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Health Impacts of Widowhood among Chinese Older Adults:

The Moderating Role of Social Ties
ZHAO Xiaohang', LI Jianxin®
(1. National Institute of Social Development , Chinese Academy of Social Sciences , Beijing , 100732, China
2. Department of Sociology , Peking University , Beijing , 100871, China )

Abstract: As one of the countries with the fastest aging population, China faces a growing number of people
who lose their spouses in later life. By 2050, the number of widows aged 60 and older in China is expected
to reach 118 million. Older widows’ and widowers’ quality of life has drawn attention from both academics
and policy makers in recent years. Capitalizing on six waves of data from the Chinese Longitudinal Healthy
Longevity Survey (i.e., CLHLS 2002,2005,2008-09,2011-12,2014, and 2017-18) , this study examines
the impacts of spousal loss on multiple health—related indicators and moderating effects of pre—widowhood
social ties. The results reveal that widowhood affects Chinese older adults’ health outcomes and behaviors.
Regarding health outcomes, we find a gender disparity in the effect of widowhood on cognition. Specifically,
widowhood reduced men’s cognitive function but increased that of women in a certain period. Also, widow-
hood was detrimental to both men’s and women’s psychological well-being. With respect to health behav-
iors, widowhood raised women’ s chance of taking exercise and men’ s risk of smoking. In addition, the
health impacts of widowhood varied with pre—existing social ties. First, spousal loss enhanced IADL abili-
ties of men in low—quality marriages. Second, frequent participation in playing mahjong or cards not only
buffered the detrimental effect of widowhood on TADL abilities in both men and women, but also mitigated
the effect of widowhood on increasing the number of chronic conditions in women. Finally, children’s sup-
port alleviated the adverse impact of spousal loss on psychological well-being in men. Our findings deepen
the understanding of the health consequences of widowhood and have some practical implications on attenu-
ating the adverse health effects of widowhood.
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