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DO WOMEN STILL SPEND MOST OF
THEIR LIVES MARRIED?
By Alicia H. Munnell, Geoffrey T. Sanzenbacher, and Sara Ellen King*

Introduction

Percentage of Years Married

People are often interested in studying the saving
behavior of women. But one could argue that women
have traditionally lived in households where the couple makes decisions jointly. In that world, the main
distinction is between married women and single
women, not between men and women. But the times
are changing, so the question is whether women are
still spending most of their lives married. This brief
addresses that question using data from the Health
and Retirement Study.
The discussion proceeds as follows. The first section describes the nature of the exercise and presents
the basic results, which show a decline in the percentage of adult years spent married. The second section
identifies the factors contributing to this decline: an
increase in the age of first marriage, a drop in the
percentage of women who marry, and – for those
who do marry – an increase in divorce. The third
section presents the results by race and education.
The final section concludes that if women as a group
now spend about half of their adult years unmarried,
it probably makes sense to explore their savings and
investment behavior separately from men.

The calculation of the percentage of years that women
are married is based on data in the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), a longitudinal nationally representative survey that has interviewed people over age 50
every two years since 1992. The HRS asks detailed
questions about both current and past marital status.1
The analysis focuses on the change in marriage patterns over four birth cohorts: 1) the original HRS
Cohort (born 1931-1941); 2) the War Babies (19421947); the Early Boomers (1948-1953); and 4) the Mid
Boomers (1954-1959).2
The question is what percentage of women’s adult
years – ages 20 and older – is spent as part of a married couple. Ideally, one would like to include in the
calculation all years between age 20 and the death of
the respondent. Such a broad span is not possible,
however, because women added to the sample in
recent years are still quite young. For example, the
Mid Boomer cohort was added in 2010 and includes
people who were only in their mid-to-late 50s as of
2014 (the last year of available data). Given these constraints, separate calculations are presented for three
different age spans.
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The first calculation is based on the span between
age 20 and the most recent interview for each respondent. The total number of years over this span is
calculated for each woman and then added across all
women to get “total woman years.” The number of
years married during this span is then calculated for
each woman and added over all women to get “years
married.” Dividing “years married” by “total woman
years” yields the percentage of years married.
The results of this calculation are shown in the
first row of Table 1. For the earliest cohort, those
born in 1931-1941, 72 percent of women’s years
between age 20 and the last interview were spent married. By the Mid Boomer cohort, those born in 19541959, the share had dropped to 54 percent. According
to this measure, women have gone from spending
most of their lives as part of a married couple to
spending just 54 percent of their lives married.
Table 1. Percentage of Years that Women Spend
Married by Cohort, 2014
Age span

HRS
Cohort

War
Early
Mid
Babies Boomers Boomers

1. Age 20 to
last interview

72.3%

71.8%

59.8 %

53.9 %

2. Age 20 to
54-60

77.1

73.2

60.0

53.9

3. Age 20 to
73-83 (est.)

72.3

68.7

56.3

50.6

Source: Authors’ calculations from the Health and Retirement
Study (HRS), 1992-2014.

One concern with using the span from age 20 to
the last interview is that the ending age differs across
cohorts. That is, the ages of Mid Boomers in 2014,
the date of the last interview, were 54-60, while the
ages for the original HRS cohort in 2014 were 73-83.
Therefore, it is possible that the results in the first
row could understate the decline because the most recent cohorts have spent virtually no years as widows.
Given this concern, the percentages were re-calculated based on a standard age for each cohort, and
these numbers are shown in the second row of Table
1. The percentage of years married is higher throughout because the calculation eliminates the oldest ages,
when women are more likely to be widowed. The decline in the percentage of years married between the
HRS and Mid Boomer cohorts under this estimate is
larger than under the first calculation.

The problem with using an observed standard age
is that, for consistency across cohorts, it has to be the
age of last interview for the most recent cohort. Thus,
it omits the experiences at older ages when married
women may live alone after their husband dies.
To address this problem, one final set of percentages is estimated based on the age of last interview
for the oldest cohort (73-83). This estimate starts with
the ratio of the percentage of years spent married for
the HRS cohort as of last interview to the percentage
for this same cohort at ages 54-60 (72.3/77.1 = .94).
This ratio, which shows how the percentage of years
married is reduced when more years are included
in the calculation, is applied to the reported percentages at ages 54-60 to reduce the percentage of years
married for the younger cohorts. The results of the
calculation (in the third row in Table 1) show that if
the Mid Boomers were interviewed at ages 73-83, then
women in this cohort would have spent just about
half of their life as part of a couple. It may well be
that, once the whole lifespan of Mid Boomers has
elapsed, women in that cohort will have spent less
than half their adult years married. This third measure is used for the following analysis.

Why the Sharp Drop in the
Percentage of Years Married?
How did this dramatic change come about? First, the
average age of first marriage rose by about 3 years
between the HRS cohort and the Mid Boomers (see
Table 2).3 Second, more women never marry. And
third, more women get divorced.4

Table 2. Women’s Marriage Patterns by Cohort, 2014
HRS
Cohort

War
Babies

Age of first
marriage

21.4

21.6

22.8

24.3

% never
married

3.9%

4.2%

9.0%

12.2%

% divorced*

33.9%

39.4%

50.5%

49.3%

Marriage
pattern

Early
Mid
Boomers Boomers

* Includes any woman who was ever divorced.
Source: Authors’ calculations from the 1992-2014 HRS.
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The impact of these changing patterns on the
percentage of “woman years” married is shown in
Figure 1. The substantial increase in years spent
either divorced or “not married” (i.e., prior to a first
marriage or because the individual never got married)
has reduced the percentage of years married.

Figure 2. Percentage of Years Widowed, Divorced,
Married, and Not Married, by Cohort and Race
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Note: See endnote 5.
Source: Authors’ calculations from the 1992-2014 HRS.

How Do These Patterns Vary
by Race and Education?
While women in the aggregate are spending less and
less time in marriage, the question is whether this
decline is similar across socioeconomic groups. To
examine this issue, the analysis replicates the exercise
for whites versus blacks and for those with some college education versus those with a high school degree
or less. For simplicity, the analysis compares only the
HRS cohort with the Mid Boomers.
Figure 2 shows that the percentage of years married declined substantially for both white and black
women. Three differences are worth noting, however.
First, black women have always spent a smaller percentage of years married than white women. Second,
the decline in the percentage of years married is
greater for black women than white women.6 Third,
the reasons for the decline are different. Whereas
white women saw a more than doubling of years
spent divorced, black women did not. In contrast,
black women experienced a much larger increase in
the percentage of years not married, making it the
single largest category for them.
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18%

24%
32%

54%

37%

14%

Mid Boomers

HRSM

Black

WhiteB
Widowed

72%
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Figure 1. Percentage of Years Widowed, Divorced,
Married, and Not Married, by Cohort
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Note: See endnote 5.
Source: Authors’ calculations from the 1992-2014 HRS.

In contrast to the enormous difference in marital
patterns by race, the pattern by educational attainment looks very similar across the two groups (see
Figure 3). For both those with some college education
and those with a high school degree or less, the percentage of years spent married declined from about
70 percent to about 50 percent between the HRS and
Mid Boomer cohorts. The increase in the percentage
of years not married or divorced was consistent across
educational groups.7

Figure 3. Percentage of Years Not Married,
Married, Divorced, and Widowed, by Cohort and
Education
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Note: See endnote 5.
Source: Authors’ calculations from the 1992-2014 HRS.
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Conclusion

Endnotes

The bottom line is that women as a group are going
to spend less than half of their adult years as part of a
couple. This pattern reflects an increase in age at first
marriage, a decline in marriage rates, and an increase
in divorce. It shows up across race and educational
attainment. This change has significant implications
for financial planning.

1 In cases where the responses were inconsistent,
such as a marriage starting before a previous one
ended, the women were eliminated from the sample.
2 The Mid Boomer cohort also includes some women
born in 1960, those who where the younger spouses
of survey respondents.
3 Haines (1996) documents an increase in the age
at first marriage for women that began in 1950 and
continued through 1990. Loughran (2002) attributes
some of this increase to rising male wage inequality
over the same time period. Goldin and Katz (2002)
attribute some of the increase to the introduction of
the birth control pill in the 1960s.
4 As Stevenson and Wolfers (2007) note, divorce rates
actually peaked in the early 1980s and have fallen
slightly since. In this context, the sharp increase in
the share of women divorced experienced between
the HRS cohort and Early Boomers (who would have
been in their 30s around the time of the peak) makes
sense, followed by the slight decline seen for the Mid
Boomers.
5 For cohorts after the HRS cohort, the relevant percentages are estimated using the actual percentage up
to ages 54-60 adjusted by the ratio of the percentage
for the HRS cohort up to ages 54-60 to the percentage
of the HRS cohort up to ages 73-83
6 Both the lower level of marriage among blacks and
the widening marriage gap have been documented
elsewhere, for example in Raley, Sweeney, and Wondra (2015).
7 Although recent evidence has suggested these
numbers may diverge for future birth cohorts of
women, at least through the Mid Boomer cohort,
these trends look similar. For example, Lundberg,
Pollak, and Stearns (2016) find that the marriage rates
of 30 to 44 year olds between those with and without a
college education were very similar through the mid1980s (when the Mid-Boomers would have been in
their 30s) and have been diverging ever since.
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