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Abstract
Although existential loneliness seems to be a natural consequence of being human, some people may experience it more
intensely. In this study, it was aimed to investigate whether frustration intolerance, which is one of the basic concepts of
Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy and psychological need frustration, which is the basic concept of Self-determination
Theory predicted existential loneliness or not. A total of 294 adults were included in the study. The results showed that
existential loneliness was directly predicted by frustration intolerance. As a result of the mediation test, all dimensions of
psychological need frustration (autonomy frustration, relatedness frustration, and competence frustration) fully mediated
the relationship between frustration intolerance and existential loneliness. The place of these findings in the literature was
discussed and some recommendations were made.
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The interrelatedness between self and others is the basic
tenet of existential phenomenology (Sköld & Roald, 2020).
The ontological and epistemological consciousness of
human beings expands through relationships and internalized relationships (Greening, 1992). In existential phenomenology, however, the impossibility of perfect communication
between two people, uncertainty, and awareness of mortality
salience means that all people can experience some degree
of existential loneliness (Mayers & Svartberg, 2001; Yalom,
1980).
Existential loneliness is a universally ontological human
characteristic beyond the materialistic loss or inadequacy of
intimate relationships (Bekhet et al., 2008). Although existential loneliness is an inherent feature of human beings,
competitive consumerism and unstable relationships in the
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post-modern period produce a fertile and vulnerable environment for existential loneliness (Bound Alberti, 2018). In
the USA, for example, there has been a growing concern for
existential loneliness (Funch, 2021).
The paradox of the need for relationality and the
inability to fully capture the feelings and experiences
between two subjects constitute the basic loneliness,
which is one of the main determinants of existential anxiety (Bruggen et al., 2015). In addition to existential anxiety, the relationship was found between high depression,
anxiety, and high existential isolation scale (Pinel et al.,
2017), which is used to measure existential loneliness
(Constantino et al., 2019). In a study conducted with
young adults in Turkey, positive relation among existential loneliness among depression, hopelessness, suicidal
ideations; negative relations among existential loneliness and meaning in life, perceived social support, and
optimism was reported (Gökdemir-Bulut & Bozo, 2018).
Existential loneliness has basic cognitive and emotional
determinants. Schemas for relationships and the persons
themselves may be considered among the basic elements
that may trigger existential loneliness. Therefore, this
study hypothesized that frustration intolerance may be
one of the main predictors of existential loneliness.
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Frustration Intolerance
Frustration intolerance describes the rigid demands for gratification and comfort as well as the vulnerability of the ego
depending on social approval and perfect well-being (Harrington, 2005). Based on Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy
(REBT), frustration intolerance is shaped around the belief
that external reality will never be tolerated if it does not fully
comply with personal demands (Harrington, 2011). Frustration intolerance-related beliefs are mostly self-imposed (DiGiuseppe, 2011). The rigidity or flexibility of this kind of belief
is the main determinant of low/high frustration intolerance
(Dryden & David, 2008).
In REBT, frustration intolerance is considered to be the
underlying cause of many psychological difficulties (Harrington, 2006). Setting strict and high cognitive standards is
one of the prominent causes of dysfunctional outcomes. In a
study conducted with this philosophy, the mediating role of
frustration intolerance in the relationship between maladaptive perfectionism and dysphoria was demonstrated (Stanković
et al., 2015). A similar line of reasoning, the mediating role
of frustration intolerance in the relationship between maternal control and school learned helplessness was revealed
(Filippello et al., 2018). Rigid personal standards may also
trigger avoidance behavior. For example, in a study, a positive relationship was found between discomfort intolerance
and procrastination (Uzun-Ozer et al., 2012). Subsequent
research showed that high frustration tolerance is associated
with high well-being (Efstathiou, 2013). In another study, the
relationship of four subscales of frustration intolerance with
maladaptive results was examined in a clinical sample. Results
demonstrated that anger was predicted by entitlement, anxiety
by emotional intolerance, and depressive mood by discomfort
intolerance (Stanković & Vukosavljević-Gvozden, 2011). In
a non-clinical sample also, it was reported that there was a
high correlation among emotional intolerances subscales and
anxiety as well as depression, among discomfort intolerance
entitlement sub-scales and anger (Filippello et al., 2014).
Frustration intolerance can emerge through meta-schemas
formed in relationships. Frustration intolerance is also an
important determinant of the psychological need frustration
in existential and relational dialogue. Therefore, this study has
aimed to examine the mediating role of psychological need
frustration in the relationship between frustration intolerance
and existential loneliness.

Psychological Need Frustration
Psychological need satisfaction and frustration is a basic
motivation model philosophically put forward within the
scope of Self-determination Theory (SDT) based on the
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propositions of the humanistic theory. In SDT, it is argued
that whereas one has a growth motivation under supportive conditions and may develop vulnerability in a controlling and critical environment (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan
& Deci, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013)., it has been
empirically demonstrated that in SDT, instead of dichotomous separation of motivation as autonomy and heteronomy
human motivation can continue with different combinations
of these two motivations (Ryan & Deci, 2006). The fulfillment or frustration of three basic psychological needs which
are autonomy, competence, and relatedness, as well as the
shift from controlled to autonomy within the continuum of
motivation is considered a key determinant of psychological
functioning (Deci & Ryan, 2008).
Psychological need satisfaction and frustration are not
mutually exclusive phenomena. In other words, low psychological need satisfaction does not mean high need frustration (Davis & Turner, 2020). Accordingly, for example, need
satisfaction and frustration were found to uniquely predict
well-being (Heissel et al., 2018) and depressive symptomology (Chen et al., 2015; Nishimura & Suzuki, 2016). Further, need frustration was found to uniquely predict poor
sleep quality in patients with chronic fatigue (Campbell
et al., 2018), depressive and physical symptoms in athletes
(Bartholomew et al., 2011), relatedness frustration predicted
negative affect in the children (Schmidt et al., 2020). Based
on given findings, it was expected in this study that need
frustration can predict uniquely existential loneliness in cultures where relative relationships are intertwined.

The Current Study
Existential loneliness is generally an area of underresearch and has been rarely explored in cultures where
the collective self-construal predominates (Chung et al.,
2020; Park & Pinel, 2020). To the best of our knowledge,
this is the first research to discuss that existential loneliness can emerge as a result of basic psychological need
frustration originated from frustration intolerance related
cognitions. it was considered that Autonomy frustration is
related to sense of pressure, Relatedness frustration sense
of social alienation and competence frustration sense of
ineffectiveness, failure as well as helplessness (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Considering the above definition, in
cultures with a greater sense of collective self, rejection
in relationships, perceptions of power and boundaries are
crucial in terms of existential loneliness. Although a study
found a high sense of collective self-construal and low
perception of existential isolation (Park & Pinel, 2020),
the main argument of this research is that frustration of
basic psychological needs is a main explanatory factor for
existential loneliness, even in cultures where collective
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self-construal is relatively high. In situations where social
control is high, which may be relatively high in collective cultures, authenticity is considered crucial in terms
of basic psychological need satisfaction (Ryan & Ryan,
2019). People with a high perception of existential loneliness may also feel inauthentic and indecisive (Long et al.,
2021). Accordingly, high perfectionism and high need
frustration (Boone et al., 2014), as well as low frustration
intolerance (Stanković et al., 2015), and high frustration
intolerance and high flourishing (Ruiz-Ortega et al., 2021)
were found to be correlated. Hence, frustration intolerance, which conceptualizes perfectionist and vulnerable
cognitions towards relationships and achievement, is
expected to predict need frustration.
Theoretically, emphasis on self-awareness, unconditional
acceptance of the self, and confrontation without distorting
external reality in RET overlap with existential approaches
(Ward, 2011). Existential loneliness is a construct with cognitive and affective components, which occurs as a result of
the individual’s realization their own finitude (Ettema et al.,
2010). With the awareness of finitude, frustration intolerance, a fundamental irrational belief, may appear, consistent
with the basic premises of RET. Moreover, relationships,
one of the basic concepts of existential well-being (Hoffman
et al., 2015) may be adversely effected by frustration intolerance-related beliefs. Frustration intolerance may positively
effect need frustration that is shaped by relationships. At
the same time, it may increase existential loneliness through
need frustration. Arguably, frustration intolerance-based
cognition may damage relationships by being the focus of
psychological needs. The need for competence, autonomy
and relatedness which are the main determinants of living
a meaningful as well as psychologically rich life (Oishi &
Westgate, 2021) may also trigger existential loneliness. As a
consequence of intra-fusion, excessive dependence on relationships and the pursuit of constant affirmation for others
may bust existential loneliness (Davidov et al., 2021).
Although existential loneliness is an inevitable condition
for an entity conscious of finitude, it has been stated that
there is a very limited number of researches on this subject
(Helm, 2019). In addition, it was considered that the fear of
Covid-19 may confound effect in terms of existential loneliness, as the Covid-19 pandemic causes mortality to be more
salience and strict rules are applied to restrict interpersonal
contact in the pandemic. Mortality-based anxiety is the main
reason behind existential loneliness e.g. (van Tilburg, 2021).
Moreover, although physical loneliness is low, it is theoretically suggested that existential and emotional loneliness may
be experienced more deeply in socially embedded cultures
in the case of rigid relational and social norms and the perception of deviation from these norms (Heu et al., 2021).
Therefore, in this under-research area, testing the following
hypotheses was found worth investigating:

Hypothesis 1: Frustration intolerance predicts existential
loneliness directly.
Hypothesis 2: Frustration intolerance predicts existential loneliness through autonomy frustration which is the
dimension of psychological need frustration.
Hypothesis 3: Frustration intolerance predicts existential
loneliness through competence frustration which is the
dimension of psychological need frustration.
Hypothesis 4: Frustration intolerance predicts existential
loneliness through relatedness frustration which is the
dimension of psychological need frustration.

Method
This descriptive study was conducted cross-sectional with
online volunteer participants. A mediation test was applied
within the scope of the research purpose. Considering the
possible confounding effect of the current covid-19 pandemic on existential loneliness, the fear of Covid-19 and
the age were included in the mediation model as a covariate.

Participants and Procedure
The research was carried out with volunteer Turkish adults
using online data collection methods. All stages of the study
were reviewed by the Nevşehir Hacı Bektaş Veli University
Scientific Research and Ethical Board (Protocol Number:
E.9753, Date: 14.05.2020). The online questionnaire link
arranged was delivered to the participants by the researchers using social media and e-mail groups. Participants first
read the informed consent form and pointed out that they
voluntarily participated in the further parts. A total of 313
people participated in the study. In the preliminary analyzes,
19 outliers data (χ2(4) = 18.47, p = .001) were excluded and
the final analyzes were carried out with the remaining 294
participants. Hence, the participants of the study consisted
of 294 (175 females, 119 males) aged between 18 and 65
(M = 29.32, SD = 7.65).

Measures
The Frustration Discomfort Scale
The Frustration Discomfort Scale (FDS) is a five-point
Likert-type scale developed by Harrington (2005) to determine the level of frustration intolerance. FDS was adapted to
Turkish by Uzun-Ozer et al. (2012). Turkish FDS consists of
24 items with four subscales: Discomfort intolerance (e.g. “I
need the easiest way around a problem; I can’t stand making
a hard time of it.”, Emotional intolerance (e.g. “I can’t bear
to feel that I am losing my mind”), Achievement intolerance
(e.g. “I can’t stand being prevented from achieving my full
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potential”), and Entitlement intolerance (e.g. I can’t stand
it if people act against my wishes”). The scale is scored
between 24 and 120, and high scores indicate low frustration intolerance. The internal consistency coefficient of the
scale was calculated as .86, and the test-retest coefficient as
.70. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was
determined as .94.
Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction and Frustration
Scale
Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction and Frustration
Scale (BPNSFS) was developed to assess psychological
need satisfaction as well as need frustration (Chen et al.,
2015). The scale was adapted to Turkish by Selvi and Bozo
(2020). The scale consists of 24 items and six subscales.
Three of the subscales (Autonomy Satisfaction, Competence Satisfaction, and Relatedness Satisfaction) target the
level of satisfaction of psychological needs, the other three
are [Autonomy Frustration (e.g. “I feel pressured to do too
many things”), Competence Frustration (e.g. “I feel insecure
about my abilities”), and Relatedness Frustration (e.g. “I
feel excluded from the group I want to belong to”)] measure
the level of frustration. Three subscales measuring psychological need frustration were used in this study. Cronbach’s
alpha internal consistency coefficients of the scale dimensions were obtained as .74 for autonomy frustration, .79 for
competence frustration, and .84 for relatedness frustration.
In the present study, internal consistency coefficients were
calculated as .77, .76, and .79, respectively.
Existential Loneliness Questionnaire
Existential Loneliness Questionnaire (ELQ) is a six-point
Likert type developed to assess existential loneliness (Mayers et al., 2002). Although the questionnaire was originally
developed with HIV-infected participants, the Turkish adaptation study was carried out in a large non-clinical sample
(Gökdemir-Bulut & Bozo, 2018). The Turkish version consists of 20 items and three subscales: Loneliness in Social
Ties (e.g. “I have had trouble finding people I can talk to”),
Loneliness in Close Relationships (e.g. “If I had the right
relationship, I would never feel alone”), and Finding Meaning in Life. (e.g. “The universe is full of meaning”). The
ELQ is scored between 20 and 120, and high scores indicate a high perception of existential loneliness. Cronbach’s
alpha internal consistency coefficients were calculated as .80
for finding meaning in life, .85 for loneliness in social ties,
and .70 for loneliness in close relationships. In the current
study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .82, .79, and .85
for, respectively, and .92 for the total scale.
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The Fear of COVID‑19 Scale
Fear of Covid-19 scale (FCVS-19) is developed to assess
individuals’ fears associated with COVID-19 disease
(Ahorsu et al., 2020). The scale consists of seven items
(e.g. “It makes me uncomfortable to think about COVID19” ) which were answered using ranging from 1 (“strongly
disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). In this study, the Turkish
version of FCVS-19 (Satici et al., 2020) was used. In the
adaptation study of the FCVS-19, CFA analyses showed that
the scale had a good fit to the data (χ2(13, N = 1304) = 299.47,
p < .05; GFI = .936; SRMR = .061; NFI = .912; CFI = .915).
The scores to be obtained from the scale can vary between
7 and 35. The increasing scores indicate high fears caused
by Kovid-19. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the FCVS-19
was .85 in the Turkish adaptation study (Satici et al., 2020),
and it was .88 in the current study.

Data Analysis
Mediation analysis was performed using PROCESS version
3.5 as an SPSS macro developed by Hayes (2018). In this
analysis, Model 4 (Hayes, 2018, p. 149, 585) which can be
used to test the mediation of two or more variables from
parallel multi-mediation models were used. Since the data
is collected online, there is no need for missing data analysis
because there is no missing value. Before this regressionbased mediation analysis, prerequisite values were examined. Before further analyses, data were also reviewed for
multivariate normality, linearity, and multicollinearity.
In this study, regarding normality assumptions skewness
values were between −.52 and .83 as well as kurtosis values were between −.46 and .74. Since these coefficients are
between ±2, the data were normally distributed (George &
Mallery, 2010). Considering the multi-collinearity assumptions, a correlative link of over .80 was not observed between
any variables (see, Table 1). Since VIF values (between 1.32
and 2.21) are less than 10 (James et al., 2013) and tolerance
values (between .45 and .76) are greater than .10 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001) indicated that there is no multicollinearity problem.

Results
Relationships between Variables and Descriptive
Statistics
Before examining direct and indirect relationships, correlation values between three variables as well as descriptive
results were examined. These values are shown in Table 1.
As a result of the correlation analysis, it was found that
there was a positive relationship between all variables
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Table 1  Descriptive statistics
and Pearson correlation
coefficients for the variables
(n = 294)

1. Gender
2. Age
3. Frustration Intolerance
4. Autonomy Frustration
5. Competence Frustration
6. Relatedness Frustration
7. Existential Loneliness
8. Fear of COVID-19
M
SD
*

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

–
.08
−.11
−.09
−.04
.15*
.10
−.30**
.41
.49

–
−09
−.05
−.23**
−.11
−.19**
.07
29.32
7.65

–
.47**
.38**
.23**
.30**
.42**
.80
17.91

–
.60**
.46**
.48**
.27**
11.86
3.56

–
.65**
.61**
.22**
9.5
3.34

–
.68**
.17**
8.5
3.22

–
.16**
47.36
17.24

–
17.79
5.99

p < .05, **p < .01

(p < .05). Before mediation analysis, the predictive power
of frustration intolerance on existential loneliness was examined (see, Table 1). The results showed that 12% of existential loneliness was explained by frustration intolerance
(β = .26).

Results of Mediation Analysis
In the mediation analysis, it was examined whether the
psychological need frustration mediated the relationship
between frustration intolerance and existential loneliness
by controlling age and fear of COVID-19. The autonomy
frustration, competence frustration, and relatedness frustration, which are three sub-dimensions of psychological need
frustration, were included in the model separately. Results
for this analysis are shown in Fig. 1.
When the direct effects of variables are examined, it was
observed that frustration intolerance predicted autonomy
frustration (β = .43, p < .001), relatedness frustration (β = .18,
p < .01), and competence frustration (β = .32, p < .001)
positively. Beside, existential loneliness was positively predicted by autonomy frustration (β = .12, p < .05), relatedness frustration (β = .47, p < .001), and competence frustration (β = .19, p < .01). Finally, when the mediator variables
included the model, the direct effect of frustration intolerance on existential loneliness became insignificant (c = .26,
p < .001, c’ = .06, p > .05). Therefore, it can be inferred from
these results that autonomy frustration, relatedness frustration, and competence frustration are fully mediate relations
between frustration intolerance and existential loneliness
(see, Hayes, 2018, p. 461). The results regarding whether
the full mediation effect is significant are shown in Table 2.
Bootstrap results showed that the indirect effects of
autonomy frustration on the relationship between frustration intolerance and existential loneliness are significant
(X → M1 → Y = .050, %95CI = .002, .101). Similarly, the
indirect effects of relatedness frustration on the relationship
between frustration intolerance and existential loneliness

Autonomy
Frustration
(M1)
b1 = .12*

a1 = .43***

a2 = .18

**

Relatedness
Frustration
(M2)

b2 = .47***

c = .26***

Frustration
Intolerance (X)

Existential
Loneliness (Y)

c' =.06

a3= .32***

Competence
Frustration
(M3)

b3 = .19

**

Fig. 1  Parallel multiple mediation model for the direct and indirect
effects of frustration intolerance on existentinal loneliness through
autonomy frustration, relatedness frustration, and competence frustration, controling age and fear of COVID-19. *p < .05 **p < .01
***
p < .01

are significant (X → M2 → Y = .084, %95CI = .031, .144).
Finally, the indirect effects of competence frustration on
the relationship between frustration intolerance and existential loneliness are also significant (X → M3 → Y = .061,
%95CI = .019, .112). In addition, it was determined that all
variables in the model together explain 52% of the existential
loneliness. Consequently, need frustration had a full mediating effect on the relationship between frustration intolerance
and existential loneliness.

Discussion
In this study, it was aimed to explore whether frustration
intolerance predicts existential loneliness through psychological need frustration. As a result of the research, existential loneliness was significantly predicted by frustration
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Table 2  Parameters and 95% CIs for the paths of the mediation model
Indirect Effects

Bootstrap Coeff

Frustration Intolerance (X) ➔ Autonomy Frustration (M1) ➔ Existential Loneliness (Y)
Frustration Intolerance (X) ➔ Relatedness Frustration (M2) ➔ Existential Loneliness (Y)
Frustration Intolerance (X) ➔ Competence Frustration (M3) ➔ Existential Loneliness (Y)

.050
.084
.061

SE

.025
.029
.024

%95 CI
Lower

Upper

.002
.031
.019

.101
.144
.112

SE Standard Error; CI Confidence Interval

intolerance, and psychological need frustration fully mediated this relationship.
The result of this research indicated that frustration intolerance is a significant predictor of existential loneliness.
This finding relatively contradicts the view that the experience resulting from uncertainty in the existential process
is largely determined as a result of intuitive and insightful
evaluations rather than rational views (van den Bos, 2009).
Accordingly, although existential loneliness is arguably intuitively and emotionally felt, frustration intolerance-related
beliefs may also shut the self into its own imprisonment. In
other words, in line with the views of the REBT, existential
loneliness which may occur intuitively and emotionally may
arise from dogmatic demands for oneself, success and relationships. The setting of rigid standards for the self is also
theoretically considered as the main trigger of alienation
(Horney, 1992). What is more, the prediction of frustration
intolerance to existential loneliness in this study indirectly
coincides with the studies revealing the relationship between
low frustration intolerance and high depressive symptoms
(Filippello et al., 2014). Although it is theoretically argued
that, the cognitive-behavioral perspective may be insufficient
in existential issues, however, in a meta-analysis study examining interventions for death anxiety, it was revealed that the
most effective therapeutic intervention was the cognitivebehavioral approach (Menzies et al., 2018). Considering the
above finding and this finding that frustration intolerance
predicts existential loneliness together, it can be argued that
the Rational Emotional Therapy approach may be effective
in existential issues.
Another finding of the study is that autonomy, competence, and relatedness frustration which are the dimensions
of psychological need frustrations were mediators in the
relationship between frustration intolerance and existential
loneliness. The finding regarding mediating roles of autonomy frustration, in this study, as in the same direction with
the research finding that autonomy frustration is an important determinant of depressive symptoms in both individualistic and collective cultures (Chen et al., 2015). This finding
for the relatedness frustration coincides with the theoretical
proposition that existential loneliness can occur as in consequence of the lack of relational encounters (Yalom, 1980). It
can be speculated that the way competence is mediated, one
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can experience a sense of control through relationships, and
this can reduce existential loneliness. Further, in this context, it is argued that frustration intolerance can be triple in
the elimination of problems beyond the passive acceptance
of external reality (Harrington, 2011). Therefore, the finding
in this study, which suggests the relationship between high
psychological need frustration and high frustration intolerance, is in line with the research finding that irrational
beliefs are an important determinant of self-determination
motivation in athletes (Davis & Turner, 2020).

Conclusion
As a result of the research, it was revealed that frustration
intolerance and need frustration are significant predictors of
existential loneliness, independent of the fear of COVID19. This finding shed light on the fact that the propositions
of self-determination theory and rational emotional therapy
may together form a metatheory for coping with existential loneliness. The findings of this study relatively support
the argument that cognitive-behavioral approaches should
include more existential issues and integrate with existential approaches (Heidenreich et al., 2021). Therefore, this
study has an important result in terms of filling a gap that
classical cognitive-behavioral therapy has in understanding
human nature.

Limitations and Recommendations
Firstly, although structured quantitative methods may be
criticized in obtaining knowledge in existential approaches
a mediation test has been performed in this study within the
scope of methodological pluralism. In further inquiries on
existential loneliness, questions based on phenomenological
and grounded theory can contribute to the portray of inclusive knowledge.
Secondly, in this research, although the diversity of the
participants and the sampling adequacy according to the
purpose are relatively achieved through the online data collection method, existential loneliness can be investigated by
using different sampling methods from a wider population
in future studies. Given that, existential loneliness can be
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perceived intuitively as much as a cognitive assessment, the
experiential sampling method can reveal important findings
in this regard.
Third, this research was conducted descriptively and
cross-sectionally. In future research, in order to examine
the formation, development as well as coping with existential loneliness, encounter group studies and mixed research
design supported by longitudinal qualitative inquiry can
reveal seminal findings.
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