTURAL FAMILIES IN SOUTH KOREA 

The presence of foreign spouses in Korea has grown dramatically in recent decades. 

Initially motivated to address the “bride shortage” (Freeman 2011: 33) in the countryside, and 

consequentially the significant numbers of rural bachelors, the Korean government began 

programs in the 1990s to match Korean men with ethnic Koreans living in China (Freeman 2011; 

Kim and Oh 2011; Lee et al. 2006). With the entry of “private international marriage brokers” 

into the marriage industry, however, the pool of potential brides expanded to women in 

neighboring East and Southeast Asian nations. In 1990, there were only 4,710 officially recorded 
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transnational marriages in Korea, which more than doubled to 12,319 a decade later. The number 

of international marriages has continually grown since by around 10,000 every year. The rate of 

international unions peaked in 2005 with 13.6 percent of all marriages registered in Korea being 

between a Korean and a non-Korean citizen. Since then, the rate has slowly declined with 

international unions accounting for 8.7 percent of all marriages in 2012. As of 2012, there are in 

total 283,224 marriage migrants residing in Korea (Korean Women Policy Research Center 

2012: i).3 In short, as depicted in Figure 1, international marriage has risen over time both in 

absolute numbers and as a proportion of the total number of marriages in Korea.   

 

[Figure 1 here] 

 

It is important to note that the patterns of marriage migration to Korea are significantly 

influenced by various considerations, including gender, age, and country of origin. Of the total 

population of marriage migrants identified by the Korean Women and Policy Research Center 

(KWPRC), 226,084 (80%) are women and 57,140 (20%) are men (KWPRC 2012: ii; see also 

Sung et al. 2013). The age distribution for women marriage migrants is skewed to younger age 

brackets with nearly half (48.1%) between the ages of 24 and 34, while only 22.5% of the men 

fall in the same age range (KWPRC 2012: ix). In addition, the three largest groups of female 

marriage migrants in Korea are ethnic Koreans from China (31.5%), Chinese (24.1%), and 

Vietnamese (22.1%). The second proportional tier of natal countries includes female marriage 

migrants from the Philippines (6.3%), Japan (4.6%), Cambodia (2.3%), Thailand (1.5%), and 

Mongolia (1.4%). As can be seen from Table 1, the distribution of countries of origin differs 

significantly for female and male marriage migrants.      

 

[Table 1 here] 

 

There are long-term implications for the growth in numbers of marriage migrants in 

Korea. As noted, a central motivation behind the government’s efforts to match Korean men with 

foreign women was that it saw the latter group as potential “reproductive labor migrants” (Kim 

2012: 718). As Kim explains, “marriage migrants are expected to lean affinal ways in all aspects 

                                                                 
3 This population includes migrants holding marriage visas and naturalized citizens. 
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of life including the performance of reproductive labor” (2010: 725). Foreign brides, in short, 

were encouraged to migrate to Korea to help the nation with the “low fertility crisis” (Kim D.S. 

2005: 20). There is some evidence that these expectations are being met. According to data 

collected by the KWPRC in 2009 and 2012, the structure of family composition is evolving 

among “multicultural” families in Korea.4 In those three short years, the percentage of families 

that included a married couple with at least one child jumped from 36.7% in 2009 to 53% in 

2012 (KWPRC 2012: iv). As of 2012, there are in total 66,536 children of multicultural families 

between 9 and 24 years old residing in Korea (KWPRC 2012: i). In 2012, babies born from 

multicultural families accounted for 4.7% (22,908 births) of the total 484,550 births (Joy 2014). 

It remains to be seen how these “not-quite Korean” (Paik 2011) children will impact Korean 

society as they reach adulthood.   

 

EXPLAINING ASSORTATIVE MATING: HYPERGAMY AND HOMOGAMY 

Appreciating the breadth of global marriage migration is critical for understanding unique 

assortative mating – the “nonrandom matching of individuals into relationships” (Schwartz 2013: 

452) – practices in different contexts. The recent wave of transnational marriage migrants in 

Korea is one part of a larger trend in cross-border marriages between Asian countries. Fueled by 

structural transformations in Asian societies, primarily the transition away from socialist 

economies, women in countries such as China and Vietnam are migrating to nations with longer 

histories of capitalist development, including Korea (Cheng and Choo 2015). In both popular and 

academic writing, a dominant explanation for the growing trend in transnational marriages 

amongst Asian countries is the notion of hypergamy, which denotes “a specific kind of marriage 

exchange in which women marry into families of slightly higher social status than their own” 

(Oxfeld 2005: 18).  

Fundamental to the concept of hypergamy is the assumption that women possess some 

degree of agency to choose their partners. In the context of transnational marriages, the simplistic 

narrative consists of women in less-developed nations, dissatisfied with local marriage prospects, 

choosing men in more-developed nations to gain access to economic opportunities in more 

“modern” societies. As Constable notes, global hypergamy “commonly involves the movement 

                                                                 
4 Multicultural families constitute one Korean spouse and a partner who holds foreign citizenship or is a naturalized 
Korean. 
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of brides from more remote and less developed locations to increasingly developed and less 

isolated ones, and globally from the poor and less developed global south to the wealthy and 

developed north” (2005a: 10). Marriage, in short, is a mechanism for upward mobility.  

There are, of course, significant limitations to choosing marriage partners and it is 

important to note that in past scholarship the phenomenon of global marriage migration was 

confounded with other forms of transnational intimate exchange, including “mail-order brides” 

and sex workers (Kim M. 2010: 720). Because of the “blurring” of the lines between marriage 

and the sex industry, the literature has emphasized seemingly opposite stereotypes of Asian 

brides: “vulnerable victims of a male-operated international trade . . . or manipulative 

opportunists who marry solely for economic security” (Kim M. 2010: 718). In the Korean case, 

the latter framing of marriage migrants has become popular, in part because of media portrayals 

of sensationalized cases of fraudulent “paper” marriages through which foreign brides are able to 

live and work in Korea (Kim H.Y. 2010, 2012; Freeman 2011). 

Notwithstanding the caricature of marriage migrants as “manipulative opportunists,” as 

well as the difficulty in adjudicating between fake and “real” marriages (Kim H.Y. 2010), it 

remains to be seen whether “greater border crossings guarantee that the marriages will be 

‘upward’ in the ways that women may imagine” (Constable 2005b: 14). In regards to marital 

satisfaction, a straightforward interpretation of the hypergamy argument leads to the prediction 

that the more upwardly mobile a marriage is for a marriage migrant – that is, a greater gap 

between a woman with lower socioeconomic status and a man with higher status – the more 

satisfying it will be, simply because of the greater degree of obtained resources. This prediction, 

of course, overlooks several important factors affecting life and marital satisfaction that are 

uniquely relevant for global marriage migrants: language and cultural barriers, social and legal 

discrimination, education and age gaps between husbands and wives, and isolation from natal 

family members (Kim H.Y. 2007; 2012; Kim M. 2010, 2013; Lie 2014b; Paik 2011; Pong et al. 

2014). 

Although much of the popular press has focused on the economic opportunities that 

foreign brides seek in their new host countries, hypergamy is only one side of a general mutual 

process of social exchange. Indeed, as noted above, a primary impetus for the Korean 

government to begin facilitating transnational unions was the hope that foreign women will 

constitute a pool of potential brides for rural bachelors. In a culture dominated by hetero-
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normative familial values, marriage in Korea constitutes an important rite of passage that confers 

status to both husbands and wives (Song 2014). In this context, the Korean government has 

actively recruited potential marriage migrants in order to “rehabilitate unwed, underprivileged 

men and, by extension, the patriarchal family as the basis of the nation’s social order (Freeman 

2011: 34). The complexities of multicultural families in Korea, then, “begs the question of how, 

for whom, and in what sense such marriages represent upward mobility” (Constable 2005b: 10). 

Complicating the simple global hypergamy story are the general findings from the 

assortaive mating literature. Contrary to the premise of hypergamy, namely that women from less 

developed nations are motivated to marry men with higher levels of socioeconomic status, the 

bulk of studies on assortative mating has found that people tend to marry similar others. There 

are several categories upon which homogamy is based, including socioeconomic status, race and 

ethnicity, and religion (Schwartz 2013). Historically, homogamous matching was used to 

maintain “boundaries between social groups” (Schwartz 2013: 452), and continues today to be an 

effective practice through which elite classes protect their privilege (Ferguson 2016). Indeed, 

there are long-term consequences of homogamy on inequality across generations if exclusive 

marriage practices among affluent groups effectively limit mobility across class through 

marriage channels. 

Even with the growing trends in heterogamous marriages – partly a function of the loss of 

parental control and greater independence from family pressures (Rosenfeld 2009) – homogamy 

is still a driving force dictating assortative mating. The potential impact of assortative matching 

practices on marital satisfaction has been proffered in the literature as a possible explanation for 

the enduring practice of homogamy. As Schwartz notes, “heterogamous unions are associated 

with poorer relationship outcomes because of differences in partners’ lifestyles, attitudes, and 

beliefs, and/or because of disapproval from family and community members” (2013: 463). In 

addition to the discussion of marrying “up” or “down,” the literature suggests that absolute 

difference, regardless of the direction, between marriage partners can influence the probability 

that a marriage will stay intact. Of course, the impact of difference on marital satisfaction 

depends on the categories upon which heterogamous unions are based. Interracial marriages, for 

example, have been associated with higher levels of psychological distress (Bratter and Eschbach 

2006), whereas the findings are less clear for educational heterogamy (Schwartz 2013: 464).       

Overall, then, competing hypotheses emerge from the literature on global hypergamy and 
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homogamy. The emphasis on economic opportunities and resources when explaining the 

motivations of marriage migrants leads to the hypothesis that the greater distance a foreign bride 

moves up in terms of socioeconomic status after marrying and moving to Korea, the more 

satisfied she will be in her marriage. Contrarily, the dominant finding that homogamy drives 

assortative mating practices, and the corollary that heterogamous couples constitute a “more 

divorce-prone group” (Schwartz 2013: 464), leads to the hypothesis that absolute difference in 

socioeconomic status, regardless of moving up or down, will lead to marital dissatisfaction. We 

test these hypotheses formally with quantitative survey data and also explore the implications of 

the findings with qualitative interview data.    

 

DATA AND METHODS 

Quantitative Analysis 

Quantitative data for this study come from the National Survey of Multicultural Families 

(NSMF) 2009, a large-scale research project funded by the Korean government (Ministry of 

Gender Equality and Family). This was the first and largest survey of its kind on the general 

immigrant population in Korea. The purpose of NSMF (2009) was to gather information 

concerning the processes of adaptation among Korea’s “multicultural” families (i.e., foreign-

born spouses of interracial couples), with the ultimate goal of using the information to develop 

and implement better domestic policies to facilitate their incorporation into mainstream society. 

The questionnaire contains various items related to physical and mental well-being, economic 

participation, social relations, general life satisfaction, and experiences of discrimination and 

cultural assimilation, among others. The Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs (KIHASA), 

a government think tank affiliated with the umbrella organization National Research Council for 

Economics, Humanities, and Social Sciences, carried out the survey. The study population 

consisted of all foreign-born spouses living in Korea at the time, approximately 131,000 

individuals. Data collection was designed to interview the entire population. The response rate 

was 55.9%, resulting in a sample size of 73,669. Weights have been provided by NSMF (2009) 

for each case to account for the probability of selection based on multiple individual and 

residential characteristics.  

Men make up less than 6% of the dataset, many of whom come from the US and Europe 

and hold elite jobs in multinational corporations with relatively high salaries. In fact, most do not 
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fit the “typical” immigrant profile salient in the popular press. Since our study focuses 

specifically on foreign brides, many of whom come from developing countries in Southeast Asia 

and China, we dropped male marriage migrants from the analysis. In addition, because working 

status can influence marital satisfaction, respondents who were unemployed during the time of 

the survey were also excluded. After the list-wise deletion of additional cases with missing 

values, the effective sample consists of 40,097 working female marriage migrants. 

The sample is nested in 47 geographically delineated administrative units (Eup, Myon, 

Dong) that are similar to census tracts in the US. According to the US Census Bureau 

(https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/gtc/gtc_ct.html), the number of residents in census tracts 

ranges from 1,200 to 8,000, with an optimum of 4,000. The average population size for Eup, the 

smallest of the three types of administrative units, is around 4,000. There are close to 3,700 of 

these officially designated units throughout Korea, which differ from one another on key 

socioeconomic and demographic dimensions. In regards to origin countries, ethnic Koreans from 

China made up the largest group (30.4%), followed by the mainland Han Chinese (27.3%) and 

then marriage migrants from Vietnam (19.5%). Women from the Philippines (6.6%), Japan (4.1), 

and Cambodia (2.0%) were next; the rest (10.1%) came from other parts of the world. These 

percentages are similar to the proportions of origin countries found in the larger population of 

marriage migrants. In addition, slightly more than half (51.9%) resided in the greater 

metropolitan area of Seoul, the country’s capital, including its satellite cities in the surrounding 

province. Appendix 1 summarizes the survey response rates by residential districts in Korea. 

 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable, marital satisfaction, is based on a survey item that inquired 

about respondents’ respective relationships with their spouses. Originally, the answers were 

coded on a 5-point scale. About a third (32.8%) of the sample reported that they were “very 

satisfied” and another third (33.2%) stated that they were “satisfied” in their marriage. Less than 

a quarter (21.4%) of the respondents were “neither satisfied nor dissatisfied.” The remaining 4% 

were either “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied.” We recoded individual responses to create a 

binary variable so that the first two categories are assigned a value of 1 and 0 otherwise. 

Statistical models reported below thus estimate the odds of being “very satisfied” or “satisfied” 

in marital relations. 

https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/gtc/gtc_ct.html
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Independent Variables 

We are interested in two main independent measures: status change and status gap. In the 

survey, respondents provided information on the socioeconomic standing of their families, both 

before and after immigration. Based on this subjective assessment of socioeconomic status, 

coded on an 11-point scale (e.g., 0 = “lowest,” 11 = “highest”), we calculated differences 

between the status of a foreign wife’s previous family in her native country and that of her new 

family in Korea. Status change is based on the simple difference in these two scores, ranging 

from -10 to +10. A positive score for status change indicates that a woman has moved up in 

regards to socioeconomic status after moving to Korea, while a negative score indicates that her 

status has dropped. Status gap is derived by squaring this difference to obtain the absolute gap or 

difference between a marriage migrant’s natal family and her new family in Korea. In the case of 

“pure” homogamy, the value would be zero. In cases of both moving up and moving down in 

status, the product would be a non-zero value. We include a log transformed value for the 

squared difference in the model due to the highly (right-tailed) skewed distribution. 

 

Control Variables 

To control for confounding effects, a number of sociodemographic and human capital 

variables are included in the analysis: age, overall health condition (e.g., 5 = “very good,” 1 = 

“very poor”), number of children, and ethnicity (Korean Chinese, Han Chinese, or Vietnamese). 

Also taken into account are the respondents’ education (coded on a 6-point scale, ranging from 

no education to graduate school), language proficiency (how well they can speak, read, and write 

Korean), duration of residency in Korea, employment status (full-time), and household monthly 

income. In addition, a number of social capital variables are taken into account. The variable 

relatives captures the number of family members from the respondent’s native country living in 

Korea. Social activities is measured based on the frequency of interaction with neighbors, friends, 

and family in various informal gatherings. And lastly, network size gauges the number of close 

(co-ethnic and interethnic) contacts. 

The variables described above are all conceptualized and measured at the individual or 

respondent level. We created three additional regional-level variables to control for contextual 

effects: SWB, discrimination, and civic engagement. SWB captures varying subjective well-being 
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or general happiness of residents in different regions. Discrimination is a proxy for the degree of 

general acceptance of foreigners in different regions, as indicated by how many have 

experienced discrimination in public places because of their ethnicity. Civic engagement gauges 

the degree of political participation of foreign-born residents in different regions. The three 

contextual-level variables were created by aggregating and averaging individual responses within 

particular regions. Appendix 2 provides descriptive statistics for all variables included in the 

analysis; the specific questions and coding schemes used for variable construction are given in 

Appendix 3. 

 

Analytic Method 

Data from the NSMF (2009) are nested with participants sampled across different 

neighborhood clusters. This clustered data structure poses a distinct problem when running OLS 

or logistic regression models because of the correlated error terms of individual observations 

within the contextual unit, leading to inaccurate parameter estimates (Garson 2012; Luke 2004; 

Snijders and Boskers 2012). To address this methodological issue and also to simultaneously 

examine individual- and contextual-level effects, we pursued a multilevel analytic strategy. 

Because the dependent variable is dichotomous, hierarchical generalized linear models (with a 

Bernoulli logit function) are estimated using HLM 7 (Raudenbush et al. 2011). Formally, the 

statistical models take the following expression: 

 

log�
𝛷𝛷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

1 − 𝛷𝛷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
�= 𝛽𝛽0j +�𝛽𝛽qj𝑋𝑋qij,

𝑄𝑄

𝑞𝑞=1

 

 

where 𝛽𝛽0j 37T is the intercept, 𝑋𝑋qij 37T is the value of covariate q associated with respondent i in region 

j, and 𝛽𝛽qj 37T is the partial fixed effect of that covariate on the log odds of marital satisfaction. All 

non-dichotomous level-1 variables are group-mean centered. The level-2 model is denoted as,  

 

𝛽𝛽0j  =  𝛾𝛾00 + �γSWSj + u0j 

𝑆𝑆

𝑆𝑆=1

  u0j ∼ N(0, τ00), 
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where γ00 is the intercept and γS are the coefficients for the effects of s covariates W on the log 

odds of marital satisfaction (u0 j is the regional level error term, with a normal distribution and 

variance of τ00). To deal with the collinearity problem, all level-2 predictors in the models are 

grand-mean centered.  

 

Qualitative Analysis 

We complement the quantitative data analysis with qualitative data that are based on in-

depth semi-structured interviews with forty female marriage migrants currently living in South 

Korea. Interviewees were identified using various sampling procedures, including targeting 

foreign wives who frequent government multicultural family support centers and participate in 

online multicultural family communities (e.g. chat-rooms and clubs). After making contact with 

the initial pool of interviewees, we pursued snowball sampling by asking them to refer 

interviewers to other marriage migrants in their networks. All interviews were conducted in the 

fall of 2015 and on average lasted between 1 and 1.5 hours. Interviews were recorded, 

transcribed, and content coded to identify salient themes regarding changes in socioeconomic 

status and marital satisfaction. 

 

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS 

Initially, we estimated an unconstrained or a null model (not shown) without any of the 

covariates to check whether there is substantial variation in the monthly earnings across the 

contextual units (16 regional clusters). Results from that model, similar to running one-way 

random effects ANOVA, show that there is significant variability, as indicated by the between-

cluster variance component (τ00 = .002; p < .001). This also indicates that the use of multilevel 

analysis is warranted. Table 2 contains results from fitting random intercepts (intercepts-as-

outcomes) to models estimating the associations between status difference and marital 

satisfaction, while controlling for a host of background variables at individual and contextual 

levels.   

 

[Table 2 here] 

 

Model 1 contains only controls variables. Aside from the respondent’s age and number of 
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family members living in Korea, all variables are significantly related to marital satisfaction. 

Predictably, those who are healthier, have higher household income, and are more fluent in 

Korean tend to be more satisfied in their spousal relationship. Belonging to a higher self-rated 

health category raises the odds ratio by 73 percent; a higher income bracket increases the odds of 

being satisfied with one’s marriage by 30 percent; and language proficiency increases the odds 

by 21 percent. When it comes to ethnicity, Korean-Chinese and Han Chinese women report 

greater satisfaction. Vietnamese women, on the other hand, tend to be less satisfied compared to 

the reference category (all other ethnic groups). Two social capital variables also emerge as 

significant positive factors. Interacting more frequently in neighborhood-based gatherings and 

meetings is related to higher marital satisfaction, as is having a larger interpersonal network of 

co-ethnic and interethnic contacts. On the contrary, women who work full-time are less happy in 

their marriage. Those who are better educated, have lived in Korea longer, and have more 

children all report lower odds of marital satisfaction as well. 

To investigate our main research question concerning the effects of status difference, we 

introduce the variable status change in Model 2. Net of all control variables, a one-point increase 

in socioeconomic status after marrying to Korea is associated with a 5 percent rise in the odds of 

being satisfied in one’s marriage. This result supports the familiar and perhaps unsurprising 

hypergamy argument: to the extent that a foreign wife marries up, she is more likely to be 

happier in her marital relationship. We now turn to Model 3 to further investigate the impact of 

status difference on marital satisfaction. The parameter estimate for status gap shows that 

women who experienced larger changes in status, irrespective of marrying up or down, is 

actually less satisfied than someone whose status remained relatively the same (OR = .90). In 

support of the homogamy argument, this rather unexpected finding suggests that both upward 

and downward shifts have a negative effect on marital happiness measured in terms of spousal 

relationship.  

In models not shown, two dummy variables were created to control for the experience of 

“upward” versus “downward” mobility in socioeconomic status. The coefficient for the former 

was significant, while it was not for the latter. Importantly, adding these indicators in the analysis 

did not alter the effect of status differential on marital satisfaction. And the results are consistent 

and robust even when both status change and status gap variables are simultaneously entered, as 

shown in Model 4. In the final model (Model 5), we incorporate the three contextual-level 
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variables: SWB, discrimination, and civic engagement. Among them, SWB is significantly related 

to marital satisfaction. That is, net of all individual-level factors and other regional-level 

characteristics, a foreign wife who lives in a region characterized by greater overall subjective 

well-being is more satisfied in her marriage. Inclusion of contextual-level covariates did not 

affect the strength or the magnitude of the coefficients for the two status difference variables.             

 

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 

 

Confounding Level of Analysis 

- national vs. individual stratification 

 

 

DISCUSSION 
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Figure 1: Trends in International Marriage in Korea (1990-2012) 
 

 
Source: Korean Women Policy Research Center 2012 
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Table 1: Country of Origin 
 
Country of Origin Female (226,084) 

Percent 
Male (57,140) 

Percent 
China (Ethnic Korean) 31.5 42.6 

China 24.1 16.7 

Vietnam 22.1 0.3 

Philippines 6.3 0.6 

Japan 4.6 11.5 

Cambodia 2.3 0.0 

Thailand 1.5 0.1 

Mongolia 1.4 0.2 

USA 1.0 10.3 

Uzbekistan 1.0 0.2 

Taiwan, Hong Kong 0.9 3.7 

Russia 0.8 0.2 

Southeast Asia (other) 0.5 0.4 

South Asia 0.4 2.1 

Canada 0.3 2.8 

Western Europe/대양주 0.2 3.2 

Pakistan 0.0 1.8 

Other 1.1 3.3 
Source: Korean Women Policy Research Center 2012 
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Table 2: The Impact of Status Difference on Marital Satisfaction 
 
 Model 1 

OR    (95% CI) 
Model 2 

OR    (95% CI) 
Model 3 

OR    (95% CI) 
Model 4 

OR    (95% CI) 
Model 5 

OR    (95% CI) 
Constant 3.41  (3.15-3.70)*** 3.34  (3.08-3.63)*** 3.38  (3.11-3.66)*** 3.34  (3.08-3.63)*** 3.58  (3.21-4.00)*** 
Individual-Level           

Age 1.00 (0.99-1.00) 1.00 (1.00-1.00) 1.00 (0.99-1.00) 1.00 (1.00-1.00) 1.00 (1.00-1.00) 
Health 1.73 (1.68-1.79)*** 1.72 (1.66-1.78)*** 1.72 (1.66-1.78)*** 1.71 (1.66-1.77)*** 1.71 (1.66-1.77)*** 
Children  0.96 (0.93-1.00)* 0.97 (0.93-1.00)# 0.97 (0.93-1.00)# 0.97 (0.93-1.01)# 0.97 (0.93-1.01)# 
Education 0.95 (0.92-0.99)** 0.98 (0.94-1.01) 0.96 (0.93-1.00)* 0.98 (0.94-1.01) 0.98 (0.94-1.01) 
Income 1.30 (1.26-1.34)*** 1.28 (1.23-1.32)*** 1.28 (1.24-1.33)*** 1.27 (1.23-1.32)*** 1.27 (1.23-1.32)*** 
Residency 0.68 (0.64-0.71)*** 0.68 (0.65-0.72)*** 0.68 (0.65-0.71)*** 0.68 (0.65-0.72)*** 0.68 (0.65-0.72)*** 
Language 1.21 (1.17-1.25)*** 1.21 (1.17-1.25)*** 1.21 (1.17-1.25)*** 1.21 (1.17-1.25)*** 1.21 (1.17-1.25)*** 
Korean Chinese 1.14 (1.04-1.25)** 1.19 (1.08-1.31)*** 1.17 (1.06-1.29)** 1.19 (1.08-1.32)*** 1.19 (1.08-1.31)*** 
Chinese 1.51 (1.34-1.72)*** 1.59 (1.40-1.81)*** 1.55 (1.36-1.76)*** 1.59 (1.40-1.81)*** 1.58 (1.39-1.80)*** 
Vietnamese 0.75 (0.69-0.82)*** 0.75 (0.68-0.82)*** 0.75 (0.69-0.83)*** 0.75 (0.69-0.82)*** 0.75 (0.69-0.82)*** 
Fulltime 0.91 (0.83-1.00)* 0.92 (0.84-1.00) # 0.91 (0.84-1.00)* 0.92 (0.84-1.00)# 0.92 (0.84-1.00)* 
Relative 1.03 (0.99-1.07) 1.03 (0.99-1.07) 1.03 (0.99-1.07) 1.03 (0.99-1.07) 1.03 (0.99-1.07) 
Neighbor 1.20 (1.14-1.26)*** 1.19 (1.14-1.25)*** 1.20 (1.14-1.26)*** 1.19 (1.14-1.25)*** 1.19 (1.14-1.25)*** 
Networks 1.16 (1.14-1.18)*** 1.16 (1.13-1.18)*** 1.16 (1.13-1.18)*** 1.16 (1.13-1.18)*** 1.16 (1.13-1.18)*** 
Status change   1.05 (1.04-1.07)***   1.03 (1.02-1.05)*** 1.03 (1.02-1.05)*** 
Status gap     0.90 (0.88-0.93)*** 0.93 (0.90-0.95)*** 0.93 (0.90-0.95)*** 
           

Regional-Level           
SWB         2.90 (1.08-7.78)* 
Discrimination         2.68 (0.56-12.87) 
Civic engagement         0.52 (0.11-2.58) 

      
Level-1 Variance       
Level-2 Variance       
Log likelihood      
p # < .1, p * < .05, p ** < .01, p *** < .001 (two-tailed tests) 
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Appendix 1: Survey Response Rates by Residential Area (Cities and Provinces) 
 
Area Number of 

Multicultural 
Families 

Surveyed 
Households 

Completion Rate 
(Percent) 

Seoul 28,093 11,625 41.4 
Busan 6,190 3,666 59.2 
Daegu 4,420 2,625 59.4 
Incheon 8,219 5,198 63.2 
Gwangju 2,801 1,725 61.6 
Daejeon 2,810 1,159 41.2 
Ulsan 2,648 1,466 55.4 
Gyeonggi 32,086 16,317 50.9 
Gangwon 3,761 2,589 68.8 
Chungbuk 4,295 2,780 65.2 
Chungnam 7,219 4,300 59.6 
Jeonbuk 5,436 4,043 74.4 
Jeonnam 6,503 4,438 68.2 
Gyeongbuk 7,103 5,423 76.3 
Gyeongnam 8,706 5,552 63.8 
Jeju 1,442 763 52.9 
TOTAL 131,702 73,669 55.2 
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Appendix 2: Descriptive Statistics 
 
Variable Mean/Proportion SD Min. Max. 
Outcome Measure     
     Marital satisfaction .74 - 0 1 
     
Individual-Level Variables (n=34,813)     
     Age 33.19 9.30 18 81 
     Health 3.64 .92 1 5 
     Children .98 .87 0 3 
     Education 3.80 .94 1 6 
     Income 2.24 1.19 0 8 
     Residency 3,85 .89 0 6.58 
     Language 3.30 1.08 1 5 
     Korean-Chinese .37 - 0 1 
     Chinese .15 - 0 1 
     Vietnamese .25 - 0 1 
     Full-time .14 - 0 1 
     Relatives .72 .95 0 6 
     Social activities 1.84 .63 0 3.26 
     Network size 2.86 1.32 0 6 
     Status change -0.58 2.22 -10 10 
     Status gap 1.05 1.17 0 4.62 
     
Regional-Level Variables (n=47)     
     SWB 3.73 .03 3.69 3.77 
     Discrimination .40 .15 .28 1 
     Civic engagement      .22 .14 0 1 
Source: National Survey of Multicultural Families (2009) 
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Appendix 3: Summary of Variable Construction 
 
Variable Name Survey Wording/Coding 

 
Marital satisfaction 

 

 
Respondent’s (R’s) assessment of her relationship with the spouse 
coded on a 5-point scale. Reverse-coded so that e.g., 5 = “very sati
sfied” and 1 = “very dissatisfied” and then dichotomized. 1 = “ver
y satisfied” and “satisfied”; 0 otherwise  
 

Individual-Level Variables 
 

 

     Age 
 

R’s age at the time of the survey 
 

    Health R’s self-reported health coded on a 5-point scale (1 = very unhealt
hy, 3 = neither healthy nor unhealthy, 5 = very healthy) 
 

    Children  
 

“How many children do you have?” 
 

    Income R’s pre-taxed household monthly income on a 9-point scale (e.g.,  
1 = “under KRW500,000”; 5 = “KRW3M – 4M”; 7 = KRW5M – 6
M; 9 = “over KRW7M”) 
 

   Education R’s highest formal educational attainment in her native country pri
or to moving to Korea (e.g., 1 = no education, 2 = elementary scho
ol, 5 = high school, 6 = graduate school) 
 

   Residency “What is the total amount of time (in months) you have lived in Ko
rea?” Answers logged due to outliers 
 

   Language A scale variable combining answers to the following three dimensi
ons of language proficiency: “How well do you speak/read/write K
orean?” Original answers coded on a 5-point scale (1 = very poor, 
3 = average, 5 = excellent) are summed and averaged. Cronbach’s 
alpha = .94 
 

Korean Chinese  R’s ethnicity (1 if she is an ethnic Korean from China) 
 

Chinese R’s ethnicity (1 if she is of Chinese descent)  
 

Vietnamese R’s ethnicity (1 if she is of Vietnamese origin) 
 

Full-time  “What is your working status?” (1 = working full-time;  
0 otherwise, including part-time and enclave employment) 
 

Relatives Number of R’s relatives and immediate family members from  
her native country living in Korea 
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Social Activities 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

“During the last year, how often have you participated in the follo
wing social meetings and informal gatherings?” Four categories in
clude those related to 1) my family/relatives; 2) my spouse’s famil
y/relatives; 3) co-ethnic friends; and 4) local/residential (e.g., 1 = 
more than twice a week, 3 = once or twice a month, 5 = once a yea
r, 6 = never) Community-level mean calculated by averaging and t
hen log transforming the original responses. 
 

Network Size 
 

“Who do you consult concerning private matters or personal issues
? With whom do you spend time together doing hobbies? Whose w
eddings, funerals and birthdays have you attended? Respondents ar
e asked to check the boxes that apply for each question (0 = none, 
1 = co-ethnic member, 2 = native Korean, 3 = other foreigner). 
 

Status Change Calculated by subtracting the socioeconomic status of her previous
 family from that of her current family 
 
(Survey item used for the two main independent variables) 
“How would you rate the socioeconomic status of your current fa
mily in Korea/previous family prior to immigration on a scale of 0 
to 10?” (0 = lowest class; 5 = middle class; 10 = highest class) 
  

Status Gap Calculated as the square of the difference between the two status s
cores and log transformed due to right-tailed skewed distribution 
 

Regional-Level Variables Individual answers to all three survey items are aggregated and ave
raged across the cluster level. 
 

     SWB “Generally speaking, how happy are you these days with your life?
” (e.g., 5 = very happy, 3 = neither happy nor unhappy; 1 = very un
happy) 
 

Discrimination 
 

“Have you ever been discriminated against during the past year be
cause of your ethnicity?” (1 = yes)  
 

Civic Engagement “Have you ever voted during Korea’s local or national election?” 
 

 
 


