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Abstract

Objectives: This study investigates the extent to which the experience of widowhood is associated with within-person changes in two key
dimensions of cognitive functioning: crystallized and fluid intelligence (measured as memory recall and verbal fluency, respectively). This work
enriches the empirical body of knowledge by considering whether paid work status (defined as working, retirement, or homemaking) plays a
protective role in gender-specific cognitive changes associated with losing a spouse.

Methods: Utilizing six waves of the Survey of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) covering 32,089 men (N=97774) and 40,821
women (N=126,998) aged 50+, two-way fixed-effects regression models were estimated to compare changes in cognitive functioning between
being continuously partnered versus experiencing widowhood. We considered important heterogeneities by performing sub-sample analyses by
paid work status and gender.

Results: Cognitive changes were associated with widowhood, albeit markedly different by gender and across paid work status. The transition to
widowhood among men was associated with reduced verbal fluency only if working. Instead, widows performed more poorly, especially in terms
of memory recall, but only if they were homemakers at the time of the transition.

Discussion: Paid work may serve as a cognitive resource after widowhood. However, the way in which it acts depends on gender, while being
retired at the time of widowhood acts as a protection for both men and women.
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Cognition is a fundamental aspect of healthy and successful
aging (Rowe & Kahn, 1997). While age-related decline in cog-
nitive functioning is expected (Salthouse, 2010), the aging pro-
cess is embedded in the fabric of social relationships and is, thus,
not equal for all (Fingerman et al., 2020). In the cognitive aging
literature, the cognitive abilities that are most commonly found
to deteriorate with age and suffer from frequent stress exposure
are those associated with crystallized and fluid dimensions,
respectively (Rosnick et al., 2007; see also Stawski et al., 2013
for a review). Crystallized abilities involve knowledge and skills
that reflect an individual’s educational and cultural experiences,
whereas fluid abilities describe one’s capacity to retrieve new
information for problem solving and adaptation to a changing
environment (Cattell, 1971; Horn, 1989; Lindenberger, 2001).
Both these dimensions of cognitive functioning have been shown
to be most vulnerable to negative life events that occur more
commonly in later life, such as the death of a spouse or partner
(Kung, 2020; Shin et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2021).

At the same time, it is known that the development of cog-
nitive abilities is largely shaped by intersecting work and family
spheres (Tattarini et al., 2025) and that both significantly differ
between men and women in Western countries (Aisenbrey &
Fasang, 2017). Specifically, women are more commonly

involved in unpaid family caregiving, which, on the one hand,
puts pressure on their careers (Stafford et al., 2019; Svensson
etal., 2015) but, on the other hand, might cognitively “reward”
them in later life (Ice et al., 2020). Overlapping work and
family responsibilities have instead been found to matter less
for men’s later-life cognitive functioning since men typically
maintain longer, more continuous labor market participation
while at the same time being less involved in family care (Ber-
togg & Leist, 2023; Tattarini et al., 2025). Life course trajec-
tories of work-family patterns thus result in gendered paid
work statuses in later life—whether working, retired, or
homemaking—that carry forward the cognitive implications
of accumulated experiences (Stafford et al., 2019) and likely
bear on how older adults adjust to adverse life changes, such
as the death of a partner (Wheaton, 1990). This raises the
question: To what extent do gendered paid work status differ-
ences shape cognitive changes associated with the loss of a
partner in later life?

Our study speaks to this line of inquiry by demonstrating
that cognitive shortfalls—specifically, declines in memory recall
and verbal fluency—following widowhood vary across paid
work status at the time of loss and gender. Our main argument
is that paid work status, which is inherently gendered, reflects
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cognitive reserve built from accumulated work and family
experiences. In later life, paid work structures the availability
of a social network beyond the family as well as opportunities
for cognitive engagement through mental, physical, or social
activities. Thus, we expect that widowhood poses harm to
older adults’ cognitive functioning, but given that work-family
trajectories in Europe are strongly patterned by social factors
(Firat et al., 2023), the combination of paid work status and
marital status likely contributes to cognitive reserve develop-
ment throughout the life course and results in gender differ-
ences in patterns of cognitive decline following marital
dissolution. Following this line of reasoning, we applied
fixed-effects regression models on a longitudinal sample of men
and women aged 50+ from the Survey of Health, Ageing, and
Retirement in Europe (SHARE) to investigate the degree to
which cognitive functioning changes following the experience
of marital dissolution may differ across paid work status, i.e.,
working, retirement, or homemaking, while accounting for
unobserved confounding. Our study findings extend the
widowhood-cognition literature by providing insights into the
role of paid work status as a resource that protects older adults
from adverse cognitive changes associated with losing a spouse.

Analytical framework and empirical evidence

Widowhood and cognitive functioning in later life
The extant gerontological and neuroscience research focusing
on widowhood mainly draws insights from a social causation
perspective encompassing two dominant frameworks: (1) the
marital resource model and (2) the marital crisis model.

The marital resource model encompasses a possible mecha-
nism to link widowhood and cognitive functioning, presuming
that the insurance pool of economic, social, and psychological
support that individuals enjoy in a partnership is protective
against age-related health declines (Williams et al., 2009).
Within this framework, one’s partner serves as an important
sociopsychological resource by connecting individuals to
extended networks of family and friends, fostering meaningful
interactions and shared activities that stimulate cognitive fac-
ulties in later life (Zunzunegui et al., 2003).

Another mechanism underlying the association between wid-
owhood and cognitive functioning is derived from the marital
crisis model, which suggests that marital disruption through
divorce or widowhood can undermine an individual’s life to
the extent that it compromises their health and well-being (Wil-
liams et al., 2009). Studies in neuroscience have underscored
the negative effects of stress exposure on different measures of
cognitive performance, including memory recall and verbal
fluency (see Mikneviciute et al., 2022 for a review). While a
causal link attributing cognitive deterioration to stress exposure
following widowhood is yet to be clearly established in the
social science literature, a wide range of studies utilizing
fixed-effects approaches have documented reduced fluid (Shin
et al., 2022; Worn et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2021) as well as
crystallized cognitive abilities (Li et al., 2023; Zhao et al.,
2021), and increased odds of developing dementia (Liu et al.,
2020) among people who experience losing a spouse.

Gendered patterns of paid work status and their
role in the widowhood-cognition association

The above-mentioned mechanisms underlying cognitive
changes associated with losing a spouse in later life may differ
in their importance depending on other overlapping life
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domains, such as engagement in paid work. Paid work emerges
as critical in this association for two main reasons. First, by
structuring opportunities for building cognitive reserve
throughout the life course. The cognitive reserve model
describes late-life cognitive functioning as a product of a broad
range of activities and resources across different ages and stages
in the life course biography, all of which contribute to the
accumulation of cognitive reserve that enables adults to retain
their cognitive abilities with increasing age (Varangis & Stern,
2020). Findings from longitudinal research, ranging from stud-
ies using sequence analysis to latent growth curve models,
underscore the late-life cognitive benefits of engaging in paid
work continuously or for long periods (Kobayashi & Feldman,
2019; Leist et al., 2013). Second, paid work engagement mat-
ters for maintaining cognitive abilities in older ages because it
affords individuals with important roles and resources that
offer a range of opportunities for mental, physical, or social
engagement beyond the family, including social participation
and the exercise of one’s skills in the workplace (Fisher et al.,
2017; Takase et al., 2024).

However, when major life transitions occur, paid work can
generate competing demands and thus compromise well-being.
In the case of widowhood, paid work obligations might in fact
act as a burden for the bereaved individual who must navigate
work demands while at the same time adjusting to their new-
found role as an unmarried adult (Perrig-Chiello et al., 2016).

The role of paid work status as a resource for maintaining
cognitive functioning becomes even more meaningful when
situated within the gendered patterns of the adjustment to the
loss of a partner. Adjustment to such a major life transition
naturally necessitates resilience, i.e., an ability or readiness to
adapt, the lack of which leaves those affected adapting poorly
and being vulnerable to decreased health and well-being (King
et al., 2019). This vulnerability manifests differently across
genders. For example, Kung (2020) found that men with strong
social networks are vulnerable to having their emotional prob-
lems interfere with their daily responsibilities and productivity
during the widowhood adjustment period. On the contrary,
changes in economic circumstances following widowhood may
be particularly challenging for women in traditional marriages
where their husband assumed sole responsibility for the finan-
cial management of the household (Kung, 2020; Li et al.,
2023). Therefore, competing stressors—adjusting to widow-
hood while managing the demands of paid work
engagement—may create a stressful environment that is ulti-
mately unfavorable for one’s cognitive abilities in a gen-
dered way.

Overall, the presented theoretical arguments and empirical
findings suggest that paid work status in the older ages may
either offset or exacerbate cognitive decline (as measured by
tests of memory recall and verbal fluency that capture crystal-
lized and fluid cognitive abilities, respectively) associated with
the experience of widowhood. In line with the marital resource
and marital conflict models, we could anticipate a decline in
cognitive performance for both men and women who experi-
enced the loss of a spouse. Yet, such a decline depends on other
gender-specific cognitive engagements in which this experience
is embedded. We thus expect the dual burden of paid work
commitments and widowhood adjustment to be associated
with negative cognitive changes, especially for men (Hypothesis
1), who find themselves shouldering both paid work and house-
hold tasks, previously likely done by their wives. Alternatively,
adjustment to widowhood while no longer engaged in the labor
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market (i.e., retired) is expected to protect men from the neg-
ative effects of widowhood on cognitive performance (Hypoth-
esis 2). In fact, for men, there will not be a double burden in
such a case, while for previously working women, the financial
challenges will be less demanding. Homemakers, who are likely
to have had long and/or frequent career interruptions in the
past, are instead expected to show lower cognitive performance
following widowhood, though this pattern is anticipated only
among women (Hypothesis 3).

Data and methods

Sample selection and variables

The data were drawn from the SHARE, a cross-national, lon-
gitudinal study of non-institutionalized adults aged 50years
and older in 27 European countries and Israel (Borsch-Supan,
2019; Borsch-Supan et al., 2013). Our empirical analyses draw
on data from waves 1 (collected in 2004-2005), 2 (2006-2007),
4(2011-2012), 5 (2013), 6 (2015), and 8 (2019-2020).
Figure 1 presents the flow diagram for our sample selection
procedure: starting with a pooled SHARE sample of
N=306,445, we restricted our working sample to men and
women aged 50+ (N=296,002). Then, we further excluded
respondents with missing information on our variables of inter-
est, i.e., cognitive assessments (N =9,147 for memory recall and
N=1,402 for verbal fluency), paid work status (N=1,389), and
functional limitations (N=74). Our empirical analyses focus
on individuals who were at-risk of experiencing marital disso-
lution (divorce or widowhood); for this reason, we excluded
respondents who reported being “never-married” at any wave
(N=15,230). Lastly, we excluded those who did not participate
in at least two consecutive SHARE waves (N=43,988). Hence,
the final working sample included N=97,774 observations
(N=32,089) from men and N=126,998 observations

(N=40,821) from women. See Supplementary Table 1 in the
online Supplementary Material for sample descriptive statistics.

Dependent variables

The analyses considered three cognitive functioning tests in
SHARE to build our outcome variables: two recall tests (i.e.,
immediate and delayed recall) and verbal fluency. Our focus
on the tests measuring recall and verbal fluency was motivated
by two reasons: First, they are sensitive to cognitive aging
(Stawski et al., 2013). And second, previous studies on older
adults have used tests measuring recall performance to capture
crystallized cognitive abilities, as well as tests measuring verbal
fluency to examine fluid cognitive abilities (Salthouse, 2006;
Weber et al., 2017). For the memory recall tasks in SHARE, a
list of 10 words was read aloud, and respondents were asked
to recall as many of these words as they could immediately
afterwards (immediate recall) and after a delay without reread-
ing the words (delayed recall). For the verbal fluency task,
respondents were asked to name as many animals as possible
within 60s.

In the descriptive and multivariate analyses, the scores for
immediate and delayed recall were summed to generate a sum-
mative score for memory recall, going from 0 to 20. Verbal
fluency score represents the total number of animals that each
participant was able to correctly produce (excluding repeti-
tions) within the given time frame, ranging from 0 to 100.

Independent variables

Widowhood status

In our analyses, widowhood is a time-varying categorical vari-
able that distinguishes respondents’ self-reported marital status
for each wave: 0 =married/partnered (including those in legal
and consensual marriages, as well as in registered partnerships,
regardless of living arrangement with their spouse or partner)

Figure 1. Flow diagram for the sample selection procedure. Values shown in the flow diagram represent person-year observations (N).
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serves as the reference group and 1 =widowed (i.e., respondent
experienced the death of a spouse or partner and is not in a
partnership at the time of interview). We include a third cate-
gory (2=divorced) to account for all possible marital transi-
tions. It should be noted that, given the small sample of
respondents transitioning from married to divorced over the
observed period, the results related to the effect of such marital
disruption on cognition will not be interpreted.

Paid work status

Information on respondents’ paid work status was derived
from the Employment and Pension module of SHARE, where
respondents report their employment situation for each wave.
Past studies using SHARE have relied on this self-reported
information in measuring employment (e.g., Mazzonna & Per-
acchi, 2012). Our analyses distinguished three categories:
0=working serves as the reference category; 1=retired; and
2 =homemaker, a residual category that includes homemakers
as well as respondents being unemployed or sick/disabled. The
label reflects its composition, with 60% (N=22,086) of this
residual group (N=36,974) being homemakers.

Control variables

Multivariate analyses control for a set of variables that poten-
tially confound the association between explanatory and
dependent variables, drawing on previous related literature
(Bertogg & Leist, 2021; Bordone & Weber, 2013): age (con-
tinuous), wave (dummies) to consider period effects, and lim-
itations in Activities of Daily Living (ADL) (0=none [ref],
1=have at least 1) as a proxy for physical health. The ADL
measure provides an objective, performance-based assessment
of functional capacity that captures limitations in daily func-
tioning (e.g., difficulties in bathing, dressing, eating, toileting,
and moving from one position to another), representing what
individuals can and cannot do regardless of underlying pathol-
ogy, unlike self-assessed measures of overall health and diag-
nosed illnesses, which may be subject to reporting biases and
recall errors (Hajek & Konig, 2016). While a link between
later-life depression and cognitive deterioration has been pre-
viously raised (see Koenig et al., 2014 for a more detailed dis-
cussion), the two variables may be potentially endogenous with
each other (Scult et al., 2017). To avoid this methodological
issue, we refrained from including depression as a control but
carried out a robustness check including a lagged measure for
depressive symptoms using the EURO-D scale (see section on
sensitivity analyses below).

Analytic strategy

To investigate changes in cognitive functioning associated with
widowhood, we employed two-way fixed effects linear regres-
sion for panel data (Woolridge, 2003). This method examines
within-person change over time in the exposure variables (mar-
ital dissolution and paid work status) to predict within-person
change in the outcome variables (i.e., memory recall and verbal
fluency scores). The choice of a fixed effects approach is moti-
vated by methodological considerations. First, this statistical
model uses each individual as their own control by comparing
individuals’ performance in the cognitive tasks before and after
they became widowed. Second, fixed effects regression accounts
for unobserved time-invariant confounders that vary across
individuals, such as country and educational attainment
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(Kohler et al., 2012). Third, the fixed effects model addresses
a central limitation of cross-sectional studies in which cognitive
assessments are merely compared across different sub-groups
without considering changes that may occur within these
sub-groups. In doing so, the fixed effects model provides esti-
mates of cognitive changes associated with becoming widowed,
while controlling for pre-existing characteristics that are asso-
ciated with both the likelihood of widowhood and cognitive
functioning (e.g., age).

Our multivariate analyses were conducted in several steps:
First, we estimated fixed effects models in which memory recall
and verbal fluency scores, respectively, were regressed on our
time-varying marital dissolution variable. Next, we performed
these analyses separately depending on the respondent’s paid
work status. In this method of model specification, we tested
whether changes in marital status (i.e., from being married to
widowed) contribute to changes in cognitive performance and
whether there are differences across paid work statuses in this
association. A negative coefficient was interpreted as a decrease
in cognitive functioning. We applied stratified models to avoid
conflating changes in marital and employment status and to
present subgroup-specific dynamics in a more interpretable
way. Third, we assessed whether the association between our
explanatory and outcome variables remained statistically sig-
nificant when our controls (SHARE wave, age, and ADL lim-
itations) were included in the model. Finally, to ascertain
gender differences, we estimated separate models for men
and women.

For more robust estimates, all models were adjusted for clus-
tering at the individual-level. Results of the Hausman tests
indicated that the random effects models should be abandoned
in favor of the fixed effects models that use within-cluster infor-
mation. All analyses were conducted using Stata 18.0.

Sensitivity analyses

To ensure the robustness of our results, we carried out the
following sensitivity analyses. First, we run the same
fixed-effects models as in the main analyses on the sample of
respondents who were married or partnered at the first inter-
view (N=93,606). In this way, we examine cognitive changes
only for individuals who were exposed to the risk of marital
dissolution. Second, to consider potential timing effects, we
conducted additional analysis in which we distinguished
between individuals who experienced marital dissolution at
younger ages (<635 years old) versus those who experienced such
an event later in life (65+). Third, additional sensitivity analyses
tested whether our findings hold when we account for changes
in mental health. To address potential endogeneity issues in
this respect, we included a lagged variable in the main models
measuring symptoms of depression on the EURO-D scale at
the interview before widowhood.

Results

Descriptive findings

Descriptive statistics for the analytical sample by gender (Sup-
plementary Table 1, see online supplementary material) show
that more women than men are widowed (21% vs. 6%, respec-
tively) and homemakers (24% vs. 7%), while the opposite
holds for being active in the labor market (28% of men com-
pared to 22% of women) and retired (65% of men vs. 54% of
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women). We observe no distinct age patterns across gender.
Most individuals in the sample report having no limitations in
the ADL. The distribution of respondents is about the same
between men and women across survey waves (Supplementary
Table 1, see online supplementary material).

Consistent with findings from previous literature (e.g., Weber
etal., 2014), women generally outperformed men with respect
to cognitive tests that measure memory recall (Supplementary
Table 2, see online supplementary material). For both measures
of cognitive functioning, unpartnered (i.e., divorced and wid-
owed) men and women fared worse than their married/part-
nered counterparts. Across paid work status, the highest scores
in memory recall and verbal fluency were observed in working
respondents. Moreover, our descriptive findings showed that
women who have formally exited from the labor force (i.e.,
retired) outperformed those who identified as homemakers.

More men reported having experienced marital dissolution
(divorced or widowed), whereas women more commonly
report being in a partnership (Supplementary Table 3, see
online supplementary material), irrespective of paid work sta-
tus. In Supplementary Table 4 (see online supplementary mate-
rial), we report the transition percentages for the two
explanatory variables. We show the percentages of individuals
whose marital status remained the same or, alternatively,
changed during the follow-up rounds of SHARE. Among men,
about 2% of those who were married/partnered became wid-
owed at a subsequent time; the corresponding figure for women
is about 5%. For both genders, a negligible percentage transi-
tioned from married/partnered to divorced at any point during

the study period. For this reason, we only interpret findings for
widows and widowers in our multivariate analyses.

Similarly, the bottom part of Supplementary Table 4 (see
online supplementary material) presents the percentages of
those who remained and, conversely, transitioned out of the
three categories of paid work status: working, retired, and
homemaker. The percentage of sample persons who transi-
tioned out of work and into retirement is about 25% for men
and 22% for women. The corresponding figures for working
individuals who transitioned to other categories of paid work
status are comparatively lower: about 6% for men and 9% for
women. These transition percentages suggest that there is
enough within-individual variability over time in our explan-
atory variables to argue a fixed effects approach.

Multivariate results

Results from the fixed effects models, including the unadjusted
coefficients and the full model with all the covariates entered
simultaneously, are displayed in Figure 2 (for memory recall)
and Figure 3 (for verbal fluency). In the unadjusted models
(Model 1) that do not include controls, the expected negative
coefficients for respondents at widowhood were significant only
among retired widows (b=-0.55, p<.001) and widowers
(b=-0.44, p <.001). These associations, however, were no lon-
ger statistically significant after controlling for age, wave dum-
mies, and ADL (Model 2). The same happens for verbal fluency
(Figure 3), apart from working men, who face a decline in their
performance that is significantly associated with widowhood,
even after including the controls. Homemaking women show

Figure 2. Coefficients with 95% Cls from the fixed-effects models regressing memory recall on widowhood, by gender and paid work status.
Coefficients with 95% Cls are estimated from fixed-effects models regressing memory recall on widowhood for the sample of men and women aged
50+, by gender and paid work status. Source. Survey of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe (W1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8), release 8.0.0. Authors’ own
calculations (sample weights not used). Men and women aged 50+ with at least two completed interviews and no missing information on all dependent
and independent variables. See Supplementary Table 5 (see online supplementary material) for full results. Hollow triangle represents estimates for
Model 1 (unadjusted model without controls) for men; solid triangle represents estimates for Model 2 (model controlling for age, wave dummies, and
activities of daily living) for men; hollow circle represents estimates for Model 1 (unadjusted model without controls) for women; solid circle represents
estimates for Model 2 (model controlling for age, wave dummies, and activities of daily living) for women.
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Figure 3. Coefficients with 95% Cls from the fixed-effects models regressing verbal fluency on widowhood, by gender and paid work status.
Coefficients with 95% Cls are estimated from fixed-effects models regressing verbal fluency on widowhood for the sample of men and women aged
50+, by gender and paid work status. Source. Survey of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe (W1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8), release 8.0.0. Authors’ own
calculations (sample weights not used). Men and women aged 50+ with at least two completed interviews and no missing information on all dependent
and independent variables. See Supplementary Table 6 (see online supplementary material) for full results. Hollow triangle represents estimates for
Model 1 (unadjusted model without controls) for men; solid triangle represents estimates for Model 2 (model controlling for age, wave dummies, and
activities of daily living) for men; hollow circle represents estimates for Model 1 (unadjusted model without controls) for women; solid circle represents
estimates for Model 2 (model controlling for age, wave dummies, and activities of daily living) for women.

a significant negative association between widowhood and
memory recall performance in the unadjusted as well as in the
full models.

Sensitivity analyses

To test the robustness of our findings, we performed the fol-
lowing sensitivity analyses. First, when carrying out the main
analysis on the sub-sample at risk of experiencing marital dis-
solution, we found qualitatively very similar results for both
memory recall (Supplementary Table 7, see online supplemen-
tary material) and verbal fluency (Supplementary Table 8, see
online supplementary material), suggesting that the relatively
high share of respondents remaining married throughout the
interview period does not affect our results.

Second, a comparison of the widowhood experience at
younger (<65 years old) and older (65+) ages (Supplementary
Tables 9 and 10, see online supplementary material) revealed
that the negative coefficient for widowhood among working
men is driven by widowers below age 65, and that also for
younger working women, a similar effect exists. On the con-
trary, it is the older group of homemaking women who drive
the negative effects of widowhood above the age of 635.

Third, we incorporated a lagged variable measuring symp-
toms of depression on the EURO-D scale in our fixed-effects
models in order to capture the role of mental health changes.
These results (Supplementary Figure 1, see online supplemen-
tary material) generally corroborate our main findings,
although when controlling for changes in mental health before
marital disruption, the coefficient for widowhood is no longer

statistically significant for working men. While this might indi-
cate that mental health changes constitute an important con-
founder in the association between widowhood and verbal
fluency for men who are in paid work when facing that tran-
sition, endogeneity might still be at play: mental health changes
at the wave before widowhood might, in fact, capture the
effects of the causes of death. We therefore carefully interpret
these results and welcome further studies on these aspects, pos-
sibly with data that contain more detailed timing information.

Discussion

Drawing from models of marital resource and crisis, as well as
cognitive reserve models, this study sought to better understand
how an important role that individuals occupy over life, i.e.,
participation in the labor market, may be protective of cogni-
tive functioning (in its fluid and crystallized dimensions) when
experiencing the loss of a spouse. We utilized fixed-effects
regressions on a longitudinal sample of men and women aged
50+ residing in Europe, focusing on whether shortfalls in these
two distinct cognitive components, amounting to reductions
in memory recall and verbal fluency, respectively, differ across
paid work status (working, retired, homemaking) at the time
of widowhood. Our findings point to reduced cognitive per-
formance associated with widowhood, but with heterogeneities
across gender and paid work status. Specifically, we found that
widowhood is significantly associated with a decline in verbal
fluency among men engaged in paid work, showing support
for Hypothesis 1. On the contrary, confirming Hypothesis 3,
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widowhood is negatively associated with cognitive perfor-
mance among homemaking women.

Two main themes form our contribution to the current state
of the art. First, our findings contribute to a strand of literature
that argues for gender differences in the cognitive health dis-
advantages of widowhood in later life (Li et al., 2023; Zhao
etal.,2021). Our analyses are in line with previous work (e.g.,
Bertogg & Leist, 2021), also using SHARE data, showing that
although widowed older adults exhibit reduced recall and flu-
ency performance, this negative effect of widowhood is no
longer significant once potential pathways and confounders
are considered. We add to this an analysis of heterogeneities in
the effects of losing a spouse between men and women, at least
with respect to changes in their cognitive abilities. Marital
crisis—the social and economic stressors that accompany
widowhood—represents a potential mechanism for reduced
cognitive performance, but it does so differently for men and
women. On the one hand, men’s fluid abilities, i.e., their capac-
ity to apply newly acquired information to adapt to a changing
environment, decline. On the other hand, widows are vulner-
able to a decline in the crystallized dimension of cognition (i.e.,
knowledge and skills obtained through educational and cul-
tural experiences, accumulated throughout the life course).

Second, we answer questions about the role of paid work
engagement in shaping cognitive changes associated with wid-
owhood. We hypothesized that paid work status at the time of
marital dissolution would play a role in whether and how wid-
owhood reduces cognitive performance through two competing
mechanisms: on the one hand, workplace cognitive stimulation
may help offset cognitive decline associated with the stressful
role transition to widowhood (Wheaton, 1990). On the other
hand, workplace demands may create additional stress for indi-
viduals who are simultaneously restructuring their social roles
to reflect their new status as an unmarried adult (Kung, 2020;
Perrig-Chiello et al., 2016).

Our study shows support for Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis
3, with widowhood being significantly associated with a decline
in verbal fluency among men engaged in paid work and in
memory recall among homemaking women. Hypothesis 2 was
confirmed as well: the cognitive performance of widows and
widowers is not significantly affected by widowhood if they
are retired at the time of this role transition. This suggests that
retirement, rather than employment, can have a protective
effect against cognitive deterioration after marital
dissolution.

Our findings align with research showing gender-specific
health declines following marital dissolution. Research on wid-
owhood has found men to suffer from mental health declines,
including increased loneliness and depressive symptoms, and
functional limitations in the aftermath of spousal loss (Kung,
2020; Perrig-Chiello et al., 2016; Song & Kim, 2024; Streeter,
2020). Women face similar health declines after widowhood,
though these effects are more pronounced among the socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged (Li et al., 2023; Streeter, 2020), often
with elevated mortality risk (Dabergott, 2022). The present
study corroborates these patterns while extending the literature
by demonstrating that paid work status at the time of widow-
hood serves as an important moderator, structuring exposure
to cognitive demands and stressors in gender-specific ways
during the widowhood adjustment period.

We also acknowledge some limitations of this study. First,
our measure of widowhood relied on self-reporting of marital
status. While this is typical in investigations on widowhood
and cognitive functioning (e.g., Shin et al., 2022; Worn et al.,
2020), respondents might have already formed a new partner-
ship at the time of interview but still consider themselves as
widowed. Moreover, individuals (particularly men) who expe-
rienced a transition to widowhood in the sample analyzed do
not constitute a very large portion of the total sample, resulting
often in large Cls of the estimates. Similarly, paid work status
fundamentally relies on individuals’ subjective interpretation
of what constitutes “retirement” or being out of the labor force.
In this sense, this approach may potentially result in a misclas-
sification of (especially women’s) paid work status. Second,
although the fixed-effects model accounts for individual char-
acteristics before and after the onset of widowhood, the pos-
sibility of health selection into widowhood cannot be completely
ruled out. A third limitation of our study is that the role of
social support following the widowhood could not be consid-
ered, as such analyses would have had to rely on further
reduced sample sizes, resulting in less robust estimates. Future
research is invited to develop a novel approach to examine
marital status changes, paid work status, support from family
members and friends, and cognition simultaneously; the impor-
tance of social support may be particularly relevant for widows,
for whom the effect of such support likely buffers the cognitive
disadvantages of losing a spouse or partner (Lee & Jiang,
2023). Fourth, health changes following widowhood may
attenuate with increasing duration. For example, Worn et al.
(2020) observed a decline in reasoning ability among women
only in the second year after widowhood onset, after which
cognitive changes were no longer significant. In our case, infor-
mation on the year of the spouse’s death was, however, missing
for 45.5% of the sample, and removing those cases would have
significantly biased our sample. Yet, considering the relatively
short intervals in between the survey years, we do not expect
potential overestimation to be severe enough to bias our results.

Despite these limitations, this study adds to previous lon-
gitudinal studies in answering questions about cognitive
shortfalls associated with marital dissolution. Our results
point to a gendered role of paid work in the association
between widowhood and cognitive decline. These findings
open a broader discussion on formulating more nuanced pol-
icies that help mitigate cognitive decline among widowed
older adults by providing enhanced survivor benefits, flexible
work arrangements, and gender-specific bereavement support
programs integrated within existing European Union social
protection frameworks.
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