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Abstract 

Using the European Social Survey and the UN databases, this paper investigates 

the differences in feelings of loneliness among different marital status groups in 

old age. Findings presented in this paper suggest that married elders are the least 

lonely group, while never-married elders come thereafter, better than widowed, 

divorced, and separated elders. Overall, while married individuals are the happiest 

and the least lonely of all groups, marriage, on average, ends up with less benign 

results in late stages of life. The discussion part in this paper suggests that these 

findings might fit with the “greedy marriage” argument that long-term never-

married people develop social skills and circles over time, which allows them to 

be more immune to loneliness and depression than widowed, divorced, and 

separated elders.  
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Envejecimiento, Estado Civil y 

Soledad: Análisis Multinivel de 

30 Países1 

 

Elyakim Kislev 

The Hebrew University 

 

 

Resumen 

Utilizando la Encuesta Social Europea y las bases de datos de la ONU, este trabajo 

investiga las diferencias en los sentimientos de soledad entre los distintos grupos 

de estado civil en la vejez. Los resultados presentados en este trabajo sugieren que 

los ancianos casados son el grupo menos solitario, mientras que los que nunca se 

han casado vienen después, mejor que los viudos, divorciados y separados. En 

general, mientras que los individuos casados son los más felices y los menos 

solitarios de todos los grupos, el matrimonio, por término medio, termina con 

resultados menos benignos en las últimas etapas de la vida. La parte de la 

discusión de este artículo sugiere que estos resultados podrían encajar con el 

argumento del "matrimonio codicioso", según el cual las personas nunca casadas 

a largo plazo desarrollan habilidades y círculos sociales con el tiempo, lo que les 

permite ser más inmunes a la soledad y la depresión que los ancianos viudos, 

divorciados y separados. 

 

Palabras clave: matrimonio; divorcio; soltería; soledad
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inglehood in old age is increasingly observed in many countries across 

the world. As the number of years we are living increases, so does the 

potential amount of time that an individual can live alone, whether this 

is due to the increased length of an average widowhood (Eng, 1997) or as a 

result of the fact that never-married or divorced individuals live for longer, 

resulting in more adults being single for longer periods of time (Bengtson & 

Putney, 2000; Cheung & Yeung, 2015; Golini & Silverstrini, 2013; Vitali, 

2010). Data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe 

(SHARE), for example, indicate that among Europeans, aged 75 and older, 57 

percent were widowed in 2015 (Börsch-Supan, 2018). Moreover, in 

developing countries, where the life expectancy is increasing most rapidly, the 

number of older people is expected to inflate the number of singles most 

drastically (Cheung & Yeung, 2015).  

Besides the effect of an increasing life expectancy, many choose to stay 

single. In the United States for example, approximately one-quarter of 

newborns are predicted to never marry (Wang & Parker, 2014). In Europe, 

more than 50% of addresses in big cities such as Munich, Frankfurt and Paris 

are single-occupant homes (Euromonitor, 2013). If current numbers hold, 

even those who will marry will face over 40 percent chance of divorce, after 

which 70-80 percent of divorcees will remarry and face a second divorce 

(Cherlin, 2009). Therefore, singlehood rates are expected to rise significantly 

in the foreseeable future.  

Loneliness in old age is oftentimes linked to singlehood. One main reason 

for this is the decline in mental and physical health and the challenge in coping 

with these difficulties alone. Deteriorated mental health in old age includes 

problems such as mental disorders, inability to deal with life’s problems 

effectively, cognitive misevaluation of life, reduced wellbeing, and social 

dysfunction (Gatz & Zarit, 1999; Halmos, 2013; Post, 1951). Older adults also 

report poorer physical health than younger adults and mobility issues 

(Sargent-Cox et al., 2010). These conditions make older people feel they need 

someone to help them and spouses are those who are expected to help in these 

situations (Victor et al., 2000; Walsh, 1996). Moreover, declines in physical 

health and mobility lead to staying at home more, as well as to increased 

embarrassment from being seen by others (Lawton & Lawrence, 1994). In this 

sense, married partners are those who stay at home and are sometimes the sole 

S 
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companion of older adults in need.  

Such real or expected needs, when left unanswered, are likely to increase 

feelings of loneliness (Kay et al., 1964). In turn, loneliness is increasingly 

viewed as a major concern (John et al., 2017; Pinquart & Sörensen, 2003) 

because it is oftentimes the source of secondary problems such as anxiety, 

depression, and other physical and mental health problems, including 

cardiovascular disease (Sorkin et al., 2002) and the onset of dementia 

(Holwerda et al., 2012). In particular, loneliness has been found as the main 

problem in referrals of older people to social services and significantly 

correlates with entry to residential care (Wenger, 1992).  

The question to be tested empirically in this current study, however, is 

whether being married actually helps singles in old age. This paper 

investigates the differences in loneliness among single, married, widowed, 

and divorced persons in old age using the European Social Survey in 

multilevel analyses, cross-sectionally. While longitudinal analyses is many 

times preferable in studying aging process, the statistical power of the 

European Social Survey together with the ability to account for cross-country 

differences in hierarchical structure is invaluable here.   

 

Loneliness in Old Age 

 

To understand the meaning of loneliness for older people, It is important to 

define the term loneliness first. Loneliness is “a discrepancy between one's 

desired and achieved levels of social relations” (Perlman & Peplau, 1981), 

where this discrepancy may concern the number of relationships or the 

intimacy of the relationships available (Fokkema et al., 2012). According to 

Weiss (1973), loneliness has social and emotional dimensions. Social 

loneliness refers to the absence of a wider circle of friends and acquaintances 

that provide a sense of belonging, companionship, and being a member of a 

community. Correlates of social loneliness among older people may include, 

for instance, reduced social activities (Newall et al., 2009) and a lack of 

connection with ones’ own neighborhood (Scharf et al., 2005). Emotional 

loneliness refers to the absence of an attachment figure in one's life and 

someone to turn to (Drennan et al., 2008; Dykstra & Fokkema, 2007).  

This distinction is particularly relevant for older singles as it shows that the 

reasons for loneliness vary and that partnership is not necessarily the answer. 

Sometimes social loneliness is what matters and this can actually stem from 
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having a partner rather than not having one (Aartsen & Jylhä, 2011; Dahlberg 

& McKee, 2014). Indeed, studies show that turning inwards toward the family 

for many years might entail feeling socially isolated in older age (Einolf & 

Philbrick, 2014; Gerstel & Sarkisian, 2006). In addition, married couples in 

later life can also be susceptible to emotional or social loneliness as a result 

of a poor quality of marriage (de Jong Gierveld et al., 2009). Therefore, it is 

an empirical question how loneliness is perceived among married and 

unmarried older people.     

   

Loneliness in Old Age and Marital Status 

 

Proponents of marriage argue that living as a couple or as a family helps to 

prevent situations of loneliness (e.g. Waite & Gallagher, 2000; Stack, 1998). 

However, while a successful marriage where both partners are healthy can 

reasonably be expected to prevent loneliness and promote wellbeing in later 

years, an unhappy marriage or low appraisal of married life can result in 

increased feelings of loneliness, as previous studies show (e.g. Ayalon et al., 

2013).  

In addition, although there is a widespread belief that being married is a 

safety net for distressed times over life course, this notion has been contested 

(Morris et al., 2007). The argument is that while marriage is assumed to 

provide assistance, longitudinal studies show how having a disability, for 

example, relates to being abandoned in larger numbers (McKenzie, 2013; 

Powdthavee, 2009; Singleton, 2012). Another study shows that the probability 

of divorce over life course increases following a spouse's job displacement 

(Brand, 2015). Instead of being supported, many spouses find themselves in 

extremely stressful situations that soon end their marriages. Presumably, job 

loss skews income expectations which, in turn, change anticipated gains from 

marriage and make the partner less “worthy”, as cruel as it may sound (Charles 

& Stephens, 2004).  

Finally, not only that the disabled or unemployed persons are more likely 

to be divorced, but even if they remain married, the burden falls solely on their 

partners as relationships with people in outer circles weaken. Gerstel and 

Sarkisian (2006) explain that the traditional family unit, with its high 

expectations of support, can cause individuals to turn inward toward their 

nuclear family unit and away from resources in outer circles, a phenomenon 
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named in their research as “greedy marriage”. Thus, even if the couple stays 

married, the burden becomes more difficult to carry after the surrounding 

social resources dry up over the years. Meanwhile long-term singles spend 

years growing their networks, developing their social capital skills, engaging 

in leisure, and raising self-confidence outside of the framework of marriage 

(DePaulo, 2007). 

Therefore, the current study set out to address the question whether there 

are differences in loneliness levels between married, divorced, widowed, and 

never-married older individuals and the magnitude of these differences.  

 

Marital Status and Loneliness in Old Age: Mediating Mechanisms 

 

In considering the effect of marital status on older singles, some potential 

intervening factors should be incorporated in the analyses below, which are 

unique to this situation (apart from health, income, etc.). The first factor 

incorporated is social capital which is divided to social meetings (e.g. meeting 

with friends and relatives) and social activities (e.g. participating in local 

clubs) (Kislev, 2019b). Involvement with friends and social networks can give 

the feeling of support and not ‘missing out’ (Gerstel & Sarkisian, 2006). In 

addition to investing in friends, community-based services are much more 

critical and effective in abating the feelings of loneliness and reducing the 

negative effects of the particular challenges facing older singles. Indeed, 

studies show that older singles, and in particular women, are the most likely 

to benefit from community centers activities and services, and as such, expand 

their social networks the most easily (Aday et al., 2006). Moreover, previous 

research shows that such services are particularly impactful for older singles 

who are childless, live far away from any children, and are members of a 

minority group (Weis Farone et al., 2005).  

The second factor is religiosity. Many religions place high importance on 

familial and traditional values. Extra-marital sex is viewed negatively, 

preferring late marriage over single or unmarried parenthood (Lavee & Katz, 

2003) and divorce is discouraged if not prohibited (Kunz & Albrecht, 1977). 

Conversely, non-religious individuals are more accurately characterized by 

openness to singles and a widespread movement away from religious values 

that form the basis of the family institute, possibly explaining the relatively 

higher levels of never-married individuals among them (Wilson, 2002). The 

counter argument, however, is that being religious provides unmarried elders 
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some support, mentally, physically, and even socially (Ardelt, 2003). 

Therefore, this variable is an intervening mechanism with an unknown effect 

that should be tested here empirically.         

Evidence also suggests that the extra discrimination, prejudice, and 

societal expectations placed on and against single women negatively impact 

them in various aspects of life. This includes academic motivation (Meece et 

al., 2006), career development (Fischlmayr, 2002), participation in business 

and entrepreneurship (Wilson et al., 2007), and involvement in science, 

technology, and related fields (Zeldin et al., 2008). On the other side, divorced 

and widowed men are particularly susceptible to the pitfalls of greedy 

marriage, not least because they become less fiscally generous to their friends 

and relatives following marriage (DePaulo, 2007; Kislevb, 2020). This is 

especially remarkable since studies indicate that married men earn more than 

single men do (DePaulo, 2011). Nevertheless, married men invest less 

resources in their social circles and, therefore, they are more vulnerable and 

have less economic and emotional resources of support in times of need 

(DePaulo & Morris, 2006; Kislev, 2018). Therefore, gender is expected to 

play a significant role in mediating the associations here, hence the analyses 

in this paper distinguish between men and women. 

Further complicating the issue of whether marriage can help to decrease 

loneliness over life course is the issue of selection. A longitudinal study 

spanning 17 years found a strong self-selection effect, where happier singles 

were more likely to choose to get married in the first place (Stutzer & Frey, 

2006). If happier, or indeed, less lonely individuals are more likely to get 

married in the first place, it could be that the effects of marriage on loneliness 

over life course are more limited than previously estimated (see for example: 

Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Additionally, other longitudinal studies show that 

marriage is only a transitory factor in increasing wellbeing and influences only 

around the wedding itself (Lucas et al., 2003). Specifically, Lucas and his 

team found that there is a temporary positive effect of marriage, but typically 

wellbeing levels revert two years after marriage to the same baseline level 

held before marriage. Some other studies show a slight lasting advantage for 

marriage (Clark et al., 2008; Zimmermann & Easterlin, 2006). In any case, 

although the debate continues (Clark & Georgellis, 2013; Frijters et al., 2011; 

Musick & Bumpass, 2012; Soons et al., 2009), the phenomenon of 

diminishing returns from marriage over life course is especially relevant for 
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older people. This is because most of them are far away from the transitory 

effect of the wedding. While the current study is cross-sectional, results from 

other studies regarding the selection effect are taken into account in the 

discussion section.   

 

Method and Data 

 

The data of this research comes from the 2006, 2010, 2012, and 2014 waves 

of the European Social Survey (ESS), where the variable of loneliness is 

available. Respondents are split according to marital status: married, 

widowed, divorced/separated, and never-married. Divorced and separated 

individuals are combined since no significant differences are found between 

the two categories, and the number of separated individuals is relatively small. 

Cohabiting older individuals are excluded from this study because the sample 

size is too low at this age cohort.    

Since this paper investigates the loneliness of older people, data was 

extracted and separated for respondents over 65 and over 75 years old. 

Although many retire beforehand, 65 corresponds with a typical age of 

retirement, following which people are at risk of psychosocial changes that 

affect health, happiness, and loneliness (Rosenkoetter & Garris, 1998). The 

over-75 category was chosen since by this age, the majority are widowed 

(Börsch-Supan, 2018), and almost all respondents would have experienced a 

significant period of retirement.  

The data collected includes demographic and socioeconomic 

characteristics that according to available research mediate levels of 

loneliness: subjective view of health (measured on a 1-5 scale), years of 

schooling, subjective income (measured on a 1-4 scale), whether the 

respondent ever cohabited, religiosity (yes/no), and the degree of social 

meetings (measured on a 1-7 scale) and social activities (measured on a 1-5 

scale).  

In addition to these factors, the analyses account for countries of residency 

on a higher level with attributed mean levels of loneliness in each country (see 

Table 1). Thus, the characteristics of individuals and their countries are 

modelled by other, less observable, country factors such as cultural 

characteristics and tendencies in addressing subjective wellbeing questions. 

Furthermore, the country levels are decomposed by the country’s Human 

Development Index (HDI, 2016) that provides a broad picture of a country’s 
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life expectancies, adult literacy rates, GDP, and gross enrolment ratios in 

primary, secondary, and tertiary education. Further, the ‘year of survey’ is 

being used to account for the concern that there are differences between 

different periods of time.  
 

Table 1.  

Degree of Loneliness by Country, Age 65 and above.  

 
 Loneliness (1-4) 

 

Variable 

Never-

married 
Married 

Divorced/

Separated 
Widowed 

Austria 1.69 1.25 1.63 1.94 

Belgium 1.37 1.21 1.66 2.03 

Bulgaria 

Croatia 

2.45 1.47 2.21 2.57 

2.19 1.67 2.08 2.28 

Cyprus 2.18 1.48 2.67 2.34 

Czech 1.90 1.50 2.09 2.27 

Denmark 1.10 1.11 1.34 1.48 

Estonia 1.75 1.36 1.76 1.91 

Finland 1.46 1.18 1.51 1.66 

France 1.81 1.25 2.05 2.20 

Germany 1.44 1.15 1.42 1.77 

Greece 2.20 1.67 2.67 2.56 

Hungary 1.96 1.33 2.04 2.35 

Iceland 1.00 1.11 1.80 1.32 

Ireland 1.69 1.26 1.74 1.75 

Israel 1.84 1.38 1.78 2.12 

Italy 1.94 1.40 2.00 2.10 

Lithuania 2.14 1.51 1.98 2.21 

Netherlands 1.51 1.16 1.46 1.70 

Norway 1.37 1.13 1.40 1.57 

Poland 2.28 1.34 2.07 2.15 

Portugal 2.01 1.49 2.08 2.23 
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(continued) 

Table 1.  

Degree of Loneliness by Country, Age 65 and above (continued) 

 
 Loneliness (1-4) 

 

Variable 

Never-

married 
Married 

Divorced/

Separated 
Widowed 

Russia 2.35 1.56 2.22 2.35 

Slovakia 2.11 1.51 2.16 2.25 

Slovenia 1.80 1.33 1.62 1.99 

Spain 1.70 1.31 1.95 1.97 

Sweden 1.63 1.15 1.55 1.78 

Switzerland 1.43 1.14 1.40 1.62 

Ukraine 2.79 1.70 2.43 2.63 

U. Kingdom 1.44 1.19 1.59 1.76 

All 1.73 1.31 1.76 2.09 
 

Source: Own elaboration on the European Social Surveys. 

 

 In measuring loneliness, data was taken from the answer to the question 

that asks how much of the time during the past week the respondents felt 

lonely, rated on a 1-4 scale. This indicator is based on previous studies on 

loneliness (Victor & Yang, 2012; Yang & Victor, 2011). Since the meanings 

of loneliness vary greatly and are difficult to measure in one survey question, 

this study uses a large sample from a wide variety of countries to account for 

variability. As such, this study assumes that, on aggregate, the questions of 

the European Social Survey are instructive enough.  

All calculations are weighted with the weights provided by the ESS and 

properly applied only in the fixed-effect (lower) level. In addition, note that 

the results presented here closely resemble those yielded from fixed-effect-

only models. Finally, given the very large sample, the analysis could produce 

statistical significance even for small point estimates. Thus, I also estimated 

the effect size. This is not an easy task since the equations are complex and 

multilevel. Therefore, I first estimated the parallel fixed-effect models, where 

the results closely resemble those yielded from the mixed-effect models, and 

based on this estimation, I calculated the Cohen’s D measures.  Indeed, the 
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estimated effect size measures show that the results of this study are 

practically significant.  

 

Findings 

 

The first question to be answered is how marriage affects loneliness on 

average, for the never-married group versus the ever-married group (including 

when marriage ends in divorce, separation, or widowhood). The division by 

marital status will be analyzed subsequently. Thus, the following chart 

illustrates the results of two groups: the “ever married”, those who marry at 

some point in life (some, of course, are still married), and the “never-married”, 

those who did not marry. The y-axis is the degree respondents felt lonely in 

the week preceding the survey. The graph shows that over life course the 

correlation of being ever married with feeling lonely is decreasing; at the age 

of 78, it is “statistically better” to not be married in the first place. On average, 

picking the marriage path has negative consequences from this age onward.  

 

Figure 1. Feeling Lonely by Age and Marital Status 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This finding is tested more accurately in the analysis presented in Table 

2, accounting for other factors such as health, income, education, social 

capital, and previous experience with cohabitation. The main term in this table 

is the interaction term between marital status and age. One can see how 

loneliness becomes more common among the ever-married group in 
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comparison to the never-married group with increased age. With every 

additional year of age, those who are currently married or were married in the 

past feel lonelier, especially in the age-group of 75 and above.    

 
Table 2.  

Coefficients of Hierarchical Models of Loneliness in Old Age in Interaction with 

Age 

 

Variable <65 <75 

Individual Characteristics   
 

Female 0.159*** 0.195*** 

Subjective health -0.113*** -0.119*** 

Years of schooling   -0.005* -0.005** 

Subjective income  -0.144*** -0.134*** 

Never cohabit -0.237*** -0.231*** 

Degree of religiosity  0.006** 0.008** 

Social meetings -0.023*** -0.035*** 

Social activities -0.079*** -0.095*** 

Never married 1.176*** 1.475*** 

Age 0.012*** 0.019*** 

Never married*age  -0.014*** -0.017*** 

Country Characteristics  

    Mean of loneliness 0.409*** 0.506*** 

    HDI 0.178 0.262 

Intercept 0.869** 0.139 

Variance Components  

Country variance -3.412*** -3.619*** 

Individual variance  -0.273*** -0.211*** 

N 36236 14818 

 
* P < .1 ** P < .05 *** P < .01 

Source: Own elaboration on European Social Surveys (2006, 2010, 2012, and 2014 

waves where the variable of loneliness is available). 

Note: additional covariate included in model but not shown here is Year of Survey. 
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Accounting for Four Different Marital Statuses  
 

As shown in previous studies, what stands behind the findings so far is that 

divorcees and widowed individuals feel lonelier than both those who have 

never been married and those who are still married (Kislev, 2019a). This is 

particularly important for older people because the likelihood of being 

divorced or widowed rises with age (Kalmijn & van Groenou, 2005; Lopata, 

1969).  

Therefore, to test the aforementioned results, four marital statuses are 

estimated separately – married, never-married, widowed, and 

divorced/separated – in relation to loneliness. This analysis accounts for 

various intervening factors such as education, income, health, religion, 

sociability, and country of residence. The outcomes are estimated for ages 65 

and above and again, as a sensitivity analysis, for ages 75 and above. 

 
Table 3.  

Coefficients of Hierarchical Models of Loneliness in Old Age, by Age  

 

Variable <65 <75 

Individual Characteristics   
 

Female 0.001 -0.031* 

Age  -0.024 0.033 

Age squared 0 0 

Subjective health -0.107*** -0.121*** 

Years of schooling   -0.003* -0.004** 

Subjective income  -0.104*** -0.098*** 

Never cohabit -0.076*** -0.064*** 

Degree of religiosity  0.004* 0.006 

Social meetings -0.036*** -0.046*** 

Social activities -0.073*** -0.090*** 

Marital statusa 

    Divorced/separated 0.023 0.003 

    Married -0.411*** -0.471*** 

    Widowed  0.229*** 0.206*** 

(continued) 
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Table 3.  

Coefficients of Hierarchical Models of Loneliness in Old Age, by Age (Continued) 

 

 

Variable <65 <75 

Country Characteristics  

    Mean of loneliness 0.394*** 0.540*** 

    HDI 0.401 0.819* 

Intercept 2.688*** -0.022 

Variance Components  

Country variance -3.172*** -3.314*** 

Individual variance  -0.332*** -0.275*** 

N 35926 14650 

 

* P < .1 ** P < .05 *** P < .01 

Source: Own elaboration on European Social Surveys (2006, 2010, 2012, and 2014 

waves where the variable of loneliness is available). 

Note: additional covariate included in model but not shown here is Year of Survey. 
a Omitted category: Never-married. 

 
Analyzing the data shows that widowed or divorced/separated are the least 

happy and most lonely in comparison to both married and never-married. 

Widowed and divorced men feel 0.8 and 0.5 points lonelier, respectively, than 

married men on a 1-4 point scale, while the never-married men feel 0.45 points 

lonelier. Among women, these numbers stand at 0.6 and 0.4 points for the 

widowed and divorced versus 0.35 for the never-married. These findings are 

in line with the theory that the never-married have an advantage in their old 

age compared to other marital statuses, besides those married, since they 

become accustomed not to use marriage as a form of self-validation, and 

develop habits that suit their social situation (Gerstel & Sarkisian, 2006; 

Gubrium, 1975; Pudrovska et al., 2006; Rubinstein, 1987). 

Another notable trend in the hierarchical models is the particularly heavy 

penalty that the widowed pay in loneliness. While the never-married fare the 

best in comparison to the married, widowed are lonelier and less happy than 

the divorced/separated and the never-married in every measured case. The 

differences are especially large for widowed men, which may be explained by 

rarity, or within frameworks of masculinity: it is more usual for a wife to 

outlive her husband, and as such, widowed men may be particularly 
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unprepared for single life, and also part of a smaller demographic with less 

social support and higher levels of stigma. Indeed, research indicates that 

women are better equipped to deal with widowhood (Bennett et al., 2003). 

Looking at some of the intervening mechanisms, Table 2 demonstrates 

how socioeconomic factors may come into play. Having higher levels of 

social capital (as measured by frequency of social meetings and social 

activities) and higher levels of subjective health or income (both allow for 

more active life) are associated with lower levels of loneliness, and as such, 

appear to be in alignment with models of “successful aging” (Rowe & Kahn, 

1997; Strawbridge et al., 2002).  

 

Discussion 

 

The results show married elders are the happiest and the least lonely on 

average than all other unmarried elders, in line with previous studies (Waite 

& Gallagher, 2000). Thereafter, comes the never-married group. In explaining 

these results, one should consider previous research that shows that never-

married individuals have an advantage in their old age compared to other 

marital statuses because they never used marriage as a form of self-validation, 

and often develop suitable social capital (Gubrium, 1975). The divorced and 

widowed, however, are faced with sudden change in their life of losing a 

partner, and their self-perception and levels of mental health are vulnerable in 

the face of criticism, prejudices, or social isolation (Rubinstein, 1987). Indeed, 

it was found that never-married older people show fewer signs of stress, are 

more likely to enjoy living alone, and report needing less social support than 

newly-single (Pudrovska et al., 2006). 

The study of Band-Winterstein and Manchik-Rimon (2014) might also 

be helpful in explaining these results. In their conclusion, the authors dismiss 

the preconception that never-married older singles must be lonely by drawing 

a clear difference between solitude, isolation, and loneliness. According to 

their research, solitude for many older singles becomes part of a way of living, 

and loneliness is addressed by close relationships with extended family and 

friends. Others (Casper et al., 2016) show that contrary to popular beliefs and 

understanding, long-term singles place high importance on their familial 

relationship, and in particular, siblings, with most singles valuing their role as 

a family member more than their career. 
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The benefits of friendship for older singles are also very clear: in the 

absence of a nuclear family or people to socialize with automatically, friends 

take an increasingly important role in ensuring their wellbeing (Kislev, 2021a, 

2021b). Indeed, Tomás et al. (2014) show that feelings of social support are 

the most important predictor for life satisfaction in old age. It was also shown 

that having a social support system decreases levels of anxiety, and 

simultaneously raises the motivation to lead an active and healthy lifestyle 

(Haber, 2013). Moreover, while most associate friendships with those created 

in the same peer groups, older singles are more likely to gain a wide variety 

of friendships (Hartup & Stevens, 1997). In particular, older singles are more 

likely to have friends who are both single and married, as well as friends from 

different generations, and in particular, of both sexes (Bettini & Norton, 1991; 

Weger, 2015).  

On the other side, there are many who feel lonely after marriage ends. 

The reasons include feeling socially isolated after years of devoting oneself to 

the family, neglecting social networks, or feeling caring for an ill partner 

without anyone else to lend a hand . As stated above, researchers prefer to 

divide feelings of loneliness into social and emotional dimensions (Weiss, 

1973). This distinction is particularly relevant for older people because social 

loneliness can be increased from being married over many years (Aartsen & 

Jylhä, 2011; Dahlberg & McKee, 2014; Einolf & Philbrick, 2014; Gerstel & 

Sarkisian, 2006). Finally, the never-married singles are also not burdened with 

the stigma of suddenly being alone, unlike the older widowed and divorced 

(Gerstel, 1987). 

In this sense, this paper expands on the idea of ‘greedy marriage’ (Einolf 

& Philbrick, 2014; Gerstel & Sarkisian, 2006) that focuses on the effects of 

marriage on reducing social capital, meaning that never-married singles are 

socially better prepared for living alone. However, it is not immediately clear 

to what extent the repertoire for improving singles’ wellbeing is developed as 

a result of the never-married singles having to adapt to their reality, or whether 

this is a repertoire that predisposes individuals to singlehood. Indeed, the 

evidence of selection into marriage (Stutzer & Frey, 2006) would give reason 

to investigate selection into singlehood – or in other words, selection out of 

marriage.  

In addition, consider the higher penalty that widowed individuals pay in 

comparison to divorced individuals. The reason might be that they have less 

years to adjust to their solo lifestyle. On average, widowhood happens at a 
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later age than divorce, when there are fewer years to adjust to singlehood. 

Young divorcees in particular have more time to reconfigure their way of 

living to suit singlehood, particularly following the mostly transitory effects 

of divorce (Lucas, 2005). In this sense, the results presented here complement 

the works of Klinenberg (2012) and Kislev (2019a) that show how singles 

adapt to living alone.  

By better understanding the social, physical, and emotional repertoire of 

happy long-term singles, it will be possible to make recommendations in two 

levels. Policy-wise, it could guide lawmakers in creating frameworks for 

increasing the wellbeing of the fast-growing singles population. Second, such 

research could provide social workers and counsellors the keys to preventing 

loneliness both during marriage and in singlehood. 

 Directions for further enquiry here can be split into three categories. 

First, and in agreement with other studies on the subject (Haber, 2013; Tomás 

et al., 2014), the results demonstrate the importance of social capital in 

decreasing loneliness among older people as is shown in the tables presented 

here. Given the accounts from other studies (Band-Winterstein & Manchik-

Rimon, 2014; Kislev, 2019b, 2020b, 2021a; Klinenberg, 2012), it seems that 

older never-married individuals are especially proficient at exercising their 

social capital, or that they benefit from it more than the divorced/separated 

and widowed. If true, and further research is certainly merited, this would help 

to explain the relative wellbeing of the never-married in comparison with the 

divorced/separated, and widowed.  

Second, this paper provides empirical evidence that justifies further 

investigation into the mindset that helps singles to live happier lives and be 

less susceptible to the disadvantages of discrimination, prejudice, and stigma. 

Older singles face a double social challenge: dealing with the multiple 

prejudices of being old and single at the same time (Katz, 2005). There is 

much social criticism about being a long-term single, which entails thinking 

“something is wrong” about that person (DePaulo, 2011), and there is another 

set of prejudices against older adults, or ageism, saying they are not as healthy, 

less funny, and needier (Nelson, 2004). Thus older singles in most cases are 

at high risk of the consequences of prejudice and stereotyping and experience 

low levels of social interaction, loneliness, and reduced emotional well-being 

(Lee & Masako, 1987).  However, the results in this paper point at the 

plausible ability of long-term never-married singles to improve their self-
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perception by adopting tactics to overcome stereotypes and prejudice within 

their lives and thus demonstrate the importance of understanding and 

appreciating these tactics. 

The results here also draw attention to the potential of living with others 

as a solution to loneliness (Gierveld et al., 2012). Different models of co-

residency are emerging around the world, such as collective housing for 

women (Abbit, 2016), living with roommates in middle- an old-age (Gross, 

2004), young people moving in with their grandparents (Pinsker, 2017), and 

more formal arrangements of co-generational living (Shah, 2016). Given that 

young people are afraid of vulnerability in old age (Parker & D'Vera Cohn, 

2009), and the apparent lack of solutions for the challenges facing the older 

single, further exploring the alternatives to relationships stands to both 

assuage fears of growing old alone, and inform future policy programs to 

promote the wellbeing of older people. 

 Finally, one should note the selection factor of happier people into 

marriage (Stutzer & Frey, 2006) that likely skews the results in this area. Thus, 

the benign effect of marriage is lower than observed in this paper (the gap is 

estimated at around 0.3 on a similar scale to that presented here, see: Kislev, 

2019a; Stutzer & Frey, 2006)  and requires further research with a special 

focus on older ages.  

 

 

Notes  
 
1 This study is partly based on: Kislev, Elyakim. 2019. "Chapter 2: Happy Singlehood in Old 

Age." In Happy Singlehood, 45-78. University of California Press. 
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