
Marriage Factsheet: The Benefits of Marriage

1. Stability: Marriages are generally twice as stable as common-law relationships.
According to the 2001 General Social Survey, approximately 30% of women who marry without living common-law are
expected to separate; the probability doubles among women who first live common-law. When a common-law
relationship ends, women are far more likely to enter into another common-law relationship rather than a marriage.1

Intact marriages are the most stable family form for children.
Children born to parents who married without living common-law beforehand are approximately three times less
likely to experience family breakdown than children whose parents were living common-law when they were
born and did not subsequently marry.  By the age of 10, 63% of children from common-law unions had had their
parents separate, compared to 14% of children whose parents had married without living common-law.2 A 2002
Quebec study has found that by the age of 2 ½, 3.4% of the children whose parents had married directly had
separated parents, compared to 7% of children whose parents married after living common-law, and 16% of
children born into common-law unions whose parents never married.3

Second unions tend to be less stable, particularly if there are children from previous relationships. The same
Quebec study found that by the time a child was 2 ½ years old, 9% had experienced their parents’ separation
when it was both parents’ first union, compared to 19% when both parents had been married to or living with a
previous partner. The parents were more than twice as likely to separate when both had been in a previous union
and at least one parent had a child from a previous union.4

2.  Family violence: There is a far lower risk of violence for women in intact marriages.
There is less risk of spousal violence for women who are married than for those who are separated or live common-law.
Between 1991-2000, the intimate partner homicide rate was 4.4 per million couples for married women, 29.5 for women
living common-law, and 37.4 for women who were separated.5

Children living with their two married biological parents are much less likely to experience neglect or
abuse, or to witness violence in the home. Almost one-half of child maltreatment cases (44%) involved
children living in lone-parent families although lone-parent families made up less than one-fifth of families.
Almost one-fifth (19%) of child maltreatment cases involved children living in a parent blended family where
one parent was a step-parent or common-law partner but not the biological parent of at least one of the children
in the family, although these make up approximately 6% or less of families. Among the remaining child
maltreatment cases, 28% involved children living with their two biological parents.6

Higher percentages of children witnessed physical fights if they were living in blended/step parent (14.7%) or
single parent (10.3%) homes as compared to biological or adoptive two-parent families (7.4%). Children were
also more likely to witness physical fights in the home if their family structure had undergone change over the
previous period, either from two parents to one (13.6%), or from one parent to two (14.4%).7

3.  Relationship formation: Divorce has a significant effect on a child’s future relationships.
Children who lost a parent through death are no different than children from intact families in their decisions to marry or
have children. However, children who saw their parents divorce are less likely to marry, and more likely to separate or
divorce if they do marry. 8 Children who saw their parents separate or divorce are more likely to cohabit than to marry.
For those who do marry, they are more likely to separate or divorce themselves. Married women are 1.7 times more
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likely to have their union dissolve, and married men are three times as likely to have their union dissolve. Women who
experience their parents’ separation or divorce are 1.5 times as likely to have a child before the age of 20, and 1.9 times
as likely to have a child outside of a union.9

4. Child’s behaviour/education: Children from intact families have fewer behavioural and educational
    problems. Lone motherhood is associated with a 14% higher probability of the child having one or more psychiatric,
     schooling or social problems.10 Children living in lone parent families are twice as likely to exhibit delinquent behaviour
     as children in two parent families.11 Canadians who lived in blended or step parent families at age 15 later reported a 70%
     high school graduation rate, compared to 71% for those in lone parent families and 80% for those who lived with both
     biological parents.12

5. Parent-child relationship: Children aged 10 and 11 living in stepfamilies were more likely to say they lack emotional
      support from their parents, received erratic punishment and had difficulty getting along with parents and siblings13. Adult
      children have a significantly lower likelihood of being in frequent contact with a parent who is living with a spouse other
      than the adult’s mother or father.14 Canadians who lived with both parents until age 15 are significantly more likely to say
      they had a happy childhood than those who experienced change in parental structure before the age of 15, 92% compared
      to 76%. The more changes in parental structure a child experienced, the less likely they were to indicate their childhood
     was happy: 70% of those who had two changes in parental structure said they had a happy childhood, compared to 50% of
     those who had three or more changes in parental structure.15
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