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FAMILY DYNAMICS:  
MICRO-LEVEL PROCESSES
The process of finding a mate is not random. Your partner 
was or will not be randomly selected from the entire global 
population. What factors enter into your mate selection?

Mate Selection: How  
Do New Families Start?
At the most micro level, two people get together to begin a 
new family unit. In early 2016, the world population 
passed 7.3 billion people, but your partner was or will not 
be randomly selected from the entire global population 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2016). Even in Global North societ-
ies, where we think individuals have free choice of mar-
riage partners, mate selection is not an entirely individual 
choice. Indeed, mate selection is highly limited by geo-
graphical proximity, ethnicity, age, social class, and a host 
of other variables. As we shall see, micro- and macro-level 
forces influence each other even in a process as personal as 
mate selection.

Choice of Marriage Partners.  Monogamy and polyg-
amy are the main forms of marriage found around the 
world. Monogamy refers to marriage of two individuals 
and is the most familiar form of marriage in industrial 
and postindustrial societies. Polygamy, marriage of one 
person to more than one partner at the same time, is most 
often found in agricultural societies where multiple 
spouses and children mean more help with the farmwork.

A number of cultural rules—meso- and macro-level 
expectations—govern the choice of a mate in any society. 
Most are unwritten cultural norms. They vary from cul-
ture to culture, but in every society, we learn the cultural 
norms from an early age. One of the cultural norms is 
exogamy, norms governing the choice of a mate that 
requires individuals to marry outside of their own imme-
diate group. The most universal form of exogamy is  
the incest taboo, including restrictions against father–
daughter, mother–son, and brother–sister marriages. 
Some countries and about half the U.S. states also forbid 
first cousins to marry (see Table 3.3 on page 70). Others, 
such as some African groups and many Syrian villages, 
encourage first-cousin marriages to solidify family ties and 
property holdings.

Exogamy also alleviates sexual jealousy within groups. 
For example, if father and son became jealous about who 
was sleeping with the wife, mother, or sister, relationships 

would be destroyed and parental authority sabotaged. 
Likewise, if the father were always going to the daughter 
for sexual satisfaction, the mother–daughter bond would 
be severely threatened (Williams, Sawyer, and Wahlstrom 
2013). No society can allow this to happen to its family sys-
tem. Any society that failed to have an incest taboo self-
destructed long ago.

On the other hand, norms of endogamy require indi-
viduals to marry inside certain human boundaries,  
whatever the societal members see as protecting the 
homogeneity of the group. The purpose is to encourage 
group bonding and solidarity and to help minority groups 
survive in societies with different cultures. Endogamous 
norms may require individuals to select mates of the same 
race, religion, social class, ethnic background, or clan 
(Williams et al. 2013). Examples of strictly endogamous 
religious groups include the Armenian Iranians, Orthodox 
Jews, Old Order Amish, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the 
Parsis of India. Such practices result in less biologically 
diversified groups but protect the minority identity 
(Belding 2004).

Most people also choose a mate with similar social 
characteristics—age, race, place of residence, educational 
background, political philosophy, moral values, and psy-
chological traits—a practice called homogamy. Going 
outside the expected and accepted group in mate selection 
can make things tough for newlyweds who need family and 
community support. Few take this risk. For instance, in 
the United States, close to 90% marry people with similar 
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Families vary a great deal from one culture to another; this polygynous 
family (one husband and several wives) from Tibet illustrates one 
variation, a man with several wives. If the members of a family work 
well together, they provide support, a sense of identity, and feelings of 
belonging and caring.


