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Abstract

Objectives: Loneliness constitutes a critical psychosocial challenge among never-married older
adults, a rapidly expanding yet persistently understudied population. This qualitative scoping
review aims to systematically map and synthesize the existing body of literature addressing the
lived experience, determinants, and consequences of loneliness within this specific demographic

group.

Methods:

A scoping review was undertaken following the Arksey—O’Malley framework and the PRISMA-
ScR reporting guidelines, including studies indexed in major international databases through
2025. Study selection followed the Population—Concept—Context framework and involved
independent double screening of 11,225 records. The review included 38 studies (2007-2025).
The methodological rigor of the selected studies was evaluated using Joanna Briggs Institute
critical appraisal checklists to determine the overall quality and characteristics of the available
body of evidence.

Results: In total, 38 published studies from 2007 to 2025 showed. that loneliness in never-
married older adults is a multidimensional phenomenon  influenced by individual, social,
economic, and cultural factors. Findings showed these older adults compared with married
individuals experience higher levels of emotional and social loneliness. Limited support
networks, economic problems, social stigma, and impaired health were key related factors. In
contrast, social participation, supportive relationships, spirituality, and maintaining independence
were identified as effective coping strategies for loneliness management among them.

Discussion and Conclusion: Policymakers must adopt an ecological framework, moving
beyond individual interventions to redestgn-welfare services for non-traditional family structures.
Practical priorities include promoting ‘alternative kinships,’ integrating digital technologies to
mitigate isolation, and launching public campaigns to dismantle the cultural stigma of lifelong
singlehood. Furthermore, practitioners should implement routine loneliness screenings while
differentiating “between voluntary and involuntary singlehood to foster social resilience. By
recognizing the varied. pathways of aging and reinforcing institutional and community support
systems, these approaches contribute to improved well-being among older adults who have never
married.

Keywords: Loneliness; Never-Married Older Adults; Scoping Review



Introduction

As one of society's vulnerable groups, older adults possess distinct physical, psychological, and
social needs, with their vulnerability intensifying in loneliness. Driven by rising life expectancy
and demographic shifts, geriatric health has become a healthcare priority. Demographic
projections indicate that by 2026, people aged 60 years and above will account for
roughly 15% of the world’s population, according to estimates reported by the United
Nations. (1). Concurrently, a burgeoning social phenomenon globally and in Iran‘is the rising
number of lifelong never-married older adults. Lifelong marriage fosters crucial emetional,
social, and economic support, sustaining healthy and fulfilling aging in later “adulthood.
Conversely, lacking a spouse or children, never-married older adults are often deprived of
conventional family support, exacerbating their vulnerability (°-Y). Loneliness stands as a
pivotal social determinant of mental health (Y).Its prevalence waries across societies; between
2020 and 2023, loneliness was reported by approximately 25%-of older adults in Western
countries, 18% in China, and 30% to 40% in certain Iranian cities(Y-2,%) . Studies demonstrate
that lifelong singlehood in older age correlates with “adverse outcomes, including loneliness,
social isolation, depression, diminished life satisfaction,.and economic vulnerability(A-Y +).

In Iran, parallel to increasing life expectancy and evolving family, structures, definitive lifelong
singlehood is rising.(V ,Y), driven by delayed marriage, economic constraints, shifting cultural values, and
declining marital inclination. Consequently, a segment of the population enters older age lacking
traditional familial support networks(1)). Domestic studies have predominantly focused on the
psychosocial ramifications of singlehood among.older adults, specifically loneliness, isolation,
and diminished social support (Y ,° ,Y). Despite a growing body of literature, evidence on
loneliness in never-married older adults is dispersed across diverse research domains, with no
integrative synthesis specifically focused on this population. In addition, limited attention has
been given to how social relationships, emotional experiences, and cultural contexts shape
loneliness among never-married older adults in Iran (VY ,Y).

Accordingly, the innovation of this study lies in systematically consolidating and analyzing
existing evidence “regarding loneliness experiences among never-married older adults and
identifying its associated dimensions and determinants. Given their psychological and social
vulnerabilities,. this*cohort presents critical policy implications for governments and welfare
systems.. Characterized by demographic and familial shifts, this phenomenon has emerged as a
novel challenge in Iran. This scoping review was conducted to map existing concepts and
identify knowledge gaps, addressing the core questions: What are the established and neglected
concepts regarding the loneliness?

Method

The review mapped evidence on loneliness among never-married older adults. Although the
study protocol was not prospectively registered in formal registries such as PROSPERO!, the

1 PROSPERO (International Prospective Register of Systematic Reviews) is an international database for the prospective registration of protocols
for systematic reviews and scoping reviews in the field of health. It was established with the aim of enhancing methodological transparency,
preventing unintentional duplication of research, and reducing the risk of bias in evidence synthesis.
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review was conducted in full accordance with a predefined internal protocol, and This review was
conducted in accordance with the PRISMA-ScR reporting guideline. This review was conducted in
accordance with PRISMA-ScR and established scoping review guidance. It included six phases:
question development, literature identification, study selection, data charting, evidence synthesis,
and interpretation of findings (1Y). The University Ethics Committee granted ethical approval
(Ethics Code: IR.USWR.REC.1403.245).

This scoping review was conducted using a systematic and exploratory search of major scientific
databases and other relevant sources to identify studies addressing the experiences of individuals
within the target population. To this end, a comprehensive and structured search strategy was
developed and implemented across several electronic databases, including.Scopus, Web of
Science (WoS), Irandoc, Scientific Information Database (SID), ScienceDirect, PubMed, and
Google Scholar, to retrieve relevant studies published in accessible peer-reviewed journals. The
search strategy integrated MeSH terms and free-text keywords across three core concepts: “older
age,” “marital status,” and “loneliness.” For the aging component, the‘terms “Aged” [MeSH],
“Aged, 80 and Over” [MeSH], “Older Adults” [MeéSH], and their corresponding free-text
equivalents, including older adult*, elderly, senior citizen*,.and older people, were used. For
marital status, the terms “Single Person” [MeSH], “Marital Status” [MeSH], and the keywords
never-married, never married, unmarried, and single -were employed. For the loneliness
component, the terms “Loneliness” [MeSH], feeling alone, and alone were included.
Furthermore, to identify relevant review studies, terms such as Scoping Review [tiab], Scoping
Studies [tiab], Review, and Systematic_Reviews were incorporated into the search strategy.
These terms were combined using the Boolean operators AND and OR (£ VY |3 |A),

Relevant studies were identified through searches of Scopus, PubMed, Web of Science,
ScienceDirect, Google Scholar, SID;and ElmNet using the keywords outlined earlier. The search
encompassed publications from 1807 to 2025 and initially yielded 11,225 records. To ensure
transparency and EndNote 21. was used for deduplication, yielding 4,755 unique records.
Subsequently, the remaining references were transferred to the Rayyan QCRI platform to
facilitate a systematic and blinded screening process. Study selection was performed in two
consecutive stages. In the first stage, the 4,755 records identified through database searching
underwent preliminary screening. Following duplicate removal, titles and abstracts were
independently assessed by two reviewers with expertise in gerontology and social welfare. Study
selection~was guided by the PCC (Population—Concept—Context) framework, with inclusion
decisions based on the relevance of each study to ageing and loneliness.

Subsequently, potentially relevant full-text articles were independently screened by two
reviewers against the predefined eligibility criteria. Any discrepancies were settled by consensus
or, if necessary, adjudication by a third reviewer.

The review included studies involving single older women (>60 years) with a focus on the
experience and consequences of loneliness, as well as qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods



studies, and systematic reviews published in Persian or English up to the end of 2024, provided
that full texts were available and methodological quality was considered acceptable. Studies
focusing exclusively on men or married/widowed older women, individuals younger than 60
years, studies without a specific focus on loneliness, non-research articles, publications without
accessible full texts, non-systematic reviews, low-quality studies, articles published in languages
other than Persian or English, and duplicate records were excluded .After the screening and
eligibility assessment were completed, a total of 38 articles were retained for inclusion in the qualitative
synthesis and data extraction process (Figure 1)
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(Figure 1): PRISMA flow diagram

Methodological Quality Assessment and Characteristics of Included Studies

In the present study, a methodological quality assessment was conducted to evaluate the
robustness of the existing evidence base. The quality of the 38 included studies was independently
assessed by two reviewers using the appropriate JBI critical appraisal checklists for each study design.
The methodological appraisal was performed as a descriptive component of the review rather
than as a basis for study selection. Consequently, studies were retained regardless of their quality
ratings. The purpose of this evaluation was to characterize the overall methodological profile of
the existing literature, identify common sources of bias and methodological limitations, and
determine areas in which future research requires greater rigor. The assessment showed that, on
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the whole, the body of evidence was composed predominantly of studies with satisfactory
methodological standards, with most meeting moderate or high-quality criteria

Systematic reviews and meta-analyses ranked highest in evidence strength, whereas quantitative
studies contributed robust empirical findings, although their generalizability was occasionally
limited. Qualitative studies offered rich, context-specific insights, albeit with constraints related
to sample size and transferability. Mixed-methods studies, as a balanced methodological
approach, exhibited the highest level of methodological integration by effectively combining
quantitative and qualitative evidence.

Result

topic over the past two decades. Furthermore, Studies spanned the \United States, United
Kingdom, Ireland, and Tehran, Iran. Systematic reviews also incorporated data from 30 countries
and regions worldwide, particularly across Asia and Europe. In terms of study design, the
existing literature demonstrated considerable methodological “diversity, encompassing
quantitative approaches (e.g., cross-sectional, longitudinal, and multilevel-analyses), qualitative
methods (e.g., phenomenological studies and content analysis), mixed-methods designs, and
evidence syntheses, including systematic reviews, integrative reviews, and meta-analyses (Table
1). The reviewed studies predominantly involved individuals aged 60 years and older. For
quantitative assessment, The UCLA and De Jong Gierveld scales were most commonly used,
using semi-structured interviews to explore lived experiences (YY-)©).

Table (1): primary-methodological approach

1 Quantitative Studies (5, 6, 16, 18, 20, 21, 23-33)
2 Qualitative Studies (19, 26, 34-36)

3 Systematic Reviews / Meta-Analyses / Umbrella Reviews (1-3, 7-9, 13, 14, 37-40)
4 Mixed-Methods Studies (11,17, 22, 41)



The literature review indicates a methodological transition from an early emphasis on
quantitative estimates and theoretical models (2007-2014) toward more advanced research
designs, including longitudinal and multilevel analyses, followed by qualitative and experience-
based approaches focusing on specific population groups during the period from 2015 to 2025 ,A)

(A ATARRUR TR &

The studies reviewed encompassed a broad spectrum of investigations, ranging from theoretical
modeling to the evaluation of clinical outcomes. Early research primarily focused on identifying
the key determinants of loneliness, particularly marital status and social roles, while concurrently
assessing the effectiveness of targeted interventions. Secondary analytical-objectives further
reinforced this understanding by examining the influence of mediating factors, such as physical
disability and overall health status, on the severity of loneliness experiences.

Quantitative studies (17 investigations) constitute the largest proportion of the available evidence
base and, by employing standardized measurement instruments. and longitudinal research
designs, demonstrate a robust association between lifelong singlehood and higher levels of
loneliness compared with married individuals. Across the ‘reviewed literature, variations in
physical health and socioeconomic circumstances emerged as the most influential factors
associated with loneliness in never-married. older adults. In contrast, evidence from five
qualitative studies, together with several topic-specific investigations, offered deeper insight into
the lived experiences and contextual dimensions of loneliness within this population. By
elucidating lived experiences, particularly.cultural stigma in the Iranian context, and individual
coping strategies, these studies reveal dimensions of loneliness that are often inaccessible
through purely quantitative approaches. Furthermore, systematic and integrative reviews (12
studies), through the synthesis of.international evidence and the identification of persistent
knowledge gaps across social, cultural, and geographical domains, reinforce the methodological
robustness of this body of literature. In addition, mixed-methods studies (4 investigations), which
bridge social patterns and lived experiences, illuminating structural and life-course influences on
loneliness among never-married older adults (Appendix A). Data derived from the 38 reviewed
studies indicate, that the literature on loneliness can be organized into four principal thematic
domains: conceptualization and understanding of loneliness (10 studies), determinants of
loneliness (20 studies), coping strategies (7 studies), and psychosocial consequences (18 studies).
This distribution reflects a predominant scholarly emphasis on the determinants and
consequences of loneliness, alongside comparatively less attention to its perceptual and coping
dimensions.

Definitions of Loneliness

In the scientific literature, loneliness has consistently been conceptualized as a perceived
cognitive-emotional discrepancy, the gap between perceived and preferred social ties. In other
words, it is understood as an abstract construct that is experienced and interpreted by never-
married older adults through the lens of environmental context, life history, personal beliefs, and
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value systems, all of which are themselves shaped by broader cultural norms and societal values.
Empirical studies have typically operationalized loneliness along three principal dimensions. The
emotional dimension refers to feelings of absence of intimacy, attachment, and close relational
bonds, which has been highlighted in studies such as Drennan (2008) and Shorey (2021). The
social dimension pertains to deficits in social networks, social interactions, and social
participation, and has been emphasized in research including Hagan (2014) and Kislo (2022).
The existential dimension involves feelings of meaninglessness, isolation, and lack of purpose in
life, and has been particularly documented in recent qualitative studies such as Hamedanchi
(2012) and Karami (2025). These dimensions reflect subjective experiences of loneliness across
diverse contexts (f\ ,\4 ,\V ,\%).

Factors Influencing Loneliness and Lifelong
The experience of loneliness in never-married older adults arises.from the interaction of personal
characteristics, social relationships, and broader societal conditions ¢y ,yA y- ,v¢# ,A). Social

determinants of lifelong singlehood across the life course include ‘low-quality interpersonal
relationships, limited supportive networks, and social stigma (defined as the negative and
judgmental societal perception toward never-married older.women, including labeling them as
deviant or unsuccessful in fulfilling socially expected ‘roles), particularly in socio-cultural
contexts such as Iran. Individual factors encompass chronic disabilities and depressive disorders
and anxiety, both linked to social isolation. While most studies, including Pollak (2024), Kojima
(2022), and Zaki Zadeh (2022), have reported an association between loneliness and physical
frailty ¢vv ,yA ,yv vy ¥+ 0), some evidence suggests that this relationship is moderated by coping

strategies specific to marital status (YA, A).

From a structural perspective, low socioeconomic status and gender-based vulnerabilities restrict
access to social resources and further exacerbate isolation(fy). The literature has increasingly

addressed the emotional and social dimensions of loneliness across different marital trajectories,
highlighting structural and cultural variations in the experience of loneliness particularly the
ways in which social deprivation. the problem becomes more acute under the influence of
sociocultural dynamics, with Iran representing a particularly affected setting. Overall, the
reviewed studiescaim to elucidate longitudinal relationships between loneliness and critical
health outcomes, including physical frailty, reduced quality of life, and increased mortality risk
A L Y#-v¥y). Evidence further indicates that lifelong singlehood in older adults may result either

from individual choice, such as the preference for maintaining independence, or from
constrained circumstances, including social and cultural limitations and reduced opportunities for
marriage(\6 ,Y) Moreover, social judgment and the dominance of a marriage-centric society play

a significant role in the persistence of lifelong singlehood (vo).
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Coping Strategies

Evidence suggests that effective interventions for reducing loneliness involve encouraging
individuals to move away from passive isolation and engage in active social activities and
relationships. Social strategies emphasize the quality rather than the quantity of interactions.
Strengthening social integration through community involvement and digital connectivity ,\o ,\¥)

(vd ,\a. Intrapersonal strategies focus on spirituality, situational acceptance, and personal growth

in order to alleviate existential distress and anxiety associated with loneliness. Additionally,
complementary health-based interventions, including self-directed physical care and cognitive—
behavioral therapy, play a critical role in maintaining functional independence, which is essential
for successful reintegration into social engagement (o ,\a ,\6 ,)¥f). According to the reviewed

evidence, group-based and socially oriented interventions are more effective in reducing
loneliness than individual-focused approaches, as they emphasize-active participation and
sustained social support (fy ,\v ,¥). Furthermore, the integration of social and intrapersonal

strategies such as resilience, meaning-making, and active acceptance contributes to improved
psychological adaptation and mitigates the adverse effects of loneliness(fy )\ ).

Discussion

This study demonstrates that feelings of loneliness among this population cannot be attributed to
a single factor; rather, complicated by the convergence of multiple influences operating across
personal, interpersonal, socioeconomic, and “cultural domains. The findings indicate that the
absence of a marital partnership often intersects with limited access to meaningful social
connections, financial vulnerability, 'and exclusionary social norms, creating conditions that
intensify feelings of loneliness. These results suggest that loneliness in this population should be
viewed as a socially ‘embedded experience shaped by structural inequalities and relational
deficits, rather than solely as an individual emotional state.

Emotional versus social deprivation

The findings differentiate social and emotional loneliness by unmet relational needs. Among
never-married\older adults, social loneliness is often alleviated through participation in social
and community activities. However, emotional loneliness tends to persist more deeply and resist
change due to the structural absence of a lifelong partner. This suggests that interventions should
not be limited to increasing the quantity of social contacts; rather, they must also foster high-
quality, emotionally meaningful relationships to address the perceived existential void in this
population. The findings further indicate that relationship quality and active engagement in
social roles function as important protective factors against the physical and psychological
consequences of loneliness. In cultural contexts such as Iran, stigma and social discrimination
further complicate the experience of loneliness, necessitating coping strategies that integrate
social participation with internal resources such as spirituality (fo-£Y ,YA).
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Voluntary and involuntary lifelong singlehood represent distinct psychological experiences
(YA A )0 )Y, Voluntary singlehood is associated with less emotional loneliness than

involuntary singlehood. These differences are largely contingent upon perceived control over
one’s status and satisfaction with the chosen life course, which in turn are associated with
psychological resilience and adaptation. This factor is central to understanding variations in
emotional distress and has rarely been examined among never-married older adults¢fA-£#). This

gap is directly linked to limitations in research addressing how identity reconstruction and
gendered expectations are negotiated in marriage-centered cultures among never-married older
adults - fa .1 ).

The impact of economic inequality and social deprivation: This population—often lacking
traditional family-based support networks has not yet been fully.theorized in-the literature-sv ,yA)

(fo. Similarly, although intergenerational support is recognized+as a protective factor, the

potential of alternative kin-like relationships (e.g., extended family.or.friendships) in the absence
of biological children has received limited attention(\ ,)#).. These individuals typically occupy

lower and more unstable socioeconomic positions;.as they: lack spousal and filial financial
support, and their parents are often deceased. Consequently, the economic situation of childless
and family-less older adults differs substantially from that of married individuals. The concept of
“economic resilience in later life” is closely associated with indicators such as income, wealth,
and reliance on state support; however, societiescoften lack adequate institutional arrangements
for this group. As a result, individuals whoare alone or without family are at increased risk of
poverty and limited access to services.due to income insecurity and gaps in social protection
systems (Y ,ov).

Social stigma :According to the findings of the present study, the internalization of stigma and
its impact on psychological resilience and help-seeking behaviors require further empirical
investigation (&% ,ff ,fv ,vv) Evidence suggests that economic deprivation and social

discrimination may function as structural factors that intensify loneliness in older adults and
potentially shape whether singlehood is experienced as voluntary or involuntary @a). Social

labeling. and, negative societal attitudes toward loneliness can also exacerbate psychological
distresssamong older adults and, through relative deprivation and perceived inequality, contribute
to more negative experiences of loneliness (¥).
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Proposed Conceptual Framework

Based on the literature, a life-course ecological framework adapted from Bronfenbrenner (1979)
is proposed to explain loneliness in never-married older adults (e.g., retirement, bereavement, or
declining health) as dynamic triggers across all systemic levels. Structurally, it emphasizes the
Institutional/Policy Macrosystem, where welfare policies and cultural norms shape the
availability of alternative social networks and opportunities for active aging. Loneliness is thus
conceptualized as a systemic phenomenon arising from the interplay between the Macrosystem
(culture/policy), Mesosystem (social services and networks), and Microsystem (individual
characteristics and health). This integrated perspective shifts the focus from individual deficits to
the dynamic interaction between structural barriers and life transitions, providinga roadmap for
multi-level, timely interventions (Figure 2)@#) .

. e Reduced Social . Mental Health
ICuIturaI Normsl |:> I Social Stigma | |:> | Network |:> I Loneliness | |:> I Outcomes |

Note: A Multilevel Ecological Model of Loneliness in Never-Married Older Adults: Integrating Temporal and
Institutional Dimensions

As illustrated in Figure 2, cultural norms and.social stigma operate at the macro level, shaping
social interactions and opportunities for social role participation at the meso level. These factors
subsequently influence individual psychological processes, including self-stigmatization,
meaning-making, and coping strategies,~which ultimately determine the severity and health
consequences of loneliness at the micro.level. The proposed model also identifies several
moderating factors, including gender, socioeconomic status, spirituality, and digital
connectedness, that influence both the strength and direction of the relationships across different
stages, from cultural norms to mental health outcomes. In essence, these moderators serve as a
contextual layer that encompasses the entire model, either strengthening or weakening the
associations among cultural norms; social stigma, social networks, loneliness, and psychological
well-being.

In Iran, loneliness among lifelong single older adults reflects intertwined cultural, social,
economic, “and-personal influences. Social loneliness stems from weak support networks and
limited “participation; emotional loneliness from lacking close, lasting bonds; and existential
loneliness from diminished life meaning and perceived nonconformity with cultural norms
surrounding marriage, parenthood, and valued social roles. Moreover, loneliness is experienced
differently-by voluntarily and involuntarily never-married older adults. Individuals who perceive
their single status as a voluntary and satisfying lifestyle choice generally experience lower levels
of loneliness. In contrast, those whose lifelong singlehood is perceived as involuntary and
accompanied by feelings of deprivation or unfulfilled aspirations are more likely to experience
greater loneliness.

These differences can be interpreted within Urie Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory,
which conceptualizes loneliness as the product of interactions among macro-level factors
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(cultural norms, the social value placed on marriage, and the stigma associated with lifelong
singlehood), meso-level factors (support networks, social services, and opportunities for
community participation), and micro-level factors (health status, resilience, spirituality, and
coping strategies). Furthermore, retirement, illness, and bereavement can alter this trajectory.
Evidence remains limited on how loneliness differs between voluntarily and involuntarily never-
married older adults. Future research should therefore adopt ecological and multilevel
approaches to examine the interactions among individual, social, cultural, and economic
determinants, thereby providing an evidence base for culturally appropriate interventions tailored
to the Iranian context.

Conclusion

The evidence suggests that loneliness in never-married older adults should not be viewed simply
as a consequence of not having a marital partner. Instead, it reflects the combined influence of
personal, family-related, social, economic, and cultural factors that interact in complex ways. In
addition, whether lifelong singlehood is experienced as a personal choice or as an imposed
circumstance appears to shape both the experience and.the intensity of loneliness. Accordingly,
understanding the pathways through which loneliness ‘develops and implementing tailored
interventions and policy measures that address the specific circumstances of these two groups are
critical for reducing loneliness and improving well-being.

Practical and Policy Implications

Policymakers should move beyond exclusively family-centered approaches and adopt
community-based strategies by strengthening social support networks, promoting shared housing
initiatives, expanding the involvement of non-governmental organizations, and improving access
to social services for never-married older adults. Priority strategies include routine loneliness
screening, digital literacy programs, initiatives to enhance the quality of social relationships, the
development of inclusive community spaces, and efforts to reduce the stigma associated with
lifelong singlehood through public_and professional education. In addition, cultural attitudes
toward lifelong singlehood.should be reconsidered, with greater recognition of the demographic
and structural factors that contribute to this life course.

Study Limitations

Most. studies were" cross-sectional, precluding causal inference. Other important limitations
includethe scarcity of longitudinal studies, the heavy reliance on self-reported data, the potential
omission of relevant studies, the absence of a meta-analysis, and the reliance on secondary data.
Thus, caution is warranted in interpreting the findings.
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