Cohabitation Among
Middle-Aged Canadians

Marriage is declining as cohabitation rates double
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s moving in together the purview of the young who are test-
ing relationships? Not necessarily! Census data reveals that
middle-aged Canadians are increasingly cohabiting. The
portion of Canadians ages forty to fifty-four who cohabit
has nearly doubled between 1996 and 2016.

Growing mid-life cohabitation is occurring as
marriage continues its long decline. Some might
consider marriage and cohabitation to be the same thing, but research shows
cohabitation remains less stable, which has implications for Canadians as they
age.! Cohabiters are less likely to pool financial resources that could have an

impact on long-term financial planning. Another concern among Canadians
moving from middle age into their senior years is caregiving and receiving
care. A 2011 study suggests that cohabiting couples provide less care than
married spouses do.?

Although middle-age cohabiters remain a minority in their cohort, the growth
in cohabitation has been rapid and is an important trend to observe.

The 1996 census reported that 7.6 percent of 40 to 54 year olds lived in cohab-
iting relationships. That portion increased to 14.1 percent by the 2016 census.
During the same period, the portion of married middle-aged Canadians de-
clined from 69 percent to 58 percent (fig. 1).2
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Figure 1. Percentage of 40 to 54 year olds
married & cohabitating, 1996 to 2016
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As the average age for divorce is in the mid-forties, observers might suspect
that the growth in middle-age cohabitation is due to Canadians leaving mar-
riages and moving in with new partners. In fact, the portion of middle-age
cohabiters who were divorced or separated declined from nearly two-thirds
to one-third of all mid-life cohabiters between 1996 and 2016 (fig. 2).

The majority of mid-life cohabiters have never been married.
This represents a significant shift as the portion of never-married middle-age
cohabiters more than doubled between 1996 and 2016, from 32 percent to 67
percent of all mid-life cohabiters.*

A closer examination of divorced and separated cohabiters compared to all
middle-aged Canadians reveals a slight increase between 1996 and 2001 fol-
lowed by a sustained decline (not shown). The dramatic change in the por-
tion of divorced/separated and never-married middle-age cohabiters shown
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in figure 2 is due in large part to the significant growth of never-married
cohabiters.

This likely reflects current attitudes toward marriage. A 2018 Canadian survey
suggested that among thirty-five to fifty-four-year-olds, about 56 percent
do not think it is important for people planning to spend their

l1ves to together Lo marry.’ Other aspects of the survey show a decline in
the importance of marriage for Canadians.

Figure 2. Percentage of cohabitating 40 to 54 year olds,
divorced/separated and never married, 1996-2016
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What might account for the increase in mid-life cohabitation and the portion
of those who have never married?

Canadian public opinion data demonstrates growing ambivalence toward
marriage across age cohorts. Focusing on mid-life Canadians ages thirty-five
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Figure 3. Marriage 1s simply not necessary’
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Source: Angus Reid Institute. (2018) “I Don’t: Four-in-Ten Canadian Adults Have Never Married, and Aren’'t Sure They
Want to,” Angus Reid Institute (blog), May 6, 2018, http://angusreid.org/marriage-trends-canada/.

to fifty-four, about 56 percent agree that “marriage is simply not necessary”
(fig. 3). While a majority of this cohort (56 percent) view marriage as a stron-
ger commitment than cohabitation, they do not view marriage as essential,
even when children are involved.®

Certainly, cohabiting middle-age Canadians are a minority in their age co-
hort. Yet observing the growing trend is important and offers another oppor-
tunity to discuss important research on marriage and cohabitation.

Marriage 1s less prone to dissolution than cohabitation. About 56
percent of Canadians ages thirty-five to fifty-four agree that “marriage is a
more genuine form of commitment than a common-law relationship.”” Data
on marriage shows this assumption to be true. The freedom to exit easily
from a relationship means partners do leave more frequently.
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Academics and policy-makers are paying more attention to the increasing
number of Canadians living alone, and how informal networks and formal
resources are important in caring for aging adults. In the same way, research-
ers are taking a look at the impact of “grey divorce.” An Environics analysis
suggests Canadians age sixty-five and older who report being divorced has
risen from 4 percent in 1981 to 12 percent by 2011.8 Both trends have im-
plications for quality of life including financial well-being in the later years.
The potential impact of increasing cohabitation should also be added to this
concern. How might this influence financial planning as couples move toward
retirement and contemplate future wealth transfers?

There has been rapid growth in cohabiting relationships among middle-age
Canadians. The increase is likely to continue as Canadians display ambiva-
lence toward marriage. Current research suggests that while marriage and co-
habitation appear to be similar, they are distinct family structures with unique
patterns. This trend is worth noting, particularly when considering the ways
in which Canadians prepare for aging. Addressing the different economic and
social realities of different relationship forms could be as important a plan-
ning measure as putting money away in an RRSP.
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