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Abstract 
Existential loneliness is a specific kind of loneliness, associated with decreased emotional well-

being. Existential loneliness differs from physical aloneness and is connected to negative feelings 

and moods; in contrast, aloneness can be experienced as something positive and emotionally 

charging. The institutionalized elderly care is an integral, part of the Swedish Welfare state. The 

Swedish population is getting older, factors like demographic changes and migration flow influence 

on the traditional welfare system. Societal cultures and lifestyle are underestimated health 

determinants affect subjective (emotional) well-being of the citizens. Sweden demonstrates high 

rates of single households, and a traditional societal structure encourages social isolation. A sense 

of belonging, the importance of the presence of attachment figures, and supportive relationships 

increase the individual’s possibility to a positive aging process with a transition from a materialistic 

to a cosmic coherence due to the Theory of Gerotranscendence. The sense of belonging increases 

feelings of being attached and the presence of attachment figures enhance understanding of 

protection and security in times of need; both of those concepts boost emotional well-being. Being 

attached and belonged keep functioning throughout life as an instinct of human beings and no 

one is completely free from being reliant on others. Constructive social, individual, and 

institutional support has positive effects on the overall individual and societal health. Individuals’ 

life circumstances and experiences define the kind of social, individual and institutional support 

desired and needed.  
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1.0 Introduction 
 

The emotional well-being of elderly people is a part of social sustainability. Social sustainability is 

one of the most important and challenging aspects of life to define. However, the research shows 

that each aspect of the societal well-being requires an individual study and approach to reveal the 

most influential factors on time to take preventive measurements. Study on social sustainability 

includes many aspects of life such as culture, values, lifestyle, social settings, etc. in other words, 

(McKenzie, 2004) social sustainability is a source of measurement on societal conditions and 

indicators. Existential loneliness is an essential part of the social well-being, related to the 

subjective or emotional conditions of the human being and creates concerns in many studies.  

 

The present study embarked on understanding the connection between existential loneliness and 

subjective well-being through the life experiences of the elderly people in the Swedish welfare 

society and on revealing visible and invisible influential factors on emotional well-being. The 

concept and causes of existential loneliness are complex and uncertain. Existential loneliness 

should be distinguished from other types of loneliness, such as social isolation. It is impossible to 

define and measure existential loneliness without separating it from social isolation since the 

definitions are blurred due to the interrelation factors that affect the whole picture.  

 

The question regarding what it really means to be happy and satisfied - and of course, lonely and 

unsatisfied, is a common question among humans. Loneliness has been widely expressed in poetry, 

literature, and music over the whole world for centuries (Karnick, 2005). A lot has been stated and 

expressed about loneliness in modern times in literature, through documentaries, social media, and 

conversations. Literature reviews demonstrate that the research in loneliness in the first place 

addresses the social isolation and its impact on well-being, rather than the more complex, mystical 

phenomena of feeling lonely regardless of being physically alone or not – defined as existential 

loneliness. 

 

Societal cultures are underestimated health determinants (Eckersley, 2005). Throughout human 

evolution, people tend to live together for several reasons to survive and meet personal needs. 

However, since the middle of the last century the number of people living alone increased. Today 

this type of living style has turned into a general habit, especially among people in the developed 

countries and open societies; in the meantime, it has brought issues, which negatively influences 

on the overall well-being of the society in a long-term. In Scandinavian countries, especially in 

Sweden and Finland, the ratio of single households is more than 40% (Klinenberg, 2016). It is 

believed that living and ageing alone negatively effect on overall well-being. The studies revealed 

that loneliness is one of the indicators, which has the same level of negative impact on health like 

other health risk indicators, such as obesity and smoking (Klinenberg, 2016).   

 

Changes in the health of a population are the result of complex processes between economy, 

history, politics, and different groups’ statuses in the society (Eckersley, 2005). Perceptions and 

emotions are important components of health. Psychosocial factors involve interactions between 
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the social surrounding and the individual; associated with experiences and feelings from a broad 

spectrum. Perception affects health through different health behaviors (Eckersley, 2005).  

 

Materialism and individualism have impacts on the individuals’ access to social support and 

personal control among other psychosocial factors (Eckersley, 2005). A study examining coping 

techniques of loneliness in Portugal and North America showed that culture influences how elderly 

people are coping with loneliness. The study suggested that aloneness, which is opposed to 

loneliness, makes the North American population to cope more effectively with loneliness. 

Loneliness is the absence of something associated with pain and depression. In contrast, aloneness 

is presence the feeling of completeness, joy; vitality, and feeling of love (Rokach, Orzeck et al., 

2004).    

 

The literature review highlights the importance of further studies to achieve precise and coherent 

explanation of the concept of loneliness, which will make a valuable contribution to the theoretical 

and practical knowledge (Bolmsjö, Tengland et al., 2018). The study has applied a hermeneutical 

approach for the further studies and interpretation of the concerning consensus of existential 

loneliness based on the individuals’ past and present experiences.  

 

2.0 Background 
 

Although many studies have been carried out to define existential loneliness, most of the research 

results conclude that the phenomenon is complex and there is no unified definition for existential 

loneliness. The study was aimed at elderly people’s personal life experiences can reveal 

influential factors on emotional well-being. This background study includes theoretical and 

empirical studies with the purpose to clarify the meaning of existential loneliness; how it differs 

from other forms of loneliness; how the phenomenon is related to the Swedish Welfare society 

and how loneliness can be measured and what are the most influential factors on emotional 

wellbeing in the context of loneliness.   

 

In the Nordic region, populations are expected to increase in the following decades. The future 

retirement age will possibly be changed (Gassen, 2018) and therefore, well-being is turned to be 

one of the high concern to maintain and prevent older people's health. Many societies, along with 

the Nordic Welfare States. Many societies, along with the Welfare States, have shifted from 

distinguished trends where infectious diseases used to be a major reason for the death to increased 

chronic and mental health problem (Olafsdottir, 2019). The mental health issue is one of the 

challenges that modern society faces and results in decreasing the overall wellbeing. Global 

Disability Evaluating trend listed depression as number three among the global burden of diseases 

as per the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation referred to in (Olafsdottir, 2019). 

 

Loneliness, social isolation, and limited social support affect overall well-being, which increases 

the risk of early mortality and diseases for elderly people. The studies revealed strong connections 

between the deficiency of social ties with a high level of hospitalization; 30% of the lonely people 

were more likely to die at an early age or lead to the cardiovascular diseases (Valtorta, Moore et al., 

2018). The variables such as stress, social support, isolation, loneliness, somatization, health, and 
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hospitalization need to be studied separately in order to find relationships (Cheng, 1992) and 

influences between them. Loneliness is a concern in many societies, which affects both young and 

old population and subsequently lower the state of well-being (Hombrados-Mendieta, García-

Martín et al., 2013).   

 

2.1 The elderly population in the Nordic countries and demographic projection 

 
Expected demographic changes by 2030 in Nordic states highlight the importance of the well-

being among the ageing population. It is predicted that the demographic changes may create 

challenges for the application of traditional welfare structure. Over the past decade, the number 

of elderly people between 65 and 79 considerably increased in the Nordic countries. Moreover, it 

is projected that this proportion is going to be raised by 2030 and the ratio of the dependence on 

old-age groups in the biggest Nordic cities, such as Stockholm, Oslo, Helsinki, Copenhagen, 

Stavanger, and Gothenburg expected to be between 16%-30%. The study shows that almost all 

municipalities among Nordic states projected to have more old-age dependency proportion by 

2030 than present time and the demand will be more visible in rural and remote-less populated 

areas (Gassen, 2018).  

 
This demographic change illustrates that the governments need to meet the needs of the increasing 

number of elderly people and in the meantime, pay attention to their overall well-being. Projected 

statistics highlight the importance of the development of well-being among the elderly group of 

the society rather than focusing on the traditional approaches. In a sustainable economic growth, 

a provision of a better living environment for everyone is significant; and studying the subjective 

side of well-being among elderly people is crucial, and it always requires attention and care.  

 

Life expectancy in Sweden is among the highest within the EU Member states. The life expectancy 

on average is 80.4 and 84.1 years old for men and women (Lägesrapport, 2018; Socialstyrelsen, 

2016). Life expectancy among the older population has been increasing with almost 2.5 years 

between the years 2000 and 2015 (Lägesrapport, 2018; Socialstyrelsen, 2016). A study among 

Swedish elderly people in terms of quality of life revealed that only 3.6% of people believe that in 

five years from now the quality of their life along with their living conditions and social 

environment will be increased. This lower expectation increased with higher age, and it has a strong 

correlation with self-reported health (McKee, Kostela et al., 2015). 

Since the 1950s, institutional elderly care has been an integral part of the Swedish Welfare 

system and has influenced by marketization trends on national and local levels. The publicly 

financed services distinguished by high quality are accessible for all citizens regardless of their 

ethnic, educational, and social backgrounds.  In Sweden, the overall responsibility lies in 290 

municipalities, although the national parliament holds the responsibility of publicly financed elderly 

care through policies, laws, and regulations. Socialstyrelsen (2016) reports that Socialtjänstlagen 

(The Social Service Act) and Hälso -och sjukvårdslagen (The Law of Health prevention and Health 

care) regulate the elderly care. The Swedish Socialtjänst (The Social authority) has the responsibility 

to provide citizens with social activities and supports.  
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The breakthrough for social policy in Sweden mirrors the democratic breakthrough. Social ideas 

regarding welfare, healthcare, and care for the elderly started to be highlighted to a wider extent in 

bibliography and through the rise of social movements, addressing questions about how decent 

and equal conditions for all citizens could be met, regardless of factors such as background, age, 

and socio-economic status. During the post-war period in the 1940s, welfare reforms began to be 

set. In Sweden, in 1946, the first pension reform was established (Hort, 2014).   

Social programs and policies are the core of the welfare system. Pooled resources serve to 

strengthen social relationships. Developed social programs and policies create bonds between 

individuals and groups in Sweden. The Pension Authority has joined the welfare system in the last 

few years. One of the most important principles of Swedish policy for the elderly people is public 

resources and how those services are framed in practices, to make it possible for elderly to live in 

their own home as long as possible with the individual medical and social support (Hort, 2014).   

Over the last decade, competition and private alternative to elderly care have been offered. For 

elderly people who permanently are unable to live at home, group housing and nursing homes are 

available, as well as options for short-term support (Hort, 2014). Access to elderly care and get 

support from the local agencies or government are always voluntarily for elderly people, and there 

is no obligation (Socialstyrelsen, 2016). Among the Socialtjänst, many municipalities offer daily 

volunteer activities for elderly people; for instance, the Swedish church and Röda Korset (The Red 

Cross). Alla Hjärtans Hus in Halmstad is one of those voluntarily organized services for elderly 

people to enhance their well-being through daily activities. 

 

 

 

2.2 What is emotional (subjective) well-being in the framework of loneliness? 
 

The loneliness is an instrument, which evaluates the overall human well-being. The absence of 

quality relationships leads to the loneliness; it is the conditions when “the number of existing 

relationships is smaller than is considered desirable or admissible, as well as situations where the 

intimacy one wishes for has not been realized” (Gierveld & Tilburg, 2006). Many studies 

interpreted loneliness as an imbalance between existing and desired relations between people (Van 

Baarsen, Snijders et al., 2001). Loneliness is not just about the lack of social contacts but also social 

support (Van Baarsen, Snijders et al., 2001). Received social support has a positive influence on an 

individual’s psychological condition and close relationship with family members, friends, and 

society increase the quality of the integration in the society. There are limited studies related to the 

impact of loneliness on emotional (subjective) well-being and the level of satisfaction (Hombrados-

Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 2013). The empirical data demonstrates that some patients are less 

likely to discuss the symptoms of their health condition with friends or colleagues while more likely 

to discuss it with their physicians (Cheng, 1992). The causes of these symptoms need to be studied; 

the level of trust, past event, traumatic effect, and so on.   

Consequences of experiencing loneliness can qualitatively vary. The background research 

highlights the importance to analyze those dimensions. There are different instruments, generally 

used to asses loneliness such as emotional conditions, the level of happiness, satisfaction and life 
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quality; all those dimensions are interrelated with each other (Hombrados-Mendieta, García-

Martín et al., 2013).  

 

a) Trust and emotional well-being 

 

Trust is as an important part of the wellbeing can also be easily broken due to the influence of the 

negative events. Loneliness is a feeling of limitation in relationships and interpersonal deficiency 

and experience of the low level of satisfaction (Hombrados-Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 2013).  

 

Trust is positive and reliable emotion; and capability to meet expectations, which arise during the 

communication with others (Lasky, 2007). Trust mostly depends on an individual’s cognitive 

approach and perception. The level of trust depends on the belief to what extent the others can 

be reliable, helpful, and supportive. Before the 1980s in many studies, trust was viewed as a partner 

and relationship-based property. It is an individual’s psychological approach to confidant. Trust 

includes three essential dimensions: self, partner, and specific situation. It is a feeling of reliance 

and expectation to what extent confidant are able to support one’s goal and interest in specific 

situations. Psychologically trust related events connected with two cognitive processes: a sense of 

vulnerability and one’s hope how the confidant will react when the need appears. When parties are 

willing to prioritize interests one of another over than their one, then the sense of trust between 

them increases or vice versa. Trust described as a set of the capability of trusting, understanding 

of competence, and intention. A confidant is a person who has characteristics of dependability, 

connectivity, and reliability. The one who is honest and able to keep confidentiality is identified 

believable or reliable, the one who is able to get well with others is identified connected, and the 

one who is able to proceed the things as others want is identified dependable. Those features are 

related to a trustworthy person. The trust exists in different kind of relationships and structures: 

the trust for a government, the trust for an organization, trust between colleagues at work, a 

patient´s trust for health care professionals et cetera.  The most conventional form of trust is trust 

between two people. Interpersonal trust is an essential part of an individual’s interactions (Lasky, 

2007).  

 

b) Social support  

 

Each social support is carrying a different level of satisfaction. It influences on emotional well-

being and is closely related to decreased loneliness (Hombrados-Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 

2013). Social support has varied definitions and has been viewed from many different perspectives. 

Community support when individuals provided with a sense of identity and belongings within the 

community. The social network is more about the relationship between family members, 

colleagues at work, and between friends. The level of support in intimate relationship describes a 

very close relationship between two individuals when both sides are trying to commit to the well-

being of one another and the sense of the commitments and responsibilities is relatively higher. 

Emotional support received from the family, beloved ones, and society plays an essential role in 

increasing overall subjective well-being and decreasing the loneliness (Hombrados-Mendieta, 

García-Martín et al., 2013).  
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Social support is a concept which includes several layers such as social contacts, the environment, 

and climate support, cognitive support, obtained support and condition in which it appears. 

Support also can be in the shape of directions provided and obtained, in the condition of 

accessibility and possibility. Individuals, in essence, are social beings and tend to be interdependent 

and to have social and intimate relations. When human beings are losing those connections and 

bounds, they lead them to the condition of loneliness (Hombrados-Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 

2013).  

 

c) Loneliness-distress  

 

The existing empirical data revealed the existing association between the level of loneliness and 

depressive state among the different age group of people (Ge, Yap et al., 2017). Social isolation 

and loneliness in some studies have been viewed as one concept, some separately, which creates 

uncertainty and raise question regarding which of them is the most influential factor of stress and 

anxiety. Loneliness is an indicator, which points to some changes in a depressive state, and 

loneliness has a stronger connection with the depressive state than social alienation (Ge, Yap et 

al., 2017). Studies among the old people show more harmful impact of loneliness on depressive 

symptoms and overall well-being rather than social isolation. 

 

Stress is physical and psychological symptoms of the experiences of the unwanted past events 

(Cheng, 1992). Loneliness-distress has a huge direct impact on physician utilization and somatization, 

along with physical health status (Cheng, 1992). Somatization is psychological distress (anxiety) 

followed by the physical symptoms (pain or fatigue). Both of the psychological variables stress, 

and loneliness-distress are interconnected factors. Loneliness-distress is predicted to be an 

important, influential factor in frequent physician utilization, especially among old people (Cheng, 

1992). The revealed data, according to the frequency visits of physicians, show that loneliness-

distress does not correlate with health-status measurements or chronic diseases, but the stress does 

(Cheng, 1992). Subsequently, risk indicators like loneliness-distress and stress contribute to 

somatization.  However, when other factors like separation, the loss of someone close or other 

interpersonal issues are combined with loneliness-distress, the influences on utilization decreases. 

The previous study shows the interconnection between different psychological variables and their 

complexity of influence on physical conditions and hospitalization.  

 

d) Quality of life and the level of life satisfaction 

 

Well-being has been identified in three different categories. The well-being described as a 

possession of the quantity and the level of the objective and subjective resources such as level of 

income, environment, health condition, protection, et cetera - in other words, quality of life. The 

second one is related to life satisfaction, and it is more about human beings understanding what a 

good life means to them personally. The last one describes well-being from the emotional 

perspective, and it is about the positive experiences and individual’s concentration on positive 

consequences rather than on negative ones. Subjective (emotional) well-being is associated with 

the last two categories and presents the combination of both. Subjective well-being evaluates not 

only the living positively and getting positive feelings but also refers to the impacts of positive and 
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negative events. When it comes to the well-being we used to accept the existence positive 

experience and its consequences, however, some studies claim, that those two dimensions could 

be related to each other (Hombrados-Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 2013).  

 

Well-being recounted to be more than the income level (Jorda, López-Noval et al., 2019), but there 

is no unified consensus regarding its measurements. The GDP level has been taken as a ground to 

assess the level of well-being. However, there are other self-assessed indicators, which measure the 

individual’s satisfaction and contribute to the overall well-being (Jorda, López-Noval et al., 2019). 

In most of the European countries throughout 1973-2010, the level of the subjective well-being 

has been declined (Jorda, López-Noval et al., 2019). The are many factors which define subjective 

well-being and most of the studies concentrated on the indicators of inequality in happiness and 

relationship between the distribution of the aspects of income and subjective well-being (Jorda, 

López-Noval et al., 2019).  

 

Life satisfaction evaluation is a positive static process, which is connected with individual’s 

interests or more precisely how the individuals accept subjective well-being, which can take into 

the consideration present feelings, state of others in their life, personal past experiences and future 

expectations. There are two different possible assessment of the life satisfaction that refers to the 

present life and the life since birth until the present life. Economic variables and labour domains 

are two of the influential factors of life satisfaction (Jorda, López-Noval et al., 2019).  

 

2.3 Loneliness scaling mechanism 
 

There are two valid loneliness measurement instruments, which have been applied in many studies 

(Gierveld & Tilburg, 2006). The first one is the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Gierveld & Tilburg, 2006), 

which includes comprehensive and short variables, twenty and three, accordingly. The second one 

was projected by (Gierveld & Tilburg, 2006) in the earliest 1980s, and it consists of 11 variables.  

De Jong Gierveld and Kamphuis in 1985 and De Jong engineered formulation of the phenomenon 

of loneliness and its scaling mechanism through qualitative studies and surveys. Loneliness Scale 

developed by De Jong Gierveld is a unidimensional loneliness measurement, but Weiss’s 

mechanism is addressed to differ social and emotional loneliness through feelings.   

 

Many researchers, by using De Jong-Gierveld Loneliness Scale have tried to scale loneliness from 

the different approaches theoretical as well as empirical (Van Baarsen, Snijders et al., 2001). De 

Jong-Gierveld Loneliness Scale has been progressed especially for the face-to-face interviews, 

online data collection, mail questionnaires et cetera among the elderly people (Van Baarsen, 

Snijders et al., 2001). The sense of loneliness related to the deficit of relational capacity.  By the 

relational capacity meant the following items: a sense of connection, societal integration, provided 

emotional and physical care, acknowledgment of worth, the sense of reliability, and support in 

difficult situations. Accordingly, those dimensions divided loneliness into two categories: 

loneliness as social isolation, and loneliness as emotional isolation. The first illustrated as the 

absence of societal integration and inclusiveness — the second one illustrated as an absence of 

trustworthy figure or partner. The Attachment theory (Van Baarsen, Snijders et al., 2001) 

demonstrates that only other close and intimate ties can replace the absence of the attachment 
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figure. The broad social network cannot replace it. The studies highlight the importance of the 

existence of close confidant in emotional well-being (Van Baarsen, Snijders et al., 2001). Emotional 

loneliness may still be a serious problem among the widowers even after many years but the tense 

can be reduced after finding a new attachment figure (Van Baarsen, Snijders et al., 2001).  

 

De Jong-Gierveld Loneliness Scale consists not only indicators of both emotional and social 

loneliness but also includes division between variables: positive and negative ones (Van Baarsen, 

Snijders et al., 2001). The scale has six negative and five positive variables. The negative variables 

include indicators of emotional desolation and absence of companionship, for instance, the 

experience of emptiness, lack of close friends, lack of pleasure in the presence of others, limited 

social network, absence of people around the person and the feeling of being rejected. The positive 

variables measure the quality of being sociable and having emphatic relations. It can be measured 

by the following variables: having someone to talk to about the daily concerns, having a supportive 

person in case of need, having the person who can make you feel complete, having people who 

you can trust and consider closes to and the person who you can reach at any time. Those items 

are constructed to scale the low and high level of loneliness. The words of emotional variables 

such as feel, miss and experience are applied to describe the feelings of emotional isolation and 

more related to the qualitative aspects relations (Van Baarsen, Snijders et al., 2001). Social variables 

by including the words like a larger group of people, enough friends or close friends are more 

relevant to the quantitative sides of the relations and describe the sense of reliability on others and 

getting support from them (Van Baarsen, Snijders et al., 2001).   

  

3.0 Theoretical Framework  

 

3.1  Loneliness and existential loneliness  
 

Loneliness is an experience of ill-natured feelings and absence of relationships, which can appear 

in all ages (Gierveld & Tilburg, 2006; Hombrados-Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 2013). In other 

words, loneliness is “the unpleasant experience that occurs when a person’s network of social 

relationships is deficient in some important way, either quantitatively or qualitatively” (Perlman 

and Peplau, 1981, p. 31 referred in Gierveld and Tilburg, 2006). Gierveld and Tilburg (2006) claim 

that loneliness is the result of an individual’s limited relationships. There are certain determinants, 

which describes the concept of limited relationship: the absence of an intimate partner; family size; 

relationship or ties between family members such as parent and child; and non-genetic 

relationships and participation in social activities, clubs, and church. Moreover, personal 

characteristics; sex dimension and physical condition are also considered to be influential factors 

in feeling lonely.   

 

Loneliness shows the person’s objective and subjective attitudes towards social participation and 

isolation. Social isolation and participation require the identification of the influential objective 

dimensions such as the existing community and its size, construction, and relationships between 

members. For example, people experience social isolation due to the lack of the network when 

they change their living place or environment (Gierveld & Tilburg, 2006). Subjective isolation is a 
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construct of the loneliness (Taylor, Taylor et al., 2018). It is a disagreeable emotional condition in 

the sense of contradiction between the desired number of closeness or soulful support and its 

availability in his/her surroundings (Hombrados-Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 2013). It appears, 

for instance, during the separation or divorce, which follows with a strong feeling of emptiness, 

and neglect (Gierveld & Tilburg, 2006).  

 

It is important to explain why some people with a small number of social networks do not feel 

lonely, but others with broad networks do experience loneliness. To illustrate, there are two types 

of loneliness, which need to be distinguished: existential loneliness (subjective isolation) - originates from 

the lack of an attachment relationships or close emotional connection (partner or close friend) and 

social loneliness (objective isolation) - originates from the absence of broad informal network or 

community engagement (friends, neighbors, work partners, etc.) (Gierveld & Tilburg, 2006).  

 

Bolmsjö, Tengland et al. (2018) define existential loneliness as a condition of being completely 

separated from other individuals and the objective world. Ettema, Derksen et al. (2010) identified 

three different dimensions of existential loneliness. The first dimension defines it as a condition 

for existence, which is intertwined with death; and life, by defending the self from the lonely 

existential conditions, for instance through intellectualization, living a busy life or involved in 

relationships. The second dimension is existential loneliness as an experience of limited 

relatedness, cognitive awareness of one's situation, the desire to be connected and attached with 

others, and difficulties in communication. The third dimension distinguishes existential loneliness 

as a transformative process of negative experiences into positive experiences. 

 

Definition of existential loneliness creates concern and importance for reviewing the subjective 

side of the loneliness separately from the objective ones. Subjective isolation (existential loneliness) 

associated with the level of physiological distress and it shows an individual’s perceptions and the 

level of capacity to integrate and involve with others. Moreover, subjective closeness with 

surroundings demonstrates the presence of a confidant or trust (Taylor, Taylor et al., 2018). In 

addition, Ettema, Derksen et al. (2010) argue that the authenticity of the phenomenon includes 

one's acceptance of the condition of existential loneliness. The existential loneliness may lead to 

the positive outcomes also by resulting in personal growth through the self-actualization by 

exploring values in interaction with others. 

 

Mc Graw highlights that all different periods of life human beings, the transition from senior-hood 

to elderhood and the transition from dying to death involve symptoms of existential loneliness; 

and factors such as lifestyle, disease, disability and have cumulative effects on the nature of 

existential loneliness; and those factors contribute to the intensity and depth of the phenomenon 

(McGraw, 1995).  

 

3.2 Sense of belonging; and Social Support and Network 
 

Despite the importance of belonging in relations to well-being, it has not been studied much. The 

empirical data revealed that individuals who experience a strong sense of belonging demonstrate 

good mental and physical health conditions. Belonging is a mapping sense with who we are inside 
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ourselves, and it is mapping sense with various material and social environments in which our lives 

continue to exist. In contrast, the deficiency of belonging results in ill health conditions (May, 

2011).  

 

Belonging is a concept of the link between self and society; concentration on belonging allows us 

to investigate the mutual association between societal and individual changes. Belonging is the 

complex and multidimensional process, connected with an individual’s experiences related to the 

surroundings, other individuals, places, objects, cultures and directs us to the different connections 

and disconnections. Belonging is some kind of desire or need of being attached, to be with others; 

it is a condition when people want to belong this demand can be found in all cultures. Belongings 

concentrated on the things what connect people with each other and surroundings (May, 2011).  

 

Connecting self to others is a relational approach towards the self, and the process of identification 

follows it. Two ways of the identification: in the first one individual’s herself/himself identify 

oneself and in the later one others identifying individuals or categorizing them. When we talk about 

the self, it is not just something monolithic existence, but it includes many different selves and 

combination of all creates the self as a whole. Belonging helps us to realize who we close and 

similar and with whom we belong to (May, 2011).  

 

In the formulation of the relationship, the sense of belonging takes a crucial role, and it is important 

not just for individual’s itself but also building a societal unity. People necessarily exist in the 

context of belonging, and it is impossible not to be related to societal unities, relationships, or 

cultures (May, 2011). Throughout the age, the connection and sense of belonging between people 

become complex, because individuals come across many different people and decision about the 

relatedness turns into the challenge (Hombrados-Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 2013; May, 2011). 

People try to find the group of people who they can belong, where they feel more comfortable 

and less conflict can be faced. Game describes belonging as a state “It feels right, I belong, my 

body is comfortable here, it fits” (2001:28, referred in May, 2011:80). Individuals have capabilities 

for motivation and company, which can be revealed by the communicating with others. Without 

communication, people like a firework without burning items. Communication is one of the basic 

needs, which makes people all the time feel a deficiency of it (May, 2011).   

 

Lin et al. emphasize that as the age develops people view social support (social network, close 

friends, etc.) as the actual and sincere support in the material and empathic manner  (Hombrados-

Mendieta, García-Martín et al., 2013). At a young age, people can be satisfied with belongings on 

the personal level such as family and friendship ties, while individuals grow up older, they develop 

the feelings of belonging to the abstract fractions (May, 2011).  

 

3.3 Economic and structural changes and impacts   
 

Throughout the history, the major economic, structural changes, war and conflicts not only 

influence on the structures and economy at the macro-level but also leave influences on the micro-

level which can be seen in individual’s way of life, choices, interactions, integration, place of living, 

working style et cetera. Macro and micro processes are interconnected, and it is important for the 
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researchers and sociologists to identify those links for a better understanding of the individual 

changes at the social level. 

 

Many social changes took place during the industrialization, and the modern one has replaced the 

traditional social structure. Human lives have been affected, capitalism started flourishing, and 

many people started moving to the rapidly developing places to find a job.  The founding fathers 

of the sociology, such as Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, concluded that capitalism/industrialization 

negatively affected an individual’s sense of self. Marx called this process as alienation, Durkheim 

as anomie, a decline of values and norms and Weber as life in an iron cell. By making the pessimistic 

approach towards the modernity, they argue that capitalism created distance between individuals. 

Marx argues that capitalism isolated people not only from society but also from oneself. People 

lost the sense of belonging to the society; they think that it is not anymore, the own making 

structure, and it does not reflect their existence or nature, in contrast, stands against them. Marx 

and Engels believe that human has created those conditions or alienations themselves by the labor 

and class divisions (May, 2011).  

 

There are two different and contrasting to each other systems: Premodern society (Gemeinschaft) 

and modern society (Gesellschaft) (Tönnies, Community and Society, 1887, referred in May, 2011). 

The relationship in Gemeinschaft more intimate and private, however, in Gesellschaft the system 

has become more public, and it is a replacement of house economy to trade economy, the shift of 

the agriculture to industry. On the foundation of Gemeinschaft is love, common will, 

understanding and agreement, blood ties or friendship. However, Gesellschaft is an artificial unity 

among people, limited generosity between members, and the social structure can be easily 

separated due to the fact that there is no fundamental unity and commonality: “here everybody is 

by himself and isolated and there exists a condition of tension against all others” (Tönnies, 

(1887),1963: 65 referred in May, 2011). People in Gesellschaft tend to live independently from one 

another and deficiency of mutual close relationships. 

 

Mark and Durkheim saw those changes as a foundation for the creation of various self-identities, 

and Durkheim claims that individualism is a product of industrialization. According to Marx, 

individuals start defining themselves through their occupation in the labor market and their sense 

of worth depend on their positions. People started to be alienated from each other because life 

has become like a competition for proving oneself.  Durkheim stated that if it goes too beyond, 

then, it could bring issues such as the disintegration of the society or the conditions of anomie. 

The state of anomie means when the individuals see themselves above others and this condition 

leads to isolation from one another and without social solidarity losing the meaning of their life, 

and they do not feel the sense of belonging anymore. The imbalance between the desire and needs 

cause feelings of disappointment and desperation; eventually, this condition may lead to the 

commitment of suicide (May, 2011).  

 

3.2 Attachment Theory  
 

Many studies on the theory of emotional bonding assumed that interpretation of individuals’ 

behaviors in adulthood related to childhood experiences. Those studies viewed individual’s 
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motivation as an effect of mother and child ties, however, Bowlby and Ainsworth, view individual’s 

motivation as a natural behavioral process which has been developed during the adaptation and 

survival human beings, and relationship between mother and child more about security and 

protection (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2005). Bowlby (1982/1969 referred in Shaver and Mikulincer, 

2005) claims that the person born with the instinct of attachment behavior, which always leads an 

individual to seek for the proximity with others and attachment figures when needed. The goal 

behind the attachment concept is to achieve security and protection, and this psychobiological 

system activates when the person feels a potential threat and need to be protected.  Furthermore, 

Bowlby adds that the attachment system keeps its activeness throughout life and none of the age 

groups is entirely independent of reliance on actual others. The level of availability, reaction, and 

supportiveness of the attachment figures in times of need lead individuals to different reactions 

within the attachment system.  Availability and responsiveness attachment figures increase the 

functioning process of the attachment system and enhance the sense of attachment security. The 

core sense of attachment security is developing an understanding that the environment is safe, 

attachment person there when needed, and there is a possibility to discover surroundings and 

engage effectively with others. During the interaction with surroundings, the individual learns that 

acceptance and demonstration of distress bring out the supportive reaction of others, and the 

person’s actions often can reduce distress and cope with obstacles.  These sorts of experiences 

develop personal fearlessness; trust in attachment figures, increase readiness and capacity of the 

attached figure to give compelling help. In contrast, when attachment person is not trustworthy 

and supportive, and the sense of security is not achieved those conditions start developing the 

sense of doubts to one's self-viability and others' intentions. The creation of condition of doubts 

about self-viability and other’s intentions lead to the secondary strategies rather than looking for 

appropriate proximity (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2005). There are two main types of secondary 

strategies hyperactivation and deactivation of the attachment system (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003, referred 

in Shaver and Mikulincer, 2005). 

    

Hyperactivation refers to the intensive process of achieving proximity with an attachment figure 

and obtains his/her support and attention. The individuals who rely on hyperactivating strategies 

compulsively look for closeness and security; they are very sensitive to the possible actions of being 

rejected and abandoned and tend to think about personal deficiencies and threats in relations with 

others.  

 

Deactivation refers to the process suppression the intention of seeking for the proximity and 

discounting of any attempts that can activate the attachment system. Individuals with those 

characteristics tend to keep a maximum distance from others, experience the feeling of discomfort 

from the close relations, rely on self-efficiency and combat for own strength and depress negative 

memories and feelings (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2005).  

 

Bowlby (1973, referred in Shaver and Mikulincer, 2005) highlights that functioning individual’s 

different behaviors within attachment system through the interactions with attachment figures can 

leave a long-term influence on personal development and present attachment working model. The 

model of interaction with attachment figures set in individuals’ memories and it is a working model 

with others, and demonstration of personal efficacy and norm is connected with a working model 

of self (Bowlby, 1982/1969 referred in Shaver and Mikulincer, 2005). Those working models help 
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people to make predictions relationships and designing a new attempt to find proximity without 

rethinking to start building each model from the beginning. Bowlby claims that both working 

models remain to be the main cause of repetition of experiences and feelings obtained from the 

initial attachment figures until the later relations.  The characteristics of interaction with attachment 

figures during an early age and are solidified and become an integral part of human knowledge 

(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2005).  

 

3.4 Ageing, life, and death (Theory of Gerotransendence) 
 

Cognitively and mentally, a person is dealing with every part that is ageing and strives to integrate 

it with the “I” - the person itself with all its identity. As the process of ageing is ongoing, the 

individual needs to adapt cognitively and mentally to be able to understand and integrate changing 

parts of the “.” This process of understanding can support the individual to create new attitudes 

towards the world and the self, as well as determine the level of involvement contra withdrawal 

from the outer world (Längle, 2001).  

 

“Old age” can be defined as a multidimensional loss of competence. It is a progressive process 

not caused by disease. The process of ageing can start in different dimensions and different period 

of life, depending on the individuals’ circumstances. The support needed from others and society 

is often increasing, which perhaps is a challenge for some elderly. The progressive loss of abilities 

and competence concerns many different aspects of being a human being - physical, psychological, 

and social factors. The lack of an outer, social world is getting more pronounced, in combination 

with more dependency on the inner world. Losses of former abilities cause the human being to 

see the limitation of human existence, as well as the realization that life might come to an end of 

a foreseeable future. If the person is unable to accept these limitations, the ageing process may be 

felt like pressure — the inability to adjust increases the risk for mental illness. The subjective 

experience of loss of competence as well as the ongoing ageing process make existential questions 

to be rise. Existential questions are related to one's existence; for example, the reason for living, 

suffering, or death. Insufficiency in dealing and integrating with the questions cause mental 

disorders and suffering (Längle, 2001).  

 

The Theory of Gerotranscendence, suggests that human beings can mature into a specific state, 

distinguished by increased wisdom and wellbeing; called gerotranscendence. This theory focuses on 

how ageing has the possibility to be a positive process, rather than a process distinguished by 

increased obstacles and health problem. According to L Tornstam (2010), gerotrancendence is a 

shift from a materialistic and rational view of life, to a more cosmic and transcendent view. The 

process can be more or less pronounced with a broad variation between individuals, depending on 

social factors such as education level, class, language, and variation in opportunities (Atchley, 

2008). When the individual is able to shift from the materialistic view to the cosmic, the process 

typically leads to increased well-being. Gerotranscendence is the final step in wisdom and maturity. 

Earlier steps are re-definition of the self and of the relationships with others, where the individual 

is more focused in gaining relationships with the high quality rather than engaging in several social 

occasion without a deeper connection to the human beings. The gerotranscendence person starts 

to question the self and is able to see his/her previous behavior in a different way, both positive 
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and negative aspects. A new way of understanding and relating to existential questions is common 

— the individual changes his/her understanding of spirituality, cosmic connections, and beliefs. 

Definitions of life and death often change. At the same time, as this process is ongoing, the 

individual typically gets less interested in the materialistic world and their own, isolated self (Lars 

Tornstam, 1997). Optimistic sense of connectedness and belonging decreases the fear of death 

and gives a deeper meaning to life. Lars Tornstam (1997) points out that from an outside 

perspective, for example, young people may look like the old individual is experiencing mental 

illness since he or she is so accepting of death. 

 

Nevertheless, due to gerotranscendence, ageing is an opportunity for growing wisdom and 

changing attitudes towards the self, others, and the world. Lars Tornstam (1997) explains how the 

old individual can experience the gerotranscendence into the universe when looking at something 

beautiful in nature or when listening to beautiful music. Sensory of pleasant experiences are giving 

new meaning.  

 

Spirituality can occur through the senses. The term spirituality can be defined as a subjective, inner 

world of life, which differs between individuals. Spirituality involves religious/beliefs. It is 

conceptions of God in the largest religions around the world; but it might also include the 

perception of meaning and connectedness to things existing on the planet Earth.  The human 

minds capacity to formulate, organize and believe immaterial and abstract experiences linked to 

spirituality. The level of pleasure in these experiences is highly related to the person’s openness 

towards those experiences. The experiences convert into the individuals’ perception and language 

and might be labeled as spiritual (Atchley, 2008).  

 

A generation shift can be seen in how to relate to spiritual beliefs. Older people are often among 

those who are practicing spirituality through religion. According to Wuhtnow and Root (referred 

in Atchley 2008), people born in the later 1940s after the Second World War, more often separate 

the concepts spirituality and religion, while those born earlier more often view spirituality and 

religion as the same concept. Spirituality is often one important ingredient in the ageing process, 

as a coping strategy concerning existential questions and worries as well as in coping with the 

challenges of the ageing process (Atchley, 2008).  

 

The cosmic dimension means that time is an abstract concept, for example, that different period 

of life exists at the same time within the individual. Older persons may move their attention and 

focus to earlier childhood, for example. The dividing lines are transcendent without clear limits. 

Lars Tornstam (1997) explains how this dimension includes reconciliation and how this change in 

time perception is so clear that the person can experience him or herself having conversations with 

ancient philosophers, even if the person knows that is rationally impossible. By experiencing 

childhood again, many years after the different events and feelings, a new understanding dimension 

occurs. The individual has the opportunity to reconcile with people who hurt her or him in the 

past, for instance, by understanding and forgiving a parent or circumstance which the person was 

mistreated by.    

 

The understanding of connections to other people changes within the changing in time perception. 

The person experiences another connection with older generations and is less likely to be focused 
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on the practical, ongoing relationships in the “here and now,” compared to earlier in life. The 

sense of belonging to both older and younger generations, even those who are not born yet, is 

greater. The feeling of alienation and isolation to other people and the rest of the world decreases. 

The mystery of the world and the questions we are not able to answer by intellectual discussions 

are accepted. 

4.0 Problem definition and aims 
 

Existential loneliness as a type of loneliness that can be viewed as a subjective or emotional 

condition, and it is associated with the internal conditions of the person. In contrast, social 

isolation or objective isolation is the absence or limitation of the existing contact, limited social 

relationship, or network diversity, which describes the level of physical isolation of human beings. 

Although in most cases objective and subjective isolations are correlated with each other 

background studies show that the person having poor societal connections not always experiencing 

loneliness or subjective isolation (Taylor, Taylor et al., 2018); or vice versa, a person may feel lonely 

even being among a group of people. Existential loneliness based on emotions and it measures by 

the feelings.  Background studies show there is a connection between feelings of loneliness and 

decreased mental well-being; however, there is limited research on stress-related factors, which can 

cause depression. 

 

Fast changed social settings, moral attitudes, globalization, integration, loss of confidant, 

retirement, etc. could be stress related factors. Furthermore, stress-related factors not just risk for 

the depressive disorder but also, they lead to cognitive impairment or decision-making, impact on 

physical wellbeing, and in a long run cause disability. Becoming a widow(er) and without any 

children is a risk factor for mental illness. Sinyor, Tan et al. (2016) identified loneliness as a risk 

factor for suicide, and people who experience loneliness suffering from dementia or depression 

and other mental disorders and emphasized the need to consider, identify the origin of the stress-

related factors, and integrate them.  

 

There is a lack of research about the understanding of connections the stress-related factors and 

anxiety, which lead to the existential loneliness. The study concentrated on life-long experiences 

of elderly people to get more insight about the existential loneliness and its connection with stress-

related factors.  

 

We aim to investigate elderly people’s life experiences of existential loneliness, reveal the 

connection of the existential loneliness with stress-related factors and impacts on emotional well-

being; and get understanding about the general concept of the phenomenon. The purpose is not 

just to scale the existing knowledge of the existential loneliness in welfare society but also to reveal 

significant but less visible complex influences, and interconnections between factors emerged from 

the individuals’ lifestyle, existing structures/settings, relationships, concerns, culture and values, 

which turned into the daily habit. By revealing the influences of the past events and present 

situation on the development the feeling of the existential loneliness among the elderly people will 

help to enhance the better ageing process through individual, family, or state engagements.  For 

those reasons, the study concentrates on the loneliness experience of the elderly people throughout 

their life in Sweden and view the issue from their perspectives. 
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Research question: How can we understand the phenomenon of existential 

loneliness through the life experiences of elderly people in Sweden, and how 

does it effect on emotional well-being? 
 

Sub-questions: 

 

• What are the key emotional variables to scale the level of existential loneliness? 

• What is the correlation between existential loneliness and emotional/subjective well-being? 

• How elderly people are experience existential loneliness in a life-long perspective, through 

the relationship with attachment figures and social network?  

• What is the connection between the (decreased) experiences of loneliness and 

gerotranscendence?  

 

5.0 Methodology 
 

Researcher embarked with certain perceptions in terms of existential loneliness derived from 

the literature review; however, elderly people’s experiences added meaning and value to the 

field of study. So eventually, during the process of investigation, the study has gotten more 

insight than researchers’ perceptions, which have covered the subjective  (emotional) side of 

the phenomenon. Through the empathetic re-enactment of the experiences in the past, the 

study could create an understanding of the participants’ present subjective well-being and 

their behavior that charged from their experiences. Understanding the meaning of the 

phenomenon in social sciences need to be the core of the study since indicators behind the 

meaning are strongly remained to be influential (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). The research 

embarked from the researchers’ understanding but explanations have been given from the 

experience of elderly people through the qualitative interviews. The preunderstanding was 

laden by the theories and temporary hypothesis (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012), and there was 

a necessity for self-understanding from the elderly people to get more insight into the 

phenomenon existential loneliness.  

 

5.1 Literature review  

 

Literature review started by making an active and critical search in many database MedPub, Google 

Scholar, university database, etc. During the search, more contemporary sources have been used 

to increase the value of the study (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). Furthermore, the books on the 

shelf in the library have been reviewed, in order to find the relevant and interesting topic for 

studying, so eventually, literature review helped to identify our research topic and change initially 

planned research direction (Bryman, 2016).  

 

The basic motivation for choosing this topic was the increasing suicide level among the young 

generation in Sweden, and we wanted to look back to see the life experiences through the horizon 
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of elderly people and find a clue why young generation do not have such motivation for living a 

long life. Then we started the research with general well-being, happiness among Nordic people 

and then after making the literature study we concentrated on subjective (emotional) well-being 

among elderly people in Sweden, which is connected with existential loneliness. We have chosen 

elderly people’s well-being due to the future projection about the dependency of the Swedish and 

generally Nordic Welfare state from the elderly. 

 

5.2 Design 
 

The research addressed to disclose hidden nuances and meanings behind the spoken words during 

the interviews, rather than present correlation between personal thinking and objective reality. This 

approach is mostly the core of the concern of the existential hermeneutics (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2012). The process starts from the single parts or micro level investigation about the existential 

loneliness relevant yet separated parts first, which afterward can be put together to a wider context 

or on a macro level for the better understanding. The precedence behind the investigation is the 

elderly people’s experiences. 

 

Then the research was embarked with a systematic and scoping review of the existing empirical 

and theoretical articles about the field of the research. Systematic and scoping reviews based on a 

comprehensive understanding of the scope of the research provided a foundation on how to 

design the study (Bryman, 2016). Furthermore, the main research question and sub-questions are 

guided through the existing theories. One wish was to know existing knowledge and theories about 

the existential loneliness, which research and scaling mechanism have been used to analyze the 

level of existential loneliness and reveal inconsistency and gaps (Bryman, 2016). The systematic 

review also created conditions to review independent variables, which may have influential effects 

in our research area. However, in this case, there was a need to be careful because the boundaries 

between independent variables were fluid and could lead to the different direction (Bryman, 2016), 

such as from the existential loneliness to other types of loneliness. The approach has allowed 

analyzing relevant previous studies and revealing the existing gaps in the previous research papers. 

In the meantime, our literature review highlighted the importance of the chosen topic, which 

requires more attention in modern society. By using this approach, the aim was not to argue the 

existing theories about existential loneliness but to support and supplement the existing 

knowledge. The critical analysis of the existing literature started with taking notes and writing short 

summaries about the material, which were read.  

 

Throughout the study, the literature review has been a continuous process, which frequently 

required us to apply for it in discussion and analysis parts (Bryman, 2016). In order not to make a 

summary from our literature review quite boring for the readers we tried to use literature review 

as a story (Bryman, 2016: 100) which tells about the existing problems/realities and its association 

with the research field. Golden-Biddle and Locke (1993, 1997, referred in Bryman, 2016) claim 

that good writing and arguments need to be framed and developed within a good story. We have 

tried to define the fundamental story that supports and creates the necessity for further study. 

After getting new data through the qualitative interview method, we have used existing theories 
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and previous research to support our data and formulate the relevant arguments. During the 

discussion and conclusion, we have applied for a literature review due to hermeneutics approach. 

 

Contribution to the literature review depended on the research question; and we have contributed 

to the research from the existing knowledge, where all aspects interacting with each other such as 

theoretical, methodological and factual (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). By doing this, we tried to 

achieve a logical argumentation.  At first glance, our contribution to the literature review it seemed 

us a piece of different cakes, and this is because we wanted to see the issue from the different 

angles. The construction of the literature review was in a way that the existing gap in the field 

corresponded to the research question (Bryman, 2016). However, when real data was collected 

through the qualitative method, connections between the literature review and collected data 

became visible. Collected data supported to construct the literature review summaries in the 

correct order to maintain intertextual coherence (Bryman, 2016) and get into the imaginative 

dialogue with a reader (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). The collected data, which could find 

supportive theories contributed to the existing theories, but the one, which cannot find any 

supportive theories, within the field of study were seen as a creation of a new foundation for the 

future research. The storytelling process through the literature review has been designed to link 

with the rest of the article and not to be seen as something isolated from the rest of the parts. The 

narrative review Bryman (2016) of the existing literature has been used to support the arguments, 

to find relevance with collected data and demonstrate a distinctive position in the field of study. 

Systematic review or evidence-based approach Bryman (2016) helped to pay attention into the 

relevant influential details and to avoid the view of “lack of thoroughness” (Tranfield et al. 2003, 

referred in Bryman, 2016:102). The advantages of the systematic review were the creation of 

understanding whether a study of the subjective well-being among elderly people would be 

significant and require intervention, or not. In the introduction, explicit explanation about the 

purpose of our study and relevant review is reviled, as well as related samples tend to address and 

why — the key word in this research question guided through the relevant materials. According 

to the quality criteria, the relevant materials were chosen.  

 

The literature review of the previous research papers on existential loneliness revealed that there 

is no unified theory about existential loneliness and for that reason, an inductive approach was 

applied (Bryman, 2016) to make commitments to the new theory through collected data or to set 

the ground for future research in this field. The hermeneutical theory was used to formulate a new 

framework where existential loneliness can be understood, and findings throughout the study can 

be interpreted.  

 

Existing theories (Bryman, 2016) helped to understand the phenomenon of existential loneliness, 

influential deviances on more abstract and general levels. Those theories did not guide the research, 

but it was playing a bridging role in understanding between theory and collected data (Bryman, 

2016). A qualitative study that is associated with the inductive approach was applied, which is 

bridging data and theory (Bryman, 2016). In-depth, semi-structured interviews generated 

qualitative data from the participants’ detailed answers to the open-ended interview questions. We 

have used one of the principles of the positivism generate new knowledge through the research 

outcomes, mainly the principle of inductivism (Bryman, 2016). However, there is an existing 

contradiction between positivism and hermeneutics, which is concerned with the theory and 
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methods of explanation of individuals’ actions. This contradiction creates division between the 

interpretation of an individual’s behavior that is part of positivist studies in social sciences and 

comprehension of an individual’s behavior, which is part of the hermeneutics (Bryman, 2016).   

 

Throughout the research, we have also used the approach of critical realism (Bryman, 2016) tried 

to understand existential loneliness from the different angles by reviewing structures or 

establishments and actions or behaviors within the structure (Bryman, 2016). Using the product 

of the critical realism reproductive approach, we wanted to observe casual factors, which lies 

behind the phenomenon (Bryman, 2016), and give an interpretive understanding of it. Collecting 

data through the qualitative face-to-face interview, we wanted to understand the existential 

loneliness through the participants’ point of views; in other words, we have made a 

phenomenological approach (Bryman, 2016).   

 

Hermeneutic tradition has been applied to create an understanding of the social phenomenon of 

existential loneliness among elderly people (Johansson, 2015). The sense of understanding has 

come through the participants’ point of views about the social phenomenon, which is more 

concern with phenomenology. The hermeneutic–phenomenological tradition has required from 

us to get understanding about the existential loneliness through the participants’ actions in certain 

events of their life (Bryman, 2016) and give an interpretation of behavior through their responses. 

Hermeneutics approach allows us to explain how existential loneliness become the product of 

human actions through personal experiences (Johansson, 2015). The fundamental aspects of the 

hermeneutics to give an interpretation of the individual’s behavior.   

 

Through hermeneutics approach, we want to show that the patterns of existential loneliness are 

complex, and they can be interpreted by the mental flashlight of the self-evident experiences. 

Interpretation from the alethic hermeneutics angle there are differences between the 

explanation of existential loneliness and understanding it through experiences. By comparing 

the existing theories and previous studies and experiences of the elderly people, we tried to 

gain “truth of wider generality” (Weber, 1967:97, referred in Alvesson, 2010: 120).  For the 

better explanation, the study has started from one single indicator and then delve further and 

beyond into the phenomenon through the points of view of the elderly group of people, 

which is based on principles of the objectivist hermeneutics (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). 

By the basic hermeneutics attitude, we wanted to understand the elderly people more than 

they can understand themselves. Understanding them through their responses, reactions, and 

emotions during the interviews could say more than existing preunderstanding about the 

existential loneliness.  

 

The study was constructed comprehensively in a historically social context, as we wanted to 

analyze phenomenon from the different perspectives and give stimulation for future studies 

in this field (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). For the interpretation of the social phenomenon of 

existential loneliness, we were interested in the individual’s experiences rather than the quantity of 

data. For that reason, the qualitative method has applied to the explanation of the social 

phenomenon (Bryman, 2016).  During the data collection and analysis, we strived to present value-

free data to eliminate our perceptions, aims, expectations in the presentation of the data (Bryman, 
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2016). In the study, we are not aimed to test existing theories or previous research data. 

Nevertheless, we have tried to add something new and create grounds for further studies.  

 

5.4 Sampling 

 

Our decision whom to sample was directed by our research question, which says research on 

existential loneliness among elderly people. In our selection, it was a purposive sampling (Bryman, 

2016) when it comes to the target group of the population. Our goal for choosing a purposive 

sampling was to make our participants relevant to our field of study.  Nevertheless, in our sample 

frame, participants have been randomly selected among elderly people who were at their retired 

age. Although there is a huge difference between the number of selected participants and elderly 

people on the retired age who live in Halmstad, we have tried to meet the requirements of 

minimizing sampling errors not by numbers but by the selection approach of samples (Bryman, 

2016).  To keep the sampling error minimum, we have made a probability approach towards the 

selection of participants. However, we also had unplanned non-probability or snowball sampling 

(Bryman, 2016), when our participant wanted and proposed their colleagues/friends to take part 

in the project as well. We also interviewed them. Generally, the participants have been selected 

randomly. It was the purposive approach towards the selection of the group of elderly people, 

which has been derived from the research question, but we had the maximum variation of 

sampling with different backgrounds and interests (Bryman, 2016). Due to the limited time and 

limited resources, we were not able to represent the whole population we just concentrated on the 

tiny part of elderly people.  

 

The message about the participation in the project has been delivered to all elderly people over 65 

years old who are retired and part of the elderly unity, by the staff at Alla Hjartans Hus. The ones 

who wished to participate expressed their will, and we contacted them for further explanation of 

the concept of the research. We wanted to maintain an equal probability inclusion in our sampling 

process (Bryman, 2016). We had randomly chosen five participants for the interview, and it was 

not something that we reached theoretical saturation (Bryman, 2016) in our collected data, but we 

concentrated on a small number of participants due to the time limitation. During the process, we 

had a cancellation among the chosen participants, but others, who were interested in taking part 

in the study, replaced them. To minimize representation error and bias in our sampling, we tried 

to travel to the place of our participants, who had a mobility issue or met them in their places, 

which were convenient for them. 

 

5.5 Data gathering 
 

For our data collection, we chose both structured and semi-structured or qualitative interview 

(Bryman, 2016) based on characteristics of an inductive approach to let the data formulate the 

outcomes of the research by committing to the theory rather than the researchers’ hypothesis to 

lead the research results. Open-ended and semi-structured interview questions guided us to 

concentrate specifically on existential loneliness rather than general loneliness from the perspective 

of our participants.  Structured interview question was important for us to obtain some 

demographic data such as age, marital status, gender, those constant variables are very important 
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for us to analyze better data received from the semi-structured interview questions. Mostly our 

questions have been constructed in a semi-structured way to get more insight about the issue. Pre-

planned questions helped us to explore the topic more. However, we did not entirely rely on 

preplanned questions not to interrupt the flow of the interview process (Patterson & Williams, 

2002). We were able to give follow up questions to reveal and access more invisible sights of the 

existential loneliness experiences, as the topic more concerned with subjective well-being or inner 

world of the participants. So eventually, semi-structured questions allowed us to see the issue from 

the different angles, and more in-depth and follow the emotional conditions of the participants. 

For the smooth interview process and creating a meaningful narrative, we followed the principles 

how to listen, encourage, and interrupt (Patterson and Williams, 2002) when necessary, in other 

words, acted as a guiding mechanism of the interview. During the process of the interview, 

respondents felt free to talk about both different situations and their feelings and experiences in 

different events.  

 

We had the list of questions that guided the interview, and during the interview, follow up 

questions were given. We have tried to create flexibility in the construction questions in order to 

get more insight into the topic. Questions were not necessarily given in the same order as they 

were written in the paper and at some point, we did not follow the exact script (Bryman, 2016), 

and the answers guide the questions in the script. 

 

Initially, we expected that our participants would-be English-speaking people, but after being in 

contact with our interviewees, we learned that is was preferable for them to speak Swedish rather 

than English, due to the complexity of the topic. So eventually, the questions were constructed in 

the English language, but the face-to-face interview process was in Swedish, due to our participants 

limited English language skills. We decided to interview Swedish to make our participants feel 

comfortable and less stressed (Bryman, 2016). We constructed ten different semi-structured 

questions as it can be seen in (Appendices). 

 

During the interview, the responses have been followed carefully and attentively to come out with 

follow up questions. Questions were constructed in a way to learn more, about influential factors 

on existential loneliness such as emotions, belief, stories, relationship, etc. and we tried to avoid 

questions that might create complexity or unfamiliar/double meaning terms. We didn’t use more 

general questions (Bryman, 2016) because our research field requires some specific details, so 

questions need to be addressed to the specific points, however, general questions also could reveal 

some hidden factors when it comes to following emotions and attitudes, in particular, situations 

(Bryman, 2016). 

 

The interview, which has been carried out in Swedish, has been audio-recorded, and afterward, it 

has been prescribed in English to make it understandable for another non-Swedish speaking 

researcher. We tried to keep the original translation because direct quotes will be important for the 

data analysis. The recording was important not just to detect the answers but also emotions 

(Bryman, 2016). How our participants expressed their specific points play a significant role, as we 

are mostly concerned with the subjective conditions of our participants.  

 



24 
 

5.6 Data processing and data analysis (hermeneutics) 
 

Hermeneutics analysis started with an attempt to develop a detailed interpretation of the 

individual’s experiences in the field of study (Patterson and Williams, 2002). Once the data has 

been collected and prescribed, we started the thematic coding process (Patterson and Williams, 

2002) by the careful and thoughtful reading to reveal relevancy to the topic. The themes have been 

named not directly by the words of respondents but the background research and intentions to 

see the phenomenon from the different angles lead us to choose the relevant names for the themes 

(Patterson and Williams, 2002). The themes have been identified according to the researchers’ 

understandings, which improved through the study of existing literature and research papers 

(Patterson and Williams, 2002), the research aims, questions and themes progressed the interview; 

and more insight about the existential loneliness obtained through the hermeneutic dialogue. The 

basic idea behind the hermeneutics is to let different interpretations exist together ((Patterson and 

Williams, 2002). By using hermeneutic techniques, critical reviews have been carried out to remove 

non-relevant data and leave the related ones (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012) for the better definition 

and understanding of existential loneliness. In order to achieve coherent and complete interview 

narrative, the relevant data have been chosen for the further data proceeding process (Alvesson, 

2010) and it were not just single words or phrases but also whole sentences (Patterson and 

Williams, 2002).  According to the hermeneutics principles, categories were organized in a logical 

consistency for the better interpretation and yield deeper understanding (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2012) about the key nuances inhabited in minds and personal experiences of elderly people 

(Patterson and Williams, 2002). By using an open coding approach, interview texts have been 

divided into the parts by keywords, and then those parts were labeled under the themes or 

categorized (Bryman, 2016). Coding started by reading prescribed interview word by word and 

throughout the reading, tried to ask ourselves question which categories certain suitable text. 

Following methodological principles of the hermeneutics, we have tried not to let the raised 

questions throughout the study to remain without responses (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). 

Initial questions arise from the preunderstanding, and they transform during the process of 

analysis (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). Hermeneutics study is an emergent analyzing process 

(Patterson and Williams, 2002). The insights from the first interviews guided us through the 

thematic structuralization (Patterson and Williams, 2002). The target was to identify predominant 

themes and organize them in a more interpretive and meaningful way. Successful thematization or 

categorization also helped us to achieve a holistic understanding of the phenomenon by showing 

inter-relationships between the individual themes.    

 

In the beginning, certain themes were created, but they were flexible, and the names of the 

categories have been changed while we were reading prescribed texts repeatedly. This process 

is called hermeneutics circle of analysis (Patterson and Williams, 2002). We constantly 

compared categories and text to make it more logically consistent (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2012). We didn’t limit our writing by identifying themes, but noticing, realizing and explaining 

thematic relationships which key principles of the hermeneutics analysis are (Patterson and 

Williams, 2002), provided us with possibilities for a more insightful and holistic explanation.  
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Alvesson and Sköldberg (2012) claim that the researcher must be aware of the transformation 

of the existing frames during the hermeneutic process when new facts emerge and change 

old frames. The originality of the study can be achieved by putting new facts into the new 

context or re-contextualization. Those transformations emerge not only new facts but also 

influence on the patterns of interpretation of the phenomenon. According to Patterson and 

Williams (2002) during the analysis, we included many empirical data to let the reader 

understand the phenomenon and make independent judgments.  

 

Through the axial coding, we tried to put together text and compare to which category they 

suit more as mentioned by (Bryman, 2016), external or internal consequences and subjective 

or objective experiences. By doing so, we tried to maintain close relatedness between 

collected data and contextualization (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). Continuous reading data and 

categories helped us to find a possibility for the further improvement of the contextualization process 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). It has been an inductive approach because the categorization process 

appeared naturally by the active role of brainstorming (Johansson, 2015). Coding or categorization 

created for us a building block (Bryman, 2016) for further data analysis and helped us to focus on 

certain points and find gaps in the hypothetical perceptions. For the interpretation of the 

phenomenon, we have taken the text as a model, and during the interpretation, the facts have 

arisen from the texts Alvesson and Sköldberg (2012) based on the elderly people's experiences. 

The prescribed interviews data have become meaningful signs to get more deep insights into the 

existential loneliness.  

 

During the interview process, we were two people one of us was not fluent in Swedish so that is 

why the Swedish speaking person could take the interview and give follow up questions, but 

another researcher played a role as a passive observer and could also come out with some 

questions. The source of criticism allowed us to observe participants physical appearance (clothing, 

physical well-being), their interests in the topic, face reactions to certain questions, avoidance from 

the interview question, nervousness during the received question or desire to keep conversation 

on without letting us leave, etc. all those nuances have been noticed by both researchers. It was a 

genuine observation when you could easily notice simple things (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012).  

 

All those detected nuances were related to the source of intuitive understanding “from within” 

elderly people (Alvesson, 2010:143), which have been differentiated from the real facts and have 

been accepted through the empathy by the researchers. Although, at the beginning of the study, we 

did not have such intention that one of us going to be a passive observer (Johansson, 2015). 

Afterward, we decided to interpret (Johansson, 2015) what we have observed and experienced. 

Our physical and emotional observations have turned out to be goal-orientated for the research 

field. Johansson (2015) argue that reading the text word-by-word could seem banal, but it is not 

the physical side of the text which need to be concentrated; however, it is essence of words, phrases 

and meanings, and pragmatic approach of the researcher when finding them related. However, we 

also need to notice that observation is not an entirely unbiased approach.   
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5.7 Ethical considerations 

 

This research has been designed in a way to guarantee quality, integrity, and transparency. 

Maximum of effort was put to contribute to the existing knowledge about the existential loneliness 

and to meet the ethical requirements (Bryman, 2016). During conducting the research, we were 

aware of the ethical concerns. To avoid ethical transgression, each interview process started by 

reading ethical aspects for the participants and a verbal contest has been taken from participants, 

by recording the respondent’s voice saying that “I accept all aspects mentioned in ethical guidelines 

and I have no objection to carrying out the interview” (see Appendices).   

 

The participants were told that their voices would be recorded for the deep analysis of the data 

and after the analysis, the recordings would be temporarily stored, and then permanently deleted. 

Only the researchers participating in the interview process will access records. Interviewees have 

been informed that we may use a direct quote of their words in the research paper, and their 

responses will be used only for the research purposes. To avoid ethical issues and not disclose 

their identity, the participants’ names have been coded by nicknames (Bryman, 2016). Even some 

personal details, such as profession, were changed to keep identity private. Participants also have 

been informed that they can withdraw their participation any time before the interview or after the 

interview conducted. They are also able to ask any further questions related to the project, and 

they can even participate during the presentation of the final research results at Halmstad 

University. After receiving verbal consent, the interview process started, and verbal consent has 

been repeated being recorded. It is worth to point out that in this case, the elderly people were 

quite confident and one of them said that “If I am in the interview room, it means that I accept 

terms and conditions.” 

 

Considering the fact, that our participants were elderly people and the interview questions have 

been constructed in a way not to harm our participants by any stress, discomfort, influence on 

their self-esteem or invade to their privacy.  Participants’ anonymity and privacy have been 

respected throughout the stud, and their personal information has been kept confidential (Bryman, 

2016). Although the whole interview has been recorded but afterward during the analysis, we will 

decide whether certain information appropriate to include or not due to the sensitivity.  

 

Although Erikson (1967, referred in Bryman, 2016) called it nonsense and not part of the ethics 

to introduce yourself as a researcher wherever you go, to give explanation about the field of study 

- we gave a short introduction about ourselves and the field of the study to Alla Hjärtans Hus in 

Halmstad, where we aimed to find participants. However, there were also possibilities just to 

approach each participant separately and ask their participation, but we did not do that because 

the topic is sensitive related to the subjective well-being of the elderly people and to make 

participants feel comfortable we used administrative board of the place to access participants. 

Another reason why we approached our participants through the administrative board is that they 

are familiar to the participants who will be more suitable for our research.  

 

We did not provide information sheet about the nature of the research, but we verbally tried to 

explain the concept and purpose of the research. We did it in such a way because our participants 
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were quite old, there might be vision or concentration issues, and we decided it would be better to 

explain them verbally rather than making them read the paper. Confirmation about the 

participation also was taken verbally.   

 

As Gans (1962, referred in Bryman, 2016) pointed out that to get in detail, information, researchers 

need to be dishonest towards their participants and not to reveal all information for which 

purposes they use data. Otherwise, participants may hide important and relevant details. We argue 

that it is not true for all studies. In contrast, during the interview process, we tried to be honest 

with our participants as much as we could for two reasons: to avoid ethical transgression and 

because our research field is something related to their emotional well-being. We described the 

nature of our research clearly so that they could concentrate on those parts which are relevant and 

give more detailed information. So eventually, participants have been fully informed about the 

field of study three times: from an administrative board member of Alla hjärtan has in Halmstad, 

from us before the interview via phone and during the interview process.  

 

The interview process took between 35-60 min. In the first interviews, it was difficult to keep track 

on time and switch from one question to another as it was not easy to interrupt elderly people and 

switch to another question, but it was easy to give follow up questions. However, in the following 

interview processes, we decided to remind them in advance how many questions we have and how 

much time we have for that.  

 

5.8 Challenges  
 

The participants were quite talkative and energetic, sometimes with tendencies to flow out of the 

topic; however, as a researcher, our role was bringing them back again. Even though non-relevant 

talk also is time-consuming, valuable data accessed from participants afterward makes those issues 

became minor. However, it is important just to be aware of those things and that it can happen. 

To proceed with the interview successfully, we respected our participants and their age and gave 

them time to think and take pauses (Bryman, 2016). At one occasion, we attended one participant’s 

home to take the interview due to the participant’s mobility difficulties. At other occasions, we let 

the participants decide the environment for the interview, due to their comfortableness.  

 

6.0 Results Analysis 

 
The result analysis is structured through four different themes/categories and detailed information 

about how the themes have been categorized is given in the chapter of methodology. The themes 

have been constructed in the following order: 6.1 Ageing, life, death and gerotranscendence, 6.2 

Family, social and institutional supports, 6.3 Experience of existential loneliness throughout the 

life, 6.4 The connection between emotional (subjective) well-being and lifestyle. These four themes 

are created with the intention to mirror the aims, research question along with sub-questions and 

background research. Furthermore, the intention is to reflect the interview questions and focus 

during the conversations between interviewers and interviewees/participants. The studied 

participants have diverse backgrounds in education, career, relationships, marital status, etc. All 
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the participants are between 70 and 85 years old, retired and raised in Sweden, three of them are 

women and two are men. The chapter ends with a conclusion of the result analysis.   

 

6.1 Ageing, life, death and Gerotranscendence 
 

The interviewees all discuss their thoughts, concerns, and perceptions of death. The word 

“acceptance” in relation to their own future death is recurrent. All participants agree: accepting the 

fact that life eventually transforms into death and the importance is to feel less anxiety and get 

more satisfaction in life. The participants discuss how the likeability for death gets higher with 

their increased age, perhaps even within a foreseeable future. According to the Theory of 

Gerotranscendence Lars Tornstam (1997) acceptance towards death is a sign of a positive aging 

process, and personal maturity. While reasoning about the importance of acceptance towards 

death, the participants express different degrees of acceptance. Hans and Gun say that death feels 

as a completely natural event. Hans describes it as a part of life, and that he has a distress-free 

relationship to thoughts of death. Hans contributes with a metaphor to describe how death is a 

part of the process of being alive:  

 

“Everything has a beginning and an end, everything. When you are starting up a business, it has 

its start, processes and its end. It is natural”.  

-Hans 

 

Two other interviewees tell how they avoid thinking about death, since it is inevitable, and out of 

the control of human beings. Gun prefers to direct focus to the “here and now” instead of directing 

it to something unavoidable, and how she does not really have time to think about death since she 

is living a life full of activities. Furthermore, both the participants who avoid thinking of death 

express how concerns about death mostly cause negative feelings. They are making a choice to 

direct focus towards other things in life, such as their daily activities, hobbies, memories from the 

past and social connections.  Sven explains how he prefers to focus on his positive health aspect 

and think about past memories than death: 

 

“Haha, I don´t think about it!” “I am just happy because I am healthy, expect from a little high 

blood pressure. But every old person has high blood pressure. I was positioned in Cyprus for the 

military favour in 1965. I have been in Africa too, and it was wonderful to experience.” 

-Sven 

The participants express various degrees of willingness to discuss death - some of them rather 

discuss events in the past and present, and some speculate more about death and beliefs. 

Berit and Marie both discuss ambivalence in the matter of acceptance. On one hand, the 

participants know logically that death will occur eventually. However, the thoughts bring painful 

emotions. Marie expresses how she consciously is “working on the acceptance”. On the other hand, 

Marie also expresses how she “does not feel finished with life,” how she is longing to continue to explore 

her life: hobbies/interests, relationships, books, arts and more. She keeps herself busy to avoid 

negative feelings of death. 
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All the participants tell that their lives so far have been interesting and rewarding, even though 

they all have had their personal challenges. The memories from earlier events in their life until 

present time increase their life satisfaction. L Tornstam (2010) describes that individuals maturing 

into gerotranscendence often see their past in renewed ways when they look back, with acceptance 

– including both positive and negative events. Marie expresses, how she does not feel finish with 

life, however she values every day:  

“A dentist once said to me, “Now it would be nice to get to sleep, I am full.” I don´t want to say I am 

full yet, but I have been so active, and I have had so much fun. I am thankful for every day.” 

– Marie                        

Being thankful for previous life experiences as well as the present moment, contribute to 

satisfaction in life and perhaps in some cases, increased acceptance for death according to the 

interviews.  

Discussing different factors, which can lead to increased acceptance towards death and decreased 

negative emotions when thinking about death, the participants mention their relationships and 

bonds with other people. They all have diverse social networks, containing close relationships in 

different forms. Berit says that her children are one of the most important factors in her life; how 

they grown-up and their childhood experiences add meaning to her life. She expresses how, after 

the death, she will leave an important contribution to the world – her children. The participant 

continues her reasoning by discussing how people who did not, or could not, choose to have 

children create other opportunities like a close network of friends, a love relationship or a passion 

in the form of a hobby.  

Along with acceptance towards death, participants express that the thoughts of death become 

present with increased age and increase the frequency of existential concerns; for some with a 

feeling pressure and time limitation. One of them mentions how she feels like she should clean 

her closets so that her family does not have to “death-cleanse” the day she passes away, but that she 

avoids doing this cleanse since it feels unpleasant and strange: 

“Everyone is talking about death-cleansing; you should death-clean, in wardrobes and everything. 

That pressure becomes present within time. I am telling myself, that I should not care about it. 

But I think it is important when the thoughts are present, to tell myself” “You never know what 

you can do tomorrow, so take care of what you can do today”. 

-Marie 

Marie continues by expressing how she never takes life for granted and how she wakes up with a 

feeling of gratefulness. The interviewee Gun tells how she thinks about her relatives who already 

passed away, and how nice it would be to meet them “after this life”. Some of the interviewees 

discuss on how the thought of death affects people differently in positive and negative manners 

and the thoughts about death might lead to anxiety – but in some cases could be a relief for some 

individuals. L Tornstam (2010) argues on acceptance towards death can be a sign of maturity and 

wisdom, depending on where in the process of gerotranscendence the individual is – the more the 

individual has gone through gerotranscendent stages, the more acceptance towards death. The 

interviewees describe how they think the level of acceptance towards death mostly depends on the 
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individual’s life circumstances. Gun tells that she had seen much misery globally in different 

corners of the world when she was a volunteer and throughout her career and private life. She 

thinks death can be a relief in situations where the individual suffers from pain, is unable to move 

or to live a decent life. Gun mentions about loneliness among elderly people when a significant 

person in their life dies. Guns reflection regarding loneliness death, correlates with parts of the 

Theory of Belonging – according to May, communication and belonging between individuals is a 

basic need, needed not only for decent life but for survival (May 2011).  

Two participants express worries regarding the death process itself whether the death process will 

be painful, dramatic, or terrifying once it occurs. These interviewees express the importance of a 

nice and calm ending, and how important it is to be taken care of at the end of life. One participant 

says that health care professionals should “not only see a body” but need to treat it with respect 

regardless of age and conditions.  

None of the interviewees considers themselves religious, confess a belief nor have imaginations 

regarding what will happen after life. Marie says that even though she believes that nothing 

happens after death, one part of her wants to believe. Furthermore, she draws connections 

between decreased opportunities for her to believe in higher powers- “how the world is constructed”. 

Ongoing wars, tragedies, how people treat each other for the sake of personal wealth and happiness 

decrease her ability to believe to the higher powers. Hans expresses how the imagination and 

thoughts regarding what happens after death are difficult to formulate mentally: 

“It would be quite meaningless if nothing at all happens, but I find hard to formulate those 

thoughts. Yesterday, I found out that two of my cousins died on the same day and then I started 

to think about it. Otherwise, I don’t think about it and I don´t think about my own henceforth 

time either.” 

-Hans 

Hans explains how he finds those concerns complicated to formulate since these concerns are very 

abstract; if he would have to answer the question regarding whether he believes in some kind of 

life after death the answer would be “no.” However, he discusses the fact that no one knows. 

Marie considers herself “agnostic”; she believes that something happens after death, but she does 

not have an imagination about what it could be like. Berit considers herself “spiritual” but non-

religious. She thinks that the soul remains in the form of a memory, that other people remember 

the human being who passes away.  

"I think more about these things more now than ever. I don´t think about everything I have to 

do, I take every day as it comes. Sometimes I think that those who have beliefs feel more secure, 

but I am not sure. At the same time, they have different rules they need to follow." 

-Berit 

The participant continues the discussion on whether individuals feel more secure with beliefs or 

not. She thinks it depends on the person, and how he/she uses the belief. Personally, she expresses 

how she does not value religion as something important in her life, even though she has spiritual 

beliefs. According to L Tornstam (2010), spirituality is a way of understanding the inner worlds of 

life, and this understanding later converted into language and words. The interviewees’ perceptions 
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of spirituality and beliefs correlate with Tornstams explanation – the participants experience their 

own, individual attitudes towards spiritual belief.  

Several of the interviewees express how they view the importance of treating others well during 

life, regardless if there is a higher power or not. Marie describes this through a metaphor: “If you 

have a goal, the goal is not the important part, but the way to the goal is.” She reasons about how individuals´ 

actions towards others during life is much more important than which belief or religion one 

follows.   

6.2 Family, social and institutional supports 
 

Interviewees have different perspectives about their relationships and with whom they feel strong 

bonds. The participants all express the importance of support, mutual trust, care, and safety in 

their relationships with others and who they consider being confidant in their life.  Three 

participants have love relationships, and all of them met the significant person of their life when 

they were over 50 years old. Two of those with love relationships have been married in their young 

ages. One became a widower during his working age, and the other one got divorced several years 

ago. Those respondents who are in a love relationship notice that their partners are the one who 

they trust, and they are supportive on many levels. The partner is a best friend, someone with 

whom they can share their deep concerns. One participant expresses how her relationship changed 

from intense love feeling to more safe and warm feelings.  

The participants mention that trust is a feeling, rather than something tangible or measurable, and 

it often increases throughout time. Interviewee Gun expresses how honesty and no falseness are key 

factors in relationship with others. She needs to feel safe with a person who shares private 

information and secures that information will not spread out. She does not want the one who talks 

behind her or twists the truth to be something other than she aimed. Furthermore, she tells that she 

has high integrity, which makes her happy with - however, this integrity sometimes can cause her 

to feel lonely to a wider extent:  

“I am always careful talking about people outside, mentioning names, for example. That may be 

a hindrance from opening up. I do not like gossip and people who talk behind others. I become 

just quiet. That is what trust is about, to be able to trust those you are telling things too”. 

-Gun 

Sven expresses that trust means someone who is there for him when needed practically. 

"I have my neighbour helping me with the garden. Also, we share a morning magazine." 

-Sven 

Berit was a successful athlete on her young age, and she had broad social networks, such as sports 

coaches and friends. She used to be apart from her parents, but she enjoyed her life. She trusts 

friends she has known for a long time, some of them for 50 years. Several of the participants 

discuss how trust can be felt spontaneously, and that is highly related to an intuitive experience; it 

happens that they feel trust for someone immediately and spontaneously, without a common 
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history of being familiar with each other. According to Bowlby´s Attachment Theory, the ability 

to be attached is a constructive way and depends on how the individual by instinct perceive others 

to be reliable or not (1982/1969, referred in Shaver and Makuliner 2005). The interviewees 

describe how sometimes they feel distrust and have negative experiences with people who they have 

known and trusted for a long time.  

Some of the interviewees discuss how their childhood and their relationship with parents and 

siblings affected them even in their old age. One of the respondents describes how she spent a 

lot of time apart from her biological family during her youth since she was very active in sports, 

and her parents always supported her in her choices. A third interviewee reflects on how the 

participant’s parents influenced her ethically by showing what is right and wrong.  

Sven has bad memories of his childhood. His parents used to send him to the camp. 

“I don’t like sour milk; it reminds me of my times in camp.” 

Sven 

 He dropped school at a young age and started working by moving from one farm to another.  

 “I did not like school. Once the teacher asked me to read, and I could not read it as she wanted. 

I thought it was hard. She hit my school desk hard with a ruler three, four centimeters away from 

my hand. Then it became even harder to read for me. I always felt scared.” 

Stev 

Sven trust himself and he knows that he has ability to solve problems and cope with difficult 

situations.  

"I have always been leaning on myself; I am alright myself." 

Sven 

“My sister and I are extremely different people.  She is married, and I think she should not be in 

that marriage, she sees marriage as a source of protection” I saw the same tendencies in my 

parents’ marriage, my father was always working, and my mother had a lot of insecurities which 

she took out on us. That is not good for anyone it affects one´s self-esteem”. 

Sven 

Sven has never had a confidant, children and nowadays does not have so much contact with 

relatives and friends and he used to be alone. Nowadays, he has homecare staff to help him with 

practical things. The participant views healthcare professionals and homecare staff to be his closest 

relationship, express how much he values and appreciate their support. Most of his time in his life, 

he used to be alone, and for this reason, feels good to spend time without socialization. One aspect, 

which makes him feel less isolated and more supported is daily activities offered by the municipality 

for elderly groups and artwork, which reminds him of his past activities. During the interview, he 

often returned to conversations about Alla Hjärtans Hus and offered activities by Halmstad 

municipality.  
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Some of the participants argue that love and trust are intertwined concepts, hard to distinguish 

exactly what they are. Hans says that trust means to be able to open up to someone, to speak the 

unfiltered truth and knowing that that person wants what is good for him.  

Respondent discusses the importance of Alla Hjärtans Hus; 

“It is amazing. Two different choirs, theatre, those who are working in the café are doing it voluntarily. They have a 

knitting course where we talk, laugh, and eat sandwiches. A part of the loneliness disappears there”. 

-Marie 

Marie had a discussion with friends about birthdays, and they compared their birthday celebrations 

when they turned 50 and 70 years old. They discussed the differences in numbers of visitors they 

had – when they turned 50 years old, it was difficult to allocate and take of all guests. When they 

turned 70 years old, the challenge was to find guests since many of them passed away. 

Berit has been divorced, and she is satisfied with the relationships she has with both 

children/grandchildren and friends. 

"When I think about meeting a new partner, I feel like it works out good the way it is now."  

-Berit 

Berit has children and grandchildren living in another city, and therefore, they do not meet so 

often. They do speak by phone but no more than several times a week. She expresses that 

sometimes, it makes her feel lonely: 

“Sometimes I wish that they called me more frequently, sometimes it makes me feel a little bit 

lonely, even though I know that they live their own lives” … “But I never feel lonely for a long 

time.” 

-Berit 

However, the thoughts of knowing that her children live their own independent life where they 

can set and reach their personal goals makes her feel good. Berit considers her relationships with 

children satisfactory.  

The interviewees understanding of relationships within social networks (family members, friends, 

etc.) differs one from others. Some of the participants have close relationships with a significant, 

other with the child, some have close and rewarding friendships, and some perceive care 

professionals to be their confidant.  

6.3 Experience of existential loneliness throughout life 

 

The interviewees all agree that the choice to live alone or the choice to spend time alone does not 

automatically lead to loneliness. No one of the participants considers themselves completely 

existential lonely, even spending time alone is more common for some of them compared to 

previous in life. 
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To the question about what loneliness is, the participants stress the complexity of the 

phenomenon. For some participants loneliness was something nice and relaxing where one can 

focus on personal interests, for some people it is a natural process of life, and for some, it is a 

painful process when they experience the death of confidant or get divorced.  

The interviewees have expressed their experiences of existential loneliness at certain stage of their 

life and during certain occasions. 

 “After the divorce, I felt terrible. My whole inner world was running. But you can help the 

process by running outside, by doing things. With time comes acceptance by developing positive 

thoughts”. 

-Marie 

 

Berit can feel loneliness for a shorter period of time or a couple of hours when her children moved 

to their home and when they are leaving and going back to their home after the short stay. Marie 

expresses the importance of having friends to talk when she feels lonely: 

“Then I call someone, asking them to tell me something uplifting because my reality feels gray.” 

-Marie  

Marie says that often there is no extraordinary reason for her to feel lonely, which often depends 

on missing some small actions or circumstances; such as the lack of venting concerns, she had 

with her friends, when she has not had an uplifting conversation for a long time, etc. Ge, Yap et 

al. (2017) explain how loneliness by some, in some situations, may be synonymous with aloneness.  

The two male respondents said that they never feel lonely, even when they are alone. One of them 

describes that he never felt lonely through life. His wife died at his working age, which caused a 

deep sorrow. However, his friends and co-workers supported him both emotionally and 

practically. He found a way to cope with the situation, by being socially active but also by engaging 

in his hobbies and interests: 

“I can´t say that I have ever felt lonely. For example, when I became a widower, it was a very 

new situation for me. When she died, half of me disappeared. But I searched for the company. I 

was a member of a boat organization, I met a lot of people there, we talked, and I enjoyed my 

time there”. 

-Hans 

Hans describes how his former workplace had a distinguished "macho culture" when emotions were 

not so easily discussed, but once his wife passed away, he got high levels of emotional support 

from his colleagues. It made him forget about his loneliness condition. He met friends, and 

eventually, he started to meet with another woman. He cannot remember a moment when he felt 

lonely, even though he misses his wife very much.  

The other man, who does not experience loneliness, says that the experience of loneliness is a 

process and matter of time. In his young age, he used to feel lonely and experienced fear but not 
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anymore. One reason for the loneliness was the fear of being alone, which resulted in social 

isolation and as well as loneliness.  

The interviewees discuss how the quality of relationships and support from others affect the 

presence or absence of loneliness, and how these experiences have differed through life. One of 

the definitions of loneliness is limited relatedness to others (Ettema, Derksen et al., 2010; May, 2011).  

One interviewee who does not have children discusses how she felt existential lonely when she 

was a young woman. She says that she never really felt the need for having children and that her 

choice was her own. However, she got confused by signals and pressure from society. It was a 

norm to want kids and to have a family, and she felt like her choice was not fully accepted. Her life 

choice of not having children made her feel lonely and separated from others: 

"I used to think if I want to have children but the answer all the time was “No.” Luckily my 

parents did not put that pressure on me, but others did". 

-Gun 

However, Gun said that her parents always supported her with her choice and never questioned 

her decision. It made the situation easier for her to handle the outside pressure. Her concerns 

show her hidden desire want to be attached with others (May, 2011), but still, she has her personal 

choice, which makes her be alienated from the followers of norms. 

She thinks that she made the right decision not having a kid. She always has been highly engaged 

in volunteer work and social activities. However, she has a fear she would be lonely after the death 

of her partner. She also has a concern that the family line will end with her and her sibling’s death 

since none of them have kids. According to Gun, her broad social contacts can never compensate 

that. According to Ettema, Derksen et al. (2010), existential loneliness can be described as a 

condition of life, which participants are trying to explain through their personal experiences in their 

life. Several participants described how they felt lonely when their parents passed away, both in 

the immediate relation to death, but also later during life. One interviewee express how much she 

missed her mother when her child was born, and the mother passed away many years ago:  

“I had experienced the feelings of loneliness when I got my first child, and my mother already 

passed away. Then I felt her absence”. 

-Berit 

Berit felt the need of discussing the experiences and thoughts with her mother and get her support. 

Berit continues her reasoning by explaining the feelings when the children were moving out several 

years ago; how she got lonely in one sense and relieved in another sense. What made her feel lonely 

was the separation from the children, the fact that they took new steps in life where she was not 

automatically as included as before. At the same time, she says, she felt safe knowing that her 

children lived a stable and happy life and that she felt confident that they would navigate in the 

adult life. Berit says that these kinds of separations usually come with mixed feelings and that she 

thinks that is completely natural. According to Ettema, Derksen et al. (2010), existential loneliness 

can be defined as a transformative process rather than something constant and (Shaver & Mikulincer, 

2005) the individual get a sense of relief knowing that attachment figure has a safe and protected 

environment.   
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Some interviewees highlight the appearance of fear of loneliness when they think about the death 

of confidant and when they will be left alone. One of them explains her anxiety of growing older, 

the risk of her body and mind will stop functioning, and how her social network will be passed 

away. She believes that it is going to be the painful loneliness when she will lose control over her 

body and her life and will rely on help others.  

6.4 The connection between emotional (subjective) well-being and lifestyle                                            

 

The respondents are all born in various parts of Sweden, and then, mostly for work reasons, they 

moved to different places within the country throughout their lives.  

During the interviews, participants touched upon a topic of how society and lifestyle have changed 

in comparison to the past. One participant who worked with children the entire working life 

highlights how the behavior of the children changed within her career life, how the children strived 

for more and more space.  

“At the beginning of my career, it was unbelievable that the young students would speak out 

loud in the classroom without raising their hands. Nowadays, this behavior is accepted by many 

adults, both parents, and teachers”.  

-Marie 

The participant discusses the phenomenon curling – how adults do everything in their power to 

make the children life path as smooth as possible, by helping them to avoid the smallest hindrances 

and challenges. The interviewee expresses how this approach is not always in favor of the children, 

but instead can cause insecurities and difficulties for them to navigate in their own life. 

Berit expresses that she, during her working life within the health sector, experienced 

organizational changes such as; a new system of occupation. She tells that sometimes it was 

challenging to adapt to rapidly changing situations in working life. However, she accepted the 

changes since she usually has a curiosity for learning. Berit continues the discussion through 

reflection about societal changes and expresses how societal institutions, such as childcare differs 

between now and past. Kindergarten is not the same as it used to be when her children were young; 

they had a day mother; instead, a woman who took care of children at her own home. To find a day 

mother was challenging, and daycare for children was not a legal right.  

Societal cultures not only underestimated influential health factors, but they also determine the 

citizens’ access to the social network (Eckersley, 2005). Several of the interviews claim that in 

Sweden nowadays, people close the doors for those who are not by personality match their 

characteristics. One of them reflects on how she experiences the changes in societal climate; she 

sees that the societal atmosphere was more welcoming and open before. It is hard to express when 

exactly these changes have taken place. Gun reflects how people perceive Swedes are feeling lonely. 

She discusses contradictions within perceptions and realities in Sweden. This is a nation with the 

well-developed welfare system, which has created many opportunities for people to live, and 

citizens have the ability to choose their way of life, this might create the feeling of loneliness for 

some people:  

“I think that there was more strong unity between people in the past, but today people are 
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closing their door and go into their world, maybe don´t know anything about the neighbor.” 

-Gun 

Gun reflects on how intolerance and misunderstandings between people, with difficulties among 

them to accept other peoples´ differences, how people criticize “those who are different from 

themselves.” At the same time, Gun admits, she tends to choose friends and other contacts who 

are more alike her, such as common values, interests and personality traits. She is happy with her 

social contacts, and it makes her feel emotionally satisfied. However, she sees the struggle for those 

who are not connected to others or for some reasons are standing outside of social contacts. Hans 

expresses difficulties to reach other people. He says that people, in general, are bad at making 

phone calls to each other nowadays. Although, he doesn´t think this causes him emotional 

suffering since he also meets many people on a daily basis –potentially, the habit of not calling 

each other can cause loneliness between individuals.  

One of the interviewers reflects on how the Swedish society differs from her home country, 

Azerbaijan. People in her country more often live in “big families” with several generations 

together, but in Sweden, instead, institutions often take responsibility for the elderly. Berit says 

that it is impossible to know what causes and what the effect in different situations are: 

“When people get diagnosed with depression; for example, the depression can be a consequence 

of the lifestyle, but we can´t neglect that there is a biological component involves too.”  

-Berit 

Two of the participants reflects on how modern society consists of false role models, which causes 

expectation among people on how they should behave. 

According to the respondent, the Swedish tradition in some senses may cause loneliness and 

decrease well-being, but there are also advantages.                                                                      

Sven tells about how he felt lonely with lower well-being when he was younger and isolated to a 

greater extent, compared to present when he is elderly. The participant considers health care 

professionals and home care staff as a close network and enjoys activities organized by the local 

government for the elderly. This gives him the opportunity to do things he likes, such as eating 

lunch and listen to live music together with other elderly people. Several participants expressed 

that they are happy with the possibility to live alone. One of the participants has an attachment 

figure who she meets regularly, but they do not live together. The participant considers this a 

perfect solution for both of them to value their freedom. Marie expressed, in a humoristic sense, 

a conversation she had with her daughter recently.  

“Sometimes I am joking, saying, "When am I going to move to your place?" They respond, "When you 

move in, we move out." 

-Marie 

Marie says this with a laugh and easy voice tone. She added how it is important to have a separate 

life from the children since both of them created their way of living. According to May (2011), 

individuals can do both being connected and disconnected upon their choices.  
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The participants discuss the importance of society taking care of older populations. One of the 

reasons mentioned is the different knowledge the elderly population has compared to the young 

generation, for example, in how to handle some crisis: 

“Have you seen the series called Nedsläckt land?” (Extinguished land, a Swedish public service-financed 

series). “Two groups of people live in two different households, and they have difficulties in 

coping with electricity struggle, for example.” 

-Marie 

During the interviews, reflections occur regarding the connection between aging and the ability to 

cope with stressful situations. Hans reasons that if an individual has mobility issues or illness, it 

might affect the ability to cope constructively with hindrances. This, in turn, affects well-being. 

Sven describes the same difficulties, but also highlight the possibility to find new methods to cope 

with, and to use other approaches when the old ones do not serve anymore: 

“Several years ago, I had a stroke. That is the reason why I play so much with the card; I need to 

practice with my one hand since the stroke. I don´t drive a car anymore, but I have my scooter, 

and sometimes I take a bus.” 

-Sven 

Marie describes something she feels she has in common with many of her friends like how 

memories fade away. She expresses how she has difficulties in remembering people´s names and 

how this sometimes causes some stress and frustration.  

Majority of the individuals interviewed consider themselves to have very active lifestyles and are 

confident that their active lifestyle helps to prevent health problem, both physically and mentally. 

Berit expresses how she enjoys the retirement life, by being able to evolve in her hobbies such as 

physical training, card gaming, etc.   

 

6.5 Conclusion of result analysis  
 
The participants discuss and highlight the importance of acceptance for death and physical and 

mental changes due to increased age. What increases the acceptance for the interviewees is positive 

or interesting experiences in their lives. The interviewees have different spiritual beliefs and 

thoughts regarding life and death. However, no one of them considers themselves to be religious 

- instead, they reflect on the importance of treating others fair. All the interviewees expressed that 

they have people in their lives who support them, and whom they trust. Attachment and 

relationships have changed throughout their life. Reflections occur on reasons why the participants 

feel less lonely as elderly, compared to when they were younger. Mentioned reasons for this are, 

among others, increased social and institutional support as well as personal crises sorted out. The 

participants reflect on how the modern lifestyle in Sweden perhaps affects emotional well-being. 

They see both the positive and negative sides of the societal changes. Past experiences, influence 

their well-being and lifestyle. 
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7.0 Results and Methodological Discussion   
 

This chapter is categorized in two parts. The first part describes the discussion on the basis of the 

results whereas the other part reflects the discussion of the methodologies that have been applied 

in order the get the results.   

 

7.1 Results Discussion 
 

7.1.1 Ageing, life, death, and Gerotranscendence 

 

The Theory of Gerotranscendence suggests that individuals can age into a specific state, which is 

distinguished by increased well-being, wisdom, renewed worldviews, and increased acceptance for 

previous life experience (L Tornstam, 2010). A positive outlook on aging could be a very positive 

experience for some people depending on the individuals´ life circumstances. During the 

interviews, respondents express how they are happy with their life. Through a gerotranscendence 

perspective, the interviewees seem to age in a constructive and positive sense – with increased 

wisdom. The interviewees express how they perceive death as a natural event and as a part of their 

life. They all accept the thoughts of death, at least to a logical extent, and are willing to discuss this 

question during the interview. The increased wisdom develops the acceptance for death (Lars 

Tornstam, 1997). Whether an individual reaches the final step in gerotranscendence, depends on 

factors such as opportunities in life and social factors (Atchley, 2008). All respondents have 

different backgrounds and personal preferences. For instance, some of the participants tend to, 

think, more about life, death and other existential questions, which in some sense are correlated 

to spirituality. Spirituality is a way of understanding the inner worlds of life, which converted into 

the language (Tornstam, 2010); however, some people use different expressions to describe it. One 

can assume that individuals’ differences in language; for example, the presence of words, absence 

of words et cetera, affects how these inner worlds are communicated.  

 

Tornstam (1997) describes how gerotranscendence allows the individual to get peace from past 

events or people, which/who hurt the individual. Perhaps it is difficult to distinguish whether 

someone or something is forgiven or not. This may depend on how one defines the word 

“forgiveness.” One interviewee describes how the treatment from a teacher in the past still affects 

the participant – he has difficulties to read, consequently from the events mentioned. One can 

imagine that the ability to forgive situations varies largely between individuals. It is unclear whether 

the participant has forgiven or not, furthermore, it is difficult to know whether forgiveness towards 

the teacher would increase the interviewee’s levels of gerotranscendence.  

 

During the discussions with the interviewees regarding if they have lived a fulfilling life, all of them 

express how much they value the life that they lived, with its positive and negative experiences. 

No one of them mentioned materialistic factors of life, such as cars, clothes, or other personal 

belongings. Instead, they highlight how the presence of healthy memories from earlier life events 

and feelings of belonging with other people and trust makes them value life. One of the 

interviewees expresses that she would not change anything even if she had the chance to do it. 

May reasons about how people at a young age can be satisfied with belongings on the personal 
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level and when individuals grow older they develop the feelings of belonging to more abstract 

fractions (May, 2011; Lars Tornstam, 1997).  

 

If the individual has the possibility to mature into the specific, positive, and rewarding period 

depends not only on individual factors such as personality but also on possibilities, which are given 

or not given through life. Whether this transcendence happens or not depends on factors such as 

opportunities in life and social factors (Atchley 2008). The interviewees have different 

backgrounds. For instance, one interviewee expressed his life as “a typical working-class home,” 

and some of them are raised within academic families. Even though backgrounds vary in this sense, 

all of the participants explain that they have had possibilities in life, with the ability to choose 

different paths. Life-world concept, which includes stock of knowledge in an individual’s mindset, 

influence on personal reactions in a specific time of his/her life (Baxter, 1987).  

 

The interviewees all mention the significance of having relationships with others (non-blood-based 

ties) being connected to friends, colleagues, and health care professionals. In other words, they 

highlight the significance of the sense of belonging; it is a state when “It feels right, I belong, my 

body is comfortable here, it fits” (Game, 2001:28, referred in May, 2011:80).  

 

According to the discussions with interviewees, it was clear that if they are not spiritual, it does 

not necessarily mean that they do not understand the greater meaning in their life. They expressed 

the importance to treat others well, shape a good relationship, develop connectedness to the 

surrounding world through the activities and hobbies. Life satisfaction is having a sense of 

knowing that their family members are healthy and having the ability to be independent (Shaver 

and Mikulincer, 2005). Spirituality according to the responds is combined with a sense of 

connectivity at the personal level with family members, confidant, friends, also belonging, and 

dependence from the abstractions while people grow up older (May, 2011). 

 

7.1.2 Family, Social, and Institutional Supports 
 

Perceptions and emotions are important components of health since they affect an individual’s 

health behavior (Eckerslay, 2005). The participants value the quality of their relationships and 

influence on them. The interviewees all describe how they want to see relationships in relations 

with others or vice versa. Trust, love, caring, and support in times of need are basic nuances of 

quality relations.  The absence of family members and friends does not always make the individual 

feel lonely if they have a confidant in their life. People have a desire to belong with others (May, 

2011) and the elderly people throughout life find that attachment in a confidant. Internally they 

got satisfaction through frequent phone calls or face-to-face meetings with attachment figures.  

 

Participants feel belonging in terms of personal preferences and circumstances. Some of them 

have close bonds to their friends, other expresses how her voluntary work is important, and 

another participant mentions how he share the magazine with a neighbor who also supports him 

practically. The state of belonging is complex, which can happen between not only family members 

and close friends, but also appears by sharing interests or experiences with others. Support received 

from the neighbors or non-family members have a positive influence on participants’ psychological 
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conditions and close relationship with families, friends, and community through different ways 

increase the quality of attachment and integration within the society (Harknett 2006 and Lin 2001, 

referred in Hombrados-Mendieta, et al. 2013). What stands clear is that the social network is of 

high importance to feel a sense of belonging? The participants have different levels of social needs. 

Some feel quite well most of the time being alone, where others crave more socializing in big 

groups with lots of discussions.  

 

The interviewees explain how trust to others is important for their well-being. There is also a more 

abstract aspect of trust when it is not possible to express what makes the participant trust others. 

Habermas (referred in Baxter. 1987) highlights that in communicative actions, the essence of 

mutual understanding and authentic or genuine conversations are important. Communicative 

actions need to be distinguished from the concealed conversation when one trying to manipulate 

another person. When the trust and feelings of care are not met between people, they instead 

prefer to be disconnected (Gierveld and Tilburg, 2006). 

 

In modern society, not only people with blood ties become a family member but also friends. 

Traditionally we accept the family concept as a small unity within a society, which bring people 

together by blood ties, common wills, and sincere love (Tönnies, 1887, referred in May, 2011). 

However, in building a close relationship outside of blood ties trust play an important role. In such 

close relationship under the umbrella of trust, people seek to achieve security and protection; a 

trustworthy person is a person who can be there when it is needed (Shaver and Mikulincer, 2005).  

Availability and responsiveness of the trustworthy person are important because most of the 

respondents live alone and apart from their close family members or do not have relatives. Almost 

all participants treat social network equally as a family net; this can be one of the reasons that they 

value trust so much within relationships. 

 

Moreover, the intensive process of achieving proximity with others based on trust may bring 

negative consequences also if trust between individuals is broken. Shaver and Mikulincer (2005) 

claim that it led to the deactivation process of the behavior when people suppress the intention to 

look for other proximity, try to keep a maximum distance from others. On the other hand, in a 

long-run deactivation, the process makes individual to fight for personal strength by depressing 

negative memories, but it is not always possible in all ages. 

The absence of quality relationships makes participants feel lonely; they want someone who will 

show sympathy and can keep the words said between them private.  

 

A person can feel belonging not only to other human beings but also to places, cultures, and 

objects. Therefore, what makes one feel belonging varies to a broad extent. Several of the 

interviewed individuals expressed about how they appreciated spending time at the activities 

organized by the municipality for elderly people. It may be that the interviewees feel a sense of 

belonging to the place and organization where people gather, and events happen, and not only to 

specific individuals or groups. The “life-world” system, which includes elements of background 

knowledge and culture along with economic and administrative structures, construct the unity in 

the society (Guze, Baxter et al., 1987). One respondent tells that in the gatherings organized for 

the elderly people, they found people of their age and they can share memories from the past times 

through the offered activities. In order not to feel lonely people try to avoid a disagreeable 
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subjective conditions and try to find a sense of closeness or soulful support in his/her 

surroundings (Blazer 2002, referred in Hombrados-Mendieta, et al. 2013).  At that time, people try 

to find a group of people who they belong, a place where they feel relaxed with less tension. May 

(2011) claims that the self is not something single isolated existence, but it includes many different 

selves which mirror through others.   

 

7.1.3 Experience of existential loneliness throughout the life 

 

According to the participant, Marie, the state when the individual is unable to control his or her 

life, the ultimate feeling of existential loneliness appears. Marie tells about feelings when she got 

divorced. She perceived that time of her life emotionally terrible moments, but she found the 

ability to cope with those painful feelings in various ways. One possible conclusion from these 

expressions is that the fear of existential loneliness, as well as the insecurities when it comes to 

how life will develop, might lead to worries itself - even when the individual still feels healthy with 

a great sense of belonging. According to Bolmsjö, Tengland et al. (2018), existential loneliness 

differs from other types of loneliness, since it is an awareness of negative moods and emotions, 

such as being isolated from all other humans even when the person is not physically alone. 

Existential loneliness might be challenging or even impossible to avoid since this specific type of 

loneliness can occur in an individual’s life, regardless he/she has a close social network or not.   

 

The interviewee Hans says that he has never felt lonely, which he relates to high levels of social 

support. His wife passed away, and he lost himself for a short period. When it comes to the 

rehabilitation process, social support played a great role. Hans recalled how his colleagues 

supported him, and therefore, he did not feel lonely for a long time when his confidant or an 

important person in his life passed away. Ettema, Derksen et al. (2010) defined existential 

loneliness in three dimensions; one of the definitions says that existential loneliness is a total lack 

of relatedness. Due to Hans reasoning, it seems that Hans felt high levels of relatedness, which 

might be related to social support and his colleagues’ abilities to support and understand his 

situation.  

 

None of the male participants expresses that they feel lonely. Sven who has mobility difficulties, 

lives alone, has no child, never married, and he said that he always used to learn on me. From here, 

we can draw some explanation given by Shaver and Mikulincer (2005) that male personality from 

nature can play a significant role by being strong and less emotional. Man can rely on personal self-

efficiency and combat for personal strength and not always looking for the proximity with others 

for being next in a time of needs. Despite the physical issues, he is not completely isolated from 

the people, he meets with a group of people of his age, taking part in activities with them and can 

contact to social care service in case he needs some help.  

The interviewees seem to connect more to the feeling of relatedness in their experience of 

existential loneliness. Gun did not want to have children in her early life. Although she had a broad 

contact net and felt happy in her decisions, she expresses how she felt lonely at that time since she 

was questioned for her life choices and got the feeling of being not understood or something 

different from the norm. Eventually, throughout the age, Gun´s feeling of being lonely decreased, 
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and she became even more comfortable in her decision of not having kids. Ettema, Derksen et al. 

(2010) define existential loneliness as a condition for existence. She felt existential loneliness when 

she tried to make decisions against the traditional norms. Therefore, existential loneliness in ways 

can be related to life choices.  

 

The definition made by Ettema, Derksen et al. (2010), state existential loneliness is also a process, 

which can give positive outcomes. For example, when a person learns more about how he or she 

functions or handles challenging situations. Sven tells us about how he earlier in his life felt fear 

of going outside, and how that increased his experience of being lonely and isolated.  

 

McGraw (1995) states the individual’s lifestyle to have cumulative effects on the nature of 

existential loneliness. The perception of life for a person who does not go out, compared to a 

person who does, might differ in the sense that the person who goes outside of the personal 

boundaries have many more possibilities to socialize and to get access to all the public places. 

Furthermore, according to McGraw (1995), lifestyle affects the intensity of the experience of social 

loneliness. Negative trends of being isolated, feeling alienated, or living a lifestyle, which is not 

encouraging for the person, might create even more suffering.  

 

The interviewees explain the importance of the acceptance process for them in handling questions 

of existential nature.  It seems that from acceptance comes decreased existential loneliness. 

Durkheim highlights that individualism is a product of the industrialization and people get their 

individuality within society, she replaces society first and then individuality, the individual is unable 

to live without society (May, 2011) and acceptance or rejection comes from others, and others are 

components of the society. Acceptance is also a part of the sincere support from the beloved ones, 

close friends, and families in the material and empathic manner (Lin et al. 1986, referred in 

Hombrados-Mendieta, et al. 2013 and Shaver and Mikulincer, 2005). This type of support 

enhances the sense of identity and belongings within the community. A conclusion to be drawn 

from literature is that being with other people is not enough – the socialization needs to satisfy the 

individual's needs (May, 2011).  

 

7.1.4 Subjective (emotional) well-being and lifestyle 
 

Previous research and interview data show existing connections between loneliness, 

subjective/emotional well-being, and lifestyle. Since lifestyle is a broad concept, it has different 

meanings for different individuals. In this research, lifestyle is studied within the concept of 

existential loneliness with a focus on individual and societal changes during the participant’s 

lifetime. The human’s actions and attitudes create a lifestyle. Guze, Baxter et al. (1987) states that 

individual actions and communication depends on three basic components - culture, society, and 

personality. Personality component concerns with emotions. Emotions play an influential role 

when it comes to making decisions at certain points of life. With different backgrounds in 

education, class, working life, and more, different kind of actions and relationships might be 

developed between people. The stock of knowledge or past-experiences and cultural perceptions 

interpreted participants’ attitudes and understandings of the existential loneliness.  
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According to the life-world concept Guze, Baxter et al. (1987), individuals’ actions partly depend 

on personality. The interviewee Gun expressed how the individual has its responsibility not to be 

lonely and to be open for new social experiences. Some people are more prone to search for the 

company and coherence than others are. In a short-term, personality affects the actions, but in a 

long-term, it creates an overall view about the lifestyle, since lifestyle is a sum of actions.  

 

Background study shows that the functional aspects (feeling healthy and being independent) are 

important aspects of feeling good. Nearly all participant experienced a correlation between 

subjective well-being and the ability to stay independent. The personal dimensions (life 

engagement and positive outlook) are related to factors such as autonomy, awareness, intimacy, 

being active, personal development, positive outlook, spirituality, and stability. For the participants, 

the personal dimensions and their factors were often related to social gatherings, for example, 

handcrafts or gardening. Seeking stimulation, having goals, and challenges in life are experiences 

to increase mental well-being. Everyday tasks and goals give meaning and purpose to daily life.  

According to Lara, Martín-María et al. (2018), environmental dimensions are related to the level 

of well-being. When changes in the Swedish society was discussed with the participants, the 

respondents highlighted both pros and cons. Eckersley (2005), states that societal culture 

determines health factors. For the participants who live alone without any close relatives, the 

Welfare society, with its institutional care plays a crucial role in terms of their well-being. During 

the interview with Gun, she expressed how people close doors more frequently than before; perhaps 

the human being fears what is not familiar, and what does not fit into the person's values or 

worldview lead to be alienated from others. Rising globalization and migration flow in Sweden 

increase the ethnocultural diversity with more complex and spread diversity in cultural traditions, 

religions, faith, and lifestyles.  

 

7.2 Methodological discussion 
 

During the background research, a set of aspects of interpretations about the existential 

loneliness have been revealed (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). During the process of research, 

several influential factors of human experiences of existential loneliness within different 

circumstances and time have been revealed. Furthermore, the correlations of those factors 

with emotional well-being have been identified. 

  

When it comes to the generalization of the study, in hermeneutics approach in-depth 

understanding of the phenomenon is more applicable than generalization. With a small number of 

sampling, we did not want to draw a conclusion about how existential loneliness is distributed 

among elderly people, but we have tried to demonstrate more in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon. In hermeneutics, there are no specific sampling principles, and it depends on the 

researcher to recognize it according to the field of the study (Patterson & Williams, 2002). We 

wanted to emphasize experiences about the existential loneliness through collected data rather 

than generalize the results.  Existential loneliness can be understood if it is related to the whole, 

without seeing the whole picture, it cannot be interpreted. Understanding through the 

hermeneutics circle: the whole picture of the existential loneliness can be understood from 

the single influential variables and single influential elements from the whole (Alvesson & 
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Sköldberg, 2012). Through the experiences of the elderly people, the research subjected to 

shed a new light for the understanding of existential loneliness. Experience is a foundation, 

which has always strived to give something for the investigation of the reality, or cogn itive 

process has to start (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012).  

 

Literature review started by making an active and critical selection of material from several 

databases. The purpose was to get a broad understanding of the problem, about its complexity 

and how it could be seen from different perspectives. Due to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2012), 

reflection is one of the important and core elements in the research. To be able to gain accurate 

and reliable results, the research must be reflective by including both a wide and deep knowledge. 

Even the research question is narrowed down, the concepts “existential loneliness” and its 

correlation with “subjective well-being” remains complex. References and empirical data are 

results of interpretation (Bryman, 2016) and by knowing it we could remain as objective as 

possible. 

 

Reliability and validity are two of the most prominent criteria for the evaluation of social research. 

Reliability addresses the question of whether the results are repeatable and stable (Bryman, 2016). 

In the construction of the interview questions and the settings, one purpose was to conduct the 

interview in a way, which could give us as much information as possible. In-depth interviews have 

been made, follow up-question has been asked, and questions have been re-formulated to make 

sure that the researchers are understanding of the interviewee's answers and find matches to the 

interviewee's intention. Therefore, the results should be relatively stable, even if they can change 

slightly due to the interviewees’ variations in moods and experiences.  

 

Validity focuses on the conclusion and its reliability and possibility to generalize them in the other 

research context (Bryman, 2016). The criteria of trustworthiness have been followed - data 

demonstrated participants’ views; data can be applied in other contexts and at different time, 

researchers’ personal values all the time tried to be eliminated to see the real picture of the social 

phenomenon. In the sampling approach, five people were chosen among elderly people for 

obtaining empirical data. Those people have their unique life journeys, knowledge, and views about 

the phenomenon. To be able to generalize the results in terms of quantity a large group of people 

needed to be selected, which was not possible due to time limitation, chosen method, availability 

of resources, and the choice to focus on in-depth interviews. The research concentrated more on 

the quality rather than on the quantity to draw the understanding of the existential loneliness.  

 

In qualitative research, the level of credibility depends on what theoretical framework, the choice 

of method, sample, the depth of explanation, and quality of the data have been applied. The 

purpose has been to investigate the phenomenon within a social context, with a focus to achieve 

a deep understanding of aspects. Eventually, the application of the qualitative semi-structured 

interview method decided to be more appropriate to reveal more insight into the issue (Bryman, 

2016). The quality of the research can be increased by considering the approaches and methods, 

which were applied: the choice of the qualitative and semi-structured interviews, broad use of 

relevant literature and observation of the previous research studies.  
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It was important to select an appropriate environment and circumstances for the interview process, 

where respondents feel comfortable. It was necessary to avoid any influential factors on answers 

to the interview questions. The researcher should be able to be flexible. When the interview 

process started, respondents were free to choose the environment for the interview. By the 

preferences, some of the interviews took place in a café, some in Alla Hjärtans Hus, and one of 

them by visiting interviewee’s residence. The purpose was to make participants feel safe and 

comfortable by taking into consideration ethical reasons and the research outcomes. The 

interviews in the café could have been planned more in detail due to the physical environment. 

We had the opportunity to stay in a relatively quiet and calm environment. However, some 

background noises can be heard in voice recordings. The background noise did not harm any of 

the five-recorded interviews.  

 

There is a risk that non-reflexive research becomes fragmented and not being able to put it in 

contexts outside of its context. Reflections and awareness about the researchers’ assumptions are 

important. Blind spots in the researchers own culture as well as assumptions may be impossible to 

avoid. There is always a risk to “blind spot” for one's own culture and the understanding of 

different phenomena within the context (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2016).  Although the interview 

was conducted in the mother tongue of the researcher, the blind spots strived to be minimized. 

The researchers attempted to avoid these blind spots by continues discussion and brainstorming, 

relying on the previous studies and collected data. Reflective research demands ambition, pre-

understanding, and wide understanding in a certain phenomenon (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2016). 

Researchers accepted that relationships between processes of knowledge and its context are 

complex and attention has been paid on how to produce knowledge, for example, by choosing the 

language, considering social and political elements.  

 

7.3 Conclusion  
 

This study concentrates on existential loneliness through elderly people’s life experiences and its 

correlation to emotional (subjective) well-being. When it comes to scaling the level of loneliness 

among elderly people in Sweden, the empirical data revealed some relational aspects among people. 

In order not to feel lonely despite the age, the presence of the attachment figure in life is important. 

Although some of the respondents mentioned being around abstract objects (art, nature), make a 

person feel less lonely, but each of them has an attachment figure in their life such as children, 

friends, grandchildren, partner, staff from a social service, etc. Throughout their life experiences, 

elderly people have built their relationships not just on blood ties, for those people relations with 

friends or social network also can play much closer roles than relatives do. It means that elderly 

people have not to look always for the blood ties, but they could see their friends as family 

members; it is a matter of confidence and trust, where they feel good, secure, comfortable, 

accepted and belonged to. The goal behind the attachment concept is to achieve security and 

protection, and this psychobiological system activates when the person feels a potential threat and 

need to be protected.  

Connections based on family ties more about mutual caring/love and connections between other 

social groups (friends, social care service member) is more about trust. However, in both 

relationship, people expect an attachment figure to be next in times of need. Availability and 
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responsiveness of the attachment figure are important in their life, considering aspects that they 

live alone, and they need someone when it is required. One aspect of existential loneliness shows 

that the ones who have an attachment figure in their life experience loneliness less.  

 

The integral part of trust has been mentioned in building relationships between individuals when 

it comes outside of family ties. If the trust is broken, individuals can be easily alienated from each 

other — the elderly people differently in different context and time viewed relationships between 

themselves and attachment figures. The death of confidant increases the frequency of loneliness 

feelings; and the thoughts of personal death increase anxiety level and negative feelings. 

 

Each participant experienced the feeling of existential loneliness when they miss something 

essential in their living. Those needs, and requirements vary in relations between members based 

on blood ties, friend, and social service support staff.  For instance, one expressed loneliness and 

missing for her mother when she gave birth to the child; and other one does not feel lonely because 

due to his mobility issues a social service staff becomes an attachment figure for him. Furthermore, 

when it comes to remembering good times and sharing feelings from the past, they want to be 

among the same age groups, or they need someone with whom they can share something and rely 

on that person. The existential loneliness scaling approach through the life experiences of the 

elderly people revealed that the frequency the feelings of existential loneliness change over time, 

and it is not static. Existential loneliness closely connected with experiences in their lives and 

thoughts about the existence, and the feeling of existential loneliness activates to the missing needs 

and elements in personal life.  

 

7.4 Future research recommendations  
 

Rising globalization and migration flow in Sweden increase the ethnocultural differences with more 

complex and spread diversity in culture, traditions, religions, faith, and lifestyle. Transnational ties 

between people and groups from different societies and the legal statuses among refugees vary and 

make relationships within societies more complex (Righard & Wikström, 2019).  

The circumstances for the elderly population in Sweden are very diverse and varies between 

individuals due to their origin and backgrounds. It would be valuable in the future to study elderly 

people existential loneliness experiences with the migrant origin.  

Furthermore, for the methodological recommendations, in hermeneutics, it is suggested that more 

than one interpretation of the phenomenon adds value and bring more in-depth analysis into the 

research field (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2012). For that reason, future research would be more 

beneficial by the application of constructive observation method along with a semi-structured 

qualitative interview approach.  
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Appendices 
Interview questions 

 

Structured questions 

Age? 

Gender? 

What is your marital status? 

Do you have children? 

 

Background information 

Tell us about yourself 

Tell us about your childhood  

 

Semi-structured questions 

1. What are your experiences from work life and education? 

2. What does loneliness mean to you? 

3. Tell us about your immediate relations, such as partner and children.  

4. Who do you trust, and what does trust mean to you?  

5. Describe your social network. 

6. Tell us about your living conditions.  

7. What are your hobbies and interests?  

8. What is the meaning of life and death to you? 

9. What is the meaning of religion to you?  

10. What are your experiences of love?  

 

 

Ethical consideration 

 

You have an opportunity to ask any questions related to the project at any time. 

Your answers, according to the provided questions, will be recorded. 

Your data will not be disclosed, and your name will be coded. 

Some of your words can be directly quoted. 

You can withdraw from the Study at any time, and you will not be asked any questions about 

why 

 Do you want to take part in yes or no and you can also say I no longer want to take part? 

According to all points mentioned above, a verbal contest has been taken from participants.  
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