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Compared with previous generations, far
more couples today are choosing to live
together without getting married. Younger
generations’ shift toward living common-law
before—and sometimes instead of—getting
married may sound unremarkable today
since much of this shift occurred decades
ago. It nonetheless signifies a major shift in
what families look like and how people think
about family life.

Individuals are considered to be in a
common-law relationship when they
cohabitate for a certain period of time (this
varies by province or territory), yet they have
not formalized their union through legal
marriage.1 In 2021, Canada was home to
more than 1.9 million common-law couples,
representing nearly one-quarter (22.7%) of
all couples.2 This is more than triple when
they were first counted in the 1981 Census
(6.3%).3 Among G7 countries, Canada now
has the highest percentage of couples living
common-law.4 More than one in five people
aged 15 and older (22.1%) were living
common-law in 2021, nearly four times
higher than in 1991 (6.7%).5, 6

Canada’s high proportion of common-
law couples is driven by the even higher
prevalence found in Quebec. In 2021, more
than four in 10 couples (42.7%) were
common-law, compared with only 16.9%

outside of Quebec.7 In addition to having
more than double the proportion of couples
living common-law, Quebec also saw a
much higher increase over time. The highest
proportion is in Nunavut, which became 
the first province or territory in the country
with a majority (51.7%) of couples living
common-law in 2021.

Living common-law is more prevalent 
among younger age groups, which reflects
an ongoing generational shift. In 2021,
nearly one-quarter (23.5%) of 25- to 
29-year-olds lived common-law,5 up from
14.0% in 1991.6 The number of people
living common-law decreases after young
adulthood older in most parts of Canada.
The two exceptions are Quebec and
Nunavut, where living common-law is 
more commonly chosen as an alternative 
to marriage.4

The 2017 General Social Survey asked
common-law partners who had indicated 
that they did not intend to marry their current
partner why they did not want to get married.
Among those aged 25 to 34, the top two cited
responses were that the “current situation is
fine as is” (37.8%), followed by “don’t believe
in the institution of marriage” (24.3%).8

The growing proportion of couples choosing
common-law over marriage is driven by a 

Common-law unions are most
common in Quebec and Nunavut4
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variety of factors, including the declining
influence of religion on society, broadened
divorce legislation, improved access to
contraception, and increasing educational
attainment and labour force participation of
women. This shift has been most pronounced
in Quebec, where the influence of the Catholic
Church has declined greatly since the 1960s.
The higher prevalence of common-law
unions in Nunavut is associated with the
characteristics of its population, which is
younger and largely Indigenous (84.3% 
of its population in 2021 were Inuit9).

Why this matters
Many people assume that common-law
couples have the same rights as married
couples. While Canadian law has

increasingly treated both couple types the
same, their rights and obligations, as well 
as the definition of “common-law,” vary
across provinces and territories. For example,
married people are eligible for spousal
support, division of property in the case of
separation and divorce, or inheritance in case
of death, but the portrait is far more complex
for people in common-law relationships. If a
common-law couple separates in Ontario,
Quebec, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince
Edward Island, Newfoundland and Labrador,
or Yukon, there is no legal obligation for 
the partners to divide their property as a
married couple.10 As couples continue to
opt for living common-law, issues such 
as these may affect a growing number of
people in Canada.
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Sources: Statistics Canada. (2008, February 19). Number of
children at home (8) and census family structure (7) for the
census families in private households of Canada, provinces,
territories, census divisions, census subdivisions and
dissemination areas, 2006 Census – 20% sample data.11

Statistics Canada. (2013, December 23). Number of children
at home (8) and family structure (7A) for census families in
private households, for Canada, provinces and territories,
1981 to 2001 censuses – 20% sample data.12

Statistics Canada. (2018, May 30). Census family structure
(7) and presence and ages of children (15) for census
families in private households of Canada, provinces and
territories, census metropolitan areas and census
agglomerations, 2016 and 2011 censuses – 100% data.13

Statistics Canada. (2022, July 13). Census family structure,
presence of children and average number of persons per
census family: Canada, provinces and territories, census
metropolitan areas and census agglomerations.6



FAMILIES COUNT 2024 | FAMILY STRUCTURE

THE VANIER INSTITUTE OF THE FAMILY 

References
1 Statistics Canada. (2021, November 5). Common-law status of person. Definitions, data sources, and methods.
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3Var.pl?Function=DEC&Id=206980 
2 Statistics Canada. (2022, July 13). Table 98-10-0136-01 Gender diversity status of couple family, type of union and presence
of children: Canada, provinces and territories, census metropolitan areas and census agglomerations.
https://doi.org/10.25318/9810013601-eng 
3 Statistics Canada. (2019, May 1). Family matters: Being common law, married, separated or divorced in Canada. The Daily.
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190501/dq190501b-eng.htm 
4 Statistics Canada. (2022, July 13). State of the union: Canada leads the G7 with nearly one-quarter of couples living
common law, driven by Quebec. The Daily. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/220713/dq220713b-eng.htm 
5 Statistics Canada. (2023, March 29). Table 98-10-0132-01 Marital status, age group and gender: Canada, provinces and
territories and economic regions. https://doi.org/10.25318/9810013201-eng 
6 Statistics Canada. (1993, June 1). Table 97-570-X1991003 Population by age groups (21a) and sex (3), showing marital
status (6) – Canada, provinces and territories, census divisions and census subdivisions.
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/97-570-X1991003 
7 Statistics Canada. (2022, July 13). Table 98-10-0123-01 Census family structure, presence of children and average number of
persons per census family: Canada, provinces and territories, census metropolitan areas and census agglomerations.
https://doi.org/10.25318/9810012301-eng 
8 Mitchell, J., & Day, L. L. (2021, October 21). For love or money? Why Canadian young adults marry … or don’t. Cardus.
https://www.cardus.ca/research/family/reports/for-love-or-money
9 Statistics Canada. (2023, September 15). Table 98-10-0292-01 Indigenous identity population by gender and age: Canada,
provinces and territories, census metropolitan areas and census agglomerations. https://doi.org/10.25318/9810029201-eng 
10 Breton, L., & Hilbrecht, M. (2023, November 24). The rights of common-law partners in Canada. The Vanier Institute of the Family.
https://doi.org/10.61959/t210318a
11 Statistics Canada. (2008, February 19). Tables 97-553-X2006005 Number of children at home (8) and census family structure
(7) for the census families in private households of Canada, provinces, territories, census divisions, census subdivisions and
dissemination areas, 2006 census – 20% sample data. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/97-553-X2006005 
12 Statistics Canada. (2013, December 23). Number of children at home (8) and family structure (7A) for census families in
private households, for Canada, provinces and territories, 1981 to 2001 censuses – 20% sample data.
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/English/census01/products/standard/themes/Rp-
eng.cfm?LANG=E&APATH=3&DETAIL=1&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=1&GC=0&GID=0&GK=0&GRP=1&PID=55730&PRID=0&P
TYPE=55440&S=0&SHOWALL=No&SUB=0&Temporal=2006&THEME=39&VID=0&VNAMEE=&VNAMEF 
13 Statistics Canada. (2018, May 30). Census family structure (7) and presence and ages of children (15) for census families in
private households of Canada, provinces and territories, census metropolitan areas and census agglomerations, 2016 and
2011 censuses – 100% data. https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/dt-td/Rp-
eng.cfm?LANG=E&APATH=3&DETAIL=0&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=0&GC=0&GID=0&GK=0&GRP=1&PID=112462&PRID=10
&PTYPE=109445&S=0&SHOWALL=0&SUB=0&Temporal=2016&THEME=117&VID=0&VNAMEE=&VNAMEF= 

The Vanier Institute of the Family
94 Centrepointe Drive
Ottawa, Ontario  K2G 6B1
info@vanierinstitute.ca
www.vanierinstitute.ca

How to cite this document:
Battams, N., & Mathieu, S. (2024). Common-law unions are most common in Quebec and Nunavut. In Families count 2024, 
The Vanier Institute of the Family. https://vanierinstitute.ca/families-count-2024/common-law-unions-are-most-common-in-
Quebec-and-Nunavut

Families Count 2024 is a publication of the Vanier Institute of the Family that provides accurate and timely
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