
What Factors Explain the Decline in Widowed
Women’s Poverty?

Alicia H. Munnell1 & Geoffrey Sanzenbacher1,2 & Alice Zulkarnain1,3,4

# Population Association of America 2020

Abstract
Historically, women in widowhood in the United States have been vulnerable, with
high rates of poverty. However, over the past several decades, their poverty rate has
fallen considerably. In this article, we look at why this decline occurred and whether it
will continue. Using data from the Health and Retirement Study linked to Social
Security administrative earnings and benefit records, we address these questions by
exploring three factors that could have contributed to this decline: (1) women’s rising
levels of education; (2) their increased attachment to the labor force; and (3) increasing
marital selection, reflecting that whereas marriage used to be equally distributed, it is
becoming less common among those with lower socioeconomic status. The project
decomposes the share of the decline in poverty into contributions by each of these
factors and also projects the role of these factors in the future. The results indicate that
increases in education and work experience have driven most of the decline in widows’
poverty to date, but that marital selection will likely play a large role in a continuing
decline in the future. Still, even after these effects play out, poverty among widows will
remain well above that of married women.
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Introduction

Increasing life expectancy, declining fertility, and the aging of the Baby Boom
generation have driven population aging and will continue to do so over the next 30
years (e.g., Bloom et al. 2011; Preston et al. 1989). According to the U.S. Census
Bureau (2017), the number of people aged 65 and older is projected to increase from
about 55 million in 2020 to over 85 million in 2050, increasing as a share of the total
U.S. population from about 17% to 22%. The economic well-being of this growing
group of older individuals is, therefore, an important part of the U.S. economy’s
prospects in the coming decades.

The good news is that in general, individuals aged 65 and older have similar or
slightly lower rates of poverty compared with the overall adult population (e.g.,
Mirowsky and Ross 1999). For example, data from the Current Population Survey
(CPS) show that in 2017, the official poverty rate for individuals aged 65 and older was
very close to that of those aged 25–64, at 9.2% and 10.3%, respectively.1 This
similarity in poverty rates is a fairly recent phenomenon because elder poverty was
widespread historically. During the Great Depression, the poverty rate among people
aged 65 and older was estimated to have been greater than 50% (Altman 2005). After
Social Security was introduced in 1935, and as more people who paid into the system
started receiving benefits, poverty among this age group started to decline (e.g., Preston
1984). Furthermore, increases in the generosity of Social Security benefits, especially
those that occurred between the mid-1960s and late-1970s, narrowed the poverty gap
between older and younger people (see Engelhardt and Gruber 2006). Moreover, the
introduction of the Supplemental Security Income program in 1972 provided a national
cost of living–adjusted income floor for all those aged 65 and older, improving the
well-being of those with little income and assets.

However, even as overall elder poverty rates have fallen, an important subgroup of
the elderly population continues to have elevated rates of poverty: widows. With
poverty rates that were two to three times higher than that of married women, this
vulnerable group—compared with widowers, who today have poverty rates similar to
married men—continued to be a primary concern of policymakers (e.g., Entmacher
2009; Estes et al. 2012; Ghilarducci et al. 2018; Munnell and Eschtruth 2018; Weller
2010).

The economic well-being of widows has also drawn considerable interest among
researchers, who have focused on understanding the causes and timing of poverty. A
large literature has documented potential risk factors for poverty in widowhood:
economic preparedness of married couples, expenses related to a husband’s death,
and declining economic status with the duration of widowhood (e.g., Burkhauser et al.
1991; Diebold et al. 2017; Gillen and Kim 2009; Holden et al. 1988; Hurd and Wise
1989; McGarry and Schoeni 2005; McLaughlin and Jensen 2000; Morgan 1981; Sevak
et al. 2003/2004; Zick and Holden 2000; Zick and Smith 1991).

Although the literature to date has tended to focus on why widows’ poverty is
so high, another trend has been developing: a decline in widows’ poverty. Poverty

1 Authors’ calculations from the March Supplement to the Current Population Survey, 2018 (see Flood et al.
2018 for the data). If instead the Supplemental Poverty Measures are used, poverty rates are even more similar:
15.3% for those 65 and older and 15.1% for those ages 18–64. See Wimer et al. (2016).
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among widows fell from 20% in 1994 to 13% in 2014, slightly below that of 18-
to 64-year-olds and well below that of children. This drop also narrowed the
poverty gap between widows and married women by 5 percentage points (see Fig.
1), although widows still maintain significantly higher rates. We explore why the
decline in widows’ poverty has occurred and whether it will continue. Specifical-
ly, our study focuses on three factors that could have contributed to the decline in
widows’ poverty observed to date and that could have implications for the future:
(1) increased female educational attainment, (2) increased female labor force
participation (LFP), and (3) marital selection.

First, over the course of the twentieth century, the United States experienced an
overall rise in educational attainment. For example, high school graduation rates rose
from 25% for those aged 25 and older in 1940 to 90% in 2018 (U.S. Census Bureau
2019). College graduation rates increased as well, from 5% to 35% for the same age
ranges (U.S. Census Bureau 2019). However, the timing of these changes was not
uniform across the sexes. As male college graduation rates rose steeply in the 1930s,
1940s, and 1950s, women’s college graduation rates initially remained low. In 1980,
females aged 25 and older were still only half as likely as same-aged men to have a
college education.

However, as societal norms shifted over the next decades, women caught up, and
more recently surpassed men in terms of college attendance and graduation (e.g., Ryan
and Bauman 2016). The women at the frontier of this rise in female educational
attainment were those born in the 1930s and particularly in the late 1940s and later,
the same cohorts of women who experienced the decline in widows’ poverty in old age
(Goldin et al. 2006). Given the strong relationship between poverty and education, the
female educational upgrading is likely one key to the decline in widows’ poverty (e.g.,
McLaughlin and Jensen 2000; Rank and Hirschl 1999), although no one to our
knowledge has looked at the relationship directly.

The second factor in declining widows’ poverty that we examine is increasing
female LFP. As Goldin et al. (2006) described, during the first half of the twentieth
century, women generally worked only while they were young and unmarried. As
society would dictate, but also due to regulations that banned the hiring of married
women, they exited the labor force upon marriage to take up the traditional role of
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Fig. 1 Female poverty rates at ages 65–85 (1994–2014), by marital status. Source:Authors’ calculations from
the HRS, 1994–2014.

What Factors Explain the Decline in Widowed Women’s Poverty 1883



homemaker. Indeed, as recently as 1977, more than two-thirds of men and nearly two-
thirds of women said that they agreed with the statement, “It is better for men to work
and women to tend home.”2

Societal norms shifted: by 2016, less than 30% of men and women agreed with the
preceding statement about men as breadwinner and women as homemaker. Marriage
bars on employment were eliminated in the second half of the century, and married
women spent a larger portion of their lives in the labor force.3 As gender norms
continued to change through the late 1970s, women started to hold jobs not merely
to supplement household income but also to build careers. Taken together, this led to a
long-running rise in female LFP from 34% in 1950 to a peak of 60% in 1999, before
slowing more recently (Krueger 2017; Toossi and Morisi 2017).4 Although the rela-
tionship between female LFP and widows’ poverty has not yet been established, others
have associated the rise in LFP increased with retirement preparedness among women
aged 55–64, in particular through increased participation in retirement plans (e.g., Iams
et al. 2008).

The third cause of falling widows’ poverty that we examine—marital selection—
requires considering first the labor market for men. Since 1950, LFP among working-
age men has been falling, particularly among those with less education (Krueger 2017).
At the same time, the real wages of men with less than a college education have also
fallen, especially during the late 1970s through the mid-1990s (e.g., Autor et al. 2008;
Levy and Murnane 1992).

The connection between the decline in labor market prospects for men and our
focus here is that falling male LFP and earnings made men with less education
less marriageable and more susceptible to divorce (e.g., Autor et al. 2019; Kearney
and Wilson 2018; Reeves et al. 2016; Sawhill and Venator 2015; Wilson 1987,
1996; Wilson and Neckerman 1986).5 Men and women with less education have
become much less likely to marry relative to those with more education and more
likely to divorce if they do marry (Aughinbaugh et al. 2013; Stevenson and
Wolfers 2007).

Moreover, this differential decline in marriage has been accompanied by greater
marital homogamy (assortative mating) with declining intermarriage between different
educational groups and with college graduates, in particular, increasingly likely to
marry each other (Greenwood et al. 2014; Schwartz and Mare 2005). Combined, these
trends have changed marriage from something of an equal opportunity social institution
to the domain of the highly educated (see Aughinbaugh et al. 2013; Stevenson and
Wolfers 2007). These marital selection processes could result in a population of
widows that over time is becoming even more increasingly educated and with even

2 Authors’ calculation from the General Social Survey, 1972–2010 (Smith et al. 2011).
3 For example, only one-half of married women aged 25–54 were in the labor force in 1975 compared with
75% in 2017 (based on our calculations from the CPS).
4 Labor force participation among working-age men has been falling since the middle of the twentieth century,
particularly among those with a high school degree or less (Krueger 2017). Among men aged 55–64, the
general decline—attributed to the growth of the Social Security program—started to reverse in the mid-1980s
because of factors such as changes to the earnings test, the delayed retirement credit, the shift from defined
benefit to defined contribution pensions, improved health and longevity, and the decline of retiree health
insurance (e.g., Coile 2019; Diamond and Gruber 1999; Munnell 2015). Among women aged 55–64, the long-
running rise in participation has slowed since the Great Recession (e.g., Black et al. 2017; Krueger 2017).
5 The theoretical underpinnings of this research go back to Becker (1974).
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more LFP than would have occurred due to the overall rise in the population alone.6

The net effect could be a decline in widows’ poverty beyond what one would expect
from the first two trends alone.

In this study, we aim to see how these three trends—increases in female education,
female LFP, and marital selection—have affected widows’ poverty to date and will
continue to affect it into the future. We use data from the Health and Retirement Study
(HRS) (Health and Retirement Study 2018; RAND Corporation 2014) linked to
restricted geographic information, and U.S. Social Security Administration (SSA)
earnings and benefits records. We decompose the change in poverty rates among
widows into the portions explained by population-wide increases in women’s education
and LFP as well as the portion explained by the changing probability of being married
at retirement. Finally, we project what continued changes in these factors will mean for
widows’ poverty in the future.

The results indicate that the large decline in widows’ average poverty over the past
two decades is explained mostly by population-wide changes in education and LFP;
marital selection did not play a role. However, projection results show that widows’
poverty will continue to decline over the next 15 years, from 13% in 2014 to 9% in
2029, and that close to half of this predicted decline will be driven by marital selection.
The results also show that this will be accompanied by an increase in poverty rates
among divorced and never-married women.

Background on Widows’ Poverty

Outside of the trends discussed in the introduction, researchers have long studied
widows’ poverty (e.g., Burkhauser et al. 1991; Diebold et al. 2017; Gillen and Kim
2009; Holden et al. 1988; Hurd and Wise 1989; Karamcheva and Munnell 2007;
McGarry and Schoeni 2005; Morgan 1981; Sevak et al. 2003/2004; Zick and Holden
2000; Zick and Smith 1991).7 These studies have focused on a range of topics, from the
economic impact of becoming a widow in midlife (Morgan 1981), to the wealth
holdings of recent widows (Zick and Holden 2000), and to the effect of husbands’
claiming behavior on widows’ poverty (Diebold et al. 2017). However, none of these
studies focused on the recent trend in widows’ poverty discussed in the introduction or
on the roles of increases in female education, LFP, and marital selection in that decline.

Historically, women tended to be homemakers while their husbands were the
breadwinners, making wives among earlier generations financially dependent on their
husband’s income (e.g., Olivetti and Rotz 2018). Upon a husband’s death, widows saw
their Social Security benefits decline, their husband’s pension reduced or lost

6 This hypothesis is consistent with the literature on marriage premiums, which has consistently found that
documented marriage wage premiums are mostly driven by selection or by the co-occurrence with transition to
adulthood (Dougherty 2006; Killewald and Lundberg 2017; Ludwig and Brüderl 2018). The hypothesis
would, however, also be consistent with the causal marriage wage premium hypothesis (e.g., Cheng 2016;
Killewald and Gough 2013; Korenman and Neumark 1991).
7 The literature has documented that widows experience significant losses of wealth upon husbands’ death due
to medical and funeral expenses (Hurd and Wise 1989; McGarry and Schoeni 2005), and that a substantial
share of poor widows were already poor prior to the death of their spouse (McGarry and Schoeni 2005; Sevak
et al. 2003/2004).
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completely, and their assets depleted due to expenses related to the husbands’ illness,
putting them at risk of falling into poverty (e.g., Burkhauser et al. 1986, 1988; Hurd and
Wise 1989; McGarry and Schoeni 2005; Sevak et al. 2003/2004). In short, women’s
lack of education and their lack of LFP were two drivers of their dependence on their
husbands and, ultimately, their high likelihood of falling into poverty after the death of
a husband.

Indeed, a substantial literature has documented that the first trend discussed in the
Introduction—higher female education—is associated with characteristics likely to lead
to lower poverty in widowhood. For example, better-educated women have higher pay
and more access to jobs that offer retirement plans than women with less education
(Goldin and Katz 2018; Munnell et al. 2016; Tamborini and Kim 2017). The second
trend—the increase in LFP—has a similar effect. Researchers have shown that women
who work more are also less reliant on their husband’s income in retirement
(Burkhauser et al. 1991; McLaughlin and Jensen 2000). Indeed, researchers have
established a direct link between female education, LFP, and poverty in later life
(e.g., Burkhauser et al. 1991; Holden et al. 1988; Hurd and Wise 1989; McLaughlin
and Jensen 2000). The question we ask is not whether these population-wide changes
are associated with lower poverty in the cross-section—they are—but the extent to
which they can help explain the observed drop in widows’ poverty that has occurred
over the last several decades and to establish whether those trends are likely to
continue.

The other trend we investigate is marital selection, which effectively results in
increases in education and LFP for married women at older ages that would exceed
those of the average women in the population. After all, never-married women and
women who divorce earlier in life and remain divorced cannot become widows in
retirement.8 One would expect, then, that as the pool of married women becomes more
select, poverty rates would drop. Indeed, widows’ poverty was often a continuation of
disparities in economic status prior to the loss of the husband (McGarry and Schoeni
2005; Sevak et al. 2003/2004), and women who fall into poverty due to the loss of a
spouse tend to be from households that earned and saved less prior to widowhood and
are less likely to have life insurance (Hurd and Wise 1989). These findings would
suggest that if current and future widows are of higher socioeconomic status, they will
be at a lower risk of falling into poverty.

All three factors—increased educational attainment, higher LFP, and changing
composition of the widow population—could have decreased widows’ poverty. Be-
cause these trends are likely to continue beyond the generation of women reaching
retirement today, widows’ poverty may be less of a problem in the future.9 Under-
standing the extent to which each of these factors explains the decline in widows’
poverty is important for projecting widows’ poverty going forward. It is also important
for public policy: policymakers seeking to place Social Security on firm financial
footing must understand how various groups, including widows, would be affected
by cuts.

8 Ex-spouses are eligible for Social Security survivor benefits if the marriage lasted for 10 or more years.
9 Goldin and Mitchell (2017) identified the increase in women’s labor force participation early in the life cycle
and the prolonged phase-out at the end of the life cycle, leading to more work experience for the cohorts of
women reaching retirement in the next few decades.
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Data and Methodology

We use the 1994–2014 waves of the HRS, a longitudinal study that surveys Americans
ages 50 and older biennially about their labor market outcomes, family structure, public
benefit receipt, and other characteristics.10 The public-use HRS is linked to restricted
geographic information, for the state of residence, and to the SSA’s administrative
earnings and benefit records to provide accurate information on women’s earnings
histories and their late spouses’ age at death.11 To facilitate the selection of cohorts of
future widows in 2029, we chose an initial sample of widows ages 65–85, although the
analysis examining possible future outcomes focuses exclusively on married individ-
uals under age 65. Respondents are excluded if they were living in a nursing home or if
their spousal information was missing. The key outcome of interest is the poverty rate.
A widow is determined to be in poverty if her income is below the official poverty
thresholds that the Census Bureau publishes for people older than 65 (U.S. Census
Bureau 2018).12

To determine the reasons for declining widows’ poverty, we first estimate how much
of the drop in the poverty rate between 1994 and 2014 was due to increases in
education and LFP. Next, we estimate how much of the change from these combined
effects is due to marital selection, given that selection into marriage could have led to a
group of widows who are even more educated and have more labor market experience
than they would have had if marriage patterns had remained unchanged.

We first use a linear regression model to assess the relationship between widows’
poverty and two key independent variables: (1) years of education and (2) years in the
labor force. The regression includes controls for other factors that may be associated
with poverty, such as the widow’s age, the age difference between her and her late
spouse, the spouses’ Social Security claiming age, indicators for race/ethnicity, an
indicator for whether the spouse was alive at age 65, a linear control for time, and
state of residence fixed effects. Because the regression includes multiple observations
for each widow, the standard errors are clustered at the individual level to adjust for
serial correlation of the error terms over time. The regression to be estimated is as
follows:

pi;s;t ¼ β0 þ γEdi þ θLFPi þ Xi;tρþ δt þ Ss þ εi;t; ð1Þ

10 The first wave of the HRS included only respondents born between 1931 and 1941, the oldest of whom
were 61 in 1992. Widows ages 65–85 were first observed with the addition of the AHEAD cohort, born before
1924, in Wave 2.
11 Specifically, the data are linked to the Cross-Wave Geographic Information (State) file, the Respondent
Cross-Year Summary Earnings files, the Respondent Cross-Year Benefit file, and the Deceased Spouse Cross-
Year Benefits file.
12 Poverty is based on the prior year’s income and Census Bureau poverty thresholds. HRS records only total
household income, which for a widow living by herself, equals her own income. The RAND codebook
indicates that this measure minus food stamps is close to the census definition of income, with the exception of
income from resident family members besides the respondent and spouse. Therefore, the HRS income
measure would be higher than the census measure if a woman receives food stamps and would be lower if
she lives with other adults who contribute to the household income (HRS includes only income from the
respondent and spouse). However, because the HRS poverty rates closely track the widows’ poverty rate
calculated from the CPS, this discrepancy likely has minimal effects on the estimates.
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where pi,s,t is an indicator for poverty for widow i in state s at time t; Edi is the widow_s
total years of education; LFPi is her total years in the labor force; Xi,t is a vector of the
other characteristics mentioned; t is the control for time, and Ss represents a vector of
state fixed effects.13,14

The second step is to use the coefficients from Eq. (1) on education and LFP, γ and
θ, to predict the decline in poverty between 1994 and 2014 that would have occurred if
only those two factors had changed. This calculation is accomplished by replacing
widows’ average years of education and average years in the labor force in 1994 with
those of the widows in 2014. If these two factors are negatively related to poverty, as
expected, then the predicted drop in the poverty rate will provide an estimate of the
combined effect of these two factors, with other variables held constant.

However, widows’ years of education and LFP in 2014 reflect both the general
trends and their selection into marriage. Therefore, determining whether the change is
due to these two factors or is partly due to a third factor—marital selection between
1994 and 2014—requires a second set of calculations. To determine what role changing
selection into marriage has played in the decline in widows’ poverty, we first decom-
pose the increases in education and LFP experienced by women over this period into
the share due to changing marital composition and the share due to general improve-
ments. The second step is to determine how much of the poverty change is due to each
of these shares.

For education, the first step in this decomposition is to separate women into three
educational groups: less than high school, high school degree or some college, and
bachelor’s degree or more. The next step is to tabulate separately for 1994 and 2014 (1)
the share of all women in each education group, ej, t, and (2) the share of each group that
is widowed, wj,t. The average years of education of widows in period t is as follows:

Ewidow;t ¼ ∑3
j ¼ 1y j;t � e j;t � wj;t; ð2Þ

where yj,t is the average years of education in each group j in period t. Between
1994 and 2014, two things changed: (1) women became more educated, and (2)
marital selection increased such that fewer women in lower educational groups
were widowed. To calculate what the average education in 2014 would have been
with no marital selection, we calculate a weighted average using the shares of
widows in 1994:

13 A major shift that has taken place, and affects many retirees, is the change from defined benefit (DB) to
defined contribution (DC) pensions. However, it is likely less of a factor for poverty. Although DCs are often
less generous than DBs, workers in jobs that provide a DC benefit are still relatively well-off. Indeed,
calculations in the HRS show that poverty rates among those that hold a DB or a DC are very low, while
those that have neither have higher poverty rates. We test the hypothesis that the shift to DC retirement plans
does not greatly affect the results, by also estimating models that include controls for whether the woman
receives pension income from a DB or a DC. The coefficients on these variables are not statistically significant
and do not affect the point estimates of the coefficients on the key variables of interest.
14 As a robustness check, we also estimate alternative models that include controls for the late husbands’ years
of education and years in the labor force. Including these controls does not change the results substantively.
These results are available upon request. Controlling for calendar year implicitly controls for any secular
increase or decrease in retirement ages occurring over this time period.
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ENS
widow;2014 ¼ ∑3

j ¼ 1y j;2014 � e j;2014 � wj;1994: ð3Þ

The analysis can now use the counterfactual average years of education, ENS
widow;2014,

and the regression coefficients from Eq. (1) to predict how poverty would have dropped
if only marital composition had changed between 1994 and 2014. This process can be
repeated for LFP.

Once this decomposition exercise is completed for the period 1994–2014, an
analysis of the future period will estimate how much poverty among widows should
be expected to drop by 2029 as well as what role education, LFP, and marital selection
each play. To perform this calculation, we focus on a group of women who have the
potential to be widowed in the future—those ages 50–70 and married in 2014—and
proceed in three steps. First, a linear regression is estimated on women who entered the
HRS at ages 50–70 as married and who were observed 15 years later. In this regression,
the dependent variable is an indicator for whether they were widowed at the end of the
15-year period. The independent variables included are the woman’s age; the woman’s
own health at her entry into the HRS; her husband’s health at his HRS entry; years of
education; years in the labor force; the spousal age gap; indicators for Black, Hispanic,
and of another race; and a linear control for time. The regression to be estimated is as
follows:15

wi;s;t þ 15 ¼ α0 þ γEdi þ πLFPi þ Zi;tα þ δt þ Ss þ ηi;t; ð4Þ

where wi, s, t + 15 is an indicator for widowhood 15 years after initial observation, and Zi,t

is a vector for the controls not related to education or LFP.
We then use the coefficients from the widowhood regression to predict who in the

sample of married women ages 50–70 in 2014 will likely be widowed in 2029.16

Finally, we use the regression coefficients from the poverty regression to predict how
this group will likely be faring in 2029.17 This time, the calculation starts with the 2014

15 The fact that some variables in this widowhood regression also appear in the initial poverty regression may
seem problematic but is in fact a desired feature of the approach. For example, if married individuals who
become widowed spent less time in the labor force or had lower education, on average—for instance, because
their husbands had lower socioeconomic status and therefore higher mortality—then this should be reflected in
the sample of women likely to be widows. Failing to control for education and labor force participation in Eq.
(4) would lead to omitted variable bias and likely lead to a predicted sample of future widows who have higher
education and labor force participation.
16 To do this, we calculate the predicted values of the probability of widowhood using the coefficients from
the widowhood regression and the younger married women’s characteristics. We then draw a random number
between 0 and 1, the minimum and maximum probability of being a widow; if this number is smaller than the
predicted value, she is included in the sample of future widows. A simpler approach would be to just assign
anyone with a predicted probability of being a widow over .5 to the group of future widows. However, this
approach would ignore the fact that some people who are unlikely to become widows will become widowed
anyway, biasing the final sample toward women with lower socioeconomic status who are more likely to
become widows.
17 To test how well this model predicts out of sample poverty rates that are 15 years in the future, we predicted
poverty rates for the years 2010–2014 using data from 1994 through t – 16 years (t – 8 waves) for predictions
in year t. For instance, the poverty rate in year 2010 was predicted using a model estimated on a sample of
widows in 1994. The predicted poverty rate in year 2012 used a sample of widows from 1994–1996, and so
forth. The predicted poverty rates were close to the actual poverty rates. The results are available upon request.
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widows’ poverty rate and replaces average years of education and average years in the
labor force of widows in 2014 with the predicted future widows’ average years of
education and LFP.18 As before, the predicted decline is then broken down into the part
due to general increases in education and LFP and the part due to the changing
selection into marriage only.

Although the changing selection into marriage is expected to lead to lower poverty
rates among widows, it is expected to offset poverty rates in the opposite direction
among divorced and never-married women at those ages. We assess whether changing
marital selection will also lead to corresponding higher poverty rates among divorced
and never-married women at those ages.

Results

Descriptive Results

Figure 1 shows that widows’ poverty has dropped from 19.9% in 1994 to 13.2% in
2014. The tremendous gain in education and labor market experience over the second
half of the past century is likely to have contributed to this decline. Indeed, Table 1
shows that widows’ education increased by 1.4 years, and their time spent in the labor
force increased by 10.5 years between 1994 and 2014. Other changes in widows’
characteristics also likely contributed to the decline in poverty, such as spouses
claiming their Social Security benefits later and living longer.19

Although higher education and more labor market experience are likely important
factors behind the decline in widows’ poverty, these factors could have improved
among widows for two different reasons. First, average education and work experience
among widows could have increased simply because they increased for women
generally. Second, they could have increased due to declining marriage rates (see
Fig. 2), which have been more associated with individuals who have lower socioeco-
nomic status. This selection into marriage would drive up the average education and
work experience of widows who reach retirement.

Indeed, Fig. 3 shows that marital selection is changing the socioeconomic compo-
sition of women who become widowed over time, although this change is somewhat
recent. Among older cohorts, women of all socioeconomic backgrounds married at
similar rates. Figure 3 shows that marital selection likely has not played much of a role
in the drop in widows’ poverty from 1994 through 2014: both lower- and higher-
educated retired women were similarly likely to be married at age 50 among women
born before 1944, which represents the majority of those ages 65–85 between 1994 and
2014. However, this is starting to change for younger women. Higher-educated women
in the youngest cohorts were as likely as slightly older cohorts to be married at age 50,
but lower-educated women were less likely to be married, suggesting that marital

18 To determine the years in the labor force of the future widows, we assume that women retire at age 65. The
SSA full retirement age (FRA) will be 67 for women reaching age 65 in 2029, but the average retirement age
of women generally lags a few years behind the FRA. For example, see Munnell (2015).
19 Some of these changes might be driven by an improvement in data quality over time. In the first waves of
the HRS, less information on deceased spouses was available because they had passed away before the start of
the HRS.
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selection will start playing a larger role in explaining widows’ poverty in the future as
these women’s husbands pass away.

OLS Regression and Decomposition of the Decline in Widows’ Poverty

The descriptive analysis is suggestive of a correlation between falling poverty and
rising education and LFP. However, without more analysis, it is difficult to determine
how much of the decline is due to these factors and how much of the decline is due to
population-wide increases in these variables that occurred for all women versus marital
selection.

As mentioned earlier, answering the first question involves a two-step process. The
first step is to estimate an OLS regression. The results of this regression, presented in
Table 2, show that years of education, years in the labor force, the deceased spouse’s
Social Security claiming age, and whether the spouse was alive at age 65 are all
negatively associated with poverty and are statistically significant at the 1% level.

Table 1 Widows’ key characteristics at ages 65–85, 1994 and 2014

1994 2014

In poverty (%) 19.9 13.2

Years of Education 10.7 12.1

Years in Labor Force 14.7 25.2

Spouse Claimed Social Security Benefit After Age 65 (%) 6.4 19.4

Spouse Alive at Age 65 (%) 20.9 44.7

Age Gap (positive if spouse is older) 1.6 5.2

Age 77.3 76.0

Black (%) 10.0 12.1

Other Race (%) 2.1 4.6

Hispanic (%) 3.8 7.9

Source: Authors’ calculations from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), 1994–2014.
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Having a larger age gap with one’s late spouse, as well as being Black, Hispanic, or of
another race (with White as the omitted category) are positively associated with being
in poverty.

The next step is to use these coefficients to see how much of the decline in
widows’ poverty rate was due to increases in education and LFP. One concern
with this exercise is that, as shown in Table 2, the R2 of the regression is just .17,
meaning that the regression explains just 17% of the variance in widows’ poverty
at the individual level: 83% is explained by unobserved factors. However, the
question here regards the share of the reduction in average poverty between 1994
and 2014 that can be explained by these two factors. This effect could be larger
than 17% to the extent that unobserved factors played similar roles in 2014 and
1994.

Indeed, Fig. 4 shows that education and years in the labor force explain almost all
the decline in widows’ average poverty over this period. The solid black bar shows that
in 1994, the poverty rate of widows aged 65–85 was 19.9%. The next three bars show
the effect of “one-off” changes—that is, how much poverty would have changed
because of one of the three factors being examined, with all else held constant. With
just the increases in population-wide education or LFP over the period 1994–2014 (the
first two dashed bars), poverty would have dropped to 16.5% and 17.5%, respectively.
But, as mentioned earlier, it is unlikely that selection would have had as large of an
effect so far because in the current generation of widows, women in all socioeconomic
groups were getting married. The final striped bar in Fig. 4 confirms that marital
selection did not play a role in the decline in widows’ poverty to date. The solid gray
bar therefore shows that education and LFP explain much of the overall decline in
widows’ poverty in this period, with the predicted poverty rate in 2014 due to the
change in the three factors sitting at 14% compared with 13.2% in actuality (the
rightmost solid black bar).

However, times are changing. Figure 3 suggests that marital selection is becoming
increasingly important among younger cohorts. What does this mean for the future of
widows’ poverty? To answer this question, we turn to the group of women who will
likely make up the sample of widows in 2029: married women who are aged 50–70
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today.20 To determine who in this sample is likely to become widowed, we first use the
regression model for widowhood from Eq. (4). Table 3 shows that women who are
older, who are Black, and whose husbands were older or in bad health at their first HRS
interview were more likely to be widowed 15 years later. Hispanic women, women
who were in good health at their first interview, and women who were better educated
were less likely to be widowed.

The coefficients in Table 3 are then used to predict who among married women ages
50–70 today are likely to be widowed in 2029. Fig. 5 shows that this group of future

20 As described in the Data and Methodology section, this sample is adjusted for the probability of being
widowed. Table 3 shows the regression coefficients from the widowhood model used for this adjustment.

Table 2 OLS regression of widows’ poverty at ages 65–85, 1994–2014

Variablea Probability of Being in Povertyb

Years of Education –.024**

(.002) c

Years in Labor Force –.003**

(.000)

Spouse Claimed Social Security Benefit After Age 65 –.044**

(.012)

Spouse Alive at Age 65 –.027**

(.011)

Age Gap (positive if husband is older) .002†

(.001)

Age .000

(.001)

Black .150**

(.019)

Other Race .078*

(.040)

Hispanic .149**

(.036)

Year .001

(.001)

Constant –1.502

(1.629)

R2 .17

N 11,534

Source: Authors’ calculations from the HRS, 1994–2014.
a Poverty rates are based on the prior year’s income and poverty thresholds.
b Regressions control for state of residence fixed effects and are weighted.
c Robust standard errors, clustered at the person level, are shown in parentheses.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01
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widows is expected to have higher education and labor market experience than widows
in 2014 and, therefore, likely lower poverty.21

Following a similar prediction method as the method used earlier, Fig. 6 shows that
widows’ poverty is predicted to decline from 13.2% in 2014 to 9.3% in 2029 (solid
gray bar). Again, the drop is decomposed to one-off changes, although the implications
are quite different this time. Had only education changed, poverty rates would have
fallen by 1.5 percentage points, or about 38% of the total drop. Had only LFP changed,
poverty rates for widows would have fallen by just 0.6 percentage points, or about 15%
of the overall drop. That means that selection accounts for the remaining 47%,
accounting for the biggest drop of the three.

By definition, if marital selection is pushing widows (one group of single
women) toward lower poverty, it must be pushing the never-married and divorced
women (the other two groups of single women) to higher rates. To assess the
extent to which this is occurring, we also predict the poverty rate of those single
women in 2029. Fig. 7 shows that the poverty rate of divorced and never-married
women is predicted to remain roughly constant between 2014 and 2029, actually
increasing slightly from 21.3% to 22.0% (second solid black bar and far-right
solid gray bar).22 The one-off effects suggest that even though education and LFP
work toward lower poverty, the selection effect more than offsets these reductions.
In other words, selection works in the opposite direction for these women as for
widows and leads to higher poverty rates.

Conclusion

As the share of the population over age 65 increases—rising from 17% in 2020 to a
projected 22% in 2050 (U.S. Census, 2017)—the well-being of older Americans is
becoming an increasingly important focus. Compared with younger Americans, those
who are older have similar or even slightly lower poverty rates, but widows are

21 Women are assumed to work until age 65. See footnote 18.
22 Education is expected to go up only by 0.25 year, and LPF is expected to go up by 1.25 years (not shown).
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different (e.g., Mirowsky and Ross 1999; Preston 1984). Historically, their poverty
rates have been quite high. The literature to date has examined why these high rates
occur but with little attention to trends in widows’ poverty over time (e.g., Burkhauser
et al. 1991; Diebold et al. 2017; Gillen and Kim 2009; Holden et al. 1988; Hurd and
Wise 1989; Karamcheva and Munnell 2007; McGarry and Schoeni 2005; Morgan
1981; Sevak et al. 2003/2004; Zick and Holden 2000; Zick and Smith 1991). Yet, the
issue of trends is important. Since 1994, widows’ poverty has declined substantially. To
our knowledge, our study is the first to examine why widows’ poverty has fallen,
exploring the roles of three factors: (1) increased female educational attainment, (2)
increased female LFP, and (3) increased marital selection. Importantly, we explore how
these three trends have affected widows’ poverty to date and what they mean for the
near future.

Table 3 Regression of widowhood probability at ages 65–85, 1994–2014

Variablea Probability of Being a Widow

Age .018**

(.001)

Years in Labor Force .000

(.000)

Years of Education –.009**

(.002)

Age Gap (positive if husband is older) .013**

(.001)

Black .064**

(.022)

Other Race .008

(.035)

Hispanic –.070**

(.027)

Own Health Bad at HRS Entryb –.017

(.020)

Spouse’s Health Bad at HRS Entryb .202**

(.020)

Year –.004†

(.002)

Constant 7.415

(4.656)

R2 .146

N 4,138

Source: Authors’ calculations from the HRS, 1994–2014.
a The model also includes state of residence fixed effects. Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses.
The regression is unweighted.
b Bad health is specified as fair or poor self-reported health.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01
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We first examined how trends in education and LFP contributed to the decline in
widows’ poverty. Starting with cohorts born in the 1930s, women’s college graduation
rates have soared, catching up with and surpassing college graduation among men
today (e.g., Ryan and Bauman 2016). LFP also increased across these cohorts. Women
born in the early twentieth century tended to drop out of the labor force upon marriage,
but women today tend to have careers, leading to a long-running increase in female
LFP from 30% in 1950 to a peak of 60% in 1999 (e.g., Blau and Kahn 2007; Goldin
2006). Given the links among education, LFP, and poverty in late life, trends in
education and LFP were expected to contribute to the drop in widows’ poverty (e.g.,
Burkhauser et al. 1991; McLaughlin and Jensen 2000). It is therefore not particularly
surprising that the results show that the population-wide rise in women’s education and
LFP almost fully explain the decline in widows’ poverty over the past two decades,
with education playing a slightly larger role than LFP.

We next turned to the role of marital selection. Changing societal roles, the decline
in male marriageability, and increased marital homogamy have shifted the composition
of the married women toward those with higher education (Aughinbaugh et al. 2013;
Reeves et al. 2016; Sawhill and Venator 2015; Schwartz and Mare 2005; Stevenson

10.7 

14.7 

12.1 

25.2 

13.1 

30.6 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Years of Education Years in Labor Force

Y
e
a
r
s

1994

2014

Projected 2029

Fig. 5 Widows’ education and LFP in 1994, 2014, and 2029. For the 2029 projection, women are assumed to
retire at age 65. Source: Authors’ calculations from the HRS, 1994–2014.

19.9

13.2
11.7

12.6
11.4

9.3

0

5

10

15

20

25

Actual Actual Only

Education

Only LFP Only

Selection

All Three

Effects

1994 2014 2029 Projected

P
e
r
c
e
n
t
a
g
e

One-off Effects

Fig. 6 Actual and predicted widows’ poverty rates at ages 65–85 in 1994, 2014, and 2029. Notes: The 2029
projected poverty rate combines the 2014 poverty rate with education and LFP of married women ages 50–70
in 2014 adjusted for the likelihood of becoming widowed (gray solid bar). The striped bars show how much
poverty would be given only the change in the factor indicated. Source: Authors’ calculations from the HRS,
1994–2014.

A.H. Munnell et al.1896



and Wolfers 2007). The question is whether this third trend could also have contributed
to the documented decline in widows’ poverty.

Our findings show that marital selection has not played much of a role in the decline
in widows’ poverty to date. It will, however, become important for the cohort of
married women who will be ages 65–85 in 2029. Our projections suggest that widows’
poverty will likely continue its decline from 13.2% in 2014 to about 9% by 2029.
Almost one-half of that decline is projected to be driven by the change in the marital
composition of widows. This finding is consistent with previous work showing that
many poor widows were either already poor prior to widowhood or had low earnings
and savings (McGarry and Schoeni 2005; Sevak et al. 2003/2004). Thus, marital
selection should reduce married women’s risk of becoming poor in (retirement and)
widowhood. Nonetheless, widows’ poverty is projected to be about twice that of
married women today.

These estimates and projections come with some caveats. Our study is descrip-
tive, and the results may not reflect entirely the causal effects of education and
LFP on poverty. For example, women with high education may have had better
access to jobs with good benefits through their parents’ networks, meaning that
this effect and not their education per se could drive lower rates of poverty. If a
relationship like this exists, then as education spreads to women without these
connections, the relationship to poverty will weaken. Because the current regres-
sion analyses do not account for these kinds of effects explicitly, it may overstate
the effects of education and LFP on poverty. The results in this article, therefore,
should be interpreted with some caution.

In light of this caveat, one might want to view our results as somewhat of an upper
bound on the decline in widows’ poverty to be expected over the next decade. Despite
this, the projected rate of poverty among widows is still likely to be higher than that of
married women. So, what can public policy do for widows? Some policymakers have
suggested increasing the surviving spouse’s Social Security benefit to 75% of the
couple’s combined monthly benefit when both spouses were alive.23 Currently, the

23 Munnell and Eschtruth (2018) noted that recent proposals along this line include Entmacher (2009), Estes
et al. (2012), and Weller (2010).
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amount ranges between 50% and 66%, depending on the spouse’s relative earnings.24

To avoid raising benefits to high-income married couples, the dollar amount could be
capped.

However, one can also view the results in this article within the public policy context
of single women writ large, a group of which widows are one subgroup but that also
includes divorced and never-married women. In particular, the necessary flip side of
marital selection toward higher education and LFP for widows is the reverse for single
and never-married women. These women will experience the bad edge of the selection
knife. Although not a focus here, our calculations applied to these groups of single
women in Fig. 7 suggest that because they will not see as much of the secular increases
in education and LFP, they are not predicted to see any reductions in poverty over the
following 15 years. In other words, all single women will be expected to have higher
poverty rates than married women in 2029, with never-married and divorced women
even worse off than widows.

Fortunately, public policy options exist that could benefit all three groups of single
women. A policy that could be valuable for married/widowed, divorced, and never-
married women alike are so-called caregiver credits that would offset benefit reductions
due to low earnings that occurred when children were young.25 Such a policy could be
implemented either (1) by increasing the number of work years excluded from the
Social Security benefit calculation (i.e., discarding some years with zero or very low
earnings when mothers had young children) or (2) by providing earnings credits for the
years that parents had a child under age 6. Caregiving credits may be an especially
attractive option for policymakers to consider, given that even married women are
becoming less and less dependent on husband’s benefits and more dependent on
benefits calculated from their own earnings history. Policies that could enhance Social
Security benefits for divorced women specifically include those that lower the mini-
mum marital duration for eligibility for spousal benefits from 10 to 5 years.26

Whatever option policymakers pursue, our findings show that although trends in
female education, LFP, and marital selection are likely to drive down widows’ poverty
rates, without policy intervention, those rates are likely to remain above corresponding
rates for married women. Furthermore, the benefit accrued to married women in the
form of marital selection will by definition increase the poverty rates of other single
women. In other words, the decline in widows’ poverty should not make policymakers
complacent about the well-being of older single women.
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