
Protected Characteristics : Marriage and Civil Partnerships 

An individual is legally married if their union is recognised as a marriage under UK law, even if they 

didn’t get married in the UK. A civil partnership means a registered civil partnership under the Civil 

Partnership Act 2004 and also includes civil partnerships registered outside the UK. 

There are more than 21.3 million people in England and Wales who are married or in a civil 

partnership (2011 census). 

It is illegal to treat someone differently because they are married or in a civil partnership. This 

protection applies to anyone who is married or in a civil partnership, even if they are separated. It 

dot not apply to people who are single, engaged, divorced or widowed or whose civil partnership 

has been dissolved. 

There is no reason to treat anyone any differently because they are married or in a civil partnership.  

Their skills don’t change; they are still the same person. In fact, the stability that some people gain 

by a supportive marriage or civil partnership can actually help a person perform better at work. 

There are three main areas where equality for people in marriages and civil partnerships comes into 

play. 

Firstly, as you would expect, it means that someone can’t be discriminated against or harassed 

because they are married or in a civil partnership.  This could include things like not offering a job to 

a woman who has all the necessary skills and experience because she has just got married and you 

think that she will be focused on starting a family and not her career, or ignoring a colleague and 

leaving them out of work-related social activities because they are married or in a civil partnership 

and you don’t think they will want to join in anymore. 

Secondly, this means that same sex couples in a civil partnership have the same rights in the 

workplace as married couples.  This includes things like access to survivor pensions, flexible working, 

maternity/paternity pay and healthcare insurance.   

And finally, people in a marriage or civil partnership cannot be discriminated against because of 

WHO they are married to or in a civil partnership with.  For example it would be illegal to 

discriminate against someone if their spouse/civil partner went to work for a main competitor.  This 

protection also applies within the workplace, so it would be illegal not offer a suitably qualified 

employee a job just because they would then be directly reporting into their husband, wife or civil 

partner. 
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