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The pre-COVID literature established that lacking a partner or children was among the risk
factors for loneliness among older people. Bruno Arpino, Christine A. Mair, Nekehia T.
Quashie, and Radoslaw Antczak examine the associations of loneliness with partnership and
parenthood and whether they changed with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Research prior to the COVID-19 outbreak identified being unpartnered or childless as risk
factors for loneliness among older adults (Dahlberg et al. 2022; Fokkema et al. 2012). The
COVID-19 pandemic might have affected loneliness among kinless older adults differently from
the rest of the older population. With the aim of fighting the spread of the virus, several
mitigation policies and recommendations were implemented at national, regional, and local
levels. These mitigation strategies, which were especially stringent during the first phases of
the pandemic and varied across countries, included avoidance of public social spaces,
minimizing physical contact with others, “stay-at-home” orders, and full physical isolation,
especially for older adults, and those with health issues in particular.

Kinlessness, loneliness and the COVID-19 pandemic

The “physical distancing” imposed by these strategies also produced “social distancing”, i.e.
reduced social contacts, at least face-to-face (Arpino et al. 2021). Thus, anti-COVID policies
may have exacerbated risks of loneliness, among older adults especially (Dahlberg 2021; van
Tilburg et al. 2021). These consequences may have been more serious for those lacking close
kin, such as unpartnered or childless older adults. For example, the types of contacts that are
more common in networks of kinless older adults, such as extended family and non-family ties,
may have been more vulnerable to disruption during the pandemic compared to partner and
child ties.

On the other hand, linkages between parenthood, partnership, and loneliness are complex and
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may have been particularly nuanced during the pandemic. For example, older parents who are
accustomed to frequent in-person contact with their children may have experienced an uptick
in loneliness when child contact was disrupted. Childless older adults, on the other hand,
might be more accustomed to less contact and may therefore have experienced less
disruption.

Loneliness before and during the pandemic in Europe

In a recent study (Arpino et al. 2022), we examined whether unpartnered and childless older
adults (aged 50 years and over) were more likely to report loneliness compared to those with
these family ties, and whether the gap in loneliness between those with and without these ties
increased during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our analyses are based on data from the Survey of
Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE). We used pre-COVID data from wave 8,
which started in October 2019 but was suspended in all countries in March 2020 due to the
COVID-19 outbreak. We also used data from the SHARE Corona Survey 1 (SCS1) implemented
between June and August 2020 to collect information on individuals’ behaviours and
conditions during the pandemic.

Our analyses show that before the pandemic, when asked “Have you felt lonely recently?”,
unpartnered and childless older adults were more likely to report loneliness compared to
those with these family ties (Table 1, M1a-M2a). This remained true even when both factors
were considered together, although the effect of childlessness on loneliness was smaller
(Table 1, M3a). Older adults lacking one tie only (unpartnered parents or partnered childless)
were at greater risk of loneliness compared to those who had both ties (Table 1, M4a).

During the pandemic, the associations between family ties and loneliness remained stable,
with no notable change in the effects of being childless or unpartnered on loneliness before
versus during the pandemic (Table 1, M1b-M3b). However, in contrast to the pre-COVID
period, considering the combination of being childless and unpartnered made no difference
(Table 1, M4b): In fact, in this case, the average marginal effect (AME) of parenthood is very
similar for partnered and unpartnered individuals; similarly, the AME of partnership does not
change significantly by parenthood. As a result, the effects of being unpartnered and childless
on loneliness became more independent during the pandemic.



Table 1 — Average Marginal Effects (AMEs) of being childless and of being unpartnered on the
probability of feeling lonely during the pandemic or lonelier than before the pandemic

Before the pandemic (regular SHARE wave 8) During the pandemic (SHARE Corona Survey 1)
AME of: Do you feel lonely? Do you feel lonely? Have felt lonelier than before the pandemic?
(Mla) (M2a) (M3a) (M4a) (Mlh) (M2h) (M3b) (M4b) (Mlc) (M2c) (M3c) (Mdc)
being childless 0.1126%%* 0.0504%%* 0. 1005% %= 0.03TTHw* 0.0177*e= 0.0004
(0.0078) (0.0073) (0.0071) (0.0067) (0.0050) (0.0046)
being unpartnered 0.1874%%=  (.1794%** 01857 ().]795%ne 0.0545%**  0.0544%*=
(0.0050) (L0051 (0.0046) (00047 (0.0034) (0.0034)
being  childless
for
partnered D.0758%## 0.0367*** =0.0077
(0.0112) (0.0099) (0.0065)
unpartnered 0.0367*** 004445 %= 00074
@011 (0.0102) (0.0074)
being unpartered
for
parents 0.1843%%= 0.1789%** 0.0526*%*
(0.0054) (0.0050) (0.0037)
childless 0.1451%** 0. 1 866*** D06TTHe*
(0.0148) {0.0133) (00092}
n 44329 44329 44329 44329 53820 53820 53820 53820 53820 53820 53820 53820

Note: Unweighted estimates. Positive values signal that the variable (e.g. being childless) increases the feeling of loneliness, before or during the pandemic (or both). All
model estimates derive from logistic regressions and are fully adjusted for control variables. Explanatory variables act incrementally: being childlessness (M1),
unpartnered (M2) or both (M3). Interactions are considered in model (M4). Note that for model 4 we do not report the coefficients of the interactions but the AMEs of
being childless and of being unpartnered separately for the two groups defined by the other variable (partnership and parenthood status, respectively). Standard errors in
parentheses. * p<(0.1; ** p <0.05; ***p <(0.01.

Feeling more lonely during the pandemic

Our second outcome examines whether people reported feeling more lonely during the
pandemic. We found that unpartnered individuals were more likely to report feeling lonelier
during the COVID-19 pandemic compared to those in a partnership. Childless individuals, on
the other hand, were not at higher risk of reporting feeling lonelier compared to parents
(Table 1, M1c-M3c). The effect of being unpartnered was slightly stronger among childless
individuals, but the difference in the impact of being unpartnered on loneliness between
childless and parent individuals was not statistically significant (Table 1, M4c).

Changes and stability in feeling lonely compared to before the pandemic

Our third outcome was obtained by combining the answers to the question “Have you felt
lonely recently?” asked of respondents who participated in both the regular SHARE wave 8
and the SCS1. This analysis (not presented in Table 1) highlights that unpartnered individuals
were more likely to “have become lonely” during the pandemic, while childless and
unpartnered individuals were less likely to “exit” loneliness if they felt lonely before the
pandemic.

Conclusions

We found that both before and during the pandemic, lacking close kin (especially a partner)
was associated with a higher risk of feeling lonely among older Europeans. However, “kinless’
older adults (unpartnered and childless) were not lonelier than those who lacked only one of
these ties. This may signal that kinless individuals have developed a range of resources and
different coping strategies to manage the lack of close kinship ties, such as a rich network of
friends (Mair, 2019).

)

While “physical distancing,” “lockdown,” and “stay-at-home” mitigation measures provided
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protection from COVID-19, the restrictions on face-to-face interactions and public spaces for
socializing also removed key sources of social integration for those who were already more
likely to spend time alone (e.g., the unpartnered). As the population of unpartnered and
childless older adults grows globally, future public health strategies should seek a balanced
mitigation approach that also considers the consequences of isolation, particularly for those
who are already at higher risk for loneliness.
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