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Loneliness:
an experience of unsatisfied emotional and social needs

social networks, expectations and
social connectedness need for social contact



Why care about loneliness?

Social change hampers social connection...

... a crucial component of successful ageing



3 research questions

1st question:

How does loneliness change with age among older men and women
in Poland?

2nd question:

Which factors trigger or inhibit older-age loneliness?

3rd question:

What predicts people’s propensity to be lonely?



Data and method



POLPAN data for years 2008, 2013, and 2018
I older adults : 924 observations for respondents who

participated in minimum 2 waves
I the younger old (60-74, born 1934-1958)
I the oldest old (75 or older, born 1922-43)

I + the middle-aged (45-59 years old): 757 observations



Nottingham Health Profile
developed to include patients’ perspective in clinical practice (Hunt
et al., 1980)

38 yes-no statements → scores in 6 dimensions

1. limited mobility,

2. pain,

3. low energy,

4. sleep problems,

5. emotional problems,

6. social isolation.

9 I feel lonely.
15 I’m finding it hard to make contact with people.
21 I feel there is nobody that I am close to.
30 I feel I am a burden to people.
34 I’m finding it hard to get along with people.



Loneliness in Nottingham Health Profile
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Ageing and loneliness



Ageing and loneliness: Western European pattern

younger old oldest old
(usually after 75/80/85)

rather healthy, affluent, satisfied fragile and vulnerable
still married, children moving out widowed, living alone

socially connected increasingly lonely



How does loneliness increase with age in Eastern Europe?

1. In Eastern Europe loneliness may be more common

2. Cross-sectional studies suggested that it begins at younger age

3. Little longitudinal evidence

1st goal:

describe the age-related dynamics of loneliness among older men
and women in Poland



Loneliness grows with age
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Loneliness grows with age

Rate of yearly change:
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Men Women

At age 45-59 y.o. 0.00 −0.00
At age 60-74 y.o. 0.07 0.42∗∗

At age 75+ y.o. 0.64∗ 0.62∗∗

Constant 4.65∗ 4.89∗

Number of persons 757 995
Number of person-years 1488 1822

+ p < .10, ∗ p < .05, ∗∗ p < .01, ∗∗∗ p < .001
Source: POLPAN data 2008, 2013, and 2018.
Sample: Respondents observed at least once at the age of 45 or older.



Triggers of loneliness



Loneliness:
an experience of unsatisfied emotional and social needs

social networks, expectations and
social connectedness need for social contact

both differ among people
and change over time



Triggers and inhibitors of loneliness: 3 areas

Social networks Health Socio-economic
status

Connectedness
√ √ √

more contacts better quality better quality
and and

fewer obstacles fewer obstacles

Need for contact
√ √

higher need higher need
if sick if poor

2st goal:

We know that these factors correlate with loneliness.
Do they also trigger or inhibit loneliness?



Triggers and inhibitors of loneliness: Men

Midlife Younger old Oldest old
45-59 y.o. 60-74 y.o. 75+ y.o.

Age (centred at 57) −0.09 (0.34)
Age (centred at 65) −0.27 (0.30)
Age (centred at 80) −0.46 (0.97)

Transition to single residence −9.01 (8.99) 1.40 (6.86) 26.59 (17.39)
Transition to coresidence −55.89∗∗ (20.99) −8.98 (12.35) 0.00 (.)

Marriage 0.00 (.) −6.58 (16.10) 0.00 (.)
Death of a spouse 9.44 (19.89) 12.42 (7.66) 7.51 (14.96)
Divorce 7.32 (13.38) 19.42∗ (9.81) 0.00 (.)

Transition into retirement −1.36 (12.11) −0.38 (2.18) 2.99 (6.03)

Health decline: Physical limitations (NHP) −0.13 (0.23) 0.12 (0.09) 0.18 (0.19)
Health decline: Pain (NHP) 0.09 (0.13) −0.01 (0.09) −0.02 (0.15)
Health improvement: Physical limitations (NHP) 0.04 (0.28) 0.33∗∗ (0.11) 0.05 (0.28)
Health improvement: Pain (NHP) −0.02 (0.18) −0.17∗ (0.09) 0.04 (0.20)

Growth of income 0.05 (0.52) −0.13 (2.80) 4.42 (18.08)
Reduction of income 0.06 (0.52) 2.57 (2.18) −6.02 (8.61)
Income missing 0.81 (3.34) −1.54 (2.64) 3.18 (8.60)
Onset of economic problems 0.37 (4.79) 2.81 (3.50) 6.99 (9.47)
End of economic problems −4.04 (3.57) −3.92+ (2.29) −9.40 (7.00)

Constant 5.70∗∗ (1.86) 4.07∗∗∗ (1.00) 3.45 (3.90)
Number of persons 234 296 76
Number of person-years 370 476 119



Triggers and inhibitors of loneliness: Women

Midlife Younger old Oldest old
45-59 y.o. 60-74 y.o. 75+ y.o.

Age (centred at 57) −0.30 (0.34)
Age (centred at 65) −0.11 (0.27)
Age (centred at 80) −2.60∗ (1.24)

Transition to single residence 8.34 (5.38) −1.53 (3.90) 27.48+ (14.63)
Transition to coresidence −13.35 (10.58) 3.72 (6.99) 4.08 (9.56)

Marriage 0.49 (13.69) 0.00 (.) 0.00 (.)
Death of a spouse −1.13 (10.42) 23.08∗∗∗ (4.17) −19.53 (17.42)
Divorce 2.95 (8.10) 43.03∗∗∗ (12.82) 0.00 (.)

Transition into retirement 2.96 (4.84) 0.88 (1.97) 13.23∗ (6.57)

Health decline: Physical limitations (NHP) −0.08 (0.14) 0.11 (0.08) 0.11 (0.15)
Health decline: Pain (NHP) 0.13 (0.09) −0.06 (0.07) 0.01 (0.17)
Health improvement: Physical limitations (NHP) 0.01 (0.22) 0.36∗∗ (0.11) 0.29 (0.34)
Health improvement: Pain (NHP) 0.10 (0.19) −0.11 (0.07) −0.18 (0.20)

Growth of income 1.30 (1.94) −3.18 (4.01) 24.56 (16.95)
Reduction of income 2.13+ (1.24) 0.33 (2.75) 8.70 (8.82)
Income missing 1.91 (2.84) −1.83 (2.40) −10.43 (6.52)
Onset of economic problems −1.99 (4.03) −3.90 (2.82) 7.02 (7.65)
End of economic problems −0.84 (3.23) −3.33 (2.07) 0.45 (6.19)

Constant 2.01 (1.81) 5.25∗∗∗ (0.85) 5.11 (5.08)
Number of persons 252 320 132
Number of person-years 387 490 193



Marital dissolution triggered loneliness among younger old

But neither marriage nor co-residence alleviated loneliness at
older ages

Midlife Younger old Oldest old
45-59 y.o. 60-74 y.o. 75+ y.o.

Men:
Transition to single residence −9.01 (8.99) 1.40 (6.86) 26.59 (17.39)
Transition to coresidence −55.89∗∗ (20.99) −8.98 (12.35) −

Marriage − −6.58 (16.10) −
Death of a spouse 9.44 (19.89) 12.42 (7.66) 7.51 (14.96)
Divorce 7.32 (13.38) 19.42∗ (9.81) −

Women:
Transition to single residence 8.34 (5.38) −1.53 (3.90) 27.48+ (14.63)
Transition to coresidence −13.35 (10.58) 3.72 (6.99) 4.08 (9.56)

Marriage 0.49 (13.69) − −
Death of a spouse −1.13 (10.42) 23.08∗∗∗ (4.17) −19.53 (17.42)
Divorce 2.95 (8.10) 43.03∗∗∗ (12.82) −



Number of friends seems irrelevant

(additional analysis limited to waves 2013 and 2018)

Midlife Younger old Oldest old
45-59 y.o. 60-74 y.o. 75+ y.o.

Men:
Growth in nr of friends 0.02 (0.15) 0.03 (0.28) 0.15 (0.51)
Reduction in nr of friends −0.07 (0.17) −0.08 (0.09) 0.65 (0.38)

Women:
Growth in nr of friends 0.78 (0.48) 0.18 (0.20) −1.85 (1.34)
Reduction in nr of friends 0.01 (0.10) 0.08 (0.22) −0.15 (0.51)



Mixed effects for health: Health improvement may be
isolating

Midlife Younger old Oldest old
45-59 y.o. 60-74 y.o. 75+ y.o.

Men:
Health decline: Physical limitations (NHP) −0.13 (0.23) 0.12 (0.09) 0.18 (0.19)
Health decline: Pain (NHP) 0.09 (0.13) −0.01 (0.09) −0.02 (0.15)
Health improvement: Physical limitations (NHP) 0.04 (0.28) 0.33∗∗ (0.11) 0.05 (0.28)
Health improvement: Pain (NHP) −0.02 (0.18) −0.17∗ (0.09) 0.04 (0.20)

Women:
Health decline: Physical limitations (NHP) −0.08 (0.14) 0.11 (0.08) 0.11 (0.15)
Health decline: Pain (NHP) 0.13 (0.09) −0.06 (0.07) 0.01 (0.17)
Health improvement: Physical limitations (NHP) 0.01 (0.22) 0.36∗∗ (0.11) 0.29 (0.34)
Health improvement: Pain (NHP) 0.10 (0.19) −0.11 (0.07) −0.18 (0.20)



Economic factors did not trigger or alleviate loneliness

Midlife Younger old Oldest old
45-59 y.o. 60-74 y.o. 75+ y.o.

Men:
Growth of income 0.05 (0.52) −0.13 (2.80) 4.42 (18.08)
Reduction of income 0.06 (0.52) 2.57 (2.18) −6.02 (8.61)
Income missing 0.81 (3.34) −1.54 (2.64) 3.18 (8.60)
Onset of economic problems 0.37 (4.79) 2.81 (3.50) 6.99 (9.47)
End of economic problems −4.04 (3.57) −3.92+ (2.29) −9.40 (7.00)

Women:
Growth of income 1.30 (1.94) −3.18 (4.01) 24.56 (16.95)
Reduction of income 2.13+ (1.24) 0.33 (2.75) 8.70 (8.82)
Income missing 1.91 (2.84) −1.83 (2.40) −10.43 (6.52)
Onset of economic problems −1.99 (4.03) −3.90 (2.82) 7.02 (7.65)
End of economic problems −0.84 (3.23) −3.33 (2.07) 0.45 (6.19)



Individual propensity to be lonely



Propensity to be lonely may be considered an individual,
time-invariant trait

Men, 60+ Women, 60+
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3rd goal:

What predicts the propensity to be lonely?



Correlates of the propensity to be lonely (OLS regression)

Men Women
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

B S.E. B S.E. B S.E. B S.E.

Father vocational education (ref: elementary) −2.09 (2.10) −0.14 (2.09) −0.17 (2.74) 1.87 (2.71)
Father secondary or higher (ref: elementary) −3.05 (1.93) −0.10 (2.11) −0.36 (2.55) 2.46 (2.58)
Father education not known (ref: elementary) 38.05∗∗ (12.70) 35.93∗∗ (12.41) 3.78 (8.22) 6.19 (7.96)

Height (in meters, centered at 1.70) −0.27∗ (0.11) −0.28∗∗ (0.11) −0.12 (0.15) −0.03 (0.15)

Single child (ref: 1-2 sibling) −1.96 (3.81) −2.08 (3.71) 2.78 (4.15) 3.49 (4.02)
3-4 sibling (ref: 1-2 sibling) 3.93∗ (1.90) 3.67+ (1.86) 1.13 (2.37) 0.38 (2.32)
5+ sibling (ref: 1-2 sibling) −2.19 (2.17) −2.19 (2.14) 0.12 (2.52) −0.95 (2.46)
Number of sibling not known (ref: 1-2 sibling) −1.36 (1.86) 0.15 (2.00) 1.45 (2.20) 1.40 (2.26)

Vocational education (ref: elementary) −6.50∗∗ (2.06) −7.08∗ (2.82)
Secondary education (ref: elementary) −4.94∗ (2.19) −6.37∗∗ (2.18)
Postsecondary education (ref: elementary) −6.39∗∗ (2.42) −6.62∗∗ (2.49)

Unemployed (45-60 y.o.) −5.82∗ (2.32) 2.40 (2.84)
Unemployed (60+ y.o.) 3.21 (3.20) 14.31∗∗ (5.29)
Economic problems (45-60 y.o.) 3.72+ (2.09) 4.72+ (2.67)
Economic problems (60+ y.o.) 4.55∗∗ (1.46) 4.55∗ (1.81)

Unemployment 45-60 y.o. - not known −0.40 (2.12) 3.19 (2.21)
Economic problems 45-60 y.o. - not known 1.42 (2.54) 0.33 (3.05)

Born 1920-39 (ref: 1940-49) 3.48+ (2.02) 3.11 (2.22) 9.69∗∗∗ (2.15) 8.75∗∗∗ (2.29)
Born 1950-59 (ref: 1940-49) 0.84 (1.53) 1.85 (1.63) −4.63∗ (1.97) −3.62+ (2.13)

Constant 0.52 (1.60) 0.47 (2.86) −3.45 (2.44) −4.09 (3.61)
Number of persons 337 337 382 382



Characteristics of family of origin may shed a long shadow
on older men’s loneliness

Men Women
B S.E. B S.E.

Father vocational education (ref: elementary) −0.14 (2.09) 1.87 (2.71)
Father secondary or higher (ref: elementary) −0.10 (2.11) 2.46 (2.58)
Father education not known (ref: elementary) 35.93∗∗ (12.41) 6.19 (7.96)

Single child (ref: 1-2 sibling) −2.08 (3.71) 3.49 (4.02)
3-4 sibling (ref: 1-2 sibling) 3.67+ (1.86) 0.38 (2.32)
5+ sibling (ref: 1-2 sibling) −2.19 (2.14) −0.95 (2.46)
Number of sibling not known (ref: 1-2 sibling) 0.15 (2.00) 1.40 (2.26)

Height (in meters, centered at 1.70) −0.28∗∗ (0.11) −0.03 (0.15)



Socially disadvantaged people had a greater risk of
loneliness

Men Women
B S.E. B S.E.

Vocational education (ref: elementary) −6.50∗∗ (2.06) −7.08∗ (2.82)
Secondary education (ref: elementary) −4.94∗ (2.19) −6.37∗∗ (2.18)
Postsecondary education (ref: elementary) −6.39∗∗ (2.42) −6.62∗∗ (2.49)

Unemployed (45-60 y.o.) −5.82∗ (2.32) 2.40 (2.84)
Unemployed (60+ y.o.) 3.21 (3.20) 14.31∗∗ (5.29)
Economic problems (45-60 y.o.) 3.72+ (2.09) 4.72+ (2.67)
Economic problems (60+ y.o.) 4.55∗∗ (1.46) 4.55∗ (1.81)

Unemployment 45-60 y.o. - not known −0.40 (2.12) 3.19 (2.21)
Economic problems 45-60 y.o. - not known 1.42 (2.54) 0.33 (3.05)



Summary

Loneliness increases during old age

I For women this increase begins at younger ages than for men,
and this gender gap does not close.

Marital dissolution is a powerful trigger of loneliness

I Family: a way to become lonely, but not to stop loneliness.

I Friendship plays little role.

Health and economic factors

I Correlates but not triggers.



Conclusions

Specificity of loneliness in Eastern Europe

I High levels and early on-set

I shaped mostly by partnership status

I → conclusions for Western countries cannot be directly
extended to the East



Thank you!

malgorzata.mikucka@mzes.uni-mannheim.de
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