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Abstract

Loneliness research has been pushed to the forefront of older adult mental health

research, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite this push, there hasn’t been any

research dedicated to Latinx older adults and their experiences and perceptions of loneliness.

The proposed study will use semi-structured interviews and ethnographic participant observation

supported by a modified grounded theory approach (M-GTA) to explore the experiences,

perceptions, and definitions of loneliness that Latinx older adults have in the neighborhoods of

Washington Heights and the Bronx in New York City. Interviews and participant observation will

additionally focus on the role of the COVID-19 pandemic and social spaces on loneliness

perceptions and experiences. Data analysis of the interviews and observations will be derived

from an iterative codebook and a flexible coding structure. Results of this study will inform

future Latinx older adult health-related and loneliness-related studies and initiatives.

Statement of the Problem

Loneliness in older adults can be a significant risk factor for various mental and physical

health issues such as cognitive decline (Gow et al., 2007), depressive symptomatology

(Cacioppo et al., 2014), hypertension (Hawkley et al., 2006), and overall higher morbidity and

mortality rates (Luo et al., 2012). Multiple studies suggested that one-third of adults experience

loneliness and/or social isolation (Savikko et al., 2005; Jansson et al., 2018); however, this was

before the COVID-19 pandemic. More people reported moderate levels of loneliness after the

start of the pandemic than before the start (Polenick et al., 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic gave a spotlight to loneliness and the research behind it, but

there is a lack of qualitative data on it, especially with people of color (POC). There have been
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studies done in cross-cultural settings (Van Der Geest, 2004; Heu et al., 2021), but there is a gap

in research within the U.S. There are also many quantitative studies looking at loneliness, but

there is a lack of qualitative methodology in studies with various loneliness scales. This study

proposes to fill in this gap by providing more context on Latinx older adults’ perceptions of the

phenomenon called loneliness. This study also proposes to take a look at how these perceptions

and experiences with loneliness affect interactions in social spaces Latinx older adults frequent.

Background and Significance

Loneliness Definitions & Study Definition

Throughout the literature, loneliness has taken on many different forms and definitions.

There can be duration-based loneliness, which can be divided into chronic (Vredenburg et al.,

1988) and situational loneliness (de Jong-Gierveld, 1987). Cause-based loneliness, which

includes emotional (Weiss, 1975), social (Weiss, 1975), and even existential loneliness

(Mijuskovic, 1977) is the most well-known and seen definition of loneliness currently. Social

and emotional loneliness, as described by Weiss, are responses to a deficiency of different forms

of emotional and social support. For social loneliness, the deficiency would be of a captivating

social network around the individual whereas for emotional loneliness, the deficiency would be

of a satisfactory attachment relationship between people that cannot be replaced by anything else

(DiTommaso & Spinner, 1997). In the public health and clinical field, loneliness can

occasionally be considered a subset of depression, so there can be a lot of overlapping definitions

in various research articles (Mushtaq, 2014; Barg et al., 2006).

Due to there being so many different definitions of loneliness, it would be beneficial to

establish one that I will follow for the study period. I will use Perlman and Peplau’s definition
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relating to the subjective perception of a lack of desired relationships. This type of loneliness lies

within the differences between the expectations the individual holds and the reality of their social

relationships (Perlman & Peplau, 1981).

Although I am using this definition to create a better foundation for the study background

and analysis, I will be focusing on how Latinx older adults define loneliness themselves to see if

that were to change from the study definition. These personal definitions are also informative for

the perceptions of loneliness in others. This will be important for future research and alleviation

of loneliness in these populations.

Loneliness, Social Support, and Latinx Health

In the United States, Latinx people are the biggest minority group, with Mexican people

being the top origin country of the total immigrant population. Although there are many Latinx

people who identify as “Hispanic/Latino” on the U.S. Census, there is actually a lot of diversity

in terms of socioeconomic status, sociopolitical history, and settlement pathways of individual

Latinx immigrants that cannot be captured by one, monolithic term.

Besides a lack of disaggregation of data, there is also a lack of research on loneliness

within minority populations within the US, including Latinx populations. Current studies looking

at loneliness among ethno-racially diverse groups in the US conclude that there are differences in

loneliness levels among different groups and that there must be more research done in this area

to identify strong prevention strategies (Beyene et al., 2002; Pluim et al., 2022; VanderWeele et

al., 2011).

From the interviews with elderly Latinos, in Beyene et al., many who spoke positively

about their old age and aging as a whole did so because they felt they received the respect and

support that is appropriate for someone of their age (Beyene et al., 2002). Traditional social
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support is in the form of primarily a family network with extended or non-biological family

support in the periphery (Ruiz & Ransford, 2012), but this changes as time settled in the U.S.

passes. With this in mind, providing social and health-related support is crucial for Latinx older

adults living within the U.S. Current mental health services are lacking in the cultural

competency and understanding to have the currently underserved and underrepresented

population put trust in them (Alvarez, Rengifo, Emrani, & Gallagher-Thompson, 2014). This

study will help to understand Latinx older adults and their diverse experiences and needs while

also providing information within this research to strengthen prevention and intervention

strategies against loneliness and loneliness-related mental health issues for diverse older adult

populations.

Specific Aims

The study will be guided by three specific aims:

1. To explore how:

a. diverse Latinx older adults (60+) perceive, define, and make sense of loneliness

experienced by themselves and their peers; and

b. perceptions of loneliness are related to experiences of poor mental health, such as

depression and suicidality.

2. To understand whether and how the COVID-19 pandemic shaped perceptions and

experiences of loneliness among Latinx older adults.

3. To assess the role of designated social spaces for older adults within Latinx older adults’

understanding and experiences of loneliness.
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Research Methodology

Overview of Study Design and Theoretical Frameworks

This proposed study will achieve the aims by using qualitative research methods,

particularly in-depth interviewing and ethnographic observation. Utilizing qualitative methods

complement the topic of this study because of the limited literature surrounding loneliness

among Latinx older adults, much less about loneliness ideology and experiences. Through

qualitative methods like interviews and observations, themes and concepts of loneliness can

arise. These themes and concepts can be insightful and potentially influential towards further

loneliness research.

For the methodological approach, I propose to use the modified grounded theory

approach (M-GTA) to inform my decisions for qualitative data collection and analysis

(Kinoshita, 2003; Kambaru, 2018). Because traditional grounded theory derives concepts and

theories strictly from the data, it would be difficult to conduct a study like this without prior

knowledge and use of the literature (Chun Tie et al., 2019). Therefore, M-GTA is more practical

given the circumstances of the study and it will provide a better and more holistic way of coding

the data than traditional grounded theory.

For the overall study themes, the Social Ecological model will be used to inform my

analysis of how perceptions of loneliness in Latinx older adults can affect and be affected by the

individual, relational, community-based, and societal norms, standards, and policies in New York

City. This model will be crucial in examining the current state of loneliness prevention and how

creating better societal integration for older adults can influence their perceptions (Stephens et

al., 2011).



7

Sampling and Recruitment

The participants of the study will be gathered from various events in a 3-month period at

the Morris Innovative Senior Center in Bronx, NY and the ARC Fort Washington Senior Center

in Washington Heights, NYC. Both centers serve mainly Latinx older adults in the Washington

Heights of Manhattan and University Heights areas of the Bronx. Additionally, both centers

provide various services to the older adult community, such as arts and crafts, ESL classes,

transportation, and meals. The Morris Innovative Senior Center and ARC Fort Washington

Center provide these services mostly for free while there are some small recommended donations

for services such as transportation. Since many of the services are free for the community

members, there won’t be a bias towards older adults that may have more economic means to

participate in the activities; however, there can still be sampling bias that skews towards more

social and extroverted people by choosing social gathering spaces to recruit participants.

With that in mind, I will ask coordinators and leaders within both of the senior centers for

a list of members or event attendance lists to contact potential participants. The research team

will look for 10 participants from each senior center. The call will ask just a few questions for

screening and give a description of the study. An individual interested in participation is eligible

if they: (1) are over 60 years old; (2) identify as “Latino/a/x”; and (3) live in any of the five

boroughs in New York City. An individual will not be eligible to participate if they do not speak

English or Spanish.

Data Collection Methods

Data collection will take place as semi-structured in-depth interviews and ethnographic

participation observation of the senior centers. For semi-structured in-depth interviews, they will

take a maximum of one (1) hour with the participant. Interviews will be conducted in-person at
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either a neutral location or at the senior center they frequent. In order for the participant to be

more comfortable, they will be able to set a location if they have a strong preference. The

interviews will be audio-recorded with a digital recorder with the consent of the participants.

During the interviews, the interviewer(s) will take notes and write up a memo immediately after

the interview is finished to further write down any thoughts that were missed in the notes along

with personal reflection of the interview and interview guide. The interviews will be

semi-structured to allow for modification based on the participant’s background and experiences

(Gerson, 2020). The structure of the interview guide can be found in the Appendices of this

proposal. Interview questions will be related to the participant’s definition, views, and

perceptions of loneliness. Some questions will also relate the participant’s definition, views, and

perceptions of loneliness to their personal background and identities. A total of 20 interviews, 10

from each senior center, will be conducted by the research team before anticipating concept

saturation.

To achieve triangulation of methods (Carter et al., 2014) while getting a better picture of

how the older adults interact with each other in the senior center settings, ethnographic

participant observations of various senior center events will be conducted by multiple members

of the research team (Fusch et al., 2018; Archibald, 2016). The goal is to have at least 48

observations across both senior centers to achieve saturation of the data (Fusch & Ness, 2015):

two observations each week for three months. One observation per week will be dedicated to the

free lunch provided by the senior centers to the older adult community in their respective areas.

The other observation per week will be conducted at any other event the senior center holds.

Some event examples could be arts and crafts, jewelry making, yoga, and current event

discussions. To account for potential biases, four members of the research team will rotate across
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the two senior centers for observations. The purpose of the observations will be to observe the

settings, events, event sequelae, and interactions between the older adults, senior center staff, and

others during the time at the specific event to get an idea of how loneliness in Latinx older adults

is connected to the social space they frequent (Schensul & LeCompte, 2012).

Data Analysis Plan and Methods

The data analysis for this study will use a flexible coding structure (Deterding & Waters,

2021), with a combination of deductive and inductive coding. The use of flexible coding will go

well with our theoretical framework of M-GTA because theoretical ideas and connections will

come from the interview and observation data itself while still maintaining the basic concepts

from prior literature review and frameworks in the field.

Prior to data collection and analysis, the research team will create an initial set of codes

for the codebook together based on the interview guide and the specific aims of the study. This

set of codes will be the basis for our deductive coding throughout the data analysis process. To

facilitate easier analysis, audio files from interviews will be uploaded to an online transcription

service called Otter.ai for transcription. After reading and reviewing the transcripts provided by

Otter.ai, the research team will redact any remaining identifying information from the transcripts.

Final transcripts will be uploaded to a qualitative data analysis software called ATLAS.ti, and the

codebook will be updated iteratively due to new concepts and codes arising throughout the

transcripts.

Before updating the codebook, the members of the research team will individually review

the transcripts and utilize the “Memos” feature within ATLAS.ti to document the key concepts

and patterns they find. From there, discussion will take place between the members of the

research team periodically throughout data analyses in order to determine which codes will be
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included in the updated codebook. A mixture of index level, emergent thematic, and analytic

codes will be used within data analysis (Gibbs, 2007) to provide a wider breadth of analysis of

this exploratory study.

Validity and Reliability

The study research team will ensure adequate validity and reliability throughout the study

through a variety of methods. As mentioned, triangulation is a key goal that will be achieved and

facilitated by the various methods (Carter et al., 2014). The purpose of the simultaneous data

collection from the participant observations and the semi-structured interviews is to inform and

adapt further collection of each of the types of data in the study.

Prior to data collection and analysis, the members of the research team will write up

subjectivity memos detailing their positionality within the research field. Personal experiences,

past training or learned norms and knowledge, and identities the members of the team may have

should be written to be aware of the biases they may have and how it could affect the

interpretation of the data. Throughout the data collection and analysis process, research team

members will be referring back to their positionality memos as reflexivity exercises (Adjepong,

2019).

During data collection from the semi-structured interviews, team members will be using

the “Memos” feature within ATLAS.ti to not only document uncaptured behaviors and emotions

from the participants not shown within the recordings, but to document their personal reactions,

thoughts, and challenges they came across during the interview as well. As mentioned

previously, four team members will be rotated between the two senior centers and around

different events to maintain reliability within participant observation data collection.
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Before data analysis, the members of the research team will each utilize the codebook to

code half of a transcript before reviewing each other’s coded transcripts and discussing

discrepancies (Hruschka et al., 2004). After resolving any discrepancies and coming to an

agreement, the codebook will be adjusted to the new agreements. This process will take place

approximately three to four times throughout data collection and analysis in order to make sure

the codebook is up to date and the emergent concepts and terms are agreed upon.

Protection of Human Subjects and Data Management

The study will begin after review and approval from the Columbia University

Institutional Review Board for all study materials. In the recruitment phase, older adults that

would like to participate will receive a consent form in either English or Spanish. The consent

form and study will be verbally explained to the participant prior to obtaining formal consent.

The participants will have opportunities to ask questions and clarify anything that might not be

clear. The only identifying information that will be collected from the interviews will be the

participant’s ethnicity, age, and gender. The participant names will not be used in any manner

throughout the entire data collection and analysis process and aliases will be given for the sake of

the study. For the ethnographic observations at the senior center events, no identifiable

information will be written in the fieldnotes. All of the data collected from the interviews and

ethnographic observations will be stored on password-locked, encrypted laptops. Interview

recordings, transcripts, and observation field notes will be shared only between the research team

throughout the data analysis process. Before analyzing the data, the ATLAS.ti data analysis

software settings will be adjusted to only allow the research team’s accounts to access the

transcripts and coding materials.
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Throughout the explanation of the study and consent forms, it will be made clear multiple

times that the participant has the right to stop participating at any point of the interview process

if they do not wish to continue. While in the interviews, some questions could potentially cause

the participant distress. If that is the case, resources such as support groups and therapy for older

adults are made available to the participant through Columbia University. Regardless of the

length or completion of the interview, the participant will receive compensation for their time.

Acknowledgment of Limitations

This study is subject to limitations, which are acknowledged below. The first limitation is

regarding the study sample. Since the study is targeting Latinx older adults in two specific senior

centers to talk about loneliness, there may be an under-representation within the study sample.

People who may not attend these senior centers, or attend senior centers at all will not be

accurately represented within the study. In regards to the topic of loneliness, the study will likely

be looking at a conservative representation, understanding, and definitions of loneliness within

the Latinx older adult community in Washington Heights and the Bronx.

Another limitation of the study would be the lack of external generalizability of the study.

Since the study will take place within two senior centers that cater their services to older adults,

the experiences they have may not be generalizable to anyone beyond the study population or

settings outside of the senior centers (Maxwell, 2013). However, the goal of qualitative research

is instead to achieve internal generalizability and identify social processes that can inform future

research and intervention studies and build hypotheses. Therefore, this study will be

generalizable to the Washington Heights and Bronx Latinx older adult population that goes to the
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two senior centers, and will generate hypotheses for the role of loneliness and the COVID-19

pandemic on the mental health of Latinx older adults more broadly

Conclusion

Loneliness and older adult health is a well-researched topic within the field of public

health. Despite the well-documented research of older adult health and loneliness within New

York City, there is a lack of studies focusing on Latinx older adults and their specific needs. The

proposed study will be able to document how diverse groups of Latinx older adults identify,

experience, and socialize with loneliness.

This study’s qualitative methods can provide a way for the Latinx older adults within

Washington Heights and the Bronx to voice those needs along with their experiences and

perceptions of loneliness to the aging research community accurately and extensively. The

results of the study can further guide the application of older adult-related health initiatives and

outreach within New York City’s Latinx population in senior centers.
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Appendix A: Sample Call/Voicemail Script

Call Script (Verbal):

Hello, my name is ______ and I would like to speak to you about a research study that you may

be eligible to participate in. Do you have a moment?

The study is focused on understanding how Latinx older adults experience and define loneliness.

Because you are an older adult who attends the _____ Senior Center, our study team has

identified you as a potential participant. The study would include an interview, scheduled at your

convenience in-person, at a place and at a time that works best for you. We would ask you

questions and audio-record the conversation to understand the information that you tell us. To

compensate you for your time, we will give you a $50 gift card after the interview is finished.

Is this something you might be interested in?

If so, we would need to ask you a few questions to make sure you’re eligible for the study.

Voicemail Script (Verbal):

Hello, my name is ______ and I am calling about a research study that you may be eligible to

participate in. The study is focused on understanding how older Latinx adults experience and

define loneliness. The study would include an audio-recorded interview at a place and time that

works for you. You will be compensated for your time after the interview is finished. If you are

interested, please give me a call back at XXX - XXX - XXXX. That is XXX - XXX - XXXX.

Thank you and have a good day.
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Appendix B: Consent Form

Columbia University Consent Form

Identification of Investigator

You are invited to participate in a research study, entitled “An Exploration of Loneliness

Perceptions Among Latinx Older Adults in New York City.” The study is being conducted by

Sydney Fontalvo from the Department of Sociomedical Sciences of Columbia University’s

Mailman School of Public Health.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this research study is to examine the opinions, experiences, perceptions, and

definitions of loneliness from Latinx older adults. Your participation in the study will contribute to a

better understanding of how Latinx older adults experience loneliness, how the COVID-19 pandemic

could’ve played a part in experiences of loneliness, and how social spaces affect loneliness

experiences. You are welcome to contact the investigator at the phone number or email above to

discuss the study.

If you agree to participate:

● The in-person interview will take approximately one (1) hour of your time. Your responses in

the interview will be used to better understand how Latinxs experience and perceive

loneliness. Your responses will also inform how to provide better mental and social

health-related initiatives and activities for Latinx older adults.

● You will be compensated for your time with a $50 VISA prepaid gift card. After the

interview, you will receive the gift card immediately.

Risks, Benefits, and Confidentiality of Data

There is minimal risk to participating in this study. While there is minimal risk, it is possible that you

may experience some distress or discomfort, or tiredness from the interview questions. There will be

no costs for participating, nor will you immediately benefit from participating. Your name, phone

number, and any other identifying factors will be kept confidential during the data collection phase,

and used for tracking purposes only. Only three of the research team members will have access to the

data, and all identifying information will be removed from the final results of the study. If you feel
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any outstanding distress or discomfort and need assistance, please contact NYC-WELL at

1-888-692-9355 or the Columbia Health’s Counseling and Psychological Services at 212-854-2878.

Participation or Withdrawal

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may decline to answer any question and you have

the right to withdraw from participation at any time. Withdrawal will not affect your relationship

with Columbia University in any way. If you do not want to participate, let the investigator know

that you would like to stop participating and do not answer any further questions.

Contacts

If you have any questions about the study, contact the investigator phone number or email below.

This study has been reviewed by Columbia University’s Institutional Review Board, and the study

number is XXXX-XX-XXXX.

Questions about your rights as a research participant.

If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of this study, you

can contact (anonymously if you wish) the Institutional Review Board by phone at (212)-305-8871

or email at irboffice@columbia.edu.

Thank you for your time and contribution towards this study.

Study Participant Interviewer

Print Name ____________________________ Print Name ____________________________

Signature ____________________________ Signature ____________________________

Date ____________________________ Date ____________________________
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Appendix C: Interview Guide

Background Information: First, I’d like to get a little bit of background information.

1. What is your name and how would you describe your ethnicity?

a. Possible follow-up: Do you consider yourself to be Latino, Latina, Latinx, or

Hispanic?

b. Is there any other category that I haven’t mentioned that you identify with?

2. Did you grow up in a religious household? Are you currently religious?

3. How long have you lived in New York City?

a. If from a different place: What brought you to New York City?

b. What neighborhood do you live in?

i. What is it like living in ____ neighborhood?

c. Where else have you lived throughout your life?

4. What is your highest level of education?

5. Do you live with anyone?

a. If you do, who are they?

b. How do you like living with them?

6. How would you describe your day-to-day life?

a. What is the most exciting part of your day?

b. And the least exciting or unenjoyable part?

Loneliness Definitions, Experiences, and Perceptions: The next few questions are going to be

more about loneliness and how you might experience and define it.

7. How do you define loneliness?

a. Can you tell me about how you came to that definition?

8. Have you ever experienced loneliness?

a. If so, what was happening in your life at that time?

b. If you had to describe the feeling of loneliness to someone who’s never felt it,

what would you say?

9. Do you know someone who is lonely?

a. How do you know?
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10. If your friend or family member were to come to you and tell you that they felt lonely,

how do you think you would respond?

a. Would you say something?

b. Would you suggest the person do anything?

11. How would you compare your loneliness feelings before and after the COVID-19

pandemic?

Social Lives and the Senior Center: Now I’d like to ask you more about your social life in and

out of the senior center.

12. Where do you like to spend your time?

a. Do you have any hobbies?

13. How social would you say you are?

a. Do you like to talk everyday with friends?

b. Are you a person that enjoys spending time alone doing an activity?

14. What do you currently enjoy about your social life?

a. What would you like to change about it?

15. In what ways do you think the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted your social life?

16. Tell me more about the senior center.

a. Why did you start attending the senior center?

b. What are activities you like and don’t like?

17. We have talked about many different themes regarding loneliness, the COVID-19

pandemic, and social life. What would make your experience at the senior center better?

Any other service to make it easier to attend? Or any event that you would like to see?

18. Is there anything else that we haven’t talked about yet that you’d like to share with me?
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Appendix D: Proposed Budget

Research Item Total Anticipated Cost

Research Team Salaries $17,000

Principal Investigator $0

Research Assistant $8,500

Research Assistant $8,500

Laptop (x2) $2000

Digital Recorders (x3) $180

Otter.ai Transcription Plan $180

ATLAS.ti Analysis Program License $1,100

Participation Compensation $1000

Travel $400

TOTAL: $38,860



21

Appendix E: Proposed Timeline

Timeline of Research Activities Month

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

IRB Approval Process X

Qualitative Research Activities

Recruitment X X X

Interviews X X X

Ethnographic Observations X X X

Transcription and Coding X X X

Data Analysis X X X X X

Manuscript

Integrate Findings X X X

Draft Manuscript X X X

Submit for Publication X X
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