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Abstract

Background: Women’s mental health is one of the most crucial key pillars of sustainable and balanced society.
Neglecting women’s mental health can endanger the existence and dynamism of society.

Aim: The current study aims to identify the factors associated with the development of loneliness in women
through a systematic reviewing of national and international resources.

Method: Based on a systematic review, studies published in international databases PubMed and Scopus as well
as the national databases SID and Magiran were examined. Out of 559 articles that were initially reviewed and
evaluated using PRISMA checklist, 19 studies were included in the study.

Results: Write the results of data analysis about the hypotheses or main research questions. The contributing
factors to the development of loneliness can be categorized into three main groups: individual factors (including
physical, emotional, and meaning-related and belief-related factors), familial factors (including communicative,
sexual, and emotional relationships), and environmental-social factors (including cultural, supportive,
occupational, and educational issues). Among the physical symptoms of individual factors, there were cases such
as the emergence and worsening of physical illnesses and chronic fatigue. Regarding the emotional symptoms,
there were cases such as aggression and irritability, and in the case of meaning-related and belief-related
symptoms, there were cases such as aimlessness, a sense of meaninglessness in life, lack of self-worth, lack of
belief in divine values, and absence of spirituality and religious beliefs in life. Of these, the lack of spirituality and
meaninglessness in life were more prominent, and across various countries, including Iran, India, Japan, China,
Canada, and European nations, studies showed similar results. The lack of emotional and effective relationships
was the most prominent factor among familial issues. Social factors included cases such as avoiding family
gatherings and social and religious events, feeling of social isolation, and cultural alienation from society.

Conclusions: Results indicated that women may experience loneliness from diverse perspectives depending on
social, cultural and geographical contexts as well as their social roles. It seems that development and worsening
pathological loneliness arise from the interaction of multiple factors such as excessive individualism, materialistic
ideologies and especially the neglect of meaningful spiritual connections and theological orientations.
Overlooking the causes of such experiences and their worsening may pose serious risk to both individual and
social well-being.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Loneliness is a common psychological concern that significantly impacts women’s mental
health. This phenomenon is associated with adverse consequences such as depression, anxiety,
suicidal ideation and tendency to addiction (Kilian et al., 2023). Women’s health is considered
to be a vital indicator of social development (Norton, 2016), as women, in addition to their
social and professional responsibilities, play a critical role in raising future generations
(Monterrosa et al., 2023).

Nevertheless, evidence suggests that a variety of factors contribute to the development of
loneliness, highlighting a need for a systematic investigation. The current study aims to provide
a systematic review of the related literature on factors influencing women’s loneliness and
identify the key elements involved in this phenomenon. Among these are economic pressure
(Mellar et al., 2024), malnutrition (Girma et al., 202), domestic violence (Navarro et al., 2024),
weak emotional relationships and lack of social support. The examinations also indicate that
women are more in danger of emotional loneliness than men, and close relationship,
particularly with a life partner, can serve as a protective buffer against such feelings. Moreover,
research has shown that lack of intimate relationships accelerates anxiety and depression
(Hognas et al., 2020) which may lead to the development of a loneliness cycle.

A reviewing of the findings suggests that the existing studies mostly consider more specific
groups such as the elderly and university students (Mouodi et al., 2016) and has focused on
variables such as internet usage or marital satisfaction. To date, there has been no
comprehensive study that considers various factors contributing loneliness in women.
Accordingly, consolidating various elements, the present study emphasizes the necessity for
addressing women’s psychological needs and setting supportive policies with the aim of
mitigating the feeling of loneliness.

Method

The current study employed a documentary method based on the systematic review of the
published works retrieved from the authentic national and international databases. The
international databases included PubMed and Scopus, and the national sources consisted of
SID and Magiran. Searching in English-language databases covered the period from 2014 to
2024, and for the Persia-language publications, the timeframe considered was from 2014 to
2024. The inclusion criteria included all the Persian and English studies as well as those which
investigated the women’s loneliness either broadly within the age range of 18 to 60, or
specifically focused on women’s loneliness and included its influencing factors. The works
published in authentic journals with high scholarly rank (Q1 & Q2) were included for the study.

The exclusion criteria comprised of the studies which examined men’s loneliness and those
which were published prior to 2016. Adolescents and elderly women were also excluded due
to the distinct psychological characteristics of these two age groups and also the substantial
body of literature available on them. Thus, the study solely focused on the young and midlife
women. Furthermore, studies containing methodological flaws were also excluded. In the
initial search, keywords such as emotional loneliness, loneliness, women's loneliness, gender,
and gender differences were used for article retrieval and selection. In the second stage,
duplicate records were removed, and the remaining articles were screened. From an initial pool
of 559 articles, documents were extracted and subjected to a preliminary screening.
Subsequently, using the PRISMA checklist, 98 articles were screened, out of which 56 were
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excluded from the analysis. Based on abstract screening, the number of eligible articles was
reduced to 42, of which 28 had full-text availability. In the final review, 19 studies were
selected and recorded in the PRISMA flowchart.

Results

Findings regarding the factors contributing to loneliness indicate significant similarities across
national and international studies. These factors fall into three categories: individual factors
(including physical, emotional, and existential-spiritual symptoms), familial factors (including
communicative, sexual and emotional relationships), and environmental-social factors
(including cultural, supportive, occupational and educational issues).

A closer analysis revealed that within individual factors, the physical symptoms included
signs such as the emergence and worsening of physical illnesses, chronic fatigue, loss of
appetite, insufficient sleep, and physical or mental disabilities. In the emotional symptoms
domain, elements such as aggression, irritability, anxiety, overthinking, emotional-cognitive
incongruence, lack of motivation, and fear of being alone were noted.

As for existential-spiritual symptoms, factors like aimlessness, a sense of meaninglessness
in life, lack of self-worth, absence of belief in divine values, and lack of spirituality and
religious beliefs were identified. Among these, meaninglessness in life and lack of spirituality
were found to be particularly prominent, and similar findings were observed across a wide
range of countries, including Iran, India, Japan, China, Canada, and various European nations.
Regarding familial factors, lack of effective emotional and communicative relationships, poor
interpersonal skills, insecure attachment, sexual misunderstanding, marital dissatisfaction, and
lack of decision-making were common. of these, lack of effective emotional and
communicative relationships was found to have the most profound impact. This factor is more
prevalent in developing countries such as Iran and Chile due to high importance of emotional
relationships and communicative issues.

Among the social factors, lack of participation in social or religious events, avoiding family
gatherings, discrepancies between professional expectations and received social support,
misalignment between educational level and social status, low social support, feelings of social
alienation, rigid social structure, actual or perceived social constraints, exclusion, inequality,
and cultural disconnection from society, were noted to have extensive effects. Among these,
occupational issues had a strong impact on feeling of loneliness in developed countries such as
Norway, Canada, Italy, and Spain. Most of the studies focused on the elderly group, and
specific groups of women like illiterate women, those with emotional trauma and divorced or
single women remained underexplored.

Accordingly, there is lack of information about the distinct causes of loneliness among these
female populations. Moreover, studies on specific cultural or ethnic populations were notably
absent, suggesting direction for future investigations. Methodologically, most of the studies
employed quantitative approaches, although a number of quantitative and phenomenological
studies were found, along with one quasi-experimental study. The remaining ones mostly
adopted correlational methods, with only one study utilizing longitudinal design. A range of
tools were used to assess loneliness; in qualitative studies, interviews and saturation technique,
and in quantitative studies, questionnaire and paper-and-pencil tools were predominantly used.

Discussion

The present study is grounded in research exploring the contributing factors to the development
of loneliness among women. Adolescent girls and the elderly women were excluded from the
research. One reason for the exclusion of the elderly women was due to the extensive research
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already conducted on this age group. In addition, the psychological factors influencing
loneliness in elderly and adolescent populations exhibit distinct characteristics.

The analysis revealed that the factors associated with the development of loneliness among
women in young and middle adulthood, included individual, familial and environmental
factors. These contributing factors may differ across various subgroups of women such as rural
and urban residents, working women, and those who do not participate in the workforce. For
instance, regarding married women, individual factors may include low marital satisfaction,
poor sexual activity, or fear of emotional detachment during pregnancy. In the case of
incarcerated women, personal traits, hopelessness or inability in progress were of particular
importance. Among female university students, factors related to psychological variables were
more prominent. The influencing factors differed culturally and socially across developed and
developing countries.

Conclusion

The analysis of existing studies indicated that certain individual factors, primarily
psychological in nature, are amenable to change and can be improved through counseling
sessions and educational interventions. However, some of the other factors, due to underlying
issues such as divorce, isolation and marginalization, are more difficult to resolve. Physical
and mental disabilities are not curable and necessitate sustained support from the government.
The government can have vital role in the empowerment of the girls and women through
schools and universities.

Limitations

One limitation of this study lies in its focus on the studies conducted before 2014. This is
because prior studies may not reflect the current status of society. Insufficient number of studies
addressing loneliness among single women and lack of research on illiterate women and those
from diverse cultural contexts, can also be considered as limitations of this study. Another
limitation of the present study was the exclusion of adolescent and elderly populations, as the
research focused on the age range of 18 to 60 years.

Future Studies

The future studies can adopt a cross-cultural comparative approach for their analysis. The
researchers can draw on meta-analytic studies or apply qualitative approaches and interviewing
alongside digital tools and data analysis software for examining cognitive functions. The role
of existential-spiritual symptoms should be examined separately and as a complementary
component. Further research can focus on the illiterate women, single or divorced and widowed
women, who may experience distinctive forms of loneliness due to their life circumstances.
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