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Abstract 

Studies assessing differences between intraracial and interracial marriages typically use race data 

from one time point. Yet, because racial identification can vary across time, context, or 

perspective, whether a relationship is defined as intra- or interracial can also differ. We use a 

sample of 2,845 respondents from the NLSY97 whose marriages are intraracial (based on 2002 

data) to examine whether marital stability differs for those whose racial identification varied 

across waves and whether this effect is moderated by gender. Approximately 6% of respondents 

in intraracial relationships had inconsistent racial identities. We also find evidence that the 

association between racial variation and marital stability differs by gender. Women whose race 

varied are more likely to divorce than any other group, including static-race couples and men 

whose race varied. More attention should be given to intraracial heterogeneity, especially as 

groups that are more likely to have varying racial identities grow in number. 
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 Because race is a social construction, an individual’s racial identity has always been 

subject to variability (Davis, 1991; Glenn, 1999). For example, historically, someone could move 

from one state to another and their legal racial identity changed because of differences in laws 

governing who was considered black (Davis, 1991). Today, laws do not dictate racial identity, 

but phenotype, racial socialization, and culture contribute to perceptions of racial identity (Doyle 

& Kao, 2007; Phinney & Chavira, 1992; Saperstein & Penner, 2012). For many individuals, 

these factors align, and race is a static marker of identity. But, for a growing group of Americans 

– those not easily categorized by the black/white racial hierarchy – racial identity can vary based 

on how the discernment of these factors differs across circumstances, time, and perspective 

(Harris & Sim, 2002; Roth, 2018; Saperstein & Penner, 2012). That is, racial identity may vary 

because an individual has different racial identities in different circumstances, an individual 

changes their racial identity over time, or an individual has their racial identity contested by 

others (Burt, Simons, & Gibbons, 2012; French, Seidman, Allen, & Aber, 2006; Saperstein & 

Penner, 2012). 

Particularly for non-black minorities and bi-racial individuals, shifting circumstances 

such as being exposed to diverse peer groups, or new experiences that are racialized in society 

such as going on welfare or incarceration, can lead an individual to alter their identity, have 

varying identities between these circumstances, and/or be perceived by others differently (e.g., a 

non-black minority may be more likely to be perceived as black if on welfare given persisting 

racial stereotypes of welfare recipients) (Brown, Hitlin, & Elder, 2006; Harris & Sim, 2002; 

Saperstein & Penner, 2010). Key to our study, marriage is one pivotal experience that increases 

the propensity for racial variation (Penner & Saperstein, 2013; Seshadri & Knudson‐Martin, 

2013). For example, individuals in interracial relationships may be mindful of the challenges 
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they could face, leading one person to change their racial identity to align with their partner in an 

attempt to reduce perceptions of dissimilarity and conflict (Seshadri & Knudson‐Martin, 2013). 

It is also possible that how these individuals identify racially and how others perceive them 

racially depends on whether they are with their spouse (perceived to be spouse’s race) or with 

their family (perceived to be family’s race) (Karis, 2003). Importantly, this means that for 

individuals who may experience racial variation (regardless of whether the variation is due to 

time, circumstance, or perspective), a single measure of race at one point in time may not 

accurately classify a marriage as intraracial.  

Yet, most researchers who assess how racial dynamics relate to marital outcomes tend to 

assume that a reported racial identity is static across time and context and is agreed upon by 

others. But, if racial identity is more dynamic than how it is typically measured, then the way 

that marriages are currently categorized – as either intraracial or interracial based on racial 

identifications measured at one point in time, in one context, and by one person – may mask 

heterogeneity and confound broad findings regarding marital stability. For example, intraracial 

marriages where one partner’s racial identity varies may be more similar to interracial marriages 

than static-race intraracial marriages, especially in regard to factors that contribute to marital 

instability such as levels of discrimination and psychological distress (Bratter & Eschbach, 2006; 

Bratter & King, 2008). For example, individuals with inconsistent racial identities may 

experience more stress resulting from others contesting the identity they claim, from having an 

identity that varies across context, or from decreased feelings of well-being associated with more 

transient racial identities (Vargas & Stainback, 2016; Wakefield & Hudley, 2007).  

Moreover, because processes of racial identification occur within gendered structures 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2015; Collins, 1998; Penner & Saperstein, 2013; Rockquemore, 2002), the 
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association between inconsistent racial identities and marital stability likely varies between men 

and women. The institution of marriage benefits men more than women; women often make 

greater sacrifices like reducing time in paid labor and performing more domestic labor, and 

perceived inequality between partners increases the risk of marital dissolution (Pedulla & 

Thébaud, 2015). Thus, if a woman identifies racially in a way that is different from how she was 

identified by her family as a youth, but consistent with her spouse, perceptions of inequality may 

be heightened and increase the likelihood of marital instability. In contrast, when a man does so, 

it may reduce perceived inequality and thereby reduce the likelihood of divorce.  

We use longitudinal data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1997 

(NLSY97) to assess whether marital stability differs between static-race intraracial marriages 

and varying-race intraracial marriages, and whether this relationship differs between men and 

women. In doing so, this study contributes to our understanding of how the intersectionality of 

race and gender contribute to outcomes within marriages (Collins, 1998; 2015). In particular, we 

consider what variation in racial identity means for the definition of intraracial relationships and 

the stability of these relationships. Doing so will improve knowledge of family diversity and 

power dynamics within the institution of marriage.  

Conceptual Framework 

Variation in Racial Identity 

Race is often assumed to be static and agreed upon within society. As such, it is often 

taken for granted that a one-time measure of racial identity can summarize how someone 

identifies throughout their life in every context, as well as how others categorize them. 

Nonetheless, claimed racial identities can be contested by others and can change across time in 
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response to new experiences and circumstances, especially for individuals whose racial identity 

is less clearly established by the current black/white racial hierarchy (e.g., bi-racial, Asian, 

Latinx, Native American) (Campbell & Troyer, 2007; Harris & Sim, 2002; Hitlin, Brown, & 

Elder, 2007; Vargas & Stainback, 2016; Xie & Goyette, 1997). For example, individuals with 

inconsistent racial identities (based on survey responses) are more likely to be perceived as 

black, and eventually see themselves as black, when they experience an economic downturn or 

are incarcerated, whereas economic gains or getting married increase the likelihood that these 

individuals are perceived as, and see themselves as, white (Saperstein & Penner, 2012). 

Moreover, multi-racial youth sometimes change racial identity based on whether they are at 

home or at school, often in relation to differences in how their peers and parents perceive them 

(Harris & Sim, 2002). In addition, in panel surveys where individuals’ racial identity and 

interviewers’ perception of race differ, many individuals change their self-reported race at the 

next survey wave to align with interviewers’ perceptions of their race (Doyle & Kao, 2007). 

Thus, evidence suggests that racial identity is shaped by how one is perceived by others as well 

as in relation to shifting contexts. As such, racial variation can occur across time, across different 

contexts, and by differences in how one’s race is perceived (Roth, 2018; Saperstein & Penner, 

2014; Vargas & Stainback, 2016).  

Racial Variation and Marriage 

Marriage requires work and negotiation for the relationship to succeed (Mannino & 

Deutsch, 2007), and this may involve negotiations surrounding “doing” race, especially in 

relation to boundary work and identity formation (Steinbugler, 2012). When couples’ races do 

not align or when one partner has an inconsistent racial identity, there is a need to establish racial 

boundaries and an articulation of how race will be dealt with within the marriage and in the 
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broader social context (Childs, 2005; Gaines Jr, 2017; Seshardi & Knudson-Martin, 2013). These 

negotiations can culminate in one partner reidentifying their race from how they were perceived 

by their family as a youth to match their partner (Afful, Wohlford, & Stoelting, 2015; AhnAllen 

& Suyemoto, 2011; Gaines Jr., 2017; Hill & Thomas, 2000; Leslie & Young, 2015; Seshadri & 

Knudson‐Martin, 2013). Alternatively, one partner can alter their racial identity depending on 

their context (Harris and Sim 2002). For example, a partner may align their race with their 

spouses’ race within the context of their marriage, but may acknowledge a different racial 

identity when they are outside of the context of marriage, such as with friends or family (Karis, 

2003). Finally, partners may perceive their relationship to be intraracial while others perceive the 

relationship to be interracial. For example, some individuals may have always viewed 

themselves as having the same race as their spouse, but this racial identity may be contested by 

others – such as when an individual has a racial identity that differs from how their parents 

perceive them (Doyle & Kao, 2007; Vargas & Stainback, 2016).   

The possibility for such racial variability muddies our understanding of the definition of 

an intraracial relationship. When scholars use information on race reported at one point in time to 

define a marriage as inter- or intraracial, we often assume that these are static-race marriages. 

Yet, the dynamics of a static-race intraracial marriage are likely different than data-indicated 

intraracial marriages involving an individual changing their racial identity at some point in time, 

marriages viewed as intraracial in some contexts and interracial in others, and intraracial 

marriages where others do not perceive the relationship to be intraracial.  This heterogeneity is 

important to consider particularly because non-black minority and bi-racial populations – 

populations that are the most likely to experience varying racial identities – are growing in the 

U.S. (Lichter, 2013). 
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Variation in Racial Identity and Marital Stability 

The heterogeneity underpinning what an intraracial marriage is likely has implications for 

marital stability. Most studies assume that intraracial and interracial marriages are comprised of 

two individuals who have maintained static and uncontested racial identities. Not surprisingly, 

interracial couples face more obstacles than intraracial couples because they must work to 

resolve issues of racial incongruence (which is stigmatized by society) in addition to dealing with 

other potential conflicts that all married couples face (Bratter & King, 2008; Forry, Leslie, & 

Letiecq, 2007; Leslie & Letiecq, 2004). As a result, interracial marriages are more likely than 

intraracial marriages to end in divorce (Bratter & King, 2008; Zhang & Van Hook, 2009). 

However, the broad conclusion that interracial marriages are more susceptible to dissolution is 

challenged by findings that instability may only increase for certain types of interracial 

marriages, particularly those that bridge larger social distances (Bratter & King, 2008; Zhang & 

Van Hook, 2009). For example, some research finds higher rates of instability only for black-

white relationships, and other research has shown that only black-white and Hispanic-white 

relationships have higher rates of instability (Fu & Wolfinger, 2011; Zhang & Van Hook, 2009). 

As such, marital stability among interracial marriages is influenced by racial context (Bratter & 

King, 2008; Zhang & Van Hook, 2009). Consequentially, it is possible that racial context also 

matters for intraracial marriages, but research has yet to consider this possibility.  

Understanding whether intraracial marriages are comprised of individuals with static 

racial identities or of individuals with more inconsistent racial identities is one way to assess this 

variability. It is possible that the risk of divorce is higher among varying-race intraracial couples 

than among static-race intraracial couples. For example, positive regard, salience, and centrality 

of racial identity are associated with increased well-being (Chen & Yao, 2010; DuBois, Burk-
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Braxton, Swenson, Tevendale, & Hardesty, 2002; Moradi & Hasan, 2004; Sellers, Caldwell, 

Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmerman, 2003; Sellers, Copeland-Linder, Martin, & Lewis, 2006; 

Wakefield & Hudley, 2005; 2007). This means that having a strong, accepted, and unwavering 

racial identity promotes well-being because such self-assurance can provide a buffer against 

discrimination (Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995). Individuals who experience less stress and have 

higher reported levels of well-being are also more likely to have longer lasting marriages 

(Falconier, Nussbeck, Bodenmann, Schneider, & Bradbury, 2015). Thus, individuals with 

salient, static, and uncontested racial identities may feel more secure and have higher levels of 

well-being, enabling them to deal with stressors effectively within marriages. 

In contrast, individuals whose racial identity changes across time or in different contexts 

may feel less secure in their self-identity (Wakefield & Hudley, 2007). A weaker self-identity 

may contribute to lower well-being and more difficulty in dealing with stressors (Sellers et al., 

2003; Sellers et al., 2006). Similarly, individuals who have contested identities experience 

stressors in society as well, as variations in perceived racial identity may reduce the degree to 

which these individuals are accepted by others in society (including their family and friends) and 

consequently contribute to stress and conflict in these relationships (Afful et al., 2015; Campbell 

& Troyer, 2007). Thus, racial variation may be associated with lower well-being even if an 

individual does not consciously change their racial identity; if one’s self-identity does not match 

with how others perceive them (even if this racial identity is stable over time), others may claim 

they are trying to “pass” as that race and be viewed as trying to appropriate a culture to which 

they have no historical claim to (Brubaker, 2016). As such, racial variation can lead to 

marginalization and stigmatization. 
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Regardless of how race varies, individuals who experience racial variation likely face 

more difficulty negotiating racial boundaries and greater emotional work in “doing” race within 

their marriage compared to individuals in static-race intraracial marriages (Steinbugler, 2012). 

They may also have less support from family members who may view them as abandoning their 

cultural heritage or wrongly appropriating a racial identity (Karis, 2003). Thus, marriages 

involving an individual who experiences racial variation – regardless of whether this is variation 

due to time, context, or perception – may have a greater propensity for divorce as they may 

experience more discrimination and stigmatization and have fewer resources for coping with 

these additional burdens.   

Racial Change and Marital Stability: Gendered Variations 

Although there is reason to believe that marital stability may differ between static-race 

intraracial couples and varying-race intraracial couples, it is also necessary to consider the 

intersectionality of race and gender for two important reasons (Collins, 1998; 2015). First, there 

is consistent evidence that processes of racial identity formation occur within both racialized and 

gendered structures (Glenn, 1999; Johnson & Loscocco, 2015; Penner & Saperstein, 2013; 

Risman, 2004; Rockquemore, 2002). For example, status factors that predict whether 

interviewers change their perception of respondents’ race from non-black to black differ for men 

and women; interviewers are more likely to change men’s race to black if they were involved 

with the criminal justice system, and more likely to change women’s race to black if they 

received welfare (Penner & Saperstein, 2013). Moreover, research suggests there are gender 

differences in how a black-white bi-racial identity is negotiated; black women often police the 

boundary of blackness more than black men because lighter skin is associated with feminine 

beauty and thus bi-racial women, who often have lighter skin, are perceived to be more 
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advantaged and not know what it is fully like to be black. Thus, bi-racial women often face more 

resistance when claiming a black identity than bi-racial men (Rockquemore, 2002).  

Second, because the institution of heterosexual marriage is also gendered, how racial 

variation shapes the consequences of intraracial marriage is even more likely to be a product of 

both race and gender (Ferree, 2010; Wilkie, Ferree, & Ratcliff, 1998). For example, the 

persistence of a gender pay gap, the motherhood penalty, the fatherhood premium, and 

expectations of intensive mothering all provide evidence of gendered structures that reinforce 

traditional roles for men and women within marriages (England, Bearak, Budig, & Hodges, 

2016; Killewald, 2013). Yet, objective inequality in marriage is not in and of itself a precursor to 

marital instability. Instead, perceived fairness of the division of labor appears to be a more 

important factor (Chong & Mickelson, 2016; Frisco & Williams, 2003; Wilkie et al., 1998). 

Women and men come into marriage with different expectations for how gender should be 

structured. Increasingly, although couples want egalitarianism, men still often expect that women 

will do more housework and provide more care whereas women expect that men will 

demonstrate a commitment to doing an equal share of the domestic work (Miller & Carlson, 

2016). The degree to which these expectations are met contributes to marital stability. For 

example, men who contribute at least some care for the family or participate in housework are 

often seen as contributing more than the average man, and consequently marital satisfaction is 

higher and the risk of divorce is lower (Frisco & Williams, 2003; Newkirk, Perry-Jenkins, & 

Sayer, 2017; Petts & Knoester, 2019).  

 The consequences of racial variation occur within these gendered structures (Ferree, 

2010; Friedman, 2015). In particular, given that the institution of marriage largely advantages 

men and disadvantages women, any association between racial variation and marital stability 
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may be less favorable for women and more favorable for men. For example, if women identify 

racially in a way that aligns with their spouse’s race but is different from how they were 

perceived by their family as a youth, the additional negotiations required to manage this racial 

variation may come to be viewed as another sacrifice for their partner, increasing perceptions of 

inequity within relationships (Kawamura & Brown, 2010; Ridgeway, 2011; Steinbugler, 2012). 

Thus, for women, racial variation may be associated with an increased likelihood of divorce. In 

contrast, perceptions of equity may be heightened if men identify racially in alignment with their 

spouse’s race (but different from how they were perceived as a youth). Thus, for men, racial 

variation may be associated with a reduced likelihood of divorce.  

Overall, intraracial marriages may consist of couples where one partner has inconsistent 

racial data across time, context, or perception. This means that intraracial marriages may be more 

heterogeneous than previously considered and may result in differences in marital stability 

between static-race couples and varying-race couples. However, because the institution of 

marriage is gendered, the relationship between racial variation and marital stability may be 

conditioned by whether the man or woman experienced racial variation. This framework leads to 

the following hypotheses:  

H1: Intraracial marriages where a partner’s race has varied will be more likely to end in 

divorce than intraracial marriages where partners have static racial identities.  

H2: Intraracial marriages where women’s race has varied will be more likely to end in divorce 

than intraracial marriages where men’s race has varied. 

H3: Intraracial marriages where women’s race has varied will be more likely to end in divorce 

than intraracial marriages where women have a static racial identity.  
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H4: Intraracial marriages where men’s race has varied will be less likely to end in divorce than 

intraracial marriages where men have a static racial identity.  

Method 

Participants 

We utilize the National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1997 (NLSY97) for this study. 

NLSY97 is a continuing longitudinal study of 8,984 youths who were aged 12 to 16 on 

December 31, 1996. Respondents comprise a nationally representative sample of 6,748 youths 

and an oversample of 2,236 Hispanic and non-Hispanic black youth. The NLSY97 is 

advantageous for this analysis because information on race is collected at two time points 

(household informants reported respondents’ race in the 1997 survey and respondents self-

reported their race in the 2002 survey), allowing us to assess potential heterogeneity within 

intraracial marriages. We utilize data from wave 6 (2002) to wave 17 (2016) for this study. 

Individuals are included in the sample if they were in their first heterosexual marriage prior to 

wave 6 (2002) and remained married in 2002, or if they were unmarried in 2002 but later married 

at some point from 2002-2016 (and they first enter our sample in the wave they report being 

married for the first time).1 Only individuals in intraracial marriages, defined as respondents 

whose racial identification in 2002 matches their spouses’ racial identification (collected the year 

that they first reported being married)2 are included. The sample is further restricted to 

individuals with valid race data in 2002 and valid data about the timing of marriage and divorce 

(e.g., date of marriage occurred prior to date of divorce). We also excluded individuals who 

dropped out of the survey after reporting a marriage and never returned to the sample. The final 

sample size is 2,845 respondents. Because we are including multiple waves of data for each 

respondent (M = 5 waves), the total observed period is 14,616 person-years, which reflects the 
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total number of years that the respondents collectively contributed to the analysis. Note that 

number of years for each respondent varies by when respondents entered the analysis (e.g., 

marriage date) and when they left (e.g., divorce date).  

Measures 

Dependent variable. Divorce is the dependent variable in this analysis. Divorce is 

treated as a discrete event and is measured by the month and year in which the marriage ended. 

When an individual reported a divorce but provided no date for the divorce, they were coded as 

separating on the date of the interview for which they reported the divorce.  

Racial variation. In 1997, household informants (typically parents) were asked to 

indicate one single category for respondents’ race (White, Black, American Indian, Asian, or 

Something Else). As part of the health questionnaire in 2002, respondents reported their own 

racial identity in late adolescence (ages 18-22) through two different questions. One question 

asked for a single racial selection and matched the 1997 question with the exception of one 

additional option: “refuses to classify race except as Hispanic.” The second question was aligned 

with the Census and allowed for multiple racial identifications. To determine whether a 

respondent’s race varied, we use the race question that aligned with what was asked in 1997;3 

racial variation is a dichotomous variable indicating whether respondents identified as a different 

race in 2002 than how they were labeled by a household informant in 1997.4 Individuals who 

identified as “refuses to classify race except as Hispanic” in 2002 were coded as racially varying 

only if they were not classified as ethnically Hispanic in 1997. This is a more conservative 

approach to measuring racial variation because it minimizes the likelihood of classifying 

someone as varying race when they may have been racially static (i.e., wanting to claim Hispanic 

as a race in 1997 but being unable to do so).5 Thus, for this study, racial variation represents 
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racial identifications that differ from how respondents, as youth, were viewed by household 

members. Racial identity is treated as static after 2002, as respondents were not asked about race 

again.  

Gender. Individuals are coded as women or men based on a binary choice on the 

NSLY97 which asked if they were female or male. This is a limitation of national surveys the 

conflate sex and gender (Westbrook & Saperstein, 2015). Men are used as the reference 

category. 

Control variables. To avoid confounding racial variation with other components of race, 

we incorporate four additional variables. First, we control for respondents’ racial identity in 

2002: White (used as reference category), Black, Hispanic, Asian, Native American, or other 

race. Second, interviewers racially classified respondents in 2002.6 This information is used to 

construct a dichotomous variable for racial congruence, which indicates whether respondents’ 

self-reported race in 2002 matches the interviewers’ perception of respondents’ race in 2002.7 

Third, we control for whether respondents are biracial. Individuals are coded as biracial if 

biological mothers and biological fathers had different racial identifiers.  

We also include a number of additional control variables. A dichotomous indicator is 

included for whether respondents are U.S. citizens in 2002. Religiosity is included as a time-

varying variable measuring how often respondents attended religious services at each wave. We 

also include time-varying indicators of gross household income (logged), number of children, 

age, and educational attainment (indicated by highest degree received ranging from 0 = no 

degree to 6 = Ph. D./professional degree). All continuous variables are mean centered. 

Procedure 
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Descriptive statistics are provided to examine the prevalence and form of heterogeneity 

among intraracial marriages. Life-table estimates and Cox proportional hazard models are used 

to empirically test the hypotheses. Life tables provide a description of the cumulative proportion 

of marriages that divorced by the last wave of data (2016). Life-table estimates are provided for 

all intraracial marriages, and then separately by type of intraracial marriage and gender (i.e., 

intraracial marriages with static-race men, intraracial marriages with static-race women, 

intraracial marriages with varying-race men, and intraracial marriages with varying-race women. 

Chi-square tests are used to analyze whether rates of divorce are significantly different based on 

type of intraracial marriage and gender.  

To further test the hypotheses, we use Cox proportional hazard models with robust 

standard errors. A baseline Cox model is used to examine whether individuals in varying-race 

marriages have higher rates of divorce than those who are in static-race intraracial relationships. 

A second model is used to test for an interaction between racial variation and gender. Analyses 

were conducted to test the proportional hazards (PH) assumption (i.e., that hazard functions for 

each covariate should be proportional) needed for Cox models to work appropriately. The 

variables Black and education did not meet the assumption. Supplementary models excluding 

these variables, and models that are stratified by these variables, both produced results that are 

almost identical to those presented here. Because inclusion of these variables does not change the 

substantive results of the study, these variables are retained in the models to simplify the 

presentation of the results. All missing data were imputed with multiple imputation (ten imputed 

datasets are used).  

Results 
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Descriptive statistics for the heterogeneity of intraracial marriages are presented in Tables 

1 and 2. Roughly 6% (N = 175) of respondents in an intraracial relationship, as defined by 2002 

racial data, claimed a different race from how they were labeled by household respondents in 

1997 (Table 1). Of respondents not classified as white or black in 1997, 54% had inconsistent 

racial identities across waves (Table 1).8 The majority of racial variations (72%) represent 

individuals labeled racially as “something else” by their household informants identifying as 

white in 2002. All individuals who claimed a Hispanic racial identity in 2002 were labeled as 

Hispanic ethnically in 1997 (they are not considered race-varying). There are slight differences 

between men and women in the rate and pattern of racial variation, as shown in Table 2. Racial 

variation was slightly more common among men than women (6.4% vs. 5.9%, respectively), and 

slightly more men in varying-race marriages self-identified as white (5.4% vs. 4.6%, 

respectively).  

---------- Insert Table 1 About Here ---------- 

---------- Insert Table 2 About Here ---------- 

Summary statistics for the analytic sample, and separate means by type of intraracial 

marriage, are presented in Table 3. It is important to acknowledge that this is a relatively young 

sample (respondents are approximately ages 31-37 in 2016) and so average age at first marriage 

is below the U.S. median age at first marriage (M = 25.3). There are also a number of differences 

between static-race and varying-race marriages, highlighting the importance of acknowledging 

heterogeneity within intraracial marriages. Specifically, married individuals whose race varied 

are less educated, have more children, are less likely to have been born in the U.S., and get 

married earlier on average than married static-race individuals. Perhaps not surprisingly, 

individuals whose race varied are more likely to be bi-racial, and more likely to have an 
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incongruent racial identity (based on interviewer perceptions) than static-race individuals. Also, 

the average length of marriages that ended in divorce was 4.4 years and this did not differ 

significantly by type of intraracial marriage, and overall marriage and divorce rates did not 

significantly differ for those whose race varied and the larger NLSY97 sample (results not 

shown).  

---------- Insert Table 3 About Here ---------- 

Turning to our hypotheses, Figure 1 presents life-table estimates showing the cumulative 

risk of divorce by gender and racial variation. We find striking evidence for the intersectionality 

of racial processes occurring within a gendered structure. The graph evidences that the 

cumulative risk of divorce is highest for varying-race women and lowest for varying-race men. 

In contrast to H1, there is no evidence of a direct effect of racial variation on marital stability 

(results not shown), but there is evidence for a gendered effect of racial inconsistency. In support 

of H2, the risk of divorce is higher among varying-race women compared to varying-race men (p 

< .01). Furthermore, in support of H3, the risk of divorce is higher among varying-race women 

compared to static-race women (p < .05). We do not find evidence in support of H4; there is no 

significant difference in the risk of divorce by racial variation for men. However, while not 

significantly different from static-race individuals, varying-race men have the lowest cumulative 

divorce risk. There is no gender difference in marital stability among static-race marriages.  

---------- Insert Figure 1 About Here ---------- 

Table 3 presents results from Cox models that account for potential confounding factors. 

Results are presented as hazard ratios, which describe how a one-unit change in a variable 

influences the relative risk of dissolution; hazard ratios higher than one indicate an increased risk 

of dissolution, whereas hazard ratios less than one indicate a decreased risk of dissolution. 
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Results in Model 1 provide further evidence that, contrary to H1, racial variation does not have a 

direct effect on marital stability (HR = 0.91, NS). The interaction term to account for the 

gendered structure of marriage is introduced in Model 2 and shows that the effect of racial 

variation on marital stability is a gendered one. Similar to life table estimates presented in Figure 

1, the risk of divorce appears to be higher for varying-race women (HR = 2.23, p < .05). 

Specifically, in support of H2 & H3, varying-race women are more likely to divorce than women 

in static-race marriages and varying-race men.  

---------- Insert Table 3 About Here ---------- 

These results are further illustrated in Figure 2, which shows hazard ratios of divorce by 

type of intraracial relationship and gender. In support of H2 and H3, varying-race women are 

over twice as likely to experience a divorce than varying-race men and women in static-race 

marriages. There is also some visual evidence in support for H4, as men in race-varying 

marriages are 44% less likely to experience a divorce than men in static-race marriages. 

However, this difference is only marginally significant (p = .05). 

---------- Insert Figure 2 About Here ---------- 

Discussion 

 The goal of this study was two-fold. First, we sought to elucidate the heterogeneity within 

intraracial marriages by accounting for the possibility that individuals’ racial identity can vary 

across time, context, or perception, and examining whether racial variation was associated with 

marital stability. Second, we considered how the outcomes associated with racial variation are 

shaped by the gendered institution of marriage. Overall, results illustrate the intersectionality of 

racial variation and gender in predicting marital stability. 
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Contrary to previous research that assumes all intraracial marriages are static-race, results 

from this study indicate that intraracial marriages are racially heterogenous. Specifically, six 

percent of intraracial marriages included individuals that experienced racial variation. This is an 

important finding given that much research relies on a single indictor of race to classify 

marriages, and few panel surveys allow respondents to report their racial identity more than once 

across waves. Although the overall percentage of varying-race intraracial marriages is small, it 

highlights a minority experience often overshadowed, and one that likely differs from static-race 

marriages in regard to experiences and potentially discrimination. In particular, half of 

respondents who were initially classified as something other than white or black by a household 

informant self-reported a different identity. Thus, although the idea of racial variation is 

challenging to those who perceive race to be static, it is important to consider the experiences of 

those whose racial identity is inconsistent, especially as the number of relationships involving 

individuals whose race varies is likely to increase as non-black minority populations grow in the 

U.S. (Lichter, 2013).  

Understanding what differentiates interracial and intraracial relationships will require 

more attention to the processes associated with racial negotiation. How these relationships 

resolve (or further complicate) such racial negotiations can shed light on the trajectory of race 

relationships in the United States. For example, most of the racial variations in the sample 

reflected youth identified as “something else” by their household respondents later claiming a 

white identity in alignment with their white spouse. This could evidence the whitening of some 

non-black minorities, or an increased ability for non-black minorities to pass as white racially, 

both of which challenge news media reports of an impending minority-majority society (Alba, 

2018; Bonilla-Silva, 2015). 
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 Despite finding that some intraracial marriages include partners whose race varied, we 

did not find evidence that racial variation was directly related to marital stability. We expected 

that inconsistent and contested racial identities may be associated with lower well-being and thus 

also be associated with lower marital stability (Falconier et al., 2015). However, given the degree 

to which the structure of marriage is gendered (Ferree, 2010; Wilkie et al., 1998), and the fact 

that practices of race and gender intersect to produce outcomes (Penner & Saperstein, 2013), it is 

less surprising that main effects of racial variation are not apparent. Instead, the consequences of 

racial variation in marriage appear to operate differently depending on whether a man or woman 

experiences it. Specifically, we find evidence that when women identify differently from how 

they were labeled by their household as youths, they are more likely to divorce than intraracial 

relationships where men do so and intraracial relationships where race was static. Because the 

institution of marriage disadvantages women, one more negotiation for women to manage – like 

identifying in a way inconsistent with how women were viewed as a children – may reduce 

perceived fairness compared to couples where women maintain racial consistency (Frisco & 

Williams, 2003; Kawamura & Brown, 2010; Ridgeway, 2011; Wilkie et al., 1998). In contrast, 

when men identify as the same race as their spouse and different from how they were viewed as 

children, it may increase the perception of fairness, similar to when men engage in housework or 

provide additional care (Miller & Carlson, 2016). Indeed, there is some marginal evidence that 

men in varying-race marriages have a lower likelihood of divorce than men in static-race 

marriages. Perhaps not surprisingly, the largest difference in cumulative risk for divorce is 

between intraracial marriages where men’s race varied (lowest risk) and intraracial marriages 

where women’s race varied (highest risk). Importantly, this highlights how the structure of 

power in marriage shapes the consequence of racial variations such that women may be more 
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disadvantaged – and men may be advantaged – when they align racially with their partner and 

differentially from how they were perceived as youth.  

 There are some limitations in this study. First, the NLSY97 does not contain couple-level 

data. Although we can assess whether the respondent’s race varied and the race of the 

respondent’s spouse, we are not able to account for whether spouses may have also experienced 

racial variation. This is somewhat problematic for conceptualizing couples as static-race. 

Nonetheless, given that most research on couples who are in interracial relationships or 

marriages finds that only one partner (not both) makes a choice to change racial identity, it seems 

unlikely that both spouses will have a varying racial identity (Seshadri & Knudson‐Martin, 

2013). Furthermore, estimates of the prevalence of racial variation in the NLSY97 are similar to 

estimates found in other studies (Harris & Sim, 2002), suggesting that we are likely not severely 

underestimating the prevalence of racial variation through this approach (an additional 2% of 

respondents experienced racial variation and married someone of a different race than how they 

currently identified; supplementary analyses suggest there is no difference in the likelihood of 

divorce between static-race interracial couples and varying-race interracial couples). Similar 

analyses using couple-level data would be helpful in assessing the degree to which both partners 

may experience racial variation. 

Given differences in the likelihood of racial variation by race, it is also possible that the 

likelihood of divorce varies by the racial composition of intraracial marriages involving racial 

variation. Unfortunately, small cell sizes limit the degree to which we are able to fully test 

whether there are additional intersections based on respondents’ race. Descriptively, there were 

no significant differences in type of variation between men and women (see Table 2). Moreover, 

the main findings regarding gender were consistent in models restricted to only marriages 
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involving varying from something else to white (the most common type of variation for both 

men and women). As such, our findings support previous research suggesting that among 

individuals who experience racial variation, getting married increases the likelihood of claiming 

a white identity (Saperstein & Penner, 2012).  

In addition, we are not able to delineate the specific mechanisms leading to the racial 

variation that we observe. As previously noted, variation can occur because an individual 

reidentifies racially across time, because an individual identifies differentially across contexts, or 

because an individual’s identity is contested by others. In our study, racial variation represents 

individuals identifying differently than how they were identified by a household member in the 

past. Thus, racial variations in this study could be due to respondents consciously changing their 

racial identity, self-reporting within the context of marriage (which may be different from how 

they perceive themselves when around other family members), or because there was always an 

inconsistency between how they were perceived by their family and how they saw themselves. 

Unfortunately, data limitations prevent us from examining the reasons why racial variation exists 

for these individuals. As the richness of data on racial identity expands, future research assessing 

the reasons why individuals’ race varies would be helpful in further understanding this 

understudied (but growing) group.  

Moreover, while we also are unable to identify the specific mechanism that explains why 

women whose race varied may experience an increased risk of marital instability, we speculate 

that this may be due to perceptions of fairness of marriage. Women who identify differently from 

how they were labeled as youth may experience greater conflict with their families of origin, 

reducing their social support and increasing their negotiation and emotional work relative to race. 
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Future studies should also examine the mechanisms through which racial variation may influence 

outcomes such as marital stability. 

 Thus, regardless of our inability to specify precise mechanisms, we clearly show the need 

for refinement in how we measure race, highlighting that it can vary and that this is 

consequential for how we understand the meaning of intraracial marriages. This study also adds 

an important nuance to the literatures on the intersection of race, gender, and family. Because 

race is often assumed to be static in survey research design, it is very difficult to assess and 

analyze the existence and consequences of racial variations. Nonetheless, this study utilized 

available data to consider how changing racial demographics inform our understanding of race, 

and to consider how race intersects with other identities and institutions (Alba, 2018; Bonilla-

Silva, 2015). Importantly, we find evidence that intraracial marriages are more heterogenous 

than previously considered, particularly for groups not easily defined by a binary racial 

hierarchy. We also illustrate the intersectionality of racial processes within the gendered 

structure of marriage by finding that identifying with a race that is different from how one is 

raised, and consistent with one’s spouse, increases the risk of divorce for women. The power 

structure of marriage is such that racial processes that require more effort from women likely 

exacerbate the inequality already present in marriage and increase the risk for divorce.   
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Footnotes 
1 We are looking at heterosexual marriages only. Prior to 2015 (when most of this data was 

collected), marriage was not legal in the United States for same-sex couples. Moreover, the 

NLSY specifically asked respondents about partners “of the opposite sex” when asking about 

spousal relationships in the first eight waves (through 2004). The small number of individuals 

who reported marrying a same-sex partner after 2004 were not included in our sample. 

2 Spouse’s race was only reported in the year that the marriage was reported. So, we cannot 

account for variations in spouses’ racial identification. 

3 Using inconsistent measures is problematic because the way race is asked can affect how it is 

reported (Saperstein, 2006; Saperstein, Kizer, & Penner, 2016). We looked at whether 

respondents had inconsistent reports of racial identity using both the first and second race 

question in 2002 (15% of respondents who experienced racial variation had inconsistent reports). 

Reported findings persisted in auxiliary models (available upon request) controlling for 

inconsistency. 

4 We are unable to assess whether racial variation is due to respondents changing their own view 

of their racial identity or consistently having a different racial identity from how they were 

perceived in their household. However, this measure captures variation between how someone 

currently identifies and how they are viewed by the household they grew up in. Given that there 

are few studies that ask about race consistently across multiple time points, this measure allows 

for an examination of heterogeneity in intraracial coupling. This is important, as researchers 

using only one indicator of race may come to different conclusions about the racial composition 

of marital relationships based on whether the 1997 or 2002 indicator is used.  

5 Classifying Hispanics as a racial category is consistent with numerous empirical studies 

evidencing that the term Latino is a racialized category, and that while distinctions between 
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ethnicity and race are important, we focus on racial boundaries in this paper (Brown et al., 2006; 

Feliciano, 2016). 

6 We considered whether interviewer characteristics were associated with racial incongruence in 

supplementary analyses. No significant associations were found.  

7 Interviewers were not given the option to identify respondents as Hispanic; respondents who 

self-identified as racially Hispanic and were identified by interviewers as “other race” were 

coded as racially congruent.  

8 Given that 54% of those labeled as something other than black or white identified as something 

different racially in 2002 and much fewer individuals labeled as black or white did, it is unlikely 

that these racial variations are simply the product of chance or data inconsistencies. To compare 

these results to another demographic characteristic often perceived as static, only .01% of the 

sample claimed a different gender identity in 2002 from the one initially provided by a 

household informant in 1997. This comparison provides further evidence that the racial 

variations in this study are not simply a statistical artifact. 
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Table 1: Racial Identities in 1997-2002    
 Respondents’ Self-Identified Race in 2002  
Respondents’ Race 
1997 

White Black American 
Indian 

Asian Something Else Hispanic 

White 2,013 2 6 3 7 74 
Black 5 451 0 0 4 8 
American Indian 8 0 4 0 0 1 
Asian 3 0 0 17 0 0 
Something Else 126 7 1 3 5 97 
N 2155 460 11 23 16 180 

Note: Shaded areas represent racial variations. Individuals who said they were ethnically Hispanic in 1997 and 
racially Hispanic in 2002 are not counted as varying race. There are 175 cases of racial variation in the analytic 
sample (6% of sample).   
 
 
Table 2: Type of Intraracial Marriage by Gender  

Interracial Marriage Type All Women Men 
Static 93.9% 94.1% 93.6% 
Varying Race Patterns    
Self-Identified White  5.0% 4.6% 5.4% 
Self-Identified Black 0.3% 0.5% 0.2% 
Self-Identified NBMA 0.8% 0.8% 0.8% 

ANBM stands for non-black minority; the majority of racial variations 
are from something else to white. 
 
Table 3. Summary Statistics  

Variable M SD  M 
(Static 
Race) 

M 
(Varying 
Race) 

      
Women 0.54 -  0.54 0.52 
Racial Variation 0.06 -  0.00 1.00 
Whitea 0.76   0.75 0.81 
Black 0.16   0.17 0.05*** 
American Indian 0.00 -  0.00 0.04*** 
Hispanic 0.06 -  0.07 0.00*** 
Asian 0.01 -  0.01 0.03*** 
Other Race 0.01   0.00 0.06*** 
Religious Participation 3.27 2.06  3.28 3.09 
Education 2.37 1.33  2.40 1.91*** 
Income 10.68 0.96  10.69 10.56 
Number of Children 0.53 0.83  0.52 0.68** 
U.S. Native 0.92 -  0.93 0.78*** 
Age at Marriage 25.25 3.45  25.30 24.45** 
Racial Congruence 0.96 -  0.96 0.89*** 
Biracial 0.13 -  0.10 0.49*** 
      
N 2845  2670 175 

aUsed as reference category. 
Note: Summary statistics for time-varying variables are taken from the year in which the respondent got married. 
Significant differences determined by two-tailed t-tests (*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. ***p < .001). 
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Table 4. Results from Cox Proportional Hazard Models Predicting Hazard Ratios of Divorce  
 1 2 

Variable HR SE HR SE 

     
Women 1.07 0.10 1.02 0.10 
Racial Variation 0.91 0.17 0.56 0.16 
Black 1.31 0.16 1.30 0.16 
American Indian 0.48 0.55 0.43 0.49 

Hispanic 0.83 0.17 0.83 0.17 

Asian 0.46 0.36 0.46 0.36 

Other Race 1.22 0.57 1.22 0.56 

Religious Participation 0.91*** 0.02 0.91*** 0.02 
Education 0.82*** 0.04 0.82*** 0.04 
Income 1.08 0.08 1.08 0.08 

Number of Children 0.76*** 0.04 0.76*** 0.04 
U.S. Native 0.89 0.15 0.87 0.15 
Age at Marriage 0.87* 0.05 0.87* 0.05 
Racial Congruence 1.37 0.41 1.43 0.42 
Biracial 1.01 0.13 1.03 0.14 
     
Interactions     
Women x Racial Variation   2.23* 0.80 
   

N = 2,845 (14,616 person-years) 
*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. ***p < .001 
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Figure 1. Cumulative Divorce Rate by Gender and Racial Transition 

 
Note: Results taken from life-table estimates. 

 

 

Figure 2. Predicted Hazard Ratios of Divorce by Type of Intraracial Marriage and Gender 

 

Note: Estimates calculated from results in Model 2 of Table 4.  
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