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Abstract
One of the major aspects of successful ageing is active engagement in later life. Retirement
and widowhood are two significant life transitions that may largely influence leisure
engagement patterns among older adults. Limited findings exist regarding the impact of
life transitions on leisure activity engagement due to the scarcity of longitudinal data
with repeated measurement of older individuals’ leisure engagement. This study longitu-
dinally examined changes in leisure activity engagement as influenced by retirement and
widowhood using five waves of national panel data from the Health and Retirement Study
and its supplementary Consumption and Activities Mail Survey. Multi-level modelling
was conducted with retirement and widowhood status as time-varying variables. Socio-
economic status, depressive symptoms, cognitive function, self-rated health and functional
limitations were also included as time-varying and time-invariant covariates. Findings
show that engagement in mental, physical, social and household activities significantly
decreased during an eight-year period. Moreover, transition from working to retired status
was associated with increased engagement in mental, social and household activities but
decreased engagement in physical activities among men only. Transition from married to
widowhood status was associated with decreased engagement in household activities
among women only. Encouraging active leisure engagement among individuals who
experience either or both life transitions may help maintain their health after transition.

Keywords: retirement; widowhood; leisure activities; Health and Retirement Study; Consumption and
Activities Mail Survey

Introduction
One of the crucial aspects of successful ageing is active engagement in later life
(Rowe and Kahn, 1997). Not surprisingly, an established body of research has
shown the positive association between leisure engagement and health outcomes
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among older adults (Adams et al., 2011). Indeed, later-life engagement in leisure
activities was found to be related to higher levels of self-rated health
(Morrow-Howell et al., 2014) and quality of life (Silverstein and Parker, 2002)
and lower levels of functional limitations (Janke et al., 2008b), depressive symptoms
(Glass et al., 2006; Hong et al., 2009; Morrow-Howell et al., 2014), mortality (Agahi
et al., 2011) and cognitive impairment (Wang et al., 2006).

Retirement and widowhood are two significant life transitions in later life that
may largely influence activity engagement patterns among older adults.
Retirement challenges retirees to decide how to use or allocate a great amount of
time and energy previously dedicated to work (Nimrod, 2007). Widowhood, con-
sidered the most distressing event in later life (Fry, 2001), challenges surviving part-
ners to replace their spousal roles through lifestyle changes (Pienta and Franks,
2006) and multifaceted post-bereavement adaptations (Carr and Utz, 2001).
Although retirement may not be considered as stressful as widowhood, it certainly
entails detachment from available resources, social networks and identities linked to
a major career and job (Kim and Moen, 2002). Such interruption in the sense of self
can cause significant behavioural changes (Bridges, 2004) among retired indivi-
duals. In this respect, retirement and widowhood may serve as important factors
that influence activity engagement after such life transitions.

From a theoretical perspective, three classic social gerontology theories have
often been used to explain leisure activity engagement and wellbeing in later life.
Activity theory posits that successful ageing may be achieved when older adults
maintain active lifestyles even after the loss of social roles and age-related declines
in health and functioning (Friedman and Havighurst, 1954; Havighurst, 1963).
Continuity theory (Atchley, 1989) suggests that older adults tend to maintain simi-
lar types and levels of activity after a major life event such as retirement or spousal
loss. Disengagement theory (Cumming and Henry, 1961) assumes that older per-
sons tend to withdraw from society or their environment. Although these theories
may explain an individual’s activity participation associated with wellbeing, they
may not be sufficient when it comes to examining activity participation as a
major outcome directly influenced by life transitions (e.g. retirement or widow-
hood). Indeed, Utz et al. (2002: 531) argued that ‘despite activity, continuity, and
disengagement theories’ inimitable presence in social gerontology, their explanatory
power has fallen short in trying to explain how or why older adults alter their social
participation in the face of widowhood’ and further suggested adopting the lifespan
perspective (Baltes et al., 1980) to capture the progressive nature of the human
lifecourse.

The lifespan development perspective (Baltes, 1987: 611) emphasises the inter-
play between gain and loss in individual development, thereby focusing on both
‘constancy and change in behavior throughout the life course’. This perspective
introduces normative age-graded events that tend to occur in similar ways for all
individuals with regard to chronological age (e.g. family cycle, occupation) and
non-normative significant life events that may not be predictable in time and occur-
rence (e.g. relocation, accidents, death of significant others) as two of the three
major systems that influence individuals’ behaviour in lifespan development
(Baltes et al., 1980). In this respect, retirement and widowhood may serve as either
or both normative and non-normative events that influence an individual’s leisure
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participation. Hence, the lifespan perspective becomes especially important to
examining changes in older adults’ leisure participation over time in relation to
life transitions (Janke et al., 2006).

Hitherto, limited empirical findings exist regarding the impact of life transitions
on leisure activity participation among older adults from a longitudinal perspective.
Previous studies have often used cross-sectional data and focused on retired or
widowed individuals only (Patterson, 1996; Rosenkoetter et al., 2001; Şener et al.,
2007), making it difficult to understand whether results regarding leisure activities
were largely influenced by life transitions or just reflected the characteristics of
retired or widowed individuals. In addition, some studies relied on a retrospective
measure to define changes in leisure activities (Rosenkoetter et al., 2001; Nimrod,
2007) instead of using a repeated measure of leisure activity participation, which
may have generated potential recall bias. Moreover, leisure engagement was largely
treated as a predictor variable in testing its impact on older individuals’ wellbeing
(e.g. life satisfaction, depression; Adams et al., 2011) rather than as an outcome,
leaving predictors of leisure participation among older individuals largely unex-
plored. Even the limited longitudinal studies that assessed leisure engagement as
an outcome measured these activities using a general summary variable (Iwasaki
and Smale, 1998; Janke et al., 2008a) or focused on one domain of leisure activities
(e.g. physical or social only) at a time (Evenson et al., 2002; Utz et al., 2002; Wilcox
et al., 2003; Berger et al., 2005; Lahti et al., 2011). This made it difficult to under-
stand how specific domains of leisure activities are influenced by retirement or
widowhood to a distinguishable degree. Moreover, previous studies rarely measured
duration of engagement in leisure activities, instead mostly focusing on frequency
or number of activities (Janke et al., 2006, 2008a; Şener et al., 2007); therefore, little
is known about time spent by older adults in various domains of leisure activities
and how this is influenced by life transitions. This may be due to the scarcity of
longitudinal surveys assessing time spent engaged in various activities among
older individuals. Assessment of duration, in addition to frequency of activities,
is particularly useful for distinguishing among older individuals who engage in leis-
ure activities at a similar frequency (e.g. reading books once a week), but invest dif-
ferent amounts of time (e.g. reading books for ten hours per week versus one hour
per week).

Findings from previous studies on activity change following retirement and
widowhood have been equivocal. For example, Janke et al. (2006) found that phys-
ical and informal social (e.g. talking on the phone or getting together with friends,
neighbours or relatives) activity increases as individuals transition from work to
retirement. Rosenkoetter et al. (2001) found no change in physical or social activ-
ities after retirement. Koeneman et al. (2012) found that retired individuals
increased their time spent engaged in physical activities compared to their working
counterparts. On the other hand, Berger et al. (2005) found that a majority of their
sample reported a slight increase in time spent engaged in leisure physical activities
after retirement, but this was not sufficient to compensate for lost work-related
physical activity. Regarding widowhood, Utz et al. (2002) found that widowed indi-
viduals participated more in informal social activities (e.g. phone contact with
friends, relatives) than their married counterparts, whereas Wilcox et al. (2003)
noted increased physical activity participation among widowed individuals (versus
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those who remained married). Such equivocal results leave unanswered the ques-
tion of how various domains of leisure activity change over time in the same sam-
ple, specifically as influenced by retirement or widowhood.

Thus, this study examined changes in different domains of leisure activity
engagement during an eight-year period as influenced by retirement or widowhood
using five waves of panel data from a sub-study of the nationally representative
Health and Retirement Study (HRS) that assessed frequency and duration of
involvement in activities among older adults. This study was motivated by the fol-
lowing research questions:

• Research question 1: How do different domains of leisure activities change
during an eight-year period?

• Research question 2: How does retirement influence individuals’ leisure activ-
ity engagement during an eight-year period?

• Research question 3: How does widowhood influence individuals’ leisure
activity engagement during an eight-year period?

Prior studies have shown gender-specific patterns of activity engagement
(Nomaguchi and Bianchi, 2004; Lee, 2005; Azevedo et al., 2007). Therefore, gender
differences were also examined to determine whether the influence of retirement or
loss of a spouse on leisure activity engagement differs among older men and women.

Methods
Data

The HRS and its supplementary data, the Consumption and Activities Mail Survey
(CAMS), were used for the present study. The HRS is a nationally representative
panel survey of adults aged 51 or older in the United States of America (USA).
Beginning in 1992, the HRS involved biennial interviews with respondents, gather-
ing information on family structure, employment and health. The HRS used a
stratified, multi-stage area probability sample design with over-sampling of
African Americans, Hispanics and Floridians. Detailed information about the
study is available elsewhere (Juster and Suzman, 1995).

During the years between HRS interviews, a random sub-sample of the HRS was
interviewed to collect CAMS data, including information about time spent on vari-
ous activities, household consumption and prescription drug use (Hurd and
Rohwedder, 2009). In 2001, the initial wave of CAMS was conducted with a ran-
dom sub-sample of 5,000 households that participated in the HRS 2000 survey.
If a household had two eligible respondents, only one respondent was chosen to
participate in 2001 and 2003 (Hurd et al., 2007). Since 2005, the CAMS sample
has been configured differently than prior waves. If a household had two eligible
participants, both individuals were included in the sample, unlike the prior
waves, thus yielding a larger number of participants. Due to this different approach
to sampling, the present study used data from 2005 and thereafter. In 2005, the
CAMS was mailed to 8,124 individuals and 5,815 responses (3,880 respondents
and 1,935 spouses or partners) were obtained. The same approach was adopted
for CAMS 2007 (5,209 responses to 7,741 surveys), CAMS 2009 (4,954 responses

540 Y Lee et al.

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X18001101
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Southern California - Law Library, on 29 Sep 2020 at 22:52:55, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X18001101
https://www.cambridge.org/core


to 7,231 surveys), CAMS 2011 (6,531 responses to 9,078 surveys) and CAMS 2013
(6,000 responses to 8,596 surveys) waves.

Study sample

The present study used RAND HRS data file version O, a cleaned version of HRS
data with key variables across waves including imputations for income, assets and
cognitive functioning. Five waves of RAND HRS and CAMS data were merged
using respondents’ identification number. Each interview year of HRS (n) and
CAMS (n + 1) was matched to ensure that respondents had information for both
HRS and CAMS (hereafter Wave 1: CAMS 2005 and HRS 2004; Wave 2: CAMS
2007 and HRS 2006; Wave 3: CAMS 2009 and HRS 2008; Wave 4: CAMS 2011
and HRS 2010; and Wave 5: CAMS 2013 and HRS 2012).

This study included individuals who had participated in the first wave, and they
did not need to be present at all five waves. The CAMS was selected as the master
data-set instead of the HRS because the outcome variables of this study are leisure
activities, which come from the CAMS. Of 5,815 respondents from CAMS 2005,
5,217 individuals were matched with HRS 2004.

A different exclusion criterion was applied for retirement and widowhood sam-
ples. For the retirement study sample, those who never worked (171 cases),
returned to work after previously retiring (471 cases) or had cognitive impairment
(707 cases) were excluded. Based on the previous literature, individuals who scored
below 12 on the cognitive measure were considered to have cognitive impairment
(Crimmins et al., 2011). We excluded these individuals to minimise the potential
for reporting error by those with cognitive impairment and because their activity
patterns may be driven more by their cognitive status than role transitions. After
excluding individuals with missing data for major variables (266 cases), the final
analytic sample was 3,602. For the widowhood sample, those who were divorced,
separated or never married (897 cases), were married after being previously
widowed (52 cases) or had cognitive impairment (664 cases) were excluded.
After excluding individuals with missing data for major variables (274 cases), the
final analytic sample was 3,330.

Dependent variables

In the CAMS, respondents were asked to describe how much time they spent on
each activity item using a paper-and-pencil module (Hurd et al., 2007). This
kind of self-administered survey allows flexibility and sufficient time for respon-
dents to recall information, whereas in the presence of an interviewer (e.g. phone
or face-to-face interviews), respondents may have limited time to reflect on their
answers (Hurd et al., 2007; Hurd and Rohwedder, 2009). The reference period
was either the previous week or previous month. For example, regarding activities
assumed to be relatively frequent (e.g. walking), the number of hours spent during
the previous week was sought. Regarding activities assumed to be less frequent
(e.g. volunteering, attending religious services), the number of hours spent during
the previous month was sought. For the present study, 26 of 33 CAMS items were
further categorised into four domains of leisure activities: mental, physical, social
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and household activities (see Table 1). This classification was largely based on the
face validity and categorisation of previous leisure studies (Wang et al., 2002;
Verghese et al., 2003; Paillard-Borg et al., 2009; Lachman et al., 2010; Adams
et al., 2011). Although considering some household activities as leisure may be
somewhat controversial, items such as gardening or caring for pets can be viewed
as pleasurable for older adults. Indeed, several previous studies included household
activities as leisure (Chang et al., 2014; Paillard-Borg et al., 2009). Seven items were
excluded because they did not match any of the leisure domains (e.g. sleeping and
napping, grooming and hygiene, self-managing medical conditions, taking care of
finances or investments) or were mostly engaged in by working individuals (e.g.
using a computer, working for pay) and thus were likely to bias the result. The
television-watching item was also excluded in this study as it can be the most preva-
lent form of passive activity that may not potentially benefit physical and mental
health outcomes of older adults in the context of successful ageing. For the analyses,
monthly-based items were divided by four to be comparable to responses regarding
weekly-based items. Doing one activity for more than 12 hours a day for seven days
a week (84 hours per week) may not be common, and thus these responses were
considered as possible outliers and recoded as 84 hours per week. This limit of
12 hours per day (e.g. setting an upper bound to reduce the influence of outliers)
has been adopted by previous studies using the same CAMS data (Fultz et al.,
2004). Each item was summed to indicate weekly hours spent engaged in leisure
activities.

Independent variables

Retirement status
Although retirement can be defined in various ways (Gustman and Steinmeier,
2000), this study measured retirement status as withdrawal from the labour force
(Lazear, 1986). Individuals who reported working for pay were considered not
retired (coded as 0) and those who reported not working for pay were considered
retired (coded as 1). Previous retirement studies using the same HRS data used cur-
rent working status to define participants (Rohwedder and Willis, 2010; Bonsang
et al., 2012). Retirement status was included as a time-varying variable because
working individuals could retire during the study period. As previously mentioned,
individuals who never worked or who returned to work after retirement were
excluded in this study.

Widowhood status (widowhood study only)
Widowhood status was measured by respondents’ self-report regarding current
marital status. Respondents who were married or living with a partner were classi-
fied as married (coded as 0), as opposed to widowed (coded as 1). Widowhood sta-
tus was included as a time-varying variable because married individuals could
become widowed during the study period. As previously mentioned, individuals
who reported being separated, divorced or never married, or who became married
after being widowed were excluded in this study.
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Table 1. Sub-domains of leisure activities from the Consumption and Activities Mail Survey

Mental (seven items) Physical (two items) Social (nine items) Household (eight items)

• Reading newspapers or
magazines

• Reading books
• Playing cards or games, or
solving puzzles

• Doing arts and craft
projects, including knitting,
embroidery or painting

• Listening to music
• Singing or playing a musical
instrument

• Praying or meditating

• Walking

• Participating in sports
or other exercise
activities

• Visiting in person with friends,
neighbours or relatives

• Communicating by telephone, letters
or email with friends, neighbours or
relatives

• Helping friends, neighbours or
relatives

• Physically showing affection for others
through hugging, kissing, etc.

• Doing volunteer work for religious,
educational, health-related or other
charitable organisations

• Attending religious services
• Attending meetings of clubs or
religious groups

• Attending concerts, movies or lectures,
or visiting museums

• Dining or eating outside the home (not
related to business or work)

• House cleaning

• Preparing meals and cleaning
up afterward

• Washing, ironing or mending
clothes

• Shopping or running errands
• Home improvements, including
painting, redecorating or
making home repairs

• Yard work or gardening
• Working on, maintaining or
cleaning a car or vehicle

• Caring for pets

Note: Seven items (i.e. ‘watching television’, ‘sleeping and napping’, ‘grooming and hygiene’, ‘using computer’, ‘working for pay’, ‘taking care of finances or investments, such as banking, paying
bills, balancing the cheque-book, doing taxes’ and ‘self-treating or self-managing an existing medical condition’) were excluded from this study.
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Time-varying covariates

Depressive symptoms
Depressive symptoms were measured with a modified eight-item short version of
the 20-item Center for Epidemiologic Studies – Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977).
The measure asked whether respondents felt (a) depressed, (b) that everything
was an effort, (c) their sleep was restless, (d) they could not get going, (e) lonely,
(f) they enjoyed life (reverse coded), (g) sad and (h) happy (reverse coded)
much of the time during the previous week. The range was 0–8, and higher scores
indicated more depressive symptoms.

Cognitive function
Cognitive function was measured in three domains; memory (range = 0–20) based
on immediate and delayed word recall, working memory (range = 0–5) based on a
serial sevens test and processing speed (range = 0–2) based on a backward counting
test. These domains were combined to compute a total score (0–27), and higher
scores indicated better cognitive functioning. As previously mentioned, individuals
who scored below 12 at baseline were considered cognitively impaired and excluded
in this study.

Self-rated health
Self-perception of health is often a crucial indicator of morbidity and mortality
among older adults (Idler et al., 1990). Thus, this study included self-rated health
as a valid proxy for respondents’ overall health condition. It was measured using
one item with a five-point scale: ‘Would you say your health is excellent, very
good, good, fair or poor?’ After reverse coding, higher scores indicated better self-
rated health.

Functional limitations
Whether respondents had difficulty with five instrumental activities of daily living
(i.e. shopping for groceries, preparing hot meal, using a phone, managing money
and taking medication) was measured to indicate functional limitations. These
items (1 = yes, 0 = no) were summed for a total count, but because most responses
were zero, this variable was dichotomised to indicate whether respondents had dif-
ficulty with any of the five items (coded as 1) or no difficulty (coded as 0).

Household wealth
Annual household wealth was included as a continuous variable to indicate respon-
dents’ economic status. Because the distribution was highly skewed, log-
transformation was applied {±log [absolute (household wealth + 1)]}.

Marital status (retirement study only)
Self-report of current marital status was included. Individuals who reported being
married or living with a partner were considered married (coded as 1), whereas
those with other responses (e.g. separated, divorced, widowed or never married)
were considered unmarried (coded as 0).
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Time-invariant covariates

Age (years), age-squared, gender (1 = male, 0 = female), race and ethnicity (0 =
non-Hispanic White, 1 = non-Hispanic Black, 2 = Hispanic, 3 = other; dummy
coded) and education (years) at baseline were included as time-invariant variables
in the present study.

Analytic approach

First, descriptive statistics of the study variables were analysed by each wave.
Second, multi-level modelling was conducted to estimate the impact of retirement
and widowhood on leisure activity engagement from a longitudinal perspective
(Singer and Willet, 2003). An advantage of multi-level modelling is that it does
not require individuals to participate in all waves (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002).
Thus, not every participant was present at all five waves, but they were all present
at the first wave. The multi-level model was composed of two parts: Level 1
described how individuals’ time spent on leisure activities changed over time
(within-individual differences), whereas Level 2 described how these changes varied
across individuals (between-individual differences). Equations for each level in the
retirement study were as follows (this was applied in the widowhood study using a
similar approach).

Yij = p0i + p1iwaveij + p2iretirementij + p3iwealthij + p4imarriedij

+ p5idepressionij + p6ihealthij + p7ifunctional limitationij + p8icognitionij

+ 1ij.

This equation shows the construct of the Level 1 model (within-individual
change) with time-varying variables. Specifically, Yij denotes leisure activity partici-
pation for individual i at time j; π0i represents individual i’s initial status of leisure
time when waveij equals 0 (baseline); and π1i represents individual i’s rate of change
by wave in leisure time. Linear change (wave) was modelled because when the
quadratic term(wave2) was also included in the model, either the model fit did
not improve or the quadratic term was not statistically significant. To reduce the
possible misspecification of linear modelling, baseline age and age-squared vari-
ables were included in the model to clarify the possible curvilinear effect of age.
Finally, π2i denotes the function of retirement on leisure time, and π3i – π8i can
be interpreted likewise; εij indicates Level 1 residuals, which describes the deviation
of individual i at time j from the overall intercept and slope (Singer and Willett,
2003).

p0i = g00 + g01agei + g02age
2
i + g03malei + g04blacki + g05hispanicsi

+ g06otheri + g07educationi + z0i

This equation shows how π0i(initial level of leisure time) can vary among indi-
viduals as influenced by baseline age (γ01), age-squared (γ02), gender (γ03), race and
ethnicity (γ04, γ05, γ06) and years of education (γ07). Specifically, γ00 represents the
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Table 2. Characteristics of the retirement study sample by wave

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4 Wave 5

Percentages or mean values (SD)

N 3,602 3,133 2,923 2,669 2,385

Time-invariant variables:

Age (range = 51–98) 66.48 (9.41)

Male (versus female) 42

Non-Hispanic White 85

Non-Hispanic Black 8

Hispanic 5

Other race and ethnicity 2

Education (years; range = 0–17) 13.17 (2.65)

Time-variant variables:

Retired (versus working) 57 62 67 72 76

Married (versus unmarried) 70 69 68 66 65

Household wealth (US $1,000) 480.11 (962.97) 583.45 (1,279) 578.20 (1,048.28) 546.48 (969.25) 546.29 (964.13)

Depressive symptoms (range = 0–8) 1.15 (1.73) 1.18 (1.75) 1.17 (1.77) 1.14 (1.75) 1.14 (1.79)

Cognitive function (range = 0–27) 16.98 (2.95) 16.50 (3.62) 16.29 (3.67) 15.83 (3.82) 15.65 (3.83)

Self-rated health (range = 0–4) 2.35 (1.07) 2.36 (1.04) 2.27 (1.03) 2.30 (1.02) 2.29 (1.02)

Functional limitations (versus none) 8 8 9 10 11

Outcome variables (hours per week):

Mental activities 22.30 (17.91) 22.66 (18.10) 21.96 (17.71) 21.61 (17.75) 21.87 (18.93)

Physical activities 8.36 (11.75) 8.47 (12.16) 8.26 (11.73) 7.88 (11.10) 7.83 (10.38)

Social activities 21.00 (18.47) 21.15 (19.11) 20.49 (17.95) 20.34 (18.43) 21.10 (19.30)

Household activities 23.30 (18.65) 22.61 (17.93) 22.79 (18.22) 22.37 (18.44) 22.01 (19.24)

Note: SD: standard deviation.
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average initial level (π0i)for individuals with all other predictors equal to zero; ζ0i
denotes residual variance, or person i’s deviation from the overall sample’s inter-
cept. The following equations show the constructs of the Level 2 model
(between-individual differences in change).

p1i = g10 + z1i

p2i = g20

p3i = g30

p4i = g40

p5i = g50

p6i = g60

p7i = g70

p8i = g80

In the first equation, γ10 is a parameter for the slope of the wave (π1i) with
residual variance of ζ1i. Likewise, γ20 to γ80 in the subsequent equations are the
parameters for retirement, household wealth, marital status, depressive symptom,
self-rated health, functional limitation and cognitive function, respectively.
Residual variance for these parameters was not assigned because estimating random
slopes for all Level 1 coefficients may not be parsimonious (Raudenbush and Bryk,
2002; McCoach and Kaniskan, 2010).

All analyses were conducted separately for retirement and widowhood using the
XTMIXED command in Stata (version 12.0). We were unable to examine joint
transitions because so few people experienced both retirement and widowhood
in the same period. Missing observations for outcome variables were handled
with maximum likelihood estimation.

Results
Characteristics of retirement study sample

Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations (SD) of the major study variables
in the retirement sample by wave. The sample size for Wave 1 (N = 3,602) is the
same as the final analytic sample because all individuals were present at the first
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wave. Thus, the first column of Table 2 shows the baseline characteristics for all
study variables and the remaining four columns show the characteristics of time-
varying variables by wave. At baseline, the mean age of the sample was 66.48
(SD = 9.41); 42 per cent of participants were male; and participants had 13.17
years of education on average (SD = 2.65). A majority of the sample was
non-Hispanic White (85%), retired (57%) and married (70%). Average household
wealth was US $480,110 (SD = 962.97). In terms of health factors, mean scores were
1.15 (SD = 1.73) for depressive symptoms, 16.98 (SD = 2.95) for cognitive function
and 2.35 (SD = 1.07) for self-rated health. About 8 per cent of the sample reported
having some degree of functional limitation. Regarding leisure variables, the average
time spent on mental activities was 22.30 hours per week (SD = 17.91), compared to
8.36 hours (SD = 11.75) for physical activities, 21.00 hours (SD = 18.47) for social
activities and 23.30 hours (SD = 18.65) for household activities. Over time, the pro-
portion of individuals who had retired increased from 57 per cent (Wave 1) to 76
per cent (Wave 5).

Characteristics of widowhood sample

Table 3 presents the means and SD of the major study variables in the widowhood
sample by wave. At baseline, 3,330 respondents were present. The mean age of the
sample was 66.85 (SD = 9.30); participants had an average of 13.16 (SD = 2.66)
years of education. A majority of the sample was female (58%), non-Hispanic
White (88%), retired (59%) and married (82%). Average household wealth was
US $519,140 (SD = 995.05). Regarding health, mean scores were 1.04 (SD = 1.64)
for depressive symptoms, 17.01 (SD = 2.98) for cognitive function and 2.40 (SD
= 1.04) for self-rated health. Only about 7 per cent of the sample reported having
any difficulty with instrumental activities of daily living. Regarding leisure vari-
ables, the average weekly time spent was 22.42 hours (SD = 17.48) for mental,
8.32 hours (SD = 11.68) for physical, 21.37 hours (SD = 18.81) for social and
23.61 (SD = 18.80) for household activities. The proportion of widowed individuals
increased from 18 per cent (Wave 1) to 25 per cent (Wave 5) over time.

Multi-level analysis: retirement and leisure activity engagement

The results of mixed-effects modelling of retirement and leisure activity engage-
ment while controlling for age, age-squared, gender, education, race and ethnicity,
marital status, household wealth, depressive symptoms, self-rated health, cognitive
function and functional limitations are presented in Table 4. In the fixed-effects
section, both time-invariant and time-varying covariates are presented with unstan-
dardised coefficients and standard errors (SE). In the random-effects section,
unpredicted residuals within individuals (Level 1) and unexplained variance of
individuals in both initial status and rate of change (Level 2) are indicated. The
significance of random effects indicates that significant within- and between-
individual variances remain unexplained, even after controlling for all variables
in this model. The interpretation only focuses on the fixed effects. Because time
spent engaged in leisure activities was skewed, a model with log-transformation
of leisure activities was also conducted, and results are presented in Table 5. The
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Table 3. Characteristics of the widowhood study sample by wave

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4 Wave 5

Percentages or mean values (SD)

N 3,330 2,911 2,719 2,470 2,245

Time-invariant variables:

Age (range = 51–98) 66.85 (9.30)

Male (versus female) 42

Non-Hispanic White 88

Non-Hispanic Black 6

Hispanic 5

Other race and ethnicity 1

Education (range = 0–17) 13.16 (2.66)

Time-variant variables:

Widowed (versus married) 18 20 21 23 25

Retired (versus working) 59 64 66 71 74

Household wealth (US $1,000) 519.14 (995.05) 624.83 (1,316.01) 621.32 (1,091.67) 589.26 (1,006.61) 578.67 (988.67)

Depressive symptoms (range = 0–8) 1.04 (1.64) 1.08 (1.65) 1.07 (1.66) 1.05 (1.67) 1.05 (1.68)

Cognitive function (range = 0–27) 17.01 (2.98) 16.49 (3.61) 16.25 (3.69) 15.87 (3.83) 15.70 (3.83)

Self-rated health (range = 0–4) 2.40 (1.04) 2.41 (1.01) 2.33 (1.00) 2.37 (0.99) 2.34 (0.99)

Functional limitations (versus none) 7 8 8 9 10

Outcome variables (hours per week):

Mental activities 22.42 (17.48) 22.63 (17.73) 22.16 (17.73) 21.98 (17.45) 21.90 (18.16)

Physical activities 8.32 (11.68) 8.43 (11.47) 8.21 (11.11) 7.97 (11.04) 7.79 (10.45)

Social activities 21.37 (18.81) 21.25 (18.40) 20.73 (17.82) 20.63 (18.25) 21.18 (18.39)

Household activities 23.61 (18.80) 23.06 (18.32) 22.82 (17.97) 22.74 (18.68) 22.00 (18.86)

Note: SD: standard deviation.
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significance and sign of the parameters for retirement, intercept and rate of change
for both models (before transformation: Table 4; after transformation: Table 5)
were almost identical, so interpretation is based on the pre-transformation model
for more meaningful interpretation with the original unit of time.

As presented in Table 4, intercepts indicate the average amount of time spent per
week in the sample in each domain of leisure activity at baseline. The average hours
per week engaged in mental activities was 16.19, followed by 7.58 for physical, 15.58
for social and 28.87 for household activities. The rate of change over time showed nega-
tive trends for all four domains of activities (mental: b =−0.29, SE = 0.10, p < 0.01; phys-
ical: b =−0.16, SE = 0.06, p < 0.05; social: b =−0.34, SE = 0.10, p < 0.01; household: b =
−0.61, SE = 0.10, p < 0.001), which indicates that time spent engaged in leisure activities
decreased during this eight-year period. For example, between eachwave, engagement in
mental activities decreased an average of 0.29 hours per week.

The statistically significant coefficients of the retirement variable in terms of
mental (b = 1.70, SE = 0.43, p < 0.001), social (b = 2.94, SE = 0.45, p < 0.001) and
household (b = 4.21, SE = 0.44, p < 0.001) activities indicate that individual changes
in leisure engagement during the eight-year period were positively influenced by
retirement status. For example, transitioning from working to retirement status
was associated with increased engagement in mental activities by an average of
1.70 hours per week. Similarly, the transition to retirement from working status
was related to increased engagement in social activities by an average of 2.94
hours per week and household activities by 4.21 hours per week.

No significant relationship emerged between retirement and physical activity
engagement. However, analysis of gender differences showed a significant inter-
action term for retirement and gender (results not shown but available upon
request) on physical activity engagement (b =−1.00, p < 0.05). When we ran separ-
ate analyses for each gender, we found physical activity engagement decreased after
retirement among men (b =−0.09, p < 0.05) but not women (b =−0.08, p = 0.83).

Multi-level analysis: widowhood and leisure activity engagement

Table 6 presents the result of multi-level modelling estimating the impact of widow-
hood on leisure activity engagement after controlling for age, age-squared, gender,
education, race and ethnicity, retirement status, household wealth, depressive symp-
toms, self-rated health, cognitive function and functional limitations. Like the
retirement study, a model with log-transformation of leisure activities was also con-
ducted, and results are presented in Table 7. The significance and sign of the para-
meters for widowhood, intercept, and rate of change for before transformation
(Table 6) and after transformation (Table 7) were almost identical, so interpretation
is based on the pre-transformation model for more meaningful interpretation with
the original unit of time.

Table 6 shows the initial level of average hours per week spent on mental (b =
15.33, SE = 1.56), physical (b = 7.27, SE = 0.94), social (b = 15.54, SE = 1.64) and
household (b = 32.54, SE = 1.67) activities. The negative coefficients for change
rates indicate that these individuals decreased their engagement in leisure activities
during the eight-year period in all four domains (mental: b =−0.26, SE = 0.10, p <
0.01; physical: b =−0.18, SE = 0.06, p < 0.01; social: b =−0.27, SE = 0.11, p < 0.05;
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Table 4. Multi-level model of retirement and leisure activity engagement

Mental Physical Social Household

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Fixed effects:

Intercept 16.19*** 1.54 7.58*** 0.94 15.58*** 1.51 28.87*** 1.53

Change rate −0.29** 0.10 −0.16* 0.06 −0.34** 0.10 −0.61*** 0.10

Retirement 1.70*** 0.43 −0.49 0.30 2.94*** 0.45 4.21*** 0.44

Covariates:

Age 0.17*** 0.03 −0.08*** 0.02 −0.12*** 0.03 −0.22*** 0.03

Age2 0.001 0.002 0.001 0.001 −0.010* 0.002 −0.010*** 0.002

Male −4.66*** 0.49 1.66*** 0.28 −5.68*** 0.46 −7.84*** 0.48

Education 0.54*** 0.10 −0.07 0.06 0.24** 0.09 −0.47*** 0.10

Black 3.56*** 0.90 0.48 0.52 1.50 0.84 −1.98* 0.89

Hispanic 0.23 1.10 1.03 0.63 −1.04 1.03 2.62* 1.08

Other race and ethnicity 2.14 1.85 1.82 1.07 2.24 1.73 −0.54 1.82

Married −0.24 0.43 −0.31 0.27 −0.18 0.44 2.10*** 0.43

Household wealth −0.20* 0.09 0.11 0.06 0.12 0.10 0.01 0.09

Depressive symptoms −0.08 0.09 −0.03 0.06 −0.12 0.10 −0.05 0.09

Self-rated health 0.18 0.17 0.77*** 0.11 0.84*** 0.18 0.49** 0.17

Cognitive function 0.04 0.05 −0.04 0.03 0.06 0.05 −0.01 0.05

Functional limitations −0.46 0.53 −0.91* 0.36 −0.39 0.58 −3.32*** 0.53

(Continued )

A
geing

&
Society

551

Cam
bridge Core term

s of use, available at https://w
w

w
.cam

bridge.org/core/term
s. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X18001101

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://w

w
w

.cam
bridge.org/core. U

niversity of Southern California - Law
 Library, on 29 Sep 2020 at 22:52:55, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X18001101
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Table 4. (Continued.)

Mental Physical Social Household

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Random effects:

Within individual 155.64* 2.45 86.47* 1.34 215.66* 3.34 161.41* 2.54

Intercept 160.43* 6.45 51.76* 2.67 122.12* 6.55 159.81* 6.57

Change rate 6.55* 0.69 1.06* 0.30 4.46* 0.81 7.02* 0.73

Note: SE: standard error.
Significance levels: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Table 5. Log-transformed multi-level model of retirement and leisure activity engagement

Mental Physical Social Household

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Fixed effects:

Intercept 1.03*** 0.03 0.50*** 0.04 1.07*** 0.03 1.35*** 0.03

Change rate −0.01*** 0.002 −0.01** 0.002 −0.01*** 0.002 −0.02*** 0.002

Retirement 0.04*** 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.05*** 0.01 0.07*** 0.01

Covariates:

Age 0.004*** 0.001 −0.004*** 0.001 −0.002** 0.001 −0.01*** 0.001

Age2 −0.0001 0.00004 −0.00004 0.0001 −0.0002*** 0.00004 −0.0003*** 0.00005

Male −0.10*** 0.01 0.08*** 0.01 −0.13*** 0.009 −0.17*** 0.01

Education 0.01*** 0.002 0.01** 0.002 0.01*** 0.002 −0.01*** 0.002

Black 0.04* 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.002 −0.05** 0.02

Hispanic −0.003 0.02 0.08** 0.03 −0.05* 0.02 0.01 0.02

Other race and ethnicity −0.001 0.03 0.05 0.04 −0.04 0.03 −0.01 0.04

Married −0.002 0.01 −0.02 0.01 −0.003 0.01 0.02** 0.01

Household wealth −0.001 0.002 0.01** 0.002 0.004* 0.002 0.005* 0.002

Depressive symptoms −0.004* 0.002 −0.004 0.002 −0.01** 0.002 −0.004* 0.002

Self-rated health 0.01** 0.003 0.04*** 0.004 0.02*** 0.003 0.02*** 0.003

Cognitive function 0.003** 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.002* 0.001 0.003** 0.001

Functional limitations −0.01 0.01 −0.07*** 0.01 −0.02 0.01 −0.14*** 0.01
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Table 5. (Continued.)

Mental Physical Social Household

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Random effects:

Within individual 0.05* 0.001 0.10* 0.002 0.06* 0.001 0.06* 0.001

Intercept 0.06* 0.002 0.09* 0.004 0.05* 0.002 0.06* 0.002

Change rate 0.002* 0.0002 0.09* 0.004 0.002* 0.0002 0.005* 0.003

Note: SE: standard error.
Significance levels: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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household: b =−0.60, SE = 0.11, p < 0.01). Last, only household activities (b =−2.96,
SE = 0.59, p < 0.001) were significantly influenced by widowhood status. In other
words, transitioning from married to widowed was associated with decreased engage-
ment in household activities by an average of 2.96 hours per week. However, add-
itional analysis of gender differences showed a significant interaction term (results
not shown but available upon request) for widowhood and gender on household
activity engagement (b = 5.68, p < 0.001). When exploring gender-stratified models,
we found household activity engagement declined among women (b =−4.05, p <
0.001) but not men (b = 1.07, p = 0.31). Other leisure domains (mental, physical
and social activities) were not significantly influenced by widowhood.

Discussion
This study examined how leisure participation changed and was influenced by
retirement or widowhood during an eight-year period among adults aged 51 or
older in the USA. Engagement in mental, physical, social and household activities
was analysed with multi-level modelling using five waves of national panel data
from the HRS (2004–2012) and its supplementary CAMS (2005–2013). Because
so few people experienced both life events during this period, retirement and
widowhood studies had to be conducted separately. A sample of 3,602 older adults
was included in the retirement study, whereas 3,330 older adults were included in
the widowhood study.

The study findings indicate that time spent on mental, physical, social and
household leisure activities significantly decreased during the eight-year period
(addressing Research Question 1) after controlling for all other covariates, including
age. Age (at baseline) was also negatively related with time spent on physical, social
and household leisure activities, which is consistent with previous longitudinal
studies showing that individuals are less likely to engage in activities as they age
(Armstrong and Morgan, 1998; Strain et al., 2002). On the other hand, older age
was positively related with more time spent engaging in mental activities. The men-
tal activities domain includes items such as reading books and newspapers, which
are largely home-based and physically non-demanding; older individuals may tend
to engage more in these activities as they become older (Iso-Ahola et al., 1994).

Impact of retirement on leisure activity engagement

Regarding the second research question (i.e. how retirement influences individuals’
leisure activity engagement), findings show that transitioning from working to
retired status was associated with an increase in time spent on mental, social and
household activities. This positive association is noteworthy because the overall
trend of these activities significantly decreased over time. Indeed, retired individuals
may have replaced their time previously dedicated to work with compensatory
activities, thus increasing their leisure pursuits. It is also consistent with previous
studies that found involvement in reading (Rosenkoetter et al., 2001), informal
social activities (e.g. getting together with friends; Janke et al., 2006) and household
activities (Szinovacz, 2000) increased with retirement. Again, this may be due
largely to having more time available in the absence of work demands.
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Table 6. Multi-level model of widowhood and leisure activity engagement

Mental Physical Social Household

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Fixed effects:

Intercept 15.33*** 1.56 7.27*** 0.94 15.54*** 1.64 32.54*** 1.67

Change rate −0.26** 0.10 −0.18** 0.06 −0.27* 0.11 −0.60*** 0.11

Widowhood 0.91 0.55 0.38 0.34 −0.37 0.58 −2.96*** 0.59

Covariates:

Age 0.17*** 0.03 −0.09*** 0.02 −0.11*** 0.03 −0.23*** 0.03

Age2 −0.002 0.002 .0002 0.001 −0.010* 0.002 −0.010** 0.002

Male −5.17*** 0.50 1.75*** 0.29 −5.59*** 0.49 −8.41*** 0.51

Education 0.56*** 0.10 −0.04 0.06 0.15 0.10 −0.48*** 0.10

Black 3.39** 0.99 −0.13 0.57 1.02 0.96 2.49* 1.01

Hispanic 1.15 1.13 0.83 0.65 −0.61 1.10 3.39** 1.15

Other race and ethnicity 4.07* 2.02 3.00* 1.16 5.62** 1.95 2.50 2.05

Retirement 1.40*** 0.40 −0.44 0.26 2.84*** 0.47 3.99*** 0.46

Household wealth −0.04 0.10 0.14* 0.07 −0.01 0.12 −0.02 0.11

Depressive symptoms −0.17 0.10 −0.09 0.07 −0.18 0.12 −0.08 0.11

Self-rated health 0.29 0.18 0.75*** 0.12 0.83*** 0.21 0.33 0.21

Cognitive function 0.03 0.05 −0.08* 0.03 0.19** 0.06 −0.04 0.05

Functional limitations 0.42 0.55 −1.10** 0.38 −0.93 0.68 −4.38*** 0.65

Random effects:

Within individual 154.19* 2.51 82.10* 1.31 212.14* 4.32 172.14* 3.55

Intercept 150.43* 6.41 49.18* 2.64 121.94* 8.34 146.37* 7.93

Change rate 5.32* 0.67 1.46* 0.31 6.01* 1.00 6.74* 0.90

Note: SE: standard error.
Significance levels: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Time spent on physical activities did not show any significant change following
retirement in our sample, but further exploration of gender differences showed a
decline among men, which is inconsistent with previous studies showing that phys-
ical activity increased after retirement (Evenson et al., 2002; Janke et al., 2006).
Moreover, a majority of gender-specific studies on physical activities have shown
mixed results; some showed that men were more likely to increase physical activity
after retirement compared to women (Barnett et al., 2012), whereas others found
that both men and women increased leisure physical activity after retirement
(Touvier et al., 2010). Such differences may be due to different categorisation
when measuring physical activities. Different items have been used to measure
physical activities or classify physical activities into sub-types (Evenson et al.,
2002; Berger et al., 2005; Slingerland et al., 2007). For example, Evenson et al.
(2002) included work activities (e.g. frequency of walking while at work) as one
part of physical activities. Berger et al. (2005) classified physical activities as activ-
ities done at work, at home or during leisure time, and found that physical activity
at work (e.g. physically demanding activities, number of stairs climbed daily) dra-
matically decreased after retirement, whereas activities at home or during leisure
remained more or less constant. In a systematic review of retirement and physical
activity (e.g. leisure, exercise, occupational, transport, household physical activities),
the authors stated: ‘exercise and leisure-time physical activity increased after the
transition to retirement, whereas the findings regarding changes in total physical
activity were inconclusive’ (Barnett et al., 2012: 333). In this respect, potentially
increased engagement in physical activities after retirement may have been offset
by decreased engagement in physical activities at work in this study. Because phys-
ical activity items in the CAMS questionnaire did not further inquire about the pur-
pose of the activity (e.g. walking for work or leisure), it is difficult to delineate how
time spent engaged in physical activities at work or for leisure changed or were
influenced by retirement. Thus, future studies specifically exploring the context
of leisure activity participation would provide a better understanding of retire-
ment’s impact on physical activity participation for both genders.

Impact of widowhood on leisure activity engagement

The third research question asked how widowhood influences individuals’ leisure
activity engagement. The transition from married to widowhood status was asso-
ciated with significantly decreased time involved in household activities (e.g. clean-
ing, home improvements, yard working, maintaining vehicles, caring for pets);
however, further analysis revealed this was only the case for women. Prior studies
have found that widowhood was significantly associated with ceasing outdoor yard
work (Strain et al., 2002) and that widowhood was associated with increased house-
hold activities for men and similar levels of engagement for women (Utz et al.,
2002). We suspect differences between our findings and findings from previous
studies may be driven by differences in the measurement of activity engagement
(e.g. frequency versus duration). Our study findings indicate that the amount of
household work may have decreased following the death of a spouse. The lack of
a partner at home may have led to both decreased needs (e.g. one less person to
cook for and clean after, less washing and ironing, etc.) and decreased motivation
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Table 7. Log-transformed multi-level model of widowhood and leisure activity engagement

Mental Physical Social Household

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Fixed effects:

Intercept 1.04*** 0.03 0.49*** 0.04 1.08*** 0.03 1.42*** 0.03

Change rate −0.01*** 0.002 −0.01* 0.002 −0.01*** 0.002 −0.02*** 0.002

Widowhood 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.003 0.01 −0.04*** 0.01

Covariates:

Age 0.004*** 0.001 −0.004*** 0.001 −0.002** 0.001 −0.01*** 0.001

Age2 −0.0001** 0.00005 −0.0001 0.0001 −0.0002*** 0.00005 −0.0003*** 0.00005

Male −0.11*** 0.01 0.08*** 0.01 0.12*** 0.01 −0.18*** 0.01

Education 0.01*** 0.002 0.01** 0.002 0.01** 0.002 −0.01*** 0.002

Black 0.04** 0.02 −0.01 0.02 0.02 0.02 −0.05* 0.02

Hispanic 0.003 0.02 0.07* 0.03 −0.04 0.02 0.02 0.02

Other race and ethnicity 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.05 0.02 0.04 0.07 0.04

Retirement 0.03*** 0.001 0.01 0.01 0.05*** 0.01 0.07*** 0.01

Household wealth 0.002 0.002 0.01** 0.003 0.001 0.002 0.004 0.002

Depressive symptoms −0.005** 0.002 −0.01* 0.003 −0.01** 0.002 −0.01* 0.002
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Self-rated health 0.01*** 0.003 0.04*** 0.005 0.02*** 0.004 0.01** 0.004

Cognitive function 0.003** 0.0001 0.001 0.001 0.004*** 0.001 0.003 0.001

Functional limitations −0.003 0.01 −0.08*** 0.02 −0.03** 0.01 −0.17**** 0.01

Random effects:

Within individual 0.05* 0.001 0.10* 0.002 0.06* 0.001 0.06* 0.001

Intercept 0.05* 0.002 0.08* 0.005 0.05* 0.003 0.06* 0.003

Change rate 0.002* 0.0002 0.002* 0.0005 0.002* 0.0003 0.004* 0.0004

Note: SE: standard error.
Significance levels: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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to engage in household activities among widowed women. However, this may be
also affected by co-habiting individuals in the household post-widowhood (e.g. liv-
ing alone versus with other family members). For example, South and Spitze (1994)
found that co-habiting with an adult son increased household work among women,
whereas co-habiting with an adult daughter reduced household work for both
women and men. Moreover, increased intergenerational support following widow-
hood as a filial norm (e.g. adult children helping with daily household chores;
Silverstein et al., 2006) may have decreased the participation of widowed indivi-
duals in household activities. Thus, future studies should examine living arrange-
ments and intergenerational support among widowed individuals as predictors of
engagement in household activities for both men and women.

Our findings show that mental, physical and social activities were not signifi-
cantly influenced by widowhood. This is inconsistent with previous studies. For
example, Wilcox et al. (2003) found, in a three-year prospective study, that long-
term widowed individuals increased their engagement in physical activities when
compared to those who remained married. Likewise, the study by Utz et al.
(2002) showed that informal social activities (e.g. getting together or talking on
the phone with friends, neighbours or relatives) increased, whereas formal social
activities (e.g. volunteering, attending meetings, religious services) remained con-
sistent following widowhood. This discrepancy may be due to previous studies
using a women-only sample (Wilcox et al., 2003) or measuring activities based
on frequency (Utz et al., 2002) instead of duration. We also further explored any
gender-specific widowhood effects, but found no significant interaction effect of
gender and widowhood on any of these activities.

Limitations

Several limitations of the present study should be acknowledged. First, certain items
in this study were defined as leisure activities, although individuals might not have
engaged in these activities by choice. For example, participation in some of the
items in the household activities (e.g. house cleaning, washing clothes) or social
activities (e.g. helping friends, neighbours or relatives who do not live with respon-
dents and did not pay for the help) domains may be out of necessity rather than
enjoyment. In a qualitative leisure study, Gibson et al. (2003: 221) contended
that the ‘central feature [of leisure] was the ability to choose what they wanted to
do’. In this respect, future studies that include additional information on individual
freedom of choice to engage in certain activities would enrich the interpretation of
findings. Second, although it is evident that television watching is one of the most
frequent activities among older adults, the item was excluded in this study. The
rationale comes from the fact that it has been less clear in the previous studies
whether television watching may benefit older adults’ health outcomes in the con-
text of successful ageing (e.g. depression, cognitive impairment, loneliness). Indeed,
previous longitudinal studies have shown that watching television is related with
increased risk of depression (Lucas et al., 2011), cognitive impairment (Rundek
and Bennett, 2006; Wang et al., 2006) and loneliness (Rubenstein and Shaver,
1982). This can be related to disengagement theory (Cumming and Henry, 1961)
in a way that watching television may isolate older adults from society and limit

560 Y Lee et al.

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X18001101
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Southern California - Law Library, on 29 Sep 2020 at 22:52:55, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X18001101
https://www.cambridge.org/core


the maintenance of social relationships, which may in turn lead to increased lone-
liness (Pinquart and Sorensen, 2001). Moreover, television watching may be consid-
ered to be the most prevalent form of passive behaviour in older adults that may
risk their physical and mental health even when compared to other sedentary activ-
ities (e.g. sewing, playing games, internet use, reading, writing) (Hu et al., 2003;
Jakes et al., 2003; Dunstan et al., 2007; Hamer and Stamatakis, 2014). In addition,
including television watching would create an artificially high level of engagement
in mental activity in this study. In this respect, it would be worthwhile to look at
television watching as a separate item in future studies rather than combining
with other mental leisure activities within the same domain. Third, although the
classification of four domains of activities was largely derived from previous
relevant studies, these domains can have shared characteristics. For example, the
shopping item was classified as a household activity, but can also serve as a mental,
physical or social activity in certain contexts. To date, there is a lack of consensus
regarding a valid scale to measure or classify leisure activities, which makes it hard
to compare results from one study to another. Thus, more valid measurement of
leisure activity domains needs to be established in this field of study. Last, the
focus of this study was on the transition itself, but future studies should delineate
what happens during the years before and after retirement or widowhood to
provide a better understanding of leisure engagement trajectories.

Conclusion

This study provided an understanding of how leisure activity engagement changes
after major life transitions in older adulthood. Findings show that older adults’
engagement in mental, physical, social and household activities significantly
decreased over time. Moreover, the transition from working to retired status was
associated with increased engagement in mental, social and household activities,
but decreased engagement in physical activities among men. The transition from
married to widowhood status was associated with decreased engagement in house-
hold activities among women. Encouraging leisure pursuits among individuals who
experience life transitions might help them maintain better health in later life; thus,
future studies examining the mechanisms among life transitions, leisure activities
and health outcomes are encouraged in this field of research.
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