
Population Trends nr 145 Autumn 2011

Cohabitation and marriage in Britain 
since the 1970s 
 

 

Éva Beaujouan and Máire Ní Bhrolcháin 

ESRC Centre for Population Change, University of Southampton 
 

 

 

  

 

Abstract 

The article presents an overview of trends in cohabitation and marriage in Britain over 
several decades, using a consistent set of retrospective histories from the General 
Household Survey 1979–2007. Time-trends are presented, for men and women, of: the 
experience of different types of partnership by specified ages, the frequency of premarital 
cohabitation, the average time spent in different types of partnership, the timing of life 
course transitions, and the outcome of cohabitation and marriage at the fifth and tenth 
anniversaries.  
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Introduction 

We present in this article a statistical update on levels and trends in marriage and cohabitation in 
Britain in recent decades. Family change is one of the most prominent social trends of recent times 
in Britain as in other developed countries, including both Eastern and Southern Europe1,2,3,4,5,6,7. 
Among the most striking developments is the growth in prevalence of unmarried cohabitation. In 
the early 1960s in Britain fewer than one in a hundred adults under 50 are estimated to have been 
cohabiting at any one time8, compared with one in six currently. Cohabitation has become a 
normal part of the life course, though not yet, according to General Household Survey (GHS) 
figures, a majority experience for all adults. In 2004–07, 61 per cent of men aged 25–44 and 64 pe
cent of women of this age had cohabited at some point in their lives; of those aged 45–59, 38 per 
cent of men and 35 per cent of women, had done so. Attitudes appear to have adapted to this 
change in behaviour. Cohabitation is no longer seen as socially deviant: for example, two
respondents to the 2006 British Social Attitudes survey thought that there was ‘little difference 
socially between being married and living together as a couple’. On the other hand, the vast 
majority of the same sample clearly saw a distinction between them, as fewer than one in ten 
agreed that there was ‘no point in getting married’, that it was ‘only a piece of paper’
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The distinction between cohabitation and marriage is of importance to policy makers too, as well as 
to social and political commentators10. Issues of policy interest include legal rights and 
responsibilities of cohabiting partners, the welfare of children of unmarried parents, concern about 
the stability of new family forms, housing demand, estimating the numbers of lone parent families, 
and population estimates and projections by marital status8,11,12,13,14,15. In addition, the links
between policy environments and family behaviour are an active area of research16,17. 

For all these reasons, good information on family trends of all kinds have much practical interest. 
But trends in cohabitation are, precisely because of its informal character, harder to document than 
changing patterns of marriage, as sources of information on cohabitation are much less complete. 
Developments in the level and timing of marriage can be identified in reasonable detail from vital 
registration statistics, whose particular strength is the long range historical perspective they can 
provide. Since cohabitation is, by definition, not a formally registered state, a statistical portrait of 
the subject cannot be drawn, except indirectly, from vital registration data18,19. Sample surveys are 
the primary alternative source but have two main drawbacks: long runs of consistent information 
are not usually available, and estimates of the frequency of cohabitation vary from one survey to 
another8,20. The GHS has long been a key source on the subject21,22,23,24. Others include the 
Labour Force Survey (LFS) and Annual Population Surveys13,25, and several longi
studies8,15,26,27,28,29. 

The present article uses a consistent set of data from a time-series of the GHS from 1979–2007 to 
document changes in co-residential partnerships - marriage and cohabitation - in Britain over 
several decades. We use this data resource to document time-trends in the frequency of different 
types of partnership by age and sex, the duration and outcome of cohabiting and marital 
relationships, the timing of relationships, and the time spent in different types of relationship. 
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Data 

Centre for Population Change GHS time series dataset 

As data sources are varied, and not always consistent with each other, it is particularly 
advantageous to have available a long time series of GHS rounds, in which retrospective histories 
of marriage and cohabitation have been collected. Our information on some features of people’s 
partnership experience covers a longer time period than others, and questions asked in the GHS 
on marriage and cohabitation have varied over time. From 1979 onwards, a full marriage history 
was collected, including for some years up to seven marriages, together with information on 
whether respondents had cohabited prior to the marriage current at interview, and how long 
respondents cohabiting at interview had been doing so; from 1981 onwards the duration of 
premarital cohabitation before current or most recent marriage was collected, and before all 
marriages from 1989 onwards. From 2000, details were collected in addition of up to three spells of 
cohabitation that did not result in marriage to that partner30. It is, therefore, only from the GHS 
round of 2000 onwards that a near complete partnership history has been collected in the GHS. 
Depending on the topic, some analyses of time-trends in the present article are based on the entire 
GHS series from 1979–2007 and others are confined to the GHS rounds 2000–07. Because a 
longitudinal design was introduced into the GHS in 2005, three quarters of interviews in 2006 and 
2007 are repeat interviews and are excluded from the present analyses. 

Internal checks on the marriage and partnership histories in the Centre for Population Change 
(CPC) time series data set have found relatively little missing or incoherent data and only light 
editing was required. The retrospective cohabitation histories collected from 2000 onwards give a 
somewhat higher prevalence of cohabitation than the cross-sectional figures on cohabitation at 
survey in GHS rounds five and ten years previously, both overall and in specific age groups30. An 
evaluation of the marriage histories against cohort figures from vital registration gives good 
agreement in most cases. However, the data on marital separation in men’s marital histories are 
inaccurate, giving a frequency that is too low and inconsistent with vital registration data on 
divorce. Figures presented below on marital separation are, therefore, confined to women. 

The GHS as a source on cohabitation 

An earlier analysis of GHS rounds 1993–95 found, as with the present more recent and more 
complete histories, slightly higher levels of cohabitation in retrospective cohabitation histories 
compared with cross-sectional reports of partnership status at preceding surveys back to 1960, 
even though the 1993–95 information did not include spells of cohabitation that ended in 
separation8. Cross-sectional GHS cohabitation figures for recent years agree well with those from 
the LFS, specific by marital status13, but in earlier years the prevalence of cohabitation was higher 
in the GHS than in the LFS, possibly due to the greater attention to recording family status in the 
GHS than in the LFS25. Estimates of premarital cohabitation from the GHS are somewhat above 
those obtained indirectly from marriage registration at younger ages, but otherwise in broad 
agreement with this source29,31. Nevertheless, estimates of the frequency of cohabitation based on 
the GHS are lower than in the Omnibus Survey and the British Household Panel Survey. The origin 
of these differences is hard to identify. Biases including differential non-response may well be 
involved, as well as definitional differences8,20. 
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Time span 

From 1979–85, demographic histories were collected from all women aged 18–49 and ever 
married women aged 16–17; from 1986, the information was obtained from all women aged 16 to 
59, and male marriage histories were also collected. In the years (1986 to 2007) when the Family 
Information section was administered to respondents aged up to 59, the retrospective histories 
allow us to document exposure and events at ages under 45 for the 15 years preceding the survey, 
experience at ages under 40 for the 20 years preceding the survey, and so on. In earlier rounds of 
the GHS (1979 to 1986), where the upper age limit for the Family Information section was lower, 
coverage of periods preceding the survey is correspondingly more restricted. Because both the 
information collected and the applicable age limits vary across GHS rounds, the time span over 
which the analyses are presented differs according to the topic under discussion. 

Weighting 

ONS survey weights are available for GHS rounds from 1996 onwards only. In view of sizeable 
non-response before then and of known biases in unweighted estimates of fertility parameters, we 
have computed two new sets of weights on a consistent basis for the entire series of GHS rounds 
1979–2007. These are designed to adjust for household and individual non-response to the Family 
Information section and to calibrate to population distributions by age, sex and region32. One set is 
specific to households and the other to respondents to the Family Information section of the GHS 
questionnaire. As marriage and cohabitation histories are asked in the Family Information section 
of the GHS, all analyses in the present article are weighted using this second, individual, set of 
weights, in normalised form. Strictly, weighting will increase the variance of our estimates but, on 
the other hand, calibration to population totals would be expected to offset this to a large degree. 
The combined effect of these factors will, in any case, be less than that due to survey design, but 
as information on sample clustering is not present in the publicly available GHS data files, we are 
not in a position to adjust the estimated confidence intervals for this effect. We therefore estimate 
standard errors on the assumption of simple random sampling, and calculate confidence intervals 
as twice the standard error. 

Definitions 

Clarification of some terms may be useful. A direct marriage is one in which the bride and groom 
did not live together immediately before marriage. By premarital cohabitation, we mean a spell of 
cohabitation that ended with marriage to that partner; the marriage could be a first or a second or 
later marriage. The term cohabitation, unqualified, includes premarital cohabitation and spells of 
cohabitation that either ended in separation or were still current at interview. The terms partnership 
or relationship include both marriage and cohabitation. We present no data in this article on so-
called ‘living apart together’ relationships in which the partners do not live together. 

Experience of partnership  

Changes in partnership over several decades are portrayed in Figure 1, which plots time trends by 
age and sex in the cumulative incidence of each type of partnership (see also Appendix Table 
A1). In the first panel, we graph the proportions of those aged 25–29 in each time period who had, 
by their 25th birthday, experienced each type of union; subsequent panels are constructed similarly 
(for example, experience of union types by the 30th birthday among those aged 30–34 in each 
period, and so on). 
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Figure 1 Percentage ever having cohabited, married, or entered any 
union by specified exact ages, and by sex. Great Britain, 
GHS 2000-2004/07 
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by 35th birthday 
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Note: For graphical clarity, confidence intervals around these percentages are not plotted but are given in Appendix 
Table A1, which summarises the data used in this figure.  

Source: CPC GHS time series datafile 
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Several aspects of recent trends in partnership emerge clearly in Figure 1. The result of several 
decades of decline in marriage rates is evident in the proportions ever having married by any 
specified age: at ages up to the late 30s, progressively fewer have been married more recently 
than in the past. Nevertheless, while also true by age 40 the drop is less steep at older ages. This 
demonstrates that much of the downward trend at younger ages is due to delayed marriage, as we 
will see below. By contrast with marriage trends, the cumulative incidence of cohabitation to each 
age has been rising over time (though, as noted elsewhere13, the upward trend has been levelling 
off at younger ages, while continuing at older ages). These countervailing trends do not offset each 
other in younger age groups - the rise in cohabitation does not make up for the decline in marriage 
at younger ages. For example while 59 per cent of men aged 25–29 in 1980–84 had experienced 
at least one partnership by the age of 25, this was true of just 43 per cent of the age group in 
2004–07; among women of this age we see a decline from 78 per cent to 60 per cent over the 
same period. Nevertheless, at older ages, the drop in the experience of partnership is small, and 
so the rise in cohabitation largely compensates for the decline in marriage at these ages. Between 
1985–89 and 2004–07 the proportion of 35–39 year old men having experienced at least one 
partnership by their 35th birthday fell just three percentage points, from 89 per cent to 86 per cent, 
and a relatively small decline occurred also among women, from 95 per cent to 91 per cent. The 
change from 1990–94 to 2004–07 in the experience of partnership by age 40 is narrower still: from 
91 per cent to 89 per cent (men) and from 96 per cent to 94 per cent (women)33. While figures at 
older ages are available for shorter time periods, there is less change over comparable periods at 
older than at younger ages. 

Putting the data from Figure 1 into historical perspective brings to the fore some aspects of recent 
partnership trends that can easily be overlooked. Although marriage rates have been in decline for 
decades, this is, from one perspective, statistically unremarkable, since marriage rates in the 
1960s and early 1970s were at an all-time high34. So, although the 84 per cent of women ever 
married by their 40th birthday in 2004-07 represents a decline over recent decades, it is higher at 
this age than at any time in the first half of the 20th century, in England and Wales35. The 
proportion of men ever married by age 40 in the most recent period is, however, the lowest it has 
been in the last century and a half. Nevertheless, there has been no flight from partnership per se. 
We saw that around 89–91 per cent of men and 94–96 per cent of women reaching 40 in the last 
20 years have been in at least one partnership, whether cohabitation or marriage. These figures 
are, for both sexes, around the maximum proportions who ever experienced a marriage among the 
record-setting generations of the 20th century: men born in the 1930s-40s, 91 per cent of whom 
ultimately married, and women born in the 1940s, of whom 95 per cent ultimately married. In other 
words, the cumulative incidence of some form of partnership among men and women reaching 
their 40s recently is about the same as the cumulative incidence of marriage among the most 
married generations of the twentieth century: men reaching their 40s in the 1970s and women 
reaching their 40s in the 1980s. There has, thus, been no retreat from partnership in principle, 
though, as can be inferred from Figure 1, life in a couple now starts at later ages than in the recent 
past, and relationships do not last as long as formerly, as we will see below. 

There can be no doubt, however, that the decline in marriage at younger ages has been dramatic. 
For example, the proportions of men and women in recent years ever married by age 25 are the 
lowest on record over the last 100 years. But, again, if we count either cohabitation or marriage by 
25 we find a cumulative experience of partnership by the 25th birthday in 2004–07 that is 
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comparable to the proportions ever married by that age obtaining between the 1920s and the early 
1940s in England and Wales. 

The link between cohabitation and marriage 

Much is written on whether cohabitation is a marriage-like relationship, a substitute for marriage or 
an alternative to the single state36. Regardless of how we view the two types of relationship, the 
statistical links between them are, on the one hand, close, and, on the other, changing through 
time. 

Table 1 Percentage of marriages preceded by premarital 
cohabitation, by age at and year of marriage, and sex. 
Great Britain, GHS 1979–2007 

   Age at marriage 

Year of marriage  16‐24  25‐29  30‐39  40‐49  All ages 

Men           

1960‐64  2.2 (0.5)  4.6 (1.2)       

1965‐69  4.0 (0.5)  6.1 (1.1)       

1970‐74  10.5 (0.8)  15.2 (1.4)  27.8 (3.1)     

1975‐79  17.2 (1.1)  26.6 (1.7)  43.2 (2.6)     

1980‐84  27.8 (1.4)  39.1 (1.8)  57.7 (2.2)  59.7 (5.0)  38.8 (1.0) 

1985‐89  43.6 (1.7)  51.3 (1.7)  63.0 (2.0)  67.2 (3.5)  52.5 (1.0) 

1990‐94  53.7 (2.6)  66.3 (1.9)  74.1 (2.0)  75.2 (3.2)  66.6 (1.2) 

1995‐99  53.4 (4.6)  73.2 (2.5)  78.7 (2.0)  78.6 (3.7)  73.7 (1.4) 

2000‐03  53.8 (7.2)  70.7 (3.9)  80.2 (2.8)  82.5 (4.5)  74.9 (2.0) 

2004‐07  65.8 (19.4)  72.7 (9.6)  81.6 (6.4)  81.9 (10.7)  78.0 (4.7) 

           

Women           

1960‐64  2.4 (0.4)  7.7 (2.0)       

1965‐69  3.7 (0.4)  10.6 (2.0)       

1970‐74  9.0 (0.6)  22.4 (1.9)  34.6 (3.9)     

1975‐79  17.2 (0.9)  36.8 (2.1)  47.9 (2.9)     

1980‐84  28.2 (1.1)  50.5 (2.1)  63.2 (2.4)  59.8 (5.2)  38.4 (0.9) 

1985‐89  43.4 (1.3)  59.9 (1.8)  67.0 (2.1)  67.0 (3.8)  52.9 (0.9) 

1990‐94  55.8 (1.8)  71.3 (1.8)  76.2 (2.0)  72.9 (3.5)  66.6 (1.1) 

1995‐99  58.2 (3.0)  77.1 (2.1)  80.4 (2.1)  77.9 (4.0)  73.5 (1.3) 

2000‐03  53.6 (4.8)  76.9 (3.3)  85.2 (2.6)  77.8 (5.4)  74.8 (1.9) 

2004‐07  68.4 (12.4)  78.0 (8.5)  86.7 (5.8)  86.3 (10.1)  80.7 (4.3) 

 

Note: 2 x standard error is given in parentheses 

Source: CPC GHS time series data file 

Table 1 shows the trend in the proportions cohabiting premaritally from 1960–64 to the present. In 
the 1960s, living with a prospective marital partner before marriage was relatively rare, with just 
three per cent of those marrying at ages below 30 doing so. By the 1970s a quarter of men and 
women marrying at ages under 50 cohabited with their partner prior to marriage. According to GHS 
figures, it is since the late 1980s that more than half of all couples marrying have lived together 
beforehand, and so premarital cohabitation has been a majority practice for a quarter of a century. 
In recent years, the vast majority of people marrying at ages under 50 - close to four in five - have 
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lived together prior to marriage. Indeed, marriage without first living together is now as unusual as 
premarital cohabitation was in the 1970s.  

Table 2 Cohabitation before first marriage 1980–84 to 2004-07. Men 
and women aged <60. Great Britain, GHS 2000–2007 

      Men Women 

    Year of marriage 

      1980-84 1990-94 2000-03 2004-07 1980-84 1990-94 2000-03 2004-07 
Percentage ever cohabiting 
prior to first marriage 31.7 (1.8) 62.7 (1.9) 73.8 (2.3) 78.7 (4.2) 30.0 (1.6) 63.0 (1.7) 74.5 (2.1) 80.1 (4.1)

Percentage cohabiting with 
spouse prior to first marriage 30.5 (1.8) 61.1 (1.9) 71.7 (2.3) 77.6 (4.3) 29.2 (1.6) 61.3 (1.7) 72.5 (2.2) 78.7 (4.2)
           
Mean duration of all 
cohabitation spells prior to 
first marriage (years) 1.8 (0.1) 2.8 (0.1) 4.3 (0.1) 4.8 (0.2) 1.9 (0.1) 3.1 (0.1) 4.6 (0.1) 4.6 (0.2) 

Mean duration of premarital 
cohabitation (years) 1.7 (0.1) 2.5 (0.1) 3.7 (0.1) 4.1 (0.2) 1.8 (0.1) 2.7 (0.1) 3.7 (0.1) 3.8 (0.2) 
           
Median duration of all 
cohabitation spells prior to 
first marriage (years) 1.3 2.1 3.2 3.6 1.3 2.3 3.3 3.8 

Median duration of premarital 
cohabitation (years) 1.1 1.9 2.7 3.0 1.2 2.0 2.6 3.0 
           
Percentage distribution of 
premarital cohabitation % % % % % % % % 

 < 1 year 38.8 23.6 15.6 15.0 37.9 22.6 15.6 14.3 

 1 to <2 years 28.8 27.7 20.2 15.4 30.2 26.1 21.2 18.3 

 2 to <3 years 16.5 20.4 19.8 18.0 15.7 19.9 19.6 15.9 

 3 to <4 years 7.0 10.8 13.9 13.5 5.9 11.8 12.0 17.1 

 4+ years 8.9 17.5 30.6 38.0 10.4 19.7 31.6 34.4 

Number of first marriages 
with premarital 
cohabitation (=100%)         844        1,623      1,128         303    1,004        2,000       1,260        316  

Note: 2 x standard error is given in parentheses 

Source: CPC GHS time series data file 

Premarital cohabitation is more common among those who marry at older ages. But although 
marriage has been increasingly delayed in recent decades, later marriage age does not explain the 
rise in premarital cohabitation: we see in Table 1 that the frequency of premarital cohabitation has 
been rising at all marriage ages. 

The data in Table 1 are for all marriages, whether first or later. Table 2 presents some information 
relating to the time before first marriage, and there we see that the upward trend in premarital 
cohabitation applies to first marriages also. Around eight in ten of those marrying for the first time 
in 2004-07 lived together beforehand, up from three in ten in 1980–84. Living with a partner before 
first marriage has been a majority practice since the early 1990s. Couples have, furthermore, been 
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living together for longer. Premarital cohabiters who married for the first time in 2004–07 had lived 
together for four years on average (men: 4.1; women: 3.8), over twice as long as their counterparts 
in the early 1980s (men: 1.7; women: 1.8). While most married couples who lived together in the 
early 1980s did so for less than two years, in 2004–07 over half had lived together for three years 
or more. The frequency of premarital unions of 4+ years rose particularly sharply to reach 34–38 
per cent of all such spells. Counting all partnerships, whether with their future spouse or with 
another partner, the total time cohabiters live together before first marriage now averages nearly 
five years (men: 4.8; women: 4.6). Multiple partnerships before first marriage, though not that 
common, have been growing in frequency. Of men and women marrying for the first time, 97 per 
cent (men) and 98 per cent (women) in 1980–84 had never lived with any other partner, against 81 
per cent (men) and 84 per cent (women) in 2004–07. 

Timing 

We saw earlier a much sharper decline in the experience of marriage and partnership by age 25 
than by age 40. The lesser change at older ages is because much of what has been happening is 
that marriage and partnership have been increasingly delayed rather than foregone altogether. We 
can infer from Figure 1 that men and women reaching their 40s in recent years had to a large 
extent caught up with previous generations. Explicit evidence of delay is shown in Figure 2, which 
plots the mean age at first union that is a cohabitation, at first partnership, at first marriage, and at 
first birth (women), for the periods 1980–84 to 2004–07. The estimates are for events occurring by 
the 40th birthday and the mean ages are standardised for age structure37. 

We see in Figure 2 the move over several decades to a later timetable of life course events, 
among both men and women. The trends shown here have some noteworthy features. Several of 
these events - first partnership if a cohabitation, any first partnership, first birth - are in 2004–07 
delayed by comparison with 1980–84 to approximately the same extent. In the most recent period, 
men are 1.5–1.8 years older, on average, and women are 1.9–2.2 years older at each of these 
transitions than in the early 1980s. Major life-course transitions have, thus, moved about two years 
up the age range in the last quarter of a century. Marriage, however, has been subject to much 
more substantial delay, with both men and women marrying for the first time an average of five 
years later in recent years than in the early 1980s. The reason for this additional delay is twofold. It 
arises both because the proportion of men and women who cohabit before their first marriage, 
either with their future spouse or with another partner, rose substantially over the past several 
decades, as we saw earlier, and because the time spent cohabiting lengthened. From Table 2 and 
Figure 2 we can say that the five-year delay in first marriage in 2004–07 by comparison to 1980–84 
can be broken down approximately as follows: two years is due to a later start to the first 
partnership and three to the longer time spent cohabiting before first marriage.  

Finally, we see that first marriage is now later on average than first birth - by about a year, in the 
most recent period. The reason is, of course, the growth in births outside marriage, with the 
proportion of all births that are non-marital, at over 40 per cent since 2000, being two and a half 
times the proportion (16 per cent) in the early 1980s (England and Wales figures)38. Most of that 
growth is due to births to cohabiting couples. Just under three in ten women having their first birth 
in 2000–07 were cohabiting, nearly five times the figure of six per cent in 1980–84 (GHS 
estimates). The upward trend in this respect in Britain is shared with much of the rest of the 
developed world, though the frequency varies cross-nationally39. 
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Figure 2 Period estimates of mean age at several life course events: 
first cohabitation, first marriage, first partnership and first 
birth, by age 40. GB, 1980-84 to 2004-07.  
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Notes:   1st partnership: first union, whether cohabitation or marriage. 

 The cohabitation figures refer to cohabitations that are the first union in a person's history, and do not include 
the first time a person cohabited if this occurred subsequent to first marriage. 

Source: CPC GHS time series data file 

What becomes of cohabiting unions?  

We saw in an earlier section that, looking backwards from marriage, the large majority of couples 
marrying live together beforehand, and have been cohabiting for much longer than in the past. 
However, this does not mean that cohabitation inevitably leads to marriage. In Figure 3 and Table 
3 we look forward from the start of cohabiting unions, and show what has been happening to these 
in the short and medium run, and how the outcomes have been changing.  
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Figure 3 Percentage of cohabiting partnerships that end in (a) 
marriage and (b) separation, by year the cohabitation 
started. Men and women aged <45 at the start of cohabiting 
union. Great Britain, GHS 2000–2007 
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Source: CPC GHS time series datafile; see also note to Table 3 

We saw in Figure 1 above that the proportion who cohabited by a given age has been rising. But 
over time, progressively fewer of those who live together ultimately marry, and a larger proportion 
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separate. Just under three fifths of men and women under 45 who started cohabiting in 1980–84 
had married within five years and the figure had fallen to just under two fifths in the most recent 
period (Figure 3A)40. By the tenth anniversary, two thirds of couples who moved in together in 
1980–84 had married, against about a half in recent years. The propensity to marry has fallen 
because, in a purely numerical sense, the frequency of separation among cohabiters has been 
rising (Figure 3B and Table 3). Among couples who began cohabiting in 1980–84, one in six had 
separated (without marrying) within five years, a figure that had doubled, reaching one in three, by 
2000–2004. These trends have offset each other to a large extent, with the net result that the 
proportion of cohabiters who are still living together unmarried five or ten years later has been fairly 
stable: in the range 23–30 per cent at the fifth anniversary and between 10 per cent and 12 per 
cent at the tenth anniversary. Thus, relatively few cohabiting couples are still living together 
unmarried after ten years41,42. In this sense, cohabitation is not a long-term arrangement for many 
couples in Britain. Nevertheless, overall, the majority of those starting a cohabitation, as in the 
past, are either still cohabiting or have married five or ten years later. But the size of that majority 
has been in decline: at the fifth anniversary from 82-84 per cent among those who started 
cohabiting in 1980–84 to 64-65 per cent in 2000–2004, and at the tenth anniversary from 77–78 
per cent (1980–84) to 62 per cent (1995–99). At the same time, the duration of cohabiting spells 
has lengthened over time, from a median of just over two years in the early 1980s to nearly three 
years in the most recent period. 

 

Table 3 Outcome of cohabiting relationships after 5 and 10 years, 
by sex and year the couple started cohabiting. Men and 
women aged under 45 at the start of the cohabiting union. 
Great Britain, GHS 2000–2007 

  Men Women 

  1980-84 1985-89 1990-94 1995-99 2000-04 1980-84 1985-89 1990-94 1995-99 2000-04

5 years           

Marriage 59.3 55.4 46.2 40.0 40.8 58.6 54.3 46.3 39.9 39.5 

Separation 17.7 21.5 26.0 31.4 35.5 16.3 19.2 23.2 30.5 35.4 
Continuing 
cohabitation 23.0 23.1 27.8 28.5 23.7 25.1 26.5 30.5 29.6 25.2 

           

10 years           

Marriage 66.0 62.2 55.9 50.5  65.9 61.9 56.1 49.4  

Separation 23.2 26.9 32.0 38.2  22.1 26.2 32.0 38.1  
Continuing 
cohabitation 10.7 10.9 12.1 11.3  12.1 11.9 12.0 12.4  

           

Sample numbers 2,106 3,249 3,958 4,399 2,669 2,511 4,113 4,830 5,271 3,098 

 

Note: The estimates are from a competing risks life table and refer to how the cohabiting relationship ended, rather than 
to couples' situation 5 and 10 years later; thus cohabiters who married and subsequently separated are classified among 
marriages and not among separations. 

Source: CPC GHS time series data file 
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Marital disruption 

Although cohabiting unions have become more unstable over time, this has not been true of 
marriages in the last two decades, at least at relatively early durations. Previous authors have 
noted, on the basis of vital registration statistics, that divorce rates have stabilised since the late 
1980s43. Table 4 shows that both separation and divorce by the fifth anniversary of marriage have 
declined somewhat since the early 1990s. The separation figures are based on the retrospective 
GHS partnership histories, and the proportions divorcing on vital registration statistics for England 
and Wales44. We make no attempt here to investigate the reasons for the stabilisation and 
apparent decline in separation and divorce rates at shorter durations of marriage; that would 
require more detailed analysis than is possible in the present survey of trends. Several possibilities 
can, however, be mentioned. One potential reason is the long-run trend to later marriage - we saw 
in Figure 2 above that in recent years men and women have been marrying on average five years 
later than a quarter of a century ago. It has long been known that those marrying at older ages 
have a lower risk of marital breakdown43 and so later age may be part of the explanation for the 
cessation of the rise and the decline in marital disruption that is emerging at short durations. 
However, this is not the only explanation, in that vital registration statistics show that compared 
with people marrying in 1996, fewer of those marrying in 2000 had divorced by the fifth 
anniversary, at nearly all ages at marriage under 50; in some cases, the decline dates from 1991 
marriages45. 

Table 4 Percentage of women marrying at ages under 45 who 
separated*1 and divorced*2 within 5 years, by year of 
marriage.  

      Year of marriage 

     
1980‐84  1985‐89  1990‐94  1995‐99  2000‐04 

      %  %  %  %  % 

Outcome at:           

5th anniversary           

Separation (GHS)  13.8  15.1  15.3  14.4  12.1 

Divorce (vital registration)  9.3  10.7  11.1  10.4  9.6 

             

10th anniversary           

Separation (GHS)  25.6  26.1  27.0     

Divorce (vital registration)  21.5  23.5  24.1  23.9   

             

Sample numbers (GHS) 
      

10,764  
      

10,924  
        

7,485  
           

4,102  
           

2,165  

Notes: *1 Separation: life table estimates; GB, GHS 1980-2005/7. 

*2 Divorces: Vital registration statistics, England and Wales.  

Source: CPC GHS time series data file 

The advent of widespread cohabitation may be a further, and related, contributory factor. We have 
seen that over time premarital cohabitation has become more common (Table 1), that couples live 
together for longer periods before first marriage (Table 2), and that proportionately fewer 
cohabiters marry, and more separate without marrying, by any given time after they start living 
together than in the past (Figure 3 and Table 3). As a result, relationships may be subject to 
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greater testing before marriage than in the recent past, with cohabitation screening out weaker 
partnerships46,47,48,49. If this is indeed what is happening, those marrying may be increasingly 
select as to the likely future stability of their relationship. In that sense, the spread of cohabitation 
may be a contributory cause of the recent stabilisation of marriage, and of the incipient decline in 
rates of marital disruption. 

Time spent in partnerships 

One way of encapsulating the consequences of recent changes in the level and timing of 
partnership in Britain is to look at changes in the total time spent in specific statuses. This is done 
in Table 5, which shows the mean number of years spent, by the 40th birthday, in any kind of 
partnership, or in a marriage, by men and women aged 40–44 in 1990–94 to 2004–07. Overall, 
both men and women in their early 40s in recent years have spent 1.5–1.7 fewer years in a 
partnership than their counterparts in the early 1990s. This relatively small change is the product of 
a later age at entry into partnership, and a slight decline in the proportions ever having been in a 
relationship by age 40 over that period, and also to higher levels of separation. Time spent 
married, however, has declined by a larger margin: 3.6–3.7 fewer years married, on average, than 
15–20 years ago. Most of this is due to later marriage age, and to time between marriages: a 
decline of 2.5 for men and 2.3 for women; the remainder - men 1.2, and women 1.3 - is attributable 
to lower levels of marriage. 

Table 5 Mean time spent in any partnership or in marriage by age 
40. Men and women aged 40–44, 1990–2007. Great Britain, 
GHS 2000–2007 

   Mean no. of years in partnership  Mean no. of years married 

   All 
Among those ever in a 

union  All 
Among those ever 

married 

Men             

1990‐94  13.4  14.7  13.1  15.0 

1995‐99  13.1  14.4  12.2  14.4 

2000‐03  12.3  13.7  10.7  13.4 

2004‐07  11.9  13.3  9.4  12.4 

change 1990‐4 to 2004‐07  ‐1.5  ‐1.4  ‐3.7  ‐2.5 

         

Women         

1990‐94  15.9  16.6  15.8  16.9 

1995‐99  15.5  16.3  14.9  16.3 

2000‐03  14.7  15.6  13.3  15.3 

2004‐07  14.3  15.1  12.3  14.6 

change 1990‐4 to 2004‐07  ‐1.7  ‐1.4  ‐3.6  ‐2.3 

Source: CPC GHS time series data file 

Partnership status and history in 2004–07 

A further summary of the net outcome of recent trends is given by figures on the cumulative 
partnership experience of men and women by age in the most recent period. The proportion of 
men and women who had ever married, ever cohabited, and ever experienced one or other of 
these kinds of partnership, is shown by age group in Table 6, for 2004–07. Consistent with the 
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delay in lifecourse transitions, we see that only a minority of those aged under 25 had ever been in 
a union. The absence of a large-scale rejection of partnership on the other hand is evident from the 
large majority of those aged 25 and above who had been in some type of union - cohabitation or 
marriage - at some time in their lives. Most men and women aged 25–44 had cohabited at some 
point in the past. The oldest age group considered here - those 45–59 in 2004-07 - had less 
experience of cohabitation than did 25–44 year olds; nevertheless, over a third had lived in an 
unmarried relationship at some point.  

There is a sizeable gap in all but the youngest age groups between the proportions ever in a 
partnership and those in a partnership at the time of the survey, as seen in Figure 4. The disparity 
is due at these ages primarily to relationship breakdown, though at older ages widow(er)hood is 
also a contributory factor. From Table 6 we see that over three in ten men, and nearly four in ten 
women aged 35–59 had been separated from at least one cohabiting or married partner. Over 
seven in ten separated men and two thirds of separated women of these ages had found a further 
partner. A fifth of men and women aged 35–59 were living with a second or later partner at the time 
of the survey.  

Table 6 Percentage ever in each type of union, ever separated and 
repartnered, and current union status at survey, by age 
group and sex. Men and women aged 18–59. Great Britain, 
GHS 2004–2007 

   Age at survey 

   18‐24  25‐34  35‐44  45‐59  All ages 
   %  %  %  %  % 

Men           

Ever cohabited  17.2 (1.9)  58.7 (1.9)  62.8 (1.6)  38.1 (1.4)  46.5 (0.9) 

Ever married  2.6 (0.8)  36.1 (1.8)  73.0 (1.5)  87.3 (0.9)  58.4 (0.9) 

Ever in union  18.2 (2.0)  70.5 (1.7)  89.4 (1.1)  92.3 (0.8)  74.8 (0.8) 
           

Ever separated  6.3 (1.2)  21.6 (1.6)  34.4 (1.6)  31.9 (1.6)  26.2 (0.9) 

Of ever separated, % ever repartnered   26.0 (8.5)  61.5 (3.9)  74.0 (2.5)  75.2 (4.2)  70.3 (2.8) 
           

Cohabiting at survey  10.7 (1.6)  25.0 (1.6)  14.2 (1.4)  6.6 (1.0)  13.6 (0.6) 

Married at survey  2.4 (0.8)  33.3 (1.8)  61.1 (1.6)  72.8 (1.4)  49.5 (0.9) 

In union at survey  13.1 (1.7)  58.3 (1.8)  75.2 (1.6)  79.3 (1.2)  63.2 (0.8) 

In second or later union at survey  1.1 (0.5)  9.8 (1.1)  20.8 (1.4)  19.5 (1.3)  14.7 (0.7) 

Women           

Ever cohabited  32.3 (2.1)  65.4 (1.6)  62.8 (1.5)  34.7 (1.3)  49.1 (0.8) 

Ever married  8.2 (1.3)  50.5 (1.7)  80.0 (1.2)  92.7 (0.7)  66.2 (0.8) 

Ever in union  36.1 (2.2)  82.1 (1.3)  93.6 (0.8)  96.3 (0.5)  82.7 (0.6) 
           

Ever separated  11.5 (1.5)  29.4 (1.6)  39.5 (1.5)  37.6 (1.6)  32.1 (0.9) 

Of ever separated, % ever repartnered   30.2 (5.6)  59.4 (3.0)  68.0 (2.2)  65.2 (3.4)  62.9 (2.2) 
           

Cohabiting at survey  19.8 (1.8)  22.7 (1.4)  12.3 (1.3)  5.7 (0.9)  13.6 (0.5) 

Married at survey  7.4 (1.2)  44.5 (1.7)  62.8 (1.5)  71.8 (1.3)  52.9 (0.8) 

In union at survey  27.2 (2.0)  67.2 (1.6)  75.1 (1.4)  77.4 (1.2)  66.6 (0.7) 

In second or later union at survey  2.4 (0.7)  14.4 (1.2)  21.4 (1.3)  19.1 (1.2)  16.0 (0.6) 

Note: 2 x standard error is given in parentheses 

Source: CPC GHS time series datafile 
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In all age groups many fewer are cohabiting at the time of the survey than have ever cohabited. 
This is a further reflection of the relatively short duration of cohabiting relationships, as we saw 
above. At ages 35 and above, more people have been married than have ever cohabited, but the 
opposite is true of those under 35. Differences between age groups in Table 6 reflect in part the 
effect of age itself, with those at older ages having had more cumulative experience of partnership 
in general. However, they also reflect the substantial changes in partnership that have been taking 
place since the 1970s.  

 
Figure 4 Percentage who had ever been in a partnership, and who 

were in a partnership at the time of the survey, by age and 
sex, 2004-07. Men and women aged 18-59. Great Britain, 
GHS 2004-07 
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Note: People not in union who had previously been both married and in a cohabiting union are classified as ‘not in union, 
previously married’. 
Source: CPC GHS time series datafile 
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Discussion 

Partnership behaviour has been in continuous change in Britain for over three decades. 
Cohabitation is continuing to grow, and the large majority of people aged 25–44 currently have 
cohabited at some time in their lives. The vast majority of marriages - 80 per cent in recent years - 
are now preceded by a spell of cohabitation. The growth in cohabitation does not compensate for 
the decline in marriage at younger ages, but among those in their early 40s, in recent years, it 
comes close. Putting recent trends in historical context, if we consider both cohabitation and 
marriage together, the frequency of entering a partnership among people reaching their 40s 
currently is on a par with the frequency of marriage in the most married generations of the 20th 
century. That is, both men and women have been entering some form of co-residential 
relationship, marriage or cohabitation, at about the maximum level reached by its traditional form, 
marriage, during the 20th century in Britain (the vital registration comparison is with England and 
Wales). In that sense, there has been no retreat from partnership per se. Partnership trends in 
recent decades are certainly distinctive, but are not entirely discontinuous with the past. As one 
family historian has commented, most apparently modern developments in relation to marriage and 
family have their counterparts in the past, whether more or less distant in time. The same author 
notes, however, that the sheer diversity of current family arrangements is historically unique50. 

Insofar as marriage and overall partnership have declined, it has to be remembered that 
comparison with the levels of the 1960s and early 1970s is with the peak level of marriage in 
twentieth century Britain. For example, the period mean age at marriage reached an all-time low in 
1970 in England and Wales. It is, therefore, unsurprising in a statistical sense that marriage rates 
should decline and marriage age should rise in the 1970s. Nevertheless the additional delay in 
marriage has been very substantial indeed since the early 1980s, and marriage is now later than at 
any time in the last century. The growth in the frequency of cohabitation together with longer 
durations spent cohabiting prior to first marriage are part of the explanation for marriage delay. 
However, partnership itself has also been delayed, as we have seen. And so, transitions to adult 
statuses in general now follow a later timetable. Contributory factors include, among others, 
greater educational participation rates, the labour market incentives stemming from the acquisition 
of higher level qualifications, the difficulty of coordinating two partners’ economic interests when 
both expect to participate in the labour market over the long term, economic uncertainty, and 
deteriorating labour markets51,52,53,54,55. 

The proportion who at any point in time are living with a partner has been declining at all ages, due 
both to the later timing of marriage and partnership and because relationships are more frequently 
dissolved than in past decades. In the period since the 1970s, marriage breakdown initially rose 
but more recently appears to have stabilised and begun to decline, at least at short durations of 
marriage. In the most recent period 30-40 per cent of people aged 35–59 have experienced the 
breakdown of at least one partnership. Separation is, thus, not the majority experience, but is that 
of a very substantial minority at these ages. And while the majority of those separating find a new 
partner the net result of these trends is that the cross-sectional proportions who have previously 
been in a partnership, but no longer are so, have been rising. 

Policy interest in cohabitation has been based to some extent on its link with marital breakdown. 
An extensive body of past research has reported that couples who live together before marriage 
are more likely to separate, once married, than those who marry directly56. However, the finding is 
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far from universal, with dissolution risks being higher in some countries among those who marry 
directly without first living together5,47,57. Several recent studies suggest, furthermore, that when the 
pre-existing characteristics of those who cohabit are taken into account, the risk of marriage 
breakdown is no different from and may be lower among those cohabiting before marriage than 
among those who marry directly29,46,48,58; similar findings have been reported in relation to 
cohabitation itself compared with marriage15. There is some evidence also that the role of 
premarital cohabitation is context dependent, being associated with higher divorce risk when either 
uncommon or very common, in both cases because those engaging in a minority behaviour are 
usually select in important respects. When the practice is uncommon, those cohabiting premaritally 
may be less traditional, less concerned with social norms, and less risk-averse than those who 
marry directly; conversely, when premarital cohabitation is common, those marrying directly may 
have the opposite characteristics47. In line with this expectation, several studies have reported that 
the difference in divorce risk between marriages that are and are not preceded by a cohabitation 
spell has been diminishing over time49,59,60,61. 

In this overview article, we have not sought to assess causal hypotheses regarding relationship 
breakdown – much more detailed analysis would be required for the purpose. We note, however, 
that the growth of cohabitation together with the upward trend in the separation risk in cohabiting 
unions could be seen, perhaps paradoxically, as promoting rather than competing with marriage. A 
first reason is that marriage rates are higher among cohabiters than among the unpartnered20. A 
second point, alluded to earlier, is that the growth in cohabitation together with the rise in the 
proportion of cohabiters who do not marry could be linked with the stabilisation and emerging 
decline in marital breakdown at short durations. This could be so if cohabitation acted as a kind of 
marital firewall, keeping out of the married population couples whose relationship is more fragile. 
The hypothesis needs further investigation in a British context62. 

 

Key findings 

 The proportions of men and women who have ever married have declined and the 
proportions ever having cohabited have risen at all ages, in recent decades. At older ages, 
these trends come close to offsetting each other, but at younger ages this is not the case. 
The younger the age, the larger the recent decline in the proportions who have ever been in 
a co-residential union. 

 Greater change at young ages is due primarily to a later timetable of demographic events. 
Men and women now enter their first partnership about two years later, on average, than in 
the early 1980s. Marriage is five years later, on average, with the additional delay due both 
to the growth in the frequency of cohabitation before marriage and to couples living together 
for longer before first marriage than in the recent past.  

 More cohabiting couples separate without marrying, and fewer marry, than two decades 
ago. Cohabitation remains a relatively short term type of relationship. At the tenth 
anniversary of moving in together, half of cohabiting couples have married each other, just 
under four in ten have separated, and slightly over one in ten are still living together as a 
couple, on the most recent figures. 
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Key findings 

 There has been a decline in recent years in the proportion of marriages ending in separation 
or divorce by the fifth anniversary. We suggest as a hypothesis that the growth of 
cohabitation may have played a role in this incipient decline.  

 If we consider marriage and cohabitation together, people reaching their early 40s recently 
have entered some type of partnership almost as much as the most married generations of 
the 20th century. However, at any one time there are now fewer living with a married or 
cohabiting partner than in the recent past, both because of delayed entry into partnership 
and higher proportions separating. 
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Appendix 

Table A1 Per cent ever having experienced each type of partnership 
by specified exact ages, by sex. Great Britain, 1980-84 to 
2004-07. GHS 2000-2007 

By age 25    By age 30    

  Cohabitation Marriage 
Any 
union   Cohabitation Marriage 

Any 
union 

Men 1980-84 15.8 (0.8) 51.0 (1.1) 58.8 (1.1) Men 1980-84 16.1 (0.8) 77.8 (0.8) 82.2 (0.8)

 1985-89 23.5 (0.9) 40.5 (1.1) 53.2 (1.1)  1985-89 25.1 (0.9) 73.0 (0.9) 80.8 (0.8)

 1990-94 33.6 (1.0) 29.9 (1.0) 51.0 (1.1)  1990-94 36.5 (1.0) 65.0 (0.9) 77.9 (0.8)

 1995-99 36.4 (1.1) 19.6 (0.9) 45.6 (1.1)  1995-99 50.4 (1.0) 54.9 (1.0) 76.3 (0.8)

 2000-03 36.3 (1.0) 12.6 (0.7) 41.7 (1.0)  2000-03 57.4 (0.9) 45.0 (0.8) 73.5 (0.8)

 2004-07 38.5 (1.8) 10.4 (1.1) 42.7 (0.9)  2004-07 57.7 (1.5) 38.4 (1.5) 70.8 (1.4)

          

Women 1980-84 18.1 (0.8) 71.0 (1.0) 77.9 (0.9) Women 1980-84 14.7 (0.7) 89.1 (0.6) 92.0 (0.5)

 1985-89 27.5 (0.9) 61.6 (1.0) 73.2 (0.9)  1985-89 24.9 (0.8) 84.8 (0.7) 90.1 (0.6)

 1990-94 40.6 (1.0) 49.2 (1.0) 70.1 (0.9)  1990-94 37.2 (0.9) 77.9 (0.8) 87.8 (0.6)

 1995-99 50.0 (1.0) 35.3 (0.9) 65.8 (1.0)  1995-99 52.1 (0.9) 69.4 (0.8) 86.6 (0.6)

 2000-03 51.3 (1.0) 25.2 (0.8) 61.6 (0.9)  2000-03 64.3 (0.8) 60.1 (0.8) 85.7 (0.6)

 2004-07 50.8 (1.7) 23.0 (1.4) 60.3 (1.7)  2004-07 67.6 (1.3) 53.2 (1.4) 84.4 (1.0)

          

          

By age 35    By age 40    

  Cohabitation Marriage 
Any 
union   Cohabitation Marriage 

Any 
union 

Men 1980-84    Men 1980-84    

 1985-89 22.1 (0.9) 84.6 (0.8) 88.6 (0.7)  1985-89    

 1990-94 32.1 (1.1) 81.0 (0.9) 87.8 (0.8)  1990-94 26.3 (1.0) 87.3 (0.7) 91.1 (0.6)

 1995-99 45.6 (1.1) 74.3 (0.9) 86.2 (0.8)  1995-99 36.4 (1.1) 84.2 (0.8) 90.5 (0.7)

 2000-03 58.6 (0.9) 67.6 (0.9) 85.7 (0.7)  2000-03 47.4 (1.0) 80.1 (0.8) 89.7 (0.6)

 2004-07 66.0 (1.5) 62.6 (1.5) 85.6 (1.1)  2004-07 57.5 (1.6) 75.9 (1.3) 89.3 (1.0)

          

Women 1980-84    Women 1980-84    

 1985-89 19.7 (0.8) 92.3 (0.6) 95.3 (0.5)  1985-89    

 1990-94 31.4 (1.0) 88.7 (0.7) 93.7 (0.5)  1990-94 22.8 (0.9) 93.7 (0.5) 96.2 (0.4)

 1995-99 44.2 (1.0) 83.8 (0.7) 92.5 (0.5)  1995-99 34.9 (1.0) 90.9 (0.6) 95.2 (0.5)

 2000-03 57.2 (0.8) 78.2 (0.7) 92.2 (0.5)  2000-03 45.4 (0.9) 87.2 (0.6) 94.1 (0.4)

 2004-07 68.6 (1.3) 72.0 (1.3) 91.3 (0.8)  2004-07 53.4 (1.5) 84.2 (1.1) 94.0 (0.7)

Notes  

1. Samples: by age 25: experience of union by 25th birthday among those aged 25-29 in each period; by age 30: 
experience of union by 30th birthday among those aged 30-34 in period; etc. 

2. 2 x standard error is given in parentheses. Sample sizes are smaller in 2004–07 both because only one wave's data is 
used in each of the GHS rounds of 2006 and 2007 and because cumulative incidence in the most recent period is based 
only on the GHS 2004–2007 histories, whereas the figures for earlier years are based on the retrospective histories 
collected in GHS rounds 2000-07. 

Source: CPC GHS time series data file 


