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170 Years of Change in Living Arrangements  
in the United States Using Expected Years of Life:  
A Research Note
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ABSTRACT  Over the past 170 years, the United States has undergone demographic, 
struc­tural, and cul­tural changes that are reflected in—and a reflec­tion of—changes in 
liv­ing arrange­ments. In this research note, we link liv­ing arrange­ments and life expec­
tancy to cal­cu­late expected life years spent across dif­fer­ent liv­ing arrange­ments by 
sex for the U.S. pop­u­la­tion for the period 1850–2021. We decom­pose changes in this 
mea­sure by age group and describe change across cohorts. We use har­mo­nized data 
from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Samples, clas­si­fy­ing liv­ing arrange­ments into 
alone, with pri­mary kin only (part­ners, par­ents, and chil­dren), and in extended house­
holds; more detailed subcategories include, for exam­ple, sin­gle-par­ent house­holds and 
extended fam­i­lies. Three his­tor­i­cal ages of U.S. liv­ing arrange­ments emerge: a “large 
house­hold” sys­tem (1850–1940) char­ac­ter­ized by rel­a­tive sta­bil­ity in the extended 
house­hold, when pri­mary kin arrange­ments incor­po­rate the major­ity of the sub­stan­tial 
gains in life expec­tancy; an era of “pri­mary kin” dom­i­nance (1940–1980) when life 
years spent only with pri­mary kin increase faster than life expec­tancy, while the prev­a­
lence of extended house­holds declines; and a “diver­si­fied” phase (1980–onward) char­
ac­ter­ized by a decline in two-par­ent house­holds in favor of greater diver­sity, includ­ing 
liv­ing alone and with extended fam­ily.

KEYWORDS  Households  •  Family demog­ra­phy  •  Life expec­tancy  •  Cohorts  •  
IPUMS

Introduction

Living arrange­ments are both a reflec­tion and a deter­mi­nant of demo­graphic, struc­
tural, cul­tural, and pol­icy change and have evolved sig­nifi­cantly across soci­e­ties 
through­out mod­ern his­tory (Furstenberg 2019; Ruggles 1994). Over their life­time,  
peo­ple expe­ri­ence a vari­ety of liv­ing arrange­ments, of which the type and dura­tion 
are  influ­enced by the prevailing house­hold struc­ture and sur­vival con­di­tions. Much 
influ­en­tial work has looked at his­tor­i­cal changes in house­hold com­po­si­tion (Cherlin 
2012; Furstenberg 2019; Parsons 1949). Still, few stud­ies have linked liv­ing arrange­
ments to life expec­tancy to cal­cu­late expected life years spent by liv­ing arrange­ment 
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(Raymo et al. 2022), and no research to date has done so across the entire population 
age dis­tri­bu­tion or for a large time span. Demographic meth­ods allow for trans­lat­
ing period data on house­hold struc­ture into expected life years by liv­ing arrange­ment, 
on the basis of the sur­vival con­di­tions of each period. Studying his­tor­i­cal changes in 
expected life years by liv­ing arrange­ment can pro­vide insights on how sur­vival gains 
con­trib­ute to the com­po­si­tion of house­holds above and beyond social trends. Intui­
tively, improve­ments in sur­vival increase the avail­abil­ity of life years to be spent across 
any liv­ing arrange­ment in the pop­u­la­tion; mean­while, such improve­ments affect house­
hold com­po­si­tion by cre­at­ing the demo­graphic poten­tial for social change to occur.

We make use of a unique pop­u­la­tion-level dataset on 170 years of liv­ing arrange­
ments for the United States, a coun­try that since 1850 has seen its life expec­tancy 
dou­ble from around 40 to around 80 years in 2021, while under­go­ing rad­i­cal social, 
eco­nomic, pol­icy, and cul­tural shifts (Cherlin 2012; Furstenberg 2019; Ruggles 
1994). Previous research has exam­ined his­tor­i­cal changes in liv­ing arrange­ments for 
selected age groups, spe­cifi­cally, older adults (McGarry and Schoeni 2000; Raymo 
et  al. 2022; Ruggles 2007; Szołtysek et  al. 2020) and chil­dren (Pilkauskas et  al. 
2020; van Poppel et al. 2013). We take a life years approach, show­ing how his­tor­i­cal 
changes in sur­vival are reflected in liv­ing arrange­ments across the entire age dis­tri­
bu­tion by sex. Additionally, we offer a com­ple­men­tary per­spec­tive by com­par­ing 
the dis­tri­bu­tion of liv­ing arrange­ments across indi­vid­u­als born in the 1860s, 1900s, 
and 1940s.

We focus on the United States because of the avail­abil­ity of long-term, har­mo­nized 
data on living arrangements. Between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the 
coun­try expe­ri­enced the tran­si­tion from an agri­cul­tural to an indus­trial and ser­vice- 
based econ­omy and the strong institutionalization of mar­riage and gen­der divi­sions of 
repro­duc­tive and mar­ket labor. These changes are thought to have led to a shift from 
extended fam­ily arrange­ments to the dom­i­nance of the so-called “nuclear house­hold” 
(Parsons 1949; Popenoe 1993), defined as paren­tal units with any num­ber of young 
chil­dren. Fertility decline also con­trib­uted to fall­ing house­hold size through­out the 
period (Kobrin 1976), for exam­ple, by decreas­ing the num­ber of sib­lings. Toward 
the end of the twen­ti­eth cen­tury, changes asso­ci­ated with the dein­sti­tu­tion­al­iza­tion 
of mar­riage, increased divorce rates, post­poned child­bear­ing, and declin­ing fer­til­ity 
rates, com­bined with eco­nomic uncer­tainty, began to reduce the dom­i­nance of the so-
called “nuclear,” two-par­ent house­hold, giv­ing new life to extended fam­ily arrange­
ments and con­sol­i­dat­ing emerg­ing ones, such as liv­ing alone (Cherlin 2004; Esteve 
et al. 2020; Kennedy and Ruggles 2014; Kramarow 1995).

To sum­ma­rize the expe­ri­ences of dif­fer­ent age groups in rela­tion to their liv­ing 
arrange­ments, we use expected life years. This mea­sure is directly derived from life 
expec­tancy at birth, a sum­mary mea­sure of mor­tal­ity indi­cat­ing the num­ber of years 
a fic­ti­tious cohort of peo­ple would live if, through­out their lives, they expe­ri­enced the 
same age-spe­cific mor­tal­ity rates as those prev­a­lent in the pop­u­la­tion in a given year. 
Expected life years by liv­ing arrange­ment is a decom­po­si­tion of life expec­tancy at 
birth based on the age-spe­cific pro­por­tion of indi­vid­u­als in each liv­ing arrange­ment 
at a given time (for an exam­ple, see Schwartz et al. 2023).

We define three broad liv­ing arrange­ments: alone, with pri­mary kin only (part­
ners, par­ents, and chil­dren), and in extended or com­pos­ite house­holds. For pri­mary 
kin house­holds, we dis­tin­guish three categories: cou­ple-only, two-par­ent house­holds 
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with chil­dren (as a par­ent or as a child), and sin­gle-par­ent house­holds with chil­dren 
(as a par­ent or as a child). For extended house­holds, we also dis­tin­guish three cate­
gories: extended kin only (i.e., every­one in the house­hold is kin-related), mixed (i.e., 
some indi­vid­u­als are kin-related and oth­ers are not), and nonkin only (i.e., nobody 
in the house­hold is kin-related). First, we describe change in expected life years by 
liv­ing arrange­ment over time by sex; then, we ana­lyze where changes are con­cen­
trated in terms of age groups and peri­ods. Finally, we pro­vide an over­view of changes  
across cohorts born in the 1860s, 1900s, and 1940s. Although our results are spe­
cific to the United States and not gen­er­al­iz­able to other con­texts, they reveal some 
empir­i­cal cor­re­spon­dences between changes in life expec­tancy and liv­ing arrange­
ments that can be used to derive test­able pre­dic­tions about the evo­lu­tion of house­hold 
structures.

Data and Methods

We use microdata sam­ples from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) 
USA (see https:​­/​­/usa​­.ipums​­.org​­/usa​­/). IPUMS data include decen­nial censuses from 
1790 to 2010 and Amer­i­can Community Survey data from 2000 to the pres­ent. We 
use all­ censuses from 1850 to 2000 except the 1890 cen­sus, which was lost to fire, and 
the Amer­i­can Community Surveys for 2006, 2011, 2016, and 2021. This selec­tion of 
the lat­ter sur­veys ensures con­ti­nu­ity while avoiding 2020, for which data were not 
rep­re­sen­ta­tive. The inclu­sion of 2021 allows to cap­ture some of the short-term effects 
of the COVID-19 pan­demic on life expec­tancy (Schöley et al. 2022). To the basic 
cen­sus infor­ma­tion, IPUMS have added var­i­ables about indi­vid­u­als’ iden­ti­fi­ca­tion 
within the house­hold, which are key for clas­si­fy­ing liv­ing arrange­ments (Sobek and 
Kennedy 2009). These var­i­ables are the unique iden­ti­fier for mother, father, part­ner, 
and chil­dren of the ref­er­ence per­son, as long as they live in the same house­hold unit. 
People in the house­hold who share a par­ent are clas­si­fied as sib­lings; only sib­lings 
with a cores­i­dent mother or father can be iden­ti­fied as such. By elim­i­na­tion, we iden­
tify whether the indi­vid­ual lives with any­one else. Among other cores­i­dents, it is 
pos­si­ble to dis­tin­guish between nonprimary rel­a­tives of at least one mem­ber of the 
house­hold and those who have no kin rela­tion­ship to any house­hold mem­ber. We 
limit our sam­ples to indi­vid­u­als liv­ing in pri­vate house­holds, exclud­ing those liv­ing 
in insti­tu­tions. In line with cen­sus defi­ni­tions, we group the pop­u­la­tion by age and sex 
(female or male). From the microdata, we obtain the pro­por­tions of peo­ple liv­ing in 
each of the categories of liv­ing arrange­ments detailed above, by age and sex.

Life expec­tancy at birth (e0t ) is a sum­mary mea­sure of age-spe­cific mor­tal­ity rates 
in year t. Years of life expec­tancy are dis­trib­uted across the three broad categories 
(and seven subcategories) of liv­ing arrange­ments (i = 1, 2,… , 7). To cal­cu­late our 
indicator e0it , we require age-spe­cific mor­tal­ity rates by sex. We use life tables from 
the Human Mortality Database for each year between 1940 and 2021 (see https:​­/​­/
www​­.mortality​­.org​­/). For the years between 1910 and 1930, we use life tables pro­
duced by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (Bell and Miller 2005), and 
for 1850 to 1900, we use Haines’ (1998) esti­mated life tables.

We apply the Sullivan (1971) method to cal­cu­late the expected life years spent in 
each liv­ing arrange­ment by year in the pop­u­la­tion, as well as the cor­re­spond­ing life 
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394 G. Floridi and A. Esteve

expec­tancy indi­ca­tor e0it . We mul­ti­ply the age- and sex-spe­cific pro­por­tions in each 
liv­ing arrange­ment by the life years lived in that age and sex group in the same year. 
To under­stand the rel­a­tive con­tri­bu­tion of dif­fer­ent age groups to changes in e0it  over 
time, we use a sim­ple age decom­po­si­tion based on Arriaga’s (1984) method. We 
divide the entire period into eight 20-year inter­vals, from 1860–1880 to 2000–2021, 
and split the pop­u­la­tion into eight 10-year age groups, from 0–9 to 70+. For each 
20-year inter­val, we cal­cu­late the change in total life expec­tancy as e0

t  =  2 − e0
t  =  1, and  

do the same for the change in life expec­tancy in each liv­ing arrange­ment e0i. We then 
decom­pose such changes into the con­tri­bu­tion of each 10-year age group. ­Arriaga’s 
decom­po­si­tion for­mu­lates dif­fer­ences in life expec­tancy by liv­ing arrange­ment 
between two peri­ods as the sum of changes in life years spent in liv­ing arrange­ment i  
within an age inter­val as both mor­tal­ity and the pro­por­tion of peo­ple in i change (direct 
effects) and changes in the num­ber of sur­vi­vors in liv­ing arrange­ment i  at the end of the  
age inter­val (indi­rect effects).

Our anal­y­sis refers to the non­in­sti­tu­tion­al­ized pop­u­la­tion as a whole. In prin­ci­ple, 
it is pos­si­ble to dis­ag­gre­gate the results by race and eth­nic­ity or edu­ca­tional attain­
ment, among other fac­tors. Unfortunately, in doing so we would lose the long tem­
po­ral dimen­sion, as disaggregated mor­tal­ity data are unavail­able or highly impre­cise 
for ear­lier cen­sus years. Similarly, life tables for migrants are unavail­able, so the 
oversimplifying assump­tion here is that migrants to the United States have his­tor­i­
cally had the same mor­tal­ity pro­file as natives.

Results

Changes in Life Expectancy by Broad Living Arrangement

Figure 1 shows changes in life expec­tancy at birth between 1850 and 2021, with dif­
fer­ent col­ors for liv­ing alone (pur­ple), with pri­mary kin only (teal), and in extended 
house­holds (yel­low). Table A1 (shown in the online appen­dix, along with all­ other 
tables des­ig­nated with an “A”) shows the cor­re­spond­ing data for Figure 1. Tables A2 
and A3 decom­pose those changes into the con­tri­bu­tion of dif­fer­ent age groups, for 
females and males. This decom­po­si­tion allows us to under­stand the ages at which 
changes in life years by liv­ing arrange­ment are con­cen­trated, show­ing the extent to 
which they are in line with changes in life expec­tancy or dis­pro­por­tion­ately higher 
or lower.

Life expec­tancy at birth rises from around 40 in 1850 to around 80 years in 2021 
for both sexes. Of these life years, the greatest share is spent liv­ing only with pri­mary 
kin, followed by extended house­holds and alone. This order is maintained in every 
year, although the rel­a­tive impor­tance of each cat­e­gory changes sub­stan­tially over 
time. In 1850, life years spent liv­ing with pri­mary kin only (20.0) and in extended 
house­holds (19.1) are almost iden­ti­cal. From then onward, liv­ing with pri­mary kin 
increases until 1970, as this state absorbs the major­ity of the extra life years added 
due to decreased mor­tal­ity. The most rapid incre­ment (from 45.8 to 52.9 years) is 
observed between 1910 and 1970, followed by a sta­bi­li­za­tion around that level until 
the end of the obser­va­tion period (50.5 in 2021). Notably, the aver­age abso­lute num­
ber of years spent in extended house­holds at the pop­u­la­tion level is sim­i­lar between 
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2021 (18.6) and 1850 (19.1). Living alone remains rel­a­tively rare until 1940, when it 
accounts for up to two years of female life expec­tancy and 1.6 years for males. After 
1940, expected years spent liv­ing alone rises quickly, reaching an addi­tional eight 
years for females and seven years for males in 2021.

Of the 9.5 years of life expec­tancy at birth gained between 1850 and 1900, seven 
are added to liv­ing with pri­mary kin, two are added to liv­ing in extended house­
holds, and 0.5 to liv­ing alone. The major­ity of life years are gained between ages 
0–9 as a con­se­quence of declin­ing infant and child mor­tal­ity, and changes are sub­
stan­tially more mod­est among other age groups. Between 1900 and 1940, the major­
ity of  life expec­tancy gains (from 49 to 66 years for females, and from 46 to 61 
for males) are added to liv­ing with pri­mary kin only. For exam­ple, of the 7.3 years 
of female life  expec­tancy gained between 1900 and 1920, 6.9 are added to years 
liv­ing with ­pri­mary kin. Overall, the cen­tury-long rise in pri­mary kin house­holds 
between 1850 and 1940 is in line with the rise in life expec­tancy. The num­ber of years 
spent in extended house­holds remains con­stant through­out this period, mak­ing for a 

Fig. 1  Female and male years of life expectancy at birth by broad living arrangement, 1850–2021 
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396 G. Floridi and A. Esteve

pro­gres­sively lower share of the total. With the excep­tion of liv­ing alone, most of the 
gains in life years spent in any liv­ing arrange­ment are con­cen­trated among infants 
and children.

The years between 1940 and 1960 see the most rad­i­cal trans­for­ma­tions in liv­ing 
arrange­ments observed for the entire period. For the first time, the increase in life 
years spent in any liv­ing arrange­ment outpaces the increase in life expec­tancy: for 
females, 11.2 years of life expec­tancy with pri­mary kin are added, com­pared with 
a total increase in life expec­tancy of 7.8 years. This sit­u­a­tion is counteracted by a 
decrease in expected years in extended house­holds for females by 6.7 years between 
1940 and 1960. This trans­for­ma­tion is also reflected in a rapid increase in years spent 
liv­ing alone, from 1.1 to 3.2 years dur­ing this period. The major­ity of these changes 
occur between ages 10 and 50, which are gen­er­ally char­ac­ter­ized by low mor­tal­ity.

In the fol­low­ing two decades (1960–1980), we observe an increase in expected 
years spent liv­ing alone for females that outpaces the increase in total life expec­tancy. 
The older age groups (70+) con­trib­ute the most to this change, and their rise in liv­ing 
alone outpaces declin­ing mor­tal­ity. The same is not observed for males, suggesting 
that increases in female life expec­tancy spent alone after age 70 are driven by the 
depar­ture of chil­dren from pri­mary kin house­holds, followed by the death of the part­
ner in cou­ple-only house­holds.

The years after 1980 see a mod­er­ate increase in total life expec­tancy, with a slight  
fall for males between 2000 and 2021 that is partly attrib­ut­­able to COVID-19 ­(Schöley 
et al. 2022). During these years, the sta­bi­li­za­tion and sub­se­quent fall of pri­mary kin 
liv­ing arrange­ments are observed at all­ ages between 0 and 60. The increase in years 
spent liv­ing alone also sta­bi­lizes dur­ing this period, with a slight decline among older 
females, com­pen­sated by an increase among peo­ple in their 40s and 50s. Between 
2000 and 2021, the larg­est increase in liv­ing alone is detected for peo­ple aged 20–29. 
The num­ber of life years spent alone rises among older males and declines among 
older females. From the 1980s onward, the greatest expan­sion in any liv­ing arrange­
ment, outpacing total life expec­tancy, is observed for extended house­holds. Of the 
four years of male life expec­tancy gained between 1980 and 2000, 3.6 years are 
added to extended house­holds. This rise is observed across all­ age groups but is espe­
cially con­cen­trated among chil­dren and young adults (0–9 and 20–29), in line with 
find­ings from Pilkauskas et al. (2020).

Internal Diversity in the Composition of Living Arrangements

Figure 2 decom­poses the change in life expec­tancy into subcategories of liv­ing 
arrange­ments, with the excep­tion of liv­ing alone, which has no subcategories. Tables 
A4 and A5 show the age decom­po­si­tion of changes in life years in pri­mary kin and 
extended house­holds into their subcategories, by sex. The top left panel of Figure 2 
shows the rapid increase in female life years spent liv­ing alone between 1925 and 
1975. For males, liv­ing alone increases more grad­u­ally between 1950 and the early 
2000s and appears to sta­bi­lize around the mid-2000s at slightly lower lev­els than for 
females (7.5 years in 2021, top right).

The inter­nal com­po­si­tion of life years spent in pri­mary kin house­holds changes 
con­sid­er­ably over time (see mid­dle row of Figure 2). The rise in such house­holds 
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until 1900 is pre­dom­i­nantly attrib­ut­­able to life years spent in two-par­ent house­holds 
with chil­dren, which increase as infant and child mor­tal­ity declines. Between 1900 
and 1960, the rapid rise in pri­mary kin house­holds is attrib­ut­­able to con­tin­ued rapid 
growth in two-par­ent liv­ing arrange­ments, but also to an increase in years spent liv­
ing only with part­ners. After 1960, cou­ple-only liv­ing arrange­ments con­tinue to rise, 
expe­ri­enc­ing a slight decline only in the last observed decade. By con­trast, life years 
spent in two-par­ent house­holds peak around 1960 and decline there­af­ter, with the 
decline sig­ni­fy­ing a major struc­tural trend as it runs in the oppo­site direc­tion to life 
expec­tancy changes. Our own cal­cu­la­tions show that, rel­a­tive to total life expec­tancy, 
years spent in two-par­ent house­holds go from representing 48% of the total in 1960 
to 36% in 2021. Life years in sin­gle-par­ent house­holds remain low through­out most 
of the period but increase from 3.8 to 7.0 years for females between 1960 and 2021, 
and from 1.3 to 3.3 among males. This ten­dency likely reflects increases in union dis­
so­lu­tion dur­ing this period (Schwartz et al. 2023).

Fig. 2  Female and male years of life expectancy at birth while living alone (top), with primary kin only 
(middle, by category), and in extended households (bottom, by category), 1850–2021 
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As noted ear­lier, years spent in extended house­holds are sim­i­lar between 1850 and 
2021, with oscil­la­tions between these time points (see bot­tom row of Figure 2). These 
oscil­la­tions mask sub­stan­tial diver­sity and change within this cat­e­gory. A con­sis­tent 
trend between 1850 and 1950 is the steady decline in mixed liv­ing arrange­ments, which 
likely reflects the decline in the pres­ence of live-in ser­vi­tude, board­ers, and lodg­ers, 
char­ac­ter­is­tic of the pre­in­dus­trial United States (Modell and Hareven 1973). Life years 
in nonkin house­holds also decline between 1850 and 1950 and slightly increase from 
1975. Extended kin-only house­holds, on the other hand, expe­ri­ence a con­sis­tent rise 
between 1850 and 1950, in line with declin­ing infant and child mor­tal­ity. Our cal­cu­la­
tions show female life expec­tancy in extended kin-only house­holds increas­ing together 
with total life expec­tancy between 1850 and 1950 (from 9.2 to 15.7 years) and then 
declin­ing to 10.5 between 1950 and 1980, to rise back to 13.5 by 2021. We find sim­i­lar 
trends for males. The decline and sub­se­quent rebound in extended kin house­holds can 
be interpreted as struc­tural trends as they do not align with changes in sur­vival.

Change Across Cohorts

To com­ple­ment the period trends, we pres­ent an aggre­gate cohort per­spec­tive. Figure 3 
shows the pro­por­tion of non­in­sti­tu­tion­al­ized indi­vid­u­als by age (from 0 to 80) in each 
type of liv­ing arrange­ment for females and males born in three decades: 1860–1869, 
1900–1909, and 1940–1949. For this fig­ure, we dis­tin­guish the two subcategories of 
two-par­ent and sin­gle-par­ent house­holds into whether the indi­vid­ual is a par­ent or a 
child of other house­hold mem­bers.

The 1860s cohort has a high share of peo­ple (40–50%) liv­ing in extended 
house­holds at every age, with peaks just before age 20 for females and just after 
for males, and increases at older ages for both sexes, espe­cially for the extended 
kin-only arrange­ment (see top row of Figure 3). The prev­a­lence of extended house­
holds is much lower in the 1900s cohort, which expe­ri­ences the “dying out” of mixed  
extended house­holds and the decline in extended kin coresidence at older ages 
(mid­dle row). The 1940s cohort has the low­est prev­a­lence of extended house­holds, 
mainly con­cen­trated at youn­ger ages in sharp con­trast to the trends observed for the 
1860s cohort (bot­tom row). The peak in extended liv­ing arrange­ments around age 
20 (when both par­ents and chil­dren are likely to be alive) is con­sis­tent across all­ 
three cohorts.

The 1860s cohort shows low lev­els of liv­ing alone, con­cen­trated at advanced ages, 
and sim­i­lar for females and males. In the 1900s cohort, we observe a large shift from 
liv­ing in extended house­holds to liv­ing alone at older ages, but only among females. 
As noted ear­lier, this find­ing is due to the com­bi­na­tion of chil­dren’ res­i­den­tial eman­
ci­pa­tion and ear­lier death of male part­ners. Living alone is wide­spread for the 1900s 
female cohort, in line with the his­tor­i­cal cir­cum­stances this gen­er­a­tion lived through, 
espe­cially World War II. The 1940s cohort is com­pa­ra­ble to the 1900s cohort, but 
lev­els of liv­ing alone among females are lower in favor of liv­ing as a cou­ple, in line 
with greater male sur­vival. In the 1940s gen­er­a­tion, for both sexes, liv­ing as a cou­ple 
emerges as a pre­dom­i­nant liv­ing arrange­ment, first before chil­dren are born (early to 
mid­dle 20s) and then after they move out (from age 45 onward). Considering our life 
expec­tancy results, trends will likely look very dif­fer­ent in sub­se­quent cohorts (e.g., 
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those born in the 1980s) owing to delayed union for­ma­tion and fer­til­ity. We can­not, 
of course, pro­vide a com­plete pic­ture for youn­ger cohorts in our data.

Discussion

In this research note, we pro­vide a broad over­view of liv­ing arrange­ments in the 
United States for the lon­gest period of time for which pop­u­la­tion data are cur­rently 
avail­­able, from 1850 until 2021. We make use of a unique data source pro­vid­ing 
detailed liv­ing arrange­ment infor­ma­tion over 170 years. Our empir­i­cal approach 
allows us to com­bine infor­ma­tion about changes in sur­vival and liv­ing arrange­ments. 
We shed light on the rel­a­tive impor­tance of mor­tal­ity decline for his­tor­i­cal shifts in 
liv­ing arrange­ments at the pop­u­la­tion level. We decom­pose changes in expected life 

Fig. 3  Proportion of female and male U.S. population in three 10-year birth cohorts (1860s, 1900s, and 
1940s) living in different living arrangements by age 
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years by liv­ing arrange­ment into the con­tri­bu­tion of dif­fer­ent age groups and com­
ple­ment the period life expec­tancy approach with a cohort per­spec­tive. Although our 
find­ings are spe­cific to the U.S. expe­ri­ence, the trends we unveil allow us to draw 
some the­o­ret­i­cal gen­er­al­iza­tions that are open to empir­i­cal test­ing.

The first pat­tern emerg­ing from our his­tor­i­cal inves­ti­ga­tion is that, when sur­vival 
improves pri­mar­ily among infants and chil­dren, those liv­ing arrange­ments in which 
infants and chil­dren are con­cen­trated increase at a pro­por­tional rate to life expec­
tancy. In the case of the United States between 1850 and 1940, increases in life years 
are mostly observed in two-par­ent pri­mary kin house­holds and extended kin-only 
house­holds. The increases in these two liv­ing arrange­ments never outpace life expec­
tancy because infants and chil­dren are not driv­ers of social change. In line with early 
life mor­tal­ity declines, we find that the share of extended kin-only house­holds rises 
con­sis­tently through­out the sec­ond half of the nineteenth and first half of the twen­ti­
eth cen­tu­ries in the United States. This find­ing con­tra­dicts ear­lier dis­courses regard­
ing the his­tor­i­cally low prev­a­lence of extended fam­i­lies in the United States and 
Western Europe (Laslett 1965; Ruggles 2009). What did dis­ap­pear over the period 
were mixed house­holds, in line with the declin­ing prev­a­lence of live-in ser­vi­tude and 
lodg­ers (Modell and Hareven 1973).

A sec­ond test­able gen­er­al­iza­tion is that, as sur­vival improve­ments shift to pro­gres­
sively older age groups, the dis­tri­bu­tion of liv­ing arrange­ments is more likely to shift 
as a result of social trends. Traditional socio­log­i­cal and demo­graphic accounts posit 
that the poten­tial for social change is highest when there are large cohorts of young 
adults (aged 20–40) in the pop­u­la­tion (Ryder 1965). This sit­u­a­tion appears to be the 
case in the United States between 1940 and 1960, when the rise of pri­mary kin house­
holds sig­nifi­cantly outpaces life expec­tancy gains and extended fam­ily arrange­ments 
decline. However, struc­tural changes in the sys­tem of liv­ing arrange­ments will have 
reper­cus­sions across the entire age dis­tri­bu­tion, as evidenced in the U.S. case by the 
rapid rise of liv­ing alone, which begins among older women as a result of chil­dren 
mov­ing out and part­ners’ higher mor­tal­ity.

We can sum­ma­rize our results into three dis­tinct his­tor­i­cal ages of U.S. liv­ing 
arrange­ments. A “large house­hold” sys­tem pre­vails between 1850 and 1940. It is char­
ac­ter­ized by rel­a­tive sta­bil­ity in the num­ber of life years spent in extended house­holds 
and a slow and steady increase in living with primary kin, which incorporates the 
major­ity of the sub­stan­tial gains in life expec­tancy. An inten­si­fied rise in two-par­ent 
house­holds ush­ers in an era of “pri­mary kin” dom­i­nance, between 1940 and 1980, 
when all­ age groups expe­ri­ence an increase in life years spent liv­ing only with par­
ents, part­ners, and chil­dren. Among older age groups, the share liv­ing alone and in 
cou­ple-only house­holds also rises sig­nifi­cantly as a result of the eco­nomic and res­i­
den­tial eman­ci­pa­tion of adult chil­dren (Ruggles 2007) and expanded social secu­rity 
(McGarry and Schoeni 2000). These trans­for­ma­tions bring about a “diver­si­fied” phase 
(1980–onward), which for the first time sees the decline in two-par­ent house­holds in 
favor of a greater range of arrange­ments, includ­ing liv­ing alone among young adults 
and liv­ing in extended kin-only house­holds among young adults and chil­dren.

Our results invite social sci­en­tists to con­sider the role of extended life spans as 
well as other demo­graphic and social trends in shap­ing liv­ing arrange­ments. This 
approach requires only basic life table and house­hold struc­ture data, and efforts to gen­
er­ate har­mo­nized liv­ing arrange­ments data across countries are under­way (Galeano 
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et al. 2024). An account of the role of mac­ro­eco­nomic, com­po­si­tional, pol­icy, and 
cul­tural changes over the period con­sid­ered is beyond the scope of this research note. 
However, we hope to encour­age fur­ther work that exam­ines, for exam­ple, the extent 
to which the described trends cor­re­spond to migra­tion flows or changes in the racial 
and eth­nic com­po­si­tion of the pop­u­la­tion; the role of the decline in social spend­ing 
on fam­i­lies and hous­ing for liv­ing arrange­ments across socio­eco­nomic, racial, and 
eth­nic groups (Park et al. 2019); and the role of edu­ca­tional expan­sion, union dis­so­
lu­tion, and female labor force par­tic­i­pa­tion. ■
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