
Taylor G. Graciano

Til’ Death Do Us Part: Widowhood and 

Healthcare Utilization



2

Motivation

1.4 million people are widowed each year in the U.S.

Widows face different economic and household decisions

We often study the effect that marriage has on decision making, but as 

marriages begin, they also end
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Research question

How does becoming a widow impact the healthcare utilization of the 
surviving spouse?
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Why it matters
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Population shift from pyramid to pillar

93% of widows in the US are 55+ and 97.7% of widows in the US are 45+

Age 55+ accounts for 30% of the population and 56% of healthcare spending in the 

US

We know little to nothing regarding the effect of becoming a widow on economic 

decisions
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Background – Widowhood and Loneliness

In 2023 the U.S. Surgeon General released a Surgeon General 

Advisory concerning the public health crisis of loneliness

Strong link between loneliness and a greater likelihood of death

Widowhood effect – the abnormal increase in mortality of the 

surviving spouse
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Background – Types of Healthcare

Healthcare utilization falls into two broad categories, preventative care 
and diagnostic care, which may be substitute or complements 
(Hennessy, 2008)

Healthcare can also be classified into formal and informal care

Spouses and children are the primary care providers of informal care 
(Spillman et al., 2021)

Conflicting evidence regarding whether informal care and formal care are 
substitutes or complements (Bolin et al., 2008; Bergeot and Tenand, 
2023; Ko 2022)
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Theoretical model

Assume individuals derive utility from consumption 𝑐 if they live and bequests 𝑏 

if they die

Individuals can be married 𝑚 or widowed 𝑤 with 𝑡 ∈ 𝑚, 𝑤

Assume 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑚 > 0 and 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑤 > 0 

Individuals derive more utility married than widowed 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑚 > 𝑢(𝑐, 𝑤) and 

𝑢 𝑏, 𝑚 > 𝑢(𝑏, 𝑤)

Assume individuals prefer life to death, thus 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑡 > 𝑢(𝑏, 𝑡)
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Theoretical model

Individuals exhibit a probability of death 𝑝 𝑒  that depends on effort level 𝑒

Death cannot be prevented, thus lim
𝑒→∞

𝑝 𝑒 > 0 and exerting no effort is never optimal 𝑝′ 0 = −∞

Individuals have a utility-separable cost function 𝑘 𝑒  with 𝑘′ 𝑒 > 0 and 𝑘′′ 𝑒 > 0

The cost of effort is not monetary in nature 
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Theoretical model

max 𝐸 𝑢 = 1 − 𝑝 𝑒 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑡 + 𝑝 𝑒 𝑢 𝑏, 𝑡 − 𝑘(𝑒)

𝐹𝑂𝐶 𝑝′ 𝑒∗ 𝑢 𝑏, 𝑡 − 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑡 − 𝑘′ 𝑒∗ = 0

To see that 𝑒𝑚
∗ > 𝑒𝑤

∗  we show that the FOC for married individuals is positive at the effort level of widowed individuals 
𝑝′ 𝑒𝑤

∗ 𝑢 𝑏, 𝑚 − 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑚 − 𝑘′ 𝑒𝑤
∗ > 0

FOC for widowed individuals 𝑝′ 𝑒𝑤
∗ (𝑢 𝑏, 𝑤 − 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑤 )

𝑘′ 𝑒𝑤
∗

− 𝑘′ 𝑒𝑤
∗ = 0

Rearrange and substitute the FOC for widowed individuals 𝑝′ 𝑒𝑤
∗

<0

( 𝑢 𝑏, 𝑚 − 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑚 − 𝑢 𝑏, 𝑤 + 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑤  
<0

> 0 

Thus 𝑢 𝑏, 𝑤 − 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑤 > 𝑢 𝑏, 𝑚 − 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑚  which follows from the assumption 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑚 − 𝑢 𝑐, 𝑤 > 𝑢 𝑏, 𝑚 − 𝑢(𝑏, 𝑤)
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Theoretical Model & Empirical Model

• If the optimal level of preventative effort is lower for widows than for married 

individuals, becoming a widow will result in a decrease in preventative effort

• Difference-in-differences approach to examine to impact of becoming a 

widow on preventative healthcare, preventative health behaviors, and formal 

healthcare
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What we find
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After an individual is widowed

• Their use of preventative healthcare declines

• Their use of formal healthcare increases

• Total out-of-pocket (OOP) medical expenditure increases



Data
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Health and Retirement Study

• Longitudinal survey focusing on individuals 50 years of age and older

• The survey is conducted biennially, and each survey is referred to as a wave

• Participants are surveyed regarding a wide range of financial information, demographic 

characteristics, lifestyle choices, and health

• Participants are followed until death

• Drop widowed individuals who remarry
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Summary 

Statistics
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• 39,159 unique 

individuals

• Skewed female

• 19% of sample is 

widowed

• Average age of 67



Analysis
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Difference-in-differences

• Utilize the Callaway and Sant’Anna (2021) difference-in-differences estimator to examine how becoming 

a widow effects healthcare utilization

• Robust to heterogeneity in treatment effects across time and individuals

• Relies on two assumptions: parallel trends and no anticipation

• Aggregated pre and post treatment periods

• “Event Study” estimator
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inspire the next generation grows stronger today through global research, 
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Economic Significance

1.4 million individuals become widows each year (US Census Bureau, 2022)
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Avg. cost per day Treatment effect Total

Hospital night $10,000 +0.5515 $7.7 billion

Nursing home care $224 +12.687 $3.97 billion



Takeaways
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Conclusions
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• After becoming a widow

• Formal healthcare utilization increase

• Preventative healthcare utilization decreases

• Out-of-pocket expenditure increases

The economic impact of the increases in formal healthcare utilization after 

becoming a widow are over $10 billion per year

The cost of forgone preventative healthcare is unknown, but economically 

significant
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Future Research
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• Examine Medicare claims data

• Examine the moderating impact of social connection on the healthcare 

utilization of widows

• Examine the effect of becoming a widow on household decision making



Discussion and Questions

Taylor G. Graciano
taylorgraciano@uga.edu
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Widows who Remarry
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