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Foreword

When writing a foreword to a book on loneliness, one must surely begin by asking
why. Why, over long sweeps of time, does our preoccupation with loneliness
endure? Why do we continue to theorize loneliness; to refine our methodological
approaches; to search for interventions that will ameliorate its impact? Why would
a group of scholars devote the huge amount of effort it takes to write a book that
takes such a thorough look at broad societal contexts of loneliness?

There are many reasons for our tenacity. At its core, loneliness reflects our belief
in the importance of social connections and the negative consequences of their
absence. It follows a tradition of naming social phenomena in a way that under-
scores how their absence signifies exclusion of some groups of people. Poverty,
homelessness, and unemployment are examples. They draw direct attention to the
lack of income security, housing and decent work that comprise the material
resources that are hallmarks of doing well. Loneliness also draws attention to exclu-
sion from valued resources. In this case, resources are the social connections that
many see as fundamental to our humanity.

The alarm about loneliness speaks to its centrality in our thinking about the well-
being of populations. We see this concern in the language used to describe its rising
incidence. We speak of loneliness as an epidemic; as a public health concern; as a
crisis. Each reflects a sense of heightened concern that too many people lack the
relationships that make life worthwhile. At its darkest, loneliness is seen as an exis-
tential threat with people’s very survival dependent on their relationships with oth-
ers who sustain them. In contrast, the metaphor of social capital frames relationships
as assets, positing that we draw on our connections to others to live and to thrive in
the world. Governments speak of the need to challenge economic measures such as
GDP as the indicator of a nation’s productivity by shifting the emphasis to wellbe-
ing of nations and positioning social resources as key indicators.

In the introduction to this volume, the editors say that theirs is not the first book
on loneliness, nor will it be the last. This statement acknowledges the long journey
towards understanding loneliness and reducing its impact. So what’s left to do? The
longstanding research agenda to understand experiences of loneliness might argu-
ably be seen as successfully completed. We know much about the components of
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loneliness, its measurement and its outcomes. While we continue to have our con-
ceptual differences about nuances in the definition of loneliness, there is consider-
able agreement that it reflects a gap between what a person wishes from their social
relationships and their evaluation of them. Despite this progress, successful inter-
ventions to alleviate loneliness are worryingly elusive. Although loneliness is in the
end an individual experience, addressing it through local solutions that are oriented
towards lonely individuals has had mixed results at best.

The book reflects the authors’ resumption of the narrative. They frame loneliness
as an indicator of widening social inequalities in an increasingly divisive world,
fuelled by macro-social trends that threaten the formation of valuable social groups.
The focus is on older adults. The interrogation is of how community and societal
contexts influence patterns of loneliness. The geographic context is Europe. A goal
is to unravel the loneliness paradox.

The contextual lens prompts questions about assumptions about settings that are
relationship-dense yet have high rates of loneliness. The loneliness paradox was
named because of the counter-intuitive finding that the loneliest older people live in
countries where there are high rates of co-residence and large, proximate networks.
We see in this finding a parallel family paradox worthy of further consideration.
Might it be that large proximate family networks or co-residence are not always set-
tings that stave off loneliness among older adults in countries where such living
arrangements are common. How might a macro contextual lens be applied to assess-
ing the relationship between familist national policies and loneliness experiences?

Bringing major social trends and disruptions into the loneliness narrative is new
to the loneliness narrative. Climate change, political instability, and forced migra-
tion all have potential to truncate personal social connections but also to shape the
conditions that mitigate or exacerbate loneliness. A critical look at which older
people are left behind during these major disruptions will help us track patterns of
inequity. It will also help us further clarify the place of loneliness as a metric for
exclusion and will add considerably to our knowledge of how older people can be
in the world.

University of Stirling, Stirling, United Kingdom Norah Keating
Den Haag, the Netherlands Jenny Gierveld
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Part I
Central Theme of the Book



Chapter 1 )
Introduction. For a Macro-social Creck o
Perspective on Loneliness

Marja Aartsen, Iuliana Precupetu, and Bianca Suanet

1.1 Introduction

This is a book on loneliness. It is by no means the first, nor will it be the last.
Loneliness is a strong negative feeling that arises when there is a mismatch between
the number and quality of social relationships one has and those one desires
(Perlman & Peplau, 1981). While loneliness often fades over time, it persists for a
substantial part of the population with negative consequences for health and mortal-
ity (Holt-Lunstad, 2022). Research on loneliness is not new, but the recent spike in
cases during the COVID pandemic due to social distancing regulations has put the
need for loneliness interventions high on political agendas. Consequently, the vol-
ume of research studies on loneliness has increased significantly in recent years.
Although there are numerous loneliness interventions, very few can reduce loneli-
ness substantially (Masi et al., 2011; Hickin et al., 2021). Some of the most well-
known risk factors for loneliness are not living with a partner, a small social network
and social inactivity (e.g., Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010). One would therefore expect
that in countries where many people live alone and families are relatively small,
loneliness would be highly prevalent. But this is not what we see. On the contrary!
Loneliness is most prevalent in countries where most people live with other people
and where opportunities for social interaction are good. This paradoxical result, first
observed in 1990 (Jylhd & Jokela, 1990), has been seen repeatedly in the years since
(e.g., Yang & Victor, 2011; Hansen & Slagsvold, 2015; Heu et al., 2021). Despite

M. Aartsen (P<)
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e-mail: maraar@oslomet.no
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the substantial body of knowledge on loneliness, we have not been able to solve the
loneliness paradox.

Much of the research has concentrated on the individual or micro-level, but lone-
liness, like many other social phenomena, cannot be reduced to an individual prob-
lem (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Cotterell et al., 2018; Kaplan, 2004). The social
construction of loneliness has largely been overlooked, and little is known about the
potential impact of communities, neighbors, and neighborhoods (the meso-level),
as well as the influence of the culture and structure of the society in which people
live. Even less attention has been given to the potential impact of recent mega-
societal trends on loneliness (e.g., climate change, digitalization, eroding trust).
Ignoring the broader social context in loneliness research can be considered a ‘mis-
take’ (Chater & Loewenstein, 2022), leading to a biased and incomplete under-
standing of loneliness. With this book, we argue that without considering the
macro-level determinants of loneliness, our understanding of loneliness remains
fundamentally incomplete. Future research and interventions must acknowledge
and address these broader societal influences to develop more effective and sustain-
able solutions for loneliness.

The book focuses on older adults (65+), specifically those in their third or fourth
age (Laslett, 1989). The third age refers to the post-retirement period marked by
relative freedom, few job or caregiving obligations, good health, and an active life-
style. In contrast, the fourth age is characterized by significant physical and mental
decline, increased dependence, and often higher levels of loneliness. The correlates
of loneliness are often age-specific, meaning findings from older populations may
not necessarily apply to younger individuals. For instance, losing a partner at a
young age can have a greater impact on loneliness than in later life, when widow-
hood is more expected. Additionally, older adults may adopt different strategies to
avoid loneliness due to reduced energy for maintaining social relationships (Huxhold
& Fiori, 2024), and their motivation to connect with others may shift as their time
horizon shortens (Carstensen, 1992). As the population of older adults grows, par-
ticularly those reaching very old age, understanding loneliness in later life has
become more urgent. Existing knowledge remains limited, especially regarding
macro-level factors. By shedding light on how societal structures shape loneliness,
this book moves beyond seeing it as purely an individual issue, offering valuable
insights for researchers, policymakers, intervention stakeholders, and citizens.

1.2 The History of Loneliness Research

Loneliness has fascinated scientists, writers, and artists for centuries. One of the
earliest works addressing loneliness is by the Roman statesman and philosopher
Cicero (106-43 BC), who wrote about friendship in his work De Amicitia. While
Cicero did not use the term “loneliness” as we understand it today, his writings
highlight the importance of friendship as a remedy for the negative feelings that
arise from being without significant others. People often have an intuitive



1 Introduction. For a Macro-social Perspective on Loneliness 5

understanding of loneliness as a devastating negative feeling that arises when a
person feels separated from other people. However, a closer examination of schol-
arly and artistic works reveals a lack of a unified understanding of loneliness. This
likely stems from the various disciplines that have explored the concept, each tap-
ping into different aspects of loneliness. In recent decades, research on loneliness
has grown considerably. From 1970 to 1980, a little more than 150 scientific publi-
cations written in English included the word “loneliness” in the title, whereas from
2010 to 2020 this number was around 7000, with the majority published in the last
four years.

1.2.1 First Generation Loneliness Research

The first systematic scholarly work on loneliness was conducted by Peplau and
Perlman in 1982. It was mainly devoted to the classification of explanations for
loneliness that were present in the literature at that time. One group of explanations
was based on clinical samples. It conceived loneliness generally as a disease that
can be attributed to individual factors. The psychodynamic approach sees loneliness
rooted in negative childhood experiences (e.g., Fromm-Reichmann, 1959). The
phenomenological approach, with Rogers (1970) as prominent representative, per-
ceives loneliness as the consequence of a discrepancy between the true inner self
and the self that can be manifested. However, another approach also based on clini-
cal samples did not consider loneliness as a negative state or disease, but as a normal
human condition and creative force from which a person can learn (Moustakas,
1972; see also the later work by Mijuskovic, 2012). This approach is referred to as
the existential approach by Perlman and Peplau (1982).

The clinical approaches to loneliness were criticized by Bowman (1955) who
can be considered an early advocate of the sociological approach to loneliness.
Bowman argued that the origins of loneliness lie outside the individual, such as in
socialization, life events, and mass media (e.g., Bowman, 1955). Yet another group
of explanations considers loneliness as the consequence of both individual and soci-
etal factors. For example, the interactionist approach from Weiss (1973) suggests
that the origins of loneliness stem from an interaction between both individual attri-
butes and situational factors. Although the role of situational factors, such as role
engagements, in shaping the experience of loneliness is acknowledged, these factors
are still often viewed primarily in relation to the individual, rather than being con-
sidered from a broader societal or contextual perspective. Two other theoretical
approaches, the privacy approach (Derlega & Chaikin, 1977) and the general sys-
tems approach (Flanders, 1982) claim that the origins of loneliness are at the indi-
vidual and societal level. The privacy approach assumes that people strive for a
balance between the ideal and achieved number of social relations, and that a lack
of privacy can also lead to loneliness. The general systems approach perceives lone-
liness as a feedback mechanism that stimulates the individual and society to
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maintain an optimal level of contact. Like the existential approach, the general sys-
tems approach understands loneliness as something positive and functional.

The cognitive approach developed by Perlman and Peplau (1982) defines loneli-
ness as a negative state of feeling alone that occurs when the number or quality of
social relations is lower than expected. Hence, although lonely people are often
alone, they can also be surrounded by others (lonely in the crowd) if the quality in
the relationships is lower than they wish (Perlman & Peplau, 1982). This approach
to loneliness has become the dominant approach to loneliness in western societies.
Although it is not so much a theory about the origins of loneliness, it provides a
clear conceptualization of loneliness. Since Perlman and Peplau’s seminal work on
loneliness, more theories on loneliness have emerged. For example, the attachment
theory of Bowlby (1982) is in line with the clinical approaches to loneliness and
suggests that children who lack secure attachment with a mother or caregiver will
be less able to form close relationships in later life and are therefore more prone to
loneliness. In line with the general systems approach is the evolutionary theory of
loneliness (Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018). This approach describes loneliness as a
warning system, like hunger, that motivates people to reconnect with other people
to enhance survival.

Finally, cultural explanations of loneliness, which emphasize the influence of the
wider social context and the role of norms and values, are closely aligned with the
sociological approach to loneliness. For example, the collectivistic-individualist
explanation suggests that having few social contacts mainly leads to loneliness in
collectivistic countries where the norm is to have regular social contact, whereas in
individualistic countries being alone is more the norm and therefore less likely to
provoke loneliness (Lykes & Kemmelmeier, 2014). Other recent sociological
approaches to loneliness refer to loneliness stigma, and how it can reinforce norms
for social relations and exclude people who do not adhere to these norms which in
turn can induce loneliness (Barreto et al., 2022; Neves & Petersen, 2025). Heu and
others (2021) introduced the concept “relational mobility” to explain cultural varia-
tions in loneliness prevalence. Relational mobility is the normative freedom to
choose the relationships one wants to have as opposed to those one is supposed to
have according to the norms in the respective society. In countries with more restric-
tive or more demanding norms about social relationships, the risk of loneliness may
be higher. As loneliness research advances, integrating these perspectives with a
clear focus on other macro-level societal influences appears to be a logical next step.

1.2.2 Second Generation of Loneliness Research

A decade ago, a second generation of loneliness theories emerged that further
refined the integration of micro- and macro-level influences of loneliness. The first
integrated theoretical framework was developed by de Jong Gierveld and Tesch-
Romer in 2012. Their model outlines how cultural norms, demographic composi-
tion and societal wealth and welfare influence the social expectations of people,
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thereby modifying the impact of living conditions and social integration on loneli-
ness. Huxhold and Fiori (2024) developed a multi-level model which they labeled
the Differential Investment of Resources (DIRe) model (for an application to soci-
etal crisis by Klasen et al., 2025: see Chap. 10 of this book). This model is particu-
larly helpful in understanding loneliness as a dynamic element that changes over the
course of life. DIRe outlines that maintaining social relations requires time and
energy which are known to change with age. Central to their reasoning is that loneli-
ness arises when the individual’s expectations about e.g., intimacy, support, fun, and
respect, cannot be met by close confidants, broader networks, and/or community
involvement. They further argue that contextual factors such as ethnicity, cultural
values and the social status of individuals impact the availability of social relations
and the individual’s ability to maintain social relations.

The HIDECO framework (Historical Changes in Developmental Context),
developed by Drewelies et al. (2019), is also noteworthy. While it was not specifi-
cally designed to explain the prevalence or emergence of loneliness, it provides
valuable insights into how broader social contexts influence individual experiences
of loneliness. The framework describes how various aspects of the social context
shape individual functioning, including loneliness. Compared to other integrated
models, HIDECO offers a more detailed conceptualization of the social environ-
ment, considering multiple societal influences. It emphasizes the population distri-
bution of resources for successful aging, such as education, financial security, and
access to healthcare, which determine individuals’ opportunities for maintaining
social relationships. The framework also highlights changes in social and family
life, including shifting family structures and evolving intergenerational relation-
ships, which can impact the availability and quality of social connections.
Additionally, technological and scientific progress, such as digitalization and medi-
cal advancements, plays a crucial role in shaping opportunities for social interaction
and support. Lastly, the “Zeitgeist” and societal norms regarding social roles and
aging influence expectations about older adults’ social engagement, independence,
and participation in society. By incorporating these elements, the HIDECO model
provides a comprehensive framework for understanding how macro-level changes
affect loneliness and other aspects of well-being. Its emphasis on historical and
contextual factors makes it a valuable tool for examining how loneliness evolves
across generations and societal transformations.

Recently, Suanet and Aartsen developed a sociological life course theory of lone-
liness (see Chap. 14 of this book; Suanet & Aartsen, 2025), based on a comprehen-
sive review of sociological theories on the construction of loneliness. The model
aims to clarify how sociological perspectives can enhance our understanding of the
impact of macro-level factors on loneliness. The SOLO model differs from the
frameworks proposed by de Jong Gierveld and Tesch-Romer (2012), the DIRe
model (Huxhold & Fiori, 2024), and the HIDECO model (Drewelies et al., 2019) in
that it provides a more detailed specification of sociological theories relevant to
loneliness. It systematically incorporates socio-structural and socio-cultural factors
at the meso- and macro-levels, as well as the five principles of life course theory—
life span development, agency, time and place, timing of life events, and linked lives
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(Elder et al., 2003). Additionally, it integrates the concept of cumulative (dis)advan-
tage (Dannefer, 2003), recognizing how structural inequalities shape loneliness tra-
jectories over the life course and within and between cohorts. By applying these
sociological perspectives to loneliness research, the SOLO model introduces a
novel and innovative avenue of study, emphasizing the social construction of loneli-
ness. This approach advances our understanding of how macro-level societal struc-
tures and cultural norms influence experiences of loneliness across the life course.

1.3 Empirical Approaches to Loneliness

One critical issue in loneliness research is how loneliness is measured. Two main
approaches to measure loneliness are a single direct question including the word
“lonely” and multiple indirect questions avoiding the word “lonely”. Direct ques-
tions such as “Do you feel lonely?” are often used due to their efficiency in large-
scale surveys. However, direct questions are criticized for underestimating moderate
levels of loneliness due to the stigma associated with being lonely (Lau & Gruen,
1992; Schoenmakers, 2020; Barreto et al., 2022). Indeed, a meta-analysis found that
loneliness prevalence is lowest when measured with a direct question (Stegen et al.,
2024). Indirect questions avoid the word “lonely” but instead use phrases such as “I
miss having a really close friend” or “There are plenty of people I can rely on when
having problems” (de Jong Gierveld & van Tilburg, 2006). These questions have
their roots in the cognitive approach developed by Perlman and Peplau, which
defines loneliness as a negative feeling that arises when the quantity or quality of
social relationships falls below expectations (Perlman & Peplau, 1981).

These findings highlight the importance of critically evaluating how loneliness is
measured in research and policy. A thought-provoking recent study suggested that
we could identify loneliness using artificial intelligence by analyzing unstructured
speech (Wang et al., 2024). Such technological advancements offer exciting new
possibilities for detecting loneliness in natural conversations. As loneliness is a fun-
damentally subjective experience, shaped both by internal emotions and broader
cultural and societal structures, we argue that achieving a more solid conceptualiza-
tion and measurement of loneliness—through both validated self-report measures
and context-sensitive qualitative approaches—remains a top priority for future
research, in correspondence with new technologies that will continue to evolve.
This also applies to exploring different dimensions of loneliness, such as existential
loneliness, as well as understanding how taboos and stigma shape people’s willing-
ness to report loneliness.

In empirical research on loneliness, the mechanisms linking micro, meso, and
macro conditions to loneliness are often not explicitly specified. However, gaining
a deeper understanding of the etiology of later-life loneliness requires examining
how these conditions influence both an individual’s desired quantity and quality of
social relationships, as well as their ability to achieve those relationships. For
instance, cultural factors, such as whether a society is collectivistic or
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individualistic, may strongly shape individuals’ expectations regarding their social
networks. In contrast, structural factors—including wealth, climate change, and
digitalization—play a crucial role in determining the actual opportunities for social
connection. These factors also influence how access to social interactions is distrib-
uted across different groups within society, potentially reinforcing inequalities. The
relevance of this perspective will be revisited in the final chapter, where we reflect
on the contributions of the book’s chapters and assess whether this approach pro-
vides valuable insights for understanding loneliness in later life.

One of the key challenges in studying macro-level influences is that many soci-
etal factors overlap, making it difficult to disentangle their individual effects. This
has contributed to a lag in empirical research at the macro level. To address this gap,
this book introduces Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), a method derived
from political science that allows researchers to identify necessary and/or sufficient
macro conditions for loneliness. QCA is a set-theoretical approach (Ragin, 2008)
that has proven valuable in political science but remains underutilized in loneliness
research. By applying this technique in Chap. 11 of this book (Precupetu et al.,
2025) this contribution seeks to advance the methodological toolkit for studying
macro-social influences on loneliness and provide new insights into the structural
and cultural determinants of this growing societal issue.

1.4 Structure of the Book

This book explores the macro-social influences on loneliness in later life, emphasiz-
ing how societal structures, cultural contexts, and broader social transformations
shape the experience of loneliness. Dedicated to the social construction of loneli-
ness and the notable heterogeneity in its prevalence across European countries, this
volume brings together a distinguished selection of experts who share their latest
insights on meso- and macro-level influences, cultural and structural theories, and
the impact of digitalization, climate change, and societal crises. Divided into five
parts, the book addresses key aspects of this complex issue.

The first part introduces the central themes, outlining the relevance of loneliness
as a societal concern and discussing the limitations of existing research, which pre-
dominantly focuses on individual-level factors. It highlights the need for a multi-
level approach that incorporates micro, meso, and macro perspectives to fully
understand the contextual influences on loneliness. The second part delves into
theoretical perspectives, offering a comprehensive framework for understanding
loneliness at different levels. It examines the interplay between individual, rela-
tional, and societal factors while also exploring cultural and social exclusion per-
spectives that shed light on how loneliness manifests across different contexts. The
third part presents empirical evidence, focusing on variations in loneliness across
different social groups and regions in Europe. It synthesizes research on micro- and
meso-level determinants while also providing a review of macro-level influences.
This part highlights the role of welfare regimes, demographic trends, and broader
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societal conditions in shaping the prevalence and experience of loneliness. The
fourth part explores recent societal developments that may influence loneliness,
including digitalization, migration, climate change, and societal crises. These
emerging topics illustrate how macro-level transformations can either alleviate or
exacerbate loneliness, depending on how they interact with existing social struc-
tures and individual circumstances. The final part discusses methodological
advancements and policy implications. It introduces an innovative approach to ana-
lyzing macro-social influences on loneliness and revisits the ‘loneliness paradox’ in
light of new findings. The book concludes with policy recommendations and future
research directions, emphasizing the need for a holistic approach that integrates
individual, relational, and societal dimensions to develop more effective interven-
tions for loneliness.

In sum, by adopting a macro-social lens, this book contributes to a deeper under-
standing of the societal, cultural, and policy-related determinants of loneliness. It
offers a foundation for evidence-based interventions that go beyond individual-level
solutions, recognizing loneliness as a socially embedded phenomenon shaped by
broader societal forces. It is our hope and expectation that the book and its content
will fundamentally change our understanding of loneliness and strategies to combat
loneliness.

Competing Interests The authors have no conflicts of interest to declare that are relevant to the
content of this chapter.
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Chapter 2 )
Theorizing Loneliness in Later Life. Micro, <z
Meso, and Macro Perspectives

Fredrica Nyqvist, Joanna McHugh Power, and Laura Coll-Planas

2.1 Introduction

Loneliness has been addressed theoretically for many years from psychological and
social science perspectives and, more recently, by public health. Additionally, lone-
liness is increasingly recognised as a social justice issue, given that it is caused by
structural and social factors which yield unequal distribution (Barreto et al., 2024).
The theoretical foundation of loneliness has deep roots. In their highly cited book
chapter, Theoretical Approaches to Loneliness, Perlman and Peplau (1982) outlined
eight different theoretical approaches to loneliness: psychodynamic, phenomeno-
logical, existential-humanistic, sociological, interactionist, cognitive, privacy, and
systems theory. While some of these approaches emphasize individual psychologi-
cal traits, the sociological perspective, for example, frames loneliness as a social
phenomenon influenced by broader structures, relationships, and cultural norms
within society, rather than merely individual or psychological factors. This societal
perspective is increasingly valued in the literature, with loneliness even framed as a
social justice issue in recent discussion (Barreto et al., 2024).
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Building on the work of Perlman and Peplau, ecological models such as the
Bronfenbrenner ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 2000) and the socio-ecological
model (Dahlberg et al., 2002) offer valuable frameworks which have been borrowed
to explain loneliness (McHugh Power et al., 2018; Holt-Lunstad, 2018).
Bronfenbrenner’s model, which conceptualizes development within multiple layers
of environmental influence—ranging from interpersonal processes (termed the
“microsystem”) to broader societal and cultural contexts (“macrosystem”)—pro-
vides a useful lens for examining how different levels of influence contribute to
human development. Similarly, the socio-ecological model- as it has been applied
to loneliness—emphasizes the reciprocal interaction between individual, interper-
sonal, community, and societal factors, highlighting how micro-level influences can
affect meso-level and macro-level outcomes and vice versa (Dahlberg et al., 2002;
Victor & Sullivan, 2015).

Relative to the micro-level, the meso- and macro-level perspectives on loneliness
have received less attention, both theoretically and empirically. More recent theo-
retical reviews and models of loneliness such as the synthesized model of loneliness
(McHugh Power et al., 2018) and the SOCIAL Framework (Holt-Lunstad, 2022),
represent significant advancements by integrating various layers previously
described in this introduction. While McHugh Power et al. (2018) address primarily
micro- and meso-level factors, the current chapter extends and updates this frame-
work by placing greater focus on the macro-level perspectives. Using the theoretical
synthesis by McHugh Power et al. (2018) as a starting point, the aim of this chapter
is to chart the main theories of loneliness relevant to older adults within micro-,
meso-, and, particularly, the macro-level perspective, which has been hitherto rela-
tively neglected.

2.1.1 Defining Micro-, Meso- and Macro-level

In 2018, McHugh Power and colleagues used the theoretical synthesis approach
(Pound & Campbell, 2015) to integrate and combine theories of loneliness across
psychology, sociology, public health, and psychiatry. This theoretical synthesis
yielded a model of loneliness with five intraindividual factors (developmental, cog-
nitive, existential, personality, and biological), and four interindividual factors (inti-
mate relationships, social networks, situational factors, and cultural determinants of
loneliness). Later, an empirical qualitative approach was used to refine and validate
this model (Holton et al., 2023).

In planning the current chapter, and in review of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
model (2000) and subsequent work, we re-termed intraindividual factors as “micro”
level factors determining loneliness. The interindividual level then was divided into
the “meso” and the “macro” levels. The three levels are interdependent; macro-level
cultural norms about social relationships, filial duty, and familialism, for instance,
likely drive micro-level cognitions about others (van Staden & Coetzee, 2010; de
Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012; Akhter-Khan et al., 2023). It is also worth
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noting that the terms micro, meso, and macro are used in different ways across dif-
ferent literatures; within community gerontology, the micro level refers to very
proximal relationships, rather than intraindividual processes, and elsewhere,
“microsystem” refers to the psychosocial mechanisms through which social rela-
tionships impact health (Berkman et al., 2000). As such, it is worth defining the
levels as we use them here.

For the purposes of this chapter, micro-level factors determining loneliness rep-
resent those from within the individual. Essentially, theories operating at this level
assume that there are individual characteristics which can determine, to a greater or
lesser extent, whether an individual becomes lonely. In our chapter, we define the
micro level as constituting intraindividual factors influencing loneliness—in other
words, all psychological processes happening within the individual which are theo-
rised to influence loneliness.

We define the meso level as the three interindividual levels that correspond to:
intimate relationships, social network, and situational factors, encompassing per-
sonal context, physical and social environment. Thus, meso-level theories examine
loneliness in the context of social relationships, personal situations and community
settings. The meso level is the focal construct for community gerontology. This
discipline defines community as an overarching level of organization in which age-
ing is embedded (Greenfield et al., 2019). In other words, the meso level is “beyond
the private sphere of home and family but more familiar to us than the wider soci-
ety” (Crow & Allan, 1994, p. 1). Within the meso-level, the environmental context
is defined as the settings in which individuals engage. In some models (e.g.
Greenfield et al., 2019), the interpersonal level is considered micro level, but here
we classify it as meso level to clearly distinguish psychological mechanisms from
those processes involving individuals and networks. This classification approach is
consistent with the approach taken by McHugh Power et al. (2018). Moreover, as
stated by community gerontologists, the meso level is the continuum of ecological
contexts that falls between the micro and the macro levels. It both influences and is
influenced by dynamics at these other levels (Greenfield et al., 2019).

Macro-level theories, in contrast, address broader structural and cultural systems,
analysing overarching patterns and trends in society, such as economic systems,
welfare policies, and cultural norms, often across larger geographical areas like
regions, or entire countries (Bronfenbrenner, 2000). While distinct, the micro, meso,
and macro levels interact dynamically over time. For example, macro-level cultural
norms influence micro-level cognitions (as we describe above) but also evolve based
on shifts in individual behaviours and community interactions. In Table 2.1, we
provide an overview of the theories on loneliness discussed in this chapter, covering
micro-, meso-, and macro-levels, and models that combine these levels.

' The theoretical perspectives on loneliness discussed in this chapter were selected based on their
ability to provide comprehensive insights into the complexity of loneliness. These theories offer a
balanced and nuanced understanding of loneliness from intrapersonal, interpersonal, and societal
viewpoints. While we do not attempt an exhaustive review of all theories of loneliness, our per-
spective is grounded in psychology, public health, and the social sciences, reflecting both our
expertise and a broad theoretical approach.
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Table 2.1 A summary of the proposed aetiologies of loneliness—both theoretical and evidence-
based—across all three levels of analysis (micro, meso, and macro), with special attention to
models that integrate multiple levels

Microlevel
(intrapersonal aspects)

Developmental
theories, e.g. early
childhood experiences,
parental relationships)

Cognitive theories, e.g.
dysfunctional
attributions about
others, hypervigilance
for social threat, social
risk avoidance
Existential theories—
awareness of one’s
mortality (potentially a
subtype of loneliness)

Personality theories,
e.g. shyness, affiliation
needs, extraversion, the
“lonely personality”

Biological theories:
evolutionary theory of
loneliness; reaffiliation
motive

Mesolevel
(interpersonal and
environmental aspects)

Models describing
social relationships and
social network:

Social network: weak
and strong ties
Umbrella concepts:
social capital and social
connection

Models focusing on the
dynamic nature of
social relationships:
Convoy model of social
relationships
Differential Investment
of Resources (DIRe)
model

Dynamic process model
of loneliness

The Model of relational
mobility

Situational factors:
Personal context: illness
and disability; low
income and low
educational attainment;
and stressful situations
and transitions
Environmental context,
e.g. lonelygenic
environments
conceptual model

The virtual context

Macrolevel
(societal aspects)

Structural aspects,
e.g. income
inequality, welfare
institutional
arrangement

Cultural aspects,
e.g. individualism
and collectivism,
religiosity

Demographic
composition, e.g.
marital status,
health status,
education

Combination of
different levels

The integrative model
by de Jong Gierveld
and Tesch-Romer
(2012)

The synthesized model
of loneliness (McHugh
Power et al., 2018)

The SOCIAL
Framework: The
Systemic Framework of
Cross-Sector
Integration and Action
Across the Life Span
(Holt-Lunstad, 2022)
Conceptual model of
exclusion from social
relations for older
people (Burholt et al.,
2020)
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2.2 The Micro-level Perspective

Following McHugh Power et al. (2018) we consider five domains of micro-level
theories of loneliness: developmental, cognitive, existential, personality, and bio-
logical. For each domain, we will consider evidence associated with theories of
loneliness and highlight what remains unknown before considering their relevance
specifically in an older population.

2.2.1 Developmental Theories

In the developmental psychological literature, early attachment experiences are a
critical determinant of life-course loneliness (Kumar, 2024; Mikulincer & Shaver,
2014; Fromm Reichmann, 1959; DiTommaso et al., 2003). Attachment theory pro-
poses that early emotional bonds formed with others shape relationships and psycho-
logical well-being later in life (Fraley, 2019). By providing a basic framework for
understanding and conducting relationships, attachment can be linked to the likeli-
hood of later relationship success and therefore to loneliness (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2014). For instance, having parents who are either lonely themselves or inexpressive
(Kupersmidt et al., 1999; Mahon et al., 2006); failure to individuate successfully dur-
ing childhood (Rosedale, 2007); lack of social support during childhood (Mahon
et al., 2006); and difficult parental relationships (Holton et al., 2023) may all yield
later-life loneliness, potentially by influencing adult attachment style (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2014). Indeed, attachment insecurity is linked to loneliness among older
adults (Spence et al., 2020; Bergman et al., 2024), although it should be noted that
attachment insecurity generally decreases with age (Fraley, 2019). Attachment inse-
curity may cause loneliness by impairing one’s ability to enjoy solitude (Mikulincer
et al., 2021) which may be particularly problematic in later life when events which
cause social isolation are more likely to occur (e.g. retirement, bereavement). More
broadly, research into the sequelae of early attachment among older adults is still
lacking (Magai et al., 2016), which means that further evidence in relation to the
impact of attachment style on older-adult loneliness, particularly, is required.

2.2.2 Cognitive Theories

At the cognitive level, specific beliefs and attitudes are also associated with increased
likelihood of loneliness. These include: beliefs about others which do not facilitate
social engagement, such as believing that others are hostile (Galanaki & Vassilopoulou,
2007), expectations of others (Akhter-Khan et al., 2023), hypervigilance for social
threat (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009; Marangoni & Ickes, 1989); a negative self-per-
ception (Heinrich & Gullone, 2006); broader maladaptive social cognition, or errors
in the ways we think about and perceive others (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009), and
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social risk avoidance (Heinrich & Gullone, 2006). In one influential definition, lone-
liness is defined as a perception of social isolation (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009). By
another influential definition, loneliness is defined as the affective result of a cogni-
tive process—evaluating and comparing one’s actual and ideal social relationships
(Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Perlman and Peplau have theorised that loneliness is the
result of a discrepancy between an individual’s actual and desired quality or quantity
of social relationships (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). This influential theory positions
loneliness as an affective experience which emerges because of cognitive appraisals
about one’s relationships. Reflecting on the breadth of cognitive processes underly-
ing loneliness, it has been suggested that loneliness arises from a complex interplay
of cognitions about the self, relationships, and others (Hawkley & Capitanio, 2015).

While not explicitly about loneliness, the theory of socioemotional selectivity
posits that older adults, increasingly aware of their shortening lifespans, make deci-
sions about their social lives which seek to maximise return while minimising effort
(Carstensen, 1993)—again ostensibly a cognition-level theory. When applied to
loneliness in later life, the socioemotional selectivity theory has been invoked to
explain the stability of loneliness in this life stage; older adults may invest more in
fewer relationships than younger adults, and jettison less rewarding social ties while
maintaining sufficient bonds to avoid loneliness (Mund et al., 2020).

There is an apparent lack of research on the nature in which such cognitive theo-
ries may explain loneliness specifically in older age; cognitive theories of loneliness
may be applicable at all life stages. One exception is Akhter-Khan’s social relation-
ship expectations (SRE) framework (Akhter-Khan et al., 2023). The SRE frame-
work posits that loneliness arises because of unmet expectations in social
relationships. Such unmet expectations could arise because of insufficient social
provisions (and such a process would belong at the meso-level) or because of high
expectation levels. Given the model’s focus on expectations, we include it here as a
cognitive-level theory of loneliness. With respect to later life in particular, two
expectations mentioned by Akhter-Khan are specific to this life-stage: respect and
generativity (Akhter-Khan et al., 2023).

There is considerable evidence, then, that cognitions including perceptions and
decisions about resources can determine loneliness in later life. This perspective is
compatible with attachment theory. For instance, early-life experiences may shape
cognitions which determine loneliness in later life. If an individual learns that others
are not to be trusted during their early childhood, this belief may persist into adult-
hood and discourage them from socially engaging with others, leading to loneliness.
However, the mechanisms through which this shaping takes place have yet to be
elucidated.

2.2.3 Existential Theories

Existential theories of loneliness were included in the original theoretical synthesis
(McHugh Power et al., 2018). Researchers in this domain characterise loneliness as
the inevitable consequence of awareness of one’s existence and mortality (Bekhet &
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Zauszniewski, 2012; Bolmsjo et al., 2019). Existential loneliness was first described
by a generation of psychotherapists and psychiatrists (e.g. Moustakas, 1976) but has
since been less evident in the loneliness literature than other subtypes. Alongside
social and emotional loneliness, existential loneliness is elsewhere described as a
third subtype of loneliness (van Tilburg, 2021) and as such may not overlap substan-
tially with other loneliness subtypes, but it may be particularly pertinent to older
adults. Existential loneliness is, because of its association with mortality, most com-
monly explored in end-of-life populations (Mayers & Svartberg, 2001) and as such,
older adults who are at end of life, or whose peers are reaching end of life, would
potentially be more likely to experience it (Carr & Fang, 2023). However, when
older adults not at end of life were invited to reflect on the existential factors in
loneliness, they did not endorse such concerns or feelings, nor did they agree that
reflecting on one’s existence would cause loneliness (Holton et al., 2023). This led
Holton and colleagues to suggest retiring this factor from the theoretical synthesis
of loneliness.

Due to the relative neglect of existential loneliness when compared with other
subtypes, we yet lack even satisfactory conceptualisation of the topic (Gil Alvarez
et al., 2023). Conducting a systematic review of the literature, Gil Alverez and col-
leagues went on to offer a synthesised definition of existential loneliness—that it is
part of human nature, involving an awareness of separateness from others, and of
the uniqueness of our experiences, which we can never truly communicate to others.
Open issues in the field also remain regarding the cultural variance of the concept,
best approaches to measurement (contingent on satisfactory conceptualisation), and
whether it is likely to be experienced by those not at end of life (Gil Alvarez et al.,
2023; McKenna-Plumley et al., 2024). An interesting point made by McKenna-
Plumley and colleagues is that we know little about how existential loneliness may
arise from disconnections with spiritual entities or nature more generally; this war-
rants further exploration particularly in the context of Astell-Burt’s lonelygenic
environment hypothesis explained in the section on meso-level (Feng & Astell-
Burt, 2022).

2.2.4 Personality Theories

Enduring traits such as shyness (Heinrich & Gullone, 2006; Mahon et al., 2006;
Marangoni & Ickes, 1989); affiliation needs (Heinrich & Gullone, 2006); sociabil-
ity (Marangoni & Ickes, 1989), tendency to share information with others (Derlega
& Margulis, 1982; Mahon et al., 2006); emotion regulation abilities (Wong et al.,
2018; Zysberg, 2015); neuroticism and extraversion (Zysberg, 2015) may drive
loneliness. Zysberg proposed a “lonely personality”, arising in an individual with
a poor sense of self, with deficits in social and emotional skills and information
processing, and low extraversion/high neuroticism. Of all personality factors pro-
posed to drive loneliness, the strongest empirical evidence base exists for high
neuroticism and low extraversion (Buecker et al., 2020). Interestingly, the genetic
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basis for loneliness appears to overlap substantially with that of neuroticism
(Spithoven et al., 2019), suggesting that there may be overlap between biological
and personality theories of loneliness; biology and genetics may provide the basis
for individual variation in trait loneliness levels or loneliness proneness. Further
evidence for trait loneliness arises in longitudinal studies which demonstrate at a
meta-analytic level that loneliness does not change due to age (Mund et al.,
2020, 2020).

Reflecting on theories of loneliness arising from specific personality traits, it is
perhaps difficult to see how traits (which likely have a genetic basis) can determine
loneliness beyond the effects of attachment. Personality traits could of course shape
cognitions about loneliness and may act in concert with attachment experiences to
determine loneliness levels. Personality traits are also likely to be determined by
biology, which makes these theories compatible with biological theories of loneli-
ness. Such interrelations between the domains of the micro-level are underexplored
and worth investigating empirically.

2.2.5 Biological Theories

Biological accounts of loneliness can be separated into the evolutionary theory
of loneliness and genetic accounts of loneliness. The work of John Cacioppo in
particular has been influential. Cacioppo and colleagues (2014a, 2014b) defined
loneliness as an adaptive mechanism which serves to redirect the lonely indi-
vidual towards seeking social connection. This mechanism was further expli-
cated by Qualter et al. (2015) as the “reaffiliation motive”—an unpleasant feeling
of loneliness is proposed to trigger reaffiliation behaviours (to withdraw from
social situations and make social evaluations), and cognitions to then support
reconnection with others. In this manner, loneliness has an adaptive value—it
redirects individuals towards social connection. However, according to Qualter
and colleagues, the adaptive value of loneliness is attenuated when it becomes
chronic. There is indeed evidence to suggest that lonely individuals withdraw
socially (Qualter et al., 2015), including lonely older adults (McHugh Power
et al., 2019). More broadly the evolutionary account of loneliness developed by
Cacioppo and others represented a move away from previous theories which
tended to describe loneliness as an unalloyed ill with no redeeming or adaptive
benefits.

Genetic accounts of the heritability of loneliness have also been proposed
(Boomsma et al., 2005; Goossens et al., 2015) and indeed corroborated (Spithoven
et al., 2019), suggesting that loneliness is likely to be partly heritable. Beyond the
evolutionary theory of loneliness, which remains dominant as an explanation of the
biological underpinnings of loneliness, there is a paucity of theory in this domain.
As with cognitive theories of loneliness, there is also a dearth of research into
whether such biological theories apply comparably across the lifespan.
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2.3 The Meso-level Perspective

In this section, we discuss the meso-level theories framing loneliness by examining
different models that have evolved over the decades until now. Without claiming to
be exhaustive, theories have been chosen for their complementary approach.
Particularly, we will provide an understanding on how interpersonal networks and
relationships and their context play a crucial role in shaping the experiences of lone-
liness in later life. By context we mean situational factors embracing personal con-
text, physical and social environment. Thus, theories presented here are not always
specific for loneliness, as was the case in the previous section. Rather, they are
existing theories which may be applicable to loneliness.

2.3.1 Models Describing Social Relationships
and Social Networks

Research on social networks typically treats the topic as static rather than dynamic
over time. In this view, a social network is defined as the structural context in which
different types of relationships develop, ranging from strong ties (e.g., intimacy and
friendship) to weak ties. The functions and qualities of these relationships create a
continuum, with supportive and fulfilling connections on one end, and conflict,
withdrawal, and loneliness on the other (Wenger, 1996). Within the sphere of inti-
mate relationships, for instance, emotional loneliness is thought to occur as the
result of the loss or absence of a significant intimate figure, such as a partner or
spouse (Weiss, 1973). However, it could also happen when there is a primary attach-
ment relationship, but the level of intimacy is perceived as inadequate (Galanaki &
Vassilopoulou, 2007; Sullivan, 1953; Weiss, 1973).

In parallel, umbrella concepts such as social capital and social connection have
been coined to encompass structural and functional aspects of social networks inte-
grating evidence generated by different disciplines. Social capital, defined as the
value derived from social networks and relationships, has been applied as a concept
relevant to the ageing process (Putnam, 2000; Nyqvist, 2009). Accordingly, its
structural aspects include social network and social participation, while its cognitive
aspects embrace social support, sense of belonging and social trust, to be further
discussed in the “macro-level” section of this chapter, below. It is to be highlighted
that social capital theory is the only framework distinguishing bonding, bridging
and linking social capital, depending on relations between persons belonging to the
same social group, to heterogenous groups, or holding unequal levels of power,
respectively. Furthermore, social capital is considered both an interpersonal resource
and a societal-level characteristic, spanning both meso- and macro-levels (Putnam,
2000). Interestingly, the dark side of social capital has also been described, for
instance leading to behavioural contagion and social control (Villalonga-Olives &
Kawachi, 2017).
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The second umbrella concept worth mentioning is social connection, which has
emerged as a multifactorial construct on a continuum—{from risk, when social con-
nection is low, to protection, when social connection is high (Holt-Lunstad et al.,
2017; Holt-Lunstad, 2022). This approach aims to summarize and represent the
large body of scientific evidence linking social relationships with health (Holt-
Lunstad, 2022). The social connection concept encompasses the structure, function,
and quality of social relationships. The structural aspects refer to the existing con-
nections to others in the social network and include the role in those relationships,
e.g., social network size and density, marital status, living arrangements, social inte-
gration versus social isolation, etc. The functional aspects, comparable to the cogni-
tive aspects of social capital, refer to the sense of connection and result from the
social support and inclusion as provided or perceived to be available within those
social relationships. Loneliness is framed within the functional items as a perceived
lack of support. Each of those social relations might have positive or negative quali-
ties, for example a partnership might be supportive, or pose relationship strain.
Positive qualities of social relations will result in social inclusion, while negative
qualities will lead to social exclusion.

2.3.2 Models Focusing on the Dynamic Nature
of Social Relationships

In contrast with the more static theories and constructs explained in the previous
section, here we present models with a specific focus on how social ties evolve over
time. In 1980, Kahn and Antonucci formulated the Convoy model of social relation-
ships (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980). This model explains how individuals are “sur-
rounded by supportive others who move with them throughout the life course”,
constituting a convoy. These acquaintances, family, and friends can be placed in
three concentric rings symbolizing the degree of proximity to the individual, repre-
sented at the centre. The convoy model proposes that each individual “has” a social
network, but it incorporates both life span and life course perspective. Accordingly,
it recognises that over time, the convoy changes due to ageing and life transition.
The model provides explanation how relationships change over time, considering
determinants such as personal characteristics (micro level) and situational aspects.
It also acknowledges macro-level factors such as context, roles, culture and history.
Accordingly, within this dynamic process, social ties might become stronger and
new social relationships appear, but they might also weaken or even end. Changes
leading to a lack or loss of social ties might then be experienced as emotional or
social loneliness, depending on the proximity and relevance of that connection.
The Differential Investment of Resources (DIRe) model describes how social
relationships develop in adulthood, emphasizing that relationships require an invest-
ment in time and energy (Huxhold et al., 2022). The DIRe model, in a similar man-
ner to the Convoy model, considers three different layers that constitute the social
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structure: the first layer includes close confidants providing intimacy and support; in
the second layer, we have the broader network and, in the third one, the community.
While the first layer would require time to maintain emotional closeness, the second
and third layer would require more energy, since they encompass interactions with
weak ties involving active self-presentation and situational awareness. Within the
DIRe model, the Dynamic process model of loneliness has been described (Huxhold
& Fiori, 2024). Similarly to the process described in the convoy model, the dynamic
nature of investing more or less in different types of social ties might lead to unmet
social expectations and thus to loneliness, which would then require new invest-
ments to be alleviated. The DIRe model also considers how personal characteristics
and context are key to determining the investment made in each layer, and how such
investment might change along the ageing process. Specifically, the DIRe model
describes the influence of individual characteristics (ostensibly micro-level) in
terms of skills, capacity and motivation, as well as societal characteristics (macro-
level) i.e. social structure and norms as influencing the investment in terms of energy
and time in social relationships (for an application to societal crisis see Chap. 10 of
this book; Klasen et al., 2025).

The third and last model explaining how social networks change along the life
cycle is the Model of relational mobility. Relational mobility is a socio-psychological
concept referring to the perceived ease associated with joining or leaving social
groups and establish new social contacts (meso-level). Thus, experiencing loneli-
ness but perceiving that there are social opportunities and that there is room for
personal choice to generate new social contacts as desired (i.e. high relational
mobility), provides a positive outcome (i.e. alleviation of loneliness). Meanwhile,
perceiving low relational mobility, i.e. social rigidity, which is also linked to low
trust with each other, may result in hopelessness for those feeling lonely. According
to this model, level of social flexibility or rigidity is dependent on personal abilities
(micro-level) and social norms linked to cultural values (macro-level). An example
of cultural values linked to this model would be the Japanese society, which is char-
acterised by a low relational mobility (Badman et al., 2022).

2.3.3 Situational Factors: Personal
and Environmental Contexts

Theories mentioned above already refer globally to context as key factor determin-
ing social ties. Now, we will refer specifically to situational factors at meso-level,
distinguishing the personal from the environmental context as mentioned in
McHugh Power et al. (2018). The personal context comprises different situations
that may lead to loneliness, categorised at the meso-level since the micro-level is
concerned exclusively with psychological processes happening within the individ-
ual. Situational factors, meanwhile, refer to the broader context surrounding the
individual, shaping the likelihood of loneliness by influencing more proximal
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(micro-level) factors. Such situations include illness and disability; socioeconomic
status such as low income and low educational attainment; and stressful situations
and transitions such as migration, institutionalization or incarceration (McHugh
Power et al., 2018). Each of these situational factors has a specific putative pathway
to loneliness. For example, acquired disability might interfere in social abilities or
hinder participation in social activities, while economic constraints might stress
social relationships and result in withdrawal. The intersection of several of these
factors may be experienced during the ageing process, leading to potential later-life
loneliness.

In terms of environmental context, the social environment at meso-level is the
community where one lives, which is the context where social relationships are
developed, maintained or changed. Cumulative evidence shows which community
factors influence loneliness in older people (Meehan et al., 2023). Among them,
characteristics of the neighbourhood are key influential factors for loneliness and
social isolation: safety, density, walkability, availability of green spaces, accessibil-
ity to services, transportation and public third places, the socioeconomic status of
the area, neighbourhood satisfaction, and level of social cohesion. Moreover, social
and physical environments differ in rural and urban areas. While urban environ-
ments might offer more social opportunities, they are also fast paced and the indi-
vidualistic nature of cities can lead to loneliness. On the other hand, in rural areas,
close-knit communities may offer stronger personal bonds and higher sense of
belonging and place attachment, but loneliness can occur due to geographic and
social factors such as lack of diverse social interactions or fewer chances to meet
new people (Burholt & Dobbs, 2012). A recent innovative approach worth mention-
ing is the Lonelygenic environments conceptual model, which embraces micro and
macro levels while having its strengths at meso level (Feng & Astell-Burt, 2022).
This model refers to those complex contextual conditions that can cause or aggra-
vate loneliness, pointing out to the key role of urban planning. Accordingly, stigma
towards loneliness and structural discrimination (racism, sexism, ableism, classism)
generate social and built environments where particularly people with disadvan-
tages feel lonely. Conversely, public green spaces, which are less typical in lower-
income communities, would foster social connections. The lonelygenic environments
model emphasises that at personal, relational and collective level, harm can be
caused or reduced, and capacities can be built or restored (Feng & Astell-Burt,
2022). This model highlights that loneliness is a social problem requiring commu-
nity solutions, rather than simply personal-level interventions (see also Chap. 13 of
this book; Ghenta & Matei, 2025). Thus, the lonelygenic environments model chal-
lenges individualistic approaches at micro-level that emphasize cognitive or social
skills, while contributing a more comprehensive analysis of social structures and
environmental factors.

The virtual context is also relevant, since online social networking is associated
with loneliness. However, current evidence shows contradictory results regarding
social media use and whether it might be enhancing or reducing loneliness (Nowland
etal., 2018). A model has been proposed to explain this phenomenon whereby there
is a bidirectional and dynamic relationship between loneliness and social media use.
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On one hand, being connected online may help to alleviate loneliness when it
enhances existing relationships and supports the development of new connections.
On the other hand, if the digital world is used to displace time spent in offline social
activities, it may create or exacerbate loneliness. Nevertheless, when considering
specifically older people, evidence on the useful effects of online social networking
enhancing the sense of social connection is clear, while the evidence on the harmful
effects reinforcing loneliness is low and limited to a problematic use and among
people with tendency for upward social comparison (Dwyer, 2024).

2.4 The Macro-level Perspective

Here, we explore the broader structural and cultural elements that might influence
an individual’s experience of loneliness. This approach is known as the macro-level
perspective, a term coined by Bronfenbrenner and exemplified within the socio-
ecological model (Holt-Lunstad, 2018; Meehan et al., 2023) which examines how
societal and cultural forces play a role in loneliness. We will look at economic con-
ditions, cultural norms, and welfare structures to understand how they might influ-
ence and contribute to the occurrence of loneliness in later life.

In terms of socio-economic influences, research conducted by Tapia-Mufioz
et al. (2022) in the United States and Europe found that older adults in countries
with greater income inequality tend to experience higher levels of loneliness. This
correlation persisted even after adjusting for personal attributes and the country’s
gross domestic product per capita (GDP). The study by Tapia-Muiioz et al. (2022)
proposed that the link between national income disparity and loneliness could be
attributed to both direct and indirect factors. Direct factors include constrained eco-
nomic resources and substandard living conditions, while indirect factors involve
reduced social capital such as social cohesion and trust. The concept of trust was
incorporated into loneliness research to elucidate cross-country variations in loneli-
ness through a social-cultural and historical-political lens (Rapoliené & Aartsen,
2022). Empirical evidence suggests that higher loneliness levels in Easter-European
countries transitioning from totalitarian regimes could be in part attributed to lower
trust, both interpersonal and institutional. This deficit in trust appears to contribute
to increased social disengagement within these populations, which in turn contrib-
utes to higher levels of loneliness.

The influence of cultural norms and values on loneliness can be significant.
These factors can shape the way individuals interact with one another and perceive
their connections within society, which in turn can influence their experiences of
loneliness (see McHugh Power et al., 2018). Some studies suggest that people in
collectivistic societies, often referred to as traditional societies that put strength on
family solidarity and economic interdependence, report higher levels of loneliness
compared to those in individualistic societies (Fokkema et al., 2012; Imamoglu
et al., 1993; Sundstrom et al., 2009; Burholt, 2023). Individualistic societies place
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higher value on personal independence and self-reliance, emphasizing the impor-
tance of personal goals and achievements over collectives’ ones (Burholt, 2023).

In the European context, it is often posited that countries in the Southern region,
along with certain Central and Eastern European countries, tend to exhibit more
collectivistic traits (Lykes & Kemmelmeier, 2014; Swader, 2019). Lykes and
Kemmelmeier (2014) found that in collectivistic European countries, loneliness was
more strongly associated with a lack of family interaction, while in individualistic
societies, loneliness correlated more with a lack of friendships and confidants. This
suggests that the framework of individualism versus collectivism shapes different
expectations and experiences of loneliness. In the literature, living alone has been
reported as one of the risk factors for experiencing loneliness. Countries character-
ized by individualistic values place a strong emphasis on personal autonomy and
self-reliance, which often correlates with a higher prevalence of individuals residing
alone. However, these countries are reported to have lower incidences of loneliness,
a phenomenon that has been termed the “cultural paradox” of loneliness (Heu et al.,
2021). Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that some studies have indi-
cated an elevated experience of loneliness in individualistic societies (Barreto et al.,
2021; Taniguchi & Kaufman, 2022), thereby also challenging the consistency of
this pattern, particularly beyond the European region.

Numerous studies have found that regularly attending religious services is linked
to reduced feelings of loneliness (e.g. Rote et al., 2013; Upenieks, 2023). In addition
to individual religious practices and beliefs, the broader religious context at the
macro-level may also shape the experience of loneliness. Countries with higher
levels of religiosity might foster social environments where community ties and
shared values are strengthened (Schwadel, 2005), indirectly reducing loneliness. In
more religious nations, organizations and institutions often reflect religious values,
creating a pervasive cultural atmosphere that may shape social interactions and sup-
port systems. To our knowledge, little research has focused on macro-level religios-
ity in relation to loneliness. However, secularism, defined as the state’s neutral
stance on religion (Kettell, 2019), has been examined in the context of loneliness. It
has been theorized that secularism might influence marriage and divorce rates and
family formation, potentially reducing the family’s role in providing psychosocial
support and thereby increasing loneliness. Nevertheless, Das (2022) used data from
the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) across ten coun-
tries and found that secularism did not lead to increased loneliness or weaker fam-
ily ties.

2.4.1 Integrative Models: Models Integrating the Micro-,
Meso- and Macro-level

To further our understanding, we look at larger structural and cultural factors by
using integrative models, which consider influences from multiple levels (Holt-
Lunstad, 2018; McHugh Power et al., 2018; Meehan et al., 2023). De Jong Gierveld
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and Tesch-Romer (2012) introduced such a model that combines individual and
societal factors. Their model identifies three main theoretical perspectives on an
individual level to explain loneliness. Firstly, it may stem from unmet social contact
needs. Secondly, it could be linked to poor living conditions, including low socio-
economic status and poor health. Lastly, loneliness may result from discrepancies
between desired and achieved social relationships, according to Perlman and
Peplau’s cognitive model (1982). Additionally, the model indicates that societal fac-
tors, such as a country’s socio-economic conditions and cultural norms, can shape
individuals® social expectations and levels of integration. Demographic variables
like age, marital status, health, and education also play a role in the varying degrees
of loneliness observed across different countries (Fokkema et al., 2012; Prohaska
et al., 2020). Differences in demographic composition have been used to explain
why loneliness levels might be higher in Eastern Europe as compared to Western
countries (Fokkema et al., 2012; Hansen & Slagsvold, 2016).

Building on de Jong Gierveld and Tesh-Romer’s integrative model, Nyqvist et al.
(2019) examined the impact of welfare state regimes on loneliness among older
adults. Welfare state regimes categorize countries based on how their welfare sys-
tems are organized (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Hemerijck, 2013). Nyqvist et al.
(2019) analysed five European welfare regimes and found that loneliness levels
were lower in the Nordic, Anglo-Saxon, and Continental regimes as compared to
Southern and Eastern regimes. This integrative model was also applied to assess
loneliness in European welfare regimes before and after the global financial crisis of
2008-2009 (Nyqvist et al., 2021). The theoretical assumption at the macro-level is
that in more redistributive welfare regimes such as the Nordic regime, individuals
rely less on personal social resources for health and well-being compared to regimes
where these outcomes depend more heavily on family ties, the voluntary sector, and
the market. It was also hypothesized that the global financial crisis and the resulting
recession weakened the role of welfare regimes in mitigating loneliness by pressur-
ing welfare states to adjust their institutional arrangements. The results suggested a
somewhat weaker influence of welfare regimes in 2014 than in 2006, possibly
reflecting the strain on redistributive policies during economic downturns.

The crowding-in and crowding-out hypotheses provide additional theoretical
lenses for understanding the role of welfare regimes in loneliness. The crowding-out
hypothesis suggests that generous welfare states might reduce informal social rela-
tions by assuming responsibility for those in need. Conversely, the crowding-in
argument posits that well-developed welfare states redistribute resources necessary
for social contacts to thrive. These hypotheses align with the integrative model’s
emphasis on societal influences, such as redistributive systems shaping social inte-
gration. While evidence generally indicates that comprehensive welfare states do
not erode social trust (Rothstein & Stolle, 2008), some support exists for the crowd-
ing-out hypothesis regarding social contacts (Reeskens & van Oorschot, 2014).

From the perspective of social isolation, a model worth mentioning is the
Conceptual model of exclusion from social relations for older people (Burholt et al.,
2020; Van Regenmortel et al., 2025). It is framed within the critical human ecologi-
cal framework, thus integrating the biological aspects with psychological traits and
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the sociocultural, social-structural, policy, and physical environment as they impact
on the human experience, while, at the same time, individuals influence and adapt
to their environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Those micro-, meso, and macro-level
risk (or protective) factors shape social relations and determine whether the self-
evaluation comparing needed or desired social relations with the achieved social
relations will result in loneliness. Moreover, this model integrates the micro-level
lifespan developmental theory called Selection, Optimization and Compensation
Theory describing the adaptive mechanisms that individuals undergo throughout
their ageing process to maintain functioning in the face of changes (Baltes &
Carstensen, 2003).

Finally, from a public health perspective, loneliness has increasingly been viewed
through the lens of social connection, with loneliness considered analogous to poor
social connection (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2017). In this frame, it has been proposed to
be prioritized within the Social Determinants of Health (Holt-Lunstad, 2022).
Specifically, the SOCIAL Framework: The Systemic Framework of Cross-Sector
Integration and Action Across the Life Span has been built on the social connection
conceptual model and combined with the socio-ecological model and the cross-
sectorial approach of the WHO “Health in All Policies”. This is a comprehensive
public health framework emphasising intersectionality and considering social fac-
tors relevant to health. It is aimed to guide research, intervention, practice and pol-
icy by crossing the diverse aspects of social connection with all areas: clinical and
population health, transportation, housing, employment, education, leisure and
food. Hence, the SOCIAL Framework applies a lifespan approach and embraces
diversity to advance in health equity. In summary, this is an integrative framework
from a health and health policy perspective, conceptualizing loneliness as opposed
to social connection and built on scientific findings linking loneliness to adverse
health outcomes.

2.5 Conclusion

Over the past decades, theoretical development in loneliness has shifted from a
focus on individual psychological factors (Perlman & Peplau, 1982) to a more com-
prehensive understanding that includes social, environmental, and structural influ-
ences (e.g. de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012; Victor & Sullivan, 2015;
McHugh Power et al., 2018). While the meso-level, especially in community con-
texts, emphasises social and relational dynamics within neighbourhoods and local
environments, the macro-level, encompassing broader societal and cultural struc-
tures, highlights the influence of policies, economic conditions, and cultural norms
on individual experiences of loneliness.

In this chapter, we defined intraindividual processes as micro-level factors, while
recognizing that in other models, the micro level might refer to interindividual pro-
cesses, such as close personal relationships (e.g. Bronfenbrenner, 2000). This high-
lights the lack of consensus in how these levels are conceptualized across different
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disciplines. It is also important to note that the boundaries between these levels are
not always clear-cut, and there can be significant overlap and interaction between
them. While our overview is not systematic, it provides a broad perspective on the
various theories and approaches to understanding loneliness. Building on previous
theoretical overviews (e.g. Perlman & Peplau, 1982; McHugh Power et al., 2018),
this chapter emphasizes the consideration of theories operating at multiple levels to
grasp the complexity of loneliness.

We have looked at micro-, meso-, and macro-levels individually and additionally
presented models that propose integrated levels, such as the model by De Jong
Gierveld and Tesch-Romer (2012), the SOCIAL Framework: The Systemic
Framework of Cross-Sector Integration and Action Across the Life Span (Holt-
Lunstad, 2022) and Conceptual model of exclusion from social relations for older
people (Burholt et al., 2020). However, the complexity inherent in these models
presents significant challenges that must be acknowledged, such as the multidimen-
sionality of loneliness, including emotional, social, and existential dimensions, as
well as temporal changes over time at different levels. Loneliness is not a static
experience; it fluctuates and evolves due to various factors, including life transi-
tions, societal changes, and individual development. Such evolution must be taken
into account when the goal is to explain the aetiology of loneliness.

With respect to microlevel factors influencing loneliness, which has attracted
more attention from researchers in the past decades, there is yet much to be done.
Our chapter highlights the lack of systematic evaluation of existing microlevel theo-
ries of loneliness, and a valuable contribution to the literature would be such an
evaluation. We also need to prioritise our understanding of the manner in which the
micro-level factors are influenced and in turn, influence each other, and theories of
loneliness at other levels. For instance, biological theories of loneliness are likely to
yield insight into personality phenotypes which determine loneliness, but ultimately,
the phenotype is also likely to be influenced by cultural and societal factors too.
Understanding the complex reciprocal nature of these causal pathways is of neces-
sity to better understand who becomes lonely, and how to intervene.

Theories at meso-level are the most comprehensive in acknowledging the influ-
ence of micro- and macro-level factors, which makes them difficult to classify at
meso level or consider them as integrative models. However, for the purpose of this
paper, when the focus is put in the social relationships, it was considered as meso-
level theory. Moreover, theories at meso level are consistently built on the social
circles proposed by Kahn and Antonucci (1980), while being complementary on
their static or dynamic perspective of social networks. Some theories complement
each other by adding specific components such as the role of investments in terms
of time and energy in the DIRe. Finally, at meso level, loneliness is seen as the result
of unmet social expectations explained by social relationships in the immediate
personal context and physical environment.

Based on the theoretical overview from this chapter, one conclusion is that there
are fewer theoretical explanations at the macro-level, particularly compared to
micro-level theories. Empirical evidence suggests that much of the explanation for
loneliness lies in interindividual and interpersonal aspects (Barjakova et al., 2023).
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Macro level factors, meanwhile, are shown to explain a smaller portion of the vari-
ance in loneliness (e.g., Langenkamp, 2023). This could be one reason why macro-
level theories are less explored—they might be perceived as less significant in
explaining loneliness. Additionally, as discussed by Swader and Moraru (2023),
significant confounding variables complicate the interpretation of the societal
impact. Societies reporting lower levels of loneliness, such as those in Northern and
Western Europe, frequently share a set of common features, including higher
wealth, more developed welfare systems, different population structure, increased
social capital, and a higher degree of civic engagement. These factors could collec-
tively influence the experience of loneliness—making it thus challenging to isolate
their individual impacts or to evaluate the potential independent effects of national-
ity on loneliness. Lastly, ageist attitudes in the society, along with structural and
cultural changes such as advancement in digital technology and its usage, have also
been suggested as potentially affecting loneliness in later life (Fried et al., 2020;
Morgan et al., 2021). However, these factors have so far been relatively unexplored
from a macro-level theoretical perspective, highlighting the need for further
research.
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Chapter 3 )
Unravelling the Socio-cultural Influence e
on Loneliness

Theo G. van Tilburg

3.1 Introduction

In the common conception of loneliness, it is a characteristic of a person, with indi-
vidual antecedents. Loneliness is a negative experience of an imbalance (or discrep-
ancy) between realized relationships and the level of desired relationships (Perlman
& Peplau, 1981). This includes situations in which the number of existing relation-
ships is smaller than is considered desirable. It also encompasses situations in which
the quality or intimacy one desires has not been realized. Although sometimes
referred to as a lonely society (Franklin, 2012), by loneliness we refer to the experi-
ence of an individual. In addition to individual antecedents of loneliness, however,
there are factors in society that increase or decrease the likelihood of loneliness.
Therefore, the prevalence of loneliness varies by historical time and geographical
space (Luhmann et al., 2023). In this chapter, we discuss socio-cultural influences
on loneliness, i.e., related differences in social values and norms.

Values are underlying ideals that are referred to as valuable. They indicate what
is considered important. Social values can be adopted by the individual and become
personal values and then guide (within any limitations) the individual’s behavior.
Values describe what is desirable, that is, what is the right choice and better than
other choices. For example, values include that it is good to form relationships to
receive support, to develop oneself and to be there for others. A satisfying network
can be realized, which reduces the chance of loneliness. Social values can be inter-
nalized, making the distinction between social values and individual beliefs fluid. In
the cognitive approach to loneliness, which underlies Perlman and Peplau's (1981)
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definition, this can be seen in the level of relationship standards. However, social
values and individual standards about personal relationships do not always corre-
spond. Thus, to properly understand individual experiences of loneliness, we must
consider both social values and individual standards.

Social values have their counterpart in social norms—both influence relationship
behavior. Both are part of a moral discourse, but they differ in the way they operate
(Hansson, 1991). Values stimulate certain behaviors. Social norms are rules about
how groups of individuals are supposed to behave. Norms are prescriptive, prohibi-
tive or permissive. In these different strengths, certain behavior is more or less coer-
cively imposed from the outside. At the same time, norms are often injunctive,
meaning that people understand what others expect of them in a social context
(Chung & Rimal, 2016). Norms limit the behavior of individuals and indicate, for
example, that relationships with people of a different origin, belief or sexual identity
are less desirable. Norms are usually unwritten, although for example etiquette,
consisting of courtesies and manners, is often described. Behavior that follows the
values and does not conflict with the norms is not enforceable. However, deviant
behavior can be sanctioned, such as through social disapproval and exclusion,
resulting in a restricted personal network and in loneliness.

In this chapter, we elaborate on the relationships between social values and
norms and individual relationship standards and behaviors, with the aim of better
understanding individual antecedents of loneliness in a socio-cultural context. We
start with the introduction and discussion of individualism and collectivism—two
social value systems that are usually contrasted. However, these concepts are not
unambiguous, and we propose conceptualizing them as two dimensions, which we
further explain through the process of modernization. Previous research has mod-
eled socio-cultural influences (Burholt, 2023; de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer,
2012; Luhmann et al., 2023; Tesch-Romer & Huxhold, 2019). We discuss more
precisely how social values and norms influence behavior in relationships and lone-
liness via appraisal and sanctioning, respectively. Inspired by Coleman’s (1986)
general explanatory model, we introduce a model with paths of socio-cultural influ-
ence on the loneliness of an individual. We discuss limitations in the elaboration of
the model, including the question of whether, in addition to the loneliness of the
individual, there is also a lonely society as a result of social values and norms.

3.2 Individualism and Collectivism

3.2.1 Contrasting Individualistic and Collectivistic Countries

Johnson and Mullins (1987) were among the first to pay attention to loneliness in
the context of societies with individualistic values versus societies with collectivis-
tic values. These different value systems reflect themselves in individuals’ needs
and expectations of social relationships. In individualistic societies, high value is
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generally given to the individual, and therefore, one gives priority to individual
autonomy, achievement, and self-reliance. There are geographically dispersed
social ties and families of different generations live independently; the individual
puts their own needs before those of the common good (Burholt, 2023). Because
relationship needs and expectations are relatively low, it is less likely that there is a
discrepancy with the actual emotional bonds. As a result, there is a low likelihood
of loneliness. However, in an individualistic society, there can still be loneliness if
low needs and expectations are not realized, or if individuals participate in subsys-
tems such as a family or a group of friends within which there are more collectiv-
ist values.

In collectivist societies, priority is given to the needs of others (and of the groups
to which one belongs) over one’s own needs (Schwartz et al., 2010). People belong
to a specific group, and this group takes care of them in exchange for loyalty
(Hofstede & Bond, 1984). Collectivism includes several other concepts. Familism
is a set of values in which family is central as a source of attachment and support,
and in which loyalty and obligation to family takes precedence over the fulfillment
of one’s own needs (Cahill et al., 2021). Familism assumes that family members
take care of each other (as a responsibility; it is not required that the family ties be
of a high quality), and that few public services are needed (Saraceno, 2016).
Communalism—not to be confused with communism—emphasizes interdepen-
dence of people and conformity to community norms and customs (Jagers & Mock,
1995). In communalism, the interest of the community takes precedence over that
of the individual. The citizen is committed to the community formed by tight-knit
relationships of family, church, and association. One does not believe in rules
imposed by an all-powerful government, and relies on wisdom and the ingrained
patterns, customs, and traditions of the community (Etzioni, 2014). Familism and
communalism therefore differ somewhat, with the most important difference being
that communalism places responsibility on a larger context, which can also be the
more abstract form of society as a whole. Both forms of collectivism have in com-
mon that the individual does not stand alone. When individuals internalize collectiv-
ist values that encourage a high degree of identification with their family or
community, but there is insufficient opportunity to maintain the necessary close
contacts to realize these values, there is a high probability of loneliness (Heu
et al., 2021b).

3.2.2 Cross-National Differences in Europe: Findings
and Measurement

Various studies have compared the prevalence of loneliness in European countries.
Jylhd and Jokela (1990) surveyed older people in six European countries and found
that the prevalence of loneliness increases on the linear north-south axis from
Finland to Greece. Individuals’ ties to family and social community were closer in



46 T. G. van Tilburg

the south than in the north, but the percentage of people who said they often felt
lonely was higher. Similar loneliness differences were observed in studies compar-
ing, for example, Sweden and Turkey (Imamoglu et al., 1993), the Netherlands and
Italy (van Tilburg et al., 1998), and a range of northern, western, southern and east-
ern European countries (Fokkema et al., 2012; Lykes & Kemmelmeier, 2014;
Swader, 2019). On the other hand, Barreto et al. (2021) discovered in a worldwide
study that the more individualistic a country, the higher the prevalence of loneliness.
In another study in five European countries, Heu et al. (2019) found that collectiv-
ism was associated with lower loneliness.

The conflicting findings across these studies can stem from differences in the
design of the studies and, in particular, the measurement of individualism. One way
to measure individualism was to postulate that countries differed in individualism,
for example, based on differences in whether the individual was inseparable from
family and friends, and whether these ties were the main source of help and care for
older adults (Jylhd & Jokela, 1990).

A second way was indirect measurement. For example, de Jong Gierveld and van
Tilburg (1999) found that Italians reported less loneliness if they lived with one of
their children compared with when they lived alone. Dutch older adults actually
reported feeling lonelier when living with one of their children compared to living
alone. The researchers linked these findings to a greater emphasis on the importance
of family in Italy than in the Netherlands.

A third way was adopted by, for example, Barreto et al. (2021), Lykes and
Kemmelmeier (2014) and Stegen et al. (2024). To compare the loneliness preva-
lence in countries, they used the individualism-collectivism ranking of countries
originally developed by Hofstede (1983), with a continuum in which there is appre-
ciation for people who only take care of themselves (and possibly their immediate
family), versus in which people are appreciated for belonging to groups in which
everyone is taken care of.

Finally, survey participants were asked about their own values. Swader (2019)
asked about agreeing with the statement that it is important to make your own deci-
sions about what you do, and be free and not dependent on others. For societal
individualism, he took the average score for each country. In the study by Heu et al.
(2019), respondents were asked about their internalized collectivism, for example,
whether they usually follow the rules of the family. They pooled the data from indi-
viduals and did not aggregate it to the national level.

3.2.3 Two Meanings of Individualism: Collectivism

The discussion about operationalizations must be linked to the two different con-
ceptualizations of individualism and collectivism that are recognizable. One con-
ceptualization is the pair that individualism has the meaning that everybody is
supposed to look after their own self-interest (and that of their direct family) and
thus has an assumed preference for loose and insignificant relationships. In this pair,



3 Unravelling the Socio-cultural Influence on Loneliness 47

individualism is contrasted with collectivism, meaning that one should belong to a
collectivity or ingroup with tight relationships and that everyone has to look after
the interest of their group, with loyalty being rewarded by being looked after
(Hofstede, 1983; Luhmann et al., 2023). We label this conceptualization as the sol-
itude-togetherness dimension. A focus on solitude contributes to the social isolation
of people, resulting in more loneliness. In contrast, a focus on togetherness protects
individuals from loneliness. We indicate that values describe what is desirable, and
what is the right choice. In the value pair of togetherness versus solitude, from the
perspective of loneliness, it can be said without much debate that togetherness is a
positive value because belonging is central here. The fact that some people are more
focused on solitude may stem from a situation in which one has noticed that one
feels less at home in groups or that one does not have the energy or capabilities to
realize a connection in solidarity relationships or groups. People who are more
focused on solitude isolate themselves to a greater or lesser extent from other peo-
ple. In a society based on togetherness, this can be sanctioned by avoidance and
neglect.

A second conceptualization is the pair that contrasts individualism, meaning that
people can make their own choices, with collectivism, meaning that the opinions,
beliefs and behaviors of individuals are subordinate to those in their group (Hofstede,
1983; Lykes & Kemmelmeier, 2014). We label this conceptualization as the dimen-
sion of autonomy versus submission to integration in closed groups (‘submission’
in short). A focus on autonomy contributes to freeing people from unwanted group
loyalty and gives them the opportunity to develop satisfying relationships, resulting
in less loneliness. A focus on submission, on the other hand, limits the options for
individuals to act and increases the chance of loneliness. People can focus on sub-
mission to integration in closed groups, for example, because they have organically
ended up in such a system (path dependency), because they find it too difficult to
make choices independently, because they have not learned to do so or because they
do not have the capacity to do so. For these various reasons, a dominant loyalty to
one’s own group will not increase the risk of loneliness to the same degree for
everyone. The value of autonomy emphasizes that appropriate, satisfying relation-
ships can be found outside the closed group. People who are more focused on their
autonomy do not necessarily turn away from other people, but they do turn away
from the dominant group. This can also be sanctioned by avoidance and neglect
from that group.

The dual nature of the collectivist value, namely protective and restrictive, and
the dual nature of the individualistic value, namely focused on relationships and on
oneself, have now been pulled apart. The distinction between the two dimensions
makes it clear that people can enter into meaningful relationships based on the value
of togetherness, based on autonomy, or based on both values.

We note here that we are talking about social values. These are systems of ideas
that transcend the individual. Much research has focused on comparing (clusters of)
countries, but societies also exist on a smaller scale. We have already mentioned the
community, the focus of communalism. We can also consider groups of people with
a migration background, from a sexual minority, or from a young generation. These
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groups may have their own culture that differs from the culture within a larger soci-
ety. Socio-structural differences such as rural-urban and low versus highly educated
can also go hand in hand with different subcultures.

Heu et al. (2021a) connected the two conceptualizations in their framework of
culture and loneliness. They focused on the restrictiveness of norms regarding social
relationships and pointed out that there were different paths to loneliness. In a social
environment with more restrictive norms, the risk of physical isolation is lower
(with a lower chance of loneliness), but the risk of emotional isolation is higher
(with a higher chance of loneliness). The researchers indicate that physical isolation
can arise when people want to escape from intrusive and demanding others, and
when they are unable to do so, they feel emotionally isolated because the relation-
ship with those others is not of the desired quality. In both cases there is a discrep-
ancy between the desired and the realized relationships. Although their framework
is useful, the ambiguity of the concepts of individualism and collectivism has not
yet been clarified by introducing a single concept of the restrictiveness of norms
regarding social relationships. That is why we propose the value dimensions of
solitude-togetherness and autonomy-submission, and will pay separate attention to
the restrictiveness of norms. To better understand the need to introduce two dimen-
sions, we will delve deeper into the background of the historical modernization
process.

3.3 Togetherness and Autonomy in the Process
of Modernization

3.3.1 The Lost Community

Long ago, there was growing concern about the loss of social embeddedness as a
result of changes in society that we can summarize as modernization. For example,
at the end of the nineteenth century in Germany, Tonnies argued that social con-
nectedness is the result of the human will to live together. This will can take two
forms: first, the will to cooperate with others as essential to the social being of
humans; second, the deliberate, calculated choice to cooperate with others in order
to achieve certain goals. Tonnies described a social development from the first form,
which he labelled Gemeinschaft (community), to the second form, labelled as
Gesellschaft (society). You could say that collectivism has been replaced by indi-
vidualism (for an application of sociological theories to loneliness, see also Chap.
14 of this book; Suanet & Aartsen, 2025). This development meant moving more
and more away from a type of society that offered people security and belonging,
and in which feelings of togetherness were central, and moving toward a cooler,
more calculating relationship style that is anonymous and distant. Examples of such
connections are interest groups, business relations and sometimes the social con-
nections formed by residents of a large city. In a groundbreaking study, Wirth (1938)
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saw that an urban culture and way of life was emerging with superficial, functional
encounters characterized by instability and uncertainty. In this process, solidarity
was lost. Weakening bonds of local kinship were replaced by impersonal, superfi-
cial, transitory, and segmental relationships. In the debate about the development of
community under the influence of modernization, this was called the community
lost position.

With this social change of a lost Gemeinschaft, it was assumed that the preva-
lence of loneliness increased (Schirmer & Michailakis, 2015). Putnam (1995) saw
that people were less and less part of organized civic organizations, and more and
more on their own. He argued that declining civic engagement and social connect-
edness threatened the success of society in many areas, including well-being and
health. This supposed decline was also reflected in the characterization of loneliness
as an epidemic in modern society (Bound Alberti, 2018; Killeen, 1998). At the turn
of the twentieth century, the process of digitization began. There was a fear that the
rise of social media (use of the Internet and e-mail, and later applications such as
Facebook, WhatsApp and TikTok) would lead to meaningful, personal social inter-
action being blurred by superficial and distant contact in which the individual and
not the communal perspective in the contact between people was central. This
would lead to an increase in loneliness. The results of an early experimental study
by Kraut et al. (1998) confirmed this hypothesis.

In summary, the idea of a lost community has been cited relatively often, perhaps
because it is linked to dissatisfaction with the functioning of society. As we will
argue in the next paragraph, thorough theoretical and empirical research does show
that society has changed, but does not show that cooperation and solidarity have
disappeared from our society.

3.3.2 The Saved and Liberated Community

Early empirical studies already provided contrary evidence for the loss of commu-
nity. For example, Gans (1962) showed that neighborhood and family solidarity
continued in the city. This community saved position aligned with the continuation
of old structures with their associated values and norms in a new environment.
Decades later, Fischer (1982) and Wellman (1979) showed that personal net-
works had become much more neighborhood-wide, and had taken on a much more
diverse composition than just family and neighbors; friends were recognized as a
type of relationship that is also important for intimacy, help and support. Close local
communities had not disappeared, but primary relationships were organized differ-
ently than in the past. People were often part of several networks. Cheap and effec-
tive transportation and communication became possible as more and more people
had access to cars and telephones, for example. This promoted that people could
maintain contacts within spatially dispersed networks, rather than relying solely on
neighborhood and family. The community was not lost, but liberated. This libera-
tion related not only to the previous geographical limitations of social relations, but
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also to their content. There came a greater scope in access to people and resources,
to diverse and differentiated resources not available through local solidarity chan-
nels. Much later, there was also early evidence presented indicating that Internet use
actually had positive effects on people’s social networks (Franzen, 2000) because
people had increased opportunities to maintain contact more frequently and over
distance.

These insights fit a conceptualization of the modernization process that involved
increased autonomy, freedom of choice, and the loss of structural embeddedness in
social institutions such as family, church, work, and neighborhood. Giddens (1990)
called this process de-traditionalization, and Beck (1992) called it individualiza-
tion. Traditional forms of bonding both protected and constrained people. They pro-
tected people because social relationships were naturally available from occupying
more specific roles such as family member, employee, or neighbor. In a de-
traditionalized situation, individuals were able to develop a network fitting with
their own preferences, and not be bound to the dominant norms of a traditional
community. However, this leaves an individual somewhat alone in the management
of their life. The implied liberation from traditional bonds has a downside in the
potential shortage of resources to accomplish this task.

In summary, we can state that the liberated community is a combination of what
was previously seen as a contradiction, namely the coexistence of collectivism and
individualism. The two dimensions of solitude-togetherness and autonomy-
submission are therefore more appropriate for describing social changes.

3.3.3 Evidence on Togetherness and Autonomy in Relation
to Loneliness

If we continue with the ambiguous terms individualism and the counterpart collec-
tivism, then we cannot properly determine the significance for loneliness. People in
a society based on the value of togetherness, i.e., to be socially integrated and to
have many social ties (high in togetherness, low in solitude) have a relatively low
probability of loneliness when they are able to maintain these social connections.
On the other hand, people in a society with a preference for loyalty and conformity
to the groups to which they belong over freedom of individual choice (high in sub-
mission, low in autonomy) are at high risk of loneliness because realized relation-
ships do not always meet high relationship norms and because prevailing norms
limit people’s behavior to realizing relationships that fit their personal values.
There is empirical support for distinguishing the autonomy-submission dimen-
sion in particular. Santos et al. (2017) operationalized autonomy based on three
items from the World Values Survey: a lower emphasis on family over friends, the
importance of teaching their children the value of independence, and a preference
for self-expression. They found that autonomy values increased from 1960 to 2011.
Empirical studies into generational differences in loneliness support the idea that
increasing emphasis on autonomy does not mean that social relationships in general
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are devalued (Luhmann et al., 2023) and therefore does not necessarily increase the
risk of loneliness. European studies show no increase in the prevalence of loneliness
among older adults in Norway (Nicolaisen et al., 2022), Sweden (Dahlberg et al.,
2018; Nyqvist et al., 2017) and Finland (Eloranta et al., 2015), or show a slight
decrease in Germany (Hiiliir et al., 2016) and the Netherlands (Suanet & van Tilburg,
2019; van Tilburg, 2024; van Tilburg et al., 2015).

In addition to this indirect evidence, there is also evidence from research con-
necting values and loneliness. Interesting for our discourse on the two dimensions,
Lykes and Kemmelmeier (2014) showed that in ‘collectivist’ societies relationships
with family were more important for less loneliness, and in ‘individualistic’ societ-
ies relationships with friends and having a confidant were more important. In com-
parative research among European countries, Swader (2019) used an item on the
importance of making one’s own decisions to be free and not depending on others
to measure autonomy values. He regressed loneliness on individual item scores and
country averages. Not living alone, the number of people with whom the respondent
can discuss intimate and personal matters and the frequency of social encounters
with friends, relatives or co-workers were taken as measures of social integration,
which were related to low loneliness. Interestingly, he concluded that there was the
least chance of loneliness for people who were highly and variously socially inte-
grated and lived in a society high in autonomy values; what their personal values
were, was of less importance. These findings are consistent with the idea that auton-
omy and an individual choice of social ties are important for less loneliness, and that
the underlying values are socially embedded.

3.4 Modelling the Socio-Cultural Influence on Loneliness

Adopting the togetherness-solitude and autonomy-submission dimensions, and
acknowledging the importance of social norms results in three paths about the
socio-cultural influence on individual’s loneliness (Fig. 3.1). For simplicity, we
assume for now that the influence effects are one way.

Togetherness Autonomy (vs. Social norms:
(vs. solitude) is submission) is sanctioning of non-
highly valued in highly valued in conforming behavior
society society or social exclusion
+(1)\ +(2)\ / (@)
Individual +(1a) Realized personal network; -(18,2,3) || oneliness
relationship +(1b) embedding; connectedness (vs.
standards belonging)

Fig. 3.1 Central concepts and effects on loneliness. Notes. The plus sign indicates a reinforcing
effect; a minus sign indicates a weakening effect. Numbers in parentheses refer to the paths
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3.4.1 Path 1: Togetherness—Individual
Standards—Loneliness

We have already formulated assumptions for the socio-cultural influence on indi-
vidual’s loneliness and are now working out that these effects operate via the indi-
vidual relationship standards and the realized network of relationships. In the
loneliness literature, the value of social relationships at the individual level is labeled
relationship standards, i.e., levels against which realized relationships are measured,
but other terms are also used. For example, relationship expectations concern char-
acteristics such as support, intimacy, and fun that individuals would like to see in
their relationships (Akhter-Khan et al., 2023; Hall, 2012). Filial expectations (or
obligations or responsibilities) are a specific form of relationship expectations. It is
about mutual expectations that adult children and their parents have regarding the
care they are supposed to give (and receive) (Hamon & Blieszner, 1990). It is gener-
ally assumed that high togetherness values are reflected in individual relationship
standards in which a person wants to affiliate with others. This can lead (path 1a) to
less loneliness when people are protected by their embeddedness.

There is some research on relationship standards and loneliness, in which these
standards are related to autonomy and have also been measured in individuals.
Dykstra (1995) examined the singlehood norm as positive attributes of being single
(e.g., “Without a partner one develops a strong personality”) and negative attributes
of having a partner (e.g., “A partner imposes restrictions on one’s life”’). The partner
standard described the positive aspects of being with a partner (e.g. “A partner
enriches oneself”’) and negative aspects of being single (e.g. “Without a partner one
is incomplete as a person”). Older people without partners felt less lonely if they
had positive singlehood standards. If their partner standards were high, the likeli-
hood of loneliness was higher. Nowland et al. (2019) conducted a survey of children
and found that lower loneliness was associated with higher friendship expectations,
measured with the instrument developed by Hall (2012).

However, high togetherness values and corresponding individual relationship
standards can also lead (path 1b) to more loneliness when the high ideals about
embedding are not fulfilled. High standards can be unrealistic expectations that
most likely will not be realized in having a satisfying social network. For example,
ten Kate et al. (2021) measured filial expectations in a survey of older Turkish immi-
grants. A sample item is, “Children should take responsibility for parental care if
parents are in need.” Filial expectations were only associated with loneliness in
interaction with perceived health. Compared to older people in good health, respon-
dents in poor health were more likely to receive care from children, and less likely
to have unmet child expectations. Respondents with good health and high filial
expectations were relatively high in loneliness; their expectations were not always
met and led to conflict with the children. Lowering standards can help to mitigate
loneliness (Masi et al., 2011).
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3.4.2 Path 2: Autonomy—Personal Network—Loneliness

Path 2 assumes that people in a cultural context in which autonomy values are
important are able to form and maintain a good personal network, and thereby
reduce their chance of loneliness. There is some evidence for this path. We will first
report on an older study that provided a detailed picture of social integration.
Emphasizing the importance of togetherness, van Tilburg et al. (1998) found that
Italian seniors had smaller personal networks than their peers in the Netherlands,
which contributed to the greater loneliness of Italians. They also found that the
composition of the household had a different relationship with loneliness in the two
countries: older people living without a partner but with one or more children in
Italy were less lonely than their peers in the Netherlands, while Dutch people living
alone were less lonely than the Italians. Italian older people who had close and fre-
quent contact with their children were less lonely than Italian older people without
these kinds of intergenerational ties, but lonelier than Dutch older people who had
close and frequent contact with their children. Emphasizing the importance of
autonomy, being independent of others but having a good personal network is
important to the Dutch. In the cross-national study by Swader (2019), it is found
that if an individual finds it important to make their own decisions and be free, the
impacts of living alone and relational isolation on increased loneliness are reduced.
If there are many respondents in the country who are focused on autonomy, there is
less social isolation and less loneliness.

There is also research that finds less social embedding in what they call individu-
alistic countries or among people with individualistic values. Jylhd and Jokela
(1990), for example, reports that older people in southern European countries are
less likely to live alone and more likely to have good neighborly relationships than
older people in northern European countries. However, this does not concern the
self-chosen and developed relationship types that focus on autonomy values. In the
study by Heu et al. (2019), people who want to be in frequent contact with a close
friend, for example, who think that people their age should have a close relationship
with their partner, are low on individualistic values and well socially embedded. The
values measured here focus more on what we call togetherness and do not focus on
the freedom to make one’s own choices.

3.4.3 Path 3: Social Norms—Personal Network—Loneliness

Values stimulate individuals to achieve certain relationship goals. We have indicated
that the pursuit of the values of solitude and autonomy can be accompanied by
social sanctions. Behind these sanctions are social norms that set boundaries within
which people are expected to act. Individuals know that they should behave
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according to accepted norms, and that if they do not, social sanctions may follow.
Barreto et al. (2024) argued that the dominant group in society determines what
relationship behavior is appropriate. This limits minorities in their choices, prevent-
ing them from developing a satisfactory network. Hatzenbuehler and Link (2014)
referred to a stigma structurally embedded in society by which circumstances,
norms, and policies limit the opportunities, resources, and well-being of specific
groups of people.

There is limited research available on the influence of social norms on loneliness.
Winter and Burholt (2018) studied cultural exclusion, defined as the extent to which
people are able or willing to conform to social norms. They discovered that older
adults in rural areas in South Wales felt excluded. During their youth, people were
strongly focused on the community, but over time, younger generations and immi-
grants focused more on their own lives. Their cultural identity was thus at odds with
contemporary norms, values, and behaviors. With that, there was a decline in con-
nectedness and sense of community among older residents. From a different per-
spective, namely that of migrants, Burholt (2023) described their cultural exclusion,
which causes them to become socially isolated from society, even though they often
create a strongly connected social network within their own group.

In their study of adults belonging to a sexual minority, Elmer et al. (2022) argued
that minority stress is a major cause of the difference in loneliness between adults
belonging to a sexual majority and minority. Minority stress, i.e., the negative
impact of living with a stigmatized identity, takes two forms. In our terminology,
there is the sanctioning by others of being sexually deviant through discrimination,
harassment, and violence. The individual responds to this through concealment of
the sexual orientation from others and through internalized homonegativity, also
known as self-stigma, which internalizes the negative social attitudes. The research
did not include whether this sanctioning affected the ability to maintain personal
relationships, although it showed a correlation with loneliness.

In a study of young-old people who have divorced, van Tilburg et al. (2015)
argued that they used to deviate from the social norm and were therefore less inte-
grated socially, which in turn was detrimental to their well-being. They hypothe-
sized that divorced people from later cohorts were less disadvantaged compared to
married people and had more opportunities for relationships that suited their indi-
vidual preferences and social positions than divorced people from earlier cohorts.
This idea was based on an assumed increasing normalization of divorce, which was
related to the increased divorce rate. Moreover, the married lifestyle was no longer
considered the social norm (Gubernskaya, 2010). Marriage seemed to have lost its
exclusive right to perform an integrative, protective, and social function, and other
life arrangements had become alternatives to marriage. Indeed, van Tilburg et al.
(2015) found that the number of personal relationships of divorcees increased
between 1992 and 2012 (but that was also the case with the comparison group of
married people) and the difference in social loneliness between divorced respon-
dents and those who married for the first time decreased between 1992 and 2012.
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3.5 Discussion

We presented a model for the socio-cultural influences on loneliness. Because of
our focus on the significance of social values and norms in the process in which
loneliness can be a solution, we have not addressed socio-structural and individual-
related conditions. For example, what relationship network can be realized depends
in part on individual capabilities (such as having financial means to travel so that
friendships can be maintained) and limitations (such as being unable to travel for
physical or cognitive reasons). Various overviews of risk factors for loneliness are
available (Barjakova et al., 2023; de Jong Gierveld et al., 2018). One limitation that
results from this is that we did not show the interaction between socio-structural and
socio-cultural factors. For example, it is likely that wealth and poor living condi-
tions are related to how important living alone and autonomy are (de Jong Gierveld
et al., 2012).

Our model started with social values. As indicated before, value systems do not
exist only at the country level and need not be uniform or unambiguous. In complex
societies, there is also variation between different parts of society. In a society, dom-
inant groups may determine what values, norms and behaviors are appropriate. But
minority groups of people with specific sexual preferences, shared migration back-
grounds or deviant demographic behavior such as living alone, for example, may
have their own system of values and norms that are guiding in their group (Barreto
et al., 2024; Cargan, 1986). Societies in transition may also have fragmented value
and norm systems. Values and norms are always fluid, but especially in such a situ-
ation. Naming values and norms provides guidance, but also limits our imagination,
locking us into specific boxes, and making it difficult for individuals to find their
own path to well-being. It sometimes seems that lonely people are trapped in a
socio-cultural corset, and that their loneliness is not solvable other than by social
upheaval. When we see the socio-cultural context as more layered and more diverse,
we also see the possibilities that individual standards can better fit an individual’s
specific capabilities and desires.

We modelled a path with a unidirectional causal association between individ-
ual relationship standards and the realized relationship network: if standards are
high, this has a motivating effect on the establishment and maintenance of social
relationships, thus counteracting loneliness. We do not exclude the possibility of
a reciprocal causal association. A situation of loneliness can motivate the indi-
vidual to approach others with a positive attitude and try to improve the relation-
ship network. In the study by Bellucci (2020), this was also found, but at the same
time, loneliness is also associated with disappointment in how to interact with
others, and, on the contrary, negative expectations are developed, along with
avoiding others (we have not included this back loop effect in Fig. 3.1). Lonely
people are less focused on actively engaging in new contacts, and more focused
on avoiding social rejection through psychological coping (Schoenmakers et al.,
2015) and engaging in superficial contacts (Tsai & Reis, 2009). As a result,
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loneliness may be reinforced (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009; Qualter et al., 2015;
Spithoven et al., 2017).

A related topic is the association between personal and social values. For exam-
ple, if people are disappointed in their personal relationships, does this also influ-
ence social values, i.e., do social values that focus on togetherness become less
important as a result? Heu et al. (2019) suggested that the association of socio-
cultural values and individuals’ loneliness may differ between the individual and the
country level. The measurement of values and norms in the individual must distin-
guish between description (the prevalence of behavior as individuals perceive it in
their social environment) and injunction (the individual’s view of what others in
their social environment expect of them in a social context) (Chung & Rimal, 2016).
The measurement of values and norms at the level of a society is still underdevel-
oped, and its association with personal values was not studied. Approaches to this
premise do exist. We already pointed to Swader’s (2019) study that aggregated
respondents’ individualism scores into a country characteristic. But this may be too
simplistic a representation of the association between personal and social values. It
suggests that there are no social values independent of personal values, and that
social values are by definition those of the majority of individuals. In our model, we
were unable to elaborate on this association. Further research into the interplay of
personal and social values is needed. This study must also consider the question of
whether (supposed) central social values are widely shared in European societies, or
whether there is an increasing presence of fragmented social systems that coexist
and sometimes conflict with one another.

We postulated that loneliness is an individual experience. We are not in favor of
naming a society as lonely (or not) because using one term with two meanings is
confusing. The model we used, depicted in Fig. 3.1, showed a downstream influence
from social characteristics to an individual experience. Combining the methodolog-
ical holism and methodological individualism (Coleman, 1986), we can extend this
model with a component representing the absence of connectedness and belonging
of individuals at the macro level, i.e., a social characteristic. We suggest using the
term alienation for this characterization. We acknowledge that this term alienation
is also used as an individual characteristic: a detachment from yourself, and an
alienation from your core and identity, a sense of being cut off from others (estrange-
ment) and a sense of not belonging (Rokach, 1988; Sobirjonovna et al., 2024). In
this meaning it is close to the meaning of existential loneliness, the awareness of the
fundamental separateness as a human being (Bekhet et al., 2008; Ettema et al.,
2010; van Tilburg, 2021). But alienation, human’s dissatisfaction in society and the
rupture between human individuality and the world of experience, is seen in eco-
nomic and political philosophy primarily as a characteristic stemming from Karl
Marx’s social analysis (Musto, 2010). This is not the place to elaborate on the con-
cept of alienation, but instead of a (less or more) lonely society, we feel more com-
fortable when we speak of a (less or more) alienated society. The methodologically
holistic approach calls for an analysis of social causes of an alienated society. The
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methodological individualist approach, after analyzing the downstream influence
from social values to individual standards and experience of loneliness, calls for an
analysis of the upstream influence from individual loneliness to social alienation.
Whereas research on the influence of social characteristics on loneliness is already
scarce—we cite in this regard an example of downstream research conducted by
Rapoliené and Aartsen (2022) on generalized social trust and loneliness—, the
reverse influence (upstream) has not yet been the subject of research to our knowl-
edge. This type of research can contribute to further uncovering the intertwining of
social and individual processes around loneliness.

3.6 Conclusion

Previous research identified individualism and collectivism as contrasting socio-
cultural value systems that influence the individual experience of loneliness. To
clarify the conceptual ambiguity, we proposed distinguishing two dimensions,
namely togetherness versus solitude and autonomy versus submission. Both togeth-
erness and autonomy can contribute to less loneliness. We have described the effect
of social values on loneliness along three paths. For each of the paths, there is (often
still limited) supporting evidence from research. Further research into the interac-
tion between social value systems and the individual experience of loneliness may
enhance our understanding of loneliness in today’s society.
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Chapter 4 )
Social Exclusion Perspective on Loneliness <
in Later Life

Sofie Van Regenmortel, Elisa Tiilikainen, Hanna Ristolainen,
Vanessa Burholt, and Lena Dahlberg

4.1 Introduction

Loneliness is not evenly distributed across older populations (Beller, 2024). Certain
groups are more affected, for example, older adults with a migration background,
those with low socio-economic status, and/or with chronic illnesses (Barreto et al.,
2023). These disparities reflect broader inequalities in access to opportunities and
resources, often linked to discrimination and exclusion from society. However,
compared to loneliness, social exclusion of older adults has received less attention
in research, policies, and public discourse.

Loneliness and social exclusion in later life are distinct yet related concepts.
Whereas loneliness is a subjective experience reflecting the individuals’ unfulfilled
expectations towards social relations (Perlman & Peplau, 1981; Burholt, 2026),
social exclusion stretches beyond (feeling) excluded from social relations and incor-
porates different domains of life, such as the living environment, communities, ser-
vices, and civic engagement (Scharf et al., 2005; Walsh et al., 2017). In some studies
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loneliness is an indicator of social exclusion (e.g., Ristolainen et al., 2024b), while
in others it has been perceived as an outcome of social exclusion (Burholt & Aartsen,
2021; Dahlberg et al., 2022b). In this chapter, we aim to increase the understanding
of the interrelatedness of these concepts and phenomena and examine later life lone-
liness through the multidimensional framework of old-age social exclusion.

Increasingly, researchers are theorizing integrated and sociological perspectives
on loneliness, with some viewing loneliness from socio-ecological perspectives
(e.g. Meehan et al., 2023). Sociological theories examine how the individual experi-
ence of loneliness is influenced by economic status (recognition), access to
resources, sociocultural norms, and social justice (social and political representa-
tion, participation, and access to justice) (Burholt, 2026) and attempt to integrate the
various levels in one model. We contend that a social-exclusion perspective on lone-
liness in later life may also be usefully incorporated into integrated models and may
help fulfil the aspirations of sociological theories of loneliness. It may address or
remind researchers of the potential of meso- and macro-level influences, and the
structural and unequal forces at play in fostering loneliness.

In this chapter, we aim to advance current understanding by presenting a social
exclusion framework for later life loneliness. This framework incorporates both
individual and structural factors influencing the risk of loneliness and provides
means to understand the dynamic and multilevel construction and diversity of old-
age disadvantage (e.g., Walsh et al., 2017; Van Regenmortel et al., 2018). We begin
the chapter by introducing the concept and framework of social exclusion in the
context of later life. After this, we present and discuss how loneliness is connected
to social exclusion from a multidimensional perspective. In the concluding section,
we discuss the frameworks’ implications for future research, policies, and interven-
tions highlighting the need to address loneliness as an issue of social justice.

4.2 Social Exclusion in Later Life

The concept of social exclusion stems from the French les exclus (Silver, 1994).
Renée Lenoir (1974), who is considered the founder of the concept, used the term
to group those dependent on social insurance such as the mentally ill, young drug
addicts, delinquents, and disabled people (Frétigné, 1999). Social exclusion became
a core policy concept in France during the economic crisis of the 1980s. From a
focus on various categories of people, the concept narrowed its focus to unemploy-
ment. Simultaneously, the term also referred to the increasing instability of social
bonds and social disintegration (Silver, 1994). In addition to only describing situa-
tions of those who were excluded, the processes leading to exclusion became
increasingly highlighted (Martin & Leaper 1996). Besides France, other countries
incorporated social exclusion into their policy discourse, such as British social pol-
icy in the 1990s (Burchardt et al., 2009). Later, fighting poverty, reducing the num-
ber of people at risk of social exclusion and combatting discrimination have been
one of the main aims of the Europe 2020 strategy (European Commission, 2014).
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Concurrently, more focus has been placed on the social exclusion of older adults
across countries (Van Regenmortel et al., 2016; Walsh et al., 2017).

In its simplest form, social exclusion refers to separation from mainstream soci-
ety and its central arenas, for example, due to low income (Moffatt & Glasgow,
2009). In more detailed—and often used—definitions, social exclusion has been
understood as a complex and multi-dimensional process involving a lack of
resources, rights, goods, services, relationships, and activities, impacting both the
quality of life of individuals and the cohesion of society (Levitas et al., 2007). Social
exclusion can occur at any age and is neither specific nor unique to old age. However,
it is often experienced and operationalised differently according to life stage (Ibid.)

In later life, several processes increase vulnerability to social exclusion. These
include accumulated disadvantages over the course of life and the impacts of ageing
processes, for example, decline in functional capabilities and changes in social and
support networks. Later life involves critical transitions such as retirement, widow-
hood, and changes in income opportunities. Older adults’ lives are also affected by
macro-level developments, such as digitalization and changing family and care pat-
terns, which may increase the risk of social exclusion. Moreover, ageist views and
discourses in society lead to discrimination against older adults and consequently
foster old-age social exclusion (see Van Regenmortel et al., 2018).

Later life social exclusion has been defined as a multi-dimensional concept influ-
enced by specific features of ageing, such as cumulating life course factors and
exclusionary mechanisms occurring over time (Van Regenmortel et al., 2016; Walsh
etal., 2017). In a scoping review by Walsh et al. (2017, p. 93), the following defini-
tion is provided:

“Old-age exclusion involves interchanges between multi-level risk factors, processes, and

outcomes. Varying in form and degree across the older adult life course, its complexity,

impact, and prevalence are amplified by old-age vulnerabilities, accumulated disadvantage
for some groups, and constrained opportunities to ameliorate exclusion.”

Research on later life social exclusion has often acknowledged social exclusion as a
multidimensional phenomenon encompassing different domains of life. A concep-
tualisation of the following five interconnected domains has been proposed: eco-
nomic exclusion, exclusion from social relations, exclusion from services,
community and spatial exclusion, and civic exclusion (Scharf et al., 2005; Walsh
et al., 2021). Within this framework, economic exclusion refers to insufficient mate-
rial conditions and financial resources (Ogg & Myck, 2021), and exclusion from
social relations refers to insufficient quality and/or quantity of intimate relation-
ships, social networks, social support, and/or social participation (Burholt &
Aartsen, 2021). Exclusion from services concerns insufficient and/or inadequate
availability, access, and use of a variety of services, such as social and health care
services or transportation (Draulans & Lamura, 2021). The fourth domain, commu-
nity and spatial exclusion, includes low levels of engagement in local life and of
mobility outside and inside a person’s home. These relate to both physical and
social aspects of place, that is, the built environment as well as attachment, safety,
and trust (Tournier & Vidovi¢ovd, 2021). Finally, civic exclusion comprises
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exclusion from political and civic participation and violations of rights and it also
includes sociocultural and symbolic aspects of old-age exclusion, such as public
discourses and ageism (Torres et al., 2020).

Following diverse operationalisations of old-age exclusion as a multidimensional
concept, such as those from Scharf et al. (2005) and Walsh et al. (2017), different
social exclusion domains have been used in empirical research. These include stud-
ies focusing on the well-being of older adults living in rural and urban settings
(Dahlberg & McKee, 2018), financially excluded older adults (Van Regenmortel
et al., 2021), and older adults receiving formal home care services (Ristolainen
et al., 2024a, 2024b). Studies have shown that the domains are highly interrelated,
with many older adults experiencing exclusion within multiple domains (Barnes
et al., 2006; Becker et al., 2009; Miranti & Yu, 2015; Scharf et al., 2005). Exclusion
from one domain can trigger or contribute to other forms of exclusion (Kneale,
2012; MacLeod et al., 2019; Van Regenmortel et al., 2018) potentially stemming
from lifelong accumulated disadvantages or from life events and transitions in older
age, such as ill health and increased care needs (Barrett et al., 2012; Walsh
et al., 2021).

4.3 Social Exclusion and Loneliness in Later Life

As mentioned in the introduction, social exclusion and loneliness in later life are
distinct concepts but related to each other in diverse ways. Loneliness can be an
outcome of social exclusion (Burholt & Aartsen, 2021), with different dimensions
of social exclusion (Dahlberg et al., 2022b) acting as risk factors for loneliness.
Conversely, loneliness itself can contribute to social exclusion if a person becomes
excluded from social relations and other domains of life due to feelings of loneli-
ness. Interestingly, Huxhold et al. (2022) found that loneliness may, over time, rein-
force feelings of social exclusion, but not vice versa. Next, we examine the
associations of social exclusion and loneliness by adopting the five-domain frame-
work presented in the previous section and illustrating them with empirical
examples.

4.3.1 Economic Exclusion

Economic exclusion involves insufficient material conditions and financial resources.
Unlike younger age groups, older adults primarily rely on pensions, although other
factors also contribute to economic exclusion in later life (Ogg & Myck, 2021).
Given the rising inequality of economic resources in later life (Crystal et al., 2017),
adopting a life course perspective is crucial (Ogg & Myck, 2021). Low lifetime
earnings, long-term unemployment, and precarious jobs limit pension and asset
accumulation, not assuring financial security in retirement. Additionally, health
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issues and disability throughout life can hinder financial security (Myck et al.,
2017). Beyond compounding disadvantage, sudden life events, such as divorce,
bankruptcy, widowhood, and illness, can also increase current and future economic
vulnerability (Myck et al., 2017; Van Regenmortel et al., 2021). Moreover, signifi-
cant expenses related to home care (Fret et al., 2020; Myck et al., 2017) or residen-
tial accommodation fees, worsen financial insecurity, especially as responsibility
for financing old-age care increasingly shifts to individuals (Myck et al., 2017).
Economic exclusion thus extends beyond poverty and income and also covers mate-
rial deprivation (Ogg & Myck, 2021), defined as the inability to afford goods, ser-
vices, or engage in activities which are perceived as necessities in mainstream
society (Fusco et al., 2010).

Various studies link economic exclusion to loneliness in later life. Material depri-
vation is strongly associated with loneliness levels and the likelihood of becoming
lonely in older adulthood, with materially deprived older adults facing higher risks
(Gibney et al., 2019; Myck et al., 2021; Tang & Chou, 2024). A review by Ruan and
Cheung (2024) found that high economic status correlates with lower levels of lone-
liness among older adult migrants, although subjective financial status was the pri-
mary significant predictor. Subjective aspects of income, such as income discomfort
(Dahlberg & McKee, 2014) and having income concerns (Dahlberg et al., 2022b),
also increase the risk of loneliness in later life. Furthermore, financial distress,
socioeconomic status, and material deprivation in childhood can also influence
loneliness later in life (Guthmuller, 2022; Kamiya et al., 2014).

Several theories explain the link between economic exclusion and loneliness.
The social relationship expectations model posits that poverty constrains the fulfil-
ment of social relationship expectations (Akhter-Khan et al., 2024). The stress pro-
cess theory suggests that limited financial resources prevent older adults from
coping with stressors, increasing loneliness risk (Tang & Chou, 2024). Additionally,
financial hardship reduces participation in social activities, further contributing to
loneliness in later life (Guthmuller, 2022; Van Regenmortel et al., 2021). From a life
course perspective, childhood experiences are seen as shaping how people see
themselves and their social roles. Struggles in childhood, like poverty, poor health,
or parental (substance) abuse can harm self-esteem and confidence, leading to feel-
ings of powerlessness and rejection. These effects can last for years, increasing the
risk of loneliness in later life (de Jong-Gierveld, 1998; Kamiya et al., 2014).

Other domains of social exclusion may mediate or moderate the relationship
between economic exclusion and loneliness. Frequent social participation—such as
volunteering, taking courses, playing sports, or joining clubs and community organ-
isations—helps reduce the risk of loneliness. Additionally, it influences the relation-
ship between household wealth and loneliness, meaning that especially for men,
social participation can lessen the impact of lower wealth on feelings of loneliness
(Niedzwiedz et al., 2016). Tang and Chou (2024) found that engagement in cultural
activities fosters social connections and support, which potentially mitigates loneli-
ness. Additionally, neighbourhood collective efficacy moderates the relationship
between economic exclusion and loneliness, as strong social bonds and networks in
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supportive communities can alleviate loneliness among economically excluded
older adults (Tang & Chou, 2024).

The influence of financial and material resources goes beyond the individual
resources available, as living in countries with low risks of poverty and low risks of
material deprivation (a macro-level factor) is associated with lower levels of loneli-
ness in later life (Morgan et al., 2021). According to Wu et al. (2022), there is a
micro-macro interplay within the economic domain of exclusion on loneliness, as
individual socioeconomic status more strongly affects late-life loneliness in societ-
ies with greater income inequality. Conversely, the influence of individual socioeco-
nomic status on late-life loneliness is weaker in societies with more extensive
welfare provisions.

4.3.2 Exclusion from Social Relations

Exclusion from social relations reflects the importance of engagement in meaning-
ful relationships with others (Scharf et al., 2005), where exclusion means that there
is a lack of or only superficial contacts with other people. Exclusion from social
relations has been defined as “a situation in which people are disconnected from
adequate levels and quality of intimate relationships, social networks, social sup-
port and/or social opportunities to participate in the wider society” (Burholt &
Aartsen, 2021, p. 78). This dimension of social exclusion is often discussed in terms
of social isolation, which refers to the separation of individuals from others and the
community (van Tilburg & de Jong Gierveld, 2024). Unlike loneliness, social isola-
tion is an objective state rather than a subjective feeling (Weiss, 1973). Indicators of
social isolation are, e.g., living alone, having a small social network, and infrequent
social contacts (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015). Social isolation may also include quali-
tative aspects of social relations, such as the lack of supporting relations (van Tilburg
& de Jong Gierveld, 2024). Similarly, the social exclusion framework acknowl-
edges that social relations can be dysfunctional, for example, when characterised by
conflict or abuse (Waldegrave et al., 2021). While loneliness has sometimes been
seen as an indicator of social exclusion (Ristolainen et al., 2024b; Van Regenmortel
etal., 2018; Walsh et al., 2017), it has been argued that it is an outcome of exclusion
from social relations (Burholt et al., 2020).

Social resources play a significant role as risk factors for loneliness in later life.
Partners are an important social resource, serving as a protective factor against
increasing loneliness over time (Morgan et al., 2021), while widowhood increases
the risk of loneliness (Dahlberg et al., 2022a). Additionally, household size plays a
role, with those living alone experiencing higher levels of loneliness (Dahlberg
et al., 2022b; Gibney et al., 2019). Regarding the quantity of social relations,
research indicates that a smaller social network (Dahlberg et al., 2022a, 2022b) and
lower frequency of contact with family, friends or colleagues are associated with a
greater risk of feeling lonely in later life (Dahlberg et al., 2022b; Gibney et al.,
2019). Pan et al. (2023) furthermore found that for non-migrants, cultural migrants
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and similar-culture migrants, higher social capital was significantly related to lower
loneliness in later life. However, the importance of social contacts varies between
type of loneliness, with low contact with family and friends significantly predicting
social but not emotional loneliness in later life (Dahlberg & McKee, 2014).

On the other hand, not all studies support ‘the more the merrier’ idiomatic
expression. For example, Morgan et al. (2021) found that a greater frequency of
contact with children and an increase in the number of grandchildren was signifi-
cantly related to an increase in loneliness. While these findings may seem surpris-
ing, a greater frequency in contact with children may be a result of a worsening
personal situation, for example, in terms of health declines, while a greater number
of grandchildren may raise the expectation of social interaction at the same time as
the children are more engaged in their own children than in their parent (Morgan
et al., 2021). Social relations may also include involvement in informal care. A
review has shown that older adults who provide informal care to a spouse have an
increased risk of loneliness, while caring for grandchildren decreases this risk
(Akhter-Kahn et al., 2023).

Besides the quantity of social relationships, the quality of social relations plays a
role in loneliness. People who are unsatisfied with their social networks have a
higher chance of feeling very lonely (Kemperman et al., 2019), and the quality of
social relations is of greater importance for loneliness than the quantity of social
relations (Norlin et al., 2025). Similarly, not only high quantity, but also high quality
of non-kin ties seems to significantly protect against loneliness among older
migrants (Ruan & Cheung, 2024). Being unsatisfied with one’s social relations
relates to cognitive discrepancy theory, where loneliness is defined as being the
result of a discrepancy between one’s desired and actual social relations (Perlman &
Peplau, 1981; Burholt, 2026).

A lack of emotional support from one’s network is also significantly related with
loneliness in Denmark, Finland, and Sweden, but not in Norway (Dahlberg et al.,
2022b). A lack of (and need for) emotional support might point towards the social
needs perspective on loneliness (Burholt, 2026). According to this perspective,
sometimes called the ‘deficit approach,” loneliness is the result of unfulfilled social
needs such as an intimate partner, family member, friends, or acquaintances (de
Jong-Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012).

Social relations can have a significant role in loneliness also at the country level.
Those living in countries with a higher average level of social contact are, for
instance, more likely to feel lonely (Morgan et al., 2021). While this is counter-
intuitive, several explanations have been proposed. Living in a society with collec-
tivistic norms means that the expectation of social contact and support is likely to be
higher than in individualistic societies, and loneliness is more likely to arise if these
high expectations are not fulfilled (Dykstra, 2009). Another explanation is provided
by the resource perspective on loneliness, which argues that resources such as health
and socioeconomic status help individuals to maintain social activities and decrease
the risk of social isolation and, in turn, loneliness (Tesch-Roemer & Huxhold, 2019).
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4.3.3 Exclusion from Services

Exclusion from services includes inequities in relation to the access, usage, or
appropriateness of services for older adults and the exclusion of older adults from
decision-making regarding the design and implementation of services related to
their needs and preferences (Barbarella et al., 2020). In the context of later life, it
has been defined as the condition (and the processes leading to it) involving the lack
or denial of services to a larger extent than what might be considered as ‘normal’ for
most people (Draulans & Lamura, 2021). Within the framework of old-age social
exclusion, a large body of research has focused on the accessibility and availability
of public services, particularly social and health care (ibid.). Exclusion from care
services is connected to the concept of ‘care poverty,” referring to lack of adequate
coverage of care needs resulting from interplay between individual and societal fac-
tors (Kroger et al., 2019; Kroger, 2022). However, exclusion from services is often
viewed more broadly, acknowledging also services related to transportation, mobil-
ity, and communication technologies (Barbarella et al., 2020; Draulans &
Lamura, 2021).

The availability, adequacy, and accessibility of services play a key role in later
life loneliness. Older adults experiencing difficulties with transport have a greater
risk of loneliness (Gibney et al., 2019). Transportation offers a means to reach and
meet other people but also plays a role as a place for social contacts, for example,
on public buses and at bus stops (Green et al., 2019). According to a systematic
review by Williams et al. (2024), transport behaviours can be a cause of loneliness
when opportunities for mobility are reduced due to functional limitations and lack
of social networks. Meanwhile, transport behaviours can also be a consequence of
loneliness if feelings of loneliness reduce likelihood to travel (ibid.). Older adults
who are mobile and use a variety of transportation modes (bicycle, car, and public
transport) experience less loneliness as it provides a means to sustain social contacts
and relation beyond one’s vicinity (van den Berg et al., 2016).

Besides transport and mobility, studies have shown that satisfaction with local
amenities and services, such as public spaces, parks, and community centres, is
indirectly associated with loneliness via social network satisfaction (Kemperman
et al., 2019). These services play a vital role as a social infrastructure, as discussed
further within the community and spatial domain. From the perspective of exclusion
from services, studies have often focused on the accessibility of health and social
care services, in particular. Accessibility of health and social care services includes
several dimensions, such as availability, awareness, and affordability, which all have
an impact on older adults’ ability to reach adequate services in difficult life situa-
tions (Peiponen et al., 2024). Being excluded from services may be triggered by
economic exclusion if the older person is not able to financially cover the costs of
services (ibid.; Fret et al., 2019, 2020). Lower levels of loneliness have been found
in welfare regimes that promote social integration and make older adults less depen-
dent on individual social resources (Nyqvist et al., 2019).
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Across Europe, challenges in accessing services are increasingly impacted by the
decrease of state’s responsibility to provide public services and restrictions on who
is eligible for care services aimed at older adults (e.g., Kroger, 2022). Studies have
shown that older adults with unmet healthcare needs or challenges accessing social
services are more likely to be lonely (Chamberlain et al., 2023; Gibney et al., 2019).
Furthermore, inadequate help and support have been associated with loneliness
among older adults receiving formal home care services on a regular basis
(Ristolainen et al., 2024a; Kadowaki et al., 2015). These findings indicate that even
though services exist, they may not always be adequate in addressing older adults’
social needs in situations where everyday life is challenged by health problems and
functional decline. Loneliness may be an emotional outcome of the inadequacy of
help and support in daily life (Ristolainen et al., 2024a).

In contrast, some studies have found higher levels of loneliness among older
adults who use the most social and health care services (Smith & Victor, 2022;
Chamberlain et al., 2022), which may refer to cumulative consequences of multi-
morbidity or a mismatch between the care given and sought. Conversely, other stud-
ies have not found an association between loneliness and the use of social and health
services (see Smith & Victor, 2022). In an analysis of individual and country-level
changes in loneliness, Morgan et al. (2021) found that better access to health care
services at the country-level was associated with increased levels of loneliness
among older adults. This finding is surprising and at odds with what could be
expected from the perspective of exclusion from services. Hence, Morgan et al.
(2021) suggest that the awareness of health care services may increase expectations
towards services, leading to feelings of loneliness if health care needs are not met.
In contrast, Wagner and Brandt (2018) found that the availability of formal long-
term care services was associated with lower loneliness among spousal caregivers.
Based on this, it may be argued that inadequate care services have negative conse-
quences for older families and contribute to loneliness through increased caring
responsibilities. It is also noteworthy that unpaid caregiving crosscuts several
domains of exclusion, and in addition to social and services domain, may be consid-
ered from the perspective of civic exclusion, as presented in Sect. 4.3.5.

4.3.4 Community and Spatial Exclusion

Home, place, and environment have been influential and evolving themes in ageing
studies (Yarker et al., 2023) and ageing is increasingly understood as spatial (Decker,
2023). Two decades ago, Scharf et al. (2005) underscored the particular importance
of the neighbourhood domain in social exclusion in later life compared to other age
groups. Today, this is no less the case, as older adults still tend to and prefer to age
in place (Burholt, 2024a). Additionally, many older people have spent a consider-
able period of their lives in the same neighbourhood (Social Exclusion Unit, 2006),
which may lead to a stronger investment in the surrounding community and
increased place attachment (Burholt, 2024a). The fourth domain, community and
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spatial exclusion, therefore, refers to the unintended, yet decreased engagement
in local life and the unintended decreased mobility outside and inside of a person’s
home. Community and spatial exclusion relate to social and relational aspects of a
place, including local amenities, the built environment, and place-based policies.
They also encompass feelings of belonging, safety, and trust (Tournier & Vidovi¢ova,
2021). These forms of exclusion partly overlap with exclusion from services, as not
only the local availability of resources such as shops, facilities, parks, and social
organizations matters, but also the ability of older adults to access and use these
resources (Decker, 2023).

A review by Lyu and Forsyth (2022) underlines the importance of structural fac-
tors in the community such as walkability, overall environment quality, housing
options and a range of proximal transport in combating loneliness in later life.
Additionally, living in compact neighbourhoods with higher population and hous-
ing density, more access to green space (Lam & Wang, 2022) and living closer to a
highway (van den Berg et al., 2016) is related with lower levels of loneliness com-
pared to living in neighbourhoods with lower population and housing density, less
access to green spaces and longer distances from transit routes. Local infrastructure,
such as public spaces, parks, and cafes, fosters encounters, interaction, and connec-
tion (Fried, 2020; Smith et al., 2023), promotes mobility, strengthens individuals’
sense of belonging (Smith et al., 2023), and enhances connections to society and
social life (Fried, 2020), all of which may prevent or reduce feelings of loneliness.

Beyond the service domain, accessibility is also essential from the perspective of
community and spatial exclusion. Accessible community spaces encourage physi-
cal activity, such as walking, and they provide a medium for social interaction and
community building. They are, thus, key places in fighting loneliness in later life
(Jing et al., 2024). Research emphasises that the design, development, and imple-
mentation of social and community infrastructure should involve community mem-
bers, particularly marginalised groups, such as older adults with impairments (Smith
et al., 2023). However, despite the potential benefits of accessible community infra-
structure in reducing loneliness in later life, not all older adults benefit from it
equally (Rhubart et al., 2022). For example, austerity measures influence the avail-
ability and accessibility of social infrastructure, but also impacts mental health and
well-being directly, including loneliness (Mcgrath et al., 2016; MacLeavy, 2023).

Besides the availability and accessibility of neighbourhood places and services,
how residents relate to their neighbourhood also plays a key role. Low perceived
community integration is, for instance, a significant predictor of social loneliness
(Dahlberg & McKee, 2014), and stronger neighbourhood attachment is related to
lower levels of loneliness (Kemperman et al., 2019). Length of residence is a crucial
factor, as older adults who have lived in the neighbourhood for longer than others,
tend to feel less lonely (van den Berg et al., 2016). Furthermore, perceived neigh-
bourhood safety is indirectly related to loneliness (Dahlberg et al., 2022b;
Kemperman et al., 2019; Meehan et al., 2023), and this effect has also been observed
at the country (macro) level (Morgan et al., 2021). In general, older adults who are
satisfied with their neighbourhood and its facilities are less likely to feel lonely (van
den Berg et al., 2016).
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4.3.5 Civic Exclusion

As the fifth and final domain, civic exclusion, comprises two aspects: civic partici-
pation and socio-cultural elements influencing older adults’ ability to exercise their
citizenship. The first includes engagement in civic activities, such as volunteering,
community involvement, voting, and political participation, while socio-cultural
aspects include the symbolic and discursive spheres of society, such as discrimina-
tion and ageism (Torres et al., 2020; Torres, 2021). Both elements are related.
Negative stereotypes and discriminatory practices limit older adults’ opportunities
to contribute meaningfully to society, resulting in reduced civic engagement (von
Humboldt et al., 2024). Within the social exclusion framework, the domain of civic
exclusion has received the least attention and therefore lacks established operation-
alisation: some studies make the distinction between civic participation and socio-
cultural elements (Walsh et al., 2017), and others consider both aspects under the
domain of civic exclusion (e.g., Ristolainen et al., 2024a). Here, we take the latter
approach and acknowledge civic exclusion as a multi-level driver of later life
loneliness.

Several studies have shown that older adults who are infrequently engaged in
formal social activities, such as educational courses or training, sports/social/other
clubs (Nissanholtz-Gannot & Peretz-Dayan, 2023), and political or community
organisations (Gibney et al., 2019; Pikhartova et al., 2016), have a higher risk of
loneliness in later life than those frequently engaged in these activities. Older peo-
ple who are volunteers in organisations (Akhter-Khan et al., 2023; Nissanholtz-
Gannot & Peretz-Dayan, 2023), especially youth or charity organisations (Lee,
2022), are less lonely than those who do not engage in volunteer activities. If com-
munity participation in later life is impeded by barriers, such as cost, inaccessibility
or lack of interest, the risk of loneliness increases (Gibney et al., 2019). A study
focusing on the general adult population found that loneliness is associated with
lower voting intention and a lower sense of duty to vote (Langenkamp, 2021).

As noted earlier, unpaid caregiving is often regarded as a form of civic engage-
ment, which unlike other forms may increase the risk of feeling lonely. Spousal
caregivers and caregivers who are still employed in work tend to experience more
loneliness compared to non-carers (Akhter-Khan et al., 2023; Zeng et al., 2023).
Due to the vigilance and demands on caregivers, this type of civic participation may
impede opportunities for unpaid caregivers to fully engage in other types of civic
activity, thereby impacting on loneliness (Vercauteren et al., 2024). Grandparental
caregiving in turn, is associated with less loneliness (Akhter-Khan et al., 2023). This
may indicate differences in caregiver roles, with grandparenting as a source of
social well-being rather than mandatory responsibility. Being a caregiver may nega-
tively impact the interpersonal relationships between the caregiver and care receiver,
influencing not only civic participation but also exclusion from social relations due
to conflicts in family relations or lack of social support (Waldegrave et al., 2021),
for example.
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According to the review of Walsh et al. (2017), socio-cultural aspects of exclu-
sion consist of three dimensions, namely, identity exclusion, symbolic and discourse
exclusion, and ageism and age discrimination. Regarding identity exclusion (i.e.
reduction to one-dimensional identities (Walsh et al., 2017)), Ruan and Cheung
(2024) found that a low sense of belonging towards one’s ethnic group or that of the
host area tends to be related to higher levels of loneliness among older adult migrants
(Ruan & Cheung, 2024). At the macro level, dominant cultural norms provide a
framework of societal expectations of needed or desired relations, which influences
one’s individual evaluation of the quantity and/or quality of one’s social network.
Cultural identity (self-categorised) but also cultural position (ascribed) status might
be in line with or differ from dominant cultural norms. Both influence one’s likeli-
hood of being socially isolated and feeling lonely (Burholt, 2023).

Recently, the association between loneliness and ageism has received more
attention in gerontological research, and studies have found that stereotypes, preju-
dices, and discrimination towards older adults increase the risk of loneliness in later
life (Gibney et al., 2019; Pan et al., 2023; Shiovitz-Ezra et al., 2023). Shiovitz-Ezra
et al. (2018) propose three mechanisms through which ageism contributes to loneli-
ness: chronic social rejection leading to older adults’ avoidance and withdrawal
from social participation; self-embodied stereotypes of lonely old-age, and, thirdly,
age-based discriminatory practices increasing social exclusion of older adults. In a
similar vein, Barreto et al. (2022) found that feelings of loneliness are interrelated
with stigma: the lonelier people felt, the more they perceived loneliness as stigma-
tised in their community. Negative stereotypes towards and expectations about lone-
liness itself have also been found to increase the risk of reporting loneliness in later
life (Pikhartova et al., 2016).

Socio-cultural aspects of civic exclusion also include other forms of discrimina-
tion, not only ageism. Studies have indicated that discrimination based on physical
disability, appearance, race, ancestry, sex, and sexual orientation is related to higher
levels of loneliness in later adulthood (Sutin et al., 2015). To date, studies linking
theories of intersectionality and social exclusion have been scarce, but recent efforts
have been made to acknowledge the impacts of diverse social positions and loca-
tions on civic engagement in later life (Serrat et al., 2021). As shown in Chap. 2 in
this book (Nyqvist et al., 2025), intersectional factors such as gender, race, socio-
economic status, and disability play a significant role in shaping why and how older
adults with different, often overlapping identities are affected by loneliness during
their life course.

4.4 Implications for Future Research and Practice

The review of evidence above shows how different dimensions of social exclusion
are key indicators of loneliness in later life, with economic exclusion, exclusion
from social relations, exclusion from services, community/spatial exclusion, and
civic exclusion all potentially fostering feelings of loneliness. In other words, not
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only do one’s attachment, social needs, personality, and sociodemographic and
health characteristics influence loneliness in later life, but opportunities to meet, to
belong, to participate in the community and to be engaged in wider society
also matter.

Additionally, there are indications that the more domains of social exclusion
from which an older adult is excluded, the lonelier they are (Aartsen et al., 2023).
Social exclusion is a multidimensional concept composed of different dimensions
of disadvantage, in which exclusion in one dimension can affect those in other
dimensions, and dimensions of disadvantage tend to co-occur (Van Regenmortel
et al., 2018), while disadvantages are often accumulated over the course of older
people’s lives (Dannefer, 2003). These interrelations between domains of exclusion,
might impact the relation with loneliness differently. Related to economic exclusion
for instance, we described how participation in civic or social activities mediated or
moderated the association between low income and loneliness (Niedzwiedz et al.,
2016; Tang & Chou, 2024). Conversely, a study by Nissanholtz-Gannot and Peretz-
Dayan (2023, p.1982) found that income (economic domain) acted as a moderator
for the relation between participation (civic domain) and loneliness: “Infrequently
participating older adults with low-to-moderate income were more vulnerable to
loneliness than higher income older adults, for whom infrequent participation did
not increase loneliness.” Also, one’s perception of being excluded from society may
prevent individuals from using opportunities for social participation that are avail-
able to them (Hommerich, 2015; Huxhold et al., 2022), leading to loneliness.

Based on what is known about loneliness and its associated factors, there is a
need for a multidimensional and multilevel understanding of loneliness in later life,
integrating individual factors (micro), community factors (meso) and societal fac-
tors (macro) (Meehan et al., 2023). A social exclusion perspective is useful as it is
multidimensional and combines individual, community, and societal factors. Social
exclusion is a process outside the control of the individual, which can be linked to
structures. The advantage of a social exclusion perspective on loneliness is that it
opens a broad view on the importance of a variety of resources in different life
domains beyond social and economic resources and the role that they have in
enabling sufficient and meaningful relationships to match one’s needs and expecta-
tions. Social exclusion, with its multiple dimensions, covers financial and social
resources, but also accessible and adequate services, resources in the community,
representation (civic participation) and recognition (ageism and discrimination).

Viewing later life loneliness from the perspective of social exclusion highlights
the importance of recognising loneliness as a matter of social justice (see also
Barreto et al., 2024). The different domains of social exclusion align well with
Fraser’s tripartite theory of social justice-redistribution, recognition, and represen-
tation/participation (Dahl et al., 2004; Fraser, 1998) yet bring in the complex inter-
play between the different domains. The social exclusion framework captures
multilevel barriers and exclusionary mechanisms affecting people’s resources and
opportunities for social connectedness. From the perspective of social justice, social
exclusion and experiences of loneliness shed light on the (in)ability to use societal
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resources to participate and consequently reveal injustices at distinct levels of
society.

To move towards a multilevel, multidimensional integrated understanding of
loneliness, there are some recommendations for research. Existing research on the
role of social exclusion in loneliness in later life tend to overemphasisze individual
and personal indicators of social exclusion domains and does not fully incorporate
some of the structural influences at the community and societal level, that are inher-
ent to social exclusion in later life (see also Chap. 12 of this book; Suanet & Pavlidis,
2025). Furthermore, we must be wary of generalising results from large-scale stud-
ies, which is only meaningful if socio-structural and cultural characteristics are the
same. Consequently, further attention should be given to the contextualisation of
research to gain further insights into loneliness across different cultures and societ-
ies. There are methodological implications of incorporating a social exclusion per-
spective into an integrated model. Large-scale epidemiological studies are tied to
specific countries or regions and look at cross-sectional associations with loneli-
ness, longitudinal trajectories of loneliness, or cohort differences in loneliness.
However, they rarely contextualise findings. As such, we do not have sufficient evi-
dence of the impact of social changes, geographical differences and policies on
loneliness for older people, which means there are blind spots in the multilevel
understanding of loneliness in later life (Burholt, 2024b). Without considering the
broader context, such as community dynamics, societal norms and the organisation
of welfare services, research may overlook critical elements that contribute to lone-
liness in different settings. Contextualizing helps to capture the complexities of
loneliness and provides a more comprehensive understanding of how it is experi-
enced across diverse populations and environments. Taking a social exclusion per-
spective, and contextualising research can help us understand the relationships
between the factors on all levels.

In a multilevel and multidimensional perspective on loneliness, the chronosys-
tem should not be overlooked, as life course mechanisms contribute to loneliness in
later life. The chronosystem captures changes over time, and it is known that loneli-
ness is dynamic and can also develop gradually (Burholt, 2024b). The cumulative
advantage/disadvantage model (Dannefer, 2003), for instance, shows how early life
conditions can shape future opportunities: individual choice and circumstances,
alongside long-standing institutional structures, favour some people over others.
Consequently, inequities influence resources and opportunities across the life course
and may increase the likelihood of loneliness in later life. Those experiencing lone-
liness earlier in life are indeed more likely to experience loneliness in later life
(Victor et al., 2022). Stability and continuity of relationships tend to be key factors
in preventing loneliness (Lam et al., 2022) and later life loneliness is often affected
by life course inequalities (Hagan et al., 2020; Tiilikainen et al., 2024). Consideration
of domains of social exclusion across the life course may provide a more compre-
hensive, integrated model for understanding loneliness, as it highlights how exclu-
sions in areas such as economic resources, social relationships, services, community,
and civic engagement accumulate over time. This approach captures the complex
interplay of life course inequalities and systemic factors that shape the risk of
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loneliness, underscoring the need to address multiple exclusion domains to mitigate
loneliness in later life.

In this chapter, we have demonstrated that loneliness itself is not just personal; it
also has structural causes (Barreto et al., 2024; Wilkinson, 2022). These are often
left unaddressed in favour of solutions that individualise and blame lonely citizens
for their own position (Jentoft et al., 2024, p.1). From the perspective of social
exclusion, there is a need for a whole-system approach to address loneliness in later
life. This requires a focus on the macro- and meso-level factors influencing loneli-
ness across the social exclusion domains. Successful intervention strategies are
likely to require a combination of initiatives that target the general population-level,
and programs aimed at older adults who have an increased risk of loneliness.

Research evidence shows that many older adults have difficulties in leaving their
home and participating in their local communities due to environmental barriers.
Therefore, it is important to consider intervention strategies addressing these envi-
ronmental barriers. This could be done by developing and implementing
neighbourhood-level or community-based interventions. Despite the existing evi-
dence on the role of age-friendly and inclusive environments in loneliness in later
life (Gibney et al., 2019) and the potential of designing out loneliness (Fried, 2020),
there are very few interventions that address the structural neighbourhood or soci-
etal factors (e.g., Timmermans et al., 2020). Yet, there are some community-based
interventions with the potential to support older adults’ participation and social
engagement, and to alleviate loneliness (e.g. Ristolainen et al., 2020, 2022; Fong
et al., 2021).

In addition to community-level interventions, attention is needed at the policy-
level shaping older adults’ resources and opportunities for social and civic partici-
pation. In addition to deprivation and poverty, policies should aim to reduce ageism
and discrimination at all levels of society. A key policy priority should be the pre-
vention of old-age social exclusion, as it is known to have detrimental effects not
only on individuals but also on communities and societies (Walsh et al., 2017).
However, the lack of macro-level research on loneliness presents a significant gap
in our understanding of its broader societal and structural determinants. Thus, we
propose using the social exclusion perspective to capture multidimensional risk fac-
tors of loneliness and encourage researchers to consider factors and conditions at
distinct levels to achieve a more comprehensive and integrated understanding of
loneliness.
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Chapter 5 ®
Loneliness Prevalence in Different Age e
Groups in Europe

Marian Vasile and Marja Aartsen

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, we understand loneliness in line with the cognitive approach to lone-
liness as the subjectively experienced discrepancy between the desired and actual
quantity and quality of social relationships (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Loneliness
embodies societal changes that disconnect individuals both from each other and
from institutions and society (Alberti, 2019). Loneliness is frequently discussed in
conjunction with social isolation (Walsh et al., 2017), and while they are highly cor-
related, they are not the same. In contrast to loneliness, social isolation refers to an
objective lack of interactions with other people. People can feel lonely in the middle
of the crowd, and not all people that are socially isolated also feel lonely. Loneliness
and social isolation are different from solitude, which is experienced when people
purposefully withdraw from the social world to be creative, recharge their batteries
or, simply, be with oneself (Buetow, 2023; Deresiewicz, 2022).

In recent times, attention to loneliness has been booming, not only in the press
but also among academics and policy makers. The World Health Organization
acknowledges loneliness and social isolation as public health priorities and launched
the “Commission on Social Connection” to identify solutions. Some authors use a
dark tone, announcing the doom days of a “loneliness century” (Hertz, 2020) or
“anti-social century” (Thompson, 2025). This perspective is mostly about United
States of America, but there are European voices echoing the same labeling (Spitzer,
2019). Nevertheless, loneliness is on the public agenda and has become a major
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public health issue (Meisters et al., 2021; Mihalopoulos et al., 2020) because of its
associations with a range of negative health outcomes such as depression, anxiety,
cognitive decline (Park et al., 2020), cardiovascular diseases (Valtorta et al., 2018),
and increased mortality (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015). Loneliness can even be a source
of political radicalization (Peterson et al., 2025). At the same time, interventions to
reduce loneliness have been little effective so far (Hickin et al., 2021).

“Loneliness epidemic” is a popular term generating hundreds of thousands of
results when searched on Google, but what is the loneliness epidemic? An epidemic
refers to spread, rapid increase, and contagion but not necessarily in the same defini-
tion or explicitly stated. Its users discuss the ubiquity of loneliness, adding a sense
of unease due to its ‘alarming’ prevalence. In terms of data, this should be reflected
in high percentages of people reporting feelings of loneliness or exhibiting symp-
toms of loneliness across age groups and different social categories. Another aspect
is the surge or rapid increase of loneliness compared to the recent past. Data should
reflect this through higher percentages of lonely individuals across different genera-
tions. Finally, an epidemic of loneliness suggests the possibility of contagion, not in
a biological sense but in a psychosocial sense, through social influence. An interest-
ing study by Cacioppo and others indeed suggest that loneliness spreads through a
contagious process (Cacioppo et al., 2009). Advocates of the loneliness epidemic
attribute its developments to global processes such as the increasing popularity of
neoliberal policies assuming people are solely responsible for their well-being
while the welfare state and social protection is less and less prominent, therefore
favoring or complementing individualization (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002), the
use of social media and large-scale migration. Between 2014 and 2023 Europe went
through at least two major events, which are the COVID-19 pandemic and the
Russia-Ukraine conflict, followed by important political and economic develop-
ments. The COVID-19 pandemic can be viewed as a natural experiment (Leatherdale,
2019) to examine whether mobility restrictions and appeals to solidarity with vul-
nerable groups, particularly older people affect levels of loneliness. There are stud-
ies showing that at least young adults felt lonely more often during the pandemic
(Baarck et al., 2021; European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions, 2021). If there is indeed a surge of loneliness, we should find
empirical support in the form of higher percentages in 2023 as compared to the data
from 2014, at least for the younger age groups.

However, the popular view of high and increasing levels of loneliness in older
adults is challenged by various recent studies in Europe, such as in Norway (Aunsmo
et al., 2023), Sweden (Dahlberg et al., 2024), and Germany (Suanet et al., 2024),
suggesting that although the absolute number of lonely older people may rise in the
years to come, the prevalence in subsequent birth cohorts is rather stable or even
declining. One explanation for lower levels of loneliness in today’s older people is
the improved access to resources and social values that enhance control and choice
in social relationships (Suanet et al., 2024), as well as improved psychological
resources such as mastery and self-efficacy (Suanet & van Tilburg, 2019). However,
life changes over the individual’s life course suggest that, regardless of cohort, lone-
liness does increase with a person’s age (de Jong Gierveld et al., 2006; Pagan &
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Malo, 2024; Suanet et al., 2024), most likely due to the increasing number of social
losses and health issues with ageing.

5.2 The Measurement of Loneliness

Loneliness is a subjective experience, typically measured through self-reports,
where people describe their situation using at least one item in a questionnaire.
Most single-item measures are direct measures because they use words such as
“lonely” or “loneliness.” Single-item measures are frequently used in loneliness
research, but they are also criticized for being prone to response bias, as people must
admit that they are lonely, which is taboo in many countries (Barreto et al., 2022;
Lau & Gruen, 1992; Schoenmakers, 2020). However, empirical data also indicate
that classifying respondents as lonely based on their frequent or constant feelings of
loneliness yields remarkably similar results for both single-item questions and
aggregated scales (Victor et al., 2005), which mitigates the potential underestima-
tion of loneliness when loneliness is more severe. Multi-item measures often use
indirect questions avoiding the word lonely but infer loneliness from self-perceived
manifestations of different feelings. Multi-item measures can be unidimensional
such as the UCLA scale (Russell et al., 1980) tackling overall or global loneliness,
or multidimensional, such as the de Jong Gierveld loneliness scale (de Jong Gierveld
etal., 2006) and the Social and Emotional Loneliness scale (DiTommaso & Spinner,
1993), measuring emotional and social loneliness.

Both direct and indirect measures of loneliness provide valid estimations of lone-
liness and can be used with general populations to assess loneliness (Mund et al.,
2023). However, there are some precautions. Multi-item measures can include items
that measure other constructs related to loneliness, and there are indications that
loneliness scales are not invariant across populations (Maes et al., 2022; van Tilburg
& Fokkema, 2021). Single item questions are criticized for being inappropriate for
screening in clinical populations due to their inability to capture the complexity of
loneliness (Mund et al., 2023). Hence, conclusions on loneliness prevalence and
comparison of loneliness between groups or countries and over time are compro-
mised due to the limited use of the same loneliness measures (Surkalim et al., 2022).

There are different methods to evaluate measurement invariance. Putnick and
Bornstein (2016) describe four steps, including the testing of configural invariance
(whether the number of factors and factor loadings are similar across the groups),
metric invariance (whether each item of the scale contributes equally to loneliness
across groups), scalar invariance (whether the starting points of the items are the
same across groups), and checking the residual invariance (whether the unaccounted-
for variance (error) in items is the same across culture, gender, education, socio-
economic groups. All these steps can be evaluated with multi-group confirmatory
factor analyses or similar techniques. Hawkley et al. (2016) published a working
paper to assist other researchers with research on measurement invariance. In this
paper, they evaluate the measurement invariance and validity of the 3-item UCLA



92 M. Vasile and M. Aartsen

scale as used in two American surveys (the Health and Retirement Study and the
National Social Life, Health and Ageing Project) and one German survey (German
Socio-Economic Panel). They conclude that the three items of the UCLA scale are
good indicators of the latent loneliness factor and that there is strong invariance of
the three items across the three populations, allowing for valid and meaningful com-
parisons of mean loneliness levels across the three surveys. Given that the issue of
measurement invariance has only recently garnered the attention of researchers, fur-
ther investigation is required to extend the evaluation of invariance across various
social groups, including gender (men and women), educational attainment (high
and low education), and marital status.

In this chapter we will evaluate whether the “loneliness epidemic” hypothesis
has empirical support. We build on the assumption of the ubiquity of loneliness on
the one hand, and sharp increase of loneliness on the other hand, in a significant
social space. Therefore, we compare percentages of people reporting feeling lonely
at two time points, 2014 and 2023, in several European countries for overall popula-
tions and for age groups. Studies show age differences in loneliness patterns, usu-
ally as a U-shaped relationship, with higher levels among youngest and oldest age
groups, due to life-stage specific social needs and social experiences such as peer
pressure, career stage, family roles, retirement, declining health and mobility, and
the formation or shrinking of social networks (Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016; Pinquart
& Sorensen, 2001; Qualter et al., 2015; Victor & Yang, 2015). In short, there are
good reasons to identify prevalences of loneliness in different age groups and coun-
tries so that policies can be tailored accordingly. If there is indeed a loneliness epi-
demic, we should see large prevalences of loneliness in 2023, at least for some of
these countries and age groups and a sharp increase since 2014. If not, then loneli-
ness might be more a “trait-like feature” influenced by developmental and idiosyn-
cratic experiences (Mund et al., 2020) than by global societal changes, as advocates
of the loneliness epidemic argue.

Before presenting the numbers, we first provide an overview of several social
surveys popular in Europe that include questions on loneliness and describe how
loneliness is measured. We will describe the strengths and limitations of each sur-
vey with respect to the loneliness measures and this chapter’s objectives.

5.3 European Surveys Including Measures of Loneliness

Evaluating if there is indeed a loneliness epidemic in Europe requires assessments
of loneliness that are invariant across groups, and data that come from different
countries, reflecting different economic realities, different social protection sys-
tems, different cultures and social values. Therefore, we need representative data
from a large cross-national survey that includes measures of loneliness. Below, we
describe such projects, emphasize their strengths and weaknesses relative to our
intentions, and conclude which of the surveys can be best used for our purpose.
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5.3.1 European Union Loneliness Survey

The European Union Loneliness Survey (EULS) is specifically developed to pro-
vide data on the prevalence, risk factors, and outcomes of loneliness across European
Union (EU) Member States (European Commission, Joint Research Centre, 2024;
Mauri et al., 2024). The EULS is a project of the Joint Research Centre (JRC) of the
European Commission. Data were collected only once so far, in November and
December 2022, in each of the European Union’s 27 (EU27) countries (European
Commission, Joint Research Centre, 2024). There are two samples: one non-
probabilistic online survey targeting the general population aged 16 and above in all
27 EU Member States and one random probability-based sample drawn in four
countries (EU4), including France, Italy, Poland, and Sweden, targeting the same
population. The country samples included approximately 1000 cases for most coun-
tries. Using quotas for age, gender, education, geographical distribution and eco-
nomic characteristics, researchers selected respondents from consumer panels who
were not involved in other surveys during the last two weeks. Survey weights are
provided with the dataset.

The EULS questionnaire includes several measures of loneliness (Mauri et al.,
2024). Two are direct measures, that is, use the words “loneliness” or “lonely”. One
direct measure asks about the frequency of loneliness: “How much of the time, dur-
ing the past four weeks, have you been feeling lonely?”. The other asks about the
intensity of loneliness: “How intense was this feeling of loneliness?”. Two are indi-
rect measures. Indirect measures usually are multi-item scales, asking about differ-
ent facets of being lonely but without using the words “loneliness” or “lonely”. One
indirect measure is the De Jong Gierveld (DJG) 6-item scale (de Jong Gierveld &
van Tilburg, 2006). Examples of items are “I miss having people around”, “I often
feel rejected” and “There are many people I can trust completely”. The other indi-
rect measure is the 3-item UCLA loneliness scale, with the following items: “Feel
that you lack companionship”, “Feel left out”, and “Feel isolated from others”
(Russell, 1982). The DJG scale allows for differentiation between social and emo-
tional loneliness. Emotional loneliness is the result of the absence of a close, inti-
mate relationship, while social loneliness is the result of not being part of a
community (Weiss, 1973).

The strength of the EULS is the large sample size, the wide variety of loneliness
measures, the inclusion of all EU countries, and the possibility for evaluating the
quality of existing loneliness measures. However, while the EU4 is a probabilistic
sample, the EU27 is not, making it more complicated to estimate loneliness preva-
lence. For example, for the Romanian sample, there is a major difference between
the sampling framework and population regarding the percentage of people aged
between 56 and 80 years, which is around 4% in the source consumer panel, whereas
this percentage is approximately 32% in the Romanian population. The survey
weights that are provided cannot fully correct for the underrepresentation of people
aged 65+ and people with lower education. This compromises the comparability of
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loneliness prevalence between all EU countries and reduces the generalizability of
the findings.

5.3.2 European Social Survey

The European Social Survey (ESS) is an academically driven, repeated cross-
sectional survey, measuring attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors on different topics. The
ESS target population is persons aged 15 and over, residents in private households
in participating countries. ESS is not focused only on European Union countries,
including countries like Norway, Serbia, or United Kingdom. The list of participat-
ing countries, unfortunately, is not the same for each wave. ESS uses random prob-
ability sampling. ESS aims for minimum effective sample sizes of 1500 respondents
per country for most participating nations. For countries with populations smaller
than two million, the target is reduced to 800 respondents (European Social Survey
website). In this chapter, we will use data from ESS7 and ESS11, waves from
2014/2015 and 2023/2024 (hereafter referred to as 2014 and 2023).

Loneliness is not a standard item in the core questionnaires, but it is included in
the questionnaires from years 2006, 2010, 2012, 2014, and 2023. In 2023 the ques-
tion about loneliness is a direct measure of loneliness that is part of the 8-item ver-
sion of the Centre of Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) (Balaj
et al., n.d.): “Please tell me how much of the time during the past week you felt
lonely? None or almost none of the time; Some of the time; Most of the time; All or
almost all of the time.”

The strength of the ESS is its sound methodological design, use of probabilistic
samples, and availability of several waves. Since the ESS is not a panel study, it
cannot be used to study within-person changes in loneliness but can be used to trace
overall changes at the country level and for different social groups. A limitation of
the ESS is that it is not developed as a loneliness survey, which means that it includes
only one measure of loneliness, which is a direct question of which studies have
indicated that it might lead to an underestimation of the loneliness prevalence
(Stegen et al., 2024; Victor et al., 2005). Also, not all predictors and outcomes in
which the researcher is interested will be available. However, as we will see from
the rest of this section, the ESS is the best option available to meet this chapter’s

purpose.

5.3.3 European Quality of Life Survey

The European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) is a repeated cross-sectional survey
with waves in the years 2003, 2007, 2011, and 2016 (Leoncikas, 2018). It examines
the objective and subjective quality of life of European Union citizens. For each
wave, a multi-stage random probability sample between 1000 and 2000 respondents
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was extracted from the population of persons aged at least 18 years who reside in
private households in European Union member countries and also candidate coun-
tries at that time, such as Albania, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia,
Montenegro, Serbia, and Turkey.

The EQLS questionnaire contains one direct indicator of loneliness: “Please
indicate which is the closest to how you have been feeling over the last two weeks:
I have felt lonely,” and several possible indirect indicators.

The strength of EQLS is its sound methodological design, use of probabilistic
samples, and availability of several waves allowing for analyzing change over time
for countries and specific social groups. The weaknesses of the EQLS are the same
as for ESS, most importantly that the last wave available is from 2016 and there has
not been a registration after the COVID-19 pandemic to see a change in loneliness
prevalences.

5.3.4 Living and Working in the EU e-Survey (LWEU)

The Living and Working in the EU e-survey (LWEU) is an on-line survey done by
the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions
(Eurofound), the same organization responsible for EQLS. This project was
launched at the beginning of COVID-19 pandemic, in spring 2020, to measure its
impact on people’s life and work. Towards the end of the COVID-19 pandemic, in
spring 2022, the questionnaire was adapted to reflect new challenges EU countries
face, such as the situation in Ukraine and its aftermaths. In total, there are seven
rounds, the latest being conducted in spring 2024. In later rounds, the e-survey was
extended to non-EU countries such as Albania or Armenia, and non-European coun-
tries such as Egypt and Lebanon.

The LWEU questionnaire contains the same direct indicator of loneliness as in
the EQLS. LWEU uses a non-probability sampling method, respondents being
recruited by availability through social media and snowball sampling. However,
weighting variables are available to adjust for gender, age, education, self-defined
urbanization level, and, in the last rounds, for employment status.

Nevertheless, as in the case of the EULS, the weighting system cannot resolve
the fact that specific categories of the target population are excluded, such as people
with no internet access, people not using social media, and people with low digital
literacy. These factors affect the representativity of the survey for social categories
such as older people, who are known to have lower usage of internet or lower digital
literacy, and people with low education.
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5.3.5 Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement
in Europe (SHARE)

The Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) is another
European-wide survey that includes information on loneliness. SHARE is devoted
to understanding the effects of diverse factors over the life course of European citi-
zens aged 50 years and over (Borsch-Supan et al., 2013). Data have been collected
from 27 European countries and Israel, although not all countries are included in
every round. The first wave was held in 2004, and a follow-up was held every sec-
ond year, bringing the total to nine regular waves. Partners are also included in the
target population, even if they are younger than 50 years, making it possible to
define the target population in terms of households with at least one member. Two
additional waves were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. The first SHARE
Corona Survey (SCS) was held between June and August in 2020, and the second in
June and August 2021. SHARE includes people living in nursing homes and resi-
dential care. In contrast with the ESS and the EQLS, SHARE is designed as a
panel survey.

SHARE uses probability-based sampling procedures and includes in waves 5, 6,
8, and 9, the three-item UCLA loneliness scale, with the items “How often do you
feel that you lack companionship?”, “How often do you feel left out?”, and “How
often do you feel isolated from others?”. In some waves a direct measure of loneli-
ness was used: “How much of the time do you feel lonely?” (Gruber et al., 2024;
Hughes et al., 2004).

A major strength of the SHARE study is its panel design, long follow-up, and
large sample size, allowing for studies on causality. A weakness of SHARE, from
the perspective of this chapter, is its target population, people with a minimum age
of 50 years, which does not allow for comparison of loneliness prevalences among
different age groups such as young adults, and middle-aged adults.

5.3.6 Comparing the Strengths and Weaknesses
of the European Surveys

Both the EU27 sample of the EULS and LWEU data use non-probabilistic samples
that deviate from population distribution for important socio-demographic charac-
teristics. The weighting systems are not able to fully balance these samples.
However, the EU4 sample of the EULS contains probabilistic samples, albeit with
only four European countries, which is a weakness relative to our intentions. EQLS,
ESS, and SHARE have sound sampling designs, using probabilistic samples, which
is important for the estimation of loneliness prevalence. The slight deviation from
population distribution for important socio-demographic characteristics can be bal-
anced by the weighting system. SHARE is so far the only study with a panel design
covering several European countries, which can be used to study trajectories of
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loneliness for older people. However, SHARE’s target population includes people
from 50 years of age, not allowing comparisons between older and younger
age groups.

EULS provides the most diverse range of loneliness measures among large-scale
European surveys. All studies discussed in this chapter include a direct measure of
loneliness, versions that are similar. These questions ask about occurrences of feel-
ing lonely in the last week (ESS), the last two (EQLS, LWEU), or four weeks
(EULS), or do not frame the period (SHARE). The response scale is common for
some surveys (EQLS, LWEU) or overlaps for certain categories (EULS, EQLS,
ESS, LWEU) allowing at least for identifying very lonely people (i.e. feeling lonely
all the time or most of the time). Direct, single-item questions about loneliness have
the benefit that they do not take much time in the interview and, therefore, are often
used in surveys where interview time is scarce. Single-item direct measures are
considered adequate as “benchmarks” for “real” loneliness even by scholars who
advocate for the demise of the current system of researching loneliness (Mund
et al., 2024) because they are easy to include in every study and economical, letting
people appreciate what lonely or loneliness is more in tune with the idiographic
recommended perspective, their better discriminant validity and, in fact, their better
overall validity and reliability than multi-item indirect measures.

There are, however, clear caveats with direct questions. Firstly, the periods in the
direct questions vary from one to four weeks, and sometimes no time limit is men-
tioned. Second, people may not have a unified understanding of loneliness (Stein &
Tuval-Mashiach, 2015). Some may think of loneliness as the “disintegrative” feel-
ing leading to “psychotic states,” letting people feel “helpless,” an undesirable stig-
matizing state (Mauri et al., 2024; Fromm-Reichmann, 1959). Others may think of
loneliness as a situation of being alone, or even as solitude, which is a positive
period of aloneness, when people redraw from the fast life to recharge their batteries
or explore inner self, being creative or contemplating (Buetow, 2023). Third, a sin-
gle question cannot differentiate between types of loneliness, such as social and
emotional loneliness (Weiss, 1973). Fourth, since there is often a brief period in the
question, for example “I felt lonely during the last week,” we do not know whether
the loneliness measured is transient, situational, or chronic (Mauri et al., 2024).
Direct questions may reflect mainly the effect of temporarily negative events, such
as a good friend or spouse may have died, children leaving the house, or other simi-
lar events. Feelings produced by negative events will take a longer time to heal;
however, healing is expected due to a protective homeostatic process that reverts the
state of mind towards its set point (Cummins et al., 2012).

Researchers interested in differentiating between loneliness types should use the
EULS, as it is the only European wide survey that also includes the 11-item, or the
shorter 6-item De Jong Gierveld loneliness scale (de Jong-Gierveld & Kamphuis,
1985; de Jong Gierveld & van Tilburg, 2006) that can differentiate between social
and emotional loneliness. Also, for evaluating the validity and reliability of assess-
ments of loneliness, the EULS is the only alternative because of its wide selection
of measurement scales. Researchers interested in the dynamic nature of loneliness
among older people can only use the SHARE dataset, as it is the only large-scale
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European survey including panel data on loneliness in older adults. Moreover, panel
data are indispensable for causal research because they allow researchers to control
unobserved and time-varying confounders and can address issues of reverse
causality.

In conclusion, none of these surveys are perfect for this chapter’s purpose. For a
valid estimation of loneliness prevalence among older adults in the general popula-
tion, study designs must adhere to specific prerequisites that ensure representative-
ness, reliability, and validity of the findings. This means that all people representative
of the population under study need a chance different from zero to be included,
which is achieved with a probability sampling method. This is possible with ESS,
EQLS, and SHARE. The sample size needs to be sufficiently large to account for
the population diversity (e.g., minorities, people with functional limitations) and to
assure sufficient precision in the prevalence estimate. This is possible for older peo-
ple only with SHARE. Questionnaires should include different measures for overall
loneliness and its types, like emotional and social loneliness. This is the case with
EULS. The ESS serves our purposes the best because it has a probabilistic sampling
design, and an overall sound methodological approach, covering a large range of
ages, starting from 15 years, allowing comparisons between age groups. Table 5.1
summarizes the measurement of loneliness in these surveys.

Table 5.1 Overview of loneliness measurements in EULS, EQLS, ESS, SHARE, and LWEU
Survey | Direct questions (answering categories) | Indirect questions (answering categories)

EULS | How much of the time, during the past | 3 item UCLA scale: Please indicate how
4 weeks, have you been feeling lonely? | often you feel each of the following.

(All of the time; Most of the time; _a. Feel that you lack companionship;
Some of the time; A little bit of the _b. Feel left out;

time; None of the time). _c. Feel isolated from others.

How intense was this feeling of (Hardly ever or never; Some of the time;
loneliness? (Not very intense (1) ... Often)

Very intense (10)). 6-item DJG scale: Please indicate for each

of the statements, the extent to which they
apply to your situation and the way you feel
now.

_a. I experience a general sense of
emptiness;

_b. I miss having people around;

_c. I often feel rejected;

_d. There are plenty of people I can rely on
when I have problems;

_e. There are many people I can trust
completely;

_f. There are enough people that I feel close
to.

(Yes; More or less; No).

(continued)
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Table 5.1 (continued)

Survey | Direct questions (answering categories) | Indirect questions (answering categories)

EQLS

ESS

SHARE

LWEU

Please indicate which is the closest to
how you have been feeling over the last
two weeks: I have felt lonely. (All of the
time; Most of the time; More than half
of the time; Less than half of the time;
Some of the time; At no time).

Please tell me how much of the time
during the past week you felt lonely?
(None or almost none of the time; Some
of the time; Most of the time; All or
almost all of the time).

How much of the time do you feel
lonely? (Often; Some of the time;
Hardly ever or never).

Please indicate which is the closest to
how you have been feeling over the last
two weeks: I have felt lonely. (All of the
time; Most of the time; More than half
of the time; Less than half of the time;
Some of the time; At no time).

To what extent do you agree or disagree
with: I feel left out of society. Strongly
agree; Agree; Neither agree nor disagree;
Disagree; Strongly disagree.

To what extent do you agree or disagree
with: I feel close to people in the area where
I live. Strongly agree; Agree; Neither agree
nor disagree; Disagree; Strongly disagree.
Note: these are items similar with some of
those available in different multi-item scales
measuring loneliness. They are not
specifically attributed as measures of
loneliness in this survey.

Not available

I will now read some statements and would
like to ask you to answer how much of the
time you feel certain ways: (i) Lack
companionship; (ii) Left out; (iii) Isolated
from others. (Often; Some of the time;
Hardly ever or never)

To what extent do you agree or disagree
with: I feel left out of society. (Strongly
agree; Agree; Neither agree nor disagree;
Disagree; Strongly disagree).

To what extent do you agree or disagree
with: I feel close to people in the area where
I live. (Strongly agree; Agree; Neither agree
nor disagree; Disagree; Strongly disagree).
Note: these are items similar to some of
those available in different multi-item scales
measuring loneliness. They are not
specifically attributed as measures of
loneliness in this survey.

Notes: EULS = EU-Loneliness Survey; EQLS = European Quality of Life Survey, ESS = European
Social Survey; SHARE = Survey of Health and Retirement Europe; LWEU = Living and working
in the EU e-survey
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5.4 Loneliness Prevalences in European Countries Before
and After COVID-19 Pandemic

5.4.1 Loneliness Prevalence in 2014 and 2023:
An Overall Picture

We use European Social Survey waves 7 and 11 from 2014 and 2023. Samples are
probabilistic representative for the resident population aged at least 15 years. Sample
sizes allow for analyzing different age groups (Table 5.2). In both waves, respondents
were asked “Please tell me how much of the time during the past week you felt
lonely?” and the following answering categories were provided: none or almost none
of the time (1), some of the time (2), most of the time (3), all or almost all of the time
(4). Since we are interested in country-level changes, we focus on countries participat-
ing in both ESS7 and ESS11, which are Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany,
Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain,
Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom (Table 5.2).

In our first step, we merge all countries per measurement round (ESS7 and
ESS11) and examine the loneliness prevalences for each pooled sample, stratified
by 10-year age groups. Very severe loneliness, that is feeling lonely “all or almost
all of the time” is rare, only 3% felt like this in 2023, while severe loneliness, that is
feeling lonely “most of the time,” occurs in 4% of the cases (Table 5.3). Two out of
ten people (21%) report moderate loneliness, that is feeling lonely “some of the
time.” The oldest old people (age 80+) have the highest prevalence in 2023 of

Table 5.2 Unweighted Country ESS7,2014/2015 | ESS11, 2023/2024

sample size for each country Austria 1795 2354

participating in European -

Social Survey round 7 (2014) Belgium 1769 1594

and/or European Social Finland 2087 1563

Survey round 11 (2023) France 1917 1771
Germany 3045 2420
Hungary 1698 2118
Ireland 2390 2017
Lithuania 2250 1365
Netherlands 1919 1695
Norway 1436 1337
Poland 1615 1442
Portugal 1265 1373
Slovenia 1224 1248
Spain 1925 1844
Sweden 1791 1230
Switzerland 1532 1384
United Kingdom | 2264 1684

Total 31,922 28,439
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Table 5.3 Age and loneliness in European countries 2023, pooled sample with countries
participating in ESS7 and ESS11

None or

almost none | Some of the Most of the All or almost
Age group of the time time time all of the time | Total
15-19 66% 27% 4% 2% 100%
20-29 64% 28% 5% 2% 100%
30-39 72% 22% 4% 2% 100%
4049 75% 19% 4% 2% 100%
50-59 75% 19% 3% 2% 100%
60-69 77% 17% 4% 3% 100%
70-79 74% 18% 5% 3% 100%
80 + 65% 21% 8% 5% 100%
Total 72% 21% 4% 3% 100%

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding errors

Table 5.4 Age and loneliness in European countries 2014, pooled sample with countries
participating in ESS7 and ESS11

None or

almost none | Some of the Most of the All or almost
Age group of the time time time all of the time | Total
15-19 77% 20% 3% 1% 100%
20-29 70% 23% 5% 2% 100%
30-39 73% 22% 4% 2% 100%
4049 76% 19% 3% 2% 100%
50-59 73% 19% 5% 3% 100%
60-69 74% 19% 4% 3% 100%
70-79 73% 18% 5% 3% 100%
80 + 58% 26% 9% 6% 100%
Total 73% 20% 4% 2% 100%

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding errors

feeling severely or very severely lonely (13% in total), whereas the youngest age
groups (15-19 and 20-29 years) have the highest prevalence of moderate loneli-
ness. Interestingly, the proportion of young people (aged 15-19) feeling lonely
“some of the time” or more often increased from 2014 to 2023 by 9%, whereas for
the oldest old the percentage of lonely people declined by 7% in the same period
(Tables 5.3 and 5.4). The loneliness prevalence remained rather stable for the other
age groups during the last decade.

Figure 5.1 depicts the absolute change in loneliness prevalence for the age
groups. Each bar represents the % change per age group between 2014 and 2023 in
such a way that a negative value indicates a decrease, and a positive value an increase
of the prevalence in the relevant category. For example, in 2023, the prevalence of
not feeling lonely among 15-19 years old was 11% lower than in 2014, indicating
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2023 minus 2014
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Fig. 5.1 Difference between loneliness levels within age groups 2023 versus 2014 in European
countries participating in ESS7 and ESS11

an increase in loneliness prevalence. For 80+ people the prevalence of people feel-
ing lonely none or almost none of the time was 7% higher in 2023 than in 2014.
Changes in loneliness prevalence between 2014 and 2023 are negligible in the age
groups between 30 and 70 years.

5.4.2 Loneliness Prevalence in 2014 and 2023:
A Country Perspective

We will now examine whether the same patterns are present within countries. Due
to the small number of cases in the categories “all or almost all of the time” and
“most of the time” of a direct loneliness measure, we have combined them into a
single category, “severe lonely”, while keeping categories “some of the time” and
“none or almost none of the time” as they are.

The first two groups of columns in Table 5.5 provide the prevalences for the three
categories of loneliness for 2014 and 2023 for the countries participating in both
ESS-rounds. In 2014, 27% of all people in these European countries felt lonely
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some or most of the time, but variations between countries are substantial. The high-
est prevalence of severe loneliness is in the East and South-East of Europe (Hungary,
Poland, Portugal) and France. The lowest loneliness prevalence is in Finland and the
Netherlands. In 2023, 28% of all people in the analyzed European countries felt
lonely some or most of the time. Hungary, Portugal, and France still have the high-
est proportions of severely lonely people, while the prevalence of severe lonely
people in Poland declined slightly. In 2024, the lowest loneliness prevalence is in
Austria, followed closely by Finland, Germany, and the Netherlands. Lithuania is
with 45% (2014) and 42% (2023) of the people some or most of the time lonely an
exceptional case.

The last three columns of Table 5.5 indicate the stability and change in loneliness
prevalence for each country from 2014 to 2023. While most of the change is negli-
gible, there were some larger changes in Austria, where loneliness became less
prevalent over the years, and Switzerland, United Kingdom, Norway and the
Netherlands, where loneliness became more prevalent.

We now look at the prevalence of loneliness for different age groups in each
country. Although ESS samples are quite large, we considered it necessary to recat-
egorize age into six categories (15-29 years, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59, 60-69, 70+).
Due to the shortage of space, we focus on countries for which the association
between age and loneliness is statistically significant at the 95% confidence level in
both ESS waves which are Germany, Spain, France, United Kingdom, Hungary,
Poland, and Portugal. In 2023, in general, the oldest old, people from 70 years of
age, have a higher probability to experience severe or extremely severe loneliness
except for United Kingdom, where this is the case for the youngest people, aged
between 15-29 years. In Germany, those aged between 15-29 years and 70+ are
similar in this aspect. The youngest group, 15-29 years, and sometimes people
between 30-39, have a higher probability of experiencing moderate loneliness in
almost all these countries, except for Hungary and Portugal.

Figure 5.2 shows the difference between percentages in 2023 and 2014 for peo-
ple experiencing severe loneliness (i.e., most of the time) combined with people
experiencing very severe loneliness (i.e., almost all or all of the time). Fig. 5.3
shows the same but for people experiencing moderate loneliness (i.e., some of the
time). If there is a change for (very) severe loneliness we see a mix of situations; for
some age groups there is an increase, the most obvious one being in United
Kingdom, +6%, for those aged 15-29 years, while for some age groups there is a
decrease, the most obvious one being in Poland, —13%, for those aged 70+. The
same happens for moderate loneliness, although the change seems to be more pro-
nounced for this level of loneliness. A point to note is that patterns of change for
(very) severe loneliness and moderate loneliness are not similar; in general, it is a
small change, and if it is a larger change, it is a decrease in the (very) severe loneli-
ness population, while for (moderate) loneliness we see a larger decrease or increase
for different age groups.
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Fig. 5.2 Difference between percentages of severe and very severe loneliness in 2023 and 2014 in
European countries for which the relationship between age and loneliness is statistically significant
in ESS11 and ESS7

5.4.3 Loneliness Prevalence in 2014 and 2023
Jor the Older Population

So far, we have provided information about loneliness prevalence and changes in
the prevalence over the last decade for the entire 15+ population. Since the book has
a particular focus on the older population, we present additional tables for people
aged 60 years and over, also participating in ESS round 7 and 11. Substantial varia-
tion in loneliness prevalence across countries is also visible in the 60+ subgroup
(Table 5.6).

Finally, we represent the loneliness prevalences for people aged 60+ for all coun-
tries participating in ESS7 or ESS11. For these maps, we combine the initial catego-
ries of “some of the time,” “most of the time,” and “all or almost all of the time” into
a single category of loneliness. According to ESS data from both 2014 and 2023,
there is a divide between Southern and Northern Europe, as well as between East
and West, in line with the literature (Fig. 5.4).
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Fig. 5.3 Difference between percentages of moderate loneliness in 2023 and 2014 in European
countries for which the relationship between age and loneliness is statistically significant in ESS11
and ESS7

5.5 Discussion

In this chapter, we presented updated information on loneliness prevalence to deter-
mine if the “loneliness epidemic” has empirical support in the European Social
Survey data. Our findings indicate that, overall, the percentage of lonely people was
around 25% in people aged 15 years and over in 2014 and 2023, providing no sup-
port for an increase in loneliness prevalence over the last 10 years in Europe.
However, when examining different age groups, we observed some differences.
When examining both the pooled sample of countries in 2014 and 2023 and each
country sample, loneliness increased among the youngest age groups, those below
30 years of age, and less among the older groups and especially the oldest old, aged
70 years and above.

Why the prevalence of loneliness increased in the youngest age groups is not
clear. Between ESS7, 2014/2015, and ESS11, 2023/2024, the COVID-19 pandemic
happened with significant mobility restrictions that probably affected mostly
younger age groups. At the same time, older people, identified as the main vulner-
able group in front of the virus, received increased attention through political and
media channels, which likely enhanced the support they received within families as
well as in the neighborhood. Some studies indeed support the claim that the
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Fig. 5.4 Lonely people aged 60+, in European countries, 2014 and 2023

youngest people were hit hardest by the COVID pandemic (Herpertz-Dahlmann
et al., 2022), which may explain the still increased loneliness prevalence in 2023.
However, other predictors of (change in) loneliness among adolescents may have
shifted as well, such as leaving the parental home before the age of 18, not having
at least one close friend, and not having siblings (Von Soest et al., 2020). It is diffi-
cult to retrospectively assess these assumptions, especially when using survey data
not designed for this purpose. The COVID-19 pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine
conflict generated political change due to economic instability, with more people —
previously a silent population— finding their voice in a different type of leadership
than the one popular before these events. On the other hand, if the act of reporting
loneliness is country-dependent, then future studies should investigate cultural
norms about reporting feelings, and especially negative feelings.

Data further offer support for the hypothesis of a Northwestern—Southeastern
loneliness divide among population aged 60 years and above (Hansen & Slagsvold,
2016; Yang & Victor, 2011). There are more lonely older people in Southern and
Eastern European countries. The countries with the highest prevalence of older
(60+) people in Europe are Lithuania, Hungary, France, and Portugal. For some of
these countries, an explanation for the high loneliness prevalence may lie in their
history of being ruled by dictatorial regimes during a substantial part of the older
people’s life, which may have eroded trust leading to higher prevalence of loneli-
ness (Rapoliené & Aartsen, 2022). These countries were also among those with the
highest loneliness prevalence in 2023, albeit with somewhat lower prevalences.
Differences between countries do not validate the replacement of the standard
nomothetic perspective with the idiographic perspective of loneliness suggested by
Mund et al. (2024). Our analysis suggests the importance of contextual covariates
for loneliness, and we advocate, instead of completely switching to the idiographic
perspective, for exploring this pathway while also putting more effort into a
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multilevel perspective of loneliness, assessing covariation between loneliness and
personal, neighborhood, locality, country, and other social unit characteristics, as
well cross-level interactions (for an analysis using a combination of country indica-
tors, see Chap. 11 of this book; Precupetu et al., 2025).

In conclusion, we did not find support for a “loneliness epidemic” in the European
Social Survey data. There are around 7% of very lonely people in European coun-
tries, and around 20% of moderately lonely people, but these percentages are rather
similar 10 years later so the idea of an epidemic which should manifest in important
percentage increase across time could not be observed. We should be reluctant with
using the term “loneliness epidemic” because, as with every exaggeration, at some
point it can make the real problem of loneliness questionable. Frank Furedi, for
example, when talking about “therapy culture” (Furedi, 2004), argues that when a
(psychological) medical act goes beyond its purpose and starts to shape public per-
ceptions it becomes a social problem. In other words, chronic loneliness is a medi-
cal act indeed, but it does not affect large portions of the population to consider it a
general problem, an epidemic. It is an exaggeration which, in time, if we see loneli-
ness everywhere and in every temporary discomfort we have with our relationships
then we devoid loneliness from its content. We should not create a “culture of fear”
(Furedi, 2006) around loneliness and other mental well-being issues.

Our analyses are based on repeated cross-sectional analyses, which supports
valid conclusions about changing prevalences on loneliness. However, this type of
analyses does not allow conclusions on within-person changes as that would require
panel data. Hence, we cannot draw conclusions about age-related changes.
Moreover, we used a single-item direct measure of loneliness which can underesti-
mate moderate levels of loneliness. Future research should take these limitations
into account and compare results obtained with the approach from this chapter and
more complex statistical techniques such as multilevel modeling possible into a
structural equation framework if multi-item indirect measures and panel data of
loneliness are available.
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Chapter 6 ®
Understanding Late-Life Loneliness: e
Micro and Meso-Level Determinants

Sunwoo Lee

6.1 Introduction

Loneliness is a mundane experience. However, in older age, it is closely associated
with various ageing adversities and challenges. Over decades, extensive research
has documented its prevalence and consequences, advancing our understanding of
loneliness in older adults. These efforts are based on multiple theoretical frame-
works, each emphasizing different aspects, including cognitive process/disparities,
social relationships, and broader sociocultural relevance (e.g., Akhter-Khan et al.,
2022; Heu et al., 2021; Perlman & Peplau, 1981; Rapolien¢ & Aartsen, 2022; Weiss,
1973; Wenger, 1996). However, the complex interplay of factors that shape loneli-
ness remains unresolved. Given that multiple factors in different contexts contribute
to older adults’ loneliness as a more unique personal experience, this chapter aims
to provide a nuanced perspective by examining both micro- and meso-level
determinants.

To frame this discussion, two existing models are particularly relevant. Lim et al.
(2020) proposed a conceptual model of loneliness that categorized risk factors into
three domains: demographic, health-related, and socio-environmental. In this
framework, they identified a separate domain, termed triggers, which refers to either
a significant life event or life-stage transition that precedes and initiates the develop-
ment of loneliness in an individual. Their model underscores the reciprocal relation-
ships among these factors, highlighting how loneliness itself can be both a
consequence and a mutually reinforcing risk factor. Burholt et al. (2019) developed
a conceptual model of exclusion from social relations for older adults, emphasizing
the necessity to integrate the human ecological approach into understanding how
loneliness emerges and is experienced. This model identifies varying individual risk
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factors (e.g., socio-demographics, bio-neurological, retirement, and migration) and
articulates how these factors influence an individual’s evaluation of social relation-
ships (fulfilled or unmet social needs) and social-emotional processes, resulting in
different outcomes, including loneliness. Burholt et al. (2019) also highlighted that
the integration of individual risk factors into social relationships and processes is
greatly informed by socio-cultural, structural, and environmental contexts such as
norms, values, and policy.

Building on the two frameworks and in conjunction with recent review studies,
the most prevalent factors for which sufficient evidence was available were selected
for inclusion. Figure 6.1 maps the most relevant factors for loneliness in older age,
which are examined further in this chapter. At the micro level, it examines the role
of individual characteristics and experiences, including demographics, socioeco-
nomic status, living arrangements, health status, and psychological attributes, such
as personality traits that influence how an individual processes and responds to
loneliness. Micro-level factors also extend to interpersonal factors such as marital
trajectories and social networks. Given the subjective nature of loneliness, involving
individual awareness or cognitive process, this chapter classifies social networks
and relationships as personal-level experience and thus defines it under micro-level
factors. At the meso level, the focus shifts to community dynamics such as neigh-
bourhood social cohesion and physical disorders, and the urban versus rural context.
Importantly, there may be a complex relationship between factors across the micro-
and meso-levels. However, these relationships are not explicitly presented in the
framework for reasons of parsimony.

While there are factors frequently addressed in the literature that have a strong
association with loneliness, the current body of research has yet to reach a definitive
consensus on the risk factors and antecedents of loneliness. Therefore, rather than
attempting to establish conclusive determinants, this chapter focuses on their vary-
ing roles contingent upon the context. Furthermore, to better understand the

————— : Macro-level — cultural sphere, socio-political contexts

Life course trajectories later life settings/transitions
Gender . . Living arrangement
o Socio-economic status
Micro-level || Ethnicity/race . Health
. Marital status .
Personality Social network

% Loneliness
Meso-level Neighbourhood environment J ‘

Fig. 6.1 A working framework of antecedents of loneliness in older age; adopted and modified
based two conceptual models (Burholt et al., 2019; Lim et al., 2020)
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influence of each factor and bridge individual experiences with broader community
and environmental dynamics, the chapter integrates theoretical perspectives from
multiple disciplines, such as social networks typologies and cognitive discrepancy
theory, which are addressed where relevant.

6.2 Micro-level Factors

Research consistently identifies old age, female gender, widowhood, living alone,
low socioeconomic status, lack of social networks and support, poor self-reported
health, and depression as risk factors for loneliness. Review studies, even those
published two decades apart, continue to support these findings (see Cohen-
Mansfield et al., 2016; Dahlberg et al., 2022; Hajek et al., 2023b; Pinquart &
Sorensen, 2001). However, more recent reviews (e.g., Barjakova et al., 2023;
Susanty et al., 2024) point to inconsistencies in empirical studies, suggesting that
the significance of these factors and the pathways to loneliness may vary depending
on contextual differences. The chapter elaborates on each factor as follows.

6.2.1 Older Age

Loneliness tends to increase with age, suggesting that the oldest old are at greater
risk for loneliness (Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2016; Dykstra et al., 2005; Fierloos
et al., 2021; Niedzwiedz et al., 2016; Pagan & Malo, 2024; Vozikaki et al., 2018;
Yang & Victor, 2011). A recent meta-analysis by Susanty et al. (2024) found that the
prevalence of loneliness varies significantly across different age groups of older
adults, showing an increasing trend with age: 21% for those aged 60—74 years, 34%
for those aged 7584, and 42% for those aged 85 and older. Sundstrom et al., (2009)
showed that in Sweden, older adults aged 81 and over were nearly three times more
likely to report loneliness than those aged 6570 years. According to Dykstra et al.
(2005), loneliness among Dutch adults aged 55 and older generally grew over a
seven-year period, with the increase being more pronounced among the oldest par-
ticipants; of the study respondents, 10.5%, 18%, and 17.3% experienced an increase
at three respective follow-up points.

However, the relationship between age and loneliness becomes rather compli-
cated when including younger age groups. According to Barreto et al. (2021), lone-
liness tends to decrease with age among a study sample that ranged from 16 to
99 years. In contrast, Nicolaisen and Thorsen (2014), using a sample aged 18 to
81 years, found that loneliness tends to increase across age groups (18-29, 30—49,
50-64, and 65-81), with prevalence rates of 21.2%, 22.3%, 23.8%, 30.2%, respec-
tively. The percentage of individuals reporting the maximum score on loneliness
(often feeling lonely) also increased across these age groups, indicating rates of
2.1%, 2.2%, 3.2% and 3.7%, respectively. When examining the frequency of
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loneliness (feeling lonely sometimes or often), however, the pattern showed an
uneven U-shape: the prevalence was high in the 18-29 group (22.9%), lowest in the
3049 group (18.7%), and then increased with age, reaching 20.0% for those aged
50-64, and 25.6% for those aged 65-81. Barjakova et al. (2023) suggested a
U-shaped relationship between age and loneliness, with loneliness being higher in
younger and older age groups. Similarly, Pinquart and Sorensen (2001) found that
among three subgroups of older adults, loneliness tended to increase with age in the
oldest subgroup (mean age > 80 years), while it rather tended to decrease with age
in the youngest subgroup (mean age < 60 years). No significant relationship was
observed in the subgroup with a mean age between 60 and 80 years, resulting in a
U-shaped pattern. In addition, a few studies have noted that loneliness remains rela-
tively stable across the lifespan (Barjakova et al., 2023; Mund et al., 2020).
According to Dykstra et al. (2005), in their seven-year longitudinal observations,
many older adults did not necessarily experience increased loneliness (70%); some
even reported a decrease in loneliness.

These findings suggest that the use of chronological age as a predictive variable
can obscure significant variations or true trajectories of loneliness across the life
course. Rughinis and Huma (2015) posit that the oversimplification of socio-
demographic variables, including age, in quantitative survey research should be
reconsidered, notwithstanding its benefits for inferential power. Moreover, the com-
mon practice of categorizing older adults into broad age groups, such as 50+ or 60+
years, risks overlooking substantive distinctions within this population. Additionally,
varying definitions of old age or older adulthood across different cultural contexts
further complicates cross-cultural comparisons. As the majority of existing evi-
dence is derived from cross-sectional studies that compare different age cohorts,
longitudinal observations that follow the same age cohorts over time would provide
a more precise estimation of the role of age and ageing in loneliness.

6.2.2 Gender

Older women tend to report higher levels of loneliness compared to their male coun-
terparts (e.g., Carrasco et al., 2024; Domenech-Abella et al., 2020; Nicolaisen &
Thorsen, 2024; Pagan & Malo, 2024). According to Pagan and Malo (2024), over a
six-year follow-up period using data from the Survey of Health, Ageing, and
Retirement in Europe (waves 4, 5, and 6), 68% of men reported never feeling lonely,
compared to 56% of women. Additionally, women were more likely to report always
feeling lonely (9%) than men (5%). However, some studies report no evidence of
this relationship across different European countries (e.g., Fierloos et al., 2021; Lee,
2020; Myck et al., 2021; Tapia-Mufioz et al., 2022; van den Broek et al., 2024).
While previous review studies have provided evidence for gender disparities in
loneliness (see Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2016; Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001), more
recent reviews, particularly those focusing on multivariate analyses and longitudi-
nal observations, rarely support this hypothesis (Barjakovd et al., 2023; Dahlberg
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et al., 2022), pointing out that the significant association between gender and loneli-
ness is largely found in cross-sectional and bivariate analyses.

Gender differences in loneliness can be attributed to varying levels of emotional
expressiveness among men and women. Compared to men, women are more prone
to articulate and share their feelings, whereas men are socialized to suppress emo-
tional expressions (Girgus et al., 2017; Thomsen et al., 2005). Jutengren and Stahl
(2024) showed that men are significantly less likely to manifest both positive and
negative emotions. If men are more inclined to repress or underreport their feelings
of loneliness, this gender stereotype may contribute to the observed gender gap in
the loneliness measures. Unbalanced socio-demographic structures in the ageing
population may also have contributed to the observed disparity. Given their longer
life expectancy, women are more likely to experience widowhood and spend a lon-
ger portion of their later years living alone (Beal, 2006; Aartsen & Jylha, 2011;
Niino et al., 2025). Thus, when comparing loneliness between older men and
women, gender differences may be influenced not only by gender itself, but also
partially by the higher prevalence of widowhood or living alone among older
women. Additionally, women’s greater emotional expressivity may render them
more susceptible to loneliness during life transitions, such as empty nest syndrome
or bereavement.

Barjakova et al. (2023) noted that inconsistent findings on gender differences in
loneliness are largely due to variations in how loneliness is measured—the use of
single-item questions, frequency or intensity measures, and distinctions between
emotional and social loneliness. According to Nicolaisen and Thorsen (2014), when
using a direct measure (i.e., “Do you feel lonely?”), loneliness was more prevalent
among women across all age groups (18-29, 30—49, 50—64 and 65-81). However,
when using De Jong Gierveld Scale, which indirectly assesses loneliness through
two forms—social and emotional, the prevalence of loneliness differed between
men and women and across different age groups. The study added that men experi-
ence greater social loneliness, while women are more prone to emotional loneliness,
particularly in the older age groups (50-64 and 65-81). Similarly, Fierloos et al.
(2021) revealed that, among those older adults living with a partner, women were
more likely to experience emotional loneliness than men. Another study (Jutengren
& Stéhl, 2024) reported that older Swedish men were more likely to score high on
social loneliness compared to their female peers. In addition, Dahlberg et al. (2015)
suggested that the main predictors of loneliness differ for women and men in
Sweden; for women, factors such as widowhood, depression, and reduced mobility
were distinct, while for men, decreased or low levels of social contact appeared to
be more relevant. Hajek and Konig (2021) revealed that, in older German women,
the onset of obesity was significantly related to loneliness, while in men, the oppo-
site effect was observed. These findings suggest that men and women can be equally
vulnerable to loneliness, but the semantic meaning of loneliness, as well as how
they experience and express it, may differ.

Gendered loneliness requires a more culturally nuanced framework. According
to Sundstrom et al. (2009), women are significantly more likely to experience lone-
liness than men in countries including Spain, France, and Greece, while in other
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countries, there was no significant association between gender and loneliness. Pagan
and Malo (2024) showed that the status and severity of disability are significantly
related to the loneliness persistence, especially among women aged 50 years or
older in Europe. They further noted that its negative impact on loneliness was more
evident among women in Mediterranean and Eastern European countries than those
in Northern countries. These findings suggest that older women, especially those
living in countries with higher gender inequality, where opportunities to develop
personal resources (e.g., education) are limited, can be more vulnerable to loneli-
ness. However, the relationship between gender equality and loneliness is not
straightforward. For instance, Sheftel et al. (2024) revealed that, while there was no
significant relationship between female gender and chronic loneliness in counties
where the gender gap is relatively small, such as Germany, Spain, England,
Denmark, the Netherlands, and Poland (with gender equality index rankings of 7,
10, 14, 15, 28, and 51, respectively; World Economic Forum, 2024), in some
European countries such as Switzerland, Austria, and Czech Republic (with varied
gender equality rankings of 20, 49, and 104, respectively), female gender increased
the likelihood of chronic loneliness. Shifting gender norms and coping strategies
that evolve over time may influence how women perceive and experience loneli-
ness, further making it challenging to discern consistent patterns in their experi-
ences. Therefore, gendered pathways to loneliness should be examined in relation
to the social and cultural contexts in which individuals have lived, together with
their specific personal contexts, considering how gendered practices are integrated
throughout life.

6.2.3 Living Alone

According to Eurostat (2024), in 2023, approximately 32% of individuals aged 65
and older in Europe live alone, with this percentage varying across different coun-
tries, ranging from 11% in Slovakia to 54% in Estonia. Notably, 70% of the indi-
viduals in this demographic are women (ranged 62% in Ireland to 78% in Latvia),
highlighting a significant gender disparity (source: Eurostat; data code:
Ifst_hhindws).

Additionally, there has been an increase in the number of men aged 55-64 years
who live alone, compared to that of women living alone (European Commission,
Eurostat, 2020). Recent literature highlights the growing demographic of elder
orphans—older adults who live alone (single household), are socially and/or physi-
cally isolated, and lack family caregivers (Carney et al., 2016; Kervin et al., 2022;
Roofeh et al., 2020). Carney et al. (2016) emphasized the need for advocacy, aware-
ness, and proactive strategies to improve healthcare and support systems to ade-
quately address the unique challenges faced by this vulnerable group. While explicit
statistics for Europe are unavailable, according to Roofeh et al. (2020), for example,
in the United States, 2.6% of older adults qualify as elder orphans, with 21.3% at
risk of becoming one. Despite ongoing debates regarding the term, elder orphan,
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which lacks consensus among various stakeholders, including older adults them-
selves (Kervin et al., 2022), this reminds us of the urgent need for preparations in
Europe, particularly in countries where existing social structures and policy frame-
works may be insufficient to support the growing number of older adults in this
category.

According to Jutengren and Stahl (2024), living alone is strongly associated with
social loneliness that is absence of a sense of belonging and involuntary disconnec-
tion from one’s social network. Similarly, de Jong Gierveld et al. (2012) found that
older adults living alone are most lonely compared to older adults living with a
partner or those (either single or partnered) living with one or more children.
Routasalo et al. (2006) showed that older Finns aged 75 and older who live alone are
about three times more likely to report frequent loneliness (feeling lonely some-
times, often, or always) compared to their counterpart who do not live alone.
According to Barbosa et al. (2019), while living alone was not directly related to
health, older adults living alone are more likely to experience declines in physical
and mental health due to developing loneliness. Living alone—maintaining a single-
person household—is often closely linked to marital trajectories, such as never hav-
ing married, being widowed, or divorced/separated, all of which are considered risk
factors for loneliness. This suggests that, beyond the absence of social support and
informal care within the household, living alone may also reflect a person’s experi-
ence of negative life transitions.

Furthermore, Sheftel et al. (2024) found that, with the degree of risk varying by
country, living alone in older age is significantly associated with a higher likelihood
of chronic loneliness; the negative impact of living alone was most pronounced in
Switzerland, Denmark, Greece, and France, the risk is less severe but still present in
Poland, Belgium, and Italy, while no relationship observed in Austria, Czech
Republic, Israel, and the Netherlands. Although the study did not extend to examine
commonalities among these country clusters, the findings suggest that cultural (age
stereotype), structural and broader social policy-related factors (e.g., pension sys-
tems, social services) may significantly contribute to older adults’ ability to live
independently and maintain a sense of wellbeing, thus preventing them from trans-
lating living alone into loneliness.

In this respect, two additional considerations are worth discussing. First, we are
cautious about labelling solo-living older adults as inherently vulnerable or at
greater risk of loneliness. Klinenberg (2016) pointed out that living alone, social
isolation, and loneliness may be correlated, but they are distinctive; living alone
does not necessarily imply social isolation or feeling lonely. Living alone, when
voluntarily chosen or well-adapted to, can empower various aspects of older adults’
lives, allowing them to maintain independence, pursue individual interests, and
engage in selective social interactions (Djundeva et al., 2019; Lee, 2022; Mair,
2019; Versey & Gibbons, 2024). If they are adequately equipped with protective
factors, such as good health, sufficient household income, or strong social networks
outside the home (e.g., friends or neighbours), living alone itself does not necessar-
ily lead to social isolation and loneliness.
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On the other hand, if living alone is considered a risk factor for loneliness, this
raises the question of whether living with others or a larger household size protects
older adults from loneliness. However, household size is not always linearly or
inversely associated with loneliness. According to Lee (2020), the relationship
between household size and loneliness follows a U-shaped pattern in which loneli-
ness tends to decrease when living with two to four people, but then increases again
in larger households. This suggests that living with others can reduce satisfaction
with housing conditions and increase family responsibilities, potentially leading to
social distress rather than satisfaction. Therefore, when examining the relationship
between living alone and loneliness, it is crucial to consider the access to and avail-
ability of compensatory factors that support older adults in maintaining social well-
being regardless of their living arrangements.

6.2.4 Socioeconomic Status (SES)

Literature indicates that low socioeconomic status (SES) is strongly related to
higher levels of loneliness among older adults (Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2016;
Hansen & Slagsvold, 2016; Myck et al., 2021; Vozikaki et al., 2018; Wang et al.,
2024). Older adults with low SES are more likely to cope with material deprivation,
unstable income, housing insecurity, poor living environments, and limited access
to health and social services, which further compounds their isolation. Consequently,
these individuals are more vulnerable to loneliness.

Hansen et al. (2021) found that financial adversities are significantly related to
lower levels of social participation and higher levels of loneliness among European
adults aged 60 and older. Similarly, Niedzwiedz et al. (2016) reported that older
adults in the least wealthy group experienced the highest levels of loneliness, with a
significant increase in risk for men when formal social activities were absent. So,
structured social engagement may help buffer the negative impact of economic dis-
advantages on loneliness. However, older adults’ ability to participate in social and
community activities is also greatly influenced by their socioeconomic status; thus,
material deprivation makes them more vulnerable to social isolation and loneliness,
limiting social opportunities. Furthermore, Routasalo et al. (2006) reported that
poverty (low income) is more prevalent among lonely older adults aged 75 years and
over in Finland (8% of lonely individuals vs. 1.7% of the non-lonely group).
According to Sheftel et al. (2024), among older adults aged 50 and over, those who
were unemployed over the course of the observation period were more likely to
experience chronic loneliness (Belgium, Denmark, England, France, and Spain).
Employment not only provides material support but also fosters social identity,
opportunities for social interaction, and a sense of purpose—resources that serve to
prevent loneliness in old age.

Beyond individual disparities in socioeconomic status, income inequality across
countries plays a significant role in shaping loneliness. The meta-analysis by
Susanty et al. (2024) reveals a clear gradient pattern in loneliness prevalence,
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indicating that higher rates of loneliness were observed in lower-income countries
(46%), followed by 39% in lower-middle-income countries, 33% in upper-middle-
income countries, and 23% in high-income countries. Tapia-Mufioz et al. (2022)
showed that older adults in countries with higher income inequality, such as Israel,
Spain, and Italy, tend to experience higher levels of loneliness. In contrast, Nordic
countries like Sweden and Denmark, and the Netherlands, which are generally cat-
egorized as having the least income inequality, report a lower prevalence of loneli-
ness among older populations. High inequality driven by structural challenges such
as weaker social welfare systems, greater economic insecurity, and limited access to
mental health and social support services, can contribute to a sense of relative depri-
vation, which negatively affects social integration, community trust, and overall
well-being. In this way, income inequality creates pathways that exacerbate loneli-
ness, particularly in societies where people perceive and experience large gaps in
wealth and opportunity.

A systematic review by Dahlberg et al. (2022) noted that while low income and
financial difficulties, and low social status increased the risk of loneliness in older
adults, the evidence for the education is weak. However, educational attainment
often correlates with employment and financial security in adulthood that can help
prevent material deprivation in later life. Furthermore, education helps older adults
better maintain cognitive function, self-esteem and efficacy, equipping them with
the skills and knowledge needed to access information and services (Balki et al.,
2023; Bishop & Martin, 2007). According to Bishop and Martin (2007), although
unmarried older adults might be disadvantaged due to a lack of partner support in
coping with ageing adversities, those with higher education tend to engage more in
social and community activities, build support networks, and access helpful
resources, thereby mitigating the emotional challenges of loneliness. This high-
lights the role of education in enhancing protective factors against loneliness in
later life.

Some studies indicate that higher educational attainment may benefit older
women more (Fernandez-Carro & Guma Lao, 2022; Niedzwiedz et al., 2016).
Niedzwiedz et al. (2016), for instance, showed that women with medium level edu-
cation were 21% less likely, and those with high education were 16% less likely, to
experience loneliness compared to women with low education. For men, although
medium education was significantly associated with reduced loneliness, the impact
was meagre, with only a 3% lower likelihood of loneliness compared to men with
low education. Ferndndez-Carro and Guma Lao (2022) pointed out that while fam-
ily trajectories (e.g., having a partner or children) tend to have a stronger and more
persistent impact on loneliness in older women, education attainment can provide
women with opportunities to build social networks beyond traditional family roles
(e.g., through careers or community involvement), thereby reducing their risk of
loneliness. These findings suggest that the relationship between education and lone-
liness may be less straightforward, with higher educational attainment potentially
acting as a buffer against other factors that more directly impact loneliness.

Hajek et al. (20244, b) provide further insights into the role of education. Among
older adults aged 80 years and above in Germany, low education was significantly
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associated with higher levels of loneliness, but this association was significant only
in men (Hajek et al., 2024a). Interestingly, however, when examining specifically
the sample of institutionalized older adults, higher education was significantly asso-
ciated with greater loneliness (Hajek et al., 2024b). Due to more structured routines
and confined physical spaces, institutionalization may diminish older adults’ sense
of autonomy and capacity to select social interactions compared with community
living. Consequently, even for highly educated individuals, loneliness can become a
challenge if psychological and behavioural adaptations are insufficient during major
life transitions and when lifestyle changes are unavoidable.

6.2.5 Minority Status: Migration and Race/Ethnicity

In addition to common ageing adversities, older ethnic minorities and/or those with
immigrant backgrounds encounter unique challenges, including migration-related
stressors, language barriers, and experiences of discrimination or racism based on
ethnicity or migrant status (Djundeva & Ellwardt, 2020; Fokkema, 2023; Joshi
et al., 2024; Ruan & Cheung, 2024). Moreover, their minority status often results in
limited opportunities for social and civic participation, which, in turn, exacerbates
social isolation and loneliness. Furthermore, differences in cultural norms regarding
ageing and formal or informal social support can influence the experience of loneli-
ness for those ageing in a foreign country. For instance, for older adults who immi-
grated, with background cultures that place a strong emphasis on family support, the
absence of such support in the host country can significantly heighten feelings of
loneliness.

De Witte and Van Regenmortel (2022) showed that older immigrants in Belgium,
whether first or second-generation, experience higher levels of loneliness than their
native counterparts, and poor health status accelerates this disparity. Similarly, van
Tilburg and Fokkema (2021) reported a higher prevalence of loneliness among older
migrants—Moroccans and Turks living in urban areas in the Netherlands—com-
pared to their Dutch counterparts, which is attributed to their relatively low socio-
economic status, belonging to a minority, and fewer opportunities for social
participation in a foreign (host) country. The study further identified some protec-
tive factors, such as marriage, contact with children, and better health, although
these factors played out differently between Moroccan and Turkish older migrants.
This suggests that, while developing loneliness as a migrant and cultural minority,
the way immigrants experience loneliness varies based on their unique cultural
backgrounds. According to Dolberg et al. (2016), former Soviet Union (FSU) immi-
grants in Israel were disadvantaged across various life aspects—income, access to
healthcare, education—and initially were lonelier than veteran Israelis. However,
over time, FSU immigrants developed psychological adaptation and strong com-
munity support among FSU immigrants, which helped diminish loneliness. Cotterell
et al. (2025) highlight the structural disadvantages older adults from ethnic minority
backgrounds endure over the life course including living in neighbourhoods lacking
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in community resources or those with prevalent racial discrimination, and how its
accumulated disadvantages exacerbate social exclusion and loneliness in later life;
for them, ageing in place feel like being at home yet not truly belonging. Collectively,
these studies underscore the importance of addressing both health and social sup-
port systems to alleviate loneliness among ageing ethnic minority and immigrant
populations.

While this chapter considers migration status and race/ethnicity as individual
demographic factors, it is also valuable to examine the relationship between migra-
tion or minority status and loneliness from the perspectives of multiple stakehold-
ers. On the one hand, EU policies promoting mobility, along with conflicts, such as
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, have accelerated migration flows, particularly in
advanced Western European countries. As a result, an increasing number of older
adults are ageing in foreign countries, navigating challenges associated with minor-
ity status. On the other hand, migration significantly reshapes the demographic
structure of host countries, influencing policies and societal responses that impact
both older immigrant and non-immigrant populations. Cohen-Mansfield et al.
(2016) found that older Israeli adults perceived a decline in neighbourhood quality
due to high levels of migration in their local communities. This led to increased
feelings of isolation, driven by concerns such as neighbourhood deterioration, fear
of crime, lack of social trust, and limited resources for socializing, thereby contrib-
uting to loneliness. Moreover, the high prevalence of migration from Eastern and
Central European countries to Western European countries has broader societal
implications. In Eastern and Central Europe, older adults, particularly those left
behind by migrating children, often face a lack of informal social support in later
life. This, combined with higher levels of socio-economic disadvantage compared
to Western or Nordic regions, places them at a greater risk of loneliness. These
aspects remain significantly underexplored in the current body of literature. Joshi
et al. (2024) point to this gap, including the underrepresentation of non-Western
contexts and the limited use of qualitative methodologies in existing studies.
Therefore, understanding late-life loneliness in relation to migration requires a
comprehensive perspective that considers the experiences of both migrants and non-
migrants, as well as the role of social policies and broader structural factors.

6.2.6 Health Status

Poor health status, particularly physical and cognitive decline, is one of the most
significant triggers for the onset of or chronic loneliness. According to Guthmuller
(2022), health factors—having more than one chronic disease, activity limitations,
and depression—were the strongest predictors of loneliness among older Europeans,
surpassing the effects of social support and socio-demographic variables. The litera-
ture highlights various health conditions linked to loneliness, including poor self-
rated health (e.g., Jutengren & Stahl, 2024; Nyqvist et al., 2023; Yang, 2018),
chronic illness and multimorbidity (e.g., Burholt & Scharf, 2014; Sheftel et al.,
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2024; Stickley & Koyanagi, 2018), functional limitations and disability (e.g.,
Dahlberg et al., 2015; Dykstra et al., 2005; Pagan & Malo, 2024; Ye et al., 2024),
pain (e.g., Loeffler & Steptoe, 2021), obesity and sedentary life style (e.g., Hajek &
Konig, 2021; Hajek et al., 2021), cognitive impairments (e.g., Hajek & Konig, 2020;
Susanty et al., 2024), and depression (Aartsen & Jylhd, 2011; Carrasco et al. 2024;
Schmitz, 2021; Tapia-Muiioz et al., 2022). A recent meta-analysis (Susanty et al.,
2024) provided a more comprehensive overview of the role of health status in pre-
dicting loneliness prevalence, indicating that cognitive impairment, poor self-rated
health, depression, and frailty are significantly associated with increased odds of
loneliness. Specifically, these factors increase the likelihood of loneliness, nearly
threefold (cognitive impairment), more than double the odds (poor health and
frailty), and by 74% for depression, with cognitive impairment appearing to have
particularly strong effects. Except for institutionalization, which may be closely
linked to functional disabilities resulting from health decline, the impact of health
factors was generally higher than that of other variables, such as sex, marital status,
and place of residence.

Studies explain the relationship between poor health and loneliness by revealing
that declined health significantly impedes participation in social activities and
diminishes social resources, thereby exacerbating loneliness (Burholt & Scharf,
2014; Loeffler & Steptoe, 2021; Pagan & Malo, 2024; Ye et al., 2024). Loeffler and
Steptoe (2021) showed that declining health increases dependency on medical and
social care, which leads to psychological distress, negatively impacting social com-
petence and self-efficacy, further contributing to social withdrawal. Ye et al. (2024)
identified a longitudinal association between physical frailty (e.g., difficulties in
walking, hand strength, hearing impairments) and social frailty (i.e., living alone,
lack of social relationships, and lack of social support) among older adults in the
UK, Greece, Croatia, the Netherlands, and Spain. Stickley and Koyanagi (2018)
reported that multimorbidity significantly increased the odds of loneliness among
English older adults by 78% for those with four diseases and 94% for those with five
or more, suggesting that multimorbidity not only poses a physical health burden but
also leads to emotional and psychological challenges. Additionally, Aartsen and
Jylhéd (2011) found that among older Finns aged 60 and above who did not report
loneliness at baseline, one third developed loneliness over a 28-year follow-up
period. Those experiencing increased low mood or depression, feelings of useless-
ness, and tensions or nervousness were four times, 3.5 times, and nearly twice as
likely to experience loneliness at follow-ups, respectively.

However, the relationship between health and loneliness is hardly clear-cut as
these two aspects are mutually reinforcing. Studies often report reverse pathways,
where chronic loneliness can serve as a risk factor for declining health, increase
risky health behaviours (e.g., smoking, drinking), and contribute to the onset of
depression and cognitive impairments (see Boss et al., 2015; Ong et al., 2015). The
theory of social networks and health highlights the important role of social integra-
tion in maintaining physical health and psychological well-being (Berkman, 1995;
Berkman & Glass, 2000). In other words, individuals with limited social networks
and weak social ties, whether with family, friends, or their broader community, face
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an increased risk of chronic loneliness, which in turn heightens their vulnerability
to mental health issues and physical decline over time. This suggests that older
adults who are socially anchored, engage in various social activities, and receive
positive social support are better equipped to cope with adversities, including lone-
liness, thereby preserving their overall health. These findings emphasize the need to
integrate loneliness interventions with other health initiatives to disrupt this
vicious cycle.

6.2.7 Personality

Studies suggest that personality traits may influence the likelihood of experiencing
loneliness, as they affect an individual’s social behaviour and interpretation of social
experiences. Tapia-Munoz et al. (2024) found that all Big Five personality traits—
extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, openness (negatively), and neuroti-
cism (positively)—were associated with baseline loneliness. Over an eight-year
follow-up period, extroversion was significantly related to decline in loneliness after
controlling for sociodemographic and economic factors, social isolation, health
variables, depression, and the genetic risk factors for loneliness. Schutter et al.
(2020) observed that lower agreeableness was significantly linked to loneliness
among institutionalized older adults in the Netherlands, irrespective of gender, and
women with lower extraversion and higher neuroticism were more prone to loneli-
ness. Similarly, Guthmuller (2022) showed that the more extraverted individuals
become, the less likely they are to experience loneliness: every 0.5-point increase in
extraversion score was associated with a 25% reduction in loneliness, whereas indi-
viduals with higher neurotic tendencies were 20% more likely to feel lonely com-
pared to those with lower levels of neuroticism. Guthmuller further noted that
personality traits were stronger predictors of loneliness than demographic and
socioeconomic factors among older Europeans. Extraversion—characterized by
greater sociability, active social engagement, and diverse networks—may contrib-
ute to decreasing loneliness. In contrast, high neuroticism increases vulnerability to
loneliness due to sensitivity to negative emotions and insecure attachment styles,
which can often lead to strained social relationships, social withdrawal, and smaller
social networks (Buecker et al., 2020). This suggests that neuroticism is a key risk
factor for loneliness, emphasizing the importance of emotional regulation and social
coping mechanisms, particularly as individuals age.

6.2.8 Marital Status

Marriage is one of the most important life transitions as it leads to the extension of
the social networks including spouse and (grand) children, that serve as an impor-
tant resource for social support in older age.
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Most prior studies reinforce that older adults with non-married status including
those who experience negative transitions such as separation, divorce, or widow-
hood or those who never married (remained as single in later life) are at greater risk
for loneliness (e.g., Fokkema et al., 2012; Niino et al., 2025; Susanty et al., 2024;
Tapia-Munoz et al., 2024). For instance, Arpino et al. (2022) showed that that older
adults who were ‘not-partnered, but having child’ or ‘partnered, but childless’ were
at greater risk of loneliness before the COVID-19 pandemic; however, during the
pandemic, those ‘not-partnered childless’ reported the highest levels of loneliness,
experiencing some transitioning from not lonely (before pandemic) to lonely (dur-
ing/since pandemic). Similarly, according to Fernidndez-Carro and Guma Lao
(2022), women who followed traditional family paths (marriage and having chil-
dren) are less lonely in old age, while older women who remained single and child-
less typically experience greater loneliness. Van Tilburg et al. (2015) reported that
both divorcees and remarried divorcees were more likely to score high on social
loneliness compared to their counterparts who were still in their first marriage.

Widowhood or bereavement has the most profound impact on the onset or wors-
ening of loneliness in older adults across European countries. This includes Germany
(Hajek et al., 2024a), Czech Republic (Stipkova, 2021), the Netherlands (Dykstra
et al., 2005), and Nordic regions (Aartsen & Jylhd, 2011; Dahlberg et al., 2015;
Nyqvist et al., 2023). Widowhood represents the end of a long-term relationship due
to death, which can result in grief and a significant disruption to one’s social net-
work. Susanty et al. (2024) showed that widowed individuals were 67% more likely
to report loneliness and single individuals had a 51% increased risk. According to
Fawaz and Mira (2019), older adults who had lost a spouse or close confidant
reported significantly lower satisfaction with their social networks, and significantly
increased loneliness and depression. Similarly, Myck et al. (2021) reported that the
loss of partner led to a significant increase in loneliness, from mild to severe.
Schmitz (2021) highlighted that loneliness significantly mediate the relationship
between widowhood and depression, while being married appeared to offer protec-
tive benefits, reducing the likelihood of loneliness by nearly half. These findings
emphasize the important role of marital status in affecting social and emotional
well-being, with those lacking a close partner in old age being more vulnerable to
loneliness.

However, studies suggest that the negative impact of marital transition on loneli-
ness does not necessarily last, and it can be mitigated through psychosocial adapta-
tion over time. A recent review (Niino et al., 2025) showed varying trajectories of
loneliness after the death of a spouse, with some studies reporting linear increases,
others showing decreases, and some indicating curvilinear trends. The study noted
that the adverse effects of widowhood on loneliness can be attenuated by factors
such as volunteering, military histories, higher income, and age. Van Tilburg et al.
(2015) pointed to shifting societal attitudes towards divorce over recent decades,
increased social acceptance of diverse family structures, and improved legal sup-
port, thus younger cohorts are less likely to be negatively affected by divorce com-
pared to older cohorts. Stipkova (2021) also posits that although divorce leads to
social isolation and loneliness, this life transition may contribute to mitigating
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loneliness associated with marital strains and provide opportunities to rebuild social
ties or remarry.

Importantly, whilst being married and living with a spouse or partner function as
protective factors against late-life loneliness, extant marital strains, low marital sat-
isfaction, household dysfunction related to late-life poverty, and lack of emotional
support from a spouse can significantly increase older adults’ vulnerability to lone-
liness. For instance, older caregivers providing intensive care to their spouses are
particularly prone to experiencing increased physical burdens and emotional dis-
tress, including loneliness (Wagner & Brandt, 2015, 2018). Van Tilburg et al. (2015)
found that among older Dutch adults, those who reported receiving emotional and
instrumental support from their partner had an 8% probability of experiencing the
highest levels of emotional and social loneliness, while for those without partner-
ship support, the chance of scoring highest on loneliness jumps to 13%. Hansen
et al. (2021) showed that older adults (both men and women) who often perceived
constraints due to high family responsibilities were significantly more likely to
experience loneliness; for women, occasional feelings of constraints were also
linked to loneliness. These findings align with the cognitive discrepancy theory in
explaining loneliness (e.g., Burholt et al., 2017; Perlman & Peplau, 1981), suggest-
ing that loneliness arises when individuals experience psychological distress due to
a perceived disparity or an unmet need for emotional or practical support in social
relationships.

6.2.9 Social Networks and Support

Individuals develop various forms of social relationships throughout their lives,
each shaping different levels of engagement, expectations, and experiences. Older
adults may exhibit varying capabilities to maintain and redefine social roles, needs,
and activities within their familial and community contexts. Wenger’s seminal stud-
ies on social network typology (1996, 1997) identified five forms of informal social
support systems based on local relationships, family, friends, neighbours, and com-
munity group engagement). These typologies, labelled ‘locally integrated’,
‘community-focused’, ‘local self-contained’, ‘private-restricted’, and ‘friend- and
family dependent’, are distinguished by their accessibility to family, frequency of
interactions, and community engagement. Indicating that each typology has its own
benefits and limitations, Wenger noted that older adults within a private restricted
support network—those without local family or informal support—are at greater
risk. Furthermore, she emphasized that having a balanced combination of these
social networks is most beneficial in protecting against adversities, such as loneli-
ness and depression, rather than relying on a single resource. Similarly, Fiori et al.
(2006) proposed five distinct social network types—nonfamily-restricted, non-
friends, family, diverse, and friends—reflecting available social networks (i.e., mar-
ried, number of children, contact with children, religious services attendance,
contact with friends, meetings attendance), and showed that these network types
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vary depending on factors, such as age, education, income, and functional health.
This section elaborates how various forms and typologies of social networks are
linked to loneliness.

A deficit in social relationships and support—both quantity and quality—signifi-
cantly increases the risk for loneliness and vice versa (Carrasco et al., 2024;
Fokkema et al., 2012; Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001; Guthmuller, 2022; Santini et al.,
2016). Vasile et al. (2024) found that low-frequency contact with family/relatives
living outside the household, friends, and neighbours is significantly associated
with loneliness among older Europeans aged 65 and above. Santini et al. (2016)
highlighted that lower social integration, lack of emotional support from social net-
works, and increased social strains significantly contribute to loneliness among
older Irish adults aged 50 years or older. While the size of social networks continues
to influence loneliness, there is a growing emphasis on the quality of these networks
over mere size or status (Abramowska-Kmon & Timoszuk, 2020; Stfpkové, 2021;
Yang, 2018). Yang (2018) suggested that a strong sense of feeling close to their
spouse or partner, rather than being in a relationship (married), plays a more critical
role in determining the likelihood of feeling—never or only occasionally—lonely.
Moreover, although women are more likely to become widowed, research indicates
that widowers tend to experience greater loneliness than their widow counterparts
(Niino et al., 2025; gtl’pkové, 2021). Fierloos et al. (2021) reported that men living
without a partner are almost twice as likely to experience social loneliness com-
pared to those living with a partner, and the association between poor relationship
quality with spouse or partner and loneliness is more pronounced in men, suggest-
ing thus gender differences in emotional needs among married couples in older age.

Beyond the impact of spousal relationships in later life, intergenerational rela-
tions significantly affect older adults’ loneliness. However, the relationship with
adult children and/or grandchildren and its potential role in loneliness is rather com-
plex. According to de Jong Gierveld et al. (2012), among older adults (whether
single or partnered) living with one or more children aged 25 or older, there is a
greater likelihood of providing support to their adult children than receiving support
from them. Although there is a protective effect of co-residence (living with chil-
dren) on loneliness, the impact is smaller than living solely with a spouse or partner
(couple-only household). The study further noted that in both Eastern and Western
European countries (France, Germany, Russia, Bulgaria, and Georgia), older adults
who are primarily on the receiving side are most lonely. Abramowska-Kmon and
Timoszuk (2020) reported that having at least one child in the social network is
significantly related to higher levels of loneliness among older women aged 65 years
and over in Poland. Santini et al. (2016) found that, for women, social strain from
children—feeling unsupported or stressed in the parent-child relationship—signifi-
cantly contributes to feelings of loneliness, which in turn influence depression.
Furthermore, Hajek and Konig (2022) noted that in Southern Europe (Spain, Italy
and Slovenia), as older women start caring for their grandchildren, their loneliness
tends to increase, while no significant change in loneliness is observed among men
in those countries. This might suggest that men tend to be less involved in caregiv-
ing roles or perceive these responsibilities differently. These findings, together with
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previous studies (e.g., Fierloos et al., 2021; Niino et al., 2025; Stl’pkové, 2021) sug-
gest that partnership and spousal support are more important for older men’s emo-
tional well-being, while women are more likely to be affected by broadened social
engagement derived from parenthood and relationships with their children.
Wenger (1997) stressed that, while family networks are important, they are not
as protective in isolation if community or friend involvement is lacking. As tradi-
tional family structures and roles weaken, older adults may increasingly need to
seek social support from diverse sources beyond their families. Mair (2019) found
that older adults without kin or whose relatives are unavailable tend to report having
more friends in their networks, based on data from individuals aged 50 and older
across 17 EU countries. Djundeva et al. (2019) showed that older adults living alone
in Eastern and Southern European countries are more likely to have restricted,
child-based networks, whereas in Western and Northern European countries, friend-
oriented networks are more prevalent and friendships are highly valued among
those living alone. According to Routasalo et al. (2006), unmet expectations of the
contact with friends and feeling poorly understood by close people nearly doubled
the likelihood of feeling lonely, while the frequency of contact was not significantly
related to loneliness among older Finns. Neighbours, due to their physical proxim-
ity, often become essential social resources for older adults, frequently forming
friendship, particularly for those living alone or without children (Seifert & Konig,
2019; Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001). According to Seifert and Konig (2019), 6-8% of
older adults aged 50 to their early 70 s reported providing help to their neighbours,
but this rate declined with age, with only 2% of those aged 80 and older serving as
help providers. Conversely, the proportion of older adults receiving help from their
neighbours more than doubled among those aged 80 and above compared to those
in their 50 s. The proportion of older adults who receiving neighbourly help was
particularly higher among those in poor health, those without children or whose
children not living in a same community, and people who were widowed or divorced.
Hajek et al. (2023a) showed that changes in close contact with neighbours during
the pandemic significantly affected loneliness among older German adults; specifi-
cally, decreased closeness and increased loneliness among men, while decreased
involvement in neighbourhood activities and increased loneliness among women.

6.3 Meso-level Factors

Neighbourhood dynamics—comprising its physical and material assets, as well as
how individuals integrate these into their needs and expectations—can significantly
contribute to loneliness. A recent scoping review categorized neighbourhood factors
associated with loneliness and social isolation among older populations (see Meehan
et al., 2023). Factors that increased loneliness included neighbourhood disadvan-
tage, rurality, lack of social security, and higher proportion of migrated populations,
while factors that help diminish loneliness included open green spaces, accessible
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services, neighbourhood satisfaction, social cohesion and neighbourhood belong-
ing, walkability, transport access, neighbourhood safety, and housing diversity.
Based on this review, the relevant literature addressing the meso-level factors for
loneliness narrows down into two domains: (1) perceived neighbourhood environ-
ments—built environment and social cohesion, and (2) urban versus rural contexts.

6.3.1 Perceived Neighbourhood Environments

According to Shiovitz-Ezra (2015), perceived physical environment (service avail-
ability), and social capital and cohesion in neighbourhood—sense of belonging to
the local area, having people to rely on in times of need—are significantly associ-
ated with loneliness in older adults; these impacts are particularly pronounced in the
“oldest-old” group of older Europeans (aged 75 years or older). Domenech-Abella
et al. (2020) found that higher usability (available facilities, access to third places,
transportation) and walkability of neighbourhoods were significantly associated
with lower levels of loneliness among older adults aged 50 years old and over living
in Finland, Poland, and Spain. Similarly, Gibney et al. (2020) reported that higher
levels of age-friendliness (i.e., perceived safety, access to services, and walkability)
was significantly related to lower levels of loneliness among older Irish adults.
Favourable neighbourhood conditions, such as safe and walkable environments and
easy access to daily amenities, allow older adults to more engage in out-of-home
activities, thereby helping them maintain social connectedness and a sense of
belonging to their local community.

Kemperman et al. (2019) explored how perceived neighbourhood environments
(i.e., neighbourhood attachment, safety, and satisfaction with amenities) and objec-
tive physical characteristics (i.e., distances to public green spaces and daily shop-
ping amenities) influence loneliness among older Dutch adults. The study found
that neighbourhood safety appeared to contribute to neighbourhood attachment,
while satisfaction with amenities was related to loneliness by increasing satisfaction
with social networks. In other words, neighbourhood safety and access to facilities
promote social engagement and participation, thereby contributing to lower levels
of loneliness. In a similar context, a recent review by Bower et al. (2023) suggested
that the built environment itself is not directly associated with loneliness but rather
plays a supportive role through providing opportunities to promote social connect-
edness and a sense of belonging.

Conversely, neighbourhood disorder and deprivation can hinder social integra-
tion and neighbourhood cohesion, leading to increased isolation and loneliness
among older adults (see also Chap. 4; Van Regenmortel et al., 2025). Vandalism,
high crime rates, and poorly maintained housing may create anxiety and fear, caus-
ing older adults to withdraw from activities outside of their homes. Scharf and de
Jong Gierveld (2008) showed significantly higher prevalence rates of loneliness
among older adults living in deprived neighbourhoods in England—that represent-
ing higher prevalence of low income, unemployment, poor access to health care and
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public transportation, higher prevalence of illness, low education, and poor housing
and homelessness. Similarly, Victor and Pikhartova (2020), reported that 25% of
English older adults experienced area-based loneliness (often felt lonely within the
area of residence), compared to 18% who reported individual-based loneliness; 9%
experienced both types of loneliness. In particular, area-based loneliness was sig-
nificantly related to deprivation score, with higher deprivation scores correlating
with a higher prevalence of loneliness.

6.3.2 Urban versus Rural Contexts

Urban and rural contexts differ significantly in demographic, social, economic, cul-
tural, and environmental features, each presenting unique challenges and opportuni-
ties that affect how older adults experience loneliness. Urban areas are typically
characterized by high population density, diverse populations and cultures, and
higher levels of industrialization, offering greater opportunities for job, access to
services, available technology and transportation, and resources for education,
social participation, and leisure. Rural areas, on the other hand, represent less popu-
lated, more homogeneous, often older, and have limited health and social services
and infrastructure. Therefore, compared to those living in urban areas, older adults
living in rural areas seem to be more disadvantaged and vulnerable to loneliness
(Hussain et al., 2023; Susanty et al. 2024). In their recent meta-analysis, Susanty
et al. (2024) reported that living in rural areas significantly increased the likelihood
of loneliness, indicating an 18% higher risk of loneliness for rural residents com-
pared to those in different settings.

Conversely, Myck et al. (2021) found that living in a rural area did not impact on
either severe loneliness or the likelihood of becoming lonely over a two-year fol-
low-up period among individuals aged 50 and older across 13 European countries.
Similarly, Kemperman et al. (2019) reported that the degree of urbanization was not
significantly related to loneliness among Dutch older adults aged 65 years and over,
suggesting that loneliness is shaped by multiple factors beyond mere geography.
Additionally, Burholt and Scharf (2014) observed no significant relationship
between rurality and loneliness among older Irish adults. While rurality was related
to lower participation in social leisure activities (e.g., attending films, plays, con-
certs; sports/exercise, traveling for pleasure), it was positively related with social
resources. Burholt and Scharf (2014) further noted that poor health was inversely
related to social resources, and the association was considerably stronger in rural
areas than urban areas. Lee (2020) found that older adults in rural areas or small
villages experienced less loneliness than those in cities or large towns in the Czech
Republic. Despite various disadvantages of rural living in later life, older adults in
rural areas may benefit from socially tighter local communities, that can provide
stronger social bonds and support networks, thereby protecting them against
loneliness.
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The inconsistent findings suggest that the rural-urban divide in loneliness should
be examined in light of the diverse underlying factors within each context and their
different influence in forming social networks and experiences that collectively con-
tribute to loneliness. For instance, in urban settings, higher levels of mental health
issues are related to stress, social isolation and anonymity, pollution, noise, and
crime, whereas older adults in rural regions can develop poor mental health because
of limited access to health and social services (Alcaiiiz et al., 2020; Kovess-Masfety
et al., 2005). Relatedly, policy definitions and public perceptions of rurality and
urbanity are country-specific, and thus vary across Europe; for instance, rural areas
in the UK may differ from those in other European countries. Some rural areas may
benefit from active local organizations, whereas others may experience population
decline and weakened social cohesion. Certain cultural factors, such as higher levels
of civic participation and cycling culture, prevalent in the Netherlands, for example,
may play a significant role in protecting older adults in rural areas from social isola-
tion and loneliness. Furthermore, these cultural norms influence the development of
regional policies and infrastructure, thereby promoting the age-friendliness of rural
environments. To advance the understanding of loneliness among older adults, it is
imperative to better integrate geographical and cultural variability across Europe,
moving beyond the simplistic view of rurality as merely a disadvantage or
vulnerability.

6.4 Intersectionality of Risk Factors

Each of the aforementioned factors plays a distinct role. However, they do not act in
isolation and their influence varies across different contexts, resulting in older adults
experiencing loneliness in more nuanced ways. Moreover, these factors extend
beyond the micro- and meso-levels to include macro-level influence. Research
reflects this complexity.

According to Liu (2021), among regular Internet users, Caucasian women and
those with higher social status reported lower levels of loneliness, while women
from Black and minority ethnic backgrounds had significantly higher levels of lone-
liness; in contrast, both Caucasian and black/minority ethnic men reported lower
loneliness levels. Arnoso et al. (2023) highlighted the complex and intersecting fac-
tors contributing to loneliness among Spanish women, expounding on how their
lived experiences as women, such as limited opportunity, socioeconomic dispari-
ties, family responsibilities, and (for some) minority backgrounds, exacerbated
exclusion and stigma, thereby intensifying loneliness. Furthermore, Merodio et al.
(2024) substantiated that gendered ageism, abuse, and discrimination based on
minority backgrounds (e.g., sexuality, disabilities) create intersectional inequalities
that impede older women’s social participation. These findings suggest that female
seX, low socioeconomic status, and minority backgrounds constitute multilayered
constraints for women, resulting in a specific subgroup of older adults being more
vulnerable to loneliness. This also potentially explains the inconsistent reporting in
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its prevalence and correlates when simply using the gender as a binary variable in
research.

Li and Spini (2022), examined how multiple identities are associated with loneli-
ness among adults aged 18 or older residing in a Swiss municipality; the sample
consisted of approximately 39% people aged 18-40, 39% aged 41-64, and 21%
aged 65 or older. The study classified participants into 36 intersectional strata based
on nationality (foreign vs. Swiss), gender (male vs. female), age (1840, 41-64,
65+), and education (primary, secondary, tertiary), and analysed how these strata
were related to loneliness. The findings indicated that nationality and education
were the strongest predictors of loneliness, with certain social clusters, particularly
those involving older age, lower socioeconomic status, and migrant backgrounds,
being at higher risk of loneliness. An individual develops and embodies multiple
social identities throughout life; some, such as gender and nationality, remain rela-
tively stable, while others, such as marital status and employment, may change over
time due to key life transitions. Grills and Prus (2008) stressed the need to move
beyond a conventional approach, using social categories as static, as this approach
risks oversimplifying the complex and interactive mechanisms underlying human
experiences. This reinforces the importance of examining how individuals navigate
and are influenced by multiple (social) identities, constructing different meanings
through their everyday practices and interaction in relation to experiencing
loneliness.

Beyond the intricate interplay of multiple social identities, vulnerable situations
or conditions in older age are also highly correlated and contribute to loneliness in
combination. Sundstrom et al. (2009) revealed that older adults living alone with
poor health had significantly higher odds of loneliness compared to those living
alone with good health, or those not living alone but with poor health; in particular,
there was a tenfold increase in the likelihood of loneliness compared to those living
with others and in good health. Similarly, Carrasco et al. (2024) showed that among
older Spanish adults living alone with poor mental health (presence of depression
and anxiety) and low quality of life, about 73% reported loneliness, while less than
1% reported loneliness among those living with others and being in good mental
health and with a high quality of life. Likewise, as older adults with low socioeco-
nomic status are more likely to reside in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, the com-
bined effects of these individual- and neighbourhood-level factors can place them at
greater risk for severe and chronic loneliness. Importantly, the effects of individual
and meso-level factors while interacting are largely governed by the societal, his-
torical, and cultural contexts in which individuals have lived. According to Nyqvist
et al. (2019), both individual resources (e.g., self-rated health, household size, mari-
tal status) and welfare regimes influence the absence of loneliness among older
Europeans. The study emphasised that in Nordic countries, older adults are less
reliant on personal resources to avoid loneliness, whereas in other regimes, such as
Southern and Eastern European countries, they are more reliant on family and social
ties. Furthermore, Langenkamp et al. (2024) found that social cohesion had a rela-
tively small impact on reducing loneliness in countries where cultural pluralism—
the acceptance and celebration of diverse cultures—is highly valued, such as
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Germany, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden. However, the impact of social cohesion
on loneliness is considerably stronger in countries with lower cultural pluralism.

For older adults, the interaction between multiple identities and life transitions
within a given societal and environmental context can expose them to increased risk
factors (see also Chap. 2 of this book; Nyqvist et al., 2025). Acknowledging the
diverse and multifaceted experiences of loneliness, this intersectional approach pro-
vides a framework for a better understanding of why some older adults are more
resilient to loneliness, while others are more susceptible, moving beyond the notion
of older adults as a homogeneous group.

6.5 Childhood Experiences and Loneliness in Old Age

The intersectionality approach reminds us that loneliness in older age is accounted
for by considering individual attributes within the social, economic, and cultural
contexts that shape unique intersectional characteristics. Factors such as sex, race/
ethnicity, and chronological age are typically determined at birth, and factors such
as education, job experience, and family trajectories are largely set in early adult-
hood, both of which are barely modifiable in old age. However, these factors con-
tribute to the development of various identities and roles that evolve, interact, and
accumulate throughout life, often exerting cumulative advantages or disadvantages
that influence how one experiences loneliness in later life.

According to Dannefer (2003, 2020), ageing is not merely biological but a pro-
cess deeply intertwined with social stratification and the life-long accumulation of
advantages and disadvantages. That is, the systemic accumulation of any advan-
tages or disadvantages across the life course is significantly related to widening
disparities in health and socioeconomic status and social integration in later life.
Early life conditions (e.g., education and family background) shape trajectories that
either reinforce privileges or disadvantages, and these processes are further informed
by societal-structural systems, such as labour markets, institutional discrimination,
and policy, leading to increasing divergence in living standards and well-being in
later life. For instance, Nurius et al. (2019) found that adverse childhood experi-
ences are significantly related to lower income, the development of unhealthy
behaviours (i.e., tobacco use, sedentary lifestyle), and poor physical health (e.g.,
obesity) in adulthood, all of which collectively contribute to poor health in older
age. Similarly, Ferraro et al. (2016) showed that socioeconomic disadvantage and
frequent parental abuse hinder the development of positive social resources and
increase the likelihood of risky behaviours (smoking and obesity) and additional
health problems (heart disease and cancer). These findings suggest that the impact
of early life adversities intensifies inequality and chronic stressors, creating a chain
of risks that makes individuals with such disadvantages more vulnerable to physical
and mental health challenges. However, there remains a gap in understanding how
early life experiences, particularly those in childhood and youth, influence loneli-
ness in older age.
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According to Guthmuller (2022), early life circumstances (e.g., relationship with
parents and peers, childhood socioeconomic status, physical abuse) account for 7%
of the factors contributing to loneliness in later life, compared to other demographic
and socioeconomic factors (6%) or country-level characteristics (5%). The results
indicated that experiences of physical harm, poor health as a child, and low house-
hold wealth during childhood all increased the odds of loneliness in old age. The
study further highlighted the important role of the mother—child relationship, noting
that those who reported having a fair or poor relationship with their mother during
childhood were 34% more likely to experience loneliness compared to those who
had an excellent relationship. Similarly, Liu and Liu (2023) found that a higher
number of early life adversities, such as household dysfunction, parental mental
health issues, and substance abuse, was significantly related to loneliness in later
life. While the negative effects of childhood adversities seem to be mitigated by
active social participation in older age, lifetime discrimination based on political
beliefs, religion, ethnicity, nationality, or sexual orientation significantly under-
mines the protective benefits of social engagement, thereby increasing loneliness.
Tiilikainen et al. (2024) showed that Finnish older adults who experienced greater
adversities in childhood or youth (fear of a family member, emotionally cold
upbringing, or the loss of a parent) were more likely to follow a severe loneliness
trajectory, reinforcing the important role of early social environments and its life-
long influence on social and emotional well-being. Additionally, Finkel et al. (2025)
found that financial difficulties experienced in both childhood and adulthood were
significantly associated with emotional well-being (anxiety, depression, and loneli-
ness) over a 25-year follow-up period in a Swedish sample of participants aged
45-88 years at baseline. The study revealed that individuals experiencing high
financial strain in both childhood and adulthood tended to show a gradual, linear
increase in anxiety, depression, and loneliness over time and that the combined
effect of childhood and adult financial strain was significantly linked to loneliness,
not to anxiety or depression.

Early life environments and experiences influence not only sequential adulthood
conditions, such as education and employment, but also play a pivotal role in the
development of personality, attachment styles, social intelligence, and coping strat-
egies, all of which have enduring effects on resilience or vulnerability to adversities
in later life. Although childhood and youth circumstances may not be as strongly
predictive of loneliness as more straightforward factors, such as widowhood or poor
health in old age, they represent important life course risk factors that unfold over
time. Understanding the longitudinal associations between early life experiences
and loneliness in older adults will provide an opportunity to identify risk factors,
potentially early on, and implement adequate interventions and preventive measures
to mitigate social exclusion and loneliness in later life.
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6.6 Diversity in Ageing Populations and Emerging
(Risk) Factors

Population ageing has become increasingly heterogeneous, leading to more diverse
family structure and living environments in later life. However, the potential impact
of these changes on loneliness among older adults requires further investigation.
Here, we elaborate on several aspects that merit additional research.

Minority statuses extend beyond major determinants such as migration history or
racial/ethnic backgrounds. For instance, as individuals more openly define their
unique gender, sexual, and social identities, the number of older adults identifying
as LGBTQ+ is rapidly growing. This demographic faces a greater risk of loneliness
compared to their heterosexual peers, experiencing lifelong experiences of discrimi-
nation, stigma, social isolation, and a lack of community support, particularly in
countries where cultural norms predominantly adhere to traditional gender roles and
familial structures (Buczak-Stec et al., 2023; Elmer et al., 2024; Ribeiro-Gongalves
et al., 2024; Willis et al., 2022). Yet, this group remains significantly underrepre-
sented in ageing research. It is important to provide a better understanding of how
older adults navigate non-traditional life (family) pathways in their ageing trajecto-
ries, including those from minority backgrounds, and how they develop adaptive
strategies to protect against loneliness in old age.

While living alone is often linked to loneliness, other living arrangements among
older adults may deserve greater attention. For instance, many older adults transi-
tion into institutional settings such as retirement communities, assisted living facili-
ties, nursing homes, or palliative care. These shifts may leave older adults more
vulnerable, as their independent living diminishes. However, the availability of
prompt medical and social services, as well as increased opportunities for interac-
tion with peers and leisure activities within these institutions, can make institution-
alization beneficial for preventing loneliness. According to Dykstra et al. (2005),
admissions to residential care did not significantly affect loneliness among older
Dutch adults. In contrast, Susanty et al. (2024) reported that institutionalization was
strongly associated with a higher risk of loneliness, with individuals in institutional
settings nearly three times more likely to experience loneliness compared to those
living independently. It is essential to address the emotional and social challenges
arising from these transitions that contribute to the development of loneliness.

It is also worth noting that older cohorts face global challenges including digita-
lization (see Chap. 8 of this book; Seifert, 2025), climate change (see Chap. 9 of this
book; Ayalon, 2025), and pandemics which require them to adapt their lifestyles and
behaviours. For instance, use of advanced digital technologies such as the Internet
and smartphones can potentially mitigate loneliness by fostering social connections
and developing new social networks and activities (Petersen et al., 2023; Rennoch
et al., 2023; Silva et al., 2022). The increasing integration of Al-powered social
robots into social and healthcare services demonstrates potential in caregiving and
providing emotional support, particularly for older adults living alone (Pu et al.,
2018). However, older adults who are less equipped with or unable to afford
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necessary services or who have poor digital literacy, often associated with low
socioeconomic status, are more vulnerable to social isolation and loneliness. These
digital disparities were further exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic as the
adoption of digital technology became essential for accessing health and social ser-
vices (Balki et al., 2023; Lee, 2021; Seifert et al., 2021). Moreover, rapid societal
changes including digitalization may leave some older adults experiencing more
alienation or marginalization. If they lack sufficient support and cognitive resources
to assess misinformation, they may be more susceptible to conspiracy theories (Ford
et al., 2013; Zwar et al., 2022). This mistrust of emerging technologies can further
deepen distrust in medical care systems, institutions, and governments, exacerbat-
ing social isolation and feelings of loneliness. These challenges are not only rele-
vant for older adults today but will also significantly impact younger cohorts as they
age, when encountering these challenges early in life.

6.7 Conclusion

This chapter addressed both the most salient and subtle yet important risk factors
that contribute to loneliness in later life. Six key findings are highlighted.

1. While older age, female sex, and living alone are commonly associated with
loneliness, their effects are context-specific and mixed and should be interpreted
with greater nuance rather than assumed as universal risk factors.

2. The relationship between health and loneliness is still ambiguous as they appear
to be mutually reinforcing.

3. Marital status and experience, family trajectories, and social relationships serve
as key mechanisms underlying loneliness; greater attention should be directed
towards the quality of relationships (e.g., marital strain, perceived support, and
satisfaction) and how older adults reconcile discrepancies in role expectations
and experiences in both the development and alleviation of loneliness.

4. Given the complex interplay of multiple factors, studies should integrate an
intersectional approach when examining the potential risk factors of loneliness.

5. Loneliness is shaped not only by contemporary conditions but also by early life
experiences, including childhood living conditions and the family environment.
Understanding these early experiences can explain how prevalent risk factors
evolve over the course of life.

6. Societal-historical and cultural variations in their influence on loneliness have
emerged as significant factors, yet largely underexplored areas.

While providing an in-depth discussion of the various risk factors, several delim-
itations were set to maintain a focused scope. The majority of the evidence pre-
sented is derived from empirical studies conducted on European populations, and
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is considered only where relevant.
Importantly, the narrative literature review approach has limitations in terms of pro-
viding conclusive evidence. The inclusion criteria for the discussed factors were
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primarily based on systematic reviews and key quantitative studies, which, while
rigorous, may have excluded important factors such as biology and genetics, owing
to the limited available evidence.

These limitations encourage future research to adopt a more inclusive approach
and develop clearer insights into potential areas for intervention and policy provi-
sions. To clarify the underlying mechanism, future studies should (1) provide more
robust evidence of causality between loneliness and its risk factors, (2) examine the
cumulative impact of these risk factors over time, considering early life experiences,
and (3) differentiate between modifiable and non-modifiable factors while explor-
ing how certain factors mediate or moderate the experience of loneliness. To further
advance our understanding of loneliness in older age, future research should develop
methodologies and theoretical frameworks that incorporate an intersectionality and
life course approach (see also Chaps. 11 and 14 of this book; Precupetu et al., 2025;
Suanet & Aartsen, 2025). By integrating these perspectives, researchers and policy-
makers can design and implement targeted interventions to address the specific
needs of different subgroups within an ageing population. Finally, research on lone-
liness, particularly in European contexts, requires an expanded understanding of the
varying cultural and historical influences that have shaped older cohorts’ life trajec-
tories, material living, and societal attitudes toward ageing in myriad ways.
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Chapter 7 )
The Social Infrastructure of Loneliness. e
A Scoping Review of Societal Influences

and Their Implications

Laura Tufa

7.1 Introduction

The infrastructure of loneliness encapsulates the interplay between macro-societal
factors such as social resources, economic conditions, cultural norms, technological
access, urban design, and various other global phenomena, like migration, in shap-
ing individuals’ experiences of connection or isolation. Understanding this infra-
structure is crucial for developing strategies aimed at alleviating loneliness within
communities and at an individual level. From a theoretical perspective, adding
knowledge about how macro-societal factors shape loneliness could benefit a fur-
ther pool of well-designed social studies. From a policy perspective, this could ben-
eficially impact the design of targeted policies to address interventions (Jentoft
et al., 2025) that not only focus on changing behaviors, patterns, and the social
interactions of individuals, but could, for example, help redesign neighborhoods
and environments to deter loneliness. However, studies dealing with macro-societal
influences on loneliness, while often attempting to address the importance of disen-
tangling these effects (Fokkema et al., 2013), rarely manage to do so. That is to say,
the authors try to isolate the macro-social influences, but are hindered by the limits
of available data and their underlying conceptualizations. Moreover, there are some-
times varied and distinct understandings of what a macro-social factor is. For exam-
ple, the understanding that some factors, generally viewed as meso-level factors
(family and social connections, area and neighborhood quality, access to digital
infrastructure), could, because of the way they are embedded in contextual and cul-
tural values of a particular place at a particular time, be considered
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macro-social level factors. Moreover, there are also “genuine macro-level factors,
that is, factors that can only be conceptualized and measured at the macro-level”
(Luhmann et al., 2023:19). Additionally, the use of various proxies for different
aspects of the macro context limits inference on which factors are important and
studying them separately can hinder the analysis of correlated factors. We also need
to acknowledge that it usually takes time for loneliness to develop, which implies
that studying it from a longitudinal perspective could offer greater insights into how
different macro-social influences impact transitions in and out of loneliness across
the life course (Ciobanu & Fokkema, 2021; Cifci, 2024) and shape particular life
biographies of loneliness.

This chapter is based on a number of cross-national studies that have attempted
to explain differences in the prevalence of loneliness by focusing on certain macro-
level features. These attributes include a society’s sociodemographic structure
(Fokkema et al., 2013), social wealth and welfare regime type (Nyqvist et al., 2019),
as well as generalized trust (Rapoliené & Aartsen, 2022), family (Dykstra, 2009;
Luhmann et al., 2023) and social interaction norms (Jylhd & Jokela, 1990), internet
availability, and a favorable opportunity structure for societal engagement (Swader
& Moraru, 2023). There are also ways of gaining a comprehensive understanding of
loneliness variations at the national level: either by examining the same macro-level
factors in each country or by taking into account the interplay between micro and
macro social factors and how they affect loneliness (Wu et al., 2022).

Expanding on this literature, the current chapter aims to comprehensively review
research done on macro-social factors of loneliness and answer the following ques-
tions: (1) What are the potential macro-social influences on loneliness? (2) How are
these factors empirically engaged and are there different strategies and methods
employed to underline the effects of these factors? (3) What are the research gaps
on macro-social factors?

7.2 Methodology

The current chapter aims to comprehensively review research on macro-social fac-
tors of loneliness through a scoping review. Scoping reviews have been used before
for researching the macro-social factors that contribute to loneliness (Meehan et al.,
2023), and among immigrant and older adult groups (Johnson et al., 2019). A scop-
ing review’s main goal is to map the body of research on a given subject, highlight-
ing important ideas, knowledge gaps, and different kinds of evidence (Munn et al.,
2018). The research objectives aid in narrowing down the search, even when there
are varying perspectives on the existing literature. To comprehend complex issues
or emerging fields where the body of existing literature may be sparse or diverse and
heterogeneous, scoping reviews are intended to methodically identify and map the
breadth of evidence available on a given topic (Munn et al., 2018, 2022). According
to Munn et al. (2018) and Peters et al. (2021), this method enables researchers to
gather a variety of data, such as primary research, reviews, giving them a thorough
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snapshot of the environment. This could be furthered through the selection of stud-
ies with different designs (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).

To draw upon a wide primary range of studies, the eligibility criteria for inclu-
sion in the current study were broad. Selected disciplines were psychology, eco-
nomics, sociology, health and medical sciences, gerontology, policy, community,
and urban studies. The geographical area criteria for the selected studies were that
they should include European countries. While it was important that the studies
address macro social influences on loneliness, there was no particular focus on a
certain methodology of the eligible studies. However, it was important for loneli-
ness to be treated as an outcome variable or in association with macro-level variables.

The search approach for this study went through several stages to make sure all
pertinent reviews were included in the analysis. Web of Science, Scopus, and
Google Scholar were the principal three databases through which the search was
conducted. Several keywords were employed, and Boolean operators (AND, OR)
were used to efficiently combine them: macro-level variables, macro-social deter-
minants of loneliness, macro-social elements of loneliness, or macro impacts on
loneliness, AND older adults/persons. The study type (original research, reviews)
and language (only English) were two of the filters that were applied. The search,
which was carried out between August 22, 2024, and September 2, 2024, produced
a total of 6573 item-results of which 5652 items were eliminated after the titles were
filtered. The remaining 921 papers in the database were additionally screened. A
total of 53 publications were eliminated for select reasons, including the following:
(a) they were written in a language other than English, or (b) they addressed loneli-
ness solely as an input variable, predictor, or factor, or they focused on individual/
meso-level aspects of loneliness. This left 868 studies in the database. A second
search for publications was carried out between November 25, 2024, and December
13, 2024. This led to 1052 new entries into the database of which 184 were added
based on the same selection criteria. Author name, title, abstract, year, key findings,
and methodology were all included in the database. The domain, loneliness as a
correlate or outcome, the study’s conformity with the research aims, and duplicate
studies that were not initially eliminated were all considered in a third screening
step. After abstract screening, 866 papers were removed because they dealt with
other topics. An additional search in References sections and through Connected
Papers graphs for networks of citations took place between January 15, 2025, and
February 16, 2025. After adding 5 more papers, the result was a total number of 191
studies. Further selection criteria focused on titles, to reflect the idea of loneliness
as an outcome. Six studies that focused on interventions to alleviate loneliness,
while important, didn’t address the response to our questions, but rather dealt with
loneliness post-hoc, so they were also removed. If loneliness was a part of collective
measures of wellbeing (eight studies), but effects weren’t easily identifiable, then
the study was not selected. Concurrently, while many of the studies marginally
mentioned loneliness as being potentially influenced by or contributing to life satis-
faction, since loneliness was not the primary outcome or, in many cases, was rather
a mediator or a moderator, the option was to not include them in the sample (two of
such studies). A similar strategy was used in dealing with studies focused on
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explaining health outcomes in general, which only mentioned loneliness as a poten-
tial effect. An additional number of seven paper didn’t address macro-factors.

This led to 168 studies. After removing 13 duplicates and 21 studies focused
exclusively on areas outside Europe, a total of 134 studies resulted. After further
screening the References section of papers considered relevant, an additional seven
titles were included, resulting in a final sample of 141 papers. In-depth screening
and reading of the papers using criteria related to whether macro-social factors were
considered in the design led to a sample of 62 papers, after removing 79 papers (see
Fig. 7.1).

7.2.1 Quality Appraisal

The methodological quality of the included research was assessed by two evaluators
(the author and another trained evaluator) using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool
(MMAT) (Hong et al., 2018) and the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)
(Long et al., 2020) for reviews as part of the quality evaluation, due to the variety of
paper types (14 reviews, nine qualitative studies, 36 quantitative, and three
mixed-methods).

The MMAT tool enables a more thorough review by considering important fac-
ets of study design, data collection, and analysis. The tool is a flexible and popular
instrument to assess empirical studies’ methodological quality critically, including
mixed-methods, qualitative, and quantitative research. MMAT was used to evaluate
48 of the 62 studies and evaluated factors including the rigor of data analysis, the
suitability of study design, the clarity of research questions, and the sufficiency of
data collection techniques. Among the factors assessed were sample representative-
ness, the presence of controls for confounding variables, and measurement reliabil-
ity in quantitative research. Additionally, for the sample of qualitative studies
(N =9), the suitability of the sampling plan, the techniques used for data collection,
and the comprehensiveness of data analysis were evaluated. For mixed-methods
studies (N = 3), the integration of qualitative and quantitative components was
assessed to ensure both were appropriately addressed and integrated. As a result,
one qualitative paper was eliminated from the sample.

The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist for systematic
reviews evaluates important areas of the methodology of the reviews, and 14 papers
were assessed using the CASP checklist. Clarity of the review’s goals, the effective-
ness of the search strategy, the suitability of the research selection and data extrac-
tion procedures, and the comprehensiveness of findings synthesis are the evaluation
factors. Additionally, it was assessed whether the reviews sufficiently addressed
potential biases and limitations and whether the data presented supported the con-
clusions reached. The reviews were also evaluated according to whether they suffi-
ciently addressed potential biases and limitations and if the data presented supported
the findings reached. CASP can specifically determine if research topics are well-
articulated, whether thorough search techniques are employed to find pertinent
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Identification

Records identified from WOS,
SCOPUS, G Scholar: 6573

}

5652 Records removed before
screening (different field of study,
not original research nor review,
duplicates, unclear title)

Records screened
(n=921)

53 Records excluded (paper
written in a different language
than English and loneliness as
an input/independent variable)

Reports sought for retrieval

(n =868)

A 2" search resulted in and
additional 184 records.

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=1052)

A

Screening based on abstract
resulted in removal of 866
records.

Screening

Additional 5 studies included in
review after search in References
sections and in Connected

Papers

(n=191)

Additional 7 studies included in
review after search in
References sections

(n=141)

Removal of papers focused on
interventions to alleviate loneliness
not addressing macro-factors, using
loneliness as an input variable or
mediator/moderator (new sample,
n=168 papers resulted)

Removal of 13 duplicates and 21
studies focused exclusively on areas
outside Europe

Removal of 79 papers not focused
on macro-social factors from the
design (only addressed in
discussion or in further research
recommendations)

Fig. 7.1

Final sample before Quality
Appraisal
(n=62)

Flowchart of search, exclusion criteria, and selection (PRISMA)
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papers, and whether suitable inclusion and exclusion criteria are implemented. It
can also establish if the reviews offered a clear summary of the findings, including
any meta-analyses carried out. Using CASP was also useful for assessing whether
the reviews considered the consequences of any methodological flaws and critically
considered the implications of any limitations.

During the evaluation process, disagreements occurred for nine papers over the
interpretation of data and the application of the tools’ criteria. To resolve this dis-
agreement, debates to reach consensus among reviewers were organized to compare
evidence. Disagreements were logged, and each reviewer was given the chance to
convey their point of view, followed by a collective analysis of the relevant material
in accordance with each of the assessment tool criteria and a review of the original
articles’ techniques to ensure clarity.

7.2.2 Data Extraction and Analysis

The following information was collected from the studies: the author(s), goals and
objectives, duration, dataset, overall design, the participants, and represented coun-
tries (see Table 7.1). Data for participants included age group and sample size. To
put the results in context, a broad summary of the distribution of macro-factors in
the sample was also recorded. These components were arranged in a methodical
manner to enable comparisons between studies and pinpoint the distribution of
influences. For instance, research conducted in different periods or geographical
areas showed differences in the distribution of macro-factors, including policy
effects or differences in resource access. To identify research gaps and suggest
frameworks for future research that addresses understudied macro-social factors,
the study synthesized these components.

7.3 Results

The following macro-social factors associated with loneliness were identified across
62 studies (Table 7.2), with their prevalence reflecting their documented impact in
shaping loneliness patterns. These categorizations were based on self-identification
done by cited authors, but also by own categorization, to ensure fewer categories.
Cultural values, norms, and social expectations (28 studies) emerged as the most
frequently cited factor. These factors act as societal standards for social relation-
ships that directly influence perceptions of loneliness. For example, individualistic
cultures often prioritize self-reliance over communal bonds, raising expectations for
personal achievement that can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy when unmet
(Barrett & Mosca, 2013; Lykes & Kemmelmeier, 2014). Conversely, collectivist
societies may foster stronger communal ties but also create pressures to conform to
group norms, potentially isolating those who deviate (Dykstra, 2009; Rokach,
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Table 7.2 Macro-social factors

Macro factor Number of studies
Cultural values, norms, and expectations 28
Welfare spending/state/generosity 16
Migration 15

Structural and institutional discrimination

Opportunity structure for societal participation/ for social networks
Social exclusion

Sociodemographic composition of society

Ageism

Digitalization and digital exclusion

Economic factors/Income inequality

Fertility and demographic change

Societal trust

Religiosity

— = W W A A9 9

COVID-19 restrictions, measures and policy changes

2018). Migration (15 studies) and structural discrimination (7 studies) highlight
systemic barriers to social integration. Migrants often face language barriers, cul-
tural dissonance, and exclusionary policies that limit access to social networks
(Goldman et al., 2024). Discrimination—whether based on race, ethnicity, or socio-
economic status—can further affect migrants’ loneliness (Horn & Fokkema, 2023).
Welfare spending and state generosity (16 studies) demonstrate how institutional
support buffers loneliness risks. Economic factors and income inequality (3 studies)
reveal how wealth disparities might influence loneliness. Opportunity structures for
societal participation (7 studies) and the sociodemographic composition of the soci-
ety (5 studies) underscore how societal frameworks shape social engagement.
Ageism (4 studies) and social exclusion (7 studies) reflect systemic marginalization
of older adults. Digitalization (3 studies) presents a twofold influence, while at the
same time changing the very nature of social interactions (Luhmann et al., 2023).
Older adults are seen as being the beneficiaries of technology enabled remote con-
nections (Jentoft, 2023), while over-reliance on digital platforms can deepen isola-
tion for those lacking digital literacy or preferring in-person interactions.
Demographic shifts (3 studies), including low fertility rates and aging populations,
can alter support systems. Smaller families and increased longevity may leave older
adults without immediate caregivers and social relationships in their immediate
environment, heightening reliance on formal services that often lack the intimacy of
familial bonds. Finally, COVID-19 restrictions (1 study) and societal trust (2 stud-
ies) illustrate acute and chronic influences. Pandemic lockdowns disrupted routines,
while low societal trust—often linked to inequality or having a totalitarian past at
the country-level reduces willingness to engage with others, perpetuating loneliness
(Rapoliené & Aartsen, 2022).
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7.3.1 Cultural Values, Norms, and Expectations

Cultural norms significantly influence loneliness across societies. The norm devia-
tions and loneliness (NoDeL) framework suggests that individuals who deviate
from social norms are at higher risk of loneliness due to factors like alienation and
social rejection (Heu, 2023). The culture-loneliness framework proposes that
restrictive relationship norms may protect against physical isolation but increase
emotional and perceived isolation (Heu et al., 2021a). Cultural norms about indi-
vidual choice in relationships also play a role, with higher relational mobility asso-
ciated with lower loneliness, while lower relational stability may increase loneliness
risk (Heu et al., 2021b). Loneliness is characterized by an undesired absence of
reciprocal empathic understanding across cultures, with cultural meanings shaping
expectations of closeness and social connectedness (Burholt, 2023). Both individu-
alist and communal cultures can exhibit a “culture of loneliness,” albeit of different
kinds (van Staden & Coetzee, 2010). These findings highlight the complex interplay
between cultural norms and loneliness experiences (Reine et al., 2024).

The study of how cultural norms and social expectations affect loneliness is quite
disparate and spread out in the literature. Most of the studies focus on cultural norms
around individualism or collectivism (Swader, 2019; Barreto et al., 2021; Taniguchi
& Kaufman, 2022; Dahlberg et al., 2022). Research focusing on other cultural
norms apart from cultural individualism, is scarce (Langenkamp et al., 2024), with
few mentions that look also at how materialism might affect loneliness (Luhmann
et al., 2023). Few studies on cultural pluralism exist (Langenkamp et al., 2024), and
even fewer were found that focus on norms around ageing and intergenerational
interactions (Albert, 2021). This is somewhat paradoxical, since many studies in the
literature examining loneliness are concerned with older age groups (Langenkamp
et al., 2024). Moreover, discussions of the limitations that stem from not consider-
ing interactions between macro-level factors stemming from the same domain (for
example interactions between cultural individualism/pluralism/collectivism and
cultural expectations around ageing) or from different domains (e.g. digitalization
and individualistic cultures), while mentioned in several studies (Hunter, 2018;
Luhmann et al., 2023; Langenkamp et al., 2024), are not routinely addressed. This
individualization of research on loneliness points to larger issues related to the
social reproduction of stigma in neoliberal contexts, where individualistic values
thrive (Barreto et al., 2024). For a theoretical exploration of how cultural factors
impact on loneliness, see also Chap. 3 of this book (van Tilburg, 2025).

7.3.2 Welfare State Generosity

Welfare state generosity is one of the most frequently investigated macro-social level
influences on loneliness (Barreto et al., 2024; de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer,
2012), with 15 out of 62 studies pointing to various degrees and different ways that
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various mechanisms embedded in welfare spending could reduce loneliness (Swader
& Moraru, 2023; Barreto et al., 2024). It has been demonstrated that the generosity
of the welfare state, especially through public spending on welfare and old-age pen-
sions, considerably lowers the chance of loneliness among older people (Wu et al.,
2022). In welfare systems characterized by greater generosity, such as those found
in Nordic countries, older adults exhibit reduced dependence on personal resources
to address loneliness, owing to their access to social services and benefits (Sundstrom
et al., 2009; Fokkema et al., 2013; Nyqvist et al., 2019; Hansen et al., 2021). In
contrast, in regions with less generous welfare provisions, such as Southern and
Eastern Europe, there tends to be a higher prevalence of loneliness, as individuals
often rely more significantly on familial and social connections (Fokkema et al.,
2013; Nyqvist et al., 2019). Eastern European countries, despite having strong types
of social integration mostly in family convoys, have higher scores on loneliness
compared to Western countries (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012). This is
due to the fact that substantial welfare provisions can improve social integration by
giving people access to social services and benefits that enable them to build and
sustain social networks without being unduly hampered by necessities like shelter,
food, and medical care (Barreto et al., 2024) and without bearing the burden of mix-
ing financial needs with family obligations (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer,
2012; Wagner & Brandt, 2015; Preoteasa et al., 2018). However, while research
mostly presents homogeneity across a particular welfare regime, intra-welfare
regime variability is addressed less often. According to more recent research
Southern European countries exhibit distinct patterns in loneliness, while others
share similarities with central and northern European trends (Doblas et al., 2020).

There are three different narratives around welfare spending influences on loneli-
ness. First, there are studies where the main focus is on the individual and meso-
level influences, while structural factors offer context for interpretation of the results
(de Jong Gierveld et al., 2012; Fokkema et al., 2013; Hansen & Slagsvold, 2016).
Second, the societal factors are integrated in the research design (de Jong Gierveld
& Tesch-Romer, 2012; Fokkema et al., 2013; Hansen et al., 2021), using proxies
like social expenditure as percentage of GDP (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer,
2012; Wu et al., 2022) and recommendations pointing cautiously to consider how
individual-level factors play out in different welfare spending regimes (de Jong
Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012; Wu et al., 2022). Third, societal factors are pre-
sented as the most important factors, while this approach is also complemented by
an underlying critique of the way most of the studies can in fact, despite good inten-
tions, obscure the role of societal factors through a rather narrow focus in individual-
level factors (Barreto et al., 2024). A newly considered focus is how loneliness can
be influenced by access to welfare entitlements in more than one country
(Hunter, 2018).
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7.3.3 Migration

One of these principal directions of investigation is the impact of displacement and
migration on loneliness, including the impact of specific integration policies.
Migration can convey loneliness twofold: either for those who migrate in the desti-
nation countries (Fokkema et al., 2013; Fokkema & Naderi, 2013; Klok et al., 2017)
or for those left behind, so-called “orphaned pensioners” (King et al., 2014).
International migration affects opportunities and constraints for older persons to
connect in their new environments (Fokkema et al., 2013; Joshi et al., 2024), but
also in their origin countries, potentially leading to a transnational sense of not
belonging, affecting loneliness (Klok et al., 2017). Klok et al. (2017) highlight that
the concept of belonging shapes different outcomes, such as assimilation, integra-
tion, separation, or marginalization- in the context of integration policies for
migrants. These outcomes evolve over time and are influenced by what other
researchers use to explain cross-national differences in loneliness distribution: the
cultural pluralism orientation (Langenkamp et al., 2024), or the acceptance of dif-
ferent lifestyles. In essence, belonging not only drives integration policy develop-
ment, but also interacts with cultural pluralism to shape societal experiences of
loneliness. A strong sense of belonging to one’s own group (separation) is equally
effective against loneliness as integration (or assimilation) (Klok et al., 2017).
Additionally, the experience of displacement as a refugee often leads to increased
loneliness, primarily due to insufficient preparation for both the displaced individu-
als and the societies or communities receiving them (Riidel & Joly, 2024). First-
generation migrants who arrived after the age of 18 report more loneliness in
comparison to those who migrated earlier, while at the same time those of the
second-generation report less loneliness, which could reflect the better integration
policies that were introduced later and mainly impacted the later-born migrants
(Delaruelle, 2023). Furthermore, migrants from cultures with greater relational
mobility may feel less lonely in host societies with similar features (Heu et al.,
2021b). These findings illustrate the complicated relationship between migration
and loneliness. Interestingly, countries with more positive opinions toward immi-
grants may have wider loneliness disparities, indicating complicated societal pro-
cesses (Delaruelle, 2023).

7.3.4 Structural and Institutional Discrimination

Studies focusing on older individuals with a migratory background typically empha-
size structural and institutional discrimination (Horn & Fokkema, 2023). By creat-
ing obstacles to social integration and sustaining feelings of exclusion, structural
and institutional discrimination is somewhat elusively identified as a macro-social
latent factor by various authors (Yang, 2023; Barreto et al., 2023, 2024), a factor
that strongly influences loneliness in later life. When older persons encounter
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institutional discrimination, such as when they are treated unjustly in the workplace,
housing market, or healthcare system, they frequently feel increased stress and
fewer possibilities for meaningful social engagement. Additionally, age-related dif-
ficulties frequently overlap with disadvantaged identities, exacerbating the negative
impacts of discrimination on loneliness (Neves & Petersen, 2025). Ageism and
racial/ethnic discrimination, for instance, can be twin burdens for older persons
from minority groups, making them feel even more excluded. Such encounters may
cause people to lose faith in peers and institutions, which further distances them
from possible support networks. During more conservative political eras, these
groups could experience higher degrees of discrimination, which might greatly raise
their likelihood of loneliness (Luhmann et al., 2023). More progressive eras, on the
other hand, frequently offer a more welcoming atmosphere, which lessens this pos-
sibility (Luhmann et al., 2023).

7.3.5 Opportunity Structure for Societal Participation

Research indicates that older individuals with fewer children often experience
higher levels of loneliness and social isolation due to diminished familial ties and
support networks (Diaz-Venegaz et al., 2017). In Southern and Eastern Europe,
strong familial ties traditionally mitigate feelings of loneliness; however, when
these support systems weaken, older adults may experience heightened isolation
(Sandu et al., 2022). However, the effects of declining fertility differ across cohorts.
For instance, younger cohorts (born after 1937) tend to benefit from lower fertility
in terms of fewer depressive symptoms and better health outcomes. Conversely,
older cohorts (born in 1937 or earlier) may experience negative economic impacts
due to fewer children to provide support (Hansen & Slagsvold, 2016). In any case,
the decline in family size correlates with increased loneliness among older adults
(Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2016). In regions with high widowhood rates and fewer
children, seniors often find themselves without close family members nearby, exac-
erbating feelings of loneliness. This is evident particularly in Eastern Europe, where
socioeconomic factors further compound the issue, leading to higher vulnerability
among seniors, particularly for women in Eastern Europe (van den Broek & Tosi,
2020). But older adults in Eastern Europe reported higher instances of loneliness
even when co-residential arrangements were in place (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-
Romer, 2012) highlighting that proxies such as co-habitation might fail to account
for cultural and contextual factors influencing social integration and emotional
well-being. Proxy indicators (socio economic status, health, network size) nonethe-
less remain a contentious topic, studies employing proxies may inadvertently pro-
mote policy responses that are ineffective or misaligned with the actual needs of
older adults.



7 The Social Infrastructure of Loneliness. A Scoping Review of Societal Influences... 173
7.3.6 Social Exclusion

Social exclusion linked to loneliness in a total of seven papers with broad method-
ological approaches (see also Chap. 4 of this book; Van Regenmortel et al, 2025).
Barreto et al. argue for a focus away from individual predictors and towards a
social-justice centric view of loneliness focused on factors such as “cultural hege-
mony” (Barreto et al., 2024), discriminatory practices and deprivation that signal
social exclusion, the main argument being that this would also lead to better ways
of tackling it. Loneliness is treated as resulting from a cumulation of disadvantages
among older migrants in the UK (Cotterell et al., 2025; Victor et al., 2012). It is also
tracked as an interplay between country specific stigma and young/old differences
in social capital among sexual minorities across 113 countries (Doyle et al., 2022).
Social exclusion is a significant result in both cases. Exclusion from social relations
is the primary concern in the work of Hansen and colleagues, which chart loneliness
as one of the dimensions of social exclusion across their European sample (Hansen
et al., 2021). Fernandez-Carro and Guma Lao (2022) have a different approach,
looking at the life-courses of older women and the predictive background factors
(education, family) which correlate with loneliness and exclusion in later life, tran-
scending the meso- or individual level. At a larger, literature corpus scale, Ruan and
Cheung do a thorough and systematic review of these factors which lead to loneli-
ness among older adult migrants (Ruan & Cheung, 2024) and list social exclusion
by way of social barriers to participation among the factors. The authors are dissat-
isfied with the current state of the literature and call for more “longitudinal studies
with a rigorous design” on migrant loneliness and a general moving away from
one-item questions.

7.3.7 Sociodemographic Composition of Society

Five studies tackle the link between the sociodemographic composition of society
and loneliness, with a focus on the loneliness of older adults. A study of Portuguese
migrants in Luxembourg (Albert, 2021) deals heavily with acculturative stress and
the issue of intergenerational belonging as impacting loneliness and highlights that
experiencing challenges in balancing multiple cultural identities appears to be a key
factor contributing to feelings of loneliness among migrants. Regional differences
can also be predictors of loneliness (Buecker et al., 2021) especially when looking
at countries with a powerful regional divide (as is the case of Germany). Demographic
differences, be they across regions (Buecker et al., 2021) or different European soci-
eties (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012) can have significant impact even in
cases when all other factors are equal. Loneliness here is seen as a derived outcome,
one resulting from the interplay between individual level factors and macro-level
demographic predictors. De Jong Gierveld and Tesch-Romer (2012) suggest that a
person without children may experience greater loneliness in a society where
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having children is common, compared to someone living in a society where child-
lessness is more prevalent and accepted. This implies that the social context of
childlessness can significantly influence feelings of loneliness (Zoutewelle-Terovan
& Liefbroer, 2018). Demographic differences and adult child interactions make the
object of another study (de Jong Gierveld et al., 2012) that investigates loneliness
among coresident households. Finally, current trends of sociodemographic change
are raising an alarm on the future prevalence of loneliness (Newmyer et al., 2022)
as global populations and the “demographic metabolism” continues to age. Most
papers in this category look at evolving societies and thus many limitations are
based on the amount of sociodemographic data.

7.3.8 Ageism

Societal ageism contributes to loneliness through social rejection, self-embodiment
of stereotypes, and social exclusion (Shiovitz-Ezra et al., 2018) but there are a host
of other associated factors, like lack of intergenerational interactions, as well as
public reproduction of ageist stereotypes against older individuals (Dykstra, 2009).
Older and younger people are physically, culturally, and institutionally separated,
which limits their ability to build enduring relationships with people of different
ages. Negative associations were identified between perceptions of ageism and
loneliness (Meehan et al., 2023), moreover since loneliness stigma is particularly
more present for older individuals (Neves & Petersen, 2025). Digital barriers and
ageism could particularly lead to new forms of exclusion based on sociotechnologi-
cal ageism (Neeves et al., 2023) the representation of older individuals as being less
technologically savvy and less flexible in acquiring digital skills, a form of ageism
that goes beyond digital ageism, as it is rooted in common misconceptions about
older people’s capacity or willingness to engage with emerging technologies, along-
side broader societal views on aging (Neeves et al., 2023).

7.3.9 Digitalization and Digital Exclusion

Digitalization (as in the degree of its spread), accessibility and the use of digital
technology in everyday life influence loneliness across countries (Luhmann et al.,
2023; Swader & Moraru, 2023; Langenkamp et al., 2024). Macro-level factors
related to digitalization usually relate to infrastructure—the spread of digital infra-
structure, the availability of broadband and expansions to digital services particu-
larly catering to older-age users (Langenkamp et al., 2024). There is, however, little
direct impact on loneliness (Mohan & Lyons, 2024). Technology can both alleviate
and exacerbate loneliness, a complex phenomenon labelled in literature as the dual
role of technology (Long et al., 2024). Technology provides the tools for maintain-
ing social connections, but studies show it can also lead to unsatisfactory
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interactions and increased isolation if not balanced with in-person connections
(Long et al., 2024; Jentoft, 2023). In more collectivist societies, where social rela-
tionships are highly valued, digital technologies may be used to enhance existing
social connections, potentially reducing loneliness. In contrast, individualist cul-
tures might see digital tools as a substitute for in-person interactions and therefore
attract stigma, which could exacerbate loneliness (Heu et al., 2021a). The pace and
distribution of digital transitions influences how individuals develop digital compe-
tencies and adopt various technologies. The shift towards digital services can exac-
erbate loneliness for those who lack access to or are uncomfortable using technology,
leading to digital exclusion (Jentoft, 2023).

Digital exclusion, particularly among older persons, exacerbates loneliness by
cutting people off from important social contacts and services (see also Chap. 8 of
this book; Seifert, 2025). As technology becomes more integrated into daily life,
those without access are left behind, experiencing more social isolation. Older per-
sons frequently lack digital literacy or resources to interact with digital technology,
resulting in exclusion from online communities and services that could otherwise
give support and connection (Lu et al., 2024). The pivot to digital services means
that physical locations where seniors used to socialize, such as markets and com-
munity centers, are closing or becoming less important, perhaps isolating them even
further. If digital regulations are not carefully constructed, they may accidentally
exacerbate loneliness. For example, a “digital by default” approach to service deliv-
ery may exclude those who lack digital skills thus making them dependent on others
for basic needs (Moroney & Jarvis, 2020). Moreover, while digital interventions
like video conferencing can reduce loneliness, they require access to technology
and internet, which many individuals in late life could lack (Welch et al., 2023).

Policies often prioritize market-driven solutions over public services, which can
widen the digital divide. Older adults, in particular, may face barriers to accessing
digital technologies due to cost or lack of skills, further isolating them from social
networks (Jentoft, 2023). This exclusion can be exacerbated by policies that rely
heavily on digital solutions without addressing underlying inequalities. There are
several research gaps that can be highlighted. While plenty of studies focus on indi-
vidual use, individual digital competency and other individual-level factors (Xu &
Kottl, 2020), as well as meso-level interventions (various technological interven-
tions, such as ICTs, social media, telecare systems, and assistive robots, have been
found to mitigate feelings of hopelessness and alienation among older groups),
country-level or other macro-level factors like digital exclusion are lacking in their
assessment of impact on loneliness.

7.3.10 Economic Factors/Income Inequality

Economic factors and income inequality significantly influence loneliness in old
age, particularly through income inequality and welfare generosity. Because of
weakened social cohesion and trust, older persons in more unequal countries are
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more prone to experience loneliness (Tapia-Mufioz et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2022). A
lower socioeconomic status makes it more difficult to afford social interactions,
which exacerbates loneliness. People with low income are systematically lonelier
than other socio-economic groups (Niedzwiedz et al., 2016; Beller, 2024). Economic
disparities also impact access to social activities and support networks, heightening
feelings of isolation. Studies have shown that in more income-unequal societies,
individual socioeconomic status has a stronger effect on late-life loneliness, while
in more welfare-generous societies, this effect is weaker (Wu et al., 2022). Income
inequality erodes social cohesion and trust, exacerbating feelings of loneliness
among older adults with lower socioeconomic status. Income inequality specifically
affects loneliness by creating a sense of relative deprivation, where individuals feel
excluded and undervalued compared to their more affluent counterparts. This per-
ception can lead to stress and social disengagement, increasing the likelihood of
loneliness.

7.3.11 Fertility and Demographic Change

Research suggests a complex relationship between fertility rates and loneliness in
older adults, influenced by various social, economic, and health factors. As fertility
rates decline globally, particularly in developed countries, the implications for older
adults’ social structures and emotional well-being become increasingly significant.
This is supported by findings that societal fertility rates are negatively correlated
with suicide rates among the elderly, which may be linked to social integration
(Shah, 2008). However, some studies indicate that reduced fertility doesn’t neces-
sarily lead to greater isolation in old age, as support networks may shift from off-
spring to other relatives or friends (Marcil-Gratton & Légaré, 1992). Social isolation,
which can be influenced by factors such as living alone, being unmarried, and lack
of participation in social activities, is significantly associated with increased loneli-
ness in older adults (Taylor, 2020). Lower fertility rates lead to smaller family sizes,
which can reduce the availability of immediate family support for older adults.

General decreases in fertility and in the number of children across the globe lead
invariably to smaller cohorts of children and thus to an increase in old-age loneli-
ness for parents and other aging family members. There are, however, contradictory
models with some studies showing a shift of support networks away from family
and towards friends or neighbors (Marcil-Gratton & Légaré, 1992). Loneliness is
also greatly impacted by national and regional social models. Older adults in Eastern
Europe were lonelier despite co-habiting more than those in the West. Family ties in
Southern and Eastern Europe mitigate feelings of loneliness associated with aging.
Yet broad proxy models centered around social network size or health cannot
explain loneliness without oversimplifying complex social phenomena, which can
in turn lead to poor interventions with little to no impact.
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7.3.12  Societal Trust

The level of trust in a society was identified as a major factor in relation to loneli-
ness in two of the studies included. Rapoliené and Aartsen focus on societal trust at
a macro-level to explain the higher loneliness prevalence in Eastern Europe
(Rapoliené & Aartsen, 2022). Singling out the impact of totalitarianism on inter-
personal and systemic trust they control for most individual factors and find a link
between higher loneliness prevalence and low trust in others through social disen-
gagement. The authors do acknowledge that there could be alternative explanations
mediating the relationship. Trust is also taken into account at a macro-social level in
another landmark study from 2021, focusing on exclusion from social relations,
with loneliness as one of the social exclusion dimensions (Hansen et al., 2021). The
findings show that higher interpersonal trust is linked to lower loneliness and
increased participation and the authors once again single out the case of
Eastern Europe.

7.3.13 Religiosity

Religiosity appeared as a factor related to loneliness (or rather protection from lone-
liness) in two different studies from the same authors. In their study, Ciobanu and
Fokkema looked at a qualitative sample of Romanian migrants to Switzerland.
Despite the heterogeneity of their sample the authors find that many of the people
interviewed are religious and attend church, while not reporting any feelings of
loneliness. Apart from individual aspects like faith “sustaining” Romanian migrants
they find that “Through its cultural and historical meaning, the church also recreates
a familiar space, thus providing the participants with a feeling of belonging”
(Ciobanu & Fokkema, 2020). The nature of the Romanian Orthodox Church as de-
facto national proxy for “Romanian-ness” means that “the church recreates a safe
and identifiable milieu” mediating this belonging. Despite this cross-national social
aspect of Romanian religiosity and its impact on feelings of belonging (and thus not
being lonely) the authors acknowledge their rather small sample of respondents and
urge further, replicative studies, one of which they undertake themselves. Their
2020 life-course perspective approach (Ciobanu & Fokkema, 2020) is another qual-
itative study with a different sample, also focused on the protective factors against
loneliness for Romanian migrants. This study also finds that many Romanian
migrants find solace and companionship in organizations but especially in churches
which “appear to have played a role in reducing loneliness, by being an important
place to meet people and establish ties” (Ciobanu & Fokkema, 2020, p.327). The
church has also a role as an intergenerational mediator leading younger churchgoers
to visit older ones, in care homes or at home.
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7.3.14 COVID-19 Restrictions, Measures, and Policy Changes

Dahlberg’s paper, while more of a state-of-the-art study, constructs a brief snapshot
not only of the evolution of loneliness during COVID but also of how various
macro-social factors impact it in this extraordinary situation and the proposed lone-
liness mitigation methods (Dahlberg, 2021). Among the latter the author highlights
the difficulties of using loneliness reduction methods during a worldwide pandemic,
with a particular focus on older adults and those being poor. As the study provides
a 2021 snapshot of COVID-related scholarship, the author acknowledges the broad
limitations of the surveyed studies, particularly convenience sampling and online
data collection, both factors limiting access to older respondents.

7.4 Discussion and Conclusions

As an increasingly solid corpus of research on loneliness takes shape it is becoming
increasingly important to take a systematic snapshot of the field in order to identify
areas where the literature is still sparse. Throughout this chapter we have taken a
look at the primary macro-social factors impacting loneliness in the literature, at
how they are operationalized and employed in order to identify the primary areas
and methods of employment and the gaps in the literature. This scoping review
identified 61 studies that focused on societal-level influences on loneliness, specifi-
cally loneliness of older individuals. While results indicate established interests in
how cultural values and norms in a society, migration patterns, or welfare generosity
influence loneliness, the review highlights a growing interest in less visible factors
such as religiosity and societal trust. Finding the proper data to study these societal
factors remains a challenge (Luhmann et al., 2023).

Policies and other macro-social factors form an important area that has not yet
been properly addressed in understanding loneliness. There has been insufficient
exploration into how different cultural contexts impact loneliness experiences
among older adults. Cross-national studies reveal variations in loneliness preva-
lence, potentially due to differences in population composition or cultural values
like individualism (Luhmann et al., 2023). There is a need for further longitudinal
studies that assess the causal relationships between macro determinants and loneli-
ness over time is also apparent (Dahlberg et al., 2022). This is especially important
considering our limited understanding of how early life circumstances affect loneli-
ness in later years, suggesting a need for more studies focusing on childhood influ-
ences (Guthmuller, 2022).

While some macro-level factors related to loneliness have been mentioned in the
literature, there are two major barriers that impede this focus. First, conclusions on
macro-social factors are still systematically overruled in the research design,
because of the complexity of disentangling pathways through which macro-factors
influence loneliness (Luhmann et al., 2023). Instead, macro-social factors are often
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mentioned either as a contextual hint for larger influences, or in post-hoc discussion,
through recommendations for further research or as a part of limitations. However,
the impact of macro-level factors on loneliness does not occur directly. Instead, it
passes through many intermediate steps or factors and multiple pathways (Luhmann
et al., 2023). For example, economic conditions might affect job availability, which
in turn affects social connections, leading to loneliness. This influence is not always
evident. When researchers look at how macro-level factors change over time and
compare them to changes in loneliness, they not often find clear, direct relation-
ships. This is because the connections are complex and involve many variables.
Additionally, when analyzing trends over time, researchers might find patterns that
seem to be related but are actually coincidental. This makes it hard to determine if
there’s a real cause-and-effect relationship between changes in macro-level factors
and changes in loneliness.

A second barrier lies in distinguishing the relative effects of drivers at the micro
and macro-levels, though some research indicates that individual-level influences
have larger impacts on loneliness than macro-level factors (Morgan et al., 2021).
Interactions between macro-social characteristics are seldomly investigated despite
the importance of this interplay. Additionally, it could be challenging to determine
the exact influence of macro-level causes because it might rely on individual char-
acteristics, and macro-level circumstances could alter how individual traits affect
loneliness (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012) and because of data limita-
tions, methodological challenges, and interconnectedness of macro-level influences.
These complexities point to the need for comprehensive, multi-level approaches to
fully understand late-life loneliness.

Interventions that solely target proximal issues might not be enough because
fundamental causes will continue to exist (Barreto et al., 2024). Therefore, while
focusing on individual characteristics may be a viable route for change from an
intervention standpoint, it may be extremely vulnerable to changes in societal fac-
tors, such as rapid policy changes, macro-social phenomena, or larger-scale catas-
trophes. With the aging of the global population and the resulting increased
vulnerability to loneliness, new policy solutions will be required; these solutions
must be grounded in empirical studies that consistently address macro-social
factors.
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Chapter 8 )
Information and Communication e
Technologies and the Risk to Loneliness

Alexander Seifert

8.1 Introduction

Loneliness is common among older people, especially as social contact declines.
Friends and partners die, causing social networks to shrink (Aarts et al., 2015). We
define loneliness as “the unpleasant experience that occurs when a person’s network
of social relations is deficient in some important way, either quantitatively or quali-
tatively” (Perlman & Peplau, 1981, p. 31). Loneliness can, therefore, be considered
the subjective feeling of lacking social contact. Social interaction is often main-
tained through digital tools—many times as a supplement to face-to-face contact.
Thus, loneliness is closely linked to social contacts in real and digital life (Nowland
et al., 2018).

The advent of digital technologies has significantly altered social interactions,
influencing feelings of loneliness among both younger and older adults. Among
younger adults, particularly those aged 15 to 24, excessive use of social media may
ultimately lead to feelings of loneliness and isolation (Smith et al., 2021). Moreover,
the adoption of contemporary digital instruments, such as social media applications,
has been attributed to the tendency of social comparison and the perception of miss-
ing out on social events, which can intensify feelings of isolation. For older adults,
digital technologies present both challenges and opportunities in regard to loneli-
ness. While excessive internet use has been associated with anxiety and depression,
moderate and purposeful engagement, such as using video calls and online com-
munities, can enhance social connections and reduce feelings of isolation (Ruiz-
Figueroa et al., 2025).
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Age alone is not a valid predictor of loneliness; nevertheless, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, older adults, especially, experienced reduced contact and
relied on the telephone, for example, to communicate with loved ones (Brooke &
Jackson, 2020). Although older adults can maintain contact through digital solu-
tions, such as chats or video telephony, not all of them have technical skills, internet
access, or requisite digital tools (e.g., social messenger smartphone apps) and thus
cannot compensate for a lack of physical contact with digital solutions (Seifert
et al., 2021; Xie et al., 2020). Thus, with the penetration of digital services into
everyday life, contemporary technology can help maintain contact and social inter-
action. Nevertheless, those who are not technology-savvy risk exclusion and feel
particularly lonely in digital-dominated everyday life because they cannot or do not
want to use technology-enabled means of communication (Seifert, 2020). This two-
sided view leads to the central question of to what extent digitalization affects feel-
ings of loneliness among older people, either positively or negatively. Therefore,
this chapter aims to provide a literature and empirically based answer to this ques-
tion, by discussing current insights and by analyzing data from a recently conducted
survey among people living in Switzerland aged between 18 and 98.

8.2 Use of Information and Communication Technologies
Among Older Adults

Information and communication technologies (ICTs) are everyday tools used to
seek information and communicate, including the internet, smartphone messaging,
and news apps on a tablet. ICT use may enable older individuals to live indepen-
dently for a longer time by positively impacting health and social isolation (Czaja
et al., 2018; Schulz et al., 2015). Web-connected ICT, such as using the internet via
smartphones or tablets, provides new communication capabilities. Compared with
non-web-connected ICTs (e.g., landline telephones), web-connected ICTs (e.g.,
social network apps on a smartphone) facilitate broader access to digital informa-
tion and services. Research has shown that web-connected ICT has substantially
changed people’s lives by enabling new forms of social participation and interaction
and by enhancing access to information (Antonucci et al., 2017; Castellacci &
Tveito, 2018).

Even though the digital transformation of everyday life offers opportunities to
enable, for instance, the maintenance of social contact over long distances or quick
access to news, successful participation in a digital society requires individuals to
adapt to evolving technological innovations and possess the knowledge to perform
activities digitally (Seifert & Cotten, 2021). However, not all populations are famil-
iar with or have adequate access to ICTs. This digital divide is a global phenomenon
that encapsulates the perceived gap between those with access and those without it
(Compaine, 2001). The literature on older adults has shown that younger groups
worldwide are more familiar with the latest technologies than older groups.
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Individuals aged 65 years and older, especially those aged 80 years and older, use
modern web-connected ICT less often than younger groups (Hunsaker & Hargittai,
2018; Schlomann et al., 2020).

Compared to younger adults, who are often familiar with the latest technologies
(e.g., smartphones, apps, and social media), older persons are less familiar with and
skilled at using newer ICTs (e.g., smartphones, smartwatches, and virtual reality
tools). Alongside age differences, sociodemographic characteristics (e.g., gender,
education, and income), personal factors (e.g., technical skills and technological
anxiety) and environmental factors, such as ICT infrastructure and the wealth of
one’s region, shape this digital gap (Brandtzag et al., 2011; Konig & Seifert, 2023).
A representative survey across the European Union showed that 53% of people aged
50 years or older used the internet (Konig & Seifert, 2020). The same study revealed
that people older than 80 years spent less time online than younger older adults
(65-79 years) and that men and adults with higher educational and economic status
aged 50 years and older were more likely to use the internet. Furthermore, individu-
als’ health, prior experience with technology, social salience (i.e., internet use
among the members of one’s social network), and contextual factors, such as
country-specific wealth and communication technology infrastructure, are predic-
tors of older adults’ internet use.

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the significance and persistence of the
“digital divide,” fostering discussions about the positive and negative consequences
of using or not using technology during periods of physical distancing. When physi-
cal distancing mandates were enacted during the COVID-19 pandemic, older
adults—one of the most at-risk groups for COVID-19—could not interact with their
social connections and were told to refrain from shopping, dining, and other outside
activities. Older adults who could access ICTs could still maintain contact with
social ties, buy food and groceries, and remain involved in organizations via a digi-
tal presence (e.g., many churches began broadcasting their services online).
However, older adults on the wrong side of the digital divide with health and mobil-
ity limitations were likely to struggle with a “double burden of social exclusion”
(Seifert et al., 2021). They could not compensate for their need for contact, for
example, with their grandchildren, through digital solutions (e.g., modern ICT).
Although ICT use may help older adults maintain social interaction and engage-
ment, a sense of social exclusion and loneliness is likely for older adults who cannot
access ICTs or lack the skills to use them (Robinson et al., 2020).

8.3 Potential for and Barriers to ICT Use Among
Older Adults

ICT use has long been discussed in gerontological literature, as have the effects of
technology on various aspects of life and well-being (Schulz et al., 2015; Wahl &
Gerstorf, 2018). However, the results have been mixed, and the question of whether
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and to what extent technologies can improve older people’s lives cannot be unequiv-
ocally answered. Rather, there is evidence of potential but also of barriers to use
(Seifert & Cotten, 2021). In this context, considering the ambivalent effects of tech-
nology for older adults is crucial. For instance, the findings on the impact of tech-
nology use on quality of life have also been mixed. Quintana et al. (2018) reported
no effects on evaluative and hedonic psychological well-being, instead identifying
a positive effect on eudaimonic psychological well-being. Lam et al. (2020) noted
positive effects of daily internet and other technology use on life satisfaction, even
though its use for information seeking was associated with lower life satisfaction.

In a Swiss survey, Seifert and Schelling (2018) established that many respon-
dents viewed the internet as useful for staying in contact with others and for coping
with everyday situations and that 53% of those aged 65 and older agreed with the
statement that “the internet allows me to stay independent longer into old age.”
These findings and those of other studies (Francis et al., 2019; Schlomann et al.,
2020) suggest that the internet, a prime example of current ICT, could be a resource
for facilitating everyday life by compensating for functional decline in old age. For
example, instrumental ICT use—accessing services, information, or opportunities
that may be unavailable through other means—has been associated with increased
social engagement among older adults (Ihm & Hsieh, 2015).

In addition to the potential benefits of ICT, barriers to its use must be noted. For
example, Swiss data (Seifert, 2022) revealed that the most common reasons for not
using the internet were complexity of use (77%), security concerns (74%), and too
much effort to learn (65%); however, over 60% of the respondents in each case
stated that someone else was accessing information on the internet on their behalf
(65%) or that they saw no personal benefit to using the internet (61%). The other
reasons were less frequently cited, although a lack of support was also invoked by
37% of respondents as the reason for not using the internet. Only 20-29% of respon-
dents cited cost and health problems (Seifert, 2022). There is also extensive research
on the role of anxiety in older adults’ technology use (Powell, 2013). Compared to
younger adults, older adults are more likely to report being anxious about using
technology, which has been considered relevant for explaining the digital divide
between age groups.

8.4 The One Side of the Coin: Maintaining Social Contact
via Modern ICT and Reducing Loneliness

Using current ICT, such as the internet, can be regarded as a resource for successful
aging by providing older adults with an instrument to remain connected with and
interact with the outside world (Hofer et al., 2019). However, research on the con-
nection between older adults’ internet use and their mental health has presented a
mixed picture (Lam et al., 2020). Although some studies have shown negative asso-
ciations between internet use and mental health (e.g., increases in anxiety or
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depression because of internet use; Hofer & Hargittai, 2021), other studies have
been more positive, indicating that internet use can counteract depression and lone-
liness (Cotten et al., 2014).

In this context, previous studies on the implications of internet use for mental
health have focused on outcomes such as depression and anxiety, social support, or
life satisfaction. Yet one of the key challenges regarding older adults’ mental health,
their rich lives, and their integration into society is the maintenance of social inclu-
sion and the avoidance of loneliness. Modern ICT can enable new forms of social
interaction, especially among older adults (Antonucci et al., 2017). Nevertheless,
empirical evidence on the relationship between loneliness and ICT use in old age
has been mixed.

Some studies have found that loneliness is reduced (Cotten et al., 2013; Szabo
etal., 2019; Yu et al., 2021). For example, a German study (Schlomann et al., 2020)
revealed a significant relationship between the use of web-connected ICT and three
domains of subjective well-being: loneliness, anomie, and autonomy. The partici-
pants using ICT reported lower levels of loneliness and anomie and higher levels of
autonomy.

In contrast, other studies have determined that the internet does not significantly
impact perceived loneliness among older people (Aarts et al., 2015; Chen & Schulz,
2016; Slegers et al., 2008). These mixed results could be related to the question of
whether interactions via ICT replace real-life social interactions, which might lead
to greater loneliness. However, a review of social relations and technology con-
cluded that technology is more likely to expand traditional forms of social interac-
tion than replace them (Antonucci et al., 2017).

Regarding longitudinal studies on internet use and loneliness, a randomized con-
trolled trial of an internet-based intervention for older adults reported a significant
reduction in perceived loneliness for the intervention group at six months, but this
effect was not maintained at 12 months (Czaja et al., 2018). Another longitudinal
study found that internet use for social purposes was associated with decreased
loneliness the following year, while informational and instrumental internet use was
unrelated to loneliness (Szabo et al., 2019). A more recent study (Yu et al., 2021)
using the US-based Health and Retirement Study provided evidence based on lon-
gitudinal data on the mediating effects of social contact that indicated an association
between internet use and loneliness. The study found that internet use could increase
the amount of social contact.

8.5 The Other Side of the Coin: Digitalization and the Risk
of Perpetuating Loneliness and Social Exclusion

As described above, the current state of research on ICT use and loneliness has been
mixed. Some studies have shown a reduction in loneliness, whereas others have
shown no effect. A recent review concluded that although research reviews have
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indicated that ICT can reduce loneliness and social isolation in older people, the
causal confirmation has been limited, and evidence concerning innovative technolo-
gies, such as augmented reality systems, is scarce (Doring et al., 2022). Similarly, a
UK study revealed weak associations between various online activities and loneli-
ness but strong associations with social isolation (Stockwell et al., 2021), indicating
that technology and technology-based interventions impact social interaction. Thus,
technology can increase social interaction and reduce social isolation but cannot
guarantee a direct impact on loneliness. Another review (Balki et al., 2022) on the
effect of technological interventions on reducing loneliness concluded that technol-
ogy improved social connectedness, but its effectiveness in lessening social isola-
tion and loneliness depended on the study design and was improved by shorter
durations and longer training periods. Notably, the relationship between technology
use and loneliness depends on the technology and an individual’s social situation.

Studies have also indicated that technology can negatively impact loneliness
because technology use reduces face-to-face contact. Nowland et al. (2018) identi-
fied a complex relationship between loneliness and social internet use: When the
internet serves as a tool to strengthen existing relationships or create new social
connections, it can help reduce feelings of loneliness. However, when social tech-
nologies are used as a means of avoiding real-world social interactions, loneliness
tends to increase. For older adults, there is an additional aspect: the non-use of digi-
tal tools. Not using for example, the internet (and digital tools) to maintain social
contacts. People lacking technical skills or hardware cannot (a) enjoy the benefits of
digital tools and (b) are likely to feel excluded from this digital social interaction.

For a long time, the nonuse or low use of digital technologies did not (or only to
a limited extent) exclude individuals from satisfying their needs and interests
because these could be achieved through widely available traditional means (e.g.,
in-person visitations). However, with digitalization becoming increasingly preva-
lent, people with few or no technical skills (among them mostly older adults) raise
the question of whether the nonuse of modern technologies leads to social exclusion
(Seifert & Rossel, 2019; Van Regenmortel et al., 2016). The link between the non-
use of digital technology and social exclusion is twofold. First, poor or nonuse may
result in a lack of access to information and resources (e.g., goods and services) and,
with this, the inability to participate in the normal daily activities available to most
people (Walsh et al., 2017). For instance, as more service providers offer informa-
tion and services on an online-only basis (or charge an additional fee for offline
services), older adults who are not online may be increasingly disadvantaged in
societal inclusion. Second, poor or no utilization of modern ICT can contribute to
an increased risk of social exclusion and loneliness in old age (Reisdorf &
Rhinesmith, 2020).

The increasing need to be digitally literate may contribute to a gradual loss of
social integration among older adults with low or no technological skills who may
no longer feel part of contemporary society. This phenomenon is known as per-
ceived obsolescence (Brandtstadter & Wentura, 1994). In a representative German
sample, 14% of older adults over the age of 60 had high levels of perceived
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obsolescence, which increased with the absence of internet access, fewer ICT skills,
and lower internet self-efficacy (Jokisch et al., 2022).

ICTs can also generate and perpetuate ageism, with older technology nonusers
seen as frail or outsiders (Cutler, 2005). If societal inclusion means active participa-
tion in the digital world, then older adults who do not own a smartphone or are not
active on the internet risk social exclusion. In a Swiss survey by Seifert et al. (2018),
14% of the respondents aged 65 and older who did not use the internet stated that
their nonuse led to social exclusion.

8.6 Findings from a Swiss National Survey

8.6.1 Background and Research Methods

To further consider the relationship between the use of modern ICT and loneliness,
we accessed existing data from Switzerland to study how digital and nondigital
social interaction may affect loneliness. We explored whether associations between
social interactions and loneliness differ by mode of social interaction, that is, online,
or in person. We also examined feelings of closeness to family and friends when
using online communication and in-person communication.

A simple random sample of the permanent resident population of Switzerland
aged 18 years and older was chosen from the sample frame (registry dataset) of the
Swiss Federal Statistical Office. Personalized invitations and two reminders were
sent by mail. There were no restrictions on upper-level age, current internet use,
nationality, or type of housing. From October 29 to December 17, 2019, 1604 peo-
ple aged 18 years and older in all the language regions (German, French, and Italian)
of Switzerland were interviewed. A computer-assisted web interviewing technique
was used, which was supplemented by computer-assisted telephone interviews with
people who lacked an internet connection or who did not use the internet. A stan-
dardized questionnaire with closed-ended questions was used. The average inter-
view duration for the two methods was 41.8 minutes. A total response rate of 30.5%
was achieved. The respondents’ ages ranged from 18 to 98 years, with a mean age
of 51.5 years (SD = 17.86).

Loneliness was measured via a short three-item loneliness scale (Hughes et al.,
2004). Response categories ranged from 1 = never to 5 = very often (M = 1.96 and
SD = 0.80). The loneliness scale (a = .83; scores were summed) included the fol-
lowing questions: “How often do you feel that you lack companionship,” “How
often do you feel left out,” and “How often do you feel isolated from others?” To
measure preferred forms of communication we used the following question: “How
do you mainly communicate with the following groups of people (own partners,
own children, other family members, friends)? (in person, by telephone, digital
(online)”. To measure feelings of closeness to different social groups (partners, chil-
dren, other family members, and friends) via offline (in person) or digital (online)
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communication strategies, we added two questions measured on a 5-point scale
(1 = very distant to 5 = very close): “When you communicate with the following
groups of people in person, do you feel emotionally close or emotionally distant?”
and “When you communicate with the following groups of people digital (online),
do you feel emotionally close or emotionally distant?”

A set of control variables included the following sociodemographic variables:
gender (1 = female and 0 = male), age (in years), education (1 = primary level,
2 = secondary level, and 3 = tertiary level), monthly household income (1 = /ess
than 4000 Swiss Francs [CHF], 2 = CHF 4001-8000, and 3 = more than CHF
8000), and living situation (1 = living alone and 0 = not living alone).

8.6.2 Forms of Communication

Descriptive analyses (see Table 8.1) showed that younger participants (18—64 years)
and older participants (65-98 years) use mainly personal communication for con-
tact to their partners, children and friends. For contact with children and other fam-
ily members, older respondents use the telephone more often than younger
respondents. For contact with friends, younger respondents are more likely to use
digital communication tools in addition to face-to-face contact. For contact with
family members (other than partner and own children) and friends, younger partici-
pants use digital communication tools more often than older participants.

8.6.3 Feelings of Closeness Through Offline Versus
Digital Contacts

Descriptive analyses (see Table 8.2) showed that younger participants (18—64 years)
reported higher levels of closeness when in face-to-face communication with chil-
dren, family members, and friends than older participants (65-98 years). Older par-
ticipants felt closer to their children, family members and friends when using digital
communication tools than younger participants. However, when comparing face-to-
face communication and digital communication within the 65-98 age group, older
participants generally felt less close (lower feelings of closeness scores) to their
children, family members, and friends when using digital communication tools (see
Table 8.2).

We were also interested in the multivariate effect of closeness on loneliness when
using digital communication tools. Employing linear regression models (one linear
regression model for each category of social contacts; see Table 8.3) for people aged
65 years and older, controlling for age, gender, education, income, and living situa-
tion, the first model for feelings of closeness when using digital communication
tools with children was not significant. The second model with other family
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Table 8.2 Feeling of closeness by offline versus digital contacts

Via digital communications tools

Social groups Via communication in person (online)

Contact with ... 18-64 Years 65-98 Years 18-64 Years 65-98 Years
Own children 4.85%* (0.46) | 4.77%* (0.51) | 3.57*** (1.23) 3.89%%** (1,10)
Other family 4.62%%% (0.70) | 4.46%** (0.81) |3.52%* (1.06) 3.69%* (1.04)
members

Friends 4.53%%% (0.72) |4.39%** (0.78) | 3.52* (1.00) 3.65% (1.04)

Values shown are means and standard deviations (in brackets). Scale: 1 = very distant to 5 = very
close. T test between age groups (*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001)

Table 8.3 Linear regression models to predict loneliness depending on feelings of closeness using
digital communication tools stratified by type of social relation (only people aged 65 and older)

Model 2: Other

65+ years Model 1: Children | Family Members Model 3: Friends
Loneliness

Predictor Beta Beta Beta

Age 144 141 .149*

Female (ref. male) .045 .048 .062

Education .054 .026 .052

Income -.013 .002 .018

Lives alone (ref. does not .099 120 145%

live alone)

Feeling of closeness using | —.080 = -
digital communication tools
with children

Feeling of closeness using | — —.168** -
digital communication tools
with other family members

Feeling of closeness using | — - —.204%%%*

digital communication tools

with friends

Model Fit F(6) = 1.600; F(6) = 2.406; F(6) =3.792;
N =310; p =.147; N=351;p=.019; N =356; p <.001;
corrected R? = .013 | corrected R>=.034 | corrected R? = .059

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and **¥p < 0.001

members was significant, revealing that, in addition to age, feelings of closeness
were significantly associated with loneliness, whereas other independent variables
were not. Thus, the older respondents who did not feel close to family members
when they used digital communication tools were more likely to experience loneli-
ness. The third model, with friends in the compared group, was significant, reveal-
ing that feelings of closeness, along with age and living alone, were significantly
associated with loneliness. Thus, the older respondents who did not feel close to
friends when using digital communication tools were more likely to experience
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loneliness. These analyses revealed that people who feel disconnected while using
digital tools for communication are more lonely when in contact with family mem-
bers and friends.

8.7 Conclusion

Modern ICTs help older adults stay connected to their social networks, overcome
functional limitations, remain mobile as they age, and actively participate in society
through socializing, purchasing products, being entertained and accessing informa-
tion. Although technologies enable contact with social groups, such as friends or
family members, there is a risk that the increasing dependence on digital tools,
especially for older people who are less tech savvy, will lead to a certain degree of
non-participation in social interactions, thus feelings of loneliness. Our study from
Switzerland indicated that older adults aged 65 and older use less often digital com-
munication tools for the contact to family members and friends than younger adults
(18—64 years old). But if older people use digital communication they feel closer to
their children, family members, and friends than adults aged 18—64 years using digi-
tal communication. Also, older adults who felt disconnected using digital tools for
communication with family members and friends were more lonely. While these
results should be interpreted with caution due to their limitations (regional focus on
Switzerland; no longitudinal data; data did not allow for a comprehensive social
network analysis of loneliness; no distinction between different technologies for
maintaining contact), they suggest that digital social interaction tools are still used
cautiously, particularly by older adults, and are not necessarily preferred to face-to-
face contact. The preliminary data exploration suggests that older adults utilize new
digital communication tools less frequently than younger adults. This may be indic-
ative of a reduced familiarity with these tools, potentially leading to a lower per-
ceived dependency on them within their everyday live (e.g., there using in-person
contacts mostly). Older adults often rely on personal contacts and phone calls to
satisfy their need for social interaction. However, the analysis also reveals that,
despite the increased use of digital communication by older individuals, they report
feeling less connected to their interlocutors during these digital interactions com-
pared to their in-person interactions. This heightened sense of digital disconnection
can potentially exacerbate feelings of loneliness, as digital communication is used
less frequently, potentially leading to a reduced overall number of interpersonal
contact attempts. Therefore, it can be posited that a considerable number of older
adults in contemporary society may benefit from maintaining a balanced integration
of both digital and non-digital communication methods.

The evidence in the literature so far pointed to the ambivalent role of digital tools
of communication in social interaction. Modern communication tools, such as
internet-based applications, enable older adults to maintain social contact. Thus,
they may reduce loneliness if it is linked to missing social contacts. Consequently,
technology can help protect older adults from the risks of social isolation. However,
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technology is only a tool and must be used wisely. For example, older adults must
know who they can trust on the internet and what scams they may encounter.
Therefore, in addition to technical hardware competence, literacy in the purposeful,
responsible use of technological media is essential. Therefore, supporting older
people who want to learn how to use modern technologies, for instance, by offering
training courses or low-threshold peer-to-peer programs, is crucial (Cotten et al.,
2016; Doh et al., 2015; Jokisch et al., 2020).

The relationship between digitalization and loneliness is complex and varies
across age groups. For younger adults, while social media platforms offer avenues
for connection, they can also lead to increased feelings of loneliness due to social
comparison and reduced in-person interactions. Conversely, for older adults, digital
tools like video calls and online communities can mitigate loneliness by facilitating
social engagement, provided these technologies are used purposefully and not
excessively. Addressing loneliness in the context of digitalization requires tailored
approaches that consider the unique experiences of different age groups. Promoting
digital literacy and encouraging meaningful online interactions can help maximize
the benefits of technology while minimizing its potential drawbacks. Additionally,
fostering offline social engagements remains crucial in combating loneliness across
all demographics.

However, not all older adults are digitally savvy, and the resulting digital divide
can promote digital inequality, resulting in the social exclusion of older adults unfa-
miliar with new technology. The literature review and analysis of Swiss data
revealed that, along with the potential of technology use for maintaining social con-
tact, older adults who were not technologically savvy felt excluded and, to an extent,
lonely. However, the available data from Switzerland did not indicate longitudinal
developments in the relationship between digital exclusion and loneliness. Thus, the
question posed at the beginning of this chapter regarding the impact of ICT on lone-
liness cannot be answered conclusively. As is often the case, the answer is “it
depends.” On the one hand, digitalization can prevent social isolation for those who
are particularly tech savvy. On the other hand, there are risks, especially among
those who are not tech savvy or wish to avoid new technology, of feeling marginal-
ized and sometimes even more lonely.
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Chapter 9 )
Climate Change and the Risk of Loneliness e

Liat Ayalon

9.1 Introduction

The past few decades have seen tremendous changes in the environment and the
climate (United Nations, 2021), characterized by long-term variations in tempera-
ture and weather patterns. According to the International Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), the changing climate results in substantially more severe, extreme, and fre-
quent weather events including droughts, flooding, and extremely hot and cold
weather, which do not represent sporadic variations, but rather long-term devia-
tions. This has resulted in extensive changes in the environment including the melt-
ing of glaciers, desertification, and the rise in sea levels. Whereas some of these
changes are slow and gradual usually taking place over decades, such as global
warming, glacier melting, or desertification, other changes are considered more
rapid, such as typhoons, hurricanes, flooding, or wildfires. Regardless of their pace,
these changes have a direct impact on plants and animals, resulting in the disappear-
ance, unexpected migration patterns, and altered life cycles of certain species
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2022).

Humans are highly impacted by the changing climate as well, with well-
documented evidence of its growing impact on their health and wellbeing (An et al.,
2019; Ayalon et al., 2021). It is possible to portray the impact of the changing cli-
mate on people across the lifespan as a U-shape, with both younger and older per-
sons being particularly susceptible. Younger people are highly impacted by the
changing climate, especially because they are likely to be exposed to more severe
weather events for a longer period of their lives (Barford et al., 2021). Older persons
as well are susceptible to the negative impact of the changing climate on their
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physical health (Ayalon et al., 2023) at least partially due to physiological changes
and pre-morbid illness (Falchetta et al., 2024).

The present chapter explores possible associations between climate change and
loneliness. This is because both represent negative phenomena of direct impact on
older persons. Both climate change and loneliness are substantial risks to the popu-
lation, and understanding their potential relationship is crucial. Like the changing
climate, loneliness, defined as the subjective sense of having inadequate social ties
(Perlman & Peplau, 1981), is characterized as a growing societal challenge of tre-
mendous impact on individuals (Dennig et al., 2015; Henriksen et al., 2019;
Lonergan-Cullum et al., 2022). In addition, like climate change (Tapia-Muiioz et al.,
2022), the incidence and impact of loneliness are not shared equally by all individu-
als or geographic regions (Madsen et al., 2019; Neves et al., 2023). Moreover, simi-
lar to the changing climate (Astrém et al., 2011), loneliness results in numerous
negative health and mental health outcomes including a higher risk for mortality
(Henriksen et al., 2019; Shiovitz-Ezra & Ayalon, 2010).

The chapter starts by summarizing existing evidence concerning the moderating
role of social isolation, as an objective indicator of inadequate social ties (rather
than loneliness, which represents the subjective experience), in the relationship
between climate change and negative health and mental health outcomes. Next, I
discuss the possibility of a spurious relationship between climate change and loneli-
ness, given the similarity of moderators that make their effects more pronounced
and the similarity in outcomes. I then explore three possible pathways from climate
change to loneliness, while outlining potential macro-, meso-, and micro-level
mediators which possibly account for the relationship between the two. An alterna-
tive pathway which explores the possible beneficial effects of the changing climate
on loneliness via meso-level indicators is also explored. When reading this chapter,
it is important to keep in mind the fact that research connecting the two phenomena
is still scarce. Hence, much of the discussion is hypothetical in nature with limited
concrete empirical data to support it. The chapter concludes with suggestions for
future research to further explore whether and how these two phenomena are related
as well as for future policy aimed at addressing both phenomena.

9.2 Social Isolation as a Moderator of the Relationship
Between Climate Change and Negative Outcomes

There is plenty of research to show that social isolation, rather than loneliness can
be a risk for inadequate preparedness and adaptation to climate change events espe-
cially among older persons (Klinenberg, 2015). Specifically, older persons who are
socially isolated have been shown to be more likely to die during extreme heat
events (Klinenberg, 2015). Older persons who rely on care assistance in long-term
care settings also are more likely to die following evacuation due to extreme climate
events such as wildfires, flooding, or tornadoes (Brown et al., 2012). Moreover, not
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having adequate policy representation may result in older persons not having their
needs met (Willoughby et al., 2017). Figure 9.1 depicts social isolation as a modera-
tor of the relationship between climate change and negative health and mental health
outcomes, including mortality.

Social isolation

l Negative health and
mental health
outcomes, including
mortality

Climate change

Fig. 9.1 Social isolation as moderator of the relationship between climate change and negative
health and mental health outcomes including mortality

9.3 Climate Change and Loneliness May Have
a Spurious Relationship

To date, only a limited number of studies have paid attention to possible links
between the changing climate and loneliness (Astell-Burt et al., 2022; Bains &
Turnbull, 2019; Hajek & Konig, 2022). Although the changing climate represents a
macro-level phenomenon and loneliness is seen mainly as an individual, micro-
level experience, both the changing climate and loneliness can be seen as affecting
and being affected by the macro-, meso-, and micro-levels. Even though the two
operate at different levels, it is possible to suggest that the effects of the changing
climate and loneliness are characterized by similar moderators that make certain
population groups more susceptible. However, although they may share moderators,
this is by no means a causal relationship. Likewise, to a large extent, both climate
change and loneliness result in similar negative outcomes. Hence, this proposed
model suggests that rather than a pathway from climate change to loneliness, there
is a spurious link between the two. This is due to shared moderators which make
certain population groups more susceptible to both and shared negative outcomes,
as detailed below.
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9.3.1 Climate Change and Loneliness Have Similar
Moderators Which Make Their Effects More Pronounced

Some of the same factors that make older persons particularly susceptible to the
impact of the changing climate also make them susceptible to loneliness. For
instance, people of different age groups are affected differently by the changing
climate as well as by loneliness, with younger and older persons being particularly
impacted by both (Barford et al., 2021; Carnes et al., 2014; Luhmann & Hawkley,
2016). Hence, age can be explored as a shared precursor to the effects of climate
change as well as the effects of loneliness. Specifically, older persons who experi-
ence physical or cognitive disabilities and those who are less likely to have available
care networks are more susceptible to the negative effects of the changing climate
(McDermott-Levy et al., 2019). This is because they are less likely to be able to
evacuate independently during climate hazard events (Nakanishi et al., 2019). They
are also more likely to be physically and cognitively impacted by the changing cli-
mate due to existing predispositions (Zuelsdorff & Limaye, 2024). Moreover, there
is plenty of research to show how extremely hot weather events or highly polluted
air result in higher rates of cardiovascular and pulmonary diseases among older
persons (Béjot et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2012).

Similar to climate change, the oldest old report high levels of loneliness, although
there is no consistent evidence that the prevalence of loneliness increases with age
in the older population (Chawla et al., 2021; Lee, 2025). The high levels of loneli-
ness are partially accounted for by the fact that older persons often experience phys-
ical and cognitive impairments, which prevent them from socially interacting, thus
impairing their ability to develop satisfactory social ties. Moreover, the death of
close friends and family members may leave older persons socially disconnected,
with limited intimate ties and heightened levels of loneliness (Ayalon et al., 2012).
Retirement as well is considered a risk for loneliness as older persons often are
forced to disconnect from social ties following the transition to retirement (Segel-
Karpas et al., 2018).

Just like older persons, younger persons are also more likely to be impacted by
the changing climate (Bunyavanich et al., 2003). Part of this is explained by their
physiological susceptibility, and part is explained by the fact that the effects of the
changing climate are becoming worse over time and it is younger persons who will
be impacted by the changing climate throughout their remaining lifespan (Barford
et al., 2021). In the case of loneliness, younger persons as well are likely to experi-
ence high levels of loneliness (Siva, 2020).

Gender also appears to have a differential association both with regard to the
changing climate and with regard to the experience of loneliness (Nicolaisen &
Thorsen, 2023; World Health Organization, 2014). Women in the Global South are
more likely to be impacted by the changing climate (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). This has
been attributed to gender norms that prevent women from accessing relief (Luna &
Hilhorst, 2022). Women are also more likely to be excluded from public discourse
and relevant climate policy, whereas men are the ones seen as having political power
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to impact climate policies. Moreover, it is men in the Global North who are more
likely to pollute the environment (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). Likewise, women and
especially older women are more likely to report higher levels of loneliness than
men (Hajek et al., 2025). This is partially explained by the fact that older women are
more likely to experience higher rates of widowhood, to live alone, and to experi-
ence cognitive or physical disabilities, which prevent them from socially interacting
with others (Beal, 2006).

Belonging to a racial or ethnic minority group is another characteristic that
makes people more susceptible to the negative impacts of the changing climate as
well as to loneliness (Phuong et al., 2023; Victor et al., 2012). People of racial/eth-
nic minority status are more likely to experience the negative impacts of the chang-
ing climate. This is partially explained by the fact that these individuals are also
more likely to experience lower levels of socioeconomic status and thus, especially
in the Global South, are more likely to depend on the land for their livelihood, as
many are engaged in agriculture, hunting and gathering, or animal husbandry. Under
these circumstances, they are likely to experience a substantial disruption in their
life and ability to make a living under severe weather events (Nguyen & Leisz,
2021; Yin et al., 2020). Moreover, individuals of racial/ethnic minority status are
less likely to have adequate disaster response strategies, including adequate access
to food and shelter during extreme weather events (Benevolenza & DeRigne, 2019).
Loneliness as well is more likely to be reported by racial/ethnic minority groups
(Joshi et al., 2024). This has been explained by the transition from traditional values
to modernization, which brings with it unfulfilled expectations concerning one’s
social relations, by the stigma and exclusion of racial/ethnic minorities from the
general society, and by lower levels of income and education of people of minority
background (Cotterell et al., 2025; Taylor et al., 2024). Nevertheless, even though
the changing climate and loneliness differentially impact certain population groups
of similar characteristics, the exact mechanisms responsible for the effects may not
be shared by the two phenomena. Rather, they may represent spurious
associations.

9.3.2 Climate Change and Loneliness Have Similar Qutcomes

Climate change and loneliness are related via sharing similar outcomes, which
again provide no indication of a causal link between the two. Many of the negative
effects of the changing climate are quite similar to the effects of loneliness, includ-
ing deteriorated health and mental health, and even a higher risk of mortality
(Adams et al., 2021; De Blois et al., 2015; Rico-Uribe et al., 2018). Among the most
well-known risks of the changing climate are cardiovascular diseases which are
more likely to develop in extremely hot weather events or in highly polluted envi-
ronments. Cardiovascular diseases, pulmonary diseases and dementia are also asso-
ciated with high levels of environmental pollution (Béjot et al., 2018; Smirnova
et al., 2023). Another well-documented outcome of the changing climate is the
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higher risk of death, which primarily occurs in older persons following climate
exposure (Adams et al., 2021).

Loneliness has also been shown to have a strong association with cardiovascular
conditions (Hodgson et al., 2020). Although some have argued that it is cognitive
impairment that results in higher levels of loneliness (Ayalon et al., 2016), others
have shown that it is the other way around and that those who report higher levels
of loneliness are more likely to develop cognitive impairment and even to be diag-
nosed with dementia (Sutin et al., 2018). Moreover, loneliness can also lead to other
health problems such as diabetes, obesity, autoimmune diseases, and even cancer
(Mushtaq et al., 2014). Mortality is yet another outcome commonly attributed to
high levels of loneliness (Rico-Uribe et al., 2018).

The changing climate and loneliness also result in substantial mental health out-
comes (Beutel et al., 2017; Manning & Clayton, 2018; Palinkas & Wong, 2020),
which again could be similar, but do not provide any indication of a causal link
between the two. Higher levels of post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, anxi-
ety, stress, and even suicidal ideation and suicide are common mental health out-
comes associated with exposure to severe weather events as well as to climate
change evacuation and its aftermath (Charlson et al., 2021). Extreme heat also has
been associated with high levels of anger and violence (Miles-Novelo &
Anderson, 2023).

Like the changing climate, loneliness has also been shown to be a precipitator of
negative mental health outcomes (Beutel et al., 2017). A longitudinal cross-lagged
model examined the temporal associations between loneliness and depression. The
study found that it is not depression that results in higher levels of loneliness, but the
other way around, higher levels of loneliness at baseline result in greater depressive
symptomatology at follow-up (Cacioppo et al., 2010). Likewise, research has shown
that sleep problems and suicide ideation are often the products of loneliness (Ayalon
& Shiovitz-Ezra, 2011; Kurina et al., 2011).

9.3.3 Conclusions

Figure 9.2 identified similar moderators which make the effects of the changing
climate and of loneliness more pronounced, and outcomes associated with these
effects (irrespective of each other). Whether the two are related directly, indirectly,
or spuriously remains to be examined in further theoretical and empirical studies as
discussed below.
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Age, gender,
ethnicity/race

Climate change

Similar outcomes:
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Fig. 9.2 Similar moderators and outcomes of climate change and loneliness, suggesting the pos-
sibility of a spurious relationship. *The dotted line is not discussed in the model but represents a
plausible association

9.4 Climate Change Outcomes Mediate the Relationship
Between Climate Change and Loneliness

9.4.1 Macro-level Mediators of the Relationship Between
Climate Change and Loneliness

In addition to spurious associations mentioned above, there are possibilities of true
associations between climate change and loneliness. The changing climate brings
with it accompanying changes in the environment as well as changes in the entire
ecosystem, including plants and animals (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change, 2022). Research has shown that being in a green environment has a benefi-
cial effect on people’s health and mental health, including a reduced sense of loneli-
ness (Astell-Burt et al., 2022). Being surrounded by various animal species is yet
another factor that is considered protective against loneliness. These beneficial
effects are often lost once the environment, and its inhabitants, deteriorate because
of the changing climate. Therefore, it is expected that under more extreme weather
conditions, people will experience a greater sense of loneliness associated with
environmental changes brought by the changing climate.

Another change in the social and physical environment brought by the changing
climate is climate migration (Kaczan & Orgill-Meyer, 2020). Globally, there is a
tendency to migrate from extremely warm areas in search of food and shelter. There
is plenty of research showing that migrants experience high levels of loneliness
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(Lobel et al., 2022). Hence, even though to date research has not made a direct con-
nection between climate migration and loneliness, it is highly likely that climate
migration results in loneliness via the disruption of social ties and an increased
sense of social isolation. Likewise, evacuation due to extreme climate events may
also result in a heightened sense of loneliness as this represents a highly stressful
event, which requires people’s emotional and social resources. It is possible that
under such circumstances, which result in dramatic changes in one’s physical and
social environment, people will feel a strong sense of loneliness. Both in the case of
climate migration and in the case of evacuation, older persons will likely experience
a disruption of their social network due to changes in their physical location. This
disruption, in turn, might result in social isolation as well as in a subjective sense of
having inadequate social ties. It is also argued here that lack of food and shelter,
financial instability, and public health crises due to climate events may result in
heightened levels of loneliness. These are highly stressful occurrences, which force
people to concentrate on their basic needs rather than on higher-order needs, such as
belonging and social contact. Under such circumstances, older persons might be
less geared towards investing in their social ties, and as a result might experience
social isolation accompanied by an intense sense of loneliness. Figure 9.3 presents
possible macro-level mediators of the relationship between climate change and
loneliness.

9.4.2 Meso-level Mediators of the Relationship Between
Climate Change and Loneliness

A substantial part of current climate change discourse reflects intergenerational
divides and conflicts (Ayalon et al., 2022; Roy & Ayalon, 2022). It is younger
persons who feel as if their voice and concerns are not heard. Older persons,
instead, are being blamed for their (in)action and failure to protect the environ-
ment. In much of the public discourse, older persons are seen as exploiting the

Environment
Migration

Loss of food Disruption of
Loss of shelter — social network

Financial
instability \

Climate change  [~-------------mmomoomooo oo oo »  Loneliness

Social isolation

Fig. 9.3 Possible macro-level mediators of the relationship between climate change and loneli-
ness. *The dotted line is not discussed in the model but represents a plausible association
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environment for its resources and having failed to save it for the benefit of future
generations. Moreover, research has shown that those who report high levels of
worry and concern about the changing climate are more likely to report ageism
towards older persons (Ayalon & Roy, 2023). Under such a divided environ-
ment, ageism against older persons may prevail. Moreover, older persons may
internalize some of these negative messages and become increasingly more self-
ageist as a result.

The link between ageism and loneliness may take several possible pathways
(Shiovitz-Ezra et al., 2018). First, it is possible that more ageist individuals who
feel resentment and anger toward older persons will refrain from engaging with
them socially. Under such circumstances, older persons may experience a height-
ened sense of loneliness. In addition, heightened ageism and intergenerational
conflict may also result in a sense of loneliness among younger persons, who
might feel less supported and more alienated from older generations. Figure 9.4
presents possible meso-level mediators that potentially account for the relation-
ship between climate change and loneliness via ageism, manifested in interper-
sonal relations, which brings with it a disruption in one’s social network and
social isolation as a result. It is important to note that in addition to the meso-level
discussed here (e.g., ageism in interpersonal relations), ageism also manifests at
the macro-level via policy and laws, which may disregard the differential impact
of climate change on older persons (United Nations, 2021). The impact of ageism
at the micro-level is also evident when older persons internalize negative views
held towards them and as a result are less likely to engage in social interactions
and report higher levels of loneliness. For instance, a study that examined the
relationship between different types of care settings and loneliness, found that
anxiety about aging mediated this relationship. This stresses the detrimental
impact of self-directed ageism (Ayalon, 2018). Hence, self-blame and internal-
ized ageist messages may also contribute to older persons’ social isolation, which
may bring with it a heightened sense of loneliness.

Disruption of
! social —
network isolation

Ageism Social

Climate change |- - - - - oo oo oo ooooooooooooooooo oo * Lemeiiiess

Fig. 9.4 Possible meso-level mediators of the relationship between climate change and loneliness.
*The dotted line is not discussed in the model but represents a plausible association
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9.4.3 Micro-level Mediators of the Relationship Between
Climate Change and Loneliness

The changing climate and environment may also result in a reduced likelihood of
engaging in various social and health behaviors, including physical activity, routine
medical check-ups, or engagement in leisure time activities (Bernard et al., 2021).
A reduction in one’s engagement in social and health behaviors impacts not only
one’s health but also social life and possibly one’s sense of belonging and loneli-
ness. During extreme hot or cold periods, individuals are less likely to engage out-
doors, meet people, and interact with others. This, in turn, may result in a growing
sense of loneliness.

As already mentioned, the changing climate also results in a variety of negative
health and mental health outcomes (Carnes et al., 2014; Ebi et al., 2021). Although
similar to climate change, loneliness has been shown to be a predictor of some of
these outcomes, it also could be a product of these various health and mental health
outcomes (Hawkley et al., 2020). Depressed or highly anxious individuals are less
likely to seek out social interactions. Instead, they may retreat to their own inner
emotional struggles, invest less in social activities and, as a result, may feel a grow-
ing sense of loneliness (Franceschi et al., 2022).

Physical and cognitive impairments caused by the changing climate (Balbus &
Malina, 2009; Béjot et al., 2018) may also put people at a higher risk for loneliness.
People who experience physical and cognitive impairments may have fewer oppor-
tunities to engage socially because of their disability (Ayalon et al., 2012). Moreover,
the stigma attached to physical and/or cognitive impairments may prevent others
from socially engaging with these people (Aboseif & Woo, 2020). Mortality due to
climate change (Astrém et al., 2011) may also result in a heightened sense of loneli-
ness as people may experience the loss of loved ones and as a result a lack of inti-
mate ties. Figure 9.5 depicts micro-level mediators that possibly account for the
relationship between climate change and loneliness.

Social and health
. 4
behaviors
\d
»
| 4
Dementia
Depression
Anxiety Disruption of
. Cardiovascular ——| social network _Som_al - e
Climate change events P l isolation
Respiratory iliness
Mortality P [ i A

Fig. 9.5 Possible micro-level mediators of the relationship between climate change and loneli-
ness. *Dotted lines are not discussed but reflect the cross-lagged effects of many of the variables
presented in the model, as relationships are not unidirectional
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9.4.4 Conclusions

This section outlines a complex model, which includes various mediators at the
macro- (e.g., environmental changes), meso- (e.g., ageism), and micro- (e.g., health,
mental health) levels to possibly account for an association between the changing
climate and loneliness via a disruption of social relations and increased social isola-
tion. As noted, many of the associations can be bi-directional, alluding to the com-
plexity of the proposed model.

9.5 Engagement in the Climate Change Movement/
Pro-environmental Behaviors Alleviate Loneliness

Another possible pathway through which the link between the changing climate and
loneliness can be explained is via people’s engagement in the climate change move-
ment and pro-environmental behaviors. The climate change movement is consid-
ered an informal protest movement that brings the topic of the changing climate to
the forefront (Chazan & Baldwin, 2019; Ritchie, 2021). There is some research
about involvement in protests in general (Okun & Ayalon, 2024) and in the climate
change movement specifically as a means not only to bring certain political topics
into the discourse and to create societal change, but also as a way to foster a sense
of self-efficacy, improved wellbeing, increased social connectedness, and reduced
loneliness (Zeigler, 2019). Related to this, Greta Thunberg, one of the most promi-
nent climate change activists, described her own experiences as a sole and lonely
activist prior to the establishment of Fridays for Future. Reportedly, her ability to
establish the Fridays for Future movement and gather the support of youth world-
wide has increased not only her sense of self-efficacy but also her sense of connect-
edness to others in the world (Olesen, 2022).

Likewise, engagement in pro-environmental behaviors can have beneficial
effects by giving meaning and purpose in life (Jia et al., 2021). Engagement in pro-
environmental behaviors puts one in a position of caring about the environment,
taking an active stance, and contributing to society at large. Just like engaging in the
climate change movement, engagement in pro-environmental behaviors helps peo-
ple to group around a common cause and identify with other like-minded individu-
als. This may enhance one’s social network, resulting in a reduced sense of
loneliness. See Fig. 9.6 for details.
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Fig. 9.6 Engagement in the climate change movement/pro-environmental behaviors possibly alle-
viate loneliness. *The dotted line is not discussed in the model but represents a plausible association

9.6 Conclusions

The present chapter reviewed a relatively unexplored topic, namely the association
between climate change and loneliness. The chapter began by depicting the most
obvious and well-explored aspect: the role of social isolation (rather than lonely) as
arisk for the negative impact of climate change, especially in the case of older per-
sons. Next, the chapter proposed a model, suggesting that climate change and lone-
liness may be spuriously correlated because they have similar moderators and
similar outcomes. The next model examined possible mediators at the macro-,
meso-, or micro- levels which potentially link the changing climate and loneliness
via a disruption in one’s social network and increased isolation. An alternative
model also identified mediators of the link between climate change and loneliness,
but this time considered the engagement in the climate change movement and pro-
environmental behaviors as precipitators of an enhanced sense of social connected-
ness and a reduced sense of loneliness. Hence, this pathway suggests positive rather
than negative effects on loneliness. When reviewing these proposed models, it is
important to note the paucity of research, which makes them speculative at best.
Further research is needed to better understand the possible links between the
changing climate and loneliness.

Although research is scarce, the findings point to several important directions.
Clearly more research is needed to explore the links between the changing climate
and loneliness, which to date have largely remained under-explored. Such research
should move away from cross-sectional convenience studies to experimental studies
that possibly develop causal models, beyond spurious associations. Second, social
justice and inequalities have received considerable attention in the context of cli-
mate change (Andrey & Jones, 2008; Antal, 2018). Far less attention has been
devoted to these topics in the context of loneliness. Given the many similarities in
demographics among those most susceptible to the changing climate and those sus-
ceptible to loneliness, it is important to further examine loneliness through the lens
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of social justice and inequalities. The effects of the changing climate on various
mediators are likely moderated by various sociodemographic variables, such as age,
gender, or socioeconomic status, which result in greater susceptibility of certain
population groups to the effects of climate change as well as to the effect of loneli-
ness. The moderating effects of various sociodemographic variables may explain
the greater susceptibility of individuals of certain demographics, such as older per-
sons, racial/ethnic minorities or people of lower socioeconomic status, to the chang-
ing climate (Nyahunda et al., 2021; Prina et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2022), which in
turn may result in higher levels of loneliness in these population groups (Klein
et al., 2020). Although this is not discussed in detail in this chapter, it is important
to take into consideration the fact that climate change has a disproportionate impact
on the Global South, but it is the Global North which has benefited the most from
polluting and exploiting the environment for decades (Kamal Uddin, 2017).
Likewise, research concerning loneliness primarily originated in the Global North,
with substantially less empirical research and theoretical conceptualization con-
cerning loneliness in the Global South (Susanty et al., 2025).

Policy-wise, it is important to acknowledge climate change as a possible precipi-
tator of the growing phenomenon of loneliness. Such recognition can assist in tar-
geting specific population groups as particularly susceptible to the effects of climate
change as well as to the effects of loneliness. Specifically, the chapter has identified
possible macro-meso-and micro-level mediators which could be improved by pol-
icy to possibly alleviate loneliness. At the macro-level, the present chapter empha-
sized the potential role of the environment as a factor that can enhance social
engagement and alleviate f loneliness if developed adequately. Environments that
are accessible to all ages, have proper shade and opportunities to interact can be
established via direct policy and planning, such environments are likely to result in
lower levels of loneliness (Bower et al., 2023).

Likewise, access to food, shelter and water are human rights that should be pro-
vided to all, even under extreme conditions (Levy & Patz, 2015; Nehaluddin &
Lilienthal, 2021). Climate migration and immigration also deserve policy attention
(Gemenne & Blocher, 2017). At the present time, even the term to describe people
who are displaced due to climate events remains unclear (Berchin et al., 2017).
Moreover, older persons and persons with disabilities, who represent the most sus-
ceptible population groups, often remain behind when younger and healthy genera-
tions leave due to climate events (Hauer et al., 2024). Policies that acknowledge
climate migration and ensure the ability of all individuals to evacuate on time and
migrate if needed are essential. Likewise, policies that support those who stay
behind are also required to ensure the well-being of the most susceptible popula-
tions (Sullivan, 2017).

At the meso-level, ageism plays an important role in the lives of all of us. Both
younger and older persons are particularly susceptible to the negative effects of age-
ism (Ayalon & Tesch-Romer, 2018; de la Fuente-Nufiez et al., 2021). The World
Health Organization has identified three evidence-based strategies to reduce ageism
(World Health Organization, 2021). Education about ageing and about ageism can
result in reduced ageism. Likewise, intergenerational contact around collaborative
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tasks under equal status is likely to result in reduced levels of ageism. In addition,
policies that explicitly ban discrimination based on age can also be effective in
reducing ageism. It is possible that these strategies can also result in the reduction
of loneliness, given the varied pathways through which ageism may affect loneliness.

Micro-level mediators identified in the present chapter concern both health and
mental health outcomes, as well as social and health behaviors. As the impact of the
changing climate is not uniform, but rather is usually stronger and more severe in
the case of the most susceptible segments of the population (Smith et al., 2022),
governments and communities bear a responsibility to ensure that climate hazards
do not turn into disasters. By engaging in adequate mitigation, preparation, and
adaptation measures, it is possible to alleviate some of the negative health and men-
tal health effects of the changing climate as well as its negative impact on social and
health behaviors. This may also result in a reduction in loneliness among the most
susceptible groups in society.

Finally, certain climate change activities, such as engagement in the climate
change movement and in pro-environmental behaviors, possibly have beneficial
effects (Pillemer et al., 2009) including the alleviation of loneliness. As such, it is
important to encourage public engagement in the climate change movement and in
pro-environmental behaviors not only to possibly tackle the growing impacts of the
changing climate but also to reduce loneliness. While doing so, it is important to
acknowledge the fact that certain population groups are less likely to engage in the
climate change movement due to ageism (Roy & Ayalon, 2022) or other exclusion-
ary practices and that certain population groups are less knowledgeable about the
importance of engaging in pro-environmental behaviors (Liobikiené¢ & Poskus,
2019). Hence, educational efforts are necessary.

Raising a collective awareness of climate change across all age groups has the
potential to cultivate collaboration between older and younger generations. By join-
ing forces to tackle the pressing challenges of climate change, different age groups
can work toward shared objectives, creating a foundation for increased social con-
nectedness. This collaboration can significantly reduce feelings of social isolation
and loneliness, which often affect individuals across all age groups. When older
people engage with younger people on environmental initiatives, they can experi-
ence a renewed sense of purpose and belonging. Mutual support and shared respon-
sibilities in projects or community events can lead to deeper intergenerational
relationships, fostering a sense of solidarity.

Moreover, the act of working together on climate-related issues encourages
broader social participation. Older persons can share their life experiences and
knowledge, while younger individuals can bring fresh perspectives and innovative
solutions. Such exchanges can lead to greater understanding and respect between
generations. Community efforts, like tree planting programs, local clean-up days, or
educational workshops, not only benefit the environment but also serve as opportu-
nities for social engagement. As people unite for a cause that impacts their futures,
they build networks of support and friendship that transcend age barriers, ultimately
leading to a more vibrant and connected community. By weaving together the dis-
tinct strengths of each generation, we can create a framework that reduces
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loneliness and encourages active involvement, reinforcing the idea that collective
action on climate change is beneficial for all (Roy & Ayalon, 2023).
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Chapter 10 )
The Influence of Societal Crises on Social oo
Integration and Loneliness

Lisa J. Klasen, Mareike Biinning, Nadiya Kelle, Clemens Tesch-Romer,
and Oliver Huxhold

10.1 Introduction

Societal crises significantly impact social integration and loneliness. However, there
is currently no model that outlines the multiple pathways through which these crises
influence social integration, while accounting for life circumstances such as differ-
ences between social groups based on age, gender, and socioeconomic status.
Developing such a model is crucial, especially since European societies have faced
an increasing number of societal crises in recent decades, profoundly affecting peo-
ple’s lives (Handler, 2024a). For instance, the Great Recession in 2007 and the
subsequent European debt crisis were accompanied by job losses and income reduc-
tion, threatening prosperity and growth in many countries (Busch et al., 2013;
Verick & Islam, 2010). The European migration crisis in 2015 caused far-reaching
debates on refugees and societal values (Handler, 2024b; Sola, 2018). The
COVID-19 pandemic threatened the health of many people and drastic countermea-
sures severely restricted social interactions (Kersten & Rixen, 2022). The war in
Ukraine has had and continues to have a massive and fundamental impact on the
Ukrainian people by killing thousands and destroying the basis of life of large parts
of the population (Liadze et al., 2023; United Nations, 2022b). At the same time, the
war affects Europe as a whole as it threatens peace in the region, increases living
costs, and drives inflation (United Nations, 2022a). Lastly, as an omnipresent exam-
ple, climate change progressively affects life in the European region through
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weather extremes and threatens the livelihood of large parts of the population
(IPCC, 2023). In retrospect and overall, these societal crises have most likely had a
greater impact on social integration and the development of loneliness than has been
recognized so far.

Financial aspects of societal crises were often among the first impacts that
became salient in the public awareness and were therefore one of the focal topics of
discussion (Damstra & Vliegenthart, 2018; Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017).
Disturbances in other areas of life tended to develop more gradually and often faded
into the background of the political and scientific debate on new events or societal
crises (United Nations, 2011). Yet, analyses of past societal crises reveal that the
impacts on other life domains are also widespread and profound. This became par-
ticularly evident in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, as government-imposed coun-
termeasures such as contact restrictions and physical distancing measures intended
to contain the virus, did not only had consequences for finances but also brought
people’s social integration to public awareness.

Recognising that societal crises impact social relationships is crucial, as people
fundamentally need to be socially integrated (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Social
integration involves maintaining strong ties with close confidants, engaging with a
broader network of friends and acquaintances, and participating in social activities
or voluntary work. When individuals perceive their social integration as insufficient,
loneliness occurs, contributing to mental and physical dysfunctions over time
(Cacioppo et al., 2015). Negative consequences of societal crises on social relation-
ships can thus lead to further harmful developments in other life areas.

Despite the relevance of this topic, to date no framework has been developed that
captures the breadth and development of effects of a given societal crisis on social
integration and its impacts on loneliness. Only singular studies have investigated the
links between different societal crises and various aspects of social integration.
These studies have shown that societal crises such as the Great Recession from 2007
(Igli¢ et al., 2021), the European debt crisis (Parmar et al., 2016), and most promi-
nently, the COVID-19 pandemic (Entringer & Kroger, 2020; Huxhold & Tesch-
Romer, 2021; Van Tilburg et al., 2021), have had detrimental effects on important
aspects of people’s social integration and the development of loneliness. However,
without a comprehensive theoretical framework it is difficult to classify and inte-
grate different empirical findings. Moreover, such a theoretical framework may also
help to manage future societal crises, for example, by providing a theoretical foun-
dation for interventions to avoid and reduce loneliness (Pitas & Ehmer, 2020).

Therefore, our aim here is to fill this research gap by introducing a theoretical
framework—the DIRe-Crises-Model. For this purpose, the Differential Investment
of Resources Model (DIRe-Model) by Huxhold and colleagues (2022), is placed in
the context of societal crises and further developed to capture the effects of societal
crises on social integration and their implications for loneliness. To illustrate the
general applicability of the model, the adapted framework is discussed in the con-
text of different societal crises in Europe.
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10.2 Defining Societal Crises

Based on our review of the literature, we define societal crises as long-term and far-
reaching disruptions to fundamental structures or values of a given society (e.g.,
Boin et al., 2018; Rosenthal et al., 1989; Schubert & Klein, 2020). Societal crises
differ in many ways; such as their causes, development over time, severity of impact
on people’s life, or in terms of the applied countermeasures. However, our review of
crisis definitions has revealed that, at their core, all societal crises are characterized
by the following five criteria: First, societal crises are triggered by the (potential)
loss of elementary resources, such as health or money (e.g., Schubert & Klein,
2020). Second, since a loss of an elementary resource has a broad impact on many
life domains, these situations have the potential to escalate and impact various areas
of society. Third, such situations develop into a long-term disturbance when the
negative consequences of these losses can no longer be mitigated with the usual
means and additional countermeasures become necessary (Schubert & Klein, 2020).
However, in contrast to a catastrophe, an escalating event can be prevented by effec-
tive decisions and measures (Boin et al., 2018). Thus, a crisis does not necessarily
have to end in a catastrophe. Fourth, these situations cause threat (i.e., subjectively
perceived danger), uncertainty (i.e., lack of necessary information) and urgency
(i.e., need to act quickly) (Boin et al., 2018; Schifers, 2018; Shaluf et al., 2003).
Fifth, a situation can only evolve into a societal crisis when the majority of people
and the public discourse perceive this situation as critical and subsequently declare
it a crisis (Boin et al., 2018; Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). This defining feature
explains why some difficult situations are categorized as societal crises while simi-
lar others are not (Boin et al., 2018). Ultimately, for a difficult situation to be recog-
nised as a crisis, all five criteria must be met.

10.3 DIRe-Crises-Model

To delineate the impacts of societal crises on social integration, we build on the
Differential Investment of Resources Model (DIRe-Model, for more information
see Huxhold et al., 2022a). The DIRe-Model views the development of social rela-
tionships as an interplay of individual behaviour and contextual conditions at the
macro- and meso-level of a given society. The macro-level context includes societal
institutions (e.g., welfare state type), cultural norms of societies (e.g., level of age-
ism or filial piety) and also—as we will outline—societal crises that affect these
societies (e.g., Great Recession from 2007, COVID-19 pandemic, climate change).

Regarding the meso-level, a precise definition remains a challenge in aging
research, as no universally agreed-upon framework exists. However, the common
denominator across different definitions is that the meso-level connects individuals
with the broader society (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2008; Silverstein & Giarrusso, 2011; Staggenborg, 2002). In our approach, we
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define meso-level factors more narrowly as intermediary contextual conditions that
moderate the impact of macro-level societal structures on individual outcomes.
These factors include dimensions of social inequality—such as age, gender, and
socioeconomic status — that not only influence individual characteristics (e.g.,
health, financial resources) but also constrain individual agency through, for exam-
ple, different social norms and unequal opportunity structures. Thus, we consider
them contextual rather than purely individual factors, aligning with the biographical-
institutional-societal model (Silverstein & Giarrusso, 2011) and the sociology-of-
age framework (Barrett, 2022).

The distinction between the macro-level of the societal crises and the meso-level
of the life circumstances is necessary to understand the moderating influence of
social inequality. In other words, it is important to note that while societal crises
may impact the social integration of all people, their effects are not uniform (Heisig,
2021; Ohlbrecht & Jellen, 2021; Wachtler & Hoebel, 2020). Negative effects of
societal crises and unintended consequences of countermeasures are often dispro-
portionately harmful for socially disadvantaged individuals in comparison to people
with better coping resources (Kiess et al., 2023). For instance, crises may amplify
pre-existing inequalities, reinforcing disadvantages for those with fewer economic
or health-related capacities.

Although other meso-level factors and thus life circumstances stem from an indi-
vidual’s immediate environment—such as neighbourhood cohesion, urbanity, and
local opportunity structures for leisure activities (see also Chap. 4 of this book; Van
Regenmortel et al., 2025)—this chapter focuses specifically on social inequality as
a meso-level factor. By narrowing our focus, we aim to emphasize how structural
disparities shape individuals’ experiences of societal crises while leaving aspects of
the physical and social environment for future research.

Building on the DIRe-Model, the DIRe-Crises-Model defines social ties as “all
persons for whom the ego has: (a) subjective awareness; (b) a mental representation
of how they relate; and (c) a belief in their mutual influence on each other”” (Huxhold
et al., 2022a, p. 59). Social ties differ in terms of perceived closeness and kinship.
In the DIRe-Crises-Model, we assume in line with previous research that one’s
social ties can be structured in three concentric circles surrounding the individual
that differ in their perceived closeness (Antonucci et al., 2014; Cacioppo et al.,
2015; Huxhold et al., 2020; Reynolds et al., 2020). Specifically, the perceived close-
ness of ties decreases across these circles from the inside to the outside (Antonucci
et al., 2014). Thus, the inner circle includes one’s closest ties (i.e., strong ties), like
close family and close friends, who are the primary providers of emotional and
instrumental support (Fuller et al., 2020; Huxhold et al., 2020). The perceived
absence of intimate connections can lead to emotional loneliness (Cacioppo et al.,
2015). The middle circle represents an individual’s wider network, consisting of ties
whom one sees regularly and shares interests and experiences with, such as friends
or extended family (Dunbar, 2014; Fuller et al., 2020). These ties can provide stimu-
lation and fun in the form of social activities (Huxhold & Fiori, 2024). The per-
ceived absence of these connections can lead to social loneliness (Cacioppo et al.,
2015). The outer circle includes all weak ties, which are less emotionally close, but
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still have an impact on one’s general well-being, such as neighbors or work col-
leagues (Fingerman, 2009; Granovetter, 1973). Activities with members from this
circle regularly incorporate participation in the community, for example, in volun-
tary groups (Reynolds et al., 2020). The outer circle mainly provides novelty, infor-
mation, and access to other social networks (Fingerman, 2009; Granovetter, 1973).
The perceived absence of a wider network can lead to collective loneliness (Cacioppo
et al., 2015). From a theoretical perspective, it is suggested that to increase one’s
sense of belonging, avoid the different dimensions of loneliness, and gain access to
different social functions, people generally establish a wide array of ties spanning
all three circles (Cacioppo et al., 2015; Fingerman, 2009; Huxhold et al., 2022a).
As in the DIRe-Model, we assume that people have to invest time and energy in
their social ties to maintain a certain level of social integration, as shown in the
Individual Network Feedback Loop of the DIRe-Crises-Model (see Fig. 10.1). Time
is understood as the free time available for social interactions while energy is the
perceived potential (behaviourally, emotionally and cognitively) to engage in a
social interaction (e.g., measured with the level of fatigue or vitality) (Hall &
Merolla, 2020). To maintain close ties, people have to invest on average more time,
but less energy due to a higher level of familiarity. In contrast, weaker ties need less
time but more energy to maintain. These investments of time and energy are deter-
mined by capacities (influencing the available amount of investable time and
energy), motivations (determining the direction and size of investments) and skills
(specifying the effectiveness of investment). For example, an illness can reduce the
individual’s capacity (i.e., the available time and energy an individual can be
invested in social relationships), while high social skills—such as high levels of
empathy—can improve the effectiveness of these investments. In return for the
invested time and energy, an individual derives a number of social functions from
their social network—such as social support, stimulation, and the feeling of
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Fig. 10.1 Individual Network Feedback Loop in the DIRe-Crises-Model (Credit: Edzard
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belonging. High-quality social networks can prevent loneliness and thereby help to
maintain physical and mental health. Conversely, individuals who have a limited
social network lack support and stimulation and may feel lonely. Moreover, low-
quality social ties may even induce strain or may become overly controlling.
Ultimately, support and stimulation, as well as strain and control stemming from
social relationships influence the initial resources of time and energy that individu-
als can invest in their relationships, which creates a reinforcing feedback loop.

In the full DIRe-Crises-Model (see Fig. 10.2), societal crises are placed in the
macro-level context and influence the social investment process via four different
pathways by impacting:

(A) individual characteristics that are essential for resource investment,

(B) the available time and energy that can be invested in relationships,

(C) the social opportunity structure to interact with (potential) social contacts and
(D) the functions of social relationships.

While societal crises may differ in numerous ways, these pathways are effective in
all societal crises, although to varying degrees.

In this process, the meso-level context, represented by the individual’s life cir-
cumstances, as shaped by different dimensions of social inequality (e.g., socioeco-
nomic status, age, or gender), moderates the effects of a societal crisis and can thus
weaken or strengthen these effects for an individual. This moderating effect of the
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individual’s life circumstances explains why societal crises often exacerbate pre-
existing social inequalities (e.g., Bodea et al., 2021; Stok et al., 2021).

10.3.1 Path A: Impact on the Investment Process via
Individual Characteristics

Individual characteristics such as capacities, motivations, and skills are crucial for
social integration, as they determine the available time, energy, and how these
resources are spent on social interactions. Societal crises are likely to impact these
characteristics in affected populations, thereby indirectly influencing the social inte-
gration process.

Capacities—Capacities are individual characteristics that influence the available
amount of investable time and energy (e.g., physical and psychological health)
(Huxhold et al., 2022a). Societal crises are likely to impact the capacities because
societal crises are threatening situations (Boin et al., 2018; Shaluf et al., 2003),
which can cause anxiety and require coping. These conditions can place stress on
both mind and body, potentially reducing an individual’s capacity and therefore the
time and energy available for social interactions.

This effect became apparent during the European debt crisis and the COVID-19
pandemic. In both societal crises a great number of workers experienced financial
uncertainties, as unpredictable job losses and wage cuts became omnipresent
(Bundeszentrale fiir politische Bildung (bpb), 2021; Busch et al., 2013). Such cir-
cumstances create existential fears and emotional stress (Blustein & Guarino, 2020).
In the long term, such conditions can contribute to reduced relationship investments,
as coping with the situation consumes too much energy. This assumption is sup-
ported by a study showing that social network sizes decreased during the financial
crises in Europe, when individuals experienced economic strain (Igli¢ et al., 2021).
The family stress model for romantic relationships (Conger et al., 2010) describes a
comparable process in which economic hardship and feelings of economic pressure
increase emotional distress. This, in turn, may lead to conflicts, withdrawal and
distancing within romantic relationships, which can be interpreted as poor relation-
ship investment. Ultimately, such behaviours negatively affect relationship quality
and stability. Since societal crises, as described above, have the potential to cause
financial uncertainties for many people, it is likely that similar negative processes
affect a broad spectrum of different ties. Furthermore, climate change may impact
individual characteristics as well, as it is accompanied by more frequent and severe
heat waves. Over the past few decades, numerous scientific studies have shown that
high temperatures put a strain on the body and mind, making it more difficult to
perform tasks (Kjellstrom et al., 2016; Yeganeh et al., 2018). In terms of social inter-
actions, it is conceivable that everyday life during heat waves may require more
time and energy, leaving less for social interactions. This assumption is supported
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by a German study, which found that social interactions among older adults declined
as temperatures increased (Lindemann et al., 2018).

Motivation—Motivations are individual characteristics like personality traits or
perceptions of aging which determine in which social ties and to what extent time
and energy are invested (Huxhold et al., 2022a). As described above, societal crises
are likely to reduce time and energy available for social interactions. Therefore,
people have to be more selective in terms of which relationships they invest in. We
assume that in times of societal crises, people turn to their strong ties, as these ties
especially provide emotional and instrumental support, which might be highly val-
ued at the beginning of a societal crisis when uncertainty and threat are high. As a
result, the inner circle consisting of strong ties is strengthened, while the outer cir-
cles of weaker ties shrink due to reduced investment of time and energy. So far, this
‘turtling-up’ mechanism has primarily been observed in lower-level crises, such as
those affecting individual organizations, rather than in large-scale societal crises.
For example, in organizational contexts facing extreme price changes, employees
were more likely to increase their contacts within the company while reducing their
contacts outside the organization. (Romero et al., 2016).

However, initial studies have also shown evidence for turtling-up during societal
crises. For instance, it has been shown that in Slovenia during the financial crisis,
networks of weak ties decreased while family networks were strengthened (Iglic,
2014). The authors explained this development with reduced trust in other people
during times of economic uncertainty, leading to increased investments in trustwor-
thy and reliable strong ties. Somewhat relatedly, another study found that during the
financial crisis civic engagement, which is very often accompanied by interactions
with weak ties, also declined (Cameron, 2021). This finding may hint at reduced
investment of time and energy in the third circle of the social network. In addition,
during the COVID-19 pandemic, several studies showed that the network of weak
ties decreased significantly, while the closest ties, in particularly family connec-
tions, were strengthened (Kovacs et al., 2021; Steijvers et al., 2022; Volker, 2023).
One might argue that in the case of the pandemic, this development was mainly due
to countermeasures which severely restricted the contact with other people. While
Volker (2023) argues that there were still opportunities to interact with people
beyond the own household and family, such as the neighbourhood, her findings
indicate that during the pandemic the neighbourhood did not become more impor-
tant for social interactions whereas strong ties did.

Skills—Skills are characteristics that influence the effectiveness of the invest-
ment process. For example, high levels of social skills may enable an individual to
interact and communicate more effectively. Societal crises can affect socially rele-
vant skills in different ways. On the one hand, they can provide opportunities for the
development of new skills or the improvement of existing ones in order to adapt to
the crisis situation. On the other hand, societal crises can impair skills as the indi-
vidual is confronted with increased demands.

For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic technical devices such as smart-
phones, enabled contact with one’s ties even when strict contact restrictions were in
place. In this context, it is possible that people became more engaged with their
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smartphones and related applications to interact more effectively with their ties
(e.g., sending pictures, making video calls). This may have led to an improvement
in technical skills especially within older age groups, which would have taken more
time without the societal crisis. This assumption is supported by a qualitative study
of German middle-class families, which found that the digital communication
increased in all generations to stay in contact with one’s social ties during the pan-
demic (Schad & Hense, 2023). Another qualitative study from Portugal showed,
that older people used their smartphones more often, mainly to socialize with their
ties during the contact restrictions (Murciano-Hueso et al., 2022). Some participants
even reported that the pandemic was an opportunity to start using smartphones at
all. However, the results remain ambiguous, as quantitative studies show only a
small overall increase in internet access and usage and present mixed findings
regarding its use for social interactions among older age groups during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Biinning et al., 2023; Kortmann et al., 2021; Kung & Steptoe,
2023). In the long term, these technical skills can continue to be beneficial for one’s
social integration, as these enable an additional kind of communication and help
people stay in contact with geographically distant friends (Antonucci et al., 2019).

However, societal crises may also hamper social skills through, for example,
anxieties or demanding circumstances. For example, the heat hypothesis states that
hot temperatures are associated with increases in antisocial behaviors such as assault
or violence (Anderson, 2001). This also includes the assumption that heat nega-
tively biases the interpretation of ambiguous social interactions as being more
aggressive. According to Anderson, one explanation could be increased discomfort
during heat periods, which might color social interaction more negatively. While
laboratory-based studies report rather mixed results, population-based studies pro-
vide strong evidence for the heat-hypothesis (Anderson, 2001; Hsiang et al., 2013;
Lynott et al., 2023). This development is particularly relevant in the context of cli-
mate change and the associated increase in the frequency of heat waves. In fact,
predictions show that violence may increase in the face of climate change in many
countries worldwide (Anderson, 2001; Mares & Moffett, 2015). However, even on
a smaller scale, an aggressive bias in social interactions could have a huge impact
on social integration by severely reducing the effectiveness of the investment of
time and energy in social relationships.

10.3.2 Path B: Impact on the Available Time and Energy

Societal crises tend to reduce available time and energy for social interactions either
due to their direct negative impacts or due to the government’s countermeasures,
which may increase demands on individuals. This reduction is significantly influ-
enced by an increase in care work, which is generally provided for close family
members (e.g., children, parents, in-laws) (Ehrlich & Kelle, 2019). During societal
crises, the heightened need for care work may lead to more time being spent with
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these close ties, while interactions with weaker ties are limited, thus restricting
interactions with the broader social world.

Government countermeasures significantly increased the amount of care work
during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, the German government imple-
mented countermeasures like homeschooling and closing kindergartens, requiring
many people to care for and support their children alongside their usual work
(Bujard et al., 2020; Grote et al., 2021). Additionally, the closure of day care facili-
ties for older people and the loss of professional carers intensified the burden of
caring for relatives at home (Brandt et al., 2021; Ehrlich et al., 2022). This may have
significantly reduced the time and energy available for social interactions beyond
immediate family.

Crises themselves also increase demands on people. Climate change, for instance,
brings extreme weather events like heatwaves and floods, which may require sig-
nificant time and energy for protective measures and repairs, detracting from social
interactions. These events also heighten the need for care work; during heatwaves,
it is advised to check on vulnerable family members, such as older adults and young
children, who are at higher risk of heat-related health issues and may need addi-
tional assistance (Arsad et al., 2022; UNICEF, 2023; WHO, 2018).

Overall, societal crises and the measures taken to address them can lead to an
increase in care work, reducing the time and energy available for social interactions,
especially with weaker social ties.

10.3.3 Path C: Impact on the Social Opportunity Structure

The social opportunity structure, meaning all ties with which an individual could
(potentially) interact, and invest time and energy, is entirely determined by the con-
text (Huxhold et al., 2022a). Therefore, disturbances, such as societal crises, can
massively impact the opportunity structure. In particular, negative consequences of
societal crises and their countermeasures have the potential to minimize opportuni-
ties and increase the costs to socially interact with others. Even though it is often
assumed that societal crises may spark solidarity, motivating people to seek solu-
tions through volunteering and mutual assistance—such as the widespread support
for those fleeing the war in Ukraine (H6ltmann et al., 2022) and the activation of
informal support networks during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Bertogg & Koos, 2021)—negative effects on the social opportunity structure seem
to outweigh positive ones. Empirical evidence from several studies suggests that the
proportion of engagement decreases in times of societal crises or at best remain
stable (Cameron, 2021; Ramaekers et al., 2022; Simonson & Kelle, 2023). For
example, despite governmental calls for solidarity, neighbourhood-based mutual aid
did not increase significantly during the COVID-19 pandemic (Ramaekers et al.,
2023). Hence, the negative effects on the social opportunity structure suggest that
societal crises pose a major obstacle to social interactions. We propose, that this
especially affects the maintenance of weak ties, which one meets in larger settings
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(e.g., clubs, sports activities) or by chance outside one’s home (e.g., on the street, at
work), as these public places are particularly impacted by societal crises. This
reduced availability of weaker ties would further increase the effect of turtling-up
within the social network during societal crises.

These processes have been observed in different societal crises. Most promi-
nently, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the social opportunity structure was mas-
sively impacted, as countermeasures severely restricted most social interactions.
Due to the implementation of homeschooling and home office, contact restrictions,
and closures of a wide range of public and cultural facilities, people had barely any
possibilities to interact in person with others besides their household members
(Grote et al., 2021). These circumstances made contact with non-household ties and
especially weak ties more difficult. Climate change, accompanied by more frequent
extreme weather events such as heat waves, droughts, or floods due to heavy rain-
storms (IPCC, 2023), increasingly unfolds its negative consequences on social
opportunity structures. For instance, during long-lasting heat waves, outside activi-
ties are hardly possible in some regions of Europe, restricting the timing and places
for interactions with others. In the long-term, droughts and water shortages are
increasingly threatening green spaces, such as forests or parks (Esperon-Rodriguez
et al., 2022). This development might be especially relevant for urban areas where
green spaces not only function as a space for social interactions but are also crucial
for temperature regulation and well-being (Reyes-Riveros et al., 2021). In the future,
these effects of climate change on the social opportunity structure will further
increase as extreme weather events become more frequent and even more pro-
nounced (IPCC, 2023). As described above, these circumstances will likely affect
weak ties the most, as people, for example, stay at home during heat waves and
avoid outdoor places. Thus, decreasing the possibility of meeting those ties by
chance or in their normal setting.

10.3.4 Path D: Impact on the Functions
of Social Relationships

The influence of specific social ties on the individual can change over historical time
for example due to historical changes in gender roles and family structure (Biihler
& Nikitin, 2020; Hughes & Waite, 2007). For example, one study found that the
relationship between loneliness and partnership status was less pronounced in later-
born cohorts than in earlier-born cohorts (Boger & Huxhold, 2020). However, not
only can changes over long periods of time reshape the importance of social ties;
sudden disruptions such as societal crises can have an impact as well. We assume
that societal crises can change the significance of specific ties within one’s social
network, as certain individuals may become more important when others are absent
(Pinquart, 2003). In the context of societal crises, it might be expected that strong
ties would compensate for the absence of weak ties, i.e., people might engage in
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more social activities with their family instead of with their absent friends. In addi-
tion, societal crises may also alter the importance of ties by changing the relevance
of certain network functions. For example, it is conceivable that companionship and
emotional support, which are typically provided by strong ties, become more neces-
sary in uncertain and threatening times. At the same time, typical weak tie func-
tions, like exploration and stimulation, might decrease in importance, making these
ties less relevant, and strong ties more relevant for well-being and for avoiding
loneliness. Only a few studies investigated these changes in the context of societal
crises. One study from Singapore found that the relationship between social support
from close ties and well-being temporarily increased during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Lee et al., 2023). Another study examined the changing impact of grand-
child care on well-being and loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic (Biinning
& Huxhold, 2024). While grandparents who provided grandchild care reported
lower levels of loneliness even prior to the crisis, this association was particularly
pronounced for grandfathers during the pandemic, and grandchild care was only
positively related to grandmothers’ life satisfaction during the pandemic. These
results provide evidence for the increased importance of strong ties during societal
crises. However, currently there are not enough empirical studies investigating the
reweighting of social functions under different contextual conditions to allow for
the precise derivation of broader hypotheses regarding Path D.

10.3.5 The Moderating Influence of Life Circumstances

Societal crises do not affect every person to the same extent (Heisig, 2021; Ohlbrecht
& Jellen, 2021; Wachtler & Hoebel, 2020). In general, the burdens of societal crises,
as well as the resources that help to minimize negative effects on social integration
or to take advantage of new developmental opportunities, are unevenly distributed
across societies and vary with individual life circumstances such as socioeconomic
status (SES) or other social group memberships. Note that we define those group
memberships as part of the social-structural context as those characteristics signifi-
cantly shape the life circumstances beyond the individual’s sphere of influence
(Huxhold et al., 2022a). For example, life circumstances are structured by age, as
major life transitions are closely bound to chronological age (e.g., parenthood,
retirement) (Heckhausen & Buchmann, 2019). Generally speaking, life circum-
stances can weaken or strengthen the effects of a given societal crisis on social
integration. Recognizing this fact is particularly important for the identification of
risk groups.

It should be noted that the relevance and the impact direction of life circum-
stances may differ between different societal crises, i.e., in one societal crisis a
certain life circumstance may have an especially strong impact, while in another
societal crisis this particular context is less important. It is therefore essential to
reassess the relevance of life circumstances when looking at the impact of different
societal crises.
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However, SES may be an exception to this rule, as this characteristic always
seems to be relevant, meaning every societal crisis has a particularly strong impact
on people with a lower SES. This may be explained by unequal access to resources
to cope with societal crises and their related hazards. For example, compared to
people with a high SES, people with a lower SES have fewer financial resources to
cope with temporary income reductions during societal crises (Romeu Gordo et al.,
2023). In addition, they often face higher job insecurity (Landsbergis et al., 2014),
which may further increase during economic downturns. Furthermore, people with
a lower SES often live in smaller homes, making overcrowding a relevant issue
(EUROSTAT, 2024; Wachtler & Hoebel, 2020), especially when spaces outside the
home are inaccessible, as experienced, for example, during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (e.g. homeschooling) or weather extremes (e.g. heat waves) due to climate
change. These circumstances may exacerbate the effects of societal crises on time
and energy for social interaction or the social opportunity structure (Path A and C).
Research suggests that individuals with lower SES experience a greater reduction in
social network size and an increase in loneliness during societal crises compared to
those with higher SES, as exemplified by studies on the COVID-19 crisis (Steijvers
et al., 2022; Volker, 2023, but note diverging/opposing findings by Bertogg & Koos,
2022). This is particularly crucial, since network diversity and size generally differ
between groups of different SES even without a societal crises (Ajrouch et al., 2005;
Antonucci, 2001; Van Groenou & Van Tilburg, 2003). Developments during societal
crises may therefore further intensify socio-economic differences in social networks.

Besides SES, other differences in life circumstances such as gender or age also
shape the effects of societal crises on social integration. In terms of gender, although
much has been accomplished in recent decades in terms of gender equality in
Europe, there are still significant differences between men and women in various
areas of life. Among other things, this is reflected in sectoral and occupational seg-
regation in the labour market (e.g., women are more likely to work in the health and
social sector, while men are more likely to work in construction or manufacturing)
(Matysiak & Cukrowska-Torzewska, 2021). Furthermore, women are still the main
provider of care- and housework, while men on average spend more time in paid
work (Pailhé et al., 2021; Panova et al., 2017). Such societal differences between
women and men can significantly alter the impact of societal crises on social inte-
gration. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, mothers in particular faced
an increase in parenting stress and psychological distress (Li et al., 2022). In addi-
tion, it was often assumed that systemically relevant professions, such as medicine
and education, experienced a particularly sharp increase in stress and workload dur-
ing the pandemic—professions in which predominantly women work. However, the
results regarding this assumption are quite mixed (e.g., Hipp & Biinning, 2020;
Magnavita et al., 2021), potentially reflecting variations in the quality of the sam-
ples. Overall, these circumstances probably led to a greater reduction in time and
energy for social interactions for women (Path A and B). This assumption is consis-
tent with findings that women reported losing more friends during the pandemic
than men (Bertogg & Koos, 2022). However, the impact of gender can also vary
across different societal crises. For example, at the beginning of the financial crisis
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in 2008, men were more likely to lose their jobs, as male-dominated sectors were
especially affected by the crises (Bettio et al., 2013). However, during the COVID-19
pandemic women were not only more likely to be working in occupations that prob-
ably faced a sharp increase in stress, but also in sectors that faced greater job inse-
curity such as the hospitality and catering industry, making women also more
vulnerable to job losses during the pandemic (Barbieri et al., 2021). Since the occu-
pational context is important for socializing in middle-adulthood, the opportunity
structure for social interactions was more reduced for men during the financial crisis
and more diminished for women during the Covid-19 pandemic (Path C). Moreover,
as job insecurity and loss are often accompanied by higher levels of fear (Path A), it
is likely that coping with these conditions took up more time and required more
emotional support which might lead to a turtling-up of the network for the respec-
tive gender.

Looking at age, diverse processes emerge as the impact of age on social integra-
tion varies across societal crises as well as across paths. Older age can act as a pro-
tective factor during societal crises. For example, older people possess more and
better problem-solving strategies to cope with critical life events, such as societal
crises, due to their greater life experience (Blanchard-Fields, 2007; Lind et al.,
2021). In addition, older people are less dependent on the labour market, as the
majority are already retired (Crofmann et al., 2018). Consequently, fears of job
losses due to crises, such as those experienced during the financial crises or the
COVID-19 pandemic, do not affect older people as much as younger people. These
circumstances may result in older people having a smaller decline in their capacities
for social interactions (Path A). Furthermore, as individuals age, their network size
decreases and becomes more focused on strong ties (Carstensen et al., 1999; Wrzus
et al., 2013). These findings indicate that compared to younger people, older people
have diverse advantages to protect themselves against the risk of loneliness due to
societal crises. In addition, it is possible that crisis-related turtling-up of networks
do not affect the influence of networks on older adults’ well-being as much, as they
already have fewer weak ties in their network (Path D). However, older age may
also act as a risk factor. If older adults become lonely, they are more likely to remain
so (Huxhold & Henning, 2023). Old age is often associated with a decline in health
(Cezard et al., 2021; Spuling et al., 2019), making older people more vulnerable in
physically demanding situations, such as heat waves due to climate change. These
circumstances not only decrease their capacities and possibly also their motivation
for social interactions (Path A), but also their social opportunity structure, as their
personal mobility radius decreases sharply (Path C). During economic downturns
with high inflation old age is a risk factor for (enduring) loneliness because it is dif-
ficult for retirees to adjust their own income situation (Deeken & Freudenberg,
2023). This might also increase their risk of financial difficulties and their anxieties
(Path A) and therefore their risk of becoming lonely. Overall, the experiences of past
societal crises highlight the complex influence of age on social integration during
societal crises and make it necessary to assess the impact of age in each specific
societal crisis separately.
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In addition to SES, age and gender, other group memberships may also moderate
the impact of crises on social integration. For instance, several crises, such as cli-
mate change or wars (e.g., in Ukraine or the Middle East), drive migration. As a
result of migration from crisis regions, European societies are becoming more
diverse. These new population groups often face multiple challenges, such as lim-
ited access to resources, coping with the crisis in their country of origin, experienc-
ing hostility or discrimination, and developing new network ties while integrating
into a new society (Hajak et al., 2021; Hannafi & Marouani, 2022).

10.4 Discussion

Europe has been hit by various societal crises over the past decades, which have had
a great impact on people’s social integration. However, despite increased research
that underlines the impact of societal crises on people’s social integration, so far no
model has been introduced which explains the impact pathways of societal crises on
social integration and loneliness. The DIRe-Crises-Model fills this gap. The model
introduces multiple pathways linking macro-level disruptions to social processes
and the development of loneliness while also integrating life circumstances at the
meso level as moderators of these pathways. This approach highlights the diverse
effects of societal crises on social integration and enables a more precise identifica-
tion of underlying issues. Therefore, the model enables future research to classify
and synthesize empirical findings on societal crises, social integration and loneli-
ness. Additionally, the model can offer a theoretical basis for developing targeted
interventions to avoid or reduce loneliness and thus ensure better support for vulner-
able groups.

One major conclusion of the model is that societal crises can lead to “turtling-
up” of social networks, with people turning to their strong ties for emotional and
instrumental support (Taylor, 2011), while often diminishing their weak ties. Such
a focus on strong ties can have a downside, as information accessed through weak
ties (Granovetter, 1973) can become particularly valuable in times of uncertainty
(Pitas & Ehmer, 2020). Additionally, the sense of social belonging can be reinforced
through weak ties, especially during times of crisis (Kelle et al., 2025).

Moreover, during societal crises, when stress and anxiety are high, networks also
risk decreasing in quality. As suggested by the family stress model (Conger et al.,
2010), increased emotional distress reduces capacities and skills for investing in
relationships. While weak ties may be lost, strong ties are maintained but risk
becoming dysfunctional. Since it’s harder to break negative strong ties than weak
ones, these harmful relationships may persist in the network. Over time, these
dynamics may lead to a smaller, lower-quality network. In the long term, the disrup-
tions due to crises and the accompanying turtling-up of the social network will most
likely decrease the individual’s well-being and especially increase the risk of
loneliness.
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Research shows that loneliness may lead to feelings of social exclusion, as social
relationships shape one’s sense of belonging within society (Huxhold et al., 2022b).
Therefore, if these circumstances persist and the reduced network structures become
entrenched, it is possible that societal crises may also lead to an increase in feelings
of social exclusion as people lose contact with the wider society. This may reduce
the overall cohesion of society, while at the same time reducing important social
functions that are most needed in times of societal crisis, such as volunteering. It can
therefore be argued that the impact of societal crises on social integration has the
potential to negatively affect not only individuals but indirectly also society as a
whole. The consequences of crises for social integration may exacerbate the direct
negative effects of crises on society.

But social networks can recover from crisis-related disruptions when crises situ-
ations ease or when people are able to adapt to the crisis. The DIRe-Crises-Model is
a helpful framework in this regard, as the incorporated feedback loops allow for the
assessment of not only immediate impacts but also long-term impacts on social
integration. We assume that when conditions of high anxiety and stress decrease or
people adapt, they have greater capacities, higher motivation, and more opportuni-
ties to invest time and energy in social interactions—especially in their wider net-
work. However, it should be acknowledged that forming new relationships or
deepening existing ones is time and energy consuming (Hall & Davis, 2017; Hall
et al., 2023). This may be particularly problematic for people who have become
lonely over the course of a societal crisis, since they face higher psychological and
structural obstacles to reconnect with others (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; Huxhold
& Henning, 2023). In addition, life circumstances may shape the recovery process,
as certain social groups, such as individuals with low socioeconomic status, often
face greater disruption from societal crises and possess fewer resources, leading to
a slower recovery. Currently, we do not know much about long-term recoveries of
social integration after a societal crisis. Regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, only a
few studies have investigated these developments with mixed results (Rebechi et al.,
2024; van Tilburg, 2024). However, these assumptions regarding the recovery of
social networks may need to be reconsidered, as the current interplay of multiple
crises and ongoing structural challenges continues to give rise to new and increasing
stressors for individuals. As a result, a subsiding of the crisis situation seems
unlikely, and adapting to prevailing circumstances becomes more difficult. Our con-
siderations regarding social cohesion, individual recovery, and the interplay of mul-
tiple crises highlight the importance of observing the long-term effects of crises. In
a rapidly changing world, only long-term studies can capture the full scope of con-
sequences, beyond those that are immediately apparent.
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Chapter 11 )
Macro-Level Influences on Loneliness Creck o
in Later Life: An fsSQCA Analysis

Tuliana Precupetu, Cosmina Pop, and Marja Aartsen

11.1 On the Problem of Analyzing Macro-Level Influences

In 1990, Jylhd and Jokela discovered significant variations in loneliness prevalence
among European countries, a phenomenon that could not be solely explained by
individual variables related to life situations. Countries with the highest levels of
loneliness were those where living alone was least common, and community ties
were strongest (Jylhd & Jokela, 1990). This puzzling pattern, later referred to as the
“cultural paradox of loneliness” (Heu et al., 2021, p. 60), has been reported in sev-
eral subsequent European studies (Sundstrom et al., 2009; Dykstra, 2009; De Jong
Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012; Hansen & Slagsvold, 2016; Swader, 2019), and is
often explained in terms of differences in individual versus collectivistic values (see
van Tilburg, 2025 for more details). However, studies incorporating data from other
continents, such as Asia and America, find that individualistic countries exhibit
higher rates of loneliness compared to collectivistic countries (Taniguchi &
Kaufman, 2021; Barreto et al., 2021). This inconsistency may be attributed to over-
lapping other macro-factors also prevalent in countries where living alone is more
common, such as demographic characteristics and health (Fokkema et al., 2012), or
social wealth and type of welfare regime (Hansen & Slagsvold, 2016). Hence,
results from cross-national studies on loneliness prevalence may be misleading if
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competing macro-level explanations are not considered (see also Suanet &
Pavlidis, 2025).

There may be multiple pathways from macro-level factors to individual level
loneliness, and interactions between macro-level characteristics may exert different
impacts on loneliness (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012; Tufa, 2025; Suanet
& Aartsen, 2025). However, this is seldom empirically investigated. Moreover, risk
factors or conditions for low loneliness and high loneliness may not be symmetrical,
that is, factors associated with high loneliness may not be the same as for low loneli-
ness. Hence, understanding country differences in loneliness is complex and
requires an analytical technique that can deal with these causal complexities. To
tackle this complexity, Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA; Ragin, 1987,
Schneider & Wagemann, 2012; Rihoux & Ragin, 2009) seems a promising approach.
In a nutshell, QCA is a family of research methods that facilitates the examination
of complex causal relationships. It combines quantitative and qualitative analysis
through developing set-theoretic relations that are dependent on both theory and
empirical knowledge (Ragin, 2008). QCA examines how conditions (called risk-
factors in inferential statistics) or different combinations of conditions (called con-
figurations or pathways) lead to a certain outcome—in our case, low loneliness. The
outcome of the analysis is a list of conditions or combination of conditions that are
necessary and/or sufficient for low loneliness to occur, or not occur (Ragin, 2008)
(see Methods for a more detailed explanation).

While the number of studies applying QCA is increasing, it has seldom been
used in loneliness research, except for two notable examples. The first is a study by
Yang (2018), who employed this method to identify the necessary and sufficient
causal individual conditions associated with loneliness among adults residing in the
UK. The researcher examined the configurations of five micro-level conditions fre-
quently found to be associated with loneliness: being female, old age, not living
with a spouse or partner, poor health, and not being frequently social with others.
While advanced age alone is not a necessary condition, it becomes necessary when
combined with any of the other conditions. Gender, on the other hand, was found to
be neither necessary nor sufficient for loneliness. In the second study, researchers
investigated six macro-social conditions: five infrastructures (commercial, public,
internet, accessibility of social groups, relational pluralism) and strong personal
connections, which is an aggregated condition (Swader & Moraru, 2023). Out of
these six conditions, only high internet access and active participation in associa-
tions emerged as necessary conditions for low loneliness.

This chapter provides another application of QCA to shed more light on the
macro-social influences on loneliness in later life. Our leading research question is:
What are the necessary and sufficient macro-conditions that are fundamental to
understanding country-level differences in loneliness in European countries? Given
the focus of the book, we select cases within Europe and concentrate on older adults.
For the selection of conditions, we rely on previous empirical and theoretical studies
on macro-social influences on loneliness. We include macro-social factors, in line
with the scope of the book. We do not aim for the largest possible selection of condi-
tions, as a large number of conditions can make the results incomprehensible and
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difficult to understand. Often, five or six different conditions are investigated with
QCA. Other legitimate reasons for limiting the number of conditions include the
lack of data, factors that do not vary across the cases, the absence of theoretical sup-
port for the condition (Mello, 2021), and the case-to-factor ratio. Including too
many conditions and too few cases can lead to the problem of overdetermination
(Marx & Dusa, 2011). Before moving to the analyses, we present prevailing evi-
dence for macro-level factors and previous theoretical models for the understanding
of macro-level influences on loneliness in later life.

11.2 Macro-Social Factors and Previous Theoretical Models
on Loneliness

Earlier explanations for the country variations in loneliness prevalence often relied
on post-hoc interpretations, such as variations in demographic characteristics and
poor health (Fokkema et al., 2012), and differences in social wealth and type of
welfare regime (Hansen & Slagsvold, 2016). These post-hoc explanations were fol-
lowed by more theory-based explanations, such as in the study on interpersonal and
generalized trust (Rapoliené & Aartsen, 2021). An interesting theoretical approach
to further understanding country-level variations in loneliness is to consider the
interaction between micro and macro social factors and their impact on loneliness
(De Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012). Studies on the impact of these interac-
tions on loneliness are still rare, but there are some notable exceptions. A study
among older adults living in European countries and China (Wu et al., 2022) inves-
tigates how income inequality and welfare generosity moderate the association
between socio-economic status and loneliness. The authors conclude that the asso-
ciation between socio-economic status and loneliness is stronger in countries with
high income inequality but weaker in more welfare-generous societies. Another
study investigates the moderating impact of collectivism on the associations between
living situation and loneliness in countries from all continents of the world. It was
found that the well-known negative association between marriage and loneliness is
attenuated for those living in more collectivistic countries (Taniguchi &
Kaufman, 2021).

11.3 Analytical Framework: Selection
of Macro-Level Conditions

The empirical and theoretical studies presented above guide us in the selection of
conditions that we apply in our study. Based on the scientific principle of parsimony
and the interpretability of the findings, we limit the total number of conditions to
five: digitalization, poverty, trust, individualism, and community safety. We
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formulate the following research question: What are the possible combinations of
structural conditions leading to low loneliness in Europe?

11.3.1 Digitalization

A recent scoping review showed that the use of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT) among older people is associated with lower loneliness through
both the enhancement of existing social connections and the establishment of new
relationships, while also facilitating intergenerational connections (Petersen et al.,
2023). Internet use can enable access to resources like information, health and
social services, social events, shopping, online support groups, thus providing
improved opportunities for quality of life and well-being. The effects of ICT tech-
nologies on the well-being of older adults include better self-efficacy, self-esteem,
autonomy, and independence (Petersen et al., 2023). Even though technology can
also have negative consequences for loneliness, especially in the case of older peo-
ple who might not have the skills to use it effectively, or when exposing them to
negative experiences (for a detailed discussion, see Seifert, 2025), it can be a posi-
tive factor to the extent that it does not replace face-to-face interactions. At the
macro level, digitalization has the capacity to reshape public services and policy
frameworks to better meet the needs of aging populations. Societies that prioritize
digital infrastructure and accessibility not only empower older individuals but also
create more inclusive environments that have the potential to foster social interac-
tions and support overall well-being. Here, we argue that digitalization, as a pro-
cess of adoption of digital technologies in everyday life, is associated with low
loneliness in older people, either individually or in conjunction with other relevant
macro conditions.

11.3.2 Poverty

Societal wealth and welfare can influence loneliness levels by providing better liv-
ing conditions, social services, and opportunities for social engagement (Hansen &
Slagsvold, 2016; De Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012; Tufa, 2025). The differ-
ent levels of loneliness in European societies, especially those between Eastern and
Western countries, can be explained, according to De Jong Gierveld and Tesch-
Romer (2012), by the different levels in average incomes and wealth. In the case of
Eastern European societies, there is a direct pathway between the socio-economic
country level of inequalities and people’s well-being (including loneliness) through
the individual level of material resources, as well as an indirect pathway connecting
the macro context in terms of poverty and social exclusion, which diminishes trust
and increases negative outcomes. Based on the model proposed by De Jong Gierveld
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and Tesch-Romer (2012) we include low poverty as a key condition for low levels
of loneliness in European countries.

11.3.3 Trust

A key feature of social capital, namely trust, was found to be linked to loneliness at
individual level (Nyqvist et al., 2016; van Tilburg et al., 2020; Luhmann & Hawkley,
2016). At country level, in Eastern European countries, a low level of trust in other
people and in the system was linked to individuals’ loneliness through social disen-
gagement (Rapoliené¢ & Aartsen, 2021). The study, which was based on data from
the European Social Survey, illuminates that loneliness is partly constructed by the
social—cultural and historical—political characteristics of the countries in which peo-
ple live. Living under totalitarian regimes has undermined the trust people have in
other people and the government, a feeling that remained even after the fall of the
communist regime. This lower trust leads to social disengagement, which in turn
creates feelings of loneliness. In fact, trust illustrates a reciprocal relationship
between society and individuals, as societal systems can contribute to loneliness by
affecting trust and social engagement, while individuals, through their participation
and engagement, actively shape society in return (Suanet & Pavlidis, 2025).
Institutional trust, capturing the relation between individual and the macro level of
society through political institutions, plays a crucial role in influencing civic engage-
ment, social cohesion, and the stability of social interactions (Justino & Samarin,
2025). Aggregate levels of institutional trust were shown to be generally higher in
Nordic and Western countries and lower in Eastern and Southern countries (Boda
et al., 2018). High institutional trust fosters the development of the networks and
frameworks that facilitate collaboration and collective action within communities,
enabling thus cooperation and strengthening societal bonds. We use trust in parlia-
ment as a condition for low loneliness.

11.3.4 Individualism

A comprehensive explanation of how individualism as a societal value can influence
loneliness is provided in Chap. 3 (van Tilburg, 2025). In short, individualism refers
to a value system where autonomy and self-reliance are higher valued than being
member of a group, and expectations from others with respect to personal contact or
support are generally low. In countries where individualism is the norm, ties between
individuals are rather loose and people are focused on themselves and their immedi-
ate family (Hofstede et al., 2010). People in individualistic countries who also have
individualistic values are less likely to become lonely if they have little social con-
tact. However, since people develop their own values in their formative years and
remain the same throughout their life (Inglehart, 2009) they may also develop
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loneliness in later life if they live in individualistic countries. Nevertheless, we see
that individualistic countries have lower levels of loneliness in general (Swader,
2019). We include individualism in our analysis as a key condition for low
loneliness.

11.3.5 Community Safety

Opportunities for social interaction and low loneliness arise in the communities
where people live. Community integration is a significant predictor of social loneli-
ness (Dahlberg & McKee, 2013), while urbanization and socio-economic circum-
stances at neighborhood level were found to be associated with loneliness (Scharf &
De Jong Gierveld, 2008). According to Scharf and De Jong Gierveld (2008), objec-
tive characteristics of neighborhoods as well as perceived characteristics (e.g., sat-
isfaction, feelings of safety during the daytime and at night) are key to investigating
loneliness. Although community safety is usually considered a meso-level factor,
here we examine the role of community characteristics in terms of their broader
societal role. We are interested in the implications that a certain type of social struc-
ture has in shaping individual outcomes like loneliness. In fact, community charac-
teristics are the result of policies at national level (e.g. housing, urban planning)
focused or not on minimizing social and area-based inequalities, thereby mirroring
macro level efforts. Based on these arguments, we include community safety in our
analysis as a condition of low loneliness.

11.4 Methods

11.4.1 QCA and fsQCA

QCA can analyze complex causal situations with the following three features: equi-
finality, signifying that different pathways can lead to the same outcome; asymme-
try, meaning that the explanation for the presence of loneliness does not also account
for the absence of the phenomenon; and conjunctural causation, denoting that out-
comes are often the result of combinations of conditions, not isolated factors (Ragin,
2008). QCA relies on set-theoretic relationships and Boolean logic and operations
(AND, OR, NOT) to analyze causal relationships and configurations in qualitative
data. The outcome of a QCA is a list of necessary (that is that the condition is
always present when the outcome occurs) and sufficient (that is if the condition
occurs, the outcome occurs) conditions that are logically conducive to a given out-
come (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012).

As a set-theoretic analysis, QCA begins by defining cases as members in sets. A
set is a group of elements that share certain characteristics (Mello, 2021), such as
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countries with high economic affluence or high individualism. The degree of mem-
bership in sets of each case (country) is determined either in so-called crisp sets by
assigning a value 1 to indicate presence or O to indicate absence of each condition,
or in fuzzy sets that reflect varying degrees of membership in a set, with numerical
values ranging between 0 and 1. The process of assigning values to the fuzzy sets is
called calibration. If fuzzy sets are used, the method is called fuzzy-set QCA or
fsQCA. Cases can concomitantly belong to different sets in various degrees such as
high economic affluence AND high individualism, creating configurations of condi-
tions that are causally linked to the outcome of low loneliness. Schneider and
Wagemann (2012) argue that fsQCA should be used whenever possible.

All possible core configurations of causal conditions linked to the outcome are
included in the “truth table,” enabling the logical analysis of the various combina-
tions of conditions contributing to low loneliness. Configurations describe the
shared attributes of a group of cases/countries resulting in a process of classification
(Yang, 2018). As an approach and as a set of techniques, QCA is case-oriented to
the extent that it is based on case knowledge and allows for the identification of
cross-case patterns (Ragin, 2000; Rihoux & Lobe, 2015). QCA is the appropriate
method for macro level analysis when dealing with a small or medium N (usually
20 to 50 cases) where traditional statistical methods might not be appropriate due to
limited sample size (Ragin, 2008; Mello, 2021).

However, fsQCA has not been without critiques, mainly related to its capability
to capture complex causality, and to analytical robustness of QCA results, espe-
cially regarding its sensitivity to changes in the number of cases, the arbitrary cali-
bration of conditions, and the potential measurement errors (Lucas & Szatrowski,
2014; Arel-Bundock, 2019). Several authors have addressed these highlighted
issues and proposed various ways to overcome them (Gerrits & Pagliarin, 2020;
Thiem, 2019; Mello, 2021), and currently the method is growing in relevance,
changing from a niche to a mainstream method especially in sociology, political
science, and business studies (Rihoux et al., 2013). Usually analyses employ thor-
ough robustness checks (e.g., Swader & Moraru, 2023; Paykani et al., 2018), the
recommendation being that all types of robustness tests should be applied (test-sets)
(Oana & Schneider, 2024). Most importantly, the transparency of the approach
allowing replication of results, including calibration thresholds and analytical pro-
cedure, is key to all QCA (Mello, 2021). In our analysis, we use fSQCA version 4.1
software.!

Thttps://sites.socsci.uci.edu/~cragin/fsQCA/software.shtml
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11.4.2 Data

Our analysis includes 27 cases, covering all European countries for which data were
available for all selected indicators. We use statistical data, mainly derived from
Eurostat 2020-2023 (see Annex for the list of indicators and raw data), as well as
survey data. Survey data come from the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS)
(2016). The EQLS is a repeated cross-sectional survey carried out in European
countries every years among people aged 18 or older who reside in private house-
holds in the country at the time of data collection. As a highly reliable set of data
extensively used in research, EQLS 2016 was the best choice of available data for
our study as the dataset is the most recent one to use a stratified sampling design by
geo-administrative region (NUTS) and level of urbanization (Eurostat’s DEGURBA
to select respondents), giving all members of the survey population a chance of
being included in the sample (Eurofound, 2018).

11.4.3 QOutcomes

Our outcome is low loneliness, which was derived from the direct measure of loneli-
ness as the percentage of 50+ people who indicated that they have been feeling
lonely over the last two weeks. Answer categories range from (1) All of the time to
(6) At no time. Loneliness was assumed to be present if people said they were at
least more than half of the time lonely. A country-level aggregate based on weighted
data is calculated. Our data show that the lowest prevalence of loneliness among
people aged 50 and over is in Denmark (3.6%), Sweden (5.3%) and the Netherlands
(5.6%). The highest levels are in Romania (22.4%) and Greece (25.2%), where
almost a quarter of the older population feel lonely. In general, Eastern European
countries tend to have the highest prevalence of loneliness except for Slovenia
(8.8%) and Slovakia (9.6%). Among Western countries, Ireland (7.7%), UK (8.3%)
and Germany (9.9%) register lower degrees of loneliness (Fig. 11.1).

11.4.4 Conditions

Our conditions capture unique societal features that are linked to our outcome, lone-
liness. We expect meaningful configurations of our five conditions to be associated
with low loneliness in European countries. For digitalization, we use the Eurostat
indicator Individuals with basic or above basic overall digital skills. The indicator
is based on data from the EU survey on the use of ICT in households and by
individuals (Eurostat, 2023a; all EU countries). This indicator measures the share of
people aged 16 to 74 who have at least basic digital skills. It is a composite indicator
based on selected activities performed by individuals on the internet in specific
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Fig. 11.1 Loneliness in 50+ older adults (2016) (%). Source: EQLS 2016. Note: Share of 50+
people who answered they felt lonely all of the time, most of the time or more than half of the time.
Weighted data

areas. For the UK, we use Essential Digital Skills Report 2021.> Hence, we define
the set High digitalization. For Poverty we use the At risk of poverty rate with the
cut-off point of 60% of median equivalised income after social transfers. The indi-
cator is based on the European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions
(EU-SILC). The values for this indicator are from 2022 for all European Union
countries and from 2018 for the UK (Eurostat, 2023b). The set Low poverty is
defined. For Trust, we use the indicator trust in the parliament from EQLS 2016
measured on a scale from 1 to 10. A country-level average based on weighted data
is calculated, we define the set High trust. For Individualism, we use Hofstede’s
Individualism index? 2015 measuring the integration of individuals into groups and
ranging from O to 100. We define the set High individualism. Community safety is
measured with an item from EQLS survey data showing the share of people who
declared they feel safe in their communities (strongly agree+agree). We define the
set High community safety. Table 11.1 provides descriptives for the outcome and
all conditions, and Table 11.2 shows correlations between conditions.

2Essential Digital Skills Report 2021 Third Edition — Benchmarking the Essential Digital Skills of
the UK https://www.lloydsbank.com/consumer-digital-index.html

3https://geerthofstede.com/research-and-vsm/dimension-data-matrixIndividualism
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Table 11.1 Descriptives for the outcome and conditions

Max | Median | Min
Loneliness (% of 50+ year old people feeling lonely more than half of the |25.2 | 12.7 3.6
time)
Digitalization (% of people with at least basic digital skills) 81.0 1 56.4 27.8

Poverty (% of people below the 60% of median equivalized income after | 22.9 | 16.0 10.1
social transfers)

Trust (country-level average) 6.5 4.4 2.8
Individualism (Hofstede’s index) 89.0 | 60.0 27.0
Community safety (% of people who declare they feel safe in their 89.9 1 74.3 53.7
communities)

Table 11.2 Correlations between conditions (raw data)

Loneliness Community
50+ Digitalisation | Poverty | Trust | Individualism | safety

Loneliness 50+ |1

Digitalization =712 1

Poverty 45° -.37 1

Trust —-.63* .60° —-41° |1

Individualism -32 .50° -.23 .60¢ |1

Community —.542 .50° -.30 A48 .08 1

safety

Note: own calculations based on EQLS survey and Eurostat data
 Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
b Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

11.4.5 Calibration

Calibration is a purposeful and thoughtful tool, involving both quantitative and
qualitative assessments in the attempt to transform interval-scale measures into
fuzzy sets (Ragin, 2008). Both case knowledge and the empirical distribution of
data are used to achieve meaningful calibration (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012).
We use the direct method of calibration (Ragin, 2008) by first setting three anchors
at 1 (full membership in the set), 0.5 (cross-over point; maximum ambiguity) and 0
(full non-membership). A logistic function is used in fSQCA4.1 software to fit the
raw data in-between the three qualitative anchors so that the corresponding fuzzy
scores are 0.95, 0.5, and 0.05. First, we employ a calibration based on theoretical
knowledge of cases and the distribution of data (the threshold values for calibration
are included in Table 11.3). Second, as a robustness test for our analysis, we employ
an alternative theoretical calibration and vary calibration anchors for our conditions
and outcome. Raw values of all indicators, together with calibration anchors are
provided in the Annex.
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Table 11.3 Thresholds values for calibration

Set conditions 1 - Fully in 0.5 - Cross-over point 0 - Fully out
Low levels of loneliness 50+ 6.1 12.5 18.1
High digitalization 78.9 61.5 31.2
Low poverty 13.4 18.9 22.5
High trust 6.0 43 32
High individualism 74.0 59.5 35.0
High community safety 84.7 74.4 60.7
Table 11.4 An'a¥ysis of Consistency Coverage
necessary conditions High digitalization 0.732 0.843
Low poverty 0.896 0.657
High trust 0.612 0.757
High individualism 0.720 0.654
High community safety 0.742 0.750

11.5 Results

11.5.1 Necessary Conditions for Low Loneliness

QCA’s analytical protocol requires starting the analysis with the identification of
necessary conditions tested individually. A condition is necessary if the outcome
(for example, low loneliness) can only be present if the condition is also present
(e.g., high digitalization); in other words, the outcome cannot occur without the
condition being present. Necessity is determined by the consistency statistic and the
coverage of a condition. Consistency refers to the degree to which the presence of
the condition is associated with the outcome. The coverage of a condition measures
how many instances of the outcome are accounted for by the condition. Necessity is
proven when the fuzzy-set scores of a condition are consistently equal to or higher
than the fuzzy-set scores of the outcome (Ragin, 2017).

The analysis of necessary conditions (Table 11.4) reveals that low poverty has
the highest consistency (0.896) and substantial coverage (0.657), indicating that,
despite being at the limit of the accepted consistency threshold (0.9 according to
Ragin, 2006; Paykani et al., 2018), it is a necessary condition for low loneliness.
High digitalization has high coverage (0.843), suggesting that a significant number
of cases of low loneliness can be attributed to this condition. High community safety
is associated with the outcome (consistency 0.742) and is relevant to the outcome
across a sufficient number of cases (coverage 0.750). High trust and high individu-
alism show moderate associations with the outcome (0.612 and 0.720 respectively),
while high trust covers a significant portion of the cases (coverage 0.757) indicating
that their role is significant in low loneliness. However, none of the conditions,
except low poverty, can be considered, on their own, necessary conditions for low
loneliness.
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11.5.2 The Truth Table and the Sufficient Conditions
Jor Low Loneliness

Sufficiency tests aim to assess whether, if the causal condition occurs, the outcome
also occurs. When the fuzzy-set scores of a condition or configuration (a combina-
tion of conditions) are consistently less than or equal to their fuzzy-set membership
scores on the outcome, it can be assessed that we have a sufficient condition (Ragin,
2017). All possible conditions and configurations of conditions linked to the out-
come are included in the truth table. Each row in the truth table displays the logi-
cally possible combinations of conditions and the distribution of the empirical cases
across the rows. A number of 2 combinations, where k is the number of conditions
included in the study, are possible. In our case, there are 5 conditions and hence 32
possible rows in the truth table.

The truth table tool in the fsQCA software that we used produces three solutions:
complex, parsimonious, and intermediate (the first two are included in the Annex).
The software allows for a minimization procedure that simplifies the number of
configurations. We describe the intermediate solution (Table 11.5), which is easily
interpretable, in line with recommendations by Dusa (2022). The intermediate solu-
tion identifies only the configurations of those conditions that are deemed relevant
based on theoretical or empirical considerations (Ragin, 2008).

The solution has good overall consistency (0.838) and explains 74.2% of the
cases of low loneliness across all countries. The analysis of sufficient conditions
shows three possible pathways to low loneliness (Table 11.6). Low poverty is pres-
ent in all solutions, reinforcing that it constitutes a necessary condition for low
loneliness. For Nordic countries and Luxembourg, the pathways to a low degree of
loneliness are alternative: either through the configuration of low poverty AND high
digitalization AND high trust, or through the pathway of low poverty AND high
digitalization AND high individualism. A third pathway, including low poverty
AND no high individualism AND high community safety explains low loneliness in
countries like Slovenia, Portugal, Croatia, and Malta. All countries with low loneli-
ness have low poverty, except for Spain, which emerges as a contradictory case in
this type of calibration.*

4Spain does not align with the three identified pathways, suggesting it can be explained by an
alternative combination of factors. While community safety and digitalization are present and
might be key to low loneliness, it is probably its unique context that explains why the country
appears as an outlier. For example, the strong familial structures and values, the informal commu-
nity networks and cultural emphasis on social interaction can justify better this particular case. The
country is also classfied in the negated solution, suggesting that, while it meets criteria for the main
solution it simultaneously exhibits characteristics that align with the conditions leading to the
negated outcome, pointing thus to the complex nature of causality.
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Table 11.5 Truth table for low loneliness. Distribution of cases across configurations of conditions

P D T |I C |N | Out |Cases Raw consist. | PRI consist.
1 1 1 0 |0 1 1 AT 0.975 0.851
1 1 0 |0 |1 1 1 HR 0.975 0.849
0 |1 0 |0 |1 1 1 ES 0.904 0.111
1 |0 0 |0 |1 2 1 PT, SI 0.895 0.725
1 1 1 1 1 5 1 DK, ND, FI, SE,LU | 0.874 0.807
1 |0 1 0 |1 1 1 MT 0.867 0.455
1 1 0 1 1 2 1 IE, FR 0.813 0.607
1 1 0 1 0 1 1 UK 0.803 0.611
1 |0 0o (0 0 |3 0 CZ,GR, SK 0.762 0.463
1 0 1 1 |0 |3 0 BE, DE, HU 0.706 0.423
1 10 0 |1 1 1 0 PL 0.700 0.235
0 |0 0 1 0 |4 0 EE, IT, LT, LV 0.550 0.007
0 |0 o (0 0 |2 0 BG, RO 0.454 0.024

Note: Raw consistency is a measure used to evaluate how consistently a specific condition or com-
bination of conditions is associated with the outcome. PRI consistency is an alternative measure of
consistency for fuzzy sets based on a quasi-proportional reduction in error calculation. The raw
with low PRI consistency (0.111) was eliminated from the truth table and not included in the stan-
dard analysis

Conditions: P — Low poverty, D — High digitalization, T — High trust, I — High individualism, C —
Community safety

Cases: AT — Austria, BE — Belgium, BG — Bulgaria, HR — Croatia, CZ — Czech Republic, DK —
Denmark, EE — Estonia, FI — Finland, FR — France, DE — Germany, EL — Greece, HU — Hungary,
IE - Ireland, IT — Italy, LV — Latvia, LT — Lithuania, LU — Luxembourg, MT — Malta, NL —
Netherlands, PL. — Poland, PT — Portugal, RO — Romania, SK — Slovakia, SI — Slovenia, ES —
Spain, SE — Sweden, UK — United Kingdom

Table 11.6 Intermediate solution for low loneliness

Pathways/causal Unique
mechanisms Countries Consistency | Coverage | coverage
Pathway 1 FI, NL, DK, SE, LU, AT 0.892 0.506 0.029
P*D*T

Pathway 2 NL, IE, DK, SE, FI, UK, | 0.846 0.549 0.082
P*D* 1 LU, FR

Pathway 3 SL PT, HR, MT 0.848 0.373 0.134

P* ~ I*C

Solution consistency 0.838

Solution coverage 0.742

Note: ~the lack of a condition, * AND

Conditions: P — Low poverty, D — High digitalization, T — High trust, I — High individualism, C —
Community safety

Cases: AT — Austria, HR — Croatia, DK — Denmark, FI — Finland, FR — France, IE — Ireland, LU —
Luxembourg, MT — Malta, NL — Netherlands, PT — Portugal, SI — Slovenia, SE — Sweden, UK —
United Kingdom
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The first pathway we label “Trusting societies” represents socially connected
countries where economic security combines with digital inclusion and high institu-
tional trust. The second is the pathway of “Individualistic societies” where individ-
ual autonomy is supported by economic wellbeing and digital connectivity, enabling
various forms of social connection and ultimately low loneliness. These two con-
figurations of conditions share the infrastructure of economic affluence and high
digitalization as hard components but differ in the soft social constituents of trust
and individualism. The third pathway labeled “Communal ties societies” represents
countries where economic security combines with safe communities, creating pro-
tective social environments against loneliness. Pathway 3 stands out as the most
distinct configuration, emphasizing community cohesion as a key driver in less indi-
vidualistic societies.

11.5.3 Negated Outcome Analysis

The intermediate solution for negated low loneliness shows that poverty AND low
trust AND low community safety explain higher levels of loneliness in Bulgaria,
Romania, Latvia, Italy, Lithuania, and Estonia. The negated outcome analysis high-
lights the lack of both hard and soft components of low loneliness and the need for
identifying the specific configurations for high loneliness in the case of these coun-
tries (Table 11.7).

Table 11.7 Intermediate solution for negated low loneliness

Pathways/causal Unique
mechanisms Countries Consistency | Coverage | coverage
Pathway 1 BG, RO, LV, IT, LT, 0.893 0.444 0.236
~P*~T*~C EE

Pathway 2 ES 0.976 0.217 0.023
~P*~D*~T*~1

Pathway 3 PL 0.865 0.297 0.151
P* ~ D* ~ T*]

Solution consistency 0.866

Solution coverage 0.638

Note: ~the lack of a condition, * AND

Conditions: P — Low poverty, D — High digitalization, T — High trust, I — High individualism, C —
Community safety

Cases: BG, RO, LV, IT, LT, EE, ES, PL
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11.5.4 Robustness

Robustness checks include several types of possible tests: changes to calibration, to
frequency cutoff for the truth table raws, to raw consistency, and changes to the set
of cases or conditions under analysis (Oana & Schneider, 2024). We conducted a
first robustness test by applying an alternative calibration to adjust the thresholds for
fuzzy set membership (Ragin, 2008). We established alternative theoretical anchors
where possible for the outcome and conditions (thresholds used and results are
included in the Annex). Analysis of necessary conditions shows, similarly to the
analysis based on the first version of theoretical calibration, good consistency and
coverage. None of the conditions emerge as necessary on their own for the outcome
of low loneliness. The intermediate solution, although slightly different from the
one based on theoretical calibration, shows the importance of digitalization for low
loneliness and classifies in the same configuration Denmark, Sweden, the
Netherlands, Finland, and Luxembourg, while creating unique paths towards low
loneliness.

The second robustness test changed the cutoff for raw consistency within the
truth table from 0.803 to 0.867 (Annex). The intermediate solution created unique
pathways and reinforced the robust core of our analysis of low loneliness, which is
the configuration low poverty AND digitalization AND high trust present in Finland,
the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, Luxembourg, and Austria. The pathway we
named “Trusting societies” consistently achieves a low degree of loneliness in the
respective countries.

11.6 Discussion

Wealth acts as a foundational macro-level condition for low levels of loneliness.
Affluent countries in Europe provide better living conditions and welfare provisions
that allow individuals to thrive while shielding them from negative circumstances
and life events. Whereas this condition is valid for many social outcomes (e.g. life
satisfaction, mental health) it is not trivial to regard it as the basic ground for low
levels of loneliness, given the key role of wealth in creating the infrastructure needed
for social engagement at both community and macro level. The different levels of
loneliness in European countries can be explained by the different levels of eco-
nomic resources. As described by de Jong Gierveld and Tesch-Romer (2012),
wealthier nations tend to have structures in place that promote social integration of
older people, thereby decreasing the likelihood of loneliness. Economic circum-
stances are connected to loneliness both directly and by influencing other condi-
tions, such as trust, either encouraging social interaction or impeding relations.
Societal contexts characterized by economic stability usually foster supportive envi-
ronments, eventually encouraging social interactions.

Digitalization emerges as a key factor in low loneliness, pointing in line with other
studies (Swader & Moraru, 2023), to the role of technological underpinnings in
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explaining low levels of loneliness in Nordic and Western European countries. Highly
digitized societies provide the proper infrastructure in terms of various tools and
platforms that enhance social interactions, access to services, and support systems.
Digital tools have the potential to cultivate positive relationships among older adults
(Chopik, 2016), allowing them to stay in touch with family and friends, helping them
maintain and strengthen social connections that could otherwise weaken due to phys-
ical distance. Access to online communities that share experiences and interests as
well as engagement in various activities (e.g., online classes) can also promote social
interaction. Most importantly for older people, digitalization has made access to vari-
ous support services easier, including health services (Zubatsky et al., 2020), mental
health resources, community programs, and assistance for daily living.

Political trust is part of a main pathway to low loneliness, along with economic
affluence and digitalization. Trust captures here a structural feature representing a
key societal resource for solidarity, participation in society, and well-functioning
democracies. While a previous study (Yang, 2018) found that the association
between individual level political trust and loneliness is significant in societies like
the Nordic countries, the United Kingdom, Germany, Austria and insignificant in
Eastern European countries, we discovered that trust as macro-condition is an inte-
gral part of the different pathways leading to loneliness in all these countries.’ While
high trust is linked to low loneliness in Finland, Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden,
Luxembourg, and Austria, low trust is related, in a different pathway, to loneliness
in Bulgaria, Romania, Latvia, Italy, Lithuania, and Estonia. In line with what was
suggested before (Langenkamp, 2022), political trust can significantly influence
people’s sense of belonging and social integration. When individuals feel discon-
nected from political institutions or perceive a lack of trust in their leaders, feelings
of loneliness can intensify. Conversely, high levels of political trust might foster
community engagement and social cohesion, potentially reducing loneliness.

High individualism, together with low poverty and high digitalization, renders
a pathway towards reduced loneliness in the Netherlands, Ireland, Denmark,
Sweden, Finland, the United Kingdom, Luxembourg, and France. Countries
where individualist values like autonomy, self-orientation and achievement pre-
vail were shown to have lower prevalence of loneliness (Stegen et al., 2024). Our
results point to the role of social ties in loneliness. Social relations in individualist
countries based on personal choice with a focus on family and other bonds that are
rather diffuse coupled with low expectations towards those relations contribute to
lower loneliness.

Low individualism is an integral part of another pathway towards reduced loneli-
ness, together with low poverty and high community safety in case of Slovenia,
Portugal, Croatia, and Malta. Positive community circumstances can foster more
engagement in social activities, provide the arenas for building social connections
and social support, offer access to resources such as community centers, parks, and

SExcept for Germany
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social services, facilitate mobility, allowing older adults to access social opportuni-
ties and maintain relationships.

The three pathways we identified highlight various mechanisms towards low
loneliness that are currently present in European countries. The “Trusting societ-
ies” path, based on the configuration of wealth, digital inclusion, and high trust in
institutions, captures the role of the hard infrastructure of loneliness in combina-
tion with trust in political institutions, creating environments where individuals
can easily connect and engage with others, thereby mitigating feelings of loneli-
ness. This suggests that promoting digital literacy and trust in governance (through
the proper functioning of these institutions) could be effective strategies for
addressing loneliness. The alternative pathway, “Individualistic societies,” based
on the same infrastructure of the first path but including a soft cultural factor,
emphasises a configuration where individualism is, in the right combination of
factors that promote personal connections and communication, conducive to low
loneliness. Finally, the third and unique pathway, “Communal ties societies,”
points to the importance of cohesive and safe community structures that foster
social bonds and a sense of belonging in reducing loneliness. This underscores the
need for policies that enhance community safety and encourage collective
participation.

Our analysis has some limitations. Due to its focus on complex causal structures,
fsQCA offers precise insights about which further steps could be undertaken in
subsequent (comparative) case studies (Schneider & Wagemann, 2010, p. 17).
Hence, the explorative character of QCA results requires they should be followed by
additional analyses. The analysis was designed to explain low loneliness, while for
countries with high loneliness, it is possible that factors other than those included
here to be crucial. For example, the nature of analysis (negated outcome and condi-
tions) does not allow us to take account of collectivism, which might rather be key
in high loneliness in (some) Southern and Eastern European countries. Individualism
and collectivism are not placed on the same continuum but stem from different
societal circumstances, having distinct effects on loneliness (as also noted by van
Tilburg, 2025). A future analysis that includes collectivism might shed better light
on the conditions of loneliness in these countries.

The QCA-methodology applied in this chapter offers a unique understanding of
macro-level influences on loneliness, and that some factors associated with low
loneliness are country specific. To conclude, while there is no clear and unique
recipe for low loneliness in European countries, possible pathways point to combi-
nations of conditions that have proven successful in the countries with reduced lone-
liness among the older people. Economic, cultural and social factors at the macro
level are closely linked together in influencing loneliness in later life in European
countries.
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11.7 Annex

11.7.1 Raw Data and Calibration

Outcome Variable: Low Loneliness

Table 11.8 Loneliness for people 50+ years old (%) and two versions of calibrations

Country Loneliness (%) V1 theoretical V2 alternative theoretical
DK 3.6
SE 53
NL 5.6
FI 6.1 Fully in
IE 7.7
UK 8.3 Fully in
SI 8.8
SK 9.6
DE 9.9
CZ 10.9
LU 11.3
PT 11.9
EE 12.1
Cross over point 12.5 Cross over point 12.5
HR 12.7
AT 12.7
LV 13.1
ES 13.5
MT 15.8
PL 15.8
BE 15.9
FR 17.2 Fully out
LT 18.1 Fully out
BG 18.9
IT 19.2
HU 20.0
RO 22.4
GR 25.2

Source: EQLS (2016)

Countries: AT—Austria, BE—Belgium, BG—Bulgaria, CZ—Czechia, DE—Germany, EE—
Estonia, ES—Spain, FI—Finland, FR—France, GR—Greece, HR—Croatia, HU—Hungary, [E—
Ireland,IT—Italy, LT—Lithuania, LU—Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland,
PT—Portugal, RO—Romania, SE—Sweden, SI—Slovenia, SK—Slovakia, UK—United Kingdom
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Digitalization

Table 11.9 Individuals with basic or above basic overall digital skills in 2021 (%) and two
versions of calibration

Individuals with basic or above V2 alternative
Country basic overall digital skills (%) V1 theoretical theoretical
UK 81.0
FI 79.2
NL 78.9 Fully in
IE 70.5
DK 68.7
SE 66.6
ES 64.2 Fully in
LU 63.8
HR 63.4
AT 63.3
FR 62.0
Cross over point
61.5
MT 61.2
CZ 59.7
Cross over point 56.5
EE 56.4
PT 55.3
SK 55.2
BE 54.2
GR 52.5
LV 50.8
SI 49.7
HU 49.1
DE 48.9
LT 48.8 Fully out
IT 45.6
PL 429
BG 31.2 Fully out
RO 27.8

Source: Eurostat (2023a), Essential Digital Skills Report (2021) (UK)

Countries: AT—Austria, BE—Belgium, BG—Bulgaria, CZ—Czechia, DE—Germany, EE—
Estonia, ES—Spain, FI—Finland, FR—France, GR—Greece, HR—Croatia, HU—Hungary, [E—
Ireland,IT—Italy, LT—Lithuania, LU—Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland,
PT—Portugal, RO—Romania, SE—Sweden, SI—Slovenia, SK—Slovakia, UK—United Kingdom
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Table 11.10 At risk of poverty rate in 2022 (cut-off point: 60% of median equivalised income
after social transfers) (%) and two versions of calibration

Country At risk of poverty rate V1 theoretical V2 alternative theoretical
CcZ 10.2
HU 12.1
SI 12.1
DK 12.4
FI 12.7
BE 13.2
IE 13.4 Fully in Fully in
PL 13.7
SK 13.7
NL 14.5
DE 14.8
AT 14.8
FR 15.6
SE 16
Cross over point 16.2

PT 16.4
MT 16.7
LU 17.3
HR 18
UK 18.6
GR 18.8

Cross over point 18.9
IT 20.1 Fully out
ES 20.4
LT 20.9
RO 21.2
LV 22.5 Fully out
EE 22.8
BG 229

Source: Eurostat (2023b)
Countries: AT—Austria, BE—Belgium, BG—Bulgaria, CZ—Czechia, DE—Germany, EE—
Estonia, ES—Spain, FI—Finland, FR—France, GR—Greece, HR—Croatia, HU—Hungary, IE—
Ireland,IT—Italy, LT—Lithuania, LU—Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland,
PT—Portugal, RO—Romania, SE—Sweden, SI—Slovenia, SK—Slovakia, UK—United Kingdom
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Trust in Parliament

Table 11.11 Trust in Parliament (mean) and two version of calibrations

Country Trust in Parliament (mean) V1 theoretical V2 alternative theoretical
FI 6.5
SE 6.4
DK 6.2
LU 6.0 Fully in
NL 5.7
AT 5.6
DE 5.5 Fully in
MT 5.1
HU 5.0
BE 5.0
EE 4.9
UK 4.9
1IE 4.7
FR 44
Cross over point 4.3 | Cross over point 4.3
PT 4.2
CZ 4.2
PL 4.1
SK 4.1
LT 39
ES 3.8 Fully out
LV 3.8
RO 3.7
IT 3.7
SI 32 Fully out
HR 32
BG 32
GR 2.8

Source: EQLS (2016)
Countries: AT—Austria, BE—Belgium, BG—Bulgaria, CZ—Czechia, DE—Germany, EE—

Estonia, ES—Spain, FI

Finland, FR—France, GR—Greece, HR—Croatia, HU—Hungary, [E—

Ireland,IT—Italy, LT—Lithuania, LU—Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland,
PT—Portugal, RO—Romania, SE—Sweden, SI—Slovenia, SK—Slovakia, UK—United Kingdom
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Individualism

Table 11.12 Individualism (2015) and two versions of calibration

Country Individualism V1 theoretical V2 alternative theoretical
UK 89
HU 80
NL 80
IT 76
BE 75
DK 74 Fully in
FR 71 Fully in
SE 71
IE 70
LV 70
DE 67
FI 63
EE 60
LT 60
LU 60
PL 60
Cross over point 59.5 Cross over point 59.5
MT 59
CZ 58
AT 55
SK 52
ES 51 Fully out
GR 35 Fully out
HR 33
BG 30
RO 30
PT 27
SI 27

Source: Hofstede (2015) https://ostf.io/4gb8e

Countries: AT—Austria, BE—Belgium, BG—Bulgaria, CZ—Czechia, DE—Germany, EE—
Estonia, ES—Spain, FI—Finland, FR—France, GR—Greece, HR—Croatia, HU—Hungary, [E—
Ireland,IT—Italy, LT—Lithuania, LU—Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland,
PT—Portugal, RO—Romania, SE—Sweden, SI—Slovenia, SK—Slovakia, UK—United Kingdom
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Community Safety

Table 11.13 Perceptions of safety in the neighborhood (%) and two versions of calibratation

Country Community safety (%) V1 theoretical V2 alternative theoretical

ES 89.9

FI 87.6

DK 85.2

SE 84.7 Fully in

SI 82.8

PL 81.9

NL 80.8 Fully in

PT 79.3

MT 78.7

LU 78.2

FR 71.7

IE 77.4

HR 76.2
Cross over point | Cross over point 74.4
74.4

EE 74.3

AT 74

BE 72.4

HU 71.5

SK 70.8

RO 70.4

UK 70.3

LV 66.5 Fully out

DE 66.2

IT 60.7 Fully out

GR 60

LT 59.6

BG 56.2

CcZ 53.7

Source: EQLS (2016)
Countries: AT—Austria, BE—Belgium, BG—Bulgaria, CZ—Czechia, DE—Germany, EE—
Estonia, ES—Spain, FI—Finland, FR—France, GR—Greece, HR—Croatia, HU—Hungary, [E—
Ireland,IT—Italy, LT—Lithuania, LU—Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland,
PT—Portugal, RO—Romania, SE—Sweden, SI—Slovenia, SK—Slovakia, UK—United Kingdom
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11.7.2 Complex and Parsimonious Solutions (V1
Theoretical Calibration)

Table 11.14 Complex solution

Frequency cutoff: 1
Consistency cutoff: 0.803

P# ~ D* ~ I*C
P*D* ~ T+
P*D*I*C

P*D*T* ~ I* ~ C
P*D* ~ T*C
Solution coverage: 0.692

Cases Consistency | Coverage |Raw unique coverage
SI, PT, MT 0.860 0.330 0.069

IE, UK, FR 0.800 0.301 0.039

NL, DK, IE, SE, | 0.855 0.468 0.190

FI, LU, FR

AT 0.975 0.199 0.007

IE, HR, FR 0.852 0.314 0.008

Solution consistency: 0.842

Note: ~the lack of a condition, * AND
P—Low Poverty, D—High Digitalization, T- High Trust, I—High Individualism, C—High

Community Safety

Cases: AT—Austria, HR—Croatia, CZ—Czechia, DK—Denmark, FI—Finland, FR—France,
IE—Ireland, LU—Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland, PT—Portugal,

SI—Slovenia, ES—Spain, S

E—Sweden, UK—United Kingdom

Table 11.15 Parsimonious solution

Frequency cutoff: 1
Consistency cutoff: 0.803

D

~T+C

Solution coverage: 0.817
Solution consistency: 0.805

Cases Consistency | Coverage | Raw unique coverage
UK, NL, FI,IE, |0.842 0.732 0.403

DK, SE, ES, HR,

LU, AT, FR

SL PT, ES, HR, |0.806 0.414 0.085

MT

Note: ~the lack of a condition, * AND
D—High Digitalization, [—High Individualism, C—High Community Safety
Cases: AT—Austria, DK—Denmark, ES—Spain, FI—Finland, FR—France, HR—Croatia, [E—

Ireland, LU—Luxembourg,

MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PT—Portugal, SE—Sweden, SI—

Slovenia, UK—United Kingdom
D—High Digitalization, I—High Individualism, C—High Community Safety
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11.7.3 Solution for Negated Outcome

Table 11.16 Intermediate solution

Frequency cutoff: 1
Consistency cutoff: 0.907
Countries Consistency | Coverage  Raw unique coverage

~P*~T*~C LV,RO, IT, | 0.893 0.444 0.236
LT, EE

~P*D* ~ T* ~ | ES 0.976 0.217 0.023

P* ~ D* ~ T*I PL 0.865 0.297 0.151

Solution coverage: 0.638

Solution consistency: 0.866
Note: ~the lack of a condition, * AND
P—Low Poverty, D—High Digitalization, T- High Trust, [—High Individualism, C—High
Community Safety
Cases: E—Estonia, ES—Spain, IT—Italy, LV—Latvia, LT—Lithuania, PL—Poland,
RO—Romania

11.7.4 Robustness Test 1: V2 Alternative
Theoretical Calibration

Table 11.17 Analysis of Necessary Conditions for low loneliness

Consistency Coverage
High digitalization 0.749 0.766
Low poverty 0.743 0.702
High individualism 0.640 0.630
High trust 0.515 0.724
High community safety 0.698 0.734

Table 11.18 Intermediate solution for low loneliness

Frequency cutoff: 1
Consistency cutoff: 0.829

Countries Consistency | Coverage | Raw unique coverage
P*~1 SI, SK, AT, 0.815 0.367 0.247

CZ, PT, MT
D*I* ~C UK 0.898 0.203 0.080
D*I* DK, SE,NL, |0.910 0.367 0.226

FI, LU

Solution coverage: 0.713
Solution consistency: 0.873

Note: ~the lack of a condition, * AND

P—Low Poverty, D—High Digitalization, T-— High Trust, [—High Individualism, C—High
Community Safety

Cases: AT—Austria, CZ—Czechia, DK—Denmark, EE—Estonia, FI—Finland, LT—Lithuania
LU—Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland, PT—Portugal, SI—Slovenia,
SK—Slovakia, SE—Sweden, UK—United Kingdom
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11.7.5 Robustness Test 2: Change in Consistency Threshold
(V1 Theoretical Calibration)

Table 11.19 Intermediate solution. Chnage in consistency threshold from 0.803 to 0.867

Frequency cutoff: 1
Consistency cutoff: 0.867

Countries Consistency | Raw coverage | Unique coverage
P *D*T FI, NI, DK, SE, |0.892 0.505 0.287

LU, AT
P* ~ I*C SL PT, HR, MT | 0.846 0.373 0.154

Solution coverage: 0.660
Solution consistency: 0.860

Note: ~the lack of a condition, * AND

P—Low Poverty, D—High Digitalization, T- High Trust, I—High Individualism, C—High
Community Safety

Cases: AT—Austria, HR—Croatia, DK—Denmark, EE—Estonia, FI—Finland, LU—
Luxembourg, MT—Malta, NL—Netherlands, PL—Poland, PT—Portugal, SI—Slovenia,
SE—Sweden
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Chapter 12 )
‘And, you know: there’s such a thing e
as society’: Towards a Clarification

of the ‘loneliness paradox’

by a Macrofication of Loneliness Studies

Bianca Suanet @ and George Pavlidis

12.1 Introduction

In recent years, loneliness has increasingly been recognized as a significant societal
and health issue, evidenced amongst others by the World Health Organization’s
prioritization of loneliness as a global public health concern along with heightened
public discourse and media coverage for the topic (Booth, 2023; CNN, 2023).
Additionally, the study of loneliness has garnered much more attention in science
recently, with the number of publications on the topic increasing strongly (Web of
Science). Nevertheless, the strong focus on micro-level factors in research on loneli-
ness (Suanet & Aartsen, 2025) has led to what can be termed a ‘microfication’ of
this field of gerontology, namely the tendency to focus on immediate aspects of
everyday life while overlooking broader social contexts that define daily experi-
ences (Hagestad & Dannefer, 2001). The ‘microfication’ of loneliness research may
be linked to the rise of neoliberalism (Sagan, 2017), which often denies the exis-
tence of society beyond individual interests (consider Thatcher’s famous line: “And,
you know, there’s no such thing as society”). This micro-focus has not only nar-
rowed the scope of loneliness studies but has also hindered our understanding of
loneliness as a fundamentally social and societal issue (Suanet & Aartsen, 2025).
This lack of research on macro-level indicators has limited the development of ade-
quate policy responses, often reducing loneliness to an issue requiring individual
solutions. A recent systematic literature review showed that, even though there is
attention for loneliness in national policies these days, the policies differ and have
to move beyond social contact, support, and social skills to become more effective
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(Goldman et al., 2024). As such, policymakers can use the term “loneliness” to
obscure its fundamentally structural undercurrents, framing it as a personal rather
than a political and public issue requiring collective action to change institutions,
culture, and structures in society. We build on Perlman and Peplau's (1981) defini-
tion of loneliness as a subjective emotional experience that arises when there is a
perceived discrepancy between desired and actual social relationships, separating it
from the more objective condition of social isolation.

Here we argue that while we tend to understand loneliness as a concept that is
traditionally attributed to the individual level, it is vital to consider the context in
which loneliness is experienced. We do not propose to relinquish the individual
perspective entirely, but rather to shift attention more towards the macro level. It is
only through the broadening of the scientific exploration of loneliness that we can
understand better this challenge and effectively address it. The need for a macro-
perspective on loneliness is further highlighted by seemingly puzzling findings in
recent research, also termed the ‘loneliness paradox.” Studies over the past few
years have shown that loneliness is experienced less intensely and by fewer people
in more individualistic countries in Northern and Continental Europe than in more
collectivist countries in Southern Europe (Swader, 2019; Van Tilburg, 2025). These
findings contradict long-held beliefs that individualization uniformly dissolves peo-
ple’s experience of social integration—a view still dominant in public debate and
scientific discourse (Suanet et al., 2024). Moreover, increased social connectivity
through digital means has coincided with relatively high rates of loneliness in some
groups, but their relation is still far from clear. The origins of loneliness in a chang-
ing society need to be investigated more in depth and not only focus on individual
characteristics but also on meso-level and macro-level factors. This raises questions
about what accounts for the observed country differences in loneliness?

In this chapter, we aim to delve deeper into macro-level influences on loneliness.
We will expand on perspectives that view loneliness as stemming solely from indi-
vidual resources or through the individualism/collectivism continuum. These view-
points often overlook the intricate interplay of various facets within the process of
individualization and other structural societal characteristics. Moreover, the current
macro-level approach to studying loneliness that looks at only one societal factor at
a time does not adequately explain the observed differences across countries. Our
exploration promises to shed light on the ‘loneliness paradox,” revealing opportuni-
ties and challenges for advancing research on macro-level factors influencing lone-
liness in diverse societal settings. By examining the loneliness paradox, macro-micro
relationships, and the current state of research on macro-level factors influencing
loneliness in Europe, we aim to identify the plausibility of suggested underlying
reasons behind the observed European country variations. Furthermore, we reframe
the discussion by highlighting limitations in existing research and proposing meth-
odological and theoretical improvements to generate more reliable evidence on the
loneliness paradox, offering insights and implications for future studies. Our
approach combines theoretical insights and methodological considerations, laying
the groundwork for a nuanced, context-driven understanding of loneliness and its
variations across different countries.
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12.2 ‘The Loneliness Paradox’: What Is It (Not)?

The exact meaning of the ‘loneliness paradox’ is itself a subject of study, as scholars
and policymakers use the term in various ways. Overall, the paradox refers to the
research findings that we have not found people lonelier in environments where one
would expect them to be lonelier, for example, in individualist societies (Heu et al.,
2021). Generally, it refers to the notion that societal changes like individualization
and digitalization have shaped how people experience relationships or the lack of
them, what they value in different types of social networks (cultural change), and
the opportunities for building meaningful social networks (opportunity structure).
The key aspects of this paradox are the trends towards individualism and digitaliza-
tion in Western cultures. It is often believed by policy makers, laypeople and schol-
ars alike that an increased emphasis on personal achievement, self-reliance, and
mobilization weakens communal bonds and reduces the opportunities to build
social support systems. Indeed, such societal shifts could make it harder for indi-
viduals to form and maintain close relationships, potentially increasing feelings of
loneliness (Killeen, 1998). Studies show that digitalization is welcomed as a means
of social participation (e.g. Fischl et al., 2020). Technology thus has offered greater
connectivity in modern times, but an overreliance on digital communication is
sometimes thought to hinder genuine connections (see also Chap. 8 of this book;
Seifert, 2025).

Despite these beliefs about a loneliness paradox, what does scientific evidence
actually have to say? First, cross-national studies on loneliness in Europe do not
show higher loneliness rates in more individualistic and digitalized countries as in
Northern and Western European countries loneliness is lower than in Southern and
Eastern European countries (Swader, 2019; Nyqvist et al., 2021) Differences in
loneliness prevalence are attributed to various factors, such as differences in social
welfare systems (Nyqvist et al., 2021), political and democratic systems (Rapoliené
& Aartsen, 2022), and cultural norms around family and community support
(Swader, 2019; Heu et al., 2021; Van Tilburg, 2025). Second, studies that have
looked at European changes in loneliness over historical time have found that lone-
liness has shifted to lower levels rather than to higher levels in later-born cohorts of
older adults (Aunsmo et al., 2023; Dahlberg et al., 2018; Suanet & Van Tilburg,
2019; Suanet et al., 2024). Also, digitalization has made us rely on digital means of
communication more, and this has changed how we communicate and what we see
as our convoy of relationships (Seifert, 2025). Overall, these findings challenge
long-held views on how social change influences loneliness, particularly the notion
that individualization and digitalization uniformly pose a threat to feelings of social
integration in later life. They underscore the need to further investigate the origins
of this so-called ‘loneliness paradox’, as macro-level societal conditions and
changes, such individualization and digitalization, have not necessarily emerged as
primary causes of loneliness of the country differences nor the changes over histori-
cal time. This emerging puzzle highlights the importance of gaining a deeper under-
standing of the complex relationship between macro-level factors and loneliness.



284 B. Suanet and G. Pavlidis

12.3 Exploring the Interplay Between Macro-Level Factors
and Individuals’ Loneliness: Insights from Coleman’s
Boat Model

To better be able to understand the loneliness paradox, we use Coleman’s boat
(1990) model, originating from his book on the Foundations of Social Theory. This
is a well-known and useful conceptual framework in sociology that can help us to
better understand this relation between macro-level factors and loneliness and can
help us clarify the paradox (Coleman, 1990). In the model, it is understood that the
flow of resources or influences between different levels of analysis tends to be both
upstream (from micro to macro) and downstream (from macro to micro). Overall,
the loneliness paradox primarily concerns downstream factors—specifically, how
and when societal changes impact individuals’ experiences of loneliness.
Consequently, the first arrow in the model is central to understanding the loneliness
paradox. However, it is also essential to recognize that individuals’ behavior shapes
macro-level social outcomes. Fully comprehending the loneliness paradox requires
acknowledging the bidirectional influence of macro- and micro-level factors in
shaping loneliness (Fig. 12.1).

At the macro level, it is presumed that ‘social facts’ such as societal culture,
structures, and policies play a crucial role in shaping the conditions and outcomes
of individuals (1990). Applied to the topic of loneliness, social welfare policies and
healthcare provisions can either mitigate or exacerbate loneliness by ensuring ade-
quate support systems and mental health services (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer,
2012). This is not to say that macro-level factors only impact people’s experiences
of loneliness in one direction top-down. People themselves also shape the macro-
level factors that are important to loneliness. For example, individuals’ evolving
attitudes towards social interactions and community engagement can gradually
shape cultural norms at the macro-level. When more people openly discuss their
experiences of loneliness and advocate for supportive communities, cultural narra-
tives around loneliness can become more inclusive and understanding (Barreto
et al., 2024). By acknowledging the dynamic interplay between the macro-level
societal factors and the individual experiences, Coleman’s boat model is instrumen-
tal for loneliness studies on macro-level factors by highlighting the bidirectional

A: Macro-conditions 4 D: Macro-outcomes
@ - e, ——————— -»> e
1 3
[ J > @
. .. 2 .
B: Micro-conditions C: Micro-outcomes

Fig. 12.1 Coleman’s diagram
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influence between ‘social facts’ and seemingly individual level outcomes such as
loneliness, which are characteristic of all individual well-being outcomes. Taking
away the veil of these always existing pathways can greatly help us to identify not
only the origins of the paradox of loneliness better but also help us to find better and
more effective ways to address it.

12.4 What Are the Relevant Theories and Findings that Help
Us Clarify the Loneliness Paradox
from a Macro Perspective?

Having described this bidirectional influence, what do we already know about the
impact of macro-level factors in explaining the seemingly paradoxical finding that
loneliness is particularly low in the more individualized Nordic and Continental
European countries compared to Eastern and Southern Europe? Additionally, lone-
liness scores in the US and the UK, on average, tend to be higher than in Northern
and Western Europe but lower than in Eastern and Southern Europe, even though
they are just as individualized culturally (Hofstede Insights, 2024). Several key fac-
tors have been explored in research related to cultural, political, technological, and
welfare state factors. Below, we briefly describe what has been found for each of
these areas and how these findings help to understand the impact of macro influ-
ences in clarifying the loneliness paradox.

12.4.1 Cultural Explanations of Loneliness: Inglehart’s
Theory on Shifts in Cultural Values

In recent decades, Europe has experienced a profound shift in cultural values, which
has significant implications for loneliness. Ronald Inglehart (2009) argued that as
societies become more affluent and secure, their values shift from materialist con-
cerns—focused on economic and physical security—to post-materialist values,
which prioritize self-expression, quality of life, and individual autonomy. This cul-
tural shift, driven by factors such as economic development, increased education,
and a reduction in existential threats, enables people to focus more on higher-order
needs. Countries that embrace post-materialist values tend to prioritize environmen-
tal protection, civil liberties, and gender equality, which influences social relations
in ways that can contribute to loneliness. These values promote individualism and
personal fulfillment over collective norms, meaning that people in post-materialist
societies may have more freedom to define their relationships according to personal
preferences. This greater relational freedom can lead to higher-quality relationships
but also likely increases the vulnerability to social isolation (Heu et al., 2021). As
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such, the more adherence to post-materialist values and the more individualized a
society is, the lower loneliness scores of people are likely to be.

Across Europe, cultural shifts have played out differently depending on histori-
cal, cultural, and socio-economic contexts (Inglehart, 2022). In Northern and
Western Europe, especially in Protestant countries like Sweden and the Netherlands,
there has been a pronounced embrace of self-expression and secular values. These
values emphasize individual autonomy, expressiveness, and tolerance, reshaping
social norms towards inclusivity and egalitarianism. Economic prosperity and pro-
gressive social policies further facilitated these values. Conversely, Southern
European countries such as Italy and Spain, while experiencing economic develop-
ment, maintained stronger traditional family and community ties alongside emerg-
ing postmodern values. They score slightly higher in survival and traditional values
compared to Protestant Western and Northern Europe. In Eastern Europe, countries
like Poland and Hungary have navigated rapid economic and political transforma-
tions post-socialism. They are neither very traditional nor very secular, but survival
values remain important. In much of Southern Europe, self-expression is becoming
more important than survival, but less so than in Northern and Continental Europe.
On the world map, the US, UK, and much of the Anglo-Saxon world score higher
on traditionalism than Europe but also score high on self-expression versus survival
values. (Inglehart, 2022).

Given these variations, it is reasonable to conclude that countries in Northern and
Western Europe, which place a greater emphasis on individualism and self-
expression, would experience lower levels of loneliness, as the quality of relation-
ships is generally higher. This has been supported by research to date focusing on
country differences, as loneliness among older adults is lower in Northern and
Western than Southern European countries (e.g. Swader, 2019). Overall, it therefore
appears and is theoretically plausible that postmaterialist values generally align
with lower loneliness scores by promoting supportive social structures, individual
empowerment, increased relational freedom, and enhanced well-being. This makes
postmodern values and individualization a compelling partial explanation for cross-
country differences in loneliness, especially regarding relationship standards and
the freedom to design social relationships as to the liking of the self (instead of that
mandated by a higher authority). However, the exact mechanisms underlying the
relationship between cultural context and loneliness remain unclear and require fur-
ther investigation to identify specific pathways. For instance, is loneliness primarily
reduced through differences in relationship standards, the quality of interpersonal
ties, or a combination of both? Additionally, since postmaterialist values are closely
linked to economic well-being, with more affluent countries tending to exhibit
higher levels of economic prosperity, the actual underlying cause may lie more in
economic factors than cultural values alone.
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12.4.2 Governance and Structure and Functioning of Political
Institutions as an Explanation
Jor the Loneliness Paradox

More recently, this focus on culture as an explanation for country differences has
been complemented by examining how political and democratic systems impact
these differences and how loneliness affects the political system. Focusing on the
link from macro to micro in Coleman’s boat model, Rapoliené¢ and Aartsen (2022)
explored how the structure and functioning of political institutions influence indi-
viduals’ loneliness in Europe. Their study delved into the idea that democratic gov-
ernance, with its emphasis on individual rights, social equality, and civic
participation, might mitigate loneliness through mechanisms such as trust and social
engagement. They found that loneliness is partly shaped by the historical-political
characteristics of the countries in which people live. The higher prevalence of lone-
liness in Eastern European post-totalitarian countries can be linked to a low level of
trust in others and reduced social engagement. Here, the political history of these
countries had an impact on people’s societal trust over time. The authors concluded
that the suppression from decades earlier is still visible in loneliness data years after
these countries were no longer under Soviet control.

Focusing on the link from micro to macro, Langenkamp (2023) and Langenkamp
and Bienstman (2022) pointed out that loneliness and a lack of social belonging are
linked to increased voting for right-wing populist parties and lower voter turnout,
impacting the political system. Here, we see the bidirectional impact of macro and
micro as explained in Coleman’s bathtub model. Over time, increased polarization
in voting and lower voter turnout can diminish social cohesion, exacerbate group
conflicts, especially between right-wing populist voters and migrants, and erode
trust in the political system. Loneliness, akin to other adverse psychosocial out-
comes, poses a risk to societal stability and democratic governance when individu-
als feel disconnected and disengaged, leading them to abstain from voting and civic
participation. This underscores how societal systems contribute to loneliness by
influencing trust and social engagement and how these individuals shape the society
through their participation, engagement and trust, creating a reciprocal relationship
where individuals both shape and are shaped by social change.

12.4.3 Technological Explanations: Is Digitalization in Society
a Driver of the Loneliness Paradox?

It is often argued that digitalization also adversely impacts loneliness, even though
people are more connected than ever before. Online interactions are often seen as
lacking the depth and quality of face-to-face interactions. While social media allows
for the maintenance of numerous connections, it might not typically foster the deep,
meaningful relationships crucial for emotional well-being (Kraut et al., 2022).
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Research indeed indicates anxious people use social media to compensate for a lack
of face-to-face interactions, and that this association between anxiety, social media
use and loneliness is not positive for the well-being of people (O’Day and Heimberg,
2021). However, its overall effects when moderately used are not so bad or even
good, but at the same time, it seems that the impact of social media on loneliness is
not that large and much more research is needed to actually prove a clear and strong
association (Wiwatkunupakarn et al., 2021). As such, stereotypical statements that
social media usage significantly heightens or lowers loneliness are just not very
convincing, given the nuanced evidence that has been found regarding digitalization
and its impact on people’s loneliness. Overall, the impact of ICT on loneliness is
complex, but it is unlikely to provide a strong explanation for the observed country
differences, as the influence of social media on loneliness is not as significant in
scientific findings as is often suggested in public debates.

12.5 Is It Truly a ‘Loneliness Paradox’, or Simply More
Wealth and Better Life Conditions which Are more
Equally Distributed?

What if the ‘loneliness paradox’ is not actually a paradox that can be explained
mostly by culture, but is instead mostly a reflection of differences in the distribution
of life chances in society, and the culture that develops dynamically in response?
What if the structural constraints and opportunities that a society provide inevitably
also become part of the personal experience in social relationships (Hansen &
Slagsvold, 2016)? Considering this, it seems that having sufficient wealth and
resources distributed among a substantial number of people within a politically
legitimate system enables individuals to exercise more autonomy and choose their
paths in life. This may contribute to lower loneliness rates in Northern and Western
Europe compared to Eastern and Southern Europe. Cultural individualism might, in
the end, be a sign of societal and collective privilege in the amount and distribution
of resources, where the support of people around for survival is less needed and
therefore less desired. Individualization does not necessarily lead people to devalue
their ties but to invest in them more as they become important vehicles for identity
and self-development and contribute to quality of life (Allan, 2008). Furthermore,
social ties and belonging to others provides a natural need for people (Cacioppo &
Cacioppo, 2018). As such, loneliness in individuals and societies is, just like other
social capital outcomes, highly impacted by resources and how these are distributed
across the population.

There is at least some clear evidence to support the claim that loneliness is quite
like other social capital outcomes, in that it is highly impacted on by resources and
how these are distributed. First, a study by Nyqvist et al. (2021) examined country
differences in loneliness through the lens of different welfare state regimes. They
argued and found that the more universal the social rights in a welfare state, the less
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loneliness people experience. Additionally, according to the study, those with fewer
resources experience less loneliness in Nordic welfare states than people with fewer
resources living in Southern and Eastern European countries, as these states tend to
be more enabling. Second, even though this is not on older adults, a recent study of
mid-life adults found that over historical time there have been reductions in the
loneliness among European mid-life adults but not in the US, where the system is
less redistributive and the policies for care and work are not as generous (Infurna
et al., 2024). It needs to be investigated more in depth whether these findings also
pertain to older adults. A recent study by Tapia-Muiloz et al. (2022) also found that
higher income inequality within countries is associated with higher loneliness
scores. Countries with more equal income distribution, often through redistributive
policies, tend to report lower levels of loneliness. This is likely because less inequal-
ity not only ensures more equitable access to resources, fostering greater social
participation, but also reduces feelings of social distance by making individuals feel
more connected in terms of lifestyle, resources, and perceived worth. Fourth, it
should be noted that theories on individualization and postmodern values all point
to the importance of economic development as needed for changes in cultural values
(Inglehart, 2022), which can impact loneliness by putting more emphasis on well-
being and individual preferences in life over survival values.

12.6 Towards a Holistic View on Context: Constellations
of Macro-Level Factors that Impact on Loneliness,
and Multi-Level Intersectionality

Reviewing the perspectives just discussed, the question on what drives the loneli-
ness paradox in Europe remains, for now. But it is becoming clear that macro-level
impacts are important to unveil to fully understand it. As Inglehart’s theory (2009)
suggests, with economic change driving cultural change, these macro-level factors
are not isolated or separate elements within society; instead, they are interconnected
and collectively shape individuals’ experiences of their social relationships. These
macro-factors in culture, welfare states, political systems and technological innova-
tion are fundamentally interconnected. Even though this is not acknowledged as
much in current research, looking at constellations of macro factors that result in
lower or higher loneliness might be much more fruitful than considering only sepa-
rate aspects of a society for explaining country differences in loneliness.

One reason to focus more on constellations of factors is recent research on coun-
try differences in how societal change impacts loneliness, particularly by examining
late-life developments over time. Most studies showed a decrease in loneliness
among later-born cohorts across most Western and Northern European context
among older adults, and a recent study showed that in the United States, loneliness
scores are not lowering for mid-life older adults, but are increasing, whereas in
Europe loneliness scores tend to decrease across birth cohort in Northern and
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Continental European countries (Infurna et al., 2024). Both the US and Northern
and Continental Europe have societies with an individualized culture, so that can
hardly be the explanation of the differences in development of loneliness between
the countries. However, in the United States, there is relatively little welfare sup-
port, whereas the European countries with the lowest levels of loneliness typically
have strong welfare systems. So, having sufficient support as well as opportunities
for social participation for those at the lower end of the socio-economic status spec-
trum might very well be the reason for lower loneliness rates overall and the positive
development over historical time in European countries. Also, the more elaborate
policies for care and work likely play a role in having enough time to nurture social
ties across the life course. A plausible hypothesis could be that an individualized
culture is good provided that actual tangible solidarity is located somewhere at the
community or societal level. In other words, low expectations combined with good
living conditions for many. The heightened risk of loneliness in an individualized
society is obviously definitely present when resources are low for people and not
distributed more equally to ensure enough for most to be able to be connected to
society and participate. So, one could perhaps expect that loneliness incubating
societies are those that are individualistic but do not have their solidarity located at
the meso or macro level, or are collectivistic with limited resources.

Loneliness is a subjective experience that warrants deeper exploration of the
relationship standards individuals hold. Cross-national studies have indicated that
people tend to feel less lonely when their social networks align with cultural expec-
tations. For instance, co-residence with children significantly reduces loneliness
among older adults in Tuscany, but this effect is not observed in the Netherlands or
Canada (Van Tilburg et al., 2004). De Jong Gierveld and Tesch-Romer (2012) fur-
ther highlight that societal factors, including culture and economy, influence both
loneliness and the standards for social relationships. While these standards are
likely culture-dependent, they may also be shaped by the social networks individu-
als inhabit. Cacioppo et al.'s (2009) research suggests that individuals on the periph-
ery of social networks often experience greater loneliness, yet the specific ways in
which standards for relationships within a given context and network dynamics
interact remain unclear. It could be that people in different parts of the network have
different standards or these standards could be shared across networks. Gaining
insights into how standards come about and how these are impacted by differences
in micro, meso and macro-factors is an underexplored part of loneliness research.

The discussion of the “loneliness epidemic” or a paradox of loneliness takes
away from the fact that there is a large heterogeneity within the respective popula-
tions as well and that loneliness tends to hit hard those with disadvantaged charac-
teristics at micro, meso and macro factors in intersection. Risk factors for loneliness
and perceived social exclusion, for example, have been found to be largely one and
the same, even though the respective strengths of the effects differ between per-
ceived social exclusion and loneliness (Huxhold et al., 2022). Social exclusion as a
concept tends to point more to not feeling included in society. Therefore, combined
with the observation above it might be better to conclude that loneliness has many
characteristics of other more structural forms of social exclusion: loneliness
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disproportionality affects those with other disadvantageous characteristics, namely
people living in poverty or with a lower socioeconomic status and people belonging
to racial and ethnic minorities in their countries, and women. These are groups that
tend to face a lot of discrimination in society and therefore might benefit less from
an overall advantageous society. From this, we feel that more emphasis needs to be
drawn to the very structural origins of loneliness among disadvantaged groups and
individuals within even richer and more politically stable societies with a strong
welfare state. As such, a focus on macro level is not complete without investigating
how its effects differ across subgroups in the population.

Finally, a holistic view on loneliness demands more interdisciplinary integration.
Most of the studies on loneliness come from the psychological field. However, other
disciplines that can help us explain the loneliness paradox. For example, sociology
can help unravel the role of social institutions and inequality in loneliness.
Economics can help explain as well as look at the cost-benefit analysis of existing
and proposed interventions. As such, we need to move towards an integration of
different models of explaining loneliness, such as the social cognitive approach,
evolutionary approach and welfare states theories, to better understand how and
why loneliness arises as the result of intersections at the macro, meso and micro
level. We will also better be able to gain a comprehensive picture of the mechanisms
resulting in loneliness and shed more light on the actual reasons for a loneliness
paradox in the sense that more individualized countries tend to be less lonely and
whether this is not actually due to other non-observed factors or, as said before, a
specific constellation of macro-factors. Third, we will be better able to understand
how the psychological and social interact as loneliness is in its core a psycho-social
issue. This demands both the focus on experiences of individuals as well as the
cultural and structural underpinnings that results in them being more or less at risk
of loneliness.

12.7 Methodological Considerations in Understanding
the Impact of Macro-Level Factors on Loneliness Better
to Help Solve the Paradox of Loneliness

In understanding the impact of societal context on loneliness better, it is important
to shed further light on the policy implications of macro-level factors on loneliness,
looking at how societal structures and policies impact on loneliness. First, next to
diving more into European differences in loneliness and its origins, we need to use
variation across the world to understand the impact of macro factors on loneliness
and to see whether this paradox also arises similarly if one takes a global view.
Deeper examination is warranted to ascertain the global applicability of findings in
Europe and to understand why loneliness tends to be lower in ‘individualized’ coun-
tries in Europe (Infurna et al., 2024; Suanet & Aartsen, 2025). Economic, social,
and cultural factors likely interact in complex, interconnected ways, and it is
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probable that the lower levels of loneliness in these countries result from a specific
combination of factors at the macro, meso and micro level, including a welfare state
that makes it easier for people to hold individualistic views and a path dependence
in culture. Individualization as a process can be seen as a Western invention first and
foremost, as also evidenced by findings of Inglehart (2009) on postmaterialist val-
ues. This correlation between wealth, individualism, and lower loneliness rates in
affluent European countries merits further investigation on a global scale to really
determine the impact of (constellations) of macro-level influences for loneliness.
The field can move forward by including more directly (constellations of) macro-
level indicators as predictors of differences in loneliness worldwide. What can be a
solution is to create clusters of countries based on macro factors or other more
innovative methods to separate necessary and sufficient macro factors to give rise to
loneliness (Precupetu et al., 2025).

Second, it should be considered that definitions and measurement scales of lone-
liness are mostly of a western origin, and Western European and US origin predomi-
nantly. The most often deployed loneliness scales such as the UCLA and the De
Jong-Gierveld scale are coming from the United States and Europe and are often
used in other European as well as non-Western contexts. While some studies show
no differential item functioning across European countries (Van Tilburg et al.,
2004), this doesn’t necessarily mean the experience of loneliness is identical across
contexts and that the factors impacting on loneliness are similar. The construct
validity of loneliness measures should be examined in various cultural contexts to
ensure that differences in loneliness prevalence reflect true macro-level distinctions
rather than cultural biases in measurement tools. This is not to say that the use of
single direct questions is the way to go, because stigma is a huge problem, which
likely tends to become larger if the country has a more collectivistic culture. The
advantage is that it does use the word ‘lonely,” so people understand it by their own
definition, but then we need to know what that is. In short, to more fully understand
loneliness in its context, it is important to bring in these more diverse perspectives
from different cultures, see if there are common or distinct traits of loneliness in
different macro-contexts.

The third major issue in loneliness research concerns sampling biases and their
impact on estimating loneliness prevalence, which makes adequate conclusions
about the loneliness paradox less secure. Studies based on panel data or large-scale
surveys often struggle to reach socially isolated or lonely older adults, who may
avoid participation. Scholars have raised concerns about the visibility of such
groups in surveys, given their tendency to suffer in silence or avoid admitting feel-
ings of loneliness. This sampling bias likely leads to an underestimation of loneli-
ness in these populations. The prevalence of loneliness has often been estimated in
relevant studies based on panel data or large-scale surveys, where participation is
voluntary and probabilistic. These studies usually argue for the representativeness
of their samples based on social indicators (e.g., gender, age, income, education),
hence on indicators other than those of social isolation or loneliness (Surkalim
etal., 2022). Yet, several scholars have expressed their reservations about the capac-
ity of surveys to reach socially isolated or lonely older persons, even if these surveys
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are of large scale or population-based (Newall and Menec, 2019; Pavlidis et al.,
2022). The invisibility of such individuals in research further complicates the esti-
mation of loneliness prevalence.

Hansen and Slagsvold (2016) used the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS),
which is a cross-national longitudinal study, to compare loneliness among older
individuals across several European countries. The GGS survey aimed for represen-
tativeness by specifying random sampling of the non-institutionalized population
aged 18-79, but Fokkema et al. (2016) noted that while response rates are compa-
rable to those of other surveys and data are generally representative in terms of age,
gender, region, and household size, there are issues with representativeness regard-
ing marital status and educational attainment. Similarly, the Survey of Health,
Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) has been used to compare loneliness
prevalence among older persons in different countries. However, Borsch-Supan
et al. (2013) acknowledged that despite a high overall response rate, there is signifi-
cant unit nonresponse and panel attrition, which may introduce sample selection
bias and limit the generalizability of results. The issue of underrepresentation of
socially excluded older persons is not addressed or statistically corrected in SHARE
data, as also highlighted by Surkalim et al. (2022).

Given these limitations, it is questionable whether differences in loneliness prev-
alence across European countries truly reflect national or cultural variations. Factors
such as i) the varying capacities of national research teams to reach socially isolated
and lonely individuals, and ii) cultural differences in the willingness of socially
isolated older participants to engage in surveys could contribute to statistical arti-
facts. The ‘loneliness paradox’ observed in Europe, where the northern countries
report lower loneliness despite having smaller social networks compared to the
southern countries, might be a result of reluctance to participate in surveys or to
admit loneliness, rather than genuine differences in loneliness levels (Agren &
Pavlidis, 2023).

In short, from a methodological perspective, we need to improve the research.
Methodologically to be able to really say that we have a loneliness paradox. It
demands a global approach for both scale and sufficient cultural, institutional and
economic diversity at the macro level, but also attention to sampling bias and het-
erogeneity in loneliness measures.

12.8 The Need for Societal and Community Intervention
Action on Loneliness

To address loneliness more effectively, it’s crucial to shift our focus from individual
experiences (the “I-frame”) to the broader structural factors (the “S-frame”) that
contribute to this pervasive issue. Recent insights in policy research emphasize the
importance of examining how our policies and approaches to societal issues are still
focusing heavily on the individual level rather than on the societal level (Chater &
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Loewenstein, 2023). When loneliness is framed solely as an individual problem,
policymakers may overlook critical systemic issues such as socioeconomic dispari-
ties, inadequate community infrastructure, and insufficient mental health services.
This narrow framing leads to incomplete solutions—Ilike awareness campaigns or
social initiatives—that may offer temporary relief but fail to tackle the root causes
of isolation. In other words, by simplifying the complexities of loneliness, we risk
perpetuating a cycle of neglect regarding the broader societal conditions that foster
it. To combat this, interventions should focus on prevention and early intervention
rather than the curation of already lonely individuals. This is even more so as the
impact of loneliness interventions tends to be modest. Key societal institutions—
such as schools, workplaces, and community organizations—can play vital roles in
integrating individuals into social networks and in society by giving them social
integration, a purpose, meaningful roles, etc., which are all known to be active ele-
ments in loneliness interventions (Bouwman & Van Tilburg, 2020). Educational
systems can be designed to facilitate cooperation and build connections, while rais-
ing awareness about social health. By prioritizing systemic approaches that promote
connection and address underlying disparities, we can create more meaningful and
lasting solutions to loneliness, ultimately fostering a more cohesive society.

12.9 Conclusion and Discussion: What a Macrofication
of Loneliness Studies Can Teach Us

With this chapter, we aim to provide a critical reflection on loneliness research to
date and offer some new perspectives to move the field forward. We emphasize the
significance of macro-social conditions and crises in understanding late-life loneli-
ness, rather than focusing solely on often-invoked individual characteristics known
to produce loneliness. In doing so, we aim to contribute to what we call a de-
microfication and (re-)macrofication by highlighting the macro context as a core
aspect of the production of loneliness. The micro level should not be neglected, but
the focus needs to be balanced with a focus on relevant factors at meso and macro-
levels. To do so, we first delve into the interconnected nature of social categories,
such as gender, social class, birth cohort, and immigrant status, and contexts, recog-
nizing the potential interdependent systems of disadvantage across micro, meso,
and macro levels that individuals experience. Within this framework, a macro,
meso, and micro intersectionality of loneliness emerges, suggesting that individu-
als’ intersections of positioning within their networks, communities, and societies
determine their likelihood of experiencing loneliness, rather than their individual
traits alone. For instance, individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds or those
with a low socio-economic status may reside in more disadvantaged neighbour-
hoods, and be less well embedded within institutions and social networks, the
impact of which can vary depending on the prevailing welfare state and social poli-
cies in that context. By looking at loneliness as produced through the micro, meso,
and macro context, we can unveil how context plays a role in loneliness, which has
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not been as central to the views of researchers, policymakers, and the public as
might be desirable if we want to understand and address the issue.

While micro-level factors influencing loneliness, such as widowhood and transi-
tions like moving, have been extensively studied, they are sometimes partly or even
completely beyond individuals’ control. Addressing loneliness effectively necessi-
tates broader societal and communal interventions that also prevent loneliness from
occurring in the first place, tailored to individuals’ specific definitions and experi-
ences of the problem, rather than relying on standardized individual programs tar-
geting already lonely individuals only. An intersectional approach that considers
characteristics at all levels is essential for comprehending why individuals experi-
ence loneliness in specific meso and macro contexts. Neglecting to account for stan-
dards for social relationships and their expected provision can lead to ambiguity in
interpreting research findings, especially when differences stem from cultural ideals
and stat provisions. Also, the failure to incorporate the experiences of lonely people
make it difficult to let the voices of marginalized groups be heard and to make inter-
ventions more effective or accessible for these groups (Barreto et al., 2024).
Effective intervention involves challenging stereotypes, stigma, and discrimination
that contribute to social exclusion and loneliness among marginalized populations.
In the end, this will necessitate advocating for structural changes at the institutional,
community, and policy levels to address the root causes of loneliness and promote
social inclusion and belonging for all individuals, including policies that address
economic inequality, improve access to social services and support networks, and
challenge discriminatory practices and attitudes.
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Chapter 13 )
Policy Recommendations to Address e
Loneliness in Later Life

Mihaela Ghenta and Aniela Matei

13.1 Loneliness in Older Age: The Role
of Policy Interventions

The ageing of the population, changes in family structures and roles, urbanisation,
and migration are among the societal trends that have reshaped the approach to life,
values and relationships among people of all ages. These transformations of society
led to the rise of isolation and loneliness among certain categories of the population
and especially older people (Hwang et al., 2020). Even though loneliness (subjec-
tive feeling) and social isolation (lack or reduced social relationships) refer to dif-
ferent aspects and are recognised as distinct, most often they arise together (Hwang
et al., 2020; World Health Organization, 2021); hence they are often used inter-
changeably (Cattan et al., 2005; Gardiner et al., 2018) or merged into a single con-
cept (Collins, 2014).

The occurrence of loneliness and social isolation, as well as effects at the indi-
vidual level have been researched during the last few decades (Flay et al., 2005).
Recent global events such as the COVID-19 pandemic period have encouraged
research aimed at understanding the mechanisms and impact of loneliness at the
individual and societal levels (Becker et al., 2022, El-Osta et al., 2021; Hwang et al.,
2020). In certain countries, loneliness and/or social isolation have become critical
aspects of social and health policies (World Health Organization, 2021). Social iso-
lation and loneliness have become significant not only at the individual level but
also for governments, because of their effects on physical and mental health and
related public costs for health and long-term care (Goldman et al., 2024; World
Health Organization, 2021). Adequate support for quality social relationships
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affects the engagement of individuals in community life and society (World Health
Organization, 2021). Loneliness and social isolation have proved to be risk factors
for higher mortality (Yu et al., 2020). Pertaining the impact on mental health, sev-
eral studies have pointed to increased depressive symptomatology (Lee et al., 2019),
increased suicide risk (Féssberg et al., 2012), poor quality of life (Zebhauser et al.,
2014), worsening of cognition (Hwang et al., 2020) and neurological decline
(Kuiper et al., 2015). At the policy level, the reporting of social isolation and loneli-
ness gradually raised awareness of these issues. It is important to maintain the dis-
tinction between the two terms, as they are addressed by different policy interventions
(Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010).

Different policy responses have been designed either to raise awareness and
acceptance of loneliness or to provide adequate support for social relationships and
to increase the social inclusion of people affected by loneliness. Furthermore, Holt-
Lunstad et al. (2010) proposed the inclusion of social isolation and loneliness in all
relevant policy domains, but this requires increased awareness of the population and
professionals in health and social care as well as national guidelines. Holt-Lunstad
et al. (2010) noted the need to define national guidelines for social connection in
order to fight loneliness that should be added to those designed for nutrition, physi-
cal activity, and sleep.

The aim of this chapter is to map policy interventions dedicated to loneliness in
the EU during two strategic frameworks. Our goal is to understand the content and
type of these interventions and whether progress has been made between the two
timeframes in designing policy measures to tackle social isolation or loneliness.

13.2 Effectiveness of Loneliness Interventions
for Older People

Numerous studies have evaluated the effectiveness of loneliness interventions using
various research approaches, including qualitative study designs, cohort designs
with and without control groups, cross-sectional designs (using surveys), single-
group pre-post comparison designs, quasi-experimental study designs, and random-
ized controlled trials. These interventions target different mechanisms believed to
influence loneliness, with psychological and sociological interventions being the
most common.

In the scientific literature, different taxonomies have been developed for inter-
ventions to address loneliness. In a meta-analysis, Masi et al. (2011) identified four
primary intervention strategies to mitigate this phenomenon among older people: 1)
interventions that aim to improving social skills, 2) interventions that target enhanc-
ing social support, 3) interventions that increase opportunities for social contact,
and 4) interventions that address maladaptive social cognition. They concluded that
reducing maladaptive social cognitions had the greatest impact on loneliness. Mann
et al. (2017) proposed a taxonomy that distinguishes between direct and indirect
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interventions. Indirect interventions are broader strategies focused on health or
well-being and thus may indirectly affect loneliness, whereas direct interventions
specifically address loneliness. They found that while cognitive interventions were
the most promising, none of the four direct interventions had a robust evidence base.
Gardiner et al. (2018) distinguished between social facilitation, psychological ther-
apies, health and social care provision, animal interventions, befriending, and lei-
sure/skill development. They concluded that most interventions showed some
effectiveness in alleviating social isolation and loneliness, although the supporting
evidence was typically of low quality. Cotterell et al. (2018) classified loneliness
and social isolation interventions into individual, group (social, educational, or
physical activity), service provision, technology-based, neighbourhood, and struc-
tural interventions. They noted that the impact of interventions was group-specific
(e.g., only effective for older adults with chronic health conditions or specific ethnic
minority groups). Additionally, educational programs focusing on social network
maintenance and enhancement appear to be effective (Cohen-Mansfield & Perach,
2015). Interventions that target loneliness at all ages have a series of key elements
that ensure their success: group interventions with an educational focus or specific
support function, targeting a specific group, engaging the participants, utilizing
existing services, and having a theoretical basis (Centre for Policy on Ageing, 2014).
The World Health Organization (2021) classifies interventions to address social iso-
lation and loneliness among older adults into three categories: (1) individual and
relationship-level interventions that focus on maintaining and supporting people’s
relationships and changing how people think and feel about them; (2) community-
level strategies that address infrastructures such as transportation, digital inclusion,
and the built environment, and (3) societal-level strategies that include laws and
policies.

Studies evaluating the effectiveness of interventions to reduce loneliness and
social isolation have been criticized for poor study design, inadequate periods for
measuring effectiveness, variability in definitions of isolation and loneliness, small
sample sizes, and inconsistent research instrument reviews (National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine et al., 2020). Nevertheless, some conclusions
can be drawn, such as that the most successful interventions are those that include
active participation of older adults, are group-based, emphasize the educational
nature of the intervention, are tailored, and reduce maladaptive social cognitions.
However, there is limited knowledge about how interventions developed for specific
populations can be effective in other populations. To determine the transferability of
certain interventions to other groups, additional qualitative, observational, and mul-
tilevel evaluations of loneliness interventions are needed.
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13.3 Framework of Evaluation

As people age, the risk of experiencing chronic and multiple physical or mental
diseases and cognitive limitations increases, leading to high need for formal or
informal support. Long-term care services (in residential settings or at home) are
designed to offer the necessary support for the older people. Loneliness in residen-
tial settings is often addressed in studies because social interactions are limited
within this type of social services (Ghenta et al., 2021), while a poor relationship
with an informal carer is a determinant of feelings of loneliness and social inclusion
in the case of home care services (Hajek et al., 2021). Long-term care regimes are
built by taking into account factors that affect loneliness: family and family values
regarding care and the availability of socio-medical services for older people.

The goal of this chapter (principal research question) was to map the policy
response and progress considering the challenges in addressing loneliness in later
life in European Union member states, considering two strategic time frameworks:
2014-2020 and 2020-2026. The documents analysed are national strategies and
action plans, defined as public policy documents. The countries were grouped
according to the care regimes using the typology of long-term care regimes as pro-
posed by Lamura et al. (2007) and Schulmann et al. (2014). The care regime typol-
ogy applies three factors (demand for care, provision of informal care, and provision
of formal care) that allow the identification of the role and extent of social policy in
ongoing care activities. The proposed typology includes the following clusters:

e Standard-care mix regime characterised by medium/high demand for care,
medium/low provision of informal care and medium formal care. Examples are
Germany, Austria, France, Luxembourg, and Belgium.

¢ Universal-Nordic regime characterised by medium demand for care, low provi-
sion of informal care and high formal care: Sweden, Denmark, The Netherlands,
Iceland;

¢ Family based regime characterised by high demand for care, low provision of
informal care and low formal care. Examples are Spain, Italy, Portugal, Ireland,
Greece, Cyprus, and Malta.

» Transition regime characterised by low demand for care, high provision of infor-
mal care and medium/low formal care. Examples are Hungary, Poland, Czech
Republic, Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.

According to Schulmann et al. (2014), the characteristics of the care regimes evolve
continuously in relation to the social, economic and health characteristics of the
countries. In countries with a family-based care regime, the LTC systems rely
mostly on informal care - family members and migrant carers. In recent years, the
informal care provided by migrants has been transformed into a formal care work-
force through policy measures (Leichsenring et al., 2013; Schulmann et al., 2014).
Countries with a standard-care mix regime, assign the responsibility for care to
family members, supported by services provided by religious and nongovernmental
organisations (Lamura et al., 2008). Countries from the universal — Nordic cluster
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ensure access to formal solutions to cover the LTC demands, with a well-developed
network of in-home/residential care (Lamura et al., 2008), and different funding
mechanisms (Schulmann et al., 2014). Transition countries vary widely in terms of
care provision and public expenditure for LTC (Lamura et al., 2008; Schulmann
etal., 2014).

We applied document analysis, a qualitative research technique for reviewing or
evaluating documents. Like other analytical methods in qualitative research, docu-
ment analysis is performed to examine and interpret data in order to understand and
develop empirical knowledge. In relation to other qualitative research methods,
document analysis has both advantages and limitations. Among the strong advan-
tages, we mention availability and lack of obtrusiveness and reactivity (unaffected
by the research process). As main limitation, we consider the insufficient details and
the biased selectivity. The policy response was defined in terms of the national
strategies and action plans developed by the governments of the 27 EU Member
States for the two policy cycles, and included Belgium (BE), Greece (EL), Lithuania
(LT), Portugal (PT), Bulgaria (BG), Spain (ES), Luxembourg (LU), Romania (RO),
Czechia (CZ), France (FR), Hungary (HU), Slovenia (SI), Denmark (DK), Croatia
(HR), Malta (MT), Slovakia (SK), Germany (DE), Italy (IT), Netherlands (NL),
Finland (FI) Estonia (EE), Cyprus (CY), Austria (AT), Sweden (SE), Ireland (IE),
Latvia (LV), and Poland (PL). These policy documents mainly targeted not only
social inclusion and long-term care strategies/plans, but also sustainable develop-
ment strategies when the public resources could not be identified to support the
nominated policy documents (see Table 13.1 for the references). In our research we
decided to look for loneliness and social isolation, as they are recognised as separate
but related concepts (Z6lyomi, 2019).

13.3.1 Information Sources, Criteria for Selection,
and the Process of Analysing Policy Documents

The main information sources were the European Social Policy Network (ESPN)
Thematic Reports on Challenges in long-term care for 2018, the European
Commission Reports on the implementation of the Council Recommendation on
access to affordable high-quality long-term care for 2024, and the technical reports
from governmental websites of relevant ministries and departments of the 27
selected countries (See Table 13.1). If information could not be identified in the
documents defined as a source of information, we additionally used the Google
search engine for all available national policies related to social isolation and loneli-
ness. We focused on national level documents only (excluding any regional
strategies).

We identified online documents in English and conducted document analysis
using “social isolation” and “loneliness” as key words or related words (lone, alone,
isolation). If no results were identified for a particular country, we searched for the
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government website of that country using “strategy/policy/plan on social isolation/
loneliness” to determine if governments published documents on loneliness and
social isolation. Criteria for selection were type of document (strategy, policy, plans
on social isolation/loneliness, technical reports from governmental websites of rel-
evant ministries and departments), thematic subject of the policy document (social
isolation and loneliness), and available language for the policy documents (English).
All documents identified that did not meet the selection and analysis criteria were
excluded from the analysis process. A total of 69 documents were consulted. The
identification and analysis of the documents were carried out between 1st September
2024 and 1st October 2024.

13.3.2 Data Items and Data Charting Process

We applied the classification of interventions proposed by the World Health
Organization (WHO) (2021) and an analysis matrix was defined for each strategic
cycle taking into account three dimensions: (1) addressing the areas of social isola-
tion and loneliness through policy documents; (2) level of intervention (micro- indi-
vidual and relationship-level interventions; meso-community-level strategies; and
macro- societal level strategies) and (3) types of interventions (responsive, preven-
tive, based on a partnership).

13.4 Lessons from Policy Interventions

The strategic framework of 2014-2020 was characterised by a prevalence of policy
responses targeted to reduce, in the majority of the cases, the social isolation expe-
rienced by older people (Table 13.1):

e In all five countries from the standard-care mix regime (AT, BE, FR, DE, and
LU), in the documents analysed, there were references to the field of social isola-
tion associated with measures and programmes implemented through public
policies. Most countries reported the implementation of interventions at the
micro and meso-levels, except for France where reports of macro level interven-
tions were identified. Moreover, also in the case of France, all three types of
interventions were identified: responsive/preventive/partnership. For countries
belonging to this care regime, there is a concern for both preventive and respon-
sive types of interventions. The demand for care in standard-care mix regime
countries is medium/high, which is why preventive interventions have been the
focus of the governments of these states, before 2020.

* In the case of European member states belonging to the universal-Nordic regime
(DK, FLSE, NL) characterised by high provision of formal care and medium
demand for care, the concept of loneliness entered government discourse before
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2020, being identified in countries such as Denmark and Finland, along with the
concept of social isolation. However, our analysis did not identify macro-level
interventions, only measures at the micro and meso levels. The types of interven-
tions identified were predominantly reactive and preventive, apart from the
Netherlands where partnership-type interventions were also identified.

The countries that are part of the family-based care regime (CY, EL, ES, IE, IT,
MT, and PT) have introduced the concept of social isolation to a lesser extent in
the public policy documents before 2020, and the analysis identified this concept
only in the case of five countries (CY, EL, MT, PT, and IE). All interventions
identified were at the micro and meso-level, being responsive interventions for
the strategic framework 2014-2020. This type of family-based care regime is
characterised by low provision of formal care and high demand for care.

Six countries (BG, HR, LV, PL, SK, and RO) from the transition long-term care
regime were identified to have such references to social isolation and loneliness
extracted from the European Social Policy Network thematic reports on long-
term care, the WHO and national governmental documents. In five countries,
strategies implemented interventions at the micro and meso-levels were identi-
fied, and the actions were taken to respond to the needs of older people living
alone, while in SK preventive measures, based on partnership between different
institutions and entities, were considered also at macro level. SI is the only coun-
try in this care regime that has mentioned preventive measures to address loneli-
ness and social isolation among older people.

The strategic framework of 2020-2027 has been characterised by more interven-
tions aimed at addressing both loneliness and social isolation among older people
(Table 13.1):

In the countries from the standard-care mix regime (AT, BE, FR, DE, and LU),
the concepts of social isolation and loneliness have gained visibility in public
policy documents (AT, FR, DE, and LU). The number of countries for which
macro level interventions were identified in the analysed documents increased
from 1 (FR) to 2 (FR, DE). Responsive/preventive interventions remained the
majority for this strategic cycle, but the number of countries for which partner-
ship interventions were identified increased (FR, DE).

European member countries belonging to the universal-Nordic regime (DK, FI,
SE, and NL) included the term “loneliness” in their public policy documents
alongside that of social isolation. They have also moved to macro level interven-
tions (strategies/programmes), while also maintaining micro and meso-level
measures. The number of countries for which partnership interventions were
identified increased (NL, FI).

Additionally, in the countries that are part of the family-based care regime (CY,
EL, ES, IT, IE, MT, and PT) the concept of social isolation was first visible in the
public policy documents after 2020, and the analysis identified four countries
that used the term (EL, IE, MT, and PT). With the exception of Italy and Ireland,
where macro level interventions were identified, all interventions are maintained
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at the micro and meso-level, being responsive/preventive, for the strategic frame-
work 2024-2027.

e Three countries (BG, CZ, RO) from the transition long-term care regime imple-
mented interventions to address loneliness and social isolation. These interven-
tions were aimed to counteract the negative effects of both loneliness and social
isolation. Preventive, responsive and partnership-based actions were imple-
mented at the micro, meso- and macro levels. Policy documents from EE and HU
proposed preventive actions, while PL and LV implemented responsive measures
to address social isolation among older people. No data were found concerning
the policy response to loneliness or social isolation in the cases of HR, LT,
SK, and SI.

13.5 Implications and Further Directions

We analysed policy documents from two strategic frameworks to identify the public
policy response aimed at reducing loneliness in old age in European countries
within the care regime framework. We found differences between the considered
strategic frameworks and between countries from different long-term care regimes.

13.5.1 Policy Initiatives and Implications

A common feature of all care regimes is related to the emphasis on the debate on
loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic. Countries with a standard-care mix
regime were more advantaged by better management of this phenomenon from a
public policy point of view, based on the experience gained in the area of social
isolation before the COVID-19 pandemic. As an example, in France, the national
programme MONALISA (MObilisation NAtionale contre L’Isolement des Agés —
National mobilisation against the isolation of older people) started in 2013 with the
purpose of reducing loneliness among older people (Box 13.1). Ten years later, after
the COVID-19 pandemic period, the “Aging Well” Strategy (macro-level initiative),
adopted in November 2023, proposes an interministerial approach with the imple-
mentation of 50 measures divided into four key areas, many measures contributing
to reducing social isolation and intergenerational divides. In Germany one example
of an initiative at the meso-level is that of the 540 multigenerational homes
(Mehrgenerationenhiuser) which facilitates joint community activities and volun-
tary engagement for all age groups. In Austria, the “Long-term Care Task Force”
(Taskforce Pflege), a working group (partnership initiative), was established in
2020 to draft a strategic plan for adjusting and expanding the care system. Reducing
isolation and loneliness was one of the key requirements (Box 13.2). For countries
coming from this care system, there is a current approach at the micro, meso- and
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macro-levels of responsive, preventive, and partnership initiatives built on the
2014-2020 implementation cycle.

Box 13.1 MONALISA (MObilisation NAtionale contre L’Isolement des
Agés: National Mobilisation Against the Isolation of Older People (2012)
The French Minister in charge of older people and independent living with the
support of AGE organisation “Les Petits Freres des Pauvres”, developed a
network aimed to bring together volunteers, non-profit associations and pub-
lic institutions to fight older people’s isolation. The program facilitates the
mobilization of volunteers and implements ‘citizen teams’ (équipes citoy-
ennes) to identify isolated older people and to provide appropriate support.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the MONALISA programme was adapted
to the specific needs of the older peoples by introducing two additional activi-
ties: assistance to older individuals with increased fragility and online com-
munication with isolated people.
Source: https://www.monalisa-asso.fr/

Box 13.2 Long-Term Care Task Force” (Taskforce Pflege) (2020)

In 2020, a reform of the LTC system, “Long-term Care Task Force” (Taskforce
Pflege), was started to adjust and to expand the care system. A working group
has started to work for a better governance of LTC service provision; better
planning of needs and benefits, including minimum standards and data man-
agement within the system. The Austrian “Long-term Care Task Force”
explicitly addressed the role of new technologies in promoting and financially
supporting the assistive technologies, in advancing the research in the field of
digital and assistive technologies, and in perceiving new technologies as a
resource to support increased safety, a better quality of care and the promotion
of social coherence and reduced loneliness.

Source: Trukeschitz, B., Osterle, A. & Schneider, U. (2022)

Countries with a universal-Nordic care regime characterised by a high provision
of formal care and medium demand for care also have extensive experience in man-
aging the phenomena of social isolation and loneliness. The Netherlands has one of
the best systems for older people’s care (AARP International, 2018). The Dutch
Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport has developed a website that informs people
how they can recognise the signs of loneliness, where to report it, and how to help
combat it, for instance by joining neighbourhood initiatives. The Netherlands also
has an action plan (initiative at the macro level) that targets loneliness: One against
loneliness. Action programme 2022-2025 (Partou, 2025). Another country from
this care regime has, since 2023, a strategy/action plan (the Danish National Strategy
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Against Loneliness/Danish Action Plan Against Loneliness) developed in partner-
ship with two NGOs: the ZAldre Sagen (The Elderly Association) and the General
Red Cross (Box 13.3). The Circle of Friends (Ystéavéapiiri) initiative from Finland
focuses on older adults who feel lonely in their everyday lives. In Sweden, there are
governmental grants for the development of interventions to target loneliness and
new national guidelines on how to reduce loneliness in older adults.

Box 13.3 The National Partnership Against Loneliness (2023)
The National Partnership Against Loneliness is supported by the Danish gov-
ernment and brings together 115 stakeholders across municipalities, regions,
companies, organizations, and civil society to propose Denmark’s first strat-
egy and action plan against loneliness. The main purpose of the Partnership is
to develop a common strategy and action plan to reduce loneliness and reach
the target of halving the prevalence of loneliness by 2040 among the adult
Danish population.

Source: https://www.age-platform.eu/proposal-for-national-strategy-
against-loneliness-in-denmark/

The analysis of public policies in countries that are part of the family-based care
regime revealed that the concept of social isolation was introduced to a lesser extent
in the public policy documents before 2020. The concept of social isolation began
to be visible in the public policy documents after 2020. In Ireland, the Befriending
Networks is a programme designed to support lonely and isolated older people
through weekly volunteer visits (volunteers visit older people in their home once a
week) and calls (each day to alleviate loneliness and provide support to coordinate
various services they might need). In Spain, Open Protection Centers for older
adults are structures that promote the social rights of elderly individuals, contribut-
ing to the prevention of health problems and social isolation among older people.
Their goal is to prevent the emergence of psychological and social problems in old
age, stimulating partnership initiatives between the non-governmental sector and
government agencies specialised in older peoples’ issues. In Italy, Legge 33/2023
(Decreto Anziani) aims to improve the quality of life for the older people by pro-
moting accessibility to health care and reducing social isolation through coordi-
nated efforts between health and social services. In the National Plan for
Non-Self-Sufficiency 2022-2024, one of the key objectives is to encourage active
participation in society to reduce isolation.

Based on our analysis, we argue that countries within the transition regime have
registered limited progress between the strategic frameworks in terms of public rec-
ognition of loneliness, as only three out of eleven countries have been found to
mention loneliness in their policy documents — BG, CZ and RO. These results high-
light the need for in-depth research to investigate barriers to encourage progress and
increased public awareness-raising. Policy documents in long-term care and social
inclusion from transition countries propose solutions for social isolation as a result
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of the inability of older people or families to address the need for care. Even in
countries that recognise loneliness in public long-term care/social inclusion policy
documents, interventions are predominantly designed to respond to a public need.
BG, PL and RO provide home and residential social services for people affected by
social isolation (Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Policy, 2024; Ministry of
Labour and Social Protection, 2021; European Parliament, 2021). For example, in
Poland, in order to maintain services that have been seriously affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic, virtual visits and meeting advisers via video link have been
made accessible to older people, while in Latvia, Latvia’s State Social Insurance
Agency has mobilised, through local authorities, computer trainers (e-assistants) to
inform users about online services (ISSA, 2022) (Box 13.4). Different programmes
to support the alleviation of loneliness and social participation are taken into account
at the Romanian level (European Commission, 2024;j).

Box 13.4 E-assistant: Assistant in Receiving e-Services (2022)
In Latvia, in response to the challenges imposed by population ageing, the
State Social Insurance Agency created an e-assistant on the public administra-
tion services portal. Within this initiative, the State Social Insurance Agency
has deployed, through the unified customer service provided by local authori-
ties, computer trainers (e-assistants) to familiarize users with online services.
The service promotes customer digital skills and reduces the administrative
burden related to the post-processing of applications received from local ser-
vice centres.

Source: ISSA. (2022). Priorities for social security Trends, challenges and
solutions

The importance of preventive measures in addressing either loneliness or social
isolation among older people has been recognised in a limited number of transition
countries (Ministry of Labour and Social Protection, 2021), and concrete measures
have been developed only in the CZ, EE, and HU. For example, in the Czech
Republic, macro level interventions address loneliness and social isolation as part of
broader initiatives to reduce social exclusion. Regional and municipal authorities, as
well as Czech regions will be involved in the implementation of a functional system
aimed at preventing and weakening social exclusion processes and reducing the ter-
ritorial concentration of social exclusion (Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs,
2020, 2021). In Estonia, policy documents for 2030, propose the creation of a net-
work of older people’s advocacy organisations to develop advocacy for older peo-
ple, including social inclusion and any relevant aspect related to a preventive social
work for older people, as well as the creation of awareness-raising measures
(Ministry of Social Affairs, 2022a, 2022b). Preventative measures include preventa-
tive home visits and activities supporting good health in old age (European
Commission, 2021).
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13.5.2 Limitations

Our research has several limitations. First, we investigated only policy documents
that were available in English, and we also limited our research to long-term care
and social inclusion domains. National examples of interventions to address loneli-
ness and social isolation were identified and presented to overcome this limitation.
Secondly, because in very few cases we had access to public policy documents such
as strategy/action plans in the English language, the classifications into types of
interventions (preventive, responsive, and partnership) and levels of intervention
(micro, meso, and macro) may be affected by classification bias made by research-
ers on the basis of the information resources available.

13.5.3 Further Directions

Our research reveals a heterogeneous adaptation of social policy responses to soci-
etal trends regarding social isolation and loneliness. Previous studies (Fakoya et al.,
2020; Sandu et al., 2021) point to a multitude of factors (e.g. the variety of interven-
tions, the characteristics of the target group population) that pose difficulties in
designing policy recommendations that are able to address loneliness in later life.
Based on our results we consider that policy response to loneliness in old age should
consider the specific context, culture, traditions and models of care in place.

In the case of EU Member States with greater experience in the design of public
policies to address the issue of social isolation and loneliness (the case of countries
from the standard care mix regime and the universal-Nordic care regime), the
emphasis will be placed to a greater extent on interventions that address loneliness
in later life, taking into account the more pronounced demographic pressure in these
countries and the care regimes they promote. Research in the field (Gardiner et al.,
2020) indicates that the prevalence of loneliness among people living in long-term
care institutions seems to be greater than that among those living in the community.
Therefore, in countries with a universal Nordic care regime, characterised by a high
demand for formal care, policies that address loneliness, including in later life, are
more advanced in terms of strategies to address social isolation/loneliness. There
are then countries from the standard care mix regime, where the demand for formal
care is assessed as medium. Studies (Dickens et al., 2011) highlight that the prob-
lems of loneliness in later life will be reduced if interventions are implemented on a
large scale in a multisectoral effort with multiple stakeholders. This trend is also
observed in the case of countries in the family-based care regime.

In countries belonging to the transitional regime, we witness a reduced degree of
acceptance of loneliness as a public, social and mental health issue. During the last
decade, the policy response highlighted the interest in responding to limited social
relationships (social isolation), rather than to loneliness. Further research should
investigate if this is the result of cultural context (e.g. feeling ashamed to recognise
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that an individual is feeling alone), social policy, health care policy or a mixture of
different individual and societal factors. Wide advocacy campaigns should encour-
age older people to recognise the signs of loneliness and social isolation and to seek
adequate support from social and health care professionals. A policy action should
value the role of new technologies to prevent and to counter loneliness and social
isolation among older people from remote areas, affected by the migration of
descendants, without social network. Access to new technologies and training in the
use of digital devices should accompany the implementation of such measures.
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Chapter 14 )
Linking Life Course Theory to Multi-Level <o
Explanations of Loneliness: Towards

a Sociology of Loneliness

Bianca Suanet @ and Marja Aartsen

14.1 Introduction

In recent years, there has been a notable surge in recognition of loneliness as a sig-
nificant societal concern. This is evidenced by the World Health Organization’s pri-
oritization of loneliness and increased public discourse and media coverage.
Loneliness, defined here as “the unpleasant experience that occurs when a person’s
network of social relationships is deficient in some important way, either quantita-
tively or qualitatively” (Perlman & Peplau, 1981, p. 31) is strongly linked to poor
mental well-being (Beutel et al., 2017) and higher mortality rates (Wang et al.,
2023). It imposes substantial economic burdens on welfare and medical systems
(Meisters et al., 2021). Scholarly interest in loneliness has risen, with research out-
put increasing significantly. Despite growing attention, our understanding of loneli-
ness has suffered from “microfication” (Hagestad & Dannefer, 2001; Suanet &
Pavlidis, 2025), or the tendency to focus on immediate aspects of everyday life
while overlooking the broader, overarching aspects of the social context that define
and set key parameters of daily experience. Theoretical and empirical frameworks
addressing loneliness have emphasized the individual micro-level and ego-centric
social network influences, often neglecting the local and national social context
(Rapolien¢ & Aartsen, 2022; Suanet & van Tilburg, 2019). However, reciprocal
interactions between the individual and their immediate and wider external environ-
ment, as described in Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model (1995), play a cru-
cial role in loneliness prevalence (de Jong Gierveld & Tesch-Romer, 2012).
Additionally, research has largely overlooked the impact of cumulative life course
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advantage and disadvantage related to specific social categories on loneliness, even
though recent studies have begun to adopt a life course perspective (e.g., Victor
et al., 2022; Lam et al., 2022; Tiilikainen et al., 2024).

To address existing gaps and incorporate the impact of social context, we pro-
pose a Sociological Theory of Loneliness (SOLO). This theory integrates two para-
digms of life course theory: the personological paradigm focusing on the individual
life course, and the institutional paradigm, focusing on the life course as political
construct (Dannefer & Settersten, 2010), while combining these two with
Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model. SOLO delineates how an individual’s
later life is shaped by earlier experiences in the life course and the cohort in which
one is born, as well as how it is constructed by socio-structural and socio-cultural
factors at the meso- and macro-level and individual or micro-level. SOLO further
acknowledges that multilevel factors can be linked with loneliness directly or in
intersection, and that the impact on loneliness tends to accumulate over the life
course. Finally, SOLO considers loneliness as a concept that is fundamentally about
experiences in relation to others within a person’s environment (Rapolien¢ &
Aartsen, 2022; Suanet & van Tilburg, 2019).

Our objective with SOLO is to provide tools and inspiration for the sociological
study of loneliness, thereby justifying our focus on theories within the sociological
discipline. We believe that a comprehensive overview of relevant theories in sociol-
ogy can inspire other scholars in the field to consider meso- and macro level corre-
lates of loneliness to account for variations in loneliness that cannot be solely
explained by micro-level factors. To accomplish this, we establish axioms — or basic
assumptions - and propositions — or detailed hypotheses - derived from sociological
theories and insights to outline a sociology of loneliness that is applicable to empiri-
cal research. Additionally, we discuss how SOLO can enhance future research and
interventions aimed at alleviating loneliness by considering both the immediate and
wider contexts of individuals.

14.2 Towards a Sociological Theory of Loneliness (SOLO)

SOLO integrates the main principles of life course theory and Bronfenbrenner’s
socio-ecological model to account for variations in loneliness that cannot be solely
explained by micro-level factors. Life course theory is a well-established perspec-
tive, widely used across the social sciences (Mayer, 2009). Life course theory does
not only see individuals as they are today but acknowledges that human develop-
ment is a lifelong process, partly structured by policies, norms and values, and a
person's network of relationships. Life course theory can take different perspectives,
but an important distinction lies in the focus of the theory, which can be on the indi-
vidual life course (the personological paradigm) or on the social and political con-
text (the institutional paradigm) (Dannefer & Settersten, 2010). Within the
personological paradigm several principles that shape the life course are distin-
guished: 1) life-span development, 2) human agency, 3) time and place, 4) timing
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and 5) linked lives (Elder et al., 2003; Elder, 1998). Applied to loneliness, this
means that we see loneliness as a dynamic process that unfolds over the life course.
Human agency refers to an individual’s talents, choices, actions and skills, enabling
them to actively shape their life within the opportunities and constraints provided by
their context. Time and place (context) are about the historical time and place in
which people live, which influences their current and future circumstances. Timing
focuses on when events occur in a person’s life course, shaping their experiences
and outcomes. Linked lives refer to the networks of relationships that connect indi-
viduals to others, influencing their experiences and well-being (Elder et al., 2003).

The institutional paradigm focuses on the social and political structures that con-
struct the life course (Dannefer & Settersten 2010). An important topic in this strand
of reasoning is how age norms structure the activities that are appropriate for a
certain age group. For example, it structures the timing of leaving the parental
home, when one should marry and get children, and what an appropriate age for
retirement is. In fact, age norms are seen as ““social prescriptions” that will lead to
standardized life courses. With respect to loneliness, it means that we acknowledge
that the political and social structures of societies in which people live construct the
norms about age-appropriateness which can impact loneliness by disturbing the bal-
ance between the ideal number and quality of social relations and the achieved
number and quality of social relations.

Next to these two paradigms in life course theory, our theory also draws from
Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model. Bronfenbrenner’s model adds to the life
course model a specific focus on the different multi-level layers of the context, the
interaction between individual agency and this context, especially the structure of
society, and it emphasizes the importance of change over historical time due to its
focus on the chronosystem. Together, these provide an excellent basis for our theo-
retical model. In the socio-ecological model, originally focused on childhood devel-
opment but applicable across the life course, Bronfenbrenner distinguishes between
several layers of influence in the environment. In our sociological model of loneli-
ness, we distinguish between four levels. The micro-level system pertains to the
individual, including their agency and resources. The meso-system involves rela-
tionships with others and the local communities that people live in (linked lives and
local community). The macro-system refers to cultural elements influencing loneli-
ness, including cultural norms, standards for social relationships, welfare state
regimes and the political context. Finally, and equivalent to Bronfenbrenner’s chro-
nosystem, the view of loneliness as a lifelong process that develops further over the
life course with transitions and events is also part of our model.

Combining the life course approach with the simplified socio-ecological model
of Bronfenbrenner, we argue that the immediate environment and society, intersect-
ing with individual characteristics, exert direct and indirect influences on an indi-
vidual’s development in loneliness over the life course (Fig. 14.1). Our arguments
feed into axioms and more concrete propositions for research (Table 14.1). For clar-
ity and parsimony, we assign axioms and propositions to only one level of analysis
(micro, meso, or macro), even though principles of intersectionality suggest that
these distinctions can be somewhat arbitrary. For instance, the parental family is
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Fig. 14.1 Graphical representation of the various interacting systems contributing to experiences
of loneliness across the life course of an individual

Table 14.1 Axioms and propositions for a sociological theory of loneliness

Axioms

1. Loneliness
trajectories unfold
across the life course,
and are shaped by
human agency, timing
of life events, earlier
life experiences and
the accumulation

of disadvantage over
time

Propositions

a) Human agency plays a crucial role in determining individuals’
opportunities to develop and maintain a satisfying network within any
given context, as well as in bouncing back from negative experiences
with loneliness (agency proposition)

b) It is not what one has, but the comparison with what one had, that
exerts the strongest effect on loneliness (relative deprivation
proposition)

¢) Off-time and non-normative life events result in increased loneliness
as they lead to social disapproval and fewer opportunities for social
engagement, but what is considered off-time and non-normative is
dependent on the meso and macro culture and structure (non-normative
and off-timing of life events proposition)

d) (Dis)advantages in (the causes) of loneliness tend to accumulate over
the life course, resulting in larger intra-cohort variation over time
(cumulative disadvantage proposition)

e) Childhood and adolescent experiences of family and social
relationships are important for understanding loneliness in adulthood,
particularly concerning socialization, attachment styles, and social
capital (early life experiences proposition)

f) Having more social capital results in less loneliness through more
social approval and social opportunities, and this also holds for cultural
capital and economic capital that can be used to obtain social capital
(social capital proposition of loneliness)

g) The transmission of norms, values and amount and type of various
forms of capital across generations significantly influences the
individual’s opportunity and agency for being less lonely later in life
(transmission of norms and capital proposition)

(continued)
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Table 14.1 (continued)

Axioms

2. Loneliness is
strongly influenced by
the lives of other
people to which they
are linked

3. Communities exert
important influences
on loneliness by
providing a sense of
community

and opportunities for
social integration

Propositions

a) The mechanical solidarity proposition posits that in societies or
groups with strong norms and values, those who are born into or belong
to such societies or groups will experience higher levels of social
integration and lower levels of loneliness. The organic solidarity
proposition suggests that in societies with a high degree of labor
division, social integration will be stronger, and loneliness will be less
prevalent (mechanical and organic solidarity proposition)

b) Social networks composed of both weak and strong ties play a
crucial role in preventing loneliness (network diversity proposition)

c) If the needs of a person exceed the level of support that is available
in the social network, loneliness will increase (social-convoy
proposition)

d) Growing up in non-normative families will increase feelings of
loneliness (non-normative families proposition)

a) Lack of citizenship rights, insufficient means and inability to lead
what is considered ‘a normal life’ (or a normative life)

put people at a disadvantage when it comes to loneliness through
anomie, alienation, and lack of opportunity (Durkheimian sense of
community proposition)

b) Disadvantage in loneliness may stem from processes operating at the
intersection of micro and meso characteristics, by which people that are
more disadvantaged in agency, timing and non-normativity are also
more disadvantaged at the meso level of communities (multi-level
intersectionality proposition)

(continued)
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Table 14.1 (continued)

Axioms

4. Loneliness derives
from an interaction
between the societal
culture and structure,
and the individual, in
which the individual
has certain
opportunities but also
standards for social
relationships that are
influenced strongly by
the context

5. Loneliness is
significantly shaped by
overlapping social
identities, such as
gender, race,
socioeconomic status,
and disability

B. Suanet and M. Aartsen

Propositions

a) Cultural norms and values surrounding social relationships determine
the standards that people have for their relationships and, therefore,
how their social network impacts their loneliness (cultural match
proposition)

b) The more individualized and postmaterialist the lower the loneliness,
as people have more relational freedom, have more emotional support
and expression and attach more importance to high quality relationships
(individualization and postmaterialist values proposition)

c¢) The higher the cultural taboo on stigma and loneliness, the more
likely that people become lonely and the less likely that loneliness can
be solved effectively within a short time span (Goffman’s taboo and
stigma proposition)

d) The stronger the societal ageism in a society, the more likely that
older adults will experience loneliness in later life, due to exclusion,
discrimination or internalization (societal ageism proposition)

e) The likelihood of becoming lonely in old age is dependent on the
strength and content of gender roles and attitudes, as well as gendered
life courses within societies, which impact men and women differently
across the life course (gender role proposition)

f) Social structures and institutions, such as those related to education,
work, and associations, are important channels that regulate loneliness
through opportunities and constraints they provide to people (Giddens
agency-structure proposition)

g) Welfare states that have more universal rights, and are more
generous, are likely to have lower loneliness, by elevating living
conditions and reducing poverty which foster social participation and
integration but also by making people feel more included and valued
(Esping Andersen’s welfare state and de-commodification proposition)
h) Institutions play a role in producing loneliness in old age by policies
and regulations that impact on the opportunity and resources to build a
satisfying social network (institutional framework proposition)

i) A political context characterized by political instability, high levels of
polarization and low trust in political systems results in higher levels of
loneliness as trust towards institutions and others is lower and people
experience dividing cleavages in society constraining interactions and
social ties (political instability and polarization proposition)

a) Agency is more important in cultural contexts that are more
individualized, where social structures are more closed and where
political systems are more volatile and unstable (agency * societal
context proposition)

b) Being off-time and non-normative in life events is more detrimental
to loneliness in more collective cultures and are more strongly
regulated socio-structurally (timing and non-normativity of life events *
societal context proposition)



14 Linking Life Course Theory to Multi-Level Explanations of Loneliness... 327

viewed as a micro factor by some and as a meso factor by others, but we assign it
only to the meso-level. Furthermore, sociology as a discipline has a plurality in
theoretical perspectives. We selected only those relevant for our SOLO model. This
selection of theories is by no means meant to be complete, and there may be other
theories that would support the parts of the model equally well. At a minimum,
these theories serve as a foundation for scholars to adopt a sociological approach in
the study of loneliness.

While Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model and life course theory have pre-
viously informed approaches to understanding loneliness, such as the HIDECO
model (Drewelies et al., 2019) and Luhmann et al.’s model (2023), our approach is
distinctive in that it combines the personological and institutional paradigm while
considering the interplay between the multi-level factors. SOLO frames how these
broader social and environmental factors interact with micro-level influences to
explain variations in loneliness that cannot be fully accounted for by individual fac-
tors alone. In doing so, SOLO aims to contribute to a better understanding of the
significant heterogeneity in late-life loneliness across European countries, shedding
light on the paradoxical trend that loneliness is most prevalent in countries with a
more collectivistic culture.

14.3 Axioms and Propositions for a Sociological Theory
of Loneliness

14.3.1 Micro Context

Axiom 1 Loneliness trajectories unfold across the life course, and are shaped by
human agency, timing of life events, earlier life experiences, and the accumulation
of disadvantage over time.

To better understand the impact of life events and transitions, we need to shift
from viewing loneliness as a static state to examining it as a dynamic trajectory, or
‘life courses of loneliness’. Studies on loneliness trajectories reveal a diversity of
stable and fluctuating patterns over the life course (e.g., Yang, 2018; Lam &
Campbell, 2023). Identifying factors that trigger turning points in loneliness trajec-
tories is crucial for developing strategies to reduce or prevent loneliness. However,
implications of these patterns are not well-distinguished theoretically or empirically
(Archer Lee et al., 2022). Chronic, intense loneliness rather than incidental feelings
of loneliness can profoundly affect health and well-being, causing ongoing stress
and hopelessness. Therefore, understanding how specific life course trajectories
lead to prolonged loneliness, and why some individuals recover more quickly, is
imperative.

Human agency is crucial in determining individuals’ opportunities to develop
and maintain a satisfying network within any given context, as well as in bouncing
back from negative experiences with loneliness (agency proposition). At the
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individual level, the first set of propositions revolves around agency of the individ-
ual itself: “Individuals construct their own life course through the choices and
actions they take within the opportunities of history and social circumstance.” (Elder
et al., 2003, p.11). Agency is a very heterogeneous concept both in meaning and in
measurement. It encompasses the resources, beliefs, and capacities that individuals
possess (Hitlin & Johnson, 2015) and can be utilized to cultivate and sustain gratify-
ing social relationships. Empirical evidence supporting this statement suggests that
individuals with greater socio-economic and psychological resources, including
mastery and self-efficacy, exhibit lower levels of loneliness (Suanet & van Tilburg,
2019). This correlation is attributable not only to enhanced opportunities for estab-
lishing a fulfilling network (Suanet & van Tilburg, 2019), but also to the adoption of
more effective active coping strategies aimed at improving social connections,
rather than resigning to the situation or rationalizing deficits (Schoenmakers
et al., 2012).

Life events that are typically found to induce loneliness are the loss of loved
ones, and loss of economic resources and health, rather than not having partner or
being poor or in poor health (Aartsen & Jylhd, 2011). It is thus the situation, relative
to what one recently had, that might exert the largest effects on loneliness (relative
deprivation proposition). The impact of live events on loneliness may also depend
on the individual’s age and the historical context (timing). According to the age
normative perspective, loneliness tends to be lowest among individuals occupying
socially expected roles for their age within a given society (Luhmann & Hawkley,
2016). For instance, never being married is associated with increased loneliness in
mid and old age but not in young adulthood, where alternative sources of social con-
nection may compensate for the lack of a partner (e.g. Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016).
Similarly, employment status plays a crucial role in mitigating loneliness during
mid-life, when individuals are expected to be employed, compared to young or old
adulthood. The experience of loneliness linked to off-time transitions — for example
family formation beyond the normative age — may stem from a decrease in opportu-
nities for fulfilling adequate social ties, leading to a reduced sense of belonging or
increased risk of social disapproval faced by those in the off-time or non-normative
life states (Zoutewelle-Terovan & Liefbroer, 2018). Our postulate is that the impact
of a loneliness-provoking event or transition depends on the individual’s age and the
historical time and place in which it occurs: off-time and non-normative life events
result in increased loneliness due to social disapproval and fewer opportunities for
social engagement (non-normative and off-timing of life events proposition). Losses
of a partner are likely to be more strongly related to emotional loneliness, whereas
life events that are non-normative in employment and other social contexts are more
likely to impact on social loneliness, as these impact the opportunities for broader
network engagement. However, what is considered off-time and non-normative is
highly context-dependent. For example, in societies where higher value is placed on
the family, off-time family formation will have a stronger impact on loneliness than
in more individualistic societies.

Understanding the dynamic nature of loneliness requires focusing on cumulative
(dis)advantage that enhance or protect against loneliness over the life course and the
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underlying processes leading to loneliness. According to the cumulative (dis)advan-
tage perspective, an individual’s experiences of loneliness are influenced by protect-
ing or risk-full conditions earlier in life which tend to accumulate (Dannefer, 2020),
leading to an increasing intra-cohort variation in loneliness over time (cumulative
disadvantage proposition). A recent study showed that negative childhood experi-
ences, such as the early death of parents or growing up in an apathetic family, lead
to more severe loneliness trajectories in later life after the age of 65 (Tiilikainen
et al., 2024). Recent qualitative research among older adults also suggests that fam-
ily support earlier in life is crucial for later-life loneliness partly because of the
support itself but also in creating a sense of belonging (Lam et al., 2022). Family
support can thus accumulate social capital, akin to Kahn and Antonucci’s ‘support
bank’ idea, which emphasizes support given and received in close relationships over
time (Antonucci et al., 2014). Hence, childhood and adolescent experiences of fam-
ily and social relationships are crucial for understanding adult loneliness, particu-
larly concerning socialization, sense of belonging, and attachment styles (early life
experiences proposition). We expect these early life experiences to impact on both
emotional and social loneliness, with attachment styles impacting on both emo-
tional and social loneliness by setting patterns of interaction and emotional disclo-
sure, whereas the social capital of parents might impact more on social loneliness
due to building skills and opportunities for broader network engagement.

In line with the cumulative disadvantages proposition and the early life experi-
ences proposition, social mobility scholars also argue that people’s social back-
ground and the forms of capital owned by the family of origin account for much of
a person’s later capital through social reproduction, status attainment, and social
mobility (e.g., Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Lee, 2025). In general, it can be expected
that the more capital one gets from the family in which they are born, whether eco-
nomic, cultural and social, the lower the loneliness will be, through more opportuni-
ties for social participation (capital proposition of loneliness). For example,
economic resources stimulate active citizenship which increases opportunities for
social contact, a good cultural understanding makes it easier to understand how and
with whom to connect, and a lack of bridging and bonding (Granovetter, 1973)
social capital hinders the making of new social connections. The impact of social
mobility, on individual well-being or loneliness is however not so clear from the
outset and needs to be examined more in-depth. On one hand, social mobility
increases a person’s agency, which is important for combating loneliness. On the
other hand, social mobility can be disruptive, separating individuals from a sense of
community and social support, a concept known as the dissociative hypothesis
(Sorokin, 1959), though evidence for this hypothesis is weak (Chan, 2018).

14.3.2 Linked Lives

Axiom 2 Loneliness is strongly influenced by the lives of other people to whom they
are linked.
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In life course theory, the principle that networks of relationships influence an
individual’s experiences and well-being is known as the linked lives principle
(Elder, 1998). Life does not unfold in a vacuum but rather an individual is embed-
ded within a network of other people whose behaviors, resources, and health status
can have profound impact on loneliness (Luo, 2023). The various types of capital
discussed in the previous paragraph, possessed by, for example, the parents, influ-
ence their children’s social capital by imparting socialization within their networks
and teaching them social skills necessary for maintaining relationships. This is
because various types of capital are transmitted across generations, reproducing
societal inequalities. Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) described how individuals from
families with greater cultural capital (institutionalized, embodied, and objectified
forms like formal education, highbrow cultural participation, and cultural goods)
are more likely to adopt socially desirable lifestyles. This leads to stronger connec-
tions with similar individuals and increased social approval. This process perpetu-
ates social capital across generations. During socialization and attachment
formation, initial interactions occur within the family unit. The transmission propo-
sition holds that norms, values, attachment styles, and various forms of capital (eco-
nomic, social, cultural) passed across generations significantly influence individuals’
opportunities and ability to form satisfying social networks later in life.

The idea of linked lives is also central in the thinking of many great scholarly
works such as in Durkheim’s work on social integration and Antonucci’s social
convoy theory (2014), that focus on the division of labour and the interplay of per-
sonal and situational characteristics to understand what people’s networks and sup-
port systems are. In Durkheim’s work “the division of labor in society”, the key
mechanism for social integration is explained by two types of solidarity. Mechanical
solidarity, as interpreted and discussed by Edles and Appelrouth (2010), stems from
the collective norms and values of a society in which a person is born and raised.
These norms and values are internalized by the individual and stimulate people to
cooperate with other people of the same society. The second type is organic solidar-
ity. Through the division of labor and the ongoing specialization of tasks, people
become increasingly dependent on other people who can master crucial functions
that are not mastered by the individual themselves (Edles & Appelrouth, 2010).
With respect to loneliness, this work suggests at least two propositions. The mechan-
ical solidarity proposition posits that in societies or groups with strong norms and
values, people who share the same norms and values will experience higher levels
of social integration and lower levels of loneliness. The organic solidarity proposi-
tion suggests that social integration can also be created by a high degree of interde-
pendence for example, when there is an extensive specialization of labor. However,
while a high degree of interdependence can foster social integration, it does not
necessarily serve as a safeguard against loneliness. Loneliness emerges from a dis-
crepancy between an individual’s desired and actual state of social relationships.
The relational connections established through an elevated division of labor may
not fulfill an individual’s requirements for social interaction.

In Granovetter’s influential work on “The Strength of Weak Ties” (1973), the
focus is on how information spreads through strong and weak ties. Weak ties, char-
acterized by limited time investments and low levels of emotional intensity,
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intimacy, and reciprocity, can benefit individuals by serving as bridges to other
social groups and networks, offering opportunities to form new friendships. Recent
research by Lam et al. (2023) applies Granovetter’s theory to understand variations
in loneliness in relation to the number of strong and weak ties. They found that hav-
ing more weak ties is associated with lower levels of loneliness, while a higher
frequency of contact with strong ties, rather than the sheer number, is linked to
reduced loneliness. This underscores the importance of both weak and strong ties in
the social network combating loneliness, suggesting that a diverse network combin-
ing the two offers the best protection (network diversity proposition). This aligns
with Suanet and van Tilburg’s (2019) findings that loneliness is lower in individuals
with larger, more diverse social networks and active community participation. These
network and tie factors are more likely to impact social loneliness, as they are about
ties to and integration in the broader community.

In Antonucci’s work on social relations, the focus is on how individuals are sur-
rounded by other people who move with them through the life course as a convoy of
social relations (e.g., Antouncci et al., 2014). This social convoy contributes to the
individual’s health and well-being through the provision of support. The interplay
between personal characteristics (e.g., needs, gender, age) and situational character-
istics (e.g., culture, norms, or context) defines the composition of the social network
and support available in the network, which in turn leads to a chain of responses in
the support potential of the network, the quality of relations and finally the indi-
vidual’s well-being and quality of life. Applied to the study of loneliness, our social
convoy proposition states that if the needs of a person exceed the level of support
that is available in the social network, loneliness will increase.

Families often form a secure base, and alongside the importance of parent-child
relations for socialization (Axiom 1), the family as a whole is linked to later-life
loneliness (Heshmati et al., 2021). Earlier, three-generation families and the later
nuclear families with a father, mother, and children may have offered better protec-
tion against loneliness than the more diverse or hybrid family structures during
times when extended families or nuclear families were the norm. However, changes
in family formation due to increased divorce rates, remarriage creating blended
families, and housing market issues forcing young adults to leave the family later
complicate this picture. While the network diversity proposition implies that hybrid
families might be more suited to protect against loneliness than traditional nuclear
families, prevailing norms about the ideal family structure and loyalty conflicts with
biological versus stepparents can create tensions that nullify the beneficial impact of
a mixed family structure. Moreover, not all families provide a secure base; some can
be dysfunctional, significantly affecting the well-being of those raised in such envi-
ronments (Rokach & Chan, 2021). Non-traditional family structures might impact
both emotional and social loneliness. Empirical research on family types and loneli-
ness is scarce but crucial, given the family’s role in shaping psychosocial skills,
surpassing capital, and interactions with other social institutions. The suitability of
extended, nuclear, or hybrid families in protecting against loneliness depends on the
prevailing norms for family formation within a specific place and time and on the
quality of the family relations (non-normative families proposition).



332 B. Suanet and M. Aartsen

14.3.3 Local Communities

Axiom 3 Communities exert important influences on loneliness by providing a
sense of community and opportunities for social integration.

While there is no unifying definition of communities, the basic understanding is
that they involve people who interact and share the same values, behavior and
beliefs, creating a sense of community that can be linked to loneliness (Prezza et al.,
2001; Lim et al., 2021). We expect social loneliness to be more impacted by com-
munities as they set the stage for how people can interact with their broader net-
work. The local area and neighborhoods are types of communities that are important
arenas for social integration because of their proximity. Neighbors can easily pro-
vide support and together with the built and natural environment, create a sense of
community that often increases linearly with length of residency (Prezza et al.,
2001). Communities can also be geographically dispersed such as with ethnic or
professional communities, communities of volunteers, or internet communities,
where the sense of community is based on shared values and beliefs, akin to
mechanical solidarity. While communities are important for social integration, they
are at the same time exclusionary, as communities draw lines between the members
and non-members of the community (Etzioni, 2000). Only the members can profit
from this sense of community and be protected against loneliness. Communities
thus act as a ‘double edged sword’; on the one hand creating the embeddedness of
similar people while excluding those that are different. While the embeddedness in
a community fulfills the desire for social connections and hence reduces loneliness,
for those that are excluded, loneliness increases. Exclusion from communities can
also result in what Durkheim terms anomie, the disconnection felt by the individual
occurring when solidarity is threatened. As Abrutyn (2019) noted, anomie can result
from three processes: dissolution, the breakdown of social bonds between individu-
als or between an individual and a group; dislocation, the detachment from one’s
physical and social environment, where identity is anchored; or disjunction, a mis-
match between societal standards and an individual’s values, achievements, and
opportunities. (Sense of community proposition).

14.3.4 Social Context: Culture and Structure

Axiom 4 Loneliness derives from an interaction between the societal culture and
structure, and the individual, in which the individual has certain opportunities, but
also standards for social relationships that are strongly influenced by the context.

The third layer of Bronfenbrenner’s model refers to the social context, which is
similar to the institutional paradigm. We distinguish between culture and structure
as two fundamentally different macro-sociological concepts and argue that both can
shape loneliness in different ways. By culture, we mean the shared beliefs, values,
and behaviors that provide a sense of identity and belonging, which are passed on to
the next generations. Structure refers to the rules and institutions that guide social
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behavior, including norms, schools, workplaces, governments, political systems,
and family formation. The relationship between structure and culture is intercon-
nected and reciprocal. For example, institutions and organizations provide a frame-
work for social interactions and shape the way people think, feel, and behave. At the
same time, culture influences and shapes social structures, as shared beliefs and
values can affect the way institutions are organized and maintained.

14.3.5 Culture

Culture profoundly influences loneliness by setting the standards for social relation-
ships through shared norms and beliefs about what makes relationships meaningful.
It dictates which types of relationships should offer specific kinds of social support
and how individuals are integrated into social networks (Heu et al., 2021). The
greater the alignment between social relationships and cultural ideals, the less loneli-
ness is experienced (the cultural match proposition). While existing research has
predominantly focused on the individualism/collectivism continuum (Swader, 2019;
Heuetal., 2021), studies suggest that individualized cultures in Northern and Western
Europe, with reduced expectations regarding others and especially family members,
contribute to lower rates of loneliness, termed the “cultural paradox” of loneliness
(Heu et al., 2021). As indicated in Chap. 3 of this book by van Tilburg (2025), culture
impacts loneliness via togetherness and individual standards, as well as autonomy
and social norms that impact the personal network and then also loneliness.
Expanding cultural context studies to comprehend loneliness beyond the tradi-
tional individualism/collectivism framework is a crucial next step. One important
and related aspect to individualism to consider is the prevalence of post-material
values within a society (Inglehart, 2009). As individuals increasingly prioritize
quality of life over material possessions, there’s a potential for stronger social ties
to develop. This shift in focus from material to immaterial aspects of relationships
may lead to an emphasis on high-quality interactions, fostering deeper connections,
but can also result in elevated standards. Furthermore, communication styles and
goals within different cultures might play a significant role in influencing loneliness
(Burleson, 2003). Some cultures prioritize affective communication, emphasizing
emotional support exchange in relationships. In contrast, others may focus more on
instrumental and transactional communication goals. In such cultures, where emo-
tional disclosure is less prevalent, loneliness may originate and persist despite regu-
lar social contact. Cultures that endorse individualist and post-materialist mindsets
may facilitate emotional support seeking more, as it’s not perceived as disrupting
the social environment (individualization and post-material values proposition).
Cultural taboos about loneliness are also known to vary across cultures, impact-
ing loneliness prevalence and experience (Goffman, 1963; Pescosolido & Martin,
2015). In cultures where loneliness is taboo, discussing and seeking solutions may
be less straightforward, potentially increasing loneliness. Coping strategies in these
cultures might be more passive, rationalizing deficits rather than actively improving
relationships, which is less effective in reducing loneliness (Schoenmakers et al.,
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2012). Fear of the stigma of being seen as lonely reinforces this cycle, especially in
collective cultures where ‘loss of face’ is a concern. Power distance, encompassing
deference to higher status individuals, can also influence relationship formation and
trust (Hofstede Insights, 2024).

A cultural aspect that is central in the institutional paradigm is age norms. Age
norms prescribe what a person at a certain age is supposed to do, and violating the
norm can be sanctioned (Dannefer & Settersten, 2010). In countries where age-
normative systems are strong, societal ageism can occur, which refers to the system-
atic stereotyping and discrimination against individuals based on their age. Societal
ageism can occur in all age groups, but it is most often discussed in relation to older
adults (Ayalon & Tesch-Romer, 2017). Research has shown that ageism can increase
social inequalities (Ayalon & Tesch-Romer, 2017) and lead to social isolation and
reduced opportunities for engagement, contributing to feelings of loneliness among
older individuals (Shiovitz-Ezra et al., 2018). As ageist attitudes are prevalent in
media representations, workplace practices, and healthcare systems, older adults
may internalize these stereotypes, further exacerbating their feelings of worthless-
ness and isolation. Additionally, social rejection can lead older adults to avoid and
withdraw from social participation, increasing feelings of loneliness. Finally, dis-
criminatory practices based on age can result in social exclusion, further heighten-
ing the risk of loneliness among older adults. Ultimately, the pervasive nature of
ageism throughout the life course can hinder social connections and emotional well-
being, making older adults particularly vulnerable to loneliness when ageism is
stronger (societal ageism proposition).

Finally, within the broader framework of culture, gender roles and attitudes
within a population are also likely to impact on loneliness. Gendered life courses, as
described by Barbara Moen, refer to the distinct pathways that individuals experi-
ence throughout their lives based on their gender (2011). These pathways are shaped
by societal norms, expectations, and roles associated with being male or female,
influencing aspects such as education, career, family life, and retirement. The impact
of gendered life courses on loneliness can be significant. For instance, traditional
gender roles may lead women to prioritize caregiving and family responsibilities,
potentially limiting their social interactions and leading to feelings of isolation if
their roles shift, such as during retirement or after children leave home. Conversely,
men might experience loneliness due to societal pressures to be self-reliant and
avoid emotional expression, making it difficult for them to seek social support.
Overall, the constraints of gendered life courses can affect individuals’ social con-
nections and emotional well-being, contributing to loneliness in various ways (gen-
der roles proposition).

14.3.6 Structure

Structure refers to the formal and informal rules and norms as well as institutions,
welfare systems and political systems that shape and constrain individual behavior.
In his work on structuration theory, Giddens (1990) argued that people’s behavior is
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not only the result of their own agency, but also of the institutions in society that
have already set-up rules and systems that create or diminish opportunities and con-
straints for people’s behavior, including socially. As such, we argue that social
structures are important channels that regulate loneliness through the opportunities
and constraints they provide to people to gain and maintain a supportive network
(agency-structure proposition).

The concept of the welfare state regime, first discussed by Esping-Andersen
(1990), has been instrumental in understanding the macro structure’s role in loneli-
ness (e.g., Nyqvist et al., 2019). Welfare states with greater de-commodification by
universality and generosity in social rights are likely to experience lower levels of
loneliness (welfare state and de-commodification proposition). De-commodification
refers to the degree to which individuals or families, can uphold a socially accept-
able standard of living independently of market participation (Esping-Andersen,
1990). Such states improve living conditions, reduce poverty, and foster social par-
ticipation and integration. Nyqvist et al. (2019) found the lowest loneliness rates in
Nordic welfare regimes (e.g., Norway, Sweden), attributed to universal social rights,
full employment, strong state intervention, and redistribution. Continental regimes
(e.g., Germany, France) had slightly higher but still relatively low loneliness rates,
prioritizing employment and family roles. The Anglo-Saxon regime (e.g., UK),
despite limited service-provision, showed relatively low loneliness rates, possibly
due to civil society associations and informal sociability compensating for limited
state support. Southern and Eastern European states, with less developed welfare
services, reported significantly higher loneliness rates among older adults. Focusing
on the impact of specific welfare state policies and the intersection of welfare states
with other macro-level factors such as cultural norms and political climate is needed
for the future. In addition to the role of welfare states societal expectations and
norms regarding age, employment, and familial responsibilities that are translated
into structural policies and regulations concerning, for example, retirement age
(sometimes varying by gender) and care obligations can create rigid pathways that
limit personal agency and also have an impact on what their network looks like and
how adequate they perceive their quantity and quality of ties to be. For example,
heightening retirement ages can keep non-kin in the network longer but might give
less time for familial roles, and it is yet unclear how these policies impact loneliness
and via which mechanisms.

Finally, the broader political context is known to shape loneliness across the life
course. An unstable, polarized political climate with low faith in the system intensi-
fies loneliness due to diminishing trust in institutions and societal divisions limiting
social interactions (political instability and polarization proposition). Rapoliené
and Aartsen (2022) found increased loneliness in post-totalitarian Eastern Europe,
attributed to lower general trust, likely rooted in historical violence and deportation
experiences, which curtail social engagement. Loneliness and polarization might
reciprocally affect each other, as loneliness can also lower trust in others
(Langenkamp, 2023). High societal polarization potentially hampers the formation
of quality relationships, erodes trust, and triggers interpersonal conflicts.
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14.3.7 Intersectionality

Axiom 5 Loneliness is significantly shaped by overlapping social identities, such
as gender, race, socioeconomic status, and disability.

Intersectionality, introduced by Crenshaw in the late 1980s, is widely used as a
framework to understand how social identities such as race, gender or socio-
economic status interact and create oppression and dissimilar access to resources
(see also Chapters 2 and 6 of this book; Nyqvist et al., 2025; Lee, 2025). For
instance, an older woman of color may face compounded stigma and social barriers,
leading to greater isolation and loneliness than her peers. Additionally, these inter-
secting identities can influence access to resources and support networks, further
exacerbating feelings of loneliness and social exclusion of those in disadvantaged
positions. Consistent with this theoretical perspective and the idea of multi-level
influences on loneliness, we contend that processes at one social level can alter the
effects of processes at other levels, and that disadvantage on any of these levels can
interact with other disadvantages to create a disadvantage that is larger than the sum
of its parts. For example, older individuals or people with functional limitations
(micro) may be more strongly affected by deprived neighborhoods (meso) due to
their heightened reliance on local environments and restricted relocation opportuni-
ties (Scharf & de Jong Gierveld, 2008). Additionally, the macro cultural and struc-
tural influences likely moderate the relationship between agency and the timing of
life events on loneliness. Agency is probably more significant in individualistic cul-
tures with closed social structures, less generous welfare states, and volatile politi-
cal systems, where personal actions are crucial for building satisfying social
networks (agency * societal context proposition). In such contexts, active participa-
tion in shaping relationships is necessary and likely preferred (Allan, 2008). In more
individualized cultures and less supportive welfare states, individuals must also
compensate for weaker state support through personal actions in relationships.
Moreover, being off-time or experiencing non-normative life events likely has a
more detrimental effect on loneliness in more collective cultures, where socio-
structural regulations are stricter and punishment for deviating from norms may be
harsher, as well as in societies where welfare states have fewer universal rights and
are less generous (the timing and non-normativity of life events * societal context
proposition). For example, a late life-divorce as a non-normative life event would
have more impact on the life chances and loneliness of those in less generous wel-
fare states and the stigma would also be higher in more collectivistic cultures.
Overall, exploring the intersections of culture, structure, individual agency, and life
events could provide valuable insights into why certain individuals experience lone-
liness in specific macro contexts but not in others.
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14.4 Implications for Future Research and Practice

In the above, we have described how the immediate environment and larger societal
structures can both directly and indirectly affect an individual’s trajectory in loneli-
ness. This sociological approach to loneliness clarifies how loneliness is not only
shaped by individual or micro-level conditions, but also socially constructed. This
offers an important addition to the previously often individualistic or psychological
approach to loneliness. In doing so, we aim to achieve a more comprehensive under-
standing of loneliness, which is informative for future research on loneliness, and
for more effective, systemic strategies for prevention and reduction. In this section,
summarized in Table 14.2, we discuss the implications of this sociological approach
for research and practice.

The first implication of a sociological approach to loneliness is that for a better
understanding of the origins of loneliness, research should focus on cross-level

Table 14.2 Implications for future research and practice

1. Research on loneliness should look at | a) Rather than looking at average levels and change
the interaction between micro- meso- and | of loneliness, we need to investigate subgroup
macro- factors in loneliness trajectories | differences in loneliness trajectories to determine
of people and focus on diversity in how the context has a different impact for different
trajectories for different people social groups (diversity in loneliness trajectories
across time and space focus)
b) Rather than taking only the individual as the unit
of analysis, cross-level interactions between
individual characteristics and meso- and macro-
factors should be investigated to better understand
the origins of loneliness (cross-level interaction
focus)
¢) We need to move towards a harmonization of
(international, national and regional) data sources in
order to be able to compare different contexts and
groups to each other, to get a tighter grip on
explanations for variations. (comparative contextual
loneliness research focus)

2. Interventions to counter loneliness will | a) By shifting the focus on prevention and curing of

become more effective if they consider loneliness by communities and societies we

the meso and macro-context that can be | acknowledge that loneliness is in its core a relational

used to prevent and cure loneliness rather | concept (need for prevention and curation of

than only focusing on ‘curing’ the lonely | loneliness by communities and society focus)

individual b) By focusing on societal frames in policies and
interventions to lower loneliness, we lower taboo
and stigma on loneliness as we make it a shared
issue that we discuss within society (taboo and
stigma intervention focus)
c¢) Rather than taking a one size fits all approach, we
need to tailor interventions for loneliness to the
wishes, norms and values of the people that are
being targeted (need for culturally sensitive
interventions)
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interactions between individual characteristics and societal factors. Intersectionality
factors like gender, age, and ethnicity are crucial in understanding why some indi-
viduals face lifelong loneliness while others do not (Burholt & Aartsen, 2021).
Research should explore subgroup and individual variation in loneliness trajecto-
ries, focusing on cumulative disadvantages across the life course and generations.
This approach can reveal how some experience persistent loneliness due to accumu-
lated disadvantages, while others may find personal growth through solitude (Archer
Lee et al., 2022). The adverse effects of loneliness on health and well-being are
likely to be more pronounced among those experiencing it intensely over a longer
period with limited options for network activation (Shiovitz-Ezra & Ayalon, 2010).
This also demonstrates how different social groups within a context may be advan-
taged in becoming and recovering from loneliness.

Another implication of a sociology of loneliness is that it informs the develop-
ment of effective interventions and assigns broader responsibility for addressing
loneliness. Current interventions, such as offering social activities and improving
social skills, vary substantially in their effectiveness (Hickin et al., 2021).
Recognizing loneliness as arising from interactions between individuals and their
contexts, interventions should also focus on creating inclusive societies and institu-
tions that promote high-quality social interactions and provide a sense of purpose
and meaning in relationships (see also Chap. 13 of this book on interventions;
Ghenta & Matei, 2025). Chater and Loewenstein (2023) recently argued that public
policy and interventions for social issues should focus more on systemic solutions
(S-frame) rather than only focus on an individual frame (I-frame). Such a view reso-
nates with framing loneliness as a social justice issue as well (Barreto et al., 2024).
Hence, a focus on ‘curing’ loneliness among individuals needs to be complemented
with a dual strategy that includes establishing communities and societies that inte-
grate people more strongly and make them more resilient to and prevent long-lasting
and intense loneliness, as well as early life course interventions to ensure that peo-
ple develop satisfying networks capable of coping with inevitable losses associated
with aging, especially towards the end of life. In such a strategy, social integration
of individuals would be actively promoted and enhanced by the cultural and struc-
tural elements of the context, such as workplaces, education, neighborhood associa-
tions, cultural norms and social policies. Rather than adopting a one-size-fits-all
approach imposed by scholars and policymakers, interventions for loneliness need
to be tailored to the wishes, norms, and values of the people being targeted, to obtain
culturally sensitive interventions based on lived experience.

14.5 To Conclude

While a sociological theory of loneliness is an important step in our further under-
standing of loneliness, it is by no means a grand theory of loneliness that makes all
other theories obsolete. On the contrary, addressing loneliness effectively requires a
holistic and interdisciplinary approach. Sociological theories should be
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complemented with psychological theories, such as attachment and resource alloca-
tion models (Huxhold et al., 2022), and public health perspectives that view loneli-
ness as social pain (Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018). As research on loneliness is
quickly expanding worldwide, it’s crucial to recognize that our views are often
shaped by a (neo-liberal) policy context that emphasizes individual responsibility
for loneliness, rather than framing it as a societal issue. We posit that a sociological
perspective incorporating life course principles, such as cumulative disadvantage
and linked lives, along with consideration of the meso- and macro-contexts influ-
encing individuals (structure), can enhance our understanding of loneliness.
Furthermore, exploring how individuals reciprocally impact these contexts (agency)
provides additional insight. This comprehensive approach allows us to view loneli-
ness not merely as an abstract phenomenon, but fundamentally as individuals’ sub-
jective experiences of their relationships with others. A sociological approach to
loneliness can also contribute to more inclusive and just societies, benefiting not
only those with advantageous life courses but everyone. Unlocking this yet under-
explored potential can contribute to better mitigating loneliness in our populations.
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Chapter 15 )
Loneliness Re-Examined: Societal Creck o
Influences and Future Research Directions

Marja Aartsen, Bianca Suanet, Thomas Hansen, and Iuliana Precupetu

15.1 Introduction

By adopting a macro-social lens, this book presents the first contours of how soci-
etal, cultural, and policy-related factors influence loneliness. It outlines the broader
conditions that shape experiences of loneliness. With this edited book, we hope to
inspire researchers to further explore this important yet understudied theme in their
future work and to provide perspectives and pathways for doing so.

In the second part of the book, Nyqvist and others charted the main theories rel-
evant to older adults, including biological, developmental, cognitive, personality,
and existential theories at the micro-level, interpersonal networks and relationships
at the meso-level, and structural and cultural factors at the macro-level (Chap. 2;
Nyqpvist et al., 2025). This comprehensive theoretical review underscored the inter-
connectedness of multiple levels of analysis, providing a robust foundation to
address the complex nature of loneliness in later life. Van Tilburg theoretically
unraveled some socio-cultural influences on loneliness, focusing on societal values
and norms surrounding individualism and collectivism. By going beyond the mere
assumption that people in individual countries value independence more than
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people in collectivistic countries and are therefore less lonely, van Tilburg presented
a model with four paths of influence to explain how individualistic and collectivistic
values and norms shape people’s relationship standards and their likelihood of expe-
riencing loneliness. Each path is supported by research evidence (Chap. 3; van
Tilburg, 2025). Van Regenmortel and other colleagues addressed the more macro-
structural aspects of societies that can impact loneliness by adopting a social exclu-
sionary perspective. They examined the disadvantages across multiple domains,
such as neighborhoods, services, finances, social interactions, civic engagement,
and socio-cultural aspects, and highlighted the connection between old-age social
exclusion and loneliness (Chap. 4; Van Regenmortel et al., 2025).

The third part shifted focus to empirical evidence, and Vasile and Aartsen pro-
vided an updated overview of the prevalence of old-age loneliness in Europe to
debunk the myth that there is a loneliness-epidemic (Chap. 5; Vasile & Aartsen,
2025). Similar to what Yang and Victor published in 2011, they provided loneliness
prevalence in different age groups in Europe in 2014 and 2023, based on data from
the European Social Survey. The comparison of loneliness prevalence in 2014 and
2023 did not support the idea of a loneliness pandemic. However, loneliness remains
prevalent, particularly among the youngest (15-19) and oldest (80+) age groups.
Lee, in another empirical chapter, provided a state-of-the-art overview of evidence-
based micro- and meso-level determinants of loneliness, addressing the relevance
and significance of individual characteristics, community dynamics, and their
cumulative impacts on late-life loneliness (Chap. 6; Lee, 2025). In the next chapter,
Tufa employed a systematic review of literature on macro factors with the aim to
create a comprehensive picture of current research evidence. Macro factors typi-
cally related to loneliness are cultural values and norms in society, migration pat-
terns, and welfare generosity. Other factors for which growing evidence emerge are
religiosity and societal trust. Finding the proper data to study these societal factors,
however, remains a challenge (see Chap. 7; Tufa, 2025).

The book then moves to recent developments in loneliness research (part four)
and discusses several contemporary societal changes and conditions likely to impact
loneliness, drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s (1995) concept of the chronosystem, the
outermost layer of contextual influences surrounding an individual that may affect
loneliness. The chapters described the impact of current mega-societal trends, such
as digitalization, climate change, and societal crises on loneliness. Seifert (Chap. 8;
Seifert, 2025) discussed the two faces of ICT and the links with loneliness. He finds
that ICT can act as a protective factor against loneliness, while at the same time it
can be a potential risk factor for exclusion and loneliness. Ayalon, in the next chap-
ter (Chap. 9; Ayalon, 2025), discussed how climate change can be linked to loneli-
ness, and how climate change outcomes at the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels can
mediate the relationship between climate change and loneliness. Finally, Klasen and
colleagues (Chap. 10; Klasen et al., 2025) concluded with an examination of various
societal crises and how that relates to social integration and loneliness. They pro-
posed that societal crises disrupt various facets of social integration, thereby con-
tributing to loneliness.
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In the last section (part 5), authors explore some novel empirical and theoretical
ways to approach studying macro level factors in loneliness. Precupetu and others
introduced a promising new method derived from political sciences to differentiate
between the wide range of macro-social factors that have been discussed in the book
and elsewhere which can explain variations in loneliness prevalence. This so-called
qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) can help to define the necessary and suffi-
cient macro-conditions that explain country-level variations in loneliness (Chap. 11;
Precupetu et al., 2025). Suanet and Pavlidis attempted to solve the loneliness para-
dox by advocating for a greater emphasis on macro-level influences (Chap. 12;
Suanet & Pavlidis, 2025). They explored the interplay between societal structures,
cultural values, and individual experiences of loneliness, and proposed methodolog-
ical advancements to uncover the complex dynamics between macro- and micro-
level factors. Ghenta and Matei (Chap. 13; Ghenta & Matei, 2025) analyzed policy
documents and interventions at micro-, meso-, and macro levels to better under-
stand the current policy landscape regarding loneliness in various European coun-
tries and trends therein, and to identify gaps and opportunities for enhancing support
systems for older adults. In the last contributed chapter, Suanet and Aartsen pre-
sented the SOLO model of loneliness, combining the life course framework with
Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model (Chap. 14; Suanet & Aartsen, 2025).
They discussed how loneliness comes about as an interaction between the individ-
ual and context by drawing on sociological perspectives. In this chapter, the authors
hoped to inspire others to pursue a ‘sociology of loneliness’, by citing relevant soci-
ological perspectives to the study of loneliness from a micro-, meso-, and macro-
level framework.

In the remainder of this chapter, we explore three societal developments that
have not been discussed in detail in the contributed chapters but that may also be
linked to loneliness: loneliness among older migrants as an example of a structur-
ally disadvantaged group, the growth of populist parties and loneliness, and the
potential impact of the increased use of artificial intelligence in society on loneli-
ness. Next, we summarize the results of a more rigorous approach to evaluate the
effectiveness of loneliness interventions to better guide policy decisions regarding
the implementation of efficacious and scalable interventions. We conclude with
describing how the book has hopefully transformed our understanding of loneliness.

15.2 New Research Directions on Societal Developments

Over the past few years, studies on the macro-level influences on loneliness have
started to emerge, as evidenced in this edited book. Additionally, theoretical
advancements have contributed to new ways of conceptualizing and explaining
loneliness. However, despite the rapid growth of the field, many questions remain,
as we are only beginning to uncover how context influences loneliness. Through this
discussion, we aim to provide suggestions for future research directions and advance
the study of macro-level influences on loneliness.
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15.2.1 Non-Western Migrants and Loneliness

Loneliness among older non-Western migrants is influenced not only by individual
circumstances and social networks but also by broader societal structures, policies,
and cultural norms. Research shows that loneliness rates among older migrants,
particularly in Europe, are up to twice as high as those of native populations
(Fokkema & Naderi, 2013; Ten Kate et al., 2020; Wu & Penning, 2015). While stud-
ies often focus on general, individual risk factors, macro-level influences, such as
welfare policies, economic conditions, and cultural expectations, play a crucial role
in shaping loneliness among this group. Older migrants face double vulnerability, or
even triple jeopardy (Norman, 1985), due to migration as a disruptive life event,
their ageing process, and their ties to both host and home societies.

Van Tilburg and Fokkema (2021) explain that loneliness among older migrants
results from a combination of individual disadvantages (e.g., health and financial
difficulties), social network characteristics (e.g., family-centered but homogeneous
ties), and structural inequalities (e.g., discrimination and cultural differences). They
highlight that while older migrants often have frequent social contact, its protective
effect depends on factors such as relationship quality, cultural expectations, and
social integration. The SOLO model of Suanet and Aartsen (2025) reinforces this
perspective by emphasizing the dynamic interplay between different levels and life-
course influences. So, while personal relationships remain central, macro-level fac-
tors—such as welfare policies, migration history, labor market structures, and
cultural attitudes—shape the conditions that mitigate or exacerbate loneliness. For
instance, older migrants may have strong family ties, but if their broader social par-
ticipation is limited due to structural barriers, they remain vulnerable to loneliness.
Moreover, the model and findings suggest that loneliness should not only be ana-
lyzed in terms of network size or contact frequency but also through a lifelong
accumulation of disadvantages and opportunities, affecting social inclusion and
belonging at different stages of life. Notably, many studies show that older migrants
often have large networks and do not age alone, even compared to native popula-
tions (Fokkema & Ciobanu, 2021). Thus, loneliness in this group should be explored
beyond conventional structural network measures, focusing instead on relationship
quality, social support, and sense of belonging at multiple levels (Klok et al., 2017),
and how their cultural and structural context evolves over time.

One of the key macro-level factors influencing loneliness among older migrants
is the welfare system and its policies. Access to pensions, healthcare, and social
services varies across countries, shaping their ability to engage socially. Welfare
states with universal benefits, financial security and healthcare reduce stressors
linked to the relatively isolated situation of older migrants (Joshi et al., 2024a,
2024b). In contrast, where benefits depend on employment history or citizenship,
many older migrants, having worked in informal or low-wage jobs, may lack finan-
cial stability and resources for social participation (Dwyer & Papadimitriou, 2007;
Ciobanu et al., 2017). Economic insecurity often leads to social withdrawal and
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exclusion (Huxhold et al., 2022), while financial precarity further limits the ability
to maintain relationships, reinforcing loneliness.

Cultural norms, values, and mismatches in expectations significantly influence
loneliness among older migrants. Moving between collectivistic and individualistic
societies can cause culture shocks, and large generational differences in caregiving
expectations. In many cultures, older adults rely on family support, but migration
often disrupts these structures (Hansen, 2013). Adult children may be unable to
provide expected care, creating experiences of loneliness. In more individualistic
societies in Europe, state-provided care for older adults may not accommodate the
cultural or linguistic needs of older migrants, making this alternative support harder
to establish and, as a result, it tends to be underused by older migrants (Chiarenza
et al., 2019; Hansen, 2013). Additionally, stigma and likely also taboo around lone-
liness are often stronger in collectivistic cultures (Barreto et al., 2024), discouraging
open discussions about expectations for the relationships. Understanding how dif-
ferences in cultural norms—both between generations and between home and host
societies—shape expectations and interactions is crucial. Migrants often navigate
conflicting expectations: older generations may hold traditional views on family
obligations and caregiving, while younger generations, influenced by the host soci-
ety’s values, may adopt more individualistic attitudes (Hansen, 2013). Similarly, the
norms and support structures in the country of origin may differ significantly from
those in the host country, creating mismatches in how care and social roles are per-
ceived. These discrepancies can lead to misunderstandings, unmet expectations, and
feelings of loneliness, particularly when older migrants expect family members to
provide care that they are unable or unwilling to give, or when state-provided care
does not align with their cultural and linguistic needs (Chiarenza et al., 2019).
Bridging these gaps across generations and societies requires a deeper understand-
ing and development of culturally sensitive services and tailored loneliness inter-
ventions for older migrants that help them and society to navigate these cultural
aspects better.

Furthermore, many older migrants live in ethnic enclaves, which can provide
strong community networks but also reinforce segregation from the native popula-
tion (Borjas, 2000; Klaesson & Oner, 2021). In Sweden, as well as countries like
France, discussions have arisen about the existence and impact of “parallel societ-
ies’ that have fewer ties to the general society and operate more independently
affecting many social outcomes and residents’ perspectives on belonging and social
order (Esaiasson & Sohlberg, 2024). The segregation processes are partly structured
by housing policies and the availability of affordable housing (Klaesson & Oner,
2021). Furthermore, if these neighborhoods lack accessible public spaces, commu-
nity centers, or transport options, opportunities for social participation may be lim-
ited and the resources for creating a cohesive community might be harder to mobilize
than in more advantaged areas. Urban planning that encourages interaction, such as
intergenerational meeting spaces and inclusive community centers while also pro-
viding these neighborhoods with sufficient resources to maintain social order and
good transportation links to networks and labor markets outside the neighborhoods
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can help foster connections between migrants and native-born populations, reduc-
ing loneliness and creating a sense of belonging to the host country as well.

Future research on loneliness among older migrants could benefit from an inter-
disciplinary approach, integrating sociological, psychological, and policy perspec-
tives to understand structural and social determinants. Comparative studies using
macro-level indicators, alongside meso- and micro-level factors, are needed to
examine how welfare regimes and integration policies shape loneliness among older
migrants across countries. More research is also needed on the taboo and stigma
surrounding loneliness in migrant communities and its impact on older migrants.
This applies not only to the conceptualization of these concepts of taboo and stigma,
but also to understanding the main causes among migrants and which measures
should be taken to ensure that talking about loneliness becomes easier. To reduce
migrant loneliness, efforts should focus on effective interventions at multiple levels,
from policy reforms ensuring equitable access to services to local initiatives foster-
ing intergenerational and intercultural connections. Finally, fostering more struc-
tured dialogue between researchers, policymakers, and civil society will help
translate findings into practical solutions. By taking these steps, research and policy
can contribute to a more inclusive society that recognizes not only the vulnerabili-
ties but also the social, economic, and cultural contributions of older migrants.

15.2.2 Populist Parties and Loneliness

Populist parties, right- and left-wing, have been on the rise in European countries.
While in 1990 they received around 10% of the vote in democracies, in 2016 they
obtained about 25% of the votes (Stoetzer et al., 2021). Recent trends show an
increasing electoral strength of these parties, with countries in Europe experiencing
populists surging to power and others where they have grown substantially in the
latest elections (Pew Research Center, 2022). Even when populist parties are not in
power, they have the capacity to attract individuals away from mainstream politics
and influence party dynamics and public policy in their countries, thus affecting the
lives of a considerable number of people (Gidron & Hall, 2017).

Increasing income inequality has been a major driver of support for populist par-
ties, particularly those on the right (Han, 2016), mainly through growing economic
insecurities, especially for those at the lower end of the economic ladder, and the
erosion of political trust (Stoetzer et al., 2021). Significant economic and cultural
changes in societies have also played a role in growing support for populist parties
by influencing social integration. Technological changes favoring skilled labour and
global outsourcing in Western countries (Colantone & Stanig, 2018) have particu-
larly affected people facing economic disadvantages, contributing to increasing
feelings of marginalization and displacement (Gidron & Hall, 2020). In Eastern
countries, persistent poverty and social exclusion decades after the fall of commu-
nist regimes have left large groups of population isolated from the mainstream soci-
ety and feeling as though they do not have access to the gains and benefits of a
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free-market economy and democracy. Moreover, changes in cultural frameworks
towards post-materialist and multicultural values in the Western world have
prompted reactions from individuals holding with more traditional beliefs, particu-
larly among older and less secure groups who feel threatened by the erosion of
familiar traditional values, leading them to feel increasingly disconnected from their
societies (Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Gidron & Hall, 2020).

Populist parties are not business as usual. They use an ingroup—outgroup ratio-
nale that emphasises the difference between them, a corrupt or incompetent elite,
and us, a moral but ignored population, using existing divisions in society, or further
accentuating them (Rooduijn et al., 2021). Right-wing parties tend to maintain that
the native population can be under threat from non-native ideas and groups (e.g.
refugees, ethnic minorities) and design their programs based on nationalism, author-
itarianism, and cultural conflicts, whereas left-wing parties focus on economic jus-
tice and inequalities, emphasizing the needs of those left behind (Mudde &
Kaltwasser, 2018). The populist narratives stress a sense of belonging to a certain
community, appealing thus to those who feel overlooked, isolated, and disconnected
from mainstream politics.

There is little knowledge about the potential link between loneliness and support
for populist parties. Previous research has shown that loneliness is associated with
political disengagement, as people who are lonely are less likely to participate in
political activities such as voting, contacting a politician or signing a petition
(Langenkamp, 2021a, 2021b). Petersen et al. (2023) recently showed that in some
countries there is a positive association between loneliness and populist radical right
support. While it is not clear yet if loneliness in itself can lead to support for popu-
lism, it is likely that social exclusion, involving isolation from mainstream society
and the consequent feelings of marginalization, which highly associate with loneli-
ness to drive support for populist parties. Individuals experiencing social marginal-
ization — due to weakened attachments to societal norms, lower social engagement,
or a diminished sense of social respect — tend to feel alienated from mainstream
politics and support radical parties (Gidron & Hall, 2020; Langenkamp &
Bienstman, 2022).

The increasing prominence of populist parties in the current political environ-
ment can drive higher levels of loneliness through various mechanisms at play.
Populism and political extremism often result in heightened social polarization,
which can alienate individuals from those with differing views. This polarization
can create an environment where people feel isolated from broader social networks,
potentially leading to intensified feelings of loneliness. Moreover, populist parties
often use new media technologies to create and reinforce echo chambers — groups
where individuals are exposed predominantly to like-minded views and where dis-
senting opinions are excluded (Rietdijk, 2021). While these groups may provide a
sense of belonging to their members, they also isolate people from diverse perspec-
tives and broader social interactions, which can lead to or enhance loneliness when
they encounter opposing views. Furthermore, stigmatization of individuals adhering
to populist parties by mainstream society (Gest et al., 2018) can lead to social with-
drawal and feelings of loneliness as people may become reluctant to engage with
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others who hold different beliefs. Finally, it is worth mentioning that maintaining
and fostering a persistent conflictual atmosphere and political polarization can have
a bearing on emotional well-being, including feelings of anxiety and ultimately
loneliness (Smith et al., 2023).

The current political landscape in Europe, marked by the rise of populist and
right-wing movements, adds even more complexity to loneliness among older peo-
ple, some of whom are particularly vulnerable. For example, increasing polarization
around migration and integration in European societies likely affects older migrants’
sense of belonging and identity, and shapes public perceptions of ageing migrant
populations among native populations, likely creating more issues in relationships
and contributing to loneliness due to the perception of these relationships.
Exclusionary policy and discourse narratives risk further limiting their opportuni-
ties for and experiences of social connection for older migrants in the coming years.

To unravel the role of populist parties in loneliness, more theoretical and empiri-
cal research is needed. Claiming there is a bidirectional relationship between popu-
list parties and loneliness would be oversimplifying. As loneliness is shaped by the
social—cultural and historical—political characteristics of various societies (Rapoliené
& Aartsen, 2022), political contexts should receive increasing attention as key
macro factors in explaining loneliness, while considering the synergic effects of
social polarization, erosion of trust and social integration.

15.2.3 AI and Loneliness

We stand on the brink of a society where artificial intelligence (AI) shapes our daily
lives and even political opinions (Auliya et al., 2024), yet its implications for loneli-
ness remain difficult to foresee. Movies or TV-series such as “Her” (2014), “Ex
Machina” (2015) and “Akte minniskor (Real humans)” (2014-2016) envision that
romantic relations can exist between real people and virtual entities or Al-powered
humanoid robots. In addition to cineasts, some scholars also claim that romantic
relations are possible with Al-powered entities (Song et al., 2022), but overall, the
empirical support for a beneficial effect on loneliness is at best weak, partly because
older adults do not feel comfortable with humanoid robots helping to reduce loneli-
ness (Berridge et al., 2023). Envisioning humanoid robot-human interactions as a
substitute for human-human interaction is a distant dream—or perhaps nightmare—
if it is even possible. However, Al is much more than only humanoid robots. For this
chapter, we refer to the Merriam-Webster dictionary where Al is defined as “the
capability of computer systems or algorithms to imitate intelligent human behavior”
(see Wang, 2019; Stone, 2020 for more thoughtful definitions). Generative chatbots
such as ChatGPT are computer programs that are designed to converse with human
beings, and as such imitate intelligent human behavior.

Generative chatbots use algorithms, machine learning techniques and Large
Language Models (LLMs) to generate responses to the questions that a user of the
chatbot asks. There are all kinds of chatbots, but the most relevant in relation to
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loneliness are chatbots that are developed to improve mental health and reduce lone-
liness by providing companionship. Examples of such chatbots are Replika (www.
replika.com) with currently more than 2,5 million active users worldwide (De
Freitas et al., 2024) and Woebot (woebothealth.com), the latter of which is espe-
cially developed to advise on mental health issues. Preliminary results derived from
various qualitative and mixed methods studies suggest some positive results in
improving mental health (Boucher et al., 2021) and reducing loneliness (Kim et al.,
2025; Maples et al., 2024). In a working paper, De Freitas and colleagues explain
how AI companionships can reduce loneliness (De Freitas et al., 2024). They argue
that AI does not only mimic conversation, but by keeping track of cues and informa-
tion that the user provides, Al can synthesize advice and refer back to earlier com-
ments which makes people feel heard. Feeling heard, they argue, involves empathy
and creates trust and sympathy, which is essential in alleviating loneliness. The first
studies on Al chatbots suggest that they might work well as companions and advi-
sors, at least among students (Maples et al., 2024), but it is too early to draw robust
conclusions.

Despite certain potentials to reduce loneliness, there are also caveats to the use
and further penetration of Al in our daily lives. Obviously, and as it stands now, the
type of support that Al-entities and chatbots provide is limited to one type of sup-
port, i.e., emotional support. If in-person contact is replaced by online contact
opportunities for providing practical support and help with tasks in and around the
house for example will be reduced, potentially leading to support deficiencies.
Although not yet supported with robust empirical evidence, there are concerns
about potential harm that can be caused by the over reliance on chatbots as com-
municated in the media and by organizations overseeing privacy laws, in particular
with respect to an increased risk of suicide in people using chatbots as therapeutic
agents (Abrams, 2025).

Less obvious but no less influential is how Al influences and even intentionally
steers opinions of individuals towards specific directions (Auliya et al., 2024). This
process can be reinforced by Al-driven social media platforms that drive people into
echo chambers where exposure to different and more nuanced perspectives is lim-
ited (Cinelli et al., 2021). Consequently, people easily become alienated or excluded
from wider society with negative consequences for feelings of loneliness. Loneliness,
in turn, may not only fuel the rise of populist parties but also propel the creation of
conspiracy theories (Bierwiaczonek et al., 2024). Since it is the already lonely per-
son who engages more frequently with AI chatbots (Pani et al., 2024) the potential
advantages and disadvantages are likely to be unequally distributed across
social groups.

In sum, research on how Al and algorithms steer the development or erosion of
social networks is essential to understand future developments in the etiology and
prevalence of loneliness. Al chatbots designed for companionship and mental health
support show promise in reducing loneliness, but there are significant caveats. We
need more robust research designs and longitudinal studies to understand the
nuanced causal relationship between Al and loneliness across different demograph-
ics and cultural groups. Particular attention is needed for vulnerable groups such as
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lonely people, and people at risk of suicide to ensure they receive the necessary
support and are not disproportionately affected by the negative aspects of
Al Additionally, stronger evidence is required to substantiate claims that steering
individuals into echo chambers exacerbates feelings of loneliness.

15.3 Existing loneliness Interventions

With growing popular, scholarly, and policy interest in loneliness and its individual
and societal costs, there has been an increasing focus on identifying effective inter-
ventions. A rising number of primary studies, systematic reviews, and even umbrella
reviews—which synthesize systematic reviews—have explored a wide range of
interventions. In a recent umbrella review, Hansen et al. (2024) synthesized findings
from 29 systematic reviews, focusing exclusively on results from randomized con-
trolled trials (RCTs)—the gold standard for evaluating intervention efficacy. The
review also addressed social isolation, defined as an objective lack of social contacts
or interactions, which has comparable health impacts to loneliness (Steptoe
et al., 2013).

The included systematic reviews assessed a wide range of interventions, and
most of the evidence was derived from older adults. The most promising and con-
sistent results have been shown for psychological interventions (e.g., cognitive-
behavioral therapy, psychoeducation, social skills training) (Hansen et al., 2024).
These approaches target maladaptive social cognitions, emotional responses, and
behavioral barriers that contribute to loneliness. The moderate to large positive
effects often exhibited may reflect that they address the cognitive-behavioral under-
lying roots of loneliness, such as cognitive biases, social withdrawal, low self-worth,
anxiety, and depressive mood.

By contrast, social interventions (e.g., structured social contact, group activities,
befriending programs) show weak and inconsistent effects on loneliness but benefits
for social isolation. While some well-powered meta-analyses report small positive
effects (e.g., Lasgaard, 2022), overall evidence remains inconsistent, suggesting a
limited and uncertain impact on loneliness. This uncertainty indicates that increas-
ing social contact alone may not alleviate loneliness without psychological change.
Factors like mistrust, negative self-beliefs, hypersensitivity to rejection, and social
anxiety often underpin loneliness, hindering meaningful relationships. The evi-
dence for the effects from other types of interventions was small and inconsistent.
For instance, the few systematic reviews centered on physical activities, learning
new hobbies, and health and social care services reported inconsistent or no evi-
dence of effect.

The rise of digital communication technologies, from social media to mobile
apps, has created new ways to address loneliness. Compared to traditional
approaches, digital interventions offer advantages such as reaching individuals fac-
ing stigma or logistical barriers, providing flexible access, and scaling cost-
effectively. Additionally, digital tools enable personalized, tailored interventions,
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which are key to improving effectiveness (Hansen et al., 2024; Morrish et al., 2023).
However, concerns remain about whether digital interactions can truly replace in-
person relationships. One should be mindful, also, that while older adults are
becoming more tech-savvy, many still struggle with digital platforms (Sha
et al., 2024).

As shown in the umbrella review and a recent systematic review of 40 RCTs on
digital interventions, effects are mixed (Hansen et al., 2024, 2025). Psychological
interventions, particularly those with group-based interaction, showed the strongest
effects, while social interventions had uncertain outcomes. Robotic pets reduced
loneliness, but conversational robots had little impact. Training in communication
technology for older adults showed modest effects. Activity-based interventions
were more effective in group settings, reinforcing the role of social engagement.
Overall, and as evidenced by others (Lasgaard, 2022), digital interventions appear
to have effects comparable to non-digital ones.

Moving forward, it is critical to improve intervention design and efficacy by
addressing and improving many of the limitations in the literature. First, the meth-
odological quality of interventions and evaluations varies greatly, with issues such
as small sample sizes, high attrition rates, lack of adequate control groups, and
inconsistent outcome measures. Specifically, there is a pressing need for more high-
quality, well-powered RCTs. Second, many trials lack clear theoretical bases, mak-
ing it difficult to identify key mechanisms and understand how interventions are
expected to have an impact. It remains unclear whether interventions target lonely
individuals, those at risk, or the general population, highlighting the need for greater
clarity in future design and evaluation. Third, long-term follow-up data is scarce,
limiting insights into sustained effects. Fourth, integrating elements from different
approaches to treat individuals holistically and individually is another avenue for
future research. Given the heterogeneous nature of loneliness, interventions should
shift from one-size-fits-all to targeting specific risk groups and triggers (Barbosa
Neves et al., 2023). Digital platforms could serve as a valuable facilitator for these
tailored interventions.

Moreover, while the field has primarily focused on micro-level interventions tar-
geting lonely or at-risk individuals, it is essential to consider broader meso- and
macro-level strategies to prevent or reduce loneliness (Barreto et al., 2024).
Community (meso) and societal (macro) level interventions to reduce loneliness
aim to address the broader social, environmental, and policy contexts that shape
individuals’ experiences of social connection. Community or local-level interven-
tions typically include initiatives that improve opportunities for social participation,
foster neighborhood engagement, and promote access to shared public spaces or
services. Structural or societal-level approaches involve broader policies and gover-
nance efforts, such as national strategies or action plans, funding for social care
systems, or public campaigns—most notably, the UK’s appointment of a Minister
for Loneliness in 2018 and the nationwide Campaign to End Loneliness.

Despite the growing recognition of loneliness as a public health concern and the
emergence of such initiatives, the research into their effectiveness remains limited
(Hansen et al., 2024; Crowe et al., 2024). Evidence from the UK shows that while
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some local interventions (e.g., targeted programs among specific groups) may yield
modest improvements, these effects do not translate into significant population-
level changes in loneliness or mental health outcomes. For example, a recent evalu-
ation of the UK’s Campaign to End Loneliness found no statistically significant
overall impact on loneliness or depressive symptoms among older adults, even in
areas with high levels of local implementation. However, the study did detect mod-
est benefits in certain subgroups, particularly among well-educated and higher-
income individuals, suggesting that while localized or targeted interventions may
offer benefits, these do not necessarily scale into significant population-wide change
(Lietal., 2024). Similarly, EU policy analysis shows growing attention to loneliness
in national strategies, yet most interventions remain micro- or meso-level in scope,
and their actual impact on reducing loneliness remains poorly understood (see
Chap. 13 of this book; Ghenta & Matei, 2025). This suggests that while well-
intentioned and sometimes impactful at the community level, these efforts have not
yet produced systemic shifts in loneliness prevalence, highlighting the need for
more robust, long-term, and integrative approaches.

Beyond structural interventions, other types of interventions should be explored
in future RCTs. For instance, “social prescribing” interventions, which have shown
promise in non-RCT trials (Reinhardt et al., 2021; Vidovic et al., 2021), could offer
valuable insights into tackling social isolation and loneliness. Additionally, the
effectiveness of giving support in addressing social disconnection is worth noting
(Hansen et al., 2024). Positive psychology interventions have long emphasized that
acts of generosity and prosocial behavior can be more impactful than receiving sup-
port, challenging the notion that individuals must always be passive recipients of
interventions to address loneliness. Volunteering and digital interventions, particu-
larly through group interactions and online forums, provide flexible opportunities
for reciprocal support, fostering meaningful connections and strengthening
social bonds.

Finally, to our knowledge, no RCT-based studies have examined Al-driven social
chatbots such as Replika. These chatbots use LLMs to generate personalized, open-
ended conversations, often indistinguishable from human speech. While currently
app-based, future iterations may incorporate voice and embodied features (e.g.,
humanoid or animal-like robots) for more lifelike interactions. Early data suggest
users form non-judgmental, supportive relationships with these agents (Skjuve
et al., 2021; Xie & Pentina, 2022). Risks such as addiction, emotional dependence,
and withdrawal from human interaction must, however, be considered and measures
should be included. Still, AI holds promise as a supplement to human contact, pro-
viding a safe space for self-expression and connection, particularly for individuals
experiencing social anxiety, shyness, or loneliness (Allen et al., 2024). Relatedly,
future research should explore how digital platforms can facilitate real-world, in-
person connections to combat loneliness. This could involve digital signposting
interventions, directing individuals to community services and social activities tai-
lored to their interests and needs, like social prescribing models. These online plat-
forms already exist in many countries to connect individuals with local events,
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activities, and social opportunities, helping them engage with their community and
combat loneliness.

15.4 A Look Under the Hood of Perlman and Peplau’s
Cognitive Approach to Loneliness

Now that the wide range of micro-, meso-, and macro level conditions are distin-
guished and integrative theories and perspectives on the etiology of loneliness are
discussed, the next step is to delineate how mechanisms linking the multilevel con-
ditions to loneliness can be quantified and empirically measured. A more detailed
look “under the hood” of the cognitive approach to loneliness might be helpful in
that respect. This approach is central in the book and in most contemporary research
on loneliness. It defines loneliness as “an unpleasant experience that occurs when a
person’s network of social relations is deficient in some important way, either quan-
titatively or qualitatively” (Perlman & Peplau, 1981, p. 31). Stated differently, when
the status quo of the achieved quality or quantity of social relations changes, loneli-
ness occurs unless the ideal quality of quantity of social relations is also changed to
restore the balance. At the same time, if the ideal quality or quantity of social rela-
tions changes, loneliness occurs unless the achieved social relations are also changed
to restore the balance. For example, losing a spouse leads to a reduction in the
achieved quality of social relations and, if the person does not adjust their percep-
tion of the ideal quality of social relations, they feel lonely. Similarly, if the society
in which people live changes the conditions for meeting other people, as happened
during the COVID-19 pandemic, people feel lonely if they do not adjust their ideas
about the ideal level of contacts (Fig. 15.1).

The impact of multilevel conditions and their interactions leading to loneliness is
not necessarily equal across the four components. For example, life transitions such
as retirement may affect the quantity of social relations, as people lose daily contact
with colleagues, while the quality of social relations remains unaffected. Conversely,
losing a close friend or partner may significantly impact the quality of social rela-
tions but not the quantity. Similarly, some macro-social conditions may influence
the quantity of social relations, while others affect their quality. Structural condi-
tions of a society, such as wealth, infrastructure, and income (see Chap. 12; Suanet
& Pavlidis, 2025), may be more crucial for maintaining or restoring the quantity of
social relations after a loss. However, restoring the quality of social relations, for
instance, after bereavement, may not be easily achieved through wealth and income
alone. Cultural conditions, including norms and values, can shape the ideal number
and quality of social relations. In individualistic societies, autonomy and choice in
social relations may therefore have greater implications for well-being than in col-
lectivistic societies, where traditional social bonds are more significant (Lykes &
Kemmelmeier, 2014; van Tilburg, 2025).
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Fig. 15.1 Schematic representation of the multi-level influences on the balance between achieved
and ideal quality and quality of social relations leading to different types of loneliness

For a better understanding of the differential impact of multilevel conditions on
the achieved and ideal quantity and quality of social relations, we believe that it is
important to distinguish between different types of loneliness. To that end, we sup-
plement the cognitive approach with the interactionist approach to loneliness
(Weiss, 1973) which emphasizes that loneliness is the outcome of the interplay
between individual and structural factors, i.e., micro and macro conditions and that
different factors lead to different types of loneliness. Emotional loneliness results
from the absence of a close intimate attachment such as a spouse, whereas social
loneliness occurs in the absence of meaningful friendships and a lack of sense of
community (Weiss, 1973; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; Dahlberg & McKee, 2014;
Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018). A third type of loneliness that is gaining prominence
is existential loneliness, which can be distinguished from social and emotional lone-
liness (van Tilburg, 2021). Existential loneliness can be described as a negative and
painful feeling, yet an inevitable part of life and a characteristic of human beings
(Alvarez et al., 2023).

Finally, for the empirical quantification of the impacts on different types of lone-
liness it is imperative to use measures that can distinguish between social and emo-
tional loneliness. Besides being criticized for eliciting socially desirable answers
(Lau & Gruen, 1992; Schoenmakers, 2020; Barreto et al., 2022), direct questions
using the word “lonely” such as in “Do you feel lonely” cannot do that. One loneli-
ness scale that can differentiate between social and emotional loneliness is the de
Jong Gierveld Loneliness Scale (De Jong Gierveld & Kamphuis, 1985; De Jong
Gierveld & van Tilburg, 2006), another is the Social and Emotional Loneliness
Scale for Adults (SELSA) (DiTommaso & Spinner, 1993).
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15.5 Conclusion

Our book set out to acknowledge and grasp loneliness as a socially embedded issue
influenced by larger societal factors, with the ambition to be a catalyst for a deeper
understanding of loneliness and for more innovative approaches to mitigate this
pervasive phenomenon. How did we transform our understanding of loneliness with
this state-of-the art volume?

Conceptually, loneliness provided us with unique lenses to assess the extent to
which the various socioeconomic and political contexts in European countries grant
citizens the meso- and macro-level conditions that foster social integration and
enable individuals to be and feel part of their communities and societies. In doing
so, the concept of loneliness became an epistemological tool that framed our inquiry
and allowed us to examine the role of macro social factors, challenge existing
assumptions about its psychological nature, and generate new knowledge.

Theoretically, we are currently on the path to enhanced integration of the various
perspectives that have been put forward in science so far. By integrating theories
across multiple levels, our book provides a comprehensive framework that enriches
our understanding and encourages further investigation into the social dimensions
of loneliness. Mapping micro, meso and macro level influences and highlighting
theoretical models showing the interplay between societal influences and personal
experiences of loneliness sheds light on the complexities of this multifaceted issue
and underscores the importance of a sociological approach in addressing loneliness.
In the end, much like suicide in the influential work of Durkheim, loneliness, even
though a profound individual experience, is a social fact, a collective phenomenon
that exists externally to individuals and cannot be reduced to psychology alone. Its
social nature is evident in the way it is shaped by social structures and cultural
norms around relationships and societal expectations of connection that exist
beyond individuals; the (coercive) power that exerts on individuals regardless of
their will, as people cannot decide not to experience loneliness in societies that
value connection; patterns of loneliness across populations that reflect social cir-
cumstances; and in its social origin as it is influenced by major social transforma-
tions like urbanization, technological change, and shifting family structures.

Methodologically, a key issue surrounding the measurement of different types of
loneliness has an important bearing on our current understanding of loneliness.
Another key issue revolves around the potential lack of measurement invariance
across groups, especially when direct questions are used, which compromises the
generalizability and comparisons between social groups. Our book provides ave-
nues for tackling these types of challenges that are still present in loneliness research.
From a policy perspective, our book highlighted how, despite an evolving policy
landscape with a clear direction towards comprehensive and multifaceted approaches
to address loneliness in later life, challenges remain in designing effective interven-
tions and in ensuring their implementation across diverse contexts. More work is
needed to understand how the meso- and macro-level translate into meso- and



360 M. Aartsen et al.

macro-level strategies that are essential to increasing the impact of loneliness
interventions.

Our book was written during (yet again) turbulent times marked by technological
change and the rise of Al, pressures generated by migration in various European
societies, uncertainty around the social consequences of climate change, fears
related to an ongoing war in Europe, and signs of weakening democracies in some
European countries, while the lessons of the pandemic have not yet had time to set
in. This specific context provides an even greater argument to continue to focus our
loneliness research on macro frameworks that impact people’s lives and the subjec-
tive experience of loneliness.
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