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Abstract

Population aging is increasing across Arab countries. As a result, loneliness and social
isolation among older adults have become important public health concerns due to their
impact on well-being. This review aimed to examine research trends on loneliness, isola-
tion, and well-being among older adults in Arab countries; synthesize evidence on their
associations with well-being; and identify gaps and priorities for future research. A com-
bined bibliometric analysis and systematic review was conducted. The findings indicate
that research on this topic has grown substantially since 2020 but remains limited and
concentrated in a small number of countries. Research on the mental health consequences
of loneliness dominates the literature. Across studies, loneliness and social isolation were
consistently associated with poorer mental health, lower quality of life, greater psychologi-
cal distress, and adverse physical and nutritional outcomes. However, the literature largely
appears to conceptualize loneliness and social isolation as individual or clinical problems,
with limited attention paid to their broader social and structural determinants. Research
also remains predominantly descriptive, with comparatively little focus on interventions,
prevention strategies, or solution-oriented responses. This review makes suggestions for
future research, including attention to social and structural factors, protective factors, and
intervention-oriented approaches to loneliness and isolation in later life.

Keywords: loneliness; social isolation; aging; well-being; mental health; social determinants
of health; Arab

1. Introduction
The world’s population has now reached historically high levels and is still growing.

According to the United Nations (2017), the age category including people aged 60 or older
includes about 962 million people; it is also expected that by the year 2050, that number is
estimated to increase by four times. It is also thought that there will be more adults aged
60 and older than teenagers and young adults aged 10 to 24 (United Nations 2017).

The well-being and mental health of older people are under significant stress as a
result of this population’s rising aging numbers and the unique problems they encounter
(Reynolds et al. 2022). Older adults present a higher chance of experiencing depression,
anxiety, and dementia than younger generations due to multimorbidity and decreased
independence (Du et al. 2025).
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One of the most prominent challenges that older people face is loneliness and isolation
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2020; Salari et al. 2025). As
individuals age, their social circles often shrink due to life changes like retirement or the loss
of peers, leaving them without the meaningful connections needed for psychological well-
being (Cornwell and Waite 2009). Loneliness and isolation are vulnerabilities that affect a
substantial proportion of older people in many societies (Salari et al. 2025; Southerland et al.
2024). Importantly, studies have consistently associated loneliness with poor mental health
amongst older adults, including higher levels of depression and anxiety, and lower life
satisfaction (Cacioppo et al. 2010; Cornwell and Waite 2009; Williams-Farrelly et al. 2024;
Mombeini and Bereyhe Bereyhi 2022). Moreover, an increased risk of premature mortality
is linked to social isolation in later life (Blazer 2020; Perissinotto et al. 2012; Steptoe et al.
2013). In this sense, loneliness and isolation represent major components of the quality of
life of older people (Dahlberg et al. 2022; Mzawak et al. 2025; Marliana et al. 2022).

Most gerontology and aging research has been done in Western countries. However,
when loneliness is studied in non-Western contexts, loneliness is also a predictor of worse
mental health and reduced quality of life among Arab populations (Abdel Aziz et al.
2026; Yazeedi and Shin 2025). In some studies, loneliness also appeared to be the primary
contributor to psychological distress (Abu Khait et al. 2024; Abdel Aziz et al. 2026).

Socioculturally, most Arab societies have strong familial ties, close community net-
works, and a common sense of identity and religiosity (Digard 2003). Arab nations are
different from other nations and have shared identity components, as they have a strong
regional identity that they seem to share because of their similar cultures, languages, and
histories (Behrens-Abouseif 1999; Harb 2016; Rabasa 2004).

Arab culture has always valued aging and taking care of and respecting older people
(Manor 2019; Joseph 1996); older individuals are seen as sources of knowledge and life
(Manor 2019). Also, people think of these people as the heads of their families or groups of
relatives (Rosenthal and Marshall 1986; Joseph 1996). The paternal or clan-based family
structure, which is the foundation of Arab society, was very important to this picture of the
older people (Digard 2003; Joseph 1996).

However, the recent literature suggests this reality in Arab societies may be changing
(Manor 2019; Hövermann and Messner 2023). For instance, research suggests that the
level of ageism or prejudice against older people is relatively high among Arab people,
especially in low- or middle-income countries (Younes and Mzawak 2026; Younes and
Rajha 2025). Such a shift may be associated with a declining focus on the social welfare of
elderly individuals. Neglecting a major social issue like this, when there is a growing need
for quality care for older people, leaves older individuals increasingly vulnerable.

The growing population of older people in Arab countries, the seemingly growing
need for care for older people, and the well-known effects loneliness has on mental health
and quality of life, make it necessary to understand the social phenomenon of loneliness in
aging in the Arab region. This review takes on the ambitious aim to provide a comprehen-
sive synthesis of the state of the art of the current understanding of loneliness, isolation,
and well-being of older people in Arab countries. It also seeks to pave the way for future
quality and socially impactful research needed to advance the work on the social issue of
loneliness and isolation. Overall, this review has three objectives:

(1) To explore the current research trends and research gaps in the study of loneliness,
isolation, and well-being among older people in Arab countries;

(2) To understand the associations between loneliness, isolation, and various aspects of
well-being among older people in Arab countries;
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(3) To suggest future research directions that can help develop culturally sensitive social
programs and public policies that effectively combat loneliness and isolation in Arab
aging populations.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design

This paper employs a dual-methodological approach. It incorporates both a bibliomet-
ric analysis and a systematic integrative review (Marzi et al. 2025).

First, a bibliometric analysis was conducted to map the landscape of the field. Biblio-
metric analysis is a quantitative method used to analyze large volumes of scientific studies
through statistical tools to map the structural and evolutionary trends of a specific research
field. This method was used to explore current research trends, publication patterns, and
existing gaps in the literature on loneliness, isolation, and well-being of older adults in
Arab Countries.

Second, a systematic integrative review was conducted to investigate the associations
between loneliness, isolation, and various aspects of well-being among older people in
Arab countries. As a specific type of literature review, the integrative approach synthesizes
findings from diverse methodologies and study designs, including both quantitative and
qualitative research, to provide a comprehensive understanding of a complex phenomenon
(Toronto and Remington 2020). To this end, opting for this method allows for a comprehen-
sive panorama of existing findings on the associations between loneliness, isolation, and
well-being, which can lay the groundwork for evidence-based practices (Whittemore and
Knafl 2005).

2.2. Literature Search and Screening

The systematic search was conducted using SCOPUS, as it is the largest academic
database for the social and health sciences. The search strategy employed a combination of
three key sets of terms: keywords related to the core phenomena of loneliness or isolation
(“loneliness” and “isolation”), and keywords related to the target population (“older
adults”, “elder”, “elderly”, “older people”, “geriatric”, etc.). To ensure the relevance and
currency of the findings, filters were applied to include only papers published between
2000 and 2026, restricted to Arab countries, and to exclude any retracted publications.
The database search was done in February 2026. The full search query is provided in the
Supplementary Materials.

The initial search yielded a total of 981 articles. A screening process was then con-
ducted in several stages to select only relevant studies. First, a title screening was performed
by one researcher to exclude clearly unrelated papers. Subsequently, the abstracts of the re-
maining articles were screened independently by two researchers to ensure they specifically
explored loneliness, isolation, and well-being among older people within the Arab context.
During this stage, any disagreements between the two researchers were settled through
direct discussion. While a senior supervisor was available to mediate if a consensus could
not be reached, this was ultimately unnecessary as all discrepancies were resolved through
dialogue. Following this process, 90 articles met the criteria and were retained for the
bibliometric analysis.

For the integrative review synthesis, an additional, more rigorous full-text screening
was conducted by the two researchers. This stage aimed to identify studies specifically
investigating the associations between loneliness, isolation, and various aspects of well-
being. Consequently, non-empirical studies, such as theoretical papers or reviews, were
excluded to ensure that only those providing primary data on these specific associations
were selected. Studies were included if all involved participants were aged 60+ years or
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targeted older adults aged 60+. Studies were included if they examined loneliness or social
isolation, either directly or indirectly through closely related indicators, namely social
support, marital status, or living arrangements. As with the previous stage, the researchers
resolved all differences in opinion via discussion without requiring external intervention.
It is important to note that in this process, several articles had restricted access, so the
corresponding authors were contacted to request the complete manuscripts. The majority
of authors provided the full texts for assessment; however, four did not respond, meaning
that these articles were excluded from the final selection. Ultimately, 37 studies were
included for synthesis in the integrative review portion of this paper. The entire selection
and screening process is illustrated in the flow diagram (Page et al. 2021) (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Literature search and screening.
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2.3. Data Analysis

The data analysis was conducted in two distinct phases to align with the dual-
methodological design of this study. For the bibliometric analysis, a CSV file containing
the 90 identified articles was exported from Scopus, including comprehensive metadata
such as authors, journals, volume and issue numbers, author keywords, keywords plus,
references, and funding information, among others. This unedited file was then processed
using Biblioshiny version 5.0, a web-based interface for the Bibliometrix R-package (Aria
and Cuccurullo 2017). This tool was utilized to assess productivity over the years, identify
the most productive countries, and determine the commonly explored themes based on
keyword frequency and thematic mapping. Additionally, co-occurrence network visual-
ization was conducted using VOSviewer version 1.6.20 to map relationships between the
most frequent author keywords and identify major thematic clusters within the literature
(Van Eck and Waltman 2010).

For the integrative review of the 37 selected articles, the key findings from each were
extracted and inserted into an Excel spreadsheet in the form of a review matrix (Garrard
2017). Then, thematic and content analyses were employed to synthesize the data. During the
content analysis, researchers carefully reviewed each article to establish codes that captured
core findings and primary ideas, following the procedures described by Cameron et al. (2011).
This systematic coding process involved stages of grouping, categorization, and abstraction
to allow for rigorous comparisons across the literature (Elo and Kyngäs 2008). Building
upon these initial codes, a thematic analysis was conducted to identify recurrent patterns
and commonalities across multiple sources. This iterative process led to the establishment of
prominent themes that encapsulate the key dimensions of the social phenomena under study
(Popay et al. 2006).

Additionally, the 37 studies included in this integrative review underwent a quality
assessment to evaluate methodological rigor and identify common limitations within the
current body of research (Kesonen et al. 2024; Younes et al. 2024). This assessment was
performed using the Joanna Briggs Institute (2017) (JBI) Critical Appraisal Tools.

3. Results
The search retrieved a total of 90 publications related to loneliness, isolation, and

well-being among older adults in Arab countries, published from 2001 through February
2026. Scientific production in this field remained limited and relatively stable during the
first decade and a half, with fewer than five articles per year recorded before 2014. A
gradual upward trend became apparent from 2016 onward, accelerating sharply in 2020
and 2021, likely reflecting the global surge in research attention prompted by the COVID-
19 pandemic and its disproportionate impact on older populations. The highest annual
output was observed in the most recent years of the study period, reflecting the growing
recognition of this research area across Arab institutions (Figure 2).

Table 1 presents the distribution of publications across Arab countries. Egypt led
scientific output with 54 publications, followed by Saudi Arabia, with 52, and Jordan, with
45. Lebanon ranked fourth, with 39 publications, while Qatar with 28 and the United Arab
Emirates with 25 represented additional significant contributors. Remaining contributions
came from Tunisia, with 19; Oman, with 14; and Morocco, with 11, while Iraq, Libya,
Algeria, Bahrain, Sudan, and Yemen each contributed fewer than five publications (Table 1).
This distribution highlights a notable concentration of research output among a small
number of higher-income Arab nations, with many countries in the region remaining
significantly underrepresented in the peer-reviewed literature.
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Figure 2. Annual scientific production of publications on loneliness, isolation, and well-being among
older adults in Arab countries.

Table 1. Scientific production per Arab country.

Country Frequency

Egypt 54
Saudi Arabia 52
Jordan 45
Lebanon 39
Qatar 28
United Arab Emirates 25
Tunisia 19
Oman 14
Morocco 11
Iraq 5
Libya 4
Algeria 2
Bahrain 1
Sudan 1
Yemen 1

In the 90 published studies, the most frequently occurring author keyword was “older
adults” (n = 20), followed by “depression” (n = 17), “elderly” (n = 13), “anxiety” (n = 10), and
“loneliness” (n = 10). “COVID-19” appeared seven times, while “aging”, “mental health”,
“social isolation”, and “social support” all appeared six times. Other frequently used author
keywords included “stress” (n = 5), “malnutrition” (n = 4), “nutritional status” (n = 4), and
“well-being” (n = 3). Keywords related to other prominent subjects were used several times,
namely “frailty”, “psychological distress”, “psychological well-being”, “quality of life”,
“resilience”, “spirituality”, and “risk factors” (all n = 3) (Figure 3). Overall, most frequent
keywords were tied to the focus of the included literature. Moreover, keywords related to
mental health were prominent throughout the dataset, which shows the emphasis on the
psychological effects of loneliness and isolation among older adults in Arab research. Also,
the frequent appearance of COVID-19 suggests that the pandemic was as an important
catalyst for research in this area, likely due to the isolation during this period.
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Figure 3. Ten most frequently used author keywords.

Figure 4 presents the co-occurrence map of author keywords with a minimum of three
occurrences, yielding five thematic clusters. The Blue Cluster grouped nutrition-related
terms, reflecting research on dietary patterns and their relationship with cognitive and
physical health in older populations. The Red Cluster centered on loneliness and COVID-19,
highlighting the pandemic’s role in amplifying social isolation research. The Purple Cluster
encompassed mental health, depression, stress, and anxiety, the most dominant thematic
area in the corpus. The Green Cluster aggregated keywords related to psychological well-
being and resilience, while the Yellow Cluster brought together social support and quality
of life. The prominence of depression and anxiety-related keywords, alongside emerging
attention to loneliness and social isolation, reflects a field increasingly attuned to both
clinical and social determinants of mental health in older Arab adults.

Figure 5 illustrates the temporal evolution of keywords across the study period. Key-
words appearing in 2019–2020, predating or coinciding with the early phase of the COVID-
19 pandemic, were predominantly nutrition-related. From 2021 to 2023, a marked shift
toward mental health-related keywords was observed, with terms such as “depression,”
“anxiety,” “loneliness,” and “social isolation” gaining prominence. This shift seems to align
with the well-documented psychological impact of the pandemic on elderly populations
worldwide, and mirrors comparable temporal transitions observed in the global bibliomet-
ric literature on aging. From 2024 onward, quality of life and psychological well-being
emerged as the most recent thematic frontier, suggesting a maturing research agenda
moving beyond symptom-focused inquiry toward broader positive health constructs and
holistic well-being frameworks.

Using a larger timespan, the trend topics analysis revealed a similar pattern to that
observed in the keyword co-occurrence and temporal evolution analyses (Figure 6). Some
keywords like “elderly”, “social isolation”, and “aging” remained consistently present
over time, which is expected given that they constitute the foundational keywords of
this research field. Notably, Lebanon was as a recurrent keyword across multiple years,
which reflects the sustained research output of this country on loneliness, social isolation,
and well-being among older adults. Keywords like “mental health”, “anxiety”, and “de-
pression” appeared prominently and coincided with a relatively close timeline with the
keyword “COVID-19”. This suggests that much of the research conducted during these
years focused on the psychological consequences of social restrictions and isolation among
older populations. In more recent years, “Saudi Arabia” has emerged as an increasingly
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frequent keyword, which may reflect the growing volume of research being conducted in
the country in this field of study.

Figure 4. Co-occurrence map. Note. Co-occurrence map of most frequent author keywords (minimum
3 occurrences, meaning that keywords with less than 3 occurrences did not appear in the map). Node
size is proportional to keyword frequency; line thickness represents the strength of co-occurrence.
Five clusters are visible: nutrition-related (blue); loneliness and COVID-19 (red); mental health,
depression, stress, and anxiety (purple); psychological well-being and resilience (green); and social
support and quality of life (yellow).

Figure 5. Temporal evolution of frequent author keywords. Note. Co-occurrence map with overlay
visualization showing the temporal evolution of frequent author keywords (minimum 3 occurrences,
meaning that keywords with less than 3 occurrences did not appear in the map). The color gradient
from purple (earlier publications, 2019–2020) to green-yellow (more recent publications, 2024+)
reflects the chronological shift in research focus.
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Figure 6. Trend topics over time.

A thematic mapping was conducted to visually analyze the conceptual structure of the
field. In the top-right quadrant, motor themes such as elderly, aging, social support, as well
as frailty factors and older people represent well-developed, core areas driving forward the
domain of loneliness and isolation among older adults in Arab countries. The bottom-right
quadrant contains basic and transversal themes, which are highly relevant across research
but are not developed in depth in and of themselves; this area is dominated by clusters
such as loneliness, COVID-19, psychological distress, older adults, mental health, social
isolation, depression, anxiety, and stress. Conversely, the top-left quadrant encompasses
niche themes like health status, indicating specialized, internally cohesive research that
remains peripheral to the broader field. Finally, the bottom-left quadrant illustrates the
seemingly declining theme of general risk factors (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Thematic mapping.
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When it comes to the methodology used in this research, the vast majority of studies
used a cross-sectional design (n = 64; 71.11%), followed by reviews (n = 14; 15.56%) and
quasi-experimental designs (n = 8; 8.89%). Qualitative methods were employed in a
minority of the studies (n = 5; 5.56%). Longitudinal (n = 4; 4.44%) and mixed-methods
(n = 3; 3.33%) approaches were also rarely used. Finally, experimental designs (n = 1; 1.11%)
and reflection/opinion articles (n = 1; 1.11%) represented the smallest portion of the dataset
(Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Study design frequencies.

4. Associations Between Loneliness, Isolation, and Well-Being
4.1. Characteristics of the Included Studies

The vast majority of included studies adopted a cross-sectional design (n = 28). Others
were qualitative (n = 3), mixed-methods (n = 3), randomized controlled trial (n = 1), or quasi-
experimental (n = 1) studies. There was one included article that was a reflection/theoretical
article (n = 1).

Concerning the countries in which these studies were conducted, a significant portion
of the studies were done in Jordan (n = 9), followed by Saudi Arabia (n = 8), Lebanon
(n = 8), and Egypt (n = 6). Other studies were done in Oman (n = 2), Qatar (n = 1), and the
United Arab Emirates (n = 1). Two studies were done across various Arab countries (n = 2).

These studies underwent a quality appraisal, which assessed their methodological
rigor. The quality appraisal sought to assess the rigor of the selected studies, though none
were excluded for quality issues. The Joanna Briggs Institute (2017) Critical Appraisal Tools
were used for this purpose. The scoring in these tools comprises the options of “yes”, “no”,
“unclear”, and “not applicable” for each criterion. Similarly to previous integrative reviews
(Kesonen et al. 2024; Mzawak et al. 2025), solely “yes” answers, meaning that the criterion
is definitely suitable for a study, were equivalent to a point. Each study design has its
specific checklist. A higher score reflects better study quality, while a lower score suggests
limitations in the study. Lastly, it should be noted that the quality appraisal did not extend
to the reflection/theoretical article included in this review, as it was not applicable.

The overall methodological quality was sound, although two methodological limita-
tions were observed a handful of times among cross-sectional studies. First, some studies
did not use validated instruments to measure at least one variable (n = 8), which may affect
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the robustness of the findings (Ahmed and Ishtiaq 2021). Second, several studies did not
adopt strategies to identify or control for potential confounding factors (n = 7), which can
limit the extent to which the observed associations can be attributed solely to the examined
variables. These limitations should be considered when interpreting the general findings of
cross-sectional studies. The study characteristics and quality appraisal scores are provided
in Table 2.

Table 2. Study characteristics and quality appraisal.

Authors (Year) Study Design Country Sample Size Population Main Findings JBI Score

Amin et al.
(2025) Cross-sectional Egypt 311 Geriatric

outpatients

Social support is associated with
lower perceived
burdensomeness and improved
psychological well-being.

8/8

Badawy and
Shaban (2025) Qualitative Saudi Arabia 18 Geriatric mental

health nurses

Technology presents new
pathways for social connection
among older adults but also
introduces emotional, ethical,
and operational challenges for
nursing care.

8/10

Shdaifat et al.
(2025) Cross-sectional Saudi Arabia 523 Population

sample

Volunteering is more prevalent
among certain demographic
subgroups of older adults.
Volunteering is significantly
associated with psychological
and social well-being, though no
significant relationship is found
between volunteering and
subjective well-being
or loneliness.

8/8

Badri et al.
(2025) Cross-sectional United Arab

Emirates 6593 Population
sample

Mental health among older
adults reflects a
multidimensional nature and is
shaped by the influence of
systemic inequalities on
psychological well-being.

7/8

Mostafa et al.
(2025)

Quasi-
experimental Egypt 74

Community-
dwelling and
institutionalized
older adults

An intergenerational support
program is associated with
improved life satisfaction and
reduced feelings of loneliness
and psychological distress
among older adults.

6/9

Al Kuwari
(2025) Review Various Arab

countries N/A N/A

Older adults in Gulf countries
face unique challenges related to
rapid modernization and
changing social structures.
Existing support systems and
policy implications for
managing population aging are
identified and discussed.

N/A

Malak and
Khalifeh (2025) Cross-sectional Jordan 602

Community-
dwelling older
adults

Marital status is significantly
associated with quality of life
and depressive symptoms
among older adults.

8/8

Aman (2024) Cross-sectional Egypt 200 Institutionalized
older adults

Loneliness is significantly
associated with depression
among institutionalized
older adults.

7/8
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Table 2. Cont.

Authors (Year) Study Design Country Sample Size Population Main Findings JBI Score

Badawy et al.
(2024)

Randomized
controlled trial Saudi Arabia 84

Community-
dwelling older
adults

A resilience-building nursing
intervention is associated with
enhanced psychological
well-being among older adults.
Living alone is associated with
lower likelihood of resilience
improvement, while community
engagement is associated with
greater odds of resilience gains.

7/13

Albarqi (2024) Cross-sectional Saudi Arabia 200
Primary
healthcare center
patients

Social support is a significant
predictor of better mental health
outcomes among older adults.

7/8

Al-Jadidi et al.
(2024) Cross-sectional Oman 193

Community-
dwelling older
adults

Living alone is the strongest
significant predictor of
psychological symptoms among
community-dwelling
older adults.

6/8

Hejase et al.
(2024) Cross-sectional Jordan 50 Elderly cancer

patients

Marital status and living
arrangement are significantly
associated with depression
among older adults.

6/8

Ghabashi and
Azzeh (2024) Cross-sectional Saudi Arabia 623

Community-
dwelling older
adults

Marital status and living status
are significantly associated with
malnutrition risk among
community-dwelling
older adults.

7/8

Khalaf et al.
(2023) Cross-sectional Egypt 300

Geriatric club
members and
regular hospital
visitors

Community participation is
significantly correlated with
psychological well-being among
older adults. Living conditions
are significantly associated with
both community participation
and nutritional appetite.

7/8

El Keshky et al.
(2023) Cross-sectional Saudi Arabia 260

Community-
dwelling older
adults

Older adults living with family
report higher life satisfaction
compared to those living alone.
Social support is associated with
higher quality of life.

6/8

Abu-Saad
Huijer et al.
(2023)

Cross-sectional Lebanon 203
Hospitalized
patients with
palliative care

Social support and social
functioning are significantly
associated with quality of life
among hospitalized patients
receiving palliative care.

8/8

Chaouacha
et al. (2022) Cross-sectional Oman 197

Primary
healthcare center
patients

Living alone is not significantly
associated with frailty status
among older adults attending
primary healthcare centers.

8/8

Alhalaseh et al.
(2022) Cross-sectional Jordan 456

Community-
dwelling older
adults

Loneliness is significantly
associated with unmarried
status, previous unemployment,
and functional dependence.
Loneliness is also significantly
associated with a higher
likelihood of depression.

7/8

Hamdan-
Mansour et al.
(2022)

Cross-sectional Jordan 820
Older persons
diagnosed with
chronic illness

Marital status is not significantly
associated with sleep
disturbances among older
adults with chronic illness.

8/8
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Table 2. Cont.

Authors (Year) Study Design Country Sample Size Population Main Findings JBI Score

Ashour (2022) Cross-sectional Jordan 620
Community-
dwelling older
adults

Exposure to emotional and
physical abuse during
self-isolation is associated with
increased levels of anxiety and
depression among older adults.

5/8

Ouanes et al.
(2021) Cross-sectional Qatar 67

Quarantined
older adults
(during
COVID-19
pandemic)

Duration of quarantine and
isolation during the COVID-19
pandemic is not significantly
associated with anxiety,
depression, or stress among
older adults.

8/8

Hayajneh et al.
(2021) Cross-sectional Jordan 300

Older adults with
acute coronary
syndrome
seeking
emergency care

Marital status and living status
are significantly associated with
depression among older adults
with acute coronary syndrome.

8/8

Boulos and
Salameh (2021) Cross-sectional Lebanon 823 Rural elderly

people

Social isolation and living status
are significantly associated with
depression among rural
older adults.

8/8

Rababa et al.
(2021) Cross-sectional Jordan 220 Hospital patients

Marital status is significantly
associated with
health-promoting lifestyle
behaviors among hospitalized
older adults.

5/8

Khataybeh
(2022) Mixed-methods Jordan 68 Nursing home

residents

The COVID-19 pandemic and
associated social welfare
restrictions are associated with a
deterioration in the
psychological well-being of
older adults in nursing homes.

8/18

El Hayek et al.
(2020) Qualitative Various Arab

countries 13 Geriatric
psychiatrists

Mental health interventions
during the COVID-19 pandemic
largely fail to address the
specific needs of the geriatric
population, as most are directed
at the general population.

5/10

Boulos et al.
(2017) Cross-sectional Lebanon 1200 Rural elderly

people

Loneliness and social isolation
are associated with higher rates
of depression and malnutrition
among rural older adults.

8/8

Hallit et al.
(2017) Cross-sectional Lebanon 500 Nursing home

residents

Marital status is significantly
associated with anxiety among
nursing home residents.

7/8

Strong et al.
(2015) Mixed-methods Lebanon 210 Older refugees

from Syria

Loneliness and reduced social
network size are associated with
feelings of anxiety among older
refugees.

16/18

Ahmed et al.
(2014) Cross-sectional Egypt 240 Nursing home

residents

Married status and loneliness
are significant predictors of
anxiety among nursing
home residents.

8/8

El Zoghbi et al.
(2014) Cross-sectional Lebanon 111 Nursing home

residents

Loneliness is significantly
associated with malnutrition
among nursing home residents.

8/8

Boulos et al.
(2013) Cross-sectional Lebanon 1200 Rural elderly

people

Marital status is significantly
associated with cognitive status
among older adults.

7/8
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Table 2. Cont.

Authors (Year) Study Design Country Sample Size Population Main Findings JBI Score

Shideed et al.
(2013) Cross-sectional Lebanon 1774

Community-
dwelling older
adults

Marital status and living
arrangements are significantly
associated with physical health
outcomes among older adults.

6/8

Abolfotouh
et al. (2001) Cross-sectional Saudi Arabia 810

Primary
healthcare center
patients

Marital status and living status
are significantly associated with
depression among older adults
attending primary
healthcare centers.

7/8

Hassan et al.
(2025) Mixed-methods Egypt 247 Geriatric patients

in critical care

Lack of social support is
significantly associated with
death anxiety among geriatric
patients in critical care.

16/18

Badawy and
Shaban (2025) Qualitative Saudi Arabia 12

Community-
dwelling older
adults

Strong intergenerational ties are
associated with enhanced social
resilience, providing emotional
support and a sense of security.
Older adults in
multigenerational households
report more positive
psychosocial outcomes
compared to those with less
frequent family contact.

8/10

Abu Khait et al.
(2024) Cross-sectional Jordan 365

Community-
dwelling older
adults

Marital status is significantly
associated with both depression
and loneliness among
community-dwelling
older adults.

8/8

Following the content and thematic analyses of each study’s findings, four common
themes emerged from the data: (1) mental health; (2) physical and nutritional health;
(3) quality of life; and (4) family and marital status.

4.2. Mental Health

Several studies explored the link between loneliness, social isolation, and mental
health outcomes: out of thirty eight studies, 23 explored the latter, and out of the 23 studies,
11 linked loneliness and social isolation to depression; the majority of these studies found
loneliness and social isolation to be linked to higher levels of depression (Aman 2024; Abu
Khait et al. 2024; Alhalaseh et al. 2022; Ashour 2022; El Hayek et al. 2020; Hayajneh et al.
2021; Boulos and Salameh 2021; Boulos et al. 2017; Ahmed et al. 2014; Abolfotouh et al.
2001), while a study found that duration of quarantine (isolation) was not associated with
depression (Ouanes et al. 2021).

One study found that the duration of quarantine (isolation) was not associated with
stress (Ouanes et al. 2021), while another study found that distress from isolation in
quarantine was a mental health concern for the elderly in Morocco (El Hayek et al. 2020).

Four of the twenty-three studies exploring mental health explored the link of loneliness
and social isolation with anxiety. One study found that the duration of quarantine isolation
was not associated with anxiety (Ouanes et al. 2021), while three other studies (Strong et al.
2015; Ahmed et al. 2014; Ashour 2022) found loneliness and social isolation to be linked
with anxiety. One study found that loneliness and lack of social isolation is positively
associated with death anxiety (Hassan et al. 2025).

Ten studies explored the relationship between loneliness, social isolation, and psycho-
logical well-being; three studies linked loneliness and social isolation to worse psychological
well-being (Badawy and Shaban 2025; Badawy et al. 2024; Aman 2024); and seven studies
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linked social support to better psychological well-being (Al-Jadidi et al. 2024; Albarqi 2024;
Amin et al. 2025; El Keshky et al. 2023; Khalaf et al. 2023; Khataybeh 2022; Mostafa et al. 2025).

Four studies explored the relationship between loneliness, social isolation, and coping
and resilience. One of these studies found that social support is linked to resilience building
and resilience improvement, and living alone was linked to lower resilience building
(Badawy et al. 2024); another study found that resilience was significantly higher in elderly
subjects under COVID-19 quarantine (Ouanes et al. 2021). Two studies also linked social
support to better coping and resilience (Badawy and Shaban 2026; Hassan et al. 2025).

4.3. Physical and Nutritional Health

A total of 8 out of 37 studies explored the relationship between loneliness, social
isolation, and physical health. Out of these eight studies, three explored the association
between loneliness, social isolation, and malnutrition or nutritional status. One study found
social support to be linked with better nutritional status and linked social engagement to
nutritional well-being (Khalaf et al. 2023), while two other studies linked loneliness and
social isolation to a higher risk of malnutrition (El Zoghbi et al. 2014; Boulos et al. 2017).

One study found that living alone was not significantly associated with frailty status
among older adults (Chaouacha et al. 2022). One study found that social support predicts
better physical functioning (Albarqi 2024), while another one found marriage to be a
protective factor for functional health (Shideed et al. 2013).

One study linked marital status to better cognitive status (Boulos et al. 2013). A
study found that older individuals who are not married present a higher level of sensory
impairment compared to those who are (Shideed et al. 2013). Marital status was also found
to be linked to chronic diseases, with unmarried older individuals presenting a higher level
of prevalence of chronic diseases compared to married individuals (Shideed et al. 2013).
Another study found that chronic health issues can negatively affect the older individual’s
ability to engage in social activities (Badawy and Shaban 2026).

4.4. Quality of Life

In total, 6 out of 38 studies explored the relationship between loneliness, social isola-
tion, and quality of life. One study linked social support to less burdensomeness (Amin
et al. 2025). Two studies linked social, friendship, community, and professional support to
better quality of life (Abu-Saad Huijer et al. 2023; Albarqi 2024), while another one linked
loneliness to a worse quality of life (Strong et al. 2015). A study linked loneliness to worse
general well-being and social support to better general well-being, while also connecting
social support to better life satisfaction (El Keshky et al. 2023). Another study found that
participation in community geriatric clubs is linked to better social support and community
engagement (Khalaf et al. 2023).

4.5. Family and Marital Status

A total of 16 out of 37 studies linked loneliness and social isolation to well-being from
the perspective of family. More specifically, family status and marital status were linked
to many variables related to well-being. Eight studies explored mental health within the
family and relational context. One study found that family type had a negative association
with psychological well-being (Amin et al. 2025), while three other studies (Hejase et al.
2024; Malak and Khalifeh 2025; Hayajneh et al. 2021) found family and marital status to be
significantly associated with depression, presenting married older adults with the lowest
mean depression score and widowed adults with the highest depression score.

One study linked being divorced to increased anxiety scores compared to being single
(Hallit et al. 2017), and another study also linked being divorced to an increased depression
score (Ahmed et al. 2014). A study found that unmarried geriatric subjects had higher
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depression scores than married ones (Abolfotouh et al. 2001); another one found that strong
family relationships between older and younger generations help older individuals feel
more resilient and emotionally supported (Badawy and Shaban 2026). One study did not
find a significant relationship with depression but also reported that widowed individuals
presented the highest scores of loneliness (Abu Khait et al. 2024).

Five of these sixteen studies explored loneliness; social isolation from the perspective
of family; family status; and marital status, linking this relationship to quality of life.
A study linked older women relying only on family for support with increased social
isolation (Al Kuwari 2025). Another study linked being married to the highest mean
quality of life scores in marital status, while also presenting the widowed as having the
lowest quality of life scores; also, older adults with a family caregiver reported better
quality of life scores than those without one (Malak and Khalifeh 2025). A study linked
being married, widowed, and having strong family support to higher scores of quality
of life, while also linking marital and family ties to higher scores of well-being (Albarqi
2024). Another study found married older adults to have higher life satisfaction scores
than unmarried individuals, while also linking living with family to higher levels of life
satisfaction (El Keshky et al. 2023).

Two studies explored this relationship with the physical and nutritional health vari-
ables, one study linked living alone to higher malnutrition levels for both males and females,
and for widowed individuals, men presented a higher risk of malnutrition; living alone
was also linked to a higher risk of malnutrition for both men and women, while widowed
men presented the highest levels of risk of facing malnutrition (Ghabashi and Azzeh 2024).
The other one linked marital status to nutritional appetite (Khalaf et al. 2023).

5. Discussion
This review set out to provide a comprehensive synthesis of the current state of

knowledge on loneliness, social isolation, and well-being among older adults in Arab
countries. By combining a bibliometric analysis with a systematic review approach, this
study aimed to explore research trends and gaps, and examine what is currently known
about the associations between loneliness, isolation, and various aspects of well-being.

Overall, the findings indicate that while the field is gaining increasing attention
in Arab countries, it remains relatively underdeveloped. At the same time, there is a
substantial body of empirical evidence demonstrating that loneliness and social isolation
are consistently associated with poorer mental, physical, and social outcomes among older
adults in Arab contexts.

5.1. Research Trends and Gaps

For starters, given the relatively small number of studies identified in the bibliometric
analysis, it is evident that the field of loneliness and isolation among older adults in Arab
countries remains an understudied area of research. Nevertheless, the field appears to be
emerging, as reflected by the noticeable increase in publications since 2020.

This surge in research can be partially attributed to the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic (Rousseau et al. 2023). On the one hand, the pandemic seems to have increased
scholarly attention to loneliness, social isolation, and mental health among older adults,
which likely stimulated a wave of research focusing on the interplay between these variables.
On the other hand, the overall increase in scientific production and the surge of number
of publications across all disciplines in recent years may also explain part of this upward
trend (Whitaker et al. 2025).

There was also an uneven geographical distribution of research across the Arab
region. Scientific production is concentrated in a relatively small number of countries,
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particularly Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Lebanon, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. In
contrast, several Arab countries contributed only a handful of publications, and some were
entirely absent from the literature. Although Arab countries share cultural characteristics
(Harb 2016), they differ in many aspects of aging experiences (Younes and Mzawak 2026).
Thus, findings from a small number of relatively well-studied countries should not be
assumed to represent the experiences of older adults across the entire Arab region.

Beyond publication trends, the bibliometric findings also provide insight into the
thematic focus of the field. The thematic clusters identified in the co-occurrence analysis
highlight that existing research has primarily focused on mental health and, to a certain
extent, physical and nutritional health. Among these, mental health outcomes, particu-
larly depression and anxiety, dominate the literature. While these areas are undeniably
important, this concentration may suggest that loneliness and isolation are more frequently
examined through psychological and clinical perspectives than through broader social or
structural lenses (Bettache 2026; Schirmer and Michailakis 2016).

Consequently, the findings suggest that several potentially important areas remain
comparatively underexplored within the existing literature. Notably, the relative absence
of prominent keywords related to macrosocial and structural determinants may indicate
limited attention paid to broader social dimensions of loneliness within the identified
literature (Schirmer and Michailakis 2016). Loneliness and social isolation in later life are
inherently multifaceted phenomena, involving not only individual-level factors but also
societal aspects (Schirmer and Michailakis 2016; Greš et al. 2025; Costello 1999). In this
sense, loneliness and social isolation may be understood as phenomena influenced by
both individual and broader social factors. However, relatively few studies in the present
review directly examined these broader social influences within Arab contexts (Schirmer
and Michailakis 2016). Despite this, based on the studies identified in this review, relatively
little research appears to have examined how such macrosocial dynamics or common
experiences at this developmental stage contribute to loneliness among older adults in
Arab societies, which is a significant research gap. Indeed, the literature identified in this
review predominantly examines loneliness and isolation in relation to individual-level
psychological and health outcomes, while comparatively fewer studies explore broader
social or structural influences. Most studies focus on the individual consequences of
loneliness and isolation, while fewer attempt to address the broader social determinants or
identify potential solutions, especially at the community or policy level.

Furthermore, the literature devoted considerably less attention to protective factors
such as resilience, meaning in life, social engagement, and successful aging. Greater
examination of these factors may contribute to a better understanding of the mechanisms
that protect older adults from loneliness and its consequences (Aspinwall and Tedeschi
2010; Jeste et al. 2020; Tornstam 2005). It should also be noted that, with regard to negative
or psychopathological outcomes, it was apparent from the thematic mapping that domains
related to the mental health consequences of loneliness and isolation, namely depression,
anxiety, and stress, operated mostly as transversal themes and were not examined in depth
in the literature (Alkhammash 2023).

In terms of methodologies, the dominance of cross-sectional designs represents another
noteworthy limitation. While such studies are useful for identifying associations, they
usually do not allow for causal inferences or an understanding of changes over time
(Wang and Cheng 2020). Also, several of these cross-sectional studies had methodological
limitations; some used non-validated measures for certain variables and others made
insufficient consideration of potential confounding factors. These limitations should be
considered when interpreting the reported associations.
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Moreover, the limited use of qualitative approaches further restricts understanding of
how loneliness is perceived and experienced within specific cultural contexts (Pyo et al.
2023; Tenny et al. 2026). Additionally, the scarcity of interventional studies suggests that
the field remains largely descriptive, with little attention paid to the development and
evaluation of strategies aimed at reducing loneliness and improving well-being (Ferreira
Rola et al. 2025).

5.2. Synthesis of Current Empirical Findings

While the previous Section 5.1 highlighted important research gaps, this review nev-
ertheless reveals a relatively consistent body of empirical findings regarding loneliness,
social isolation, and well-being. First, in terms of mental health, the findings strongly
indicate that loneliness and social isolation are associated with higher levels of depression,
anxiety, and psychological distress among older adults in Arab countries. These results
are consistent with a large body of international studies, which has repeatedly identified
loneliness as a significant risk factor for poor mental health outcomes in later life (Donovan
and Blazer 2020; Salari et al. 2025). The presence of a few inconsistent findings, particularly
in the context of COVID-19 quarantine, most likely reflects a difference in measurement, as
isolation was measured in the number of days in quarantine (Ouanes et al. 2021). However,
there is generally a consistent and robust pattern with these associations in Arab countries.

Second, regarding physical and nutritional health, the evidence suggests that loneli-
ness and social isolation are linked to adverse outcomes, such as malnutrition, reduced
physical functioning, and poorer overall health status. Social support, in contrast, appears
to play a protective role, contributing to better nutritional and functional outcomes. These
findings align with global research (Salari et al. 2025; Ong et al. 2016). This relationship
can be seen as bidirectional. Loneliness and isolation can lead to deteriorating physical
well-being and self-care (Salari et al. 2025), which results in outcomes like malnutrition.
Conversely, poorer physical health may lead to frailty and physical disability (Kojima et al.
2022), meaning less time spent out, reduced participation, and fewer chances to interact
with people socially.

Third, in relation to quality of life, the research consistently shows that loneliness is
associated with lower levels of life satisfaction and overall well-being, while social support
and engagement are linked to improved quality of life. This finding is consistent with the
view that loneliness is closely associated with subjective well-being in later life (Adib and
Sabharwal 2023).

Finally, the role of family and marital relationships emerged as a particularly salient
theme within the Arab context. Strong family ties and marital relationships are generally
associated with better mental health, higher quality of life, and greater resilience, while
living alone, being widowed, or lacking family support are associated with increased
vulnerability to loneliness and its negative consequences. The prominence of family when
it comes to the loneliness and isolation of older people can be explained by the cultural
centrality of family structures in many Arab societies, where family solidarity is valued in
the culture and where older adults have traditionally relied on intergenerational support
(Digard 2003; Joseph 1996).

5.3. Future Research Directions

Building on these findings, several directions for future research can be identified.
First, future research may benefit from expanding beyond individual-level psychological
outcomes and further examining social, cultural, and structural factors associated with
loneliness and isolation in later life. Future studies should examine how macrosocial factors,
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such as demographic factors, migration, social policies, and changing family structures,
shape experiences of loneliness and isolation in later life.

Second, future research should focus more on including positive and protective factors,
such as resilience, social participation, spirituality, and meaning in life. Shifting toward
a more balanced perspective that incorporates both risk and protective factors can help
inform more holistic approaches to aging and well-being.

Third, future research could further explore community-level and structural factors as-
sociated with loneliness and isolation among older adults, particularly through intervention
and evaluation studies. Given the limited number of intervention and evaluation studies
identified in this review, future research could examine how social programs, commu-
nity initiatives, and broader support mechanisms can influence loneliness and well-being
among older adults.

Fourth, qualitative research is needed to better understand the lived experiences of
older adults, providing deeper insight into how loneliness is understood and experienced
within specific cultural and social contexts. Such approaches can complement quantitative
findings and contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon.

Finally, researchers are encouraged to adopt stronger and more complex methodologi-
cal designs. Longitudinal studies are needed to better understand causal relationships and
trajectories over time, while experimental and interventional studies are essential to identify
effective strategies for reducing loneliness and improving well-being. Expanding the use of
longitudinal, experimental, and intervention designs may strengthen the evidence base
and provide a deeper understanding of loneliness and isolation in later life.

5.4. Limitations of the Review

Some limitations should be considered in this review. First, the relatively limited
number of articles included in the bibliometric analysis reflects the emerging nature of the
field. While this highlights the importance of the topic and the need for further research, it
also restricts the extent to which exhaustive conclusions can be drawn regarding research
trends and thematic developments across the region.

Furthermore, the literature search was limited to the Scopus database. Although
Scopus is one of the largest and most comprehensive academic databases, relying on a
single source may have resulted in the exclusion of relevant studies indexed in other
databases or published in non-indexed regional journals. This limitation is noteworthy
in the Arab region, where a portion of research is disseminated through local journals or
regional databases that may not be fully represented in Scopus (Hanafi 2011). Some studies
examining loneliness, social isolation, and well-being among older adults may not have
been captured by the chosen database. Thus, the findings presented in this review should
be interpreted as reflecting a significant proportion of the literature rather than the entirety
of research conducted on this topic across Arab countries.

Finally, the scope of this review is inherently constrained by the selected search
strategy and keywords. Despite efforts to ensure a comprehensive search, it is possible
that some relevant studies were not captured due to variations in terminology or indexing
practices. As noted in previous research, search strategies can influence the scope and
outcomes of systematic reviews, potentially leading to the omission of pertinent studies
(Salvador-Oliván et al. 2019).

6. Conclusions
In summary, this review provides a comprehensive synthesis of the current state of

research on loneliness, social isolation, and well-being among older adults in Arab countries.
The findings indicate that this field is still emerging, with a growing but limited body of
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literature that consistently highlights the negative impact of loneliness and isolation on
mental, physical, and social outcomes. At the same time, the existing research remains
largely focused on individual-level and clinically oriented perspectives. Most studies in
Arab countries conceptualize loneliness and isolation among older adults solely as an
individual issue, rather than a social issue that impacts individual well-being. There is
currently insufficient attention paid to the broader social and structural factors related to
loneliness in later life.

Researchers in Arab countries are encouraged to shift toward a more holistic approach
that considers the societal dimensions of aging, community dynamics, and policy environ-
ments in the region. Future research should expand into underexplored areas while also
adopting more diverse methodological designs. Such efforts may contribute to the devel-
opment of evidence-informed interventions and support strategies aimed at addressing
loneliness and enhancing well-being in later life.
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