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GGP DATA AND MEASURES

This study uses nationally representative data from the Generations and Gender 
Programme (GGP) on individuals aged 50 and above (61,082 respondents). Loneliness 
levels were derived from the loneliness scale developed by de Jong Gierveld and Van 
Tilburg (2006). Severely lonely persons have the highest score on this scale. Traditionalism 
was measured based on the classification of cultural values and beliefs developed by 
Inglehart (Inglehart & Baker, 2000) using the World Values Survey. Low scores reflect 
societies with strong social conformity, preference for families with more children, strong 
parent-child ties and traditional gender roles within the family.

During the last half century, Europe has witnessed 
a significant increase in the older population. In 
most European countries life expectancy has in-
creased from approximately 70 years in 1960 to 
80 years in 2014. Proportions of the total popula-
tion aged 65 and over have increased substantially 
from about nine percent in 1960 to 19 percent in 
2015. In an ageing society, understanding the risk 
factors for well-being is essential. Among older 
individuals, loneliness – the dissonance between 
one’s desired and the actual quantity and quali-
ty of social contacts – represents a major threat 
to well-being. Studies have shown that older per-
sons who lack an intimate partner have financial 
problems or experience poor health and run a 
higher risk of experiencing loneliness. However, 
we know little about the long-term consequences 
of family experiences occurring earlier in life, i.e. 
during young- and mid-adulthood.

In this study we examine whether individuals who 
remain single and childless throughout their life 
suffer more of loneliness at older ages (50 years 
and older) than individuals who do make family 
transitions such as forming a union with a part-
ner and/or having children. In the 12 European 
countries studied (Bulgaria, Belgium, Czech 
Republic, France, Germany, Lithuania, Norway, 
Poland, Romania, Russia, Sweden and Georgia), 
older individuals were lonelier if they had never 
lived with a partner during their life. However, 
the strength of the effects varies across nations 
but without revealing a clear geographical pat-
tern. Individuals in Bulgaria who never lived with 
a partner are the loneliest at later ages, whereas 
the negative consequences of never living with 
a partner – with respect to loneliness – are less 
severe in Romania and France. Childlessness is 
also perceived as a deviation from the norm and 
childless individuals were lonelier in all countries 
investigated. Still, in Eastern Europe (Poland, 
Georgia, and Romania) the consequences for 
loneliness were stronger compared to Western 
and Northern Europe (Belgium, France, Norway 
and Sweden). 

We further tried to explain these differences 
across countries and assumed that in countries 
where ‘traditional’ family norms and values are 
strong, such as in Southern and Eastern Europe, 
non-compliance with social norms will have 
stronger negative consequences for loneliness 
than in Western European countries. A note-

Is the well-being of older persons influenced by family events happening earlier in life? NIDI-research 
on 12 European countries shows that older persons who are single and childless are lonelier then their 
counterparts who have a partner or children. Postponement of family formation is negatively related to 
loneliness.

Timing of family formation and 
loneliness among older adults 

MIOARA ZOUTEWELLE-TEROVAN & AART LIEFBROER

Photo: Elisa Paolini/Flickr

5

worthy result is that in countries scoring high on 
traditional family values, the negative impact of 
childlessness on loneliness is almost double com-
pared to countries scoring low on traditionalism 
(see the figure).

In our study we also argue that attention should 
not only be paid to whether family events occur, 
but also to the timing of these events: when they 
occur. Persons who enter intimate relationships 
or parenthood earlier or later compared to their 
peer group may feel pressured and marginalized 
and may on that account feel lonelier later in life 
compared to the ones experiencing these events 
‘on time’. Our results show that whereas early 
partnering or parenthood seem to have a weak 
or no effect on loneliness in old age, postpone-
ment of family formation events plays a more 

http://www.ggp-i.org/
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important role in feeling lonely. Starting to live 
with the first partner later than the peer group is 
linked to higher levels of loneliness. This effect 
was particularly strong in Lithuania, Germany, 
France and Norway. Late parenthood was also 
linked to later life loneliness, and the most neg-
ative consequences were observed in Bulgaria, 
Romania, Poland, Belgium and Sweden. It may 
be that once young adults have passed the period 
during which these events are socially expected, 
the consequences in terms of their stigmatization 
may appear gradually under continuous peer and 
family pressure and penalties.

Since loneliness is one of the strongest predic-
tors of a low quality of life for the aged and has 
negative consequences in multiple life-domains 
– such as mental and physical health, economic 
hardship, and mortality – policies aimed at in-
dividuals with non-normative family transitions 
could reduce feelings of loneliness at older ages 
and improve well-being.
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Cross-national differences in how traditionalism affects the relationship between childlessness on feeling 

lonely among older adults (50 years and older)
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