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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Understanding the typical presentation of emptiness: a study of
lived-experience

Shona Joyce Herrona and Fabio Sanib

aDepartment of Clinical Psychology, University College London, London, UK; bSchool of Social Sciences (Psychology), University of Dundee,
Dundee, UK

ABSTRACT
Background: Persistent feelings of emptiness, while poorly understood, characterise a range of mental
health difficulties.
Aims: To investigate the meaning of emptiness from the perspective of those with lived experience.
Method: 240 participants detailed their experiences of emptiness in a survey. Inductive thematic ana-
lysis was performed to produce a detailed description of emptiness and a definition of its typical
manifestation. In a follow up survey, 178 individuals with lived experience of emptiness rated the
accuracy of this definition.
Results: Nine components of emptiness were identified. These were used to produce a definition of
the typical manifestation of emptiness, which highlighted a sense of going through life mechanically,
purposelessly and numbly, with a psychological and bodily felt inner void, together with a sense of
disconnectedness from others, and of not contributing to an unchanged but distant and remote
world. Participants in the second survey judged this definition as highly accurate.
Conclusions: First person accounts of emptiness point to an integrated experience concerning the
relationship between the self, others, and the external world more generally. Therefore, emptiness can
be conceptualised as an existential feeling; a background orientation structuring the way in which the
self relates to the interpersonal and impersonal world.
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Introduction

Among the individual diagnostic criteria for borderline per-
sonality disorder (BPD) within the DSM-5 (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013), chronic sense of emptiness
appears to be especially pervasive. However, feelings of emp-
tiness are also associated with anxiety, depression and sui-
cidal ideation (Blasco-Fontecilla et al., 2016; Klonsky, 2008),
as well as being often reported by patients experiencing
psychosis (Federn, 1952; Zandersen & Parnas, 2019).
Reported feelings of emptiness also appear to be especially
persistent. Zanarini and colleagues followed the symptom
progression of individuals diagnosed with BPD over a dec-
ade, finding that the majority of symptoms typically remit-
ted within a period of eight years, while sense of emptiness
was still present after ten years (Zanarini et al., 2007).
Qualitative reports also speak of the persistent nature of
emptiness as a manifestation of long-term psychological dis-
tress present for individuals experiencing a range of mental
health difficulties. Reflecting on her own experiences with
schizophrenia, Kean reported that emptiness was a perman-
ent feeling, which no drug or therapy was able to relieve

(Kean, 2009). However, in spite of these pervasive and per-
sistent characteristics, and its presence within commonly
utilised diagnostic manuals, this sense of emptiness is
under-researched and poorly understood (D’Agostino et al.,
2020; Miller et al., 2020). The existing literature has specu-
lated about the psychological mechanisms which may lead
to a sense of emptiness. For instance, cognitive-behavioural
clinicians have proposed that emptiness results from the
necessity to detach from negative emotions that one is
unable to control (Young et al., 2003), whilst psychoanalyt-
ically oriented authors see emptiness as the consequences of
difficulties inherent to the relationship of the self with the
world of inner objects (Kernberg, 1975). However, some-
what ironically, little effort has been made to provide a
detailed description of “what it is like” to feel empty. As a
consequence, researchers have repeatedly called for studies
aimed at investigating and elucidating the features of this
experience (Blasco-Fontecilla et al., 2016). Only once a thor-
ough description has been achieved can one determine
whether this experience is unique to specific mental health
difficulties, and start to then speculate over causal
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mechanisms and begin considering strategies for treatment
(Parnas et al., 2013; Stanghellini & Broome, 2014).

In response to this, the aim of this study is to provide a
rigorous, detailed, and in-depth description of emptiness. In
doing so, we follow recommendations from the phenomeno-
logical approach to psychopathology originally set out by
Jaspers (Jaspers, 1963, 1968). Specifically, according to
this approach a precise description of an experience is best
achieved by exploring first-person accounts. Any description
should be based on the subjective report of the patient, on a
person’s lived experience (Broome et al., 2012). In addition,
this approach is not content with the mere description of
idiosyncratic experiences. Instead, its aim is to capture the
general aspects of the phenomenon, to identify its typical
features (Jaspers, 1963; Schwartz & Wiggins, 1987). As
explained by Stanghellini and Ballerini: “trans-personal con-
structs, to be useful for psychopathological research, must
be central exemplars of a wide range of personal narratives.
They are prototypes – the best exemplars of a class”
(Stanghellini & Ballerini, 2008). Thus, consistent with the
Jaspersian phenomenological psychiatric tradition, in this
paper we pursue a detailed description of emptiness
informed by a wide range of reports from those with lived
experience, with the ultimate goal of capturing the typical
presentation of emptiness to consciousness.

Role of funding source

This research was funded internally by the University
of Dundee.

Ethics statement

The authors assert that all procedures contributing to this
work comply with the ethical standards of the relevant
national and institutional committees on human experimen-
tation and with the Helsinki Declaration of 1975, as revised
in 2008. All procedures involving subjects were approved by
The University of Dundee School of Social Sciences Ethics
Committee (Ref No. UoD-SoSS-PSY-STAFF-2018-49, SREC
SS-31-2018).

Study 1

Methods

Participants and procedures
Due to the lack of clarity as to whether emptiness represents
an experience unique to any specific diagnoses, the decision
was made to include participants with and without a mental
health diagnosis. Individuals aged 18 and over “who had
ever felt empty” were invited to take part by completing an
anonymous questionnaire hosted by the Online Surveys
platform, which was accessed by a shared link. The ques-
tionnaire was made available online for two weeks. The
study was advertised on social media, mental health forums,
and university institution pages online. This was to give a
wide pool of individuals the opportunity to take part in the

study. All participants were made aware of the study pur-
pose prior to providing consent.

Participants were asked to report their gender, age,
nationality, education level, and employment status.
Additionally, they were asked if they had ever received a
mental health diagnosis from a health professional and, if
so, to disclose these. Participants were also asked if they had
ever thought about or attempted suicide. However, concern-
ing these two questions they could also select “prefer not to
say.” Participants were then asked seven questions relating
to experiences of emptiness. No definition of emptiness was
provided, in order to gather data that was as free as possible
from theoretical or third-person influence. The first two
questions asked how often the participant had felt empty
respectively in their life and over the last month. There
were four response options: “never,” “sometimes,” “often,”
and “all the time.” Subsequently, participants were asked
five open-ended questions related to their own personal
experience of feeling empty. They were encouraged to use
their own words and express their answers in any way they
saw fit. No word or character limit was imposed. The first
of these questions asked: “What does it mean to you to feel
empty?” This paper focuses on answers to this specific ques-
tion, with analysis of further questions ongoing. (See
Supplementary Appendix 1 for all open-ended questions).

As observed by Braun and Clarke (Braun & Clarke, 2006,
2013), the use of an open-ended online survey is ideally
suited to sensitive topics because it offers privacy and ano-
nymity to participants. Therefore, participants may be more
willing to express themselves freely when not facing an
interviewer, providing opportunity for the disclosure of per-
sonal emotional experiences. In addition, because we
expected emptiness to have multiple components, this
allowed for the collection of a large sample of self-reports,
ensuring that all possible components could be identified.

Two-hundred-forty-nine individuals returned a com-
pleted questionnaire. Of this sample, nine were excluded
due to never having felt empty. This resulted in a total sam-
ple of 240 completed questionnaires from individuals with
self-reported lived experience of emptiness. Table 1 includes
details of demographic and clinical characteristics of the
sample. (See Supplementary Appendix 2 for demographic
and diagnostic details by gender).

Analyses
Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS v23 statistical
package. We calculated descriptive statistics concerning
demographic variables, frequency of emptiness feelings,
number of diagnoses disclosed, and suicidal behaviour. We
also assessed the level of association between the frequency
of emptiness feelings and suicidal behaviour, using cross-
tabulations and chi-square tests. For this analysis, we col-
lapsed those who had felt empty “often” and “all the time”
into a single category. This was done because only a small
number of participants selected “all the time”; allocating
these participants to a category of their own would have
implied a very low expected frequency, impacting the cap-
acity to undertake chi-square tests.
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Concerning analysis of the open text responses about the
participant’s own experience of emptiness, our procedure
was in line with the principles and objectives of the phe-
nomenological approach to psychopathology highlighted
above. Specifically, we used inductive (i.e., data-driven) the-
matic analysis, with a focus on the semantic (i.e., explicit)
rather than latent (i.e., implicit) level of the data (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). This began with reading all responses in order
to familiarise with the data and form a global idea of their
nature. Subsequently, we looked for the basic elements of the
reported experiences in order to generate initial codes. Then
we identified themes by sorting and collating the initial codes.
Finally, and crucially, we drew from the themes to produce a
summary statement aimed at capturing the typical presentation
of the experience of emptiness as faithfully as possible. All
analyses were conducted manually, to facilitate full immersion
in the data. Only after completing the analyses was the data
entered into NVivo 12 software. This was done to group
together the extracts pertaining to each single theme, thereby
aiding the reporting of the findings.

In recognition of the potential for the authors’ own con-
texts to influence interpretation of the research, bracketing
was undertaken, and is provided as Supplementary
Appendix 3.

Results

Statistical analyses

We found that suicide had been attempted by 24 (27.0%) of
those who had felt empty often/all the time, compared to 11
(7.6%) of those who had felt empty sometimes: v2(1)¼16.10;
Cramer’s V¼ 0.26; 95% BCa CI ¼ 0.14 to 0.39; p¼ 0.001.
Additionally, 72 (79.1%) of those who had felt empty often/all
the time had thought about suicide, compared to 63 (45.3%)
of those who had felt empty sometimes: v2(1)¼25.91;
Cramer’s V¼ 0.34; 95% BCa CI¼ 0.22 to 0.45; p< 0.001.

Qualitative analysis

The total length of responses to the open-ended question
about the subjective meaning of emptiness ranged from 1 to
169 words (M¼ 32.7, SD¼ 32.1). Thematic analysis of these
responses revealed nine themes – which can be seen as the
constituting components of the lived-experience of empti-
ness – pertaining to three existential domains. Five compo-
nents concerned the affective, agentic and bodily aspects of
the self, three related to the relationship between self and
others, and one regarded the relationship between self and
the external world more generally. Components and existen-
tial domains are outlined in the Panel (Table 2), with
extracts to provide illustration of each.

Affective, agentic and bodily self
Emotional life and one’s sense of personal agency and physical
body appeared disrupted in our participants. They reported

Table 1. Demographic and clinical characteristics of sample in Study 1 (N ¼ 240).

Age (years)
M¼ 28.6
(SD¼ 10.9)

Gender N (%)
Female 194 (80.8)
Male 46 (19.2)

Nationality
British and Irish 217 (90.8)
Other (European) 17 (7.1)
Other (Non-European) 5 (2.1)

Highest level of education
High school 43 (17.9)
College 24 (10.0)
Higher education 26 (10.8)
University undergraduate degree 89 (37.1)
University post-graduate degree 49 (20.4)
Doctoral level qualification 5 (2.1)
Other 4 (1.7)

Employment status
Full-time employed 110 (45.8)
Part-time employed 23 (9.6)
Student 88 (36.7)
Unemployed 8 (3.3)
Homemaker (house-wife/house-husband) 3 (1.3)
Retired 2 (0.8)
Other 6 (2.5)

Diagnoses
No diagnoses 120 (50.0)
Depression 82 (34.2)
Generalised anxiety disorder 57 (23.8)
Social anxiety 22 (9.2)
Panic disorder 17 (7.1)
PTSD (Type 1 Trauma) 11 (4.6)
Health anxiety 7 (2.9)
Bipolar Disorder 7 (2.9)
Obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) 7 (2.9)
Eating disorder 7 (2.9)
Complicated grief 6 (2.5)
Personality disorder 5 (2.1)
Complex PTSD (Type 2 Trauma) 4 (1.7)
Agoraphobia 3 (1.3)
Specific phobia 1 (0.4)
Other 10 (4.2)

Number of diagnoses disclosed
0 120 (50.0)
1 46 (19.2)
2 33 (13.8)
3 19 (7.9)
4 8 (3.3)
5 6 (2.5)
8 1 (0.4)

Prefer not to say 7 (2.9%)
Felt empty in life
Never 1 (0.4)
Sometimes 145 (60.4)
Often 87 (36.3)
All the time 7 (2.9)

Felt empty over last month
Never 53 (22.2)
Sometimes 108 (45.2)
Often 59 (24.7)
All the time 19 (7.9)

Suicidal thoughts
Yes 135 (56.3)
No 96 (40.0)
Prefer not to say 9 (3.8)

Suicide attempts
Yes 35 (14.6)
No 199 (83.3)
Prefer not to say 5 (2.1)

NB. Individuals may have reported multiple diagnoses.
Note: There was one missing data respectively for the “felt empty over last
month” and “suicide attempt” variables. For these variables, percentages con-
cern the valid cases (N¼ 239).
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being drained and soulless, experiencing a distressing “feeling
of having no feelings.” They felt emotionally numb, unable to
cry or laugh, to experience joy or sorrow, with some emphasis-
ing the difference between this feeling and those, such as sad-
ness and despair, more commonly associated with low mood
or depressive states. Similarly, participants described a lack of
felt purpose and meaning in life, with everything appearing
pointless. They reported having “nothing valuable to work
towards,” being unable to engage with any meaningful activity,
“wanting nothing,” and therefore lacking a sense of having a
direction in life. This was associated with a sense of “just going
through the motions,” or “running on autopilot.” Participants
described themselves as automatons carrying out tasks neces-
sary for survival but with little or no conscious connection to
these activities. Absence of emotions and purpose were
reported as being at the roots of a sense of being empty inside.
Participants tried to convey this feeling through analogies and
metaphors. They described themselves as being like “a blank
page with no way of writing it,” an “empty shell,” a “cover
that doesn’t have anything inside,” or a “bottomless jug,” with
the latter highlighting that any fleeting emotional experiences
would “pass right through,” thereby making it impossible for
the inner void to ever be filled. These psychological feelings
could be accompanied by uncomfortable sensations (e.g., an

ache, a dull pain, a knot, a sense of hollowness) in the body,
often within the chest, or central cavities of the body.

Self and others
Emptiness was typically experienced with reference to one’s
relationship to other people. Firstly, participants felt that
they had nothing to give to others. They felt unable to make
an impact, to give any real contribution to their personal
relationships and communal life. Relatedly, they expressed a
sense of worthlessness and a lack of inherent value, and
depicted themselves as being a nuisance and a burden to
others. Additionally, participants experienced a lack of rec-
ognition. They felt as if they were “invisible” to those
around them. They felt that they were neither listened to
nor noticed by others, including those one cared the most
about, that they were a “missing person” despite being sur-
rounded by others. This was associated with the sense of
being objectified and expendable (e.g., treated like a
“doormat,” a “tool”). Participants also spoke of feeling alone,
disconnected, cut off and distant from those around them.
In general, components concerning this domain highlight a
keenly felt sense of isolation and utter loneliness, an inabil-
ity to connect, to join in, to be seen, and to be an integral
part of the social world.

Table 2. Existential domains, constituting components, and illustrative excerpts from the data.

Existential domains Constituting components Illustrative excerpts from data

Affective, agentic and
bodily self

Emotional numbness When you don’t feel sad, you don’t feel happy, you just feel nothing [… ] You get told some bad
news but you don’t get upset or angry, it’s like it doesn’t even register as you feel nothing.
Female, Depression, OCD, PTSD, Health Anxiety

Like all my feelings are switched off, things will happen and I’ll know logically that it should make
me feel a certain way but I don’t actually feel anything. Female, Depression

Lack of purpose
or meaning

Feeling like you have nothing in your life with meaning. There is nothing in your life of value,
despite having lots of important things such as family and friends. Female, GAD, Panic Disorder

A little lost with no direction in life and unable to see a clear path forward. Female, No Diagnoses
Acting mechanically Just going through the motions of everyday until hopefully something starts to feel like it matters

again. Female, No Diagnoses
You don’t notice what you are doing like brushing your teeth, going to the toilet, as your body is

just running through the motions. Female, Depression, OCD, PTSD, Health Anxiety
Physical bodily feelings Physically, I feel a deep ache from right in the pit of my stomach. Female, Depression, Complex

PTSD, GAD, Social Anxiety, Complication Grief
It’s like there’s this big hole in my chest or a pit in my stomach that feels like it sucks all the life

and energy out of you. Female, No Diagnoses
Being empty inside For me it means to be like a kind of bottomless jug that can never be filled and that no matter how

much you pour into it, how much love and support and fun and achievements and satisfaction in
your work, it will never be enough. Female, No Diagnoses

It’s as though I can see emotions leave my body. I feel like a person stuck inside this shell and I can
see the outline of the shell. Female, No Diagnoses

Self and others Worthlessness I have a sense of worthlessness. That I am unable to effectively contribute to my family and partner.
Male, No Diagnoses

I know I have people in my life who care about me, but I am overcome by unrealistic, intrusive
thoughts that their lives would be no different with or without me. Occasionally, even that their
lives would be better without me. Female, No Diagnoses

Disconnected from others A feeling of othering and separation from society. Male, No Diagnoses
You feel completely isolated, vacant, distant, confused, totally alone [… ]. Female, OCD, GAD,

Panic Disorder
Invisible and objectified [… ] the perception that I am seen by others as a tool or a dictionary and nothing more. Once

used, I can be put aside, like any inanimate object. Female, Anorexia Nervosa
To feel like [… ] no one would notice if you weren’t there. It’s like you are a missing person but still

surrounded by others. Female, Depression, Social Anxiety, GAD, Panic Disorder
Self and external world Detachment from the world Feeling empty is like watching the world and your life go by but you are stuck in a bubble, and

although you think you’d like to get out of the bubble and join the world, you don’t have the
motivation to do it. Female, Depression, Agoraphobia, GAD

Emptiness is the slow feeling of spiralling out of anything and everything, while simultaneously the
outside world stays exactly the same. Your slowly slowly falling out of reality [… ] Male,
Depression, Social Anxiety, Gender Dysphoria
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Self and external world
Emptiness also concerned a specific way for the self to relate
to the external world more generally, including the imper-
sonal world. Participants reported feeling detached, far away
from everything, experiencing a sense of “othering.” This
aspect of emptiness was metaphorically represented in terms
of either a barrier (e.g., a fog, a veil) or a distance (e.g., a
chasm, a gulf) between self and world. The world was
described as being the same as always, as retaining its
“brightness,” as being a place full of life, but no longer as
something one could engage with. To convey this feeling,
one participant referred to Samuel Coleridge’s verses “water,
water everywhere/nor any drop to drink,” from the Rime of
the Ancient Mariner. However, while being disconnected
from the world, the self does not cease to exist. But this is
mere existence, which was expressed by one participant as
“just taking up space and using up oxygen.”

These identified components were used to create a defin-
ition of emptiness representing its prototypical manifest-
ation. This was as follows: A feeling that one is going
through life mechanically, devoid of emotions and purpose,
and therefore is empty inside, with emptiness often being bod-
ily felt in the form of a discomfort in the chest. This is
coupled with feelings that one is disconnected from others, in
some way invisible to others, and unable to contribute to a
world that remains the same, but from which one is distant
and detached. It is important to emphasize that this defin-
ition refers to an ideal type, a prototype. Our assumption is
that idiosyncratic experiences of emptiness tend to gravitate
towards this prototype.

Study 2

The aim of Study 2 was to test the accuracy of the definition
of emptiness produced in Study 1, by submitting it to the
scrutiny of individuals with lived experience and evoking
their feedback. Given that our definition intended to encap-
sulate the typical manifestation of emptiness, we saw indi-
viduals with lived experience of emptiness as the best judges
of the validity of such definition.

Methods

Participants and procedures

Participant recruitment followed the same procedure as
Study 1. Following ethical approval, the survey was adver-
tised using online platforms for two weeks via a shared link.
All individuals over 18 who had experienced emptiness
could participate, including those who had already partici-
pated in Study 1.

As in Study 1, participants were asked demographic
questions, and how often they had felt empty in their whole
life and in the previous month. They were also asked
whether they had completed the initial survey. Then partici-
pants were provided with the proposed definition noted
above and asked to indicate how closely this aligned their
own experiences of emptiness, by rating its accuracy using a

numerical rating scale ranging from 1 to 10, with anchors
describing accuracy extremes (1¼ not at all accurate;
10¼ extremely accurate). (Two additional rating criteria
were also used but are not discussed here: See
Supplementary Appendix 4 for details). Participants were
then encouraged to provide any comments related to the
definition in an open text box with no imposed word limit.

One-hundred-eighty-eight individuals completed the
online survey. Of this 10 were excluded due to reporting
never having felt empty. Of the resulting 178 participants,
17.5% reported having contributed to Study 1.
Demographically, the sample was similar to that of the pre-
vious study (see Table 3 for details).

Analyses

We used SPSS v23 statistical package to calculate descriptive
statistics concerning demographic variables, frequency of
emptiness feelings, and the rated accuracy of the definition
of emptiness. We then looked at the accuracy ratings separ-
ately for those who had felt empty sometimes and those
who had felt empty often/all the times in life, and we com-
pared ratings within these two subgroups using t-test.

Results

Overall, participants rated the definition of emptiness as
being fairly accurate: mean ¼ 6.9, SD ¼ 2.1; median ¼ 7,
mode ¼ 8. However, we found that those who had felt
empty often/all the times rated the definition as more accur-
ate than those who had felt empty sometimes: mean ¼ 7.5,

Table 3. Demographic information relating to the sample for Study 2 (N ¼ 178).

Age (years) M¼ 31.6 (SD¼ 11.9)

Gender N (%)
Female 139 (78.5)
Male 35 (19.8)
Other 3 (1.7)

Highest level of education
High school 14 (7.9)
College 27 (15.2)
Higher education 14 (7.9)
University undergraduate degree 76 (42.7)
University post-graduate degree 31 (17.4)
Doctoral level qualification 10 (5.6)
Other 6 (3.4)

Employment status
Full-time employed 90 (50.6)
Part-time employed 21 (11.8)
Student 46 (25.8)
Unemployed 3 (2.3)
Homemaker (housewife/househusband) 1 (1.1)
Retired 4 (2.8)
Other 10 (5.6)

Felt empty in life
Never 0 (0.0)
Sometimes 108 (61.4)
Often 65 (36.5)
All the time 3 (1.7)

Felt empty over last month
Never 44 (24.7)
Sometimes 84 (47.2)
Often 45 (25.8)
All the time 4 (2.2)
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SD ¼ 1.8 and mean ¼ 6.5, SD ¼ 2.3 respectively; t(176) ¼
3.24, p¼ 0.001. Noticeably, almost 93% of participants who
had felt empty often/all the times gave a score included
between 6 and 10, compared to 71% of those who had felt
empty sometimes. Details of the two distributions can be
found in Figure 1. (We performed the same analyses exclud-
ing those who had also participated in Study 1, and results
were virtually the same).

Concerning participants’ comments about the definition,
no participants expressed that any aspect of their experience
was missing. However, some indicated that they did not feel
emptiness physically in their body.

Discussion

The research we have presented confirmed that a sense of
emptiness can be experienced by individuals with a variety
of mental health diagnoses, as well as by individuals who
have never been diagnosed with a mental health problem.
Thus suggesting that emptiness is not a unique feature indi-
cative of a personality disorder, as currently identified using
the DSM-5. We also found that participants with more
recurrent feelings of emptiness were more likely to report
suicidal behaviour than participants with less recurrent

feelings of emptiness. Importantly, we were able to define
the way in which emptiness is typically experienced. Our
analysis revealed that feeling empty implies a sense that one
is going through life mechanically, purposelessly, and
numbly, with a sense of an inner void that nothing can fill,
which may also be experienced as bodily discomfort, espe-
cially in the chest. Concurrently, one has a sense of being in
some way “invisible” to, and disconnected from other peo-
ple, and of being unable to give a worthwhile contribution
to a world that, while retaining its usual features, appears
distant and remote.

In the data gathered throughout these studies, emptiness
was described in extremely uniform terms across partici-
pants, regardless of type or number of mental health diag-
noses. A tentative conclusion from this finding is that
emptiness can be understood as a transdiagnostic experience
of distress, present across the spectrum of those with and
without histories of mental health difficulties. While this
study involved only a small number of participants who dis-
closed a diagnosis of a personality disorder, for whom emp-
tiness would be expected to be most prominent, based on
the uniformity of descriptions given by all participants, there
is no suggestion that emptiness takes a distinctly different
form or quality depending on a person’s diagnoses.

Figure 1. Distribution of ratings about the accuracy of description of the proposed definition of “emptiness.”
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Additionally, analysis revealed that the presentation of
emptiness described above is more typical of those experi-
encing emptiness often or all the time than of those who
feel empty only sometimes. This could indicate that what is
described hence constitutes an intense form of emptiness
that applies particularly to those who experience emptiness
chronically, perhaps because only in these people all the
components have become coalesced over time. However, the
fact that multiple components of emptiness are identifiable,
and that certain components may be more or less promin-
ent in different individuals, should not lead to the conclu-
sion that emptiness is a collection of separate experiences.
On the contrary, the nature of participants’ descriptions
points to a unitary and integrated experience, to an inextric-
able interconnectedness of the various components.

As a unitary feeling concerning the self and its relation
to other people and the impersonal world, sense of empti-
ness can be conceived as an existential feeling (Ratcliffe,
2009; Stephan, 2012). Existential feelings have been concep-
tualised as background orientations structuring the way in
which the self relates to the interpersonal and impersonal
world. They are ways of “finding oneself in the world”
(Ratcliffe, 2005). Typically, one has a pre-reflective back-
ground feeling of being firmly grounded and immersed in a
world as a field of practical activities and interactions with
significant others, framed by shared beliefs, values and goals.
This constitutes our taken-for-granted, unquestioned every-
day reality. However, one may also have background feel-
ings that markedly differ from the most usual ones. These
feelings, which become conspicuous because of their
unusual and baffling character, entail the experience of an
altered sense of reality. Specifically concerning sense of
emptiness, one’s background feeling concerns an impover-
ished and devitalised self, surrounded by people who are
experienced as indifferent and distant, and facing an exter-
nal world that is inaccessible and devoid of significance.

It is worthwhile stressing the distinctiveness of a sense of
emptiness, in terms of the way in which one experiences
both the self and the external world. The self is not experi-
enced as either fragmented, inexistent, or merged with the
environment, as it may be in psychotic experiences (Sass &
Parnas, 2003), nor as an outside observer of one’s thoughts,
feelings, sensations, body or actions, as it may happen in
depersonalisation (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
The self may be a diminished and vacant self, characterised
by a degree of inertia thereby lacking what Fuchs defines as
the “seeking and striving” element of experience (Fuchs,
2005). But it is nonetheless an existing self, with its own
boundaries and unique perspective. In fact, the boundaries
of the self are so clearly delineated as to constitute a sort of
prison, a “bubble” within which one is constrained, and
which prevents one from connecting to others and the
world. But note, however, that the way in which the outside
world is experienced represents a further distinctive aspect
of emptiness. This is a world in which other people go on
with their usual business, a world that retains its vibrancy
and dynamism. Therefore, in emptiness the world in not
fragmented or chaotic, as in experiences diagnosed as

schizophrenia, nor is it faked or dream-like, as in
derealisation.

Obviously, this research is not without limitations, and
further study should address these. First, being survey based,
this research elicited relatively succinct accounts of first-per-
son experiences of emptiness. Future research should aim at
an in-depth exploration of phenomenological aspects of
emptiness that emerge as important from our research, such
as agency and embodiment, as well as aspects that are not
touched upon by our participants but may be of relevance,
such as temporality. Presumably, this could be achievable
through the use of semi-structured interviews. Secondly, our
research involved mainly British and Irish participants.
Future research should seek ethnically diverse samples, to
explore whether emptiness is culture-specific, or whether
this represents a universally human experience. Third, we
identified an important association between chronicity of
sense of emptiness and suicidal behaviour, which is in line
with existing literature (Blasco-Fontecilla et al., 2016).
However, our research could not shed light on the nature of
such relationship, or of the relevant mediating factors.
Therefore, future work should aim to understand this link
in the hope of contributing to suicide prevention strategy
through identifying and intervening for those at high risk. A
final important area for clarification following this research
would be to further explore our suggestion that, emptiness
is a transdiagnostic experience that does not vary in quality
or form for those with differing diagnoses. Therefore,
research aiming to assess emptiness in a diverse and verified
clinical population, including those who have received a
diagnosis of BPD, would help to determine the accuracy of
this conclusion.

In conclusion, this paper details the first lived-experience
informed research attempting to understand the phenomen-
ology of emptiness. We hope that our findings will spark
interest and debate throughout the clinical, psychiatric and
philosophical research communities, about the nature of this
common yet under-researched experience, as well as its
implications for individuals and societies.
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