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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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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.

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

Offic e fo r N at io n al S t at ist ic s

22

Po p u l a t i o n Tr en d s 132

Figure 10a

S u m m e r 2008

Distribution of age differences at marriage and
divorce by age at marriage (proportions)
Females – 1963 marriage cohort
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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.
23

O f f i ce f o r N a t i o n a l S ta ti sti c s

