
THE GROWTH IN LONE MOTHER FAMILIES

When the first year of BHPS data was collected, lone mothers already accounted for 

almost one-in-five of mothers w ith children in the UK. S ince then, this share r isen 

steadily, grow ing by eight percentage points to peak at 26 per cent in the years just 

after the financial cr is is at in 2009/10, before fall ing back aga in to 23 per cent in 

2015/16 (F igure 1). 

Changes in marr iage patterns have influenced the compos it ion of lone mother families. 

While lone mothers in the past were predominantly divorcees (account ing for two- 

thirds of lone mothers), today the ma jor ity of lone mothers have never been marr ied.
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In 1991, when the Br it ish Household Panel Survey (BHPS) first started, family l ife in 

the UK had already exper ienced fundamental changes. The tradit ional family structure 

of the marr ied, two parent family had been in decline s ince the 1970s and 1980s and 

children were increas ingly being ra ised in lone parent and ‘blended ’ families. In the 

quarter of the century that the Study has been follow ing couples w ith children, family 

structure has cont inued to shift. Marr iage, for example, is much less common, the 

proport ion of marr ied mothers fell by 15 percentage points over 25 years, to 62 per 

cent in 2015/16, while the share of cohabit ing mothers almost trebled to 14 per cent.
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FAMILY DYNAMICS: BIRTHS, SEPARATION AND RE- 

PARTNERING

Of course, changes in the share of lone mother families may not be a good indicator of 

overall levels of family stability. For example, there may be an increase in the number 

of families that have exper ienced disrupt ion even if the share of lone mother families 

has not changed. This is because families are not stat ic: the share of mothers who are 

lone parents depends on how many children are born to lone mothers, how many 

parents separate (and children rema in l iv ing w ith the mother), and the rate at which 

lone mothers re-partner (see F igure 2). Understanding these trans it ions prov ides a 

powerful way of understanding how families are l ikely to evolve in the future. 

We unpack some of these trans it ions in Tables 1 and 2, which show how the family 

circumstances of new mothers has changed over recent years, changes in the rate of 

separat ion over a one-year per iod, and the rate of re-partner ing.

The share of married mothers 

dropped from 76 to 62 per cent 

between the early 1990s and 

2015/16.

This change is mostly due to the 

growth in cohabitation, which 

increased by ten percentage points to 

15 per cent.

The share of lone mother families 

also grew over the last 25 years, with 

one-in-four mothers living as lone 

parents in 2015/16.



CHANGES IN FAMILY CIRCUMSTANCES AT BIRTHS

As expected, we see a sharp drop in the 

number of babies born to marr ied 

mothers, from three-quarters of all births 

in the early 1990s compared to just over 

half by 2015/16. There was a 

corresponding r ise in the share of 

cohabit ing new mothers, which doubled 

over the per iod to just under 30 per cent 

in 2015/16. These changes indicate that, 

while we have already seen a rapid sw itch 

away from marr iage among mothers w ith 

children, this decline looks set to carry on 

in the future. 

There was also an increase in the share births to lone mothers, w ith 17 per cent of all 

new mothers also being lone parents. This r is ing share of births to lone mothers took 

place in spite of a substant ial drop in the number of teenage parents from 2000, a 

group part icularly l ikely to be lone mothers.

Table 2 shows the share of mothers in couples who separate over a one-year per iod. 

Rates of parental separat ion have fallen. This is contrary to expectat ions, as the share 

of cohabit ing mothers grew rapidly over this per iod, and cohabitees are w idely 

cons idered to be much more l ikely to separate. However, s ince the 1990s cohabitat ion 

appears to have become much more stable; the share of cohabit ing couples who 

separate has halved, w ith one-in-20 couples separat ing over a one-year per iod 

between 2013/14 and 2015/16 compared to one-in-ten in the late-1990s. 



Among lone mothers, rates of re-partner ing have also fallen substant ially, contr ibut ing 

to a grow ing number of lone mother families. While nine per cent of lone mothers re- 

partnered over a one-year per iod in the early 1990s this share fell to five per cent by 

the mid-2010s. 

Our analys is of family dynamics suggests that the grow ing share of lone mother 

families over the last 25 years was dr iven by an increase in the number of children 

born to lone mothers and a fall in the rate at which lone mothers re-partnered. Fall ing 

rates of parental separat ion, part icularly among cohabit ing couples, have on the other 

hand, mit igated aga inst further increases in lone motherhood. 

RE-PARTNERING

FAMILY COMPLEXITY: THE GROWTH OF NON- 

TRADITIONAL FAMILY FORMS

These changes have led to increas ing family complex ity. F igure 3 shows the share of 

lone-mother, step-father families, and ‘blended ’ families (where the mother’s partner 

is both a biological and step father). Together these three family types give an 

indicat ion of the share of mothers who have at some point exper ienced family 

breakdown and lone motherhood. 

As the graph i llustrates, while the share of lone mother families peaked in the years 

follow ing the financial cr is is, at 26 per cent, this understates the exper ience of lone 

motherhood. Thirty-five per cent of all mothers l ived in lone mother, step-father or 

blended families in 2010/11-2012/13. Indeed, while the share of lone mothers 

peaked in 2010/11-2012/13, the total share of mothers l iv ing in ‘disrupted ’ families 

peaked sl ightly earl ier, because the share of lone mothers who had re-partnered was 

higher. 
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