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Abstract
This study investigates (1) the changes in the prevalence and composition of one-
person households (OPH)  in the Philippines; (2) describes the geographic varia-
tion in the prevalence of OPH over time; (3) examines the demographic and socio-
economic factors associated with the changes in the percentage of OPH; and (4) 
assesses the individual-level and contextual factors associated with Filipinos’ pro-
pensity to live alone. Data were drawn primarily from the 1990, 2000, and 2010 
Philippine Census of Population and Housing. Descriptive statistics and a series 
of regression models were used in the analyses. Results at the macro level showed 
that the increasing proportion of older people and the rising levels of union dissolu-
tion were associated with an increase in OPH, while marriage delay was related to a 
decline in OPH. Furthermore, micro-level analyses also showed that older Filipinos 
and those who were never married, divorced, or separated were more likely to live 
alone. In addition,  internal migration was positively associated with living alone, 
while international migration was negatively associated with solo living. While liv-
ing alone is associated with individualization and a preference for privacy in West-
ern societies, it has negative connotations in the Philippines because it goes against 
cultural norms. Hence, interpretations of OPH should be sensitive to the country’s 
cultural context to better understand its origin and future trajectory.
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Introduction

The proportion of the population living in one-person households (OPH), particu-
larly at older ages, has increased over time (United Nations, 2017). This increase has 
been attributed to socioeconomic development, the rise of individualism, technolog-
ical advancement, and demographic factors, such as declining fertility and increas-
ing life expectancy (Burch & Matthews, 1987; Cheung & Yeung, 2015; Klinenberg, 
2012; Liu et al., 2020). Most studies on this phenomenon have been conducted in 
developed countries, particularly in the Western contexts (Kramarow, 1995; Liu 
et al., 2020; McGarry & Schoeni, 2000; Reher & Requena, 2020), although studies 
in the Asian context have also started to emerge in recent years (Podhisita & Xenos, 
2015; Raymo, 2015; Yeung & Cheung, 2015). In the Philippines, where universal 
marriages have historically been prevalent and fertility rates remain relatively high, a 
systematic analysis of the rise in non-traditional family types, such as OPH, remains 
scant. To fill this gap, this paper examines the temporal-spatial patterns of OPH in 
the Philippines from 1990 to 2010. Specifically, it investigates (1) the changes in 
the prevalence and composition of OPH; (2) describes the geographic variation in 
the prevalence of OPH over time; (3) examines the demographic and socioeconomic 
factors associated with the changes in the prevalence of OPH; and (4) assesses the 
individual-level and contextual factors associated with Filipinos’ propensity to live 
alone.

Prior research has shown that living alone is associated with adverse conditions, 
including reduced levels of perceived social support, higher levels of loneliness and 
psychological distress (Gierveld et al., 2012; Takagi et al., 2020; Teerawichitchainan 
et al., 2015; Yeh & Lo, 2002), although its positive impacts have also been identi-
fied (Gu et  al., 2019). Furthermore, at the societal level, a rise in OPH increases 
the number of households in the population and impacts resource consumption and 
social cohesion (Bennett & Dixon, 2006). Thus, it is essential to document trends in 
OPH and investigate the factors associated with this phenomenon so that people at 
risk of living alone can be identified and their needs are met. In addition, knowledge 
of trends in OPH, its geographic distribution, and the drivers of changes in OPH 
over time will aid in projecting its future trajectory and in preparing for its urban 
planning and housing development implications.

Background literature

Previous research has identified the role of demographic changes, socioeconomic 
factors, and geographic mobility as some of the prominent factors related to the 
increase in living alone (Cheung & Yeung, 2015; Klinenberg, 2012; Reher & 
Requena, 2020; Wolf, 1995).

Since household has been closely associated with the family, coresidence is 
commonly viewed as a family affair involving kin or relatives (Burch & Matthews, 
1987). Thus, the number of available family members with whom one can coreside 
with is largely conditioned by demographic trends, such as union formation and 
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dissolution, mortality rates, and fertility rates (Bongaarts, 2001; Reher & Requena, 
2018; Ruggles, 2012). Earlier studies indicate that changes in demographic factors 
such as fertility, union formation, and union dissolution are associated with changes 
in household structure (Jiang & O’Neill, 2007; Ogden & Hall, 2004). A macro-
level analysis among developing countries showed that household size is positively 
associated with fertility level and mean age at marriage, and negatively associated 
with the level of marital dissolution (Bongaarts, 2001). At the micro-level, a grow-
ing number of studies have shown that having children is negatively associated with 
living alone, while the lack of a spouse due to non-marriage or union dissolution 
(e.g. widowhood, divorce, or separation) is positively associated with solo living 
(Aghajanian & Thompson, 2016; Dommaraju, 2015; Gaymu et al., 2006; Mudrazija 
et  al., 2020; Torabi et  al., 2015; Wandera et  al., 2017). Meanwhile, in China, the 
improvement in life expectancy, along with the fertility decline, accounts for the rise 
in widowed OPH (Cheung & Yeung, 2015). In addition, the increasing sex differ-
ences in life expectancy in the United States led to a large number of widows among 
older people who have the highest levels of living alone (Reher & Requena, 2020).

Socioeconomic development has also been shown to be related to household size 
and living alone. For example, a cross-national study has shown that socioeconomic 
development, measured by several indicators, such as GDP per capita, and school 
enrolment ratio, is negatively associated with household size (Fu & Heaton, 1995). 
Similarly, Cheung and Yeung (2015) showed that economic development, measured 
in terms of local occupational structure, is associated with the rise in OPH in China 
between 1982 and 2005. More recently, they also demonstrated that the propensity 
to live alone is higher among young adults living in highly developed prefectures 
than their counterparts in less developed prefectures (Cheung & Yeung, 2021). 
Meanwhile, Bongaarts and Zimmer (2002) also found a positive correlation between 
schooling and the percentage living alone among older adults in developing coun-
tries, while Esteve et al. (2020) showed that the more developed a country is, the 
higher the levels of living alone.

There are various mechanisms through which socioeconomic development can 
influence the propensity to live alone. Klinenberg (2012) suggests that socioeco-
nomic development and urbanization provide the primary structural and cultural 
environment conducive to solo living, including the availability of recreational 
amenities and the potential outsourcing of domestic chores such as food prepara-
tion and cleaning. He argues that mass urbanization enabled the "rise of the sin-
gleton society, in part because it has led to a booming subculture of singles who 
share similar values, orientations, and ways of life" (Klinenberg, 2012, p. 16). 
Indeed, the prevalence of OPH is relatively high in some highly urbanized areas 
worldwide, including Inner London, Paris, Seoul, and Tokyo (Hall & Ogden, 
2003; Ogden & Schnoebelen, 2005; Ronald, 2017). For example, more than half 
of all households in the City of Paris in 1999 were one-person, while more than a 
third of all households in Inner London in 1991 were OPH (Hall & Ogden, 2003; 
Ogden & Schnoebelen, 2005). Among older adults, the level of economic devel-
opment influences the prevalence of OPH because it affects their ability to live 
alone, either directly or indirectly (Reher & Requena, 2020). In particular, devel-
opment enhances wealth, enabling older adults to meet their privacy preferences 
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and contributes to changes in how people value privacy in their living arrange-
ments (Kramarow, 1995).

Another factor associated with the rise in OPH is migration, which is also 
linked to socioeconomic development since migrants tend to be concentrated in 
socioeconomically advanced areas. In addition, migration impacts household size 
because it results in the physical dispersal of kin (Burch & Matthews, 1987). For 
example, single-person households were found to be positively correlated with 
in-migration in the City of Tshwane, South Africa (Roux & Geyer, 2017). Mean-
while, the high propensity to live alone in migrant-sending provinces in South 
Africa was attributed to household members being left behind due to the high out-
migration rate (Mutanda & Odimegwu, 2019). The positive association between 
migration and living alone has also been observed in some Asian countries like 
China and Vietnam (Cheung & Yeung, 2015; Guilmoto & De Loenzien, 2015).

Despite the increasing number of studies that examine the different dimensions 
of OPH, our understanding of this growing phenomenon remains incomplete. One 
of the overlooked factors in assessing OPH is the role of culture. Culture influ-
ences household structure by creating customs, morals, and social order that aid 
in restraining an individual’s behaviors (Wang, 2008, as cited in Li et al., 2020). It 
can also indirectly affect household structure through demographic behaviors such 
as fertility, marriage, and union dissolution, since these behaviors differ across cul-
tures. Despite the critical role of culture, only a few studies investigated its impact 
on household structure (Fu & Heaton, 1995; Li, et al., 2020). It is crucial to assess 
the role of culture in household change, especially in a culturally diverse society, 
to understand better why household transition lags in one society, but accelerates 
in other settings. Although intergenerational coresidence is common in the Philip-
pines, particularly at older ages, because it indicates the fulfillment of filial piety, 
there may be cultural differences in the practice of this tradition due to differential 
exposure to Western values and ideals of privacy and independence. Indigenous eth-
nic minorities in the country are more likely to subscribe to the cultural ideal of 
coresidence compared to other ethnic groups who live in more socioeconomically 
developed parts of the country. In addition, given the cultural differences in demo-
graphic behavior, such as union formation and fertility in the Philippines (Abalos, 
2014; Nogra, 1998), it is expected that these differences will influence household 
structure across communities. The impact of geographic mobility with OPH has 
been examined extensively in previous studies (Cheung & Yeung, 2015, 2021), but 
they mostly focused on internal migration. The role of international migration on 
OPH prevalence is underexplored, despite the increasing magnitude of this phenom-
enon in many countries. Whether a household is dissolved when a member leaves 
the country for work or becomes extended when other family members join the left-
behind member for company needs to be empirically tested. Communities with a 
high concentration of international labor migrants may also spur growth in hous-
ing development due to the expected inflow of remittances, creating more available 
housing options for those who wish to live alone. This is particularly important in 
the Philippines, where roughly ten percent of its population is overseas, and interna-
tional remittances play a substantial role in the country’s economy.
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Finally, few studies examine the influence of health on changes in household 
structure, mainly living alone. An individual’s health status and functional ability 
are essential in setting the parameters that condition independence, especially when 
a person reaches old age (Burr & Mutchler, 2007). Good health enables individu-
als to live independently (Reher & Requena, 2020), but poor health can also trigger 
the transition to OPH when an ill member of a couple-only household succumbs to 
death. Conversely, the poor health situation of a person who lives alone may trigger 
family members or caregivers to move in with him or her for instrumental support.

These three research gaps are addressed in the present study. In addition to the 
demographic and socioeconomic factors that influence OPH, this research contrib-
utes to a better understanding of this phenomenon by investigating how culture, 
health status, and international migration are associated with the propensity to live 
alone, both at the individual and macro level.

Households in the Philippine context

The household has long been recognized as an essential basic social unit in Phil-
ippine society. It builds the individual’s identity and serves as the basis for social 
interaction in the community, as it is the main social and economic unit to which 
a person belongs (Castillo, 1979). Living in the same household also enables the 
patterns of interaction, social control, and mutual assistance to reach their peak 
(Stinner, 1982). There are different types of households in the Philippines, but the 
nuclear household is the dominant form, followed by extended households (Abejo, 
1995; Arce, 1994; Stinner, 1977). Nuclear households remain the most common 
household form in the country. However, their relative share declined from 69.1% in 
1990 to 64.9% in 2010, while the proportion of extended households increased from 
22.9 to 25.2% between 1990 and 2010 (Abalos, 2023).

The share of OPH in the Philippines is relatively low. Castillo (1979) offered a 
cultural explanation for the relatively low proportion of Filipinos who live alone. 
According to her, Filipinos do not enjoy being alone and find it difficult to under-
stand why anyone would want to live by themselves. Filipinos prefer to be in the 
company of others over having privacy, and there is no Filipino equivalent of the 
word “privacy” (Castillo, 1979). The closest to this word is “to be alone,” and to be 
alone is “to be lonely” (Castillo, 1979, p. 115). Indeed, a recent study showed that 
being alone is associated with higher levels of loneliness among older adults in the 
Philippines (Takagi et al., 2022). However, with the recent socioeconomic develop-
ment and the rise of individualism, this Filipino preference (or lack thereof) for pri-
vacy may have also changed. This is evidenced by the growing proportion of OPH 
in recent decades, as presented in Table 1. It shows a steady increase in the preva-
lence of OPH, from 2.9% in 1990 to 7.8% of all households in 2015. Compared with 
developed countries, the share of OPH in the Philippines was substantially lower, 
but not far behind other Asian countries such as Indonesia (7.1%), Iran (8.5%), and 
Vietnam (6.9%), as can be seen in Fig. 1.

Table 1 also shows that the average household size in the country continues to 
decline, from 5.2 household members in 1990 to 4.4 members in 2015. In 1990, 
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58.9% of households had at least five members; this declined to 53.0% in 2000 and 
further went down to 42.8% in 2015. In contrast, households with two to four mem-
bers steadily grew from 38.3% in 1990 to nearly half in 2015.

Demographic and socioeconomic changes in the Philippines

Over the last few decades, demographic and socioeconomic changes have swept 
the Philippines, including changes in union formation and dissolution, internal and 
international migration, and population aging. As noted, some of these factors have 
been identified in previous studies to be associated with the rise of OPH.

The timing of union formation in the Philippines has changed in the past dec-
ades (Abalos, 2014). For example, census data shows that the proportion of Fili-
pinos aged 25–35  years who are never married increased from 22.9% in 1990 to 
31.1% in 2015 (Table 1). Since Filipino children traditionally live with their parents 
before marriage, this delayed union formation also means delayed onset of leaving 
the parental home. However, despite the marriage delay, a near-universal propor-
tion of Filipinos still marry. While the newly-married couple in the country usually 
lives with either of their parents after marriage, they also typically move out of the 
parental abode and establish their own household (Reynolds, 1962). Filipino parents 
also prefer their married children to set up their own households to learn their new 

Table 1  Trends in household size and demographic and socioeconomic indicators: Philippines, 1990–
2015 (%). Source: Authors’ calculation based on census data

n.a. Not available

1990 2000 2010 2015

Number of household members
1 2.9 4.3 6.0 7.8
2 8.2 9.7 11.3 12.2
3 13.0 14.7 16.9 17.6
4 17.1 18.3 19.6 19.6
5 17.4 17.1 16.9 16.1
6 14.7 13.4 12.0 11.1
7 10.8 9.3 7.7 7.0
8 + 16.0 13.2 9.5 8.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Average household size 5.2 4.9 4.5 4.4
% Of never-married (aged 25–35) 22.9 24.9 26.9 31.1
% Of divorced/separated among ever in union 

excluding widowed (aged 25 and over)
1.4 2.1 2.6 3.1

% Of overseas Filipino workers (aged 20 and 
over)

1.7 2.6 2.6 3.7

% Of internal migrants (aged 15 and over) 5.4 4.9 3.4 n.a
% Of older people (aged 60 and over) 5.3 6.0 6.8 7.5
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responsibilities and allow them to live their own lives (Castillo, 1979). This new 
nuclear household formed by married couples eventually grows with the birth of 
their first child, which occurs soon after marriage and sometimes even before mar-
riage or cohabitation.

Since the Filipino family no longer plays an active role in the mate selection pro-
cess of their children, they do not exert as much pressure on the couple to keep the 

Fig. 1  Prevalence of one-person households in selected countries (%). Source: United Nations Economic 
Commission (UNECE) (2023) Statistical Database, United Nations (2022)
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marriage intact (Medina, 2015). This may have led to the country’s increasing prev-
alence of union dissolution, despite the Philippines’ lack of divorce law and the pro-
hibitive cost of legally terminating a marriage (Abalos, 2017). Census data indicates 
that the share of divorced/separated Filipinos1 aged 25 years and over increased from 
1.4% in 1990 to 3.1% in 2015. This union dissolution could result in OPH formation 
if one or both couples decide to live alone (Dommaraju, 2015). After union dissolu-
tion, women in the Philippines usually take custody of the children and are more 
likely to live in an extended household than live alone or head a single-parent family 
(Abalos, 2011). Given the social stigma attached to female-headed households and 
the greater vulnerability of lone mother household heads to predatory advances by 
men (Chant, 1997), living in an extended family is viewed as more secure for lone 
mothers than living alone. In contrast, living alone is more common among divorced 
and separated Filipino men (Abalos, 2011) because they are likely to leave the con-
jugal house after the separation (Medina, 1991).

Both internal and international migration has been an important feature of the 
Philippine demographic landscape in recent decades. International labor migra-
tion was institutionalized in the 1970s and has been an essential income source for 
many Filipinos. Data from the Commission of Filipino Overseas (CFO) and Philip-
pine Overseas Employment Agency (POEA) show that about 5000 Filipinos leave 
daily for overseas migration (Tingga, 2015), and official estimates indicate that 10.2 
million Filipinos, or roughly 10% of the Philippine population, are overseas, as of 
December 2013 (Ogena, 2015). Based on census data, the proportion of adult Fili-
pinos aged 20 years and over working overseas rose from 1.7% in 1990 to 3.7% in 
2015. Similarly, internal migration is common in the country, although the propor-
tion of internal migrants aged 15 years has somewhat declined from 5.4% in 1990 to 
3.4% in 2010 (Table 1). Migration within the country is more prevalent among those 
in the younger age groups (Gultiano & Xenos, 2006). Young people move to urban 
areas to pursue education or find employment (Quisumbing & McNiven, 2006). The 
departure of these migrants can reduce the household size in rural areas and increase 
the household size in urban areas (Stinner, 1982). However, given the high housing 
costs in urban areas (Castillo, 1979), migrants tend to live with families of their rela-
tives or friends (Abejo, 1995) or "double up" with fellow migrants.

The improvement in life expectancy and, to a lesser extent, fertility decline have 
resulted in slow but steady population aging in the Philippines (Abalos, 2020). For 
instance, as shown in Table 1, the proportion of Filipinos aged 60 years and over 
increased from 5.3% in 1990 to 7.5% in 2015. Research in other countries shows that 
an increase in the share of older people is related to an increase in OPH (Cheung & 
Yeung, 2015). In the Philippines, living alone, particularly at older ages, is frowned 
upon because it indicates that the family has reneged on its filial duty (Natividad & 
Cruz, 1997). However, despite this stigma, evidence shows that an increasing pro-
portion of older Filipinos live alone (Abalos, 2020). There are also indications that 
some prefer to live independently from their children (Abalos, 2019). Therefore, as 

1 With all in-union as the denominator.
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the share of older people continues to increase, it is expected that a higher propor-
tion of older Filipinos will also live alone.

Aside from experiencing demographic and socioeconomic changes, the Philip-
pines also offers a unique culture and context that can further improve our under-
standing of solo living. For example, while the Philippines shares some values 
with its Asian neighbors, such as filial piety, the Filipino version of filial piety is 
not based on strict principles of Confucian philosophies (Laguna, 2013). Instead, 
Filipinos’ interaction with each other is guided by the idea of "smooth interpersonal 
relations," expressed through social harmony and yielding to the majority’s will over 
one’s interests (Chao & Tseng, 2002; Lynch, 1973). These Filipino values may influ-
ence preference for specific living arrangements, including living alone.

The Philippines also has over a hundred ethnic groups, including a sizable pro-
portion of Filipinos belonging to indigenous cultural communities. These groups 
resisted or avoided substantive contact with outside forces, such as Spanish colo-
nialism; thus, they have generally kept more of their traditional culture and social 
organization (May, 2003), making them less likely to live alone. The presence of 
these more traditional communities amidst a rapidly modernizing Filipino society 
may help explain the country’s geographic variation in household structure.

Data and methods

Data source

Data for this analysis were drawn primarily from the 1990, 2000, and 2010 Cen-
sus of Population and Housing (CPH) in the Philippines, provided by the Philip-
pine Statistics Authority,  the Philippine Population Data Archive (PopArchive) of 
the University of the Philippines Population Institute and the Demographic and 
Development Foundation, Inc., and the IPUMS International (Minnesota Population 
Center, 2020). These censuses collect information from household and institutional 
populations. A household in the Philippines is defined as “a social unit consisting of 
a person living alone or a group of persons who sleep in the same housing unit and 
have a common arrangement in the preparation and consumption of food” (National 
Statistics Office 2010: 20). The institutional population refers to those who live in 
group quarters such as dormitories, hospitals, retirement homes, prisons, and con-
vents. The proportion of the Philippine population who live in institutions is less 
than one percent; hence, this study focuses only on the household population.

Analytic strategy

There are more than 1000 municipalities/cities in the Philippines nested within 
80 + provinces and 17 regions in the census data. We used individual-level data 
to examine the prevalence of the population living in OPH and describe their 
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. We then aggregated individual-
level data into municipal/city and provincial-level data for macro-level analyses. 
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Specifically, we examined data at the provincial level for better visualization of 
the spatial and temporal changes in the country’s OPH levels. For the macro-level 
multivariate analyses, we used municipal/city-level data to investigate the demo-
graphic and socioeconomic factors associated with the changes in OPH preva-
lence. Fixed-effects models were used to examine how these contextual factors 
are associated with the prevalence of OPH at the municipal/city level. Finally, 
we combined the individual-level data with the municipal/city-level indicators 
to simultaneously examine the individual-level and contextual factors associated 
with living alone among adult Filipinos. Two-level random-effects logistic regres-
sion models were used in these analyses.

Municipal/city‑level (macro‑level) data analysis

Dependent variables

The percentages of OPH at the municipal/city level were the main dependent vari-
ables in the macro-level analyses. In addition to the overall percentage of OPH in the 
municipality/city, we also examined several subgroups, including the following:

(1) Young OPH = the size of the household population aged between 15 and 
34 years  who were living alone.

(2) Middle-aged OPH = the size of the household population aged between 35 and 
59 years  who were living alone.

(3) Old-age OPH = the size of the household population aged 60 years and over who 
were living alone.

The sum of the prevalence rates of the three subgroups equals the overall preva-
lence rate of OPH in the municipality/city.

The independent variables in the multivariate analyses included demographic, 
socioeconomic, health, and cultural factors.

Demographic factors

1. Percentage of older people = the size of the household population aged 60 years 
and over.

2. Percentage of never-married among those aged 25–35 = the number of never-
married residents aged 25–35 divided by the municipal/city household population 
in the same age range.

3. Percentage of divorced/separated among those who have even been in union (i.e. 
married or cohabiting) aged 25 years and over = the size of the population who 
were divorced or separated aged 25 years and over.
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Socioeconomic factors

4. Percentage of internal migrants aged 15 years and over = the size of the household 
population aged 15 years and over who have changed municipal/city residence 
within the country in the past five years.

5. Percentage of households living in an owner-occupied housing unit = the number 
of households living in owner-occupied housing units divided by the total number 
of households in the municipality/city.

6. Population density = the total number of persons living in a municipality/city 
divided by the area of the administrative unit. Since the definition of urbanization 
in the Philippines differed across census periods, the population density was used 
as a proxy of urbanization in this study.

7. Percentage with at least secondary education among aged 18 years and over = the 
size of the household population aged 18 years and over who completed at least 
secondary education.

8. Percentage of overseas Filipino workers aged 20 years and over = the size of the 
household population who were working overseas aged 20 years and over.

Health and cultural factors

 9. Percentage with disability among adult population = the size of the household 
population with disability aged 40 years and over.

 10. Percentage of indigenous people2 = the size of household population who were 
considered indigenous people.

Multilevel analysis of the factors associated with OPH

Two-level random-effects logistic regression models were also estimated to assess 
the association of individual-level and contextual factors with the propensity to live 
in OPH among adult Filipinos aged 15 years and over. In these logistic regression 
models, Level 1 units were individuals, and Level 2 units were municipalities/cities. 
The primary dependent variable in these regression models was a dichotomous one 
indicating whether an individual lived in an OPH (coded as 1) or otherwise (coded 
as 0). The analysis focused only on the 2010 data.

Individual-level variables. Seven individual-level variables were used in our 
analysis. These included age (treated as a categorical variable in models 1 and 2, 
but treated as a continuous variable in models 2a–2c), marital status (never married, 
currently in union i.e. married/cohabiting, and divorced/widowed/separated), educa-
tional attainment (below primary, primary, secondary, and college or higher), func-
tional difficulty (at least one difficulty in seeing, hearing, communicating, mobility 

2 Although both the 1990 and 1995 census included a question on dialect/language spoken at home, 
which can be used as an indicator of ethnicity, the latter year was used because the ethnicity codes were 
more consistent with the 2000 and 2010 ethnicity codes. The number of indigenous people in the study is 
only an approximation of the actual number.
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and self-care = 1; no difficulty = 0), internal migration (internal migrant = 1, other-
wise = 0), international labor migration (overseas worker = 1, otherwise = 0), and 
ethnicity (indigenous people = 1, otherwise = 0).

Contextual-level factors. A similar set of municipal/city-level independent varia-
bles used in the fixed effects models were also used in the multilevel logistic regres-
sion models, except for disability, population density, education, and proportion 
of owner-occupied housing units. We used the presence of at least one functional 
difficulty as a measure of health instead of the more general question on disability 
and the proportion of urban population as an indicator of urbanization instead of 
population density. We also used the 2009 poverty incidence at the municipal/city 
level, produced by the Philippine Statistics Authority, as a direct measure of socio-
economic development instead of indirect measures derived from census data, such 
as educational attainment. Finally, the proportion of households living in owner-
occupied housing units was dropped in the multilevel analyses because it was highly 
correlated with the urban population.

Results

Prevalence of Filipinos living in OPH by demographic and socioeconomic 
characteristics

Table 2 presents the percentage distribution of Filipinos aged 15 years and over liv-
ing in OPH from 1990 to 2010 and the differentials by demographic and socioeco-
nomic characteristics. It shows that the proportion of adult Filipinos living alone 
slowly increased from 0.9% in 1990 to 2.0% in 2010. Although the proportion was 
relatively low, the absolute number was substantial, ranging from nearly  332,000 
in 1990 to around 1.2 million adult Filipinos in 2010. The overall low prevalence 
also masked the wide differentials across population subgroups. For instance, while 
the prevalence of OPH in 2010 among Filipino women aged 15–34 was only less 
than 1%, it reached 8.1% among women aged 60 and over. Living in OPH was also 
more common among those formerly married than in other marital status groups. 
The prevalence of OPH in 2010 was less than one percent among those who are cur-
rently in union and 2.8% among those who have never been married. In contrast, the 
corresponding proportions among those who were separated/divorced and widowed 
were 9.6 and 12.6%, respectively. There were also small but notable education dif-
ferences in the prevalence of OPH. For example, the prevalence of OPH in 2010 was 
3.4% among those with below primary education, while it was 2.2% among those 
with a university education. Regarding health status, having a disability was associ-
ated with a higher prevalence of living alone. For instance, the proportion of men 
and women living alone in 2010 was more than twice higher among those who are 
disabled compared to those without a disability. Being an internal migrant was also 
associated with a higher propensity to live alone, most notably among Filipino men. 
These demographic and socioeconomic differentials in the prevalence of OPH also 
differed between men and women. Overall, there was a higher proportion of men 
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than women who live in OPH among the young (15–34) and middle-aged (35–59) 
groups, but there were more women than men who live alone among older people.

Table  3 presents the demographic and socioeconomic profile of Filipinos aged 
15 years and over living in OPH from 1990 to 2010. The values represent the percent 
among those who are living in OPH, disaggregated by sex and year. It shows that 
the majority of adult Filipinos living alone were males, and their relative propor-
tion increased from 50.8% in 1990 to 56.2% in 2010. In terms of age groups, older 
people accounted for a sizable proportion of Filipino who lived alone. However, this 
proportion steadily declined over time, while the relative share of those in the mid-
dle-age group increased from 33.2% in 1990 to 38.5% in 2010. About a quarter of 
all solo dwellers were between the ages of 15 and 34, and this remained relatively 
unchanged over time. Given the shift in the age profile of those who lived alone, 
from predominantly older people to middle-aged adults, their marital status has also 
shifted. The proportion of Filipinos living alone who were widowed consistently 

Table 2  Percentage distribution of adult Filipinos living in OPH, 1990–2010. Source: Authors’ calcula-
tion based on census data

1990 2000 2010

Male Female Both sexes Male Female Both sexes Male Female Both sexes

Age group
 15–34 0.5 0.2 0.4 0.9 0.3 0.6 1.3 0.6 0.9
 35–59 1.1 0.8 0.9 1.9 1.0 1.5 2.7 1.4 2.0
 60 + 3.2 5.6 4.4 4.6 6.6 5.7 5.8 8.1 7.1

Marital status
 Never married 1.3 0.9 1.1 2.0 1.3 1.7 3.4 2.1 2.8
 Married 0.3 0.1 0.2 0.6 0.1 0.4 0.6 0.2 0.4
 Cohabiting 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.2
 Separated/

divorced
13.1 3.8 6.9 13.6 4.1 7.6 18.7 4.7 9.6

 Widowed 10.6 6.9 7.7 12.7 8.8 9.8 18.1 11.0 12.6
Education
 Below primary 1.4 2.0 1.7 2.3 2.9 2.6 3.1 3.8 3.4
 Primary 0.7 0.5 0.6 1.3 0.9 1.1 1.9 1.6 1.8
 Secondary 0.7 0.5 0.6 1.3 0.7 1.0 2.0 1.1 1.6
 University 1.1 0.9 1.0 1.9 1.3 1.6 2.5 1.9 2.2

Disability status
 With disability 3.1 3.2 3.1 4.3 5.4 4.9 5.4 5.7 5.5
 Without dis-

ability
0.9 0.9 0.9 1.5 1.1 1.3 2.2 1.7 1.9

Internal migra-
tion status

 Migrant 1.4 0.8 1.1 2.5 1.2 1.8 4.9 2.5 3.6
 Non-migrant 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.5 1.2 1.4 2.1 1.7 1.9

Total 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.6 1.2 1.4 2.2 1.7 2.0
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declined from 39.8% in 1990 to 32.0% in 2010. In contrast, the relative share of 
those who were never married or divorced/separated increased between 1990 and 
2010. This could be due to increasing marriage delay or non-marriage and the ris-
ing union dissolution in the country, as these phenomena can serve as a pathway to 
living alone. A change in their socioeconomic profile has also accompanied the shift 
in the demographic profile of Filipinos who live in OPH. The proportion who lived 
in OPH with below primary education drastically declined from 46.3% in 1990 to 
25.8% in 2010. In contrast, the corresponding proportions for those with at least sec-
ondary education rose from 28.9% in 1990 to 49.2% in 2010. This likely reflect the 
overall educational expansion in the Philippines over this period, but it also indicates 
the changing age profile of solo-dwellers, from predominantly older people who are 
mostly low-educated to middle-aged Filipinos with a college education. There was 
little change in the proportion of solo dwellers who were internal migrants.

There were also notable sex differences in the demographic and socioeconomic 
profile of Filipinos who lived alone. For example, Filipino men who lived in OPH 
tend to be in the middle-aged group, were mostly never married, and had relatively 
higher education, particularly in the most recent period. In contrast, Filipino women 
who lived alone were mainly in the older age groups, were widowed, and had rela-
tively lower levels of education.

Prevalence of OPH by province

Almost all provinces in the Philippines displayed an increase in the proportion of the 
population living in OPH (Fig. 2). Therefore, we further examined the geographic 
distribution of OPH in the country by the rate of increase over time. Table 4 shows 
the grouping of the provinces into three groups according to the growth rate of OPH 
between 1990 and 2010. For the fast-growing group, the average percentage of the 
population living in OPH was 1.01% in 1990 and 2.37% in 2010, with an average 
percentage-point change of 1.36% between the two periods. Provinces with highly 
urbanized cities such as Metro Manila, Cebu, and Davao del Sur belonged to this 
group. Areas adjacent to Metro Manila, such as Laguna and Cavite, also posted 
a relatively high growth, hence were part of this group. For the slow or negative 
growth group, the average percentage of the population living in OPH was 1.01% 
in 1990 and 1.58% in 2010, and an average percentage point difference of 0.57%. 
Some of the provinces in this group included Abra, Mountain Province, and Kalinga 
Apayao, where a sizable proportion of their population belongs to the indigenous 
communities. In addition, provinces predominantly composed of Muslim popula-
tions, such as Maguindanao, Lanao del Sur, and Basilan, were also part of the slow 
or negative growth group.

Trends in the age composition of Filipinos living in OPH

There are different meanings and motivations for living alone depending on some-
one’s circumstances over the life course, so we examined the trends in the age com-
position of Filipinos living in OPH by the pace of OPH growth between 1990 and 
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Fig. 2  Percentage of the adult population (15 +) living in OPH by province, Philippines: 1990–2010
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2010. Living in OPH at the younger age groups could be driven by education and 
employment-related migration. Living alone in middle-aged groups could be trig-
gered by union dissolution, while solitary living in old age may be largely due to 
widowhood. Figure  3 shows the changing prevalence of living alone and its age 
composition for the Philippines and the quantile groups. At the national level, 
old-age OPH was the most dominant group (42.5% in 1990), while the young and 
middle-aged OPH accounted for 24.3% and 33.2%, respectively. In 2010, middle-
aged OPH outpaced old-age OPH as the largest group (38.5%), although old-age 
OPH  remained substantial at 36.4%. For the fastest-growing group, the growth in 
OPH was fuelled mainly by an increase in OPH among both the young and mid-
dle-aged groups, whereas only the middle-aged group drove the increase among the 
slow or negative and medium-growth groups.

Contextual factors associated with the prevalence of OPH in the Philippines

We performed several fixed effects regression analyses at the municipal/city level to 
examine the contextual factors associated with the spatial and temporal changes in 
OPH prevalence. Table 5 presents the results of the fixed-effect regression models 
predicting the changes in municipal/city-level percentages of different types of OPH 
in the Philippines. The dependent variables were the percentages of various types of 
OPH (e.g. young OPH, middle-aged OPH, and old-age OPH) in a particular munici-
pality/city from 1990 to 2010. The independent variables were the percentages of 
different demographic and socioeconomic indicators aggregated at the municipal/
city level across the three periods (N = 3810 municipality/city-year).

The regression coefficients indicate the change in the municipal/city level prev-
alence of OPH associated with a one-percentage-point or percent change in the 
independent variables, controlling for municipal/city-and time-fixed effects. The 

Fig. 3  Changing age composition of those living alone in the provincial population by the pace of growth 
between 1990 and 2010. Source: Authors’ calculation based on census data
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regression models show that several demographic and socioeconomic indicators 
were associated with the changing prevalence of OPH between 1990 and 2010. 
For example, an increase in the proportion of older people was associated with an 
increase in the overall prevalence of OPH. In addition, union formation and dis-
solution patterns were also associated with overall OPH prevalence. Specifically, 
delayed marriage, measured in terms of the proportion never married among those 
aged 25 to 35 years, was related to a reduction in OPH, while union dissolution was 
associated with an increase in OPH.

The relationship between these contextual factors with the different types of OPH 
is also presented in Table 5. While the pattern in the association of the contextual 
factors with each type of OPH did not completely deviate from the pattern observed 
in the overall OPH, some associations are worth highlighting. For example, the 
influence of internal migration and union dissolution was present only in the young 
and middle-aged OPH because these events are more common during these life 
course stages. Meanwhile, education was significantly associated with young and 
old-age OPH, but the direction of the relationship was different; it was positively 
associated with young OPH but negatively associated with old-age OPH.

The joint effect of individual and contextual factors on the propensity to live 
in OPH

We conducted two-level random-effects logistic regression models to examine the 
association between living in OPH and individual-level and contextual factors. The 
first model contains only individual-level variables, while the second model adds the 
contextual-level variables. To assess whether the relationship between the explana-
tory factors and the propensity to live alone differs across the life course, we strati-
fied the analyses by three broad age groups (15–34, 35–59, and 60 +). Given the sex 
differences in the propensity to live alone (Dommaraju, 2015), separate analyses for 
males and females were also conducted. The results of the random-effects regres-
sion models are reported in Tables  6 and 7 for the male and female subsamples, 
respectively. Table  6 shows that all individual-level factors were associated with 
solo living among Filipino men. Specifically, age was positively associated with liv-
ing alone. For example, Filipino men aged 35–59 and 60 years and over were nearly 
nine times and fourteen times more likely to live alone, respectively, compared to 
those under 35  years. The higher likelihood of living alone among the older age 
groups could be due to non-marriage, marital dissolution, or widowhood. This was 
borne out in the analysis as being unmarried, i.e. never married or formerly mar-
ried, was also associated with a higher propensity for solo living. In terms of educa-
tion, those with primary and secondary education had a lower risk of living alone 
than those with below primary education. The higher likelihood of those with lower 
education to live alone could be related to poverty. Our analysis of the 2010 Philip-
pine census microdata indicated that a relatively high proportion of men with below 
primary education who lived alone stayed in housing unit that needed major repair 
or was dilapidated. However, it is worth noting that compared to those with below 
primary education, those with at least a college education had higher odds of living 
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alone, suggesting that the relationship between living alone and education may be 
curvilinear when other factors are controlled for. Having at least one functional dif-
ficulty was positively associated with solo living among Filipino men.

Moreover, internal migration was positively associated with living alone among 
Filipino men, while international migration was negatively associated with solo liv-
ing.  Internal migrants in the Philippines tend to rent a small space and live alone, 
while international migrants usually live with their families when they come home 
to the Philippines. Those living alone prior to migration may ask their relatives to 
stay in the migrant’s house or rent out the property while the migrant works else-
where in the Philippines or overseas. Meanwhile, being part of an indigenous com-
munity was negatively associated with men’s solo living.

When the contextual factors were added in Model 2, the relationship between 
the individual-level factors and living alone remained largely unchanged. It fur-
ther shows that some demographic and socioeconomic factors at the municipal/
city level were associated with solo living. In particular, a higher proportion of 
older people, and a greater concentration of internal migrants in the municipality/
city increased the odds of living alone among Filipino men. In contrast, a higher 
concentration of overseas Filipinos in the community and poverty incidence at 
the municipal/city level were negatively associated with the overall prevalence of 
OPH, although the poverty effect was very minimal.

There are some similarities and differences in the relationship of the individ-
ual-level and contextual factors with living alone when the analysis was strati-
fied by three broad age groups. One of the consistent findings was the positive 
association of age (except for 60 +) and being unmarried with living alone across 
each age group. However, some associations were present in one group, but were 
muted in other age groups. For instance, the association of socioeconomic condi-
tions at the individual and contextual level with the propensity to live alone was 
evident only among the younger groups. Specifically, being an internal migrant 
enhanced the propensity for solo living among Filipinos in the young and middle-
aged groups. Most young and middle-aged migrants tend to move without their 
family members; hence it is more convenient for them to live alone. Meanwhile, 
having a functional difficulty and being an ethnic minority were associated with 
a lower likelihood of living alone among middle-aged Filipino men. Middle-aged 
men with functional difficulty were less likely to live alone because they tend to 
have a spouse or coresident children during this period who can take care of them 
when they have health problems.

The parallel results for Filipino women are presented in Table 7. The results 
for Models 1 and 2 were similar to that of Filipino men. There were also some 
notable differences across age groups. For instance, having a functional difficulty 
was associated with higher odds of living alone among middle-aged and older 
Filipino women, while being an ethnic minority was related to lower odds of liv-
ing alone among the youngest and oldest age groups. One of the reasons for the 
positive association between having functional difficulty and living alone among 
older Filipino women and not among older Filipino men could be due to sex dif-
ferences in life expectancy. Since women live longer than men, they do not have 
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a surviving spouse who can assist and coreside with them when they experience 
poor health in old age.

It is worth noting that while higher education was associated with living alone 
across all age groups, the direction of the relationship differed among the young, 
middle, and older groups. For example, having a college education enhanced 
the propensity to live alone among the younger and middle-aged groups, but it 
reduced the likelihood of solo living among the older age groups. Higher educa-
tion among young and middle-aged women may signify individualism, economic 
freedom, and independence (Mutanda & Odimegwu, 2019). Meanwhile, more 
human capital in old age allows older people to achieve the cultural ideal of liv-
ing with family members.

Summary and discussion

This paper improves our understanding of the changing household structure in 
developing countries by focusing on OPH’s temporal and spatial patterns in the 
Philippines. Extending previous research, we investigated OPH’s changing preva-
lence and composition, its temporal and spatial patterns, and the contextual fac-
tors associated with this phenomenon. In addition, we showed how demographic, 
socioeconomic, health and cultural factors were associated with Filipinos’ pro-
pensity to live alone. We found some patterns similar to other countries, but also 
others that are distinct to the Philippines. While the rise of individualism and 
desire for privacy play an essential role in the prevalence of OPH in other devel-
oped societies, the pattern in the Philippines was driven mainly by demographic 
factors and, to some extent, the persistence of the cultural norm of intergenera-
tional coresidence. In the past, Filipinos preferred to be in the company of others, 
equating being alone to being lonely (Castillo, 1979). Prior research among older 
Filipinos showed that living alone was associated with higher levels of loneliness 
(Takagi et al., 2022). Moreover, stigma was associated with living alone, particu-
larly at older ages, because it implies that family members have not fulfilled their 
filial duty to care for older adults (Natividad & Cruz, 1997).

The increase in OPH in the Philippines was related to socioeconomic develop-
ment, with the highly urbanized and economically developed areas such as Metro 
Manila leading the growth of OPH in the country. The rising prevalence of OPH 
in these highly urbanized areas was driven mainly by the increase of OPH among 
the young and middle-aged groups. For example, in 2010, a significant proportion 
of young solo dwellers in cities, particularly Metro Manila, were migrants, were 
mostly never married, and had a relatively high level of education. Meanwhile, most 
middle-aged solo-dwellers in Metro Manila in 2010  were also never married, but 
about a fifth were currently in union, who may have left their family in their place 
of origin, and around a tenth were divorced or separated. In contrast, most predomi-
nantly rural provinces with high poverty incidence, such as areas in the Autonomous 
Region in Muslim Mindanao, tended to have a slow or negative OPH growth.

Demographic factors, including population aging, union formation, and disso-
lution, primarily contributed to the changes in OPH prevalence and the propensity 
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to live alone in the Philippines. Results at the macro level showed that the increas-
ing proportion of older people and the rising levels of union dissolution were 
associated with an increase in OPH, while marriage delay was related to a decline 
in OPH. Furthermore, micro-level analyses also showed that older Filipinos and 
those who were never married, divorced, or separated were more likely to live 
alone, echoing the findings of previous studies (Dommaraju, 2015; Torabi et al., 
2015). The steady increase in the share of older people and the growing incidence 
of living alone among this group may be a cause of concern not only because liv-
ing alone is associated with poor well-being (Gierveld et al., 2012; Takagi et al., 
2020; Teerawichitchainan et  al., 2015), but because formal support system for 
older people in the Philippines is still underdeveloped. Such a support system is 
critical in meeting the healthcare needs of older people.

The random-effects logistic regression models showed a negative association 
between international migration and living alone. This negative association could be 
due to the household dissolution when its sole member leaves the country and thus 
is no longer captured in the census. Filipinos working overseas but staying in the 
country at the time of the census tend to live with their family members and do not 
live alone since they view their stay in the country as temporary. Some overseas Fili-
pinos who live alone but have permanent housing property may rent out their prop-
erty or ask their relatives to stay in their house while they are away, reducing the 
likelihood of OPH formation. Some left-behind family members may also move in 
with other relatives while their partner is working overseas. Moreover, the random-
effects logistic regression models also indicated that internal migration was associ-
ated with a greater propensity to live alone among men and women in the Philip-
pines, particularly among the young and middle-aged groups.

The important role of culture in living alone was also observed in the study. 
Results showed that being an ethnic minority was negatively associated with liv-
ing alone among middle-aged men, and young and older women. Demographic fac-
tors such as a higher prevalence of early marriage and a lower likelihood of internal 
migration among ethnic minorities may explain their lower propensity to live alone 
than non-ethnic minorities. Moreover, the postnuptial tradition of living with par-
ents among young couples, and intergenerational coresidence at older ages, may be 
more prevalent in these indigenous communities. It is also likely that families in 
these settings rely on farming and fishing as their source of income, and encourage 
their young family members to stay in the same household to help in the family’s 
livelihood.

Health factors were also associated with the propensity to live alone in the Philip-
pines, but the direction of the relationship differed between men and women, when 
examined across age groups. Having at least one functional difficulty was negatively 
associated with living alone among middle-aged men but was positively associated 
with solo living among middle-aged and older women. Middle-aged men are more 
likely to have surviving spouse who usually acts as their caregiver; hence they are 
less likely to live alone. In contrast, women tend to outlive their spouses; thus, they 
are more likely to live alone even if they suffer from health conditions.

In addition, we found that Filipinos who lived in OPH were not a homogenous 
group and that the role of different factors on their propensity to live alone varied 
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across the life course. For example, the influence of college education on living 
alone, differed across age groups; it was positively associated with living alone 
among young and middle-aged women but was negatively associated with solo liv-
ing among older women. This implies that efforts to address the needs of those liv-
ing alone and understand the consequences of this phenomenon for their well-being 
should be sensitive to these life course differences.

The socioeconomic development in the country, particularly educational improve-
ment, may have a countervailing impact on OPH. Better socioeconomic conditions 
among the youth will enable them to pursue individualism and achieve privacy by 
living alone. In contrast, more resources among the older age groups may translate 
to a better ability to achieve cultural tradition of coresidence with their children. 
Moreover, with their older parents’ better socioeconomic condition, children may 
delay leaving the parental home or even go back to living with their parents since 
it is common for parents to continue supporting their children even after marriage.

The proportion living in OPH in the Philippines  has been on the rise and is 
expected to accelerate in the future due to ongoing demographic changes, such as 
improvement in life expectancy and increasing union dissolution. This trend occurs 
in a context that reflects a complex mix of persistence and changes in cultural norms, 
modernization, and socioeconomic disparities in the Philippines. Thus, this is an 
opportune time to assess its future impact on housing demands, social relationships, 
and the provision of formal and informal support, particularly among older adults.
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