
Every Family Matters  
 
An in-depth review of Family Law in Britain 
 
 

 
KEY FACTS 
 

 

Attitudes to marriage 

• The British Household Panel Survey found that 75 per cent of couples currently 
cohabiting want to marry.1 

• A MORI poll found that by far the most preferable lifestyle for adults was being married 
with children; chosen by 68 per cent of respondents.2 

 

 

Couples: Marriage and Cohabitation Trends in the UK 

• In 2001 there were more than 11.6 million married couple families in the UK, compared 
with around 2.2 million cohabiting couple families.3 

• Over the last ten years the proportion of cohabiting couple families in the UK has 
increased to 14 per cent from nine per cent. The proportion of married couple 
families has decreased over the same period, accounting for 71 per cent of families in 
2006, compared with 76 per cent in 1996.4 

• The percentage of couples who had lived together before marriage rose from ten per 
cent in the late 1970s to around 80 per cent in the twenty-first century.5 

• The number choosing to marry in the UK correspondingly fell from a peak of 480,285 
marriages in 1972 to just 270,000 in 2007.6  

 
Couples with Children 

• More than eight million (64 per cent of) dependent children lived with married parents 
in the UK in 2008.7 This compares to 13 per cent living with cohabiting couples and 22 
per cent with lone mothers.8  

• Few births occurred outside marriage during the first 60 years of the 20th century. 
Births outside marriage became more commonplace during the 1960s and 1970s and 
by 2006, 44 per cent of all births in the UK occurred outside marriage.9 

 
Separation 

• Most marriages last a lifetime, and two thirds of first marriages last until one partner 
dies.10 On the other hand, non-first marriages are less robust. One in five men and 
women divorcing in 2007 had a previous marriage ending in divorce.11 

• The provisional number of divorces in England and Wales fell by 3.0 per cent to 128,534 
in 2007.12 

•  The average length of all marriages on divorce was 11.6 years in 2005.13  



• In one major British study, 81 per cent of people experiencing family or relationship 
difficulties chose to visit a solicitor first.14 

 
Parental Separation 

• Millennium Cohort Study data on 15,000 mothers with young children found that 
cohabiting couples are more than twice as likely as married couples to split up.15 

• Eight per cent of married parents and 43 per cent of unmarried parents had split up 
before their child’s fifth birthday.16 National Statistics for 2004 for England and Wales 
showed three quarters of family breakdown cases affecting children under five comes 
from separation of non-married parents. In stark contrast, the breakdown rate of 
marriages with children under five actually declined between 1991-2003.17 

• The level of conflict in marriages and divorce is important to child wellbeing. Very high 
conflict marriages are environments within which children do badly and outside of 
which children then do much better. In these cases, when the level of conflict is high, 
children may find it easier to accept parental separation because they can understand 
the reasons. But most divorces do not involve high levels of conflict;18 and, contrary to 
commonly held perceptions, there is evidence that, short of abuse or violence, 
quarrelling parents are less damaging for children than family breakdown and parental 
separation. In general then researchers have concluded that children may do badly 
either because of a high conflict marriage continuing in place or because of a low 
conflict marriage ending in divorce.19 

 
Cost of Family Breakdown 

• Fractured Families estimated that the financial burden to the country is currently around 
£20-£24 billion, or £680-820 for every tax-payer. The Relationships Foundation 
estimated the direct costs of family breakdown to be around £37 billion.20 

Domestic Violence 

• Domestic violence accounts for 25 per cent of all recorded crime classified as violence 
against the person, in England and Wales.21 

• The overall the rate of successful prosecutions for domestic violence has increased from 
46 per cent in 2003 to 67 per cent in 2007-2008, if ‘success’ is measured by conviction 
rate. However, the attrition rate (between reporting and conviction) in DV cases is 
very high.22 

 
Benefits of Marriage 

• Those who are married are more likely to enjoy better physical and mental health and 
well-being, longer life, financial prosperity and other personal advantages than those 
who are not married, whether single or cohabiting.23  

• Fractured Families stressed the strength of the correlations between family breakdown 
and its impact on community crime levels, youth delinquency, educational failure, 
economic dependency, debt and housing shortages.24 

 

Relationship education 

• In-depth marriage preparation classes have been shown by research to lead to higher 
levels of martial satisfaction and lower levels of relationship instability.25 



• Seventy five per cent of all relationship support involves the treatment of problems, 
such as counselling through providers like Relate, rather than their prevention.26 

 

Grandparents 

• Sixty-five per cent of people still live close to relatives (within an hour’s journey) and 
many grandparents have frequent contact with their grandchildren.27  

• More than three quarters of the young people questioned said that their grandparent 
was the most important person in their lives outside the immediate family.28  

• Sixty per cent of childcare provision (i.e. by non-parents,) is provided by grandparents.29 

Legal Aid 

• Recent research suggested that a third of barristers would either greatly reduce or stop 
all legal aid work if fees were reduced by a percentage much lower than that now 
threatened.30  

Taxation and couples 

• The present tax and benefit system may impose a substantial penalty on couples who 
are married or openly cohabit.31 

• In some cases, the penalty can be as high as £8,500 for a family with an income of only 
£20,000.32 

• In 2008, the tax burden on a one-earner married couple with children on an average 
wage in the UK was 44 per cent higher than in most other OECD countries33 and 25 
per cent higher than in other EU countries.34  

 

Polling Results from YouGov (April 2008 and January 2009) 
 

• 84% agreed that it is important for the law to support marriage, with 52% saying that it 
is very important. 

• 57% thought that the law should promote marriage in preference to other kinds of 
family structure such as cohabitation, compared to 27% who did not. 

• 58% thought that giving cohabitants similar legal rights to marriage would undermine 
marriage and make people less likely to bother to get married. 

• 85% supported giving extra financial incentives to married couples though the tax 
systems as a way of promoting marriage. 

• 60% of respondents thought that prenuptial agreements are a good idea for some 
people, and should be legally binding if a couple divorce. 

• Only 8% of married couples took marriage preparation classes before they got married. 

• 81% support relationship counselling being made available to help people whose 
relationships are in trouble. 

• 84% of respondents thought that it would be good idea if drugs courts were more 
widely available across the UK. 
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