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Abstract

This study explores whether and how social conditions—ties to kin and friends as well

as loneliness—are related to older adults' residential mobility, in general, and in

combination with a late‐life event, specifically. Drawing on panel data from the US

Health and Retirement Study (N = 9107), logistic regression models examine whether

older adult moves are triggered by life events (retirement, widowhood and health

deterioration) and loneliness, and discouraged by the presence of nearby social ties

(family and friends). The results indicate that becoming retired, becoming widowed,

nearby family and nearby friends are indeed independently associated with moving.

Loneliness is also associated with residential mobility, even when controlling for nearby

family and friends. Social conditions do not, however, moderate the effect of late‐life

events on older adults' residential mobility. The only exception is the moderating role

of loneliness on the effect of retirement: contrary to our expectation, the likelihood of

postretirement moves declines with increasing levels of loneliness.
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1 | INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE
REVIEW

Litwak and Longino's (1987) life span development framework of

migration is the predominant framework for researchers studying

residential mobility later in life. One important aspect of this

framework is the linkage between three major later‐life stages and

specific types of moves: retirement and lifestyle‐driven moves; facing

disabilities (in combination with widowhood) and assistance moves;

and facing chronic disabilities that require ongoing care and nursing

home moves. While the literature has established that retirement,

widowhood and health deterioration can lead to an increased

likelihood of moving (Artamonova et al., 2020; Evandrou et al., 2010;

Pope & Kang, 2010; Smits, 2010; Spring et al., 2023; Zilincikova

et al., 2023), less is known about the social conditions that might

inspire or discourage these moves. For example, recent research has

emphasized the importance of the family and friends as a draw for

individuals to remain in place or move elsewhere (see Gillespie, 2022;

Mulder, 2018). It is yet unknown whether proximity to kin and good

friends is a barrier to moving, or conversely, whether the absence

of close‐by family and friends is likely to motivate a residential

relocation after a late‐life event.

One unexplored mechanism behind mobility decisions, following

a life event or otherwise, is individuals' feelings of loneliness—a

discrepancy between their desired and achieved levels of social

relationships (Perlman & Peplau, 1981). Loneliness, particularly in

older adulthood (Mund et al., 2020), is a serious, distressing and

pervasive experience (Charpentier & Kirouac, 2021), with between
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20% and 30% of the older population in the United States

experiencing some degree of mild to intense loneliness (Raymo &

Wang, 2022). Loneliness is a leading cause of depression in older

adulthood (Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001), with negative consequences

including poor physical and mental health, more self‐neglect,

cognitive decline and higher morbidity (Fiske et al., 2009; Valtorta

et al., 2016). However, we propose that one possible way individuals

can sidestep later‐life loneliness is by moving elsewhere.

This study draws on data from the U.S. Health and Retirement

Study (HRS) to examine whether and how social conditions (i.e., the

presence of nearby social ties as well as individuals' feelings of

loneliness) are related to older adults' residential mobility, in general,

and specifically in combination with a late‐life event.

1.1 | Life events and residential mobility in older
adulthood

While younger individuals often relocate for labour market reasons,

to increase their human capital, older adults often move for other

reasons. Litwak and Longino (1987) developed the prevailing

theoretical framework for explaining older adult relocation. Their

developmental migration model conceptualizes later‐life migration

into a series of three sequential stages. In the first stage, lifestyle‐

driven moves accompany retirement. People of retirement age are

free to relocate far from their family and friends, as modern transport

and information and communication technology make it feasible to

stay in close contact over large distances while living in a place with

attractive public amenities and opportunities for recreation and

leisure (Haas & Serow, 1993). In the second stage, older adults

develop disabilities that motivate them to move closer to children or

other relatives (Zhang et al., 2013), particularly following widowhood

(Zilincikova et al., 2023). Through these moves, they may receive help

with household and care tasks that enable them to continue living

independently and are therefore referred to as assistance moves. In

the third stage, when older adults' health deteriorates further and

family caregivers and others are no longer able to provide the

necessary level of support, they are likely to move to institutionalized

residential care (Duncombe et al., 2003; Puts et al., 2005). Building on

the Litwak–Longino organizational paradigm and subsequent

research on later‐life migration, we propose the following general

hypothesis about life events in older adulthood:

Hypothesis 1. Life events (retirement, widowhood and

health deterioration) are associated with a higher likelihood

of residential mobility.

1.2 | Social ties and residential mobility

Despite empirical evidence that later‐life events trigger older adults

to relocate, their propensity to change residence is still low compared

to younger age groups (Gillespie, 2017). Whether older adults

actually move depends on the circumstances that condition their

desire and/or ability to do so (Bloem et al., 2008; Mulder &

Hooimeijer, 1999). Individuals are not inclined to move until their

living environment no longer matches their needs or aspirations

(Wolpert, 1965). Social embeddedness also plays a decisive role in

this respect: having family members and friends living close by

increases individuals' likelihood of remaining in an area. The impact of

nearby family and friends on individuals' local mobility patterns was

recently explored in a single‐city study focused on residential

mobility within Los Angeles (Gillespie, 2022). The results indicated

that individuals with nearby family and, to a lesser extent, friends

were less likely to move away than those with no or few nearby

social ties.

For young–old adults in particular (i.e., older individuals without

any health problems or care needs), geographic proximity to family

and friends is a means of structuring daily life, including visiting each

other, engaging in activities together and looking after grandchildren

(Dosman et al., 2006). For old–old adults, geographic proximity to

family and friends is an important source of companionship and/or

care (York Cornwell & Goldman, 2021). So far, research has focused

mainly on the impact of geographic distance between older adults

and their children on intergenerational support exchange and

relocation of either the parent or the adult child. The closer older

adults live to their grandchildren, the more frequently they interact

(Arber & Timonen, 2013; Hurme et al., 2010). And the closer children

live to parents, the more support they provide (Kalmijn &

Dykstra, 2006; Knijn & Liefbroer, 2006; Mulder & van der Meer,

2009). Furthermore, older adults with nearby children change

residence less often than those whose closest children live far away

(Clark et al., 2017), while older people with grandchildren are more

likely to move closer to their children than those without grand-

children (van Diepen & Mulder, 2009). Based on these arguments, we

propose the following hypothesis for older adults:

Hypothesis 2. Nearby family and friends are associated with

a lower likelihood of residential mobility.

1.3 | Loneliness and residential mobility

Very little is known about the role of loneliness in residential mobility.

As with social ties (Matysiak, 2022), loneliness has most often been

explored as an outcome of demographic processes, including

immigration (Cela & Fokkema, 2017; King et al., 2014; Koelet & de

Valk, 2016; De Witte & Van Regenmortel, 2022) and older adult

transitions to adapted housing or special living arrangements (Bloem

& van Tilburg, 2006). However, residential mobility might also be a

strategy to alleviate loneliness even in a more localized context.

Loneliness is a multidimensional construct, commonly defined as

qualitative and/or quantitative social deficiencies in intimate and/or

peripheral relationships or, more broadly, as a discrepancy between

an individual's desired and achieved levels of social relationships

(Perlman & Peplau, 1981). At first glance, loneliness varies as a
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function of having nearby family and friends (i.e., social loneliness). As

mentioned above, nearby friends and family form an important social

support system, potentially buffering feelings or effects of loneliness

(Hsieh & Liu, 2021). More generally, research has shown that—

particularly in older adulthood—high solidarity and frequent support

exchange are associated with better overall well‐being (Fingerman

et al., 2013). However, relationships vary in purpose, quality/intensity

(emotional closeness) and structure (composition). In other words,

even when surrounded by family and friends, people can still feel

lonely if their relationships are not as fulfilling and meaningful as they

would like them to be or they experience a situation where the

intimacy they wish for is not realized (i.e., emotional loneliness).

The coping literature identifies three approaches to attenuate

loneliness: individuals can (i) improve the quantity or quality of their

relationships; (ii) lower their standards by adjusting unrealistic social

expectations; and (iii) handle loneliness with internalized processes

(e.g., acceptance, justification or distraction) (Heylen, 2010; Lazarus &

Folkman, 1984; Rook & Peplau, 1982). With regard to the first

approach, geographic context might be a particularly strong facilitator

of (re)constructing a robust social circle. Accordingly, a major

component of this study explores whether individuals change their

residence in response to loneliness. This leads to the following

hypothesis for older adults:

Hypothesis 3. Higher levels of loneliness are associated

with an increased likelihood of residential mobility.

1.4 | Life events and social conditions

Another objective of the current study is to tease out whether the

social conditions—the presence of close‐by social ties and level of

loneliness—play a particular, moderating, role when someone

experiences one of three late‐life events. In Litwak and Longino's

(1987) model, retirement, widowhood and health deterioration are

seen as triggers to relocate. Looking for a better living environmental

quality and more recreation and leisure amenities are the underlying

motives in this model for recent retirees to move. It remains to be

seen whether newly retired people actually make this move in the

presence of favourable social conditions in their current place of

residence. Spending more time with close‐by family and friends can

be a way to replace the loss of contact with co‐workers; helping

close‐by family and friends (such as caring for grandchildren, assisting

adult children, offering practical and emotional support to friends)

might be a way to replace the social productivity lost in the work‐to‐

retirement transition (Kahn et al., 2011).

Moving away from family and friends might lower the frequency

and quality of contact with them, while building up a network of

meaningful relationships in the new place of residence takes time

(Brehm et al., 2004; Gieling et al., 2019), potentially increasing

feelings of loneliness. In Litwak and Longino's (1987) model, receiving

assistance and care is the driving force to relocate for those who

become widowed or experience health deterioration. Yet, this will

only be the case when access to (meaningful) familial and social

support networks is lacking in the immediate vicinity. Thus, we

further hypothesize a moderating role of social conditions on the

relationship between late‐life events and residential mobility:

Hypothesis 4. The expected positive association between

life events and residential mobility is less likely when nearby

family and friends are present and more likely with higher

levels of loneliness.

2 | DATA AND METHOD

2.1 | U.S. HRS

These analyses are based on restricted‐use panel data from the U.S.

HRS. The HRS is a nationally representative data set of adults aged 50

and over, conducted by the Institute for Social Research at the University

of Michigan. The data have been collected biennially since 1992 and are

based on a multistage area probability sampling of U.S. households.

The data set contains multiple modules, including the main (‘core’)

interview along with complementary modules that tap into more

specialized topics. Response rates are relatively high for a panel study,

with reinterview rates ranging from 69% to 92% (Sonnega et al., 2014).

For a detailed description of the HRS protocol, including the research

design and sampling strategy, see HRS (2017). The current sample

draws on three waves of the HRS core data (2010–2014).

Psychosocial data are collected in a supplemental module (the

Psychosocial and Lifestyle Questionnaire; PSQ), which supplements

the in‐person core interviews. Among other things, the supplement

focuses on respondents' relationships with their kin and friends. The

design of the PSQ is more complicated than the biennial core

interviews. When the PSQ was first instituted in 2006, a random

subsample of 50% of HRS respondents was selected for the

supplemental module, with the expectation that data would be

collected from this cohort every other wave (i.e., every 4 years). As

such, panel data were collected from ‘Group A’ in 2006, 2010, 2014

and 2018. In 2008, data were collected from the remaining 50%,

making them the second cohort (‘Group B’), with additional panel

data collected in alternating waves, 2012 and 2016.

The current study usesT1 data from Group A in 2010 or Group B

in 2012. The outcome is whether or not a relocation to a new zip

code took place between T1 (2010 or 2012) and T2, which is 2014

for both groups, as residential relocations are measured in every

wave as part of the core interview. This obviously creates a staggered

sample issue, whereby those in Group A had 2 additional years to

observe a move. To address this in the best way possible, we include

a control for respondent's cohort in the analyses. Moreover, in a

separate section below (Section 3.1), we discuss a number of

additional analyses we conducted to show that our results are robust

to different data structures, measurements and analytic approaches.

The sample consists of noninstitutionalized older adults who

completed the PSQ in 2010 (Cohort A) or 2012 (Cohort B) and
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participated in the core interview in the 2014 Wave (N = 9107). All

analyses include weights from the core data in 2014, the observation

year for the dependent variable.

2.2 | Dependent variable

The T2 measurement for residential mobility between waves—the

primary dependent variable for the analyses—is based on whether

or not the respondent had a change in zip codes between 2010

and 2014 (Cohort A) or between 2012 and 2014 (Cohort B). There

are obvious issues with pseudomigration using this measurement,

but more precise distance measures were not available, even with

the restricted‐access data. However, we believe that moves need

not cross incredibly long distances to remedy existing social

conditions.

2.3 | Primary independent variables

2.3.1 | Life events

We include measures for the occurrence of three life events. The first

is whether or not the respondent transitioned to full retirement

between T1 and T2. The second is whether or not an individual

became widowed between these observation periods. The third is

whether or not the individual self‐reported deterioration in their

general health between the survey waves at T2.

2.3.2 | Nearby social ties and loneliness

Two dichotomous measures from the core data indicate whether or

not the respondent reported having family or friends nearby. To

explore nearby family, an item in the core survey asked, ‘Besides the

people living [here/there] with you, do you have any relatives in your

neighbourhood?’ To tap into nearby friends, the second question

asked, ‘Do you have any good friends living in your neighbourhood?’

Respondents' measure of loneliness is based on an 11‐item scale

derived from the 20‐item Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell

et al., 1980; Russell, 1996). The validated items were selected for the

PSQ based on previously published factor loadings with older adults

to enhance reliability (Hawkley et al., 2005). The questions ask

respondents how much of the time they feel: (a) lacking in

companionship; (b) left out; (c) isolated from others; (d) that they

are ‘in tune’ with the people around them; (e) alone; (f) there are

people they can talk to; (g) there are people they can turn to; (h) there

are people who really understand them; (i) there is a group of people

they feel close to; (j) they are part of a group of friends; and (k) they

have a lot in common with the people around them. The response

options for each item were: (i) often; (ii) some of the time; and (iii)

hardly ever or never. To create an index of loneliness, items a, b, c

and e were reverse‐coded and the scores were averaged across all

11 items. Any scores with more than five missing items were set as

missing values. The subsequent scale ranges from 1 to 3.

2.4 | Controls

Control variables include age and gender (female = 1). Racial/ethnic

category was measured by the HRS and includes the following

categories: White (reference group), Black, Hispanic and Other.

Education identified whether the respondent's level of education was

less than high school, high school or the equivalent, some college,

college or graduate studies. The variable wealth provides the net

value of the respondents' total wealth less their individual retirement

account and divided by 10,000 to facilitate interpretation. Employ-

ment indicates whether the respondent is unemployed, employed

full‐ or part‐time (reference group) or fully retired.

Housing tenure marks whether the respondent owns—or is

buying—their home (reference group), rents, lives with a relative/friend

for free or some other arrangement; because only a few individuals had

this latter classification (n = 29), we also included missing responses in

this category. Marital status indicates whether the respondent is

married or partnered (reference group), single, divorced/separated or

widowed. Urbanicity is based on Census‐defined classifications of

population density, collapsed into three categories: urban/metropolitan

(reference group), metro adjacent or moderately urban, and rural. A

dichotomous variable indicates whether or not the respondent is

classified as ‘Cohort A’ (data for the independent variables was

collected in 2010) or ‘Cohort B’ (in 2012).

2.5 | Procedure

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the variables in the analyses.

Bivariate analyses (group comparisons by moved or not) are presented

in Table 2. Table 3, Model 3.1, provides a formal test of Hypotheses 1

and 2, that life events and nearby family and friends are associated with

older adult residential mobility. Model 3.2 introduces the measure for

loneliness to test Hypothesis 3. Model 3.3 presents the results of main

effects and interaction terms between life events and social conditions

to test Hypothesis 4. For all multivariate analyses, there was no severe

multicollinearity in the models (average variance inflation factor = 1.1).

Analysis of the correlation matrix (not shown) indicated that none of

the observed relationships between the independent variables in the

models were very strong. Intuitively, the strongest correlation (0.25)

was between wealth and education. A number of additional sensitivity

analyses are discussed below.

3 | RESULTS

Overall, nearly 7% of the sample relocated during the observation

window, which is fairly consistent with annual rates of older adult

residential mobility in the United States (Gillespie, 2017). Over
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one‐fifth of the sample became retired (20%) or experienced a health

decline (22%) between T1 and T2. Those who transitioned to

retirement were significantly more likely to move than those who

did not (p < 0.01). No difference was found in the experience of

health deterioration between movers and nonmovers. A much

smaller percentage (2.7%) became widowed within the observation

window; those who became widowed were slightly more likely to

move than those who did not (p < 0.10). Nearby friends were

reported by a larger share of the sample (65%) than nearby family

(25%). Moreover, having nearby friends (p < 0.001) and nearby family

(p < 0.001) were both associated with nonmobility compared with

individuals with no such social ties. The baseline bivariate results also

indicated that higher rates of loneliness were associated with

mobility (p < 0.001).

The results in Model 3.1 (Table 3) provide some support for

Hypothesis 1, which proposed that retirement, widowhood and health

deterioration would be associated with a higher likelihood of moving.

Retirement (odds ratio [OR] =1.34, p<0.05) and widowhood (OR=1.85,

p<0.05) are both associated with a significantly higher probability of

moving between waves. However, our results do not indicate that there

is a significant relationship between the onset of health deterioration and

residential mobility between waves. The results in Model 3.1 are also in

line with Hypothesis 2—that nearby family and friends are associated with

a lower likelihood of residential mobility among older adults. Those with

nearby family (OR=0.6, p<0.01) and nearby friends (OR=0.7, p<0.001)

are significantly less likely to relocate.

The results presented in Model 3.2 (Table 3) are in line with

Hypothesis 3—that higher levels of loneliness are associated with an

increased probability of residential mobility. Indeed, greater loneliness is

associated with a significantly higher likelihood of moving between

waves, regardless of the presence of nearby social ties (OR=1.44,

p<0.01). Model 3.3 presents the results of interaction terms between life

events and social conditions to test Hypothesis 4—that the expected

positive association between life events and residential mobility is less

likely when nearby family and friends are present and more likely with

higher levels of loneliness. No support was found. Our results do not

indicate that social conditions have a moderating role in the relationship

between widowhood or health deterioration and residential mobility. The

results do point to a moderating effect of loneliness on the relationship

between retirement and mobility. However, this relationship is not in the

expected direction. The results suggest that the likelihood of

TABLE 1 Sample characteristics (N = 9107).

M (SD) or %

Dependent variable

Residential mobilityT1–T2 6.7

Life events

Became retiredT1–T2 20.4

Became widowedT1–T2 2.7

Health deteriorationT1–T2 22.3

Social conditions

Nearby family 25.1

Nearby friends 64.5

Loneliness (0–3) 1.49 (0.4)

Individual and household characteristics

Age 68.1 (8.9)

Female 58.1

Race/ethnicity

White 85.9

Black 6.4

Hispanic/Latino 5.2

Other 2.5

Education 2.9 (1.3)

Wealth (10,000s) 44.1 (90.1)

Employment status

Unemployed 6.7

Employed 38.4

Fully retired 54.9

Housing tenure

Own 78.8

Rent 11.1

Rent‐free (relative/friend) 2.5

Other/missing 7.5

Marital status

Never married 4.6

Partnered 68.1

Divorced/separated 12.3

Widowed 15.0

Urbanicity

Metropolitan 79.4

Moderate urban 8.8

Low urban/rural 11.8

TABLE 1 (Continued)

M (SD) or %

Longitudinal sample

Group A 54.1

Group B 45.9

Note: Weighted and unimputed data.
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postretirement moves decline with increasing levels of loneliness. To

illustrate this point, Figure 1 presents a graph of the predicted

probabilities of moving among those who transitioned to retirement

and those who did not across different degrees on the loneliness scale.

The results for control variables indicate that age is negatively

associated with residential mobility in older adulthood (OR=0.97,

p<0.001). Those with higher levels of education are more likely to move

(OR=1.13, p<0.01). Renters (OR=4.0, p<0.001) and those who live in

rent‐free accommodations (OR=4.06, p<0.001) are significantly more

likely to move than those who own their dwelling place. Compared with

older adults residing in metropolitan areas, those from moderate urban

(OR=0.65, p<0.05) or low urban/rural geographic areas (OR=0.61,

p<0.05) are significantly less likely to move.

3.1 | Sensitivity and auxiliary analyses

In addition to our main analyses, we conducted a number of

sensitivity checks related to the data structure and sample,

measurement, framework and models to bolster the validity of our

main findings.

3.1.1 | Data structure and sample

To check for group differences in the staggered subsample (i.e., between

PSQ Groups A and B), we ran bivariate analyses for all variables in the

model. All statistically significant differences were intuitive—only age and

other age‐dependent items, like transitioning to retirement and becoming

widowed, differed significantly between Groups A and B.

Because of the staggered structure of the PSQ, we were unable to

stack the data in long format by wave. However, we ran sensitivity

analyses for other combinations of waves (e.g., 2008/2010→2012) and,

reassuringly, the results were nearly identical each time. The results were

also similar when analyses were run separately by individual cohorts (e.g.,

2010 and 2012 separately to explore moves undertaken by 2014).

TABLE 2 Bivariate comparisons (N = 9107).

Nonmover
(n = 8515)

Mover
(n = 592) Difference

Life events

Became retiredT1–T2 20.0 26.1 **

Became widowedT1–T2 2.6 4.0 †

Health deteriorationT1–T2 22.2 23.5 NS

Social conditions

Nearby family 25.7 16.0 ***

Nearby friends 65.4 51.2 ***

Loneliness (0–3) 1.48 (0.4) 1.61 (0.5) ***

Individual and household characteristics

Age 68.2 (8.9) 66.4 (8.9) ***

Female 58.2 57.3 NS

Race/ethnicity NS

White 86.0 84.0

Black 6.3 7.5

Hispanic/Latino 5.3 4.6

Other 2.4 3.9

Education 2.9 (1.3) 3.0 (1.3) NS

Wealth (10,000s) 44.8 (91.7) 33.8 (64.5) *

Employment status NS

Unemployed 6.6 8.3

Employed 38.3 39.6

Fully retired 55.1 52.1

Housing tenure ***

Own 80.3 59.1

Rent 10.0 28.2

Rent‐free (relative/
friend)

2.3 6.0

Other/missing 7.6 6.8

Marital status *

Never married 4.5 6.8

Partnered 68.5 61.4

Divorced/separated 12.0 16.9

Widowed 15.0 15.0

Urbanicity **

Metropolitan 78.9 86.7

Moderate urban 9.0 5.9

Low urban/rural 12.1 7.5

TABLE 2 (Continued)

Nonmover
(n = 8515)

Mover
(n = 592) Difference

Longitudinal sample NS

Group A 54.1 53.6

Group B 45.9 46.4

Note: Weighted and unimputed data.

Abbreviation: NS, not significant.
†p < 0.1.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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In separate analyses, we included the subsample of individuals

who transitioned into assisted living facilities between waves

(n = 223). The results remained largely similar; however, the interac-

tion between retirement and loneliness was not statistically signifi-

cant in the final model. Since the HRS sampling weights do not

include individuals in assisted living facilities, we removed this

subpopulation from our main analyses.

3.1.2 | Measurement

Having no nearby children (within 10miles) is also a significant predictor

of residential mobility in models without the variable for nearby relatives

(and vice versa). The reason both were not included in the analyses is

that the two are not mutually exclusive. Based on the phrasing of the

question, the measure for ‘nearby relatives’ includes children.

Using a crude measure for loneliness—whether or not the respon-

dent felt lonely within the past week—resulted in a larger sample size

because it is asked each wave as a part of the core data. The measure led

to similarly significant results but we opted to use the validated scale for

loneliness rather than the broad, time‐specific measure.

3.1.3 | Framework

Since moving might also increase loneliness—especially moving away

from nearby family and good friends, individuals might be less

TABLE 3 Logistic regression model for life events, social
conditions and migration (N = 9107).

Model 3.1 Model 3.2 Model 3.3

Life events

Became retiredT1–T2 1.34* 1.34* 4.27**

Became widowedT1–T2 1.85* 1.79* 1.85

Health deteriorationT1–T2 1.03 0.99 0.65

Social conditions

Nearby family 0.60** 0.61** 0.59*

Nearby friends 0.69*** 0.73** 0.71*

Loneliness 1.44** 1.64**

Individual and household characteristics

Age 0.97*** 0.97*** 0.97***

Female 0.88† 0.91 0.90

Race/ethnicity

White (reference)

Black 0.80 0.80 0.81

Hispanic/Latino 0.67 0.67 0.65

Other 1.34 1.33 1.33

Education 1.12* 1.13** 1.14**

Wealth (10,000s) 0.99 0.99 0.99

Employment status

Unemployed 1.19 1.14 1.17

Employed (reference)

Fully retired 1.20 1.16 1.15

Housing tenure

Own (reference)

Rent 4.11*** 4.00*** 4.10***

Rent‐free (relative/friend) 4.13*** 4.06*** 4.12***

Other/missing 1.45 1.41 1.38

Marital status

Never married 1.00 0.95 0.96

Partnered (reference)

Divorced/separated 0.95 0.91 0.89

Widowed 1.17 1.12 1.12

Urbanicity

Metropolitan (reference)

Moderate urban 0.65* 0.65* 0.65*

Low urban/rural 0.62* 0.61* 0.61*

Longitudinal sample (Group B) 1.08 1.09 1.09

Interactions

Became retired × nearby family 1.17

TABLE 3 (Continued)

Model 3.1 Model 3.2 Model 3.3

Became retired × nearby friends 1.08

Became retired × loneliness 0.45***

Became widowed × nearby

family

1.43

Became widowed × nearby
friends

1.61

Became widowed × loneliness 0.77

Health deterioration × nearby
family

0.90

Health deterioration × nearby
friends

0.97

Health

deterioration × loneliness

1.32

Fit statistics

AIC 4114.64 4108.93 4120.39

McFadden's adjusted R2 0.061 0.062 0.059

Note: Odds ratios presented. Weighted data.

Abbreviation: AIC, Akaike information criterion.
†p < 0.1.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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inclined to move when they have close‐by social ties. An auxiliary

analysis explored interactions between loneliness and nearby family

and friends. However, we did not find any evidence that loneliness is

associated with residential mobility vis‐à‐vis nearby social ties.

3.1.4 | Models

To tap into the quantity–quality distinction, we explored a variety of

interactions between life events and respondents' total number of

relatives and friends reported in the PSQ, as well as validated scales

for contact frequency and (positive/negative) relationship quality.

However, these other measures of social structure and solidarity

were not about nearby relatives and friends per se, but any relatives

and friends. None of the interactions were statistically significant.

Additional models included measures for baseline health and

depression. However, these variables did not change the results

substantially. To preserve a parsimonious model and avoid ‘over-

controlling’, we did not retain these measures in the model.

Additionally, because of the large number of interaction terms in

the final model, we checked the interactions three at a time (i.e.,

nearby family, nearby friends and loneliness separately by each life

event) as well as individually in the models. The results did not

change substantially and so we have opted—for efficiency of

presentation—to retain the full model with all interaction terms

included.

4 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Our primary objective was to examine whether and how (a) life

events (i.e., retirement, widowhood, health deterioration) and (b) the

presence of nearby social ties and individuals' feelings of loneliness

are related to residential mobility in older adulthood. We also

explored whether and how these social conditions moderate the

relationship between life events and residential mobility.

First, our results provide some support for the tripartite

developmental framework developed by Litwak and Longino (1987).

We proposed that several life events commonly experienced in older

adulthood (transitioning to retirement, becoming widowed and health

deterioration) would be associated with individuals' propensity to

move. Our findings are mostly consistent with previous research on the

impact of life events on migration in older adulthood (e.g., Bloem

et al., 2008; Evandrou et al., 2010). Indeed, our null findings for health

deterioration and residential mobility were also consistent with other

studies on the topic (e.g., Longino et al., 2008). More comprehensive

measures of individuals' health—and changes therein—might better

predict migration than individuals' self‐reported general health and

health deterioration. Moreover, migration in response to older adults'

deteriorating health might instead be undertaken by family members,

particularly their adult children, to provide care. Even more likely,

severe declines in health might instead trigger a move into institutional

living (Artamonova et al., 2021).

Second, our results demonstrate that older individuals who have

family and friends living nearby are less likely to move. The idea that

individuals' nonresident family can impact relocation decisions is rooted

in the notion that social ties are an important type of ‘location‐specific

capital’, resources that are bound to a specific area (DaVanzo, 1981).

Thus, nearby kin can serve as an attraction for individuals to remain in

an area or a draw to move elsewhere (Artamonova et al., 2020;

Mulder, 2018; Thomas & Dommermuth, 2020). Considerably less

attention has been devoted to friends—also an important form of

location‐specific capital, often providing companionship and instru-

mental and social support. All in all, nearby social ties seem to help

retain older adults in their communities. These results are consistent

with recent quantitative and qualitative research on nearby social ties

serving to deter residential mobility among younger sample populations

(Gillespie, 2022; Thomassen, 2021; Thomassen et al., 2023).

F IGURE 1 Predicted probability of moving
by loneliness and retirement.
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Third, loneliness increases individuals' propensity to move away.

Thus, as a metric for the quality of individuals' social relationships,

these results suggest that individuals might leverage relocations in

response to feelings of loneliness. These results add to our limited

understanding of not just whether but how social relationships can

impact older adults' relocation decisions. In particular, while previous

studies have shown that (internal) migration can lead to loneliness,

our results indicate that loneliness can also be a trigger to move.

We did not find support for our hypothesis that individuals

experiencing late‐life events would be more or less likely to move

depending on their social conditions. While our moderation results

were not borne out according to our hypotheses, several other

explanations might be at play. Older adults experiencing these

transitions might move for reasons other than loneliness or a lack of

nearby social ties. For example, individuals who have recently

become widowed often downsize their housing to adapt to the

changes in household composition or to accommodate their new

economic circumstances or space needs (Bonnet et al., 2010).

Moreover, the emotional loneliness experienced with widowhood—

missing one's partner—cannot be easily resolved through relocation

(Guiaux, 2010). In the case of serious health deterioration, it might be

necessary to move into an institution, which are not available

everywhere. Individuals experiencing health declines might also

be more likely to move closer to medical services or into a more

accommodating dwelling (e.g., without stairs). Thus, consistent with

Bloem et al.'s (2008) assertion, ‘important life changes might serve as

reasons for moving, but the actual move depends on other events

and conditions’ (p. 40).

Our findings that the transition to retirement is associated with a

lower probability of relocation among individuals experiencing

loneliness also run counter to our expectations. One explanation

might be that, like all moves, retirement moves are undertaken for a

variety of reasons and in a variety of ways. For example, ‘snowbird’

migrants relocate to areas with more retirement‐friendly accommo-

dations (e.g., Florida, California, Arizona). Individuals experiencing

loneliness might simply be less inclined and/or less able than those

with a vibrant and active lifestyle and good social skills to embark on

these types of postretirement ‘leisure‐driven’ moves.

Although these analyses help identify the ways social conditions

in older adulthood frame individuals' constraints and opportunities

for residential mobility, our study has several limitations. First, the

staggered nature of the PSQ module created some data modelling

complications, although numerous sensitivity analyses bolster the

reliability of these findings. Second, the dichotomous items for

nearby family and friends are not ideal—better measures for proximal

family and friends, such as the number of nearby social ties or their

exact distance, would be an improvement. These data do exist to

some extent, in national population registers (e.g., in the Netherlands,

Sweden, Norway and Denmark) that contain geolocations for family

members. However, these data sources do not have information

about loneliness, health or the presence/availability of friends.

Our findings also present several interesting avenues for future

research. First, researchers might consider the quantity and quality of

nearby family and friend relationships. For example, some older adults

might move away from negative or ambivalent relationships with their

social ties. Additionally, ‘weak’ versus ‘strong’ social ties tend to differ in

purpose, function and importance (Granovetter, 1973). While the HRS

PSQ supplements do contain some measures of relationship quality,

they refer to social relationships anywhere, rather than specifically

nearby ties.

Second, to the extent that sample size is not an issue, future

research might also explore how the co‐occurrence of multiple

events impact older adults' propensity to relocate. Third, given

the unprecedented rates of loneliness during the coronavirus disease

2019 pandemic and attendant lockdowns (Killgore et al., 2020),

researchers are well‐positioned to explore the way loneliness

impacted migration—especially toward or into coresidence with

family—at this time. Although we adopted the broadest conventional

conceptualization of loneliness, future research might parse out the

different dimensions of loneliness, including whether/how social and

emotional loneliness differentially impact individuals' mobility deci-

sions. In terms of policy, community development programmes could

help facilitate the formation and maintenance of social ties within the

community, particularly emphasizing policy interventions and strate-

gies to target socially isolated older adults and those prone to

loneliness.
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