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Research Paper
The Mediating Role of Relationship Quality in the 
Relation Between Desire for Relationship and Job 
Stability With Loneliness in the Elderly

Background: Currently, aging is an important issue as the population of the elderly is 
gradually increasing worldwide. Accordingly, the present study aims to investigate the 
relationship between the tendency toward the stability of the relationship and loneliness in 
the elderly in Gonabad Town, Iran in 2017.

Methods: This is a cross-sectional correlational study. The statistical population includes all 
the elderly population over the age of 60 living in Gonabad Town, Iran. Using the Cochran 
formula, 350 people were selected as the sample by cluster sampling and matching method. 
Data collection tools were the relationship quality questionnaire by Pierce (1991) feeling of 
loneliness questionnaire by Russell (1980). The data were analyzed via the SPSS software, 
version 23, and the path analysis technique.

Results: The results of the path analysis showed that the tendency toward job stability and 
the tendency toward stabilizing the relationship with family members have both direct and 
indirect effects; however, the amount of direct, indirect, and total effects on the tendency 
toward stabilizing the relationship is greater than the tendency toward job stability. The total 
effect of the desire for job stability on the feeling of loneliness and the desire for job stability 
equals -1.17 and -0.78, respectively. That is, the direct, indirect, and the total effect of the 
desire for stabilizing the relationship are greater than the desire for job stability.

Conclusion: Job stability may reduce loneliness in the elderly, but it is the stability of the 
relationship with the family that affects the quality of the relationships and thereby reduces 
loneliness in the elderly. To strengthen these relationships, it is possible to reduce loneliness 
in the elderly by increasing the awareness of families about the need for stronger emotional 
bonds with the elderly to create self-worth in them. 
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1. Introduction

ccording to the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO), the elderly population is 
growing as a result of increased life expec-
tancy and health issues. In Iran, the elderly 
population reaches about 10 million by 
2020 and more than 26 million by 2050. 
However, no measures have been taken 

regarding the needs of this population; therefore, given 
the increase in the elderly population, it is important to 
consider this issue [1]. Deprivation from social activities 
predisposes the elderly to depression and increases their 
sense of loneliness [2, 3]. Evidence also shows that 20% 
to 40% of the elderly report feeling lonely; a total of 5% 
to 7% also reported feeling permanent or severe loneli-
ness. Loneliness is the inability to establish and maintain 
satisfactory relationships with others, which is likely to 
cause feelings of deprivation, among many other prob-
lems in the elderly [4-8]. Exploratory studies among the 
elderly show that most elderly believe they are marginal-
ized in the family [9, 10], while people belonging to the 
family-centered networks had the lowest scores [11-13]. 
Therefore, the situation of the elderly relationships in the 
family networks, and especially the study of the quantity 
and quality of ongoing relationships with elderly parents 
should still be researched in Iran. More interestingly, the 
size of social networks is not as important as the stabil-
ity of different networks. Here, both the number and the 
frequency of communication, along with its quality and 
desirability are important because continuous communi-
cation between children and parents is a type of com-
munication that is of great value and has favorable ef-
fects on both sides, especially parents [7, 14, 15]. We 
can discuss the quality of a relationship when it is stable; 
therefore, the stability of a relationship is considered a 
predictor variable, and loneliness is considered a depen-
dent variable, while the quality of the relationship acts as 
a mediating variable between the two.

According to various studies [5, 10], examining the 
type of relationships in social networks is done because 
the type of social network that describes the interper-
sonal environment can be used to purposefully assess 
the health status of the population. Some researchers 
[16] have found evidence that people are more knowl-
edgeable and selective in their social relationships dur-
ing the final years of their lives. This selectivity may 
not only lead to more stability but also leads to more 
confidence in relationships. According to network theo-
ries [17], the stability of a person’s social relationships 
throughout their life is an important area for study. 
Much of the information about stability comes from 

research on instability. However, an increasing number 
of these studies address the stability of relationships. 
Having a weak or small social network can be useful 
for people [18]. More interestingly, there is evidence to 
suggest that people with multiple social networks are 
more likely to report network changes [19]; however, 
shrinkage in smaller networks has more health implica-
tions than instability in larger networks. This means that 
the size of the elderly network does not always need to 
be large to have a better mental state, rather continuity 
and quality of communication in a small group, espe-
cially the family network, is much more effective and 
stable in their mental health and happiness.

In the field of gerontology, there are two important 
theories, namely activity theory, and freedom theory, 
which indicate the initial focus on the role of social rela-
tions on health. Although these theories did not address 
relationships per se, they instead focused on different 
levels of relationships in social activity. The activity 
theory as described by Hvughrst showed that at every 
stage of life (especially in the final stages), energetic 
people express greater life satisfaction [20]. Thus, a set 
of stable social relationships at higher levels is consid-
ered a privilege. Also, changes in the direction of more 
social relationships may be helpful.

According to Kaming & Henri [21], the theory of 
freedom is based on the assumption that individuals 
make more decisions about their levels of activity 
during the later stages of their lives. In the theory of 
freedom, the focus has not only been on the level of 
activity but also the status of the activity: a) whether 
the individual is inclined to do more or less activity; b) 
whether the society pushes people to be more or less 
active. For example, consider a worker approaching 
retirement in their final years. By applying this theory, 
one could ask: does the worker want to stay in their de-
sired job or do they want to retire? And, does the em-
ployer want to keep this worker or they are willing to 
declare him retired? According to these observations, 
the implication of stability in social relations is based 
on the question of whether the individual or the society 
wants stability or it is willing to make changes.

The lesson to be learned from such early studies is that 
stability and instability, based on personal circumstances 
and inclinations, have different meanings. For example, 
the desired and anticipated loss of a particular job (and 
the relationship with co-workers) as a result of retire-
ment is completely different from when it is the result 
of job loss, and the relative loss because of dismissal or 
retirement as a result of the health of an endangered per-
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son. Changes in relationships resulting from an empty 
middle-aged nest alteration are not only a hallmark of 
lower levels of interrelationships but also indicate a con-
stant closeness. Such changes are often welcomed by 
parents calmly and without any disappointment [18]. 
Conversely, the death of a close friend or a family mem-
ber is often mourned by the whole world.

Even before questioning the importance of social sta-
bility, it is useful to examine the importance of social 
relationships. The practical mechanisms by which social 
relationships affect health are numerous but less known 
[18]. They have reached similar conclusions and state 
that our sense of dependence is because of our need 
for social change. Dependence is a small set of minute 
psychological processes that lead to health issues, de-
pending on how well it is expressed. Thus, instability in 
relationships may pose a threat to these types of depen-
dencies. Therefore, considering the high population of 
the elderly in Gonabad Town with 9.97%, it seems nec-
essary to pay attention to this type of study; therefore, the 
present research aims to investigate the mediating role of 
relationship quality in the family network in the relation-
ship between the desire for stability of the relationship 
with the feeling of loneliness in the elderly. The research 
model is demonstrated in Figure 1.

2. Method

This research is a descriptive correlational study. The 
statistical population includes all men and women aged 
60 or above, living at home in Gonabad Town, Iran in 
2017. The population of this group based on the statisti-
cal yearbook of 2016 has been announced as 5076 peo-
ple. The statistical sample of this study consists of 350 
people using the Cochran formula. A total of 178 men 
and 172 women were selected by the stratified sampling 
method. These strata were from the four main parts of 
Gonabad Town, namely Qasbeh, Sartraz, Jumand, and 
Noghab areas, which were identified using the matching 
method according to the inclusion criteria (age over 60, 
widowed and having a spouse, retired, having a single 
and married child, no medical record related to cognitive 
impairment, and willingness to participate in the study). 

The data were collected using a questionnaire. Accord-
ingly, after selecting the statistical sample, the purpose 
and the method of the research were explained to the el-
derly and they were assured of the confidentiality of their 
information. The personal consent letter of the elderly 
was obtained from them. Then, the relationship quality 
questionnaire was completed along with some back-
ground questions by the researcher.

Research tools

Quality of Relationship Inventory

The Quality of Relationship Inventory (QRI) is one of 
the best tools to measure the quality of relationships de-
veloped in 1991 by Pierce et al. This questionnaire has 
25 items and its scoring method is the 4-point Likert 
scale, including zero, low, medium, and high. The ques-
tionnaire has three subscales: perceived social support 
(7 items), interpersonal conflicts (12 items), and depth 
of relationships (6 items). Also, in each of the 25 items, 
the quality of the elderly’s relationship with their spouse, 
married children, and single children are evaluated. To 
score the relationship quality questionnaire, one should 
give a score of 1 to “No,” the score of 2 to “Low,” the 
score of 3 to “Medium,” and the score of 4 to “High.” 
The subscales are then obtained. Regarding inverted ar-
ticles, questions 8 to 19 are scored in reverse. The con-
tent validity has been verified by several psychologists 
[22]. The reliability was obtained at 83% for the whole 
questionnaire and over 77% for subscales [23, 24]. The 
reliability of the instrument in the present study was ob-
tained at over 65% for all subscales by the Cronbach α.

Loneliness Questionnaire

The loneliness questionnaire was created in 1980 and 
consists of 20 questions in the form of 4 options, 10 
negative sentences, and 10 positive sentences. In this 
questionnaire, scores are given as follows: “Never”=1, 
“Rarely”=2, “Sometimes”=3, and “Always”=4. How-
ever, the score of questions 1, 5, 6, 9, 10, 15, 16, 19, 20 is 
inverted: “Never”=4, “Rarely”=3, “Sometimes”=2, and 
“Always”=1. The Scores range from 20 (minimum) to 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the research
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80 (maximum); thus, the average score is 50. A score 
higher than the average indicates greater intensity of 
loneliness. The reliability of this test in the new revised 
version was reported as 0.78. Meanwhile, the reliability 
of the test was reported at 0.89 by the retest method. This 
scale was translated and used after preliminary imple-
mentation and corrections [2]. The collected data were 
analyzed using the SPSS software, version 23, with mul-
tiple regression and path analysis techniques.

3. Results

A total of 38% of men and around 44% of women feel 
very lonely. The highest rate of loneliness (68%) is re-
lated to people who have a high desire to return to work. 
More than 50% of the elderly who had children felt 
“very lonely” and “very, very lonely.” More than 40% of 
the elderly who attend large family gatherings feel “very 
lonely,” and over 60% of those who do not attend the 
gatherings have a high sense of loneliness. About 47% 
feel “very lonely” and “very, very lonely,” and 20% feel 
lonely “very little” and “very, very little.” Table 1 pro-
vides the statistical indices of the variables.

Path analysis results

Path analysis is a statistical method based on multivari-
ate regression analysis, used to measure the relationships 
of variables in a causal model. In this method, the stan-
dard beta coefficient of regression is used to determine 
the direction and intensity of relationships between vari-
ables. The value of the t-statistic also shows the signifi-
cance of the relationships. The analysis shows the direc-
tion and the intensity of the relationships between the 
research variables. The values that indicate the direction 
and magnitude of the effect between the variables are 
called the path coefficient and are conventionally repre-
sented by β. Path coefficients are the same as the stan-
dardized regression coefficient; therefore, simple linear 
regression should be used to analyze the path.

In this study, the two independent variables are the 
desire for job stability and the desire to register a rela-
tionship with married children. The dependent variable 
is the loneliness of the elderly, while the mediating vari-
able is the quality of relationships. Therefore, according 
to the path analysis technique, feeling lonely is the final 
dependent variable and the quality of the relationship is 
the intermediate dependent variable. Depending on the 
number of variables, a linear regression test is applied 
to first measure the effect of independent variables on 
relationship quality and then determine the effect of re-
lationship quality on loneliness. That is, this relationship 
is measured in three stages. Here, the tables are not pre-
sented because of the large volume of calculations.

Step 1: The separate measurements of two variables of 
the tendency toward job stability and the stability of re-
lationship with family members with the dependent vari-
able of feeling lonely were performed to obtain the di-
rect effect of each. At this stage, the tendency toward job 
stability on the feeling of loneliness was equal to 0.47 
and the direct effect of the tendency toward stability of 
relationships with family members was -0.73.

Step 2: Involved measuring the relationship between the 
two independent variables with the quality of relation-
ships (intermediate dependent variable).

Step 3: In this step, the relationship between the inter-
mediate dependent variable and the final dependent vari-
able (the loneliness of the elderly) was measured.

Step 4: The direct, indirect, and the total effect of each of 
the two variables were identified.

According to figure 2, the following measures are obtained:

= -0.73 The direct effect of the desire to stabilize the 
relationship

-0.44=-0.717 * 0.487 Indirect effect=

Figure 2. Final research model with path coefficients and total effect
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-1.17=-0.44+Total effect= -0.73

The direct effect of the desire for job stability =0.47

-0.31=-0.717 *0.43 Indirect effect=

-0.78=-0.31+Total effect=0.47

4. Discussion

As mentioned earlier, according to some studies, the 
elderly has expressed some frustration with their fami-
lies in terms of their social, economic, and physical 
status, and few have placed themselves at the center 
of the family. Most believed that they did not have the 
respect they deserved and that they had a marginal po-
sition in the family [9, 10]. Therefore, the importance 
of family relationships can be understood. The com-
munications and social support of the family could be 
a cheap source regarded as social capital to dynamize 
and improve the quality of life and the morale of the 
elderly. This type of relationship is commonly studied 
in terms of structural patterns in social networks. This 
pattern shapes the quality of network relationships that 
are affected over time and in old age [10, 11]. The type 
of social network describes the interpersonal environ-
ment and is used in the health status of populations 
[12, 25]. Researchers have shown that people who are 
in the final years of their lives are more knowledgeable 
and selective in their social relationships. This selec-
tivity not only leads to greater relationship stability, 
but also greater confidence in relationships [22-26].

Network analysis is based on the idea that one should 
not use internal stimuli or abstract external forces to ex-
plain the social organization, but rather study the struc-
ture of relationships that are limiting or empowering 
[12]. On the other hand, the status of relationships in the 
social networks of the elderly in the field of care, nurs-
ing, and social work provides a good assessment frame-
work to assess their health status (physical and mental). 

One of the manifestations of elderly care is the support 
of network members for the elderly in the family and is 
one of the mechanisms by which the health of the elderly 
is increased. Therefore, it is obvious that the relationship 
between children and parents is a type of communication 
that is of great value and has favorable effects on both 
parties, especially parents [15].

Moreover, the results of the present study showed 
that the desire for continuous communication with 
family network members also explained more than 
60% of changes in the quality of relationships [22-26]. 
This effect is crucial in a way that shows itself well in 
the tests. In the analysis of two-variable relations be-
tween contextual variables and the quality of relations, 
there is only one significant relationship between em-
ployment and unemployment and the quality of rela-
tions. In other words, it is the job that determines the 
quality of the relationship. But when the context vari-
ables along with other independent variables entered 
the regression equation to measure their effect on the 
dependent variable (quality of relationships in general) 
in interaction with other variables, none of the context 
variables remained in the equation. Meanwhile, the 
variable of the tendency to continuously communicate 
with children alone explains about 37% of the changes 
in the dependent variable (relationship quality), the in-
tensity of which (according to the beta) is 60.2%.

Research shows that families provide much of the so-
cial support for older people. Contrary to popular belief, 
many older people establish a permanent connection 
with their families and provide the minimum support 
they need [14]. Interestingly, minority groups have cer-
tain benefits in the support area. Family support systems 
are often more prevalent among Hispanic or African 
American people and other individuals or groups may 
also play an important role [19]. Researchers have al-
ways described the concept of social support in terms 
of behavior that provides the individual with emotional 

Table 1. Statistical indicators of dependent and independent variables (quality of relationships)

Mean±SD

Perceived Social Support from the 
Spouse, Unmarried, and Married 

Children

Interpersonal Conflicts with the 
Spouse, Unmarried, and Married 

Children

Depth of Relationships with the 
Spouse, Unmarried and Married 

ChildrenQuality 
of Rela-

tionships
Feeling 
Lonely

SpouseUnmarried 
children

Married 
childrenSpouse

Unmar-
ried 

children
Married 
childrenSpouse

Unmar-
ried 

children
Married 
children

19.46±2.6416.68±2.8018.91±2.9731.44±4.1231.2±2.531.72±4.715.1±2.0514.4±1.9513.7±3.30194.2±8.942±6.16
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support, benefits, self-confidence, or information [19]. 
The actual and perceptual adequacy of the support sys-
tem is also important, even if it is independent of the 
fact that this support system consists of only one person 
or the whole social network. These results indicate that 
support does not always mean care and nursing, but only 
regular greetings from family members, especially mar-
ried children who have been separated from their parents, 
giving them the necessary confidence and not making 
them feel marginalized, but sensing their importance and 
respect in the eyes of their children. This feeling causes 
them to avoid isolation, depression, and loneliness. The 
elderly at this age need more attention and respect from 
the members of their family network because they feel 
they are the closest to them; therefore, they expect more 
responses from them.

There is evidence that the importance of social relation-
ships among the elderly is emphasized [27]. The reasons 
for this fundamental importance may be as follows: as 
people get older, the amount of their care resources de-
crease, largely because of declining performance, in-
come, and the number of social networks (which in turn 
results from an increase in mortality or relocation). Along 
with the reduction in the care resources of these people, 
their support system is considered one of the main factors 
in coping with the difficulties, albeit these systems may 
face many problems and are declining [26, 28]. Among 
the elderly, relative network stability may be a key factor 
in stabilizing their physical and mental health.

According to the research findings, the most important 
suggestion for reducing the feeling of loneliness in the el-
derly is informing their needs for stronger emotional ties to 
families and other people involved in their personal social 
network. This is done to create self-worth and interest in 
them and reduce their feeling of loneliness, which in turn 
makes the community aware of the need to form associa-
tions and family organizations that can meet the emotional 
along with other needs of the elderly. Some of these cases 
are informing the institutions in charge of the elderly to pay 
more attention to the social needs of the elderly to empow-
er them to have a fruitful and positive old age and raise the 
awareness of research institutions to conduct studies in the 
fields of aging and limited social relationship while assess-
ing the degree of loneliness in the elderly.

5. Conclusion

Not only is the study of social relationships inherently 
valuable, but it is also important considering the practi-
cal logic that such relationships are frequently associated 
with better moods, life satisfaction, fewer symptoms of 
depression, and even lower risk of death. The expression 
of interest in the study of social relations and health is 
rooted in Emile Durkheim’s classic essays on the rela-

tionship between social cohesion and suicide and ano-
mie. Today, there is a general understanding that social 
relationships have profound and complex implications. 

Having a strong and consistent social network can 
prevent performance decline in the elderly. From a so-
cial relations perspective, supportive research can be 
informative and useful, as it can provide us with infor-
mation on how and when social relationships are use-
ful or harmful to all of us. Care-related research can be 
even more focused. Such research focuses primarily 
on relationships that involve the continual provision 
of care for the person who is unable to respond to this 
assistance while emphasizing primarily the caregiver 
rather than the recipient. There is a general agree-
ment that care is a sign of a multidimensional structure 
that includes factors, such as the amount of support 
required, the sex of the caregiver and the person un-
der care, the caregiver’s previous relationship with the 
recipient, and even the personality of the individuals. 
The stability of the caregiving relationship has not yet 
been systematically evaluated, but it can be assumed 
that the instability in the caregiving relationship may 
have clear and sometimes relatively expensive themes 
for the health of both the caregiver and the recipient. 

The caregiving relationship changes over time according 
to the changes of the dependencies, in proportion to the 
promotion of the caregiver and the recipient. Based on the 
results of the present study, it is clear that paying attention 
to the problems of caregivers during the experience of the 
care process of the family’s elderly members can provide 
us with materials for future research like facilitators and 
deterrents such as knowledge of care, personal character-
istics of caregivers and the elderly, care experience, an ef-
fective link between caregiver and the elderly, family sup-
port network, family partnership, formal support system, 
home care context, and formal health and care systems for 
the elderly. Therefore, the need for interventions to reduce 
the pressure of care and also provide appropriate education 
about the disease to caregivers is recommended.
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