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                                                             Summary

   The incidence of interracial and interethnic dating and marriage in the United States has increased. This investigation examines dating and commitment choices as a function of ethnicity and gender among four groups of college students:  Euro-Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans, and African Americans.  A convenience sample of college students comprising 329 heterosexual subjects (134 men, 195 women) was surveyed regarding their partner preferences for dating, visiting parents, marriage and bearing children.  It was hypothesized that subjects would consider dating partners from different ethnic groups, but when making a commitment to marriage and children would prefer members of their own group.  This hypothesis was supported in half of the groups: Euro-American men, African American men, Asian American women, and African American women.  A discussion of dating and commitment choices among ethnic and gender groups is presented and discussed.

      In the United States, the incidence of interracial and interethnic marriage and dating has increased (Fu & Heaton, 2000). Specifically, interracial marriages among Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans, African Americans, and Euro-Americans increased 65% between 1990 and 2000.  Currently, one in 15 marriages in the United States and one out of 10 marriages in California are bi-racial. (Frey, 2003, on-line: October 8, Charticle, www.Milkenistitute.org)  One in six interracial unions is a cohabitation (Russo, 2001, on-line: November 19, www.time.com/magazine/archive).  This trend reflects the increased diversity of American society in general, while suggesting greater social acceptance of interethnic relations. In addition, for individuals of specific ethnic groups, marriage to a Euro-American signifies cultural assimilation and, usually, the attainment of higher socioeconomic status (Hwang, Saenz, & Aguirre, 1997).

     Differential rates of interracial dating and marriage are partly a function of geographic location since diverse populations are most commonly found in urban areas and university towns.   A recent study (Fiebert, Karamol, & Kasdan, 2000) surveyed college students in southern California with regard to their attitudes toward and experiences with interracial dating.  Findings indicate a high willingness on the part of a member of one ethnic group to become romantically involved with a member of another ethnic group. Moderate actual interracial dating experience by male and female Asian Americans, African Americans, Hispanic Americans, and Euro-Americans was observed.  Specific findings indicate that as objects of romantic involvement, Hispanic Americans and Euro-Americans are preferred to African Americans and Asian Americans. 

    The present investigation utilizes a photograph of a man and a woman who visually represents each of the four ethnic groups under consideration: African American, Asian American, Hispanic American, and Euro-American.  It was hypothesized that men and women of all ethnic groups would be willing to date members of other groups, but that when making commitment choices, would prefer members of their own ethnic group.

Method

Participants

     In the academic year 2001-2002 at California State University, Long Beach, 329 students from four ethnic groups participated in the study.  This convenience sample consisted of 134 men (22 African Americans, 32 Asian Americans, 50 Euro-Americans, 30 Hispanic Americans) and 195 women (47 African Americans, 29 Asian Americans, 64 Euro-Americans, 55 Hispanic Americans).  All subjects were between 20 and 30 years of age, heterosexual, unmarried, and actively dating.  Participation was voluntary and responses were kept anonymous.

Materials

    Several pictures of men and women from each of four ethnic groups (Asian American, African American, Euro-American, and Hispanic American) were obtained from magazines.  Two independent judges selected a picture of a man and a woman to represent each group. The criteria were clarity of ethnic presentation and comparable attractiveness.  Each portrait was reproduced to be of approximately equal size. 

 
Subjects were individually surveyed.  Four pictures of individuals of the opposite sex were presented to them along with written instructions:  “Look over the pictures of the four women (men) and assume you know them socially, and that they have pleasant personalities.  Now select your choice for each of the following four questions:  

1.Whom are you most likely to date?    

2.If you are dating one of these men (women), whom are you most likely to bring to visit your parents?

3.If the relationship were to become serious, whom would you most likely to marry?

4.Whom are you most eager to have as the mother (father) of your child?

Results

         Table 1 shows the responses of men and women to item 1 (dating preference).  For both men and women, there was a significant relationship between ethnicity 
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 respectively. Fifty-three percent (53%) of the men preferred dating the opposite-sex member of a different ethnic group while 55% of the women preferred dating the opposite-sex member of a different ethnic group. 

TABLE 1

Dating and Commitment Choices as a Function of Gender and Ethnicity





                Dating

             Visit Parents

Target Group


   




N
%
  N
%


Asian American men, n=32


African American
3
9.4
3
9.4


Asian American
5
15.6
10
31.4


Euro-American
7
21.9
6
18.7


Hispanic American
17
53.1
13
40.6

Asian American women, n=29


African American
13
44.8
4
13.8


Asian American
9
31.0
20
69.0


Euro-American
2
6.9
4
13.8


Hispanic American
5
17.2
1
3.5

Euro-American men, n=50


African American
0
0.0
3
6.0


Asian American
1
2.0
0
0.0


Euro-American
21
42.0
23
46.0


Hispanic American
28
56.0
24
48.0

Euro-American women, n=64


African American 
22
34.4
9
14.1
Asian American
6
9.4
8
12.5


Euro-American
19
29.7
27
42.2


Hispanic American
17
26.6
20
31.1

Hispanic men, n=30


African American
0
0.0
0
0.0


Asian American
2
6.7
1
3.3


Euro-American
8
26.7
7
23.3


Hispanic American
20
66.7
22
73.3

Hispanic Women, n=55


African American
22
40.0
10
18.2


Asian American
3
5.5
6
10.9


Euro-American
9
16.4
13
23.6


Hispanic American
21
38.2
26
47.3

African American men, n=22


African American
10
45.5
13
59.1


Asian American
0
0.0
0
0.0


Euro-American
1
4.6
0
0.0


Hispanic American
11
50.0
9
40.9

African American women, n=47


African-American
39
83.0
40
85.1


Asian-American
2
4.3
4
8.5


Euro-American
3
6.4
2
4.3


Hispanic American
3
6.4
1
2.1


Table 1 shows the responses of men and women to item 2 (visit with parents).  For both men and women, there was a significant relationship between ethnicity  
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 and willingness to take their date to meet parents 
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 respectively. Forty-nine percent (49%) of the men were willing to take to parents an individual of a different ethnicity, while 42% of the women were willing to visit their parents with an individual of a different ethnicity. 
TABLE 2

Marriage and Child Bearing Choices as a Function of Ethnicity and Gender


Target Group


    Marriage


 Childbearing

N
%
  N
%


Asian American men, n=32


African American
2
6.3
3
9.4


Asian American
8
25.0
5
15.6


Euro-American
14
43.8
12
37.5


Hispanic American
8
25.0
12
37.5

Asian American women, n=29


African American
10
34.5
12
41.4


Asian American
12
41.4
13
51.7


Euro-American
4
13.8
2
6.9


Hispanic American
3
10.3
2
6.9

Euro-American men, n=50


African American
3
6.0
3
6.0


Asian American
3
6.0
2
4.0


Euro-American
29
58.0
27
54.0


Hispanic American
15
30.0
18
36.0

Euro-American women, n=64


African American 
14
21.9
17
26.6


Asian American
8
12.5
8
12.5


Euro-American
19
29.7
16
25.0


Hispanic American
23
35.9
23
35.9

Hispanic men, n=30


African American
0
0.0
0
0.0
Asian American
1
3.3
1
3.3


Euro-American
24
80.0
24
80.0


Hispanic American
5
16.7
5
16.7

Hispanic women, n=55


African American
12
21.8
17
30.9


Asian American
5
9.1
8
14.6


Euro-American
25
45.5
21
38.2


Hispanic American
5
16.7
9
16.4

African American men, n=22


African American
12
54.6
12
54.6


Asian American
0
0.0
0
0.0


Euro-American
9
40.9
9
40.9


Hispanic American
1
4.6
1
4.6

African American women, n=47


African American
39
83.0
39
83.0


Asian American
3
6.4
2
4.3


Euro-American
2
4.3
3
6.4


Hispanic American
3
6.4
3
6.4

_______________________________________

      Table 2 shows the responses of men and women to item 3 (marriage).  For both men and women, there was a significant relationship between ethnicity 
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 and marriage 
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 respectively.  Sixty percent (60%) of the men were willing to marry an individual of differing ethnicity  while 61% of the women were willing to consider marrying an individual of a differing ethnicity.     Table 2 shows the responses of men and women  to item 4 (bearing children).  For both men and women, there was a significant relationship between ethnicity(
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) respectively.  Sixty-three percent (63.0%) of the men were willing to have children with an individual of different ethnicity while 61.0% of the women were willing to consider having children with an individual of a different ethnicity.         

        Examining subjects’ responses  across all conditions it was found that regardless of ethnicity, there were no respondent gender differences for dating, bringing home, marriage, and childbearing preferences; all
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were nonsignificant.  In contrast,  significant differences were found among the ethnic groups on the preference distributions for all four items: dating, 
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 For dating preferences, there were significant differences between the distributions of nearly all the ethnic groups, with the exception of the Euro-American and Hispanic American comparison.  For the distributions of the other three items - bringing home, marriage, and childbearing – all ethnic comparisons were significant.  


In order to evaluate their similarity, the preference distributions of the four items were compared within each ethnic group. For Asian Americans and Hispanic Americans, the dating and visiting distributions differed significantly, 
[image: image15.wmf](

)

2

1,613.68,.05

Np

c

==<

 and 
[image: image16.wmf](

)

2

1,855.06,.02,

Np

c

==<

 respectively. On the other hand, for Euro-Americans and African Americans, none of the distributions differed, 
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 Although an omnibus test of differences among the four distributions was significant for African Americans,
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there was not enough power to detect differences between pairs of distributions – all pair comparisons were nonsignificant. 

Discussion

   The hypothesis that prompted this study is that, when making commitment choices for marriage and children, subjects in all ethnic groups would prefer members of their own group. The responses by this sample of students at a multi-ethnic campus in Southern California indicate that the hypothesis was sustained in the case of Euro-American men, African American men, African American women, and Asian American women, but not in the case of Euro-American women, Asian American men, or Hispanic men. Results raised the question of whether the pictures used offered equally attractive images of the representative of each group because the Hispanic woman and the African American man were preferred as dating choices at significantly higher rates than individuals of other groups. Given the "stimulus pull" and the resulting apparent selection bias, it is noteworthy that the hypothesis was in fact supported in four of the eight groups.

    A detailed examination of subjects' dating and commitment choices reveals an interesting behavior pattern that seems to be a function of ethnicity and gender. In the United States, Euro-Americans are numerically dominant and therefore marry outside their ethnic group at lower rates than other groups. A slight majority of Euro-American men selected the Hispanic woman as their first choice for dating and visiting parents, although they chose the Euro-American woman for marriage and children.  This selection pattern conforms to the stated hypothesis.  

   When answering the question on dating, Euro-American women chose closely among three ethnic groups: slightly more than a third chose the African American, and somewhat less than a third each chose either the Euro-American man or the Hispanic man.  When asked about visiting parents, they shifted from taking the African American to the Euro-American, which may reflect a desire for familial approval in the face of possibly stigmatized relations. However, in choosing for marriage and children, the largest number of Euro-American women selected the Hispanic man.  It is possible that the subjects saw the questions as completely discrete, and not considering visiting parents to be one step along a path to marriage and children, chose the most attractive image. Another possibility is that if Euro-American women desire a different experience they may also fear countering too many cultural expectations. So, when they select someone outside their own ethnic group as a lifetime partner, Hispanic Americans may appear a safer choice that draws less disapproval than the choice of an African American partner.

     Hispanic Americans should be more accurately identified as a linguistic or ethnic rather than a racial group. In the 2000 census, a majority of them self-identify as white and studies indicate that they are intermarrying and assimilating at a faster rate than second generation European immigrants of the late 19th and early 20th century (Patterson, 2001).

    In the current study, Hispanic men, much like Euro-American men, chose the Hispanic woman for dating and parental visit and the Euro-American woman for marriage and childbearing. In the case of Hispanic men, the choices suggest the recognition that marriage into the dominant group leads to higher status and increased social acceptance.  In contrast, the pattern for Hispanic women is complex: they chose the African American and Hispanic as dating partners.  However, when it comes to parental contact, the majority of Hispanic women opted for a member of their own ethnic group, reflecting perhaps a desire for approval in a traditionally patriarchal society.  In the case of marriage and childbearing, most of the Hispanic women chose the Euro-American man, again suggesting that they, too, may perceive marriage into the dominant group as a way to increase status and social acceptance.

   Overall, African Americans chose members of their own group more often for both dating and commitment.  It is more than possible that the long history of legal and social prejudice, segregation, and stigmatized intermarriage accounts for their choices. In fact, male and female African Americans actually show the lowest rate of intermarriage among the groups, but African American men intermarry at rates twice as high as African American women (6% vs. 3%). The choices by African American women were the most consistent of all the groups: they selected African American men as dating and commitment partners at a high rate.  A majority of African American men selected the African-American woman as their first choice for visiting parents, marriage, and bearing children, but a majority chose the Hispanic woman for dating and almost half chose her for visiting parents.  However, when making a commitment for marriage and children, almost half of the African American men chose the Euro-American woman rather than the Hispanic woman.  This shift again recognizes that marrying into the dominant society is a way to achieve higher social status and greater acceptance.

    Asian Americans are a heterogeneous group with distinct cultural differences and differing histories of emigration and assimilation into American society. Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Filippinos, Vietnamese, and East Indians, to name only the largest groups, were grouped together here for convenience.  The finding is that Asian American women and men chose members of this generalized Asian American ethnic group at a higher rate than any other group selected Asian Americans.  The pattern of choices for Asian American men mirrors that of Euro-American men and Hispanic men, that is, they selected the Hispanic woman for dating and parental visit, but chose the Euro-American women for marriage and childbearing.  As for the other minority groups, their choices likely reflect the idea that certain marriages will increase social acceptance and provide higher status.  A third of Asian American men, the highest of all male groups, chose the Asian American woman to visit their parents. In contrast, Asian American women selected the African American man as a dating partner, but then, most likely in response to cultural and parental expectations, selected the Asian American man to visit parents, marry, and with whom to bear children. 

   The findings in the present study of intergroup preferences in dating and commitment are consistent with results from the first ever national survey on race and attitudes and experience in dating and marriage commissioned by the Henry J. Kaiser Foundation, Howard University, and the Washington Post, and reported in the Post (Washington Post, 2001). Our current research adds information to a social area that at this point contains only a small body of empirical study. 
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