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Introduction
Marriage remains an important social and legal institution, but people in the United States and many
other high-income societies are marrying later and organizing intimate relationships in more varied
ways than earlier generations. The change should not be described as a simple collapse of marriage.
Many adults still expect to marry, while others cohabit for long periods, remain single, remarry after
divorce, or form families outside marriage. The strongest contemporary evidence concerns timing.
The U.S. Census Bureau estimated the median age at first marriage in 2025 at 30.8 years for men and
28.4 years for women, compared with 23.5 and 21.1 respectively in 1975 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2025).
That shift reflects education, employment, housing, gender roles, relationship expectations, and
changing social norms rather than one universal rejection of commitment. Marriage statistics also
require careful interpretation because the number of weddings, marriage rate, age at first marriage,
cohabitation, and the probability of ever marrying measure different aspects of family formation. A
meaningful marriage trend analysis must separate these measures before explaining causes.

Later Marriage and the Changing Transition to
Adulthood
One of the clearest long-term changes is that young adults spend more years in education, establish
independent households later, and often consider financial and emotional readiness important before
marrying. Delayed marriage does not necessarily mean that people oppose the institution. It can
reflect a longer transition to adulthood in which employment, housing, debt, partnership experience,
and personal development are resolved before legal commitment. Marriage also carries different
expectations than it did during the unusually early-marriage period after World War II. Contemporary
couples often expect emotional intimacy, compatibility, shared decision-making, and a stable financial
foundation rather than treating marriage as the automatic beginning of adult independence. These
expectations can raise the threshold for marriage while making some unions more deliberate. The
2025 Census figures therefore indicate delayed first marriage, not the disappearance of marriage
itself (U.S. Census Bureau, 2025). Historical comparison is important because the postwar model is
often remembered as traditional even though the combination of very early marriage, rapid
household formation, and high marriage prevalence was itself shaped by a distinctive economic and
demographic period (Cherlin, 2014).
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Economics, Education, and Gender Independence
Economic conditions strongly influence whether people feel prepared to marry. Stable employment,
predictable income, affordable housing, and manageable debt make it easier to plan a household,
ceremony, and children. Job insecurity and high housing costs can delay those decisions even when a
couple intends to remain together. Education has a related effect because longer schooling postpones
entry into full-time employment and often delays first marriage. Women’s expanded access to
education, earnings, property, and legal rights has also changed the bargaining structure of marriage.
Financial independence reduces the need to marry or remain married for survival and allows people
to evaluate partners according to compatibility, equality, and shared goals. This should not be
described as women becoming “pickier.” It represents a shift from economic dependence toward
greater choice. Marriage has consequently become stratified by socioeconomic position: adults with
stable resources may find it easier to meet contemporary expectations for readiness, while lower-
income adults may value marriage but postpone it because the material conditions they associate
with a successful union are harder to achieve.

Cohabitation and the Diversification of Partnership
Cohabitation has become a common part of relationship development, but it does not have one
meaning. Some couples live together as a step toward marriage, others treat cohabitation as a long-
term alternative, and some begin sharing a household because parenting, housing, or finances
already connect their lives. The growth of cohabitation means that marriage rates alone no longer
capture the full landscape of adult partnership. Legal consequences also vary because unmarried
partners may not automatically receive the same rights involving inheritance, property, medical
decision-making, taxation, pensions, or separation. A decline in marriage at younger ages may
therefore coexist with stable or increasing numbers of people living in committed relationships. Same-
sex marriage has added another dimension by extending civil marriage to couples who were
previously excluded, expanding access rather than explaining the broader long-term decline in
opposite-sex marriage rates. These changes support the idea that adult intimacy is becoming more
diverse in form. The important analytical question is not whether every relationship follows one
institutional path, but how law, economics, and social expectations shape the choices available to
different couples.

Current U.S. Data and the Pandemic Disruption
Annual marriage figures show how temporary shocks can be mistaken for permanent social change.
U.S. weddings fell sharply in 2020 when public offices, travel, venues, and gatherings were disrupted
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Many postponed marriages occurred later, producing a rebound rather
than a simple continuation of the decline. CDC FastStats currently reports 2,041,926 marriages and a
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marriage rate of 6.1 per 1,000 population for provisional 2023 national data, showing that millions of
marriages continue each year even though the long-term rate is well below twentieth-century peaks
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2026). The source remains available at
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/marriage-divorce.htm. State rates also vary considerably because
destination weddings, population structure, law, and local culture affect where marriages are
recorded. Researchers should therefore avoid reading one year or one jurisdiction as a complete
social trend. Multi-year patterns, age at first marriage, cohabitation, remarriage, and household
structure provide a more accurate account of how partnership is changing.

Marriage as a Social Institution Rather Than a
Vanishing Custom
Marriage continues to carry emotional, religious, legal, and public meaning even as it becomes less
automatic. Religious participation can influence ceremony and beliefs about permanence, but a
decline in religious weddings does not necessarily equal an identical decline in marriage among
religiously identified people. Gender roles also matter because couples increasingly expect a fair
division of paid and unpaid work. When one partner expects traditional domestic labor while the other
expects equality, marriage may appear less attractive even when commitment is desired.
Individualism adds another influence by giving adults greater permission to prioritize education,
career, friendships, travel, or independent living before or instead of marriage. None of these
developments proves that commitment is weakening. Long-term cohabitation, chosen singlehood,
remarriage, and nonmarital parenting can involve durable responsibilities. The deeper institutional
change is that marriage is less likely to be treated as the only legitimate adult status. It increasingly
competes with other relationship forms and must offer legal, emotional, and practical value rather
than relying solely on social pressure.

Conclusion
The contemporary marriage trend is best described as later, more selective, and more diverse rather
than as a universal rejection of marriage. The U.S. median age at first marriage has risen substantially
over the past fifty years, and cohabitation has become a more common part of adult relationships
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2025). Economic insecurity, education, housing costs, women’s financial
independence, changing gender expectations, secularization, and stronger expectations for
relationship quality all influence when and whether people marry. The pandemic created a temporary
disruption in weddings, followed by delayed ceremonies, illustrating why one year should not be
treated as a permanent social transformation. Current CDC data still record more than two million
U.S. marriages annually, even though rates remain below earlier historical peaks (CDC, 2026).
Marriage therefore remains socially important while losing its former status as an almost automatic
early-adult milestone. The policy challenge is not to force one family model. It is to ensure that
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married and unmarried households can form relationships safely, understand their legal rights,
support children, and make decisions without unnecessary economic or institutional barriers.
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