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Abstract
Loneliness is a negative, involuntary, subjective, relational and sociocultural experience. Due to
the multidimensional nature of the experience, this topic calls for research that explores loneliness
on multiple levels. Drawing from different disciplines of the human sciences and utilizing a mixed
methods approach, this study aims at contributing new knowledge of young peoples' loneliness
and exploring its meaning over time. Data for the study was drawn from the population-based
Northern Finland Birth Cohort 1986 (NFBC1986) (N = 9,432).
In three articles of the four included in this study, logistic regression analysis was used with
samples of adolescents (aged 15-16; n = 5,817-7,014) who reported loneliness in the 2001-2002
adolescents' questionnaire in order to explore what kind of associations loneliness has with
different socioemotional, health, wellbeing and contextual factors. Girls reported loneliness more
often than boys. Loneliness was associated with several adverse factors among adolescents,
including deliberate self-harm, being bullied, dissatisfaction with life and feelings of unhappiness,
sadness, and depression. School dislike was associated with loneliness only among girls.
The findings from these quantitative articles and earlier loneliness theories informed the semistructured interview guide utilized in data production for the fourth article. Qualitative data
consisted of 35 interviews, conducted in 2013, selected from a sample of the same participants
who reported being very lonely in the adolescents' questionnaire. The study explored in what ways
young adults (aged 27-28) described the experience of loneliness, how loneliness felt and what
was the meaning of the experience over time. Based on qualitative, theory-guided content analysis,
the experience of loneliness was described with five dimensions; Personal, Relational, Physical
context, Life event and Sociocultural. The duration and intensity of loneliness fluctuated over the
course of life and six loneliness trajectories were constructed from the data. (Hetero)gender(ed)
norms and normativity had a central influence on the experience of loneliness.
In this synopsis, the different types of findings were compared to explore their convergence or
divergence. The findings mainly converged, providing a more comprehensive understanding of
loneliness that would have not been possible had only one type of research approach been used.

Keywords: adolescence, gender, loneliness, mixed methods, normativity, trajectory,
young adulthood

Rönkä, Anna Reetta, Yksinäisyyden kokemukset lapsuudesta nuoreen aikuisuuteen.
Pohjois-Suomen syntymäkohortti 1986 -tutkimus
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Tiivistelmä
Yksinäisyys on negatiivinen, ei-valittu, subjektiivinen, relationaalinen ja sosiokulttuurinen kokemus. Moniulotteista yksinäisyyttä onkin tärkeä tarkastella tieteenalojen rajoja ylittäen ja useita
tutkimuksellisia lähestymistapoja yhdistäen. Tässä tutkimuksessa yksinäisyyttä lähestytään erilaisista ihmistieteellisistä lähtökohdista hyödyntämällä monimenetelmällistä lähestymistapaa
Pohjois-Suomen syntymäkohortti 1986-aineistoon (N = 9 432) (NFBC1986). Tavoitteena on
tuottaa uutta tietoa nuorten ihmisten yksinäisyydestä ja sen merkityksestä heidän elämässään.
Tutkimukseen sisältyvästä neljästä artikkelista kolmessa olivat mukana ne 15–16-vuotiaat
nuoret (n = 5 817–7 014), jotka vastasivat yksinäisyyttä mittaavaan kysymykseen nuorten kyselylomakkeessa vuonna 2001–2002. Artikkeleissa tutkittiin yksinäisyyden yhteyttä erilaisiin
sosioemotionaalisiin, kontekstuaalisiin sekä terveys- ja hyvinvointimuuttujiin logistisella regressioanalyysillä. Tytöt kokivat yksinäisyyttä poikia useammin. Nuorten yksinäisyys oli yhteydessä useisiin negatiivisiin tekijöihin, kuten onnettomuuden, surun ja masentuneisuuden tunteisiin,
kiusatuksi tulemiseen, elämään tyytymättömyyteen, itsensä tahalliseen vahingoittamiseen ja tyttöjen osalta myös koulusta ei-pitämiseen.
Neljännen artikkelin aineistontuotannossa käytetty haastattelurunko muodostettiin edellä
mainittujen artikkeleiden tulosten ja aiemman teoreettisen ymmärryksen pohjalta. Aineisto koostuu vuonna 2013 tehdyistä teemahaastatteluista, joihin osallistui 35 nuorta aikuista (27–28-vuotiaita), jotka ilmoittivat nuorten kyselylomakkeessa vuonna 2001–2002 olevansa erittäin yksinäisiä. Tässä artikkelissa tarkasteltiin, miten haastateltavat kuvasivat yksinäisyyden kokemustaan,
miltä yksinäisyys tuntui ja mikä oli yksinäisyyden merkitys heidän elämänkulussaan. Laadullisen teoriaohjaavan sisällönanalyysin perusteella nimettiin viisi keskeistä yksinäisyyden ulottuvuutta sekä kuusi yksinäisyyden muotoutumista ja muuttumista kuvaavaa kehityskaarta. (Hetero)sukupuolittuneiden normien ja normatiivisuuden vaikutus oli keskeinen yksinäisyyden kokemisessa.
Tässä yhteenveto-osiossa määrällisiä ja laadullisia tuloksia tarkasteltiin rinnakkain ja vertailtiin tulosten yhteneväisyyksiä ja eroja. Tulokset olivat pääosin yhteneväisiä. Monimenetelmällinen tutkimus tuotti monitasoista tietoa nuorten yksinäisyydestä, mitä ei olisi saatu vain yhtä
lähestymistapaa hyödyntäen.

Asiasanat: kehityskaari, monimenetelmällisyys, normatiivisuus, nuori aikuisuus,
nuoruus, sukupuoli, yksinäisyys

To my grandmothers Terttu and Hilu
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Introduction
“I would say loneliness is sadness. That is the best word to describe it. Feeling
down, also hopelessness is somewhat linked with it, hopelessness, you know,
this will never end, there is no way out”. (Kirsi, woman1)

As the above-mentioned quote indicates, loneliness is a negative and painful
experience and trying to escape from it can feel hopeless. Most people experience
occasional loneliness at some point in their lives, but for some, loneliness may
evolve into a difficult, ongoing experience (Hawkley & Cacioppo 2010).
Loneliness should be distinguished from the states of being alone, aloneness,
solitude, or social isolation, as these can be both positively and negatively
perceived and felt (Heinrich & Gullone 2006, Rokach 2011). Loneliness is a
negative, distressing, multidimensional, and involuntary experience (Hawkley et al.
2008). The consequences of loneliness may be drastic, ranging from physical health
problems to a depressive mood and suicidal behavior (Flensborg-Madsen et al.
2012, Harris et al. 2013). Exploring young people’s loneliness is important, as the
roots of more severe loneliness may be found in childhood, or the adolescent years.
According to earlier studies, the period of adolescence is one of the most
challenging times regarding the loneliness experience (Jiménez et al. 2009). Based
on previous international and Finnish studies that have measured loneliness with
different loneliness scales (Asher & Paquette 2003, Russell et al. 1980), up to 10%
of children experience severe, and as many as 80% of children experience
occasional loneliness (Berguno et al. 2004, Galanaki & Vassilopoulou 2007,
Junttila & Vauras 2009). When measured with one-item self-report measures, 5–
20% of adolescents (between the ages of 14–16) experience severe and up to 70%
occasional, loneliness (Cacioppo 2008, Inderbitzen-Pisaruk et al. 1992, Laine 1990,
Saari 2010).
Only recently has research paid attention to young adult loneliness and
according to national (Murto et al. 2015) and international (Qualter et al. 2015)
population-based surveys among different age groups, young adults seemed to
experience especially high levels of loneliness. The lives of young adults are in
transition when they graduate, start to work, and establish their own lifestyles; all
these changes are highly intertwined within the social realm (Panagakis 2015).
However, youth (aged 16–24) and young adulthood (aged 25–28) are periods that
have not received enough research attention.
1

Quote from the interview data of the current study. All the names have been changed.
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Due to the prevalence of the loneliness experience and its multidimensionality
and longitudinal aspects, the topic calls for research that would explore the
experience on its multiple levels. This study explores young people’s loneliness,
from childhood to young adulthood, by using a mixed methods approach, with
participants from the Northern Finland Birth Cohort 1986 (n = 5,817–7,014). In a
mixed methods study, both quantitative and qualitative research approaches can
function in complementary ways, each uniquely contributing to the results, and
together they produce something more than merely a sum of their parts (Greene
2007: 20).
Loneliness has been explored from different theoretical perspectives in
research. One of the most commonly utilized perspectives is that of human needs,
according to which humans are social beings that have a need for different types of
positive, reciprocal, social relationships and an affiliation with others. Not having
one’s social needs satisfied in quality and/or quantity, is considered a central cause
of loneliness (Weiss 1973: 18–19). A clear majority of earlier loneliness research
has been conducted on the basis of an individual-psychological framework in the
fields of psychiatry and psychology. This has been warranted as loneliness is a
subjective experience and, from the outside, it is difficult to know who experiences
loneliness (Victor et al. 2009), as loneliness can also be experienced in the midst
of the others (Peplau & Perlman 1982, Weiss 1973: 18).
Consequently, a great majority of the studies on loneliness have been
quantitatively conducted by utilizing different survey methods for measuring
loneliness and the associated factors. With children and adolescents, much of the
loneliness research has been conducted in the school context, a central social
environment for young people, by using surveys or interview methods. Thus,
relational, group and network aspects of loneliness have received some earlier
research attention (see Krause-Parello 2008), even though no studies using, for
instance, school ethnographies have been conducted.
Quantitative research is important as it may reveal, for example, the prevalence
of the loneliness experience among young people and indicate what kind of factors
seem to be associated with the experience. Understanding these matters is useful
when planning means for loneliness prevention and alleviation. Yet, how it feels to
be lonely and what is the meaning of the experience for young people, over the
course of a lifetime, needs further research attention. Besides the subjective and
relational perspectives, larger sociocultural matters may also influence the
experience; matters related to individual wellbeing and social realm are largely
affected by societal, cultural and political issues in a given society (Saari 2016).
20

Finally, earlier loneliness research has explored gender issues mainly only in
dichotomic settings of girls and boys, women and men. This research has, however,
indicated some interesting, yet discrepant results from gender perspective in the
levels of loneliness; for example, some studies indicate that loneliness is more of a
problem among girls (e.g. Goosby et al. 2013) while others state that boys
experience it more (e.g. Junttila 2015). Also gender differences between loneliness
and associated factors such as school wellbeing (Løhre et al. 2014), quality and
form of friendships (Gifford-Smith & Brownell 2003) and suicidal behavior
(Hawton et al. 2012) have been previously detected. However, loneliness has rarely
been approached from a gender responsible research perspective2.
The Northern Finland Birth Cohort 1986 (NFBC1986) is a unique, longitudinal,
population-based research program, coordinated by the Center for Life Course
Health Research, Faculty of Medicine, University of Oulu. The NFBC1986 focuses
on exploring the psychosocial paths of exclusion and the psychosocial and
contextual determinants of health and wellbeing in Northern Finland, and promotes
health and wellbeing of the population (Northern Finland Cohorts 2017). Data
collected in the NFBC1986 offers good opportunity to explore loneliness among
people born in the same year and within the same geographical context. With the
NFBC1986 data, it is possible to examine loneliness, at a larger population level,
by exploring associations between loneliness and different socioemotional, health
and wellbeing factors, and then exploring its meaning using selected samples, from
the same participants, at the level of lived experience.
This PhD study consists of four research articles and a synopsis chapter. Article
I examined how different socioemotional, contextual and health and wellbeing
variables were associated with loneliness experiences. Article II discussed if
associations exist between deliberate self-harm and loneliness-related factors, selfrated health and satisfaction with life. In Article III, the associations between
loneliness and problematic social relations with school dislike were explored.
Findings from the first three articles and earlier loneliness theories formed the
basis of the semi-structured interview guide which was used to generate the
interview data for the qualitative part of the study. Interviews were conducted
among 35 young adults (aged 27–28) who reported being very lonely in an
adolescent’s questionnaire, sent to them in 2001–2002. The qualitative part, the
Article IV, explored in what ways the experience of loneliness was described, how
2

For one of the few studies on loneliness from gender responsible research perspective, see Saresma
(2005). I will return to term gender responsible in sub-chapter 2.5.
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loneliness felt, how the experience fluctuated over the life course of young adults
and what was the meaning of the experience of loneliness over time.
In this synopsis, I bring the results from the four separate articles together, by
utilizing the complementary strength strategy of a mixed methods research design
(Greene 2007). I compare the quantitative and qualitative findings and explore the
convergence(s) and divergence(s) between the different types of findings. The aim
is to provide a more comprehensive and nuanced body of knowledge and
understanding of the loneliness experience, at its different levels and facets, which
would not have been possible using only one type of approach. The findings of the
study help to provide an understanding of young people’s loneliness experience and
the matters entangled with it, over time. Findings of the study also indicate ways
and means for loneliness prevention and alleviation, information which is useful
for a variety of audiences; to young people themselves, to educators and
professionals working with young people.
After the Introduction, in chapter 2, I offer a literature review of earlier
loneliness research, and show the existing research gaps. The study is located in
sub-chapter 2.6. Chapter 3 introduces the aims of the study. The mixed methods
approach is explained in chapter 4 after I present the study population and
quantitative and qualitative methods. The ethical issues regarding this study are
presented in sub-chapter 4.3. Chapter 5 presents the results of the four research
articles. In sub-chapter 5.3, I bring all of the results together and discuss their
convergences and divergences. Chapter 6 contains the discussion, where I discuss
the main findings, their convergence and divergence, and how they relate to earlier
theoretical understandings of loneliness. Then, in sub-chapter 6.2, I discuss the
topic of (hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity, in relation to loneliness. The
following sub-chapter focuses on deliberate self-harm as intertwined with
loneliness, and the sub-chapter 6.4, discusses buffering factors and means for
loneliness alleviation and prevention. The chapter 6 ends with an evaluation of the
study and discussion on the possibilities of future research. The chapter 7 contains
the conclusion of the study.
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2

Previous research on and conceptualizations
of loneliness

In this chapter, I present a review of the evolvement of loneliness research and
introduce central theoretical approaches on loneliness. Loneliness research,
conducted in Finland, is discussed and a literature review on child, adolescent,
youth and young adult loneliness is presented. In sub-chapter 2.4, I introduce a
research gap in the loneliness research concerning the topic of gender,
(hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity. Finally, I locate the current study.
2.1

Evolvement of loneliness conceptualization and research

Loneliness research does not comprise a defined field on its own; however, the
loneliness experience and phenomenon have been explored within several different
disciplinary backgrounds, using different theoretical approaches and with different
types of methods and data (Saari 2016). Loneliness has been the focus of many
researchers from different countries but quite often loneliness has emerged as a
research finding in studies exploring other topics like chronic pain (Skuladottir &
Halldorsdottir 2011), stress experience (Stromback et al. 2014), or use of social
media (Uusiautti & Määttä 2014). To date, there are no professorships in Finland
or elsewhere for the topic of loneliness nor are there any established conferences
that solely focus on the loneliness experience (Saari 2016: 13).
Philosophical discussions on loneliness date back centuries. For example, the
Swiss philosopher Johann Georg Ritter von Zimmermann (1728–1795) wrote a
book called Über die Einsamkeit (Of solitude), which was published in 1756. The
term, loneliness, was then used to refer to solitude, to voluntary withdrawal from
the business of everyday life and an orientation towards reflection, meditation and
religiousness. Georg Simmel (1858–1918), a German sociologist and philosopher,
was among the first to discuss loneliness on a broader societal level, when he wrote
about sociability, social individuality and fragmentation in the late 1800s (De Jong
Gierveld 1998). Further, Hannah Arendt (1906–1975), a German-born American
political theorist and philosopher, discussed loneliness in her book Origins of
Totalitarianism, which was first published in 1951, where she saw loneliness as
“the experience of being abandoned by everything and everybody” (Arendt
1951/2013: 549). She also distinguished between isolation and solitude, and
considered loneliness as the most difficult state in which a person eventually loses
the capacity to judge their own self-interest (Arendt 1951/2013).
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In the field of psychology, Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), an Austrian
neurologist and the founder of psychoanalysis, first used the term loneliness in 1939,
to describe the inner structure of a person that could be completely changed after a
loneliness experience. However, he never specifically focused on loneliness in his
work (see Bekhet et al. 2008).
Empirical research focusing on loneliness started in the late 1950s and received
growing attention, especially in the field of psychiatry (see Tiikkainen 2006). The
American psychologist Clark E. Moustakas (1923–2012) wrote several books
about loneliness and solitude, and published his first popular book about existential
loneliness in 1961, after which he continued working with loneliness for the next
40 years (see De Jong Gierveld 1998). Yet, prior to the 1970s, there was very little
research interest in loneliness (Perlman 1982).
The majority of loneliness research has been conducted in western contexts,
such as the US, the UK and the Netherlands. In the Nordic countries and in the
USA, research on loneliness mainly emerged in the early 1970s, when a descriptive
phase of the development of the field started (Paloutzian & Janigian 1989). An
important milestone, and still an often referenced and used book, is Robert Weiss’
Loneliness: The experience of emotional and social isolation, published in 1973.
Moreover, the pervasiveness and parameters of loneliness started to be mapped
during the 1970s (Paloutzian & Janigian 1989). From the late 1970s to the late
1980s, the areas of measurement techniques, conceptual models and hypothesis
testing were further developed (Hymel et al. 1999) and psychometrically sound
scales became widely available to researchers (Perlman 1989: 20). Social
psychological work, in particular, was conducted on adult and elderly loneliness.
The issues addressed included the perceived causes of loneliness, the nature of
interpersonal deficits in loneliness, the measurement of loneliness and strategies to
cope with loneliness (Hymel et al. 1999).
During the 1980s and 1990s, several nominal books on loneliness were
published. In 1982, based on articles submitted to a conference on loneliness held
in 1979 at UCLA, Anne Letitia Peplau and Daniel Perlman edited a book entitled
Loneliness: A Sourcebook of current theory, research and therapy. The book
brought together social science findings on adult loneliness. In 1989,
Mohammadreza Hojat and Rick Grandall edited a book entitled Loneliness: Theory,
Research, and Applications, which was originally published as a special issue of
the Journal of Social Behaviour and Personality. The book provided a wide range
of research on loneliness and focused on the attributional model of loneliness,
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attachment theory, loneliness among the elderly, and reports on clinical research,
therapy and applications.
During the 1990s, the loneliness of younger populations started to receive more
research attention. In the late 1990s, a book entitled Loneliness in Childhood and
Adolescence, edited by Kevin Rotenberg and Shelley Hymel (1999), contained
several articles on the topic, and loneliness was approached from a wide array of
perspectives and research fields.
During the late 1990s and early 2000s, sociological work became again
interested in the topic. Research approached loneliness through, for example, the
topics of individualism and how larger societal changes, such as urbanization may
affect individual and collective social experiences, including loneliness (Bauman
2001, Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002).
Qualitative research on loneliness has mainly started in the 1990s. The work
has been conducted in several disciplines with an array of methods, but most
qualitative studies have been phenomenological, examining the “essence” of the
phenomenon of loneliness. Many of the qualitative studies have been conducted on
children (Hymel et al. 1999, Kirova 2001), among the elderly (Graneheim &
Lundman 2010, McInnis & White 2001, Palkeinen 2005, Tiilikainen 2016) or
among participants with different kinds of health problems (Lindgren et al. 2014,
Nilsson et al. 2008, Rosedale 2009).
In the 2000s, the overall emphasis in loneliness research had been on the health
and wellbeing dimensions and interest in loneliness has been great in the medical
field. Some of the main scholars examining loneliness and health includes
American professor John T. Cacioppo (professor of psychology, psychiatry and
behavioral neuroscience), and her colleague, American psychologist, Louise C.
Hawkley. Their work has relied on brain imaging, blood pressure, stress hormones
and looking for links between loneliness and health pathways (Boomsma et al.
2005, Cacioppo et al. 2002, Cacioppo et al. 2006, Hawkley, Burleson et al. 2003,
Hawkley & Cacioppo 2003).
Studies on the longitudinal nature of the loneliness experience were conducted
especially in the 2010s. For example, Dr. Pamela Qualter and her colleagues (Harris
et al. 2013, Qualter et al. 2013, Qualter et al. 2015), developmental psychologists
based in the UK, have conducted longitudinal research on children and adolescent
loneliness by quantitative means.
Finally, a central new factor being examined, since the 2010s, is the role of
virtual environments on loneliness, with a large amount of research from various
disciplines focusing on the possibilities and hindrances of social media regarding
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loneliness (Bonetti et al. 2010, Hughes et al. 2012, Pittman & Reich 2016, Uusiautti
& Määttä 2014). So, to date, most loneliness research continues to be conducted in
psychology, psychiatry, health and nursing science and has largely been approach
through an individual perspective, utilizing quantitative methods. The review of
literature indicated, that there is a lack of quantitative as well as qualitative research
regarding youth and young adult loneliness (persons aged 17–28).
2.1.1 Psychodynamic, interactionist, cognitive, existential and
sociological approaches on loneliness
The most often cited and utilized theoretical approaches on loneliness, to date, are
psychodynamic, interactionist, cognitive, existential, and sociological (Peplau &
Perlman 1982, Tiikkainen 2011)3. These approaches are not mutually exclusive;
they may overlap and different writers may take two or more standpoints.
Originally, these theories were formulated in order to explain how and why
loneliness occurs, and what causes loneliness on an individual level (Tiikkainen
2011). The characteristics of these five approaches and the main scholars who use
them, are depicted in Table 1 (page 32).
Both psychodynamic and interactionist theories see loneliness as a subjective
and negative experience, and they make a distinction between objective defined
social isolation, or being/spending time alone, from the subjective experience of
loneliness (see Saresma 2005, Tiikkainen 2011). The basic tenet, in both, is that
people have an inherent need to form meaningful social relationships with others.
Maslow had already proposed a hierarchy of human needs in 1943, where the needs
of love and belonging were considered to be elementary needs that have to be
satisfied before individuals can satisfy their other needs, such as self-actualization
(Asher & Weeks 2014). According to these two theories, distortions or problems in
fulfilling the different types of social needs, in quality and/or in quantity, are behind
loneliness; one experiences a lack or deficiency regarding one’s existing social
realm. The two approaches have differences as well.
The psychodynamic theory of loneliness was influenced by Freud’s general
psychotherapeutic approach, which he worked with from the late 1800s to the
1930s. According to Freud, many disorders originate from the problems and
3
Tiikkainen (2011) introduces a total of eight different approaches that follow the original suggestion
made by Peplau and Perlman (1982). The eight approaches are: psychodynamic, phenomenological,
existential-humanistic, sociological, interactionist, cognitive, intimacy theory and the system theoretical
approach.
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distortions in early emotional bonds and relations to significant others. The
relationships with early attachments figures, especially with the mother, are
considered central to psychological wellbeing. Early problems with these
relationships contribute to inadequate interaction skills and further problems that
manifest as difficulties in creating friendships and lead to the development of
psychiatric/mental illnesses. According to the psychodynamic theory, loneliness is
among these psychiatric/mental illnesses (see Tiikkainen 2011: 60–61, Hojat 1989:
90).
German psychiatrist Frieda Fromm-Reichmann was working with mental
health patients and further suggested that, while loneliness is negative, unpleasant
and unwanted, the threshold for loneliness varies in relation to developmental
history of an individual. She hypothesized that feelings of loneliness often preceded
emotional paralysis and hopelessness and argued that these severe symptoms lead
some to the development of psychoses (Gerstein et al. 1989). According to FrommReichmann, loneliness occured when an individual goes through “the motions of
relatedness without being truly connected” (Wintrob 1989: 78); being with others
but unable to share the experience
The psychodynamic approach can be criticized being too narrow in scope, as
the cause of loneliness is located in distortions in early attachment relationships,
and because, in the approach, loneliness is seen as a pathological state. For example,
the role of other types of social relations or situational or cultural factors is not
considered in the approach. Also, from this perspective, loneliness, as such, is seen
as an abnormal and deviant state, which may produce unnecessary stigma in regard
to the experience. From a psychodynamic perspective, the way to help overcome
loneliness is psychotherapy, wherein early social relationships and traumatic
experiences are discussed (see Tiikkainen 2011).
Robert Weiss (1973) further developed the human needs approach on
loneliness in a more multidimensional direction and developed the interactionist
theory of loneliness. First, his approach on loneliness focused on the connection
between the aspects of interpersonal functioning and feelings/emotions of
loneliness (Jobe-Shields et al. 2011, Weiss 1973, 1982). He suggested that there are
two different types of social needs that cause loneliness; loneliness of emotional
isolation and loneliness of social isolation. Furthermore, both of these types evoked
specific sets of negative feelings.
Loneliness of emotional isolation occurs after an experienced need, loss or a
lack of a truly intimate tie or an attachment figure. The person who is
needed/lost/lacking can be an intimate partner, family member or a close friend.
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This idea was built, in turn, on John Bowlby’s attachment theory which he first
formulated in the 1950s. Theory states that human beings are born with a
psychobiological attachment behavioral system that motivates them to seek
proximity to significant others in times of needs (Mikulincer & Shaver 2014).
When being emotionally lonely, one has the inner sense or feeling of emptiness,
and anxiety, which leads to hopelessness (see Tiikkainen 2011). Weiss proposed,
that the loneliness of emotional isolation can only be ended by gaining another
emotional attachment relationship, either by establishing a new one or reintegrating
the old one. For example, if one has lost a close friend, loneliness may still remain,
even though she or he has formed new friendships and is part of larger social
groupings, for example through a hobby (Weiss 1973).
The loneliness of social isolation, or social loneliness, refers to a need/lost/lack
of a network, an absence of community, such as peers, co-workers or neighbors
(Weiss 1973). A socially lonely individual might feel aimlessness and boredom.
This can lead to a sense of marginality, frustration and non-belongingness. Social
loneliness may become increasingly serious, as time passes (see Tiikkainen 2011).
For example, if an individual has one close best friend, she or he might still be
lonely, at least occasionally, as she or he experiences a social need to belong to a
group, to have more people around her/him (Weiss 1973: 19).
The meaning and importance of different kinds of social relationships may
change over the course of a lifetime. In addition, social needs between people differ,
some might have a variety of different needs, others just a few (DiTommaso &
Spinner 1997). Weiss posited that the interaction of social provisions with
characterological (being shy, introverted, extroverted and the ways individual seem
to react to problems in social relations) and situational/life eventual (relocation,
losing a partner, divorce etc.) factors, together, affect the emergence of loneliness
(Beal 2006, Victor et al. 2005, Weiss 1982). Hence, in addition to loneliness being
socioemotional, it is also a situational/life eventual and characterological matter.
However, this theory essentially focuses on the amount or quantity of social others,
rather than on the quality of them, and does not explicitly include sociocultural
matters.
The next approach, the cognitive theory of loneliness, states that loneliness
emerges due to the perceived discrepancy between desired social relationships and
the actual state/achieved levels of existing social relationships and social
interaction (Bekhet et al. 2008, Peplau & Perlman 1982). The theory also takes into
account personality and situational factors, such as, how an individual appraises
their social state is affected by earlier experiences and personality factors. In these
28

appraisals, cultural factors, including norms, have a role. The social norms and
values of a given society affect what is considered to be an optimal set of relations.
A person might feel inadequate, in this regard, and this contributes to loneliness
(De Jong Gierveld 1998, Dykstra & Gierveld 2004).
This approach has also been criticized as being narrow, as loneliness is seen as
a mental condition (Tiikkainen 2011). Some of those following the approach also
argue that loneliness is not related to situational factors (De Jong Gierveld 1998).
This can be contested, situational factors very likely to increase the likelihood of
loneliness, as in the case of relocation, for example. The proponents of the cognitive
approach suggest three ways of coping with loneliness: “a) changing the person’s
actual social relations, b) changing the person’s social needs or desires and c)
reducing the perceived importance of the social deficiency” (Peplau & Perlman
1982: 13). All of these may be difficult to establish by individuals, at least without
outside help.
The existential approach to loneliness is different from the other loneliness
perspectives. Theory was developed in the 1960s by Clark E. Moustakas and from
that perspective loneliness is seen as an internal feeling between self and the outside
world where the interaction with other people or outside situations is irrelevant to
the feelings of loneliness. The separateness from others is a part of life, the
prerequisite for being. One is completely lonely in the beginning and at the end of
life (Tiikkainen 2011: 62–63). Existential theory differentiates between the two
concepts of “fear of loneliness” and “loneliness anxiety” (see Heiskanen 2011). The
“fear of loneliness” makes one search for the company of others; those who
experience a fear of loneliness, are afraid of being alone. True loneliness stems
from being alone and facing life’s ultimate experiences, such as birth and death.
True loneliness can be a creative force, productive and positive (see Peplau &
Perlman 1982). What alleviates loneliness, according to the theory, is to embrace
and accept it (see Heiskanen 2011). This approach has often been referred to in
relation to the loneliness experience related to creative matters, such as when doing
different kinds of arts. This brings up the perspectives of solitude and the beneficial
factors of loneliness. Finally, the existentialist approach does not look for roots or
causatives for loneliness in the usual sense and it is not interested in factors that
would increase or decrease loneliness (see Peplau & Perlman 1982).
As seen, these four main approaches on loneliness have been, more or less,
subjective and focused on individual needs, wants and perceptions. A larger
sociocultural and sociological approach to loneliness is also important. From a
sociological perspective, a lonely individual is a product of her or his society –
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greater societal matters and changes produce loneliness. Individuality and
loneliness are the result of specific “pathologies” in the modern forms of social
solidarity, the division of labor and in urban cultural forms; where industrialism,
capitalism, urbanism and urbanization affect or produce loneliness, as well as
solitude (Coleman 2013, Saari 2016).
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim stated, in their book from the early 2000s, that
(institutional) individualization of identities expressed in “self-culture” happened
in the era of globalization, when changes in the organization of the welfare state,
labor market insecurities and consequent stretching of social relations forced
people to make themselves the center of their own life plans (Beck & BeckGernsheim 2002: 42–47). More often people choose the social groups they wish to
be identified with and social relations are no longer based on their history and
family ties (Furlong & Cartmel 2007). This might be a relief to some but
challenging to others. Furthermore, the other side of this type of emphasis on the
individual is that failures in life get also attributed to personal and individual
matters. For example, in the case of unemployment, it might be insinuated that it is
an individual’s own fault if she/he has chosen an education that does not lead to
guaranteed employment, and that individuals should carry the consequences
themselves. The solution for inequalities and inequities tends to become focused
on individual characteristics, rather than social and economic structures (Furlong
& Cartmel 2007: 5–6).
Zygmunt Bauman (2001) is another social scientist who is an often-cited
scholar when loneliness is being discussed. He talks about “liquid modernity”, an
era when contemporary ties between people are less strong. Franklin’s (2009)
interpretation of Bauman’s work suggests that loneliness is the result of the absence
or loss of the bonds in our lives; it is a consequence of a social structural change
and epiphenomenon of the shift from the era of solid to the era of liquid. In liquid
modernity, formerly more solid relationships, characterized by their bonds, can now
be described as “until further notice relationships” and be related to individual
freedom. Relationships become weaker as they imitate the forms of consumerism,
individualism, and an avoidance of solid relationships (Franklin 2009). According
to Bauman, consumerism organizes our approach to things in general; everything,
including relationships are evaluated in terms of their capability to offer desires,
pleasurability as well as aesthetics. Based on this Franklin argues that everything
and everybody becomes disposable and/or exchangeable, and this ultimately
destroy social bonds (Franklin 2009: 345).
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These types of sociological writings, also referred to as contemporary
“diagnostics”, have been criticized for rarely including much empirical back-up,
and it could be difficult to test these kinds of hypotheses or prognoses by means of
empirical research. Furthermore, statistical survey findings do not confirm that
loneliness has risen, but rather that it has stayed at approximately the same level
over the past few decades (Kämppi et al. 2012, Moisio & Rämö 2007, Saari 2016).
Nevertheless, demographic changes, at the population level, are happening in
Finland and elsewhere, which may increase the risk for loneliness. In Northern
Finland, like in other northern circumpolar contexts, urbanization is an ongoing
trend, wherein people are moving from rural or scattered settlement areas to larger
villages or cities, which might increase loneliness (Bjerg Bennike et al. 2016, De
Jong Gierveld et al. 2015). Currently 43% of the adult population, in Finland, lives
in single households (Tilastokeskus 2017), which may increase loneliness as well.
Moreover, the gap between those who are doing well in society and those who are
poorly off, is widening. According to Saari (2013) underprivileged individuals
experience accumulation of adversities that might contribute to loneliness.
Table 1. Central theoretical approaches of loneliness.
Central theoretical

Main scholars

approach

and their fields

Basic argument

1) Social need approaches: inherent need for social relationship(s), emphasis on the affective
aspects of loneliness.
A) Psychodynamic

Gregory

Distinction between being lonesome (normal stage) from

model/theory

Zilboorg (1890–

being lonely (overwhelming, persistent experience). Origins of

1959),

loneliness found in infancy, in the dynamics of being loved

psychoanalyst

and admired, and the simultaneous shock of being small and

and historian of

weak, and having to wait for others to gratify needs (Weeks &

psychiatry

Asher 2012: 8).

Harry Stack

Humans are “social animals” with a fundamental need for

Sullivan (1892–

human contact. Loneliness is the result of unfulfilled need(s).

1949),

The origins of loneliness are located in infancy/childhood,

psychiatry

building on Freud’s general psychotherapeutic approach. The
relationship with early attachments and social figures is
central for psychological wellbeing, early problems in
relationships contribute to inadequate interaction skills and
further problems leading to the development of
psychological/mental illnesses and loneliness (Hojat 1989:
89).
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Central theoretical

Main scholars

approach

and their fields

Basic argument

Frieda Fromm-

Loneliness emerges due to difficulties and distortions in early

Reichmann

attachment relationships, and the universal need for intimacy

(1889–1957),

stays with every human throughout their life (Hojat 1989: 90).

psychiatry
John Bowlby

Human beings are born with a psychobiological attachment

(1907–1990)

behavioral system that motivates them to seek proximity to

development

significant others, in times of needs (Hojat 1989: 94).

psychology
B) Interactionist

Robert Weiss,

Building on Sullivan and Bowlby, loneliness is caused by a

approach

sociology

need and consequent lack of emotional close attachment
relationships and/or needs and the consequent lack of a
larger number of social others/social networks; and that these
two things have emotional implications. Loneliness is affected
by personality/characterological factors, situational factors
and their combined effect with deficiencies in one’s social
requirements (Weiss 1973, 1982).
Weiss later proposed six different relational needs:
1. Attachment (loneliness of emotional isolation, partner, best
friend, family member),
2. Social integration (loneliness of social isolation, group of
friends, peers),
3. Reliable alliance (to have someone from whom one can
receive help),
4. Guidance (someone from whom one can obtain trustworthy
advice),
5. Reassurance of worth (recognition of one’s competence by
others),
6. Opportunity for nurturance (sense of being needed and of
being responsible for others).
Having one type of social need satisfied does not mean that
loneliness is alleviated, and one type cannot satisfy the need
of another type.
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Central theoretical

Main scholars

approach

and their fields

Basic argument

2) Cognitive approaches: loneliness results from perceived dissatisfaction with one’s social
relationships, emphasis on the perception and evaluation of social relationships.
Cognitive theory

Anne Letitia

Loneliness emerges due to the perceived

Peplau & Daniel

discrepancy/deficiency between desired social relationships

Perlman, social

and the actual state/achieved levels of existing social

psychology

relationships and social interaction. Each person has an
optimal level of social interaction. Evaluations regarding
social relations are influenced by comparison with one’s own
past experiences and the experiences of other people
(Peplau & Perlman 1982).

Jenny

Building on cognitive theory, social norms and values of a

De Jong

given society, affect what is considered as an optimal set of

Gierveld,

relations. A person feels inadequacy, in this regard, and this

sociology

contributes to loneliness (De Jong Gierveld 1998).

3) Existential approaches: human beings are ultimately alone, separateness from others is an
essential condition of our existence.
Existential theory

Clark E.

Loneliness is an internal feeling between the self and the

Moustakas

outside world. Separation between “fear of loneliness” and

(1923–2012)

“loneliness anxiety”, where the latter is negative. Loneliness
may lead to personal growth and creativity (Hojat 1989: 91).

4) Sociological approach: loneliness is affected by sociocultural matters, values, and institutions.
Sociological

Claude C.

Bowman: three social forces leading to increased loneliness,

approach

Bowman

decline in primary group relations, increase in family mobility
and increase in social mobility (Bowman 1955).

Anthony

Reflexive modernization, constructed through two phases:

Giddens

modern society formed by industrialization, urbanization and
migration. After that, modern society shifts toward a reflexive,
risk society (Giddens 1991).

Ulrich Beck

New social relations and social networks are based on

(1944–2015)

choices by individuals. Social ties are reflexive, which have to
constantly be established, maintained and renewed.
Institutionalized individualism: central institutions of modern
society (civil, political, social, work life) are geared to the
individual and not to the group. Everyone wants to or must be
economically active to earn their own livelihood, the spiral of
individualization destroys the given foundations of social
coexistence (Beck 1992, Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002).
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Central theoretical

Main scholars

approach

and their fields

Basic argument

Zygmunt

Transition from a solid to a liquid modernity shifts the nature

Bauman

of social bonds, the social bonds that are created are
looser/weaker, and emotionally less satisfying. They become
market-based, profit seeking activities, not long lasting social
commitments. A lonely person is a failed consumer of social
relations, who is not successful in liquid relationship markets.
The increase of freedom goes hand-in-hand with an increase
in uncertainty, with loneliness being an endemic state,
affecting everyone (Bauman 2000, 2001).

2.1.2 Loneliness research in Finland
In the Finnish context, the topic of loneliness, as a research subject, is relatively
recent and research on loneliness mainly started in 1980s. Prior to 2000, the
research could be characterized as sporadic and did not form a consistent body of
research (Saari 2016: 20). According to Juho Saari (2016), who reviewed Finnish
loneliness research, the newspaper Helsingin Sanomat4 published the first article
that focused on the loneliness of Finnish people, in 1959. The article was based on
a poll in the paper and showed how one fifth of Finnish people had no close friend
or people to confide in. In 1980, theologist Irja Kilpeläinen published a book
entitled, Ajatuksia yksinäisyydestä (Thoughts on Loneliness), where she
contemplated her own loneliness and the contradiction between the positive and
negative aspects of the experience. Kalle Achté and Katriina Kuusi edited a book
titled, Yksinäisyys (Loneliness) in 1984, which included several theoretical, as well
as empirical, articles on loneliness, written by Finnish scholars. Many of the articles
were conducted in the fields of health and social sciences.
In 1990, Ritva Bergman and Armas Istanmäki edited a book that included
writings on loneliness sent to a writing competition. 64 Finnish people, men and
women, young and old wrote about their loneliness experiences and their stories
emphasized loneliness as a painful and negative experience. In the same year,
educational scientist Kaarina Laine conducted research on the loneliness
experiences of Finnish school children and adolescents. She studied the affective
and cognitive perspectives of loneliness and also the attributes children gave to

4

Most widely circulated newspaper in Finland.
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their loneliness experience. She has also conducted further research on childhood
and adolescent loneliness (Laine 1990, 1997, 1998).
The book about loneliness, edited by Kimmo Jokinen in 2005, included articles
by cultural researchers and ethnologists. All research articles utilized written data
and explored the meaning of loneliness. For example, ethnologist Henna Mikkola
analyzed texts submitted to a writing competition for Finnish adults, by using a
literary anthropology approach (Mikkola 2005).
In the mid-2000s, research interest on loneliness grew and several PhD studies
were published. Some studies focused on children’s and/or adolescent loneliness
(Junttila 2010, Kangasniemi 2008), while the majority focused on elderly
loneliness (Savikko 2008, Tiikkainen 2006, Tiilikainen 2016, Uotila 2011). Table 2
shows the aims, data and main results of selected PhD studies published in Finland
in the 2000s and 2010s.
Niina Junttila has studied the loneliness of children and adolescents for more
than 15 years. Since obtaining her PhD, she has published several articles in
international peer reviewed journals (e.g. Acquah et al. 2016, Junttila et al. 2012,
Junttila, Ahlqvist-Björkroth et al. 2015, Junttila, Kainulainen et al. 2015) on
loneliness and her book entitled Kavereita Nolla (Zero Friends) (2015) has been
translated into other languages, as well. Tarja Heiskanen and Liisa Saaristo edited
a book called Kaiken keskellä yksin (Alone in the midst of everything), in 2011. The
book consists of articles written by scholars as well as professionals working with
the theme of loneliness. Writings explore loneliness from many perspectives: how
societal context affects loneliness, how loneliness has been theorized and how
loneliness is experienced by specific groups of people (the elderly, immigrants and
prisoners); how loneliness is a health risk and what is the association between
creativity and loneliness.
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Table 2. Main findings of selected Finnish PhD studies on loneliness.
Author (year)

Aim

Data

Main results

Name of the
PhD
Pirjo Tiikkainen

To identify the

All persons born in 1910

The proportion of those who said they

(2006)

determinants of

and 1914 and living in

felt lonely increased during the follow-

loneliness in old age Jyväskylä. At age 80,
Loneliness in old and to explore

91.1% (n = 512) of those

up; but, changes also occurred in the
other direction.

age – A follow-

perceived loneliness eligible participated in the

The determinants of perceived

up study of

among elderly

loneliness were widowhood, living

determinants of

persons, aged 80 at 70.5% (n = 396) in the

alone, depressiveness, poor self-

emotional and

the baseline, and

laboratory tests. The

rated health and difficulties in

corresponding figures at

activities of daily living functioning.

age 85, 88.7% (n = 306)

Changes and losses occurring in

social loneliness stability and
changes in

home interviews and

loneliness over a 5- and 57.7% (n = 199).

health, functional capacity and social

year follow-up.

relations may lead to loneliness with
increasing age.

Jukka

To understand

716 writings on a teletext

Loneliness was constructed in three

Kangasniemi

adolescent

forum of the Finnish

main categories: loneliness in human

(2008)

loneliness better.

broadcasting company

relationships (emotional, social and

YLE sent by adolescents

physical), loneliness of the self

The components

(collected between 1994

(existential, phenomenological,

of the

and 2004).

cosmic) and loneliness with regard to

experience of

structures (cultural, normative and

loneliness on

collective). The analysis of the texts

the Finnish

led to the identification of four types

broadcasting

of loneliness: normative, collective,

company’s YLE

potential and cyclical.

Teletext forum
for adolescents
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Author (year)

Aim

Data

Main results

Niina Savikko

To explore

Postal questionnaire for a

Several demographic and health-

(2008)

loneliness, its

random sample (n = 4,113) related factors, dimensions of

Name of the
PhD

relationship to social of older people in various

psychological well-being and

isolation and a

parts of Finland. Diaries

expectations related to social

older people and global feeling of

written by the PGR

contacts were associated with

elements of an

insecurity, and to

intervention group leaders

loneliness. Several causes of
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ability to alleviate
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explored.
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Niina Junttila
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the dimension of social loneliness.
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The interrelations between peer
evaluated social competence and
loneliness were tested with structural
equation modelling and were found to
be statistically significant between
social competence and global
loneliness, as well as between cooperating skills, and social and
emotional loneliness. For elementary
school children, a significant path
between social competence and
teacher evaluated motivational
orientation, as well as academic
skills, was found. For adolescents’
loneliness, strong interrelations
between their social anxiety and
social phobia were found.
Intergenerational transmission of
loneliness was found to exist indirectionally, as mediated by
children’s social competence: 1)
within families as units as well as 2)
between mother-daughter and fatherdaughter dyads.
Hanna Uotila
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interpretation
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The texts of the older
people who participated in
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Texts addressing the

Even though loneliness is a highly

Name of the
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loneliness of older people, private and subjective experience, it
drawn from Helsingin

is affected by the surrounding society

Sanomat and the ET

and the meanings and explanations

magazine (n = 154).

of loneliness and ageing given by the

Discourse analysis,

media. The social situation and

quantitative content

atmosphere in society influence how
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personal loneliness is explained and
interpreted.

Elisa Tiilikainen
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Loneliness was described through
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temporal
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lost and unfulfilled social roles and a

nature of loneliness during a five-year period,

weakening social convoy. The first
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and its individual

involves life changes and situations,

life course:
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to different

cohort study, Good Ageing present in the lives of the
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transitions, events

in the Lahti region (GOAL). interviewees. The weakening social

research on

and social relations

Use of the survey data
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during the life

(n=51) to examine changes friend, experiences with a foreign and

among older

course.

in loneliness.

people

with persons who had

convey meant the lack of a good
strange culture and friction with
children or one’s own parents.
Childhood experiences, such as war
time or loss of one’s own mother,
were connected to loneliness. Both in
the interviews and the survey data,
loneliness appeared to be a life
situational or a lifelong experience.
For most people, loneliness
fluctuated during the life course.

40

Author (year)

Aim

Data

Main results

Liisa Karhe
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loneliness. Self-perceived health,
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surgery patients (n=250).

recovery and psychological stress
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preliminary scale testing

supported these findings.

using four samples. The
scale was piloted with
larger sample (N=406) and
included also examination
of sociodemographic and
health related factors and
their association with
loneliness in professional
care relationships.

The Finnish media has been increasingly interested in loneliness that has by the
mid-2010 received significant attention with articles on loneliness being published
on weekly basis in different online and offline publications. For example, Helsingin
Sanomat has written about loneliness on several occasions and conducted a survey
in 2014, in a collaboration with loneliness researchers, on the experience. It was
well received, as over 32,000 Finnish individuals answered the survey and one
tenth of the respondents reported being very lonely, all the time. Research on the
data has been published (Junttila, Kainulainen et al. 2015).
In 2015, a two-year project, “Suomalaisten yksinäisyys / Loneliness of Finnish
people” was launched, funded by the Finnish Cultural Foundation Argumenta
Funding and coordinated by the University of Eastern Finland. The project brought
researchers, experts and professionals, working with the topic of loneliness,
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together to discuss loneliness and the research being conducted in Finland as well
as the future directions of loneliness research. I participated in two of the four
organized workshops and the final seminar of the network. The workshops were
utmost interesting and useful. As part of the project, a documentary series, on
loneliness research conducted in Finland, was produced by the Finnish National
Broadcasting Company. As a result of the project, a book Yksinäisten Suomi
(Lonely Finland)5 edited by Juho Saari was published in the fall of 2016, which
consisted of several articles, written by Finnish scholars, especially from the fields
of public health and other medical fields, as well as from the perspectives of the
social sciences. The book also contains articles that focus on cultural
representations of loneliness. This is the first book that systematically reviews the
evolvement of loneliness research in Finland and the experience of loneliness in
the 2010s.
2.2

Loneliness among children, adolescents and young adults

As mentioned earlier, the prevalence of loneliness differs between different life
stages (Luhmann & Hawkley 2016), and about 5–15% of children and adolescents
report severe loneliness, while the levels of loneliness among youth and young
adults has only started to be mapped. Following the social needs approach, the need
for social relationship(s) is/are likely to change over the life course, although its
importance remains strong among most people (Weiss 1973). Also, the life course
related changes regarding people’s social experiences may affect loneliness in
different ways, in different age groups. These changes may be linked to the
likelihood of social disconnection and the opportunities of reconnection (Qualter et
al. 2015).
Next, I present a review of the previous research on loneliness, from childhood
to young adulthood. Most of the work on loneliness has been done in the fields of
psychology and psychiatry and conducted with quantitative methods and this
review is largely based on this body of work.
Loneliness among children
Most research focusing on children’s and adolescents’ loneliness has been
conducted in the school environment (Junttila & Vauras 2009, Krause-Parello 2008,
5

My translation.
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Woodhouse et al. 2012). Research has also paid some attention to the family
environment (Ang 2015, Lasgaard, Goossens, Bramsen et al. 2011, Segrin et al.
2012); however, social relationships, outside of peer contexts at school, have not
been studied as much. Often, explored relationships, other than peer relations, are
romantic ones in adolescent samples (Woodhouse et al. 2012). The emphasis
related to peer relationships can be explained by the often-utilized loneliness scales6,
which are typically situationally based only within the school context and include
questions specifically aimed at measuring school-based loneliness and problems in
peer relationships there (Jobe-Shields et al. 2011). Often, researchers have
conducted surveys, and at times interviews, during the school day (Berguno et al.
2004). This has been effective, as large numbers of children, in different grades,
can simultaneously be included and participate in the study that has made it easier
to examine, for instance, reciprocal friendships, and the lack of them, within school
classes (Rotenberg 1999).
The quality/quantity and the role of peers/friends and the lack of them and their
effects on loneliness, and peer acceptance/rejection and victimization in relation to
loneliness have been extensively studied (Asher & Weeks 2014: 291). These earlier
studies propose that loneliness is more common in children and adolescents who
have difficulties in peer groups, are rejected (Galanaki & Vassilopoulou 2007),
experience low levels of peer acceptance as well as among those who have few, or
no friends (Asher & Paquette 2003). Being a victim of bullying has been associated
with higher levels of loneliness in several studies of children and adolescents
(Catterson & Hunter 2010, Guay et al. 1999, Kochenderfer & Ladd 1996, Storch
& Masia-Warner 2004). Victimization experiences may lead to withdrawal from
peer interactions, and social and academic activities which, in turn, may reinforce
loneliness (Galanaki & Vassilopoulou 2007).
Psychological studies that have used interactionist and cognitive approaches
with loneliness have also looked at personality differences and characterological
matters in relation to the loneliness of children and adolescents. Often, these kinds
of studies have suggested that children and adolescents with internalizing problems
(low self-esteem, anxiety, dysfunctional social information processing) are more
likely to experience severe loneliness, than those without the same problems (see
Galanaki & Vassilopoulou 2007).
Qualitative work on loneliness has most often been studied by interviewing
children at school. Shelley Hymel, Donato Tarulli, Laura Hayden-Thomson and
6

For instance, Asher and Wheeler Loneliness and Social Dissatisfaction Questionnaire, 1984/1985.
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Beverley Terrel-Deutsch (1999) conducted a study where they interviewed 132
Canadian children (8–13 years old, grades three through eight), in order to
understand how children, themselves, define loneliness. Based on their results, they
developed a descriptive, conceptual framework that could account for the full range
of children’s responses to their questions about loneliness. In the model, loneliness
was perceived and experienced in terms of three distinct features or components:
affective dimensions (emotional character of loneliness), cognitive dimensions
(appraisal of the availability of various relational provisions) and interpersonal
situations or contexts. Hymel’s work was influential regarding loneliness research
in children and importantly underlines the emotional side of the experience.
George Berguno, Penny Leroux, Katayoun McAinsh and Sabera Shaikh (2004)
studied loneliness of 42 children using an empirical-phenomenological method in
a study published in The Qualitative Report. They investigated whether children,
who were asked to talk about their time in school, were able to give a coherent
narrative of the experience of loneliness and tell what their perceptions of the
characteristics of loneliness were. The findings proposed that 80% of the
interviewed children reported having had periods of being lonely at school and
those experiences were associated with boredom, inactivity, a tendency to withdraw
into fantasy and a passive attitude towards social interactions. Children’s
perceptions of the origins of their experience of loneliness were interpersonal
conflict, separation from a special friend and bullying. It was found that primary
school children described loneliness in ways similar to an adult’s conception of the
phenomenon (Berguno et al. 2004).
Anna Kirova (2001) has examined children’s loneliness and its role in their
lives through Max Van Manen’s phenomenological life-world approach, wherein
loneliness was examined through four layers: lived space, lived body, lived time
and lived others. This is an interesting framework, as it is one of the few that has a
bodily dimension at its core. According to the study, immigrant status affected
loneliness in all of these dimensions as they lost their sense of feeling at-home, they
were not fitting in and the inability to communicate in the new context intensified
loneliness and made them more insecure. Kirova is also one of the first to
incorporate ethnicity into her work on loneliness.
Work utilizing different types of qualitative methods and often conducted by
gender researchers, have focused on issues related to loneliness, such as the social
construction of friendships, friendships cliques, the discoursers affecting formation
of hierarchies in the elementary school class (Davies et al. 2001, Epstein & Renold
2006, Renold 2000, 2004, Ringrose & Renold 2010), social status in school class
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and peer popularity (see PhD dissertations of Huuki 2010, Manninen 2010),
dynamics of inclusion and exclusion and school violence (Huuki 2010, Watson
2007). However, this kind of work has not been specifically conducted to explore
the loneliness experience.
Adolescent loneliness
The adolescent years are regarded as especially difficult times in relation to
loneliness (Heinrich & Gullone 2006). It is a time of “storm and stress”, when
social expectations, relationships, social roles and personal identities undergo
changes, which adolescents experience in addition to the physical changes of
puberty. Adolescents spend more time with peers than they did earlier in childhood
(Jiménez et al. 2009). They start to differentiate themselves from their parents, and
for many, interest in romantic relationships also arises. Formation of new social
relations, and negotiating through them, might cause great excitement, but, they
may also be linked with distress and entail many personal risks, and lead to elevated
loneliness (Harinen 2008).
Besides associations found between studies of loneliness and school bullying
among adolescents, (Şahİn 2012, Segrin et al. 2012, Storch & Masia-Warner 2004),
loneliness has been linked, in the school context, with an increased likelihood of
dropping out of school (Heinrich & Gullone 2006), absenteeism (Juvonen et al.
2000), learning difficulties and behavioral problems (Laine 1997), and outside of
school, with increased substance use (Page et al. 2010, Stickley et al. 2014) as well
as juvenile delinquency (Laine 1997). Loneliness has also been linked to greater
school dislike. How pupils like the school has a great significance on their wellbeing, motivation, and academic success (Erath et al. 2008, Gest et al. 2005), which
may affect their future educational paths. School dislike entangled with loneliness
can be a mechanism for how loneliness is linked with social exclusion.
Furthermore, links between different psychological and health problems have
been studied among adolescents. The findings of these studies propose a link
between loneliness and negative self-perception (Pritchard & Yalch 2009) and poor
life satisfaction (Bramston, et al. 2002). In a UK study, childhood loneliness was
found to predict depression in adolescence (Qualter et al. 2013). Much research on
loneliness and depression has been conducted with the conclusion that loneliness
and depression share some common causes (Dill & Anderson 1999) and that they
might overlap, yet they appear to be distinct phenomena (e.g. Koenig & Abrams
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1999, Weeks et al. 1980). However, the causality between them can be difficult to
determine (Heinrich & Gullone 2006).
Less qualitative work has been conducted on adolescent loneliness 7 . Jukka
Kangasniemi (2008) explored loneliness in his PhD study. The data consisted of
more than 700 written messages by adolescents sent to a teletext forum, between
1994–2006. An interpretive and descriptive analysis showed loneliness to be a very
multidimensional experience and adolescent loneliness, based on his analysis, was
caused by a total of 14 factors. Among the most common factors were a break up
with a partner (n = 31), being bullied at school (n = 30) and relocation (n = 9).
Qualitative research among adolescents on topics related to loneliness have
been conducted as well. For example, Taru Kulmalainen (2015) explored in her
PhD thesis peer popularity at school among Finnish adolescents, secondary school
girls, using an ethnographic method. She stated that peer popularity is about social
visibility and being accepted. Kulmalainen suggested in her study that three
categories could be formed based on girls’ popularity at school: the “popular”,
“ordinary” and “non-popular”. These categories caused differentiation and
discrimination between girls. Popular girls were able to include and exclude others
girls, while the non-popular girls had the least power in the class. These
constructions had a strong heteronormative angle (Kulmalainen 2015: 50).
Following Lehtonen (2003: 32), Kulmalainen proposed that heterosexual
masculinity and heterosexual femininity became represented as the “natural” ways
of being a person. Heterosexual femininity was emphasized in the most popular
group of girls. It appeared as though the boys in the school controlled who was
included and who, in their eyes, were approved, which then contributed to the
formation of the girls’ popularity categories (Kulmalainen 2015: 50–51).
Furthermore, when looking at the characteristics of the non-popular group, it could
be suggested, that some of them could have been lonely, which however was not
the explicit focus in Kulmalainen’s study. Instead, she uses the terms of being alone
and fear of being alone.
Finally, the very severe form of adolescent loneliness has been found to be
associated with suicidal thoughts and behavior among adolescents (Lasgaard,
Goossens, Bramsen et al. 2011, Lasgaard, Goossens & Elklit 2011). Also, terrible
incidents of school shootings have been witnessed in Finland and elsewhere, in
recent decades. Based on the report from the Jokela school shooting in Finland, the
7

Some qualitative work conducted on loneliness in this age group exists; but, often, the population has
been very specialized, such as having mental health problems (Lindgren et al. 2014).
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perpetrator was portrayed, in legal documents, as being lonely, an outsider, quiet
and shy, and having problems in social situations (Kiilakoski 2009). Drastic
examples like these are rare, but they illustrate what the worst forms of loneliness
and social exclusion, which are often entangled with mental health issues, may
cause.
Youth and young adulthood loneliness
Loneliness in youth and young adulthood 8 is a less researched age-period, in
comparison to childhood and adolescence. Young people and young adults are
establishing lifestyles and health habits, a process that is highly influenced by their
social partners. They have to make long-term decisions regarding their education,
occupation and where and in what kind of residence to live in. Also, matters related
to finding a partner and starting a family may be acute during that age period
(Hawkley & Cacioppo 2003). All this may contribute to increased loneliness. A
clear majority of loneliness studies, conducted after the period of adolescence, have
been conducted on college students (typically ages 18–22) in the US (Asher &
Weeks 2014, Pritchard & Yalch 2009), Canada (DiTommaso et al. 2003) and
Europe (Bauer & Rokach 2004). College students are a population that is highly
differentiated by their socioeconomic status and life situation. Thus, the results
from these studies might not be easily compared with those of other young adult
samples in different countries and contexts (Bauer & Rokach 2004). Rokach and
Neto (2005) compared four age groups: youth (13–18 years old), young adults (19–
30 years old), adults (31–58 years old) and the elderly (60 and older). They used a
loneliness questionnaire constructed by Ami Rokach, which is composed of the
following factors that describe causes of loneliness: personal inadequacies,
developmental deficits, unfulfilling intimate relationships, relocation/significant
separations and social marginality. The results showed a difference between the age
groups in the personal inadequacy subscale that addressed “the enduring personal
characteristics and/or previous aversive experiences, which result in low selfesteem, mistrust, fear of intimacy and feeling socially ill-at-ease” (Rokach & Neto,
2005: 487). The elderly had the lowest score in that subscale, while young adults
and adults scored highest. A study by Pritchard & Yalch (2009) explored the
8
In the current study, upper secondary school/vocational school years, as well as the beginning of
tertiary education, are considered to to the period labelled youth, where the ages range from 16 to the
mid-twenties. Young adulthood is considered to follow this period and last until the individuals are 2528-years-old.
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relationships between loneliness, interpersonal dependency, and disordered eating
among young adults, and found that loneliness mediated the relation between
interpersonal dependency and body dissatisfaction.
Finland's Slot Machine Association 9 conducted in 2015 a phone interview
survey of 1,000 Finnish people. The results10 showed that 11% of the respondents
reported being lonely often or all of the time during the past 12 months, and 27%
reported being lonely sometimes. The study showed that young adults, aged 18–24,
were the loneliest group, with 15% of young adults reporting being often lonely
and 21% feeling non-belongingness. This was one of the first findings to indicate
a high level of young adult loneliness in the Finnish context. Also, the National
Institute of Health and Welfare published a working paper in 2015, where
loneliness of adults (aged 20–70+) was explored. The study was part of a large
population-based Regional Health and Well-being (ATH) study and contained a
sample size of 69,440 Finnish adults. In the study, young adults were considered to
be persons between the ages of 20–29. Similarly, that study also showed that young
adults were the loneliest group, as 11.8% responded as feeling lonely (Murto et al.
2015).
2.3

The longitudinal loneliness experience

Earlier research has consistently found that, in the different age groups, some
experience chronic and some occasional loneliness. As a chronic group is found
among children and among the elderly, it indicates that there might be a group of
people whose loneliness is longitudinal in nature (Junttila et al. 2010, Peplau &
Perlman 1982, Wang et al. 2008). Recently, this topic has gained much research
attention, and work on loneliness trajectories has been conducted, especially among
younger age groups (van Dulmen & Goossens 2013).
For example, latent growth-mixture modelling has been used in quantitative
research to identify subgroups of children with unique patterns of change in
loneliness, over time. Jobe-Shields, Cohen and Parra examined changes in
loneliness of children in the third through fifth grade (ages 9–11). The means of the
reported levels of loneliness decreased slightly and a large group of children had
low levels of loneliness that remained stable, from the third through the fifth grade
9
The Finland’s Slot Machine Association channels the profits from its games into social and healthcare
organizations’ activities and aid to Finnish war veterans.
10
See
URI:
https://www2.ray.fi/fi/ray/ajankohtaista/nuoret-aikuiset-kaikkeinyksin%C3%A4isimpi%C3%A4-suomessa. Cited 2016/12/19.
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(65%). Loneliness decreased sharply in 12% of children, while 23% had loneliness
that began at a moderate level and continued to increase from the third through the
fifth grades (Jobe-Shields et al. 2011). Findings suggest that common denominators,
for those on a stable low loneliness trajectory, were good peer functioning, higher
peer optimism, above average mutual friendships, above average nominations for
being most liked and below average peer nominations for social withdrawal and
victimization. Whereas, the group with an increase in loneliness showed significant
deficits in peer functioning.
Benner (2011) examined the trajectories of loneliness in Latino adolescents in
the US, over a two-year period, by using the Asher and Wheeler loneliness scale.
She found three types of loneliness trajectories: consistently low (78% of
adolescents), chronic (11%), and low initial loneliness, but with a subsequent
substantial increase in their feelings of loneliness (11%). Her findings suggested
that increasingly and chronically lonely youth experienced more academic
difficulties, in terms of academic progress and exit exam success, in comparison to
those in the low trajectory, and that support from friends served as a buffer of the
negative relationship between loneliness and academic success, among those in
lonely trajectories (Benner 2011).
Vanhalst, Goossens, Luyckx, Scholte and Engels (2012) examined the course
of loneliness from mid to lateadolescence and found five different trajectories of
loneliness: chronically high (3%), high decreasing (6%), moderate decreasing (8%),
low increasing (17%), and stable low loneliness 65% (Vanhalst et al. 2012).
Adolescents who fall in the chronic trajectory had the most maladjusted profile,
including the highest levels of stress, the most depressive symptoms and the lowest
self-esteem of all of the trajectories.
As can be seen, international studies conducted on young people populations
in western countries indicate that loneliness follows 3–5 trajectories and that most
individuals report stable, low levels of loneliness. However, the studies had found
a group with chronically high loneliness. Earlier quantitative studies have revealed
important risk factors, associations, and common background factors for young
people following chronic and increasing loneliness trajectories. Longitudinal path
models may explore what factors seem to contribute to loneliness trajectories and
what the consequences are of loneliness experiences (Schinka et al. 2013). It is,
indeed, very important to examine the circumstances and factors behind, for
example, a chronic trajectory, in order to better understand the experience and to
consider preventive measures and means for loneliness alleviation. Additionally,
qualitative studies could be very useful for exploring the loneliness trajectories.
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They may explore the perceived early life experiences behind loneliness, and
explore the meaning of loneliness in one’s life. With qualitative means, the level of
lived experience can be explored, even though the “actual” causes for loneliness,
as such, cannot be established. To my knowledge, there have been no qualitative
studies on loneliness trajectories conducted among young adults, to date.
2.4

A gap on loneliness research – (hetero)gender(ed) norms,
normativity and loneliness

In the previous chapters, I presented earlier theoretical conceptualizations and
research on loneliness. Like stated, the most often utilized loneliness theories were
developed in order to explain the origins and causes of loneliness at the individual
level. Likewise, the vast majority of earlier loneliness research has been conducted
from individual and/or psychological perspectives, by quantitative means. These
approaches have lacked broader social and cultural perspectives. Weiss’s social
need and interactionist theory on loneliness is useful, as it helps understanding the
multidimensional nature of the experience. However, his theory was formulated
based on studies conducted with adults, not with children, so it did not, for instance,
recognize the central meaning of a school environment in loneliness in young
people. Shelley Hymel and colleague’s descriptive conceptual model of loneliness,
based on children’s loneliness experience, is a useful addition, for conceptualizing
loneliness as it includes three relevant aspects; affective, cognitive and
interpersonal situations or contexts, especially the context of school.
Furthermore, Jenny De Jong Gierveld’s (1998) version of cognitive theory of
loneliness, suggests that social norms influence what is considered as being the
adequate level and/or quality of social relationships for a person. Thus this
approach bridges broader sociocultural matters, with individual level aspects 11 .
However, this approach only seems to focus on the norms that are linked to an
individual’s cognitive appraisal of their social relationships. Norms, or normativity,
may also influence other kind of matters, in addition to relational ones as discussed
by Gierveld. Queer theory related to (hetero)gender will add another useful layer
in the understanding of how norms and normativity12 can be linked with loneliness.
11
Also, sociological accounts on loneliness explore loneliness from a broader perspective, but many
times, stay at the very broad, population level. In this kind of approach the gab between sociocultural
and individual levels remains.
12
The term normativity refers to the system, where norms assign “the one and only” right way to behave
or act, and not following the norms often gets sanctioned.
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The use of the term ”queer” began in the early 1990s among theorists and
activists working with social and cultural criticism 13 . At first, queer theory
developed/emerged as a departure from lesbian and gay studies (Hennessy
2000/2013: 135), but emergence and continuing development of queer theory
cannot be held distinct from either feminist studies or lesbian and gay studies (Hall
& Jagose 2013: xiv). Queer theory is a deconstructive strategy aimed at
denaturalizing how we think of sexuality and identity, and the (hetero)normative
understandings of sex, gender, sexuality, sociality and the relations between them
(Cohen 1997/2013: 75–77)14. According to Judith Butler, gender is the effect of
reiterative acts that can be, and are, repeated performatively in and through a
regulatory normative frame or regime (Butler 1990/2006, 1993/2013) and this
repetition constitutes the temporalized scene of binary and hierarchized gender
construction (Butler 1993/2013: 22, 2004). Gender is a system 15 by which the
production and normalization of masculine and feminine take place along with the
“interstitial forms of hormonal, chromosomal, psychic and performative, that
gender assumes” (Butler 2004: 42). Normalization happens through speech acts,
corporeal presentation, mannerism and so on (Butler 1990/2006, 2004, 2015,
McDowell 1999) and it gives the illusion of a “proper”, “natural”, normative way
of “doing” gender (see Renold & Allan 2006). According to Butler, gender norms
establish the ontological field in which bodies may be given legitimate expression
(Butler 1990/2006: xxv). Butler used the term heterosexual matrix in the book
“Gender Trouble”, as well as the term used by Monique Wittig, compulsory
heterosexuality (Butler 1990/2006) and, later, the term heteronormativity came to
use to describe this system, where heterosexuality has become the regulatory ideal
and the hierarchical, privileged, naturalized, compulsory norm in a society (Berlant
& Warner 1998, Lloyd 2013, Moring 2013, Rossi 2015).
No one is free to stand outside this regulatory system of heteronormativity. For
instance, according to earlier studies conducted among children and adolescents in
a school context, it has been proposed that boys and girls strive to “be normal”
(Connell 2009). According to research, sociocultural institutions and the media
produce and reproduce gendered images, ideals and norms on how to be a “normal”
13
Judith Butler, Eve Sedgwick, Teresa De Lauretis, Diana Fuss, and Michael Warned produced the first
canonical works of queer theory, working from a variety of postmodernist and poststructuralist
theoretical perspectives (Cohen 1997/2013: 75).
14
My research is a mixed methods research that utilizes various social scientific perspectives when
exploring loneliness. Thus this research is not queer theoretical but I will utilize terms from queer theory
concerning normativity when interpreting the findings of this study.
15
Butler uses the term apparatus when referring to this system.
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girl or boy, how to perform, follow and reproduce typical masculinities for a boy
and femininities for a girl, in a given context (see Renold 2004, Lehtonen 2003:
32). Not following these norms may result in, for instance, school violence
(Ringrose & Renold 2010) and exclusion (Kulmalainen 2015), but how these may
be linked to the experience of loneliness, has not yet been explored.
Heteronormativity also reflects family relations, where, for instance, the
nuclear family, involving heterosexual marriage and reproduction within it, has
become a norm, to which all the other family forms are compared (Moring 2013:
48). Not fitting into this categorization may be considered as non-normal and
marginalized (Pulkkinen 1998). There are some social norms directing the way a
heterosexual should live their life, as well. Leena-Maija Rossi (2015: 21, 2011)
calls this type of ethos normative heterosexuality, wherein intimacy and
familism/familialism signifies belonging to society in a deep and normal way
(Berlant & Warner 1998: 168) and family becomes a privileged institution in a
society (Rossi 2015). This, too, may be linked with loneliness, as being without a
family one’s own may intensify the loneliness experience, as well. The term
“(Hetero)gender(ed) norms”, in this synopsis, refers to the abovementioned matters,
all at once16.
2.5

Locating the study

This study can be located in several disciplines/research fields. I conducted my PhD
in two multidisciplinary research groups: the Women’s and Gender Studies
research group, located in the Faculty of Education and the KohorttiGIS research
team, located in the Center for Life Course Health Research, Faculty of Medicine.
In addition to these disciplines, this study also contributes to youth studies. I have
a Master’s degree in Cultural Anthropology, which also influences my overall
understanding of any human/social phenomenon. I see that the cultural context
16
There are two parentheses in this term. The first set over the word “hetero” means that I talk about
norms that are linked to gender, but points out that they may or may not be linked with sexuality. The
second set of parentheses is at the end of word gendered, which includes two terms, gender norms and
gendered norms. Following Butler, in this study, the term of “gender norms” is used when, for instance,
the individual bodily level of a girl or a boy is discussed. The term of gender norm contains assumption
about what kind of girl or boy one should be like, what kind of girlhood or boyhood to “perform”, and/to
“do” (Butler 2015). The term “gendered norm”, then again, includes broader view on norms. An
example of the gendered norm is that certain types of occupations are considered as more suitable for
women than men, or other way around (see also Upton-Davies 2015). The term gender norm is more
commonly used in this study in comparison to the term gendered norm.
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people are living in significantly influences experiences, habits, language,
meanings and overall experiences. Overall, I am interested in the role the northern
circumpolar/Arctic sociocultural context has on loneliness.
In the first three articles of this study, the research approach was
epidemiological, as the associations of loneliness between different social,
contextual, health and wellbeing factors of loneliness were explored at a population
level using NFBC1986 data. When it comes to my understanding of loneliness,
Weiss’s conceptualization of the “loneliness of social and emotional isolation” and
Hymel’s descriptive model of children’s loneliness were used when the research
framework for Articles I–III were being constructed. Furthermore, the physical
context of the living, and school environment, were considered to be important
when exploring young people’s loneliness. In addition, following loneliness
research conducted in the fields of psychology and health sciences, loneliness was
hypothesized to be associated with negative health and wellbeing factors, as well
as on deliberate self-harm behavior or its ideation (DSH)17.
Furthermore, NFBC1986 offered a unique possibility to interview some of the
same participants who were included in Articles I–III. The quantitative findings,
alongside the abovementioned earlier theoretical understanding of loneliness,
guided the construction of semi-structured interview guide and a qualitative
examination of young adult loneliness, over time, was conducted. It allowed the
exploration of loneliness on the lived experience level, of the meaning of loneliness
over life course. In this way, the study has components of a life course research
approach.
I was interested in exploring loneliness, from the perspective of gender, from
the beginning of this study, as overall, there is a lack of gender responsible 18
research on loneliness. Even though it was my intention to explore loneliness from
a gender perspective, the already collected, quantitative data restricted and
narrowed the possibilities for doing that. It was possible to split the large amount
of data into two halves and to explore the loneliness of girls and boys, as had been
done in earlier loneliness studies. This is useful in order to examine what matters
17
From now on I will use the abbreviation DSH when referring to deliberate self-harm behavior or its
ideation.
18
By using the term “gender responsible research” I mean studies where gender is consider as a central
aspect influencing social phenomena. I refrain labelling my research as feminist research, as generally,
feminist research has been used to indicate research that focuses on women and their experiences, and
one of the significant aims of that type of research is to empower women and girls. I see that as a very
important perspective but I this study, in addition to the experiences of women, as well as men were
explored, and the methods I used were not characteristically feminist.
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are associated with loneliness of the girls and of the boys. Feminist and gender
researchers have, however, problematized the limits of quantitative approaches (see
Ronkainen 2004: 46) and have argued that only comparing girls and boys might be
essentializing, as girls/women and boys/men do not form two distinct groups as not
all women, or men share similar experiences, but there might be many significant
inter- and intra-individual differences among women and among men, shaped by
power, and intersections of, for example, age, (dis)ability, ethnicity, sexual
orientation and socioeconomic status (Cohen 1997/2013, Butler 2004)19.
On the other hand, feminist empiricists have conducted quantitative social
research and have pointed out that there are times when it is very useful to explore
frequencies and associations of social issues at the population level, and that
without theoretical/conceptual interpretation of numbers, they themselves do not
tell how much is much, nor what the findings may mean (Hundleby 2012). In this
study, even though the research framework was not especially gender responsible
in Articles I–III, gender research perspectives were utilized when interpreting the
findings of the studies (see Ronkainen 2004: 61) alongside earlier loneliness
research and theories. Moreover, during the analysis phase of Article IV, I realized
how central norms and normativity seems to be in loneliness. I realized that queer
perspectives on (hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity would be very useful
when explaining the findings, and therefore, they were included to the
interpretation of the findings in Article IV and in this synopsis.

19
As another example, gender scholars have criticized, how bullying research has, and at times
continued to be conducted (see Osler 2006, Ringrose & Renold 2010). Similarly to loneliness research,
much of earlier research/conceptualization have reduced bullying as an individual, psychological
intentional act of aggression, where bullying is considered to be a visible, physical or verbal act that is
repeatable and continuous over time. Often categorical roles, such as victim, bully, and bully/victim are
assigned and focused on (see Harel-Fisch et al. 2011). Gender scholars have importantly argued that
this kind bullying research has overlooked the situational and sociocultural dimensions of power, as
well as matters of gender, class, race and sexuality which may all be important in the construction of
situations of harm-doing at school (Blaise 2005, Davies 2011, Hey 1997). Studies has not focused on
the subtler kind of acts of violence like exclusion– and also, loneliness. Gender responsible research has
explored the dynamics of bullying from this broader perspective and the term school violence would be
a better term for capturing the complex issues (Sunnari et al. 2003).
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3

Aims of the study

The purpose of this mixed methods study is to add new knowledge of young
people’s loneliness over time, among participants born in Northern Finland. By
utilizing a mixed methods approach, and including both quantitative and qualitative
data and methods on the same research population, information on young adult
loneliness is gained, which would not have been possible with the use of only one
type of approach. The research articles explore what kind of associations loneliness
has with different socioemotional, health, and contextual factors, how loneliness is
described and felt, what are its perceived causes and consequences, how the
experience fluctuates over the life course of young adults and what is the meaning
of the loneliness experience. In this synopsis, different types of findings are brought
together in order to explore how findings converge or diverge; to explore, how the
findings of the first three quantitative articles were linked with the results of the
fourth qualitative article on lived experiences of past and present loneliness among
the same young people, who participated in the earlier stages of the study. The study
explores loneliness from the perspective of the lonely individual, but takes into
consideration relational and sociocultural levels, as well. It also pays attention to
the previously under researched theme of how the experience of loneliness may be
linked to gender, (hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity. Based on the findings,
suggestions for loneliness prevention and alleviation are offered.
The research questions based on the Articles I–IV are:
1a) To what socio-emotional, health, wellbeing and contextual factors is
loneliness associated with?
1b) What kinds of associations, if any, are found?
2a) What kinds of differences or similarities exist between girls’ and boys’
experience of loneliness?
2b) What kind of experience is loneliness from the perspective of gender?
3a) What kind of experience is loneliness, as perceived and described by young
adults who have experienced loneliness?
3b) What are the central dimensions of loneliness that can be assigned from the
data?
3c) What is the meaning of loneliness for lonely young adults, over their life
course?
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The research questions of this synopsis are:
4a) In what ways do the quantitative and qualitative findings converge or
diverge from each other?
4b) What greater complementary understanding of young adult loneliness can
be gained?
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4

Research design and research process

In sub-chapter 4.1, I offer a rationale for choosing the mixed methods research
framework and how the different phases of mixing were conducted. Then I describe
the study population and the data collection. After that, I describe the quantitative
and qualitative methods used in the four research articles. Finally, I discuss the
ethical issues regarding the study. Figure 1 (page 64) shows the mixed methods
research approach of this study.
4.1

Researching loneliness with mixed methods approach

Loneliness is a complicated research topic. In order to capture the
multidimensionality of the experience over time in the NFBC1986 data, I utilized
a mixed methods approach. The central tenet in a mixed methods approach is that
there is no one best way to pursue the knowledge and that a variety of different
methods should be considered, when doing research (Brewer & Hunter 2005). The
overall purpose of a mixed methods study is to offer an insightful understanding of
a complex social phenomenon (Greene, 2007: xi). In a mixed methods approach,
different types of paradigms are recognized and appreciated, not denied, and a
particular project can have a variety of research strategies (Hesse-Biber & Leavy
2010). Two paradigms and methodological traditions can function in
complementary ways, each contributing uniquely to the results, and together
produce something more than merely a sum of each part (Greene 2007).
Doing mixed methods research has become popular over the last few decades,
and a large variety of handbooks and methodological guides have been published
(Creswell 2009, 2010, Greene 2007, Hesse-Biber 2010, Johnson et al. 2007, Lund
2012, Niglas 2010, Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2006, Teddlie & Tashakkori 2010) and
the amount of typologies of different mixed methods designs is vast. I utilized
Jennifer C. Greene’s book, Mixed Methods in Social Inquiry (2007), in this study
as a main reference, as it provides a comprehensive understanding and guidance
for doing mixed methods research20. Next I discuss my a) stance toward paradigms,

20
She uses the term “mental models”, which refers to a social science inquirer’s lens as guiding the
research work. Mental models incorporate philosophical strands of scientific paradigms, disciplinary
theories, life experiences, methodological traditions, values and beliefs. In mixed methods research,
multiple mental models are included for the same inquiry, in order to engage in dialogue, and learning
from each, and move towards a generation of better understanding of the studied phenomena (Greene
2007: xii, 13).
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b) purpose for doing a mixed methods study and c) how the mixed methods study
is practically conducted (Greene 2007).
Stance toward paradigms
Greene names six typical types of stances toward paradigms that are based on
dominant arguments in the mixed methods literature: purist, a-paradigmatic,
substantive theory stance, complementary strengths stance, dialectic stance and
alternative paradigm stance (Caracelli & Greene 1997, Greene 2007: 68–69). Next,
I will briefly explain their main characteristics in the same order they are listed
above, after offering a rationale why I use the complementary strengths stance in
this study.
The first stance is called “purist” by mixed methods scholars, which means that
methods can be mixed, but only within a given paradigm21. However, the practical
data production and analysis methods can be multiple (Greene 2007: 53, Lincoln
& Guba 2000). The second stance, a–paradigmatic, means that paradigms are not
considered as important in inquiry practice, they only describe, not prescribe it.
What matters most, are the practical characteristics and demands of the inquiry
context and problem, thus paradigms can be mixed. The third, the substantive
theory stance sees that a theory-oriented or research topic-oriented approach can
potentially, for example, “reconcile” positivist and constructivist approaches. What
matters most are the substantive issues and relevant conceptual theories, rather than
the paradigms themselves.
The fourth stance towards paradigms is the complementary strengths stance,
and according to it the assumptions of different paradigms are not fundamentally
incompatible, but rather they are different in important ways. Paradigms should be
respected and kept separate from one another. In this study, this approach was
utilized. The first three articles are post-positivist and the fourth one is inspired by
a social constructivist paradigm. I find it possible to explore the findings received
by different means, within different paradigms, compare them and seek their
similarities/convergence and differences/divergence. Both paradigmatic stances,
quantitative and qualitative, are appreciated and used in order to gain a more

21

This means that if one has a social constructivist paradigm, then the post-positivist paradigm is not
seen as plausible to use; these two are incommensurable.
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comprehensive knowledge of loneliness. The information they provide is different,
but can be complementary (Greene 2007: 68–6922).
The fifth, dialectic stance 23 underlines that the differences between the
paradigms are important and should be used together to achieve enhanced or new
understadings, through meaningfully engaging the differences and tensions created
by juxtaposing the paradigms. This idea is rather similar to the research conducted
in this PhD. However, the dialectic stance is typically used especially in
participatory research frameworks and the mixing is utilized more extensively, than
in this study. Finally the sixth, the alternative paradigm stance, suggests that a
mixed methods study should choose “a third” approach, like pragmatism, scientific
realism, or emancipatory paradigm because it is seen that traditional inquiry
paradigms are no longer relevant in practice; they do not actively embrace and
promote the mixing of methods (Greene 2007: 69).
Purpose for doing mixed methods study
When elaborating on the nature of mixed methods research, it is important to
provide a rationale for the purpose for doing such research, as the “mixing” of
methods is not an end in itself (see Ronkainen 2005: 216–217). Greene, Caracelli
and Graham (1989, also Greene 2007: 95) identify five primary purposes for doing
mixed methods research, which are: a) triangulation, b) complementarity, c)
development, d) initiation and e) expansion. One or more purposes can be included
in one study (Waysman & Savaya 1997). Here, two purposes are utilized:
development and complementarity. These are compatible with my complementary
strengths stance to paradigms. Again, I explain the characteristics of each and why
these two were used.
Triangulation, in its classic sense, seeks convergence, corroboration or
correspondence of results that are produced with multiple methods (Greene 2007:
100). In triangulation, one method may be used to overcome the weaknesses
another method may have (Kivistö 2014, Plano Clark & Creswell 2008).
Triangulation is typically divided into four types: data, methodology, researcher

22

Janice Morse (2003) would label this kind of work as multimethod research instead of mixed methods
research, due to the use of different research methodologies for individual studies, each conducted in
itself, in one project, after which the results are explored or triangulated to form a comprehensive whole
(see also Taanila 1997). This is very similar to the design I have here; but, I call this a mixed methods
study, because “the mixing” was done in several different ways, which will be explained in this chapter.
23
Greene, herself, prefers this stance.
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and theory triangulation (Teddlie & Tashakkori 2009). If one were to use
triangulation in a mixed methods study, then according to Greene, two conditions
would need to be fulfilled. First, two or more methods would intentionally be used
to assess the same phenomenon conceptualized the same way; and second, they
would be implemented both simultaneously and independently, so that the possible
counteracting biases would be diminished (Greene 2007: 43, 100). Here, loneliness
was examined and measured in both parts of the study. They were, however,
implemented only in a sequential way.
According to Greene, initiation (option d) refers to a study, where the intended
aim of mixing is to explore the dissonance of the findings. Then, typically, very
different kinds of methods, such as an ethnography and a survey, would need to be
utilized. In expansion (option e), different methods are used to assess different
phenomena. For example, in an evaluation study, one could use quantitative
measures to assess program outcomes and qualitative measures to assess program
implementation (Greene 2007: 103), which was not the purpose in this study, where
the same phenomenon was explored using both methods.
In the current study, I first used development (option c) and then
complementary (option b) purposes for doing mixed methods study. Development
refers to a process, where the results of one method are used to inform the
development of the other method. In the current study, the semi-structured
interview guide, utilized in the data production for Article IV, was formulated based
on the quantitative findings from Articles I–III, and the earlier theoretical
understandings of loneliness. Also, commonly, as was done here, methods in
“developmental mixed methods study” are implemented sequentially. The rationale
for using development is to gain a better understanding of the researched topic.
Importantly, the findings of the first article were used as an aid for identifying the
inclusion criteria of the research participants for the final article (those who
responded as being very lonely at age 15–16) (Denscombe 2007). So, the sample
selection was embedded, which can also be viewed as a way of mixing.
Another purpose for “mixing” of the methods was complementarity. Through
it, a mixed methods study seeks broader, deeper and more comprehensive
understanding by using methods that tap different dimensions or facets of the same
complex phenomenon. Thus, both convergence and divergence can be sought.
Multiple kinds of data are collected with different strategies and methods, which
results in complementarity of strengths in the level of the findings (Johnson &
Turner 2003).
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How the mixing was conducted?
Next I explain how the “mixing”, at the results level, was practically executed.
Considering the amount of literature on mixed methods research, there is
surprisingly little guidance on how to practically “do the mixing” at the result level
(see also Greene 2007). Following Greene’s suggestion, there are a lot of options
for that and a researcher may be creative (Greene 2007: 142).
I did the mixing by comparing the findings from the quantitative Articles I–III
to the findings of the qualitative Article IV. I looked for both the convergence and
divergence of the results. In convergence, the ways in which the results from the
two different methods elaborate, enhance, deepen and broaden each other are
explored (Greene 2007: 101). Most importantly, I examine how the associations
found in the quantitative studies were intertwined in the lived experience of
loneliness, together with what kind of greater complementary understanding the
two types of findings would provide on the experience loneliness? 24 . Also,
divergence (dissonance) was explored; whether there were situations where the
findings would differ or contradict each other. Furthermore, many times the
qualitative part expands the quantitative part by offering completely new kinds of
insights on loneliness.
To summarize, this study is a sequential, quantitative driven mixed methods
design study, which utilizes a “complementary strengths stance” towards
paradigms. The purposes for using a mixed methods approach were “development”
and “complementarity”. In development, the semi-structured interview guide of the
second part was informed by the results from the first quantitative part. The
inclusion criteria for participants was embedded; those responding as being very
lonely at age 15–16 were invited to participate in the interviews, when they were
27–28 years old. Complementarity purpose means that two types of results were
compared and the convergence (elaboration, enhancement, deepening, broadening
and expansion) and divergence (contradiction, dissonance) of the results were
explored in an aim to create a more comprehensive, nuanced picture of loneliness.
This approach revealed more information compared to using only one type of
method (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011, Greene 2007).

24

See Li, Marquart and Zercher (2000) for a similar mixed methods design and conduct.
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Ontological and epistemological considerations of quantitative and
qualitative parts
Next, I will shortly discuss epistemological and ontological assumptions behind the
utilized quantitative and qualitative approaches. The paradigm in the quantitative
part is post-positivist, which is rooted in positivist epistemology. Positivism holds
that there is a knowable reality that exists independent of the research process, and
that social and natural worlds are governed by rules, which result in patterns. Social
reality is predictable and can be controlled and studied objectively from outside.
Researcher and researched, knower and what is knowable are on different sides
within the research process (Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2010: 8). According to postpositivism, reality can only be understood in a limited way because understanding
is derived from the researcher’s conceptual tools and that solely theory-neutral
observation cannot be done (Bryman 2008). Researchers cannot be certain of their
knowledge claims and social research can only approximate reality (Creswell 2009,
Ronkainen 2004). In the current study, it is seen that the social world, and thus also
the experience of loneliness, are both “out there” and that it is possible to examine
loneliness by using post-positivist approach and measures, yet the knowledge
produced in this way can only be partial (see Sunnari 2010).
In the NFBC1986, data participants responded to a one-item self-report on
loneliness in an adolescents’ questionnaire. In addition, the questionnaire included
several other variables regarding social, health and wellbeing matters. This kind of
numerical population level information on loneliness provides important
information about the extent of loneliness and information on what kinds of factors
are associated with it. It helps to understand loneliness as an experience and
provides information on which matters may increase the risk of loneliness that may
be helpful, for example, when tools and means for prevention and alleviation of
loneliness are being considered. The common objection for single question selfrating is that people may not answer the question “truthfully”, they may only
generate a “publicly acceptable response”, as loneliness is often regarded as
sensitive and a potentially stigmatizing experience (Dahlberg 2007, Taimela 2005,
Victor et al. 2009: 57). Also, a single-item variable assumes that participants would
understand the question in similar way, but we do not know that (Jylhä 2004).
However, following Victor, Scambler and Bond (2009), I argue that a single-item
question (stating “I feel lonely”) is present as an everyday life concept that is
routinely used in daily interactions and is, most likely, understood by the
respondents.
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Importantly, the qualitative paradigm extends the layer of information on
loneliness. I argue that, in addition to information gained through quantitative
means, it is valuable to explore loneliness by qualitative means at the level of lived
experience as well, where it is possible to explore how loneliness is described and
felt, and what was the meanings of the experience over life course.
According to the qualitative paradigm, more precisely, social constructivism,
knowledge/information is constructed in processes where people communicate
meanings to each other of the various phenomenon or experiences they encounter,
as they interact with others, in different settings (Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2010: 4).
Through the interviews, information about the lived experience of loneliness and
the emotions linked to it and the meaning of the experience, as well as the
sociocultural and situational perspectives of loneliness will be obtained (see
Tiilikainen 2016: 34). This is important as the knower will always be anchored in
a certain historical, societal, relational and, bodily material context that frames the
knowledge or information producing practices (Lykke 2010: 127, Ronkainen 1999:
101–102). I believe that people who are familiar with the loneliness experience,
who have self-reported themselves as lonely, are good informants and can discuss
their experience of loneliness, which leads to an accumulation of knowledge about
the lived experience of loneliness in northern Finnish context, and the meaning of
loneliness on their life, from their perspective. Figure 1 presents the mixed methods
approach of this study.
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Article I
Aim: To examine the frequencies of loneliness experiences among adolescents (n =
7,014) and to examine how selected social, emotional, contextual, and certain health
and well-being factors are associated with girls’ and boys’ loneliness experiences.
Article II
Aim: To examine the frequency of deliberate self-harm behavior or its ideation (DSH)
and loneliness among adolescents (n = 7,014) and to examine whether DSH is
associated with loneliness, loneliness related factors, self-rated health and
satisfaction with life, and if there exist differences in those factors among girls and
boys.
Article III
Aim: To examine the frequencies of school dislike among adolescents girls and boys
(n = 5,817) and to explore, are, and if so, to what extent, loneliness and negative
social relationship factors associated with school dislike among girls and boys. The
association with loneliness and school dislike in different school types for girls and
boys is explored.
Mixing 1: Development purpose:
formulating the semi-structured
interview guide based on the
findings of Articles I–III and earlier
theoretical work of loneliness.

Mixing 2: Embedded sample:
invitation to interviews for those who
reported being very lonely in the
adolescents’ questionnaire (included
in 7,014, n = 222).

Article IV
Aim: To gain knowledge of the lived experience of past and present
loneliness, to explore in what ways loneliness is described and felt, and
what is the meaning of loneliness for one’s life course among young
adults born in Northern Finland (n = 35).
Synopsis
Mixing 3: Complementarity purpose.
Aim: To compare two types of findings and to explore convergence (elaboration,
enhancement, deepening, broadening and expansion) and divergence
(contradiction, dissonance) to create nuanced understading of loneliness, which
would not have been possible if using only one type of data and method.

Fig. 1. Mixed methods research approach of this study.

4.2

Study population

The study population and the participants of the study are from the general
population-based Northern Finland Birth Cohort 1986 (NFBC1986). The
NFBC1986 is a prospective longitudinal study that initially comprised of 9,432
live-born infants (4,567 girls and 4,865 boys) whose expected date of birth fell
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between July 1, 1985 and June 30, 1986, and who were born in the two
northernmost provinces in Finland (Oulu and Lapland). They have been followed
since the prenatal period, with follow-ups at ages 7–8 years (1992–1994) and 15–
16 years (2001–2002)25. The study included questionnaires for cohort members and
their parents as well, when cohort members were 7–8 and 15–16 years old. A
questionnaire for teachers was sent when the cohort members were 7–8 years old
(Northern Finland Cohorts 2017). In addition to these follow-ups, several substudies have been conducted, for example, the attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) study (see Hurtig 2007, Nordström 2015).
This study is based on the individuals, who responded to an adolescents’
questionnaire, sent to cohort members in 2001–2002, when they were 15–16 yearsold. At that time, the addresses of 9,215 cohort members were known. When the
questionnaires were filled out, the majority of them (about 70%) were attending
high school in grade 9 and about 30% were in upper secondary or vocational school,
grade 126. Also, parents received a separate postal questionnaire, at the same time.
In total, 80% (n = 7,344) of the adolescents and 76% (n = 6,985) of the parents
completed the questionnaire. The adolescents’ questionnaire concerned family
structure, friends, school, health, living habits, hobbies and behavior. The parents’
questionnaire included items on their marital and social statuses, education, work,
health and living habits and their children’s behavior, health and development.
Adolescents also underwent a clinical examination, which was accompanied by an
additional questionnaire concerning the lifestyle of adolescents. Figure 2 shows the
data collection from the NFBC1986. The boxes with a grey color indicate the data
used in the current study.

25
A new data collection phase is slated to be conducted during 2017, when participants are 31–32 years
old.
26
The school type was included as a variable in Article III.
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Born alive between
July 1, 1985–June 30, 1986
N = 9,432
The 7-year follow-up, 1992–1993
Target population:
N = 9,357 (100%)
Cases with known address:
n = 9,326 (99.7%)
The 8-year follow-up, 1993–1994
Target population:
N = 9,357 (100%)
Cases with known address:
N = 9,297 (99.3%)

The 16-year follow-up, 2001–2002
Target population:
N = 9,340 (100%)
Cases with known address:
N = 9,215 (97.2%)

Questionnaire for parents: children’s growth, development
and health, school and family type, and social situation.
Data received n = 8,370 (90.0.1%)
Questionnaire for teachers: children’s behavior
(Rutter scale, RB2) and learning difficulties.
Data received n = 8,525 (91.7%)

Adolescents’ questionnaire:
questions on their family,
friends, school, mental and
physical health, exercise,
behavior, nutrition, living habits
and hobbies.
n = 7,344 (79.7%)
Questionnaire for parents:
children’s attention problems,
socio-economic status, work,
marital status.
n = 6,985 (75.8%)
Adolescents’ additional
questionnaire; questions on
eating habits, stress, sexual
behavior, substance use and
mental well-being.
n= 6,795 (73.7%)

27–28 years, 2013
Semi-structured interviews to
those who stated to be very lonely
at age 15–16.
Target population:
N = 222 (100%)
Invitation letter sent:
n = 214 (96.3%) with known
address

Clinical examination, metabolic
outcomes, blood samples,
DNA.
n= 6,795 (73.7%)

Answered the Youth Self-Report (YSR)
item 19, “I feel lonely”.
Excluded: Those who refused to use their
data by themselves and/or by their parents.
n = 7,014 (76.1%)
ARTICLES I-III
Family structure.
ARTICLE I
Social isolation and avoiding company.
ARTICLE I
A person’s local residential area (onesquare-kilometer grid).
ARTICLE I
Answered question: “Do you like school at
present?”
n = 6,161 (66.8%)
Excluded: Those who responded “I do not
go to school” and those who responded the
question “What school are you attending
now?” on an adolescents’ questionnaire
with the alternative: “I am not going to
school, I am working”. “I am not going to
school and I am elsewhere”, and those
who attended special school.
n = 5,817 (63.1%)
ARTICLE III

Semi-structured interviews
n = 39 (18.2%)
Excluded: those who had severe acute mental health issues (n = 4)
n = 35 (16.3%)
ARTICLE IV

Fig. 2. The data collection of the NFBC1986 and data used in this study.

The study population in Article I consists of those members of the NFBC1986 who
answered the question “I feel lonely” in the postal questionnaire sent to adolescents.
Those adolescents who prohibited the use of their data and parents who prohibited
the use of their or their child’s data (n = 209) were excluded from the analysis;
therefore, the study population was 7,014 participants (3,641 girls and 3,373 boys).
In Article II, the same adolescent population was used. In Article III, data from two
questionnaires was used. The same 7,014 adolescent population was the basis for
the inquiry. Moreover, data from an additional adolescent questionnaire concerning
their lifestyle was used. They received it and filled it in a couple of months after
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the first adolescent questionnaire was sent to them. 6,795 responded to the
adolescents’ additional questionnaire, which contained a question concerning
school liking. 6,161 adolescents answered the question “Do you like school, at
present?”. Of these, those who chose the response alternative “I do not go to school”
(n = 65) were excluded.
Also, those who answered to the question “What school are you attending,
now?” with the adolescent questionnaire response alternative “I am not going to
school; I am working” (n = 12) and “I am not going to school; I am elsewhere” (n
= 181) were excluded. Those who attended a special school (n = 104 27 ) were
excluded, since their situation and school experience differs from that of regular
schools, which could cause difficulties in result interpretation. Special schools, at
the time, were for pupils who could not achieve their learning, development and
growth objectives, in a general comprehensive school, due to severe learning
difficulties, mental disorders, neurological deficits, emotional/social problems,
physical disabilities or long-term illnesses (European Agency for Special Needs
and Inclusive Education 2015). After all of these exclusions, the comprised sample
from two adolescent questionnaires had 5,799 participants. However, an additional
18 adolescents responded to the question “Do you like school at present?”
(adolescents’ additional questionnaire) that they do not go to school; but, they also
answered the question “What school are you attending now?” (adolescents’
questionnaire) that they go to a comprehensive school. Their school situation
probably changed in the time between receiving the two questionnaires and these
18 adolescents were included in the analysis. Thus, the study population included
5,817 participants (3,029 girls and 2,788 boys; mean age: 15.5 years).
The sampling strategy for Article IV was an embedded sample, meaning that
the sample from participation in the earlier phase of the study represented a subset
of participants involved in the later phase (Collins 2010). Among the 7,014 in the
adolescent population, 222 (3.2%) of the adolescents responded as being very
lonely, in the adolescent questionnaire, when they were 15–16 years old and they
were chosen as potential informants for the study. Their identification numbers
were used to track down their current addresses. Some of these cohort members
had passed away and a few addresses were not known. An invitation letter (see
27

This group was excluded, as the article explored school liking and it was considered, that school
liking/dislike among those who are in the special school might not be comparable to those who were
not at special school. It should be noted, that all those who went to special school were included in
Articles I and II, and were invited to interviews. One of the interviewees was in a hospital school during
the high school years, but others attended regular comprehensive schools.
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Appendix 2) to the interview was sent to the 214 cohort members: 144 girls, 67%
and 70 boys, 33% (96% of the target population). 40 young adults responded to the
invitation letter through a weblink or through my e-mail address, which was
included in the letter. Due to scheduling issues, one interviewee withdrew, and
finally I conducted 39 interviews (32 women, 82%, 7 men, 18%) in the fall of 2013.
All interviews were conducted in Finnish. At the time of the interview, interviewees
were 27–28 years old. Interviewees were living throughout Finland and they chose
where the interview would be conducted in their home towns 28. Four participants
had acute and severe mental health issues, and it was decided that their interviews
were not used as data for this study. Thus, the data for the present study consists of
interviews of 35 young adults (28 women, 80%, 7 men, 20%).
4.2.1 Quantitative methods
In the first three articles, two variants of regression analysis were used as the main
analysis methods. Besides logistic regression analysis, cross-tabulations were used
in Articles I–III to describe the frequencies of loneliness (see Article I), deliberate
self-harm (see Article II) and school liking (see Article III) by dimensions across
selected independent variables, by gender. The level of statistical significance was
set to p = 0.05. The software used in the analyses was IBM SPSS Statistics Versions
19 and 22.
Regression analysis provides an equation describing the nature of the
relationship between two variables. The objectives of regression analysis as
Kachigan (1989: 239) writes are: “1) to determine whether or not a relationship
exists between two variables, 2) to describe the nature of the relationship, should
one exist, in the form of a mathematical equation, 3) to assess the degree of
accuracy of the description or prediction achieved by the regression equation and
4) in the case of multiple regression analysis, to assess the relative importance of
the various predictor variables in their contribution to variation in the criterion
variable”. Regression analysis determines which variables are most strongly
associated with the probability of a particular category in another variable occurring
(Cramer 2003). The results are indicated by odds ratio (OR), a measure, which
evaluates whether the odds of a certain event or outcome is the same for the two
groups. The OR measures the ratio of the odds that an event or result will occur to
28
Out of 39, 20 interviews took place in the interviewee’s home and 14 were conducted in public places
such as a library or coffee house. Three interviews were done over the phone and two via Skype.
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the odds of the event not happening. The odds ratio is a measure of effect size and
therefore, provides information on the strength of a relationship between two
variables (Uhari & Niemi 2012).
In Article I, the multinomial logistic regression was performed separately for
girls and boys to assess the association between the levels of loneliness and the
selected factors. The dependent variable thus had three categories: non-lonely
(reference category), somewhat lonely and very lonely. In the first stage of the
statistical examination, 11 independent variables were chosen and entered as
predictors of loneliness. First, an unadjusted multinomial logistic regression
analysis was conducted separately for boys and girls; all of the analyses contained
only one dependent (being sometimes lonely and being very lonely) and one
independent variable, at a time. Variables that had no statistically significant
association with either one of the loneliness groups, were number of siblings and
family structure, therefore, these two were not included in the final adjusted
regression model. Thus, at the second stage, statistically significant variables (nine)
were chosen for use in the final adjusted model29. A forced entry method was used;
all predictor variables were tested in one block to assess their predictive ability,
while controlling the effects of other predictors in the model (Pallant 2007: 166).
The results of the multinomial logistic regression model, for loneliness experiences,
was expressed, separately for girls and boys, as unadjusted and adjusted odds ratios
(ORs) and 95% confidence intervals (CI).
In Article II, binomial logistic regression analysis was chosen as the method to
describe the association of deliberate self-harm behavior or its ideation (DSH) with
five selected explanatory/independent factors with DSH. Wald’s test was used to
test the statistical significance of the OR, where the p < value 0.05 was considered
as statistically significant.

29

The odds ratio in unadjusted and adjusted logistic regression models differ from each other. As said,
in the unadjusted regression, model includes only one independent variable, which is used to test its
predictive ability, or its association to the dependent variable. The results present a “real” association
between the two variables, as explained with a mathematical model (Uhari & Niemi 2012: 209–210).
ORs are commonly higher in an unadjusted than in an adjusted model because then the effects caused
could be due combination of many variables. However, unadjusted examination is also rather “harsh”
and “unrealistic”, as it does not take into consideration other (hypothesized) factors, which are likely
associated with the dependent variable. After all, loneliness (as well as DSH and school dislike) is a
complex social issues. In the adjusted regression, a number of independent variables are used to assess
their predictive ability, while controlling the effects of the other predictors, in the model (Kachigan 1986:
265, Pallant 2007: 166). The adjusted odds ratios are obtained by comparing individuals who differ only
in the characteristic of interest and have the values of all other variables constant (Uhari & Niemi 2012:
232).
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In Article III, differences in distributions of the explored independent variables
in each school liking category, between boys and girls, were tested by the chisquare test. Dependent variable was school liking, asked with item: “Do you like
school at present?”. The response alternatives were: 1) very much, 2) somewhat, 3)
not very much and 4) not at all. The variable was dichotomized for binomial logistic
regression like school (response alternatives 1 and 2) and dislike school (response
alternatives 3 and 4). Then, the independent variables (concerning loneliness and
negative social relations) were entered as predictors for binomial logistic regression
with school dislike. The results were expressed as unadjusted and adjusted
associations, in terms of odds ratios and their 95% confidence intervals, which was
done separately for boys and girls. Second, the respondents were grouped by their
school type and loneliness was selected as an independent variable, for a regression
model, to examine the associations between loneliness and school dislike. Next, I
will present the variables used in the original publications.
The variables used in the original publications
In Article I, the adolescents’ own assessment of their experiences of loneliness was
chosen as a dependent variable, defined through the single-item variable, “I feel
lonely”. The response alternatives were: not true, somewhat/sometimes true and
very true/often true. The item was derived from the youth self-report (YSR) scale
(Achenbach & Rescorla 2001), which was part of the adolescents’ questionnaire. In
YSR, the participants are asked to evaluate their experience of the preceding six
months.
Seven independent variables, from the adolescents’ questionnaire, were chosen.
They each depict different factors, based on earlier research that could have an
association with loneliness. The first item was “Do you have a close friend, with
whom you can confidentially discuss your matters?” with response alternatives 1)
I have no close friends, 2) I have one close friend, 3) I have two close friends and
4) I have several close friends. Variable was dichotomized to not having close
friends (response alternative 1) and is having close friends (other response
alternatives). Not having close friends would indicate the increased possibility for
being lonely. The second item was “I feel that no one loves/likes me”; feeling this
way would be associated with greater loneliness. Response alternatives were 1) Not
true, 2) Somewhat/sometimes true and 3) very true/often true. The scale was
dichotomized and reversed coded; to feel unliked (somewhat and sometimes true)
and not feeling unliked (not true). This could also be seen as portraying a
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characterological side of loneliness; one feels insecure about how others see them,
thus, implying insecurities. The third item was “Do you regularly date, at the
moment?” (Response alternatives yes, no). Not dating could indicate greater
loneliness. One item measured the experience of social isolation and the avoidance
of company through the question: “Have you had the following experiences in the
past six months? Social isolation, avoiding company, you feel most comfortable
alone? (for a period of at least one week)”. (Response alternatives yes, no). Feeling
isolated would add a risk for loneliness. Also, an item concerning school violence
(“I get bullied a lot”) was chosen, as being bullied would be linked with greater
loneliness. Response alternatives were 1) Not true, 2) Somewhat/sometimes true
and 3) Very true/often true. The variable was dichotomized and alternatives 2 and
3 were recoded for “being bullied”. One item regarded the construction of the
family, which was asked by the question, “Which of the following persons do you
mainly live with?” and the responses were re-grouped into four groups: Always a
2-parent family (response alternative: living with mother and father), Divorced
family (Living with mother and stepfather/father and stepmother), Reconstructed
(living with another guardian or own spouse or partner) and Lifelong 1-parent
family (living with only mother, or with only father). Aim was to explore whether
construction of the family is associated with the loneliness experience. Also, the
number of siblings was asked (no siblings, one or more); not having siblings would
be associated with a greater risk of loneliness. Finally, health and well-being
variables were included in three items. First, the item, “I am unhappy, sad or
depressed” was chosen, which could indicate the feelings side of the experience
and would be associated with loneliness. Variable was dichotomized and
responding somewhat/sometimes true or often/very true were recoded to as having
these feelings. Second item was self-rated health; “How would you describe your
health at the moment?”. Item was dichotomized to good health (response
alternatives good, very good), and moderate or poor health (response alternatives
very poor, poor, moderate). Satisfaction with life was examined through the
question, “What is your opinion of your current life situation?”. Item was
dichotomized to satisfied (response alternatives Very satisfied, Fairly satisfied and
I cannot say) and to dissatisfied (Very dissatisfied, Fairly dissatisfied). Having poor
health and dissatisfaction with life was hypothesized as being associated with
loneliness. Finally, a person’s local residential area was defined in terms of the
population density in her/his resident grid, which was classified into five groups on
the basis of the population density in each grid (Lankila et al. 2012). The five
categories were: High-rise centers and big suburbs, (over 1,000 inhabitants/km2),
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Built-up areas and suburbs (101–1,000 inhabitants/km2), Transition zones (21–100
inhabitants/km2), Rural areas – proper (6–20 inhabitants/km2) and Scattered
settlement (1–5 inhabitants/km2). It was hypothesized that living in rural areas and
scattered settlements would be associated with being lonely.
In Article II, the dependent variable was “I harm or I would like to harm myself,
on purpose” from the YSR scale. The item was labelled in the Article III as
“deliberate self-harm or ideation” (DSH). Those scoring “sometimes” and “often”
were defined as having experienced DSH. The subjective experience of loneliness
was measured with the single-item variable, “I feel lonely”, from the YSR (no,
sometimes, often). Other variables in the analysis were: “I feel that no one likes
me”, “Do you have a close friend with whom you can confidentially discuss your
matters?”, “What is your opinion of your current life situation?” and “How would
you describe your health?”. The loneliness item had three categories, while the item
concerning close friends (not having close friends/having close friends) and feeling
unliked feeling like that, not feeling like that) were dichotomized. Similarly, selfrated health had three categories (very good/good, moderate and poor/very poor),
as did satisfaction with life (satisfied, cannot say, dissatisfied). The response,
cannot say, was separated, as we thought that, regarding the scope of the study, it
cannot be grouped with being satisfied, or dissatisfied; and indeed, 167 girls and
133 boys responded that they did not know if they were satisfied or not.
In Article III the adolescents’ own assessments of their experience of school
liking, retrieved from the adolescents’ additional questionnaire, was used as a
dependent variable with the item, “Do you like school at present?”. The response
alternatives were: 1) very much, 2) somewhat, 3) not very much and 4) not at all.
The variable was dichotomized for binomial logistic regression. All the
independent variables were selected from the YSR scale. Experiences of loneliness
were measured with a one-item self-report stating, “I feel lonely”. Other statements
were: “I am afraid to go to school”, “I get bullied a lot”, “I do not get along with
others” and “I keep from getting involved with/close to others”. They represented
social problems/difficult social relations. In addition, the variable, “Hanging
around with kids who get into trouble” in the study, was indicative of deviant peer
association. Finally, as older pupils tend to like school less, the school type
(comprehensive school, upper secondary school, vocational school) was included
in the model, in order to examine whether there were any differences of the
associations in this regard. The loneliness item had three categories, while others
were dichotomized. “Yes” category included response alternatives “sometimes”
and “often”.
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4.2.2 Qualitative methods
The data for Article IV, was produced with semi-structured interviews. A semistructured interview is a method wherein the interviewee, in interrelation with the
interviewer, is providing information about the examined experience and the
meaning of that experience to her/his life. The interview situation appears as a
construction site of knowledge. Knowledge, understood from this perspective, is
conversational/narrative/linguistic, contextual and interrelational in nature, and
interwoven in webs of networks (Kvale 2007: 21). This kind of information is
considered being historical, contextual and partial (Haraway 1991, Harding 1987,
Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2010). In addition to the discursive level of interviews,
material and bodily components, such as feelings, are important parts of the
production of information and meaning (Lykke 2010, Ojala et al. 2009).
The interview themes, the semi-structured interview guide, was formulated
based on findings derived from Articles I–III. Moreover, earlier theoretical
understading of lonelines influenced the construction of the research framework of
the first three articles. Firstly, Robert Weiss’s conceptualization of loneliness and
understanding that the source of loneliness is, first and foremost, different types of
unfulfilled social needs, was used. Secondly, Shelley Hymel and colleagues’
conceptualization on children’s loneliness was also utilized. In addition, earlier
understandings of loneliness from the field of psychology and health sciences were
used when planning for the quantitative articles, and different health and wellbeing
factors were included in the models. The interview guide included, in addition to
loneliness, themes concerning wider life worlds like family relations, friendships,
belongingness/non-belongingness, school violence/bullying, and health and
wellbeing (see interview guide in Appendix 3).
In the semi-structured interviews the themes and questions were usually asked
in the same order, yet the interview situation was flexible and enabled the
exploration of spontaneously arising issues (Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2010: 102). The
thematic interviews were transcribed verbatim. The length of the interviews ranged
from 24 minutes to 1 hour and 33 minutes (mean 57 minutes). The combined length
of the interview data (35 interviews) was 33 hours and 6 minutes. There were a
total of 655 A4 pages of transcribed data.
The data was analyzed using qualitative content analysis (QCA), which focuses
on the interviewee’s experiences and the meanings they give to them (Krippendorf
2004). Besides the apparent, manifested content, more hidden, latent content
(Lindgren et al. 2014, Pickering 2004) was explored. The qualitative content
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analysis followed a spiral design, where new understandings, with varied levels of
specificity during each phase of the analysis process, were generated (Hesse-Biber
& Leavy 2010). Theory-guided qualitative content analysis was utilized, and the
earlier loneliness theories were incorporated in the analysis process. I will next
explain the process.
I transcribed all of the interviews verbatim and then I read the transcribed text
several times with varied intensities to get a sense of the whole. All original
utterances (a paragraph or a sentence from the transcribed text) were first organized
under the predetermined coding scheme, the semi-structured interview guide
informed by earlier theories of loneliness and findings of Articles I–III (Hsiehs &
Shannon 2005, Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009).
One original utterance could be located under various categories. Transcribed
texts that could not be grouped into the pre-existing coding scheme were given a
new category, such as, “mental health issues”, and “social media” (see Eskola &
Vastamäki 2001); thus, also new topics were allowed to “emerge” from the data
(Syrjäläinen et al. 2015). Next, each original utterance, which was interpreted as
important regarding the experience of loneliness, was given a shorter code (one to
several words), and was grouped into more specific sub-categories, within each
broader category, based on their content, and moreover, based on the similarities
and differences between them. Found categories and sub-categories were examined
and interconnections were detected in several cyclical rounds of interpretation and
abstraction. Discussion with earlier theories was conducted when the categories
were constructed and named. As a result, loneliness experience of young adults
born in Northern Finland could be conceptualized of being multidimensional and
five central dimensions of loneliness were named. An example of the analysis
process is depicted in Appendix 4. I used NVivo10 for doing the analysis.
In order to explore the loneliness trajectories, a case-oriented, vertical
qualitative content analysis approach was utilized, which included the examination
of both apparent and latent meanings of loneliness experiences (Geserick 2012).
For this phase, the loneliness of each interviewee was examined at four time points:
childhood, (elementary school grades 1–6, ages 7–12), adolescence, (high school30
grades 7–9, ages 13–15), upper secondary school/vocational school, grades 1–3,
tertiary education/working life (youth, ages 16–24) and the time of the interview
(young adulthood, ages 25–28). Through meticulous readings of each interview
30
We used the term high school for the grades 7–9 in comprehensive school in Article III. This stage
could also be called lower secondary school.
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transcript and crosschecking these with background factors and theory-guided
qualitative content analysis results (five dimensions of loneliness), it was examined
how loneliness evolved from childhood to adulthood along with what matters were
linked with the interviewees’ loneliness experiences. The participants were grouped
together based on the duration and degree of the loneliness experience. For example,
one group included participants with more severe, ongoing, loneliness, while one
group included participants for whom the meaning of loneliness seemed to be
concentrating only on adolescent years, and there was also a group where loneliness
had ended. Finally, trajectories were grouped into six (see Figure 4, page 104) based
on the multidimensionality, severity, intensity, and meaning of the loneliness
experience over time.
The article’s co-authors individually checked whether they agreed with my
analysis, interpretations and understanding of the analyses through a series of
collaborative discussions. The collaborative process started when I first handed out
the tape recordings and the first ten interview transcripts to one of the co-authors.
We discussed the tapes and the transcripts and what we considered being the central
themes and categories, and how the coding should proceed. This first round of
collaborative discussions was a “testing and planning phase” of the analysis. I then
transcribed the rest of the tapes, and conducted the first round of analysis, by
following the semi-structured interview guide. Then I started to form the codes and
sub-categories and proceed with the analysis as described earlier. In the second
round of collaborative discussions, I handed out selected transcripts to all of the coauthors and explained the analysis process and coding undertaken up to that point.
We then discussed the analysis process and the coding of the whole data set on
several occasions over the course of the analysis31, until a consensus on the five
central loneliness dimensions of loneliness was reached. During the third round of
discussions we focused on the loneliness trajectories. I conducted rounds of
analysis and presented the stages of formation of the trajectories, until we reached
the consensus on six different loneliness trajectories.
4.3

Ethical considerations

The Regional Ethics Committee of the Northern Ostrobothnia Hospital District
reviewed and approved the NFBC1986 study. When adolescents and parents filled
in the questionnaires, written informed consent was obtained from them in 2001–
31

We had group meetings, and then I had separate meetings with each co-author.
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2002. Those parents and/or adolescents who refused the usage of their (or their
child’s) data were excluded. Before starting the current PhD study, a separate
ethical revision was conducted and approved by the Faculty of Education at the
University of Oulu. I had my own copy of the cohort data from the study
participants (n = 7,014) (SPSS file) in my work computer. I did not explore
individual responses from individual persons from the cohort data.
Ethical approval from the Regional Ethics Committee of the Northern
Ostrobothnia Hospital District was requested for the qualitative part of the study.
In the process, several matters were examined. It was evaluated whether the aim of
the study was relevant (were the methods appropriate for exploring the
phenomenon), whether the inclusion and exclusion criteria were reasonable and
was the information letter that was going to be sent to participants clear enough?
The conducted evaluation also covered if the reporting and data management of the
study would follow ethical guidelines and if the possible risks are acknowledged
(Pohjois-Pohjanmaan sairaanhoitopiirin alueellinen eettinen toimikunta 2017). The
Regional Ethics Committee of the Northern Ostrobothnia Hospital District
approved the qualitative study, in 2013.
The invitation letter (see Appendix 2) was sent to those interviewees who had
reported being very lonely in the adolescents’ questionnaire. The data manager of
NFBC1986 received the addresses of the 222 cohort members who had reported
being very lonely at age 15–16, based on their ID numbers from the Population
Information System of Population Register Centre. He sent me the addresses of the
cohort members via a secured e-mail link. I did not explore the questionnaire
responses of the respondents whose names and addresses I received. After the
interviews were conducted, I deleted the contact information (addresses) I had,
from my computer for the whole 222 population, but I kept the information
provided by the interviewees (n = 39), as the invitation letter stated that the
additional interview round might be conducted later on, over the course of the study.
In the invitation letter, a lot of information about the study, was included.
Participants were told the basic information of the study, the main topics to be
discussed in the interview and the overall aim of the study. They were told how the
data was going to be handled, anonymized and reported. The informed consent
document included a summary of the letter along with information that they could
withdraw from the study at any time. All of them signed their informed consents at
the beginning of the interview. Those interviews that were conducted via Skype or
phone, signed and sent their informed consents documents to me as PDF files, via
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e-mail. They had their own copies of the invitation letter, which included
information on the study, as well as a copy of the informed consent.
The interview data was transcribed by me and later it was anonymized. Special
attention was paid to information regarding place of residence, educational
information, names and so on, as the age and geographical context of the
participants were known. Anonymized data will be archived in the Archive of the
Center for Life Course Health Research, University of Oulu, and the participants
were provided with this information. The recordings of the interviews will be
destroyed after completion of this study.
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5

Results

Next, I will present the results of all four articles in separate sub-chapters. Subchapter 5.1 discusses the main findings from Articles I–III and sub-chapter 5.2
discusses the main findings of Article IV. After that, I will follow the
complementarity purpose of the mixed methods study and I will bring all of the
findings together, in sub-chapter 5.3. In the sub-chapter I compare the results,
produced with different data and methods, and examine how they are related to
each other, how they converge (elaborate, enhance, deepen, broaden) and possibly
diverge from each other.
5.1

Quantitative findings (Articles I–III)

Article I examined how selected social/emotional, contextual, and health and
wellbeing factors were associated with girls’ and boys’ loneliness experiences in
adolescence. Article II, focused on DSH and examined the associations between
DSH with loneliness and the number of close friends, feeling liked as well as selfreported health and satisfaction with life. Article III was aimed at examining how
loneliness and other social relation factors are associated with school dislike. These
three articles respond to research questions 1a, 1b and 2a of this synopsis as
presented in the chapter 3 Aims of the study (page 55).
5.1.1 Associations between socioemotional, contextual and health
and wellbeing factors with loneliness (Article I)
Among 7,014 15–16-year-old adolescents, three percent (3.2% girls: n = 14932,
4.1%; boys: n = 73, 2.2%) of adolescents expressed that the statement “I feel
lonely” 33 had been very true, during the preceding six months. More than one
fourth of the adolescents reported the statement to be somewhat true, reported being
somewhat lonely. The majority of the adolescents (70%) reported not being lonely
32
There is some variability of these prevalence figures in each quantitative article, as not all participants
who responded to the loneliness item answered other dependent variables.
33
In the Finnish language, the statement was “Tunnen olevani yksinäinen”, which could be translated
as I feel that I am lonely, which adds another layer to the statement in comparison to the official English
translation of the item. The Finnish version includes two verbs; ”feel”, and ”be”, thus, through the
statement loneliness can be both understood as being related to a feeling, feeling lonely, and to an
experience, that of being lonely. In the current study, I use the term loneliness experience, and that was
the wording used in the interviews.
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(see Table 3). More girls than boys reported feeling lonely and the difference was
statistically significant (chi square test p: ≤ 0.001).
Table 3. Experience of loneliness in the NFBC1986 15–16-year-old data.
Girls

I feel lonely

Boys

All

n

%

n

%

n

%

Not true

2,225

61.6

2,714

80.5

5,114

70.4

Somewhat/sometimes true

1,267

34.8

586

17.4

1,906

26.4

149

4.1

73

2.2

222

3.2

3,641

100

3,373

100

7,014

100

Very true/often true
Total

The descriptive statistics (see Table 4) shows the number of subjects for each
category of explanatory/independent variable and the proportion of experienced
loneliness, within the explanatory/independent factors, by gender. 362 boys and
122 girls reported not having any close friends and among those girls with that
response, over 83% experienced some level of loneliness, while among boys, 38%
reported loneliness. Among those who reported not being liked, 42% of the girls
and 31% of the boys reported being very lonely. Being bullied was also linked to
greater loneliness. Reporting being very unhappy, sad or depressed was more
common among girls than boys. All who reported this, also reported high levels of
loneliness.
Table 4. Number of subjects (N) and percentage (%) of experience of loneliness within
independent factors by gender.
Independent factors

Girls
N

Boys

Not

Some-

Very

lonely

what

(%)

lonely

N

Not

Some-

Very

lonely

lonely

what

lonely

(%)

(%)

lonely

(%)

(%)

(%)

Having close friends
Yes

3,507

62.5

33.8

3.6

2,945

82.8

15.9

1.4

No

122

19.7

63.9

16.4

362

62.2

29.6

8.3

Yes

908

64.5

31.8

3.6

439

84.3

13.4

2.3

No

2,298

59.3

36.6

4.1

2,519

80.9

17.9

1.8

Dating
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Independent factors

Girls
N

Boys

Not

Some-

Very

lonely

what

(%)

lonely

N

Not

Some-

Very

lonely

lonely

what

lonely

(%)

(%)

lonely

(%)

(%)

(%)

I feel that no one likes me
Not true

2,321

77.8

20.9

1.3

2,788

87.5

11.6

0.9

Somewhat/sometimes

1,164

33.1

61.3

5.6

496

47.4

47.0

5.6

123

12.2

45.5

42.3

58

25.9

43.1

31.0

3,427

63.1

33.6

3.2

3,151

82.8

15.7

1.5

170

27.6

57.1

15.3

184

43.5

44.6

12.0

25

28.0

32.0

40.0

16

37.5

43.8

18.8

Not true

1,923

80.9

18.0

1.1

2,750

87.7

11.3

1.0

Somewhat/sometimes

1,519

41.6

53.3

5.1

532

48.9

46.1

5.1

175

13.1

58.3

28.6

47

10.6

51.1

38.3

true
Very/often true
I get bullied a lot
Not true
Somewhat/sometimes
true
Very/often true
I am unhappy, sad or
depressed

true
Very/often true
Avoiding company
No

2,755

65.0

32.2

2.8

2,682

83.1

15.7

1.3

Yes

440

34.5

54.3

11.1

263

58.2

33.5

8.4

Satisfaction with life
I cannot say

167

44.9

49.1

6.0

134

64.9

32.1

3.0

Very dissatisfied

38

55.3

28.9

15.8

48

72.9

20.8

6.3

Fairly dissatisfied

172

32.6

49.4

18.0

134

60.4

26.9

12.7

Fairly satisfied

2,222

56.6

39.5

4.0

1,901

77.2

20.9

1.9

Very satisfied

1,016

79.0

19.7

1.3

1,096

90.6

8.2

1.2

720

73.9

24.0

2.1

995

87.6

10.9

1.5

2,278

62.0

35.0

3.0

1,876

80.0

18.1

1.9
4.1

Self-rated health
Very good
Good
Moderate

590

43.1

46.6

10.3

459

69.1

26.8

Poor

42

40.5

47.6

11.9

25

44.0

48.0

8.0

Very poor

4

50.0

50.0

0

7

57.1

28.6

14.3

2,739

62.0

34.2

3.8

2,604

81.2

16.9

1.9
2.7

Family structure
Always two-parent
family
Divorced family

330

60.0

35.2

4.8

259

80.3

17.0

Reconstructed family

37

54.1

37.8

8.1

15

86.7

13.3

0

Lifelong one-parent

517

57.4

37.3

5.2

476

76.1

20.6

3.4

family
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Independent factors

Girls
N

Boys

Not

Some-

Very

lonely

what

(%)

lonely

N

Not

Some-

Very

lonely

lonely

what

lonely

(%)

(%)

lonely

(%)

(%)

(%)

Number of siblings
One or more
No

2,559

60.8

35.1

4.1

2,367

80.9

17.0

2.2

586

59.4

36.7

3.9

591

78.3

19.1

2.5

892

61.4

35.0

3.6

848

79.1

18.6

2.2

1,437

62.2

33.2

4.6

1,344

81.8

16.1

2.1

763

62.6

34.1

3.3

664

81.8

16.7

1.5

428

54.9

39.5

5.6

394

77.7

19.0

3.3

100

55.0

43.0

2.0

100

78.0

19.0

3.0

3,641

61.6

34.8

4.1

3,373

80.5

17.4

2.2

Contextual dimension
High-rise centers and
big suburbs (over 1,000
inhabitants/km2)
Built-up areas and
suburbs (101–1,000
inhabitants/km2)
Transition zones (21–
100 inhabitants/km2)
Rural areas - proper (6–
20 inhabitants/km2)
Scattered settlement
(1–5 inhabitants/km2)
All cases

In Table 5, the results of the multinomial logistic regression model for somewhat
lonely adolescents are presented. In the full model, with nine variables, eight factors
were associated with being somewhat lonely.
Table 5. Multinomial logistic regression model for loneliness experience (somewhat
lonely) expressed as unadjusted and adjusted ORs and 95% confidence intervals for
girls and boys, shown separately (ref. = reference category).
Independent factors

Experience of loneliness
Somewhat lonely girl

Experience of loneliness
Somewhat lonely boy

Unadjusted

Adjusted

Unadjusted

Adjusted

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

6.0 (3.7–9.5)

8.5 (4.5–15.9)

2.4 (1.9–3.1)

2.1 (1.5–2.9)

7.1 (6.1–8.3)

4.6 (3.8–5.5)

7.7 (6.3–9.6)

4.6 (3.6–6.0)

Having close friends
Yes (ref.)
No
Feeling liked
Yes (ref.)
No
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Independent factors

Experience of loneliness
Somewhat lonely girl

Experience of loneliness
Somewhat lonely boy

Unadjusted

Adjusted

Unadjusted

Adjusted

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

3.6 (2.6–5.1)

1.8 (1.1–2.7)

5.4 (3.9–7.4)

1.9 (1.3–3.0)

6.2 (5.3–7.2)

4.2 (3.5–5.0)

7.8 (6.4–9.6)

5.0 (3.9–6.5)

2.2 (1.6–3.1)

1.1 (0.7–1.6)

1.9 (1.3–2.7)

0.6 (0.3–1.0)

2.1 (1.8–2.6)

1.4 (1.1–1.8)

2.1 (1.7–2.7)

1.5 (1.1–2.0)

3.1 (2.5–3.9)

1.6 (1.2–2.1)

3.0 (2.3–4.0)

1.5 (1.0–2.1)

1.2 (1.0–1.4)

1.2 (1.0–1.5)

1.3 (1.0–1.8)

1.6 (1.1–2.2)

0.9 (0.7–1.1)

0.9 (0.7–1.1)

0.8 (0.6–1.0)

0.8 (0.6–1.1)

0.9 (0.7–1.1)

0.9 (0.7–1.2)

0.8 (0.6–1.1)

0.7 (0.5–1.0)

1.2 (0.9–1.6)

1.4 (1.0–1.9)

1.0 (0.7–1.4)

1.0 (0.6–1.4)

1.3 (0.9–2.0)

1.8 (1.0–3.2)

1.0 (0.6–1.7)

0.9 (0.4–1.7)

Victimized
No (ref.)
Yes

Feelings of unhappiness, sadness or depression
No (ref.)
Yes
Satisfaction with life
Satisfied (ref.)
Dissatisfied
Self-rated health
Good (ref.)
Moderate or poor
Avoiding company
No (ref.)
Yes
Dating
Yes (ref.)
No
Regional structure
High-rise centers and big
suburbs(over 1000
inhabitants/km2) (ref.)
Built-up areas and suburbs
(101–1000 inhabitants/km2)
Transition zones (21–100
inhabitants/km2)
Rural areas – proper (6–20
inhabitants/km2)
Scattered settlement (1–5
inhabitants/km2)

Table 6 shows the factors associated with being very lonely. The variables that had
statistically significant associations in adjusted models with being very lonely were:
not having close friends, feeling unliked, being the victim of bullying, feeling
unhappy, sad or depressed, being dissatisfied with life, having moderate/poor selfrated health (only girls) and avoiding company. This means, for example, that when
looking at the very lonely group, girls who felt unhappy, sad or depressed, were
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more than six times (odds ratio 6.5) more likely to report being very lonely than
those who did not feel this way. The results differed slightly from the “somewhat
lonely” group, as instead of eight variables, now there were six variables associated
with being very lonely. The contextual and dating factors had no longer association;
but, life satisfaction was now associated with being very lonely.
Table 6. Multinomial logistic regression model for loneliness experience (very lonely)
expressed as unadjusted and adjusted ORs and 95% confidence intervals for girls and
boys, shown separately (ref. = reference category).
Independent factors

Experience of loneliness
Very lonely girl

Experience of loneliness
Very lonely boy

Unadjusted

Adjusted

Unadjusted

Adjusted

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

14.2 (7.6–26.5)

15.1 (6.4–35.4)

7.9 (4.8–12.9)

4.4 (2.3–8.4)

17.0 (11.2–25.6)

6.5 (4.0–10.5)

17.9 (10.8–29.7)

6.3 (3.2–12.4)

12.9 (8.1–20.6)

4.2 (2.2–7.8)

16.4 (9.6–28.0)

3.6 (1.7–7.6)

14.3 (8.9–22.9)

6.5 (3.7–11.6)

15.1 (9.2–24.8)

5.3 (2.7–10.3)

9.2 (5.9–14.2)

3.0 (1.6–5.4)

8.2 (4.7–14.3)

2.2 (1.0–5.0)

5.6 (4.0–8.0)

2.5 (1.6–4.0)

3.0 (1.8–5.1)

1.5 (0.7–3.1)

7.4 (5.0–11.1)

2.7 (1.7–4.3)

9.4 (5.3–16.5)

3.4 (1.7–6.7)

1.2 (0.8–1.8)

1.2 (0.7–1.9)

0.8 (0.4–1.6)

0.8 (0.3–1.8)

Having close friends
Yes (ref.)
No
Feeling liked
Yes (ref.)
No
Victimized
No (ref.)
Yes

Feelings of unhappiness, sadness or depression
No (ref.)
Yes
Satisfaction with life
Satisfied (ref.)
Dissatisfied
Self-rated health
Good (ref.)
Moderate or poor
Avoiding company
No (ref.)
Yes
Dating
Yes (ref.)
No
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Independent factors

Experience of loneliness
Very lonely girl

Experience of loneliness
Very lonely boy

Unadjusted

Adjusted

Unadjusted

Adjusted

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

1.2 (0.8–1.9)

1.0 (0.6–1.8)

0.9 (0.4–1.6)

0.9 (0.4–1.9)

0.8 (0.5–1.5)

0.8 (0.4–1.6)

0.6 (0.3–1.4)

0.3 (0.1–1.1)

1.7 (1.0–3.0)

1.6 (0.8–3.2)

1.5 (0.7–3.0)

1.4 (0.5–3.5)

0.6 (0.1–2.6)

0.8 (0.1–4.1)

1.3 (0.3–4.6)

1.0 (0.1–6.0)

Regional structure
High-rise centers and big
suburbs (over 1000
inhabitants/km2) (ref.)
Built-up areas and suburbs
(101–1000 inhabitants/km2)
Transition zones (21–100
inhabitants/km2)
Rural areas
- proper (6-20
inhabitants/km2)
Scattered settlement (1–5
inhabitants/km2)

The results show that among factors chosen for the study, based on previous
knowledge of loneliness, those associated with the loneliness experience did not
differ much, overall, in the severity of the experience (lonely sometimes, lonely
often), which means that essentially the same variables were associated with being
somewhat or very lonely. Being somewhat lonely was associated with several
negative factors, but the odds ratios was constantly greater in the very lonely group,
implying that the associations was greater/stronger between the independent factors
and loneliness among in the very lonely group than it was among in the somewhat
lonely group. Furthermore, contextual factors were associated with loneliness only
among girls, not among boys, and also only in the somewhat lonely group, but not
in the very lonely group. Those girls living in rural areas or scattered settlements
were about 1.4–1.8 times more likely to report being somewhat lonely than those
who were living in high-rise centers and big suburbs.
The variables associated with loneliness did not differ to any great extent
between girls and boys. Yet, some differences were found. The association between
the place of residence and being somewhat lonely was found only among girls, as
was moderate/poor self-reported health among somewhat and very lonely girls, not
boys. Overall, all of the odds ratios in very lonely group were greater among girls,
than among boys. Thus, the effect of the examined risk factors and loneliness was
stronger among girls, indicating that the effects of loneliness were likely felt more
severely among them.
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5.1.2 Deliberate self-harm behavior / ideation as linked with
loneliness and poor health and wellbeing (Article II)
According to the findings, approximately 9% (8.7%, n = 608) of adolescents
reported DSH within the preceding 6 months, and more girls (488, 13.4%) than
boys (120, 3.6%) reported DSH. As Table 7 shows, among girls, as many as 41%
of those who were very lonely reported DSH. Among those girls who were
somewhat lonely, 22% reported DSH and 7% of the non-lonely reported it. A
similar, yet not as strong, trend was seen among boys, as well. Not having any close
friends did not have such a strong relation to DSH. The link between dissatisfaction
with life and DSH was strong among those girls who were dissatisfied with life,
41% reported DSH, while 15% of the boys reported the same.
The findings of the binomial logistic regression analysis show that DSH was
associated with being somewhat and very lonely. In the adjusted models, the odds
ratio, among very lonely girls, for reporting DSH was about four, and for boys
about three, times higher in comparison to those who were not lonely at all. In the
unadjusted models, the odds ratio, the risk for a very lonely to report DSH in
comparison to non-lonely, was as high as 9.6 among girls and 11.2 among boys.
DHS was also associated with variables of not being liked, moderate self-related
health, and dissatisfaction with life.
When the unadjusted and adjusted models were compared, the odds ratio for
“not having close friends” dropped under 1 (from 1.4. to 0.5 for girls and from 1.6
to 0.6 for boys) in adjusted models (see Table 7), indicating some correlation or
interaction between the independent variables. Among girls, the variables turn from
risk factor to no risk factor, in the adjusted model, while this did not happen among
boys. For the purpose of this synopsis, we explored why this happened by
conducting models with three variables, where DHS was the dependent variable
and independent variable was “not having close friends” with all of the other
independent variables, one by one. We discovered that loneliness was such a strong
explanatory factor, and also correlated with the variable “not having close friends”,
that “not having close friends” turned into a “no risk factor” in adjusted model
among girls. The three-variable model (“DSH”, “loneliness” and “not having close
friends”) further showed some interesting information. It was seen that being lonely
had a weaker association with DSH among girls who did not have any close friends.
In that situation, 25% reported DSH. Instead, if a girl had close friends, and was
still very lonely, as many as 43.8% of them reported DSH. Overall, 13.4% of girls
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reported DSH. The same was not seen among boys; for them the number of close
friends did not affect the strength of loneliness affecting DSH, in the same way.
Besides loneliness, feeling unliked by others and dissatisfaction with life
influenced the risk of DSH, as did moderate/poor self-reported health. Yet, poor
self-reported health did not have a strong association with DSH and not many
adolescent reported their health as being poor.

87

88
149

Often

122

None

1286

Yes

590
46

Moderate

Poor/very poor

1

167
210

Cannot say

Dissatisfied

Adjusted for all factors in the table.

3234

Satisfied (ref.)

Satisfaction with life

2994

Very good/good (ref.)

Self-rated health

2320

No (ref.)

Not being liked

3503

One or more (ref.)

Number of close friends

2223
1265

Sometimes

N

Never (ref.)

Feeling lonely

Independent factor
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52

349

14

162

312

317

167

22

465

61

278

149

n

40.5

31.1

10.8

30.4

27.5

10.4

24.7

7.2

18.0

13.3

40.9

22.0

6.7

%

Reported DSH

the past 6 months and logistic regression of DSH.

5.6 (4.1–7.5)

3.7 (2.6–5.2)

3.7 (1.9–7.1)

3.2 (2.6–4.0)

4.2 (3.4–5.1)

1.4 (0.8–2.3)

9.6 (6.6–13.9)

3.3 (2.4–4.7)

2.6 (1.8–3.8)

1.7 (0.8–3.5)

2.0 (1.6–2.6)

2.2 (1.8–2.9)

0.5 (0.3–0.9)

4.1 (2.7–6.3)

2.4 (1.9–3.1)

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

3.9 (3.1–4.8)

Adjusted1

Unadjusted

Girls, having DSH behavior

182

133

2988

32

458

2862

553

2781

360

2938

72

585

2706

N

28

12

80

4

37

79

76

42

19

98

13

55

52

n

15.4

9.0

2.7

12.5

8.1

2.8

13.7

1.5

5.3

3.3

18.1

9.4

1.9

%

Reported DSH

6.6 (4.1–10.4)

3.6 (1.9–6.7)

5.0 (1.7–14.6)

3.0 (2.0–4.6)

10.3 (7.0–15.3)

1.6 (0.9–2.6)

11.2 (5.8–21.7)

5.2 (3.8–7.8)

OR 95% CI

Unadjusted

3.3 (1.9–5.7)

1.8 (0.9–3.8)

1.4 (0.4–5.0)

1.7 (1.1–2.7)

6.0 (3.8–9.5)

0.6 (0.3–1.1)

3.2 (1.4–7.3)

2.4 (1.5–3.9)

OR 95% CI

Adjusted1

Boys, having DSH behavior

Table 7. Distribution of subjects according to loneliness, loneliness related factors and self-rated health, prevalence of DSH during

5.1.3 School dislike, loneliness and negative social relations
(Article III)
In Article III, the associations of loneliness and adverse social relationships with
school dislike among adolescents were examined. Among the participants, 32% of
the girls and 40% of the boys reported not liking school very much, and 2.4% of
the girls and 4.3% of the boys reported not liking school at all. Most adolescents
stated that they like school somewhat, but only 5.7% of the girls and 4.6% of the
boys reported liking school very much (see Table 8).
Seven independent variables (“feeling lonely”, “afraid of going to school”,
“being bullied”, “not getting along with others”, “keeping from getting involved
with/close to others”, “hanging around with kids who get into trouble”) were
included to the study. First, the difference in the distributions of the explored
independent variables in each school liking category, between boys and girls, were
tested by the chi-square test. The results show how the distributions mostly differed
and the gender differences were statistically significant (chi-square p: 0.000).
Throughout the study, the boys reported a greater dislike of school than the girls.
However, there was one exception. All those who reported liking school very much
differed from the other school liking groups, in regard to gender difference. In that
group, a statistically significant difference between girls and boys did not exist (see
Table 8). As the table also shows, there was not much difference between the boys
and the girls in the group that responded “negatively” in the independent variable
categories; meaning that they were very lonely, were afraid of going to school, were
bullied and so on.
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90
118 (3.9)

149 (4.9)

2,865 (95.1)

159 (5.3)

2,838 (94.7)

162 (5.8)

2,611 (94.2)

77 (2.8)

2,675 (97.2)

55 (2.0)

473 (17.0)

2,260 (81.1)

Boys N (%)

448 (14.8)

Somewhat/very
389 (14.0)

2,384 (86.0)

600 (20.1)

Somewhat/very

true

2,385 (79.9)

Not true
603 (22.4)

2,088 (77.6)

Keep from getting involved/close to others

true

2,573 (85.2)

Not true

Don’t get along with other kids or adolescents

true

Somewhat/very

Not true

Get bullied a lot

true

Somewhat/very

Not at all

Afraid of going to school

Very/often true

1,853 (61.2)
1,058 (34.9)

Somewhat

Girls N (%)

Not at all

Feeling lonely

Independent factor

5.3

5.9

4.2

6.0

11.4

5.4

3.8

5.8

5.1

6.0

5.6

Girls%

5.0

4.3

2.3

5.0

6.2

4.6

2.6

4.7

1.8

4.4

4.7

Boys%

Very much

between boys and girls, stratified by independent factors.

0.796

0.018

0.129

0.153

0.111

0.154

1.000

0.071

0.433

0.274

0.227

p1

53.8

61.1

52.2

60.9

42.3

60.6

47.8

60.3

44.9

55.1

63.1

46.3

52.8

43.2

52.6

43.2

51.8

33.8

51.7

45.5

48.0

52.1

Girls% Boys%

Somewhat

0.009

0.000

0.010

0.000

0.090

0.000

0.050

0.000

1.000

0.011

0.000

p

36.7

31.2

39.7

30.9

40.9

31.7

44.0

31.6

41.5

36.5

29.2

44.6

38.6

48.6

38.5

42.6

39.6

54.5

39.5

41.8

44.4

38.8

Boys%

p

0.006

0.000

0.012

0.000

0.818

0.000

0.164

0.000

1.000

0.004

0.000

Not very much
Girls%

School liking

4.2

1.8

3.8

2.2

5.4

2.2

4.4

2.3

8.5

2.5

2.0

Girls%

4.1

4.3

5.9

3.9

8.0

4.0

9.1

4.1

10.9

3.2

4.3

Boys%

Not at all

1.000

0.000

0.193

0.000

0.376

0.000

0.238

0.000

0.585

0.493

0.000

p

Table 8. Gender specific number of participants (N), proportion of experience of liking school (%) and difference in proportions
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Girls N (%)

Boys N (%)

500 (16,6)

1

Chi-square test.

3,029 (52.1)

2,788 (47.9)

357 (12.8)

Vocational

Total

468 (16.8)

195 (6.4)

1,963 (70.4)

2,206 (72.8)

513 (18.5)

2,257 (81.5)

Upper secondary 628 (20.7)

Comprehensive

School type

true

2,514 (83.4)

Not true

Somewhat/very

Hang around with friends/kids who get in trouble

Independent factor

5.7

13.3

4.9

5.3

3.8

6.1

Girls%

4.6

6.4

6.2

3.9

3.7

4.8

Boys%

Very much

0.067

0.008

0.421

0.046

1.000

0.065

p1

59.6

63.1

66.2

57.4

47.6

62.1

51.3

62.7

54.7

48.4

38.6

54.3

Girls% Boys%

Somewhat

0.000

1.000

0.000

0.000

0.004

0.000

p

32.3

22.1

27.5

34.5

43.4

30.0

39.8

29.1

35.9

42.7

49.9

37.5

Boys%

p

0.000

0.087

0.004

0.000

0.044

0.000

Not very much
Girls%

School liking

2.4

1.5

1.3

2.8

5.2

1.9

Girls%

4.3

1.7

3.2

5.0

7.8

3.4

Boys%

Not at all

0.000

1.000

0.033

0.000

0.099

0.001

p

Results from the unadjusted regression analysis show that unadjusted associations
were detected among girls in all examined (school type variable was not included
in this regression analysis) independent variables and among boys in four out of
six. Among boys, the association was found with the following variables: “afraid
of going to school”, “not getting along with others”, “keeping from getting
involved/close to others” and “hanging around those who get in trouble a lot”. Thus,
no association with loneliness and bullying with school dislike was found among
boys. After adjusting the regression model with all the factors, two variables were
associated with school dislike among girls. Being somewhat and being very lonely
(see Table 9) was associated with school dislike among girls. The estimate for the
odds ratio for dislike, for girls who were very lonely was 1.7 times larger than the
odds were for a girl who was non-lonely. Besides loneliness, spending time with
friends/kids who get into trouble a lot was also associated with greater school
dislike for girls. This variable was also associated with school dislike among boys.
Among boys, being afraid of going to school and not getting along with others were
also associated with school dislike. Loneliness was not associated with school
dislike among boys in adjusted model either.
Table 9. Binomial logistic regression for school dislike expressed as unadjusted and
adjusted ORs and 95% confidence intervals (95% CI), shown separately for girls and
boys (ref. = reference category).
Independent factor

Girls, dislike for school

Boys, dislike for school

Unadjusted

Adjusted

Unadjusted

Adjusted

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

Loneliness
Not at all (ref.)
Somewhat

1.4 (1.1–1.6)

1.2 (1.0–1.5)

1.1 (0.9–1.4) 1.0 (0.8–1.2)

Very/often true

2.2 (1.5–3.1)

1.7 (1.1–2.5)

1.4 (0.8–2.5) 1.2 (0.6–2.2)

1.8 (1.3–2.5)

1.3 (0.9–1.8)

2.2 (1.4–3.6) 1.7 (1.0–2.9)

1.6 (1.2–2.3)

1.2 (0.8–1.7)

1.3 (0.9–1.8) 1.0 (0.7–1.4)

1.5 (1.2–1.9)

1.2 (0.9–1.5)

1.6 (1.3–2.0) 1.4 (1.1–1.7)

Afraid of going to school
Not afraid (ref.)
Afraid
Being bullied
Not bullied (ref.)
Is bullied
Don’t get along with other adolescents
Not true (ref.)
True
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Independent factor

Girls, dislike for school

Boys, dislike for school

Unadjusted

Adjusted

Unadjusted

Adjusted

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

OR 95% CI

1.4 (1.1–1.6)

1.1 (0.9–1.4)

1.2 (1.0–1.5) 1.1 (0.9–1.3)

1.8 (1.5–2.2)

1.9 (1.6–2.3) 1.9 (1.5–2.3)

Keep from getting involved/close to others
Not true (ref.)
True

Hang around with friends/kids who get in trouble
Not true (ref.)
True

2.0 (1.6–2.4)

The school type of participants was reported and it was examined, whether the
association between school dislike and loneliness would be found in each school
type. Overall, school liking was highest among girls in vocational school. In
regression models, the associations between the loneliness and school dislike were
found only among girls in all school types. In comprehensive school, the odds ratio
for disliking school was 1.6 in upper secondary school it was 4.0 and in vocational
school 6.5 for a girl who reports feeling very lonely than a girl who is not lonely.
Next I will shortly discuss the differences of findings between unadjusted and
adjusted regression models.
Comparison of findings regarding unadjusted and adjusted models
As explained in the sub-chapter 4.2.1, the odds ratios in unadjusted and adjusted
regression models differs from each other. Both models are, however, useful. When
adjusted models are conducted with the same variables as were used in the
unadjusted models, the change in odds ratios between the models for variables,
show, how in Article I loneliness, in Article II DSH and in Article III school dislike
are not “caused” by one variable only, but by combination of variables and their
interaction mechanisms contribute to loneliness, DSH and school dislike. That
means that when exploring, for instance, a loneliness experience or DSH behavior
in an individual, a combination of factors should be simultaneously considered, as
they, DSH and loneliness alike, are complicated social experiences and cannot be
explained with only one variable. The unadjusted models are useful in themselves
as well, as they indicate what is the “strongest” individual risk factor for loneliness
or DSH. Both types of regression models may be used for evaluation of the risk
factors for loneliness and the results may then, be used when interventions to
prevent loneliness are planned.
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5.2

Qualitative findings (Article IV)

In the sub-chapter 5.2.1, I will respond to research question 3a, on what kind of
experience loneliness is, as perceived and described by young adults who have
experienced loneliness. In the sub-chapter 5.2.2, I will present the findings
regarding the named five central loneliness dimensions (research question 3b),
constructed from the interview data, by utilizing theory-guided, qualitative content
analysis34. In sub-chapter 5.2.3, I will describe the third main finding of Article IV,
the six trajectories of loneliness35, named based on the vertical qualitative content
analysis, answering to research question 3c (see Chapter 3: page 55).
5.2.1 Loneliness as a negative and painful experience
Loneliness was described as being a negative, heavy, painful, difficult and
involuntary experience. During loneliness, a person would have a variety of
different types of solely negative feelings, as depicted in Table 12 (page 113),
ranging from sadness, anxiety, depressive mood to hopelessness. It was described
how, during loneliness, one feels as though no one cares or understands and one
feels worthless and small. The involuntary nature of the experience also came
across in the interviews, when a metaphor of a block and a barrier was used;
loneliness was “Blocking something out”. Difficult type of the loneliness
experience did not include an option or choice; during loneliness, it was not
possible to choose to spend time alone or to be in solitude at one time and reach out
or be with another person, at another time. Thus, this is the difference between
being alone, solitude, and loneliness.
Almost half of the interviewees described being already lonely in childhood
and during the elementary school yet loneliness was most pressing and common in
adolescence, during the high school years (grades 7–9). After adolescence, in youth,
loneliness continued for most participants. In young adulthood, intense loneliness
was not as common; however, most interviewees were still being somewhat lonely
at the time of the interview. The experience varied in its intensity among individual

34

A description of the analysis process can be found in sub-chapter 4.2.2 (pages 74–75) and the
description of Weiss’s s theory at sub-chapter 2.1.1 (page 27–28), and Hymel’s model of lonelines at
sub-chapter 2.3 (page 44).
35
I will offer a few quotes from the interview data, to illustrate the basis for the interpretation of the
results. The quotes were used more extensively in Article IV.

94

participants, ranging from longitudinal, severe, ongoing and chronic, to a more
occasional type of loneliness. However, even severe loneliness could also end.
Interviewees described several different causes for their loneliness. Especially
in the case of a more severe type of loneliness, loneliness was blamed on oneself,
and was perceived as being caused by individual personality factors or
characteristics. Loneliness was also highly associated with the sense of being
different from others, feeling like an outsider and having a sense and experience of
non-belongingness.
All of the interviewees had moved at least once during their life and many had
moved from Northern to Southern Finland. Some interviewees had relocated with
their families, and later some alone. Forming new social relationships, in new living
contexts, was challenging for many.
The most commonly perceived reason for loneliness developed over a
lack/longing/need of social others, especially, in terms of quality. However, one
could be lonely even when having friends or when being in a romantic relationship.
Indeed, being completely alone was not common, at least some social relationships
were formed over the life course.
The loneliness of many of the participants seemed to be entangled with
problematic, existing social relationships. Over half described their relationship
with their parent(s) as poor or problematic, which seemed to be linked with further
difficulties in self-confidence. Furthermore, a clear majority of the participants
(90%) had experienced school violence, which, in this data, seemed to be a
contributor to and cause of loneliness. Another adverse experience common among
participants was the presence of mental health issues. One third of the interviewees
had received a diagnosis of depression36, and depression seemed to be entangled
with loneliness, as well. Finally, as a very drastic consequence, loneliness was
linked with suicidal behavior.
5.2.2 Five central dimensions of loneliness
As seen from the description of young adult’s loneliness experiences in the previous
sub-chapter, loneliness seemed to be a highly complex experience. Based on the
findings of Article IV, loneliness experiences of young adults born in Northern
36

Among them, five participants had received a diagnosis before the age of 16, while the others were
diagnosed afterwards. Additionally, four interviewees reported being depressed but that they had never
discussed it with professionals, and another five reported that they had discussed it with a counselor or
therapist, but had not received a diagnosis.
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Finland could be described as being multidimensional, and five dimensions of
loneliness were named from the data based on theory-guided QCA analysis. In
Article IV, the dimensions were called Subjective, Relational, Micro-Contextual,
Situational and Sociocultural. These dimensions describe the main/central facets
and matters that are linked with loneliness, as an experience. For analytical
purposes, they were divided into these five separate dimensions; but in the life
course of the interviewees, the five dimensions were entangled, overlapping and
influenced one another37.
In Article IV we wrote how these five dimensions formed a “descriptive
conceptual model” of young adult’s past and present loneliness. Since submitting
the Article IV, the naming of the five dimensions as a “model” was reconsidered.
The dimensions provide information on how loneliness was described, and what
different facets it seemed to be “having” as an experience. However, we considered
that the used sample and methods were not sufficient in order to label the five
dimensions assigned from the data as a model of young adult loneliness.
Furthermore, over the course of the study, also the naming of the five dimensions
underwent a revisions38 and they were renamed for the purpose of this synopsis.
The Subjective dimension was renamed as the Personal dimension, the MicroContextual dimension as the Physical context dimension and the Situational
dimension became the Life event dimension. The new names better describe and
reflect the substance of each dimension. I explain the logic behind the renaming of
the three dimensions in the discussion sub-chapter 6.1. Figure 3 summarizes the
findings of the theory-guided, qualitative content analysis regarding loneliness
dimensions.

37
As the analysis was conducted with theory-guided content analysis, earlier loneliness theories were
used as reflection points, when dimensions were formed and named from the data over several rounds
of analysis, see sub-chapter 4.2.2.
38
Besides pre-examinators, I wish to thank the two anonymous reviewers of the Article IV, who
suggested revising the original names of the dimensions in order to be more appropriate and descriptive.
This synopsis includes a darft version on the Article IV, which still includes the earlier names to the
dimensions. The reviewers comments of the Article IV arrived so late, that it was not possible to respond
to them and resubmit on time for the publication of the printed version of this PhD dissertation. The
article will be resubmitted during the summer 2017.
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1. PERSONAL
DIMENSION

2. RELATIONAL
DIMENSION

3. PHYSICAL
CONTEXT
DIMENSION

4. LIFE EVENT
DIMENSION

Fig. 3. The five central dimensions of loneliness.

A detailed description of each dimension based on the QCA is presented in the
Table 10. I will briefly discuss the central contents of each loneliness dimension
after the table.
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Table 10. Dimensionalities of loneliness as described by young adults born in Northern
Finland.
Loneliness

Sub-categories

Codes

Inner, personal,

1. Mental and bodily

a) Metaphors of loneliness

self-related,

pain

b) Negative feelings evoked in loneliness

dimension,
Main category
Personal dimension

bodily, mental,

c) Mental health issues as causes and consequences of

health and

loneliness

wellbeing

d) Physical health issues related to loneliness

matters

e) Self-directed violence, as a consequence of loneliness
2. Self-blame

a) Personal characteristics and poor social skills as
reasons/causatives for loneliness.
b) Further difficulties regarding personal characteristics
and social skills, as consequence of loneliness

3. Sense of non-

a) Sense of non-belongingness, being different, not fitting

belongingness

in and/or feeling like an outsider from others as cause and
consequence of loneliness

4. Loneliness as an

a) Time for self-reflection

opportunity for inner

b) Time for taking care of existing social relations and

improvement

improving social skills, which alleviate loneliness
c) Increased sense of self

Relational dimension
Role of social

1. Not Having

a) Need/lack/longing of emotionally close other(s) as cause

others

meaningful social

for loneliness

others

b) Need/lack/longing for larger social network(s) as cause

2. Experience of non-

a) Experience of non-belongingness in the midst of others

belongingness

as the cause and consequence of loneliness

3. Difficulties in

a) Problematic, unsafe family relations as the cause and

existing social

consequence of loneliness

environments

b) Experienced school violence as the cause of loneliness

of loneliness

c) Problems in friendships as the cause and consequence
of loneliness
d) Spending time with the wrong crowd as the
consequence of loneliness
4. Role of others in

a) Spending time with existing social relations alleviating

loneliness alleviation.

loneliness
b) Making new social relations alleviating loneliness
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Loneliness

Sub-categories

Codes

dimension,
Main category
Physical context dimension
Physical and

1. Social isolation

geographical
contexts

a) Living in the Northern context as the context and the
cause of loneliness

2. School
3. Home

a) School as the place of loneliness
a) Childhood home as the place of loneliness
b) Own room/apartment as the place of loneliness

Life event dimension
Life event /

1. Relocation

situational
matters

a) Relocation as the cause, consequence and alleviating
loneliness

2. Transition from one

a) School transition or change of school class causing and

school type or school

alleviating loneliness

class to another
3. Ending of a social

a) Break-up from a partner as the cause of loneliness

relationship

b) Ending of a friendship as the cause of loneliness

Sociocultural dimension
Macro-level

1. Normativity and

a) Ethos of individualism as influencing loneliness

sociocultural

cultural ethos in

b) Cultural traditions intensifying loneliness

matters,

(Northern) Finland

c) Role of alcohol culture causing and intensifying

intensifies

loneliness

loneliness in all

d) Belonging to a religious community as causing and

of its other

alleviating loneliness

dimensions

e) Poor socioeconomic status as intensifying loneliness

through social
comparisons

f) Social media as intensifying and alleviating loneliness
2.(Hetero)gender(ed)

a) Accepted ways of being a girl and a boy, accepted

norms and normativity expression of femininities and masculinities affecting
loneliness, as failing to follow these norms intensifying and
causing loneliness
b) Heteronormativity intensifying loneliness
c) Normative heterosexuality intensifying loneliness

The Personal dimension of loneliness consisted of matters that were “operating”
on the level of the individual self, at the “surface” of and “within” the body and
mind. In this study, the following themes were grouped under this dimension;
“Mental and bodily pain”, “Self-blame”, “Sense of non-belongingness” and
“Loneliness as an opportunity for inner improvement”.
Loneliness came across as a painful experience, both mentally and physically.
Centrally, mental health was entangled with this pain. When mental health issues
were brought up among the interviewees, it seemed that mental health problems
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were perceived as being both the cause and the consequence of loneliness.
Loneliness was also associated with some physical health-related matters by some
participants, as serious illness could indirectly contribute to increasing loneliness.
The most extreme consequence of loneliness in the dimension was self-directed
violence, such as, DSH and suicidal behavior.
Another central theme/sub-category in Personal dimension was Self-blame,
where loneliness was commonly perceived to be the lonely individual’s own fault.
Furthermore, an inner “Sense of Non-belongingness”, including a sense and feeling
of being different from others, of being an outsider, with an overall abstract sense
of non-belongingness towards, for instance, the whole Finnish society, without any
named “targets”, was characteristics of this loneliness dimension. Finally,
loneliness was also perceived as an “Opportunity for inner improvement” by some
participants of this study, thus, also giving it positive connotations, in this regard.
The second dimension of loneliness was Relational dimension, and this
dimension consisted of matters relating to other people’s contribution to loneliness
of an individual. “Not having meaningful others”, “Experience of nonbelongingness”, “Difficulties in existing social environments”, and “Role of others
in loneliness alleviation” were themes categorized under the Relational dimension.
The excruciating part of loneliness was not being able to share feelings or
experiences with anyone, having no one to talk to and/or not having a genuine
connection with another person. A perceived need/lack/longing for meaningful
social others, mostly in quality, but also in quantity, was perceived among young
adults as the main cause of loneliness. The “Experience of non-belongingness” was
also categorized in this dimension. In the Relational dimension, the experience of
non-belongingness refers to a more concrete experience in the midst of “named”
others, such as, among peers in a school class, within a group of friends, and, at
times, even within one’s own family, which made loneliness especially difficult
and incomprehensible for many.
Furthermore, it was common for the participants in this data that the existing
social relations were not positive and difficulties in them were contributing to
loneliness. A poor/problematic relationship with one’s own parent(s) was perceived
and interpreted to be a contributor or cause of loneliness. School
violence/bullying/mistreatment was another central topic regarding loneliness
experiences of young people and it was a highly common experience among the
interviewees. Also, it seemed that being alone, for example, in a school context,
was the worst scenario. Many interviewees, as a consequence or a fear of loneliness,
started spending time with “wrong crowd” and/or formed social relations with
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people who did not treat them well, which was preferable to the alternative of being
alone.
Over the life course, most interviewees managed to make some acquaintances
and friends, or find a partner, which alleviated loneliness, at least temporarily. Thus,
in the Relational dimension, “The role of others in loneliness alleviation” was
significant. However, loneliness often continued despite the individual having
formed friendships, met a partner or started a family.
Physical context was the third loneliness dimension. Physical context was
strongly emphasized by the interviewees; it concretely mattered, where loneliness
was experienced. These contexts were the school, the home, and living in the North
in sparsely populated areas with long distances and a perceived lack of activities
and opportunities.
The fourth loneliness dimension was the Life event dimension. It portrayed,
how certain type of events contributed to loneliness experiences among young
people. In this data, relocation was highly common, and when causes for loneliness
were discussed, it was named as a central cause of loneliness. Also, in some cases,
the decision to move was made as they felt lonely in their current place of residence
and relocation was perceived as an opportunity to start over, somewhere else. Other
events affecting young people’s loneliness were “school transitions” going from
one class or school type to another, which were, again, perceived by some as
causing loneliness, while others saw them as an alleviating factor. Third, “ending
of a social relationship”, was a situation in the data where loneliness typically
emerged or re-occurred.
Finally, the fifth dimension of loneliness was the Sociocultural dimension. This
included macro-level sociocultural matters, which were “circulating” in the
contexts of the participants and were affecting both the emergence and the intensity
of the experience. This dimension “operated“ at a different level in comparison to
the other loneliness dimension; it formed an outer circle around the other four (see
Figure 3, page 97). The power of normativity was highly linked with this dimension.
For instance, a person compared herself/himself (Personal dimension), their social
standing (Relational dimension), living arrangements (Physical context dimension)
and life situation (Life event dimension) to those of others. Lonely individuals felt
as if they were different and stood out from others, due not following the normative
ways of doing or being.
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Two different themes were assigned to this dimension; “Normativity and
cultural ethos in (Northern) Finland 39 ” and “(Hetero)gender(ed) norms and
normativity”. Regarding the cultural ethos, for example, cultural conventions on
how to spend holidays, weekends and celebrations contributed to loneliness,
typically by making the experience more intense, if the individual was not
following the typical ways of spending these occasions. Then, other cultural
traditions, such as the strong role of alcohol and a lack of interest in it affected
loneliness as well. Also, in this data, being a member of a religious minority or a
sect caused a sense of being different from others thus a contributor to the loneliness
experience in this way. On the other hand, being in a religious community could
also alleviate loneliness. Moreover, poor socioeconomic status was entangled with
loneliness experience for some. As an example, being unemployed caused feelings
of worthlessness and spending time at home. Finally, the role of social media was
mentioned as both causing and alleviating loneliness.
As a second matter in the Sociocultural dimension was the role of
(hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity. It was noted how, the (hetero)gender(ed)
norms seemed to regulate the life of the interviewees in many ways in the other
four dimensions, especially among those with more difficult loneliness during the
comprehensive school years, and in adolescence. It was interpreted, based on the
analysis, that heteronormativity regulated, for example, what adolescent girls’ and
boys’ interests should have been like and what kind of social relationships they
should have had. Moreover, on an individual bodily level, gender norms influenced
what were the “allowed” and “normal” ways of “doing” boyhood for a boy or
girlhood for a girl, in the northern context; what were the accepted ways of
“performing” masculinity for a boy and femininity for a girl. Not following the
gender norms or, differing from them, contributed to the complex process of “the
entangled effects of self and other related adversities” which typically included
experience and sense of non-belongingness and being like an outsider, school
violence, exclusion and loneliness. Later, in young adulthood, not following the
normative life course (for instance following normative heterosexual and ageappropriate ways of living such as forming a marriage, i.e. normative
heterosexuality), seemed to intensify loneliness.

39

The term “normative” does not appear into the title of this sub-category in Article IV.
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5.2.3 The six loneliness trajectories
In Article IV, six different loneliness trajectories were formed based on a vertical
qualitative content analysis. The basis for the division was accomplished by
exploring the multidimensionality, severity, intensity, and meaning of each
interviewee’s loneliness experiences over time.
Of the interviewees, 80% expressed how they experienced occasional or
difficult loneliness, during the adolescent years. However, the remainder of them,
(seven participants) described how they did not recall being lonely during their
adolescence years, despite having responded so, in the NFBC1986 adolescents’
questionnaire. This indicates that this one item self-measure might be somewhat
insufficient for tapping the nuances of the experience. Also, it might be, that after
several years, the experience and the meaning of loneliness did not seem as serious,
anymore. Most of those who did not recall their adolescent loneliness, nevertheless
explained how their loneliness started and became severe, later in their life course
and they focused on discussing their current loneliness. Three participants did not
recall severe type of loneliness at all. Overall, when considering the interview data
as a whole, the experience was described as drastic and negative, and the
interviewees provided nuanced information about their loneliness experience. The
general severity and intensity of the stories indicated that the questionnaire was
able, to some extent, detect those who had had a severe loneliness experience at the
time when they reported it. Doing interviews with those who stated they were very
lonely at age 15–16, revealed the variation of the loneliness experience and
underlined its fluctuating and longitudinal nature.
Figure 4 shows the six loneliness trajectories. Each trajectory was described in
length in Article IV. Following Figure 4, I will summarize the contents of each
trajectory and present the differences between the trajectories. The five dimensions
described in the previous sub-chapter present themselves in the trajectories and the
dimensions were utilized when the trajectories were formed and analyzed. In next
chapter I will also present how the five dimensions of loneliness were linked, or
were visible, in each trajectory. For instance, in a more severe loneliness trajectory,
each dimension and multiple sub-categories within each dimension, were present
simultaneously.
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Trajectory (T)

Interviewees,
women (W),
men (M), ID
number

T1:
Difficult spiral
of loneliness

W7, W39,
W32, W27,
W21, M23,
W14
T2:
M31, W38,
From severe to W5, W30,
no loneliness
W19, W34,
W13
T3:
W12, W15,
Loneliness as an W20, W2,
undertone
W36, W29,
W16, W26
T4:
M35, M18,
Phase of severe W6, M10,
loneliness
W24, W11

T5:
Rapidly
increasing
loneliness
T6:
Mild loneliness

W1, W4,
W28, M3

W22, M17,
W8

Childhood,
Elementary
school
grades 1–6,
Ages 7–12

Adolescence,
High school
grades 7–9,
Ages 13–15

Youth, Upper
secondary/
Vocational
school grades
1–3 and
Tertiary
education,
grades 1–5,
Ages 16–24

Young
Adulthood,
Studying,
Working,
Ages 25–28

Severe Loneliness

T1
T5

T3
Occasional Loneliness

T2

T4
T6
No loneliness

Fig. 4. Fluctuating experience of loneliness from childhood to young adulthood.

Trajectory 1, a Difficult spiral of loneliness40 (followed by six women, 1 man),
describes the most chronic, severe, and intense loneliness, and loneliness that had
strong significance on one’s life course. This type of loneliness started in childhood
and was still ongoing. Common for individuals in this Trajectory in the Relational
dimension, was having grown up in an unsafe/challenging/traumatic childhood
environment 41 . This seemed to contribute to matters related to the Personal
dimension. For instance, it seemed to further contribute to social and emotional
insecurities, and an increased tendency to blame loneliness on oneself. Furthermore,
40
In Article IV, this Trajectory was called as the Difficult circle of loneliness, but for this synopsis I
renamed it as the term spiral that better reflects the ongoing nature of the trajectory. The term circle
refers to a cyclical form, which might be at odds with the idea of a trajectory in general.
41
These matters included violence and/or alcoholism and other challenging negative experiences, such
as severe health problems or the death of a parent. Also, some described their relationship with parent(s)
as distant and authoritative.
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common for individuals in this trajectory was to having a strong sense and
experience of non-belongingness (Personal and Relational dimensions), and
experiences of bullying/school violence (Relational dimension) and finally having
had very few or no close friends throughout the life (Relational dimension). Over
time, all these matters developed into a difficult continuous spiral. This type of
loneliness development was described in Article IV using the term “entangled
effects of self and other related adversities” where a person blamed loneliness on
themselves and felt different from others. Also other people intensified the
experience, through exclusion, bullying, and treating them badly. Moreover, the
dynamics of exclusion and school violence seemed to be linked to
(hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity (Sociocultural dimension). Participants
seemed not to be performing the “allowed” femininities and masculinities, in their
contexts, and this affected loneliness.
Later on, in youth and young adulthood, similar matters, such as a sense and
experience of non-belongingness, a lack of friends and especially a longing for a
partner, living alone, home being the context of loneliness. In young adulthood,
making social comparisons and the effects of normativity (Sociocultural context)
continued to intensify current loneliness. However, no one in this trajectory had
received a diagnosis of depression or had other mental health issues.
Jenni’s quote below illustrates the intertwining of the multiple loneliness
dimensions in contributing to loneliness. In the quote, she tells how she has been
lonely, more or less, all of the time, and thinks that her personal characteristics and
sense of being an outsider (Personal dimension) are entangled with each other, as
well as to loneliness. School transition (Life event dimension) is described as a
cause of lonelines in the quote, and especially being lonely at home and at school,
(Physical context dimension) due to a lack of friendship networks (Relational
dimension). Jenni’s quote also indicates how normativity (Sociocultural dimension)
was linked to loneliness. She thought she differed from others because she was not
interested in the normative cultural matters (partying, drinking) that young people
were expected to be interested in.
“I am very timid, I always think about what other people think of me … I feel
like they think that I am very stupid. Maybe that is the biggest reason for me to
feel like an outsider … I have been, more or less, lonely all the time. During
the school years, I was especially lonely at school, I did not belong to any
groups or friendship networks and when I was studying in the evening school,
then I was very lonely at home … I have always felt like I am different from
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others. I have never liked going to parties, I have never liked to go to bars or
discos, I feel like I do not like same stuff that everyone else does.” (Jenni)
Severe and longitudinal loneliness was not disabling the forming of new social
relationships. At the time of the interview, three out of six interviewees located in
this trajectory, had a significant other in their life and two of them had children.
However, loneliness had still not been alleviated.
Trajectory 2, From severe to no loneliness was followed by six women and one
man. Those grouped in this trajectory had difficult backgrounds similar to those in
Trajectory 1. Their loneliness had also evolved into a difficult spiral through the
dynamics of “entangled effects of self and other related adversities”. However,
compared to individuals in the Trajectory 1, those following Trajectory 2 were no
longer lonely. A “breaking point” in their life had happened, which was a severe
negative episode, after which professional help was received. It seems that
loneliness was alleviated during this same process. Also, unlike to individuals in
Trajectory 1, those following Trajectory 2 had all experienced some type of a
mental health problem, commonly associated with a breaking point. The third
difference between the two trajectories was that everyone in Trajectory 2 had some
friends during their school years. This was most likely a factor in helping them
overcome difficulties.
Mikko’s following quote reflects the multidimensional ways he perceives the
initial emergence of his loneliness and how he though it lead to mental health issues.
In the latter quote he describes the reasons for his loneliness to end.
Mikko: “Well I think it is because of the lack of close friendships and also,
geographically, I was so far away from other people and the (transportation)
connections were poor and then I felt so different from others and I did not
have much in common with others and then I felt bad about myself. So, that
must have been obvious to the others so that others did not want to be with me.
Additionally, the environment was not very welcoming of differences. So, it is
all of those factors, I guess. And then too, I was alone in an absolute sense, I
was completely alone, there were no people my age, there, to spend time with…
AR: “Has loneliness had any consequences in your life?”
Mikko: “Yes, well I was diagnosed with depression, so probably it has and then
I was suicidal. I have gone through my share of therapy”.
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Based on the analysis of the interview data and illustrated in the abovementioned
quote, loneliness was caused by interlinks in a Relational dimension (not having
meaningful others, difficulties in existing social environments) a Physical context
dimension (social isolation) and a Personal dimension (sense of non-belongingness
and self-blame). He had also relocated several times in his life (Life event
dimension). Overall, the Sociocultural dimension had a great impact and influence
on his loneliness. He describes the local cultural ethos as intolerant of differences.
As a homosexual man, he was not “performing” in the conventional,
heteronormative ways of a boy in the northern context in which he was living. He
finally reached the “breaking point”, and through therapy, things started to look
better to Mikko. Therapy helped him accept himself as he was, like he mentions in
the quote below. Additionally, he also mentions several other types of reasons for
the alleviation of his loneliness (belonging to Relational, Life event and Personal
dimensions).
“Mmm, probably new experiences I have had, and I am more at ease with
myself and I have accepted myself as a whole, so it easier now, to be me and
be with others as well, so that has alleviated it. I got to know new people, and
I guess, those total changes of scenery were good for me, even though it was
very difficult; but then, there were other people, those who did not know my
prior life history. I could start over and decide what to tell people about myself
and I have made some new friendships and a relationship and also probably
my own maturation, things are now in a different proportion than they were
before.” (Mikko)
Trajectory 3, Loneliness as an undertone, represented a stable course with
occasional loneliness from childhood to young adulthood. The trajectory was only
followed by women (n = 8). The causes of loneliness, in this trajectory, belong to a
variety of loneliness dimensions, but loneliness did not evolve into a difficult spiral.
The main contributors to the current young adult loneliness revolved around
longing for a partner and a pressure to start a family. Again, the normative
conventions of heterosexuality and the norm of being married by a certain point in
life are both visible ideals of a normative life course, which in the current Finnish
culture strongly influence loneliness.
Several factors seemed to provide a buffer against more difficult loneliness in
this trajectory. Commonly, this included having always had an active social life.
However, it was especially difficult to experience loneliness in the midst of others,
which resulted in loneliness causing a strong sense and experience of non107

belongingness. Other buffers against a more severe loneliness were a good
relationship with parents42 and not having any severe mental health issues. Six out
of eight women in the trajectory reported having experienced bullying, yet it did
not seem to have affected them very much.
Trajectory 4 (followed by three women, three men), is called Phase of severe
loneliness, where loneliness started rather suddenly, typically during transitions to,
for example, high school, upper secondary school or when working life, but it then
ended eventually. Entanglement of Life event (relocation, transition from one
school type or school class to another), Relational (difficulties in existing social
environments, school violence) and Physical context (school) dimensions were
influencing loneliness for Heikki, as the quote below indicates:
“Yes, well during that one phase after we moved, when I left my hometown in
the sixth grade, I was at my loneliest … I knew people and I had friends and
family, so that I had contacts with others, but … the school class was bad and
the hockey group as well so … In high school, there was this gangster group …
they bullied me and it lasted rather long, rather long …” (Heikki)
In this trajectory, the interviewees reported fewer causes for loneliness than in the
previous trajectories. Those in Trajectory 4 were not blaming themselves for
loneliness; the reasons for loneliness were attributed outside factors. Those
following the trajectory described how they were rather proactive in ending their
loneliness, for example by looking for company using the Internet. The meaning of
loneliness did not seem to be very drastic and loneliness did not seem have had an
effect on their life after that particular phase of loneliness. As loneliness happened
some time ago, they likely had more “room” for discussing and reflecting their
loneliness as well. Nevertheless, the phase of loneliness was described as being
difficult time for them.
Contrary to all of the other trajectories, loneliness in Trajectory 5, Rapidly
increasing loneliness, typically started43 during upper secondary school (age 16–
17) and especially intensified during their mid-twenties (followed by three women
42
Three interviewees had some family troubles in the past (such as parents’ alcoholism), yet they have
always had couple of long-term close friends, who supported them during difficulties. That is why they
were grouped under Trajectory 3, as overall, they seemed to be in a better place, than those in Trajectory
1. In addition, they were not victims of severe bullying.
43
One interviewee reported her earlier loneliness as well, but during high school and upper secondary
she did not report experiencing loneliness. The experience just recently came back. Due to this
fluctuation, she was interpreted as following this trajectory, rather than the more stable and ongoing
Trajectories 1 or 3.
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and one man). They described how their early childhood was rather happy, but how
later difficulties in relationships with parents or other close family were
encountered. As to their current state of loneliness, Relational dimension played a
strong role, as close emotional relationships were longed for. A quote from Sohvi
thoroughly illustrates, how Sociocultural matters, cultural traditions, the
expectations of them and the normativity may increase and influence loneliness.
She makes several types of social comparisons on the ways other people spend
holidays, and feels utterly alone, abandoned and sad for not being included in the
normative ways of spending holidays, in this case the midsummer.
“For example, now at midsummer, the loneliness came on really strong. I really,
I really cried, here, out loud. First, typically single people stay alone on days
like this. Couples go to cottages or go with other couples. Single people without
children go with their own single friends. Me, nobody asked me to go anywhere.
Nobody has asked me to go anywhere for years, but the sense of nonbelongingness was for that, nobody asked. Loneliness struck and nonbelongingness struck. All my friends, are they really friends at all? We (AR:
her daughter) wouldn’t have gone anyway, but it would have been nice to be
asked.” (Sohvi)
Two women in the trajectory were currently seeing a therapist and both had
received a diagnosis for depression, some years ago, which their loneliness was
entangled with, as well (Personal dimension).
Finally, three interviewees (two women, one man) in Trajectory six
experienced only Mild loneliness, which had no serious consequences. Loneliness
was largely linked to boredom; at times, they wished for more social activities.
Loneliness was relieved after spending time with others.
5.3

Comparison of quantitative and qualitative findings

Next, I compare the findings of the four research articles and explore the ways they
converge or diverge form each other. This chapter aims to answer research question
4a and 4b (see Chapter 3: page 55). Exact comparisons, basically, a “proper”
triangulation of results, cannot be made due to the differing ages and times of data
collection and means of measurement of loneliness in the quantitative and
qualitative parts. As the quantitative part only dealt with adolescent data (ages 15–
16), timewise, the qualitative part expanded the knowledge of loneliness in youth
and young adulthood, for lives of people in their late 20s.
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This chapter follows the five dimensions of loneliness as found in Article IV
(see Figure 3, page 97). It was possible to group the examined quantitative variables
(exploring adolescent loneliness) under these five dimensions. Two dimensions,
Life event and Sociocultural, were only found in the qualitative part.
I present all of the included variables/themes in the tables in sub-chapters
5.3.1–5.3.3. Tables have five columns. First, the loneliness dimension and the
specific sub-category as was presented in Article IV, within it are mentioned,
following the articles that explored the topic. After that, the quantitative and the
qualitative findings are presented in separate columns as they were found/seen in
each article. In the final column, “comparison of the results”, it is seen whether the
quantitative and qualitative findings converge, diverge or do the qualitative
findings expand the information. In sub-chapter 5.3.4 I respond to research
questions 2a and 2b, on what kinds of differences or similarities exist between girls’
and boys’ experience of loneliness and what kind of experience loneliness is from
the perspective of gender.
5.3.1 Personal dimension of loneliness
Matters related with Personal dimension were explored in both quantitative and
qualitative studies (see Table 11). Findings in this dimension mostly converged
with each other.
Table 11. Quantitative (QUAN) and qualitative (QUAL) findings and their comparison in
the Personal dimension of loneliness.
Personal

Article Quantitative

1. Mental and
bodily pain
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Qualitative finding Comparison of the results

finding

dimension
IV

-

Metaphors of

QUAL expanded knowledge on

loneliness.

loneliness.

Personal

Article Quantitative

Qualitative finding Comparison of the results

finding

dimension
I, IV

Feeling unhappy,

Loneliness evoked Convergence of findings.

sad or depressed

solely negative

- Feeling unhappy, sad or depressed was

was associated

feelings among

common in adolescence (descriptive

with being a

young adults and

statistics) and in young adulthood

somewhat and

was linked to both (interviews). QUAL results converged and

very lonely

past and current

expanded QUAN findings on depression

adolescent girl or

loneliness.

and mental health problems.

boy, in

Sadness and

- Moreover, mental health issues were

comparison to

feeling depressed perceived consequences of loneliness,

those who do not

were the most

yet at times, they could also cause

feel this way.

often mentioned

loneliness through seclusive behavior

More girls

feelings.

(staying more at home).

reported being

Depression, as a

- Mental health issues were highly

unhappy, sad or

mental health

entangled with more severe loneliness

depressed than

problem, was

and was only experienced in Trajectory 2,

boys.

highly entangled

From chronic to no loneliness and

with loneliness.

Trajectory 5, Increasing loneliness. Both
men and women reported about their
depression, but it was more common
among women.

I, IV

Avoiding

Avoiding company QUAL results mostly diverged from

company, one

or feeling most

feels most

comfortable alone on the issue.

QUAN results. QUAL results elaborated

comfortable alone was not common

- In cases of mental health issues, a

was associated

among the

person started to spend more time alone

with being a

participants.

and did not want to see other people,

somewhat or very

anymore.

lonely adolescent

- Only those following Trajectory 4, Phase

girl or boy.

of severe loneliness, explained, how they
would rather be alone than spend time
with people they do not want to spend
time with.

I, IV

Moderate/poor

At the time of the

QUAL findings partly diverged from

self-reported

interview, most

QUAN, as no clear association with self-

health was

reported having

reported health and loneliness was found

associated with

good self-reported among very lonely girls; yet, QUAL

being a somewhat health. Some
lonely adolescent

reported their

girl or boy, and

earlier physical

very lonely

health problems.

results elaborated on the QUAN results.

adolescent girl.
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Personal

Article Quantitative

Qualitative finding Comparison of the results

finding

dimension

- It was interpreted that poor health was
indirectly associated with loneliness, it
was linked with feeling different from
others, and because of physical illnesses,
some women experienced school
violence/bullying. Also, being physically ill
forced one to often be home alone.
2. Self-blame

I, IV

Feelings of being

Feeling unliked by QUAL converged with QUAN results.

unliked by others

others was a

- Loneliness evoked a feeling of not being

was associated

causative for

liked. This was also linked to the

with being a

loneliness from

dynamics of feeling like an outsider and

somewhat and

childhood to

different.

very lonely

young adulthood.

- Loneliness was linked to lower self-

adolescent girl or

Feeling like this

esteem and further insecurities in social

boy.

may indicate low

relations.

This variable had

self-esteem.

- Blaming oneself was mentioned as a

among the

cause of loneliness, especially with more

strongest

difficult loneliness (Trajectories 1, 2 and

associations

5).

(ORs) with
loneliness.
Self-blame

II, IV

Feeling unliked by Entanglements of QUAL results both converged and

and mental

others was

many negative

and bodily pain

associated with

and difficult issues - 6 interviewees had suicidal behavior

DSH.

in one’s life lead to and 2 harmed themselves.

In turn, DSH was

self-harming

- Only women talked about DSH, even

associated with

behavior. The

though association of DSH with being

loneliness, being

route to DSH

very lonely was found in both girls and

dissatisfied with

included matters

boys.

life and moderate

related to feeling

- Suicidal ideas were more common

self-reported

unliked.

across the trajectories, but all who

health.

Women and men

harmed themselves or had suicidal

talked about their

behaviors followed Trajectories 1 and 2.

suicidal behavior,

- DSH was perceived and interpreted as

but only women

a consequence of loneliness.

talked about their

- Associations between moderate/poor

DSH behavior.

self-reported health with DSH were not

diverged from QUAN results.

directly seen from the QUAL results.
- In the QUAL findings, DSH, loneliness
and dissatisfaction with life were
entangled.
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Personal

Article Quantitative

3. Sense of

Qualitative finding Comparison of the results

finding

dimension

Feeling and a

QUAL expanded knowledge on

non-

IV

-

sense of non-

loneliness.

belongingness

belongingness,
feeling like being
an outsider, being
different from
others.

4. Loneliness

IV

-

In Article IV,

QUAL expanded knowledge on

as an

some positive

loneliness.

opportunity for

aspects of

inner

loneliness was

improvement

mentioned.

The item Feeling unhappy, sad or depressed included three different feelings at
once. At age 15–16, 1,694 (47%) of the girls and 579 (17%) of the boys reported
being often or sometimes unhappy, sad or depressed. Both girls and boys who felt
this way had a 5–6 times stronger risk of being very lonely, compared to those who
did not feel this way. Similarly, the qualitative content analysis proposed how
centrally all three of these feelings were entangled with loneliness, and they were
categorized under the sub-category of “Mental and bodily pain”. As Table 12 shows,
the more severe or current the loneliness was (Trajectories 1, 2, 3 or 5), the more
negative the feelings mentioned were.
Table 12. Feelings related to experience of loneliness mentioned by each interviewee,
in each trajectory (not included in the articles).
Feelings attached to

Trajec-

Trajec-

Trajec-

Trajec-

Trajec-

Trajec-

tory

tory

tory

tory

tory

tory

1

2

3

4

5

6

3

5

6

2

3

-

-

1

4

2

-

1

Shame, self-pity, guilt

-

1

1

-

2

-

Frustration,

1

-

2

1

1

-

2

1

4

-

1

-

loneliness
Sadness, feels bad,
feels lousy, painful
Depressive feeling,
being down, low spirit,
melancholy, anxiety

restlessness, fear,
anger
Hopelessness
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Feelings attached to
loneliness
Feeling/sense of non-

Trajec-

Trajec-

Trajec-

Trajec-

Trajec-

Trajec-

tory

tory

tory

tory

tory

tory

1

2

3

4

5

6

2

1

1

1

1

-

2

1

1

-

2

-

-

1

-

-

-

-

belongingness, feeling
like being different,
outsider, excluded
Feeling that no one
cares, is totally alone in
the world, feeling
insignificant, small, not
good enough
Injustice, envy,
bitterness
Longing, missing

-

-

1

-

1

-

Boredom

1

-

1

-

-

1

Difficult to explain, no

-

1

-

1

-

2

11

12

21

7

11

4

feelings
Total number of
mentioned feelings by
each trajectory

Interconnections between mental health issues and the loneliness experience was
another central finding of the study. In the quantitative part, mental health issues
were only explored through the same item; “feeling unhappy, sad or depressed”.
This item, concerning depressive mood, could serve as an indicator of depression,
but it is not known if the NFBC1986 participants responded to the item based on
their feelings or by referring to a diagnosed clinical depression. Qualitative results
were useful in elaborating the associations between loneliness and (clinical)
depression. Depression, as a mental health issue, was considered as a cause
(through seclusive behavior in depression), but more often as a severe consequence
of loneliness. It should be noted that this result only informs about the perceived
causes and consequences of loneliness; the findings do not tell if there is a “real”
association between the two. Entanglements of loneliness with mental health issues
were most severe in Trajectory 2 and lead to a “breaking point”. The difficult
situation eased up only after receiving professional help. Another trajectory where
mental health problems were experienced was Trajectory 5, Increasing loneliness.
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DSH was the topic of Article II and being lonely was associated with DSH.
The topic of DSH was included in the interview script, as well44. Six (17%) of the
interviewees, four women and two men, reported having suicidal thoughts or
behavior, and two 45 of the four women discussed their self-cutting and DSH.
Proportionally, however, DSH behavior among the interviewed women was not as
common as the quantitative results would imply and the men did not discuss DSH,
at all. It might be, that the topic was not easy to discuss in a one-time interview and
it might be that many of those who had had very drastic past or present experiences,
were not among those who participated in the interviews. DSH was interpreted to
be closely linked to loneliness, together with many other negative events in life.
Overall, those who exhibited suicidal behaviors followed Trajectories 1 and 2. DSH
was preceded by long periods of adversity experiences. Before DSH, a person could
be lonely, which did not stop through DSH behavior.
Not being liked was also included as a variable, when examining risk factors
for DSH. Here, the association between the two was very strong, especially among
boys. Being liked by others and being accepted seemed to be very important and
central to adolescent physical and mental well-being.
Loneliness was associated with moderate/poor self-reported health among girls
(see Article I) and with DSH among girls and boys (see Article II). In the interviews,
health status was discussed in the end. No direct relationship between loneliness
and physical health was detected, when discussing the causes of loneliness.
However, for instance, one interviewee had a very serious illness during the high
school years, which changed her physical appearance and was among the reasons
why she was bullied, which led to loneliness46. Self-reported health is a subjective

44
However, I found it difficult to systematically talk about DSH in all of the interviews. It is a highly
sensitive topic and I did not feel comfortable asking some interviewees about suicidal behavior and
DSH, because at times, the topic did not seem to be at all relevant. In those cases, nothing related to
mental health issues or detrimental consequences of loneliness came up. Most likely, these participants
did not engage in that behavior, but this is not certain. After conducting a couple of interviews, I formed
a routine for asking about DSH. I asked about it, if the context was suitable; typically when depression
or other mental health issues were discussed.
45
It seemed that the two women who used to cut themselves were doing DSH in secrecy. They did not
want to show the wounds and scars to others, it was considered more as embarrassing behavior. It
seemed as though they tried to alleviate the mental pain they had. Physical pain was easier to handle
than the mental one. This could indicate that tools for handling difficult experiences and emotions were
lacking.
46
As an example of other physical illnesses, two interviewees suffered from eating disorders. One had
to attend hospital school for a while. . She was not able to spend time with her former friends and was
only concentrating on getting better. For another woman, her eating disorder, again, caused being picked
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matter. Responding as having poor health at a certain point in time reveals a
person’s perceived health status, but she/he might not be able to elaborate the
reasons behind the perception, or to see the relation of it to, for example, loneliness.
5.3.2 Relational dimension of loneliness
Next, in Table 13, I present the comparisons of findings regarding the Relational
dimension of loneliness.
Table 13. Quantitative (QUAN) and qualitative (QUAL) findings and their comparison in
Relational dimension.
Relational

Article

Quantitative finding

Qualitative finding

Comparison of the results

I, II, IV

dimension
1. Not

Lack of close friends

Lack of meaningful

Convergence of findings.

having

was associated with

social other(s) was

- Lack of meaningful social others

meaningful

being a somewhat or centrally causing

(best friend(s)/group of

social

very lonely

friends/partner), and the consequent

others

adolescent girl or

longing for them was the main cause

boy.

of loneliness, at all age stages and in

More boys reported

all loneliness trajectories

not having close best

- One could feel lonely even while

friend(s) than girls.

having people in their life.

loneliness.

However, 83% of girls
who did not have
close best friend(s)
reported some level
of loneliness
compared to 38% of
boys.
Number of close
friends had no
association with DSH.

on and then loneliness. So, the discrepancy between the quantitative and qualitative results could be
explained in multiple ways.
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Relational

Article

Quantitative finding

Qualitative finding

Comparison of the results

I, IV

Not dating was

Dating during

Convergence of findings regarding

dimension
associated with being adolescence did not dating at age 16, as an association
a somewhat lonely

come up in the

was not found in either type of

adolescent girl or

interviews.

results.

boy, but no

Role of a partner

QUAL findings expanded the

association with

during youth and

knowledge of the role of the romantic

being a very lonely

young adulthood

partner in youth and among young

adolescent girl or boy was meaningful,

adults.

was found. Not dating as a lack of a

- Lack of a partner was mentioned as

was more common

romantic partner was a central cause of loneliness, in

than dating among

often mentioned

youth and young adult loneliness,

adolescents.

as a cause for

among those who were lonely at the

loneliness.

moment (Trajectories 1, 3 and 5).
- Having a partner did not always
alleviate loneliness, one was still
longing for a close best friend, for
example.

2.

IV

-

Experienced in the

QUAL expanded knowledge on

Experience

midst of a peer

loneliness.

of Non-

group or within one’s

belonging-

own family, it was a

ness

source and
consequence of
loneliness.

3.

Construction of the

Role of poor family

Convergence of the findings, as the

Difficulties

family had no

relations on

construction of family did not show

in existing

association with

loneliness

an association with loneliness during

social

adolescent

emergence was

adolescence.

environ-

loneliness.

strong over the life

QUAL results elaborated and

course of the

expanded the information on the role

participants, but the

of the family environment in

construction of the

loneliness in other times besides

family was not

adolescence.

directly linked to

- The nature of relationships with

loneliness.

parents, not the structure of the

Being lonely and

family, was meaningful in loneliness

having own children

throughout the life course.

ments

I, IV

was a difficult
experience for some.
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Relational

Article

Quantitative finding

Qualitative finding

Comparison of the results

dimension
- An unsafe family environment and
problematic relationships with
parents was the major contributing
factor for severe loneliness
(Trajectories 1 and 2).
- Having a good relationship with
one’s own parents was a protecting
factor against chronic loneliness
(Trajectories 3 and 4).
- In young adulthood, having own
children and a partner alleviated
loneliness for some, but some were,
nevertheless, lonely while having a
family.
I, IV

Not having siblings

The role of siblings

Convergence of findings, as no

had no association

was not centrally

associations regarding number of

with adolescent

affecting loneliness.

siblings were found.

Experience of

Convergence of findings

loneliness.
I, III, IV

Being bullied was

associated with being bullying/school

- Severe bullying/school violence

a somewhat lonely

violence was highly

was linked with chronic loneliness

and very lonely

entangled with

(Trajectories 1 and 2).

adolescent girl or

loneliness, and was

- Bullying was perceived as a cause

boy.

experienced by

of loneliness, as it was entangled

Being bullied

almost all

with exclusion and those who were

was not associated

participants.

bullied often did not have friends.

with dislike for school. There were

- At times, among those in Trajectory

responses stating

2, friends were found in other bullied

that associations

pupils. Divergent findings regarding

between school

school dislike and bullying

dislike and bullying

- No finding between being bullied

was found, and

and school dislike was found in the

others did not.

QUAN (adjusted models) part, but
findings indicating the association
between the two were found in the
QUAL part.
- For some who were bullied, it did
not affect school liking, for some it
did.
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Relational

Article

Quantitative finding

Qualitative finding

Comparison of the results

IV

-

others in

Meeting new people No comparison or mixing;
or spending time
QUAL expanded the knowledge of

loneliness

with existing ones

alleviation

alleviated loneliness.

dimension
4. Role of

loneliness.

In Article I, two variables examined the associations between family relations and
loneliness; the number of siblings and the structure of the family. However, these
family matters did not have a statistically significant association with the loneliness
of adolescents in an unadjusted multinomial logistic regression, and they were not
included in the final logistic model. Almost half of the interviewees (43%) reported
that their parents were divorced. This was a proportionally higher number, when
compared to the data on family structure collected in the questionnaire in 2001–
2002. However, in the interviews, parental divorce was not linked to loneliness,
and many times it was seen as a positive thing that made family life easier. The link
between family relations and loneliness was about the quality of the relationship
with the mother and/or father, rather than about the actual structure of the family.
However, those with a more unstable family history, also had more often problems
that were linked to loneliness. Those with family troubles experienced more severe
loneliness and typically followed Trajectories 1, 2, and 5. Good family relations
seemed to be a protective factor against more severe loneliness (Trajectories 3, 4
and 6). Importantly, although romantic relationships and dating had no association
with loneliness in adolescence, the role of a partner was meaningful in youth and
young adulthood and a lack of a partner was often mentioned as a cause of
loneliness.
Loneliness was closely associated with experiences of bullying which, in
Article I, was inquired via one item, “I get bullied a lot”. Based on the interpretation,
experiences of bullying/school violence led to increase/emergence of loneliness.
5.3.3 Physical context, life event and sociocultural dimensions of
loneliness
Two physical-context variables were included in the quantitative part: regional
structure and school structure (see Table 14). It was examined, whether the place
of residence, as measured by inhabitants per square kilometer would be associated
with loneliness. School structure was examined in relation to school dislike and
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loneliness; moreover, it was also explored whether the associations between these
two would differ in different school contexts. No matters related to Life event
dimension or Sociocultural dimension were examined in the quantitative part; these
two were solely findings from the qualitative part.
Table 14. Quantitative (QUAN) and qualitative (QUAL) findings and their comparison in
Physical context, Life event and Sociocultural dimensions.
Physical-

Article

context

Quantitative

Qualitative finding Comparison of the results

finding

dimension
1. Social
isolation

I, IV

Association was Living in Northern Both convergence and divergence of
found between

Finland was

results. QUAL elaborated the knowledge

living in sparsely causing/increasing of the living context and youth and young
populated areas loneliness.

adulthood loneliness.

and being a

Also, physical

- Association between the living

somewhat

context of the

environment and loneliness was seen in

lonely

home, moreover,

the QUAL part among women and men.

adolescent girl,

living alone was

- Lack of opportunities, and lack of social

but no

linked with

others was especially linked with

association was increased

adolescent loneliness.

found among

- However, loneliness was also

boys, nor very
lonely
adolescents.

120

loneliness.

experienced in bigger cities.

Physical-

Article

context

Quantitative

Qualitative finding Comparison of the results

finding

dimension
The association School liking was

Both convergence and divergence of

as a context

between school discussed in

results.

of loneliness,

dislike and

different school

- Many women thought vocational school

school liking

loneliness was

types, most liked

was a nice educational experience and

and

found in all

was vocational

they liked being there. However, there did

loneliness

school contexts school and school not seem to be high levels of loneliness.

2. School

III, IV

among girls, not dislike was

- Some men reported increased school

among boys.

greatest in high

dislike and loneliness in upper secondary

Girls reported

school.

school.

greater school

Overall, school

- School was the most central/meaningful

liking in

was a central

place for adolescent loneliness, among

comparison to

context of

both girls and boys.

boys. Girls

loneliness and

especially

mentioned many

reported school times as a cause
liking in

for it among both

vocational

women and men.

school.
School liking

School dislike

School dislike was Both convergence and divergence of

and other

III, IV

was associated

linked with many

results.

social factors

with spending

different social

- Spending time with the wrong crowd

time with the

matters, yet the

was linked with school dislike in the

wrong crowd

reason for school

QUAN and QUAL findings and was also

(girls and boys)

dislike mostly was linked with loneliness in the QUAL

and being afraid uninterested in

findings. Spending time with “delinquent

of school and

friends” or “wrong crowd” was typically a

school.

not getting along

consequence of loneliness.

with others

- Being afraid of going to school was not

among

explicitly mentioned among men.

adolescents

Troubles in friendships were contributing

among boys.
IV

-

to loneliness for both girls and boys.
Living alone in

QUAL expanded the knowledge of

as a context

youth and young

loneliness.

for loneliness

adulthood

3. Home

centrally
influencing
loneliness.
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Life event

Article

dimension

Quantitative

Qualitative finding Comparison of the results

finding
IV

-

Relocation

QUAL expanded the knowledge of

Transition from

loneliness.

one school type to
another
Ending of a social
relationship.
Sociocultural
dimension
IV

-

Cultural ethos in

QUAL expanded the knowledge of

(Northern) Finland loneliness.
(Hetero)gender(ed
) norms and
normativity.

In Article I, Living in rural areas was associated with being a somewhat lonely girl,
but had no association with the very lonely group for either girls or boys. The
qualitative study brought new information and broadened this finding; living in
northern rural areas essentially affected the loneliness of girls/women and
boys/men.
School was often mentioned as the context for occurrence of loneliness. In
Article III, the role of school type was examined in relation to school liking and
loneliness. The association of loneliness with school dislike was only found among
girls. All in all, divergence and also some convergence of the findings were seen in
this area. For instance, some women in the interviews stated that because they were
bullied, they disliked school. This association was seen in the unadjusted regression
model among girls, but not in the adjusted models. Contrary to the results of Article
III, none of the women explicitly stated in the interviews that loneliness was the
cause of their school dislike. However, it was clear that there were entanglements
between school dislike, loneliness, and experienced bullying, as well as problems
in peer relations. Women in the interviews discussed, how liking school was not
considered as “cool” and that some participants spent time with the “bad crowd” in
order to avoid loneliness, confirming the quantitative association found between
spending time with delinquent company and school dislike.
As the life-eventual and sociocultural related findings were only discovered in
the qualitative part, they are not discussed here. I will return to them in the
discussion chapter.
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5.3.4 Loneliness from the perspective of gender
Girls reported more loneliness than boys in the adolescents’ questionnaire, and the
difference was statistically significant. Also, generally, more association was found
between loneliness and the explored independent factors/variables among girls than
boys. In Article I, loneliness was only associated with poor/moderate self-reported
health in adjusted models only among the very lonely girls. In the somewhat lonely
group, loneliness was only associated with living in rural areas/scattered settlement
structure among girls. In the very lonely group, the ORs were constantly stronger
among girls compared to boys. In Article II, the same variables were associated
with loneliness among both girls and boys, but the ORs were stronger among girls.
In Article III, loneliness was only associated among girls with school dislike and in
the unadjusted models, all six explored independent variables were associated with
loneliness among girls, while four variables were among boys. However, those who
reported liking school very much differed from the other school liking groups, in
regard to gender difference, as no statistically significant difference between girls
and boys existed. It can be concluded that the overall trend indicates that the
experience of loneliness, in adolescents, could be more severe among girls, based
on these quantitative findings. On the other hand, in the very and somewhat lonely
group of adolescents, the examined risk factors were essentially similar for both
girls and boys; being very lonely was associated with many adverse effects for both
girls and boys.
The interview letters were sent to all participants who reported being very
lonely, with girls forming the majority. Consequently, more girls participated in the
interviews than did boys. According to the findings on loneliness dimensions in
Article IV, the loneliness experience was similarly difficult for both women and
men. Also, both women and men had mental health issues, although it was more
common among women. Only women talked about their DSH behavior, but both
women and men described their suicidal behavior.
Likewise, (hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity influenced both women
and men, over their life course, and caused school violence, exclusion, self-blame
regarding loneliness, and influenced how they perceived their life situation in their
late 20s.
Data was also analyzed at an individual level, when the trajectories were
explored. There too, findings between girls and boys, regarding their longitudinal
loneliness experience were compared. Based on the construction of six trajectories,
women followed all six types of loneliness trajectories, while seven interviewed
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men followed only five different trajectories. Men did not follow Trajectory 3,
Loneliness as an undertone, whereas eight women followed it. It seemed like there
were differences in the loneliness trajectory experiences, between women as a
group and between men as a group, rather than between women and men in this
respect.
Based on the comparison of findings, the qualitative results oftentimes
elaborated the quantitative findings. Often, for example, an association that was not
found among boys in the quantitative part was then detected in the qualitative part,
after all. For example, the northern physical living context had no association with
loneliness among adolescent boys in the quantitative data. However, men discussed
it a lot in the interviews by describing what it was like growing up in small villages
in the North and how it was central for the emergence of loneliness. Moreover,
findings diverged in relation to school dislike, bullying and loneliness among boys,
as an association between these matters was not found; yet, based on the interviews,
entanglements between these were also detected among boys/men.
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6

Discussion

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to add new multifaceted knowledge
about young people’s loneliness, over time, among participants born in Northern
Finland. Young adulthood, especially in the late 20s, is an age period, that has not
previously received much research attention in loneliness studies, and this study
brings important new information on loneliness experienced among those in this
age group. Quantitative studies provided information about how loneliness was
associated with different socioemotional, contextual, health and wellbeing factors
and the qualitative findings elaborated these quantitative findings. Qualitative
findings also expanded knowledge on what being lonely feels like, and what kind
of different central dimensions of loneliness were assigned from the data, and what
was the meaning of the loneliness experience over the person’s life course. In this
synopsis, quantitative and qualitative findings were compared and the convergence
and/or divergence of the two different types of findings, were explored. The
findings mostly converged, yet in some themes, divergence was detected.
In sub-chapter 6.1, I discuss the five dimensions of loneliness and the
convergence and divergence of findings within each dimension. I will also discuss
how the dimensions relate to earlier conceptualizations or theories of loneliness,
and talk about the role or normativity regarding the Sociocultural dimension of
loneliness. I also turn to the fluctuating nature of the experience, and talk about the
loneliness trajectories. In sub-chapter 6.2, I will discuss how a queer theoretical
understanding of (hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity may be useful in
understanding young people’s loneliness. Sub-chapter 6.3 focuses on the issue of
DSH and its entanglements with loneliness. In sub-chapter 6.4, I talk about
buffering factors against loneliness, and the means for loneliness alleviation based
on the findings. I offer an evaluation of the study in sub-chapter 6.5. Finally, in subchapter 6.6, I discuss the possibilities for future research.
6.1

Multidimensional and fluctuating experience of loneliness

Based on the exploration of the findings of the four research articles, I argue that
loneliness of young people is a complex and multidimensional, negative and
involuntary experience, and in this study, five entangled dimensions of loneliness
were assigned: Personal, Relational, Physical context, Life event and Sociocultural.
By stating that loneliness is multidimensional, I mean that no single matter
contributes to the experience, but that it is formed by an entanglement of multiple
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matters, i.e. dimensions, which together contribute to the experience. The
loneliness dimensions describe the different facets of the experience and include
information on how loneliness emerged/started/originated/, what caused it, and
what are the possible risk factors for it, how it increased and/or intensified, how it
was alleviated and what consequences it had. Three loneliness dimensions:
Personal, Relational, and Physical context include both quantitative and qualitative
findings, but Life event and Sociocultural dimensions were only discovered in the
qualitative part. Next I will discuss about loneliness dimensions and how findings
diverged or converged within each dimension.
Dimensions of loneliness and convergence and divergence of findings
within each dimension
Personal dimension includes matters of loneliness operating at the level of the self.
These are inner matters linked to mental and physical/bodily pain. The name of this
dimension, in Article IV, was Subjective dimension, but it was renamed as Personal
dimension, for the use in this synopsis. In the most commonly utilized loneliness
theories, the term “Subjective” has been used to define loneliness as an overall
experience and it has been stated that a loneliness experience is subjective at its
core (De Jong Gierveld 1998, Peplau & Perlman 1982, Weiss 1973). I agree with
this. Loneliness is a subjective experience in the sense that a person cannot be
certain whether another person is lonely, as loneliness can be experienced in the
midst of others, as found in this study. In order to avoid any confusion in this regard,
the name Personal was chosen to depict this dimension.
Among factors grouped under the Personal dimension of loneliness, explored
in Articles I–III, adolescent loneliness was associated in adjusted models with
feeling unliked, avoiding company, feeling unhappy, sad or depressed, having
moderate/poor self-reported health (only girls), being dissatisfied with life and with
DSH. The qualitative findings converged, and further elaborated these associations,
as was described in sub-chapter 5.3.1. Findings only diverged regarding found
associations between loneliness and moderate/poor self-reported health among
adolescent girls (not boys), which was not seen in the qualitative part, as the
findings only indicated an indirect association between the two.
One of the central factors related to loneliness in this dimension was depression.
Depressive mood was strongly associated with loneliness in Article I and as Article
IV elaborated, diagnosed depression was very common among the participants. An
association between loneliness and depression has been found in earlier studies, as
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well (Baumeister & Leary 1995, Ernst & Cacioppo 1999) but their causative
relationships have rarely been explored in research. Based on the interview
responses in this study, a diagnosed depression or depressed mood was interpreted
as typically being a severe consequence of loneliness. In its most severe form, “the
entangled effects of self and other related adversities” developed into a “breaking
point”, either already during adolescence, or typically little later, during youth years,
where mental health issues typically had a central role. However, on some
occasions, when the diagnosis of depression predated loneliness, it seemed to have
an isolating effect for the individual. In this case, depression was a cause for
loneliness.
Relational dimension included matters related to social others. Based on the
findings, longing and a lack of a close best friend was a central cause of loneliness.
This finding also converged in two types of studies, in adolescence and in other
time periods. Another central influencing matter in Relational dimension was the
childhood family, in particular the unsafe and poor quality relationships within the
family, and findings converged in this regard. Commonly, it is argued that changing
and unstable family formations and higher rates of divorce, for instance, could
increase loneliness among children and adolescents (Coleman 2013). However, the
findings of this study do not indicate this, as the structure of the family was not
associated with loneliness and findings converged on this. Poor or unsafe family
environment, despite the members in the family, seemed to be contributing to more
difficult loneliness.
Loneliness was also highly associated with being bullied/experiencing school
violence, which was interpreted to be a central cause of the loneliness experience.
The links between experienced school violence/bullying and loneliness have also
been found in earlier national and international studies (Berguno et al. 2004,
Korkiamäki 2015). The forms of school violence experienced by the participants,
in the current study, were multiple. Experienced school violence as causative of
loneliness was more than continuous, direct, physical or verbal acts of aggression,
traditionally referred to as bullying in the context of school (see critique, e.g. Blaise
2005). Poor treatment by others ranged from spreading rumors, gossiping,
ridiculing, and including in the group one day and excluding the next. Perhaps the
most painful of all was the complete dismissal conducted by others. Being lonely
at school due to mistreatment/bullying/violence gave rise to an utter sense of being
unwanted and unliked. Social recognition is necessary for dignity, and withholding
it through the mechanisms of exclusion should be regarded as a severe form of
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school violence. This type of subtle violence often goes unchallenged as it is
difficult to recognize and tackle (see Osler, 2006, Søndergaard, 2012).
School was indeed a major context for loneliness experiences among
adolescents and the Physical context dimension was meaningful, regarding the
experience. This dimension was named as the Micro-contextual dimension in
Article IV, but it was more appropriately renamed, as this dimension reflects very
concrete, physical contexts (school, home, living in a northern village/town) where
loneliness was experienced. The term micro-contextual is too broad a description
for this.
Regarding the school context, in Article III, loneliness was associated with
school dislike among girls, but not among boys, and similar kind of results have
been found elsewhere (Løhre et al. 2014). Qualitative findings both converged and
diverged on this. They diverged in a sense that women participants did not directly
link loneliness to be the reason for their earlier school dislike, but indirectly the
link could be established. Even though the participants reported liking schoolwork,
the negative experience of exclusion and being bullied caused loneliness, which
contributed to a dislike of school, for some participants (see also Korkiamäki 2014:
44). In addition, as findings from Article IV suggested, many times those who
focused on schoolwork withdrew from social encounters, which contributed to their
lack of friends and the sense and experience of non-belongingness. Earlier
loneliness studies have suggested that loneliness can be associated with poor grades
and a lack of school success (Heinrich & Gullone 2006), but this was not seen in
the current research material and moreover, those who volunteered for the
interviews were generally doing rather well in school.
Mikko’s story (see Sub-chapter 5.2.3, page 106–107) brought nuance to the
finding regarding the lack of association found between school dislike, being
bullied and loneliness among boys in the regression models. He liked schoolwork
a lot, but experienced severe school violence. He, however, formed a tight
friendship with other excluded and bullied pupils, which seemed to be partially
buffering against a more difficult loneliness, and helped him to focus on school
work. Benner (2011) also had similar type of findings, where support from existing
friends acted as a buffer of the negative relationship between loneliness and
academic success.
Moreover, findings of this study are in line with the Self-system model of
Connell and Wellborn introduced in 1991 (Boulton et al. 2011), which suggests that
the need for belonging/relatedness to other people or groups (a need expressed by
the participants in the current study) has energetic functions, and is a catalyst for
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engagement or disaffection. Thus, if the belonging/relatedness need is satisfied in
a given context, for example at school, it leads to greater engagement in, and liking
of, that context. If not, it might lead to greater loneliness and isolation.
Article III also indicated that spending time with delinquent friends had an
association with school dislike among both girls and boys. Converged findings in
the qualitative part detected, especially among girls, a common consequence of
loneliness at school, was to spend time with the “bad crowd”. Earlier studies have
concluded that being alone, in the school context, is a position feared by adolescents
and seen as something to be avoided at all costs (see Brendgen et al. 2000, Hojat
1989, Ollikainen 2012, Syrjäläinen et al. 2015), which may lead then to delinquent
behavior.
The Life event dimension was only discovered in the qualitative article, and it
consists of matters linked with different kinds of central events in life, such as
relocation, and school transition, as well as the break up with a partner or the ending
of a friendship. In Article IV, this was called the Situational dimension and it was
so named after the term Robert Weiss used in his theory of loneliness. In Weiss’s
theory, the situational dimension mainly referred to relocation or divorce, thus it
consisted of matters similar to those found in this study. Semantically, the term
situational is rather narrow for depicting the contents of this dimension. Situational
refers to more of a static and current, short-term moment and short event, while
matters in this dimension were found to be more profound and comprehensive life
influencing events. These events could intensify, cause and also, at times, alleviate
loneliness.
Similarly to this study, also earlier research has proposed that adolescent
loneliness may increase especially during the transition from grade 6 of elementary
school to high school grade 7 (Benner & Graham 2009). School transitions and
subsequent mobility influences an adolescent’s ability to maintain social
relationships. Also, mobile students typically have smaller friendship networks and
occupy less central positions in the networks to which they belong (Benner 2011),
with the current findings indicating this as well. In this study, relocation was among
the most central matters influencing the emergence of loneliness, throughout the
life course. This was also connected with the Physical context dimension of living
in small communities in Northern Finland. In northern areas, relocation has been
linked with urbanization, which in turn affects rural depopulation and “brain drain”
(Nymand Larsen & Fondahl 2014). Young people, especially women, typically
move away from northern areas to pursue (higher) education (Bjerk Bennike et al.
2016, Heleniak 2014) and this was seen in the current study as well. Those who
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stay might feel pressure to leave as well, or are lonely because their friends are
leaving (Bjarnason & Thorlindsson 2006). On the other hand, for some, relocation
was, at times, a positive thing. It allowed for “new beginnings”, which some hoped
for. Findings diverged regarding this theme, as no association between living in
sparsely populated areas and being very lonely, among adolescents, was found in
Article I. However, social isolation seemed to have a strong influence on loneliness
over the life course according to the interview data.
The Sociocultural dimension and larger macro-matters were important factors
in affecting and influencing the loneliness experience. The Sociocultural dimension
included two types of matters that were entangled with normativity. I will discuss
this dimension with greater detailed at sub-chapter 6.2, from the perspective of
gender, sexuality and normativity. Next, I will briefly discuss normativity outside
of the gender framework, as it is related to the “Cultural ethos in (Northern) Finland”
and loneliness. Northern cultural ethos intensified loneliness and was entangled
with a deep sense of feeling like an outsider and being different in a variety of ways
from the rest of the society. These matters included traditions around national
holidays and weekends (see also McInnis & White 2011) and also, cultural
traditions regarding alcohol culture. These seemed to have rather strong role in
young people´s lives and on loneliness. Also social media generated further points
of comparisons, wherein a person thought she/he had insufficient social media
presence or saw other people posting activities online, which increased their sense
of being and feeling like an outsider that intensified loneliness. Furthermore, being
unemployed was linked with loneliness for some participants. Indication of this has
been seen in recent Finnish survey study as well (Vaarama et al. 2014). Being
unemployed felt like one was not participating in the society in a “normal” way,
and that one was not living their life like they thought they should have been.
Different intensities of loneliness over the life course
The discovered six loneliness trajectories offer descriptive information on the
meaning and severity of loneliness over the life course of young people, and how
diferent loneliness dimensions were entangled and related with each other and
influenced the formations of trajectories. Trajectories showed how loneliness could
continue from childhood to young adulthood, with varying degrees of severity and
intensity. Importantly, loneliness was also a fluctuating experience. For most, its
meaning did not remain stable or at a severe level over time, not even in a sample
of participants who self-reported being very lonely in their adolescence. Elisa
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Tiilikainen has studied loneliness in elderly Finnish people and concluded the same;
even when loneliness, among some elderly persons, was experienced over the life
course, it was rarely continuously chronic and at a stable high level (Tiilikainen
2016). Being a lonely child or adolescent does not necessarily mean that loneliness
will accompany young people at a severe level for the rest of their life, it might end,
and then again, it might reoccur from time-to-time.
As with earlier international loneliness trajectory studies (van Dulmen &
Goossens 2013), a stable high loneliness trajectory (Trajectory 1 Difficult Spiral of
Loneliness), a high increasing loneliness (Trajectory 5 Increasing Loneliness) and
a low loneliness (Trajectory 6 Mild Loneliness) were found in this study. So, there
was a group of young adults whose loneliness was a difficult, longitudinal and
ongoing experience. Behind most intense loneliness (Trajectory 1) was the piling
up, accumulation, of negative life experiences and adversities which were the
causes of loneliness (named as “the entangled effects of self and other related
adversities” in Article IV). Adversities, categorized under different loneliness
dimensions, reinforced one another, forming the difficult spiral of loneliness, which
was not easy to escape and which caused hopelessness. In milder loneliness
trajectories, a fewer number of accumulated adversities were “operating” at the
same time. These findings support the “accumulation”, “pathway”, or “critical
event” model where it is suggested that the early life circumstances of an individual
have a central role in affecting later (socioemotional) outcomes, like loneliness
(Kamiya et al. 2013).
Trajectory 3, “Loneliness as an undertone” illustrates loneliness that is ongoing,
but not at a constantly severe level. This type has not been typically detected in
earlier quantitative studies; however Victor, Scambler and Bond (2009) had similar
findings in their study concerning loneliness trajectories in Canadian elderly and
she wrote that for some elderly, “there was always a constant, underlying theme of
loneliness running throughout the life course” (Victor et al. 2009: 144). This type
of loneliness seemed to be rather common among young adult women. From
outside, everything seemed to be in order. In the midst of others, a person could be
lonely and have a strong sense of non-belongingness, which was intensified
through social comparisons and normative expectations regarding life course
matters. At the same time, existing supportive positive social relationship buffered
against more intense continuous loneliness.
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Reflections on the five dimensions of loneliness compared to earlier
theories and conceptualizations
Next, I would like to briefly revisit some earlier loneliness theories and how they
relate to the findings of this study. The understading of loneliness as having five
central dimensions is more multifaceted than are some earlier loneliness
conceptualizations. Findings propose that multiplicity of matters seems to influence
loneliness, and the origins of the experience cannot be assigned to a single source.
The psychodynamic theory places the origins of loneliness on problems with
early attachment relationship, thus it is very individual-psychological in its scope,
even though it does include a strong social component, that of a primary caregiver.
According to the theory, children learn, construct and experience their first social
understandings and basic interactions, acceptances and rejections from their
parents/caregivers. Problems in these relationships may influence the basis for
social growth and learning social skills, and then contribute to difficulties in peer
relationships (Margalit 2010: 69, see also Peplau & Perlman 1982). The
problematic/poor relationship with parent(s) seemed to be contributing to a more
difficult loneliness in this study as well. However, as emphasized in this study, other
social environments outside the home also affected loneliness and thus family
origins did not solely contribute to the development of loneliness, but, for instance,
peers at schools commonly did as well.
As was expected, the findings in this study have many commonalities with
Weiss’s interactionist theory of loneliness, as Weiss’s model was used when the
semi-structured interview guide was under construction, and when the theoryguided qualitative content analysis process in Article IV, was being conducted.
According to Weiss, loneliness is caused by interactions between three dimensions:
socioemotional, characterological and situational. Here too, the socioemotional
(Personal and Relational dimension), some characterological matters (Self-blame,
Personal dimension) as well as situational matters (Life event dimension) were
assigned from the interview data. However, what is different between the findings
of this study and Weiss’s model, is that his theory seemed to be lacking the physical
context dimension, as well as that of the influence of larger macro and sociocultural
matter, nor does it pay attention to the role of negative social relationships. All of
these matters were central facets of loneliness in this study.
Similar to Weiss’s model, the five dimensions, proposed in this study, were
incommensurable with each other: they were not “operating” at similar levels.
When it comes to their substance, the Physical context dimension was an especially
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different kind of dimension in comparison to the other dimensions. However, based
on the QCA, the physical concrete context/location was important regarding young
people’s loneliness; it was very significant, where loneliness was experienced. The
physical context carried a special meaning for loneliness in young people (e.g.
Slater et al. 2016). Furthermore, the Sociocultural dimension was “operating” at a
different level in comparison to the other four dimensions; it influenced and
affected, intensified, caused and at times seemed to alleviate loneliness in and
throughout the other four dimensions.
Otherwise, Weiss’ theory importantly offers an explanation for why some
people seem to be very content with only having a very few people around, while
others are not, and why someone can experience loneliness even while having a
close best friend or a romantic partner. The reason according to Weiss is that people
have a variety of social needs, which may change over time, but obtaining one type
of social relationship can only satisfy certain types of social needs, and loneliness
will remain, if another type of social need is still unsatisfied. Among the
participants in this study, overall, there was most often a longing for an emotionally
close best friend and in the analysis it was interpeted that that kind of relationship
was needed. On the other hand, when an active social life existed, then a partner
was typically longed for and finally, at times when one had multiple social
relationships (friends, own partner, own child) loneliness could, nevertheless,
continue. As based on the findings of this study, the need for a close meaningful
other seemed to be central to the loneliness experience. People have a need for a
trusted social other whom one can share experiences and feelings with, a person
who one can have a true connection with in order to feel “alive”. Still, a person was
rarely completely without friends or social contacts (in Weiss’ terms, experienced
both loneliness of emotional and social isolation) (see also Qualter et al. 2015), but
something was lacking and a true connection was not gained (this was especially
seen with those following the Loneliness as an undertone Trajectory 3).
Also, Jenny De Jong Gierveld’s cognitive theory and understanding on
loneliness was useful for the interpretation of the findings of this study. Theory
could in part explain why the experience of loneliness was persisting, even when it
seemed like a person had many people in their lives and multiplicity of social needs
appeared to be satisfied. Expectations towards the objects of longing might have
been too high, for example. Furthermore, in this study, a strong link between the
norms and the loneliness experience was found (De Jong Gierveld 1998, De Jong
Gierveld et al. 2015), where an individual has an idea of what she/he thinks her/his
social relationships should be like, both in quality and in quantity. This, in turn, is
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influenced by the social comparisons a person makes (Terrell-Deutsch 1999).
Similarly, the findings of this study demonstrated how norms and social
comparisons contributed to loneliness, as a lonely individual perceived the size and
quality of her/his social relationship network as inadequate (in Relational
dimension of loneliness), in respect to what they thought was a “normal”, normative,
amount of friends for a young person. However, De Jong Gierveld’s theory of
loneliness focuses on social comparisons and cognitive appraisals of the level of
social others. I suggest that an understanding of norms from queer studies
perspective can provide a nuanced layer for explaining links between norms,
normativity and loneliness. I will discuss this topic next.
6.2

(Hetero)gender(ed) norms, normativity and the ideals of a
normative life course influencing loneliness in its different
dimensions over time

In this sub-chapter I focus on how (hetero)gender(ed) norms, heteronormativity and
the ideals of a normative life course are entangled and influence the loneliness
experiences through its different dimensions. At the end of this chapter, I return to
the quantitative findings of this study, and discuss how these types of
conceptualizations may also be used to explain discovered gender difference on
levels of loneliness, as found in Articles I–III.
Heteronormativity influencing loneliness during adolescence
Based on the findings of this study, I propose that, during the school years,
heteronormativity influenced the emergence and intensification of loneliness in
multiple ways. This was especially linked with a more severe type of loneliness,
among those who experienced the “entangled effects of self and other related
adversities” in Trajectories 1 and 2. Heteronormativity and gender norms assigned
the normalized47 gendered behavior as well as bodily “performances” regarded as
“normal” and legitimate for a young girl or a boy, in their physical and cultural
contexts (see Butler 1990/2006, Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli 2005). The gender
norms influenced that a person was to perform accepted femininity for a girl and

47
There were other matters as well that were contributing to the sense of non-belongingness and being
different, as was explained in the previous sub-chapter, but here I will focus on the gendered aspects of
these matters.
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masculinity for a boy (Butler 1990/2006: 24). The findings of this study propose
that those lonely individuals, especially with more intense loneliness, were
typically not following and performing the normative conventions assigned to a girl
or a boy, and that it was this that was causing and intensifying their loneliness in its
different dimensions.
For young people, school (Physical context dimension) was an especially
important social context, where gender norms and heteronormativity were
(co-)constructed and reconstructed (e.g. Hyde & Jaffee 2000). The self-blame, a
sense of non-belongingness and feeling like an outsider were among the central
causes of loneliness (Personal dimension) in those girls with a more difficult
loneliness. Different gender norms seemed to influence this. Not being interested
in the body and looks (clothes, later make-up, not performing a typical feminine
appearance) intensified loneliness48. Some interviewed girls described themselves
as being “tom-boys” during their school years, representing traditionally masculine
activities and pursuits and a lack of traditional feminine interests (see Francis 2010,
Paechter 2007). Girls also perceived their social realm as inadequate in
quality/quantity (Relational dimension) and specifically, in not having a close best
friend. A “dyadic” pair, was constructed as a normative matter for an adolescent
girl, especially in the context of school and was something that lonely adolescents
did not have. Also, it was expressed how a lack of interest in boys, for during the
elementary and high school years was constructed as “not-normal” at the time (see
also Aaltonen 2006: 24–25, 111, Lehtonen 2003).
Matters that seemed to set the boys apart from other boys was a similar nonperformance of normative masculinity, for being too quiet, introverted and shy (see
also Aaltonen 2006: 117), where this became the basis for blaming loneliness on
oneself (Personal and Relational dimensions). Furthermore, for example, Mikko’s
loneliness, to great extent, culminated to his homosexuality, which was not
accepted in his sociocultural context, and contributed to his sense and experience
of non-belongingness and was among the reasons other pupils bullied him. This is
yet another example of how heteronormativity and the related homophobic bullying
influenced loneliness (Lloyd 2013).
Centrally, these very same entanglements seemed to be behind the
bullying/school violence (Relational dimension) that was highly linked to the

48
Other matters which were perceived as setting women apart from others, in this study, were having
very different interests regarding free time activities, including a high interest in schoolwork, and not
being interested in partying, in comparison to other girls in their contexts.
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loneliness experience; the main reason why the participants thought they were
bullied was that they felt like others considered them as being different, as well.
Earlier studies have also suggested (Miller 2016), how, for instance, girls are likely
to experience exclusion and bullying, when they fail to conform normative sexual
behaviors and feminine gender presentations.
Loneliness and heteronormativity in youth and young adulthood.
The role of heteronormativity continued to influence occasional or difficult
loneliness in young adulthood as well. During young adulthood, the feeling of not
following the ideals of a normative life course was intensifying loneliness (see
Furstenberg 2005). Matters included in the normative course of life were closely
related to the social realm, to the Relational dimension of loneliness.
Heteronormativity, familism and norms of reproduction were highly entangled with
the causes of loneliness in young adulthood (see Heimtun 2012).
The term of “normative heterosexuality” seems to be useful when interpreting
these findings. Heteronormativity assigns heterosexuality as a norm in most
societies, but there are some social norms directing the way a heterosexual should
live their life, as well (Rossi 2015: 85, Rossi 2011). Normative heterosexuality may
refer to the ethos that when being heterosexual, one ought to automatically form a
marriage and start a family, which are seen as natural and necessary parts of life
(Myers 2010: 169, Rossi 2015: 21). The nuclear family becomes a privileged
institution in the society (Butler 2004, Rossi 2015)49. Even though the social and
gendered norms are constantly changing, and for example marriage no longer
carries such a strong imperative in Finnish society. In this data, among those
participants born in the mid-80s, not having a partner, being single and living alone,
for instance due to a recent break-up (Relational, Physical context and Life event
dimensions), were matters that strongly influenced the young adult’s current
loneliness. One’s social position was compared to that of others, and was seen as
unsatisfactory (De Jong Gierveld 1998) and contributing to the sense and
experience of non-belongingness (Personal and Relational dimension).

49
Spending holidays, such as Christmas, were perceived as especially lonely times, and this finding was
grouped under the Sociocultural dimension of loneliness. Eve Kofosfky Sedgwick (1993, 6–7) talks
about the “Christmas effects” where heteronormativity can be emphasized, just as it seemed to be
emphasized in the interview data of this study and earlier studies (McInnis & White 2011). According
to Sedgwick this is due to the heteronormative emphasis on family that intensifies during special
holidays, and it also shows, how loneliness becomes entangled with these norms.
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All of this, both during school years and in young adulthood, is also linked to
the matter of recognition, which according to Butler, is something that each person
desires. We desire to be a legitimate person, worthy of recognition of others, to be
an equal member of society (Butler 2004: 33, 2015: 35). In loneliness, this desire
may not be fulfilled. As seen in the findings of this study, in loneliness a person
feels unworthy of attention from others, unliked, excluded, and through
heteronormativity/normative heterosexuality, not being a worthy member of
society by not following the normative life course ideals. However, it should be
restated here that norms are not merely negative; they can bind individuals together,
forming the basis for ethical and political spheres (Arendt 1951/2013, Butler 2004:
219). Also, there is nothing “wrong” with wanting to have a partner and family.
Problems occur, when these norms make life, as Butler puts it, not livable for some
groups of people or marginalize them. This is especially concerning when they
relate to subjectivity, such as one’s sexuality and intimate relationships, ethnicity
and (dis)ability. Even in the late 2010s, there are many normative discourses on
gender in laws, medicine, psychiatry etc., which try to launch and sustain human
life, within discrete gendered terms (Butler 2015), making life for some unnatural.
Importantly, being lonely, while having a partner and own family, was also very
common. So, even when following the ideals of a normative life course, loneliness
would still continued. Not much research on loneliness in marriage/relationships,
especially among young adults, has been conducted in Finland (for one of the few,
see Kontula & Saari 2016). Also, recently, loneliness in young mothers/parents has
been discussed especially in media, and the current study only scratches the surface
of this issue. Kainulainen (2016) looked at the extent of loneliness of mothers in
data from a Finnish survey and found that as many as one third of all young mothers
experienced loneliness often or all of the time. Parenthood, especially being a
mother, is yet another social matter related to familism, which is highly normalized
and controlled by the media, the surrounding culture, and the women, themselves.
Social comparisons related to motherhood seem to be common in current Finnish
culture, and the “myth” of a “good mother” is being discursively produced and rereproduced (e.g. Berg 2008, Jallinoja 2006)
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Reflections on the responses of loneliness in adolescents’ questionnaire
from the perspectives of gender and normativity.
The first three articles in this study explored loneliness and gender by comparing
girls and boys in respect to the reported levels of loneliness and what kind of
associations loneliness had with different risk factors. Findings followed the
common trend gender difference regarding the levels of loneliness; when loneliness
is measured with a single-item self-report, like in this study, girls typically report
more loneliness than boys (Kämppi et al. 2012, Stickley & Koyanagi 2016,
Vaarama et al. 2014). However, if the University of California Loneliness Scale
(UCLA) (Russell et al. 1980, Russell et al. 1978) and its revised version are utilized,
boys more often report loneliness, and more specifically, loneliness of emotional
isolation (Junttila & Vauras 2009). What it comes to this methodological difference,
I argue that larger sociocultural matters and gendered norms may partly explain the
finding, they can even affect the response tendencies in surveys/questionnaires,
which I will discuss next.
Earlier research has suggested that girls are commonly involved in dyadic close
friendships, where discussing personal matters and emotions is typical (GiffordSmith & Brownell 2003), as this is a part of the normative
constructions/performances of girlhood/femininities. Girls may also more readily
respond to research surveys on difficult socioemotional matters, as they are more
accustomed to discussing them in their social environments, and they might be also
more encouraged, by, for instance, adults, to do so than boys. Close friendships are
important to young boys as well, but research shows that after a certain age in their
early teens, boys often stop showing their closeness to same-sex friends as it is seen
as a risk to their masculinity (Huuki & Sunnari 2015, Oransky & Marecek 2009,
Way 2011). This might partly explain why boys may not be at ease and not as used,
or allowed, to be in touch with their feelings and vulnerabilities, when facing
difficulties in socioemotional realm. The social stigma surrounding loneliness may
also hinder boys from talking about these matters or responding to them in selfreport surveys. So, this might be one explanation why girls in this study reported
more loneliness than boys.
6.3

Deliberate self-harm as severe consequence of loneliness

Article II, of this study, explored the associations between DSH and loneliness.
Suicide and DSH are very serious issues, especially in the northern areas and in
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Finland, the risk for youth (Hawton et al. 2012, Lahti et al. 2011, Uusitalo 2007)
and adult suicide (OECD 2013) is among the highest in the world. The findings of
this study converged on this, as an indication of associations between the two were
found in both quantitative and qualitative findings. Some earlier studies have
indicated that higher levels of loneliness in middle childhood were associated with
suicidal behavior at age 15 (Schinka & van Dulmen 2012). DSH and other types of
suicidal behavior were also in this study interpreted to be a severe consequence of
loneliness. Suicidal behavior or ideation was only found among those who followed
the most intense loneliness trajectories (1, 2 and 5).
Girls and women conduct DSH much more often than boys/men, while more
boys/men commit suicide (Suomen virallinen tilasto 2017). In this study more
women reported DSH as well. American feminist and psychologist Carol Gilligan
and psychologist Lisa Machoian have studied the DSH behavior of girls. They state
that DSH is a form of communication and girls who do DSH might think that when
they show their physical self-inflicted wounds and scars, their emotional pain is
better heard (Gilligan & Machoian 2002). Among two women interviewees who
self-harmed, DSH seemed to be a means of handling emotional pain. However,
contrary to the Gilligan and Machoin´s thesis, the girls in this study did DSH in
secrecy. They did not show their wounds to others. It was their private thing, that
was considered shameful more that an attempt to show off.
The finding on DSH in the Article II indicated that those who reported most
DSH, also reported being very lonely, but at the same time reported having close
friends50. Being in the midst of others while having emotional pain seemed to be
very difficult. Indeed, those following Trajectory 2 typically had some friends
throughout their lives. Malka Margalit (2010: 7–8) discusses the “representational
loneliness”, which is exacerbated by the presence of others and emerges from the
wish to be understood by meaningful others. Yet, disappointment emerges when it
is realized that regardless of closeness, “people truly will not understand”. There
was indication of this among some of the interviewees, who also had mental health
issues or DSH behavior/ideation. This, again, may reflect normativity regarding
social culture. Expectations for close meaningful friendships might be constructed
so that they have to be the relationships where everything can and should be shared.
These friendships should be “dyadic”, meaningful and close. However, when an

50
Being lonely had a weaker association with DSH among girls who did not have any close friends,
then 25% reported DSH. Instead, if a girl had close friend(s), and reported still being very lonely, 43.8%
of them reported DSH. Overall, 13.4% of girls reported DSH.
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individual is unable to form such relationships or receive help from them, it causes
disappointments and leads to loneliness because the person deems her/himself
unable to form or have the “ideal” kind of a connection with others.
On another matter, Gilligan and Machoian (2002) importantly argue, that DSH
behavior includes the component of hope – and that can offer an explanation as to
why the self-harming behavior of girls generally does not lead to actual suicide.
The DSH act becomes an expression of desire for a relationship and it is also a test
for the existing relationship as girls still have some hope left for their social
relationships; that in time of need, someone would be there for them. If following
Gilligan and Machoian, it is misinterpretation to view these acts of DSH as
“manipulative”. Treating such behaviors in disqualifying ways may be effective in
temporarily stopping them, but it may also lead such girls to give up hope, after
which they are more likely to commit suicide.
It was argued in Article II that one possible explanation for the higher levels of
suicide among boys is the possible link of not having trust in or hope for social
others in their life, not having close best friends, and not being accustomed to
speaking out on emotions and experiences due the restrictive ways masculinity
“operates”, before it is too late. These are yet another examples on how
Sociocultural dimension of loneliness may influence loneliness in Personal and
Relational dimensions.
6.4

Buffering factors against loneliness and suggestions for
loneliness alleviation

Besides receiving information about the perceived causes and consequences of
loneliness, the findings of this study also provided information on the possible
buffering factors against loneliness as well as the alleviating factors. Different ways
of loneliness alleviation followed the five dimensions of loneliness. Oftentimes, the
same matters that were expressed as causes of loneliness were able to alleviate it
as well. As mentioned before, the most intense and severe loneliness, which
involved depression and suicidal behavior, seemed to be alleviated, only after
professional help. The findings indicate that not having mental health problems
seem to be a buffer against more severe loneliness. Other factors that buffered
against loneliness seemed to be those of having a good quality relationship with
family members / caregivers / parents and having at least some, preferably good
quality, social relationships formed with peers or friends. All of these, together,
seemed to be positively contributing to self-esteem and self-confidence, which
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helped to reach out towards others. As an example, among those located in the
Trajectory 4 (Phase of severe loneliness), it was interpreted based on their
responses to the interview questions, that loneliness was not blamed on oneself, but
was instead, attributed to outside matters. Laine (1998) has explored the
attributions of loneliness among high school students in Finland and concluded that
temporary loneliness among “low-lonely” participants was attributed to external
causes, while among very lonely participants, it was attributed to inner causes.
Furthermore, those located in Trajectory 4 all described how they were actively
trying to end their own loneliness, which could be linked to a somewhat stronger
self-esteem, and which in turn, might have been due to supportive and healthy
family relations (Lauder et al. 2006). Loneliness in this trajectory did not last as
long as it did in the other loneliness trajectories. On the other hand, they might, thus
have more “room” in the interview situation, to reflect on their time spent in
loneliness and were better able to articulate the means of alleviation, as the
experience was not as acute, anymore. Interviewees located in the other trajectories
were also often times active in, at least, working on alleviating their loneliness, but
the actual ending of it did not come across as strongly, in their interviews. The
“entangled effects of self and other related adversities” were interpreted to be
behind difficult loneliness, and in Trajectory 4, this kind of accumulation was not
happening. Having a somewhat stronger self-esteem and greater confidence may,
in turn, influence a person in such a way that one does not make as many social
comparisons, implying that normativity will not have as a strong influence on
loneliness either.
Next, I will discuss loneliness alleviation based on the central findings of this
study. As severe loneliness was caused by a variety of accumulating adversities,
and as loneliness is affected and caused by several different dimensions at once,
then, in order to end, alleviate and prevent loneliness, prevention / intervention
needs to be done on several fronts, simultaneously. Ending loneliness is not the
responsibility of the individual lonely person, as despite being experienced at the
individual level, loneliness is also relational, life event and physical context issue,
and importantly, the larger, sociocultural matters affects the experience.
The findings, of this study indicate that loneliness in young people is centrally
associated with the physical and social context of school. School is the context
where peer relations and hierarchies are formed; where inclusions, exclusions and
school violence are experienced, all of which are entangled with loneliness, as
clearly seen in this study. Having adverse experiences at school often times
contributed to more longitudinal loneliness trajectory. In this study lonely
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individuals felt like being different from others and were named as being different
by peers, as well. I interpreted that quite typically, lonely pupils did not follow the
normative ways of performing femininities as a girl and masculinities as a boy, i.e.
were not “doing” normative girlhood and boyhood, in their contexts. Next, I will
pay particular attention to school context, when discussing the possibilities for
loneliness alleviation and prevention
By tackling the core dynamics of school violence, teaching pupils at young age
that everyone has a right to be themselves and to live up to their full potential
without fear of somebody putting them down would be a central way to alleviate
loneliness, as well as school violence. Teaching and discussing compassion, respect
and basic social skills at school would be important, as well as provide the teachers
with training on these issues, as well as on loneliness. Moreover, for a teacher,
knowing the social hierarchies, what kind of friendship relations exists among
pupils, and the presence of school violence could be useful in both preventing
loneliness and school violence. The problem is that in regard to problems like these,
teachers may not always recognize the multiplicity of the nuanced, often gendered,
matters influencing the formation of school violence, inclusion, exclusion and
loneliness, and thus might carry out a wrong kind of intervention or not take the
issue seriously enough (see Ringrose 2008), which was metioned in the interviews
as well. Collecting information on these matters from pupils in a safe way, for
example anonymously, would be a good starting point. Admitting being lonely
might be difficult, due the stigma it carries (Lindgren et al. 2014) and reporting
experienced school violence might be likewise very difficult (Sunnari 2010,
Syrjäläinen et al. 2015). Using digital and mobile means, such as smart phone
applications, would be useful in reporting and expressing loneliness and violence.
Development work has already been conducted, in Finland, regarding this 51
(Mielenterveysseura 2017). Moreover, the small class sizes likely would positively
influence in creating the positive and safe atmosphere at school, where social skills
could be easily practiced. Often bullying/loneliness is emphasized during recess
and lunch hour, so schools could organize activities during the breaks, where
everyone has the opportunity to join in. Schools could have larger tables in the
cafeteries for lunch, where everyone sits next to each other, without anyone needing
to be afraid of sitting alone.

51

The Finnish Association for Mental Health developed a mobile application that can be used for selfreporting mental and physical health issues, experienced school violence and loneliness.
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Furthermore, relocation and school transition were common sources for
loneliness during the school years. Special attention could be paid to group
formations at the beginning of semester and when a new pupil arrives in the class,
so that the transition would be smooth and new pupils would feel welcomed and
accepted.
Work practices at school can also have an effect on loneliness alleviation. In
Finnish schools, pair and group work is common and many participants reminisced
over how these situations made the loneliness worse, as no one wanted to work
with them – linking back to the finding that experiencing loneliness and being alone
in the school context, in the midst of other peers, was feared. Teachers could
organize the pair and group work and the teams in physical education, instead of
leaving it to the students.
Another aspect related to the school culture in Finland is that it is
“accomplishment” oriented which may increase social comparisons and create a
competitive atmosphere. Overall, studies have found that Finnish pupils are critical
towards school and more often report school dislike than children and adolescents
in most other countries (Kämppi et al. 2012). As findings of this study proposed,
dislike for school was associated with peer difficulties among girls and boys and
loneliness among girls. Also, liking school or being a good student was considered
as not being “cool” especially during adolescence years, showing another aspect of
the attitudes related to school. Changing the ethos at school to be less
accomplishment oriented, could increase school liking and diminish the pressure it
creates.
In 2016, the Curriculum Reform was completed in Finland and social studies,
physical education, music and the visual arts received more lesson hours. The
emphasis was put on teaching how to enhance social skills and equality and to
lessen school violence, which seemed like the right direction for enhancing
wellbeing at school (Opetushallitus 2016), and which would also help to tackle the
issue of loneliness. Moreover, these steps are indeed warranted, as the results of the
newest Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), a study conducted
among 15-year-olds in 72 OECD countries, published in April 2017 based on data
collected in 2015, indicated. This time, the assessment paid special attention
besides to achievement as well as to adolescent wellbeing, and included a section
regarding life satisfaction, which was at very high level among Finnish pupils.
However, despite this, ratings for “having difficulties for forming friendships at
school” had increased between years 2003 to 2015 from 12% to 20%, “feelings of
non-belongingness” from 11% to 20%, and ratings for loneliness had also increased,
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from 6% in 2003 to 12% in 2015. These matters were risk factors for life
satisfaction as well (Välijärvi 2017). Loneliness prevention could enhance life
satisfaction and wellbeing at school context.
Furthermore, awareness of gender issues is important in all of this. A conscious
effort should be made to provide education and awareness on stereotypical gender
ideals, heteronormativity and expectations for girls/boys and young women/men.
A school culture that will encourage a myriad of ways of being oneself, without
gender norms restricting this, broadens the possibilities for pupils personally and
academically (Pomeranx & Raby 2011: 553). All this reflects to vertical genderbased segregation and wage-gaps in the working life, which remain at high levels
in Finland and other Nordic countries. Furthermore this form of inequality
influences the family dynamics, if for example, one parent has more economic
power/income than the other (see Bjerg Bennike et al. 2016).
In Finland, The Boys’ House and The Girls’ House run by non-profit
organizations, follows gender sensitive approach in their work. These houses are
safe, discrimination-free, places that are open to all girls and boys, aged 12–28
(VuolleOulu 2017). Their work largely focuses on building social skills, selfconfidence and self-esteem, aiming to increase a sense of belonging, the formation
of friendships, and a decrease in marginalization and exclusion. Their gender
sensitive approach means that special attention is paid to gender and its effects on
growing up, and the realization that the difficulties and challenges young people
face may be gender related. Different ways of being a girl and a boy are recognized
and the work approach aims to deconstruct, open, challenge and broaden
stereotypical gender roles and behaviors, so that everyone can be who they want to
be, and everyone’s full potential will be appreciated, despite their gender. This type
of activity is very central for loneliness alleviation as well.
Moreover, it came across very strongly in the interviews that young people
were looking for low threshold, safe places to spend time after school hours, and
they considered that they would have alleviated their loneliness. Youth clubs
existed during their youth years, but interviewees told how they felt uncomfortable
going to them. They perceived that a certain type of young people went to these
clubs that they did not represent and they would thus not fit in. Generally,
professionals working with youth are among the key person’s in loneliness
alleviation and in Finland, for instance, outreach youth work is highly valuable in
this regard.
School violence was no longer an issue after comprehensive school, but some
interviewees stated how gaining a sense of belongingness in tertiary education,
144

especially in the university environment, was difficult. Even at university, the
majority of social activities revolved around partying, which as this study indicated,
were often not of interest to lonely youth. At the moment, for instance Nyyti ry,
has worked to alleviate loneliness and to increase a sense of belongingness within
the higher education environment (Nyyti ry 2017). This type of work should
continue.
The main source of loneliness, throughout the life course, was the lack of
meaningful close friendship relations. Forming friendships was especially
challenging after the comprehensive school years. Many third sector
organizations52 currently work with loneliness alleviation by offering opportunities
to participate in social activities, which can be ways of forming new friendships. In
order to attend, lonely individuals need to take, at least, some initiative to join the
activity, and as the findings of this study proposed, that can be very challenging.
For example, among some following Trajectory 1, Difficult spiral of loneliness, this
seemed not to be an option. The possibilities of social media could, however, be an
option here, with a first step being able to join a community of people with similar
interests, like an online forum or a group within Facebook, for example. Social
media has been referred to as a “double-edged sword” (Hughes et al. 2012, Koles
& Nagy 2012, Uusiautti & Määttä 2014) regarding the experience of loneliness, as
it might aid in loneliness alleviation, but, it can also increase and cause loneliness53,
as it might turn into a platform for social comparison and cause inadequacy
regarding one’s own social relations and free time activities. In the current study,
the attitudes were twofold, yet the slight majority considered social media as a
positive thing. For many, in the current study, the use of social media was
alleviating loneliness and some had formed a friendship online, and also later met
face-to-face with the person, which alleviated or ended loneliness.
The (hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity continued to influence
loneliness among young adults as well. Even in late 2010s, the nuclear family
seems to be the norm that young people compare themselves to and try to match
52
Henrietta Grönlund and Hanna Falk (2016) summarize the important work the third sector currently
does for loneliness alleviation, in Finland. The third sector refers to organizations, volunteer work and
church, as opposed to the public sector (state, municipalities) and the private sector (companies). Among
others, HelsinkiMissio, the Finnish Red Cross, Mannerheim Children Welfare League, the Finnish
Association for Mental Health and congregations currently work with loneliness alleviation.
53
As members of the NFBC1986 were born in the mid-1980s and have lived their adolescence in the
early 2000s, the role of social media was very different, back then, in comparison to what it is now,
where it is a stronger and more visible part of youth life and culture. Participants were largely able to
escape many negative implications of social media, such as cyberbullying.
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their life choices and goals to. Enhancing equity and equality on multiple levels is
important. Also, supporting a greater myriad of family forms and housing
arrangements would be one opportunity to alleviate loneliness as well.
This study underlined that good quality family relationships, especially
between parents and children, could be a buffer against more difficult loneliness,
whereas difficulties due to such things as violence and alcoholism may, obviously,
make matters worse. Also, the study showed how loneliness may be present in the
lives of mothers/parents with small children. So, support for parents is essential.
Loneliness should be one of the topics discussed in prenatal and child welfare
clinics.
As other scholars have suggested, in the most difficult forms of loneliness, the
means for loneliness alleviation might include different types of therapies,
especially cognitive therapy seems to have good result in loneliness alleviation
(Masi et al. 2011). Having an easy access to professional help should be guaranteed
for all those in need. At its worst, loneliness may lead to associated problems such
as depression and social exclusion/marginalization, which is costly for the society.
In order to alleviate and prevent loneliness and increase socioemotional health
and wellbeing of young people, informed decisions needs to be made on the
political level. The theme of loneliness, as a root cause and as a link to social
exclusion and marginalization, is among the most central matters that negatively
influence the wellbeing and health of a population, and should be put at the very
core of the political agenda. Loneliness relates to educational, youth, family and
healthcare sectors, thus, targeting the issue as a penetrable topic would effectively
alleviate loneliness, followed by all of the other associated negative factors.
Resources should be allocated especially to preventive work in these sectors. Also,
professionals working in these sectors would benefit from in-service training and
education regarding the experience of loneliness.
6.5

Evaluating the study

This was a sequential, quantitative-driven, mixed methods design study that
utilized a complementary strengths stance towards paradigms and had
developmental and complementary purposes for using the mixed methods. The
“mixing” first happened when the findings of the first articles informed partly the
development of the interview guide used in the data procession for the fourth article.
Also, the findings of the first article were used to identify the inclusion criteria of
the research participants for the final article. The third “mixing” happened at the
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level of the findings, when two types of results were compared and the convergence
and divergence of the results were explored with the aim of creating a more nuanced
understanding of loneliness, which would not have been possible with the use of
only one type of data or method, alone.
The intensity or the level of “mixing” was rather modest, as it did not happen
within individual articles. However, it was decided to do a sequential type of mixed
methods research because the NFBC1986 study data offered the opportunity to
utilize population based questionnaire data first and then the possibility to interview
the same participants, later on in their life.
The first three articles belong to the post-positivist paradigm. The positivist
claims on how a researcher can control the research process, be external from it and
produce value-free knowledge (objective truth) about social phenomenon has been
especially criticized by qualitatively oriented gender scholars (see Harding 1987,
Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002: 45, 48) as well as by researchers working from a
posthuman framework (Barad 2007). It has been argued that science, itself, is a
social product and that scientists are socially situated human beings (Haraway
1989). I, too, believe that the research process and the researcher are always bound
to a specific time and place; and, as Greene (2007) suggests, they have their own
individual mental models that influence their research. In the post-positivist
paradigm the role of researcher is emphasized in quantitative research, as data is
approached from certain theoretical perspectives and that researchers make their
interpretations of the data in certain temporal and cultural contexts. Thus, there are
no “certain”, value-free truth claims (Phillips & Burbules 2000).
When evaluating quantitative research in a traditional way, reliability and
validity are explored (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011). Validity refers to the ability
of the used research measure/instrument to measure what it is supposed to measure.
Reliability refers to the consistency of a measure, whether it is repeatable in time
and place, and whether the results tell something broader about the topic (Hunter
& Brewer 2003, Victor et al. 2009). The NFBC1986 data was already collected
when I started this PhD project. The original data was not collected for the purpose
of loneliness research, but included a multiplicity of variables useful for exploring
loneliness. The chosen quantitative variables were fitting for use in binomial and
multinomial logistic regression analysis. These are commonly used methods in
population based studies and are often utilized in other studies that have been
conducted with the NFBC1986 data. In many cases the chosen variables were
dichotomized due the skewness of the data and many of the selected study variables
(such as one indicating on depression) were assessed with only a one-item self147

report, which might limit the depth of the phenomena examined. Also, regarding
the Article III, even though all participants included to the study were attending
school, the context of the NFBC1986 was not specifically related to schools;
loneliness was explored in general.
The opportunity to study loneliness in over 7,000 young people provides
important information about its prevalence and which factors loneliness is
associated with. In the NFBC1986, the response rate of the adolescent
questionnaire was high (80%), with 76% responding to the loneliness question,
which further enhances the trustworthiness of the findings. It needs to be
emphasized that I am not a statistician, although I have taken several
methodological courses on quantitative methods and analyses at the university.
Throughout this PhD, I worked with professionals when planning and working on
the quantitative part of the study (see Appendix 1: Contributions to publications).
All NFBC1986 data is accessible to researchers, thus, the studies can be repeated.
Even though a single-item self-report of loneliness has been continuously used
in large surveys and cohort studies (Kämppi et al. 2012, Murto et al. 2015, Nyqvist
et al. 2016)54, it has also received criticism. It has been stated that it is more difficult
to assess the reliability of a single-item variable in comparison to a multiplequestion scale variable regarding loneliness, as the scales may use inter-item
analysis for reporting reliability (Victor et al. 2009). In a single-item measure,
respondents may mix a statement, such as “I feel lonely”, with an objective
statement of being or living alone (see Saari 2016: 18). On the other hand, for
example, Uotila (2011: 23) noted that loneliness scales ask questions surrounding
the issues of loneliness and do not directly assess the experience, so we cannot be
confident, in that case either, that the experience of loneliness is being targeted
among all respondents55. Also, Jylhä and Saarenheimo (2010) have asked if it is
ethical to inquire about loneliness in a way that does not mentione the question, at
all.
When responding to the YSR scale, where the loneliness question was included,
cohort members were asked to evaluate their experience from the preceding six
months. We cannot be sure, if they responded to the item based on the situation at

54
Also, other dependent variables used in the current study have been utilized before, for example,
Kvernmo and Rosenvinge (2009) used the same item to explore DSH in Sami and Norwegian
adolescents. Løhre, Moksnes & Lillefjell (2014) used a similar item to explore school dislike, and
similarly dichotomized it.
55
For instance, the UCLA loneliness scale has, nevertheless, been widely used and has been validated
with different populations.
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the exact time of filling the questionnaire or if they actually reflected over the
course of the past six months. In the qualitative part, it was seen, how the loneliness
experience commonly lasted for longer periods of time, such as through high school
years.
The first three articles were cross-sectional and they explored how the
associations informed on the strengths of the associations between the explored
variables. They do not tell, for example, about the causative relationship between
the variables, or provide an understanding of how an individual lonely person
perceives her/his loneliness, what loneliness feels like and what are the perceived
causes and consequences of it (see Victor et al. 2009). In addition to the information
received by quantitative means, I found it was utmost central to explore loneliness
with qualitative means, as well, in order to reach the level of the lived experience
of loneliness. The data and setting of this study offered a unique opportunity to “go
behind” the numbers and incorporated new possibilities to explore loneliness from
the gender perspective as well.
Evaluation of qualitative research is typically conducted on the researcher’s
position to the research and its informants, what the results can tell about the
explored topic, as well as whether the research is free of tendencies (Creswell &
Plano Clark 2011, Liljeström 2004, Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002, Valtokari 2015).
At first, my intention was to conduct 2–3 in-depth interviews with each participant.
More than one interview would have been useful to explore a very sensitive topic
of loneliness, and more than one interview would likely had given a possibility to
form a trusting relationship with the interviewee. In each round, it would have been
possible to return to some of the issues coming up in the first interview, and then
the information of that would likely have been more nuanced. This type of approach
would likely been more suitable for exploring loneliness from gender perspective
as well. However, the response to the invitation letter was surprisingly positive56.
Due to the number of interviewees, it was decided to interview them only once. A
lack of resources (time, funding) further contributed to that decision, as
interviewees were living throughout Finland. I made a decision to interview all who
volunteered, I did not feel comfortable turning someone down, at this point. Having
many interviewees was fitting with the complementary purpose of the mixed
methods approach as, in order to compare findings, a larger body of data is

56
During the interviews, I often felt that a participant was happy to be part of the NFBC1986. Many
asked about the next steps of the NFBC1986 and reported their willingness to participate in the later
research phases, as well. This might also partly explain the high turn-out for interviews.
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beneficial. Before conducting any interviews with cohort members, four test
interviews were conducted57.
The invitation letter did not state that the interview would only focus on
loneliness, as we thought it would be beneficial not to set the scope too narrow at
this point. The findings of Articles I–III, indicated how loneliness was associated
with many socioemotional, and health and wellbeing issues, as well. In addition to
loneliness, bullying, friendships, and overall wellbeing and health were also stated
as going to be discussed in the interviews.
The decision to invite those who reported being very lonely in the
questionnaire at age 15–16 to the interview, lead to the situation, where 80% of the
interviewees were women. Also we could have chosen to invite a random selection
of those who reported being somewhat lonely and not lonely in order to see whether
there were differences between these groups in the interview findings, like in the
quantitative articles. However, when in-depth information regarding
socioemotional experience is explored, it is beneficial for the participants to be
familiar with the explored experience (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009). As we knew that
participants reported being very lonely, we were confident that they would likely
have something to tell, about the experience58.
As said, the interview guide was formed based on findings of Articles I–III and
the previous loneliness theories, especially interactionist theory of loneliness
(Weiss 1973), and conceptualization of Hymel, Tarulli, Hayden-Thomson and
Terrel-Deutsch (1999) of children´s loneliness. The interview guide did not include
items which would especially explore loneliness from gender perspective, but
gender research perspectives were utilized when interpreting the findings of the
studies. This translates to this whole study, where the role of women´s and gender
studies is not as strong as it could have been.

57
One was conducted with a female colleague, in her 40s, who was a member of the research team and
one with a female colleague, in her late 30s, who was not as close a colleague as the first one. One was
conducted with a relative of mine, a female born in mid 80s, and one with a male relative, who was born
in early 1990s. They responded to the questions from their perspectives, and/or evaluated the semistructured research guide. The guide was modified based on their feedback, and what did and did not
“work”.
58
At the beginning of each interview, interviewees were reminded about the earlier data collection
phases of the NFBC1986, and how they had reported on an adolescent’s questionnaire that they were
very lonely at the age of 15–16. Loneliness was also briefly defined during the interview, in order to
establish a broad framework for discussing loneliness and to evoke memories and descriptions of the
experience (see Appendix 3). All interviewees expressed having had loneliness experiences and most
interviewees discussed loneliness spontaneously before the definition. The topic of loneliness was
carefully covered with all of the participants.
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Even though the interviews were semi-structured and conducted only once, it
seemed that the interview situation was safe and comfortable for participants, as
most interviewees were very open and talked about very sensitive and emotional
matters in the interview. The form in the interviews was not strict, even though we
did cover all the themes of the interview guide. Some life stories were
overwhelmingly painful and full of adversities and for me, as an interviewer,
hearing their stories was, many times, emotionally difficult. Some interviewees
explicitly stated that, as they had had such painful experiences, they wanted to tell
them and they hoped it would help others. Also, I felt as if many of them were
accustomed to talking about their personal issues, for example, in therapy, so the
situation was rather familiar to them. I sensed that for some interviewees it was
meaningful that someone listened to their stories, someone was interested and
perhaps the actual visit, in itself, was an important social encounter for some. I
cannot evaluate whether the interview had any negative effects on the interviewees,
at least no one directly expressed related opinion during or after the interview59. I
was prepared with different kinds of relevant information leaflets and phone
numbers, specific to their home towns, for receiving help regarding, for example,
mental health issues, but no one expressed a need for that.
I conducted some of the interviews via phone or Skype. Naturally, they were
different types of interviews in comparison to face-to-face interviews. The decision
to do other than face-to-face interviews was typically done due time and budget
constraints. It was not possible, for example, at a late point in the data production,
to travel to some distant locations. Skype interviews did not drastically differ from
the face-to-face interviews, as we were able to see each other. The Skype interviews
were among the longest of all of the interviews. The two phone interviews were
also very informative. It could be that not seeing each other, on some occasions,
made it easier to talk about difficult matters. Of course, not being able to see or
meet made the interaction different.
Overall, the interviewees were well educated and as many as 70% of them had
a tertiary education degree, or they were still studying either at the university, or at
the University of Applied Sciences60. Also, almost all of them were working, at the

59

There were occasions, for example, when I noticed, at times, that reminiscing experienced bullying
gave rise to very negative memories and one interviewee stated, after we had discussed the bullying for
a while, that he did not wish to continue with the topic, anymore. We moved to the next topic and the
interview continued for a long time, with a good atmosphere.
60
17 were studying or had graduated from the University of Applied Sciences and 8 were studying or
had graduated from the University.
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time. So, socioeconomically, the interviewees were mostly well off. They might
not have been in the most difficult situation regarding their loneliness either, and
as seen, loneliness for about half of them, had already ended. It might be that those
with the most difficulties did not participate and some aspects relevant to loneliness
were left out. This is a common problem, when these kind of difficult experiences,
or marginalized groups, are being studied. Also, even though the NFBC1986
included all of the people born in Northern Finland, none of the interviewees were,
for example, Sami. Their ethnicity was not asked in the questionnaire data, due to
the laws that restrict questions regarding ethnicity, political opinion or religion in
this type of large population-based studies.
I am about same age as the participants, yet I was not a part of the NFBC1986,
as I was born one month too soon to be included. I think me being the same age as
participants was beneficial in many ways. I believe that as we were living our
childhood and youth at the same time, in the same northern Finnish context, I was
able ask relevant questions concerning the life worlds of young adults, and I
understood what it was generally like to be an adolescent and youth, in the early
2000s. It could also have decreased the power position between me, as a researcher
and interviewer, and them, as interviewees, as we were, in many ways, “on the
same page” (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002).
Often it is stated that a saturation point should be gained in interview research,
meaning that a study should include so many interviews, that no more new
information is received. A loneliness experience is subjective and it felt as though
a saturation point was not completely achieved as the very last interviews brought
out new types of information regarding the loneliness experience.
Use of the theory-guided, qualitative content analysis was a fitting method of
analysis, for this kind of interview data. In Article IV, I used many quotes to show
readers the basis on which the analysis and interpretations were made. I provide an
example of the analysis process as Appendix 3. Furthermore, the other writers of
the articles have reviewed the data and analysis process. I conducted two types of
qualitative content analysis. Besides doing theory-guided qualitative content
analysis, I also conducted horizontal qualitative content analysis for the research
material of each interviewee, one by one. This information brings another
“longitudinal” layer to the analysis. It could have been beneficial to include yet
another round of analysis, for example, by using discourse analysis or to focus on
a narrower scope of the data, for example by only choosing a few extracts from the
data and analysing those in-depth, to receive even more nuanced and different type
information on loneliness, or like said, to include more gender responsible way of
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analysing the data. By the time of publishing of this dissertation, Article IV was not
yet accepted for a journal, but it had received review comments. These comments
were taken into consideration when writing this synopsis.
The findings of the quantitative and qualitative studies mostly converged, yet
some interesting divergent findings were also discovered. Also, the qualitative part
centrally expanded the knowledge of loneliness. I find the utilization of two
methods and the comparison of their findings was justified and that the study
offered a nuanced multilevel understanding and perspective of young adult
loneliness and contributed to the existing loneliness research.
6.6

Future research directions

In the vast majority of the studies, like in the current one, loneliness has been
explored from the perspective of individuals, with the use of surveys or interviews
and the associated risk factors, and the consequences of loneliness are rather well
mapped. New types of methodologies and combinations of both quantitative and
qualitative approaches and, first and foremost, the innovative use of them, would
be a welcome addition to the current body of loneliness research. Multimodal
ethnographies, in the elementary school context, would be useful for exploring the
early onset of loneliness in order to gain knowledge of how loneliness first starts to
emerge as an experience in peer contexts. It would be beneficial to use various
methods, for example, observations, video recording, different types of individual
and group interviews, so that both the individual experience and the broader
perspectives of the loneliness phenomenon can be explored. Recently, gender
researchers have suggested that using multimodal means, such as doing arts, as
methods for children to express difficult experiences like violence in and around
school. This approach could be utilized in the loneliness research as well (see
Holford et al. 2013, Huuki & Sunnari 2015).
Loneliness research conducted from a gender perspective would be upmost
important. Moreover, it has recently been stated that we know very little about the
loneliness of middle-aged or elderly men, or loneliness of young mothers or fathers.
Also, loneliness in a romantic relationship has not been studied extensively. All
these have gendered dimensions; pressures of hegemonic masculinity, expectations
regarding parenthood and normative ideals of romantic love may importantly
contribute to the development of loneliness.
Posthumanism, feminist new materialism and socio-material research
methodology would offer interesting new ways of approaching the experience of
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loneliness. As the posthumanist approach steps away from human-centeredness to
a “more-than-human” approach, it also considers the importance of complex sociomaterial elements, like discursive, material, social, cultural, historical, technical
and virtual, when exploring experiences. This approach also pays close attention to
affects, which are considered as more than feelings and emotions, and how they
circulate between people, places as well as pervade nature and material objects (see
Holdford et al. 2013). This type of analysis would illuminate new aspects of the
experience. Moreover, the bodily dimension aspect of loneliness has received very
little research attention. In particular, the experience of a lack of pleasant physical
touch might be a strong component in loneliness, yet very little research has
focused on that.
Finally, an interesting and important opening for loneliness research could be
the exploration of youth and young adult loneliness also in the other Arctic
sociocultural context. Isolated Arctic communities are especially at high risk, as
they face a multiplicity of social issues and global changes, and it would be a
context where multidisciplinary work, conducted with young people, would be
especially important. The recent reports of heightened rates of suicide and
continuously high rates of substance abuse and a variety of related social problems
(Rautio et al. 2014) calls for projects that would look at socioemotional health on
a broader scope and with broader selections of means. These matters are also highly
gendered. I find an intersectional approach on research important, as social
categories of gender, ethnicity, age, socioeconomic status, place/geographical
context, disability, and sexuality also greatly affect social experiences.
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Conclusion

Based on the findings, loneliness is a negative, involuntary, painful and
multidimensional, often longitudinal, yet fluctuating, experience. The current study
identified some plausible root causes for loneliness and how the negative spiral of
loneliness may start in childhood and accumulate over the years. The findings
indicated that the adolescent years, grades 7–9 (aged 13/14–15/16) of Finnish high
school were the most difficult times regarding loneliness. Behind chronic/on-going
loneliness was the entangled effects of self and other related adversities, where selfblame, feeling different, a sense, feeling and experience of non-belongingness,
together with existing negative social relationships, experiences of exclusion and
school violence/bullying were entangled. And, in its most severe form, it developed
into mental health issues, suicidal behavior and a “breaking point”. Importantly,
(hetero)gender(ed) norms and normativity influenced loneliness over the life
course of young people through the other loneliness dimensions.
Essentially, humans are social beings, and young people wish to have other
people in their lives. The related social needs may vary and evolve over the life
course, but most young people hope to have a meaningful social relationship(s)
with other(s), especially, that of a close best friend, with whom one they can share
experiences. A severely lonely person is essentially lacking acceptance,
appreciation, recognition and value as a person; a sense of belonging with other
people and within a society. Other people play a major role in providing these
matters and they are also the ones who may hinder a person from attaining them.
Loneliness is a multidimensional experience and its alleviation or prevention
is a task that might be impossible to complete, alone. Multilevel means are needed,
starting from political decision-making and resource allocation, as socioeconomic
inequality has a great role in causing and maintaining different socioemotional
problems, such as loneliness. Moreover, accepting difference and appreciating
everyone as her and his own person is essential, in every social context.
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Appendix 2 Invitation letter for the interview

Kutsu haastattelututkimukseen
Hyvä vastaanottaja
Olet mukana Oulun yliopiston terveystieteiden laitoksen Pohjois-Suomessa 1985–
1986 syntyneiden hyvinvointi- ja terveystutkimusohjelmassa (Pohjois-Suomen
syntymäkohortti 1986 -tutkimus) ja olet aikaisemmin osallistunut jo useaan
aineistonkeruuseen. Vastasit esimerkiksi 15–16-vuotiaana postikyselyyn, jossa
kysyttiin
perheja
ystävyyssuhteistasi,
terveydestäsi,
elintavoistasi,
harrastuksistasi ja käyttäytymisestäsi.
Tässä osatutkimuksessa selvitetään haastatteluilla lapsuuden ja nuoruuden
sosiaalista vuorovaikutusta. Tutkimuksen teemoja ovat muun muassa
ystävyyssuhteet, yksinäisyyden kokeminen ja koulukiusaaminen, ja tavoitteena on
selvittää, millä tavoin nämä teemat - tai jotkut näistä teemoista – ovat olleet
merkityksellisiä elämässäsi.
Tähän osatutkimukseen osallistuminen on vapaaehtoista ja luottamuksellista.
Tutkimuksesta voi halutessaan jättäytyä pois missä vaiheessa tahansa.
Tutkimusaineistoa käytetään vain aihetta koskevassa tieteellisessä tutkimuksessa.
Haastattelu nauhoitetaan, minkä jälkeen se kirjataan tekstitiedostoksi ja siinä
yhteydessä haastateltavien ja haastatteluissa esille tulevien muiden henkilöiden ja
paikkojen nimi/nimet muutetaan peitenimiksi. Haastattelussa esille tulevat asiat
raportoidaan tutkimusjulkaisuissa siten, että haastateltavien tai haastattelussa
mainittujen henkilöiden henkilöllisyys on tunnisteettomassa muodossa.
Haastateltavien yhteystiedot ja nauhoitetut äänitallenteet hävitetään tutkimuksen
loputtua. Tutkimuksen päätyttyä haastatteluista kirjatut tunnisteettomat
tekstitiedostot arkistoidaan Oulun yliopiston terveystieteiden laitoksen arkistoon.
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Haastattelut on tarkoitus toteuttaa kotipaikkakunnallasi joko kotonasi tai jossakin
muussa sovitussa paikassa. Haastattelut tehdään lokakuun ja marraskuun aikana.
Jos olet halukas osallistumaan haastatteluun, pyydämme Sinua täyttämään
sähköisen lomakkeen osoitteessa XXXXX ,jossa voit valita sopivan
haastatteluajankohdan ja jättää yhteystietosi tutkijan yhteydenottoa varten. Voit
myös lähettää sähköpostia osoitteeseen XXXXX ja sopia haastattelusta
sähköpostitse tai soittaa numeroon XXXX ja sopia haastattelusta puhelimitse.
Kaikissa tutkimukseen liittyvissä kysymyksissä voit ottaa yhteyttä tutkijaan tai
hankkeen vastuulliseen johtajaan.
Yhteystiedot:
Vastuullinen johtaja Professori Anja Taanila, Terveystieteiden laitos, Aapistie 5 B
90220 Oulu, puh: XXXXX, e-mail: XXXXXX
Tutkija Anna Reetta Rönkä, Kasvatustieteiden tiedekunta PL 2000 90014 Oulun
yliopisto, puh: XXXX, e-mail: XXXXX.
Oulussa 4.10.2013
Professori Anja Taanila
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Appendix 3 Semi-structured interview guide
Haastattelukysymykset
Haastattelututkimuksen vaihe 1: Nuorten aikuisten kokema sosiaalinen
vuorovaikutus ja yksinäisyys
1. vaihe, teemahaastattelut.
(Tutkimuksen kulun selittäminen, tutkittavan tiedotteeseen tutustuminen,
suostumuksen allekirjoittaminen)
Taustatiedot, elämäntilanne
–
–

nimi, opiskeletko/missä ammatissa olet?
asuinpaikka, missä paikoissa olet asunut aikaisemmin?

– Miten koet paikan, jossa asut nyt?
– Haluaisitko muuttaa takaisin kotipaikkakunnalle
– Miten muut nuoret, ovatko muuttaneet pois?
– Tuntuuko Etelä-Suomessa, että on pohjoisesta kotoisin?
Koulutustausta, koulutustulevaisuus ja ammatti
–
–
–
–

Kerro koulutustaustasi.
Mikä on tämänhetkinen tilanteesi?
Minkälainen on tulevaisuutesi koulutuksen suhteen?
Kerro koulunkäynnistäsi, miten koit koulunkäynnin?
–
–
–
–
–

–

Jos et pitänyt, miksi et pitänyt?
–
–
–
–

–

Piditkö koulunkäynnistä, miksi?
alakoulussa
yläkoulussa
lukiossa, ammattikoulussa ym.
pidätkö koulusta nyt?

alakoulussa
yläkoulussa
lukiossa, ammattikoulussa ym.
miksi et pidä tällä hetkellä?

Kerro tämänhetkisestä työtilanteestasi.
–
–

Mitä ajattelet tämänhetkisestä työpaikastasi?
pidätkö työstäsi?
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–
–
–

viihdytkö työssäsi?
Jos et viihdy, miksi et?

Jos et ole töissä, mitä teet nyt, kerro tilanteestasi?

– Mitä ajattelet tilanteestasi?
– viihdytkö?
– jos et viihdy, miksi et?
Perhesuhteet
–

Kerro perhesuhteistasi
–
–
–

–

Millainen perhe sinulla on nyt?
–
–

–

lapsuudessa
kouluaikoina (alakoulu)
nuoruudessa (yläkoulu->)

Millaiset suhteet sinulla on vanhempiisi ja sisaruksiisi?
Muihin sukulaisiisi?

Haluaisitko muuttaa jotakin (synnyinperhe, nykyinen perhe) perhesuhteissasi?

Ystävyyssuhteet
–
–
–
–

Kerro ystävyyssuhteistasi tällä hetkellä
Onko sinulla hyvää ystävää?
Mitä ystävyys sinulle tarkoittaa?
Millainen sinusta on hyvä ystävä?
–
–
–
–

–

Millaisia ystävyys- tai kaverisuhteita sinulla on ollut
–
–

–
–
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Onko sinusta ystävällä ja kaverilla eroa?
Jos ei: miksi ajattelet että sinulla ei ole sellaista ystävää? (Jos ei ole, kysy
kaipaako ystäviä ja kysy yksinäisyyden kokemisesta tässä).
Mitä teet ystäviesi kanssa? Miten vietätte aikaa yhdessä? Juttelut,
keskustelut?
Oletko ystävä sukulaistesi tai työkavereittesi kanssa?

lapsuudessa
kouluaikoina (alakoulu)

nuoruudessa (yläkoulu->)
Oletko saanut ystäviä koulun kautta, oliko sinulla koulussa ystäviä?

–
–
–
–
–
–

Jos ei, niin miksi ajattelisit, että sinulla ei ollut?

Mikä ystävyyssuhteissasi on ollut tärkeää?
Ovatko jotkut ystävyyssuhteistasi katkenneet tai päättyneet, miksi?
Oletko saanut ystäviä parisuhteen kautta?
Oletko sosiaalinen ihminen?
Jos on ujo, onko aina ollut, mistä on peräisin?

Ryhmään/yhteisöön kuuluminen
–

Onko sinulla tällä hetkellä yhteisöä/ryhmää, tai useita yhteisöjä/ryhmiä,
johon/joihin tunnet kuuluvasi (esim. harrastuksen, ajattelutavan ym. takia)?
Kerro kokemuksistasi.
–
–
–
–
–

–

Mitä ajattelet joukkoon kuulumisestasi? Miltä se tuntuu?
–

–

Miten olet liittynyt tähän yhteisöön/ryhmään/porukkaan?
Entä onko sinulla ollut tällaisia yhteisöjä/ryhmiä aiemmin, millaisia ne
ovat olleet?
lapsuudessa
kouluaikoina (alakoulu)
nuoruudessa (yläkoulu->)

Millaisia erilaisia tunteita siihen liittyy? Erittele.

Haluaisitko kuulua vielä johonkin muuhun ryhmään/yhteisöön?

– Miksi?
Ryhmään/yhteisöön kuulumattomuus
–
–
–
–
–

Koetko nykyisin, ettei sinulla ole mitään ryhmää tai yhteisöä johon kuulut?
Kerro kokemuksistasi.
Koetko olevasi ulkopuolinen? Kerro kokemuksistasi.
Koetko, että sinut on joskus jätetty ulkopuolelle jostakin ryhmästä/yhteisöstä,
esimerkiksi kouluaikoinasi? Kerro kokemuksistasi.
Oletko itse ottanut joskus etäisyyttä johonkin ryhmään/yhteisöön, miksi?
Oletko joskus aiemmin kokenut, ettet kuulu johonkin ryhmään/yhteisöön,
tunnet olevasi ulkopuolinen tai sinut on jätetty ulkopuolelle?
–
–
–

lapsuudessa
kouluaikoina (alakoulu)
nuoruudessa (yläkoulu->)
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–

Mitä ajattelet siitä, ettei kuulu ryhmään/yhteisöön tai on jätetty ulkopuolelle?
Erittele
–

–

Mitä tunteita siihen liittyy?

Miksi ajattelet, että sinua ei hyväksytty/otettu mukaan, Mistä luulet joukkoon
kuulumattomuutesi johtuvan?

Koulukiusaaminen
Koulukiusaamisen määrittely: Mikä tahansa sellainen toiminta, tai rakenne, joka
alistaa toista tai toisia tai joka vähättelee heitä, on koulukiusaamista riippumatta
siitä, onko teko fyysinen tai ei. Kiusaamiseen/Väkivaltaan voi kuulua yhtä aikaa
fyysinen, sanallinen ja henkinen (kuten juorujen levittäminen) puoli, tai
kiusaamiseen voi liittyä joku näistä puolista. Yksikin kerta tällaista toimintaa voi
olla kiusaamista/väkivaltaa.
–

Kiusattiinko sinua kouluaikoinasi? Kerro kokemuksistasi.
–
–
–
–

–

Jos et kokenut koulukiusaamista, oliko luokallasi koulukiusaamista? Kerro
kokemuksistasi.
–

–

Milloin sinua kiusattiin?
Millaista se oli?
Miltä se tuntui?
Mitä ajattelet siitä nyt?

Oliko luokallasi ulkopuolelle jättämistä?

Oletko itse joskus kiusannut muita? Kerro kokemuksistasi.
–
–
–

Miten?
Miltä se tuntui?
Mitä ajattelet siitä nyt?

Onko työpaikassasi tai nykyisessä opiskelupaikassasi kiusaamista? Kerro
kokemuksistasi.
–
Mitä ajatuksia koulukiusaaminen herättää?
–
Tapahtuiko kouluaikoina kohtelua mikä tuntui sinusta epämiellyttävältä tai
epäreilulta?
–
Jos et itse kokenut sellaista kohtelua, tapahtuiko luokassasi sellaista minkä
joku koki epämiellyttäväksi tai epäreiluksi
- tytöt tytöille, pojat pojille, tytöt pojille, pojat tytöille
–
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Yksinäisyys
Yksinäisyyden määrittely: Yksinäisyys on subjektiivinen, negatiivinen, ei valittu
kokemus. Ihminen voi olla yksinäinen, vaikka hänellä olisikin ystäviä tai hän ei
välttämättä ole yksinäinen, vaikka hänellä ei olisikaan ystäviä ja hän viihtyy yksin.
Yksin oleminen voi olla kuitenkin eri asia, kuin yksinäisyyden kokeminen.
Yksinäisyyden kokeminen voi olla lyhytkestoista, ajoittaista tai pitkäkestoista.
Yksinäisyyden kokeminen voi liittyä myös johonkin paikkaan, kuten kotiin,
kouluun tai asuinpaikkaan.
–

Koetko olevasi yksinäinen? Kerro yksinäisyyden kokemuksistasi
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

–

Onko sinulla ollut aikaisemmin yksinäisyyden kokemuksia? Millaisia?
–
–
–

–
–
–

lapsuudessa
kouluaikoina (alakoulu)
nuoruudessa (yläkoulu->)

Mistä luulet yksinäisyyskokemuksiesi johtuvan?
Onko sillä, että olet yksinäinen ollut seurauksia elämässäsi? Millaisia?
(mahdollisesti yhteys itsensä tahalliseen vahingoittamiseen)
Millä keinoin oma yksinäisyytesi on lievittynyt tai loppunut?
–

–

Mitä sinusta yksinäisyys on?
Miltä yksinäisyyden kokeminen tuntuu? Kuvaile.
Mitä tunteita siihen liittyy? Erittele.
Liittyykö yksinäisyyden kokeminen johonkin paikkaan (asuinpaikka, koti,
koulu)?
Minkä pituisia yksinäisyyden kokemuksesi ovat olleet?
Mitä teit päivisin ja iltaisin kun olit yksinäinen?
Onko sinusta tässä ajassa/yhteiskunnassa jotakin sellaista, joka aiheuttaa
yksinäisyyttä?

Oletko kirjoittanut esimerkiksi päiväkirjaa?

Miten yksinäisyyden kokemista voisi lievittää?

– sinun kohdallasi
– yleensä
Yleinen terveys- ja hyvinvointi
–

Millaiseksi koet nykyisen elämäntilanteesi?
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–
–
–

oletko tyytyväinen elämäntilanteesi, miksi? miksi et? Erittele.
millaiseksi koet mielialasi tällä hetkellä? Erittele.

Millaiseksi koet terveydentilasi tällä hetkellä?

– Vaikuttaako terveytesi elämääsi, miten?
Tulevaisuus
–
–

Millaisia tulevaisuudensuunnitelmia sinulla on?
Mitä toivot tulevaisuudeltasi?

Lopetus
–
–

Haluaisitko vielä lisätä jotakin?
Minkälaisia ajatuksia haastattelu herätti?

(Kiitokset osallistumisesta ja kokemusten jakamisesta. Saa ottaa yhteyttä jos tulee
vielä jotakin mieleen)(Olisiko sinulla halukkuutta osallistua vielä toiseen
haastatteluun tämän vuoden puolella? Otan yhteyttä sähköpostitse syksyn aikana. )
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Appendix 4 Example of qualitative content
analysis process
Main

Sub-

Category

category

Codes

Personal

Mental and a) Negative

Original utterances
a) “I would say it is sadness, that is the best word to

Dimension Bodily pain feelings evoked in describe it. Feeling down, also hopelessness is somewhat
loneliness

linked with it, hopelessness, you know, this will never end,

b) Mental health

there is no way out.” (Kirsi).

issues as causes

b) “Yes, well I got a diagnosis for depression, so that

and

probably was.” (Mikko)

consequences of

c) “Cutting myself, and always, the time it hurts it did not felt

loneliness

bad otherwise. Even though people thinks it is very

c) Self-directed

pathetic, it was a good way out at the time … the mental ill-

violence as a

being got better when it physically hurt.” (Tiina)

consequence of
loneliness
Relational

Not having

a)

a) “… I just have such a need, I just wish I had that

Dimension meaningful Need/lack/longing someone besides my partner, someone to be with that I
social

of emotionally

could share all my thoughts and experiences and…One

others

close others as

needs friends. Relationship is so different than a

cause for

friendship.” (Iida)

loneliness

b) “In upper secondary, it (loneliness) was very powerful

b)

and strong, I really longed for some group of people or

Need/lack/longing so … .” (Paula)
of larger social
network(s) as
cause for
loneliness
Physical

Social

a) Living in the

a) “I was at small village school, there was only one other

Context

isolation

Northern context

girl besides me and then a few others and this girl, well I

causing loneliness was bullied during elementary school. She was the bully.

Dimension

So I did not have any friends in elementary school.” (Liisa)
Life event
Dimension

Relocation

a) Relocation

a) “Well after the relocation in addition to everything. We

cause,

moved to other town. It was okay, I wanted myself to leave

consequence and as well. I thought I will get friends and so on, but then the
alleviating

opposite happened. It would have been good idea to stay

loneliness

and not to move.” (Heikki)
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Main

Sub-

Category

category

Codes

Original utterances
a) “I got to know new people, and I guess, those total
changes of scenery were good for me, even though it was
very difficult, but then there were other people, those who
did not know my life history before, I could start over and
decide what to tell people about myself, and I have made
some new friendships and a relationship and also probably
my own maturation, things are now in different proportion
than before.” (Mikko).

Socio-

Cultural

a) Ethos of

a) “But then, my own role. They also say that one should be

cultural

ethos in

individualism as

active and seek company, but I feel those things are

influencing

challenging and difficult, how could I go push myself to

loneliness

others, to be my friends?!.” (Leena)

Dimension (Northern)
Finland

(Hetero-)ge a) Accepted ways a) “Well I think it was about my sexual orientation that
ndered

of being a girl and others has senses that I am not straight and being different,

norms

a boy, accepted

was not very acceptable and not only that, but the domestic

expression of

violence I also experienced, I had to take a role, not a role,

masculinities and

but I couldn´t be myself at home either.” (Mikko).

femininities
intensifying
loneliness
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