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ABSTRACT

Although loneliness can occur in any life stage, its is higher among older adults. The present
study aimed to explore the experience of loneliness in single older women in Tehran, Iran.

This qualitative study was conducted from 2020 to 2021. Sampling was performed
using the snowball method. The participants were 23 older women aged 60-70 years remained
permanently single unmarried, and had lived alone for at least one year, in Tehran, Iran. Data were
collected using in-depth semi-structured individual interviews and the collected data were analyzed using
the conventional content analysis.

[{E5TE The mean age of women was 62.1 years. After coding and analyzing the data, three main themes
were extracted as the participants' experiences of loneliness: Coping with loneliness (with two categories
of adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies), consequences of living alone (with two categories of
perceived benefits and perceived disadvantages) and mediators of coping with loneliness (with three
categories of social factors, physiological factors, and socio-economic factors) were recognized.
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Introduction

he gradual decline in birth rates and the

expansion of primary health care have led

to a relative increase in human life expec-

tancy and an increase in the population of

people over 60 years of age [1]. Being sin-
gle increases loneliness. Loneliness can occur in any age
group, but it is more common in older adults [9]. Loneli-
ness is a feeling of lack of social contact or an undesir-
able social relationship [10]. Several factors, including
socioeconomic status, being female, older age, and not
having children, are significantly associated with feelings
of loneliness [15]. Studies show that one of the major so-
cial issues is the growing number of single women [18].
To our knowledge, the is lack of studies in Iran on the
experiences of loneliness in older women remained per-
manently single, as one of the most vulnerable groups.
In this regard, this qualitative study aimed to explore the
experience of loneliness in single older women living in
Tehran, Iran.

Furthermore, the researchers have noted a significant
gap in studies exploring the experiences of elderly wom-
en living alone and the consequences they encounter.
Therefore, this study aims to investigate the experience of
loneliness from the perspective of elderly single women
in Tehran City, Iran.

Methods

This qualitative study was conducted in Tehran, Iran,
during 2020-2021. The participants were 23 older wom-
en aged 60—70 years, who had never been married and
had lived alone for at least one year. Sampling was car-
ried out using the snowball method. The women were
recruited from the acquaintances, colleagues (at Iran
University of Medical Sciences), and neighbors of the
researchers, who met the inclusion criteria. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured individual
interviews and the collected were analyzed using the
conventional content analysis method. The duration
of each interview was between 15 to 25 minutes. Data
analysis began immediately after each interview, and
sampling continued until data saturation was achieved.

Results
After analyzing and coding the data, three main themes

emerged. The first main theme was “coping with loneli-
ness”, which had two categories: Using adaptive coping
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strategies (e.g. seeking support from family members
and friends, using social media, shopping, exercise,
praying) and using maladaptive coping strategies (e.g.
becoming accustomed to loneliness, social isolation,
self-blame, and negative thoughts). The second main
theme was “the consequences of living alone”, which
included two categories: Perceived benefits (e.g. a sense
of independence, lack of marital challenges, and peace
of mind) and perceived disadvantages of loneliness (dif-
ficulties in renting houses as a single woman, feelings of
being a burden to family, insomnia and reliance on sleep
pills, fear particularly at night; emotional and psycho-
logical distress, headaches, and lack of partner support).
The third main theme was “the mediators of coping with
loneliness”, which had three categories: Social factors,
physiological factors, and socioeconomic factors. Social
factors included societal attitudes towards unmarried
women, continued employment, and concerns about the
security of residential buildings. The physiological fac-
tors included age and chronic diseases. The socio-eco-
nomic factors included income level, occupation, and
type of home ownership.

Conclusion

Understanding the lived experience of loneliness in old-
er women In Iran remained single can significantly help
with identifying their needs and developing appropriate
plans to address their concerns and challenges. Interven-
tions should focus on educating them about effective
ways to spend their leisure time and using adaptive cop-
ing strategies for dealing with loneliness. Emphasizing
active aging from an early stage is essential to prevent
chronic illnesses in these women. Additionally, greater
attention should be given to the economic status of these
older women, including the adjustment of their pensions
and wages based on the annual inflation rates. Efforts to
reduce social stigma and negative attitudes toward older
women who remained unmarried for any reason are also
crucial.

Ethical Considerations
Compliance with ethical guidelines

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of
Iran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran (Code:
IR.IUMS.REC.1399.423). Written informed consent was
obtained from all participants, covering the study’s objec-
tives, methodology, permission to record and transcribe
interviews, and the right to withdraw at any time. Confi-
dentiality was maintained by replacing names with codes
and making results available to participants upon request.
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Table 1. Demographic information of study participants (n=23)

Variables MeanzSD/No. (%)
Age(y) 62.1+1.45
llliterate 1(4.3)
Highschool 4(17.4)
Education level
Diploma 1(4.3)
University degree 17(73.9)
Employed 5(21.7)
Employment status Retired 15(65.2)
Housewives 3(13)
Employed 9(39.1)
Worker 1(4.3)
Occupation
Self-employed 2(8.7)
Other 11(47.8)
Yes 15(65.2)
Receiving a retirement pension
No 8(34.8)
Yes 5(21.7)
History of a specific disease
No 18(78.3)
Rental house 3(13)
Homeownership status
Owned house 20(87)
High 5(21.7)
Moderate 13(56.5)
Satisfaction with income
Low 3(13)
Not at all 2(8.7)
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