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Background

▪ Steady increase in living alone 
across the U.S.

▪ In 1950, fewer than 10% of 
households

▪ In 2019, 28% of households 

▪ More than 32 million adults live 
alone
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Living alone & health

▪ Mixed association

▪ Can be positive experience

▪ Without adequate resources, can also 
be associated with poorer health

▪ Risk of isolation, disability, and unmet 
needs for assistance

Henning-Smith et al., The Gerontologist (2018)



Living alone & COVID-19

• Risk of isolation, 
compounded by:
– Living arrangement

– Location

– Employment status

– Access technology

– Age

– Health status



Living alone in rural areas

▪ Rural areas:
▪ Are older, on average

▪ Have fewer financial and health care resources

▪ Have older housing stock

▪ Have poorer health outcomes

▪ Yet, little is known about rural/urban differences in rates of 
living alone and impacts for health and wellbeing



Leveraging the ACS

▪ Lacks direct, thorough health info

▪ But includes many correlates of health:
Age, sex, race/ethnicity, income,
disability, health insurance, etc.

▪ And crucially: household size

▪ Unlike available health surveys:

▪ Larger sample, nationally representative

▪ Geographic detail → urban/rural status



Leveraging the ACS

◼ Full range of responses for 
individuals & households

◼ Limitations: 
smaller samples,
limited geography

◼ PUMAs:
Public Use Microdata 
Areas

◼ Aggregate statistics for most 
geographic areas

◼ Limitations: 
limited content, 
fixed intervals

MicrodataSummary tables





Living alone in 
non-metro 
counties

2013-2017 ACS
5-Year Summary File,
IPUMS NHGIS







https://rhrc.umn.edu/publication/rates-of-living-alone-by-rurality-and-age/


Living alone by age by urban/rural
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Living alone by age by metro/non-metro
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Questions leveraging ACS microdata

▪ How do adults living alone differ from those living 
with others?

▪ How do those living alone differ between urban 
and rural populations?
▪ Do those in rural areas have greater health risks or service 

needs (older age, disabilities)?

▪ Are vulnerable populations more likely to live alone in rural 
areas?















Living alone by metropolitan status
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Living alone by marital status

1.0

30.3

39.9

62.8

17.6

1.1

26.9

37.1

53.7

17.6

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Married Separated Divorced Widowed Never married

Non-metro Metro

Percent

2014-2018 ACS PUMS, IPUMS USA



Living alone by sex
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Living alone by age
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Not Hispanic/Latino
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Living alone by disability
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Living alone by age, disability, & metro status
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Characteristics of adults living alone
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Disability types among adults living alone
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Conclusions

▪ More adults live alone in non-metro areas than in 
metro areas

▪ The reverse is true for rural and urban areas:
▪ Living alone increases with density, decreases with size

▪ Disability, old age, and non-metro residence are 
compounding factors in likelihood of living alone

▪ Programs to support those living alone may be especially 
important in smaller, more remote communities



Conclusions: Data & Methods

▪ Using ACS to study urban/rural disparities:

▪ Tradeoffs between summary data & microdata

▪ Important to consider differences between urban/rural & 
metro/non-metro definitions

▪ IPUMS provides several options for distinguishing 
urban/rural in microdata
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