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Abstract

Using Cross-National Equivalent File (CNEF) data for the United States, Germany,
Great Britain, and Canada, we investigate the economic loss widows experience. We
find that, unadjusted for changes in household size, the loss measured by the household
income replacement rate is smaller than the loss measured by the social security repla-
cement rate. The household income replacement rate also varies less than does the so-
cial security replacement rate across countries and across groups of women whose hus-
bands died at different ages. The median widow’s household size-adjusted income in
the year after her husband’s death relative to the year before is about 0.9 when his death
occurs at older ages and about 0.8 at younger ages in all four countries.

JEL Classification: I 31, J 14, J 26, J 32

1. Introduction

A mixture of private and public institutions offset the risk of economic loss
to women following the death of their husband. Yet, most cross-national stu-
dies focus on the income protection against this loss provided by a single pro-
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gram: social security.1 Lack of data has required these comparisons be made
either with cross-sectional data or even worse, using a hypothetical average of
a worker’s earnings history and his widow’s subsequent social security benefit
across various countries. Here we use a newly expanded source of cross-na-
tional panel data, the Cross-National Equivalent File (CNEF), to trace the eco-
nomic well-being of women as they transition from wife to widow. (For a full-
er discussion of these data see Burkhauser et al. 2001).

We take full advantage of the CNEF by using an event history based long-
itudinal sample design to examine the economic well-being of a women’s
household prior to and following the death of her spouse. Our sample consists
of the households of 450 German, 244 British, 627 Canadian, and 591 United
States women whose husband died sometime during the life of the panel.2 To
measure changes in her household’s economic well-being, we track all sources
of household income.3 Because the members of her household will change
over time (e.g. her husband dies, she moves in with relatives, etc.) we follow
the women from the year just before to the year just after her husband dies.
Since a husband’s death is a relatively rare event in each of our country data
sets, in each of our country samples we pool our women by their husband’s
age at death across all years available in each of the country panels. To do so,
we realign our calendar year data into an event history framework where we
label the year of her husband’s death as year (t). Our data include income
years 1976 through 1997 for the United States Panel of Study Income Dy-
namics (PSID), 1984 through 2000 for the German Socio-Economic Panel
(GSOEP), including respondents from the eastern states, 1991 through 1999
for the British Household Panel Study (BHPS), and 1993 through 1999 for the
Canadian Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID).

2. How the Economic Well-Being of Women Change
Following Their Husband’s Death

Table 1 shows how the mean household income of women and its sources
change from the year before to the year after the death of their husband within
four age categories across four countries.4 The sign (+, 0, –) in each cell indi-

Schmollers Jahrbuch 123 (2003) 1

1 In this paper we use the term social security programs to refer to public, industry-
wide, insurance-based retirement, disability, and survivors programs where benefits are
based on the worker’s earnings record. In some countries, social security programs
could also include unemployment insurance, child benefits, etc. See Appendix Table
1A in Burkhauser et al. (2002) for a full description of the programs we include in our
analysis.

2 See Burkhauser et al. (2002) for a full discussion of the data used in this paper.
3 The sources of income in each of these categories are described in more detail in

Appendix Table 1A of Burkhauser et al. (2002).

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/schm.123.1.151 | Generated on 2025-12-05 05:21:05



Changes in the Economic Well-Being of Widows 153

Schmollers Jahrbuch 123 (2003) 1

cates whether income from that source increases, stays the same, or declines
after their husband’s death. Asterisks indicate the income categories that ac-
count for the largest fraction of the total of the income increases and income
decreases across all income categories.5

As can be seen in Table 1, when a husband dies between ages 25 and 49,
total household income declines and his lost labor earnings has the largest ne-
gative effect on household income in all four countries. But the importance of
offsetting increases varies across the countries. The widow’s labor earnings in-
crease in Germany and Great Britain, remains at about the same level in Cana-
da, and falls in the United States. Income from the labor earnings of other
household members increases in all countries. But the primary source of in-
creased income comes from social security benefits in the United States and
Great Britain, from the widow’s labor earnings in Germany and from private
transfers in Canada.

A husband’s death between ages 50 and 61 also reduces household income
and the major loss in household income is due to his lost labor earnings. Now,
however, the widow’s labor earnings either remain the same or fall. Others’
labor income falls in Germany, and rises in the other three countries. Increases
in social security benefits offset lost labor earnings in all countries, but only in
Great Britain is it most important. In the United States, increases in asset in-
come (e.g. life insurance) are most important, while in Germany and Canada,
it is a reduction in tax payments.

While household income also declines after a husband’s death between ages
62 and 69, the husband’s lost labor earnings are primary only in the United
States and Great Britain. In Germany and Canada the husband’s labor earnings
have already declined substantially prior to his death and were not a factor. In
Canada, declines in private pension benefits are most important. In Germany,
declines in social security benefits are most important. The most important
source of offsetting increases in household income also varies across the four
countries. In the United States, Great Britain, and Canada, reduced tax pay-
ments are most important. In Germany, it is the increased labor earnings of the
widow.

4 Appendix Tables 6A, 7A, 8A, and 9A, in Burkhauser et al. (2002) provide the wi-
dow’s mean household income and its sources for three year before and three years after
the death of her husband for the United States (Table 6A), Germany (Table 7A), Great
Britain (Table 8A), and Canada (Table 9A). We use mean values unadjusted for house-
hold size to focus on the changes in the relative importance of various sources of in-
come following her husband’s death.

5 To decide whether to assign a (+, 0, -) to each income source, we first separately
sum increases and decreases in mean household income across all sources after death.
Each increase (decrease) in mean household income is calculated as a fraction of the
total increase (decrease). For increases (decreases) greater than 10 percent a “+” (”-”)
was assigned. A “0” was entered in all other cells. A decrease in tax obligations is trea-
ted as an increase in income.
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A husband’s death at ages 70 and above also reduces household income but
the loss of his labor earnings is even less important. In all four countries, de-
clines in social security income are most important. In Germany and Great
Britain, reduced tax payments are the most important offset of this decline. In
the United States and Canada, the increased labor earnings of other household
members are most important. Note, however, that this could relate to a change
in household composition rather than an increase in the labor earnings of those
who were in the household prior to the husband’s death.

Table 1 shows that total household income unadjusted for change in house-
hold size falls in all four countries following a husband’s death. Moreover, the
pattern of loses and gains are closer across countries than across age groups
within each country. None-the-less, there are some important differences in
the primary source of offsetting income gains across countries. However, such
differences are critical from a policy perspective only if they lead to important
differences in the relative change in economic well-being of surviving house-
hold members across these countries. Before determining if this is the case,
we discuss how adjustments to household income that account for differences
in household size will affect measures of the change in the economic well-
being of women following the death their husband in all countries.

2.1 Evaluating the economic well-being of individuals
in households of different size

Table 1 reports changes in the mean post-government income of widow’s
households before and after the death of their husband. These values were not
adjusted for household size. A large literature exists detailing the problems as-
sociated with measuring the economic well-being of individuals who live in
households of different size. (See Moon / Smolensky, 1977; Burkhauser /
Smeeding / Merz, 1996 for examples of this literature).

Simply comparing a women’s net-of-tax total household income, unadjusted
for household size, before and after the death of her husband, as we did in Ta-
ble 1, effectively assumes perfect returns to scale in household production. Al-
ternatively, assigning each survivor a per capita share of net-of-tax household
income, effectively assumes no returns to scale. Buhmann et al. (1988) pro-
pose a formula that accommodates these two extreme assumptions. Their for-
mula is:

E � D�Se�1�

where an individual’s equivalent income (E) equals total household income
(D) divided by household size (S) raised to the power (e). Assumptions about
economies of scale in household production or consumption are captured in

Schmollers Jahrbuch 123 (2003) 1
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the value one adopts for (e). At one extreme, when (e) equals 1, no economies
of scale exist. Operationally, per capita income is assigned to each person in
the household. At the other extreme, when (e) equals zero, economies of scale
are perfect. Operationally, each person is assigned equivalent income exactly
equal to household income.

Burkhauser / Smeeding / Merz (1996) show the sensitivity of income in-
equality and poverty measures to variations in the value of (e) but recognize
that economic theory does not suggest a particular value. They point out, how-
ever, that a common value used in the literature is (e) equals 0.5.

In Table 2, we use the above formula to adjust post-government household
income values in the year prior to the husband’s death (t – 1) and the year fol-
lowing the husband’s death (t + 1) using alternative values of (e). As can be
seen in Table 2, higher values of (e) reduce the post-government household
income of each individual in the household. More importantly for our purpose,
the ratio of mean household size-adjusted post-government income in (t + 1)
to mean household size-adjusted post-government income in (t – 1) varies dra-
matically with the choice of (e). When (e) equals zero the widow’s household
size-adjusted income falls in all countries following her husband’s death. This
result is found in Table 1. At the other extreme, (e) equals 1, the widow’s
household size-adjusted income rises for most ages of their husband’s death in
all countries.

Table 2 shows that differences in the household size-adjusted income ratios
across values of (e) are in general greater than the differences across age
groups within a country or within an age group across countries. Burkhauser /
Smeeding / Merz (1996) have shown that the choice of (e) does not have a sub-
stantial effect when one compares income distributions or poverty rates across
countries. However, they note that the choice of (e) can have dramatic effects
on the demographic characteristics of households that are found in the lower
end of the income distribution. For instance, because older persons live in
smaller households, the smaller the value of (e) (i.e. the higher the assumed
returns to scale) used to estimate equivalized income, the older will be the
poverty population. Tables 2 provide evidence of a corollary to this rule. The
smaller the value of (e) used to estimate equivalized income, following the
death of her husband, the greater is the drop in measured economic well-being
of the widow’s household.

2.2. Comparing social security and household size-adjusted
replacement rates across countries

We follow Burkhauser / Smeeding / Merz (1996) and use an (e) value of 0.5
in our analysis of the change in widows’ household income following the
death of their husband. Most cross-national comparisons of how household

Schmollers Jahrbuch 123 (2003) 1
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Table 3

Median Widow’s Replacement Rate in Four Countries by Her Husband’s Age
at Death (e = 0.5)

Husband’s
Age At Death

Social Security
Replacement Rate

Household Size-Adjusted
Replacement Rate

United
States

Ger-
many

Great
Britain

Canada United
States

Ger-
many

Great
Britain

Canada

25 – 49 .22 .17 .32 .12 .79 .80 .83 .82

50 – 61 .00 .37 .36 .50 .76 .83 .99 .75

62 – 69 .67 .87 1.04 1.17 .89 .95 .89 .94

70 and older .94 .92 .90 .88 .93 .96 .95 .96

Source: Authors’ calculations from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics 1976 – 1997, German
Socio-Economic Panel 1984 – 2000, British Household Panel Study 1991 – 1999, and Survey of La-
bour and Income Dynamics 1993 – 1999.

Note: This is an unbalanced panel. Sample size varies across years. See Appendix Tables 10A
and 11A of Burkhauser, Giles, Lillard, and Schwarze (2002).

economic well-being changes use a program-based approached. That is, for
example, they show how much of past labor earnings are replaced by social
security benefits. Columns 2 – 5 of Table 3 provide such a comparison across
our four countries. In columns 6 – 9 of Table 3 we calculate the ratio of house-
hold size-adjusted social security income in t � 1 to household size-adjusted
social security benefits and husband’s labor earnings in t � 1. This ratio ap-
proximates the replacement rate concept used in the simulations typically
done to measure the degree to which social security replaces lost earnings. For
both the social security replacement rate and the household size-adjusted in-
come replacement rate we report median rather than mean values to reduce
the influence of outliers in the data.

In all four countries, social security benefits provide substantial protection
against income loss for the median women following the death of her husband
at older ages (columns 2 – 5). The United States provides the highest social
security replacement rate in the age 70 and over group, but the differences
across countries are small. In the age 62 – 69 group, where the husband’s wage
earnings are more important in some countries than in others in the year prior
to his death, the differences in replacement rates are far greater. Canada and
Great Britain have replacement rates that exceed 1.0, while the United States
replacement rate is only 0.67.

At younger ages the social security replacement rates are much smaller for
the median widow in all four countries. This is in large part because survivors
do not automatically receive social security benefits. Ordinarily social security
benefits are provided to households in this age group only if there is a surviv-
ing child. Canada and Germany are exceptions in the 50 – 61 age group. The
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Canadian social security program pays survivor benefits to widows and wi-
dowers this age immediately after the death of a covered worker. Benefits are
based on the worker’s accrued contributions to the Canadian Pension Plan. In
Germany widows and widowers under the age of 45 receive 25 percent of their
deceased spouse’s covered workers pension (or estimated pension). Those
aged 45 and above receive 60 percent.

But as discussed above a better measure of the median women’s change in
economic well-being following the death of her husband is her household
size-adjusted post-government replacement rate. As can be seen in columns
6 – 9, these rates are much larger at younger ages and usually larger at older
ages in all four countries. Even more importantly, from a cross-national per-
spective, the range of these values is much smaller across the four countries at
all ages.

3. Conclusions

Lack of comparable multi-period data has made it difficult to determine
how social security and other sources of income change for women following
the death of their husband. Using longitudinal data from CNEF, not only are
we able to trace the change in the household income of women prior to and
following the death of their husband across four countries – but also the source
of that income change.

In all four countries, mean household income, unadjusted for household size
falls following the death of their husband. However, the main source of this
decline varies widely across the ages at which the husband dies – i.e. his lost
labor earnings at younger ages, his lost social security or pension income at
older ages. This pattern is the same in each country. Patterns in the source of
the offsetting increase of income are less clear cut, with no one source domi-
nating across country or husband’s age at death.

Given this wide variation in the main source of offsetting income gains
across the husband’s age at death and country, it is important to focus on how
the widow’s entire household income is effected by the death of her husband,
rather than on the replacement rate of her husband’s lost earnings by social
security benefits, in making cross-national comparisons of how the economic
well-being of women change following the death of their husband.

Furthermore, we show that because a women’s household size systemati-
cally falls following the death of her husband, comparisons of her economic
well-being must control for this change. Replacement rates vary more across
assumptions about household returns to scale than they do across countries,
holding returns to scale constant.
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Using an (e) equal to 0.5, we show that the median women’s social security
replacement rate is uniformly high when her husband dies at ages 70 and over
in all four countries, much more varied when he dies between ages 62 and 69,
and much lower when he dies at younger ages in all four countries. But this
variation across age and country is reduced substantially, once a broader
household size-adjusted income replacement rate measure is used. While the
median women in all four countries still experiences a greater decline in her
economic well-being, if her husband dies at a younger ages, the difference is
much smaller than implied by social security replacement rates, as is the dif-
ference across countries. The across country difference in household size-ad-
justed income is even smaller at older ages. Thus, for the widow the economic
loss she experiences is much less and much less varied across age of her hus-
band’s death and country than implied by social security replacement rates or
household income replacement rates unadjusted by household size.

References

Buhmann, B. / Rainwater, L. / Schmaus, G. / Smeeding, T. M. (1988), Equivalence
Scales, Well-being, Inequality, and Poverty: Sensitivity of Estimates Across Ten
Countries Using the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) Database, The Review of In-
come and Wealth 34 (2), 115 – 142.

Burkhauser, R. V. / Butrica, B. A. / Daly, M. C. / Lillard, D. R. (2001), The Cross-Na-
tional Equivalent File: A Product of Comparative Research, in: I. Becker, / N. Ott, /
G. Rolf (eds.) Soziale Sicherung in einer dynamischen Gesellschaft. Frankfurt / New
York, 354 – 376.

Burkhauser, R. V. / Giles, P. / Lillard, D. R. / Schwarze, J. ( 2002), How Exits from the
Labor Force or Death Impact Household Income: A Four Country Comparison of
Public and Private Income Support. Final Report to the Social Security Administra-
tion, University of Michigan Retirement Research Center.

Burkhauser, R. V. / Smeeding, T. M. / Merz, K. (1996), Relative Inequality and Poverty
in Germany and the United States Using Alternative Equivalency Scales, The Review
of Income and Wealth 42(4), 381 – 400.

Moon, M. / Smolensky, E. (eds.) (1977), Improving Measures of Economic Well-being,
New York.

Schmollers Jahrbuch 123 (2003) 1

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/schm.123.1.151 | Generated on 2025-12-05 05:21:05


	Burkhauser et al.: Changes in the Economic Well-Being of Widows Following the Death of Their Husband: A Four Country Comparison
	Abstract
	1. Introduction


