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ABSTRACT

The present study examines how religion shapes partnership formation and religious homogamy among Syrian and Afghan male

refugees who arrived in Germany during the 2015/16 influx. It provides new insights by focusing on a particularly vulnerable group

of refugees who are culturally distant from the host society and comparing them to descendants of immigrants. It extends existing

research by examining both marital and nonmarital partnerships and by explicitly analyzing patterns of religious homogamy

among Muslim and non-Muslim individuals. Using CILS4EU-DE and PARFORM data, we conduct weighted logistic regression

analyses on multiply imputed samples. Results show that Muslim refugees are less likely than immigrant descendants and non-

Muslim refugees to engage in nonmarital partnerships. However, if they do, their partners are less likely to share their religion.

These findings suggest that (Muslim) refugees are more conservative regarding engagement in nonmarital partnerships compared

to immigrant descendants, but less so when it comes to their nonmarital partners’ religion and ethnic background.

1 | Introduction

Despite the broader trend of secularization in many West-
ern societies, religion remains an important factor in shaping
social integration, particularly among immigrant populations
(Arnold and Fleischmann 2025; Carol 2013; Foner and Alba
2008; Leszczensky and Pink 2017; Lewis and Kashyap 2013;
McPherson et al. 2001; Van Tubergen and Maas 2007). Unlike in
the United States, where immigrants and natives tend to share
similar religious backgrounds and levels of religiosity (Cadge
and Ecklund 2007), in Europe, the importance of religion has
declined among native majorities but remained highly salient
for many immigrants and their descendants. This pattern man-
ifests in higher religiosity, particularly among Europe’s Muslim
population, compared to majority populations (Foner and Alba
2008; Jacob and Kalter 2013; Simsek et al. 2018; Van Tubergen and
Sindradéttir 2011). Empirical studies report considerable stability,
and in some cases even an increase, in religious practices among

Muslim immigrants in Europe (De Hoon and van Tubergen
2014; Giiveli and Platt 2011; Jacob and Kalter 2013; Maliepaard
et al. 2012; Smits et al. 2010). In Germany, over a quarter of the
population has migration experience or a migration background
(Federal Statistical Office 2025). Successive waves of immigration,
including the significant influx of refugees from the greater
Middle Eastern region to Germany and other European countries
in 2015/16, have also substantially contributed to increasing
religious diversity and have sustained the relevance of religion in
public and private life.

Given this enduring significance, religion continues to shape
intimate and family-related spheres, such as partnership forma-
tion (Braithwaite et al. 2015; Carol 2013; Dribe and Lundh 2011;
Silverstein et al. 2023; Van Zantvliet et al. 2014). Religion serves
as a key source of social norms related to family values, gender
roles, and sexuality (Kogan and Weifimann 2020; Mahoney
et al. 2003; McQuillan 2004), which play an important role in
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partnership formation (Kalmijn 1998). In addition, religion often
provides access to community networks and opportunities for
social interaction (McClendon 2016), including meeting potential
partners.

Previous research has examined the role of religion mainly in
intergroup partnerships but has primarily focused on established
migrant groups (e.g., Alba and Foner 2015; Carol 2016; Lucassen
and Laarman 2009). Moreover, much of this research does not
explicitly study partnerships across religious lines for Muslims
compared to non-Muslims. Instead, it often treats interreligious
partnerships as a by-product of interethnic partnerships (e.g.,
Carol 2016) or groups together immigrants from majority-Muslim
countries without distinguishing between Muslim and non-
Muslim individuals (e.g., Lucassen and Laarman 2009). We aim
to address this research gap by focusing on religious homogamy
and on refugees, a particularly vulnerable group of immigrants
(Kogan and Kalter 2020). Among refugees, religion may also be
more salient than among established migrant groups, as it can
provide a sense of continuity and belonging in an unfamiliar envi-
ronment, while at the same time serving as a bridge to community
and identity (Hirschman 2004). The lack of research on this group
is particularly striking given the religious composition of the
2015/16 refugee cohort in Germany, which consisted primarily
of young men from Muslim-majority countries such as Syria
and Afghanistan (BAMF 2017; OECD 2017). Their religious back-
ground stands in marked contrast to the predominantly secular
or Christian orientation of the German host society. Previous
research has highlighted substantial differences in values and
social attitudes between Muslims and non-Muslims in Western
contexts, for example, regarding attitudes towards homosexuality
(Adamczyk and Pitt 2009; Roder 2015) and sexual liberalization
(Kogan and Weifimann 2020). This may hinder partnership
formation across religious lines. In the same vein, studies have
shown that openness towards interreligious partnerships is low,
especially among Muslims or those originating from Muslim-
majority countries (Carol and Teney 2015; Cila and Lalonde 2014;
Heyne et al. 2025).

These value differences and the rejection of interreligious part-
nerships from the perspective of immigrants are compounded
by a rather reserved receiving society in Germany. Previous
research documents widespread anti-Muslim (Helbling 2014) and
anti-refugee sentiments (Czymara and Schmidt-Catran 2017).
Furthermore, young Germans of Christian faith prefer to partner
with co-religious individuals (Heyne et al. 2025); acceptance of
intergroup partnerships with Muslim refugees is low (Kuhle-
mann et al. 2025); and willingness to engage in such partnerships
is also limited among resident immigrants of Muslim origin
(Kogan et al. 2023). However, in contrast to long-established
immigrant communities such as the descendants of Turkish
“guest workers,” recent refugees arrived in Germany without
encountering pre-existing co-ethnic or co-religious networks. As
a result, they may face greater pressure to cross religious and
ethnic lines when forming partnerships, despite a preference for
in-group partners and a challenging reception context.

Another aspect we address in the present study has frequently
been overlooked in previous research. Existing studies have
predominantly focused on interreligious marriages, paying little
attention to more casual forms of partnerships (e.g., Lucassen and

Laarman 2009). Reluctance to enter intergroup partnerships is
less pronounced in less serious or committed unions (Buunk and
Dijkstra 2017), and there are lower levels of ethnic and religious
homogamy in nonmarital compared to marital partnerships
(Blackwell and Lichter 2004). This pattern can be attributed
to differing motivations for partnership formation and varying
partner requirements in low- compared to high-commitment
partnerships (Buunk and Dijkstra 2017; Heyne et al. 2025). This
underscores the importance of examining the role of religion in
the formation of romantic unions not only within the context of
marriage but also in nonmarital partnerships, particularly among
younger adults.

Against this background, we examine patterns of both marital and
nonmarital partnership formation among young male refugees
who arrived in Germany during the 2015/16 influx. We explore
how religious affiliation relates to the likelihood of entering a
partnership and to the religious affiliation and ethnic group of
partners. The analysis consists of two steps. First, we examine
variation within the refugee group by comparing Muslim and
non-Muslim refugee men. Second, we situate refugees within
the broader Muslim minority group in Germany by comparing
Muslim refugees to other Muslim immigrants and descendants of
immigrants. The first comparison highlights religious differences
within the refugee group, whereas the second assesses whether
refugees’ distinct circumstances upon arrival and the reception
context lead to similar partnership patterns as for other Mus-
lim immigrants. This dual perspective on refugees’ partnership
formation helps to shed light onto whether established theories
on intermarriage among immigrants are applicable to “newer”
immigrant groups and to nonmarital partnerships. Furthermore,
understanding the role of religion in refugees’ partnership forma-
tion is relevant for assessing both societal cohesion and refugees’
broader integration trajectories.

2 | Theory and Hypotheses

2.1 | A Theoretical Framework of Religion and
Partnership Formation

In his seminal work, Kalmijn (1998) outlines a framework
explaining partnership formation based on three key factors:
individual preferences, third-party influences, and opportunity
structures. First, individuals tend to prefer and engage in
romantic partnerships with individuals who share their cultural
characteristics, religion being a key dimension of such cultural
similarity (Kalmijn 1998). Previous research has also documented
a preference for ethnic and religious homogamy (Buunk and
Dijkstra 2017; Carol and Teney 2015; Heyne et al. 2025). Several
theoretical perspectives have been proposed to explain this ten-
dency. The cultural matching hypothesis suggests that individuals
prefer culturally similar partners because shared backgrounds
facilitate the production of relational goods, such as positive and
meaningful social interactions (Kalmijn 1994, 1998). Similarly,
Becker’s (1973, 1974) theory of marriage, grounded in economic
rationality, posits that partnerships are formed to maximize
individual utility. This utility is more easily achieved when both
partners share cultural resources, which makes cultural similarity
arational basis for partner selection. Both approaches emphasize
value similarity as a central factor in partner choice, aligning with
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the broader concept of value homophily (McPherson et al. 2001),
which highlights how shared values can drive preferences for
culturally homogamous relationships. This not only has implica-
tions for the religious composition of formed partnerships, but
also for the likelihood of engaging in partnership formation if
no preferred individuals with similar cultural resources, that is,
co-religious or co-ethnic individuals, are available.

Second, beyond individual preferences for culturally similar
partners, partner choice and partnership formation are shaped by
the influence of families, the religious community, and broader
social networks, often referred to as third-party influence (Carol
et al. 2014; Huijnk and Liefbroer 2012; Kalmijn 1998). Such
third parties typically favor culturally homogamous partnerships
to maintain group cohesion and limit out-group affiliations,
which may threaten the integrity and continuity of the group
(Kalmijn 1991, 1998). In addition, third parties act as enforcers
of social norms, influencing not only the choice of in-group
partners but also engagement in specific types of partnerships.
Previous research on parental pressure shows that perceived
parental preferences for cultural and ethnic homogamy often
exceed individuals’ own preferences (Weiimann and Maddox
2016). Moreover, such perceived parental preferences are shown
to be associated with a higher likelihood of engaging in culturally
homogamous partnerships among male refugees (Kogan et al.
2025). Partnerships are also more likely to be culturally homog-
amous when parents are involved in the matchmaking process
(Kogan et al. 2025).

Finally, partnership formation is shaped not only by individuals
and third parties but also the availability of suitable partners.
This is often captured by the concept of “opportunity structure,”
which emphasizes that individuals can only form partnerships
in line with their (and third parties’) preferences if they come in
contact with suitable others and if these individuals are available
as partners. Two important aspects of opportunity structure
are minority group size and sex ratio within the minority (Blau
and Schwartz 1984). If a minority group is bigger and if the sex
ratio is more balanced, the chances of finding a partner among
the in-group are higher (Kalmijn and van Tubergen 2006; Van
Tubergen and Maas 2007).

These theoretical considerations suggest that individuals and
their surrounding social networks tend to prefer traditionally
conforming partnerships, that is, marital unions, as well as
culturally homogamous partnerships, that is, co-religious and
co-ethnic partnerships. Such partnerships are more likely to be
formed when structural conditions allow it, which means that
there needs to be sufficient availability of potential partners from
the cultural in-group.

2.2 | Differences in Religious Affiliation: Muslim
vs. Non-Muslim Refugees’ Partnership Formation

Religion serves as a source of normative content, offering behav-
ioral rules, values, and attitudes that guide conduct across various
domains of life. However, religious traditions differ in the spe-
cific prescriptions they provide, particularly concerning family
formation, gender roles, and sexuality. Of particular relevance to
this study is the divide between Islam and Christianity, as the

refugee cohort arriving in Germany during the 2015/16 influx is
predominantly Muslim, whereas the host society is largely Chris-
tian or non-religious. Both conservative Islam and Christianity
impose normative restrictions on nonmarital partnerships and
interfaith partnerships. However, prior research suggests that
these restrictions tend to be more stringent and encompassing
in Islamic teachings and practices (Kalmijn and Kraaykamp
2018; Kogan and Weifimann 2020). These norms are reinforced
by stronger social control mechanisms in Muslim communities
(Kogan and Weifimann 2020), including communal monitoring
and third-party influence. As a result, Muslim refugees, much
like Muslim immigrants, are expected to show a stronger incli-
nation toward forming religiously homogamous partnerships
compared to non-Muslim refugees and a weaker inclination to
engage in non-martial partnerships. Community pressure further
reinforces these preferences.

Religion further functions as a source of social capital, offering
community-based support, access to networks, and a sense of
belonging. Active participation in religious communities con-
nects individuals to others who share the same beliefs and
often provides emotional support, practical assistance, and a psy-
chological buffer against marginalization or cultural dislocation
(Connor 2009; Hirschman 2004). At the same time, this embed-
dedness within a religious community may come with third-party
control and normative pressure. Religious groups can act as
gatekeepers, monitoring behavior and encouraging adherence to
in-group norms, especially in areas like partnership formation.

The interaction between religious content and social capital is
shaped by the broader societal context. In increasingly secu-
larized Western societies, such as Germany, the influence of
Christian institutions and communities has waned over time
(Pollack and Pickel 2007), weakening the normative control
exerted by churches over individual behavior, including in the
domain of intimate partnerships. In contrast, Muslim immigrant
communities in Western societies often maintain stronger com-
munal structures and closer-knit family networks (Windzio and
Aybek 2015), which facilitates stronger normative enforcement.
These communities may continue to exert considerable influence
on members’ behavior, particularly regarding the adherence to
religious norms around sexuality and partner selection.

Transferring these general insights on differences between Mus-
lim and non-Muslim religious affiliations, as well as on variations
in communal influences, to the refugee context, we hypothesize:

H1. Muslim refugees are less likely to enter nonmarital partner-
ships than non-Muslim refugees.

H2. Muslim refugees are more likely to form co-religious partner-
ships than non-Muslim refugees.

2.3 | Differences in Migration Group: Muslim
Refugees’ vs. Muslim Immigrants’ Partnership
Formation

Going beyond recent refugees, the question arises whether the
link between religion and patterns of partnership formation
is specific to this group or whether it reflects similar pat-
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terns observed among long-established immigrants and their
descendants. In other words, to what extent are the partnership
behaviors of Muslim refugees distinct, reflecting the immediacy
of displacement and adaptation as well as their vulnerabilities? Or
do they reveal enduring similarities with Muslim immigrants and
their descendants, suggesting a persistent role of religion across
migration generations and migrant groups?

From Gordon’s (1964) perspective on marital assimilation, form-
ing romantic partnerships with members of the majority pop-
ulation is a key indicator of social integration. Assimilation
theories broadly predict a gradual convergence in partnership
patterns across immigrant generations (Alba and Nee 2003). This
is supported by research from France (Soehl 2017), which suggests
asignificant decline in religious homogamy by the second genera-
tion among both Christian and Muslim immigrants. Nonetheless,
empirical evidence shows that intermarriage rates remain low,
especially among immigrants from Muslim-majority countries
and the native population (Carol 2016). Additionally, children of
immigrants from countries such as Turkey and Morocco often
enter transnational marriages by bringing co-ethnic spouses from
their parents’ country of origin (Celikaksoy et al. 2006; Crul
and Doomernik 2003; Hooghiemstra 2001; Milewski and Hamel
2010; Timmerman et al. 2009). If Muslim immigrants and their
descendants continue to predominantly form culturally homog-
amous unions in terms of religion despite long-term residence
in Germany, this may indicate persistent ethnic and religious
segmentation (Esser 2009), even among later generations.

Such persistent ethnic and religious segmentation of children of
immigrants is fostered by established immigrant communities
in the receiving country. Crucially, refugees who arrived during
the 2015/16 influx came largely without their parents or extended
families and initially encountered only limited co-ethnic commu-
nities in Germany (BAMF 2017). This specific situation not only
restricted refugees’ opportunities to form partnerships within
their own group but also reduced the influence of third-party
pressures to conform due to the physical absence of close kin,
which stands in stark contrast to other migrant groups. As a
result, refugees likely experienced weaker social control and less
pressure to conform to traditional religious and cultural dating
norms compared to other migrant groups. This suggests that
refugees may exhibit lower conformity to traditional partnership
norms and lower levels of cultural homogamy than other migrant
groups. Based on these considerations, we propose the following
hypotheses:

H3. Muslim refugees are more likely to enter nonmarital partner-
ships than Muslim (descendants of) immigrants.

H4. Muslim refugees are less likely to form co-religious partner-
ships than Muslim (descendants of) immigrants.

2.4 | Intersection of Religious and Ethnic
Homogamy

Another question we explore relates to the limits of religious
similarity in fostering intergroup partnerships. Specifically, we
ask whether shared religious affiliation can compensate for the
absence of shared ethnic affiliation. This is a situation that is

rather likely to happen among male refugees, given the skewed
sex ratio of the 2015/16 influx.

Hirschman (2004) suggests that religious communities can func-
tion as places of refuge, sources of respectability, and providers
of resources, facilitating social participation (including partner
search). Lacking these established networks, refugees’ access to
potential in-group partners may have been limited, particularly in
the early stages of settlement. Although integration into existing
Muslim communities could provide some social support for
recent refugees and a pool of co-religious potential partners, the
pool of co-ethnic partners is likely to remain constrained.

To date, few studies have disentangled whether lower rates
of heterogamy are driven primarily by ethnic origin or by
religious affiliation. Lucassen and Laarman (2009) compare the
intermarriage propensity of various immigrant groups and their
descendants in Germany, France, England, Belgium, and the
Netherlands, highlighting the role of religion. They find that
Muslim and Hindu immigrants, whose faith has little tradition
in Western Europe, intermarry ethnically at much lower rates
than those with religious backgrounds more familiar to the
host society. Similarly, Dederichs and van Tubergen (2025) find
that Muslim migrants in the Netherlands maintain high levels
of national homogamy, despite the availability of co-religious
potential partners of other national groups. In the case of
Muslim refugees in Germany, there is a sizeable population of
migrants of Turkish origin (BIM and BAMF 2025), who are
predominantly Muslim (Kalter and Schroedter 2010) and could
therefore constitute a pool of religiously compatible partners
for newly arrived refugees. However, in line with the findings
by Dederichs and van Tubergen (2025), previous research from
Germany points to a mechanism explaining why such unions
should remain rare: descendants of Turkish immigrants show a
low willingness to engage in romantic partnerships with refugees
from Syria and Afghanistan (Kogan et al. 2023), effectively con-
straining Muslim refugees’ opportunities of forming co-religious
partnerships within the receiving society. Hence, the scarcity of
co-ethnic and co-religious potential partners for refugees and
the strong tendency toward ethnic homogamy among Muslim
migrant residents in Germany lead us to expect the following:

HS5. Muslim refugees are less likely to form both co-religious and
co-ethnic partnerships than Muslim (descendants of) immigrants.

3 | Data and Methods
3.1 | Data

For our analyses, we pooled data from two separate datasets: The
first wave of PARFORM and the ninth wave of CILS4EU-DE.
The PARFORM survey (Partnership Formation in the Context
of Recent Refugee Migration; pre-publication version v2.0) offers
detailed information on the partnership formation of young
male Syrian and Afghan refugees in Germany. The respondents
(born 1984-2002) were unmarried when they arrived in Germany
between 2014 and 2018, and they were still below 30 years old.
For the data collection, a random sample of addresses from
67 municipalities that had a high share of Afghan and Syrian
refugees in 14 federal states in Germany was used. The addresses
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were provided by the municipalities and the Central Register
of Foreigners (Ausldnderzentralregister (AZR), provided by the
Research Data Centre of the Federal Office for Migration and
Refugees (Forschungsdatenzentrum des Bundesamts fiir Migra-
tion und Fliichtlinge (BAMF)) 2023 (Sample from the inventory of
the AZR from date: 31.07.2023) (BAMF-Forschungsdatenzentrum
2021)). The data were collected via computer-assisted face-to-
face (CAPI) and web-survey (CAWI) modes throughout 2022
and 2023, when the respondents were on average 29 years old.
Overall, the survey included 3412 respondents, 2711 of which fully
completed their survey participation (for further information, see
the technical reports by Gerber et al. 2024; Kogan et al. 2025). The
data contained weights that ensure the representativeness of the
survey sample for the young male refugee population from Syria
and Afghanistan in Germany. The data included rich information
on both refugees’ current partnerships as well as their previous
partnerships in Germany, with respective information on partner
characteristics.

The data for the ninth wave of the German part of the Children
of Immigrants Longitudinal Survey in Four European Coun-
tries (CILS4EU-DE (Kalter et al. 2019, 2024)) were collected
throughout 2022 via web, postal, and telephone modes. The
CILS4EU study started in 2010 as a cohort study of 14-year-olds
in Germany, Sweden, England, and the Netherlands. CILS4EU
sampled students in schools, oversampling those with a migration
background and surveying around 5000 respondents in Wave 1
in Germany (CILS4EU 2016). In Wave 9, 3972 respondents aged
around 26-28 years participated (Soiné et al. 2024). As individuals
with a migration background, we included all respondents who
reported themselves, one or both of their parents, or at least one
of their grandparents to have been born outside of Germany,
meaning this definition included up to 3.75 generation migrants
(see Dollmann et al. 2014 for further information on immigrant
generations in CILS4EU). As this group mainly consisted of
second or higher order generation immigrants, we henceforth
refer to it as descendants of immigrants. In addition to Wave 9, we
used previous CILS4EU and CILS4EU-DE Waves 1, 3, 6, 7, and
8 in order to construct the variables used in the analyses (Kalter
et al. 2016, 2017, 2021, 2024).

Participants were informed prior to participation that the survey
included questions on religion, religiosity, and ethnic origin,
which may be considered sensitive. Participation was voluntary,
and informed consent was obtained from all respondents. Partic-
ipants were further informed that they could skip any question,
discontinue the questionnaire at any time, or withdraw their data
during the data collection process without any negative conse-
quences. All procedures adhered to standard ethical guidelines
for social science research (for more information, see Soiné et al.
2024; Kogan et al. 2025).

3.2 | Sample

In our analytical sample, we focused on male respondents, due
to the heavily skewed gender distribution of refugees from the
2015/16 influx to Germany (Sporlein et al. 2020). Especially among
the younger age groups, which the present study focused on,
refugee men were highly overrepresented: In 2016, 66% of asylum
applicants were men, whereas in the age group of 16-35, this share

of men was even higher with 73% (BAMF 2017). As a consequence,
male refugees constituted a larger group and were therefore more
readily accessible for survey participation. Moreover, the gender
imbalance implies that for male refugees, finding partners among
the same cultural group will be more challenging and cross-group
partnerships more likely, whereas for refugee women, the skewed
gender distribution would work in their favor.

Hence, the analytical sample comprised male refugees from
the PARFORM data and male descendants of immigrants from
the CILS4EU-DE data. We excluded the female participants
of CILS4EU-DE (N = 2292) to make the group of immi-
grants’ descendants more comparable to the PARFORM refugees.
Further, we excluded respondents for whom information on
migration status was not available as well as native Germans
who were not classified as descendants of immigrants (N = 964).
Lastly, we dropped 45 observations from PARFORM who reported
to have been married before arrival in Germany. This left us with
a sample of N = 4083 respondents, of whom 82% were refugees
(N = 3367) and 18% were descendants of immigrants (N = 716)
(unweighted). The descendants of immigrants group was mostly
comprised of second and third generation migrants without own
migration experience: Only 17% of the descendants of immigrants
group were born outside of Germany.

3.3 | Measures

We examined two outcomes: The formation of partnerships
(marital and nonmarital) and the religious characteristics of
the partners in relation to each other, including intersections
of religious and ethnic homogamy. First, engagement in non-
marital partnerships was measured via questions concerning
respondents’ dating behavior (since their arrival) in Germany.
Respondents in PARFORM and CILS4EU-DE were asked to
report whether they had formed partnerships in Germany that did
not end in marriage. They separately reported such partnerships
for having met the partners online or offline (offline dating
pertained to any type of meeting the partner other than online),
and for more casual or more committed partnerships (see Figure
Al). This information was then combined to a dichotomous
variable indicating whether the respondents had reported a
nonmarital partnership (since their arrival) in Germany or not.
In addition, we looked at respondents’ likelihood of being married
at the time of the survey. This was included here, because of
the young average age of the groups under study, and so, being
already married at this relatively early age suggests an adherence
to traditional norms. We built a dichotomous variable for being
currently married or not from respondents’ reports of currently
being in a partnership that is a marital union.

Second, we assessed the likelihood of respondents partnering
with an individual who belongs to the same religious group
(co-religious partners). Here, we again distinguished between
nonmarital partnerships and the current marriage. For nonmar-
ital partnerships, respondents in the CILS4EU-DE survey were
asked to indicate the share of partners who belonged to the same
religion as themselves on a scale of “none or very few,” “less
than half,” “about half,” “more than half,” and “all or almost all”
(separately for casual or committed partnerships and for meeting
the partners online or offline; see Figure A3). This information
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was then combined to an overall mean share of co-religious
partnerships among all previous nonmarital partnerships. In
the PARFORM survey, respondents were asked to indicate the
share of partners with the same religion and denomination
as well as the share of partners with the same religion but a
different denomination for all partners they met online or offline
since their arrival in Germany (see Figure A2). We combined
this information to reflect the same measurement as in the
CILS4EU-DE data of the share of all nonmarital partners who
belonged to the same religion as themselves on a scale from 1
“none or very few” to 5 “all or almost all.” From both surveys,
this information on a scale from one to five was then coded
as a dichotomous variable indicating a high share of co-religious
partners, if respondents reported more than half (categories
“more than half” and “all or almost all”) of their partners having
the same religion as themselves in these questions. For the
current marital partnership, we generated a dichotomous variable
indicating whether this current marriage was with a co-religious
partner or not. The information on the current marital partner’s
religious affiliation was only available in the PARFORM data, and
hence, this analysis only included refugee respondents. It is also
important to note here that religion in our case described broader
religious groups like Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, or Buddhism.
This means that a partnership between two Muslims was always
considered co-religious, even if the partners belonged to different
religious confessions, such as Shia and Sunni. We discuss the
limitations of this measurement in the conclusion section.

Finally, we address the intersections of religious and ethnic
homogamy, that is, the formation of co-religious and co-ethnic
partnerships. For this, we defined an additional outcome variable
with three categories of respondents reporting a (1) “high share
of co-religious and co-ethnic nonmarital partnerships,” (2) “high
share of co-religious and interethnic nonmarital partnerships,”
and (3) “high share of interreligious nonmarital partnerships.”

The main independent variable concerned migrant group and
religion. Respondents were categorized into four groups: Mus-
lim refugees, non-Muslim refugees, Muslim descendants of
immigrants, and non-Muslim descendants of immigrants. The
categories with non-Muslim respondents encompassed all other
religious groups and those not belonging to any religious group.

Control variables were included to ensure that the compari-
son groups (Muslim refugees, non-Muslim refugees, Muslim
descendants of immigrants, and non-Muslim descendants of
immigrants) were as comparable as possible with respect to
individual socio-demographic and parental characteristics. These
characteristics are likely to be associated with both partnership
formation (e.g., Kalmijn 1998) and religious self-identification
(Giiveli and Platt 2011; Kogan et al. 2020). Socio-demographic
attributes comprised respondents’ age (in years), educational
attainment (university degree yes/no), and origin (Syrian refugee
vs. not). Parental characteristics were proxied by parental edu-
cational level (no degree/primary education/secondary educa-
tion/university degree). We further controlled for the time since
respondents began dating in Germany, an indicator capturing
both potential exposure to the local dating market and life-course
maturity, which may influence the decision-making regarding
religious practices. This variable was measured as years since
arrival in Germany for refugees and time since age 14 for the

descendants of immigrants or refugees who arrived before the
age of 14. In addition, we accounted for individual religiosity
(religion not important/religion not very important/religion fairly
important/religion very important) to capture the salience of
religion in respondents’ lives. To control for potential mode effects
in the reporting of dependent, independent, and control variables,
we included a survey mode indicator (CAPI/CAWI/PAPI/Phone
mode). Finally, in the analyses with the outcomes of co-religious
as well as co-religious and co-ethnic nonmarital partnerships, we
additionally controlled for whether the respondents reported one
or several nonmarital partnerships. Descriptive statistics of all
variables used can be found in Table A2.

3.4 | Analytic Strategy

In order to deal with missing values, we performed a multiple
imputation procedure on the analytical sample (Rubin 1978), a
standard procedure in the social sciences (e.g., Von Hippel 2007).
With the mi command in Stata (version 17.0), we created 25
datasets via chained equations using a predictive mean matching
strategy to impute missing values with the nearest neighbors’
values (Morris et al. 2014; White et al. 2011). We included
all variables used in the analyses in the multiple imputation
procedure, including the outcome variables, but later analyses
dropped cases that initially had missing values on the outcome
variables (multiple imputation, then deletion (MID); Von Hippel
2007).

For our main analysis, we then estimated weighted logis-
tic and multinomial logistic regression models following the
multiple imputation procedure. The analyses concerning the
outcome of co-religious partners only included respondents who
reported nonmarital partnerships or a current marital partner,
respectively.

3.5 | Sample Description

The analytical sample consisted of 71% Muslim refugees, 13%
non-Muslim refugees, 3% Muslim descendants of immigrants,
and 13% non-Muslim descendants of immigrants (see Table
Al). 57% of the refugees reported to have had a nonmarital
partnership in Germany, whereas this share was 89% for the
descendants of immigrants (see Table A2). In contrast, the share
of currently married respondents was higher among the refugees
(27%) compared to the descendants of immigrants (11%). Among
the group of descendants of immigrants, the share of respondents
who reported a high share of co-religious nonmarital partnerships
was 63%, which was much smaller for the group of refugees (22%).
However, the share of refugees with a co-religious current marital
partner was very high with 89%. The share of respondents who
reported a high share of co-religious and co-ethnic nonmarital
partnerships was around 10% for both refugees and descendants
of immigrants.

4 | Results

4.1 | Engagement in Nonmarital Partnerships

We formulated two hypotheses concerning the likelihood of
engaging in nonmarital partnerships, namely, that Muslim
refugees should be less likely to do so compared to non-Muslim
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FIGURE 1 | Predicted probabilities of engaging in nonmarital and
marital partnerships. Graph shows predicted probabilities in percent,
with 95% confidence intervals. Estimates are reported in Table A5. Source:
PARFORM Wave 1 pre-publication version v2.0, CILS4EU Waves 1 and 3,
and CILS4EU-DE Waves 6-9. Data weighted and multiply imputed.

refugees (H1) and more likely to do so compared to Muslim
descendants of immigrants (H3). Figure 1 shows the predicted
probabilities of engaging in nonmarital and marital partnerships
for the different groups. Out of all groups, Muslim refugees had
the lowest likelihood of engaging in nonmarital partnerships
(58%), followed by non-Muslim refugees (67%) and Muslim
descendants of immigrants (73%) (see also Table A5). Non-
Muslim descendants of immigrants had the highest likelihood
of engaging in nonmarital partnerships with 81%. A comparison
of coefficients showed that Muslim refugees were significantly
less likely to engage in nonmarital partnerships than non-
Muslim refugees (on a 5% level) and non-Muslim descendants of
immigrants (on a 0.1% level), whereas the difference to Muslim
descendants of immigrants was not statistically significant (see
Table A4).

Concerning marital partnerships, the pattern shown in Figure 1
is exactly complementary to the pattern of engagement in non-
marital partnerships: Muslim refugees had the highest likelihood
of being married (28%), with the likelihood being lower for non-
Muslim refugees (20%) and Muslim descendants of immigrants
(16%), and lowest for non-Muslim descendants of immigrants
(10%) (see also Table A5). Comparing the coefficients for Muslim
refugees with the other groups showed that the difference was
statistically significant on a 5% level compared to non-Muslim
refugees and on a 0.1% level compared to non-Muslim descen-
dants of immigrants. The difference between Muslim refugees
and Muslim descendants of immigrants was not statistically
significant (see Table A4).

These results showed that Muslim refugees were indeed
less likely to enter nonmarital partnerships than non-Muslim
refugees, supporting hypothesis H1. Muslim refugees also seemed
to be less likely to enter nonmarital partnerships compared to
Muslim descendants of immigrants, but this effect was not
statistically significant. Given that we expected Muslim refugees
to be more likely to enter nonmarital partnerships compared
to Muslim descendants of immigrants, this result was not in
line with hypothesis H3. The patterns also showed contrasting

-

Muslim refugee 4
L e
Non-Muslim refugee
Muslim desc. of immigrants -
Non-Muslim desc. of immigrants -
T T T T T T
0 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Predicted probabilities

@ Co-religious marriage
High share of co-religious nonmarital partners

FIGURE 2 | Predicted probabilities of reporting a high share of
co-religious nonmarital partnerships and of reporting a co-religious
marital partnership. Graph shows predicted probabilities in percent, with
95% confidence intervals. Estimates are reported in Table A8. Source:
PARFORM Wave 1 pre-publication version v2.0, CILS4EU Waves 1 and
3, and CILS4EU-DE Waves 6-9. Data weighted and multiply imputed.

associations of religion with the likelihood of forming nonmarital
versus marital partnerships. These associations appeared similar
for refugees and descendants of immigrants: Being Muslim,
compared to being non-Muslim, was associated with a higher
probability of being married and a lower probability of entering
nonmarital partnerships in both groups.

4.2 | Co-Religious Partnerships

In addition to examining partnership propensities, we also
analyzed the religious composition of formed partnerships. For
this purpose, we examined respondents reporting engagement
in nonmarital partnerships separately from those reporting a
current marital partnership. We expected that Muslim refugees
are more likely than non-Muslim refugees (H2) and less likely
than Muslim descendants of immigrants (H4) to form co-religious
partnerships.

Figure 2 shows the predicted probability of reporting a high share
of co-religious nonmarital partnerships for those respondents
who reported having engaged in nonmarital partnerships, and
the predicted probability of having a co-religious marital partner
for those who are currently married. Analyses concerning the
marital partner were only possible for refugees. Muslim and
non-Muslim refugees both had, with 20% and 23%, respectively,
a lower predicted probability of reporting a high share of co-
religious nonmarital partnerships compared to both groups of
descendants of immigrants (Muslim: 46%, non-Muslim: 75%; see
also Table AS).

The observed small difference between Muslim and non-Muslim
refugees’ likelihood of forming co-religious nonmarital part-
nerships was not statistically significant (see Table A7). This
was not in line with hypothesis H2. Among the descendants
of immigrants, in turn, the difference between the Muslim
and non-Muslim groups was statistically significant on a 0.1%
level (see Table A7). The comparison of coefficients between
Muslim refugees and Muslim descendants of immigrants showed
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FIGURE 3 | Predicted probabilities of reporting a high share of co-
religious and co-ethnic, co-religious and interethnic, and interreligious
nonmarital partnerships. Graph shows predicted probabilities in percent,
with 95% confidence intervals. Estimates are reported in Table All.
The categories on the left are “High share of co-religious and co-
ethnic partnerships” (CoREL/CoETHN), “High share of co-religious
and interethnic partnerships” (CoREL/InterETHN), and “High share of
interreligious partnerships” (InterREL). Source: PARFORM Wave 1 pre-
publication version v2.0, CILS4EU Waves 1 and 3, CILS4EU-DE Waves
6-9. Data weighted and multiply imputed.

astatistically significant difference on a 1% level. Hence, if Muslim
descendants of immigrants formed nonmarital partnerships,
these partnerships were more often co-religious compared to
Muslim refugees—supporting H4.

Concerning the composition of partners in refugees’ marital
partnerships, Figure 2 shows that Muslim refugees had an
extremely high likelihood of having a co-religious partner if they
were married (95%). Non-Muslim refugees, on the other hand,
only had a predicted likelihood of 47% to have a co-religious
marital partner (see also Table A8). The difference in coeffi-
cients between Muslim and non-Muslim refugees is, thereby,
highly significant, on a 0.1% level. This supports hypothesis
H2.

4.3 | Co-Religious and Co-Ethnic Partnerships

In hypothesis H5, we formulated the expectation that Muslim
refugees are less likely to form both co-religious and co-ethnic
partnerships than Muslim descendants of immigrants. The find-
ings presented in Figure 3 show that Muslim descendants of
immigrants were more likely than any other group to report a
high share of co-religious and co-ethnic nonmarital partnerships
(predicted probability of 37%; see also Table All). The contrast
between coefficients was statistically significant on at least 5%
level compared to non-Muslim refugees and non-Muslim immi-
grant descendants (see Table A10). Most importantly, Muslim
refugees were significantly less likely (1% significance level)
than Muslim descendants of immigrants to form co-religious
and co-ethnic partnerships, supporting hypothesis H5. Muslim
compared to non-Muslim refugees did not differ significantly in
their probability of having a high share of co-religious and co-

ethnic partnerships. This was to be expected given the scarce
availability of potential co-ethnic partners for the refugee group
under study.

Regarding the effect of religion within the groups, Muslim respon-
dents were less likely to report high shares of co-religious and
interethnic partnerships compared to non-Muslim respondents
(significant on 1% level for the descendants of immigrants and
only on 10% level for refugees).

5 | Discussion

This study set out to address the lack of research on refugees’
partnership formation, religious homogamy of Muslim immi-
grants, and nonmarital partnerships. It thereby examined the
role of religion for male refugees’ nonmarital dating behavior
and patterns of religious homogamy in their partnerships, in
comparison to more established descendants of immigrants in
Germany.

Our findings support the expectation that religion is associated
with refugees’ engagement in nonmarital and marital partner-
ships. We found that Muslim refugees were less likely to engage
in nonmarital partnerships (H1) and more likely to be married,
even at their relatively young age. This is in line with previous
research (Collet and Santelli 2016) and likely connected to more
stringent normative restrictions on nonmarital partnerships in
Islamic teachings and their potentially stronger enforcement
within the religious community (Kalmijn and Kraaykamp 2018;
Kogan and Weifimann 2020). For refugees who were already
married, religion was an important predictor of whether this
marriage was co-religious or not. Almost all marital partnerships
among Muslim refugees were co-religious, with non-Muslim
refugees being much less likely to be co-religiously married.
These findings support hypothesis H2 and are very much in
line with previous research showing high religious homogamy
of Muslim immigrant marriages in Western societies (Alba and
Foner 2015; Carol 2016; Lucassen and Laarman 2009). However,
it is important to keep in mind that non-Muslim refugees are less
likely to be already married than Muslim refugees at the young
age of our analytical sample. Hence, as time passes and more of
them engage in marital unions, the association between religion
and religious homogamy may become less pronounced.

In contrast, for the religious affiliation of the partner in nonmari-
tal partnerships, refugee respondents’ religious affiliation did not
play any significant role (not supporting H2). This is in line with
previous research indicating that homogamy differs according to
the seriousness of the partnership (Blackwell and Lichter 2004;
Buunk and Dijkstra 2017). For nonmarital partnerships, other
motivations and partner requirements seem to apply (Buunk
and Dijkstra 2017), potentially facilitating boundary-crossing
compared to marital unions. Furthermore, it is important to note
that Muslim refugees engaging in nonmarital partnerships may
represent a more selective subgroup, given that they are less likely
to enter such partnerships than non-Muslim refugees. Hence,
Muslim refugees who engage in nonmarital partnerships might
be less conservative to begin with and therefore less likely to
adhere to norms favoring co-religious partner choice.
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Contrary to our expectation, comparing refugees with more
established immigrant groups revealed that refugees were not
more likely to engage in nonmarital unions (rejection of H3).
In contrast, the results showed a pattern of refugees being less
likely to engage in nonmarital partnerships and more likely
to be already married than descendants of immigrants, even
though the differences between the groups were not statistically
significant. These patterns, however, suggest that refugees, both
Muslim and non-Muslim, might be more conservative when it
comes to engaging in partnerships than established immigrants.
This contradicts our assumptions of segmented assimilation and a
higher third-party pressure on descendants of immigrants, rather
suggesting a less conservative view on engaging in nonmarital
partnerships within this group. This, in turn, is in line with previ-
ous research suggesting that partnership patterns of immigrants
become closer to that of the receiving society over immigrant
generations (e.g., Alba and Nee 2003; Soehl 2017).

The results concerning the religious composition of nonmarital
partnerships showed that Muslim refugees were much less likely
than Muslim descendants of immigrants to engage in co-religious
nonmarital partnerships, which accords with our expectation
(H4). On the one hand, this is in line with Carol’s (2016)
finding of low intermarriage rates between Muslim descendants
of immigrants and the majority population in Western European
countries, if we assumed that patterns of co-religious non-martial
partnerships translate into marital partnerships for descendants
of immigrants. On the other hand, these findings contrasted with
the results on engagement in nonmarital partnerships. Although
refugees were less likely to engage in nonmarital partnerships,
suggesting more conservative behavior, descendants of immi-
grants were more likely to form co-religious partnerships, which
also indicated a form of conservatism. We argue that this apparent
contradiction can be explained by two features of the specific
position of male refugees who arrived during the 2015/16 influx
in Germany.

First, for refugees, religion appeared to act as a barrier to entering
nonmarital partnerships. As a result, Muslim refugees who did
engage in such partnerships likely represented a more selective
and less conservative subgroup. This made them more similar
to non-Muslim refugees, which was reflected in the comparable
likelihood of forming co-religious nonmarital partnerships across
both groups. In contrast, among descendants of immigrants, there
was no comparable general religious barrier to entering nonmari-
tal partnerships. This is in line with prior research suggesting that
less religious adolescents, regardless of religious affiliation, tend
to be similarly accepting of nonmarital cohabitation (Kogan and
Weifimann 2020). Hence, descendants of immigrants were much
more likely to engage in nonmarital partnerships irrespective
of their religious affiliation. However, once in such partner-
ships, both Muslim and non-Muslim descendants of immigrants
showed a strong tendency toward co-religious partner choice,
indicating either persistent normative orientations or opportunity
structures that favor co-religious unions.

Second, opportunity structures differ substantially between the
groups. Refugees arriving in 2015/16 were predominantly young
men (BAMF 2017), which limits their chances of finding a
same-origin partner. Although finding a partner of the same
religion might appear more feasible due to the presence of

established Muslim communities, for example, of Turkish origin,
in Germany, prior research indicates that these groups are often
reluctant to form partnerships with recently arrived refugees
(Kogan et al. 2023). This may constrain refugees’ opportunities
to form co-religious unions, even if such preferences exist.
The similarly low levels of religious homogamy among non-
Muslim refugees further suggest that opportunity structures play
a different and possibly more limiting role for refugees than
for descendants of immigrants. In line with Kalmijn’s (1998)
framework, these patterns may reflect a combination of mech-
anisms, including weaker preferences for religious homogamy
in nonmarital partnerships, avoidance of refugees by potential
partners, lower third-party pressure, and constrained opportu-
nity structures that favor interreligious rather than co-religious
unions.

Concerning the formation of co-religious and co-ethnic non-
marital partnerships, we expected that Muslim refugees would
be less likely than Muslim descendants of immigrants to form
such partnerships. The underlying assumption was that small
co-ethnic communities among refugees from the 2015/16 influx,
combined with strongly male-skewed sex ratios, would limit
their opportunities to find partners who were both co-religious
and co-ethnic. In line with previous research (Dederichs and
van Tubergen 2025; Lucassen and Laarman 2009), our findings
showed that Muslim descendants of immigrants were the most
likely to report forming co-religious and co-ethnic nonmarital
partnerships, supporting hypothesis H5. It is also worth noting
that Muslim and non-Muslim refugees did not significantly differ
in their likelihood of forming co-religious and co-ethnic nonmar-
ital partnerships, which may reflect the limited availability of
co-ethnic women in Germany.

6 | Conclusions and Implications

Our results suggest that assimilation is underway among descen-
dants of immigrants, who increasingly adopt Western partnership
norms and shift away from early marriages toward nonmarital
partnership forms. However, they have not fully achieved marital
assimilation in Gordon’s (1964) sense, particularly with respect to
intermarriage. For refugees, in contrast, patterns of assimilation
appear to vary by religion, with Muslim refugees being less likely
to engage in nonmarital partnerships than their non-Muslim
counterparts. From a theoretical perspective, this suggests that
refugees, as first-generation immigrants, remain less integrated
in terms of nonmarital partnership behavior than descendants of
immigrants, underscoring the role of generational differences in
partnership assimilation.

Another implication of our findings is that refugees might not
only prefer to not engage in nonmarital partnerships but, when
they do, may also prefer co-religious partners. This interpretation
would be more consistent with the assumption that refugees,
particularly Muslim refugees, hold more conservative attitudes
than descendants of immigrants. As we suggested above, there
are other factors that would make it appear as if refugees were
less conservative when it comes to choosing a co- or interreligious
nonmarital partner. These patterns may be driven by different
underlying mechanisms, such as the rejection of refugees by
potential co-religious partners in the receiving society.
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An alternative explanation is that, for (Muslim) refugees, non-
marital partnerships may not represent a transitional stage
toward marriage but rather a distinct type of relationship. This
could help explain why their marital partnerships are much
more likely to be co-religious than their nonmarital partnerships.
These findings refine existing notions of marital assimilation
by suggesting that pathways into and meanings of nonmarital
relationships differ across migrant generations and groups.

More broadly, our results highlight the importance of opportu-
nity structures in shaping partnership behavior. They suggest
that observed differences between refugees and descendants of
immigrants cannot be attributed solely to cultural preferences or
religious conservatism but must also be understood in relation
to structural constraints and social boundaries in the receiving
context.

Lastly, our findings suggest that for male refugees from the
Middle Eastern region in Western receiving societies, religion
constitutes an important barrier to behaviors like nonmarital
dating and choosing a marital partner from a different religious
group. Resulting in low premarital partnership engagement
and high religious homogamy, this may have implications for
refugees’ integration trajectories, potentially contributing to seg-
mentation and reinforcing negative attitudes expressed by the
receiving society.

7 | Limitations

Our study had several limitations related to the sample and the
measurement of key variables. First, compared to the relatively
recent refugee group, the group of descendants of immigrants
was more heterogeneous in terms of immigrant generation
and country of origin. Although most were second-generation
migrants, the group also included first-generation immigrants
and individuals with only one foreign-born grandparent. The het-
erogeneity was particularly pronounced among the non-Muslim
respondents, who originated from a wide range of countries,
limiting the comparability of this group. This should be consid-
ered when interpreting the results and is one reason why we
did not further differentiate between refugees and non-Muslim
descendants of immigrants.

Second, the categorization into Muslim and non-Muslim groups
was relatively broad, introducing additional within-group hetero-
geneity. Although most Muslim respondents identified as Sunni,
smaller shares belonged to other Muslim denominations. Simi-
larly, the non-Muslim group included non-affiliated individuals,
Christians, and members of other religions. More fine-grained
distinctions by religion, origin, or migrant generation were not
feasible due to limited case numbers. Future research should
address this heterogeneity or focus on more homogeneous
subgroups.

Third, our analytical sample included only male respondents.
Given that religious partner choice and intermarriage patterns
differ by gender (Dederichs and van Tubergen 2025; Lucassen and
Laarman 2009), particularly among Muslims, the findings cannot
be generalized to women. Future studies should therefore include
female immigrants and refugees.

Fourth, our analytical sample combined two datasets of unequal
size, resulting in a substantially smaller group of descendants of
immigrants. Although this should not bias the estimates, it may
reduce statistical power and explain why some coefficients for this
group did not reach conventional significance levels. Larger and
more balanced samples would improve future analyses.

Fifth, the analyses were based on cross-sectional data and
therefore capture associations rather than causal relationships.
This limitation is particularly relevant for marital partnerships
as many respondents have not entered marriage yet, given their
relatively young age. Patterns of homogamy may therefore change
over time. Longitudinal data would allow for a more direct
examination of the role of preferences, third-party influences, and
opportunity structures in partnership formation.

Finally, the measurement of partnership characteristics, espe-
cially for nonmarital partnerships, relies on retrospective self-
reports. Respondents were asked to estimate the share of co-
religious and co-ethnic partners across past relationships, which
may be subject to recall bias and incomplete information about
partners’ characteristics, particularly in short-term or casual
partnerships. Future research could improve measurement by
focusing on current or longer term partnerships. Despite these
limitations, the present paper makes valuable contributions to
our understanding of the role of religion for partnership forma-
tion across different immigrant groups, highlighting the nuanced
interplay between religious affiliation, refugee status, and social
context.
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