
EVIDENCE ON THE BENEFITS  
OF MARRIAGE

STABILITY

Cohabitees are more likely to separate than married couples
“Children born to cohabiting parents were almost three times as likely as those born to 
married parents to no longer be living with both these parents when they were 5 years old”.1 

Having children outside of marriage increases the risk of marriage breakdown
“76 per cent of mothers who married before giving birth remained intact, compared to 44 
per cent of those who married after they had their first child”.2 

Children of married parents are themselves more likely to get married
“Over the course of a lifetime, British adults were … 10 percent more likely to have got 
married … if their parents were married at the time of their birth”.3 

HEALTH AND HAPPINESS

Married people are happier
“even when controlling for pre-marital life satisfaction levels, those who marry are more 
satisfied than those who remain single… the benefits of marriage persist in the long-term”.4 

Married women live healthier lifestyles
“Smoking, recreational drug usage and depressive symptoms were much lower for 
continuously married women than for all other women”.5 

Married men are healthier
“…after adjustment of potentially confounding variables, the risk of mortality from 
cardiovascular disease, respiratory disease, external causes, and all causes was two- to three-
fold higher for never-married than for married men”.6 

There are fewer mental health issues for married couples
“Marriage was associated with reduced risk of the first onset of most mental disorders in 
both men and women”.7 

Children of married parents have better health
Pre-school age children were almost three times more likely to be significantly overweight 
(BMI equal to or greater than the 95th percentile) if they grew up in an “unstable 
cohabiting” home compared to a “stable married” home.8 

“Compared to children living with married parents, children who lived in other family 
types, including other stable families, were more likely to display externalising behavioural 
problems at age 5”.9 

Children aged 5 to 10 years old are nearly three times more likely to have mental health 
issues living with a lone parent and twice as likely with cohabiting parents, compared to 
living with married parents.10



WEALTH

Married couples are richer than cohabitees
“Tracking the earnings of comparable men for a decade from 2009 showed a correlation 
between income increase and family structure. For men who married during this time their 
income grew 58.8%, while for cohabitees their income grew by 46.4%.”11  

Children of married couples are more likely to move out of poverty than children of 
unmarried parents
“An American study found that there was an 80% chance of moving out of poverty for those 
born in poverty to married parents, compared to 50% for those born in poverty to unmarried 
parents.”12 

CRIMINALITY

Unmarried mothers experience more violence 
Twice as many unmarried mothers reported that their partner used force in their relationship 
compared to married mothers.13  

Adolescent children from fatherless homes are more likely to be incarcerated
Adolescents from fatherless homes are three times more likely to be incarcerated by the age 
of 30 than those from intact families.14 

EDUCATION

Children of married parents fare better at school
Comparing married, cohabiting and single parent families, children from married homes:

• Get the best grades in school;
• Are least likely to be expelled;
• Are least likely to have other problems at school.15 

Children of married parents are more likely to go to university
“Over the course of a lifetime, British adults were 23 percent more likely to have been to 
university … if their parents were married at the time of their birth”.16
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