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Focus on BC Families: Common-law Partnerships

Common-law Unions Continue to Increase Except Among the Young
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For all age groups, except the 15 to 24 year
olds, the proportion of the population living
common-law increased between 1991 and
1996.  The highest incidence is among the
25-29 year olds, at 14 per cent and then the
rate falls off steeply to only 6 per cent for the
middle-aged.

This tendency for common-law relationships
to become less prevalent with age is partly
an inter-generation difference in attitude to-
wards marriage, but it also reflects the
young’s choice to test-run living together
before marrying.  For example, in 1991,
among the 25 to 29 year olds, 11 per cent
had never married and were living common-

law.  Five years later, only 8 per cent of the
cohort remained in that situation.

From the chart, it may appear as though liv-
ing common-law for the young is going out
of fashion.  However, the reverse is probably
true.  There has been a drop in “living-
together relationships” overall, as a result of
the difficult time youth are having finding
well-paid secure jobs, which would enable
them to set up their own households.
Among the young who do live together, the
proportion who opt for legal marriage status
continued to drop dramatically, from 44 per
cent in 1991 to 38 per cent in 1996.
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Among the Divorced & Separated, 
Common-Law Relationships Are Less Common
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One interesting development over the last
five years, is the considerable decline in
common-law relationships among the di-
vorced and separated.  This is so for both
men and women.  Why this has occurred
could be due to women’s increasing eco-
nomic independence.  If the conventional
wisdom is true, namely that men will usually
only leave a marriage if they have another
relationship to go to whereas women will
leave if they are able to support themselves
even if it means living on their own, then the
increase in the number of divorced and sepa-
rated persons not living with a partner could
reflect an increase in the number of separa-
tions/divorces being initiated by women.

One in Three Women Enters 
Her Senior Years Without a Partner
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*Partner of opposite sex.

The chart above shows the extent to which
women more than men are on their own by
the time they reach middle-age.  The main
reasons for this are---among men and
women between the age of 40 and 64, there
are 15,000 more separated/divorced women
than there are men (men have a higher prob-
ability of remarrying than women) and on
top of that, a considerably higher proportion
of the divorced/separated men live common-
law (28%) compared to the women (20%).
This large divergence in living arrangements
among the same-age men and women con-
firms the common perception that divorced
and separated middle-age men marry or live
with women younger than themselves.



BRITISH COLUMBIA
Commonlaw Partnerships By Legal Marital Status

MALE BY 5 YEAR AGE GROUPS 
1996

 Male Population 15+ Never Married Separated Widowed Divorced

% Living % Living With % Living % Living % Living % Living % Living
Total As Single Legal Spouse Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law

All Ages 1462770 39.7 53.2 7.0 501685 12.4 46035 17.6 33365 7.1 103025 29.5

15-19 124645 99.0 0.3 0.7 124100 0.7 65 0.0 10 0.0 120 8.3

20-24 119950 84.8 6.8 8.4 110845 9.0 560 8.0 25 0.0 400 17.5

25-29 134905 57.0 29.4 13.6 89790 19.1 2730 13.6 95 10.5 2645 29.5

30-34 154255 38.7 50.0 11.3 63600 21.8 5425 16.6 215 23.3 7910 33.3

35-39 160830 30.0 60.5 9.5 42180 22.0 7225 18.4 370 21.6 13770 33.3

40-44 152175 25.6 66.3 8.1 26280 19.9 7495 20.1 600 23.3 16900 32.4

45-49 141665 22.5 70.2 7.3 16215 17.9 6830 20.0 945 18.5 18240 32.5

50-54 105285 20.4 73.1 6.5 8470 14.3 4770 20.2 1185 16.9 13850 32.0

55-59 84290 18.6 76.3 5.1 5365 10.5 3125 19.8 1570 15.6 9870 28.8

60-64 76865 17.9 78.3 3.8 4250 8.9 2485 17.9 2545 11.2 7410 24.6
65+ 207905 23.8 74.2 2.0 10590 4.9 5335 10.3 25805 4.6 11910 15.4

1991
 Male Population 15+ Never Married Separated Widowed Divorced

% Living % Living With % Living % Living % Living % Living % Living
Total As Single Legal Spouse Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law

All Ages 1286555 37.5 55.9 6.7 417900 12.0 40780 20.4 29845 7.2 79410 31.7

15-19 108175 98.8 0.5 0.8 107540 0.8 60 8.3 35 0.0 35 14.3

20-24 112795 81.6 8.9 9.5 101655 10.4 700 9.3 35 14.3 385 27.3

25-29 133450 51.2 35.9 12.9 79470 19.6 3140 18.3 55 36.4 2945 35.0

30-34 145575 33.2 56.4 10.4 49575 21.8 5645 20.8 180 22.2 8070 38.4

35-39 139520 25.4 66.0 8.6 28620 21.0 6635 23.6 320 26.6 11905 36.9

40-44 132425 21.6 70.8 7.6 17035 18.1 6685 24.3 550 28.2 14460 36.4

45-49 101765 19.3 74.1 6.6 8980 14.2 4910 22.9 705 19.1 11765 35.4

50-54 81935 17.8 76.8 5.3 5615 10.4 3475 22.2 970 19.6 8910 31.6

55-59 75685 17.0 78.9 4.1 4635 9.5 2785 19.7 1605 14.0 6980 27.1

60-64 72875 18.1 78.8 3.1 4705 6.6 2225 16.0 2730 11.5 5770 21.6
65+ 182355 23.2 75.1 1.7 10070 4.5 4525 10.7 22640 4.4 8195 14.6

Source:  Statistics Canada, 1996 Census of Canada

Prepared By: BC STATS



BRITISH COLUMBIA
Commonlaw Partnerships By Legal Marital Status

FEMALE BY 5 YEAR AGE GROUPS 
1996

Female Population 15+ Never Married Separated Widowed Divorced

% Living % Living With % Living % Living % Living % Living % Living
Total As Single Legal Spouse Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law

All Ages 1526580 42.2 51.0 6.7 410650 14.8 56400 12.9 147635 2.9 133070 23.1

15-19 118290 96.6 0.9 2.5 117010 2.5 120 4.2 20 0.0 110 9.1

20-24 120895 72.0 15.1 12.9 100040 15.2 1635 11.6 100 5.0 900 28.3

25-29 136345 43.6 42.4 14.0 67870 24.5 5305 14.1 310 17.7 5060 32.8

30-34 157770 30.7 58.6 10.7 43965 25.9 8585 15.7 700 24.3 12080 33.4

35-39 165765 26.5 64.6 8.8 29145 24.9 9955 15.5 1415 16.6 18110 31.0

40-44 156025 25.0 67.3 7.7 18230 21.9 9050 15.4 2210 17.9 21500 29.1

45-49 140550 25.0 68.4 6.6 11265 16.6 7180 13.9 3540 14.7 22425 26.0

50-54 103105 25.3 69.6 5.2 5715 12.9 4640 11.6 4705 11.3 16330 21.5

55-59 84125 25.9 70.6 3.5 3475 8.8 2905 9.8 6900 7.8 11460 16.1

60-64 75765 29.5 68.3 2.2 2650 5.5 2195 5.7 10685 4.4 8465 10.7
65+ 267945 55.0 44.1 0.9 11285 2.2 4825 2.6 117060 1.1 16635 4.7

1991
Female Population 15+ Never Married Separated Widowed Divorced

% Living % Living With % Living % Living % Living % Living % Living
Total As Single Legal Spouse Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law Total Common-Law

All Ages 1333250 40.1 53.5 6.4 332825 14.8 48130 15.2 135880 3.0 103320 24.2

15-19 103545 95.4 1.4 3.2 101805 3.2 135 11.1 50 0.0 65 30.8

20-24 111590 65.4 20.1 14.5 86080 18.0 1980 16.7 110 9.1 980 33.7

25-29 134485 36.9 50.1 13.0 55555 25.5 5695 19.3 315 23.8 5575 38.3

30-34 148560 26.4 63.8 9.8 33350 25.3 7985 19.7 745 24.2 11675 37.2

35-39 141490 23.0 68.9 8.1 18820 22.8 8215 19.3 1275 21.2 15650 33.6

40-44 130555 22.9 70.3 6.8 11350 17.4 7150 16.8 2135 18.5 18155 29.1

45-49 98185 22.9 71.6 5.5 5765 13.4 4935 14.2 2930 14.7 14275 24.3

50-54 79555 22.8 73.3 3.9 3525 8.8 3180 10.8 4170 11.4 10395 19.0

55-59 72295 24.4 73.1 2.5 2610 6.3 2455 8.4 6590 6.5 7810 13.2

60-64 73330 29.5 68.6 1.9 2760 5.1 2090 5.5 11445 4.3 6715 9.2
65+ 239660 54.9 44.2 0.9 11205 1.9 4320 2.9 106110 1.2 12030 4.6

Source:  Statistics Canada, 1996 Census of Canada

Prepared By: BC STATS


