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Conceptual and Empirical Distinctions and Issues

Aging “Alone”

Living Alone

“Kinlessness”

Loneliness



Living Alone is (Mostly) Increasing, Especially in Specific Regions



Living Alone by Country (2018)



Living Alone and “Kinlessness” Partially Correlated



Are the living alone and the “kinless” lonely?



Zooming in on the Global North…



Global Patterns of Living Alone and “Kinlessness” 
Do Not Cleary Correlate to Loneliness 



What Explains Cross-National Variation?



Economic Development?
One-Person Households by GDP



Issues with Using GDP as Country “Context”

 Economic Development & Resources

 Public Policy and Funding Allocation

 Cultural Norms, Values, Expectations

Economics

PolicyCulture



Country Wealth: Gross Domestic Product



Public Policy: Social Security Programs



Rurality: Travel Time to Nearest Healthcare Facility

Source: 
https://malar
iaatlas.org/

https://malariaatlas.org/
https://malariaatlas.org/


Cultural Values: Secularism and Self-Expression



Examples of Family-Based Assumptions 
Not Supported by Contextualized Cross-National Data

1) “Living with children is beneficial for older adults’ health.”
 (Example: 12 European Countries; Mair 2013) Policy

2) “People prefer that the family be responsible for the care older adults.”
 (Example: 20 Countries; Mair et al. 2016)

3) “Older adults with nuclear families have support, ‘kinless’ are unsupported.”
 (Example: 17 European countries; Mair 2019)

4) “Older adults without children have poorer health.” 
 (Example: 20 European countries; Quashie et al. 2021)

5) “Older adults who are ‘kinless’ will have more medically intense end-of-life experiences.”
 (Example: Denmark; Mair et al. 2023)

6) “Older adults who are ‘kinless’ are less likely to be able to die at home.”
 (Example: 23 countries; Mair, in preparation)

Economics

PolicyCulture



Conceptual & Measurement Issues

Dominance of Family-Based Models of Care 
in Healthcare Policy and Data Collection

(perpetuates)
Assumptions and Definitions of the Terms 
“Kinlessness,” “Alone,” and “Lonely,” and “Family” 

(which leads to)
Substantial Cultural and Empirical Lag 
in Assessing Modern Social Behaviors and Policy Needs



“How Important is Family in Life?”
(Most Mentioned Category, World Values Survey, 2017-2022)



“How Important are Friends in Life?”
(Most Mentioned Category, World Values Survey, 2017-2022)



Lack of Family Support (Left) & Presence of Friendship (Right)

Source: Mair (2019), Journals of Gerontology: Social Sciences
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Issues in Conceptualization, Measurement, and 
therefore… Public Policy

“Kinlessness”
Why use a diminishing family structure (nuclear family) as a proxy measure for “aging alone”?

Extended Family & Non-Biological Social Ties
Why so little data collection on social support and integration outside of the nuclear family?

Family-Based Healthcare Policies
For how much longer will health insurance and end-of-life care policies remain tied to a 

nuclear family model?
(Un)measurement Bias

What are we missing because we aren’t looking? 

The Children Are the Future?
What can we learn from measurement about youth to anticipate data collection needs and 

the future role of public policy?



A Simple Look Toward the Future… 
How do/will people adapt and how/when will we measure it?



Thank you for inviting me! Let’s discuss! 
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