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Previous research indicates that the psychological well-being of never-married individuals differs little from that of married individuals, but studies have rarely examined whether this is true in later life.  Old age presents special challenges, such as the need to adapt to declines in health and functional capabilities, that may strain the coping resources of never-married individuals.  Family members, particularly spouses and adult children, typically constitute the first line of defense in helping older adults deal with such stressors.  Because they lack these traditional family ties, single older adults might be more vulnerable than currently or previously married older adults to deficiencies in their social support resources and, as a result, to increased psychological distress.  This study examined data from a nationally representative sample of over 900 older adults (aged 65-90) to determine whether never-married older adults lack the social support needed to help them cope effectively with age-related stressors, or whether they have support resources that allow them to cope well and to preserve their psychological well-being.

The never-married, as compared to the married, divorced, and widowed, were found to have fewer network members and they reported receiving less support than did the currently and previously married.  Furthermore, although they received less support from immediate family members, the never-married received more support from extended- and non-family sources.  Despite having fewer network members and receiving less support, the never-married rated the support they received as favorably as did other groups.  Support from extended- and non-family ties appeared to be functionally equivalent to support from immediate family members.  However, although the never-married did not appear to be at a disadvantage in terms psychological well-being (as measured by depressive symptoms, loneliness, and positive affect), they did tend to experience fewer benefits from social support than did the other groups when faced with a major stressor.  Thus, it appears that a lifetime of being single allows never-married older adults to develop support resources that help them maintain their psychological well-being.  However, findings suggest that they may be at a slight disadvantage when needing to adapt to the stressors of later life.  

