
  

 

Seite 1 von 4 
 

„Measuring the Partner Market“ 

Presentation, European Population Conference 2016, Mainz, Germany 

Johannes Stauder (first Author), Jan Eckhard, Tom Kossow, and Laura Unsöld (Co-Authors) 

Max-Weber-Institute for Sociology, Heidelberg University 

 

Short abstract:  

The research project “Macro-structural conditions of the partner market in longitudinal per-

spective” applies elaborated partner market measures – like the “availability ratio” suggested 

by Goldman et al. (1984) – to detect variations, influencing factors and consequences of 

partner market conditions in Germany between 1985 and 2011. Our presentation will intro-

duce 1) the project’s theoretical approach and 2) the applied concept for measuring the part-

ner market. The presentation will also contain main results of the project concerning issues 

like 3) the variation of partner market opportunities over the male and female life course, 4) 

differences in partner marked conditions between cohorts, 6) differences between the re-

gions and effect of internal migration on local partner markets, 7) the impact of the partner 

market on couple relationships.  

 

Extended abstract:  

Following Blau’s macrostructural theory  (Blau 1977a: 40, 1977b), the social differentiation of 

a population forms patterns of individuals’ relationships because the opportunities for contact 

with other individuals occupying certain social positions are constrained by the macrostruc-

tural distribution of these social positions and by relative group sizes within the population. In 

this respect, the partner market can be conceptualised as a market of potentially suitable 

partners for intimate relationships. Individuals’ opportunities for finding a partner then are 

restricted by the macro-structural distribution of relevant social positions within spatial limits, 

because the number of individuals with relevant attributes in these spatial limits define their 

opportunities for contact with relevant individuals and, in consequence, restrict their opportu-

nities to develop (intimate) relationships (Stauder 2008, 2014). 

Shortages of women on the partner market are supposed to be decisive for mating chances 

and mate selection (Blau et al. 1982; Blau et al. 1984; Klein 2000). Consequently, they also 

influence the prevalence and the stability of intimate relationships (Becker et al. 1977: 1150) 

as well as birth rates (Klein 2003). Moreover, some theories state impacts on gender roles 
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(Guttentag and Secord 1983) and on gender equity within couple relationships (Guttentag 

and Secord 1983; Heer and Grossbard-Shechtman 1981; South and Trent 1988; Kröhnert 

and Klingholz 2007). Some even argue that shortages of women on the partner market lead 

to increased crime rates (Barber 2003; Theweleit 1977, 1978) and to radical political opinions 

(Kröhnert and Klingholz 2007: 67ff.). In short, the partner market is regarded as a potential 

factor for several social and demographic processes. 

However, up to now, the partner market in European countries and regions has been meas-

ured only by using quite crude age-specific sex ratios of sub-populations within quite large 

spatial entities. This meets with severe criticism (Goldman et al. 1984; Fossett and Kiecolt 

1991). Age-specific sex ratios neither account for theoretical considerations about which age-

groups are suitable potential partners for each other, nor do they sufficiently account for 

competition from same-sex individuals from different age-groups. Because of these short-

comings, research based on simple sex ratios cannot distinguish between migration-caused 

imbalances and preliminarily existing imbalances of the partner market, which arise from os-

cillating birth rates of the past decades. 

The research project “Macro-structural conditions of the partner market in longitudinal per-

spective” – carried out at Heidelberg University and funded by the German Research Foun-

dation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG) – applies more elaborated partner market 

measures to detect variations, influencing factors and consequences of partner market con-

ditions in Germany between 1984 and 2011 (see also http://www.soz.uni-

heidelberg.de/projektdetails/835,68,0,0,1.html). The project provides for partner market 

measures that refer to relatively small spatial units (“Landkreise”) and that are sensitive 

about age preferences as suggested by Goldman et al. (1984) and Fossett and Kiecolt 

(1991).  

Fossett and Kiecolt (1991: 945) suggest “weighted age-specific sex ratios”. This indicator 

reflects age preferences of every male and female age group by using weights which are 

specified according to preliminary empirical analyses. One practicable way to specify the 

weights is to empirically analyse age combinations of couple relationships within the popula-

tion. The weights for a specific age group then result from the probability of being chosen as 

a partner by members of the reference age group. Equation 1 shows how these weights are 

used to compute weighted age-specific sex ratios. 
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The sex ratio for a given age group i of one sex (here females, F) is calculated as the sum of 

the weighted numbers of the opposite sex (here male, M) over all age groups, divided by the 
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number of the same sex reference group (Fi). Age groups are weighted with the specified 

probabilities of being chosen as a partner by members of the same sex reference group, be-

cause every male age group is “suitable” to the women at age i only to a certain degree, 

which is reflected in these weights.  

Goldman, Westhoff, and Hammerslough (1984) still see a fundamental problem in a 

weighted age-specific sex ratio: It disregards any competition from other same sex age 

groups on the partner market. The male age groups in the counter of equation 1 are suitable 

not only for the women in the age group i in the denominator, but to some degree also for 

some older and some younger female age groups. To resolve this problem, Goldman and 

colleagues introduce an alternative measure of partner market opportunities, which they call 

“availability ratio” (AR). The AR is computed as shown in equation 2. 
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Like in equation 1, equation 2 refers to females of a certain age i. Again, the counter repre-

sents the weighted sum of all male age groups. But unlike equation 1, the denominator of the 

AR represents not only a female reference group of one single age. Instead, it represents the 

average number of women that might – according to their age – be suitable partners for the 

males in the counter. And in turn this average number is weighted with the degree of suitabil-

ity of these males for women of age i. 

For our research, we calculated the AR using the official regional population statistics provid-

ed by the German Federal Statistical Office and the statistical offices of the German States. 

The weights reflecting the suitability of male and female age groups to each other were spec-

ified by analysing several German surveys that include detailed information about couple 

relationships. In our analyses, we weight the distribution of the AR by the number of German 

males or females at the respective particular age in the particular district and in the particular 

year.  

Our presentation will give a more detailed introduction into a) the project’s theoretical ap-

proach and b) the applied concept for measuring the partner market. The presentation will 

also contain main results of the project concerning issues like c) the variation of partner mar-

ket opportunities over the male and female life course, d) differences in partner marked con-

ditions between cohorts, e) differences between the regions and effect of internal migration 

on local partner markets, f) the impact of the partner market on couple relationships. 
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