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OLDER AMERICANS ON THE GO: 

FINANCIAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL 

EFFECTS OF MOVING

By Esteban Calvo, Kelly Haverstick, and Natalia A. Zhivan*

Introduction 
Moving is an important decision for any homeowner, 
requiring one to weigh the familiar comforts of a 
home and neighborhood against the uncertain poten-
tial of a new location.  A move decision may be even 
more challenging for an older person.  On the one 
hand, older people often have a decades-long attach-
ment to their current residence.  On the other hand, 
they may face new opportunities (ample leisure time) 
or challenges (the loss of a spouse) that affect their 
desire or ability to stay where they are.

This brief is the second of two examining mov-
ing decisions among older Americans.  The first brief 
covered how often older households move, where they 
move, and their stated reasons for moving.  An initial 
analysis of these reasons indicated two general types 
of movers: those who are able to affirmatively plan a 
move (“Planners”) and those who react to a change in 
their circumstances that may force them to relocate 
(“Reactors”).  Given the different stated motivations of 
these movers, the determinants and consequences of 
their move decisions may vary.  This brief tests these 
hypotheses, using the Health and Retirement Study.

* All of the authors are affiliated with the Center for Retirement Research at Boston College.  Esteban Calvo is a graduate 
research assistant.  Kelly Haverstick is a research economist.  Natalia A. Zhivan is a consultant.  This brief is based on a  
longer paper (Calvo, Haverstick, and Zhivan, 2009).

The first section introduces the sample of house-
holds used in the analysis.  The second section 
analyzes what characteristics influence a decision to 
move.  The third section looks at the impact of mov-
ing on home equity, while the fourth section consid-
ers the impact on psychological well-being.  The final 
section concludes.

The Sample 
This study uses the original cohort (individuals born 
1931-1941) in the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), 
a nationally representative database of individuals 51 
and older.  Thus, the migration estimates calculated 
here are for households with members ages 51-61 in 
1992 to ages 63-73 in 2004.1

The previous brief focused solely on homeowners 
who moved in order to assess where they moved and 
their reported reason for moving.  In contrast, this 
study has two different objectives, which affect the 
sample used.  First, it addresses the determinants and 
consequences of moving, which requires a compari-
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son of movers to non-movers.  Second, it continues to 
explore whether movers consist of two distinct types: 
“Planners” and “Reactors.”  Testing for two types of 
movers requires a way to split the sample using a 
method that applies equally to movers and non-mov-
ers.  For this purpose, we use the absence or presence 
of a negative shock as a proxy (under the expectation 
that those movers with no shock are similar to the 
Planners and those with a shock are more like the 
Reactors).

A shock is defined as any of the following recent 
events:2

•	 death of a spouse;
•	 divorce;
•	 entry into a nursing home;
•	 hospitalization or much worsened health; or
•	 loss of a job.
The results will be reported for households with 

and without shocks.  In the discussion of the con-
sequences of moving, these two groups will also be 
broken down into movers and non-movers for a total 
of four distinct subgroups.

What Makes People Move?
Numerous factors may influence a move, including 
age, gender, marital status, race, and education.  To 
test their impact, these factors were included in a 
regression analysis conducted separately on the two 
groups in the split sample – households with a shock 
and those without.3  The results, as shown in Figure 
1, indicate that most of the demographic factors had 
similar effects on both types of households, with the 
exception of marital status.4  As discussed below, the 
results accorded well with our basic intuition.

Households are less likely to move if they are 
older or have a female respondent.  As people get 
older, they have a harder time breaking ties with the 
community and changing their daily routine.  And 
households headed by women are less likely to move 
since women may have stronger emotional and social 
attachments to the neighborhood or may be more 
capable of caring for themselves than men.5

Households are more likely to move if they are not 
married, white, or headed by a college graduate.6  
Marital status was very important for those with a 
shock, as a person without a spouse may be more 
likely to move if their health declines.  For those 
households without a shock, being unmarried means 

more flexibility when making a decision to move as 
there is no need to accommodate the preferences 
of two people.  The intuition for the impact of race 
is that white households may be less likely to have 
large extended families and thus weaker ties to the 
community than non-white households.  Regarding 
education, college graduates are a mobile group of the 
population in general – often leaving their homes in 
early adulthood to go to college and frequently follow-
ing available jobs across the country.  

Figure 1. Effects of Demographic Factors on the 
Probability of Moving for Older Households, by 
Shock Status, 1994-2004
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Notes: All effects are statistically significant at the 10 per-
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the effect shown is for a change from the 25th percentile to 
the 75th percentile.  See Table A1 for full regression results 
and Table A2 for summary statistics.  
Sources: Authors’ calculations from University of Michigan, 
Health and Retirement Study (HRS), 1994-2004.

Households with Shocks

For households with shocks, the type of negative 
hock is expected to have different effects on the 
robability of moving and thus was included in the 
egression.  As shown in Figure 2 on the next page, 
hose recently widowed or divorced have an increased 
robability of moving.  Surprisingly, the other shocks 
 health shock, entry of a household member into a 
ursing home, and loss of a job – do not significantly 

mpact the probability of moving in these households 
ith at least one shock.  Thus, it seems that family 

tructure is a very important factor in these house-
olds’ decisions to move. 
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Figure 2. Effects of the Type of Shock on the 
Probability of Moving for Older Households 
with Shocks, 1994-2004
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Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 

Households without Shocks

Different factors may affect the move decision of 
households with no observable shock.  Thus, it is 
interesting to compare the self-reported reasons for 
moving given by these households with those given 
by households experiencing a shock.  As shown in 
Figure 3, 26 percent of households without a shock 
cited better house/location – a reason that is generally 
consistent with a planned move – compared to just 

Figure 3. Reasons Provided for Moving by Older 
Homeowners, by Shock Status, 1994-2004
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percent due to movers who provided no reason. 
Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 

15 percent of those with a shock.  In contrast, house-
olds with a shock were more likely than non-shock 
ouseholds to cite a family or health reason, which 

end to suggest an unplanned move.  Of course, the 
nterpretation of the self-reported results may be 
mbiguous in some cases.  For example, 2 percent 
f households without a shock responded that they 
oved for health reasons.  It is possible that a mem-

er of these households had a shock prior to the last 
ave and the move resulted, at least in part, from the 

umulative effects of health problems. 
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Impact of Moving on Home 
Equity
The financial consequences of a move are likely to 
differ for the two types of movers.  Since all of the 
households in our sample were homeowners, the 
change in home equity seems the most relevant 
consequence.7  Figure 4 shows how those with and 

Figure 4. Average Change in Home Equity, by 
Shock and Move Status, 1994-2004, 2006 Dollars
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Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 

without shocks fared – both movers and non-
movers.  Those households that moved saw the great-
est change in home equity and, interestingly, the type 
of change varied dramatically by shock status.  Movers 
with a shock saw an average decline in home equity of 
about $26,000.  In contrast, movers without a shock 
experienced an average increase of nearly $33,000.  
These findings suggest that the former group chose 
to downsize, for example due to ill health or the death 
of a spouse.8  The latter group, instead, was in a better 



position to make a planned move to a more expensive 
home, perhaps in a popular area with better recre-
ational amenities.  

These results are consistent with previous re-
search findings that households experiencing the 
death of a spouse or entry into a nursing home reduce 
their home equity, while other households increase 
their equity on average.9  Furthermore, this decom-
position clarifies the relationship between trends 
in home equity and moving for older homeowners.  
Previous findings of rising home equity with age 
and little use of housing equity to support general 
consumption among older homeowners led some 
researchers to believe that older households do not 
move.10  However, closer examination reveals that 
older households actually do move, but the gains of 
some are offset by the losses of others. 

Impact of Moving on 
Psychological Well-Being
After identifying factors that affect move decisions 
and estimating a move’s financial impact, a final 
question is how does moving affect psychological 
well-being?  Considering the two groups of house-
holds, we expect positive changes in well-being for 
households without shocks and negative changes for 
households with shocks.  With regard to the impact 
of moving, we hypothesize that households moving 
without a shock planned the move and thus have 
greater increases in well-being compared to those not 
moving.  In contrast, we expect that those moving in 
the wake of a shock have added disruptions in their 
routines and thus face further decreases in well-being 
compared to those not moving.

To test our hypothesis, we created a measure of 
psychological well-being comprised of positive feel-
ings (happiness and enjoyment of life) and negative 
feelings (loneliness, depression, and sadness) that 
has a range from 0 to 5 with larger values indicating 
greater well-being.11  Since this measure is for indi-
viduals, we then created a household-level measure 
which is simply the respondent’s value for single-per-
son households and the average of a couple’s values 
for two-person households.  Finally, we calculated the 
change in this composite variable (ranging from -5 to 
5) for each household from the previous wave.

Figure 5 shows the average change in psychologi-
al well-being from wave to wave over the 1994-2004 
eriod.  As expected, the average change is positive 
or households without a shock and negative for 
ouseholds with a shock.  Within each group, the 
overs had a more positive (or less negative) change 

han the non-movers.  This result suggests that mov-
ng helps improve psychological well-being, even for 
hose households that experience a shock.
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Figure 5. Average Change in Psychological 
ell-being, by Shock and Move Status, 1994-2004
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Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 

These findings seem contradictory to the com-
on sociological notion of aging in place – that older 
ults maximize their psychological well-being when 
ey remain in their homes.12  However, simply com-
ring the mean changes for these groups of home-
ners may not tell the whole story – it is uncertain 
w other factors may influence the changes in these 
useholds’ well-being.  Therefore, we analyzed how 

variety of social, economic, and demographic vari-
les – in addition to moving – influence well-being, 
ing an ordered logit regression.13  Furthermore, 

nce negative events may decrease well-being by 
ffering magnitudes in the short term, indicators for 
e types of shocks were also included for the group 
ith shocks.14

The results indicate that while moving is still asso-
ated with improved well-being for both groups, for 
meowners with shocks, its effect is relatively mod-
t compared to losing a spouse or entering a nursing 
me (see Figure 6 on the next page).  
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Figure 6. Factors Affecting the Change in 
Psychological Well-being for Homeowners with 
Shocks, 1994-2004
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Note: See Table A3 for full regression results and Table A4 
for summary statistics. 
Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 

Overall, our results suggest that the adage “there’s 
no place like home” does not necessarily hold for old-
er households.15  Since the previous brief documented 
that the majority of moves are short distances, these 
results suggest that individuals can change their resi-
dence but still enjoy the benefits of aging in place if 
they remain in a community that provides meaning-
ful connections and a sense of belonging.16

Conclusion
This brief finds that several factors influence a deci-
sion to move – households that are older or have a fe-
male head are less likely to move, while those that are 
unmarried, white, or have a college degree are more 
likely to move.  Marital status is particularly important 
for households that receive a negative shock, such as a 
decline in health.  The findings generally support the 
notion that older movers can be broadly categorized 
as either Planners or Reactors, based on whether they 
experience a negative shock.  The financial and psy-
chological outcomes are different for the two types of 
movers.  In terms of financial outcomes, movers who 
experience negative shocks are more likely to reduce 
their housing equity, which indicates that households 
may use their equity as a precautionary asset.  Regard-
ing psychological outcomes, as expected, households 
with shocks tend to have more negative changes in 
psychological well-being than those without shocks.  
Moving modestly improves psychological well-being 
in each group but, for homeowners experiencing 
shocks, these effects are overshadowed by major 
shocks such as the death of a spouse.  
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Endnotes
1  At the time of the analysis, the data from the Cross- past week” they were 1) happy; 2) enjoyed life; 3) felt 
Wave Region and Mobility File were available through lonely; 4) felt depressed; or 5) felt sad.
2004.  Since these data are vital for determining a 
move, the analysis incorporated observations through 12  Angus et al. (2005); Bookman (2008); and Gil-
2004. leard, Hyde, and Higgs (2007).

2  These variables, when applicable, also include these 13  Diener et al. (1999); and Gallo et al. (2006).
events for a spouse.  All variables are measured based 
on these events occurring since the last wave.  House- 14  For example, at the time of the event and for the 
holds may experience multiple shocks. two-year period following the event, Diener, Lucas, 

and Scollon (2006) find that widowhood has a greater 
3  A Chow test of the pooled regression where vari- impact on life satisfaction than divorce does while 
ables were interacted with dummies being in shock Calvo, Haverstick, and Sass (2007) estimate that the 
or non-shock groups rejects the hypothesis that all de- death of a spouse has a larger impact on psychological 
mographic characteristics jointly have the same effect well-being than does a health change.
for both groups at a 10 percent level of significance.  

15  The idea that there is no place like home is recur-
4  Also included in the regression is household in- rent.  For example, see Fisher et al. (2007) and Sabia 
come in the previous wave, which had no statistically (2008).
significant effect for either group.

16  See Haverstick and Zhivan (2009) for informa-
5  Households headed by women are, in most cases, tion about where households move.
single.

6  The race/ethnicity group includes those house-
holds whose respondent listed his race as something 
other than black and did not indicate a Hispanic 
ethnicity.  The non-white group consists of black and/
or Hispanic individuals.

7  Home equity is measured as the gross home value 
less the outstanding mortgage.  Home equity values 
were converted into 2006 dollars using the CPI-U 
(U.S Bureau of Labor Statistics 2009).

8  These results include initial homeowners who 
either purchased new homes or became renters.

9  Venti and Wise (2004). 

10  Venti and Wise (2004, 2002); Anderson, French, 
and Lam (2004); and Fisher et al. (2007) find that 
average home equity increases by age until the early 
to mid-70s.

11  This measure is based on five yes-or-no questions 
in the health section of the HRS questionnaire.  Re-
spondents are asked whether “much of the time this 
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Table A1. Marginal Effects on the Probability of Moving, 1994-2004 

Variable        With shock Without shock

Age

Age squared

Not married, previous wave

Female

White

College degree

Household income, previous wave

Job loss

Health shock

Newly widowed

Newly divorced

Nursing home

     0.013    

    (0.01)    

    0.000    

    (0.00)    

        0.054 

    (0.01)    

    -0.010    

    (0.01)    

         0.025 

    (0.01)    

     0.016   

    (0.01)    

     0.001    

     (0.00)    

     0.002    

     (0.01)    

      0.005    

    (0.01)    

         0.088 

    (0.02)    

         0.418 

    (0.05)    

    -0.011    

    (0.03)    

***

***

*

***

***

      -0.015 

      (0.01)   

       0.000  

      (0.00)   

      0.024

      (0.01)   

      -0.016

      (0.01)   

       0.028

      (0.01)   

       0.011  

      (0.01)   

      0.000   

      (0.00)   

             -

             -

             -         

             -

             -

             -

             -

             -

             -

             -

**

*

***

***

***

*

Pseudo R2

Number of observations

       0.062

       9,292

        0.014   

       14,547

Note: Omitted categories: male, non-white, less than college, single.  Model includes year fixed effects.  * Denotes signifi-
cance at the 10 percent level; ** at the 5 percent level; and *** at the 1 percent level. 
Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 
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Table A2. Summary Statistics for Moving Regression, 1994-2004 

With shock Without shock
Variable

Mean Standard deviation Mean Standard deviation

Move 0.09 0.28 0.07 0.26

Age 63.93 4.85 63.54 4.54

Age squared 4110 615 4057 578

Not married, previous wave 0.21 0.40 0.35 0.48

Female 0.50 0.50 0.49 0.50

White 0.86 0.35 0.85 0.36

College degree 0.20 0.40 0.25 0.43

Household income, previous wave

  (in $10,000 units, 2006 dollars) 5.70 7.29 6.47       11.98

Job loss 0.11 0.31 - -

Health shock 0.85 0.36 - -

Newly widowed 0.07 0.26 - -

Newly divorced 0.03 0.16 - -

Nursing home 0.01 0.09 - -

Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 



Table A3. Change in Psychological Well-being Ordered Logit Estimates, 1994-2004 

Variable With shock Without shock

Move

Age

Age squared

Married, previous wave

Female

White

College degree

Net household wealth, previous wave

Job loss

Health shock

Newly widowed

Newly divorced

Nursing home

      0.147

    (0.09)   

    -0.033   

    (0.10)   

     0.000   

    (0.00)   

        -0.180

    (0.05)   

    -0.030   

    (0.04)   

    -0.043   

    (0.05)   

     0.047   

    (0.04)   

     0.000   

    (0.00)   

      0.014    

     (0.10)    

     -0.148    

     (0.12)    

       -1.527 

     (0.13)    

     -0.440

     (0.24)    

         -1.238 

     (0.35)    

*

***

***

*

***

     0.132  

    (0.07)   

     0.053   

    (0.06)   

    -0.000   

    (0.00)   

        -0.128

    (0.03)   

    -0.005   

    (0.03)   

    -0.015   

    (0.04)   

       -0.070 

    (0.03)   

     0.000   

    (0.00)   

          -

          -

          -

          -

          -

          -

          -

          -

          -

          -

*

***

**

Pseudo R2

Number of observations

      0.011

      9,058

       0.002

      14,374

Notes:  Omitted categories: male, non-white, less than college, single.  Model includes year fixed effects.  Net household 
wealth is the sum of net financial wealth and net housing wealth.  * Denotes significance at the 10 percent level; ** at the 5 
percent level; and *** at the 1 percent level.
Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 
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Table A4. Summary Statistics for Psychological Well-being Regression, 1994-2004 

Variable
With shock

Mean Standard deviation

Without shock

Mean Standard deviation

Change in psychological well-being

Move

Age

Age squared

Married, previous wave

Female

White

College degree

Net household wealth, previous wave

   (in $10,000 units, 2006 dollars)

Job loss

Health shock

Newly widowed

Newly divorced

Nursing home

-0.11

0.08

63.92

4,108

0.80

0.50

0.86

0.20

23.73

0.11

0.85

0.07

0.02

0.01

1.25

0.28

4.83

612

0.40

0.50

0.34

0.40

44.96

0.31

0.35

0.25

0.15

0.08

0.02

0.07

63.52

4,055

0.65

0.49

0.85

0.25

28.38

-

-

-

-

-

1.04

0.25

4.52

574

0.48

0.50

0.36

0.43

80.91

-

-

-

-

-

Source: Authors’ calculations from 1994-2004 HRS. 
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