An overview of the ELSA 'End of Life' data

Rowena Crawford
Pierfrancesco Mei

An overview of the ELSA ‘End of Life’ data

Rowena Crawford
Pierfrancesco Mei
Copy-edited by Judith Payn e
The Institute for Fiscal Studies

Published by
The Institute for Fiscal Studies
7 Ridgmount Street
London WC1E 7AE
Tel: +44 (0) 20-7291 4800
Fax: +44 (0) 20-7323 4780
Email: mailbox@ifs.org.uk
Website: http://www.ifs.org.uk

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, June 2018
ISBN 978-1-911102-96-0

Preface
This project was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (through a
Knowledge Exchange Grant) and IFS Retirement Sav ings Consortium, which comprises
Age UK, Association of British Insurers, Chart ered Insurance Inst itute, Depart ment for
Work and Pensions, HM Rev enue and Customs, HM Treasury, Investment Association,
Legal and General Investment Management, Money Advice Service, and Tax Incentivised
Savings Association. Support from the ESRC -funded Centre for the Microeconomic
Analysis of Public Policy (CPP) at IFS, grant reference ES/M010147/1, is also grat efully
acknowledged. The ESRC is now part of UK Research and Innovation.
Data from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing were made available by the UK Data
Archive. Copyright is held jointly between NatCen Social Research, University College
London and the Institute for Fiscal Studies.
The authors would like to thank Carl Emmerson, Kirby Swales and members of the IFS
Retirement Sav ings Consortium for helpful comments. Responsib ility for interpretation of
the data, as well as any errors, is the authors’ alone.

Contents
Executive summary

5

1.

Introduction

10

2.

Data quality

12

2.1

Representativeness of the sample

12

2.2

The proxy respondents

18

2.3

Data validation

19

3.

4.

Data contents

22

3.1

Circumstances around death

22

3.2

Health in the last years of life

23

3.3

Expenses preceding and associated with death

28

3.4

Assets and asset distribution aft er death

30

Conclusion s

38

Executive su mmary

Executive summary
The ELSA ‘End of Life’ (EoL) interviews
collect information on the circumstances
of deceased ELSA respondents.

A proxy respondent – a relative or close
friend – is interviewed about the deceased
individual’s health in the last two years of life,
expenses associated with their death, and
their assets and the allocation of these after
their death.

EoL interviews are available for a third of
the core ELSA respondents who had died
by the end of 2012.

EoL interviews were conducted alongside
waves 2, 3, 4 and 6 of ELSA. Altogether there
are 977 interviews in respect of core ELSA
respondents.

Data quality

The individuals for whom EoL data are
available are broadly representative of the
full set of ELSA respondents who had died
by the end of 2012.

There are some differences between the
characteristics of those who are in the EoL
data and those who are not. Couples are
more likely than singles to be represented in
the EoL data (as the surviving spouse is an
easy-to-locate proxy respondent). Those who
are in poor health, those who managed very
well financially, and those who were owneroccupiers are also over-represented.
However, all of these differences between the
samples are small.

Proxy respondents can reasonably be
expected to have good knowledge of the
deceased’s circumstances.

Over 90% of proxy respondents were either a
surviving partner or a child of the deceased
and/or were an executor or beneficiary of the
deceased’s will.

© Institute for Fiscal Studies
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The limited data validation that is possible
suggests that we can have some
confidence in the responses given by the
proxy respondents.

There is considerable overlap between the
ownership of assets (private pensions, life
insurance and primary housing wealth)
reported by the proxy respondents in the EoL
data and reported by the deceased
individuals themselves in their last ELSA
interview. There is also considerable
correlation in reported house values between
the EoL and ELSA data.

Findings: circumstances around death

46% of proxy respondents reported that
the individual’s death had been
unexpected.

Nearly half of individuals had been ill for a
year or more before they died. However, 12%
either were not ill or had been ill for less than
24 hours when they died, while a further 10%
had been ill for more than a day but less than
a month.

It is most common for individuals to die in
hospital (or en route to hospital).

56% of individuals died in hospital, 23% died
at home, 7% in a hospice and 13% in a
residential home.

Excluding the occasion of their death, 56%
of individuals were reported to have
stayed overnight in hospital in the last two
years of their life.

Taking all spells in hospital together
(including the occasion of death if
applicable), 49% had stayed for less than a
week in total, while 19% had stayed for more
than a month in total.

Findings: health in the last years of life

Over 80% of individuals required help with
one or more activities of daily living or
instrumental activities of daily living in
the last three months of life.

6

The activity most commonly cited as
requiring help was shopping for groceries (by
65% of individuals), followed by bathing
(59%) and preparing hot meals (55%).

© Institute for Fiscal Studies
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The amount of time people spend feeling
content or at peace declines towards the
end of life.

Nearly half (49%) of individuals were thought
by the proxy respondent to have ‘often’ been
content or at peace in the last year of life, but
that declines to 37% when asked about the
last three months of life. Those who had
been ill for longer periods of time before
death were reported as having been less
frequently content or at peace. Among those
who had been ill for a year or more, only 28%
were reported to have been ‘often’ content
or at peace in the last three months before
death, compared with 65% of those who died
having been ill for less than 24 hours.

Findings: expenses around death

6% of individuals faced some out-ofpocket costs for medical treatment
outside the NHS in the last year of life.

13% of individuals received medical
treatment outside the NHS. Among those
individuals, 19% were reported to have
private insurance that covered all of the cost,
while 33% were reported to have no financial
cost involved.

The coverage of funeral insurance has
declined over time, while out-of-pocket
spending on funeral costs has increased
markedly.

31% of those who died in 2002–03 had some
insurance for funeral costs; that had fallen to
22% among those who died in 2010–12. The
median out-of-pocket cost for funeral
expenses was £1,700 among those who died
in 2002–03, but £3,500 among those who died
in 2010–12 (all figures in nominal terms).

Findings: assets and the allocation of the estate

Virtually all individuals had some assets
when they died.

© Institute for Fiscal Studies

58% of individuals were owner-occupiers and
45% had private pensions. Few individuals
had other property wealth or business assets
(2% in both cases). The majority (88%) of
individuals had some other non-pension,
non-property, non-business assets.
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Nearly half (45%) of individuals had at
least one private pension when they died.

Among those with a surviving spouse or
partner, 79% had someone continue to
receive an income stream from the pension
and 10% had someone receive a lump sum.
In contrast, where there was no surviving
partner, the pension payments ceased on
death in at least 73% of cases.

A quarter of individuals are reported to
have had life insurance.

Where the deceased had a surviving partner,
they were virtually always the beneficiary.
Where there was no surviving partner, in
most cases the beneficiary was a child (or
children). The median total payout (among
those for whom the value was known) was
£2,000.

Three-quarters of individuals with a
surviving spouse were owner-occupiers.
86% of these individuals left all their
housing wealth to their partner.

The median house value among owneroccupiers who gave all their housing wealth
to their surviving partner was £182,000 and
the mean value was £206,000.

Housing wealth was bequeathed outside
of a surviving spouse by 27% of individuals
(46% of owner-occupiers).

Children are the next most common
beneficiaries of housing wealth after partners
– children inherited housing wealth from 20%
of the deceased individuals. The median total
amount of housing wealth bequeathed when
a spouse did not inherit everything was
£135,000 and the mean value was £151,000.

Most individuals who are survived by their
partner leave all their other assets to their
partner.

Among individuals survived by a partner, 82%
left all their assets to their partner; 15% gave
some or all of their assets to children, while
6% gave some or all of their assets to their
grandchildren.

8
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Children are the most common
beneficiaries of other assets when there is
no surviving partner.

Among individuals with financial assets who
were not survived by a partner, 77% left an
inheritance to children, 16% to grandchildren
and 11% to one or more siblings (81%, 74%
and 57% had children, grandchildren and
living siblings respectively).

A bequest of other assets was made
outside of a surviving partner by 58% of
those with such assets (i.e. by 51% of all
individuals).

An inheritance was received by one or more
children from 40% of individuals, and by one
or more grandchildren from 10% of
individuals. The median value of the total
bequest made to individuals other than a
surviving partner was £12,000 and the mean
was £51,000.

Bequests are normally made to multiple
individuals, and so the size of each
inheritance received is only a fraction of
the size of the estate.

Among those with other assets who were not
survived by a partner, 32% left these assets to
one individual, 24% left them to two
individuals, 16% left them to three
individuals, and 26% left them to four or
more individuals. The median value of
inherited other assets at the individual
recipient level (from those who died without
a surviving spouse) was £3,000 and the mean
was £17,000.

© Institute for Fiscal Studies
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1. Introduction
The ageing of the population is one of the biggest changes facing society today . People
are living longer, remaining healthier at older ages, and working and engaging in society
for longer. This is an achiev ement that should be celebrat ed, both in its own right and for
the opportunities it presents, with older generations able to prov ide assistance to younger
generations and pass down their accumulated experience and wisdom. However, such
changes are, of course, not without challenges. The needs of an older population are
different, and this has profound implications for the planning of economic, health and
social policy by gov ernment, and for the decisions made by t he population as a whole.
There are also marked inequalities in the experiences of those with different
circumstances, which presents an addit ional set of challenges when adapt ing policy to
address issues such as income security, social isolation, and health and social care
provision.
For the last decade, the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) has been an
invaluable source of information on the economic, social and health circumstances of the
older population. ELSA is a representativ e surv ey of the privat e household population of
England aged 50 and ov er. It began in 2002 and has interviewed the same households
every two y ears since. The original sample of over 11,000 individuals has been followed for
14 years so far, and indiv iduals have also been added to refresh the younger ages to
ensure that the study remains representativ e of people aged 50 and older. ELSA collects
data on household composition, employ ment and pensions, housing, income and wealth,
self-reported doctor-diagnosed diseases and symptoms, cognitiv e performance and
walking speed, health behaviours, care giv ing and receipt, social contact s and act ivities,
quality of life and expectations. ELSA dat a have been instrumental in furthering
understanding of issues such as: labour market participation at older ages; the
accumulation and spend-down of wealth in retirement; the effect of stat e pension policy
reforms; the genetic, biological and social pathways that lead to frailty; the lifestyles of
older cohorts; forecasting trends in disability and life expect ancy; how well-being changes
as people age; and the importance of loneliness and social isolation in determining health
and well-being.
Many respondents hav e died since ELSA start ed in 2002. Figure 1.1 illustrates how the
proportion of the original ELSA sample known to have died has evolved over time. A nice
feature of ELSA is that respondents are asked for permission to link their records to official
mortality data (the National H ealth Serv ice Central Register), which provide dat e of death
even if an individual had stopped responding to the ELSA survey some time previously . As
of the end of 2012 (the last time linked mortality data were made available), 24% of the
original ELSA sample had died (2,763 deaths). A further 123 deaths have also been
recorded amongst individuals who joined the ELSA sample after 2002 as ‘refreshment’
indiv iduals.
While an individual can clearly no longer respond to ELSA once they have died, a follow -up
interview is attempted with a proxy respondent – a relative or friend of the deceased
respondent – to elicit information on the circumstances of the deceased indiv idual. In
particular, these ‘End of Life’ (EoL) interviews collect dat a on the individual’s health in t he
two years preceding their death, expenses around and at the end of life, and the size and
allocation of the individual’s assets after their death. These EoL interviews are a feature

10
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Figure 1.1. Deaths of ELSA sample members over time
Refreshment respondents (LH axis)
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Note: Sample is core ELSA respondents; original sample is those who responded in wave 1. Around 95% of
respondents gave permission for linkage to mortality records. For individuals who did not give permission, but
who are known to have died either through notification to ELSA or thro ugh the interview process, date of death
is either obtained from an End of Life interview or approximated based on when the ELSA survey team learnt
that the respondent had died.

that is unique among UK household surveys, but in common with some other
international ageing studies such as the H ealth and Ret irement Study in the US.
EoL interv iews were conducted alongside the second, third, fourth and sixth waves of
ELSA. Over the four waves, EoL interviews were completed for a total of 988 individuals. Of
these, 977 were in respect of core ELSA respondents who had died before the end of 2012
– representing a third of the sample of ELSA respondents known to have died by that time.
In this report , we provide an introduction to the ELSA EoL data. Chapt er 2 is devot ed to
discussing the quality of the data. The two important issues considered are: (i) the extent
to which the subsample of deceased ELSA respondents for whom E oL data are available
are similar, in terms of their observed characterist ics, to t he full sample of deceased
respondents; and (ii) how confident we may be in the responses giv en to the EoL
questionnaire by the proxy respondent. In other words, are the EoL data ‘any good’ in
terms of how representative they are, and how accurate are t hey? Chapter 3 provides
more detail on the contents of the EoL questionnaire and summarises some of the data
that are collected. This covers four main areas: circumst ances around death, health in the
last years of life, end-of-life expenses, and assets and their distribution after death.
Chapter 4 draws some conclusions.

© Institute for Fiscal Studies
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2. Data quality
With any new data source, it is alway s important to consider the likely quality of t he dat a.
This is particularly true in the case of the ELSA EoL data, given the inherent difficulties in
locating a family member or close friend of the deceased who is willing and able to
participate, and the fact that the entire interview is essentially a proxy interview, with
questions being asked about the circumst ances of the deceased individual rather t han the
respondent themselves. In this chapt er, we therefore examine the representativ eness of
the EoL data that have been collected and consider the likely accuracy of the responses
given by the proxy respondents.

2.1

Representativeness of the sample

EoL interv iews are available for only one-third of the ELSA respondents who were dead by
the end of 2012. In addition to the problems associated with small sample sizes, this
provokes the concern that the EoL data may not be representativ e of the entire group of
deceased ELSA respondents. The goal of this section is therefore to assess whet her
indiv iduals with EoL interviews differ, in terms of their observed characteristics, from the
rest of the sample. The absence of significant discrepancies would reassure about t he
representativeness of the EoL interviews. 1
First, it is important to note that not all the absences of an EoL interview are indicat ive of
EoL interv iew non-response. Of the 2,886 ELSA respondents now known to have died by
the end of 2012, only 1,643 (57%) were attempt ed to be followed up via a proxy EoL
interview. 2 Interv iews were not attempted with those for whom a suit able proxy
respondent could not be identified or (for ethical reasons) with those who had either died
too recently (within six months) or too long ago (more than two waves – i.e. roughly four
years – ago). Figure 2.1 summarises the breakdown of deceased ELSA members by EoL
Figure 2.1. Breakdown of deceased ELSA core members by EoL interview availability
Deceased
core ELSA
member
(2,886)
EoL interview
issued
(1,643 = 57%)

EoL interview
collected
(977 = 34%)

1

We assess here whether the EoL data are representative of the full sample of deaths from ELSA. To the extent
that ELSA is a representative survey of the household population aged 50 and over between 2002 and 2012,
this would then suggest that the EoL data are representative of deaths among that group over that time
period.

2

Further details can be found in the NatCen ‘User guide to the End of Life interview datasets’.
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interview availability. Since the data are not readily av ailable, we do not distinguish in our
analysis between those who did not hav e an EoL interview because an interv iew was not
attempted and those who did not have an EoL interview because the approached proxy
respondent did not respond.

Univariate analysis
The main difference that might be expected between indiv iduals for whom an EoL
interview is available and those for whom it is not is in terms of their household
composition. It is much easier to identify and locate a proxy respondent for ELSA
members who have a surv iving spouse, many of whom would be members of ELSA in their
own right, than for those without a surv iving spouse. This prov es to be the case: while 28%
of deceased single men and 30% of deceased single women hav e an EoL interview, 40%
and 35% of deceased men and women (respectiv ely) who were in couples in their last
ELSA interview have an EoL interview.
It is less obvious that other characteristics would be expected to make an individual more
or less likely to be successfully followed up with an EoL interview. Figure 2.2 shows t he
distribution of age at death for the subsample who have EoL interv iews and the
subsample who do not. There is relatively little difference between the two groups – the
median age at death is 78 among both those with an EoL interview and those without.
Table 2.1 describes and compares other demographic characterist ics (report ed in the last
ELSA interview that the individual complet ed) of the subsample who have EoL interviews
and the subsample who do not. When characteristics are each considered in isolation,
there are a number of significant differences between the t wo groups. Among those with
an EoL interview, a higher proportion are female, a smaller proportion are single, a higher
proportion are in joint-finance couples, a higher proportion are owner-occupiers, a
smaller proportion are current smokers, a higher proport ion self -reported being in poor
Figure 2.2. Distribution of age at death: those with EoL interview and those without

Percentage of individuals

25

20

15
No EoL

10

With EoL

5

0

50–54 55–59 60–64 65–69 70–74 75–79 80–84 85–89

90+

Age
Note: Sample is 977 individuals with EoL data and 1,909 individuals without.

© Institute for Fiscal Studies

13

An overview of the ELSA ‘End of Life’ data

Table 2.1. Demographic characteristic s: those with EoL interview and those without
Percentage of the sample:

No EoL

With EoL

49.9%

45.8%**

Single

54.5%

44.3%***

Couple – joint finances

37.3%

46.5%***

8.1%

9.2%

High education

35.0%

36.0%

Owner-occupier

63.1%

71.4%***

Never smoked

26.1%

26.6%

Used to smoke

52.6%

55.0%

Current smoker

19.0%

14.7%***

Excellent or very good

17.6%

15.5%

Good

27.0%

23.7%*

Fair

28.7%

27.0%

Poor

26.8%

33.8%***

Manage very well

25.6%

31.9%***

Manage quite well

33.5%

31.2%

Manage alright or less than alright

38.1%

34.1%**

1,909

977

Female
Household type:

Couple – separate finances

Smoker:

Self-reported health:

Self-reported financial situation:

Sample size

Note: Characteristics are measured in the last ELSA interview that the individual completed. ***, ** and *
indicate that the difference between those with an EoL interview and those without is statistically different from
zero at the 1%, 5% and 10% significance level respectively.

health, and a higher proportion self-report ed managing very well financially or managing
alright or less than alright, than among those without an EoL interview.
Table 2.2 describes and compares the income and wealth of the two subsamples. Since
income and wealth are measured at the household level, and the proportion of the
sample who were in a couple is significantly different between the two subsamples, the
figures are shown separately for couples and singles (again, couple status and
income/wealth are measured in the last ELSA interview the individual complet ed). Among
single deceased individuals, there are no statistically significant differences bet ween
median income or median wealth among those with an EoL interv iew and t hose without.
Among couples, howev er, median wealth (particularly housing wealth) is significantly
higher among those with an EoL interview than among those without, as are total income
and median priv ate pension income.

14
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Table 2.2. Household income and wealth: those with EoL interview and those without
Median:

All

Couples

Singles

No EoL

With EoL

No EoL

With EoL

No EoL

With EoL

219.7

241.3***

291.7

316.7**

166.9

165.8

18.5

29.4***

43.2

63.3***

5.5

6.9

State pension
income

110.0

118.2**

145.8

142.0

96.0

94.0

Other income

39.0

47.1*

61.5

66.9

21.1

21.2

100,000

125,837***

150,000

180,000**

52,100

56,006

Net non-housing
wealth

7,000

10,901***

14,000

18,467*

5,000

5,500

Net primary housing
wealth

80,000

100,000***

115,500

149,000***

17,500

35,000

Sample size

1,877

970

849

539

1,028

431

Income (£ per week)
Total income
Private pension
income

Wealth (£)
Total wealth

Note: ***, ** and * indicate that the difference between those with an EoL interview and those without is
statistically different from zero at the 1%, 5% and 10% significance level respectively. Sample sizes are slightly
smaller than in Table 2.1 due to some missing financial information in ELSA.

Multivariate analysis
The univariate analysis above illustrated how the charact eristics of the subgroup for
whom EoL data are available differed from the characterist ics of the subgroup for whom
EoL data are not av ailable, primarily by considering each characteristic in isolation (the
exception was Table 2.2, which also split by household type). However, it could be that one
factor is driving many of the differences. To consider this, multivariate analysis is used to
identify the association of each ch aracteristic, while holding all oth er ch aracteris tics
constant, with whether or not there is an EoL interview. (The dichotomous nature of
whether or not individuals have an EoL interv iew means this is estimat ed using a probit
model rather than ordinary least squares.) Table 2.3 shows the list of characteristics jointly
considered and the estimated marginal effects. Household type is st rongly significant:
deceased respondents who were in a couple are more likely to be followed up wit h an EoL
interview than single individuals (8 percentage points more likely, for individuals with
‘average’ other characteristics). However, once household status is controlled, few other
characteristics are significantly different between those who are in the EoL dat a and those
who are not. The three exceptions are: those in poor health, who are more likely than
those with better health to be represented in the EoL data; those who self-report
managing v ery well financially, who are more likely to be represented in the EoL data than
those who report managing quite well or alright or less than alright; and those who are
owner-occupiers, who are more likely to be represented in the EoL data t han those who
did not own their homes. This last is likely due to the fact that homeowners are less
mobile, and therefore easier to follow in longitudinal surv eys such as ELSA, than non homeowners. The multivariate analysis was also conducted separately for couples and

© Institute for Fiscal Studies
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Table 2.3. Multivariate analysis of the characteristic s associated with havin g an EoL
interview
Pr(has EoL data) on:

Marginal
effect

Standard
error

Mean

–0.013

0.019

0.485

0.083**

0.037

0.085

0.083***

0.023

0.404

60–69

–0.044

0.043

0.158

70–79

0.005

0.045

0.323

80–89

–0.022

0.045

0.357

0.023

0.053

0.100

High education

–0.011

0.020

0.353

Owner-occupier

0.051**

0.023

0.767

0.027

0.059

0.028

Used to smoke

–0.009

0.022

0.534

Current smoker

–0.049*

0.028

0.175

–0.008

0.027

0.169

Fair

0.026

0.024

0.281

Poor

0.089***

0.025

0.291

0.055

0.064

0.027

0.065***

0.023

0.283

–0.006

0.021

0.362

Private pension income (£ p.w.)

0.000

0.000

73.3

State pension income (£ p.w.)

0.000

0.000

114.8

Other income (£ p.w.)

0.000

0.000

92.7

Net non-housing wealth (£0,000)

0.001

0.001

4.913

Net primary housing wealth (£0,000)

0.001

0.001

11.428

Female
Household type (ref = single):
Couple – separate finances
Couple – joint finances
Age (ref = 50–59):

90+

Smoker (ref = never smoked):
No info

Self-reported health (ref = good):
Excellent or very good

Self-reported financial situation (ref: manage
quite well):
No info
Manage very well
Manage alright or less than alright

Note: N=2,847. Marginal effect × 100 gives the percentage point increase in the probability of having EoL data
that is associated with a one unit increase in a particular characteristic (compared with the relevant reference
characteristic), for someone who has average all other characteristics. ***, ** and * indicate that the
relationship between a characteristic and the probability of having EoL data is statistically different from zero at
the 1%, 5% and 10% significance level respectively.
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singles. This indicated that the over-representation of owner-occupiers is driven by singles
not couples, while the ov er-representat ion of those in poor health is driv en by couples not
singles. 3
These results indicate that those who have EoL data are not far away from being
representative of the full sample of deceased respondents. There are some groups who
are slightly ov er-represented – namely , couples, those in poor health, those who managed
well financially and those who were owner-occupiers – but these differences are only
small. Another way of illustrating this point is to use the estimation results presented in
Table 2.3 to predict for ev ery deceased ELSA respondent what the probability is, given
their characteristics, that they are in the EoL data. The distribution s of these probabilit ies
for those who do have EoL data, and those who do not, are illustrated in Figure 2.3. The
distributions are highly overlapping, which again illustrates that those in t he EoL data are
very similar in terms of their observed charact eristics to those not in the EoL data. As
would be expected, the distribution of predicted probabilities lies slightly to the right for
those who are in the EoL data – i.e. on av erage, they look a little more like those in the EoL
data than those who are not in the EoL data.
Given that the EoL respondents are not complet ely representativ e of the full sample of
deceased ELSA respondents, it is wort h people who are using these dat a for analy sis
considering whether to weight the data in order to compensat e for the differences in
observable characteristics. In our analysis of the dat a presented in Chapter 3, we use
inverse probability weighting, weighting each individual in the EoL data by the inverse of
the predicted probability that they appear in the data (calculat ed as described abov e). It is
worth noting, however, that while this makes results est imat ed from the EoL dat a more
likely to be representative of the full sample of deceased ELSA respondents, this does not
compensate for any non-representativ eness bet ween ELSA decedents and the population
of older individuals who died ov er this period, which we do not have the data to examine.
Figure 2.3. Distribution of estimate d probability of having EoL data, by whether or
not EoL data are available

3

The regression results are not presented here, but are available on request.
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2.2

The proxy respondents

The quality of the data collected by the EoL interv iews hinges on the ability of the proxy
respondent to prov ide information on the deceased indiv idual’s health, social
circumstances and financial situation in their last years of life. The relationship of the
proxy respondent to the deceased ELSA member is shown in Figure 2.4. Where the
deceased had a surviv ing spouse or partner, the vast majority of EoL interviews (84%)
were conducted with the surviving partner. The remaining cases were predominantly
interviews with a child of the deceased. Among single deceased respondents , there is a
greater variety of relationships with the proxy respondents. Over two -thirds (70%) are
with a child of the deceased and 7% are with a sibling, but a significant minority, close to
one-in-four, are interv iews either with someone from the more extended family or with a
non-relativ e.
Another indicator of how well the proxy respondent may be able to answer the EoL
questions, particularly those pertaining to the deceased’s assets, is whet her the
respondent is an executor of the deceased’s will. Among those asked, 49% reported being
an executor (71% reported that the individual had a will). Among those who report ed not
being an executor, two-thirds reported that they were, however, a beneficiary.
Taken together, over 90% of proxy respondents were either a partner or a child of the
deceased and/or were an executor or beneficiary of the deceas ed’s will. This suggests
that, in general, the proxy respondents could be considered well placed to answer the EoL
interview.
Another metric of how able the proxy respondents feel able to answer the EoL interview
questions is the number of times they respond that they ‘Don’t know’ the answer to a
question. In Chapter 3, where we summarise some of the dat a collect ed, these responses
are separated out. For most questions, the vast majority of proxy respondents do feel able
to give an answer. There are, however, some questions that respondents find harder to
answer, such as some of the more det ailed financial quest ions. For a few of t hese
questions, non-response can reach nearly 30%.
Figure 2.4. Relationship of the proxy re spondents
Had surviving partner
Child,
13.6

No survivin g partner

Other,
2.9
Other
relative,
12.4

Other
nonrelative,
10.7

Sibling,
6.8

Child,
70.3
Partner,
83.5
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2.3

Data validation

Of course, just because proxy respondents giv e an answer to a question does not
necessarily mean the answer is correct. The EoL interviews attempt to collect data on t he
deceased ELSA respondents that are not available from other sources, and so by definition
it is difficult to validate the answers given. Howev er, for some of the information elicited , it
is possible to compare the EoL data with dat a on the same individuals from other sources.
In particular, data on the cause of death reported by the proxy respondent can be
compared with those provided by linked Office for Nat ional Statistics (ONS) mortality data,
while data on the estate of the deceased individual can be compared with the information
on wealth and assets provided by the indiv idual themselves last time they were
interviewed in ELSA.

Cause of death
Table 2.4 compares the main cause of death reported by the EoL respondent with the
main cause of death recorded in the administrative dat a provided by the ONS. The
matching when the cause of death is cancer is very high: among EoL respondents who
reported that the main cause of death was cancer, 93% of the deaths were officially
recorded with cancer as the main cause. The matching is less strong for cardiovascular
diseases, respiratory disease and other causes of death. However, for older indiv iduals
with co-morbidities, it could be that even well-informed individuals may report different
causes of death from those officially recorded.
Table 2.4. Official cause of death, by EoL-reported cause of death

Reported by proxy
respondent:

Sample

Share who, according to official mortality data,
died from:
Cancer
(35%)

Cardiovascular
disease
(34%)

Respiratory
disease
(14%)

Other
(16%)

Cancer

33%

93%

4%

1%

2%

Heart attack, stroke,
other cardiovascular
disease

29%

5%

79%

8%

9%

Respiratory disease

13%

7%

19%

60%

15%

Other

24%

9%

30%

16%

45%

No response

2%

Note: Sample is 899 EoL interviews where the deceased gave permission for ELSA to access their official mortality
records.

Estate data
The EoL interview asks the proxy respondent whether the deceased held certain types of
assets at the time of their death and the v alue of these. The prevalence and value of these
assets can be compared with what was report ed by the respondent themselv es in their
last productiv e ELSA interview. It is worth noting that , even in the absence of any
measurement error, these data would not be expect ed to match perfect ly. Individuals may
have acquired or disposed of assets bet ween their last ELSA interview and their deat h, and
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assets that have been held on to may have changed in v alue ( for example, movements in
house prices will have changed primary housing wealth). Furthermore, there is likely to be
measurement error in both the EoL data and the ELSA data with which we are comparing.
It is an open question whether a proxy respondent has a better idea of the value of an
estate (potentially after it has been distributed among inheritors) than a (potentially aged)
ELSA respondent has about the value of their assets. However, in any case, one would
expect a high degree of correlation bet ween the EoL data and the ELSA data.
The prevalence of assets such as non-owner-occupied property and businesses is so low
that a comparison between the EoL data and the ELSA data is not part icularly informat ive.
However, comparisons can be made for priv ate pensions, life insurance and owneroccupied housing. This is done in Table 2.5. There is a high degree of correlation in private
pension membership: 38% of individuals were report ed to hav e a priv ate pension in bot h
the EoL data and the ELSA data, and 36% reported no private pension in both sets of data.
Similarly, for life insurance, 55% of individuals had no life insurance according to both
ELSA and EoL data, and 16% of individuals did hav e life insurance according to both sets of
data. In both cases, the proportion of individuals who have the asset according to the
ELSA data but not the EoL data is greater than the proportion who do not have the asset
according to the ELSA data but do in the EoL dat a – suggesting that there is a great er
tendency for wealth to be either divested or forgotten about by the proxy respondent,
rather than acquired or wrongly recalled by the proxy respondent .
For housing ownership, 62% of deceased respondents owned a house in both the EoL and
ELSA data, while 29% did not own a house in eit her. Of the remaining 10%, the majority
were those who were owner-occupiers at the time of t heir last ELSA interv iew but were
not reported to have housing wealth by the time of their death – this could plausibly be
because they had sold their property ov er the intervening period.
Table 2.5. Comparin g ownership of assets in ELSA and EoL data
Share of the sample

EoL: had pension

EoL: no pension

EoL: didn’t know

ELSA: had pension

38%

13%

3%

ELSA: no pension

7%

36%

2%

EoL: had life
insurance

EoL: no life
insurance

EoL: didn’t know

ELSA: had life insurance

16%

16%

1%

ELSA: no life insurance

9%

55%

3%

EoL: had housing

EoL: no housing

ELSA: had housing

62%

8%

ELSA: no housing

2%

29%

Share of the sample

Share of the sample

Note: Sample is 977 individuals for private pension membership and 846 individuals for life insurance and
housing ownership (as these questions are only asked of those whose estates had been distributed).
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Figure 2.5. Primary housing wealth re ported in EOL and ELSA data

Note: Excludes 3% of observations where housing wealth reported in ELSA or the EOL data is over £500,000.

Figure 2.5 compares the value of primary housing wealth as reported in the EoL dat a (by
the 86% of the relev ant sample for whom a value was reported) with the v alue last
reported by the deceased indiv idual to ELSA. Each green dot is an individual, and if
housing wealth reported in the EOL data and the ELSA dat a were the same then all the
dots would lie on the black 45-degree line. (As described abov e, v ariation around this line
would be expected due to movements in house prices between the t wo interviews.) While
there are a few large outliers, there is a high degree of correlation between the two
reports of primary housing wealth. Excluding some outliers as is done in Figure 2.5
(approximately 3% of the sample), the correlation is 0.7178.
While these v alidation exercises are limit ed by the av ailability of suitable ext ernal dat a, the
comparisons that we have been able to make do not suggest that the EoL respondents
have poor knowledge of the circumstances or asset s of the deceased ELSA member. This
should lend some confidence to the answers given in the EoL interview by the proxy
respondents.
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3. Data contents
The EoL interviews collect information about the deceased in four broad areas:





circumstances around death;
health in the last years of life;
expenses preceding and associated with death;
assets and asset distribution after death.

In this chapter, we provide more detail on t he data that are collected in each of these
areas and present some initial descript ive statistics to give an overview of the
circumstances of deceased ELSA respondents. To compensate for the small degree of nonrepresentativeness of the EoL data compared with the full sample of ELSA respondents
who have died, the data are weighted using inverse probability weights (described in
Section 2.1). Unweighted results, which are only minimally different, are available on
request.

3.1

Circumstances around death

The EoL interview collects information on:
 timing and cause of death;
 location of death and accommodation during the last two years of life;
 employment since last ELSA interv iew.

Timing and cause of death
The EoL interview asks for some relativ ely objectiv e information about the t iming and
cause of the individual’s death (the results of which are described in Section 2.3). This is
then followed by questions about how long they had been ill before they died and
whether their death was expected or unexpect ed.
Figure 3.1. How long in dividuals were ill before death
100%

Percentage of individuals

90%

80%

Don’t know

70%

One year or more

60%

50%

Between a month
and a year

40%
30%

Between a day and a
month

20%

10%

Less than 24 hours

0%
50–59 60–69 70–79 80–89

90+

All

Age at death
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Almost half of proxy respondents (46%) reported that the individual’s death was
unexpect ed. Figure 3.1 describes responses pertaining to how long the individual had
been ill before death. Nearly half of individuals ( 46%) had been ill for a ye ar or more
before death, while at the other end of the spectrum 12% had been ill for fewer than 24
hours or were not ill before they died. Very few proxy respondents reported that they did
not know how long the individual had been ill.

Location of death and accommodation in last two years of life
The majority of individuals (56%) were reported to have died in hospit al (or en route to
hospital). Nearly a quarter (23%) were reported to have died at home, 7% in a hospice and
13% in a nursing or residential care home.
In addition to where they died, the EoL interviews collect data on the other places the
deceased respondent stayed overnight ‘because of his/her health’ during the two years
before death. Taken together with locat ion of death, 80% of indiv iduals had spent some
time in hospital in the last two years of life (56% had spent some time in hospital excluding
the occasion at which they died), 10% had spent some time in a hospice, 12% in a nursing
home and 9% in a residential home.
The EoL data contain information on how many occasions the indiv idual stayed in each of
these types of accommodation, and in total how long they st ayed in each, ov er the past
two years. The latter is documented in Table 3.1 for the main accommodation types.
Table 3.1. Accommodation for health reason s in the last two years of life
Percentage
who stayed at
all in last two
years

Of whom stayed (in total) for:
Less than
one week

One week to One month
one month to six months

Six months
or more

Hospital

80%

49%

33%

16%

3%

Hospice

10%

69%

27%

2%

1%

Nursing home

12%

25%

19%

30%

26%

Residential home

9%

19%

15%

29%

37%

Employment
The EoL interview collects data on whether the individual had done any paid work since
their last ELSA interview, so that a complete employment history is available for these
respondents from the time they first started responding to ELSA. Information is elicit ed on
whether work was full or part time, whether the individual had stopped working before
their death and, if so, when and why they stopped working. Only around 2% of indiv iduals
were reported to hav e been working at t he time of their death.

3.2

Health in the last years of life

The EoL interview collects information on:
 difficulty with activities of daily living and help received;
 cognitive ability;
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mental health and problem behav iours;
eyesight and hearing;
cardiovascular and other chronic condit ions;
joint replacement and resurfacing.

These questions aim to complete the health history t hat has been av ailable since the
deceased individuals started responding to ELSA. The EoL health dat a are most
meaningfully interpreted in the context of either: (i) the previo us health dat a on these
indiv iduals, so that the full history of health at older age s can be examined; or ( ii) the
health of otherwise similar individuals who hav e not died, since this will enable separat ion
of changes in health that are associated with death from changes in health that are
associated with ageing more generally. Given this, in this section , we primarily describe
what data are collected by the EoL interview and present a few summary st atistics deriv ed
from them.

Difficulty with activities of daily living
Respondents are asked whether the deceased needed any help with a number of activit ies
of daily living or instrumental activities of daily living during the last three months of their
life. Ov er four-fifths of individuals were report ed to have had difficulty with at least one of
the activities asked about. The most commonly cit ed activ ity requiring help was shopping
for groceries, followed by bathing and preparing hot meals ( shown in Figure 3.2).
The EoL interview goes on to ask how long the individual had been requiring help with
each activity, and who usually helped them with any of the activities that they had
problems with. Figure 3.3 describes the proportion of those who had difficulty with at least
one activ ity who were reported to usually receive help from some of the types of
indiv iduals asked about. Nearly half (42%) are reported to have usually received assistance
from a partner, and 22%/30% from a son/daughter; 9% were reported to usually receive
Figure 3.2. Prevalence of difficulties with daily activities

Percentage of individuals who had
difficulty in last 3 months with ...

90%

24

80%
70%

60%
50%
40%

30%
20%
10%

0%
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Figure 3.3. Percentage of those with at lea st one difficulty who got help from:
Partner

Son

Daughter

Sibling

Privat ely paid
employee

42%

22%

30%

5%

9%

help from a privately paid employee (equat ing to 7% of all individuals, if those who had no
difficulties receiv ed no assistance from priv ately paid employ ees) . This suggests that while
some individuals incur expenses for social care (received at home) towards the end of life,
this is only a small minority .

Cognitive ability
The EoL interview asks respondents several questions about t he deceased individual’s
memory (such as their difficulty remembering birthdays, remembering telephone
numbers or recalling conversations had a few days earlier) and their concentration (such
as their difficulty following a story, making decisions or handling financial matters). Where
difficulties were reported, respondents were asked how long they had been present and
whether they had come on gradually or suddenly .

Mental health and problem behaviours
The EoL interview asks a number of questions about t he deceased individual’s mood in
the last year of his or her life. Figure 3.4 describes the answers to the quest ion ‘How often
do you think [the deceased] felt contented or at peace during his/her last year’ and to the
same question asked about the last three months of life. It is not able that the proportion
answering ‘often’ declines significantly when the time horizon is the last three months,
rather than the last y ear, suggesting that individuals’ contentment declines in the run-up
to their death. Figure 3.4 also describes how the answers to this question differ,
depending on whether the deceased had a surviv ing spouse or not . Those who had a
surviv ing spouse are more likely to be report ed to hav e been ‘often’ contented or at peace
than those without. This may be because those with partners are more content than those
without. However, it could also be driv en by partners observing a greater proportion of an
indiv idual’s time and mood ( and times when the individual’s mood is quite different from
when they are interacting with other family or friends), or it could reflect report ing biases
of partners ( for example, if partners are more likely to think a giv en individual is content
than other family members or friends are).
Figure 3.5 describes how often the deceased was reported to have felt contented or at
peace during the last year / last three months of life split by how long the individual was
reported to have been ill before they died. This clearly shows that t hose who had been ill
for longer periods of time were reported as having been less frequently contented or at
peace. Among those who had been ill for a yea r or more, only 28% were report ed to have
been ‘often’ contented or at peace in the last three months of life, compared wit h 65% of
those who died hav ing been ill for less than 24 hours.
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The EoL interviews also collect data on whether the deceased individual exhibited any
problem behav iours in the last year of their life, such as temper t antrums, violent threat s,
breaking things on purpose or causing complaints. While the reporting of temper
tantrums is relatively common – reported as occurring ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ by nearly
20% of respondents, most other problem behav iours were relatively rare – each reported
as ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ by fewer than 10% of respondents.

Percentage of individuals

Figure 3.4. How often deceased felt contented or at peace during the last year / last
three months, by whether had a surviving spouse
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Figure 3.5. How often deceased felt contented or at peace during the last year / last
three months, by how long ill before death
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Eyesight and hearing
EoL respondents are asked how good the deceased’s eyesight and hearing were
in the last three months of their life (using glasses or hearing aids as usual).
Virtually the same proportion of individuals were reported to have had fair or
poor eyesight (48%) as fair or poor hearing (47%), but the proportion reported to
have excellent hearing (17%) was considerably higher than the proportion
reported to have excellent eyesight (10%). This is summarised in Figure 3.6. The
EoL interviews also collect data on whether the individual had any doctordiagnosed eye conditions (glaucoma, diabetic eye disease, macular degeneration
or cataracts).
Figure 3.6. Eyesight and hearing quality
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Cardiovascular and other chronic conditions
The EoL interview asks whether the deceased had ever had any doctor diagnoses
of cardiovascular conditions (such as high blood pressure, angina, heart attack,
congestive heart failure, heart murmur, diabetes or stroke) or any chronic
conditions (such as lung disease, asthma, arthritis, osteoporosis, cancer,
Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease or dementia). Depending on the
conditions reported, there are then follow-up questions such as when the
individual was first diagnosed, what type of the condition the person had, and
whether they took any medication during the last year of life.
Joint replacement and resurfacing
The EoL interview asks whether the deceased ever had an artificial joint (such as a
hip, knee or finger) implanted and, if so, when this was done. (Note that in the
wave 4 EoL interview, the questions were changed to refer to joint replacement or
resurfacing rather than artificial implants.)
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3.3

Expenses preceding and associated with death

The EoL interviews collect data on:
 medical treatment outside the NH S;
 funeral expenses.

In each case, the focus is on whether the individual had insurance to cover these
costs and, if not, what the out-of-pocket expenditure was and who paid for it.
Medical expenses in the last year of life
The EoL interview asks whether the deceased individual ‘receiv ed any medical treatments
other than those on the NH S’ in the last year of life. 13% of individuals were report ed to
have done so. Given the way the quest ion is worded, it is probably unlikely that
indiv iduals’ receipt of social care serv ices ( which are not provided by the NHS) are
captured here, though that will depend on the serv ices an individual receiv ed and how the
proxy respondent interprets the question.
For those individuals who were reported to have received medical treatments outside the
NHS, the EoL interview then asks whether any of t he cost s were covered by private health
insurance. Where insurance covered part or none of the costs, the interv iew asks how
much the individual paid, how those costs were financed, and whether ( and how much)
children, other relatives or others contributed to the cost.
Figure 3.7 describes insurance coverage for the 13% of deceased individuals who had
some medical treatment outside the NH S. 26% of these individuals – equivalent to 3% of
all deceased individuals – reported insurance covered some or all of the cost, while 33%
reported that there was no cost involv ed. (This is slightly different by age: among those
aged 50–69 when they died, 29% report ed some insurance, compared with 25% among
those who died when aged 70 or over.) Put a different way, just 6% of deceased individuals
faced some out-of-pocket costs for medical treatment outside t he NHS.
Figure 3.7. Insurance coverage, for those who received non-NHS me dical treatment
Didn’t know
2%

No costs
33%

Insured for all of
the cost
19%
Insured for
some of the cost
7%

Insured for
none of the cost
39%
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Funeral expenses
Unlike non-NHS medical treatment, all deceased individuals (or rather their survivors)
incur funeral costs. Figure 3.8 describes the coverage of insurance for funeral expenses. In
total, 18% of deceased individuals were known to hav e insurance th at cov ered t he cost of
their funeral and a further 11% had insurance that part ially covered the cost. The
proportion of individuals with insurance for funeral costs declined over the 10-year period
2002–12.
Not only did the proportion of people having the ir funeral paid for out -of-pocket increase,
but the cost of funerals also went up markedly ov er this period. The median out -of-pocket
cost for those without full insurance who died in 2002 or 2003 was £1,700. It increased to
£2,200 for 2004–05, £2,300 for 2006–07, £2,800 for 2008–09 and £3,500 for 2010–12 (all in
nominal terms). The level of and increase in reported funeral costs over this period are in
Figure 3.8. Coverage of full and partial in surance for funeral costs, by year of death
2002–03

2004–05

2006–07

2008–09

2010–12

10% partial
21% full

13% partial
19% full

11% partial
23% full

12% partial
17% full

9% partial
13% full

Note: Sample sizes are 160, 245, 184, 210 and 178.

Figure 3.9. Out-of-pocket funeral cost s, by year of death
50%

Percentage of those with
out-of-pocket costs

45%
40%
35%
30%

2002–03

25%

2004–05

20%

2006–07

15%

2008–09

10%

2010–12

5%
0%
Unknown

£0–<£2k

£2k–<£3k

£3k–<£5k

£5k+

Out-of-pocket cost for funeral and legal expenses (nominal)
Note: Figures are not adjusted for inflation.

© Institute for Fiscal Studies

29

An overview of the ELSA ‘End of Life’ data

line with estimates of the average cost of a basic funeral reported by SunLife. 4 The
distribution of out-of-pocket funeral costs is shown in Figure 3.9.
The EoL interview also elicits informat ion on who contributed to the cost of the funeral
and by how much.

3.4

Assets and asset distribution after death

The EoL interviews collect data on:








administration of the estate;
private pensions;
life insurance;
primary housing wealth;
other property wealth;
business assets;
other assets.

The objective is to collect complete data on the stock of assets that the deceased
indiv idual had when they died and what happened to these assets (i.e. who inherit ed
them or who the beneficiaries were).
The questions about private pensions are asked of all proxy respondents. The quest ions
about life insurance and all other forms of wealth are only asked where the proxy
Figure 3.10. Coverage of different asset t ypes
Among all individuals
Private pension

45%
Among in dividuals whose estates had been distributed
Life insurance
Primary housing Other property
Business assets

25%

58%

2%

2%

Other assets

88%

Note: Sample size is 977 for all individuals and 846 (87%) for those whose estates have been distributed. Where
proxy respondents report ‘Don’t know’, the deceased individual is counted as not having the asset in question.
4
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SunLife, ‘Cost of Dying Report 2017: a complete view of funeral costs over time’, 2017,
https://www.sunlife.co.uk/siteassets/documents/cost-of-dying/cost-of-dying-2017.pdf.
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respondent first answered that the deceased’s est ate had been distributed. The statistics
in this section are therefore predominantly shown for the 87% of t he EoL sample for
whom the proxy respondent reported that the estate had been dist ributed.
Figure 3.10 summarises the prev alence of different assets among the deceased
indiv iduals. Nearly half of indiv iduals (45%) had a privat e pension when they died and 25%
had life insurance. Over half (58%) were owner-occupiers. Very few individuals owned
other property or business assets. Most individuals, howev er, had ot her assets outside of
property, pensions and business assets that were bequeathed when they died.

Administration of the estate
The EoL interview collects data on who had a will, whet her the will needed to go through
probate and whether it had done so (for those with a will), whether t he proxy respondent
was an executor and/or beneficiary of the will ( for those with one) and who the next of kin
was (for those without a will). 68% of deceased individuals had a will (67% of those with a
surviv ing spouse and 69% of those without). Around half (48%) of those wills needed to go
to probate, and v irtually all of these (97%) had been through probate by the t ime of the
EoL interv iew.

Private pensions
The EoL interview asks how many private pensions the deceased individual had and what
happened to those pensions – i.e. whether t here was any one-off or continuing payout
from the pension and, if so, who was/is the beneficiary .
Figure 3.11. What happened to private pen sions
Among those with a surviving spouse
Income stream
Lump sum

79%

10%

Payments ceased

Other / Don’t know

13%

7%

Among those without a surviving spouse
Income stream
Lump sum
Payments ceased

0%

4%

73%

Other / Don’t know

20%

Note: Percentages are among those with one or more private pension. Sample size is 289 for those with a
surviving spouse and 164 for those without a surviving spouse. Figures could sum to more than 100 since, while
each pension can only appear under one of the four options, individuals can have multiple pensions that do
different things.
5

This additional filter for these questions applied in the EoL interviews conducted alongside waves 3, 4 and 6 of
ELSA; in wave 2, the EoL interviews collected information on non-pension assets from all proxy respondents.
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As described above, nearly half of the sample were report ed to hav e at least one priv ate
pension at the time of their death (52% of those wit h a surviv ing partner and 38% of those
without). The responses concerning what happened to these pensions are set out in
Figure 3.11 and are very much in line with what would be expected giv en normal scheme
rules for priv ate pensions. Where a deceased individual did not hav e a surviv ing spouse,
payments v irtually always ceased (or the respondent did not know what happened to the
pension). Where there was a surviving spouse, 79% of deceased individuals had a partner
who was receiv ing (or expecting to receive) regular payments. (The EoL interview also
collects data on who received / is receiving / is expecting to receive the regular income
and/or lump sum, and what the v alue of each is.)

Life insurance
A quarter of deceased individuals (25%) were reported to have had life insurance
(26% of those with a surviving partner and 24% of those without). Among those
with a surviving partner, the partner was virtually always (97% of the time) a
beneficiary, while there are only a very small number of cases in which a child or
grandchild is reported to have benefited. Where there was no surviving spouse, in
70% of cases the beneficiary was known to have been a child (or children). In 12%
of cases the respondent did not know who the beneficiary was.
Figure 3.12 sets out the distribution of the (total) payout from individuals’ life
insurance policies. In contrast to much of the rest of the EoL interview, there is a
high quantity of ‘Don’t know’ responses. Where the payout is known, it tends to
be relatively small: 43% were for less than £2,000, while only 17% were for £10,000
or more. The median total payout among those where it is known was £2,000. (In
addition to the total payout, the EoL interview asks how much each type of family
member received.)

Percentage of those with life insurance

Figure 3.12. Distribution of total payout from life insurance
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Primary housing
Over half of indiv iduals had owner-occupied housing when they died (72% of those who
had a surv iving spouse and 44% of those who did not). The median v alue (among those
where the value was known) was £170,000.
What happens to housing wealth upon death depends on whether the individual owned
their property jointly. If the deceased individual was a ‘joint tenant’, then their housing
wealth would pass automatically to the other owner(s) when they died. If the property was
not owned jointly (or was owned as ‘t enants in common’ – where each owner owns a
specified share of the property), then there would be no automatic inheritance.
Unsurprisingly therefore, where indiv iduals were survived by a spouse or partner, that
partner typically inherited all the housing wealth. Among owner-occupiers who had a
surviv ing spouse, 86% left their housing wealth entirely to their partner. Figure 3.13 shows
the distribution of net house v alues for these individuals. The median value (among those
for whom a house v alue was reported) was £182,000 and the mean £206,000.
There were, however, a few owner-occupiers with a surviving partner who did leave
primary housing wealth to other individuals: 4% left their housing wealth to their partner
jointly with others and only 10% left none of their housing wealth to their partner. Among
those who gav e some or all of their housing wealth to other relatives or friends, 81% gave
some or all to their children and 12% gave some or all to their grandchildren.
Where there is no surviving spouse, children were the most common beneficiaries of
housing wealth: children inherited housing wealth from 75% of deceased respondents
who were not survived by a spouse, while siblings inherited from 13% and grandchildren
from 7% (78%, 59% and 71% had children, siblings and grandchildren respectively).
Figure 3.13. Distribution of house value s: those whose survivin g spou se inherited all
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Note: Sample is those whose estates had been distributed, who owned their main home and whose surviving
spouse or partner inherited all the housing wealth. N=317.
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Taken together, primary housing wealth was bequeat hed outside of a surviv ing partner by
46% of deceased owner-occupiers and 27% of all individuals. 6 Housing wealth was
bequeathed to children by 20% of all individuals and to grandchildren by 2% of all
indiv iduals (summarised in Figure 3.14).
The distribution of the total amount of housing wealth bequeathed by each individual who
did not leav e everything to their spouse is shown in Figure 3.15. The median value (among
those for whom a value is known) is £135,000, while the mean v alue is £151,000.
Figure 3.14. Prevalence of bequest of primary housin g, by relationship of recipient
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Note: Sample is 846 individuals whose estates had been distributed.

Figure 3.15. Distribution of total hou sing wealth be queathed (where spouse did not
inherit all)
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Note: Sample is those whose estates had been distributed, who owned their main home, and who either did not
have a surviving partner (N=170) or whose surviving spouse or partner did not inherit all the housing wealth
(N=48).
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46% = 14% of the 63% of homeowners who had a surviving partner + 100% of the 37% of homeowners without
a surviving spouse. 27% = 46% of the 58% of individuals who were homeowners + 0% of the individuals who
were not homeowners. All figures are calculated from the subsample of EoL individuals whose estates had
been distributed.
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In addition to information on who inherit ed any housing wealth, the EoL interviews collect
data on who currently liv es in the property and, if no one, wh at has happened to it (for
example, whether it is empty, let out, on the market or sold) .

Other property
The EoL interview asks about the indiv idual’s holding of property (outside of t he main
home): whether this was held jointly, who inherited it , what the value (and any
outstanding mortgages) was, who lives in it now and what has happened to the property.
However, only 2% of individuals ( whose estat es had been distributed) were report ed to
have had other property wealth.

Business assets
There are also detailed questions relat ing to business assets: what the assets were worth
and who inherited how much from them. Howev er, only 2% (of those whose est ates had
been distributed) were reported to hav e had business assets.

Other assets
Where an individual’s estate had been dist ributed ( and where their will had been through
probate, if applicable), the proxy respondent is asked ‘Excluding any housing, pensions, or
businesses, who inherited the rest of [the deceased’s] assets?’ and provided with a list of
indiv iduals (husband/wife, partner/ cohabitee, natural son/daughter, et c.) from which
multiple recipients can be selected. One option is ‘No other assets inherit ed’. This option
was chosen by 12% of respondents – implying that 88% of individuals had some other
assets ( as reported in Figure 3.10) .
Among indiv iduals with assets who were survived by a partner, 82% left all their other
assets to their partner; 15% gav e some or all of their assets to children (90% had children),
while 6% gave some or all of their assets to their grandchildren (83% had grandchildren).
Among indiv iduals with assets who were not surviv ed by a partner, 77% left an inheritance
to children (81% had children), 16% to grandchildren (74% had grandchildren) and 11% to
one or more siblings (57% had living siblings) – figures sum to more than 100% as a
deceased individual can, for example, leave an inheritance to both children and
grandchildren.
Figure 3.16. Prevalence of bequest of ‘other assets’, by relationship of recipient
Anyone
Spouse/partner
Children
Grandchildren

88%

46%
(42% sole recipient)

40%
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Note: Sample is 837 individuals whose estates had been distributed and whose wills had been through probate
(if applicable).
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Taken together, an inheritance ( excluding housing wealt h, business asset s or priv ate
pensions) was made outside of a surviving partner by 58% of those with assets and 51% of
all individuals. Among all those with assets, 45% left an inherit ance to one or more
children and 11% left an inheritance to one or more grandchildren; among all indiv iduals,
these proportions are 40% and 10% respect ively .

Percentage of those leaving a bequest of
other assets to surviving partner

Figure 3.17. Distribution of the value of inheritances received by surviving partners
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Note: Sample is 392 individuals who left an inheritance to a surviving partner.

Percentage of those leaving a bequest of
other assets to non-partners

Figure 3.18. Distribution of total value of bequest s to non-partners
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Note: Sample is 381 individuals who left an inheritance to at least one individual who was not their partner.
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The distributions of inheritances received by partners, and total bequests to other
indiv iduals, are shown in Figures 3.17 and 3.18 respectiv ely. There are a large number of
respondents reporting that a surviving partner inherited (some or all of) the individual’s
assets, but then reporting an inheritance v alue of £0. This likely reflects the fact that most
assets are held jointly in a couple, and it is difficult to attribute a v alue to what is
‘inherited’. Nearly 30% of proxy respondents who reported that someone ot her than a
surviv ing partner received an inheritance did not know t he value received by one or more
indiv iduals (the total value bequeathed shown here is calculat ed by summing the amount s
reported to be received by each inheritor). Among those wh ere a value was given, the
median value of the total bequest made to individuals other than a surviving partner was
£12,000, while the mean v alue was £51,000.
It is perhaps obv ious, but important to note, that bequests are normally made to mult iple
indiv iduals. This means that the size of each inheritance received is only a fraction of the
size of the deceased indiv idual’s estate. Among those with financial asset s who were not
surviv ed by a partner, 32% left their (non -housing) assets to one individual, 24% left them
to two individuals, 16% left them to three individuals, and 26% left them to four or more
indiv iduals. The median value of inherit ed financial asset s at the individual recipient level
(from those who died without a surviv ing spouse) was £3,000 and the mean was £17,000.
Indiv iduals also often leave their asset s to multiple types of relatives. Among those who
were not surviv ed by a partner, 60% left their (non -housing) assets only to their children,
while 13% left them to their children and grandc hildren, and 25% left their assets to other
combinations of relatives and friends.
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4. Conclusions
The ELSA ‘End of Life’ interviews are a unique attempt , among British household panel
survey s, to collect information after the death of a survey respondent. Conducted wit h a
relativ e or close friend, these interviews provide v aluable informat ion about the
indiv idual’s health in the last two years of life, the expenses associated with their death,
and their assets and the allocation of these after death. Th ese data complete the history of
certain dimensions of the individual’s circumstances that have been collected ever since
they first started responding to ELSA, and they provide unique information on the
circumstances around death.
The analysis in this report has been a first look at the quality of, and information contained
in, these EoL interviews. There are a number of implications of our findings for the
administrators and data collectors of the ELSA survey . If EoL interv iews are to be collect ed
in future (they have not been since wave 6, and will not be again until at least wave 10),
more work needs to go into identify ing a suitable proxy and encouraging them to
respond. Only a third of respondents who had died by 2012 hav e been captured in an EoL
interview, due to a combination of lack of a suitable respondent, t iming issues and non response. In particular, attention needs to be paid to increasing EoL cov erage among
indiv iduals who were single at the time of death and those who were not owner-occupiers,
since these types of individual have so far been under -represented in the data collect ed.
An obvious concern with data of this type is how well the proxy respondent is able to
answer questions about the deceased’s circumst ances at t he end of life. We find t hat ov er
90% of proxy respondents were either a surviv ing partner or a child of the deceased
and/or were an executor or beneficiary of the deceased’s will. Furthermore, the limited
amount of data v alidation that we hav e been able to conduct suggests that we can have
some confidence in the responses given by the proxy respondents.
This report has presented some summary descript ives on a whole range of different topic
areas – circumstances around death, health in the last y ears of life, expenses around
death, assets and the allocation of the est ate – in order to illust rat e the breadth of the
data available from the EoL interviews.
We have examined in some detail the dat a on assets and the allocat ion of the est ate. This
has yielded a number of interesting findings: for example, that for the most part pot ential
inheritors must wait until the second individual in a couple dies before any bequests are
made outside the household, and that bequests are typically made to multiple individuals
and therefore the size of individual inherit ances received is only a proportion of the value
of the estate. These findings matter for the likely size and timing of the inheritances that
younger generations will receive in future, which has implications for resource
accumulation ov er their lifetimes.
There is, however, much further work on this topic that can be conduct ed with these dat a,
and many other interesting questions in other areas that can be examined using other
dimensions of the EoL data. We hope that this report will highlight the availability and
potential usefulness of these data, and act as a springboard to encourage other
researchers to use these unique data to their full potential.
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