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ABSTRACT
Using a qualitative approach, this article examines how the experiences of emotional
loneliness are embedded in the everyday lives and relationships of older adults. Ten
in-depth interviews were conducted in  with older people who reported feeling
lonely, often or all the time, during a cohort study in southern Finland. The research
reveals the multifaceted nature of loneliness and its causes. Behind emotional lone-
liness, we identified lost and unfulfilled relationships, involving the loss or lack of a
partner, the absence of a meaningful friendship, complex parenthood and troubling
childhood experiences. Most of the interviewees have faced loneliness that only
began in old age, but for some, loneliness has been present for nearly a lifetime.

KEY WORDS – loneliness, emotional loneliness, ageing, relationships, qualitative,
interview, lifecourse.

Introduction

During the course of our lives we form, maintain and rebuild relationships
with family, friends, neighbours and acquaintances, with some relationships
ending up more meaningful than others. Meaningful relationships are
regarded as the basis of a good and dignified life, and the lack of them as
a risk for loneliness (Gunnarsson ; Savikko ; Victor, Scambler
and Bond ).
Loneliness is often associated with old age; not in the sense of ageing, per

se, but with the increase of disability and the decrease of social integration
that may follow (Jylhä ; Savikko et al. ; Victor, Scambler and
Bond ; Wenger et al. ). Loneliness is known to manifest with de-
pression (Cacioppo, Hawkley and Thisted ; Jylhä and Saarenheimo
), increased mortality (Luo et al. ; Victor and Bowling ),
the use of hospital emergency departments (Geller et al. ; Molloy
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et al. ) and the likelihood of nursing home admission (Russell et al.
).
Even though loneliness of older adults has become a broadly discussed

societal topic in Finland (Uotila, Lumme-Sandt and Saarenheimo ),
as well as in other European countries (Victor, Scambler and Bond
), the majority of studies show that the proportion of people experien-
cing severe loneliness has remained about the same or even decreased
during the past decades (Victor and Bowling ; Victor et al. ).
Studies have reported that up to one-third of older people experience
some degree of loneliness in later life (Savikko et al. ; Steed et al.
; Victor et al. ; Wenger and Burholt ). Loneliness is a
severe problem for – per cent (Victor and Bowling ).
Results from cross-sectional studies have suggested that loneliness is most

common among the very old (Fees, Martin and Poon ; Holmén et al.
; Routasalo et al. ). However, according to Yang and Victor
(), loneliness demonstrates a non-linear U-shaped distribution, with
those aged under  years and those aged over  years demonstrating
the highest levels of loneliness (see also Andersson ).
Despite substantial research concerning the topic, loneliness lacks a clear

consensual definition. The concepts of feeling lonely, being alone and living
alone are often used interchangeably (Graneheim and Lundman ;
Victor, Scambler and Bond ). Rokach (: ) defines loneliness
as a universal phenomenon, common to all of us, ‘but the nature of loneli-
ness as a subjective experience is varied across different people, under many
conditions, with a multitude of causes and enumerable results and
consequences’.
Loneliness is widely understood as a multidimensional and subjective

phenomenon (Cacioppo and Patrick ; Jong Gierveld ;
Marangoni and Ickes ; Victor, Scambler and Bond ). Different
pathways to loneliness have been identified; it may be a continuation of a
long-established attribute, or it can also decrease during the course of
one’s life. Loneliness can be a new experience, caused by ‘triggers’ occur-
ring in later life, e.g. losing a partner (Aartsen and Jylhä ; Victor et al.
). Longitudinal studies have identified groups of older people for
whom loneliness decreases, as well as those for whom loneliness increases
and for whom loneliness has been an enduring experience (Victor and
Bowling ; Victor, Scambler and Bond ).
According to Jylhä and Saarenheimo, loneliness is best understood as a

relational concept:

First, the individual experience of loneliness requires, at minimum, an awareness of
what it means to have meaningful relationships or contact with others, or to be a part
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of a community. Secondly, most theoretical models of loneliness rely on compari-
sons, where a current state of being is set against a person’s past or anticipated
future situation or the situation of others. (: )

Likewise Dahlberg () has highlighted that loneliness experienced
‘now’ includes also earlier experiences as well as those that are expected
in the future.
Even though the subjective nature of the phenomenon is recognised,

research concerning loneliness in old age has been focused on its preva-
lence and predictive factors, and there has been only a small number of
qualitative studies on the topic (Dahlberg ; Graneheim and
Lundman ; Heravi-Karimooi et al. ; Kirkevold et al. ;
McInnis and White ; Stanley et al. ; Uotila ; Victor,
Scambler and Bond ). These studies have highlighted the different
but interrelated dimensions and the temporal and changing nature of lone-
liness (Stanley et al. ) plus its negative influence on the everyday lives of
older people (Heravi-Karimooi et al. ). McInnis and White ()
interpreted loneliness as a fracture of important relationships; a state of
anxiety, fear and sadness, and a state of silent suffering.
Victor, Scambler and Bond () describe a link between loneliness and

very close loss, which they separated into two categories dependent on
whether the loss directly or indirectly has an effect on the person’s level of
social interaction. Loss of a partner, confidante, child or best friend were
described as losses, with direct reduction of social interaction. Loss of
health, mobility, financial independence, transport and paid employment,
and change in the nature of the external environment or neighbourhood,
were described as losses indirectly affecting ones propensity to loneliness.
Uotila () found that older people explained their loneliness as a

result of diminishing social relationships and weakening physical ability.
Also, negative attitudes towards older people as well as changes in identity
and behaviour with age were interpreted as the causes of loneliness.
Dahlberg () makes a distinction between loneliness felt because of
being on one’s own and loneliness felt alongside others. For the latter
type, Dahlberg () describes it as loneliness being felt when living
with a partner, and loneliness felt by persons needing care. She describes
the feelings of loneliness not only as strange, wrong, ugly or even shameful,
but also restful and peaceful.
Granheim and Lundman () point out that loneliness among the very

old can be either devastating or enriching, depending on their life circum-
stances and outlook on life and death. Similar findings have been made by
Kirkevold et al. (), who emphasise the importance of identifying older
people who struggle with accumulating losses, and developing more indivi-
dualised interventions to alleviate loneliness.
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Loneliness studies have frequently referred to Robert Weiss’ () con-
ceptualisation of social and emotional dimensions of loneliness: emotional
isolation refers to the absence of a significant other or someone to turn to,
and social isolation relates to loneliness caused by a lack of a sense of belong-
ing or dissatisfaction towards one’s social network. According to Weiss, the
absence of a close emotional attachment can be remedied only by the inte-
gration of another emotional attachment or the reintegration of the one
that had been lost; and the absence of an engaging social network can be
remedied only by access to such a network.
Despite the influence of Weiss’ () conceptualisation, relatively little

research concerning older people has examined emotional and social lone-
liness separately (Dahlberg and McKee ). According to Baarsen et al.
(), the distinction between emotional and social loneliness may be par-
ticularly relevant for studies among older people, because ageing relatives
and friends die so the probability of having or finding an intimate attach-
ment figure decreases with age.
Dahlberg and McKee () point out the importance of examining

social and emotional loneliness separately in order to prevent or reduce
loneliness; understanding the different natures of loneliness is needed
before effective intervention policies and strategies can be developed. Liu
and Rook () argue that understanding the relationship experiences
that underlie the two kinds of loneliness will benefit from attention to nega-
tive as well as positive social exchange.
Quantitative studies that have distinguished emotional and social loneliness

have found thatbeing female, theabsenceof apartner, beingwidowed, beinga
care-giver, having limited contact with children and relatives, low self-esteem
and low incomearemorehighly correlated to emotional than social loneliness
(Drennan et al. ; Dykstra and Fokkema ; Dykstra and Jong Gierveld
). However, little is known about the lived experiences behind the two –
emotional or social – forms of loneliness (Dahlberg and McKee ).

Aim and methods

Stereotypically, an older person experiencing loneliness is seen as someone
living alone, hoping for someone – anyone – to come by (see Victor,
Scambler and Bond ). In this article, we focus on emotional loneliness
in order to grasp the experiences of loneliness associated with the absence
of a specific attachment figure rather than lack of social integration, which
has been more often associated with social loneliness (e.g. Baarsen et al.
). This adds to the understanding of how emotional loneliness devel-
ops within older people.

Relationships and emotional loneliness in old age
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Using a qualitative approach, we examine emotional loneliness as a lived
experience that exists in the form of multiple realities constructed and
reconstructed by older people within the context of their different lives
and life histories (Victor, Scambler and Bond ). Our purpose is not
to establish factually accurate historical record of the lives of our intervie-
wees, but rather to grasp the lived experiences behind loneliness and
what they have meant to the people experiencing them. We ask how emo-
tional loneliness occurs and how the experiences of emotional loneliness
are embedded in the past or present everyday lives and relationships of
older adults.
Our article has its origins in the quantitative study, ‘Good Ageing in Lahti

Region’ (GOAL), carried out in Päijät-Häme, a hospital district of  muni-
cipalities located in southern Finland. In the GOAL study, three birth
cohorts (–, – and –) had been followed in
, ,  and . The baseline assessment of the cohort study
included two extensive questionnaires and clinical measures. On the topic
of loneliness, the respondents were asked a single question, ‘Do you feel
lonely?’, with five alternative answers: ‘never’, ‘seldom’, ‘occasionally’,
‘often’ and ‘all the time’. In , only a handful (%) of the two oldest
cohorts reported being lonely often or all the time (N = ). Among
the respondents who reported being lonely, those who had given their
address information (N = ) were contacted by mail and invited to an inter-
view to discuss the topic of loneliness further. Ten of them responded.
Table  reports the basic information of the interviewees. Four of them

are women and six were men. At the time of the interviews they were –
 years old, with different backgrounds: widowed, divorced, unmarried
or living with a partner; and they lived in different types of neighbourhoods:
countryside, centre of the city or suburbia (Table ). The names of the
interviewees have been changed, and other information that could lead
to their identification has been removed. The research has received
ethical clearance from the ethics committee of the hospital district of
Päijät-Häme.
In this article, we analyse the qualitative data gathered between the last

two follow-ups of GOAL. The data consist of ten in-depth interviews con-
ducted in . All of the interviewees reported feeling lonely often or all
the time in the questionnaire that they answered in . Two of them
(Aatos and Helmi) answered feeling loneliness ‘all the time’. The rest
responded feeling ‘often’ lonely (Table ). Eight of the interviews occurred
at the older people’s homes; however, two men were interviewed at an office
space, upon their request. The interviews lasted from one to three hours,
and they were all recorded. The recorded material was transcribed fully
into approximately  written pages.

 Elisa Tiilikainen and Marjaana Seppänen
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The analysis process was based on Derek Layder’s () model of adap-
tive theory, which can be described as a process between theory testing and
theory building. Within adaptive theory, the analysis can be made as data-
driven, but the codes and themes are not generated ex nihilo, but with
more or less systematic prior theoretical ideas (Layder ).
At the first stage of the analysis, we read through the data several times

and pre-coded it in order to investigate the possibilities and potentialities
of the data. After this, we began giving names, core codes, such as widowhood,
unfulfilled expectations, loss of hearing and grand childlessness, to the main points
revealing reasons and experiences behind loneliness. With Weiss’ ()
conceptualisation in mind, we started reading the core coded data again
and labelling the codes with either emotional loneliness or social loneliness.
At this point, the analysis brought up five factors behind emotional loneli-
ness (loss of spouse, lack of companion, longing for a good friend,
complex parenthood and troubling childhood experiences) and five
factors behind social loneliness (loss of mobility, increased disabilities, indi-
vidualisation, re-location and decrease of social network). After this, the
factors were analysed within three themes: life events, impacts on everyday
life and emotional experiences in order to gain understanding of loneliness
as a lived experience. In this article, we focus on emotional loneliness, which
we describe as lost and unfulfilled relationships.
Table  summarises the four themes identified behind emotional loneli-

ness: (a) the loss or lack of a partner; (b) the absence of meaningful friend-
ship; (c) complex parenthood; and (d) troubling childhood experiences.
The life events, everyday life impacts and the emotional experiences
behind these lost and unfulfilled relationships are also described in order
to add to the understanding of how the experience of loneliness is

T A B L E  . Basic information about the interviewees

Name and age
(years) Other basic information

Aatos,  Male, divorced, lives alone in a rural settlement, one child; lonely all the
time

Anja,  Female, widowed, lives alone in the countryside, one child; often lonely
Anneli,  Female, never married, lives alone in suburbia, no children; often lonely
Eini,  Female, widowed, lives alone in suburbia, two children; often lonely
Helmi,  Female, divorced, lives alone in suburbia, one child; lonely all the time
Heikki,  Male, widowed, lives alone in the countryside, no children; often lonely
Lauri,  Male, divorced, lives alone in a city centre, no children; often lonely
Olavi,  Male, married, lives alone in suburbia, two children; often lonely
Pauli,  Male, divorced, currently in a relationship, lives with his partner in sub-

urbia, three children; often lonely
Vilho,  Male, widowed, lives alone in a rural settlement, two children; often lonely

Relationships and emotional loneliness in old age
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T A B L E  . Lost and unfulfilled relationships behind emotional loneliness in old age

Loss or lack of a partner Absence of meaningful friendship Complex parenthood
Troubling childhood
experiences

Life events . Widowhood
. Divorce
. Singlehood

. Loss of a friend

. Changes in friendship due to chan-
ging circumstances (e.g. moving to a
different neighbourhood or friend
finding a partner)

. Lifelong difficulties in finding
meaningful friendship

. Loss of one’s child

. Trouble with own children

. No children or grandchildren

. Loss of one’s mother

. Mother’s depression

. Wartime experiences

Impacts on
everyday life

. Loss of sharing and doing
activities together

. No one to take care of

. No one to share affection
with

. No one to share joys and
sorrows with

. Painful memories

. Unfulfilled expectations

. No one to share joys and sorrows
with

. No one to spend time with

. Unfulfilled expectations

. Lack of emotional support
. Struggling with identity
. Painful memories

Emotional
experiences

. Grief

. Feeling of uselessness

. Longing for affection

. Disappointment

. Lack of ‘same wavelength’
. Feeling of uselessness
. Disappointment
. Lack of continuity in chain of

generations

. Grief

. Rootlessness

. Fear of being alone

. Insecurity
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constructed within the context of people’s lived experiences (see also Victor,
Scambler and Bond ). In the results section we provide a deeper
insight into the different experiences behind loneliness as described by
the interviewees. For many the cause of loneliness was ambiguous; it was
an outcome of different factors intertwined together.

Results

Loss or lack of a partner

Several research findings have emphasised the link between widowhood
and loneliness (Berg et al. ; Jylhä ; Kivett ; Routasalo et al.
; Samuelsson, Andersson and Hagberg ; Tijhuis et al. ;
Victor et al. ). Anja lost her husband a few years before the interview.
Now she lives alone in the countryside in a big house built by her
husband. Memories of the couple’s life together are present every day.

During the  years together, you get used to the person next to you. You know his
ways so well. And he was a kind man. Never lost his temper or went on about little
things. Such a special character. Now I see it. I took it for granted, and now I miss
him so much. Just two old people living happily together. That I really miss. (Anja)

Anja talks about their everyday life. She misses the way they did everything
together in their own particular way (see also Lopata ). After her
husband passed away, Anja sometimes found she was talking to herself. In
her mind, she was sitting at the table, eating breakfast across from her
husband, just like old times. Nights went by with her crying and screaming.
Anja felt sad, angry and guilty.
Anja’s husband passed away suddenly, and she felt unprepared for the

loss. Years before, Anja had prayed that she would not have to be the one
left alone; she was not the stronger one, she thought. Although she had
become used to living alone, she misses her husband’s presence every
day. Anja says that seeing friends makes loneliness go away, but only for a
while: at the end of the day, there is an empty house waiting, with all of
the memories in it. Anja says that loneliness was a stranger in her past
life, but now it is present every day.
Heikki also lost his partner a few years before the interview. Heikki’s wife

suffered from Alzheimer’s disease and was in a nursing home for nearly ten
years. Before that, Heikki had taken care of her at home. The years as a care-
giver were difficult and wearing on him, and it was a great relief when a
place was obtained for her at the nursing home. But even then, Heikki
did not give up his role as a care-giver; he visited her every day.
Heikki had always hoped that he could take care of his wife until the end,

and he felt that he succeeded in the task, which he describes as the most

Relationships and emotional loneliness in old age
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important one in his life. Similar to Anja, Heikki also lives in the countryside
in the same house where he lived with his wife. The adaptation to the loss
had begun years before, when they had found out about his wife’s
disease. After she passed away, life became meaningless, and Heikki
started to wonder whether there was still a place for him in the world. For
years he had someone to take care of and suddenly it was all gone.

After she died and everything was taken care of, I felt so useless. I told everyone I was
ready to go. (Heikki)

For both Heikki and Anja, widowhood has meant not only emotional lone-
liness but also social isolation, being alone in a house they used to share with
a loved one. Their loneliness is based on longing for something lost; for the
life they used to have. For Eini, loneliness reminds her of what life could
have been:

Maybe if he had lived another  or  years, I would be different now. We had just
started a new life together. The boys were away but visited a lot. Every Christmas we
spent here together. Life had meaning. Now there’s nothing. (Eini)

Eini lost her husband  years ago, just a few years after they had both
retired. Life felt good; they both seemed healthy and were renovating
their summer cottage together. Eini’s husband passed away soon after a
cancer diagnosis. Since his death, Eini has stayed at the apartment where
they moved together  years ago. The building has no elevator, and she
lives on the second floor. Over the past years, Eini’s declining health has
restricted her mobility, and at the same time, several of her friends have
passed away. She has help from her two sons, but the quality of her everyday
life at home has decreased. Eini is struggling to get by on her own, and the
cause of loneliness seems clear for her. ‘Your life companion should be
there for you longer’, Eini says. For an older adult living alone maintaining,
let alone building new relationships, can be extremely challenging due to
the decrease of physical function (Drageset ; Victor et al. ).
Divorced and widowed men, more than women, are known to adapt more

easily to the loss of a partner and to benefit from a new relationship. Finding
a new companion is especially in the interest of men who miss the care and
attention of a spouse, which might have been taken for granted before
(Jong Gierveld ). This can be understood also from Lauri’s experience
with loneliness.
Lauri lives alone in a block of apartments in the city centre. He is single,

having been divorced in the s. Since then, he has had several relation-
ships, but for the past few years, he has been without a partner. Lauri says
that he just has not found the right person. Loneliness comes to mind espe-
cially in the evenings.

 Elisa Tiilikainen and Marjaana Seppänen
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Lauri: Days go by okay, but in the evenings, I miss company.
Elisa: Whose company do you miss the most? A lady friend?
Lauri: Well, of course, a lady friend. They’re harder to find. (laughs)

A bit amused, he continues to relate that he feels lonely not only in the
evening, but also when chores have to be done and bills have to be paid.
Lauri says that he was not lonely when he was younger, even though
nothing much has really changed since then. Lady friends have come and
gone, but ‘Now when you’re older, you have the time to think about it,
and you realise that you’re lonely’, he admits. If the right person comes
along, Lauri might even get married again someday.
Drennan et al. () have found that among those who have never been

married or are divorced, the experience of emotional loneliness or lack of
‘romantic’ companionship is common. Among the widowed interviewees,
only Eini brought up the topic of a new partner but from a different
point of view than that of Lauri, who is seeking a new spouse.

I haven’t been interested in other men. After my brother died, his wife went on
about her adventures with other men and kept asking me why I don’t find
someone too. I always said I’m not interested in men anymore. I’m interested in
good friends among other women. (Eini)

The idea of finding a new partner is strange for Eini, who has been alone for
 years, although she has had friends who have re-partnered in old age
after bereavement. Even though it has become increasingly common for
older people to build new relationships after a divorce or the loss of a
partner, for Eini, a new intimate relationship, even living-apart-together
(LAT) (Duncan and Philips ; Jong Gierveld ; Karlsson and
Borell ), is not an option. According to the GOAL study results, in
Eini’s age cohort, born –, less than  per cent of those who are
divorced, unmarried or widowed are currently in a new relationship but
living apart. In younger age cohorts, born –, up to one-quarter
(–%) are in a LAT relationship (Karisto, Koskimäki and Seppänen
).

Absence of meaningful friendship

Friendships are known to have an emotional and social function (Samter
; Virtanen ), which was apparent also in our data. Yet, in this
section, we focus on the aspect of emotional support given, or in the case
of loneliness longed for, from a friendship.
After Eini’s husband passed away, friends took on an important role in

her everyday life. She enjoyed inviting friends over, but after undergoing
surgery a year before the interview, she had to lie down a lot and could
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not even pour a cup of coffee for a friend. Eventually, she felt better, but no
one visited. Eini believes that her poor health frightens people. Now that
leaving home is difficult, friends would be most needed. Eini also misses
the friends she has lost. They were women living in the neighbourhood,
with whom Eini could sit on the bench outside and just talk for hours.
Now she feels that she is the only one left.
Older adults are known to value relationships with friends their own age,

and meaningful social contacts are an important part of wellbeing (Holmén
and Furukawa ; Victor, Scambler and Bond ). In addition to well-
being, loneliness is most often associated not with the number of contacts
with friends and family, but with the quality of these relationships; that is,
the expectations from and satisfaction with the contacts (Litwin and
Shiovitz-Ezra ; Routasalo et al. ). Hence, the longing for a friend
is not always explained by losses and therefore by the decrease of network
size, which, for many, is inevitable in old age. One might have friends and
acquaintances, but the relationships are not always the kind that one
hopes for. Lauri, introduced earlier, describes another unfulfilled relation-
ship. He has an old friend whom he has known for years. They used to go
fishing and dancing together, but after his friend got married and moved
farther away to the countryside, the relationship changed.

It bothers me a little bit that even though we have known [each other] for many
years, he never invites me to his place. He has a car and everything, so he could
give me a lift. Warm up the sauna and spend the evening just talking. But he’s not
that kind of a friend. He comes by my place, but I can’t go there. (Lauri)

For Lauri, the friendship he describes is important, but it does not live up to
his expectations. Lauri feels that the relationship exists on his friend’s terms
and lacks reciprocity, which he considers an important part of friendship.
The fact that his friend has not invited him over after settling down with
his new partner makes Lauri feel unwanted and no more a part of his
friend’s life. Similar findings have been made among single, middle-aged
men (Virtanen ) and unfulfilled expectations from contacts with
friends have been discovered as one of the most powerful independent asso-
ciations with loneliness (Savikko ).
In a longitudinal study, Johnson and Troll () tracked the friendship

patterns of older people who were  years old and over, and found that the
expressive and affective dimensions of friendship were minimised. The
older people appreciated the companionship and laughter that friendship
provided, but friends did not necessarily function as confidants. Samter
() suggested that individuals in the latter stages of old age appear to
define friendship in distinctly different ways. Friendship is no longer
rooted in intimacy and support, and the boundaries of who might qualify
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as a friend are expanded. In older age, ‘talk for talk’s sake’ may increase
(Samter ).
Nonetheless, the emotional aspect of friendship appears essential; talking

for talk’s sake is not enough to fill the void of the lack of a meaningful rela-
tionship behind the loneliness. In particular, the men interviewed described
a need for warm friendship, as Aatos, expresses it:

Mostly I miss warm friendship. Someone you can talk to about everything. A really
good friend. (Aatos)

Olavi is married, but his wife has been at a nursing home for several years.
Days often go by when Olavi sits around in coffee shops, where he usually
finds someone to chat with. But most of all, he misses a friend with whom
he could travel and see the world. Finding the right kind of friend is not
easy, but Olavi has not given up hope:

I don’t really have a friend I could visit or who could come by my place. I haven’t
found one, although I’ve tried. You’re just not at the same wavelength with everyone.
But you just have to stay optimistic about it. (Olavi)

The other men interviewed are not as optimistic about finding meaningful
friendships. Aatos, introduced earlier, divorced in the s. Now he lives
alone in the centre of a small town. His daughter lives nearby, but they
rarely see each other. Sore legs have started to bother Aatos, and especially
in the wintertime, walking has become difficult. Aatos has a lot of acquain-
tances in the neighbourhood where he has lived almost all his life, but he is
not that keen on befriending everyone:

There are not many whom you like being with. There are some people whom you
can’t get rid of when you meet them outside. They just talk and talk and don’t
stop. (laughs) (Aatos)

Vilho lives alone in a small town that he moved to from the countryside nine
years ago. He has poor hearing and does not go out much, but his next-door
neighbour has kept him busy, although not always in a good way:

He comes by almost every day. He buys a little bottle of liquor and just babbles. I
don’t really like it that much. (Vilho)

Samter () pointed out that even though the criteria for defining friends
becomemore liberal in old age, the willingness to tolerate a difficult compan-
ion decreases, as reflected in both Vilho’s and Aatos’s experiences. Rather
than being pleased with any kind of social interaction, they feel annoyed
with meaningless relationships in which they have not found needed compa-
nions. For Vilho, social interactions are challenging because of his loss of
hearing. Keeping up with other people’s talk is difficult, especially if the
other person does not articulate clearly and ‘just babbles’.
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Because of his poor hearing for Vilho ‘three is a crowd’, but recently, that
has not been a problem; times have changed, and people do not visit as they
used to. Vilho also misses the days when neighbours were close, and every-
one used to greet one another when walking on the sidewalks, which sug-
gests that both emotional and social aspects are intertwined in his
experience of loneliness.

Complex parenthood

Among the interviewees, both Heikki and Aatos lost children in accidents
over  years ago. Heikki briefly brings up the loss of his son and said
that his sister’s grandchildren visited him occasionally. He feels blessed
that he has kin, but since his wife’s death, Heikki has started to wonder
what would happen to the house when he was gone. He believes it will be
demolished because there is no one to whom he could leave it.

I’m not jealous of my own family [sisters], but honestly, I think some people don’t
understand how precious it is to have offspring. (Heikki)

An older person with no offspring often faces more losses than the absence
of new relationships; not having children means not having grandchildren
(Aartsen et al. ). Being a grandparent can be one of the most important
roles in one’s lifetime. It means not only belonging to a chain of genera-
tions, but also knowing that one’s own life continues in others’ lives
(Arber and Timonen ). The lack of grandchildren can feel overwhelm-
ing, as it sometimes has for Anja. She has a son who is childless, which makes
Anja sad. She believes that life would have more meaning with grandchil-
dren in it.
Anneli has never been married and has no children. She mentions her

childlessness when recalling the times she felt most lonely. Anneli describes
the previous Sunday, which happened to be Easter, when children were
running around the neighbourhood:

My neighbours have kids and grandkids coming by, but I don’t have anyone who
would stop by like that. (Anneli)

Although seeing other people with families makes Anneli feel lonely, she
adds that it still would not be nice to have them visiting all the time.
Anneli has heard that children and grandchildren have become a burden
to some of her friends. Karisto, Koskimäki and Seppänen () have
found that up to  per cent of women aged – years say that grandchil-
dren do not bring joy to life; ten years earlier, only  per cent thought
so. In older age groups, this trend was not found, which might indicate
the changing expectations from social contacts with children and
grandchildren.
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Not having children may be a cause of loneliness, but being a parent does
not always protect one from being lonely (Linneman and Leene ;
Zhang and Hayward ). Children are also an important source of
worries and parents often incur pain from what happens to their children
or from what children do (Dykstra and Hagestad ). As in friendship,
in parenthood one may have unfulfilled hopes of a different kind of rela-
tionship with children and grandchildren. Helmi wishes that her son and
grandchildren would keep in touch with her more often. Helmi’s son
lives nearby with his family, but their hectic lifestyle has made Helmi feel
that they have no time for her:

I called them today; they’re both working. And all the time renovating their place.
They bought an old house. I haven’t been there for ages. They never invite me.
Maybe they’re always working. (Helmi)

Helmi emphasises that she is not angry or bitter, because her son and
daughter-in-law help with household chores and other practical things
when they have the time. However, Helmi spends holidays, such as
Christmas, alone. The practical support Helmi has been given has been
insufficient to fulfil her expectations of the relationships; most of all, she
misses spending time with her son and grandchildren and feeling a part
of their family. Savikko () also argues that loneliness is associated
with expectations from, and satisfaction with, one’s contacts and not so
much with the frequency of contacts or the number of significant others
(also e.g. Mullins and Dugan ).
Pauli lives in the city with his wife. He has three children, but he does not

see them that much. They all live an hour’s drive from Pauli, but according
to him they are unable to visit due to lack of time and money. He is on good
terms with his children but feels that something is missing. For Pauli, the re-
lationship with his sons-in-law, particularly, seem troubling.

I speak on the phone with my oldest [son] almost every day, but not with the others. I
didn’t really get good sons-in-law. They don’t have time for this old man. (laughs)
Haven’t asked me to go fishing with them. (Pauli)

Pauli talks about things he would like to do with his son and sons-in-law, such
as fishing. He has a summer cottage, but no one seems to have time to help
with its maintenance. For Pauli, these unfulfilled expectations come tomind
when talking about loneliness, yet he finds the cause of loneliness way back
from his childhood.

Troubling childhood experiences

The loss of a parent and a childhood home can be difficult to overcome,
even in adulthood, when one has one’s own children (Krause ;
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Palkeinen ). For generations who lost their parents during the war, this
can be a common experience. Pauli describes the loss of his mother, which
has had an effect not only on his expectations for his own parenthood, but
also on his self-confidence. As a child, Pauli felt like an outsider. His father
remarried, and Pauli had to spend several summers working in the country-
side far away from home.

I was lonely even as a little kid. It didn’t feel like home. I spent five long summers
there, and every time I came back home, I didn’t have any friends because I had
been gone for so long. And at school, there was this boy who had the same name
as mine, and the teacher started calling me by my second name, which I didn’t
like at all. My name was Pauli, but the teacher called me Sakari. And at the
summer place, I was called little Pauli because there was also another boy called
Pauli. So I had three names. (Pauli)

Sarvimäki, Stenbock-Hult and Heimonen () describe ‘a vulnerability of
the mind’ that, in old age, is connected to one’s lifecourse: the outcomes of
previous life events shape the way the present and the future are met, some-
times with high hopes and sometimes with fears. This can also be recognised
in Pauli’s experience of loneliness, which he has been unable to shake off
despite having a life companion and children of his own. Pauli believes
that the fear of being left alone was still present because of the loss of his
mother, and it has been a burden on his relationships.
The significance of childhood experiences for later experiences of lone-

liness have been discussed, referring, for example, to John Bowlby’s ()
ideas of the relationship between loneliness and problems in early attach-
ment. Childhood socio-economic adversity, poor health and parental sub-
stance abuse are known to be detrimental to self-esteem and self-efficacy,
which give rise to feelings of powerlessness, rejection and self-perceived
lack of disclosure to others (Jong Gierveld ) and may have long-
lasting effects on loneliness, directly or indirectly (Hawkley and Cacioppo
; Hensley et al. ; Kamiya et al. ). However, some empirical
findings do not support the causal relationship between childhood circum-
stances (Savikko ), referring to the possibility of compensating for par-
ental loss with other adult relationships.
Among the interviewees, Aatos and Anneli also briefly reviewed their

childhood. Similar to Pauli, Aatos lost his mother when he was young. His
father remarried, but he felt that he never got the affection he needed
from his stepmother. Aatos says he felt abandoned and an outsider in his
childhood home. Anneli – ten years younger than Aatos – recalls her inse-
curity in early childhood. Finland was at war, and Anneli’s mother struggled
with taking care of small children and household chores on her own. She
fell into severe depression, and Anneli remembers taking responsibility
for her younger siblings at a very young age. Even though Anneli’s
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mother recovered from depression, and they had a good relationship until
her mother passed away, Anneli feels that her mother’s depression has fol-
lowed her throughout her life.
Ottmann and Maragoudaki () suggest that researchers have largely

ignored how unresolved traumatic events experienced earlier in life can
have an impact on resilience later in life although war-related and other
significant traumatic events are a common occurrence in older population.
Adversities and traumatic events experienced earlier in life may have a
lasting impact on a person or family, which potentially reduces older
people’s capabilities when facing future challenges.

Conclusion

In this article, we have examined emotional loneliness in old age and the
past and present experiences behind it. Interviews with ten older adults
who reported feeling lonely often or all the time have drawn a picture of
the multifaceted nature of loneliness and its causes. The meaning of lost
relationships and the quiet longing for fulfilling ones were manifested as
powerful factors behind emotional loneliness in old age. Due to the increase
of their disabilities and the decrease of their social integration, the older
people referred to loneliness as an inevitable part of ageing, but the cause
of loneliness was equivocal.
Some of the interviewees have lost a companion or a child, or a parent in

their own childhood. Meaningful relationships have ended, and expecta-
tions towards social engagement have not been fulfilled. These older
people seek for a new partner or a good friend, or miss the company and
emotional support of children and grandchildren. Friends and family
members have passed away, and new relationships have not been found
due to increased disabilities or sometimes just not being on the ‘same
wavelength’.
Our findings have emphasised the importance of the quality (not the

quantity) of relationships from a complimentary approach: adding to the
understanding of how emotional loneliness develops within older people.
Generally, our findings reflect loneliness experienced in a individualistic
society, in which the characteristics of loneliness are more often linked to
the absence of a confidant or friends than interactions with family as in
the more collectivistic societies (Lykes and Kemmelmeier ).
However, also lost or unfulfilling familial social bonds were described as
causes for loneliness by our interviewees. Above all, loneliness was
reflected as a personal experience embedded in previous life events and
the present everyday life surrounding these older people.
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Effective alleviation of loneliness requires an in-depth understanding
about the quality and diversity of the experiences of loneliness and the con-
siderable differences in the way older people handle their life situations.
Many of our interviewees have faced loneliness that only began in old
age, but for some, loneliness has been present for nearly a lifetime
because of, for example, loss of a parent in childhood. In future research
concerning loneliness in old age it would be useful to examine loneliness
from a lifecourse perspective (e.g. Dannefer and Settersten ), in
order to grasp the dynamic nature of loneliness and explore how the experi-
ences of loneliness are embedded not only in different life histories of older
people, but also the wider social context surrounding loneliness in old age.
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