
RELAT IONSH I P  

STAB I L I T Y  -  HOW  

HOUS ING  AND  

WORK  MATTERS

Understanding  Soc ie ty  

Pol icy Uni t  

Da ta  No te

MARRIAGE AND ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY

Family structure for families w ith children is strongly associated w ith economic

opportunity: for example, over the course of the recess ion the share of s ingle

mothers grew while marr iage declined.  

Homeownership bears a part icularly strong relat ionship to marr iage: regardless of

educat ion level, those who own their own home are l ikely to be marr ied while

cohabitat ion is much more common among those renters. 

R is ing house pr ices may be a grow ing barr ier to marr iage among parents of young

children. 

There are substant ial differences in hous ing tenure between prev iously marr ied

s ingle mothers and those that were never marr ied, w ith divorcees much more l ikely

to be homeowners. 

Changing family structures are l ikely to have reinforced inequal it ies between mothers, as 

those w ith fewer economic opportunit ies are increas ingly l ikely also to have exper ienced 

family breakdown.  However, emerging ev idence suggests that changing economic 

opportunit ies have also influenced family forms. For example, the share of lone mothers 

peaked in the years after the financial cr is is as families faced increased economic stra in. 

We have also seen that marr iage is now concentrated among the best educated, who are 

most l ikely to be able to afford to marry. For mothers w ithout a degree, marr iage may be 

becoming less affordable as financial and hous ing stability (both of which are often seen 

as a prerequ is ite to marr iage) has become harder to achieve. Labour market changes, 

which have led to many secure, middle-earning jobs disappear ing, have occurred in 

tandem w ith the polar isat ion of marr iage by educat ion. At the same t ime, r is ing house 

pr ices have made achiev ing hous ing stability more difficult.  



FAMILY FORMS AND HOME OWNERSHIP

Home ownership in part icular bears a strong correlat ion w ith changing marr iage 

patterns; while mothers w ith degrees have seen relat ive hous ing stability over the last 

25 years, 80 per cent l iv ing in owner occupied homes in 2013/16, for those w ith mid 

or low levels of educat ion rates of home ownership have fallen rapidly, from 84 to 60 

per cent and 60 to 48 per cent respect ively. And, regardless of educat ional 

atta inment, those that own their own homes are much more l ikely to be marr ied: 70 

per cent of marr ied mothers w ith GCSEs owned their own home in 2013/14 to 

2015/16 compared to just one-third of cohabitees. 

Cohabitees, on the other hand, do not look diss imilar to s ingle parents in terms of 

their hous ing tenure. Among lone parents, we also see a strong relat ionship between 

prev ious mar ital status, w ith the grow ing number of lone mothers who have never 

marr ied being much less l ikely to have marr ied than divorcees.  
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Changes in the marr iage behav iour of mothers has important implicat ions for the 

wellbeing of mothers and children, part icularly if they separate. Declining rates of 

marr iage, and a grow ing number of children being born to lone mothers, mean that 

the ma jor ity of lone mothers today are not divorcees but have never been marr ied. 

This has important legal and financial implicat ions for those car ing for children. 

Cohabitees, for example, have no legal obligat ion to one another if their relat ionship 

ends, and no automat ic ent itlement to property. While all parents have a duty to 

support children, the current legal status of cohabitees does not recognise the costs, 

disproport ionately borne by women, of children to parents’ careers and ability to 

command an income. As a result, while s ingle mothers are, on the whole, 

economically vulnerable, mothers that have never marr ied are even more 

disadvantaged w ith lower incomes and rates of home ownership even after differences 

in educat ion are accounted for.  


