
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Marriage: A review of the 

documented state of the union in 

England  
 
Holly Winfield 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              February 2016 

Civitas: Institute for the Study of Civil Society 



Marriage: A review of the documented state of the union in England • 1 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
www.civitas.org.uk 

Holly Winfield is in her third year at Mansfield College, Oxford, where 
she is reading Modern History and Politics.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
55 Tufton Street, London SW1P 3QL 
T: 020 7799 6677 
E: info@civitas.org.uk 
 
Civitas: Institute for the Study of Civil Society is an independent think tank which seeks to facilitate 
informed public debate. We search for solutions to social and economic problems unconstrained by the 
short-term priorities of political parties or conventional wisdom. As an educational charity, we also offer 
supplementary schooling to help children reach their full potential and we provide teaching materials 
and speakers for schools. 
 
Civitas is a registered charity (no. 1085494) and a company limited by guarantee, registered in England 
and Wales (no. 04023541 
  



Marriage: A review of the documented state of the union in England • 2 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
www.civitas.org.uk 

Why look at marriage? 

The concept of marriage has been evolving for thousands of years. Marriage far 

predates both the State and religious organisations, yet understandings of 

marriage in England in the last 200 years have been directed by the laws of these 

institutions. Since the 1970s, marriage, as an institution and a social phenomenon, 

has undergone radical change. Many social and political commentators have 

identified this recent period as a critical juncture in the long history of marriage, 

citing a looming crisis as marriage rates fall, divorce rates rise, and traditional 

family structures destabilise.
1
 In 2009 the lowest marriage rates ever were 

recorded in England and Wales, with just 21.4 males marrying per 1000 unmarried 

men aged 16 and over and 19.3 females. In comparison, 1972 saw a record high, 

with 78.4 unmarried men per 1000 marrying and 60.5 unmarried women.
2
 What 

has happened in less than 40 years that has transformed marriage from a popular 

and stable institution to one that would, on the surface, appear to be struggling? 

This transformation could be attributed to the significant legislative and cultural 

changes which have taken place in the 21
st
 century alone. Culturally, the traditional 

sequence of the marital process has been modified. Direct marriages are no longer 

the norm with over 85 per cent of couples living together before marriage.
3
 How 

couples might proceed once they are married has also changed. The traditional 

argument that procreation is the key function of marriage has been rebutted, as 

nearly half of births today take place outside of wedlock.
4
  

However, if we observe the legal developments of the 21
st
 century, this would 

appear to challenge the prognosis that support for marriage as the ultimate form of 

commitment is waning. The Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 2013 redefined the 

legal parameters of marriage as a personal contract between two people of any 

sex in England and Wales. This was preceded by the Civil Partnership Act 2004 

which allowed same-sex couples to legally formalise their relationship, granting the 

same legal rights as married couples, but not the same legal or social status. This 

progression from civil partnerships to the inclusion of same-sex couples in the 

institution of marriage would seemingly indicate that marriage is still a valued 

expression of commitment. This legal recognition and increasing public acceptance 

of same-sex marriage further advances the argument that marriage represents a 

wider purpose than child-bearing.  

Therefore the seemingly conflicting outcomes of these legislative and cultural 

changes raise the question as to whether the ostensible decline of marriage is a 
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result of social and cultural disillusionment, or whether it is the practicalities of 

marriage that have turned couples away. Cohabitation has emerged as a precursor 

to marriage, yet also as a socially viable alternative, as demographic projections 

indicate that married couples will become the „minority‟ within the next 40 years.
5
 

Yet concurrently divorce rates have fallen in recent years, indicating that those who 

are marrying are more likely to stay together today than a decade ago.
6
 

As a result, it is clear that marriage in modern society is complex. Our ideals and 

expectations of marriage have been remoulded in response to the requirements of 

modern society. The idea and ideal of marriage continues to thrive, but in practice 

the execution is varied. As such, it is more accurate to say that we are witnessing a 

transformation in the dynamics of marriage rather than a demise.  

With such major changes taking place in our recent history, it is important to 

explore the trends as to why and how this is the case. In this report we will address 

the various understandings of marriage; who is marrying, why people are still 

marrying, and whether there is a long-term future for the institution of marriage.  

What do we understand by marriage? 

A brief history of marriage  

Marriage is uniquely universal but by no means has a static definition. It has meant 

different things, held different purposes, operated under different procedures and 

carried a multitude of traditions across various societies and time periods dating 

back to the Stone Age. Being an inherently social institution, marriage has adapted 

to the norms and needs of society throughout history.  

Most notably the very purpose of marriage has transformed. The assumption that 

love and companionship are the basic reason for marriage is a very modern 

cultural phenomenon. Until the late 19
th
 century marriage was primarily an 

economic transaction and the most efficient way to accumulate resources and 

solidify social bonds between families.
7
 Socially a sharp line was drawn between 

love and matrimony, for love was seen to actually disrupt the social order that 

marriage helped secure, both by undermining a husband‟s authority or a couples‟ 

devotion to God.
8
 Therefore, this modern idealisation of marriage has prescribed 

higher emotional expectations than ever before.
9
  

How a marriage is performed has also changed. Historically marriage has had 

religious sentiments, but within an informal and private arrangement. The 

requirement for a marriage to take place in a church did not enter into English law 



Marriage: A review of the documented state of the union in England • 4 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
www.civitas.org.uk 

until 1753 in an attempt to formalise marriages and invalidate the legal obligations 

of betrothal contracts.
10

 From then until 1836 the only way for a marriage to be 

legally recognised was if it was performed by an ordained Anglican clergyman on 

Church of England premises - bringing marriage fully into the public domain.
11

 

Measures introduced by the 1836 Marriage Act began to slowly erode the 

jurisdiction the Anglican Church had over marriage, as non-religious civil marriages 

were introduced, offering an official alternative to the religious marriage.  

The traditions associated with the marital process have also continuously evolved. 

The rituals of courtship, betrothal and the wedding ceremony often reveal more 

about the evolving meanings of marriage than formal developments, varying 

betweens regions and social class. Prior to the legalisation of marriage in the mid-

18
th
 century, the betrothal rivalled the wedding in both social and legal 

significance.
12

 The lack of formalisation of marriage meant that, according to canon 

law, the only requirements for a valid marriage were mutual consent and 

witnesses. Thus the public and highly ritualised nature of betrothal was not 

dissimilar from the wedding ceremony itself. Betrothal ceremonies included public 

vows, the joining of hands and the exchange of gifts, such as rings.
13

 The betrothal 

also offered many of the same conjugal rights as marriage, in particular sexual 

licence.
14

 Therefore, the betrothal served as a contract, both legally and socially, 

which could only be dissolved publically before a priest or „other honest 

witnesses‟.
15

 However, by the time the 1753 Marriage Act was introduced, 

betrothal had lost both its legal status and public character, as marriages became 

more formalised and pre-marital chastity became the norm.  

As the seeds of conjugal love were sown in the 19
th
 century, the wedding became 

the ultimate legal and social symbol of commitment, and the modern Western 

image of the big white wedding began to take form.
16

 Alongside the growing 

formalisation of marriage throughout the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries was the generation 

of marriage practices and traditions. The now standard white wedding dress was 

immediately popularised in 1840 when Queen Victoria married in one, defying royal 

tradition.
17

 This was intended as a purposeful romantic gesture; for Victoria stated 

that on her wedding day she would make her vows to Albert as his future wife, not 

as the reigning monarch, and therefore abandoned her typical royal attire.
18

 

Victoria‟s very public love-match marriage also contributed to the reversal of the 

trend of weddings becoming quiet, exclusive affairs amongst the upper classes. 

Victoria‟s wedding inspired the aspiring middle classes of the 19
th
 century to adopt 

the lavish wedding as a display of respectability, instead of the antithesis of it.
19

 



Marriage: A review of the documented state of the union in England • 5 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
www.civitas.org.uk 

Therefore, originally the iconic white dress was not a symbol of virginity, but an 

ostentatious demonstration of wealth, showing that the dress had only been worn 

once.
20

 But, the big white wedding was not fully embraced by all levels of English 

society until the mid-20
th
 century. It was only then that, the wedding industry 

erupted, becoming heavily commercialised to promote the seemingly universal 

desire of a „fairytale ending‟.  

Understandings of marriage  

To offer a comprehensive definition of modern marriage would prove problematic. 

How it is understood today has been shaped by the various intersecting spheres of 

influence in modern life. We shall thus consider how the legal, social, religious, 

cultural and political have combined to inform our understanding.   

English statutory law provides little insight into what marriage is; the Marriage Act 

1949 outlines the procedures as to how a marriage can be solemnized and 

registered, but no qualitative description. According to the government consultation 

for the Marriage (Same-Sex Couples) Act, „There is no legal definition of religious 

and civil marriage. Marriage is defined according to where it can take place...‟
21

 

In the eyes of the State, marriage is a legal status, where certain rights are 

afforded. There is no legal recognition in England of „common-law marriage‟ – a 

cohabiting couple in a „stable sexual relationship‟, with the same legal rights as 

married couples, despite their relationship not being formally recorded by the State 

or a religious registry.
22

 

Common law definitions of marriage have often been used as an alternative, 

providing the legal definition with greater substance. Lord Penzance‟s description 

in the 1866 Hyde v Hyde divorce and polygamy case that marriage is „the voluntary 

union for life of one man and one woman, to the exclusion of all others‟, has been 

taken as the closest thing to a legal definition.
23

 Although Lord Penzance‟s 

definition is a product of its time, this understanding of marriage still remains 

relevant and is often cited by campaigners for traditional marriage as the definitive 

meaning of matrimony.
24

  

However, despite the legal responsibility for marriage being assumed by the State, 

marriage is inherently a social institution, a contract made between two people. 

Therefore the State can only outline the parameters of what marriage is, not how it 

is experienced or comprehended in a social setting.  

Traditionally the perception of marriage has been as a „social good‟ – a highly 

valued institution which involves and benefits not only the couple, but their 
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extended family and the wider community. Marriage as an institution is often 

understood as the foundation of society and the most efficient way to organise 

personal, social and economic life; for example, labour is divided between the 

sexes, and a stable structure is provided for child-rearing.
25

 Arguably the 

breakdown of the legal and social differences that separate marital from non-

marital relationships, along with changing gender roles, has destabilised marriage 

as an institution. Thus the impending „crisis‟ of marriage is attributed to its 

„deinstitutionalisation‟ – the weakening of the social norms that define people‟s 

behaviour in marriage.
26

 

Yet, marriage has not entirely lost its institutional basis. Marriage may no longer 

strictly regulate the mechanisms for family and social life, but the roles, values and 

purpose of marriage still do loosely exist. Reflecting changing society, the 

„institution‟ of marriage has adopted new, more flexible, social norms.  

The declining relationship between marriage and religion has impacted significantly 

upon its institutional bearing. England has a state church which historically has 

contributed to the intimate relationship between legal, institutional, cultural and 

religious understandings of marriage. Yet as religious affiliation has declined 

alongside an increased multiplicity of religions operating in modern society the 

ability of a singular religious view to influence understandings of marriage has been 

reduced.  

According to Church of England Canon Law, marriage is „a union permanent and 

lifelong, for better for worse, till death them do part, of one man and with one 

woman, to the exclusion of all others on either side, for the procreation and nurture 

of children‟.
27

  This specifically prescribes that marriage is a lifelong union, between 

a man and a woman, for the purpose of procreation. However this is still a highly 

recognisable perception of marriage. Thus, regardless of religious affiliation or 

intensity of belief, religious understandings of marriage are still pertinent, but 

detached from their religious source. 

Generally, secularisation has been one of the key cultural trends affecting marriage 

in the late 20
th
 and 21

st
 centuries. In 2011 religious marriages accounted for just 

under 30 per cent of ceremonies in England and Wales, a moderate decline from 

2001 when 35.7 per cent of marriages were religious. This contrasts with 1991 

when just over half of marriages were still religious, a number that had remained 

fairly consistent since the 1970s.
28

 This sharp drop in number of religious 
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ceremonies since the 1990s would strongly suggest that marriage today has 

become largely detached from religion. 

In short, marriage does not exist in a vacuum, culturally, socially or economically. 

In contemporary society, entering into marriage is a „status‟ symbol both socially 

and materially. Marriage represents not only a commitment but an ability to hold 

down a stable job, put a downpayment on a property and pay the bills. For 

example, a YouGov survey commissioned by the National Housing Federation in 

2010 revealed that 26 per cent of people aged 18-30 would not get married before 

having their own place to move into, and a further 7 per cent said they had already 

delayed getting married because they could not currently afford a home.
29

 As 

previously discussed, marriage is no longer the only way for a couple to organise 

resources, therefore arguably, the choice to do so is equally a statement of 

financial security as of love and commitment.      

Changing cultural and economic trends in the division of labour have also altered 

the traditional dynamics of marriage. The male breadwinner and female 

homemaker model is no longer the norm, the ideal of even the possibility for many 

couples in modern society. The female liberation movement has arguably had the 

greatest impact on transforming marriage for the modern age. The mass entrance 

of women into the workplace has afforded women the opportunity and ability to 

achieve economic independence. Consequently this has had major repercussions 

on gender relations and family life, allowing women and men more freedom to 

define what they want and expect from a relationship. Women are no longer 

socially compelled to marry; however marriage and gender equality have not 

necessarily proven to be incompatible. Some of the more symbolic gendered 

aspects of marriage have declined in popularity and usage across generations. For 

example, a 2013 YouGov survey indicated that of those aged 18-24, only 50 per 

cent believed that the bride taking her husband‟s surname was a tradition that 

should be preserved, while 64 per cent of those aged 40-59 thought it should be. 

Equally, the longstanding age gap between men and women‟s marriage rates have 

converged in recent years, suggesting that marriage is gradually evolving to 

embrace the new dynamics of gender relations.  

Who is getting married? 

As the meaning of marriage has transformed this has had a major impact upon 

who is getting married and who is not. Marriage has become about personal choice 

on one level, however, demographic trends indicate that marriage has become 
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socioeconomically stratified, suggesting that it has actually become less 

accessible. 

The considerable disparity between marital aspirations and actual marriage rates is 

notable. Despite marriage rates hitting an all time low in 2009, marital aspirations 

remain unexpectedly high, especially among young people. The 2007 Civitas 

IPSOS Mori survey found that amongst unmarried 20-35 year olds, 70 per cent 

wanted to get married, with over three-quarters of the 20-24 age group wishing to 

do so.
30

 Similarly in a 2011 British Social Attitudes (BSA) Survey, when 

respondents were asked about their „ideal‟ relationship, 62.1 per cent opted for 

„Married (or in a Civil Partnership) and living with my spouse/civil partner‟.
31

 

Marriage clearly continues to be idealised and aspired to. The continuous rise in 

the age of marriage would appear to substantiate the argument that the realities of 

marital life are largely responsible for falling marriage rates, as the modern 

financial demands and accessories of marriage are generally not achievable for 

couples until much later on in life. The average age of marriage has been 

increasing annually since the 19
th
 century, however since the 1980s it has 

escalated rapidly. In 2011, the mean age for men marrying was 36.3 years and for 

women 33.8 years in England and Wales. Comparatively in 1981 it was 29.6 and 

26.9 years for men and women respectively.
32

 

The integration of cohabitation as a natural stage in the marital process has 

evidently affected the age at which people marry. The length of time that couples 

cohabit before marriage has more than doubled since the 1980s to an average of 

around 4 years.
33

 This extended period is arguably a result of the necessity to 

accumulate financial resources prior to marriage.  

The decision to postpone entry into partnership has also been attributed to the 

expansion of higher education, increased economic uncertainty and rising housing 

costs.
34

 Housing in particular has become a decisive issue. Over a quarter of 

young people surveyed by YouGov indicated they would not marry before having 

their own home to move into.
35

 Therefore, the lack of availability and affordability of 

housing for young people has had an impact upon marriage rates.  

The financial ability to own a home as a key determinant of marriage is further 

observable amongst couples who are already married. Evidence shows that 

married couples are much more likely to live in an owner-occupied residence than 

couples who are cohabiting. When measuring the characteristics of women with at 
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least one child under the age of 16, 77.2 per cent of those who were married 

owned their property, whilst only 46.1 per cent of those cohabiting did so.
36

  

Therefore arguably the real „crisis‟ in marriage is that it is in danger of becoming 

solely the preserve of those who can afford it. Evidence shows that those of the 

highest social class are 48 per cent more likely to marry than those of the lowest 

social class – a figure which has doubled since 2001.
37

   

Despite the argument that marriage has become heavily influenced by level of 

affluence, ethnicity and religion are still the strongest indicators of marital 

behaviour for opposite-sex couples in the England. Religion generally values 

marriage highly and prioritises it as a way to organise family life. Equally, certain 

cultures also favour marriage, meaning alternative adult relationships are not 

necessarily recognised or accepted as equivalent.  

The marital behaviour of certain ethnic groups is highly predictable. Ethnic groups 

who are overwhelmingly likely to be in marital unions are those of Indian, Pakistani 

and Bangladeshi descent. Statistics from the 2001 Census reveal that less than 4 

per cent of men and women in opposite-sex relationships from these groups were 

cohabiting. Alternatively, those from Black ethnic groups were one of the most 

likely to be found cohabiting, with over a quarter of Black Caribbean men and over 

20 per cent of Black Caribbean women doing so. Those of a mixed race 

background are overwhelmingly the group most likely to be cohabiting, with over 

40 per cent of White and Black Caribbean men in relationships doing so.
38

 This 

would seem to indicate that cultural norms in certain ethnic groups do not perceive 

there to be an alternative for marriage.  

Like ethnicity, religion can be a strong indicator of marital trends. In the 2011 

Census those who identify with a religion are far more likely to marry and, much 

like ethnicity, there are certain religious groups where the likelihood of marriage is 

increased. Amongst opposite-sex couples who identify as Hindu, Sikh or Muslim, 

cohabitation is highly unlikely. Evidence shows that less than 3 per cent of Hindu 

couples are cohabiting, whilst Buddhists are the religious group most likely to be 

found living together with just fewer than 18 per cent of men and women doing so.  

In comparison, over 35 per cent of women and 31 per cent of men of „No Religion‟ 

are cohabiting.
39

 Therefore, the religion and ethnicity of a couple clearly impact 

significantly upon their marital choices. 
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Same-sex marriage and civil partnerships  

Due to the very recent introduction of same-sex marriage and civil partnerships 

there is less evidence to determine whether these are following the same trajectory 

as opposite-sex partnerships. 

Like opposite-sex marriages, the average age for a same-sex marriage is over 30; 

the mean age for men being 38.6 years and 37 years for women.
40

 Similarly in civil 

partnerships the average age is 40.6 for men and 37.8 for women, suggesting that 

perhaps same-sex couples are postponing marriage for the same reasons as 

opposite-sex couples.
41

 

What is interesting to observe is the comparison between the popularity of civil 

partnerships and marriages. In the first 3 days after the Civil Partnership Act was 

enforced 1,227 civil partnerships were formed. In comparison only 95 marriages 

took place in this period.
42

 This vast difference would seem to emphasise that, 

amongst both same- and opposite-sex couples, marriage is still held in higher 

regard as a symbolic milestone, and thus is a more considered choice.  

Why are people getting married?  

We have established that the typical profile of a couple marrying is fast becoming 

one in their 30s and of a higher socioeconomic status. As discussed, alternatives 

to marriage are now considered socially equivalent and any material advantages 

that were once gained by marrying have virtually evaporated. Therefore, why does 

marriage continue to be the ultimate goal?  

The traditional narrative appoints child-bearing as the key incentive for marriage. 

Historically, marriage was the only „respectable‟ way to have a child; however, 

figures prove that these processes no longer naturally correspond. In 2013, 47.4 

per cent of births in England and Wales took place outside of marriage, in 

comparison to just under 30 per cent in 1990 and 8.3 per cent in 1970.
43

 

Evidently the impending prospect of children also no longer appears to be a strong 

motivator for marriage. In 2013 only 3.2 per cent of conceptions outside of 

marriage led to a maternity within marriage, down from 5.2 per cent in 2000. 

However of those aged 25-29 and 30-34, where marriage rates are highest, 

conversion rates have dropped by even greater margins in this time period, 

illustrating that even amongst women of a more typically „marriageable‟ age, 

conceiving a child is not an automatic signal for marriage.
44
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This is arguably a result of the growing tolerance towards having children outside 

of marriage. A 2013 YouGov survey indicated that 74 per cent of respondents 

believed it acceptable for a couple to have children when they are not married. 

However, when asked if they thought it was better for a couple having children to 

be married, just over half believed marriage was the preferable option.
45

 Similarly a 

BSA Survey asked „Do you agree or disagree that...People who want children 

ought to get married‟, 42.1 per cent either agreed or agreed strongly with this 

statement.
46

 Therefore, this appears to demonstrate a disjuncture between what 

people believe is acceptable and what is practically preferable.   

The rise in the age of marriage adds further insight into contemporary views of the 

relationship between child-bearing and marriage. The 2012 average age of 

childbirth was 29.8 years, over 4 years younger than that of marriage. 

Comparatively, in the 1980s the average age of childbirth and marriage was 

virtually the same, whilst prior to this the mean age of childbirth remained 

consistently above marriage.
47

  However, wanting to bring children up within 

marriage is still a popular reason for marriage. The Ipsos MORI survey reveals that 

44 per cent of its respondents consider this to be one of the reasons for wanting to 

marry, but only 15 per cent cite this has their main reason.
48

 Therefore, we should 

not disentangle marriage from children entirely, but recognise that cultural trends 

have caused a reordering of priorities. 

Since evidence suggests that marriage alone has become a „luxury good‟, arguably 

the additional expense of raising children within matrimony only further contributes 

to the declining affordability of marriage. Figures from the 2011 General Lifestyle 

Survey demonstrate that married couples with dependent children are the 

wealthiest family type in Britain, with 65 per cent having a usual gross weekly 

household income of £700.01 and over. In comparison, only 38 per cent of those 

cohabiting with dependent children fall into this bracket.
49

 Furthermore, the Family 

Resources Survey reveals that amongst mothers with a child under five, 87 per 

cent from the two highest income groups are married, in comparison to just under a 

quarter of those from the lowest two income groups.
50

 This would suggest that the 

financial requirements of both marriage and children combined mean it is a choice 

only available to the more affluent.   

If the costs of children are further isolating marriage as an option, what is 

incentivising people to marry? The most popular reason given from the Ipsos MORI 

survey was „I want to commit to my partner‟, with 47 per cent opting for this 

reason.
51

 Commitment is an elusive term. Marriage has historically been 
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understood as the ultimate (but only) form of commitment. However, the availability 

of alternative options today means that „commitment‟ can be expressed in 

numerous ways. For example, a BSA survey asked „How much do you agree or 

disagree that...living with a partner shows just as much personal commitment as 

getting married to them.‟ Notably 50.3 per cent of respondents either agreed or 

agreed strongly with this statement.
52

 This would arguably provide conflicting 

evidence that the incentive for marriage is to demonstrate commitment. However, 

again this perhaps shows a schism between attitude and action.  

As previously discussed, the crucial element distinguishing marriage‟s form of 

commitment is the wedding ceremony. However, the symbolic significance of the 

wedding has further heightened, for it is now the crucial component that 

differentiates between those who are cohabiting and those who are married; a 

transition from a private to public display of commitment. As cohabitation has 

become the norm, the wedding is no longer the grand entrance into the world of 

adulthood in regards to sharing a home, sexual relations, and child-bearing. The 

wedding has become its own separate entity. Another recent BSA survey asked 

„How much do you agree or disagree that...these days a wedding is more about a 

celebration than about a life-long commitment,‟ of which over half agreed or agreed 

strongly with the statement, illustrating that the wedding ceremony has seemingly 

separated from the purpose of marriage.
53

 As a result, marriage is no longer 

viewed as just a personal commitment but a public one. The multifaceted nature of 

commitment provides an explanation as to why the majority from the BSA survey 

believed that living with a partner showed as much personal commitment as 

marriage, yet nearly half from the Ipsos MORI survey still selected „commitment‟ as 

their main reason for marriage.  

Modern marriage has moved towards being more egalitarian, therefore the desire 

to maintain many of the gendered aspects of the opposite-sex wedding is perhaps 

surprising. For example, although 70 per cent believed that the tradition of the 

bride promising to obey her husband should be dropped, over half believed that the 

groom should still ask permission from the bride‟s father, 82 per cent supported the 

tradition that the father of the bride should give her away, and 62 per cent backed 

the tradition that the bride should take her husband‟s surname.
54

  

As the wedding has become increasingly distinct from the concept of marriage, the 

price of the event has arguably impacted significantly upon who is able to present 

their commitment in this manner. The average cost of a wedding in 2014 was 

£20,983, around £6,000 less than the average annual salary.
55

 The expense of a 
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wedding appears to be something which the general public are unconscious of, 

which perhaps explains the lack of correlation between marital aspirations and 

marriage rates. A YouGov survey asked respondents „How much money do you 

think is appropriate to spend on a wedding?‟; the average amount deemed 

„appropriate‟ was £4,784 – less than 25 per cent of the actual average total. 

Furthermore, paying for a wedding is evidently something which couples struggle 

to do independently, therefore access to financial assistance is a necessary 

requirement. The You & Your Wedding survey revealed that 20 per cent of couples 

borrow money to fund their wedding, whilst half get financial assistance from their 

parents, only 35 per cent fund it entirely themselves.
56

 Therefore, the price of 

commitment is high; getting married is not just a personal commitment but a 

financial one. As a result, certain groups in society rely upon other forms of 

relationship to display their commitment.  

Is there a future for marriage?  

In answering the question „is there a future for marriage?‟ demographic projections 

respond negatively. Forecasts calculate that by 2047 families headed by married 

couples will account for less than half of families in England and Wales, as the 

number of cohabiting and lone-parent families rise.
57

 Furthermore, divorce has 

become more common, which has arguably devalued the revered reputation of 

marriage as the ultimate form of commitment. Cohabitation and divorce trends are 

not entirely responsible for the future of marriage; however their impact cannot be 

ignored.  

Commentators often discuss divorce and marriage in tandem, for it is estimated 

that 42 per cent of marriages now end in this way.
58

 Yet divorce rates have been 

falling. Divorce rates dramatically escalated after the Divorce Reform Act came into 

effect in 1971, peaking in 1993 at 14.3 and 14.1 per 1000 of the married population 

for men and women respectively. Yet since the mid 1990s divorce rates have 

consistently declined, with particular rapidity since 2003. Divorce rates in 2009 

were at their lowest since 1977, at 10.5 men and 10.6 women per 1000 of the 

married population – notably when marriage rates were also at their lowest.
59

  

Despite divorce statistics sounding gloomy, divorce rates show that those who are 

marrying are more likely to stay together today than 10, 20 or even 30 years ago.
60

 

This is particularly true for younger age groups. Divorce rates have dropped at a 

significantly faster rate in the 21
st
 century for those under the age of 40, whilst 

increasing for those over the age of 50.
61

 This would suggest that the growing 
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stability of marriage is being pioneered by the younger generations. This is 

arguably a result of the fact that couples now sacrifice more emotionally and 

financially to get married. As pre-marital cohabitation is now normative behaviour, 

married couples are highly likely to have experienced a form of „trial marriage‟. 

Therefore, the approach to marriage is now far more selective and considered, 

which is ostensibly leading to fewer dissolutions.  

Like divorce, cohabitation trends have an indirect and uneven effect upon 

marriage.  Cohabitation is more problematic to define than marriage; it is a far 

more heterogeneous concept and can encompass anyone from those who are 

planning to marry, those who see it as an alternative to marriage, or those living 

together with no concrete plans for the future. As demonstrated below, depending 

on which definition we use, this can impact the causal effect that cohabitation has 

on marriage.  

Cohabitation as a precursor to marriage takes place on 85.1 per cent of occasions, 

thus the two clearly often overlap.
62

 However cohabitation has also developed into 

a socially viable alternative. It is in this form that cohabitation serves the greatest 

danger to the long-term future of marriage, for it largely performs all the traditional 

marital functions within a socially acceptable forum. For example, in 2013 nearly a 

third of births were to cohabiting couples, in comparison to just over half to those 

who were married.
63

 In fact, much of the debate around cohabitation and marriage 

centres on their relative stability for the sake of children.
64

 Marriages are seen to be 

overwhelmingly more stable in this regard, as data from the 2010/11 

Understanding Society Survey indicates, 82 per cent of „intact‟ couples with 

children under the age of 16 are married. This figure then rises to over 90 per cent 

for couples with children aged 13-15.
65

 Yet as previously discussed, marriage 

serves a wider purpose than child-rearing. Furthermore, those who are cohabiting 

tend to have different social characteristics than those who are married. Therefore 

we cannot directly compare the two forms of relationship equally. However, it is 

arguably the greater stability of marriage that has currently prevented cohabitation 

from being viewed as a parallel „institution‟.     

We cannot rely entirely upon divorce or cohabitation trends to determine the future 

of marriage. The practical importance of marriage has declined as a result of 

cohabitation. However, the symbolic significance of marriage means it still remains 

elevated above it, perhaps being held in higher regard than ever before. As long as 

marriage maintains its prestige then it will continue to endure.    
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Conclusion 

Like in other periods across history, marriage has shed its skin and has adapted to 

serve the requirements of modern life in England. Yet marriage is still as 

recognisable today as it was 40 years ago as the ultimate expression of love and 

companionship. In this respect, marriage continues to thrive. It is this element of 

marriage which ensures it continues to be valued, idealised, and aspired to, 

perhaps even more so today than in the past due to the higher emotional 

expectations, availability of other practical options, and the greater risk factor. 

Marriage is regarded as the ultimate form of commitment, therefore. The desire to 

celebrate this in such an extravagant manner, and preserve the „traditional‟ aspects 

of the wedding, despite the modern functions and nature of marriage today, only 

serve to emphasise this point.  

However, we need to be careful to differentiate between who wants to get married 

and who is able to marry. The broadening marriage gap between social classes 

illustrates that socioeconomic status is becoming increasingly decisive. Those of a 

higher social class are disproportionately more likely to get married than those of 

lower social class; something which is not reflected in aspirations or attitudes. 

Therefore, marriage is associated with certain financial barriers which are proving 

increasingly difficult to overcome. 

Yet against this stark economic backdrop, marriage remains a distinctive, special 

form of relationship that carries the aura of ever-lasting romance and emotional 

intimacy which other relationships cannot contest. As long as this prevails, 

marriage will continue to be a sought after goal.   
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