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Abstract 
 
Do people move to cities because of marriage market considerations? In cities singles can 
meet more potential partners than in rural areas. Singles are therefore prepared to pay a 
premium in terms of higher housing prices. Once married, the marriage market benefits 
disappear while the housing premium remains. We extend the model of Burdett and Coles 
(1997) with a distinction between efficient (cities) and less efficient (non-cities) search 
markets. One implication of the model is that singles are more likely to move from rural areas 
to cities while married couples are more likely to make the reverse movement. A second 
prediction of the model is that attractive singles benefit most from a dense market (i.e. from 
being choosy). Those predictions are tested with a unique Danish dataset. 
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Figure 9: Interaction of single and level of education - transition form city to rural.

In addition, we have repeated our analysis for dense and non-dense areas (measured

by people per square mile) rather than for the largest cities versus the countryside and

again, this does not affect our results.

Below we present results for the model where city is defined as municipalities with a

population density above 500 persons per square kilometer. Now 36 % of the population

lives in the city. This definition implies that a number of the suburbs of Copenhagen is

also included in the city definition.

Table 12: Logit for transition from rural to city(>500 persons per km2)

Men Women
Coeff. std. Coeff. std. Coeff. std. Coeff. std.

Single 0.187∗∗ 0.048 0.251∗∗ 0.063 0.777∗∗ 0.046 0.688∗∗ 0.058
Attractiveness 0.488∗∗ 0.044 0.387∗∗ 0.042
Single*attractiveness 0.035 0.053 0.017 0.052
# Observations 72910 67059
Note: ∗ (∗∗) denotes significant different from 0 at the 10% (5%) level
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Figure 10: Interaction of single and attractiveness - transition from rural to city (>500

persons per km2).

Table 13: Logit for transition between city(>500 persons per km2) and

rural
Men Women

Coeff. std. Coeff. std. Coeff. std. Coeff. std.
Single -0.198∗∗ 0.048 -0.230∗∗ 0.064 -0.269∗∗ 0.044 -0.266∗∗ 0.056
Attractiveness 0.084∗∗ 0.033 0.016 0.031
Single*attractiveness -0.091∗∗ 0.048 -0.145∗∗ 0.047
# Observations 41166 38592
Note: ∗ (∗∗) denotes significant different from 0 at the 10% (5%) level
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Figure 11: Interaction of single and attractiveness - transition from city (>500 persons

per km2) to rural.

Again, we find no significant changes in our conclusions. In fact, the interaction effect

is now even more in favor of the marriage market hypothesis, since for both women and

men we find significantly positive effects for the transition from rural to city.

5.3 The role of children

Although we control for having children, married couples could still move to rural areas

because they expect to get kids. In that case, the reason to move to the countryside

reflects more of a shift towards more space and not the fact that one looses the benefits

of lower search-costs. In order to isolate the search motivation, we only consider the

subset of couples who never get children. Under the assumption that having no kids

reflects preferences rather than constraints, this group must have other motives than kids

to move to the countryside.
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Table 14: Logit for transition from city to rural, No kids sample

Men Women
Coeff. std. Coeff. std. Coeff. std. Coeff. std.

Single -0.322∗∗ 0.087 -0.428∗∗ 0.130 -0.345∗∗ 0.095 -0.373∗∗ 0.134
Attractiveness -0.253∗∗ 0.107 0.021 0.099
Single*attractiveness 0.333∗∗ 0.123 -0.159 0.128
# Observations 6125 4383
Note: ∗ (∗∗) denotes significant different from 0 at the 10% (5%) level

The absence of kids does not change the pattern that married people are more likely

to move to the countryside than their unmarried counterparts.

Figure 12: Interaction of single and attractiveness - transition from city to rural for no

kids sample.

5.4 Life cycle motives for leaving the city

Perhaps, the mobility pattern that we find can be described by “ordinary” life cycle

behavior. People enter the city when they are young and have relatively strong preferences

for bars, clubs, cinemas and other city amenities and then leave the city when they are
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older and richer and have stronger preferences for land. One way to “isolate” the search

effect is to consider the mobility patterns of couples who have moved to the country

site and who got divorced there. If they moved to the countryside for life cycle motives

other than the marriage market, we expect them to stay in the countryside after divorce

whereas according to the marriage market model they should move back to the city once

they become single again. We find that our model still holds. Since the observations we

use are annual, we only know that a divorce has occurred during the year but not the

exact date. We therefore present results for both individuals who are divorced 1 year and

those who are still divorced after 2 years.

Table 15: Logit for transition from rural to city
Men Women

Coeff. Std Coeff. Std Coeff. Std. Coeff. Std.
Divorced, 1 year 0.765∗∗ 0.061 0.667∗∗ 0.085 1.141∗∗ 0.059 1.059∗∗ 0.078
Attractiveness 0.447∗∗ 0.021 0.359∗∗ 0.023
Divorced∗attractiveness -0.115 0.086 0.027 0.075
Divorced, 2 years 0.477∗∗ 0.084 0.486∗∗ 0.115 0.497∗∗ 0.097 0.454∗∗ 0.127
Attractiveness 0.437∗∗ 0.021 0.353∗∗ 0.022
Divorced∗attractiveness 0.023 0.114 0.108 0.119
# Observations 82469 75628
Note: ∗ (∗∗) denotes significant different from 0 at the 10% (5%) level
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Figure 13: Interaction of divorcee for 1 year and attractiveness - transition from rural to

city.

Figure 14: Interaction of divorcee for 2 years and attractiveness - transition from rural

to city.

39



Table 16: Logit for transition from city to rural
Men Women

Coeff. Std. Coeff. Std. Coeff. Std. Coeff. Std.
Divorced, 1 year 0.734∗∗ 0.063 0.747∗∗ 0.087 0.631∗∗ 0.063 0.726∗∗ 0.079
Attractiveness 0.097∗∗ 0.022 0.032 0.022
Divorced∗attractiveness 0.057 0.076 -0.020 0.071
Divorced, 2 years 0.127 0.092 0.102 0.128 -0.374∗∗ 0.112 -0.267∗ 0.138
Attractiveness 0.107∗∗ 0.021 0.029 0.021
Divorced∗attractiveness -0.215∗∗ 0.118 -0.137 0.127
# Observations 31607 30023
Note: ∗ (∗∗) denotes significant different from 0 at the 10% (5%) level

Figure 15: Interaction of divorcee for 1 year and attractiveness - transition from city to

rural.
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Figure 16: Interaction of divorcee for 2 years and attractiveness - transition from city to

rural.

Not surprisingly, because of the nature of a divorce, divorcees are more likely to move.

Therefore we must compare the likelihood to move to the city with the likelihood to move

out of the city. For men, there is no large difference after the first year of divorce. In

the second year after divorce they are however more likely to move to the city, but not

to the rural areas compared to the reference group. For women, the propensity of the

divorced to move to the city is larger than to move out of the city12. This pattern is

even more pronounced after 2 years of divorce and can be explained by the fact that it is

typically harder to find a place to live in the city than on the countryside. This supports

the marriage market hypothesis.

6 Conclusion

In this paper we extend the Burdett-Coles (1997) marriage market model with a distinc-

tion between efficient marriage markets (cities) and less efficient search markets (rural

12Although this is evident from the size of the coefficients we have also investigated the marginal effects
of being divorced. The marginal effects (available upon request) supports the claim.

41



areas) and derive how individuals sort into those markets. Our model predicts that sin-

gles and in particular attractive singles move to the city while couples move out of the

city. Those predictions are confirmed by the data. We find that in particular for females,

the cross partial of single and attractiveness on the probability of moving is positive and

statistically significant. Why the cross effect is less pronounced for males is still an open

issue.

In this paper we solely focussed on marriage decisions and abstracted from divorces.

One interesting motivation for married couples to move to a rural area is that it is an

efficient way to make a commitment. Burdett et al. (2004) showed that if one of the

partners is likely to continue searching “on the job”, this by itself stimulates the other

partner to continue search as well. Given the many long term investments that are

required, like raising children and buying a house, which all require a stable relationship,

it can be efficient to move to an inefficient search market to limit “on the job” search.
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