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This study explores gender differences in older
widowed persons’ interest in dating and re-
marriage, and the implications of these desires
for psychological adjustment to loss. Analyses
are based on the Changing Lives of Older Cou-
ples study (N¼ 210). Men’s interest in dating
and remarriage is conditional upon the amount
of social support received from friends. Six
months after spousal loss, only those men with
low or average levels of social support from
friends are more likely than women to report
interest in remarrying someday. Similar pat-
terns emerge for interest in dating 18 months
after loss. Persons who both want and have
a romantic relationship report significantly
fewer depressive symptoms 18 months after
loss, yet this relationship is attributable to their
greater socioeconomic resources.

The gender gap in late life remarriage, where
widowers are more likely than widows to re-
marry, has been explained by the adage
‘‘women mourn, men replace.’’ The implication
of this characterization is that heartbroken wid-
ows mourn the loss of their irreplaceable late
husbands, whereas widowed men quickly find
a helpmate and confidante to take the place of
their late wives. The gender gap in remarriage

also reflects partner availability: Older women
outnumber their male peers, and many face
demographic obstacles to remarriage even if
they are positively disposed to the idea (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2003). If legal remarriage status
is used as the sole indicator of repartnering after
spousal loss, gender-typed assumptions about
bereavement, such as ‘‘women mourn, men
replace,’’ inevitably are perpetuated. A richer
understanding of adaptation to spousal loss may
be obtained by investigating older widows’ and
widowers’ interest in postloss romantic relation-
ships.

This study examines gender differences in
the desire for a romantic relationship among
older widowed persons in the United States,
and the psychological consequences of having
fulfilled such preferences. Using data from the
Changing Lives of Older Couples (CLOC)
study, I explore three questions: (a) Do wid-
owed men and women differ in their prefer-
ences for dating and remarriage in the short
term (6 months) and longer term (18 months)
following spousal loss? (b) To what extent can
the observed gender gap in repartnering prefer-
ences be explained by gender differences in the
perceived benefits and strains of romantic rela-
tionships, relative to other forms of social sup-
port? and (c) Is the fulfilled (or unmet) desire
for a romantic relationship associated with psy-
chological adjustment to spousal loss? Answers
to these research questions may have important
implications for understanding how widowed
men and women adjust to spousal loss, and how
these personal adaptations may be shaped by
demographic constraints and gendered aspects
of interpersonal relationships.
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BACKGROUND

Remarriage in Later Life

A distinctive characteristic of the older (age 651)
population in the United States is its pronounced
gender imbalance. Because of men’s mortality
disadvantage, women ages 65 and older outnum-
ber men by roughly 1.5 to 1. By age 85, women
outnumber men by roughly 4 to 1 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2003). Given this imbalanced gender
ratio, older widowed men have many more
opportunities to date and remarry should they
wish to do so (Bengston, Rosenthal, & Burton,
1990). Although older men are more likely than
women to remarry, remarriage among older
adults is still rare (Lee, DeMaris, Bavin, & Sulli-
van, 2001). Approximately 2% of older widows
and 20% of older widowers ever remarry (Smith,
Zick, & Duncan, 1991). The U.S. Census Bureau
estimates that each year, out of every 1,000 wid-
owed men and women ages 65 and older, only 3
women and 17 men remarry (Clarke, 1995).

Yet official statistics on remarriage substan-
tially underrepresent older widowed persons’
interest in romantic relationships. Older wid-
owed persons (particularly women) who would
like to remarry may remain single because of
strong demographic, financial, or normative ob-
stacles to remarriage (Mastekaasa, 1992; Peters
& Liefbroer, 1997). To date, few studies have
explored systematically older widows’ and wid-
owers’ preferences for dating and remarriage.
This omission may reflect both data limitations
and taken-for-granted assumptions about older
adults. Most large-scale population-based stud-
ies of widowed persons focus either on demo-
graphic outcomes such as remarriage status
(Smith et al., 1991), mortality (Smith & Zick,
1996), and economic well-being (Holden &
Smock, 1991), or on psychological and physical
health (Stroebe & Stroebe, 1983; Zisook &
Shuchter, 1991).

The dearth of research and data also may re-
flect the assumption that current cohorts of older
widowed persons (particularly women) are un-
interested in romantic relationships because of
conservative attitudes toward sex or because of
physical declines that minimize sexual desire
(Lopata, 1995). Understanding later life romantic
partnerships will become increasingly important
in future decades, however. Members of the
large baby boom cohort, now in their 40s and
50s, are expected to be in better health and to live

longer than past cohorts of older adults (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2001). Compared with current
cohorts of older adults, baby boomers also are
more likely to have divorced and remarried, and
may be less committed to the notion of having
only one important romantic relationship in their
lifetime. These demographic shifts, along with
the liberalization of sexual attitudes over the past
half century (Thornton & Young-DeMarco,
2001), may create a context where future cohorts
of older widowed persons are more likely to pur-
sue late-life romantic relationships. Late-life rela-
tionships also may be facilitated by innovations
such as Internet dating and the development of
medications that enhance late-life sexual perfor-
mance (Montenegro, 2003).

Influences on Late-Life
Repartnering Preferences

Remarriage (and dating) among older bereaved
persons presents a challenge to widely accepted
economic theories of partnering. Most studies of
remarriage rely heavily on rational choice mod-
els of search behavior (e.g., Chiswick & Lehrer,
1990; Sweeney, 1997). The guiding assumption
is that persons who remarry perceive the net
benefits of marriage to be greater than the bene-
fits of remaining widowed or divorced (Becker,
1981). Most empirical and theoretical work in
this tradition has focused on young or midlife
adults only, and marital benefits are conceptual-
ized in terms of the traditional gendered family
roles that contribute to the maintenance of
households. For instance, women are believed
to have a greater economic incentive to remarry
than men do because of their lower earnings in
the labor market and because their economic
status often deteriorates following marital disso-
lution (Holden & Smock, 1991). More gener-
ally, Becker’s gains to trade model posits that
the benefits of marriage are highest when
husbands and wives follow a traditional gender-
based division of labor and require each part-
ner’s distinctive contributions to the household;
men specialize in paid employment, women
specialize in homemaking and childrearing, and
the partners ‘‘trade’’ these services.

The gains to trade model may not be an appro-
priate framework for understanding repartnering
among older bereaved adults, however. Bound-
aries demarcating traditional ‘‘men’s roles’’ and
‘‘women’s roles’’ in marriage become blurred
as adults age. Most older adults are no longer
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responsible for the daily care of children, a task
that falls largely to women in young and middle
adulthood (Coverman & Sheley, 1986). The
onset of physical health problems may render
older adults less able to manage the specialized
domestic chores that they performed earlier in
life (Szinovacz & Harpster, 1994). Older married
couples also are less directly dependent on the
husband’s earnings because public entitlement
programs such as Social Security provide an eco-
nomic base for couples (Quadagno, 1996). In the
United States, 40% of older adults’ annual
income comes from Social Security benefits
(Social Security Administration, 2003).

Remarriage may be perceived as disadvanta-
geous for some older adults. Bereaved persons
who are receiving Social Security or pension
benefits either through their own or their late
spouse’s employment may be subject to the loss
or reduction of benefits upon remarriage (Stan-
field & Nicolaou, 2000). Because most older
adults are homeowners (U.S. Census Bureau,
2001), remarriage may require the sale of one
partner’s home and the accompanying loss of
privacy and residential independence. Residen-
tial relocation is a transition that many bereaved
elders are reluctant to make (de Jong Gierveld,
2002; Moore & Stratton, 2001).

The most basic premise of rational choice
models may apply to later life repartnering,
however. The perceived benefits of repartnering
should outweigh the costs of being alone. Yet
the functional bases for these partnerships, such
as the maintenance of an efficient household,
raising children, and achieving financial stabil-
ity, are not compelling concerns for most older
adults. Rather, older persons’ desire to repartner
may reflect positive aspects of the marriage that
they hope to recapture (e.g., emotional inti-
macy), the negative aspects that they hope to
avoid (e.g., domestic responsibilities), and alter-
native sources of social support that may lessen
the importance one places on romantic relation-
ships. The exchange of emotional, social, and
instrumental support inside and outside mar-
riage varies by gender, however, and these gen-
dered patterns may be a powerful influence on
widows’ and widowers’ desire to repartner.

Gender Differences in Marital
Quality and Social Support

Men and women experience marriage in dif-
ferent ways. ‘‘His’’ marriage is thought to pro-

vide men with practical and emotional support,
whereas ‘‘her’’ marriage has been described as
burdening women with homemaking and care-
giving responsibilities (Bernard, 1972). Empiri-
cal studies provide some support for this
evaluation: Current cohorts of older women typi-
cally have provided more instrumental and
health-promoting support to their spouses than
the reverse (Cancian & Oliker, 2000). Because
men often have limited experience in managing
household tasks, including meal preparation,
they may suffer poor nutrition and distress over
housework responsibilities after their wives have
died (Lee et al., 2001; Umberson, Wortman, &
Kessler, 1992). Widowed women also report
difficulty managing tasks for which they have
limited experience, such as home repairs, yet
they also are more likely than widowers to
receive practical help from their children (Utz,
Reidy, Carr, Nesse, & Wortman, 2004). The
exchange of emotional support also varies by
gender. Men tend to have few confidantes other
than their spouses, whereas women tend to have
larger and more emotionally intimate friendship
networks than men (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1995).
Women also receive more emotional support from
their children following widowhood, reflecting
mothers’ closer relationships with their children at
earlier stages in the life course (Connidis, 2001;
Ha, Carr, Utz, & Nesse, in press).

How widowed men and women experienced
their late marriages and other close relationships
may influence the ways that they think about es-
tablishing a romantic relationship after loss.
Widowers may be more likely than widows to
desire remarriage because marriage provides
men with instrumental and health-enhancing
support (Cancian & Oliker, 2000). The desire
for remarriage may be most acute among men
who were most dependent on their late spouse,
and who feel most compelled to fill the void left
by their wife’s death. For older women, con-
versely, dating may be preferable to remarriage.
Dating has been described by older women as
having ‘‘someone to go out with’’ rather than
‘‘someone to come home to’’ (Davidson, 2002,
p. 51). Widows may seek male companionship,
yet may hope to avoid the long-term obligations
that marriage may entail, such as caring for an
ailing spouse or providing homemaking serv-
ices (Ghazanfareeon Karlsson & Borrell, 2002;
van den Hoonard, 2002).

Widowed men’s and women’s interest in re-
partnering also may be linked to the emotional
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support that they received both in and outside
their late marriages. Widowed women with the
closest marriages may ‘‘sanctify’’ their spouse’s
memory (Lopata, 1981) and feel ‘‘still married’’
to him (van den Hoonard, 2002). Consequently,
they may be less receptive to the idea of becom-
ing involved with another man. In contrast, wid-
owers with the closest marriages may be most
motivated to establish another romantic rela-
tionship. Married men tend to rely exclusively
on their wives for emotional intimacy, and may
have few other sources of emotional support
(Dykstra & de Jong Gierveld, 2001).

Social support from friends and family also
may affect older widowers’ and widows’ desire
to establish a romantic relationship. Older adults
are believed to place great importance on main-
taining and deepening their existing emotional
ties, and they may avoid more casual social in-
teractions (Carstensen, 1992). Although some
may seek out casual or sexual relationships with
a potential romantic partner, most research on
late-life relationships emphasizes the impor-
tance of friendship and emotional support. Late-
life marriages and romantic relationships have
been characterized as companionate, where
emotional intimacy and commitment take pre-
cedence over passion (Sternberg, 1988). Older
married couples characterize the ideal marital
relationship as encompassing friendship, shared
interests, commitment, and a genuine liking
for one’s partner (Lauer, Lauer, & Kerr, 1990;
Levenson, Carstensen, & Gottman, 1993;
Malatesta, 1989). Men and women who main-
tain close relationships with friends or children
may be less motivated to seek out a romantic
partner. Their friendships may provide at least
some of the desired aspects of a romantic rela-
tionship. Yet, these close relationships also may
pose obstacles to the formation of a romantic
relationship. Children may show disapproval
or may try to monitor the behavior of a be-
reaved parent who is starting to date (Moore &
Stratton, 2001).

This study builds upon past research in sev-
eral ways. First, I compare widows’ and widow-
ers’ interest in two distinctive activities: dating
and remarriage. Dating involves companion-
ship, friendship, and in some cases, a sexual
relationship. Because dating is a less serious
and committed relationship than marriage, con-
cerns about long-term obligations may be mini-
mized. Second, I consider interest in dating and
remarriage at two different time points because

social norms about ‘‘appropriate’’ grieving peri-
ods may prevent the recently bereaved from
seeking romantic relationships too quickly after
their loss (Vinick, 1978). I examine preferences
6 months after loss, when grief symptoms are
most acute (e.g., Zisook & Shuchter, 1991) and
when social norms discourage the pursuit of
romantic relationships (Adams, 1985; Chandler,
1991), and 18 months after the loss, at which
time severe grief symptoms fade and bereaved
spouses are encouraged to pursue new interests
and relationships (Lieberman, 1993).

Third, I examine the ways that social support
exchanged within and outside the late marriage
affects men’s and women’s desires to repartner.
Specifically, I examine the extent to which emo-
tional and instrumental support within marriage,
emotional support from friends, and emotional
and instrumental support from children mediate
and moderate the effect of gender on repartner-
ing desires. Each aspect of marital quality and
social support is evaluated prior to loss because
retrospective assessments of relationships often
are subject to recall bias. For example, the
newly bereaved tend to sanctify the memory of
their spouse and late marriage, and offer un-
realistically positive portrayals in retrospect
(Lopata, 1981).

Repartnering: A Sign of Loneliness
or Readjustment?

The final objective of this research is to explore
whether the fulfillment of one’s romantic prefer-
ences is associated with psychological adjust-
ment following spousal loss, and whether this
pattern differs by gender. The desire for
a romantic relationship may signify that one has
come to terms with the finality of a spouse’s
death. Dating or expressing interest in dating
may be a way to establish a new identity to off-
set the identity of widow or widower (DiGiulio,
1989), and may offer strength to persons who
feel vulnerable and alone (Parkes, 1972).

Conversely, the desire to form a romantic
relationship may be symptomatic of loneliness
or a lack of meaningful interpersonal relation-
ships. This desire may be particularly distress-
ing if it goes unfulfilled. Several theories of
psychological adjustment rest on the premise
that an incongruity between what one wants and
what one has (or will likely have in the future)
is a source of psychological distress (Carr,
1997; Dykstra, 1995; Higgins, 1989). Multiple
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discrepancy theory argues that happiness and
life satisfaction are functions of the discrepancy
between what one has and what one wants
(Michalos, 1985). Similarly, self-discrepancy
theory posits that a discrepancy between the
actual self, or one’s current self, and the ideal
self, or the self that one hopes for, may lead to
dejection, sadness, and depression (Higgins).

Unfulfilled romantic wishes may be more dis-
tressing for older women than men, given that
the gender imbalance may prevent many
women from establishing romantic relation-
ships. Alternatively, unmet interest in dating
may be more distressing for men. Older widows
are more likely than widowers to report
enhanced self-esteem, personal growth, and a
renewed sense of independence (Carr, 2004;
Davidson, 2002). In contrast, widowers are
more likely to report loneliness and the desire
for a confidante (Davidson).

Other Influences on Relationship Preferences
and Psychological Adjustment

In all analyses, I consider three other potential
influences on one’s interest in dating and remar-
riage: physical and psychological health, socio-
economic characteristics, and spouse’s physical
health prior to loss. Each may have a direct
influence on relationship preferences, and each
also might account for a potentially spurious
relationship between relationship preferences
and psychological adjustment. First, I control
psychological and physical well-being prior to
widowhood to distinguish one’s emotional state
before the death from change that occurs after-
ward (Jacobs, 1993; Zisook & Shuchter, 1991).
Health is also a well-documented influence on
one’s desire for and desirability as a romantic
partner (Goldman, 1993).

Second, traditional models of repartnering
emphasize the role of socioeconomic resources,
where those with the most resources are consid-
ered the most desirable partners. This relation-
ship is likely to be far weaker or even in the
reverse direction among older adults, however,
given rules of pension and Social Security bene-
fit receipt (Stanfield & Nicolaou, 2000). Addi-
tionally, the extent to which a presumed
stressor, such as spousal loss, affects an individ-
ual’s readjustment is linked to one’s other re-
sources (Thoits, 1995). Thus, I control for
socioeconomic status (education, income, and
home ownership) and demographic characteris-

tics (age and race) at baseline. Finally, I control
spouse’s physical health at baseline because it
may affect interest in dating or remarriage. Older
adults with ailing late spouses may not want to
remarry because they do not want to resume the
role of caregiver (van den Hoonard, 2002).

METHOD

Data

The Changing Lives of Older Couples (CLOC)
study is a prospective study of a two-stage area
probability sample of 1,532 married individuals
from the Detroit Standardized Metropolitan
Statistical Area (SMSA). To be eligible for the
study, respondents had to be English-speaking
members of a married couple in which the hus-
band was age 65 or older. All sample members
were noninstitutionalized and were capable of
participating in a 2-hour interview. Women
were oversampled to maximize the number of
respondents who would experience spousal loss
during the study period. Approximately 65% of
those contacted for an interview participated,
which is consistent with response rates from
other Detroit-area studies. Baseline face-to-face
interviews were conducted in 1987 and 1988
(Carr & Utz, 2002).

Spousal loss was monitored by reading the
daily obituaries in three Detroit-area news-
papers and by using monthly death record tapes
provided by the State of Michigan. The
National Death Index was used to confirm
deaths and obtain causes of death. Of the 319
respondents who lost a spouse during the study,
86% (n¼ 276) participated in at least one of the
three follow-up interviews that were conducted
6 months (wave 1), 18 months (wave 2), and 48
months (wave 3) after the spouse’s death. The
primary reasons for nonresponse were refusals
(38%) and ill health or death (42%).

Wave 1 analyses are based on the 250 wid-
owed persons (35 men and 215 women) inter-
viewed at the 6-month follow-up, or 79% of the
316 living respondents who lost a spouse. Wave
2 analyses are based on the 184 widowed per-
sons (159 women and 25 men) who participated
in the 6-month and 18-month interviews. The
data are weighted to adjust for unequal proba-
bilities of selection and differential response
rate at baseline. The final weighted analytic
samples include 210 persons (151 women and
59 men) interviewed at Wave 1 and baseline,
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and 155 persons (110 women and 45 men) also
interviewed at Wave 2.

The issue of selective attrition deserves men-
tion. If persons who failed to participate in the
follow-up interviews are significantly different
from those who did participate in terms of their
baseline characteristics, the study findings
should not be generalized to the overall popula-
tion of older widowed persons. I estimated
logistic regression models to identify the corre-
lates of nonparticipation in the Wave 1 inter-
view given that one participated in the baseline
interview, and correlates of nonparticipation in
the Wave 2 interview given that one partici-
pated in the baseline and Wave 1 interviews. I
examined gender differences in the sources of
attrition because widowhood increases the risk
of mortality more for men than women (Kaprio,
Koskenuvo, & Rita, 1987). Men who survive
until (and participate in) the follow-up inter-
views may be emotionally and physically
healthier than their female peers.

I first evaluated potential predictors of Wave
1 nonparticipation, including baseline demo-
graphic and socioeconomic characteristics,
social support, physical and mental health, and
spouse’s health. Only three variables predicted
attrition, and these effects did not differ signifi-
cantly by gender. Age and baseline anxiety
increased the odds and home ownership
decreased the odds of attrition. For models pre-
dicting Wave 2 nonparticipation (given that one
participated in the Wave 1 interview), I repli-
cated the models estimated for Wave 1, and
included indicators of Wave 1 grief symptoms.
Not one variable was a significant predictor of
attrition at Wave 2. Nonetheless, caution should
be taken in generalizing these findings to the
population at large because older, more anxious,
and residentially mobile persons may be under-
represented in the analytic sample.

MEASURES

Dependent Variables

I first assess the predictors of widowed persons’
interest in dating and remarriage. I focus on
interest in relationships because an indicator of
legal marital status only would underrepresent
older adults’ interest in romantic relationships,
given the strong demographic obstacles to late-
life remarriage. No CLOC respondents had re-
married by the 18-month interview, and a very

small minority were dating as of the 6- or 18-
month interview (9% and 13%, respectively).

Desire to remarry is evaluated with the ques-
tion, ‘‘Please tell me how true the following
statement is: very true, somewhat true, a little
true, or not true at all. ‘Some day, I would like
to remarry.’’’ The responses are recoded into
a dichotomous indicator where 1 is very, some-
what, or a little true (0¼ not true at all). The
response categories are recoded into a dichot-
omy because the distribution is skewed, with
fewer than 20 persons in any cell other than not
true at all. Interest in dating is evaluated with
the question ‘‘At this point, do you have any
interest in dating?’’ The dichotomous variable is
equal to 1 for responses of yes. Each of these
questions taps a different time horizon. The for-
mer evaluates interest in establishing a new
romantic relationship eventually, whereas the
latter taps interest in forming a relationship
immediately.

The second part of the analysis examines
whether an incongruity between one’s interest
in and the actual establishment of a romantic
relationship is associated with psychological
adjustment 18 months after spousal loss. The
key independent variables here are an indicator
that one is interested in either dating or re-
marriage and is currently dating, and an indica-
tor that one is interested in either dating or
remarriage and is not currently dating. The ref-
erence category includes those persons who
have no interest in forming a romantic relation-
ship (i.e., either dating or remarrying) at the
18-month interview. All respondents who were
currently dating at the Wave 2 interview also
reported that they were interested in either dat-
ing or remarriage.

The outcome variable for the second part of
the analysis is depressive symptoms (a¼ .80) at
the Wave 2 interview. Symptoms are assessed
with a subset of nine negative items from the
20-item Center for Epidemiologic Studies
depression (CES-D) scale (Radloff, 1977). Re-
spondents are asked to indicate how often they
experienced each of the following nine symp-
toms in the week prior to interview: (a) I felt
depressed; (b) I felt that everything I did was an
effort; (c) My sleep was restless; (d) I felt
lonely; (e) people were unfriendly; (f) I did not
feel like eating, my appetite was poor; (g) I felt
sad; (h) I felt that people disliked me; and (i)
I could not ‘‘get going.’’ Response categories
are hardly ever, some of the time, or most of
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the time. The scale is standardized and has a
mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1. Al-
though CES-D scales are usually skewed, with
few respondents reporting frequent depressive
symptoms, the CLOC respondents tend to fall
along the full distribution because the sample
includes widowed older adults who are at ele-
vated risk for depressive symptoms. Normal
distributions produce a kurtosis statistic of
about 0; the kurtosis statistic for the CES-D dis-
tribution here is .125.

Independent Variables

Baseline well-being. Physical health is assessed
with the question, ‘‘How would you rate your
health at the present time? Would you say it is
excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor?’’ The
scale ranges from 1 to 5, where 5 is poor health.
Depressive symptoms (a¼ .83) are measured
with the CES-D scale described above (Radloff,
1977). Anxiety (a = .86) is assessed with 10
items from the Symptom Checklist 90 Revised
(Derogatis & Cleary, 1977). Respondents are
asked to indicate how often they have been
bothered by 10 symptoms in the week prior to
interview: (a) nervousness or shakiness, (b)
trembling, (c) feeling suddenly scared for no
reason, (d) feeling fearful, (e) heart pounding or
racing, (f) feeling tense and keyed up, (g) spells
of terror and panic, (h) feeling so restless you
couldn’t sit still, (i) feeling that something bad
is going to happen to you, and (j) thoughts and
images of a frightening nature. Response cate-
gories are not at all, a little bit, moderately,
quite a bit, and extremely. Baseline measures of
depressive symptoms and anxiety are standard-
ized and have a mean of 0 and standard devia-
tion of 1.

Spouse’s physical health was evaluated at
baseline with the question, ‘‘How would you
rate your spouse’s health at the present time?
Would you say it is excellent, very good, good,
fair, or poor?’’ The scale ranges from 1 to 5,
where 5 represents poor health.

Demographic and socioeconomic status
variables. Demographic variables include age
(continuous, in years), race (1¼Black, 0¼
White), and gender (1¼woman, 0¼man).
Socioeconomic status characteristics include
home ownership at baseline (1¼ owns home),
education (a continuous measure ranging from
3 to 17 or more years of completed schooling),

and total household income at baseline (natural
log of income). Total household income was
measured by asking respondents which of 10
income categories best characterized their eco-
nomic status. A continuous measure of income
was derived by taking the midpoint of each of
the 10 categories, with Pareto estimation of the
mean for the top category. The natural log of
income is used because the income distribution
is skewed negatively.

Marital and social support. Questions assessing
marital quality are drawn from a modified ver-
sion of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier,
1976). Respondents are asked to assess how fre-
quent (almost always, often, sometimes, rarely,
or never) or true (very, somewhat, a little, or not
at all true) a given statement is. Two aspects of
marital quality are considered here: marital con-
flict and marital closeness. Higher scores reflect
higher levels of an attribute. Scales are stan-
dardized and have a mean of 0 (SD¼ 1). Mari-
tal conflict (a¼ .64) at baseline is a two-item
measure based on the items, (a) how often
would you say you and your spouse typically
have unpleasant disagreements and conflicts?
and (b) in some marriages, there are times when
you feel very close, but other times when you
can get more upset with that person than with
anyone else. How much does this sound like the
relationship you have with your spouse?

Marital closeness (a¼ .88) is assessed with
a seven-item scale: (a) How much does your
spouse make you feel loved and cared for? (b)
How much is your spouse willing to listen
when you need to talk about your worries and
problems? (c) There are some serious difficul-
ties in our marriage (reverse-coded); (d) Think-
ing about your marriage as a whole, how often
do you feel happy about it? (e) Taking all things
together, how satisfied are you with your mar-
riage? (f) How often do you feel bothered or
upset by your marriage (reverse-coded)? and (g)
My spouse doesn’t treat me as well as I deserve
to be treated (reverse-coded).

Instrumental dependence is measured with
the following questions: ‘‘Husbands and wives
often depend on one another to handle different
responsibilities. At the present time, how much
do you depend on your spouse to (a) handle or
help with home maintenance and minor repairs;
(b) keep up with checking and savings accounts
and pay bills; (c) make major financial and
legal decisions; and (d) prepare meals, general
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housework, and laundry?’’ I conducted factor
analyses, which yielded one 3-item subscale
(a¼ .54) comprising items 1 through 3, and
a single-item measure (item 4). The former
scale reflects homemaking tasks, and the latter
item represents home maintenance and financial
management tasks.

Other social support. Two sources of social
support are considered: children and friends
(including distant family members). I consider
both instrumental and emotional support from
children, but only emotional support from
friends because older adults typically seek and
receive different types of support from family
and friends (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1995).
Dependence on children (a¼ .60) is based on
three items: ‘‘How much do you depend on
your children for emotional support, for help or
advice with financial and legal matters, and for
help with errands or other chores?’’ Response
categories are a lot, some, a little, or not at all.
Higher scores represent greater reliance on
one’s children. Persons who have no living
children are assigned the sample mean for this
variable, and are also indicated by a dichoto-
mous variable (1¼ has no children, 0 = has
any children). Social support from friends and
relatives (a¼ .70) is based on two items: ‘‘On
the whole, how much do your friends and rela-
tives make you feel loved and cared for?’’ and
‘‘How much are your friends and relatives will-
ing to listen when you need to talk about your
worries or problems?’’ Response categories are
a great deal, quite a bit, some, a little, and not
at all. Identical questions were asked separately
regarding support from children and spouse;
thus, respondents understood that ‘‘friends and
relatives’’ referred to relatives other than
spouse or children. Response categories for the
dependence questions are a great deal, quite
a bit, some, a little, and not at all. Higher scores
reveal higher levels of support. Each of the
social support indicators is standardized, and
thus has a mean of 0 (SD¼ 1).

Finally, I controlled for the duration (in
months) between the baseline and Wave 1 inter-
views. Although all bereaved persons partici-
pated 6 (Wave 1) and 18 (Wave 2) months after
spousal death, the duration between the baseline
and Wave 1 interviews ranged from 9 to 76
months because of variation in the timing of
spouse’s death. Thus, baseline assessments were
more temporally distant for those who lost their

spouses at later dates. Roughly half of the Wave
1 interviews were conducted within 2.5 years
after the baseline interview, and 75% were com-
pleted within 3.5 years of the baseline interview.
The effects of important baseline indicators,
including marital quality, do not differ signifi-
cantly based on the time elapsed between base-
line and Wave 1 interviews (models not shown).

RESULTS

Sample Characteristics

Descriptive statistics and t tests comparing
means for men and women are presented in
Table 1. The data revealed pronounced gender
differences in widowed persons’ interest in
postloss romantic relationships. Six months
after their spouses have died, men are signifi-
cantly more likely than women to want to re-
marry (30% vs. 16%), to be interested in dating
(17% vs. 6%), and to be currently dating (15 vs.
less than 1%). In the longer term (18 months
after loss), men and women do not differ signif-
icantly in their desire to remarry (26% vs.
19%), although men still are more likely than
women to report interest in dating (37% vs.
15%) and to actually date (23% vs. 9%).

Between the 6- and 18-month interviews, the
proportion interested in dating doubles: from
17% to 37% among men, and from 6% to 15%
among women. Just 7% of the sample reported
interest in dating at both waves. Interest in re-
marriage changes only slightly over time, how-
ever. The proportion declined slightly from
30% to 26% among men, and increased slightly
from 16% to 19% among women. Roughly
15% of bereaved persons (19% of men and
13% of women) were interested in remarriage at
both waves. These findings suggest that the
newly bereaved do not necessarily want to date
right away, but a sizeable minority do look for-
ward to the idea of marriage at some point in
the future. Overall, the desire to repartner is rare
even among widowed men; 18 months after
their loss, only a minority of bereaved elders
desire romantic relationships. As noted earlier,
not one person in the sample reported interest in
both dating and remarriage at both the 6-month
and 18-month interviews.

The data also revealed pronounced gender
differences in bereaved persons’ evaluations of
their late marriages. Prior to loss, men report
significantly higher levels of marital warmth
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than women do. Women report higher levels of
dependence on their spouses for home mainte-
nance and financial management tasks, and men
report greater dependence on their spouses for
homemaking tasks. Women also report greater
emotional support from friends, compared with
men. Women report significantly more anxiety
prior to loss than men do, and also are slightly
less likely than their male peers to be homeown-
ers at the baseline interview.

Repartnering Desires in the Short Term
(6-Month Follow-Up)

The first objective of the multivariate analysis
was to investigate gender differences in re-
partnering preferences 6 months after spousal
death. Table 2 displays results for logistic
regression models estimating the likelihood that
a bereaved person reports interest in remarrying
(left panel) and dating (right panel). Odds ratios

TABLE 1. MEANS OR PROPORTIONS BY GENDER, CHANGING LIVES OF OLDER COUPLES (CLOC) STUDY, 1987–1994

(N¼ 210)

Total Men Women

Variables M SD M SD M SD

Wave 1 outcomes

Interested in remarrying someday .20 .40 .30 .46 .16* .37

Interested in dating currently .09 .29 .17 .38 .06* .24

Interested in dating or remarriage .22 .42 .34 .48 .18** .38

Currently dating .05 .21 .15 .36 .01*** .08

Wave 2 outcomes

Interested in remarrying someday .21 .41 .26 .44 .19 .39

Interested in dating currently .22 .41 .37 .49 .15** .36

Interested in dating or remarriage .28 .45 .41 .50 .22* .42

Currently dating .13 .34 .23 .43 .09* .29

Interested in dating or remarriage and currently dating .14 .34 .25 .44 .09** .29

Interested in dating or remarriage and not currently dating .12 .32 .10 .20 .13 .34

Depressive symptoms .23 1.11 .08 1.01 .29 1.15

Baseline relationship characteristics

Marital conflict �.12 1.05 �.26 1.27 �.07 .95

Marital closeness/warmth �.07 1.00 .15 .61 �.15* .85

Dependence on spouse for homemaking �.53 1.08 .01 1.33 �.73*** .88

Dependence on spouse for home maintenance �.32 .91 �.75 1.04 �.15*** .79

Social support from children .17 1.00 .20 .98 .16 1.0

Social support from friends .27 1.01 .08 1.08 .35* .98

Baseline well-being

Depressive symptoms .05 .96 �.09 .74 .13 1.05

Anxiety .01 .76 �.19 .54 .08* .82

Own physical health (5¼ poor) 2.88 1.06 2.84 1.31 2.89 .97

Spouse physical health (5¼ poor) 3.69 1.15 3.63 .97 3.7 1.22

Demographic characteristics

Education (in years) 11.27 2.92 11.12 3.44 11.33 2.69

Income, baseline 21,048 16,417 22,511 16,745 20,480 16,308

Income (natural log) 1.32 .523 1.37 .522 1.29 .523

Owns home (1¼ home owner) .92 .28 .97 .18 .90y .30

Age 70.56 6.94 73.46 5.92 69.43*** 6.99

Has no living children .09 .29 .05 .22 .11 .31

Years married, at baseline 42.79 12.71 42.11 11.40 43.05 13.20

Months between baseline and W1 interviews 30.26 13.57 29.32 11.40 30.64 13.20

N 210 59 151

Note: t tests were conducted to evaluate mean differences between men and women.
yp , .10. *p\ .05. **p\ .01. ***p\ .001.
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(exponentiated betas), betas, and standard errors
are presented.

The baseline model (Model 1) evaluates the
effect of gender on repartnering interests, con-
trolling for demographic, socioeconomic, and
baseline health characteristics. Women are 18%
as likely as men to report interest in remarriage,
and 13% as likely to report interest in dating
(Model 1). Next, I evaluate the extent to which
(a) women’s lesser interest in repartnering is
explained by gender differences in how mar-
riage and social support are experienced, and
(b) the gender gap is contingent upon the ways
that marriage and social support are experi-
enced. I estimated Model 1 twelve additional
times for each outcome; I separately evaluated
each of the following six variables as a potential
mediator and moderator of the gender effect:
marital conflict, marital closeness, dependence
on spouse for home maintenance and financial
management tasks, dependence on spouse for
homemaking tasks, social support from chil-
dren, and social support from friends. Social
support from friends both mediates and moder-
ates the effect of gender on remarriage interest.
Marital conflict is a significant predictor of dat-
ing interest. No other variables were significant
mediators or moderators.

Model 2 in the left panel reveals that social
support from friends reduces the desire to re-
marry: Each one standard deviation increase in
social support from friends reduces by 34% the
odds that a bereaved person would like to re-
marry. The gender gap also narrows slightly
when social support is controlled (i.e., the odds
ratio increases from .18 to .22). The interaction
term analysis in Model 3 shows that support
from friends has distinctive consequences for
widows and widowers. A one standard devia-
tion increase in support from friends reduces the
odds by roughly 72% that a man desires to re-
marry, yet increases the odds by 12% that
a woman seeks remarriage.

Figure 1 displays the predicted probability
that an older widowed person is interested in
someday remarrying, net of all independent var-
iables adjusted in Model 3, and conditional
upon both gender and level of social support
from friends. The reference category comprises
men with average levels of support from
friends. Women’s interest in remarrying is gen-
erally similar across all levels of social support.
Men’s interest in remarriage, however, is high-
est among those with little support from friends,

and is comparable to women’s interest among
those with the highest levels of social support
(i.e., one standard deviation above the mean).

Models in the right panel of Table 2 show
that women are only 13% as likely as men to be
interested in dating, and this relationship does
not change even when a variety of marital qual-
ity and social support characteristics are
adjusted. Moreover, only one of the six poten-
tial mediator variables is a significant predictor
of dating interest: marital conflict. Higher levels
of marital conflict are associated with a signifi-
cant increase in the likelihood that one reports
interest in dating 6 months after a spouse has
died.

Repartnering Desires in the Longer Term
(18-Month Follow-Up)

Next, I explored whether gender differences in
repartnering preferences persist 18 months after
the loss, and the extent to which this relation-
ship reflects gendered ways of experiencing
marriage and other social relationships. The re-
sults are presented in Table 3.

The baseline model (Model 1) evaluates the
effect of gender on repartnering interests, net of
demographic, socioeconomic, and baseline
health characteristics. Eighteen months after
loss, women are one third as likely as men to
report interest in remarriage (Model 1; left
panel), and 18% as likely to report interest in
dating (Model 1; right panel). I evaluated each
of the marital quality and social support varia-
bles as possible mediators and moderators. Only
one of the six variables—social support from
friends—had a significant effect on remarriage

FIGURE 1. PREDICTED PROBABILITY THAT RESPONDENT

IS INTERESTED IN REMARRYING SOMEDAY, SIX MONTHS

AFTER SPOUSAL LOSS

Older Bereaved Spouses’ Interest in Remarriage 1061
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interest, and not one of the six variables was
a significant moderator of this relationship.
Social support from friends also was the only
significant mediator or moderator of the rela-
tionship between gender and dating preferences.
Model 2 (in the left panel) reveals that the gen-
der gap in remarriage interests 18 months after
loss is no longer statistically significant when
social support from friends is controlled. Social
support from friends also has a direct negative
effect on the desire to remarry 18 months after
loss. Each one standard deviation increase in
social support from friends is associated with
a 55% reduction in the likelihood that one re-
ports interest in remarrying.

Model 2 in the right panel shows that the
gender gap in the desire to date is partially ex-
plained by gender differences in social support
from friends. When friend support is controlled,
women are 29% as likely as men to want to
date, and social support from friends directly re-
duces interest in dating. The interaction term
analysis in Model 3 shows that support from
friends has distinctive consequences for widows
and widowers. A one standard deviation in-
crease in support from friends reduces the odds
by roughly 70% that a man wants to remarry,
yet reduces the odds by only 30% that a woman
seeks remarriage.

Figure 2 displays the predicted probability
that an older widowed person is interested in
dating, conditional upon both gender and one’s
level of social support from friends. These plot-
ted values reflect controls for all independent
variables adjusted in Model 3. The reference
category comprises men with average levels of

support from friends. Women’s interest in dat-
ing declines very slightly as social support in-
creases. Men’s interest in dating is highest
among those with little support from friends,
yet is comparable to women among those with
the highest levels of social support (i.e., one
standard deviation above the mean).

The Desire for Romantic Companionship and
Adjustment to Loss

The final objective is to explore whether the
discrepancy (or concordance) between interest
in a romantic relationship and the actual estab-
lishment of a relationship is associated with
psychological well-being, and whether this rela-
tionship differs by gender. The predictor vari-
able of interest is a combined indicator of
whether one is currently dating and whether one
is currently interested in either dating or re-
marriage. I consider the combined indicator of
interest in either dating or marriage because few
respondents answered affirmatively to either
question. I consider the effect of Wave 2 rela-
tionship preferences on concurrent depressive
symptoms, controlling for depressive symptoms
at Wave 1 to address the possibility that past
depressive symptoms may affect attitudes
toward and proclivity for dating.

Model 1 evaluates whether a congruity (or
discrepancy) between relationship preferences
and current relationship status affects depressive
symptoms, controlling for gender and prior de-
pressive symptoms. Model 2 evaluates whether
the effects documented in Model 1 persist, con-
trolling for own and former spouse’s health,
given that both may affect psychological adjust-
ment and desire for (and desirability as) a dating
partner. Finally, Model 3 evaluates whether the
psychological consequences of met (or unmet)
dating preferences persist net of socioeconomic
characteristics.

Model 1 reveals that widowed persons who
both are interested in forming a romantic rela-
tionship and are currently dating report depres-
sive symptoms that are .41 standard deviations
lower than those of persons not interested in
having a romantic relationship (p , .05). Sur-
prisingly, persons with unmet romantic aspira-
tions do not have significantly more depressive
symptoms. These effects persist in Model 2,
when health, age, and late spouse’s health are
controlled. The psychological advantage associ-
ated with fulfilled romantic preferences is no

FIGURE 2. PREDICTED PROBABILITY THAT RESPONDENT

IS INTERESTED IN DATING, 18 MONTHS

AFTER SPOUSAL LOSS
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longer statistically significant in Model 3, how-
ever, after socioeconomic resources are con-
trolled. The effect of fulfilled (and unfulfilled)
romantic hopes on depressive symptoms does
not differ significantly by gender (models not
shown).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to investigate
gender differences in older widowed persons’
interests in dating and remarriage, and to iden-
tify whether the fulfillment of these preferences
is associated with psychological adjustment to
spousal loss. Although widowers are more
likely than widows to report an interest in dat-
ing, the results do not support the claim that
men are looking to ‘‘replace’’ their deceased
wives, while women ‘‘mourn’’ the loss of their
irreplaceable husbands (Campbell & Silverman,
1987). Rather, this study underscores the impor-
tance of emotional support in late life: Widow-
ers and widows who enjoyed similarly high
levels of emotional closeness with friends do
not differ in their desires for a postloss romantic
relationship.

Social norms about ‘‘appropriate’’ grief may
prevent the bereaved from expressing interest in

romantic relationships soon after their spouses’
deaths (Adams, 1985; Chandler, 1991). The
proportion of widows and widowers who report
interest in remarrying someday was constant at
the 6- and 18-months interviews, yet the propor-
tion interested in dating currently doubled dur-
ing that time period. Moreover, the desire to
date at the 6-month follow-up increased as pre-
loss marital conflict increased, suggesting that
persons with strained late marriages may feel
freer to ignore normative constraints and may
want to quickly pursue relationships that could
be more rewarding than their late marriages
were.

Gendered patterns of managing household re-
sponsibilities, considered an important influence
on younger persons’ (re)marriage preferences
(Becker, 1981), did not affect older adults’
interests in dating and remarriage. Neither reli-
ance on one’s late spouse for home maintenance
nor homemaking tasks was a significant predic-
tor of repartnering desires. Neither variable
moderated the effect of gender on repartnering.
This is surprising given that open-ended inter-
views suggest that widowed women who had
intensive homemaking responsibilities in their
late marriages do not want to replicate those
patterns in a new relationship, and thus do not

TABLE 4. SUMMARY OF HIERARCHICAL REGRESSION ANALYSIS FOR VARIABLES PREDICTING DEPRESSIVE SYMPTOMS

AT 18-MONTH FOLLOW-UP (N¼ 155)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B SE B SE B SE

Gender (1¼ female) .03 .16 �.02 .16 .04 .16

Interested in dating or remarriage and currently dating �.41* .20 �.45* .21 �.29 .22

Interested in dating or remarriage and not currently dating �.31 .22 �.33 .22 �.25 .22

Depression (Wave 1) .49*** .06 .49*** .06 .49*** .06

Anxiety (Wave 1) .07 .10 .07 .10

Age �.01 .01 �.01 .01

Own health at baseline (5¼ poor) .08 .07 .09 .07

Spouse health at baseline (5¼ poor) �.22*** .06 �.22*** .06

Years married �.01 .07 �.01 .01

Education �.04 .03

Income (natural log) �.11 .15

Owns home (1¼ owner) .25 .27

Race (1¼Black) .21 .21

Months between baseline and W1 .01 .01 .01 .01 .01 .01

Intercept �.11 .21 .94 .89 1.3 1.02

R2 adj .31 .35 .36

Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented.

*p\ .05. **p\ .01. ***p\ .001.
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date or remarry (van den Hoonard, 2002). The
results here may reflect that among older adults,
particularly those in poor health, the traditional
gendered division of labor becomes blurred
(Szinovacz & Harpster, 1994). Husbands and
wives may take on more of one another’s
household roles in later life in anticipation of
one partner’s death, or because their spouse is
no longer physically capable of performing such
roles.

Late-life romantic relationships may be
sought as a source of emotional support and
companionship rather than for instrumental sup-
port or economic stability. The desire for post-
loss romantic relationships is weakest among
those who have the most emotional support
from friends. In late life, the bereaved may be
most interested in meaningful and supportive
companionship (Carstensen, 1992), and friend-
ships may provide at least some of the sought-
after characteristics of a heterosexual romantic
relationship. This possibility is consistent with
Sternberg’s (1988) observation that many long-
term marriages are companionate, and are dis-
tinguished by intimacy and commitment more
than passion.

The study also showed that persons who both
want a romantic relationship and who are cur-
rently dating have significantly fewer depres-
sive symptoms than those without an interest in
a new relationship. Nevertheless, those with
unmet relationship preferences are no worse off
in terms of depressive symptoms. The psycho-
logical advantage experienced by those with
fulfilled romantic preferences, however, is due
to their greater socioeconomic resources. After
education, income, and home ownership are
controlled, the advantage associated with
romantic involvement is no longer statistically
significant.

Finally, my findings suggest that gender dif-
ferences in older widowed persons’ repartnering
may be overstated (e.g., Campbell & Silverman,
1987). Certainly, men have many more oppor-
tunities to pursue opposite-gender relationships
than women do, and the CLOC data confirm
that a higher proportion of men than women are
interested in dating and remarriage. Even 18
months after one’s spouse has died, however,
less than half of all men are interested in either
dating or remarriage. Moreover, men with high
levels of social support from friends are no
more likely than women to report interest in
repartnering.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, I
focused on a narrow range of relationship pref-
erence indicators; dating and remarriage may
not adequately capture the actual desires of old-
er adults. Some older bereaved adults may
desire neither marriage nor a dating relation-
ship. Rather, older persons may respond more
favorably to the prospect of intimate ongoing
companionship, or an arrangement referred to
as Living Apart Together (LAT; Ghazanfareeon
Karlsson & Borrell, 2002). Such relationships
are more intimate than dating, yet do not require
coresidence, a merging of assets, or a legal sta-
tus change, as marriage would. Older adults
may seek a union distinguished by emotional
intimacy and companionship, yet that does not
require coresidence, sharing daily responsibili-
ties, and joint decision making (Ghazanfareeon
Karlsson & Borrell). The limited measures of
relationship types may account for the unantici-
pated finding that men are more likely than
women to want to date, even though past stud-
ies suggest that widows are more likely than
widowers to seek nonmarital relationships be-
cause marriage often presents them with un-
wanted caregiving and homemaking obligations
(Davidson, 2002).

Second, I considered only one consequence
of relationship desires: depressive symptoms.
Future research should consider outcomes such
as loneliness or despair, which may be more
strongly affected by the unfulfilled desire for
a relationship. In addition, I considered only
gender differences in the psychological conse-
quences of fulfilled (and unfulfilled) relationship
preferences. Future research should explore a
wider array of characteristics that may strengthen
(or weaken) the link between the fulfillment of
relationship desires and psychological adjustment
such as personality factors, physical and cognitive
health factors, and other aspects of one’s interper-
sonal relationships, including the size and quality
of friendship networks.

Third, this study was limited to a cohort of
adults who were born mostly between 1900 and
1920. Future cohorts of older widows may have
access to a larger pool of eligible men, given
that social norms prescribing that women
should date men older than themselves are
slowly starting to erode (Montenegro, 2003).
Normative constraints dictating that widowed
persons should not date ‘‘too soon’’ following
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spousal loss also may have weakened, given
that baby boomers are less likely than past co-
horts to adhere to the model of having only one
lifelong romantic relationship. Boomers are
more likely than past cohorts of older adults to
have divorced and remarried, and they may feel
less constrained by norms encouraging loyalty
to a deceased spouse (Lopata, 1995). Future co-
horts of older widowed persons also are expec-
ted to have longer, healthier lives than past
cohorts (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). Conse-
quently, they may envision a long future with
potential spouses and may approach the prospect
of remarriage with a particularly cautious eye.

Finally, future research should explore fur-
ther the nature of older persons’ friendships and
the extent to which friendships change as older
adults manage the illness and eventual death of
their spouses. Although marriage (and families,
more generally) is usually characterized as the
most important source of physical, economic,
psychological, and social well-being over the
life course (e.g., Waite & Gallagher, 2000), this
study suggests that friendships may provide at
least some of the same rewards as marriage for
older adults.

CONCLUSION

This study has revealed older widowed persons’
preferences for repartnering, the way these prefer-
ences change as time passes after the loss of a
spouse, and the ramifications of these preferences
for psychological well-being. Men and women
who enjoyed high levels of social support from
friends did not differ substantially in their repart-
nering preferences. This finding highlights the
limitations of research that simply identifies gen-
der differences in bereavement-related outcomes.
Future research should work toward identifying
the sources of within-gender differences and
between-gender similarities in how older adults
adjust to spousal loss (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1984;
Martin, 1994).

NOTE

The Changing Lives of Older Couples (CLOC) study was
supported by the following grants from the National Insti-
tute on Aging: AG15948-01 (Randolph M. Nesse, principal
investigator), AG610757-01 (Camille B. Wortman, principal
investigator), and AG 05561-01 (James S. House, principal
investigator). A public-use version of the data is available
from the Inter-University Consortium for Political and
Social Research (ICPSR) at the University of Michigan, or

via the web site http://www.cloc.isr.umich.edu. An earlier
version of this paper was presented at the 2004 Annual
Meetings of the Eastern Sociological Society, New York.
Helpful comments were offered by Louise Russell and three
anonymous reviewers.
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