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Changing patterns of marriage and unions 

 across the world 

1. Men and women are marrying later today 

than in the past; also, the sex gap in age at first 

marriage narrowed in most regions, but 

widened in Asia, and remained stable 

worldwide  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Singulate mean age at marriage
2
 by sex and region of the world,  

1970-1999 and 2000-2014 
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2. Cohabitation of unmarried couples, or 

consensual unions is increasingly common 

Figure 2. Female mean age at marriage among countries  
by sex gap and by region, 2000-2014 

 
 

Figure 3. Percentage of women in consensual unions by age group in selected countries,  
1970-1999 and 2000-2014 
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3. Although a large majority of men and 

women eventually marry, the global 

prevalence of marriage has fallen  in recent 

decades 

Figure 4. Percentage of women who are married or in consensual union  
by age group and region of the world, 2000-2014 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Percentage ever-married by age group and sex, 1970-1999 and 2000-2014 
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4. Globally, a larger proportion of women 

than men are formerly married (separated, 

divorced or widowed) 

 

                                                           
1
 Special tabulations based on United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2015a). World 

Marriage Data 2015 (POP/DB/Marr/Rev2015). New York: United Nations, available online at: 
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/marriage-unions/WMD2015.shtml. 
2
 The singulate mean age at marriage (SMAM) is calculated from the data on proportions single by age and sex, obtained from 

censuses or sample surveys. Details of the calculation of SMAM are provided in United Nations (1983). Manual X: Indirect 
techniques for demographic estimation. New York: United Nations, available online at: 
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/manuals/estimate/manual10/annexes.pdf 
3
 Estimates for regions of the world are weighted using the respective male and female populations obtained from United 

Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2015b). World Population Prospects: The 2015 
Revision. New York: United Nations, available online at: http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/DVD/. 

Figure 6. Percentage formerly married (separated, divorced or widowed) by age group and sex,  
1970-1999 and 2000-2014 
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