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Portable phones, pagers and data
transmission devices of every
sort keep us terminally in touch

wherever we are. At the same time,
many people frequently feel lonely.
Loneliness has been linked to depres-
sion, anxiety, interpersonal hostility
and an increased vulnerability to
health problems.1 Surveys asking
what’s most important in life routine-
ly find relationships at the top of the
list. Connections with other people
sustain us, enrich us, and allow us to
know who we are. Studies show they
can make us healthier, happier and
more successful at our jobs.2 They
make life worth living. Yet, many peo-
ple live alone and spend much of
their time alone.

Using data from the Census of Pop-
ulation, the Labour Force Survey (LFS)
and the General Social Survey (GSS),
this article examines the groups of
Canadians most likely to live alone,
the amount of time spent alone on an
average day, attitudes to spending
time alone and the influence that
time alone has on overall happiness.

Time aloneTime alone
by Warren Clark
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Living alone has soared over the
past 50 years
Although we want to be connected to
those around us, our lives seem to be
headed in the opposite direction.
Over the last 50 years, living alone has
become much more common: the
proportion of Canadians aged 15 and
over who lived alone nearly quintu-
pled from 2.6% in 1951 to 12.3% 
in 2001.3

Many reasons may account for the
rise in this living arrangement. The
decline of extended families has seen
more unattached grandparents, aunts
and uncles — who previously would
have stayed with relatives — living on
their own, while falling fertility rates
and fewer children living close by
have left many widowed seniors
alone.4 Other equally important fac-
tors include the Canada and Quebec
Pension Plans of 1966, which reduced
economic hardship among seniors;
health care programs that increasing-
ly provide care in people’s homes; and
household conveniences, including
microwaves, dishwashers, frost-free
refrigerators, freezers and boxed
meals, which all make living alone
easier to accomplish.5 As for the
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Data on time spent alone come from the 1986, 1992 and 1998 Gen-
eral Social Surveys (GSS) on the time use of Canadians. Respondents
were asked to indicate who was with them during each activity on the
reference day. Those who said they were alone were recorded as
spending time alone for the duration of that activity.

The 1986 GSS interviewed people between November 22 and
December 22, whereas the 1998 survey was conducted throughout
the year. However, selected interviews for 1998 show little difference
in the time people spent alone during the pre-Christmas period and
the rest of the year (6.0 hours versus 5.9 hours). This suggests that
seasonality is not an important source of variation in time spent alone
and that the increase between 1986 and 1998 is real.

Data on living alone are taken from the Census of Population and
the 2001 Labour Force Survey. The concept of living alone refers to
being the sole occupant of a private dwelling. Persons living alone are
therefore not necessarily alone in the sense of being socially isolated.
Excluded are those who live in collective dwellings such as hotels,
hospitals, residences, institutions, camps, jails and rooming houses,
representing about 1.6% of the population in 1996.

What you should know about this studyCSTCST

% of population aged 15 and over living alone

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population, 1951–1996, and Labour Force Survey, 2001.
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young, changing societal circum-
stances such as delayed marriage,
high divorce rates and greater eco-
nomic independence for women have
made the option of staying alone
more likely.6

Not only are more Canadians liv-
ing alone, but they do so at a younger
age. According to the 1995 GSS, adults
who in 1995 were between the ages 
of 25 and 34 were much more likely 
to have lived alone at ages 15 to 24
then their senior (ages 65 and over) 
counterparts: 36% versus 6%. Nearly
one-quarter of seniors (23%) reported
first being on their own at age 55 or
older, probably due to widowhood in
many cases, and almost half (47%)
had never lived alone. While coping
with the loss of a spouse is stressful at
any age, learning to live alone later in
life, when change is more difficult to
adapt to, can be even more trying.

Smaller households, larger homes
Many homes today are designed to
provide people with spaces where
they may do many things simultane-
ously. In the kitchen/family room,
one person may be preparing a meal
and speaking on the phone, while
another watches TV and exercises, or
checks e-mail while snacking, doing
homework and listening to music on
headphones. The old living room,
with its essentially single purpose of
sitting and talking has, in effect, been
replaced with a room that encourages
household members not to gather
around the fire on a winter evening
but to be privately engaged in sepa-
rate tasks.7

Homes with more places to be
alone and uninterrupted by other

family members are often in great
demand. Between 1951 and 1996,
while the size of the average household
shrunk from 4.0 to 2.6 people, the size

of homes increased from 5.3 to 6.1
rooms. As a result, even individuals
who live with others spend more time
by themselves. Not too many years
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Both sexes Both sexes Men Women

‘000 % of population living alone
Age in private households

15 and over 3,030 12 12 13

15–24 140 3 4 3

25–44 980 10 14 7

45–54 450 10 11 9

55–64 400 14 11 16

65 and over 1,060 29 17 38

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, 2001.

Nearly 4 in 10 senior women live aloneCSTCST

Change between
1986 1992 1998 1986 and 1998

Number of hours spent Hours
Age alone on an average day

Both sexes

15 and over 4.4 5.3 5.9 1.5

15–24 3.6 4.4 4.7 1.1

25–44 3.9 4.7 5.5 1.6

45–64 4.8 6.0 6.5 1.7

65–74 5.8 6.9 6.9 1.1

75 and over 6.8 7.8 8.0 1.2

Men

15 and over 4.1 5.4 6.0 1.9

15–24 3.9 4.7 4.9 1.0

25–44 3.9 4.9 5.8 1.9

45–64 4.3 6.0 6.6 2.3

65 and over 5.1 6.5 6.5 1.4

Women

15 and over 4.6 5.3 5.8 1.2

15–24 3.3 4.1 4.4 1.1

25–44 4.0 4.5 5.1 1.1

45–64 5.3 6.0 6.4 1.1

65 and over 6.9 7.6 8.0 1.1

Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey.

Time alone has increased most for men aged 45 to 64CSTCST
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ago, for example, a small space tucked
between bedrooms was the only bath-
room for a household. Today, even
the most modest new homes have
two and sometimes three washrooms
to preserve the privacy of fewer house-
hold members. Bedrooms, which in the
past were often shared by siblings, are
now often occupied by one child
only, ensuring further privacy.

Independent living rises most
among the oldest
When picturing people living alone,
widows and widowers often come to
mind. In 2001, they were the largest
group of people living on their own —
about one million seniors, mostly
widows. The rise in living alone
reflects in part the aging of the 
population, as more people find
themselves on their own after the
death of a partner. At the same time,
with the introduction of the Canada
Pension Plan in 1966, fewer widowed
people suffer economic hardship,
facilitating an independent life.

In 1971, 39% of widowed people
aged 65 and over lived alone; by 2001,
this figure had increased to 72%.8

Although widowed men and women
of all ages are more likely to live alone
than in the past, independent living
increased the most among those over
age 85.

However, seniors are not the only
Canadians to report growing rates 
of living on their own. Individuals 
aged 25 to 44 are also increasingly 
more likely to experience this living
arrangement (just under one million
of them in 2001), with men this age
nearly twice as likely as women to do
so: 14% versus 7%, respectively.

Canadians spend nearly six hours
a day alone
According to the GSS, on an average
day in 1998, Canadians aged 15 and
over spent 5.9 hours alone compared
with 4.4 hours in 1986 (excluding per-
sonal care activities such as sleep and

personal hygiene). Time spent alone
grew in nearly every group, but par-
ticularly among men aged 45 to 64,
who reported an increase of over 2
hours between 1986 and 1998.9 In
contrast, women’s time on their own
climbed by approximately 1.2 hours,
regardless of age.

Interestingly, people spent more
time alone during both paid and
unpaid work as well as leisure activities.
The advent of personal entertainment
devices and home computers likely
contributed to more leisure time
alone. Despite households getting
smaller, the number of televisions has
been climbing, thereby facilitating
solitary viewing; while in 1990, 54%
of households had more than one
black and white or colour televisions,
by 2000 58% reported having at least
two colour televisions.

Dinner-table discussions — times
when families exchange news, make
plans and converse — may be one of
the casualties of the rising trend in
aloneness. Even people who live with
others are eating more meals alone.
On an average day in 1998, 50% of
adults living with others ate at least
one meal alone compared with 36%
in 1986. Among those who live on
their own, half ate all their meals
alone (approximately the same pro-
portion as in 1986), while 11% ate all
their meals with someone else (down
from 15% in 1986). Younger individuals

8. Statistics Canada. 1971 Census of Popu-
lation and 2001 Labour Force Survey.

9. In particular, men aged 45 to 64 spent
2.2 hours alone doing paid work in
1998, compared with 1.2 hours in 1986.

Both sexes Men Women

Number of hours spent alone
Age on an average day

15 and over 5.9 6.0 5.8

15–24

Students 4.9 5.0 4.9

Employed 4.3 4.4 4.2

25–44

Single 7.0 7.6 5.9

Married/common-law,
no children 5.5 5.5 5.5

Married/common-law,
children 4.8 5.0 4.6

45–64

Single 9.0 9.6 8.2

Married/common-law,
no children 6.0 6.1 5.9

Married/common-law,
children 5.9 6.0 5.7

65 and over

Married 5.2 5.3 5.1

Widowed 10.3 10.5 10.2

Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 1998.

Young working adults and parents aged 25 to 44 with children
spend the least time aloneCSTCST
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who lived alone were much less likely
than older ones to eat all of their meals
alone: 29% of 25- to 34-year-olds 
compared with 65% of seniors.

Women with young children have
the least time alone
Nearly everyone spends some time
during the day alone, even if it’s only
for a few minutes while driving to
work after dropping off the kids at
school.10 Not surprisingly, older 
people spend much more time by
themselves than younger ones. In
1998, Canadians aged 75 or over
spent 8.0 hours alone on an average
day compared with 4.7 hours reported
by 15- to 24-year-olds. Women under
65 years spend less time by them-
selves than men that age, possibly
because they tend to be more
involved in caring for their families
and participating in social activities.
Even on the job, however, women
spend less time working alone than
men: 30% of their paid work time ver-
sus 40% reported by men. This
difference may reflect the fact that
women are more concentrated in
health care and teaching professions
as well as sales and services occupa-
tions, which involve a lot of social
interaction.

Children, especially young chil-
dren, require a lot of attention. It is no
surprise, then, that parents aged 25 to
44 spend less time alone on an aver-
age day (4.8 hours) than others. As
children grow older and the need to
spend time with them declines, par-
ents’ time alone rises to about the
same level as that of people without
children. Parents aged 45 to 64, 
who tend to have older children,
spend 5.9 hours alone compared with 
6.0 hours for people the same age
without children. Mothers with chil-
dren all under age 5 spent the least
time alone — 3.6 hours on an average
day — compared with 5.1 hours for
mothers with children aged 5 to 12, and
5.7 hours for mothers with teenagers.

25% of Canadians would like more
time alone
When the 1998 GSS asked Canadians
if they wanted to spend more time
alone, about one in four answered
“yes.” Not surprisingly, women aged
25 to 44 with children under 5 years
were most likely to express this wish,
58%, compared with 34% of men in
the same circumstances. When the
children were older and required less
care, mothers in this age group report-
ed less need for more time alone.
Because most seniors already spend 
a lot of time by themselves, few
expressed a wish for more time alone
(7%). And naturally, being time-
stressed makes a difference. Among
those who were highly time-stressed,
60% wanted more time alone com-
pared with 31% of those with
moderate levels of time stress and 8%
with low levels.11

Time alone influences happiness
According to the 1998 GSS, people
who spent a lot of time by themselves
were less likely to be very happy with
their lives than those who spent little
time alone. For example, 48% of those
who spent less than 2 hours alone on
an average day were very happy com-
pared with 37% who spent 8 or more
hours by themselves. This difference
was greatest among seniors and
almost non-existent among those
aged 45 to 64.

Because people who live alone usu-
ally spend the most time alone, it is
not surprising that they are less likely
to be very happy than people who
live with a spouse and children, or
just a spouse. Lone parents aged 15 to
24 were the only group of people liv-
ing with others who were less likely 
to be very happy than individuals 
this age living on their own. Overall,
about 30% of people living alone felt
very happy, compared with 44% of
those with a spouse and children, and
48% with only a spouse. Part of the
difference in happiness may be linked

to income (and people living alone
generally have less income than those
living with a partner), as people with
higher incomes are more likely to say
they are very happy.

Summary
A combination of factors has resulted
in more Canadians living on their
own than ever before. In addition, we
are spending more time alone even if
we live with others. Women with
young children spend the least time
by themselves and are most likely to
wish they had more time on their
own. In contrast, many seniors are by
themselves a lot and as a result very
few wish to spend more time alone.
Time alone seems to influence our
level of happiness — those who spend
a lot of time alone are less likely to be
very happy than those who spend
very little time by themselves.

Warren Clark is a senior analyst
with Housing, Family and Social
Statistics Division, Statistics Canada.

10. In 1998, 10% of the population aged 15
or over spent less than 1 hour alone on
an average day while 19% spent more
than 10 hours on their own.

11.Respondents were asked 10 questions
to measure their perception of time
stress. Answering “yes” to 7 or more
questions classified someone as highly
time stressed, “yes” to 4 to 6 questions
as moderately time stressed and to 3 or
fewer questions as having low levels of
time stress. In 1998, 17% of the popula-
tion aged 15 and over had high, while
30% had moderate levels of time stress.
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