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Loneliness in Urban Mapuche Older Adults in Chile: Ethnic Identity 
Affirmation, Autonomy, and Subjective Well-Being as predictors

Abstract

This study seeks to identify the factors that predict loneliness among urban Mapuche older adults in Chile. Using a cross-sectional, 
non-experimental design with a correlational scope, the study included 323 participants, with a mean age of 70.77 years. The find-
ings indicate that a strong affirmation of ethnic identity affirmation, greater autonomy, higher levels of subjective well-being, and 
a larger number of cohabitants are associated with reduced levels of loneliness. In contrast, gender and age were not significant 
predictors. These results are important for developing public policies and intervention programs aimed at the urban Mapuche 
older adult population. Emphasizing the roles of ethnic identity, autonomy, subjective well-being, and the structural characteristics 
of social networks as key variables can help address loneliness in this demographic. Moreover, the study contributes to a better 
understanding of the dynamics of loneliness among urban indigenous populations, a group that has been underrepresented in 
research.

Keywords: loneliness, aging, urban Mapuche, ethnic identity affirmation, autonomy, subjective well-being.

Soledad en Personas Mayores Mapuche Urbanas en Chile: 
Afirmación de la Identidad Étnica, Autonomía y Bienestar 
Subjetivo como predictores 
Resumen

Este estudio busca identificar los factores que predicen la soledad en adultos mayores mapuches urbanos en Chile. Utilizando un 
diseño transversal, no experimental y de alcance correlacional, el estudio incluyó 323 participantes, con una edad media de 70,77 
años. Los resultados indican que una fuerte afirmación de la identidad étnica, una mayor autonomía, mayores niveles de bienestar 
subjetivo y un mayor número de convivientes se asocian con menores niveles de soledad. Por el contrario, el género y la edad no 
fueron predictores significativos. Estos resultados son importantes para el desarrollo de políticas públicas y programas de inter-
vención dirigidos a la población adulta mayor mapuche urbana. Enfatizar el rol de la identidad étnica, la autonomía, el bienestar 
subjetivo y las características estructurales de las redes sociales como variables clave puede ayudar a abordar la soledad en este 
grupo demográfico. Además, el estudio contribuye a una mejor comprensión de la dinámica de la soledad entre las poblaciones 
indígenas urbanas, un grupo que ha sido subrepresentado en la investigación.

Palabras clave: soledad, envejecimiento, mapuche urbano, afirmación de identidad étnica, autonomía, bienestar subjetivo.
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Introduction
Improvements in health and quality of life, 

combined with a reduction in birth rates, have led 
to an unprecedented socio-demographic trans-
formation characterized by population aging on 
a global scale (Pérez, 2016). Although Chile is not 
yet in an advanced stage of this phenomenon, the 
number of people aged 60 and over has tripled in 
the last 40 years. The United Nations estimates 
that by 2050, approximately one-third of Chile’s 
population will be elderly, representing the highest 
projection in Latin America (Leiva et al., 2020).

According to data from the latest national 
census (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas [ine], 
2018), in 2017 the population aged 60 and over was 
2,816,160 people, accounting for 16.3% of the total 
population. Regarding the geographic distribution 
of this population, 85.2% reside in urban areas and 
14.8% in rural areas (compared to 87.8% and 12.2%, 
respectively, for all age groups). However, there are 
significant regional variations. For instance, in the 
Antofagasta Region, 97.8% of older adults live in 
urban areas (compared to 94.1% for all age groups), 
while in the Metropolitan Region, 96.3% of both 
older adults and the entire census population reside 
in urban areas. In contrast, the Ñuble Region has 
the highest proportion of older adults living in 
rural areas (36.8% compared to 30.6% of the total 
population), followed by the Araucanía (36.0%) 
and Los Lagos (35.4%) regions (compared to 29.1% 
and 26.4% of the total population, respectively).

In this context, several studies emphasize that 
cities are emerging as the main places of residence 
for native peoples, presenting one of the most 
significant challenges (Brablec, 2020). In Chile, 
10.6% of older adults identify as belonging to native 
peoples (Rojas et al., 2022), a percentage slightly 
lower than the 12.8% of the general population 
(ine, 2018). This proportion varies significantly 
between regions. For example, the Araucanía and 
Arica and Parinacota regions stand out, where 
more than a quarter of the elderly population 
identify as members of these groups, with 29.7% 
and 26.8%, respectively (compared to 34.3% and 

35.3% in all age groups). Among these populations, 
the majority identify with the Mapuche people 
(81.7%), a higher percentage than that observed 
in the general population (79.8%).

It is important to note that indigenous po-
pulations in Chile have historically faced adverse 
life trajectories and an unequal relationship with 
the national government, limiting their ability to 
live independently and fully participate in society 
(Gitlin & Fuentes, 2012). Evidence of this is seen in 
the vulnerable circumstances in which indigenous 
older adults often find themselves, including a 
higher likelihood of poverty and social exclusion 
compared to non-indigenous older adults. These 
factors contribute to a decline in their psychosocial 
resources and the resulting sense of loneliness 
(Gallardo-Peralta et al., 2022, 2023), which has been 
identified as one of the main public health challen-
ges of our time (Gerst-Emerson & Jayawardhana, 
2015; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; Köster & Lipps, 
2024; World Health Organization [who], 2021).

Indeed, the aforementioned highlights how 
historical processes impact people’s daily lives 
through the interplay of structural conditions 
and subjective experiences. In this context, the 
Mapuche population is no exception to the socio-
historical conditions characteristic of modernity. 
These factors intertwine with different stages of 
the life cycle, as they go through processes spe-
cific to individuals aged 60 and above, which are 
reflected in their daily perceptions, feelings, and 
projections. In this scenario, examining the impact 
of various psychological variables on feelings of 
loneliness is critically important, especially in a 
population that has been historically neglected 
by both academia and society.

Loneliness
Loneliness is a negative feeling that arises 

when there is a discrepancy between desired and 
actual social relationships (Perlman & Peplau, 
1982). This experience can stem from a perceived 
insufficiency in the number of interpersonal con-
nections and from a lack of intimacy, affection, or 
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value in existing relationships (De Jong-Gierveld, 
1987). Hence, a distinction has traditionally been 
made between social loneliness, referring to the 
former, and emotional loneliness, referring to the 
latter (Weiss, 1973).

As a subjective experience, loneliness can 
only be described by the person experiencing 
it (Routasalo et al., 2006). It must, therefore, be 
distinguished from social isolation, which refers 
to a lack of social interaction and is an objective 
condition (De Jong-Gierveld et al., 2006). Con-
sequently, loneliness has also been defined as 
perceived social isolation (Cacioppo et al., 2010).

Loneliness can significantly affect health and 
well-being and is considered a public health issue 
by the World Health Organization (who, 2021). 
Multiple studies demonstrate a direct connection 
between loneliness, social isolation, and poorer 
quality of life, as well as various health problems, 
including cardiovascular disease, cognitive im-
pairment, and depression (Cacioppo et al., 2014; 
Gerst-Emerson & Jayawardhana, 2015; Hawkley & 
Cacioppo, 2010; Steptoe et al., 2013). According to 
Holt-Lunstad et al. (2015), loneliness is also asso-
ciated with a 26%-32% increased risk of mortality.

Several risk factors can increase the likelihood 
of suffering from loneliness, such as belonging 
to vulnerable social groups or undergoing life 
transitions, including loss or changes in social 
relationships, empty nest syndrome, the death of a 
partner, poor social relationships, retirement, lack 
of pleasurable activities, health deterioration, and 
discrimination and prejudice against older adults, 
such as ageism (who, 2021; Yanguas et al., 2018).

Age distribution reveals a U-shaped correla-
tion between loneliness and age: loneliness is more 
prevalent among younger people, decreases with 
age, and then increases significantly among older 
adults (Dykstra, 2009; Lasgaard et al., 2016; Losa-
da et al., 2012; Martín & González-Rábago, 2021; 
Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001; Yang & Victor, 2011). 
It is important to note that there is consensus in 
linking age with many factors that can influence 
(or be influenced by) the development of chronic 

loneliness, which, in turn, impacts the overall well-
being of older individuals (Pinazo-Hernandis & 
Donio-Bellegarde, 2018).

Moreover, age serves not only as a social 
determinant of loneliness throughout life but also 
specifically among older adults (Dykstra, 2009; 
Lasgaard et al., 2016; Losada et al., 2012; Martín 
& González-Rábago, 2021; Pinquart & Sorensen, 
2001; Yang & Victor, 2011). Studies indicate that 
loneliness generally increases in advanced stages 
of old age, largely due to age-related losses, both 
relational and physical (Pinazo-Hernandis & 
Donio-Bellegarde, 2018).

The gender analysis of loneliness among older 
adults highlights three key aspects. First, women 
report their loneliness more often through direct 
measurement methods, while men demonstrate 
higher loneliness levels when assessed using indi-
rect methods, such as psychometric scales (Borys 
& Perlman, 1985; Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2014). 
Second, women’s disproportionate caregiving 
responsibilities predict loneliness, as caregiving 
often creates barriers to meaningful social connec-
tions (Barreto et al., 2021; Lopata, 1983; Pinquart 
& Sorensen, 2001; Warburton & Lui, 2007). Third, 
gender differences are observed in emotional 
and social loneliness: women tend to develop 
more active relational networks (Antonucci, 1990; 
Rokach et al., 2007), yet face greater emotional 
loneliness due to their longer life expectancy and 
increased exposure to widowhood (Barreto et al., 
2021; Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2014).

Regarding living arrangements, existing re-
search indicates that people who live alone are at 
greater risk of experiencing loneliness (Cohen-
Mansfield et al., 2016; De Jong-Gierveld, 1987; 
Hughes et al., 2004; Lasgaard et al., 2016; Losada 
et al., 2012; Routasalo et al., 2006; Sanchez, 2009; 
Victor et al., 2000), a trend exacerbated during the 
covid-19 pandemic (Baarck et al., 2021; Köster & 
Lipps, 2024). However, the implications of living 
alone are very different if it is by choice or due to 
unforeseen circumstances, such as widowhood 
(López-Doblas, 2005). Additionally, living with 
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children does not necessarily protect against 
loneliness; satisfactory cohabitation as a couple 
having the greatest implications for combating it 
(Hansen et al., 2009).

In Chile, loneliness among older adults is an 
emerging field of research. The study by Carrasco 
et al. (2021) was the first to include a representative 
sample of Latin American older adults living in 
their countries of origin. Their pre-pandemic data 
show that 45% of older adults residing in Santia-
go, Metropolitan Region, experience loneliness, 
potentially related to high expectations of family 
relationships. However, their results revealed no 
association with age or sex. Herrera et al. (2021) 
confirmed an increase in loneliness among Chi-
lean older adults during the covid-19 pandemic, 
reporting a prevalence of 53%.

The existing literature also highlights pro-
tective aspects in aging, such as the affirmation of 
ethnic identity (Soto-Higuera et al., 2023).

Ethnic identity affirmation
Ethnic identity is a dynamic, multidimensio-

nal, and constantly evolving construct (Umaña-
Taylor et al., 2004) that refers to an individual’s 
sense of self concerning their membership in 
an ethnic group (Phinney, 1992). This concept 
encompasses processes of exploration —where 
individuals are actively involved in learning about 
their culture, their traditions, and the meaning 
of these in their lives— and affirmation, which 
involves developing positive feelings and a strong 
attachment to the ethnic group. In the field of 
aging, there is evidence that the latter process 
significantly contributes to successful aging (Soto-
Higuera et al., 2023).

However, ethnic minorities, including older 
adults, face complex challenges due to heightened 
inequalities in health, education, and working 
conditions, as well as experiences of racism and 
forced migration, among others (Quigley et al., 
2022). A significant transformation in these com-
munities is the increase in single-person house-
holds or older couples living alone, along with 

growing institutionalization. These changes are 
reshaping a care system traditionally organized 
around extended family and intergenerational care 
(Gallardo-Peralta et al., 2023). Hence, loneliness 
may be even more intense in groups historically 
disadvantaged socially, politically, economically, 
and even territorially (Rodríguez-Blázquez et al., 
2021; Sánchez-Moreno et al., 2021).

The analysis of loneliness among ethnic 
minorities is progressing, but there remains a 
scarcity of research on this topic. Internationally, 
studies comparing loneliness across different age 
groups have found a higher incidence among 
ethnic minorities (Baarck et al., 2021). In Chile, 
research have focused exclusively on rural areas. 
While some studies associate ethnic group affilia-
tion with lower loneliness scores compared to the 
general older adult population (Sánchez-Moreno 
et al., 2021), others suggest that loneliness affects 
Chilean older adults cross-culturally, with the 
covid-19 pandemic exacerbating its impact on 
well-being (Gallardo-Peralta et al., 2023).

Autonomy as an element of quality 
of life

The World Health Organization (1995) de-
fines quality of life as a subjective concept based 
on an individual’s perception of their position in 
life within the context of their culture and value 
system in which they live and their relation to 
goals, expectations, standards, and interests. It is 
widely considered a multidimensional concept 
that, in the case of older adults, is expected to be 
positively constructed, fostering the recognition 
of old age as a continuation of life rather than a 
phase of functional decline and social isolation 
(Queirolo et al., 2020).

Research has examined numerous factors 
influencing older adults’ quality of life. The prin-
ciple of autonomy —defined as the ability to make 
one’s own decisions, feel in control of one’s future, 
and pursue personal desires (Urzúa & Navarrete, 
2013)— is particularly noteworthy. It provides a 
conceptual framework for understanding older 
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adults’ quality of life (Clark, 1988) and has been 
linked to social participation, life satisfaction, and 
better health outcomes (Gwozdz & Sousa-Poza, 
2010; Zapata-López et al., 2015). Despite being a 
prioritized dimension in care services for older 
adults (Bishop, 1999), it has received limited 
attention in the Latin American context and in 
research on indigenous older adults.

The association between reduced autonomy 
and loneliness has been explored mainly through 
functional impairment rather than psychological 
autonomy linked to independence. Functional 
decline often increases loneliness by limiting social 
interaction opportunities and making it difficult 
for older adults to maintain their lifestyle (Sánchez, 
2009). Autonomy facilitates the establishment and 
maintenance of social relationships (Pinquart & 
Sorensen, 2001). Conversely, functional decline 
restricts the older adults’ ability to maintain social 
contacts, leave home, and participate in activities 
that counteract boredom (Cohen-Mansfield et 
al., 2016). It may also lead to the disconnection 
of friendships in an effort not to “overburden” 
them (Johnson, 1983). Furthermore, the need for 
care —or its perception— can create tension in 
relationships with family caregivers, reducing the 
likelihood of emotional needs being met (Casas-
Martí, 2023; Sánchez, 2009). By contrast, cohesive 
and flexible family relationships that adapt to the 
aging process through affective and emotional 
support improve objective and subjective living 
conditions (Mayorga-Muñoz et al., 2019).

Subjective well-being as an element 
of quality of life

Subjective well-being is another key compo-
nent of quality of life, encompassing individual 
and social dimensions (Casas, 1996). It reflects 
how people evaluate their lives, including both 
positive and negative aspects, and serves as an 
indicator of the “realized” quality of life within a 
country or social category. Two main components 
are identified: eudaimonism, related to personal 

self-realization, and hedonism, linked to emotions 
(Oyanedel et al., 2015).

In the hedonic domain, happiness represents 
a general affective evaluation, while life satisfaction 
refers to a cognitive appraisal of a person’s sub-
jective well-being based on the comparison and 
perceived discrepancy between their aspirations 
and achievements (Bishop et al., 2006). Other 
authors have defined it as the harmony between 
desired and achieved goals in life (Altay & Çalmaz, 
2023). It is considered a relatively stable indicator 
from middle age to old age, and in the later stages 
of life, this satisfaction could represent an overall 
reflection on lifetime achievements and goals (von 
Humboldt et al., 2014).

Satisfaction scales are widely recognized tools 
for assessing subjective well-being, enabling indi-
viduals to make global assessments of their lives 
or about specific areas of their lives. Furthermore, 
satisfaction in particular life domains has been 
shown to have a direct impact on the perception of 
overall life satisfaction (Rojo et al., 2012). Quanti-
tative studies have linked loneliness in older adults 
to lower subjective well-being (Rojo et al., 2012) 
and low life satisfaction (Cohen-Mansfield et al., 
2016), but there is a lack of evidence for the older 
Mapuche population. Some studies have shown 
that increased loneliness correlates with reduced 
life satisfaction (Altay & Çalmaz, 2023). Lorber 
et al. (2023) observed heightened loneliness and 
decreased life satisfaction during the covid-19 
pandemic, emphasizing the influence of global 
events on these phenomena.

In the context of Chile’s aging population and 
the growing recognition of loneliness as a public 
health issue, older Mapuche individuals in urban 
areas represent a group with unique characteristics 
and needs. Ethnic identity affirmation, autonomy, 
and subjective well-being are key factors for their 
well-being, particularly in vulnerable contexts. No-
netheless, there is a gap in the literature regarding 
how these factors interact to shape perceptions of 
loneliness in this population. This study aims to 
determine whether ethnic identity affirmation, 
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autonomy, and subjective well-being predict lo-
neliness in older Mapuche adults living in urban 
areas of the Araucanía region, Chile.

Methods

Design
We employed a quantitative approach with 

a cross-sectional, non-experimental design of co-
rrelational scope (Cea D’Ancona, 1996). The study 
was approved by the Scientific Ethics Committee of 
the Universidad de La Frontera (Page N°009/20).

Participants
The study included 323 respondents. Of these, 

63.2% (n = 204) were women, and 36.8% (n = 119) 
were men. The mean age was 70.77 years (sd = 
7.273), ranging from 60 to 96 years. Regarding 
marital status, 58.5% (n = 189) reported being 
married, 16.7% (n = 54) identified as single, and 
16.1% (n = 52) as widowed. In terms of living 
arrangements, 48% (n = 155) lived with one other 
person, 38.7% (n = 125) lived with more than one 
person, and 13.3% (n = 43) lived alone. Finally, 
98.5% (n = 318) identified as Mapuche, and 1.5% 
(n = 5) as Huilliche..

Instruments
•	 Loneliness: A 6-item version of the De Jong 

Gierveld Loneliness Scale (djgls-6) (De 
Jong-Gierveld & van Tilburg, 2006). The 
Spanish version had previously been validated 
with Chilean older adults from multieth-
nic samples, including indigenous groups 
(Rodríguez-Blázquez et al., 2021), showing 
a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.73.

•	 Ethnic identity affirmation: This is the 7-item 
affirmation subscale of the short version of 
the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure 
(meim). It was designed by (Phinney , 1992) 
and validated with Chilean older adults 
(Soto-Higuera et al., 2023) with an alpha of 
0.89. The full instrument includes 12 items 

that assess both affirmation and exploration 
of ethnic identity.

•	 Autonomy: The autonomy subscale con-
sisted of 4 items from the whoqol-old 
quality of life scale (Power et al., 2005). It 
was validated among Chilean older adults 
(Urzúa & Navarrete, 2013), with a Cronbach’s 
alpha of 0.80. This scale includes 24 items 
that assess sensory skills, past, present, and 
future activities, social participation, death 
and dying, and intimacy.

•	 Subjective well-being: The Personal Well-
being Index (pwi) was validated with Chi-
lean older adults (Gallardo-Peralta et al., 
2019) and has an alpha of 0.92. Its 9-item 
version measures subjective well-being 
across dimensions such as standard of li-
ving, level of health, achievements, personal 
relationships, personal safety, community, 
future security, and religion and spirituality. 
It also includes an overarching question 
on overall life satisfaction (Oyanedel et 
al., 2015).

Procedure
Participants were recruited through inter-

viewers trained in municipal programs across 
La Araucanía, Chile. The interviewers provided 
detailed explanations about the study objectives, 
the confidentiality of responses, and the parti-
cipants’ anonymity, after which the participants 
signed an informed consent. Data were collected 
through personal interviews using the research 
instruments between January and August 2022.

Data analysis
The data were stored in the spss v.23 software. 

The database was cleaned by identifying univariate 
missing cases through z-scores (Myers, 2011). After 
consolidating the dataset to 323 cases, a univariate 
analysis was conducted using measures of central 
tendency, dispersion, and shape to observe data 
behavior. Pearson’s correlation analysis was applied 
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to identify relationships between psychological 
factors included in the study. A multiple linear 
regression analysis was then performed to assess 
the relationship between independent variables 
(subjective well-being, autonomy, ethnic identity 
affirmation, number of cohabitants, age, and sex) 
and the dependent variable (loneliness). The sex 
variable was coded as a dummy variable (0 = 
male, 1 = female).

Table 1. 
Descriptive statistics

Loneliness Subjective 
well-being

Autonomy Ethnic identity 
affirmation

N 323 323 323 323

Mean 1.4917 6.0584 3.9226 3.6378

Median 1.3333 6.0000 4.0000 3.8000

Standard 
deviation

.31100 .61199 .72514 .85491

Skewness .627 -.508 -.336 -.459

Kurtosis -.167 .057 -.344 -.264

Minimum 1.00 4.13 1.50 1.00

Maximum 2.50 7.00 5.00 5.00

Source: prepared by the authors.

Results 

Descriptive analysis 
The descriptive results are summarized in 

Table 1.
Subsequently, the bivariate analysis showed a 

low correlation between the instruments, suppor-
ting the consideration that these scales measure 
distinct constructs. Additionally, the correlations 

Table 2. 
Bivariate correlations

Subjective 
well-being

Autonomy Ethnic identity 
affirmation

Loneliness Pearson’s correlation -.330** -.319** -.243**

(Bilateral) sig. .000 .000 .000

N 323 323 323

Subjective 
well-being

Pearson’s correlation .375** .164**

(Bilateral) sig. .000 .003

N 323 323

Quality of Life 
(Autonomy)

Pearson’s correlation .089

(Bilateral) sig. .112

N 323

Source: prepared by the authors.
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were negative, indicating that the relationships 
between the independent and dependent variables 
were inverse. Refer to Table 2 for further details.

Multiple regression análisis 
The multiple linear regression model yielded 

statistically significant results p < .001, R2 = 0.205, 
adjusted R2 = 0.190, and F = 13.577. Additionally, 
the model produced a Durbin-Watson statistic of 
0.954 and an inflation index below 4, indicating 
acceptable levels of multicollinearity. Table 3 
highlights that life satisfaction, autonomy, ethnic 
affirmation, and the number of people living with 
the respondent significantly influence the varia-
bility in loneliness. Conversely, age and gender 
were not found to be significant predictors in this 
regression model.

Discussion 
This study focused on identifying whether 

ethnic identity affirmation, autonomy, and life 
satisfaction predict loneliness among urban Mapu-
che older adults in the Araucanía region of Chile. 
The results contribute to a better understanding 
of loneliness dynamics within this specific group 
and highlight the growing need for intersectio-
nal approaches in studying loneliness and aging 
(Martínez-Palacios, 2020).

The number of cohabitants is also related to 
loneliness, consistent with other findings from 
research in non-indigenous populations (Baarck 
et al., 2021; Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2016; De 
Jong-Gierveld, 1987; Hughes et al., 2004; Köster 
& Lipps, 2024; Lasgaard et al., 2016; Losada et al., 
2012; Routasalo et al., 2006; Victor et al., 2000). 

Table 3.  
Multiple linear regression análisis

Unstandardized 
coefficients

Standardized 
coefficients

t Sig. Collinearity 
statistics

B Standard 
error

Beta Tolerance vif

Loneliness 2.836 .171 16.565 .000

Subjective 
well-being

-.110 .028 -.217 -3.960 .000 .837 1.194

Autonomy -.105 .024 -.246 -4.343 .000 .787 1.271

Ethnic identity 
affirmation

-.062 .019 -.171 -3.302 .001 .941 1.062

Number of people 
living with the 
respondent

-.031 .012 -.128 -2.465 .014 .930 1.076

Age -.012 .053 -.011 -.225 .822 .973 1.028

Sex .020 .033 .032 .610 .542 .935 1.070

Source: prepared by the authors.

This underscores the importance of both intra- and 
extrafamilial structural elements of social networks 
(Sánchez, 2009). The family environment often 
acts as a support system, facilitating help and care 
transactions. Consequently, regular interactions 

with other family members contribute to fulfilling 
material, emotional, and affective needs, influen-
cing a perception of increased subjective well-being, 
satisfaction with life, and subsequently lowering 
feelings of loneliness. This benefit is also derived 
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from using resources and support networks outside 
the family (Mayorga-Muñoz et al., 2019; Rojo et 
al., 2012; Zapata-López et al., 2015).

The lack of significance in gender coincides 
with the results of Carrasco et al. (2021) since the 
confirmatory factor analysis of the scale validated 
in Chile does not differentiate between social and 
emotional loneliness dimensions (Rodríguez-
Blázquez et al., 2021), unlike the original scale 
(De Jong-Gierveld & van Tilburg, 2006). These 
dimensions are often considered critical in defining 
the relationship between loneliness and gender 
(Barreto et al., 2021; Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2014).

Regarding age, the lack of significance con-
trasts with studies on older populations not be-
longing to indigenous groups (Dykstra, 2009; 
Lasgaard et al., 2016; Losada et al., 2012; Martín 
& González-Rábago, 2021; Pinquart & Sørensen, 
2001; Yang & Victor, 2011) but aligns with research 
conducted among Chilean urban older adults 
(Carrasco et al., 2021).

Additionally, it was observed that a strong 
ethnic identity affirmation in Mapuche elders is 
inversely associated with loneliness. This supports 
Phinney’s (1992) theory, suggesting that ethnic 
identity fosters a sense of belonging and com-
munity. This aligns with studies linking ethnic 
identity with successful aging (Soto-Higuera et al., 
2023). The findings challenge the presumption that 
indigenous communities predominantly reside in 
rural areas, rendering urban indigeneity invisible 
(Brablec, 2020). However, from a broader consi-
deration of ethnic identity, this result also raises 
questions about the effects of urbanization on the 
affirmation of ethnic identity, often perceived as 
being under threat from dominant cultural values.

Autonomy emerged as another significant 
factor in reducing loneliness. The ability to make 
independent decisions and maintain control over 
one’s life proved crucial for mitigating loneliness 
among Mapuche older adults. This aligns with 
other studies recognizing autonomy as a protective 
factor for well-being (Gwozdz & Sousa-Poza, 2010). 
The findings emphasize the need for policies and 

programs that respect and promote autonomy 
in this population (Bishop, 1999) and places the 
psychological dimension of autonomy at the center 
of the analysis, beyond functional capacity (Urzúa 
& Navarrete, 2013).

The study highlights a close correlation bet-
ween subjective well-being and loneliness. This 
complex link suggests that greater subjective 
well-being may buffer or mitigate loneliness. This 
finding is in line with other studies on populations 
that do not identify with indigenous peoples (Altay 
& Çalmaz, 2023; Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2016; 
Lorber et al., 2023; Rojo et al., 2012), providing 
evidence to suggest that promoting subjective 
well-being and life satisfaction should be integral 
to interventions targeting older adults, including 
policies and programs aimed at reducing loneliness.

In terms of the limitations, it should be noted 
that non-probability convenience sampling was 
used; therefore, the results cannot be generalized 
to all urban Mapuche older adult populations. 

Future research should focus on generating 
intersectional knowledge that, in the case of eth-
nic diversity, makes urban native peoples visible. 
It also calls for comparative studies including 
other ethnic groups in Chile. This comparative 
perspective could identify key differences and 
similarities, enabling the development of more 
effective and inclusive interventions and policies 
tailored to the needs of diverse older populations.

Conclusions 
Statistically significant correlations were 

identified between ethnic identity affirmation, 
autonomy, subjective well-being, and loneliness 
among urban Mapuche older adults in Chile. 
Another notable finding is the inverse relationship 
between loneliness and the number of cohabitants, 
consistent with previous research on non-Mapuche 
populations. Variables such as gender and age did 
not significantly influence loneliness in this context.

These results are critical for informing public 
policy. Interventions focused on affirming ethnic 
identity, promoting autonomy, and enhancing 
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subjective well-being may be effective strategies 
to mitigate loneliness in this population. Such 
approaches have the potential to improve the qua-
lity of life for Mapuche older adults, deepen their 
understanding of urban environments, and address 
the phenomenon of loneliness more effectively.
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