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Abstract

Loneliness as a social problem among the elderly is on the rise worldwide. Al-
though, numerous researches have been carried out in this line, it still requires
more comprehensive understanding. The main objective of this research is to
study the loneliness among the elderly in Shiraz through the use of the ground-
ed theory. The data was collected by means of an in-depth and semi-structured
interview. The participants were 14 people who were chosen purposefully. The
data was coded in a frame of open, axial, and selective coding, resulting in 9
categories. The shortfall of social support and the decline in social capital are
the causal conditions of loneliness, lack of skill is the intervening condition,
and the rapid social change and social pathologies are the context conditions of
loneliness. Furthermore, using cyberspace, managing leisure time, and practic-
ing positive thinking are strategies of the elderly in confronting the loneliness,
and finally, the distress is the consequence of the loneliness for the elderly. Nine
categories resulted in extracting the core category of “loneliness as a painful ex-
perience”. To sum up, loneliness is a painful experience for the elderly and the
society, and it needs to be alleviated and decreased by the policy makers using
the comprehensive understanding.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

A profound revolution is taking place across the world and it is the unprece-
dented growth of the population aged 65 and above, known as aging. There
are currently 800 million elderly people worldwide, and the number is expect-
ed to reach 1.5 billion by 2050. This demographic change is rapidly happening
in Iran as well, where the elderly population is expected to increase 17.6% in
2028 and surprisingly 35% by 2100. Aging is a social issue that involves com-
plex biological, psychological, and social changes. Although the aged people
are involved in numerous problems, one of them is loneliness. Loneliness, in
brief, is a psychological and social state of lacking meaningful relationships.
In other word, loneliness is a subjective and unpleasant feeling that appears
when the social network is not functioning properly. It is not just a personal
or biological matter, but amazingly, it is a social problem that becomes more
acute in old age. Loneliness, as an unpleasant experience, damages both the
mind and the body of the elderly. Based on the evidence, loneliness is rapidly
on the rise among the aged people. It is estimated that more than half of people
over 65 worldwide are at risk of loneliness, and its rate is different in countries
across the world. It is also an acute social problem in Iran. According to the
evidence, loneliness affects between 45% to 62% of the elderly in Iran. This
issue is particularly distressing for Iranian seniors, who once played an active
role in social life. In Shiraz, a major city, the elderly population has been
growing rapidly. According to the latest national population and housing cen-
sus (2016), over one hundred thousand elderly people live in this city, making
up 7% of the city’s population. They are confronted with similar challenges,
such as loneliness. Despite numerous studies on this topic, a clear perspective
has not yet been presented on loneliness. Because loneliness is becoming a
serious social problem, it is highly needed to be more comprehensively un-
derstood. The purpose of this study is to analyze the experience of loneliness
among the elderly using an interpretivist approach, looking at it from their
own perspectives. Therefore, the main research questions are as follows. 1)
What are the causal conditions of loneliness? 2) What are the intervening con-
ditions of loneliness? 3) What are the context conditions of the loneliness? 4)
What action strategies do the elderly employ in dealing with loneliness? 5)
What are the consequences of loneliness for the elderly?

2. Method

This research employed a qualitative methodology, utilizing the grounded
theory method outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1998). The participants were
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14 elderly residents of Shiraz who were selected through purposive sampling.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted using open-ended questions to
elicit in-depth information about the participants’ experiences. Interviews
were performed in various locations chosen by the participants, including their
homes, parks, cafés, and elderly care centers, depending on their comfort and
willingness. The interviews usually were long and sometimes lasted up to two
and a half hours. Data collection continued until the theoretical saturation was
achieved. All interviews were audio-recorded with the permission of the par-
ticipants and then were transcribed on paper. The collected data were catego-
rized in terms of open, axial, and selective coding. To ensure the validity and
reliability of the findings, several criteria were employed. Initially, efforts were
made to involve a wide range of informed elderly participants, and the research
was conducted over an adequate and appropriate period. This allowed the re-
searchers to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the research topic.
Then, during the coding process, the consistency technique was used, where
the coding was done separately by two researchers, and the findings were com-
pared in group sessions. Finally, the results of the study were shared with one
of the researchers who had not participated in the coding process, as well as
with three participants from the study, and they were asked to provide addition-
al feedback or critical comments. Throughout the study, ethical considerations
were a priority for the researchers, especially the anonymity of the participants.

3. Findings

After coding the data during the three stages of open, axial and selective, nine
categories were extracted, which are as follows. 1. Lack of social support
(extracted from the concepts of helplessness, being neglected, and stigma-
tized). 2. Erosion of social capital (stemmed from weakness of participation,
decline of interaction, and lack of membership). 3. Skill shortage (resulted
from lack of psychological skills, loss of social skills, and absence of body
skills). 4. Rapid social change ( coming from unpredicted alterations, role
expectations, risky world). 5. Social pathologies (drawn from social deviance,
and violent crimes). 6. Cyberspace (adopted from social media, and the Inter-
net). 7. Leisure time management (caused by passive pastime with the media,
active pastime, and pet). 8. Positive thinking (extracted from satisfaction, and
acceptance). 9. Life disorder (resulted from psychological problems, social
difficulties, and physical disability).

4. Conclusion

This study, using an interpretive approach, made an effort to explore the phe-
nomenon of loneliness among the elderly. It was discovered that the causal
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conditions of loneliness, conditions that result in appearance of a phenome-
non, are lack of social support, and erosion of social capital. The intervening
conditions of the loneliness, specific set of characteristics in which the phe-
nomenon is embedded, are the skill shortage, and the rapid social change.
The context conditions, broad and general conditions that influence action
strategies, are social pathologies, and violent crimes. Action strategies of the
elderly in confronting with the loneliness are cyberspace, leisure time man-
agement, and positive thinking. Finally, the consequence of the loneliness is
life disorder. The findings resulted in “loneliness, a painful experience” as the
theory or central category of the research. It goes without saying that, loneli-
ness is not viewed as a positive or desirable characteristic in any culture. As
soon as loneliness appears, it is a painful experience for both the elderly and
the society that they live in.

Keywords: Loneliness, The Elderly, Painful Experience, Grounded Theory,
Shiraz
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