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LONELINESS

Almost everyoneislondy sometimes,
but thiscommonfeding arisesnot from a person'scircumstance,
but from how hedecidesto interpret hissituation.

CARIN RUBINSTEIN, PHILLIPSHAVER,

God saysin the Book o Genesis, "It is
not good that man should be alone,”
and decides to make afitting compan-
ion for him. The Old Testament dis-
coursesat length about the benefitsof
fruitful multiplying, and about thein-
tricate attachments and intrigues be-
tween men and women, parents and
children, friendsand kin.

Modern evolutionary biologists,
who havedevel opedtheir owncreation
story, aso emphasize the need for hu-
man beings to be together. They offer
evidencefor the genetic advantages o
sexual reproduction, the adaptive ben-
efits d prolonged attachment to par-
ents in childhood, and the surviva
benefits of belonging to complex
groups. The human ability to form
strong emotional attachments has a
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longevolutionary history,whichiswhy
people can be serioudly hurt if their
attachments are disrupted by rejec-
tion, separation, or death.

The Bible and biologists share a
major premise: It isn't good for people
tobeal one. T hiseval uation bodesill for
modern industrial societies,especialy
the United States, where the divorce
rate is soaring, geographic and socid
mobility are high, and an unprece-
dented number o adultsd all agesare
choosing or being forced by eventsto
live by themselves.

Many social commentatorsand pop-
ular writers have inferred from these
statistics that alone meanslondly and
use the terms interchangeably. In The
Broken Heart: The Medical Conse-
quences of Loneliness, psychologist

Carin Rubenstein iscompleting herdis-
sertation for her Ph.D. in socialpsychol-
ogy at New York University. Phillip
Shaver ischairman ofthe doctoral pro-
gram in personality and social psychol-
ogy at NYU. Rubenstein and Shaver are

writing a book based on their work,
tentatively titled What It Means To Be
Londy, to be published by Delacorte
Press. Letitia Anne Peplau is an assis-
tant professor of psychology at the Uni-
versity ofCaliforniaat Los Angels.

James Lynch argued that people who
livealone(andare, he assumed, lonely)
are especialy susceptible to serious
illnesses and may even die prema-
turely. Sociologist Philip Slater's The
Pursuit of Loneliness, based primarily
on armchair analysis, denounced the
American commitment to individual-
ism and competition, which, he said,
frustrate the basic human desires for
community, engagement, and depend-
ence. "The competitivelifeisa loney
one," Slater concluded.

Like these writers, many social sci-
entists arrive at conclusions without
putting much stock in people's own
interpretations d their fedings or ac-
tions. Onceresearchersbegintalkingto
individuals, however, they quickly
learn that "alone" is an objective
term—indicating whether a person
lives with someone else, how many
friends he or she has, and so on—but
that "lonely” issubjective, a matter of
what goeson in a person’'s head. Aswe
havelearned, thetwoexperiencesocca
sionally but by no means alwaysover-
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Loneliness
scores by age groups

Senior citizens are not theloneliest peoplein America: Young peopleare.

NYU surveys founda steady declinein loneliness as peopleget older. The
researchersbelievethat young adults sensean impossible gap betweenromantic
expectations and reality; older peopleinterpret thingsmorerealistically.

lap. Fedingsd lonelinessdo not inevi-
tably follow from solitude or circum-
stance; they depend on how people
view their experiences and whether
they decidetocall themselvesiondy.
Among us, we have conducted two

independent programs o research on
loneliness, oneat New Yok University
(Rubensteinand Shaver) and oneat the
Universityd Californiaat LosAngeles
(Peplau). The NYU researchwas based
on a carefully pretested questionnaire
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Theolder a child iswhen hisor her

parentsdivorce, thelesslonely he
islikedytobeasanadult. Inan

NYU survey, peoplewho were younger
than six yearsof agewhen their parents
separated got the highest scoreson
theloneliness scale; peoplewho were
in middle childhood got lower scores;
but peoplewho wereadolescentor older
weretheleast lonely asadults.

that was published inthe Sunday mag-
azine sections o severa East Coast
newspapersinthespringd 1978. More
than 25,000 people responded, alarge
sample of adultsd all ages, races, and
incomelevels. Theresearchat UQLA by
Peplau and her co-workers is devel op-
ing a mode o lonelinessthat empha-
sizes the thought processes o londy
people. Thiswork isbased primarily on
collegestudents, whoanswer questions
about their own experienceswithlone-
linessand their impressionsd lonely
people. Sofar, nearly 1,000 undergrad-
uates have participated. These differ-
ent methodsand thediversity o people
interviewedoffer thefirst coherent pic-
ture o adult lonelinessbased on data
rather than on speculation.

Although newspaper surveys are
subj ect to thebiasof peoplewhochoose
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Old peoplearelesslondy,on theaverage,

than young adults; they even

complainlessabout physca and psychologica symptoms.

tofill out the questionnaire, webelieve
that theresultsarevalidand represent-
ativedf most of thepopulation. Regard-
lessof city sizeand location (for exam-
ple, small town or metropolis, north-
ern or southern city), the findings
within each sampleremained virtually
the same. And although a few people
noted that " only alonely person would
bother to fill this out,” we received
thousands o questionnaires from peo-
plewhosaid they were not lonely. Only
15 percent o those who replied said
they felt lonely most or all of the time,
and only 6 percent said they neverfelt
lonely. The majority, as one would ex-
pect, felt lonely on occasion.

Thesurvey resultsdispelled many of
the popular assumptions about loneli-
ness and confirmed others. One com-
mon prediction favored by sociologists
turned out not tobetrue. TheAmerican
fondness for moving—for changing
jobs, partners, cities, and social
networks— haslong been considered a
cause d psychological distress. In A
Nation of Strangers, Vance Packard
described the chronic rootlessness of
Americans,which he believed to be at
the heart o the country's social prob-
lems. The NYU surveys included a
number o questions to test Packard's
claims, such as how often people had
moved during childhood and adult-
hood, thelength of timethey havelived
at their present locations,and whether,
if they were lonely, moving too often
wasresponsible.

But none o these questions was
connectedwithcurrent feglingsof lone-
liness, people who had moved fre-
quently and those who had never
strayed from their birthplace had
equal chances of feeling londy. People
who change cities often have just as

many friends and are just as satisfied
with their friendships as people who
remain rooted in one spot. e recog-
nize, o course, that moving is often
fraught with difficulty; separation
from friendsoften causesboutsdf lone-
liness. But the NYU data suggest that
such feelings, for most people, aretem-
porary reactions during the adjust-
ment phase. People who move fre-
quently, it seems, learn quickly how to
make friends and put down rootsin a
new community.

he sociologiststurned out to

be correct in predicting that

the loneliest people are likely
to be poor,uneducated, and of minority
groups, we found too that an even
stronger companion o londiness is
unemployment. But none d thesecon-
ditions, however adverse, was as
strongly related tofeelingsdf loneliness
asa person's perception o reality—to
feeling a painful mismatch between
actual lifeand desired life.

A good example of this comes from
the surprising but reliable finding
that old people are less londly, on the
average, than young adults. This pat-
tern has turned up in other large sur-
veys as well as the NYU study, and
directly counters the cliche o the
lonely senior citizen. Although more
old people than young live alone, and
although older peopleseetheir friends
less often than young adults do, the
elderly are more satisfied with their
friendships, have higher self-esteem,
and fed more independent. They join
social and civicgroups moreoften,and
get drunk far lessoften than the young.
Old people even complain less than
young folksdo about physical and psy-
chological symptoms—such as head-

aches, poor appetite, depression, ir-
ritability, and poor concentration.

We think that young people are so
susceptible to loneliness because they
feel most sharply the discrepancy be-
tween the search for intimacy and the
failure to find it. Young people are
romantic and idealistic; they thinkitis
more important tofind a"romantic or
sexual partner' than older people do.

Because londliness is more in one's
mind than one's circumstances, living
alone does not by itself foster the fedl-
ing. The NYU researchers tested the
notion that living alone produces seri-
ous medical problems, but found no
differencesin the mental and physical
health of people who live aone and
those who live with others. Londy
peopledo have more medical and psy-
chological problems than their less
lonely peers,eventhoughthelonely are
aslikely to beliving with roommates,
or spouses, or families,or ontheirown.

The NYU questionnaire included a
number of itemsabout aperson's social
life,whichshowedthat althoughlonely
people do have fewer friendsand con-
tacts, on the average, than less londly
people, their dissatisfaction with the
ties they have iswhat makesthem feel
lonely. Londly people are dissatisfied
witheverything about their lives: their
living arrangements (whether solo or
withothers), thenumber offriendsthey
have, the quality o those friendships,
their marriagesor loveaffairs,thenum-
ber o conversations they have each
day,and their sex lives.

Wecannot say for sure, yet, whether
dissatisfactionscreate feelingsd sepa-
ration and loneliness, or whether lone-
liness turns the whole world sour. But
wedid gleanevidencethat somecauses
o adult loneliness havetheir originin

61




Lonely peopleremember their parentsas
being disagreeabl e, remote, and untrustworthy;thelondiest
peopled al were thosewhose parentshad divorced.

childhood. Psychiatrist John Bowlby
has argued persuasively that separa-
tion from parents can have lasting
detrimental effects on children, and
Bowlby's thesis was supported in the
survey. Longly people tended to re-
member their parents as being dis
agreeable, remote, and untrustworthy;
individuals who said they were not
lonely described their parentsasclose,
helpful,and warm. (Current feglingsaf
loneliness, though, may color one's
memory d events.) But the loneliest
peopled all werethosewhose parents
had divorced. Asone man commented,
"My mom was married twiceand my
father and stepfather have been noth-
ing but purehell for me. | havelostallof
my confidence and fed not worth any-
thing to anyone."”

If their parents did divorce, people
fared better the later the separation
occurred. Peoplewhowerelessthan six
years old when their parents split up
were by far the loneliest as adults;
people who were older than six were
lonelier than those who were adoles-
cents; and so on. Thisisdisturbing, for
the Census Bureau predicts that 45
percent of all children bornin 1977 will
spend asignificant period d their lives
with only oneparent.

Thelossd either parent by divorceis
more detrimental, in terms o later
loneliness, than lossby death. Whether
aparent dieswhena personisachild, a
teenager, or an adult has no effect on
later fedings o loneliness. It is as if
children regard divorced parents as
having chosen to reject them and are
tormented by the parent's inaccessibil-
ity. But most children come to under-
stand that a parent's death isnot their
responsibility.It isthus not theevent of
parental separation itself but how chil-

dren perceiveit that will affecttheir | ater
adjustment.

Peoplewho havehad unhappy child-
hood experiences, who fed that their
parents neglected or rejected them,
may grow up with fragile self-esteem.
Psychol ogical research has shown that
people who dislike themselves aso
tend to dislike or be less tolerant of
others, possibly because a hostile
stance protects a vulnerable person
from therisk-of rej ection. Wesuspected
that this defensiveness is part o a
self-fulfilling prophesy: A guarded
lonely personishard to get toknow and
isthereforelikely to remain isolated.

ent experiments by Warren
Jones at the University o
Tulsa find that lonely stu-
dents do tend to be sdf-focused and
difficult to talk to. Jones observed col-
legestudentswhosaid they werelonely
conversing with students who were
not. Lonely people, he noted, talked
more about themselves, asked fewer
questions of their partners, and
changed thetopicmorefrequently than
their socially adept peers did. Jones
concluded that many lonely students
simply do not know how to behavein
social situations, so their encounters
tend to be superficial and emotionally
unsatisfying to them.

Inthe NYU surveys, too, lonely peo-
ple had lower self-esteem than people
who were not lonely. They also tended
to dislike others more readily, to have
fewer friends, to belessbusy during the
week and on weekends, to join socid
groups lessfrequently,and to say they
feel bored.

Lonelinessdoes not fed thesameto
everyone. The NYU surveysasked peo-
plehow they usually fed whenthey are

lonely, and found four different sets o
feelings. For some people, the largest
group,lonelinessfed slikedesperation;
words they use to describe the sensa-
tion include "desperate,” "panic,”
"helpless,” and "afraid.” Such individ-
ualsfed cut df from otherswhen they
arelonely— abandonedandfrightened.
Another cluster o feelings, which we
label "impatient boredom," represents
a milder loneliness, the kind that peo-
ple may fed when they are unex-
pectedly left doneonaSaturday night,
orwhen they arestuck inaboringhotel
room on a business trip. This tempo-
rary feeling o lonelinessincludessuch
emotions as "bored," "uneasy,"” and
"desireto beelsawhere.”

The last two factors, self-depreca-
tion and depression, are common reac-
tions to prolonged feelings of loneli-
ness. Self-deprecationis anger at one-
self: "I am aone, unattractive, and
stupid; | deserveto belondy." Depres-
sion is a more resigned and passive
state marked by self-pity:"1 am isolat-
ed, cut off,sorry for myself."

hefour meaningsd loneliness

suggest a progression from

occasional dissatisfaction
with on€e's social situation, to chronic
and more intense dissatisfaction, and
finaly, if things do not get better, to
self-hatred and self-pity.

The NYU surveyswere deliberately
broad and exploratory, making up in
coveraged many issueswhat they lost
in clinical detail. The UCLA studies
aimed at constructing a theoretical
model of theconditionsand interpreta-
tionsthat gointotheself-label "lonely."
Researchersat UCLA haveworked pri-
marily withcollegestudents, and thisis
onetopicforwhich it makesgood sense
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Attributionsfor londinessareimportant
because they determinehow aperson will feed and how
heor shewill behavein thefuture.

to use them. As we mentioned earlier,
the young are far more likely than the
old to report fedling lonely—college
students and high-school seniors most
d all. (Inone UCLA study, morethan 70
percent o all undergraduates thought
lonelinesswasan important problem.)

The UCLA research started offwith
the importance o the explanations
people givefor being lonely —in social-
psychological terms, their causal attri-
butions, One youngwoman blamed her
environment, for exampl e, noting that
“ycCLAissuchabigimpersonal factory
that it's hard to meet people” But
another student blamed himsdf: "I'm
just tos shy toget to know peopleor ask
agirl foradate." Many previousstudies
d the attribution process had sug-
gested that people would ask them-
selvesthree basi c questionsabout why
they arelondly: Whao's to blame?Can it
change? What control do | have over
my feelings?

Inaseriesd fivestudies, the UCLA
researchersfound that the answers to
these questionscan be arranged along
three dimensions: locus of causality
("Am| to blamefor my loneliness,or is
it something in my environment?");
stability over time ("'Is my longliness
transitory, or isit likely to be perma-
nent?"); and controllability (“Is there
anything I candoabout beinglondy,or
isitout o my hands?").

Some students blamed external
causes, emphasizing elements o the
university situation that led to loneli-
ness(theimmensesized theuniversity,
the impersonal classes, the lack o op-
portunitiesto meet people, or theexis-
tence o socid cliques). Others gave
internal attributions, focusingon lack
d social skills, shyness, physical unat-
tractiveness, or fear o trying. Onestu-

dent wrote," Thefault, Ibelieve, aways
liesin theindividual whoislondy. If a
personislonely it is because he or she
has not taken the initiative in attempt-
ing to meet people.”

The students regarded some causes
oflonelinessas more stabl e than others.
They thought shynesswasatemporary
quality that could change with effort,
but they regarded unattractiveness or
an unpleasant personality as causes
that would be very hard to change.
Students felt that they had the most
control over causes that wereinternal
(such as lack o effort) and unstable
(suchas being shy). UCLA undergradu-
ates are, by and large, an optimisitc
group. They were reluctant to blame
loneliness on looks or personality; the
single most common explanation for
loneliness was that a person was not
trying hard enough,amatter relatively
easy to remedy, in their view. Many
students, o course, recognized the
complexity o the problem, assuming
some personal responsibility for fed-
ing lonely but also noting the difficul-
tiesimposed by thelargeuniversity.

ttributions for londliness deter-
mine how a person will fed
(depressed, accepting, opti-
mistic, angry), and how he or shewill
behave in the future. The man whose
attributions are internal and stable is
saying, ineffect," Thefaultisinme,and
I am unlikely to change.” The woman
whose attributions are internal and
unstable is saying, "The fault was in
me, but next time | will try harder and
makeit work."

The attribution processislinked to
sdlf-blameor blamed others. TheNYU
surveys found that lonely people are
less friendly to others, which under-

standably would exacerbate their so-
cial isolation. But on closer inspection
d the UCLA studies, it appears that
hostility and anger are marks only o
people who bdievethey arelonely for
external reasons—such as being ex-
cluded by ingroups. Severa of the NYU
interviewees expressed hostility to-
ward people for rejecting or ignoring
them. "You can't do anything for peo-
ple," amiddle-aged woman said. “Eve-
ryone is ungrateful.” (In a study by
Bernard Weiner o reactionsto success
and failure, people whofelt they failed
because o other people's efforts or
motives tended to fed "revengeful,”
"furious," "bitter,” and "fuming.")

When people aim attributions at
themselves, the resulting emotion is
not usually anger, but disappointment,
shame, or embarrassment ("Why
didn't I try harder?'"How could | have
been such a stupid clod?'). Their be-
havior inturndependsonwhether they
view the problem as unchangeableor
fixable. Attributionsar e o pivotal im-
portance in explaining why some
lonely people become depressed and
withdraw socially, and others ward dff
depression and actively work to im-
prove their social lives. Depression oc-
cursprimarily when peopleaccountfor
loneliness in stable, internal terms (*'l
am hopelesdyfat, ugly,and unlovable;
there'snothingl candoabout it™); other
attributions may galvanize them into
effective action ("1 won't find fellow
skiersin aplacethisbigunlessl adver-
tise in the school newspaper™). The
longer a spell d loneliness lasts, the
more likely a person is to think the
reasons are permanent rather than
temporary,tolosethehopethat lifewill
improve.

O course, the particular precipitat-
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Y oung single peopleand the recently
divorced were most likely to say they arelondy becausethey are
unattached,longingfor " one specid person.”

ing causes o loneliness that are rele-
vant to a college student undoubtedly
differ from the explanations that a
recently divorced 35-year-old, an un-
employed factory worker, or adisabled
80-year-old might have, but their attri-
butions still fall along the same three
dimensionsd internality, stability, and
control. In the NYU studies, young
singlepeopleand the recently divorced
were most likely to say they arelonely
because they are unattached, longing
for "one special person.” Young adults
also linked loneliness to alienation—
not being understood, not having close
friends, not being needed. Amongol der
peoplewhofelt lonely, the main reason
was forced isolation (being house-
bound or handicapped), not thelack of
friendsor lovers.

Ancther key influence on a person's
experience d loneliness is expecta-
tions: Peoplewant to know when their
feelingsdf lonelinessare” normal," and
typically decide by watching how other
people react in the same situation. If
everyone else seems to be suffering,
one'sownproblemsaretolerable.But if
everyone el se seemsto be happy, one's
own suffering becomes unbearable.
One o the NYU researchers (Ruben-
stein) interviewed a young black
woman who expressed this sentiment
well: "When I'm londy, | don't know
what todofor myself...l justsitinthe
housewithmy twokidsand lookout the
window and see everybody else going
by and having a good time." Associal
psychologist Stanley Schachter put it,
"Misery doesn't just love company. It
lovesmiserable company.”

Past experiencesal soshapeexpecta
tions. As psychol ogistM arjorie Lowen-
thal showed, elderly people who have
lived most of their lives with minimal
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NYU studiesuncovered four clusters offeelingsthat people ave when

they say they fed lonely. Some people associate the experience of loneliness
with desperation and abandonment; others fed bored; others sink into self-
deprecation or depression.What peopledowhen they arelonely dependson how
they fed about their loneliness. The severely depressed and most lonely
individuals fal into" sad passivity." Peoplewho areonly mildly or rarely

lonely preferto attack the mood with vigorous strategies: They work,

exercise, writeletters, read books, or call or visit a friend.

social contact are content with few
friends and do not feel deprived or
especialy lonely. But elderly people
who suddenly face a change in the
number o friends and activities they
are used to do fed londly. Likewise, a
personwho hashad anunusually good
relationship may fed lonelyif heor she
cannot duplicateit. Awomanwrotethe
NYU researchers: "It is possible to be

alone and never be londly. It is also
possible to be lonely and never be
aone. Since the death of my first hus-
band, therehasbeenacored loneliness
within me, a void that is never filled,
despite the fact that | remarried less
than ayear after hisdeath.”

Our studies suggest that people can
benefit from understanding the multi-
ple causes o loneliness, and from rec-
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Péopl ewant to know when their fedings
o lonelinessare “normal,” and typicaly decide by watching how other
peoplereact inthesamesituation.

ATTRIBUTIONS
ABOUT LONELINESS

N

Fedinglonely hasitsorigins both in qualities ofthe individual (sensitivityto rejection, shyness, physical
appearance) and in qualities ofthe situation (unemployment, recent divorce or loss, large lecture

classes, moving to anew city).The intersection of these two factorsin turn affect a person'sdesired and actual
social life-whether the person expects to have many friends,finds them, is satisfied with them.When a gap occurs
between expectation and reality, the individual feelsunhappy and frustrated,
and is motivated to account for the discrepancy. Depending on the explanation (attribution)

he makes, hewill take action to overcome loneliness, or becomedepressed, ill, bitter,and further isolated.

ognizing their ownrolein perpetuating
or extinguishing it. Research haslong
demonstrated that people tend to un-
derestimate the effectsdf situations on
their behavior; they overemphasize
personality factors. Thetrick isto un-
derstand whichcausesd lonelinessare
under on€e's control, and which arenot;
which events precipitated the lonely
feelings(such asthe death o a spouse,
forced retirement) and which ones
maintain it (refusal tofind new friends
or interests, shyness).

The phenomenon o loneliness is
both a personal and asocial one. Ther-
apy may be appropriate for people
whose parents rejected them (or who
fedl rejected by their parents), and for
lonely souls whose self-esteem is low.

Therapy usually won't help people
made lonely by loss of work, racial
discrimination, or competition.

While collaborating coast-to-coast
on this article, we discovered that we
had unintentionally developed differ-
ent opinions about the prospects for
treating loneliness. Rubenstein and
Shaver, after surveying thousands of
adults o all agesand occupations (re-
siding mostly in gray northeastern cit-
ies) and interviewing middle-aged peo-
plewho havebeen lonely for years, felt
pessimistic about reversing many o
the social and personal forces that
cause loneliness. Peplau and her col-
leagues, working with collegestudents
(insunny California), were much more
optimistic. By nipping negative attri-

butions in the bud, she argues, severe
loneliness and depression can be pre-
vented or overturned. The three of us
agree on one thing: The earlier loneli-
nessisdealt withthe morelikelyitisto
bedispelled. O
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