
   
 

Quality and Methodology Information (QMI) for 

Northern Ireland Divorce/Dissolution of Civil 

Partnership Statistics 
Introduction 

The purpose of this QMI is to inform users about the quality of Divorce/ civil partnership 

dissolution statistics in Northern Ireland and associated outputs.  This document provides a 

range of information that describes the quality of the data and details any points that 

should be noted when using the outputs. 

  

Background to Vital Events Data 

The Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) produce statistics on births, 

deaths, marriages, civil partnerships and adoptions from civil registration events which are 

registered with the General Register Office (GRO).  Figures on divorces and civil partnership 

dissolutions are compiled from returns of ‘Decrees made Absolute’ supplied by the 

Northern Ireland Courts and Tribunals Service.  Vital Event data is produced on a weekly, 

monthly, quarterly and annual basis depending on user requirements. 

Statistics which are produced from vital events registered in Northern Ireland are of a high 

quality and should have complete population coverage as it is a legal requirement to 

register any of these events that occur in Northern Ireland. 
 

 
Contacts 
Further information on any of the information provided in this paper should be directed to 

the NISRA Vital Statistics Unit at: 

Telephone:  028 90 388492 

Email:   demography@nisra.gov.uk 

Address:  Vital Statistics Unit 

Vital Statistics & Administrative Research and Support Branch (VARS)
 Northern Ireland Statistics & Research Agency 

   Colby House 
   Stranmillis Court  

Belfast  
BT9 5BF          
 

Date Last Revised: 06 March 2020  
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Dimension Assessment by the Author 
 

Relevance The degree to which the statistical product meets user needs in both coverage and 
content. 
 
In Northern Ireland a divorce/dissolution of civil partnership may be presented to the 
court after the parties have been married/in a civil partnership for a period of two 
years.  
 
Divorce/dissolution proceedings commence when a party to a marriage/civil 
partnership lodge completed petition forms and the appropriate fee with the 
Matrimonial Office. A divorce petition /dissolution of civil partnership must be granted 
on one of the following reasons: 
 

 Two years separation with the consent of the other spouse/partner to 
divorce/dissolve the partnership 

 Five years separation 

 Unreasonable behaviour 

 Adultery (Divorce only) 

 Desertion 
 
Northern Ireland Courts and Tribunals Service (NICTS) provides NISRA with the data 
collected from the petition forms for purposes of producing annual divorce/civil 
partnership dissolution statistics.  The published figures relate to those divorce/civil 
partnership cases where the court has granted a Decree Nisi/Conditional Order for a 
divorce and the parties have applied and received the Decree Absolute/Conditional 
Order.   
 
Lawyers, solicitors and those involved in family law, lobby groups, as well as academics 
and researchers in demography and social sciences, are often interested in 
divorce/civil partnership dissolution statistics.   Also, organisations in the voluntary 
sector use NISRA divorce/ civil partnership dissolution statistics for comparison 
purposes and to support campaigns.  

Accuracy The proximity between an estimate and the unknown true value. 
 
Data Collection 
Each quarter, NISRA vital statistics receive divorce and civil partnership dissolution 
data (one quarter in arrears) from the Northern Ireland Court Service (NICTS). The data 
contains demography information regarding both parties, place of the marriage/civil 
partnership, type of decree, number of children under and over 18 etc. 
 
The data will include divorces/civil partnership dissolutions for marriages/civil 
partnerships that where formed outside the United Kingdom (UK) that have provided 
evidence to prove that a valid marriage/civil partnership had taken place. 
 
Validation 
Divorce/civil partnership dissolution statistics are received directly from NICTS and are 
subjected to further checks by the Vital Statistics Team in Demographic Statistics 
Branch, such as the age of both petitioner and respondent at marriage, the period of 
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time between getting married and filing for divorce and the age of all children affected 
by the divorce.  Since the information is required for a legal process it may be 
presumed that the quality of the data is good, especially as the petitioner must swear 
under oath (an affidavit) that the information supplied is correct. There is no routine 
independent statistical verification of the data by NICTS. 
 
Each year, prior to the publication of the Registrar General Annual Report, NISRA send 
NICTS a list of all cases identified through our checks as needing queried e.g. missing 
date of birth, marriage less than two years.  NICTS forward these to the respective 
processing offices and compile a return from each office.  NISRA receive a file 
containing the amended data.  NICTS and NISRA also run a cross check of unique 
identifiers to ensure that all cases for the respective year have been included. 

Timeliness and 
Punctuality 
 

Timeliness refers to the time gap between publication and the reference period.  
Punctuality refers to the gap between planned and actual publication dates. 
 
Timeliness 
In Northern Ireland divorce and civil partnership dissolution statistics are published 
annually in the Registrar General Annual Report.  This report includes detailed 
breakdowns and is usually published within 11 months of the end of the reporting 
period. Similar arrangements pertain across the rest of the United Kingdom (UK) 
reflecting user needs in the respective territories. 
 
For more information on related releases, the Statistics Release Calendar is available 
online and provides 28 days advance notice of release dates.   
 
Punctuality 
The Vital Statistics Publication Schedule is available on the NISRA Website.  This is 
published at the start of each financial year at the following link:  
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/vital-statistics-documentation 
 
The .GOV.UK release calendar provides 28 days advance notice of releases.  In the 
unlikely event of a change to the pre-announced release schedule, public attention will 
be drawn to the change and the reasons for the change will be explained fully at the 
same time, as set out in the Code of Practice for Statistics. 

Accessibility 
and Clarity 
 

Accessibility is the ease with which users are able to access the data, also reflecting 
the format in which the data are available and the availability of supporting 
information.  Clarity refers to the quality and sufficiency of the metadata, 
illustrations and accompanying advice. 
 
Accessibility 
The NISRA website is the primary vehicle for the release of divorce/civil partnership 
dissolution statistics in Northern Ireland.  A combination of narrative, charts, graphs 
and data (specifically tailored to draw out the key findings from the statistics) may be 
downloaded in PDF and Microsoft Excel format.   
 
Divorce data by Northern Ireland administrative and statistical geographies are 
available on the Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information System (NINIS).  A 
combination of interactive maps, charts, graphs and data may be created and 
downloaded in Microsoft Excel, CSV & PDF formats. Civil partnership dissolution 
statistics are not available on NINIS.  
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NISRA vital statistics can provide ad-hoc analysis of divorce/civil partnership 
dissolution data free of charge to users upon request. 
 
Clarity 
Basic quality information relevant to each release is available in the background notes 
of the relevant Statistical Release.   

Coherence and 
Comparability 
 

Coherence is the degree to which data that are derived from different sources or 
methods, but refer to the same topic, are similar.  Comparability is the degree to 
which data can be compared over time and domain. 
 
Divorce figures are available back to 1983 and dissolution figures back to 2010, with 
more detailed tables being available in more recent years.  Divorce/civil partnership 
dissolution outputs are produced using the geographic boundaries in place during the 
year the Decree Absolute was granted. This approach means that changes in 
boundaries can affect the comparability of statistics over time. At the time of the 
divorce/civil partnership dissolution petition being issued, the current address of each 
party will be used as their geographical location within any published statistics. 
 
Grounds for divorce/civil partnership dissolution 
There are some differences in the comparability of divorce/civil partnership dissolution 
statistics between countries within the UK.  In England and Wales a divorce in England 
and Wales is only possible for marriages of more than one year and when the marriage 
has irretrievably broken down. The legislation in England and Wales specifies that the 
marriage may be found to have irretrievably broken down if one of the following is 
established: 
 

 Adultery 

 Unreasonable behaviour 

 Desertion (two years) 

 Separation, agreed divorce (two years) 

 Separation, contested divorce (five years) 
 
In Scotland there are two legal grounds for divorce: the ‘irretrievable breakdown of the 
marriage’ or where one party has undergone gender reassignment surgery and 
obtained an interim gender recognition certificate. Irretrievable breakdown is proved 
by one of the parties to the marriage showing that one or more defined circumstances 
exist. There are also additional requirements relating to residence were one or both 
parties must have resided in Scotland for the year preceding the divorce. The 
circumstances that will lead to a finding by the court that there is an irretrievable 
breakdown of the marriage are: 
 

 Adultery 

 Unreasonable behaviour 

 Separation, agreed divorce (one year) 

 Separation, contested divorce (two years) 
 
The notable difference between the countries of the UK is that in Scotland and England 
and Wales an application for a divorce/civil partnership dissolution can be undertaken 
after one year while in Northern Ireland this period is 2 years. In Northern Ireland and 
England and Wales, separation for two years (agreed) or five years (contested) is 
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required before a divorce can be applied, while in Scotland separation for one year 
(agreed) or two years (contested) is required. 
 
Production of statistics 
Divorces/civil partnership dissolutions are undertaken by the courts. In Northern 
Ireland the NICTS forward divorce/civil partnership dissolution data to NISRA for 
dissemination while in England and Wales the respective courts forward information to 
the Office for National Statistics (ONS). In Scotland the divorce/civil partnership 
dissolution statistics are available from the Crime and Justice section of the Scottish 
Government. 
 
For all the countries within the UK the published figures relate to those divorce/civil 
partnership dissolution cases where the court has granted a Decree Nisi/Conditional 
Order for a divorce and the parties have applied and received the Decree 
Absolute/Conditional Order. The statistics do not include married couples/civil 
partnership couples who separate but do not divorce.  Divorce/civil partnership 
dissolution statistics published by NISRA, ONS and the Scottish Government are all 
produced based on the date the decree was made absolute. 
 

Assessment of 
User Needs 
and 
Perceptions 
 

The processes for finding out about users and uses, and their views on the statistical 
products. 
 
All Vital Statistics publications specifically invite users to provide any feedback they 
might have in respect of the content, format and relevance of the release. No negative 
feedback has been received as part of this process.  
 
Customer satisfaction in NISRA is monitored through the People Survey.  More specific 
feedback for Vital Events is sought through the Vital Events Statistics User Survey.  
Feedback is incorporated into future outputs where possible. 
 

Performance, 
Cost and  
Respondent 
Burden 
 
 

The effectiveness, efficiency and economy of the statistical output. 
 
While there is a legislative requirement to apply for a decree absolute/conditional 
order, there is no subsequent respondent burden. The production and quality 
assurance processes, which are considered to be both cost effective and efficient, have 
been streamlined wherever possible and are kept under review from a continuous 
improvement perspective.  
 

Confidentiality, 
Transparency 
and Security 

The procedures and policy use to ensure sound confidentiality, security and 
transparent practices. 
 
NISRA adhere to the United Kingdom Statistics Authority (UKSA) Code of Practice for 
Statistics and the National Statistician’s Guidance: Confidentiality of Official Statistics in 
the collection and dissemination of divorce/civil partnership dissolution statistics. 
 
NISRA will comply with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 2016 and the 
Data Protection Act (DPA) 2018 which is an Act of Parliament governing the protection 
of personal data. 
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