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Abstract: Loneliness is a painful and alienating experience, which is an increasingly widespread phenomenon all over the 

globe. However, this phenomenon is perceived and interpreted differently in the world. The present study aims to compare the 

emotional, social, and romantic loneliness between Bulgarians and Russians. The two Slavic countries are historically and 

culturally close, but at the same time, there are many differences. Some studies have found that in the minds of both Russian 

and Bulgarian young people, loneliness is associated with both negative and positive aspects. This creates a common ground 

for the analysis and interpretation of this phenomenon in both countries. But the Russian people are more characterized by a 

positive-resource view of loneliness, while Bulgarian young people emphasize the negative. The study involved 608 people 

from Bulgaria and Russia aged 18-73 years. They completed the short version of the Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale 

for Adults by Di Tommaso E., Brannen C., Best L.A. (2004). The results indicated that „romantic loneliness“was108 the most 

pronounced and present with its frequency in the content of the overall experience of loneliness. This outlines deficits, 

expectations, and emotions that are realized / function / in the deeply personal world of the person, of the studied groups of 

adults both in Bulgaria and in Russia. In second place in terms of its representation is the "social loneliness", which stands out 

among the studied adults from Bulgaria according to its marginal values. In the third place as third structural-content component 

is the "emotional loneliness", which is especially present in the experiences of the respondents from Bulgaria in comparison 

with those from Russia. Statistically significant results on the factors "country", “age” and "marital status" are also discussed. 
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Introduction 

Loneliness is defined as a subjective, unpleasant, and stressful experience that results from the difference 

between the desired and achieved quality in a social group and is problematic for human mental health 

(Vanhalst et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2018). There are two approaches to studying loneliness: One approach 

is a one-dimensional approach that views loneliness as a global phenomenon and measures loneliness 

as a single and holistic outcome (Russell, 1982). Other researchers suggest a multidimensional approach. 

Weiss (1973) and Junttila et al. (2013) offer two main dimensions of loneliness - social and emotional 

loneliness. In social loneliness, the individual experiences a lack and dissatisfaction with his social 

network of friends and acquaintances. Еmotional loneliness is due to a lack of close relationships and 

attachment. DiTomasso and Spinner (1993) subsequently proposed a new tripartite theory of loneliness, 

based on which a scale is made, which assesses solitude in three aspects: social, emotional, and intimate-

personal. In this approach, loneliness, experience with the partner and in the family is considered part 

of emotional loneliness. The distinction between these three types of loneliness shows that people can 

be lonely in one domain and be satisfied in another domain (DiTommaso & Spinner, 1993). For 

example, a person may be happy with his social network of friends and at the same time be in love alone. 
The aim of this study is to compare the levels of loneliness (emotional, social, and romantic/ intimate-

personal) between Bulgarians and Russians in adulthood. Bulgarians and Russians speak Slavic and 

lexically related languages. At the same time, these countries differ in size, resources, and traditions, 

suggesting differences in psychological and social characteristics (Strizhitskaya et al., 2020). 

Literature review 

Relationships with others provide us with a variety of social components such as attachment and social 

integration. Some research shows that married people and people living on a family basis are less single 

than unmarried, divorced, and widowed people. Given this, a lack of close relationships and attachment 

leads to emotional loneliness (Weiss, 1973), while a lasting partnership prevents such experiences. In 

addition, the death of the partner is associated with greater loneliness, which is more pronounced in 
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men, as the wife is the one who preserves and protects family relationships and preserves traditions 

(Lacković-Grgin, 2008). 

The present study examines the problem of cross-cultural differences in perceptions of loneliness. Russia 

and Bulgaria are historically and culturally two close countries with Slavic roots and similar languages. 

At the same time, they differ in size, resources, and traditions, leading to differences in psychological 

characteristics. 

There are some Russian studies on loneliness that view it mostly in a negative light. For instance, the 

Russian researcher M. Safonova (2012) studies the problem of loneliness in a sample of 120 Russians 

and found that the social ideas of modern Russians about the image of the lonely person are very diverse. 

According to her, Russians' social perceptions of the lonely person are very similar to the notions of a 

depressed person. After further research, she identified three prototypes for a lonely man: "careerist", 

"lone wolf" and "homemaker". In the minds of Russians, the lonely person has a low social status - 

retired, disabled, people of other nationalities, poor people, single mothers, divorced, i.e., the lonely 

person does not meet the high standards of social success. There are also negative attitudes and negative 

stereotyping about the "typical" behavior of the old man, namely that the experience of loneliness is 

usually his fault (Safonova, 2012). Other Russian authors also view loneliness positively and even 

introduce the term "positive loneliness," which promotes personal growth (Osin&Leontiev, 2013). 

A study conducted among 108 Bulgarian respondents found that some economic factors had an impact 

and were predictors of the experience of loneliness (Alexandrova et al., 2020). Income, late payments 

of bills and loans, marital status can be significant factors in experiencing loneliness, which can affect 

the overall satisfaction and well-being of a man. Moreover, they offer a new approach to defining 

loneliness as a norm, pre-pathological and pathological. The criteria that a person has in relation to their 

relationships are also important because they are socially isolated but do not feel lonely. Some people 

have a lot of social contacts and still feel lonely. i.e., people perceive loneliness differently. The 

experience of the person and the crises he has gone through are also important. Some do not experience 

loneliness at all or experience it to a small degree. Usually, these people have felt the need for loneliness 

in previous stages of their lives (Alexandrova et al., 2020). 

In a comparative study of a sample of Bulgarian and Russian young people with the help of content 

analysis, it was found that in both groups, loneliness was associated with mostly negative aspects. Still, 

at the same time, it may have some positive aspects (rest, solitude). Also, the results of the study showed 

that regardless of whether loneliness is associated with positive or negative aspects, in general, both 

Bulgarians and Russians perceive it in a similar way (Strizhitskaya et al.,2020). The Russian sample 

turned out to have a more positive view of loneliness, while Bulgarians tended to have a negative 

connotation. In general, Bulgarian society is more oriented towards traditional values, and one of these 

values is inclusion in society and the family system. Therefore, the fear of remaining in isolation is 

greater. Such assumptions are difficult to make for a Russian society, as they are characterized by greater 

variability in cultural, ethnic, and religious attitudes. But in general, it can be argued that both Bulgarians 

and Russians have a common field of meaning for the concept of "loneliness", which is not surprising 

given the historical closeness and friendship between Russians and Bulgarians (Strizhitskaya et al., 

2020). 

Data and methodology 

The aim of the present study is to compare the levels of loneliness (emotional, social, and intimate-

personal) between Bulgarians and Russians in adulthood. 

Subjects. The study involved 608 people, 290 from Bulgaria and 318 from Russia. 36% of the 

respondents were men, 63% - women. 13% were unmarried, 7% were single, 52% were married, 15% 

were divorced, and 11% were widowed. Of all subjects, 25.8% were in early adulthood (20-39 years), 

45.1% were in middle adulthood (40-60 years), the remaining 29% were in late adulthood (over 60 

years). By education factor, the sample consisted of 10% with primary education, 22% with secondary 

education, 9.1% with a bachelor's degree, 40.9% with a master's degree, and 17% indicated that they 

had different levels of education. 

Instruments: 

Demographic questionnaire - gender, age, education, marital status 
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A Short Version of the Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults by Di Tommaso E., Brannen 

C., Best L.A. (2004). The scale was adapted and validated by N. Alexandrova (2015) for the Bulgarian 

sample, and for the Russian sample, it was adapted by Strizhitskaya et al. (2020). The questionnaire 

includes 15 items, which are formed in three scales: 

1. A scale for emotional loneliness, which assesses the experience of loneliness within the family, the 

lack of understanding and support. 

2. Social loneliness scale, which describes the state in which a person feels lonely within his social 

group. 

3. Scale of romantic/intimate-personal loneliness, which examines the experience of loneliness in 

romantic and intimate-personal relationships 

The study was conducted in early 2020, before the COVID-19 pandemic. The statistical program SPSS-

21 version was used for data processing, and multidimensional analysis of variance (MANOVA) was 

applied. 

Results 

The analysis of loneliness is a holistic experience for individuals, but the study of this phenomenon 

requires it to be considered in detail and to analyze its main components "emotional loneliness", "social 

loneliness" and "romantic/intimate-personal loneliness". 

These trends in the intercultural aspect provide an opportunity and are a reliable basis for constructing 

programs for work on overcoming experiences of loneliness in its detailed version, which will increase 

the quality of life of people from early, middle and late adulthood as well in Russia and especially in 

Bulgaria. 

Figure 1 shows that statistically, the most significant difference between Russians and Bulgarians was 

on the scale of "romantic loneliness" (F=16.154; p≤0.001) and then on "emotional loneliness" 

(F=14.266; p≤0.001). No statistically significant differences were found on the "social loneliness" scale. 

 Figure 1: MANOVA by factor "country", "emotional loneliness" and "romantic loneliness" 

 
Source: Authors 

 

 Figure 2: MANOVA by factor "country", “age”, "emotional loneliness" and "social loneliness" 

 
Source: Authors 

Figure 2 shows that statistically, the most significant difference between Russians and Bulgarians was 

on the scale of "social loneliness" (F=5.245; p=0.006) and then on "emotional loneliness" (F=3.058; 

p=0.048). No statistically significant differences were found on the "romantic loneliness" scale. 

Figure 3 and Table 1 shows that statistically, the most significant difference was by factor “marital 

status“ between Russians and Bulgarians on the scale of "romantic loneliness" (F=9.351; p≤0.001) and 
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also on "emotional loneliness" (F=3.782; p=0.005). No statistically significant differences were found 

on the "social loneliness" scale. 

Figure 3: MANOVA by factor "country", “marital status”, "emotional loneliness" and "romantic 

loneliness" 

 
Source: Authors 

 

 Table 1: Marginal Mean by factor "country", “marital status”, "emotional loneliness" and "romantic 

loneliness" 

Marital status Emotional loneliness Romantic loneliness 

Bulgaria Russia Bulgaria Russia 

Single 12.939 10.998 22.833 15.232 

Cohabitation 7.1667 9.2222 9.6563 12.625 

Married 8.2103 7.3523 10.746 13.889 

Divorced 13.503 7.3063 25.79 15.926 

Widower 14.33 7.3219 27.949 16.342 

Source: Authors 

In general, the sample of respondents from Russia is more complete, almost homogeneous in the 

frequency of experiences "emotional loneliness" in relation to divorced, widowed, and married persons. 

The group of unmarried and those living in cohabitation as a group with a higher frequency of 

experiencing deficits within the framework of emotions and relationships in the family is clearly 

distinguished. 

In this line of thought, the probability of serious psychological work is needed primarily by the above-

mentioned groups in Bulgaria, while those in need of such intervention are primarily subgroups of single 

people or cohabitants from Russia. 

A partial explanation of this feature should be sought by focusing on the presented analyzes of the results 

related to the general presentation and analysis of this subtype of loneliness in the two countries studied. 

Discussion 

The meaningful presentation of the subtype "romantic loneliness" is most clearly present in the three-

component structure of the psychological phenomenon - the experience of loneliness. The characteristics 

of this subtype are intertwined with deficits in the feeling of lack or presence of personal satisfaction 

and expectations in the intimate, deeply emotional life of the subjects. We assume that the moderately 

expressed power distance, the manifestation of collectivism, and the moderately feminine dimension, 

defining the Bulgarian culture, do not guarantee, but are not a socio-psychological condition for the 

manifestation of serious, significant, and significant dimensions negative experiences for the studied 

Bulgarian persons. Manifestation of this subtype of loneliness shows that there is something to be 

desired to improve the quality of life of the studied elderly people in Bulgaria in the direction of personal 

support and assistance (Minkov, 2007). 

In principle, the tendency for a strong frequency of manifestation of the subtype "romantic loneliness" 

is common, both for Bulgaria and Russia. In this regard, we can emphasize that there is a general 

tendency to observe a significant predominance of deficits, shortages, and expectations for the 

respondents from Bulgaria. Here again, we must point out that the observed differences have their 

explanation through the prism of the cross-cultural features of the two cultures and the different volumes 

of the studied samples. 
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It became clear that the manifestations of "emotional loneliness" were more pronounced in the subjects 

from Bulgaria / 10. 868 /, then in the studied sample from Russia / 8. 3322 /. The interpretation of the 

observed trends can be viewed through the prism of the already established, as mentioned above, cross-

cultural differences. These are differences based on and focused on the family's value system, school, 

living environment. Above all, we could look for an explanation for the strong degree of high preference 

for avoiding uncertainty, which means that Russian respondents' family and family relationships are 

supported by rules and beliefs, and at the same time, innovations can meet with resistance. In this sense, 

security in the family is an important stimulus for individual motivation, for subjective well-being 

(Sergeeva, 2017). All these features and characteristics have been established with the help of Hert 

Hofstede's model in the framework of extensive multicultural research. In this regard, the Bulgarian 

sample and Russia are also defined by similar characteristics, but the manifestation of this dimension is 

expressed in lower values, which defines it as more moderately avoiding uncertainty with moderate 

acceptance of risks in family relationships (The Hofstede center. National cultures. Countries). 

Moreover, the strong power distance within the Russian sample does not mean a strong "emotional 

loneliness", while the less pronounced dimension "power distance" in the Bulgarian sample represents 

a stronger manifestation of this subtype of loneliness, i.e., observed inversely proportional to the values 

for power distance and the frequency of manifestation of "emotional loneliness". In this sense, the 

moderate power distance correlates with a strong subcomponent "emotional loneliness" in the 

respondents from Bulgaria. While the strong power distance among those studied by Russia 

characterizes them with a lower frequency of manifestations of "emotional loneliness". Analyzing the 

manifestation of "emotional loneliness" is one of the ingredients of the experience of loneliness. 

The analysis of the manifestation of "emotional loneliness" as one of the ingredients of the experience 

of loneliness during different stages of adulthood in Bulgaria and Russia is generalized in its entirety 

and presents a more general trend of stronger expression in average marginal values in age subgroups. 

Middle and late adulthood. In early adulthood, the experience of "emotional loneliness" is similar in 

value for the two samples - Bulgaria and Russia. 

As we have already noted, this once again points to the need to update research on cross-cultural 

differences. On the other hand, the strong "emotional loneliness", especially in late and middle 

adulthood subjects, have their explanatory interpretation through the prism of the established 

intercultural differences in the context of the theory and research of H. Hofstede and the dimensions 

derived from it. 

We cannot but emphasize that there is a relative homogeneity of the frequency of manifestation of this 

subcomponent of loneliness in relation to the average marginal values for the studied persons in early, 

middle, and late adulthood. The data indicate the need for psychological support and prevention for the 

surveyed persons in middle and late adulthood in Bulgaria. 

When we looked at the results on the scale "emotional loneliness" for Bulgarians and Russians by factor 

"marital status", we found that, the results give us reason to define this subtype of loneliness as the most 

convincingly expressed among the unmarried, followed by divorced and widowed widows in Bulgaria. 

Similar trends were observed in the sub-sample of singles in Bulgaria /12. 939/ and Russia /10.998/. But 

here, too, there is a tendency for emotional loneliness to be more differentiated among Bulgarians in 

terms of „marital status“. In the severity of this trend, we can assume that there are unrealized 

expectations and attitudes for home and family, personal and insurmountable bitterness, unsuccessful 

life situations, events and more. The "emotional loneliness" is relatively stronger in the sample from 

Russia in the status of "cohabitation". 

 The present study also has some limitations. Although the sample is representative, there is a lack of 

gender homogeneity - only 36% of male subjects were surveyed. This is mainly due to the tendency in 

both Russia and Bulgaria for women to respond more often to invitations to complete surveys. The 

gender ratio is a significant limitation in the study, and therefore we cannot be sure of the interpretation 

of gender data. Also, it would be good to confirm these results with another methodology for measuring 

loneliness because in this way, their validity will be proven. 

Conclusion 

From the presented three-component model for the study of loneliness, our results outline the "romantic 

and intimate-personal loneliness" as the most clearly manifested and present with its frequency in the 

content of the overall experience of loneliness. This outlines deficits, expectations, and emotions, which 
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are realized in the deeply personal world of the person, of the studied groups of adults both in Bulgaria 

and in Russia. There is a strong tendency to experience romantic / intimate-personal loneliness among 

Bulgarians 

In second place in terms of its representation is the "emotional loneliness", which stands out among the 

studied adults from Bulgaria according to its marginal values. We need to point out that here, too, 

although there are parallel trends for both Bulgaria and Russia, but in terms of frequency of occurrence, 

this subtype of loneliness is more characteristic of the Bulgarian sample. In our opinion, part of the 

explanation is in the different sample sizes, but the explanation is also similar in content experiences 

and deficits in the relationships in the circle of friends. 

Loneliness often occurs for reasons beyond human control. In such cases, it arises as a result of a sudden 

complete or partial emotional and psychological isolation of the person from the people who were the 

main circle of communication. In the pursuit of the best adaptation to the environment, it is assumed 

that a person creates connections and contacts to which he is attached to some extent. Deficiency in any 

of these different types of relationships can lead to either emotional or social loneliness. It should be 

noted that people perceive loneliness differently. Some do not experience loneliness at all or experience 

it to a small degree. Usually, these are people who have felt the need for loneliness in earlier stages of 

their lives. 
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