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Abstract

Intellectual disability is a type of neurodevelopmental disorder characterized
by cognitive and communication impairments that can lead to limited social
networks compared to the general population. Additionally, developmental
changes during adolescence increase the vulnerability to loneliness in
individuals with intellectual disabilities. The aim of this study was to explore
the lived experiences of loneliness among adolescents with intellectual
disabilities using an existential phenomenological approach. The research
design was qualitative and hermeneutic, and data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 23 adolescents with mild and borderline
intellectual disabilities. Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with
data collection using the Dickelman method, resulting in four main themes:
"Loneliness as an experience of separation," "Consequences of loneliness,"

"The nature of loneliness "and Loneliness as a fundamental experience of
life." Each main theme was further analyzed to identify several subtopics.
The results of this study, consistent with existing research on existential
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phenomenology, suggest that loneliness is an existential structure
experienced by adolescents with intellectual disabilities. These findings
provide valuable insights for educational and therapeutic professionals in
planning programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities, highlighting
the importance of addressing their understanding of existential loneliness.

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Intellectual disabilities (ID) are a type of neurodevelopmental disorder that
can result in deficits in cognitive and communication abilities. This can lead
to a more limited social network compared to the general population, as
described in the study by Gilmore and Cuskelly (2014).

Loneliness can be experienced in three ways: social, emotional, and
existential. Existential loneliness is defined as a feeling of emptiness,
sadness, and unbearable longing that makes a person feel alone even when
they have emotional bonds and social relationships. Additionally, it involves
a sense of a deep disconnection between oneself and others, including their
own existence, as explained in the work by Sand and Strang (2006).
Experiencing and “being in the world” are essential aspects to understanding
human existence. Hopkin and Drummond (2022) have shown that loneliness
plays a significant role in understanding the lived experiences of adolescents
with intellectual disabilities. Participating in society does not guarantee
meaningful interaction or engagement for individuals with ID, which can
increase the likelihood of experiencing loneliness. The present study uses an
existential phenomenological approach to investigate how the concept of
loneliness is explained in the lived experiences of adolescents with
intellectual disabilities. The main research question is to understand how the
concept of loneliness is experienced by individuals with ID from their
perspective.

2. Literature Review

Tipton et al. (2013) compared 103 adolescents with and without intellectual
disability and concluded that adolescents with ID experience less intimacy in
their friendships than their peers with normal development, which is one of
the consequences of feeling lonely. In a systematic review of the prevalence
of loneliness in people with ID, Alexandra et al. (2018) found an average
prevalence of loneliness of 44.74%, indicating that loneliness is a common
experience in people with intellectual disability.

3. Methodology
This study utilized a qualitative and hermeneutic phenomenology design to
investigate the experiences of adolescents with mild (IQ: 50-70) and
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borderline (1Q: 70-85) intellectual disabilities in schools located in Anzali
City. A purposive sampling method was used to select 23 participants,
consisting of both genders and ranging from 16 to 22 years old. Of the
participants, five had borderline intellectual disability and 18 had mild
intellectual disability. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted
individually and face-to-face in a separate room from the classroom. The
interviews focused on the participants' experiences and feelings of
loneliness, as well as the reasons underlying their experiences. Diekelmann's
(1992) method was used for data analysis, and to ensure the reliability of the
research data, the five criteria of Lincoln and Guba (1990) were utilized.

The data were analyzed at three levels, beginning with semantic statements
that were key points extracted from the text of interviews. These points were
more frequent in interviews and included dialogue. Sub-themes were
extracted in the second level to integrate the propositions so that each sub-
theme included multiple propositions with the same meaning. In the third
level, themes related to propositions and semantic units were raised in
accordance with the theoretical approach of existential phenomenology.

4. Results

The findings of this study provide valuable insights into the
experiences of loneliness among adolescents with 1D based on the
existential phenomenology approach. The main themes and sub-
themes obtained align with previous research on existential
phenomenology and loneliness (Garnow et al.,, 2022; Sjoberg et al.,
2018; Larsson et al., 2017), highlighting the understanding of
loneliness as an existential construct in adolescents with ID.
Most participants reported feeling hesitant to share their experiences
of deep loneliness with close individuals, preferring instead to speak
with experts or strangers in this field. Participants discussed the
actions of others that contributed to their feelings of loneliness,
followed by messages of loneliness. They described verbal abuse and
being ignored by others as risk factors for loneliness, which also
featured prominently in the interviews.

Table 1: Sub-themes and main themes of the concept of loneliness in
adolescents with intellectual disabilities
Sub-themes Main themes

Separation from parents

Rejection by friends

Death of relatives
Abuse by strangers
Abuse by peers

Loneliness as an experience of
separation

Consequences of loneliness
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Sub-themes Main themes
Lack of access to help
Simile of loneliness
Description of loneliness
Getting away from routine
Feeling not understood
Acceptance of loneliness

The nature of loneliness

Loneliness as a fundamental
experience of life

5. Conclusion

The sub-themes identified from the interviews suggest that social support
and rejection from friends are significant factors contributing to loneliness
among adolescents with ID. Additionally, creating a safe environment in
everyday situations can play a crucial role in how these adolescents perceive
loneliness. Despite experiencing existential concerns, such as a lack of
meaning in life, which is crucial for consolidating their identity, they are
hesitant to share their thoughts with others due to fear of rejection, which
results in avoidance while simultaneously desiring to share their innermost
thoughts with others.

Keywords: Intellectual Disability, Adolescence, Loneliness, Existential
Phenomenological.
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1. Intellectual disability

2. Intellectual Developmental Disorder
3. Neurodevelopmental disorder

4. American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities
5. Intelligence Quotient

6. American Psychological Association
7. Conceptual

8. Social

9. Practical

10. Mild

11. Moderate

12. Severe

13. Profound
14. Loneliness
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