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Age differences
at marriage and
divorce

Ben Wilson and Steve Smallwood
Office for National Statistics

This article explores the age difference of
marrying and divorcing couples, calculated
by subtracting the wife’s age from the
husband’s. Age difference is of interest
in the study of families and partnership
behaviour. It is also important because of
its link with broader socio-demographic
changes, such as population ageing, delayed
fertility and the provision of care.
The main finding is that between 1963 and
2005, the distribution of age differences
for all marriages is very similar in each year
to the distribution of age differences for
the subset of couples who married in that
year, but have since divorced. While there
is some evidence of small variations in the
proportion of marriages that end in divorce
by age difference, there does not seem to be
evidence of a strong association.

Introduction
Partnership is important in terms of many social, economic and
demographic characteristics, such as household composition or the
provision of care at older ages. The majority of demographic and
sociological analysis examines people as separate units. However, when
exploring partnership behaviour it is important to go beyond this and
examine both of the partners as well as the interaction between their
characteristics. Age appears in most analyses of partnership behaviour,
but often the ages of partners are not compared. Variations in age
differences for partnership formation and dissolution may be of interest
in themselves in understanding partnership change, but age difference
effects may be relevant to the interpretation of any other statistics
involving age and partnership status.
Analysis of age difference is therefore important to policy makers, social
scientists, and anyone seeking to understand society and the family. Any
change in age differences over time will influence the age structure of
the married and unmarried population. This relates to marriage markets
and the population available to marry or at risk of divorce in the future. It
also has a relationship with the population available to form any type of
partnership, including cohabitation.
Previous articles in Population Trends provide a thorough discussion
of age differences at marriage in England and Wales.1,2 There are also
a number of detailed research studies relating to the topic.3 Previous
research shows that there are variations in the pattern of marital age
differences for different marital statuses (prior to marriage). Age
differences also vary by sex and age at marriage. The first part of
this article illustrates and discusses these findings using distribution
charts. This gives an indication of how age differences at marriage
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have changed over time. The remainder of the article builds upon
previous work by looking at age differences at divorce. This includes
a comparison of age differences at marriage and divorce to consider
whether marital age difference has any association with likelihood
of divorce.
This article uses marriage and divorce data for England and Wales from
1963 to 2005.4 The article is based on all marriage and divorce events
recorded over this period rather than a sample survey, which means
that conclusions are not subject to sampling error. Importantly, a direct
comparison can be made between aggregate marriages and divorce
because the year of marriage is recorded when couples divorce. However
the analysis is unable to take account of migration or events that took
place outside England and Wales.5 To illustrate the general findings
clearly, two or three years of marriage are selected and compared. The
results may not therefore be completely representative of intervening
trends, and do not cover trends in age difference at marriage prior to
1963. Data has been collated for each marriage cohort since 1963 and
some discussion is provided where information is known from other
work, or from this dataset. Throughout this article, age differences are
calculated by subtracting the wife’s age from the husband’s.6

Marital age differences

Figure 1
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When looking beyond overall age differences it is important to consider
data separately by wives and husbands.12 Separating the data by sex is
particularly appropriate when considering the previous marital status of
marrying couples. This is because both partners may or may not have the
same previous marital status. For example, a divorced woman may marry
a single (never-married), widowed or divorced man.
One of the reasons for examining previous marital status is because of
recent increases in the proportion of remarriages. Table 1 shows that
between 1963 and 2003 the proportion of marriages involving divorcees
increased by over 20 percentage points. Alongside this change, there has
been a drop of almost 20 percentage points in the proportion of marriages
to single individuals (slightly less for men compared with women).
Figure 2 shows the distribution of age differences for women according
to their marital status before marriage. The change noted in Figure 1
between 1963 and 2003 is apparent in the difference between single
brides, where the distribution of age difference is very similar to the
distribution for all marriages. This is unsurprising given that the majority
of marriages involve single brides, 90 per cent in 1963 and 71 per cent in
2003 (Table 1). On the other hand, brides who were previously widowed
or divorced do not show any substantial change in age differences
between 1963 and 2003. This is of particular interest given the recent
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Table 1

As suggested in previous research, there is a contrast between the
relative stability of the mean age difference and the substantial
variability in age difference distributions. This is also illustrated
by Figure 1, which shows the distribution of age differences for
all marriages in three different years: 1963, 1983 and 2003.8,9 For
the purpose of this report it is worth highlighting the notable shift
in the distribution of age differences over the last forty years.10
Changes in the mean age difference conceal this shift to a more
varied distribution of age differences (and smaller frequency of
the most common values) for recent marriages. This is also shown
by calculating, as a measure of spread, the standard deviations
of each of the distributions. The standard deviations for the three
years 1963, 1983 and 2003 are 4.8, 5.4 and 6.3 years age difference
respectively.11

Distribution of age differences at marriage
(proportions)

England and Wales

Proportion (%)
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Proportion of marriages by sex and previous marital
status, England and Wales (percentages)
1963

2003

difference1

Marital status

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

Single

88.6

89.6

70.8

70.1

–17.8

–19.5

Widowed

5.3

4.6

2.2

2.3

–3.2

–2.3

Divorced

6.1

5.7

27.1

27.5

21.0

21.8

1 Difference in percentage points between 2003 and 1963

increase in remarriages. It suggests that there are two main reasons for
the changing pattern in overall age differences. The first is the change in
the distribution of age differences for single women. The second is the
increase in the proportion of remarriages for divorced women. The age
difference profile is broadly unchanged for this group, but they remain
more likely than single women to marry a man of a similar age, so
their increased proportion will weight the overall age difference profile
towards their distribution.
Is this also true for men? Figure 3 suggests that the answer is not simple
(Figure 3 is the same as Figure 2, but for marrying men). There is a
similar change in the distribution of age differences for single men. This
suggests that changes in the age difference distribution for single men have
contributed to the overall change in age differences in the same way as
single women. However, when it comes to the increase in the proportion of
remarriages for divorced men, the influence upon overall age differences is
not the same as for divorced women. To begin with, the distribution of age
differences for divorced men is less similar to the overall distribution than
the distribution for single men. Also, there is another difference between
men and women shown in Figure 3. Between 1963 and 2003, the most
common (mode) age difference for divorced men has fallen from husbands
who are five years older in 1963 to husbands who are two years older in
2003. This shift suggests that divorced men may be making an additional
contribution to the overall age difference profile.
Table 2 is similar to Table 1, but shows the proportion of marriages in
1963 and 2003 by combinations of marital status. It highlights the fact
that there has been an almost equivalent rise in the proportion of single
women marrying divorced men as for single men marrying divorced
women. So in terms of weighting, the increased contribution of marriages
where one member is divorced and one member is single has been similar
for males and females.
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Figure 2

Distribution of female age differences at marriage
by previous marital status (proportions)
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Marital age differences and age at marriage

with 1.0 years in 2003. But for brides aged between 30 and 39, the mean
rose from 2.8 in 1963 to 3.9 in 2003. This increase aligns with the increased
proportion of marriages for brides under 30 where the husband is more than
ten years older, from 8 per cent in 1963 to 28 per cent in 2003. As for 1963,
comparing the distributions for brides under 30 and brides over 30, the
distributions are more spread for brides over 30. The standard deviation for
brides aged between 20 and 29 is 5.2 years, whereas the equivalent figure
for brides aged between 30 and 39 is 6.3 years. Despite the difference, this
suggests that the distributions have a more similar spread in 2003.

Previous research has shown that marital age difference varies according
to a partner’s age.13 Figures 4a, 4b, 5a and 5b show this variation for
marriages in 1963 and 2003. These figures are also split by sex.
Table 2
Groom

Proportion of marriages by previous marital status
of bride and groom (percentages)
Bride

1963

2003

difference1

Single

Single

84.1

59.3

–24.8

Single

Widow

1.3

0.5

–0.9

Single

Divorced

3.1

10.3

7.2

Widower

Single

1.9

0.4

–1.5

Widower

Widow

2.6

0.7

–1.9

Widower

Divorced

0.9

1.2

0.3

Divorced

Single

3.6

11.0

7.4

Divorced

Widow

0.7

1.0

0.3

Divorced

Divorced

1.8

15.5

13.8

1 Difference in percentage points between 2003 and 1963

Before looking at the distribution of age differences, it is worth
considering how the distribution of marriages has changed by age at
marriage. Table 3 shows that there has been a considerable increase
in the proportion of marriages at older ages between 1963 and 2003.
The change reflects for the most part the combination of delays in first
marriages and increases in the proportions of remarriages (see Tables
1 and 2).
Figure 4a shows the marital age difference for brides in 1963. In this
year, over 84 per cent of brides were under 30. Compared with other age
groups, the distributions for brides aged under 20 and between 20 and 29
are slightly skewed towards older husbands. Comparing the distributions
for brides under 30 and brides over 30, the distributions are more spread
for brides over 30. The standard deviation for brides aged between 20
and 29 is 4.2 years age difference whereas the equivalent figure for brides
aged between 30 and 39 is 7.7 years.
Comparing Figure 4a and Figure 4b shows that for brides under 30 the
2003 distributions have smaller peak values than in 1963. Comparing 2003
with 1963, most of the distributions appear to have shifted slightly towards
wives being older than their husbands, but caution should be exercised when
interpreting the charts. The mean age difference has fallen for brides over
30. In 1963 it was 2.8 years for brides aged between 40 and 49, compared

Table 3

Proportion of marriages by age at marriage of bride
and groom (percentages)

Age

1963

2003

difference1

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

7.0

27.4

0.7

2.6

–6.4

–24.8

20–29

70.3

56.9

33.8

44.3

–36.5

–12.6
26.4

Under 20

Women

30–39

12.0

7.3

39.7

33.7

27.7

40–49

4.6

4.1

15.0

12.4

10.5

8.3

50–59

3.1

2.6

7.3

5.2

4.1

2.6

60 or over

2.9

1.7

3.5

1.8

0.6

0.1

1 Difference in percentage points between 2003 and 1963

Figure 5a shows that in 1963 grooms under 20 tend to be of a similar
age to their brides, whereas those between 20 and 29 tend to be older
(by approximately two or three years on average). Interestingly, there is
a distinctive distribution for grooms between 30 and 39-years-old, who
tend to be much older than their brides (with over 50 per cent marrying
women between four to 11 years younger). By 2003 this changes, with
the distribution for grooms aged 30 to 39 being more similar to those
for other age groups (Figure 5b). The distributions for grooms in 2003
show the younger age groups are closer to zero age difference and have a
smaller tail to the right (fewer older husbands). This pattern seems to stop
once grooms are over 40.
The data suggest that trends in age at marriage have affected marital age
differences. The distribution of age differences for men and women who
marry at older ages are more spread out (they have a larger variance).
Consequently, increases in mean age at marriage over the last forty years,
due to delays in first marriage and increasing remarriage, are one factor
in the overall distribution of age differences becoming more varied.
This change in the overall variance is also attributable to shifts in the
distributions within age-groups.
19
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Distribution of marital age differences by age at
marriage, females 1963
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Figure 5b

Distribution of marital age differences by age at
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Figure 6
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Distribution of age differences at divorce, by year
of divorce (proportions)
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Age differences at divorce
For a particular couple, their age difference at divorce is the same as age
difference at marriage. However, when considering the total population
marrying or divorcing in a particular year, the patterns of age differences
will be different because the two groups of people (the married and the
divorcing) are different.
Figure 6 shows the distribution of age differences for the divorces
that occurred in 1963 (32,052 divorces), 1983 (147,479) and 2003
(153,490). Unlike the equivalent chart for marriages (Figure 1), it
does not suggest a straightforward transition between 1963 and 2003
because the distribution for 1963 lies in between the distributions for
1983 and 2003. The reason for this is because of the composition of
divorces in the respective years, and one of the principal aspects of the
composition is the duration of marriages that end in divorce.14 Duration
of marriage relates to marriage cohorts. Hence, in order to understand
Figure 1, it is appropriate to reorganise the data into marriage cohorts.
This then allows a direct comparison with the marriages data shown
previously.
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Distribution of age differences at divorce (proportions) by year of marriage1
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Linking age differences at marriage and divorce
It is possible to plot the distribution of divorce age differences by the
year of marriage in which the divorces occurred (marriage cohort). This
is shown in Figure 7, which uses the three marriage cohorts examined
previously, 1963, 1983 and 2003. The chart shows the distribution of
age differences for the divorces that have taken place for the marriages
that occurred in the years 1963 (94,102 divorces), 1983 (129,477) and
2003 (5,996). The chart also shows the age distributions of all marriages
in each of these years (also shown in Figure 1). This allows comparison
between the age distribution of all marriages and the distribution of
marriages that have ended in divorce by the end of 2005. As opposed
to Figure 6 (divorces by year of divorce), Figure 7 (divorces by year of
marriage) suggests a transition between 1963 and 2003. The patterns are
similar for both marriages (by year of marriage) and divorces (by year
of marriage).
There is some existing research on age differences at divorce. Some
research using survey data has shown that divorce does vary according
to age difference,15 but there is other survey research that contradicts this
finding.16 Research using the same method (comparing marriages and
divorces by year of marriage for all registered events) has not been found.
However, there is some research of registered events looking at age
difference and divorce. Again, some of this suggests that age difference
is an indicator of likelihood of divorce,17 whereas other research using
registration data suggests no association.18 One other piece of comparable
research used age differences of the married population and divorces
in 1991 in Canada and suggested for that particular period there was a
higher divorce rate for couples with a larger age difference.19

Comparisons such as those in Figure 7 show a close match between
the age distribution of marrying couples and those that subsequently
divorce, but may mask real differences by age disparity. Figure 8 looks
at the proportion of marriages that end in divorce for each individual
age difference. Looking first at marriages that occurred in 1983, the
proportion of marriages that have ended in divorce varies between 31
and 44 per cent. Although it might be argued that there is a difference
between older husbands and older wives for this year, the differences
are not conclusive. For example, 36 per cent of marriages have ended
in divorce for both husbands who are eight years older than wives and
wives that are eight years older than husbands. Looking at 1963, the most
obvious age difference variation appears to be the larger proportion of
marriages ending in divorce where the age difference is small. It might
be argued that this is to be expected given that where there is a large
age difference marriages may be more likely to end due to the death of
a partner. This raises the question as to whether 1983 would suggest a
higher likelihood of divorce for larger age differences if mortality were
taken into account. Given the variability in the results for 1983, where
wives are between 10 and 20 years older than husbands, it is not possible
to draw a decisive conclusion. As expected, given the small amount of
time couples have been married, the proportions ending in divorce are
small for marriages that took place in 2003. Nevertheless, there does not
seem to be much variation between age differences.
Analysis of all marriage cohorts in England and Wales between 1963
and 2003 showed similar results to those shown in Figure 7 and Figure
8. Considering this and the evidence shown in the charts, it appears that
age difference does not show a strong association with likelihood of
divorce.20 Despite this, it is worth considering that the conclusion will
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depend upon which marriage cohort is examined. It is also possible that
associations may exist when additional factors are considered such as
previous marital status and age at marriage.
Figure 8

Proportion of marriages that have ended in divorce
by age difference

England and Wales
80
wife older

Proportion divorced (%)

70

husband older
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likelihood of divorce, even when previous marital status is taken into
consideration. Although Figures 9a and 9b only show results for males,
the equivalent charts for females show similar results. As such, the
distribution of female divorces by year of marriage and previous marital
status are similar to the distributions for female marriages (shown in
Figure 2). The results are also similar for the years not shown. For
example, the distribution of age differences for single males marrying
in 1995 is very similar to the distribution of age differences for single
males who married in 1995 and have since divorced. There is no
substantial trend for the most recent marriage cohorts (such as 2003, as
shown in Figure 9b). This suggests that age difference patterns do not
vary for shorter durations of marriage.
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Divorces by previous marital status
Previous marital status is recorded for both individuals when a couple divorce.
As with the marriage statistics shown above, it is the marital status prior to
marriage. In the case of divorce statistics, it is the marital status prior to the
marriage which is ending in divorce. For example, a previous marital status
of divorced indicates that the divorce being recorded is not an individual’s
first divorce. As for marriages, it is possible to analyse divorces according to
previous marital status. Similar to the last section, this is done by marriage
cohort (year of marriage) as opposed to year of divorce.
Figures 9a and 9b demonstrate that the distributions by previous
marital status show a similar result to those for all marital statuses
combined (Figure 7). In other words, the patterns are similar for both
marriages (by year of marriage) and divorces (by year of marriage).
Again, this suggests that age difference is not strongly associated with

Figure 9a

Distribution of age differences at marriage and
divorce by previous marital status (proportions)
Males – 1983 marriage cohort

To investigate this further, Figure 11 shows similar results to Figure
10b, but for males who were married at older ages in 1983. The numbers
behind the distributions are not as large. From 1983 to 2005, there have
been fewer than 2,000 divorces to males who were married in 1983 aged
50 to 59 years-old. Nevertheless, this chart suggests that men may be
slightly more likely to divorce if they marry above age 40 and are older
than their wife by ten or more years.
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the number of divorces to previously widowed individuals were very small. For 2003 the
distributions for marriages (by year of marriage) are identical to those shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 10a

Distribution of age differences at marriage and
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Summary and discussion
The subject of age differences at marriage has been explored at length in
previous research. This article illustrates previous findings using charts of
frequency distributions for selected years. It is well known that husbands
tend to be older than wives and that mean age differences have tended
to remain fairly stable over time. It is also known that age difference
distributions exhibit a large amount of variability. It appears that the
distribution of age differences is more varied for recent marriages (Figure
1). One reason for this change relates to previous marital status. Between
1963 and 2003 the proportion of marriages involving divorcees increased
by over 20 percentage points, while the proportion of marriages involving
single individuals decreased by approximately 18 to 19 percentage
points (Tables 1 and 2). Over the same period, there has been a notable
change in the age difference distributions for both single men and women
between 1963 and 2003 (Figures 2 and 3). Therefore, although the larger
proportion of remarriages has contributed to changing age difference
distributions, another influential factor is changes to the distribution of
age differences for marriages of single individuals.

Recent years have seen an increase in the proportion of marriages
involving older individuals (Table 3). This increase in average age at
marriage has affected the overall trend in marital age differences because
the distribution of age differences for men and women who marry at
older ages are more spread out (they have a larger variance). As well
as changes in the average age at marriage, Figures 4a, 4b, 5a and 5b
also show that age difference distributions have changed for particular
age groups, particularly those under 30. The changes relating to age at
marriage therefore relate to changes in the individual distributions and
changes in the proportion of marriages within each distribution.
Having explored marital age differences, these can be compared with age
differences at divorce. This comparison makes it possible to see whether
people who divorce have a different profile of age differences. The
results show that there are few distinctions in these profiles for particular
marriage cohorts. This is illustrated by the three years shown in Figure 7.
Presenting the same information in a different way, Figure 8 shows the
proportion of marriages ending in divorce by age difference. There are
small variations but these are not consistent across marriage cohorts. This
suggests that propensity to divorce is not strongly associated with marital
age difference at an aggregate level, although further research would be
required to control for mortality and any other factors that may affect the
risk of divorce.
Analysis of divorces by previous marital status broadly confirms the
general finding. The distributions of age differences are similar for
comparable marriages and divorces when disaggregated by previous
marital status (Figure 9a and 9b). Analysis by age at marriage is also
consistent with the general finding to an extent, although there is some
evidence that individuals who marry above age 30 and are older than
their spouse by more than ten years may be more likely to divorce
(Figures 10a, 10b and 11). This seems more noticeable for older marriage
cohorts, such as those in 1963.
Before concluding that there is no strong association between marital
age differences and propensity to divorce, it is important to consider
the effects of mortality. Given that older people are more likely to die,
couples with larger age differences may be more exposed to death than
couples who are the same age. The interaction between exposure to death
and divorce is unlikely to be simple, but it is worth mentioning here in
general terms. If marriages with large age differences are more likely
to end due to the death of a partner (compared with couples who are of
similar age) then this might mask the fact that they have an increased
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probability of divorce. If all other things remain equal, an increase in
deaths will reduce the population at risk of divorce, and therefore result
in fewer divorces (assuming the same divorce rate). For couples with
larger age differences, a decrease in divorces due to more deaths might
hide an increased risk of divorce due to the age difference. It follows
that the results should be treated with caution, particularly where one
partner reaches an age where mortality becomes significant. However
the use of almost all registered marriages and divorces between 1963 and
2005 should make the data more robust than analysis using surveys. As
such, it seems reasonable to conclude that despite any popular belief to
the contrary, there does not appear to be any strong association between
marital age difference and probability of divorce.

4

5

Key findings
•• Preliminary results suggest that there does not appear to be a
strong association between marital age difference and likelihood
of divorce, although other factors were not controlled for.
Between 1963 and 2005, the distribution of age differences for
all marriages is very similar in each year to the distribution of age
differences for the subset of couples who married in the same
year, but have since divorced.
•• More detailed analysis that explores previous marital status
(prior to the marriage in question) also suggests that marital age
difference does not seem to be strongly associated with likelihood
of divorce.
•• Analysis of age at marriage suggests that for some marriage
years there may be an association between age difference and
probability of divorce for individuals who marry above age 30 and
are older than their spouse by more than ten years. This seems more
noticeable for older marriage cohorts, such as those in 1963.
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