
UNDERSTANDING DATA

Families and 
marriage
Changes in data trends signal significant 
social changes — but not always for the same 
reason, or in the same direction. Explore some 
data from the Office for National Statistics

Fertility rates
Women’s lives — perhaps more than the lives of men — have 
changed markedly over the past 50 years. More are going into higher 
education and delaying partnerships and marriage today in order 
to develop their careers. This has had a major impact on families 
and households. One indicator of such changes is the fertility rate 
for women in different age categories in England and Wales (see 
Figure 1). More women aged 40 years and over have been choosing to 

have children, while for women in their 20s, fertility rates have been 
falling fairly consistently since the 1960s. Women aged 30 to 34 years 
have had the highest fertility rate of any age group since 2004. Prior 
to this, women aged 25 to 29 years generally had the highest rate. 
All this indicates that women are progressively delaying childbearing. 
Figure 1 shows various ‘spikes’ in fertility rates since 1938. Can you 
explain why?
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Source: ONS, Births in England and Wales

Figure 1 Age-specific fertility rates, England and Wales (1938 to 2018)

Marriage rates
Rising female power and ambition may also help to explain why 
the age distribution of the married population in England and 
Wales has shifted, even over a 10-year period between 2008 and 
2018. In 2008, 60- to 64-year-olds were most likely to be married, 
at 74.8%. In 2018, 55- to 59-year-olds had the highest proportion 
married, at 69.0%. However, this is lower than the 2008 figure 

for 55- to 59-year-olds, of 73.8%. These figures reflect the overall 
decline in the relative size of the group of married people, but it 
has not been consistent across all ages. Much of the decrease is 
concentrated between ages 20 to 34 years and 45 to 69 years. 
People at younger ages are postponing marriage or not getting 
married at all. 
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Figure 2 Percentages of married people aged 16 years and over in 2008 and 2018, England and Wales
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Same-sex marriages
However, the legalisation of same-sex marriages in 
March 2014 has produced an interesting opposite 
effect in relation to marriage — a rapid growth 
in same-sex marriage couple families, at least 
in the UK. Since 2017, the number of same-sex 
UK marriage couple families doubled, to 68,000 
(a statistically significant increase) representing 
29.4% of all same-sex couple families in 2018, 
compared with only 8.9% in 2015 (Figure 3). This 
contrasts to opposite-sex couple families in which 
79.4% are married couple families and 20.6% 
are cohabiting couple families. The trends for 
opposite-sex and same-sex couple families are 
going in opposite directions, with the share of 
opposite-sex married couple families decreasing, 
while opposite-sex cohabiting couple families 
are increasing (although at a much slower rate of 
change than for same-sex couple families). 
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Figure 3 Change in same-sex family distributions, UK (2015 to 2018)

16 Sociology Review  September 2020 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview 17


