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Executive summary

In the last 50 years, marriage has declined remarkably. People marry much less, and much older than

they ever have. This profound change to our society has gone largely unremarked upon, yet it carries

huge implications. The data shows that cohabiting couples (unmarried couples living together) are more

likely to be lonely," have relationships that are much less stable,? and domestic abuse rates that are much

higher.3

The marriage rate in England and Wales is at record lows for non-Covid years and is down 77 per cent

and 73 per cent for men and women respectively in fifty years.* Before the 1980s, the marriage rate had

never fallen below 47.7 - which was during World War | - it is now 18.1.%
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The number of marriages has sunk from 400,000 in 1973 to 224,402 in 2023, while the UK
population has risen from 56 to 67 million.® This is the lowest number of marriages in a year since
records began in the 1850s, outside of the Covid years.

The marriage rate among men and women in their twenties is down 90 per cent over the last 50
years.” For those in their early twenties it is down over 97 per cent in fifty years.®

Men in their late twenties get married at barely half the rate they did just 10 years ago. The marriage
rate among 25-29-year-old men was 43.0 in 2012 and just 24.3 in 2023.°

The marriage rate among male pensioners (5.6 per 1,000) is now a third higher than it is for men in
their early twenties (4.1 per 1,000), having surpassed the rate for those aged 20 to 24 in 2018.°

100,000 of the lost COVID-19 weddings were never rescheduled.” There were over 130,000 lost
weddings in 2020 due to the pandemic and yet the marriage rate is already back below the pre-
pandemic record lows.

In 1970, 62 per cent of men had ever married by age 25, by 2000 this was 11 per cent and it is now
just two per cent.' This is despite survey data suggesting that, among those under 30, 86 per cent of
unmarried women and 80 per cent of unmarried men want to get married at some point.”

In England and Wales today, more men have remarried by age 40 (2.2 per cent) than have ever
married by age 25 (2.1 per cent).'

The median age at marriage for women has hit 33 years old for the first time. It had never exceeded
30 in recorded history at the turn of the century.

Marriage is a major protective factor in domestic abuse. Cohabiting individuals are twice as likely to
be victims of domestic abuse as married individuals. This is three times for single individuals, and five
times for those who are separated.'®

Lone parent households are over ten times as likely to be long-term workless households as couple
parent households.”



Chapter 1:

Marriage rate

1.1. Marriage rate by age and sex

The marriage rate for a certain group in a certain year tells the number marrying per 1,000 unmarried
population in that group in that year. In 2023, the marriage rate for men aged 16 or over was 18.1 per 1,000.

The marriage rate peaked in 1972, when it was 84.0 for men and 63.5 for women. It has declined by 77
per cent for men and 73 per cent for women since.'® Before the 1980s, the marriage rate had never fallen
below 47.7 - which was during World War | - it is now 18.1.

Figure 1 - Marriage rate for men over 16, 1862-2023
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Source: Office for National Statistics (2025) Marriages and civil partnerships in England and Wales: 2023.
This is especially stark among young men and women. The marriage rate among 20-24-year-old

women has declined by 97 per cent since 1972, from 249.1to 7.1. It has declined 98 per cent for
men -from 168.5 to 4.1."°

Just ten years ago, men in their late twenties were getting married at almost twice the current rate: the
marriage rate among 25-29-year-old men was 43.0 in 2012 and just 24.3 in 2023.2°



Figure 2 - The marriage rate has fallen over 95 per cent for men and women in their
early 20s
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Source: Office for National Statistics (2025) Marriages and civil partnerships in England and Wales: 2023.

Figure 3 - The marriage rate for men by age, 1997 and 2023
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Source: Office for National Statistics (2025) Marriages and civil partnerships in England and Wales: 2023.

The marriage rate among male pensioners (5.6 per 1,000) is now a third higher than it is for men in their
early twenties (4.1 per 1,000).2" As recently as 1997, the marriage rate among men in their early twenties
was five times that of pensioners (23.1 versus 4.8).



1.2. Proportion married by age

The proportion of men and women who have ever married by certain ages captures the combined effect
of people marrying later and being less likely to marry at all. The combined effect is remarkable.

The proportion of women ever married by age 30 peaked in 1975 at 92.0 per cent. Itis now 22.1
per cent. The proportion of men ever married by age 30 peaked earlierin 1968 at 83.7 per cent. It
is now 14.8 per cent.??

This ratio is even steeper looking at the proportions married by 25. In 1975, 81.8 per cent of women and
62.5 per cent of men had ever married by age 25. This is now 3.9 per cent for women and just 2.1 per
cent for men.?3

People are marrying almost a decade later. In 1980 the median marriage ages for men and women were
25.8 and 23.2 respectively, in 2023 they sat at 34.8 and 33.0.

Isolating the decline of marriage, separate from people marrying older, we can look at the proportion
married by median age of marriage. In 1968, 41.4 per cent of men were married by median marriage age.
In 1991, 34.7 per cent. By 2023, it had sunk to 28.2 per cent.

Figure 4 - The proportion of men and women married by certain ages, 1925-2024
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1.3. Age at marriage

The median age at marriage was lower in the 1970s than it had been for much of the previous century. It
has risen substantially since and is now far higher than it has ever been in recorded history.

The median age at marriage for men is 34.8 years old, and for women is 33.0 years old. At the turn of the
century, these were 32.0 and 29.8, respectively. In 1980, they were 25.8 and 23.2. Before 1980, the
median age at marriage for men had never exceeded 28 in recorded history.?4

Figure 5 - Median age at marriage for men and women, 1851-2024
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Source: Office for National Statistics (2025) Marriages and civil partnerships in England and Wales: 2023.

The historic shift in the proportion of men and women married in their twenties and adult’s ages when
marrying has profound societal knock-on effects. The clearest is in fertility rates. If a woman in the UK has
not had a baby by the age of 30, there is a 50 per cent likelihood that she never becomes a mother,?®
and fertility rates for ever-married women are markedly higher across the OECD than for never-married
women.?¢



Chapter 2:

Overall number of
marriages

Marriage has been on the decline since the 1970s. In 1973, there were over 400,000 registered
marriages. By 1983, this had fallen to 350,000 and was fewer than 300,000 by 1993. The number

of marriages fell under 250,000 in 2005. In 2023, the latest year for which we have data, there were
224,402 marriages in England and Wales.?” The proportion of adults that are married has also fallen to
46.9 per cent in the 2021 Census, down from 58.4 per cent in 1991.28

Very few of the cancelled COVID-19 weddings were ever rescheduled. There were over 130,000 lost
weddings in 2020 due to the pandemic and, although there was some uptick in registrations after
restrictions eased, the marriage rate is already back below pre-pandemic record lows.?° Marriage
Foundation estimate that at least 100,000 couples whose weddings were cancelled during lockdown
have still not rearranged their weddings.3°

2.1. Religious and civil ceremonies

The last 30 years has also seen a dramatic fall in religious weddings. In 1992, half of marriages were civil
ceremonies and half were religious. By 2023, 85 per cent were civil ceremonies and 15 per cent were
religious ceremonies.?!



Figure 6 - Civil and religious ceremonies as a proportion of all marriages
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Source: Office for National Statistics (2025) Marriages and civil partnerships in England and Wales: 2023.

The number of religious ceremonies has declined rapidly for fifty years. There were 215,711in 1973; this
had halved by 1997 to 107,020. This trend has not slowed, the numbers halving again between 2014
(68,028) and 2023 (32,473). The number of Church of England and Church in Wales weddings

is down 84 per cent in 50 years, it is now the lowest number since records began in the 1830s -
despite the population being four times the size.3?

Non-Christian religious ceremonies remain very uncommon but have grown from an average of 1,500 a
year in the 1970s to 2,500 a year now.*3

2.2. Opposite- and same-sex marriage and civil
partnerships

Opposite-sex marriages still make up 97 per cent of marriages, although this has declined fractionally.
In 2019, 96.9 per cent of marriages were opposite sex, in 2023, this was 96.7 per cent.?* Over 99.4 per
cent of the married population are opposite-sex couples.

There were 7,547 civil partnerships in 2023, over 80 per cent of which were opposite sex.®®



Chapter 3:

Marriage and
cohabitation

Cohabitation formation is not measured in the way marriages and civil partnerships are, because
cohabiting couples do not form a legal union meaning we don’t know exactly when their relationships
started or dissolved, making their relationships harder to statistically evaluate. However, we can measure
their incidence using four sources: census living arrangements of couples data, cohabiting prior to
marriage data, cohabiting couple families data, and birth registration data.

Cohabiting relationships have three times the likelihood of separation,3® twice the incidence of domestic
abuse® and a third higher incidence of loneliness than married relationships.3®

3.1. Living arrangements of couples

In the last 10 years, the proportion of couples living together who are married has shrunk by four
percentage points from 79.4 per cent to 75.7 per cent.*® Considering how small a proportion of long-
term couples form or dissolve each decade, this is a large shift.

Partially controlling for this, we see that this trend is significantly larger among younger couples. The
proportion of couples aged 30-34 living together that are unmarried rose from 35 per centin 2011 to 45
per cent in 2021. Among those aged 25-29 it has gone from 56 per cent to 72 per cent.*°

3.2. Cohabiting prior to marriage

Another major shift has been seen in the number of couples living together before getting married. This
has been recorded since 1994, when 59.6 per cent of couples lived together before marrying. This
climbed to 90.3 per cent by 2021 and has now dropped slightly to 89.1 per cent in 2023.

In the last thirty years, this change has been faster for religious marriages. In 1994, 76.3 per cent of civil
marriages and 41.3 per cent religious marriages lived together prior to marriage. In 2023, these are 90.7
per cent (civil) and 80.0 per cent (religious).*'

This varies by age. It is lowest for the youngest marriages - just 68.3 per cent of 20-to-24-year-old men
marrying cohabit prior to marriage - and is highest among those in their late thirties - 92.8 per cent of
35-to-39-year-old men marrying cohabit prior to marriage.*?



3.3. Cohabiting couple families and birth
registrations

Cohabiting couple families includes all cohabiting couples living as a family, both with and without
dependent children.

The number of cohabiting couple families has been measured since 1996. For most of this time, it has
risen quickly, although in the last two years there has been some slight reversal of this trend.

In 2022, it was 3.7 million, an increase from 3.1 million (16.4 per cent) in 2014 and from 1.5 million in
1996 (8.9 per cent). It 2024, it had fallen slightly to 3.5 million (17.7 per cent of all families).*?

Cohabiting (“joint registration, same address”) births have only been recorded since 1986, when 10.0 per
cent of births were to cohabiting couples. The proportion of children born into cohabiting families now
sits at 34.0 per cent of live births, down from 36.5 per cent in 2022 .44

This has changed substantially over the medium- and long-term. 25 years ago, in 1998, 62.2 per cent of
live births were registered by married mothers. 50 years ago, in 1973, 91.4 per cent were.*®

As with the overall cohabitation statistics, the difference is particularly striking among the younger
population. For mothers aged 20 to 24, just 21.3 per cent are married and 46.6 per cent are cohabiting
today, with 32.1 per cent neither. For those aged 25 to 29, 43.1 per cent are married.*¢ In 1986,
however, 71.8 per cent of 20-24-year-old mothers were married and 87.9 per cent of 25-29s.

3.4. Marriage and cohabitation: stability

A substantial body of research exists that points towards married relationships being more stable than
cohabiting relationship.

This research controls for the socioeconomic background and other demographic indicators of the
couples but cannot perfectly control for simultaneity: it is likely that couples in stable relationships

are more likely to marry, as well as being verifiable that married relationships are more stable. This
observation - that causation likely runs in both directions - makes identifying the magnitude of the causal
effect of marriage on relationship stability, and of relationship on marriage, difficult.

Andersson and Philipov (2002, 2017) show that cohabiting couples are almost twice as likely to separate
during the early years of their children’s lives, controlling for background.*” And Benson (2022) found that
marriages in the bottom income quintile are more stable than cohabiting ones in the top income quintile.*®

One longitudinal study based in Germany following 220 families with under 4s for 10 years found that
cohabiting couples were around three times as likely to have separated over the period.*° Similarly, a
2022 study found that, while there is a 10 per cent chance that married couples split before their child’s
fifth birthday, that chance is 28 per cent for couples cohabiting when the child was born.5°

Around 30 per cent of couples who have celebrated their tenth anniversary think they would have
separated if they hadn’t married.®' Even those who self-report as ‘on the brink’ are far more likely to still be
together ten years later if they are married.>?

World Family Maps (2017) found that the education level and marriage of parents decreased the
likelihood of separation, with marriage having a particularly strong effect.>?



Chapter 4:

Attitudes to marriage,
divorce, domestic abuse,
and wider outcomes

4.1. Attitudes to marriage

Attitudes to marriage have stayed largely consistent. Though the proportion of the population never
married is on the rise, survey data from 2021 suggests that, among those under 30, 86 per cent of
unmarried women and 80 per cent of unmarried men want to get married at some point.>*

Survey data from 2022 suggests just 60 per cent of 18-34-year-olds want to marry at some point. 13 per
cent did not want to, and 25 per cent did not know (2 per cent ‘prefer not to say’).5®

4.7. Divorce rates

The other aspect of these shifts in marriage are the divorce statistics. Having peaked in the early 1990s,
divorce has been declining for the last thirty years.

This is clearest when examining the proportion of couples divorcing by their 10th anniversary. In 2023
was 16.8 per cent, the lowest it has been for fifty years (16.7 per cent in 1973), and far below the 2004
peak (married in 1994) of 24.7 per cent.>®



Figure 7 - Divorce rates have been coming down for some time
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(Accessed: 14 December 2025).

4.3. Domestic abuse

In the year ending March 2019, 5.1 per cent of married women and 3.7 per cent of married men were
victims of domestic abuse at least once in the last year. This compares with 10.2 per cent of cohabiting
women, 14.1 per cent of single women, and 26.3 per cent of separated women.*’


https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/divorce/bulletins/divorcesinenglandandwales/2023?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Figure 8 - Prevalence of domestic abuse in the last year for adults aged 16 and over,
England and Wales
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4.4 \Wider outcomes

4.4.1. Maternal health

Low incidence of smoking during pregnancy and experiencing postnatal depression, and high incidence
of breastfeeding are all indicators of good maternal health.

For married mothers, less than a tenth smoke during pregnancy, well under a third of the proportion
for cohabiting months. Around a tenth experience postnatal depression, compared to 15 per cent for
cohabiting mothers.>®

Similarly, nearly four in five breastfeed, compared to less than two thirds of cohabiting mothers.>®

Cohabiting mothers do, however, fare better than non-partnered mothers on these indicators, with
lower rates of smoking during pregnancy and postnatal depression, and a higher rate of breastfeeding.®°


https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/articles/domesticabusevictimcharacteristicsenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2025
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/articles/domesticabusevictimcharacteristicsenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2025

Figure 9 - Maternal health indicators for mothers by family structure
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December 2025).

4.4.2. Employment
Long-term workless households are households where no one has worked for over a year.

Just under 10 per cent of children live in long-term workless households, but this is not uniform across
family structure: it is less than one in thirty for children in couple households, and one in three for children
in lone parent households.®' Children in lone parent households are ten times as likely to be in long-term
workless households.


https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/CSJ-Boyhood.pdf

Figure 10 - Lone parent households are far more likely to be workless or long-term
workless
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December 2025).

4.4.3.Home ownership

In their review of Families and Inequalities, the Institute for Fiscal Studies found that:

“Unconditionally, married couples are 46 percentage points more likely than lone
parents to own their home. After adjusting for age and education, this difference
drops to 40 percentage points, which still represents a large difference between the
two groups. Cohabiting couples are around 24 percentage points more likely than
lone parents to be homeowners, and this difference is robust to the inclusion of age
and education controls.”?

4.4.4 Loneliness

In 2024, Centre for Social Justice (CS)) analysis of Understanding Society data found that while 58 per
cent of single people report sometimes feeling lonely, this is just 39 per cent for cohabiting people and
only 30 per cent for married people.®?


https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/bulletins/childrenlivinginlongtermworklesshouseholdsintheuk/2024
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/bulletins/childrenlivinginlongtermworklesshouseholdsintheuk/2024

4.4.5. Addiction, homelessness, and crime

Survey data from the Centre for Social Justice in 2019 suggests that children who experience family
breakdown before they turn 19 are over twice as likely to experience homelessness, twice as likely to be
in trouble with the police or spend time in prison, and almost twice as likely to experience alcoholism.®4

4.4.6.Education outcomes

Department for Education research from 2025 found that children living with both biological parents
and in two-parents households had a higher life satisfaction than other children, while those living with
neither biological parent had the lowest.®° This followed previous NHS research that found that while
17 per cent of children of lone parents had mental disorders and 12 per cent of children of cohabiting
parents did, just six per cent of children of married parents did.%®

This is also clear in school absence rates. Pupils living with neither biological parent have a persistent
absence rate of 19 per cent, compared to 11 per cent for those living with one parent, eight per cent of
those living as part of a stepfamily and seven per cent of those living with both biological parents.®”

Children who are in cohabiting or lone parent families are twice as likely to fail to complete secondary
school, this has been shown in both the United States and the UK.58
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