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The experience of lonel iness  has been characterized as "a gnawing.. . 
chronic d i s t r e s s  without redeeming features ' '  ( ~ e i s s  , 1973) . Sull ivan (1953) 

depicted lonel iness  a s  "so t e r r i b l e  that it p rac t i c a l l y  baffled c l e a r  reca l l . "  

Descriptions of lonel iness  by col lege  students we have studied a r e  equally 

unpleasant. "I f e l t  re jec ted and inadequate", sa id  one young woman; another 

wrote, "I f e l t  very depressed and I hated myself." Loneliness has been linked 

t o  o ther  ser ious  problems including depression   eiderm man, 1969; Ortega, 1969), 

alcoholism  ell, 1956), su ic ide  ( ~ a c o b s ,  1971; Wenz, 1977) and physical  ill- 

ness ( ~ y n c h ,  1976). 

Loneliness is a d i s t r e s s i ng  problem f o r  Americans of a l l  ages. I n  one 

na t iona l  survey (~ r adbu rn  , 1969) , 26% of Americans reported having f e l t  "very 

lonely o r  remote from other  people" during t h e  pas t  few weeks. Another na t iona l  

study ( ~ a i s e l ,  1969) found t h a t  one i n  nine Americans had f e l t  severely lonely 

during t h e  pas t  week. In  a recent  survey conducted by t h e  UCLA Student Health 

Service,  undergraduates ranked lonel iness  f i f t h  among common heal th  problems 

faced by col lege  s tudents ,  ahead of such problems as drinking,  smoking, sexual  

adjustment o r  unwanted pregnancy. 

The ex i s t ing  l i t e r a t u r e  on loneliness (see  Peplau, Russel l ,  & Heim, 1978) 

i s  r i c h  in  t heo re t i c a l  speculat ions,  often based on c l i n i c a l  observations. 

Psychodynamic t h e o r i s t s  ( e  .g . , Fromm-Reichman , 1959; Sul l ivan,  1953) propose 

that lonel iness  r e s u l t s  when a basic human need f o r  intimacy is  not met and 

suggest that childhood experiences may predispose some individuals t o  lonel iness .  

Sociological  t h e o r i s t s  ( e  .g . , Riesman , Glazer & Denney , 1961; S l a t e r  , 1970) 

argue that s o c i e t a l  f a c to r s ,  such as soc i a l  mobility o r  competitiveness , 
f o s t e r  lonel iness .  Most recen t ly ,  Weiss (1973, 1974) has taken an i n t e r ac t i on i s t  

approach, emphasizing t h e  importance of both personal  and s i t u a t i o n a l  f ac to rs .  

In t h i s  view, some people a r e  prone t o  loneliness because of t h e i r  personal i ty ,  

s o c i a l  s k i l l s  o r  values; and some s i t ua t i ons ,  such a s  t h e  death  of a spouse 

o r  moving t o  a new c i t y ,  increase t h e  likelihood of loneliness.  Current theor ies  
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provide important ins igh t s  about lonel iness .  Unfortunately, however, they  

have not  led  t o  much systematic empirical  research.  

In  t h i s  paper we present  a cogni t ive  approach t o  understanding lone l iness  

and descr ibe  a program of research  based on t h i s  framework. While not  discount- 

ing o the r  f a c t o r s  that con t r ibu te  t o  lone l iness ,  we suggest that cogni t ive  pro- 

cesses  play an important and neglected p a r t .  We begin by de f in ing  lone l iness  

and descr ib ing common antecedents  of lonel iness .  In t h e  next sec t ion ,  we 

suggest t h a t  lonely people a r e  motivated t o  understand t h e  causes of t h e i r  

lone l iness ,  and t h a t  they attempt t o  develop an organized account descr ib ing 

t h e  reasons f o r  t h e i r  problem. Three basic dimens ions ( i n t e r n a l i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y  

and con t ro l )  underlying c a u s a l  explanations f o r  lonel iness  a r e  then d iscussed.  

Next, predic t ions  a r e  out l ined concerning t h e  consequences of causa l  a t t r i b u t i o n s  

f o r  t h e  individual '  s f u t u r e  expectat  ions ,  emotional r e a c t  ion t o  lone l iness ,  s e l f  

esteem and coping behavior; and empirical  support f o r  t h e s e  p red ic t ions  is 

then presented.  In  a concluding sec t ion ,  some implicat ions of our a t t r i b u t i o n a l  

ana lys i s  f o r  helping lonely  people a r e  considered. 

A Defini t ion  of Loneliness 

A cogni t ive  ana lys i s  of lone l iness  emphasizes people's d e s i r e s  and pre- 

ferences  concerning s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .   o or a more d e t a i l e d  d iscuss ion,  see  

Peplau & Perlman, 1978.) Loneliness occurs when a person's network of s o c i a l  

r e l a t ionsh ips  i s  smal ler  o r  l e s s  s a t i s f y i n g  than t h e  person d e s i r e s .  Thus 

lonel iness  r e f l e c t s  a discrepancy between t h e  person's des i red  and achieved 

l e v e l s  of s o c i a l  in t e rac t ion .  The des i red  l e v e l  of i n t e r a c t i o n  may r e f l e c t  , 

i n  p a r t ,  human needs f o r  intimacy ( e  .g., Su l l ivan ,  1953; Weiss , 1973, 1974) , 

but it is  a l s o  influenced by such o t h e r  f a c t o r s  as pas t  experience and norma- 

t ive  expectat  ions . 
U n e l i n e s s  is not  synonymous with s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n .  This  i s  an ob jec t ive  

aspect  of achieved s o c i a l  contac t  t h a t  does not t a k e  i n t o  account t h e  individual ' s  

d e s i r e s  f o r  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  When a low l e v e l  of s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  is des i red  -- 
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as when a person craves s o l i t u d e  a f t e r  a busy day a t  work -- it may be 

experienced pos i t ive ly .  Soc ia l  i s o l a t i o n  r e s u l t s  i n  lone l iness  only when t h e  

person's d e s i r e s  f o r  s o c i a l  contac t  remain high. Weiss (1973 , p. 228) suggests  

that over t ime,  s o c i a l  i s o l a t e s  may adapt so  that t h e i r  s tandards f o r  i n t e r -  

ac t ion  "shrink t o  conform more c l o s e l y  t o  t h e  shape of bleak rea l i ty . "  Support 

f o r  t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  is provided by Lowenthal's (1964) f ind ing  that old people 

with a long h i s t o r y  of s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  were l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  r e p o r t  f e e l i n g  lonely  

than were old people with higher l e v e l s  of s o c i a l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  

Antecedents of h n e l i n e s s  

Based on t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n ,  lonel iness  can be p rec ip i t a t ed  e i t h e r  by a 

change i n  a person's achieved o r  des i red  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  A t  l e a s t  f o u r  

major types of events  can a l t e r  achieved s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  F i r s t ,  a common 

cause of lone l iness  is  t h e  ending of a c l o s e  emotional r e l a t i o n s h i p  through 

widowhood (e  .g . , h p a t a  , 1969) , divorce  ( e  .g . , Weiss , 1975) o r  t h e  breakup of 

a da t ing  r e l a t i o n s h i p  ( e  .g., H i l l ,  Rubin, & Peplau , 1976) . Second, physica l  

separa t ion  from family and f r i e n d s  may put  people at r i s k  f o r  lonel iness  (e.g., 

Weiss , 1973) . Third ,  s t a t u s  changes such as re t i rement  o r  unemployment may 

promote lonel iness .  F i n a l l y ,  changes i n  q u a l i t a t i v e  aspects  of r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  

such as t h e  degree of c o n f l i c t ,  communication o r  t r u s t ,  may cause lonel iness .  

Changes i n  des i red  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  can a l s o  p r e c i p i t a t e  lonel iness .  The 

d e s i r e  f o r  s o c i a l  contac t  f l u c t u a t e s  depending on such f a c t o r s  as t h e  person's 

mood o r  t h e  na ture  of t h e  s i t u a t i o n  (e.g., Schachter ,  1959). In  add i t ion ,  

s o c i a l  norms d i c t a t e  t h e  s o r t s  of r e l a t ionsh ips  a person should have, and thus  

influence d e s i r e s  f o r  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  "It is  c l e a r  t o  t h e  teenager t h a t  he 

o r  she should have a d a t e , .  . . and it is c l e a r  t o  t h e  average man o r  woman that 

he o r  she should have a mate, family,  a c i r c l e  of f r i endsn   ordo don , 1976, p. 15) . 
When a person's  achieved s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  f a l l  s h o r t  of normative s tandards ,  

t h e  individual  is  l i k e l y  t o  f e e l  lonely.  F i n a l l y ,  personal  expectat ions about 
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t h e  s o r t s  of r e la t ionsh ips  t h a t  a r e  poss ib le  o r  probable i n  a given s i t u a t i o n  

may temper d e s i r e s  f o r  contact .  

We have defined lonel iness  as occurring when t h e r e  is a discrepancy between 

a person's des i red  and achieved s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  In our view, such discrepancies 

a r e  t y p i c a l l y  perceived by t h e  individual  as unpleasant and a r e  labeled as 

lonel iness .  It i s  poss ib le  t h a t  some people s u f f e r  f r o m  a l ack  of satisfy- 

ing s o c i a l  r e la t ionsh ips  without def in ing themselves as lonely. In our  cogni- 

t i v e  ana lys i s  of lonel iness ,  however, we focus on those  individuals  who do de f ine  

themselves as lonely. 

At t r ibu t iona l  Accounts of b n e l i n e s s  

People are t y p i c a l l y  motivated t o  understand t h e  causes of t h e i r  lone l i -  

ness.  Discovering t h e  reasons f o r  one's lonel iness  helps t o  make sense out  

of a d i s t r e s s i n g  s i t u a t i o n ,  and is a first s t e p  towards re-es tabl ishing con- 

t r o l  over one's s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  At t r ibut ions  about t h e  causes of lonel iness  

provide important guides f o r  coping with an avers ive  experience, The d e s i r e  

t o  understand t h e  causes of lonel iness  should be s t rongest  among those  

individuals  whose lonel iness  is severe o r  long-lasting. Consistent  with t h i s  

idea is research on divorce by Harvey, Wells, and Alvarez ( i n  press)  which 

suggests t h a t  " the  more lonely and depressed t h e  individual ,  t h e  g r e a t e r  t h e  

concern with rehashing t h e  i s sues  ." (p. 27) 

People attempt t o  const ruct  an organized account of t h e  causes of t h e i r  

lonel iness ,  r a t h e r  than a simple laundry list of reasons. This  point  is c l e a r l y  

i l l u s t r a t e d  in Weiss' discussion of accounts f o r  marital separat ion:  

The account is of major psychological importance t o  t h e  separated,  

not only because it s e t t l e s  t h e  i ssue  of who was responsible f o r  

what, but a l s o  because it imposes on t h e  confused marital events... 

a p l o t  s t r u c t u r e  with a beginning, middle and end, and so  organizes 

t h e  events i n t o  a conceptually manageable uni ty .  Once understood 

i n  t h i s  way, t h e  events can be d e a l t  with: They can be seen as 
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outcomes of i d e n t i f i a b l e  causes,  and eventually,  can be seen as 

p a s t ,  over and ex te rna l  t o  t h e  individual ' s  present  self. (1975, p . 15) 

I n  analagous fashion,  lonely people attempt t o  develop an organized explanation 

of t h e i r  unsat is fac tory  s o c i a l  l i f e .  

Personal  accounts of lonel iness  include t h r e e  i n t e r r e l a t e d  but d i s t i n c t  

elements. F i r s t ,  lonely people can usual ly  point  t o  p r e c i p i t a t i n g  events 

that l ed  t o  -the onset  of t h e i r  lonel iness .  P r e c i p i t a t i n g  events of ten  con- 

cern changes in t h e  person's s o c i a l  l i f e ,  such as ending a love re la t ionsh ip  

o r  leaving home t o  a t tend col lege .  Changes in des i red  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s ,  

such as t h e  increased i n t e r e s t  in opposite-sex d a t i n g  that occurs dur ing 

adolescence, can a l s o  p r e c i p i t a t e  lonel iness .  It is p r e c i p i t a t i n g  events 

t h a t  i n i t i a l l y  cause a discrepancy between the person's des i red  and achieved 

s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  Second, i n  t r y i n g  t o  explain why t h e i r  lonel iness  p e r s i s t s  

over time and why they a r e  unable t o  form s a t i s f y i n g  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  

people consider maintaining causes of lonel iness .  These t y p i c a l l y  concern 

a d i f fe ren t  s e t  of causa l  f ac to r s  r e f e r r i n g  t o  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of t h e  person (e.g., 

being too  shy t o  i n i t i a t e  a re la t ionsh ip )  o r  of t h e  s i t u a t i o n  (e.g., being 

in a s e t t i n g  where it is  hard t o  meet new people). Maintaining causes a r e  

those  f a c t o r s  that prevent t h e  person from achieving a s a t i s f a c t o r y  s o c i a l  l i f e ,  

and they a r e  t h e  focus of our a t t r i b u t i o n a l  analys is .  F i n a l l y ,  lonely  people 

t y p i c a l l y  have some idea of t h e  s o r t s  of changes i n  t h e i r  achieved o r  des i red  

s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  t h a t  would a l l e v i a t e  t h e i r  lonel iness .  These an t i c ipa ted  

solut ions  might include such events as f ind ing  a congenial groups of f r i e n d s ,  

e s tab l i sh ing  a new love re la t ionsh ip ,  o r  learning t o  en joy so l i tude .  

A t  t h i s  point ,  an important d i s t i n c t i o n  can be made between a t t r i b u t i o n s  

f o r  d i s c r e t e  events (e.g., being turned down f o r  a da te )  and a t t r i b u t i o n s  f o r  

experiences such a s  lonel iness  t h a t  endure over time and ac ross  s i t u a t i o n s .  
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Most a t t r i b u t i o n a l  research has focused on s p e c i f i c  events,  such as performance 

on an achievement t a s k  ( w e h e r ,  1974). At t r ibut ions  f o r  such events a r e  re t ro -  

spect ive;  individuals  a r e  asked t o  explain a previous outcome. In c o n t r a s t ,  

a t t r i b u t i o n s  f o r  lonel iness  can be made while t h e  experience is  ongoing, as 

wel l  as a f t e r  t h e  lonel iness  has ended. This  would a l s o  be t r u e  of a t t r i b u t i o n s  

f o r  any experience o r  s t a t e  t h a t  endures f o r  extended periods of time, such 

as alcoholism o r  obesi ty.  

At t r ibu t iona l  accounts f o r  lonel iness  are not  necessa r i ly  precise .  

People may be genuinely puzzled o r  confused about t h e  reasons f o r  t h e i r  lone- 

l iness .  O r  they may consider many poss ib le  causal  f a c t o r s .  I n i t i a l  attri- 

butions about lonel iness  may lead people t o  engage in informal hypothesis 

t e s t i n g  behavior (cf  . Wortman & Dintzer,  1978). For example, speculat ing 

t h a t  lonel iness  is due t o  one's appearance might lead a person t o  try a new 

h a i r s t y l e  o r  go on a d i e t .  If t h e  person f i n d s  t h a t  changing his/her  appearance 

makes no d i f fe rence ,  then he o r  she may decide that o the r  causal  a t t r i b u t i o n s  

are more p laus ib le  (cf .  Kelley, 1971). P a r t l y  as a consequence, personal  

accounts of lonel iness  may change with t h e  passage of  time. An interview we 

conducted with a 16 year-old freshman i l l u s t r a t e s  such changes. P e t e r  came 

t o  UCIA from out  of town and knew no one on campus when he s t a r t e d  c lasses .  

H i s  f irst  months at col lege  were extremely lonely. Initially, P e t e r  a t t r i b u t e d  

h i s  lonel iness  primari ly t o  t h e  environment. "I thought, it 's because of t h e  

immense s i z e  of  t h e  un ivers i ty ,  as w e l l  as t h e  s i z e  of  c l a s s e s  . . . it is very 

d i f f i c u l t  t o  form any kind of primary re la t ionship ."  Over time, however, P e t e r  

began t o  wonder i f  h i s  explanation was accurate.  He noticed that people seemed 

r e l u c t a n t  t o  t a l k  t o  him i n  c l a s s e s ,  and h i s  f e w  attempts at asking women f o r  

da tes  were rebuffed. "I started wondering if t h e r e  was something about me," he 

remembered. "I thought maybe because I ' m  younger than most people here ,  o r  

because I ' m  not  too  good at t a l k i n g  t o  g i r l s " .  Accounts may be revised as 

t h e  person acquires new information, and as e a r l i e r  explanations become less 
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reasonable. 

F ina l ly ,  it is l i k e l y  t h a t  people consider both s p e c i f i c  explanations 

f o r  t h e i r  lonel iness  and more genera l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of t h e i r  problem. 

People might consider such s p e c i f i c  maintaining causes as being too  shy o r  

not t ry ing  hard enough t o  make f r i ends .  A t  t h e  same t ime,  however, people may 

a s k  more genera l  quest ions about t h e  causes of t h e i r  lonel iness  such as "Who 

is t o  blame?" o r  "Can I change my s o c i a l  l i f e ? "  It i s  a c e n t r a l  t h e s i s  of 

t h i s  paper t h a t  people's explanations f o r  t h e  causes of t h e i r  own lonel iness  

have important consequences f o r  t h e i r  f u t u r e  expectat ions,  t h e i r  emotional 

react ions  t o  lonel iness ,  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  of self esteem, and t h e i r  at tempts t o  

cope with lonel iness .  In t h e  next sec t ion ,  we discuss  l i t e r a t u r e  on lonel iness  

indicat ing t h e  relevance of a t t r i b u t i o n a l  dimensions of i n t e r n a l i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y  

and control .  

Dimensions of Causal At t r ibut ions  f o r  b n e l i n e s s  

Our ana lys i s  of lonel iness  is based l a rge ly  on t h e  a t t r i b u t i o n  framework 

developed by Weiner and h i s  colleagues (see  reviews i n  Weine:r, :L974, 1978). 

In t h i s  approach, s p e c i f i c  causes of lonel iness  a r e  l e s s  important than genera l  

underlying dimensional p roper t i e s  of causes, such as whether t h e  cause concerns 

a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of t h e  person o r  of t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  While those  inves t iga t ing  

lonel iness  have not used t h e  language of causa l  a t t r i b u t i o n  t o  descr ibe  t h e  

experience of lonel iness ,  previous discussion can be re in te rp re ted  within an 

a t t r i b u t i o n a l  framework. In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  discussions of lonel iness  can be seen 

as suggesting t h e  importance of causal  dimensions of i n t e r n a l i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y  

and control .  

I n t e r n a l i t y .  A major a t t r i b u t i o n a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  ( locus of causa l i ty )  con- 

cerns whether t h e  cause of lonel iness  is seen as i n t e r n a l  o r  ex te rna l  t o  t h e  

person. I n t e r n a l  causes would include being una t t r ac t ive ,  not knowing how 

t o  make f r i ends ,  o r  l ack  of e f f o r t ;  ex te rna l  causes would include being 

re jec ted  by o the rs ,  being i n  s i t u a t i o n s  where it is  d i f f i c u l t  t o  make f r i e n d s ,  



Loneliness - 8 

o r  having bad luck. Research (Weiner, 1974) has indicated t h a t  some i n t e rna l  

a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  f a i l u r e  (especia l ly  a t t r i bu t i ons  t o  f a c to r s  such as effor t ,  

which t h e  individual  can influence) may lead t o  blaming a person o r  holding 

him/her responsible f o r  f a i l u r e .  It is t h i s  theme of blame which has 

of ten  been discussed i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  on loneliness.  For example, Lowenthal 

(l9&) ident i f ied  th ree  d i s t i n c t  groups of semi-isolated old people. The 

"alienated" had never developed c lose  re la t ionsh ips  and appeared not t o  de s i r e  

any. The "defeated" had t r i e d  and f a i l e d  t o  e s t ab l i sh  re la t ionsh ips ,  and tended 

t o  "blame themselves f o r  t h e i r  poor adjustment"(p. 65). The consequences of 

self blame were sometimes s t r i k ing .  While none of t h e  "al ienatedv ever attempted 

suic ide ,  severa l  of t h e  "defeated" had done so. A t h i r d  group, t h e  llblamersM 

had a l s o  t r i e d  and f a i l e d  t o  e s t ab l i sh  s o c i a l  r e la t ionsh ips ,  but they "tended 

t o  blame others  o r  circumstances f o r  t h e i r  suffering1@ (p. 66). 'hwenthal 

suggested that s e l f  blame leads t o  g r ea t e r  s o c i a l  withdrawal than does blaming 

o ther  people. Other discussions of lonel iness  ( e  .g. , Gordon, 19'76 ; Riesman , 
1973) speculate that people have a pervasive tendency t o  blame themselves f o r  

lonel iness  and that s e l f  blame is r e l a t ed  t o  shame and a reluctance t o  revea l  

one's problems t o  others.  

S t a b i l i t y ,  A second important causal  dimension concerns whether t h e  

cause of lonel iness  is perceived as s t a b l e  o r  unstable,  S tab le  causes include 

r e l a t i v e l y  unchanging fea tu res  of t h e  s i t ua t i on  (being in l a rge  c l a s s e s ,  l i v ing  

i n  an i so la ted  area) o r  of t h e  person (personal i ty ,  soc i a l  s k i l l s ) .  Unstable 

causes include r e l a t i v e l y  changeable f a c to r s  such as e f f o r t  o r  luck. Closely 

re la ted  t o  t he  dimension of s t a b i l i t y  a r e  t h e  person's expectancies f o r  

fu tu re  outcomes. Research (e.g., Weiner, Nierenberg, & Goldstein, 1976) has 

c l ea r l y  shown t h a t  a t t r i b u t i n g  achievement f a i l u r e s  t o  s t a b l e  causes leads  t o  

t h e  expectat ion of repeated f a i l u r e  i n  t h e  fu tu re .  Similar ly ,  lonel iness  a t t r i -  

buted t o  s t ab l e  causes should lead t o  lower expectancies about f u tu r e  s o c i a l  

r e la t ionsh ips  and more generally t o  pessimism and hopelessness. I n  f a c t ,  



a sense of hopelessness ( i .e . ,  low fu tu r e  expectancy) has frequently been 

described as cha rac t e r i s t i c  of lonely people. For instance,  Gordon (1976) 

wri tes  t h a t  "hopelessness is pa r t  of t h e  vicious cycle  of loneliness" (P. 28). 

Fromm-Reichman (1959) suggested t h a t  severe lonel iness  is characterized by 

"paralyzing hopelessness and unut terable  f u t i l i t y "  (p. 7). 

Control. A f i n a l  dimension concerns whether o r  not t h e  person perceives 

himself/herself as having con t ro l  over f a c to r s  causing loneliness.  Controllable 

causes are f ac to r s  a person could in ten t iona l ly  change, such as his/her degree 

of e f fo r t .  Uncontrollable causes a r e  f a c to r s  t h e  person is unable t o  influence, 

which might include i n t e rna l  f a c t o r s  (e .g . , personali ty)  ox: external  

cha r ac t e r i s t i c s  of t h e  person's s o c i a l  environment. The a b i l i t y  t o  con t ro l  

one's soc i a l  r e l a t i ons  so as t o  maintain a s a t i s f ac to ry  balance 'between 

desired and achieved s o c i a l  r e l a t i ons  is c e n t r a l  t o  our conception of loneliness.  

b n e l i n e s s  represents a f a i l u r e  t o  con t ro l  t h i s  balance. A s  Gonion (1976) 

suggests, "The lonely person does not have a choice. He o r  she does not  choose 

t o  be lonely" (p. 41) . 
But t h e  exerc ise  of personal  control  is possible in two o ther  ways (cf. 

Bulman & Wort man, 1977) . F i r s t ,  t h e  events that p r ec ip i t a t e  lonel iness  may be 

controlled by t h e  individual .  For example, while t h e  lonely widow may have 

had l i t t l e  con t ro l  over her husband's death,  t h e  lonely divorcge may have 

de l i be r a t e ly  separated f r o m  he r  husband. Thus t h e  divorcee had respons ib i l i ty  

f o r  t h e  event t h a t  precipi ta ted  her  loneliness.  One study suggests t h a t  con t ro l  

over p rec ip i t a t ing  events may decrease o r  minimize loneliness.  An invest igat ion 

of breakups i n  dat ing re la t ionsh ips   ill, Rubin, & Peplau, 1976:) found that 

par tners  who wanted t o  end t h e  re la t ionsh ip  and perceived themselves as having 

i n i t i a t e d  t h e  breakup reported f ee l i ng  l e s s  lonely and l e s s  depressed after 

t h e  breakup. 

Second, and more per t inent  t o  our  a t t r i b u t i o n a l  ana lys i s ,  is  personal  
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c o n t r o l  over f a c t o r s  that maintain lonel iness .  Studies of  t h e  e l d e r l y  suggest 

that f e e l i n g s  of l ack  of c o n t r o l  over lonel iness  are q u i t e  common (peplau & 

Caldwell, in p e s s ) .  For instance,  near ly  half t h e  lonely old people s tudied 

by T u n s t a l l  (1967) sa id  t h e r e  was nothing they could do t o  a l l e v i a t e  t h e i r  

loneliness.  Two experimental f i e l d  s tud ies  provide some support f o r  t h e  idea  

t h a t  increased personal  con t ro l  may reduce loneliness.  In a study of i n s t i t u -  

t iona l i zed  old people, Schulz (1976) had undergraduates v i s i t  r e s i d e n t s  f o r  

a two-month period. Elderly res iden t s  who could choose o r  p red ic t  t h e  frequency 

and dura t ion of v i s i t s  were s ign i f i can t ly  more a c t i v e ,  and ra ted  themselves 

as higher in hope and happiness, and lower i n  lonel iness  than res iden t s  whose 

v i s i t o r  jus t  dropped in, even though a c t u a l  in te rac t ion  time was t h e  same. I n  

another experiment sonducted in a nursing home f o r  t h e  aged, Lsmger and Rodin 

(1976) found that in tervent ions  designed t o  increase personal  choice and 

respons ib i l i ty  improved t h e  s o c i a l  pa r t i c ipa t ion  and genera l  sense of well-being 

of  res idents .  Thus a sense of personal  e f f i cacy ,  both over s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  

and l i f e  events i n  general ,  may minimize f e e l i n g s  of loneliness.  

Having suggested at least t h e  p o t e n t i a l  relevance of  causa l  dimensions 

of i n t e r n a l i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y  and con t ro l  t o  t h e  experience of lonel iness ,  we next 

t u r n  t o  a considerat ion of t h e  consequences of causa l  a t t r i b u t i o n s ,  

The Consequences of Causal At t r ibut ions  f o r  Innel iness  

In t h i s  sec t ion ,  w e  ou t l ine  a set of predic t ions  about t h e  consequences 

of causa l  a t t r i b u t i o n s  f o r  lonel iness .  A major contr ibut ion of an a t t r i b u t i o n a l  

analys is  of lonel iness  is t o  c l a r i f y  t h e  impact t h a t  lonel iness  can have on 

a person's f u t u r e  expectat ions,  emotional r eac t ions ,  self-esteem and coping 

behavior. 

Expectancies 

E a r l i e r  we indicated t h a t  f o r  some people, lonel iness  is accompanied by 

fee l ings  of pessimism and hopelessness about t h e  fu ture .  We pred ic t  t h a t  hope- 

lessness  (low expectancy of s o c i a l  success) w i l l  be c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  only of indi-  



Loneliness - ll 
viduals who asc r ibe  t h e i r  lonel iness  t o  s t a b l e  causes. Individuals who a t t r i b u t e  

t h e i r  lonel iness  t o  unstable causes should show g rea t e r  hope that t h e i r  lonel i -  

ness w i l l  end. The l i n k  between s t a b i l i t y  and expectancy i s  supported by 

extensive evidence from s tud ies  of achievement behavior ( ~ e i n e r ,  Nierenberg 

& Goldstein, 1976) and has recen t ly  been extended t o  a f f i l i a t i v e  behavior. 

Folkes (c i t ed  in Weber, 1978) studied instances in which a person had been 

turned down f o r  a da te .  She found that a person was more op t imis t i c  about 

having a fu tu r e  da t e  with someone who i n i t i a l l y  re jec ted  them f o r  an unstable  

reasons (e.g., "she had t o  study that eveningu) than f o r  a s t a b l e  reason (emg., 

"she didn't  l i k e  my personali ty") .  

A f u r t he r  predic t ion can be made concernbg t h e  effects of t h e  durat ion 

of lonel iness  on expectancy. A number of s tud ies  (reviewed by Weiner, 1974) 

ind ica te  that a consis tent  pa t t e rn  of achievement outcomes, such as severa l  

f a i l u r e s  i n  succession, leads t o  s t a b l e  a t f r i bu t i ons  and t o  f u tu r e  expectat ions 

t h a t  t h e  same outcome w i l l  recur .  Thus continued lonel iness  over a long period 

of time should lead t o  a t t r i b u t i n g  lonel iness  t o  s t a b l e  causes and t o  a lower 

expectancy of t h e  fu tu r e  a l l ev i a t i on  of loneliness.  

Affect 

Ianel iness  is an unpleasant emotional experience. A study of col lege  s tu-  

dents   usse sell, Peplau, & Ferguson, 1978) found that high scores on a lonel iness  

scale were s i gn i f i c an t l y  corre la ted with f e e l i ng  less happy and I.ess s a t i s f i e d ,  

and with more spec i f i c  fee l ings  such as "empty", "self-enclosed'@, "awkwardw, 

"boredw, and "rest lessn. I n  another study ( ~ e r k e  & Peplau, 1976) , col lege  

students wrote open-ended descr ip t ions  of t h e i r  '@feelings and emotions" while 

lonely. O f  196 adject ives  given by 136 s tudents ,  only two could be considered 

pos i t ive  ("se l f  su f f i c i en tw  and "good") and a few others  as neu t r a l  ( " q i e t " ,  

"objective") . The most common responses were "depressedw, "sadN, "emptyw and 



"frustrated". We predict tha t  some af fec ts ,  such as  unhappy, saci or  empty 

are usually experienced by lonely people regardless of t h e i r  causal a t t r i -  

butions; these affects occur independent of at t r ibut ions (cf .  Weiner, Russell, 

& Lerman, 1978). There are ,  however, three patterns of affective response 

t o  loneliness t h a t  may be linked t o  specif ic  causal a t t r ibut ions.  

F i r s t ,  there is some evidence linking loneliness t o  f eelings of hos t i l i t y  

( ~ o o r e  & Sennat, 1974; Jones, Freemon, & Goswick, 1978). We predict t h a t  

feelings of hos t i l i t y  and anger are  character is t ic  only of lonely people 

who ascribe t h e i r  loneliness t o  external factors ,  such a s  being excluded by 

other people. This prediction is consistent with evidence about a f fec ts  asso- 

ciated with f a i lu re  on an achievement task  where the  ascription of f a i lu re  t o  

other people's e f for t s  o r  motives is  associated with such feelings as  

"revengeful", "aggressive", "furiousw, "b i t te rM and "fuming" (weher ,  Russell, 

& Lerman , 1978) . 
Second, there is  anecdotal evidence that some people f e e l  shame and 

emba.rrassment about t h e i r  loneliness and are reluctant t o  admit being lonely 

t o  others  ordo don , 1976) . We predict tha t  feelings of shame, embarrassment 

and gu i l t  w i l l  be most common when loneliness is a t t r i h t e d  t o  internal  causes, 

and especially t o  internal  causes tha t  are  under the  individual's control, such 

as effort .  This prediction is consistent with evidence that achievement 

f a i lu re  ascribed t o  low ef for t  is associated with feelings of shame and g u i l t  

( ~ e i n e r ,  Russell, & Lerman , 1978) . 
Finally, several psychologists have postulated a l ink between loneliness 

and depression ( m e g a ,  1969; Leiderman, 1969). Russell, Peplau, and Ferguson 

(1978) found tha t  college students' scores on a loneliness scale were s ignif i -  

cantly correlated with self  reports of feeling depressed and with scores on the 

Beck Depression Inventory. I n  f a c t ,  the necessity of distinguishing loneliness 

from depression appears t o  be an important step i n  establishing the independent 



Loneliness - 13 

importance of lonel iness  as a psychological var iable .  The causal  r e la t ionsh ips  

l inking lonel iness  and depression are undoubtedly complex. We believe,  however, 

that causal  a t t r i bu t i ons  are one f a c t o r  that determines when lon~el iness  is  

associated with depression, and when it i s  not .  

We predic t  that lonel iness  w i l l  be associated with depression o r  depressed 

a f f ec t  only when lonel iness  is a t t r i bu t ed  t o  i n t e rna l ,  s t a b l e  causes. This 

predict ion is consis tent  with r e s u l t s  found f o r  f a i l u r e  i n  t h e  achievement 

domain indicat ing that "depression-related l abe l s  of hopeless, helpless ,  and 

depressed and re la ted  a f f e c t s  such as resigned and aimless, most appear when 

t he r e  is  an in te rna l ,  s t a b l e  a t t r ibu t ion"  ( ~ e i n e r ,  Russell ,  & brman, 1978). 

The in te r re la t ionsh ip  of lonel iness ,  a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  lonel iness  and depression 

is complex. The pa t t e rn  we predic t  could occur i n  at least two ways. F i r s t ,  

f o r  some people, ascr ib ing severe loneliness t o  i n t e rna l ,  s t a b l e  causes 

( e  .g. , being an una t t rac t ive  and unlovable person) may lead t o  depression. 

In t h i s  case,  a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  lonel iness  are postulated t o  be a cause of depression. 

This pa t t e rn  is most l i k e l y  t o  occur when lonel iness  lasts f o r  a long period 

of time, s ince  prolonged loneliness should lead t o  increasingly s t ab l e ,  i n t e r n a l  

a t t r i bu t i ons ,  and t o  lowered expectancies of f u tu r e  s o c i a l  success. Second, it 

is a l s o  poss ible  ( a s  suggested by Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Weiner 

& Litman-Adizes, 1978) t h a t  depressed individuals have a gendera:L tendency t o  

a t t r i b u t e  negative events t o  i n t e rna l ,  s t ab l e  causes. I n  t h i s  case,  depression 

may influence t he  type of a t t r i b u t i o n s  a person makes f o r  loneliness.  

Sel f  Esteem 

Gordon (1976) suggests t h a t  lonel iness  is  often accompanied by fee l ings  

of worthlessness and f a i l u r e .  Several  s tud ies  have reported a s ignif icant  

cor re la t ion  between lonel iness  and low self  esteem (eag. ,  Eddy, 1.961; Jones, 

Freemon, & Goswick, 1978; Moore & Sennat, 1974). The small s i z e  of these  corre- 

l a t i ons  suggests, however, that many lonely people maintain high s e l f  esteem. 

We predic t  t h a t  lonel iness  is  accompanied by  low s e l f  esteem only when t h e  
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loneliness is a t t r ibu ted  t o  i n t e rna l  causes. This predict ion is cons i s ten t  

with evidence showing t h a t  when an achievement f a i l u r e  is a t t r i b l t e d  t o  

a b i l i t y  o r  personal i ty ,  it is associated with f e e l i ng  "incompetent" and 

"inadequate" (Weiner, Russell ,  & Lerman, 1978, p. 22) . 
We assume that the r e  i s  a rec ip roca l  r e la t ionsh ip  between causal  a t t r i -  

butions and se l f  esteem. An individual's l eve l  of s e l f  esteem may influence 

h i s  o r  her a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  loneliness.  I n  pa r t i cu l a r ,  high self-esteem peo- 

p le  may Be more l i ke ly  t o  a t t r i b u t e  loneliness t o  external  (self-exonerating) 

fac to rs ,  while low self-esteem people may be more l i k e l y  t o  ai t t r ibute lonel i -  

ness t o  i n t e rna l  (self-blaming) f a c to r s  ( ~ c k e s  & Xayden, in p e g s ) .  A t  t h e  

same time, causal  a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  loneliness can a l t e r  a person's s e l f  esteem, 

especia l ly  if soc i a l  re la t ionships  a r e  important t o  t h e  indivldutsl' s s e l f  

concept (cf . Snyder, Stephan, & Rosenf i e ld  , i n  press) .  Many f ac to r s  o ther  

than se l f  esteem determine a person's a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  1onelines:s. For instance,  

if lonel iness  p e r s i s t s  over a period of months o r  years,  even high self-esteem 

people may come t o  make more i n t e rna l  a t t r i bu t i ons .  A s h i f t  t o w d s  more 

i n t e rna l  s e l f  a t t r i bu t i ons  might i n  tu rn  lead t o  a lowering of self esteem. 

Coping Behavior 

The l i t e r a t u r e  on lonel iness  suggests two r a the r  d i s t i n c t  motivational 

and behavioral responses t o  lonel iness .  Some wr i t e r s  suggest that t h e  lonely 

person is highly motivated, a t t e n t i v e  t o  o thers ,  and ac t i ve ly  seeks ou t  soc i a l  

r e la t ionsh ips  . Sull ivan (1953) believed that lonel iness  is  a "d~:iving~* fo rce  

t h a t  motivates individuals t o  i n i t i a t e  s o c i a l  i n t e r ac t  ion desp i te  t h e  anxiety 

such in te rac t ions  may produce. Weiss (1973) observes that t h e  lonely person's 

"perceptual and motivational energies a r e  l i k e l y  t o  become organized i n  t h e  

service  of f inding remedies f o r  h i s  o r  her loneliness1' (p. 21). On t h e  o ther  

hand, some authors suggest t h a t  loneliness decreases motivation. According t o  

F'romm-Reichman (l959),  t he  most severe lonel iness  "renders people who suf fe r  it 

emotionally paralyzed and helpless" (p. 3 ) .  The associa t ion of 1.oneliness with 
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depression ( ~ r a g g  , 1978 ; Russel l ,  Peplau , & Ferguson , 1978) would a l s o  suggest 

t h a t  lonely persons, l i k e  depressed persons, may experience decreased motivation. 

A d e t a i l e d  discussion of how people cope with lonel iness  is beyond t h e  scope of  

t h i s  paper. But we can suggest a few ways i n  which a t t r i b u t i o n s  about t h e  

causes of lonel iness  may influence coping. These suggestions a r e  r a t h e r  t en ta -  

t i v e  since,. with a few exceptions ( e  .g . , Bulman & Wortman, 1977), l i t t l e  evidence 

e x i s t s  concerning t h e  impact of a t t r i b u t i o n s  on coping. 

F i r s t ,  we pred ic t  t h a t  a pa t t e rn  of motivated, a c t i v e  coping designed t o  

a l l e v i a t e  lonel iness  w i l l  be most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of individuals  who make 

i n t e r n a l ,  uns table  a t t r i b u t i o n s  (e .g., I haven't been t r y i n g  very hard t o  make 

fr iends") .  Such a t t r i b u t i o n s  suggest t h a t  lonel iness  can be! overcome through 

t h e  individual ' s  own e f f o r t s ,  and so  encourage a c t i v e  coping. This predic t ion 

is cons i s t en t  with Weher's (1974) discussion of t h e  impact alf s t a b i l i t y  and 

i n t e r n a l i t y  on motivation i n  achievement contexts .  We fur t ,her  p red ic t  t h a t  

a pa t t e rn  of p a s s i v i t y  and s o c i a l  witMrawa1 r e s u l t s  when 1on.eliness is attrl-  

buted t o  s t a b l e  causes ( e i t h e r  i n t e r n a l  o r  ex te rna l ) .  S tab i l - i ty  should lead 

t o  fee l ings  of hopelessness (low expectancy) and a be l i e f  t lmt " the re  is nothing 

I can do" (low con t ro l ) .  Consequently, s t a b l e  a t t r i b u t i o n s  discc,urage a c t i v e  

coping and may instead lead individuals  t o  attempt t o  d i s t r a c t  t~hemselves from 

f e e l i n g  lonely o r  attempt t o  a l l e v i a t e  symptoms by using a lcohol  o r  drugs,  

o r  by "losing" themselves in  work o r  hobbies, e t c  . 
Second, s p e c i f i c  a t t r i b u t i o n s  undoubtedly p lay  a p a r t  itl~ guiding coping 

?&hvior. For exa.mple , while "shyness" and "physical appearancen a r e  bat  k 

i n t e r n a l  a t t r i b u t i o n s  t h a t  may be seen as changeable, they su,ggest d i s t i n c t l y  

d i f f e r e n t  d i r e c t  ions f o r  copings a t t r i b u t i n g  lonel iness  t o  shyness might 

lead a person t o  t r y  harder t o  be f r i e n d l y  o r  t o  e n r o l l  i n  an asse r t ion  t r a i n -  

ing course,  while a t t r i b u t i n g  lonel iness  t o  one's appearance might lead t o  a 

program of exerc ise  o r  t h e  purchase of a new wardrobe. We assume t h a t  people 



engage i n  a hypothesis t e s t i n g  process. Preliminary a t t r i bu t i ons  lead t o  

coping responses. In  some instances,  t h e  coping is e f fec t ive  in a l l e v i a t i n g  

loneliness.  In  o ther  instances,  t h e  coping does not reduce 1one:Liness , and 

so  t h e  person's causa l  explanations may be revised.  We predict; that a 

repeated pa t t e rn  of a c t i ve  but unsuccessful coping may lead peop:Le t o  asc r ibe  

loneliness t o  s t a b l e  uncontrollable causes which i n  tu rn  may :Lead t o  a pa t t e rn  

of passive withdcawal . 
In t h e  next sect ions  of t h i s  paper, w e  d iscuss  research conducted at 

UCLA t o  test some of t he  predic t ions  about t h e  consequences of causa l  

a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  lonel iness  t h a t  w e  have jus t  outl ined.  

Testing a Model of Causal At t r ibut ions  f o r  Inneliness - 
Establ ishing t h e  relevance of causal  a t t r i b u t i o n s  f o r  t h e  st,udy of lone- 

l i ne s s  requires  at l e a s t  two kinds of empirical  evidence. F i r s t  ,, it is  

important t o  demonstrate that dimensions of i n t e rna l i t y ,  stab:llit;y and con t ro l  

are s a l i e n t  when people th ink  about loneliness.  An a t t r i b u t i o n a l  ana lys i s  con- 

cerns t h e  subject ive  world of l ay  persons, and so  showing t h a t  postulated causal  

dimensions a r e  pa r t  of everyday conceptions of lonel iness  wou:ld be a major first 

s tep .  Second, it i s  a l s o  important t o  demonstrate t h a t  causa l  a t t r ibu t ions  f o r  

loneliness have predic table  consequences. Clear support f o r  lmth of t he se  points  

comes from a study by Michela, Peplau, and Weeks (1978). 

In t h i s  study, col lege  women and men were asked t o  imagine s person who 

is  lonely. To add genera l i ty  t o  t h e  study, t h e  hypothetical  person's lonel iness  

was described i n  severa l  d i f fe ren t  ways (as l a s t i n g  a shor t  01: long time; as 

r e su l t i ng  from a lack af  "fr iends t o  do th ings  with" o r  a 1ac:k of "a boyfriend 

o r  g i r l f r iend" . )  Each par t i c ipan t  read only one desc r ip t ion ,  fol.lowed by a 

l ist  of 13 poss ible  causes of t h e  student 's  loneliness.  This list was based 

on free-response a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  lonel iness  writ ten by col lege  students ( ~ e r k e  

& ~ e p l a u  , 1976) . Included were such causes as "shyness", "being i n  impersonal 
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set t ings"  o r  being "physically unat t rac t ivegt  . 
In t h e  first pa r t  of t h e  study,  s tudents  ra ted  how similar each of t h e  13 

causes of lonel iness  was t o  every o ther  cause. In addi t ion,  they ra ted  each 

cause on a series of b ipolar  sca les  assess ing i n t e r n a l i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y  and con- 

t r o l ,  as well as o ther  d i s t i nc t i ons  (emgo,  how frequent ly  it was a cause, 

whether it excused o r  showed t h e  lonely person w a s  t o  blame, whether it was 

normal o r  abnormal, e t c  .) A multidimensional sca l ing  analys is  was performed on 

par t i c ipan t sa  s i m i l a r i t y  judgments t o  revea l  t h e  s a l i e n t  underlying dimensions 

of perceived s i m i l a r i t y  among causes. Two dimensions emerged which, as predic ted,  

ref lec ted i n t e r n a l i t y  and s t a b i l i t y .  The label ing of these  two dimensions was 

ver i f ied  empirical ly by t h e i r  correspondence with sepazate rakings of causes 

on bipolar  sca les  of i n t e r n a l i t y  and s t a b i l i t y .  Control d id  not emerge as a 

t h i r d ,  orthogonal dimension. The d a t a  suggested , however, that t h e  c o n t r o l l a b i l i t y  

of causes was r e l a t ed  t o  both i n t e r n a l i t y  and s t a b i l i t y :  causes were seen as 

cont ro l l ab le  if they were both i n t e rna l  and unstable. 

The r e s u l t s  of t h e  multidimensional sca l ing  analyses are important f o r  

severa l  reasons. F i r s t ,  they provide an empirical  bas i s  f o r  applying ex i s t ing  

a t t r i b u t i o n a l  models t o  t h e  study of loneliness.  Second, r e s u l t s  support 

Weiner a s (1978) recent  content ion t h a t  h i s  a t t r i b u t  i ona l  model, o r i g ina l l y  

developed in t h e  context of achievement, is a more general  model of motivation 

that is appl icable  t o  a var ie ty  of contexts,  inc  luding af f i l iat  i v e  behavior. 

This f inding is a l l  t h e  more s t r i k i n g  due t o  t h e  divergent  methods used i n  t h e  

present  study compared t o  previous a t t r i b u t  i ona l  research. The dimensional 

model of s t a b i l i t y  and i n t e r n a l i t y  was o r ig ina l l y  developed by a deductive 

pmcess  of reasoning from cha rac t e r i s t i c s  of spec i f i c  causes t o  postula t ing 

general  dimensions, and then empirical ly t e s t i n g  predic t ions  d ic ta ted  by t h e  

model (~e ine r ,  1974). I n  con t ras t ,  t h e  study by Michela, Peplau and Weeks 

(1978) used an empirical pmcess  from t h e  ou t se t ,  namely multidimensional 



sca l ing ,  t o  d e r i v e  perceived dimensions inductively.  Third,  t h e  r:esults 

of t h i s  s tudy bear on cur ren t  d iscuss ions  of whether c o n t r o l l ~ ~ b i l . i t y  repre- 

s e n t s  a separa te  t h i r d  dimension of c a u s a l i t y  o r  is subsumed undctr dimensions of 

i n t e r n a l i t y  and s t a b i l i t y  (e .g., Weiner & Litman-Adizes , 197'8) ,, The present  

r e s u l t s  support t h e  view that c o n t r o l l a b i l i t y  is not an indepctndent dimension, 

F ina l ly ,  t h e  r e s u l t s  of t h i s  s tudy help t o  c l a r i f y  how st;udtnts perceive 

common causes of loneliness.  I n  severa l  ins tances ,  s tudentsq '  perceptions d id  

not correspond t o  our - a p r i o r i  judgments. For instance,  whereas we might have 

considered a l ack  of oppor tuni t ies  t o  meet people as a stable cause (comparable 

t o  Weinergs t a s k  d i f f i c u l t y )  , s tudents  viewed it a s  unstable,,  Students i n  

our  sample seem t o  bel ieve  t h a t  new oppor tuni t ies  can be found,, o r  w i l l  even- 

t u a l l y  occur over time. Similar ly ,  s tudents  viewed shyness as1 similar t o  e f f o r t  

-- an i n t e r n a l ,  uns table  and con t ro l l ab le  cause -- r a t h e r  t h a n  as; a stable 

personal i ty  trait. 

A second set of f indings  from t h e  Michela, Peplau, and Weeks (1978) study 

bears on t h e  consequences of causa l  a t t r i b u t i o n s ,  Participants ra ted  t h e  

lonely person on a series of scales including depression, optI.mism-pessimism, 

and how l i k a b l e  t h e  person was, Three predic t ions  were made a~bout t h e  re la t ion-  

s h i p  of causa l  a t t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e s e  consequences (see  Figure 1). It was pre- 
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dic ted  (1) t h a t  t h e  a f f e c t i v e  reac t ion  "depression" would be most c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  

t o  t h e  i n t e r n a l i t y  dimension ; (2) t h a t  expectancy about f u t u r e  outcomes ~ p t  i m i s m -  

pessimism") would be associated with t h e  s t a b i l i t y  dimension, and (3) that 

evaluation of t h e  lonely person (I8 l i k a b i l i t y " )  would be r e l a t e d  t o  

c o n t r o l l a b i l i t y .  Based on a path ana lys i s  of t h e  da ta ,  c l e a r  support 

was found f o r  each of t h e s e  predict ions.  I n  addi t ion  t o  t h e  three l i n k s  pre- 

d ic ted  i n  advance, t h e  o v e r a l l  "goodness of f i t "  of t h e  model was improved by 

adding a f o u r t h  l i n k  from expectancy t o  depression (dashed l i n e  i n  Figure 1) .  



This  f ind ing  suggests that depression is a function of both i n t e r n a l i t y  and 

s t a b i l i t y ,  kut that t h e  influence of s t a b i l i t y  is  i nd i r ec t ,  being mediated by 

expectancy . 
In sum, r e s u l t s  of t h e  study by Michela, P e p h ,  and Weeks provide s t rong 

support f o r  t h e  relevance of an a t t r i b u t i o n a l  framework t o  t h e  study of lone- 

l iness .  It was shown t h a t  pa r t i c ipan t s  have a conceptual s t r uc tu r e  f o r  lone- 

liness i n  which a t t r i h t i o n a l  dimensions proposed by theory are sa l i en t .  Fur- 

thermore, these  dimensions were found t o  have predic table  consequences on par- 

t i c  ipants3 judgments about a lonely person. These r e s u l t s  are, however, based 

on perceptions of lonel iness  i n  another person. They do not  provide d i r e c t  

information about se l f -a t t r iku t ions  and t h e i r  consequences. This  t op i c  is 

considered 3.n t h e  following section.  

Sel f  At t r ikut ions  and t h e  Individual 's  Experience of ]loneliness 

Empirical evidence concerning t h e  nature  and consequences of self a t t r i k u t i o n s  

f o r  lonel iness  comes primari ly from an on-going invest igat ion of UCLA under- 

graduates. In t h i s  New Student Study, a sample of over 300 men and women we 

being studied throughout t h e i r  first year in college. Students were i n i t i a l l y  

t e s t ed  i n  both t h e i r  second and seventh weeks at UCLA in F a l l ,  1977 (reported 

i n  Bragg, 1978). We are cur ren t ly  r e t e s t i n g  t h e  same students  s i x  months later 

during Spring, 1978. There is good reason t o  believe that col lege  s tudents  are 

a high r i s k  population f o r  loneliness.  A l a rge  study of individuals from a l l  

age groups (c i t ed  i n  Dyer, 1974) found that lonel iness  w a s  more f requent ly  

reported by high school seniors  and col lege  freshmen than by any other  age 

group including t h e  elderly.  According t o  a survey by t h e  UCIA ;Student Health 

Service, over 7M of undergraduates viewed lonel iness  as an important problem. 
\ 

In t h e  New Student sample, 4% of students reported f e e l i n g  moderately o r  

extremely lonely during t h e i r  second week at school. This pa t t e rn  i s  r ead i l y  

understandable s ince  f o r  most s tudents  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  t o  co l l ege  brings about 

major changes i n  r e l a t i ons  with family and childhood f r i ends ,  and requ i res  t h e  



establishment of a new s o c i a l  l i f e  in an unfamiliar s e t t i ng ,  However, while 

col lege  atudents are an appropriate population f o r  s tud ies  of lonel iness ,  it 

is not known if t h e  lonel iness  experienced by these  young adu l t s  is quali-  

t a t i v e l y  comparable t o  t h e  lonel iness  of such o ther  groups as t h e  divorced 

o r  t h e  elderly.  

Causal At t r ibut ions  f o r  Une l iness  

We first sought t o  iden t i fy  f a c to r s  t h a t  s tudents perceive *as causing t h e i r  

own lonel iness ,  Studentsa open-ended descr ip t ions  of t h e  reasons f o r  t h e i r  

own lonel iness  ( ~ e r k e  & Peplau, 1976) provided a lengthy list of causa l  attri- 

butions. From these ,  a sho r t e r  list of 13 causes was created which included 

t h e  most commonly c i t ed  reasons a s  well as less frequently mentioned reasons, 

such as luck, that  were of t heo re t i c a l  interest. Those par t i c ipan t s  in t h e  

N e w  Student Study who reported fee l ing  at least moderately 1onel;y ra ted  t h e  im-  

portance of each of  t he se  13 causes f o r  t h e i r  own lonel iness  (sea Table 1). 
------n---------n-------------------- 
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A s  has been found i n  achievement s e t t i ngs ,  e f f o r t  was ra ted  as t lhe s i ng l e  most 

important cause. Other high-importance causes included both i n t e rna l  f a c t o r s  

(fear of r e j e c t i on ,  not knowing how t o  make f r i ends )  and exte:rna:l explanations 

(impersonal s i t ua t i ons ,  few opportunit ies)  . Among t h e  least :favored causes 

were luck, physical  appearance and personali ty.  

Causal At t r ibut ions  and Depressed Affects  

Our research has examined t h e  re la t ionsh ip  between attri 'but:ions f o r  lone- 

liness and depressed a f f ec t s .  Clear  empirical support has beten found f o r  t h e  

predict ion t h a t  lonel iness  is most of ten  accompanied by depressed affects when 

self a t t r i b u t i o n s  f o r  lonel iness  are i n t e rna l  and stable. I n  t h e  Berke and 

Peplau study (1976), s tudents  wrote open-ended descr ip t ions  o:P t h e  "feel ings  

and emotions" they experienced when they were lonely,  Although "depressedt' 

was t h e  s i ng l e  most f requent ly  mentioned a f f ec t  (18% overal l )  :, il; was c i t e d  



twice as often by s tudents  giving an a b i l i t y  a t t r i b u t i o n  f o r  t h e l x  lonel iness  

as by s tudents  giving an e f f o r t  a t t r i bu t i on  . O f  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  was t h e  

unique occurrence of helplessness/hopelessness i n  t h e  a b i l i t y  a t t r i b u t i o n  group. 

Only when t h e  cause of lonel iness  was perceived as both i n t e ~ m a l  and s t a b l e  

d i d  s tudents  repor t  f e e l i ng  "helpless", "hopeless", "despair", '"shutout", 

" inactiveot ,  ttslow8*, o r  "apathy". Students who perceived t h e  cause of t h e i r  

lonel iness  as changeable o r  ex te rna l  d id  not repor t  such feel ings .  

Par t i c ipan t s  i n  t h e  New Student Study (see Bragg, 1978) nlade! self r a t i ngs  

on depressed affects and a l s o  completed t h e  Beck Depression In~ven~tory, a 

c l i n i c a l  measure of depression. For both measures, evidence bras found l inking 

depression t o  i n t e rna l ,  s t a b l e  a t t r i b u t i o n s  f o r  loneliness.  A,nalyses comparing 

moderately lonely s tudents  who scored extremely low on t h e  Beck scale (mean = 

2.0) with lonely s tudents  who scored extremely high (mean = 18.1) found t h a t  

depressed s tudents  were s ign i f i c an t l y  more l i k e l y  t o  rate t h e  causes of t h e i r  

lonel iness  a s  i n t e rna l  (t - (51) = 1.9, p ( .03) and as s t ab l e  (t (51) = 1.9, 

p < O )  No di f ferences  were found between these  two groups an perceived 

c o n t r o l l a b i l i t y  of t h e  causes of loneliness.  

Three i n t e rna l  causes of loneliness were pa r t i cu l a r l y  important f o r  depression 

i n  our col lege  sample. Students scoring high on t h e  Beck Depression Inven- 

t o ry  were s i gn i f i c an t l y  more l i k e l y  than low score rs  t o  c i t e  as important reasons 

f o r  t h e i r  lonel iness  t h e i r  physical  appearance, fear of r e j e c t i on  and belief 

t h a t  t h e r e  is l i t t l e  chance of f inding someone. Furthermore, f o r  a l l  lonely 

s tudents  (regardless of Beck scores) ,  giving importance t o  any of t he se  three 

causes was corre la ted with repor t s  of f e e l i ng  "depressed", " h ~ p e l e s s ~ ~  and 

whelpless". 

Taken together ,  t he se  r e s u l t s  support t h e  idea  t h a t  t h e  re la t ionsh ip  between 

lonel iness  and depression is mediated by causa l  attributions f o r  :lonelLness. The 

d a t a  a l s o  support Weiner and Iitman-Adizes (19'78) and others  wlho propose t h a t  



depression is generally associated with s tab le ,  i n t e rna l  attr:Lbutions. This 

pat tern  of r e s u l t s  might occur because depressed persons have a generalized 

tendency o r  "a t t r ibu t iona l  s tyle"  t o  a t t r i b u t e  negative outcomes t o  

in te rna l ,  s t ab l e  causes. But another pos s ib i l i t y  deserves consideration. I n  

t h i s  study, unlike most research on a t t r i bu t ions  and depression, individuals 

made a t t r i bu t ions  f o r  an  important, negative l i f e  event (1one:Linoss) , r a t  her  

than f o r  t h e i r  performance on some a rb i t r a ry  experimental t a s k  (uee, f o r  

example, Rizley , 19'78). It is therefore  possible that f o r  some individuals,  

t h e  experience of severe o r  enduring loneliness coupled with in te rna l ,  s t ab l e  

a t t r i bu t ions  f o r  t h e i r  loneliness is actual ly  a cause of depression. 

b n g i t u d i n a l  da ta  now being col lected in t h e  ,New Student Study concerning 

changes in loneliness,  a t t r i b u t  ions f o r  loneliness,  and deprerrsion over a 

six-month period w i l l  provide evidence on t h i s  point. 

Causal At t r ibut ions  and Coping Behavior 

We suggested e a r l i e r  that causal  a t t r i bu t ions  both motivate and d i r e c t  

coping behavior. We predicted that a pat tern  of ac t ive ,  probl.em-,solving be- 

havior would be most charac te r i s t i c  of individuals who make in~te rna l ,  unstable 

a t t r i bu t ions  f o r  t h e i r  loneliness. P a r t i a l  support f o r  t h i s  predict  ion is 

provided by da t a  from t h e  New Student Study concerning t h e  social, a c t i v i t i e s  

that lonely students had recent ly  engaged in.  A s ign i f ican t  relakionship was 

found between perceiving t h e  causes of loneliness as unstable and reporting 

both "going somewhere o r  doing something t o  meet new people" and "going t o  

a party". Contrary t o  prediction,  however, no re la t ionahip was found between 

these  ac t ive  coping behaviors and in te rna l i ty .  

Preliminary evidence t h a t  a t t r ibu t ions  f o r  loneliness guide o r  d i r e c t  coping 

behavior comes f r o m  t h e  Berke and Peplau (1976) study. Here it was found t h a t  

students who a t t r i t u t e d  loneliness primarily t o  t h e i r  own low e f fo r t  were most 

l i ke ly  t o  c i t e  as a main coping s t ra tegy "try harder t o  be f r iendlyw,  while 

students who a t t r ibu ted  loneliness primarily t o  being in a s i tua t ion  where 
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it was d i f f i c u l t  t o  make fr iends were most l i ke ly  t o  c i t e  "look f o r  a c t i v i t i e s  

where I could meet new people". Both these coping s t ra teg ies  a;re ac t ive  and 

involve personal e f f o r t ,  ht the  e f f o r t  is  directed qu i te  dif : ferent ly  in t h e  

two cases. Further research on t h e  impact of a t t r i h t i o n s  fo:r loneliness and 

f o r  other  aversive l i f e  experiences on coping behavior i s  c1e;arl;y needed. 

Duration of Loneliness and Causal Attributions 

We have proposed that causal a t t r i h t i o n s  f o r  loneliness are often revised 

as loneliness continues over time. Two processes affecting such changes con- 

cern t h e  general p l a u s i b i l i t x  of par t icu la r  a t t r i h t i o n s  f o r  ;short-term versus 

long-term loneliness,  and t h e  r e s u l t s  of informal hypothesis-ltesting - of 

preliminary at t r ibut ions .  In general, we predict  that when 1one:Liness pe r s i s t s  

over time, t he re  is a tendency f o r  a t t r i h t i o n s  t o  become more in te rna l  and 

more s table .  I n  tu rn ,  these changes may lead t o  lower expectancies f o r  t h e  

fu ture  and, ult imately,  t o  depression. 

Evidence t h a t  t h e  p l aus ib i l i t y  of a t t r i h t i o n s  d i f f e r s  depending on t h e  

duration of loneliness comes from a study of 98 UCLh undergradl~at~es ( ~ e ~ l a u ,  

Russell ,  & Heim, 1977) . After reading descriptions of a college student who 

had been lonely f o r  "a short period of timew o r  f o r  "six months", participan;ts 

made causal a t t r ibu t ions  f o r  the  person's loneliness. Duration o f  loneliness 

had a s t r i k ing  e f fec t  on t h e  in te rna l i ty  of a t t r i h t i o n s  (1) - 60.2, 2 (.001). 

Only 2% of a t t r i h t i o n s  f o r  short-term loneliness were internal ,  compared t o  

85% of a t t r i h t i o n s  f o r  long-term loneliness. Duration had no e f f ec t ,  however, 

on t h e  s t a b i l i t y  of a t t r i h t i o n s ;  in both conditions, about 8@4 of a t t r i h t i o n s  

were unstable. It appears t h a t  explanations such au being in la rge  c lasses  o r  

having few opportunities t o  meet people a r e  plausible f o r  short-term loneliness,  

ht l e s s  reasonable f o r  enduring loneliness. Over time, t h e  poss ib i l i t y  

t h a t  in te rna l  fac tors  such as shyness, lack of e f f o r t ,  o r  poor soccisl s k i l l s  

contribute t o  loneliness becomes more plausible. Although we do not have d i r ec t  evi- 

dence on t h i s  point ,  we suspect that similar p l aus ib i l i t y  considemtions a f f ec t  self 



a t t r i b u t  ions f o r  loneliness. 

The New Student Study provides some evidence f o r  s h i f t s  to%m%more in te rna l  

se l f  a t t r ih t  ions as loneliness pe r s i s t s  over time. Among students who remained 

moderately lonely from t h e i r  second t o  seventh week at UCIA, sigrlificant decreases 

occurred i n  t h e  rated importance of such external causes a s  other people don't 

t r y  t o  make fr iends o r  others have t h e i r  own groups, Further,, a s ignif icant  

relationship was found between the  length of t he  studentes c u ~ ~ e r l t  loneliness 

and t h e  imporbance given t o  p&icular a t t r ibu t ions  ; students who had been 

lonely f o r  longer periods of time were more l ike ly  t o  att;rilmte t h e i r  

loneliness t o  t h e i r  physical appearance and personality. More conclusive 

evidence about temporal s h i f t s  i n  a t t r ibu t ions  is now being co l l t s ted  as part, 

of t he  six-month f ol lowup of t he  New Student sample. 

Reactions t o  b n e l y  Others 

While people sometimes react  towards lonely individuals with warmth and 

compassion, t h i s  is not invariably t h e  case. The opposite tendency, f o r  people 

t o  r e j ec t  and avoid t h e  lonely, has frequently been noted. For example, Fmmm- 

Reichman observed that "the lonely person may be displeasing 9f not frightening 

t o  h i s  hearers, who may erect a psychological w a l l  of ostracism and isolat ion 

about him as a means of protecting themselvesu (1959, p. 6). Both F'romm-Reichman 

and Burnside (1971) suggest that t h i s  pattern of avoiding t h e  lonely may cha;rac- 

t e r i z e  health professionals as well as lay persons. 

While the  fac tors  that lead people t o  react negatively t o  t h ~ e  lonely a r e  

complex (see Peplau & Perlman, 1978), we believe t h a t  a t t r ih t  ions play a part .  

Weiss has commented t h a t $  

Our image of t he  lonely often cas t s  them as just i f iably rejected.  

.., It i s  easy t o  see t h e  lonely as out of s tep,  as unwilling t o  

make necessary overtures t o  others,  as lacking i n  qua l i t i es  necessary 

t o  sat isfactory human relat ions.  In  t h i s  way, we blame as  we purport 

t o  explain* (1973, PP 12, 75) 



The at t r ibut ions observers make f o r  the  causes of another per,son's loneliness 

may c o n t r i h t e  t o  a pattern of avoidance and rejection. ~ndergr;duates '  

open-ended descriptions of why "college students at UCIA" a r e  :lonely ( ~ e r k e  

& Peplau, 1976) frequently included at t r ibut ions t o  t h e  person tlmt had an 

element of blame. For instance, one student wrote, "The f a u l t ,  :I: believe, 

always l i e s  within t h e  individual who is lonely. If a person is lonely, it is 

because tha t  person has not taken the  i n i t i a t i v e  in attempting t o  meet people". 

Our a t t r ibu t  ional analysis suggests that sympathy f o r  t h e  lonrsly should be 

greatest  when they a re  perceived as lonely t m g h  no f a u l t  of t h e i r  

own (e .g., external o r  uncontrollable causes) . In contrast ,  rejection and 

avoidance should be greatest  when the  lonely individual is perceived as  personally 

responsible f o r  his/her loneliness (e.g., a t t r ibut ions a re  internal  and control- 

lable).  

Empirical support f o r  these predictions comes from three studies conducted 

at UCIA . Michela, Peplau, & Weeks (1978) found tha t  rat ings of ILiWng f o r  a 

lonely person were related t o  perceiving the  person as having l i k t l e  control 

over the  causes of his/her loneliness. In another study ( ~ i m t z  8gc Peplau, 1978) , 
college students read a brief description of a f i c t iona l  college student who had 

gone t o  a university counseling center because he/she had been feel ing lonely. 

Liking f o r  the  lonely person was significantly related t o  perceiving the  

causes of loneliness as si tuat ional  r a the r  than personal (int,ernial), and l iking 

was leas t  when the  person's loneliness was at t r ibuted t o  his/her personality. 

Results a lso indicated the importance of the  individual's perceived effort  

t o  overcome his/her loneliness. High effort  was significantly co~rrelated with 

greater l iking and sympathy f o r  the  lonely person, and with ra t ing  the  lonely 

person as  being more friendly and more in te resang  t o  t a l k  to .  These data  a re  

consistent with findings (see Weiner, 19'74) tha t  effort  is a m j o r  determinant 

of rewards and punishments f o r  achievement behavior. 



Final ly ,  t h e  study by Berke and Peplau (1976) included questions about 

more general  a t t i t u d e s  towards t h e  lonely,  Embedded i n  a longer questionnaire 

were items about t h e  extent t o  which lonely people a r e  responetib1.e f o r  t h e i r  

loneliness: "People can be lonely t h o u g h  no f a u l t  of t h e i r  c~wn" and "People 

who a r e  lonely bring it on themselves". Other items assessed reac t ions  t o w d l s  

t h e  lonely,  such as "1 have l i t t l e  sympathy f o r  a person who is lonelylV o r  

"1 pre f e r  not t o  assoc ia te  with a person who is lonely", As predicted,  believing 

t h a t  lmely people a r e  responsible f o r  t h e i r  problem was s ign i f i c an t l y  cor re la ted  

with having l i t t l e  sympathy f o r  t he  lonely and with avoiding t h e  lonely. 

Taken together ,  t he se  r e s u l t s  suggest that a t t r i bu t i ons  can influence 

reac t ions  t o  lonely others.  Certain explanations f o r  1oneline:ss may lead u s  

t o  blame t h e  lonely person, and hence t o  derogate and r e j e c t  him o r  her. 

The p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  t h i s  tendency may affect t h e  reac t ions  of' c l . in ic ians  

and helping profess ionals  is p a t i c u l a r l y  worthy of i n ~ e s t i g a t ~ i o n ,  

Implications f o r  Helping t h e  Ionelx 

Ionely people seek t o  understand t h e i r  problem in order tto a l l e v i a t e  it. 

Causal a t t r i bu t i ons  f o r  loneliness serve primari ly t o  help individuals con t ro l  

and change t h e i r  unsat is factory  s o c i a l  l i f e .  But, as Kelley (1971) has 

observed, ' 'control of one's environment undoubtedly involves some s o r t  of 

balance between con t ro l l ing  t h e  control lable  and con t ro l l ing  t lhe  important" 

(p. 22). We believe it i s  e s sen t i a l  f o r  lonely people t o  main-tab1 a sense of 

personal con t ro l  over t h e i r  soc i a l  environment. But if at tempt :; t o  a l l e v i a t e  

lonel iness  a r e  misdirected at  unimportant o r  inaccurate causes, they a r e  unl ikely  

t o  succeed and so  may ul t imate ly  lead t o  fee l ings  of lowered control .  Thus a 

major goa l  of counsell ing o r  of se l f  help f o r  t h e  lonely should be t o  i den t i f y  

accurate ly  t h e  important causes of an individual 's  lonel iness  and t o  assess  

cor rec t ly  t h e  po t en t i a l  changeabil i ty of these  causes. To t h i s  end, spec i a l  

ca re  should be taken t o  avoid two common e r ro r s  a f fec t ing  causal  a t t r i bu t i ons  

f o r  loneliness.  



Underestimating s i t u a t i o n a l  causes. There is  a tendency ,to underestimate 

t h e  importance of s i t u a t i o n a l  causes of lonel iness  and t o  ove:cestimate t h e  

r o l e  of personal fac to rs  -- t o  commit what Ross (1977) has ca.lleci "the funda- 

mental a t t r i b u t i o n a l  error" 183). This tendency i s  espec:ia:lly c l e a r  

in cases where lonel iness  is severe o r  enduring. It is encoumgtd by t h e  

emphasis i n  both fo lk  wisdom and psychological thinking on a characterological  

theory of lonel iness  ( ~ e i s s ,  1973). It i s  fos te red  by an image of t h e  lonely 

as w i l l f u l  soc i a l  deviants  who f a i l  t o  l i v e  up t o  normative e:cpectations con- 

cerning appropriate s o c i a l  re la t ionships .  The tendency t o  see  t h e  lonely 

as unusual is a l so  affected by a general  reluctance among people t o  revea l  

fee l ings  of lonel iness  t o  o thers .  A s i t ua t i on  of p l u r a l i s t i c  ignorance about 

lonel iness  may commonly ex i s t  i n  which people assume that thefir own lonel iness  

is unique o r  abnormal. Our own view is that lonel iness  is most of ten  caused 

by an in te rac t ion  of personal  and s i t u a t i o n a l  f a c to r s .  Jnneliness t yp i ca l l y  

r e s u l t s  from a poor match between t h e  individual ' s  i n t e r e s t s ,  s o c i a l  s k i l l s  o r  

personal  cha r ac t e r i s t i c s  and his/her s o c i a l  environment. Thus cetreful consider- 

a t ion  should be given t o  both i n t e rna l  and ex te rna l  causes, arid t,o t h e  jo int  

e f f ec t s  of both. 

Underestimating t h e  changeabil i ty of causes. Several  facto1:s may lead people 

t o  underestimate t h e  po t en t i a l  changeabil i ty of causes of 1onelin.ess . F i r s t ,  

lonely people often focus t h e i r  a t t e n t  ion on t h e  p rec ip i t a t ing  causes of lone- 

l i ne s s  r a t he r  than on maintaining causes. Not uncommonly, p r e ! c i~~ i t a t i ng  events 

-- such as t h e  death  of a spouse o r  a recent  divorce -- a r e  stab1.e and irrevocable.  

In  con t r a s t ,  f a c to r s  that perpetuate lonel iness  and impede the! development of 

a s a t i s f ac to ry  s o c i a l  l i f e  -- such as shyness o r  l imited oppor.tun.ities t o  meet 

people -- may be more amenable t o  change. Encouraging t h e  1on.ely t o  examine 

t h e  maintaining causes of loneliness may thus  lead t o  percepti.ons of g r ea t e r  

changeability. 

Second, people may inaccurately assess  t h e  s t a b i l i t y  of spec i f i c  causal  

f ac to rs .  For example, s tudents i n  our research iden t i f i ed  physical  appearance 

























Figure Caption 

Figure 1. The model of attributional dimemsions and their  

consequences tested by Michela. PepZELu and Weeks (1978). (solid 

lines represent causal paths that were predicted and confirmed. 

The dashed l ine is an added path which significantly improved 

the overall .*goodness of fit" of the model t o  the data.) 
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