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CHAPTER 2

Toward a Social Psychology of
Loneliness

Daniel Perlman and L etitia Anne Peplau

Loneliness is a common experience — probably few people avoid being
lonely at some time in their life. It is also a distressing experience as many
individual accounts bear out. For example, in interviews with journalist
Suzanne Gordon (1976) oneretired surgeon commented on theloneliness of
old age, that, Y ou are alone, people have died and you look in the mirror
and you look awful . . .”; while a middle-aged woman describing her
unhappy marriage noted that ""There was noonetotalk to. .. To me,
loneliness and depression were absolutely synonymous”. Y et, despite the
pervasiveness and importance o the phenomenon, it is only recently that
socia scientists have attempted a suitably empirical, theoretically-derived
study of loneliness (e.g. see Hartog ¢t al., 1980; Peplau and Perlman, in
press).

The intention of the present chapter isto review the literature, drawing
mainly on current empirical research, and to provide aconceptual perspec-
tive on loneliness. We start, therefore, by considering a more formal
definition of the concept; in our view lonelinessisthe unpleasant experience
that occurs when a person's network of socia relationsis deficient in some
important way, either quantitatively or qualitatively; and although
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loneliness may at times reach pathological proportions, we are mostly
concerned with "' normal" rangesd lonelinessamong the general public. In
this definition there are three general points to be noticed, which are also
shared by other definitions that have been offered (see Peplau and Perlman,
in press): first, loneliness results from deficiencies in the person's socia
relations; second, loneliness is a subjective phenomenon (it is not neces-
sarily synonymous with objective isolation, so that people can be alone
without being lonely); third, lonelinessis unpleasant and distressing.

Conceptually, wedraw upon an attributional approach (see Peplau et al.,
1979) and view loneliness as a discrepancy between one's desired and
achieved levels of social relations. One advantage of this approach isthat it
drawsattention tothelevelsof socia contact that people need or desireasan
important set of conditions producing loneliness, whereas, al too often,
social scientists have ignored this aspect of the problem and focused solely
on the low levels of socia contact that people actualy achieve. A dis
crepancy perspective thusgivesamore comprehensivepicture of thefactors
that contribute to loneliness and helps us to understand phenomena which
might otherwise be anomalous.

A second major advantage of the discrepancy-attributional approach is
that it takes account of cognitive factors mediating between interpersonal
deficiency and emotional response. Cognitive processessuch ascausal attri-
butionsand perceived control are seen as affecting how we experience our
situation subjectively. Most traditional viewsd loneliness (see Peplau and
Perlman, in press), however, emphasizeour human needsfor intimacy, so
that loneliness is seen as the inevitable direct consequence of failure to
satisfy these needs and any intervening cognitive processes are almost
entirely ignored.

In developing the approach indicated above the chapter will be divided
into six parts. (1) the forms and measurement of loneliness, (2) manifes-
tations of loneliness, (3) antecedents of loneliness, (4) cognitive processes
that modulate the lonely experience, (5) how people react to lonelinessin
others, and (6) copingwith loneliness.

Forms and Measurementof Loneliness

Forms

Various typologies have been used to distinguish different formsof lone-
liness (see de Jong-Gierveldand Raadschelders, in press) and three under-
lying factors haveeach been used in articulatingtypes of loneliness.
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The firgt factor used in classifying types of loneliness can be seen in the
writing of Moustakas (1961). He distinguished between loneliness anxiety
and existential loneliness. According to him, loneliness anxiety is aversive
and results from "a basic alienation between man and man", whereas
existential lonelinessisan inevitablepart of the human experience, involving
periods of self-confrontation and providing an avenue for self-growth.
While it can be painful, it can also lead to "triumphant creation™. Thus,
Moustakas, like others, sees a positive—negative dimensionrunning through
loneliness experiences. Loneliness anxiety is the negative form; existential
loneliness is the positive form. In this chapter, we will primarily be con-
cerned with what Moustakascallslonelinessanxiety.

Time has been used asasecond basisof classification schemes. Loneliness
can be seen asa temporary ‘“state” perhapslinked to specificeventssuch as
moving to anew community; or, it can be seenasamorechronic*trait™. The
individual can have a short-term loneliness ' experience™, or s/he can be a
"lonely person™.

A third way of categorizingformsof lonelinesshasbeenon thebasisof the
socid deficiency involved. Weiss (1973) distinguished emotional loneliness
(based on the absence of a personal, intimate relationship) from socia
loneliness (based on the lack of socia **connectedness™ or sense of com-
munity). He believesemotional lonelinessisa more acutely painful form of
isolation; social lonelinessis experienced asamixtured feelingrejected or
unacceptable, together with asenseof boredom.

In al these forms, loneliness is assumed to be an emotionally intense
experience. Empirical work by de Jong-Gierveld and Raadschelders (in
press) hasidentified yet one other typedf loneliness. Peoplein thisgroup are
passively resigned to their fate. Although they may lack both an intimate
partner and friendshipsand they may see no end to their condition, they accept
their social deprivationsas unavoidable and are apatheticin their response.

Measuring loneliness

Researchers have used single items, uni-dimensional scales, and muilti-
dimensiona approaches to measure loneliness (Russell, in press). In al
cases, paper and pencil techniques (or verbal questioning) have been used,
probably the most thoroughly devel oped and widdly accepteddf whichisthe
University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) Scale. This consists of
twenty statements such as 'l lack companionship™ and "I am an outgoing
person’ and respondents taking the scale are instructed: " Indicate how
often (never, rarely, sometimes or often) each of the following statements
describesyou". Scoring isdonein an uni-dimensional manner.

34 DANIEL PERLMAN AND LETITIA ANNE PEPLAU

The UCLA scaeperformswell on traditional psychometriccriteria. It has
a coefficient alpha of 0-94 and reasonably high test-retest reiability. An
earlier form of the UCLA Scale correlated 0-74 and 0-72 with two other
loneliness measures (Bradley's and Ellison and Paloutzian’s). Several "at
risk™ groups of individuals (divorced adults, prison inmates, individuals
seeking help with their social skills) have been administered thescaleand, as
expected, scored high on loneliness. The scale also hasconstruct validity in
that it correlates with activities(e.g. time alone per day) and feelings(e.g.
sad) that theorists have linked with loneliness.

Finally, Russell and his colleagueshave demonstrated the UCLA Scal€'s
discriminant validity. It measures loneliness, per se, not related concepts
such as depression, anxiety, or self-esteem. This is crucial not only for
measuring lonelinessbut also for providingconfidencein the importanceof
research findingsin this area. If lonelinesswere inextricably confounded
with another concept such as depression, one would aways have lingering
doubts that the presumed effectsdf lonelinesswere really only the result of
the other factor. In rea life it is probable that loneliness often occurs
together with depression, anxiety and/or low self-esteem, but fortunately,
the UCLA Scalein combination with careful research techniques permits
theidentification of loneliness per se and its unique consequences.

Manifestations of Loneliness

Several manifestations of loneliness can be identified. In the following
section, manifestations of loneliness are divided into four categories:
affective, motivational, behavioural and socia problems associated with
loneliness, of which the emotional or affective manifestationshave beenthe
most thoroughly studied.

Affective manifestations

Virtually by definition, loneliness is an unpleasant experience. Fromm-
Reichmann (1959) described it as ""painful and frightening™ and other
clinicians have commented on the frequent association of loneliness and
depression. Further writers have associated lonelinesswith such feelingsas
dissatisfaction (Rubenstein et af., 1979), anxiety (Moustakas, 1961),
boredom (Weiss, 1973) and interpersonal hostility (Zilboorg, 1938).
Research provides empirical support for many of these postulated
emotional correlates: for example, Sermat (1980) aswdl as Loucks (1974)
reported data linking loneliness with hostility. In a study done at UCLA,
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Russell ez al., (1978) found lonely students were apt tofeel "angry", “self-
enclosed™, " empty", and " awkward" . These students al so described them-
selves astense, restless and anxious. Similar results were obtained among a
sampleof senior citizens studied by Perlman, Gerson and Spinner (1978).

Another consistent finding has been that lonely individuals have a
basically negative outl ook: forinstance, lonely respondentsreport being less
happy, less satisfied, and more pessimistic (Russell e al., 1978; Perlman et
al., 1978). When asked to list and then rate ten activities they did over the
proceeding weekend, lonely respondents were less satisfied with how they
spent their time (Perlman ez al., 1979).

Motivational and cognitive manifestations

Two seemingly contradictory viewpoints have been expressed concerning
the motivational aspects of loneliness. On the one hand, some authors
consider loneliness arousing: for instance, Sullivan (1953) believed lone-
liness was a "‘driving” force. He observed that loneliness motivates
individuals toinitiatesocia interaction despitethe anxiety such interactions
hold for lonely people. On the other hand, some authors believe that
loneliness decreases motivation: for instance, Fromm-Reichmann (1959)
contended that true loneliness creates a sense of ** paralyzing hopel essness
and unalterable futility™. Similarly, Weiss (1973) claimed that for lonely
people, taskslose their meaning.

I none unpublished survey by Perlman, theanswersof lonely respondents
indicated apathy: forinstance, lonely individual sendorsed such itemsas* At
times1feel worn out for nospecial reason', and"' My strength often seemsto
drain away fromme", but rejected thestatement ™' | havealot of energy™. In
another study (Loucks, 1974), lonely students were found lacking in
"vigor. Naturally, the despondency apparent in this evidence contrasts
with the hyperactivity which can be engendered by anxiety.

Several factors may be helpful in resolving the apparently paradoxical
motivational properties of loneliness. First, loneliness may arouse motiva
tion for interpersonal contact but diminish motivation for other tasks.
Secondly, loneliness may be arousing yet interfere with the effective
channeling of one's energiestocompletetasks. Thirdly, loneliness may have
different motivational properties over time. Perhaps having perceived
control over one's loneliness motivates people to seek ways of alleviating
their experience. Last, but equally plausible, loneliness may influence the
fluctuation in one's motivational state more than its "average™ level. In
other words, lonely individualsmay alternate between periods of high and
low motivational arousal.
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Some of the motivational manifestations of loneliness emphasize
cognitive processes. Perhaps the most salient of these is vigilance about
interpersonal relationships. Weiss (1973, p. 21) commented on vigilance as
follows:

"Theindividua is forever appraising othersfor their potential as providersof the
needed relationships, and forever appraising situationsin termsof their potential
for making the needed relationships available . . . (Loneliness) produces an
oversensitivity tominimal cuesand a tendency to misinterpret or toexaggerate the
hostile or affectionate intent of others."

Todate, very little systematicevidence hasbeen presented to support these
claims. What has, however, been established inseveral samples(see Joneset
al., in press) isthat lonely respondents are highin self-consciousness: that is,
they dwell on their actions, as well as the impression they think they are
making on others.

Besides this vigilance, clinicians have observed that lonely individuals
often have difficulty concentrating. The Manitoba data (i.e. Perlman's
study) support thisinsight: lonely respondentswere moreapt toreport being
"easily distracted from atask™, and, indeed, under distracting conditions,
lonely subjects in a lab experiment made more errors in learning a list of
paired associatesthan did non-lonely subjects(Perlman et a/., 1979). (There
wereno differences between thetwo groupsin anon-distracting condition.)

Behavioural manifestations

I'n thinking about the behavioural manifestations of loneliness, it isat times
difficult to distinguish behaviours that accompany loneliness, behaviours
that lead tolonelinessinthefirst place, and behavioural strategiesfor coping
with loneliness. In this discussion, we consider social skill deficitsin the
context of antecedentsof loneliness, and we consider affiliative behaviours
such asattemptingto meet new people, inasection on coping withloneliness.

Three possible behavioural manifestations of loneliness warrant atten-
tion. First, to the extent that lonelinesscreatesanxiety or depression, lonely
individuals may exhibit some of the characteristic behaviours which
frequently accompany these states. Second, evidence shows that loneliness
iscorrelated with alack of assertiveness(Jonesetal.,inpress). Thedirection
of causality here, isof course, open to debate: while being submissive may
predispose people to loneliness, lonely people may also have difficulty
mobilizing assertive behaviours. Third, it has been suggested (e.g. Fromm-
Reichmann, 1959) that lonely people have difficulty talking about their
lonelinesswith others.
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Finaly, while some research has been done on manifestations of
loneliness, several crucia guestions remain unanswered. For instance, do
these manifestations inevitably accompany loneliness? Do the various
manifestations occur together in one or more cohesive clusters o
symptoms?If thereismorethanone cluster, what are these patternsor types
of loneliness? While one tempting research strategy is to identify lonely
people via their symptoms, such a technique appears premature. Possibly,
such atechnique will never be practical.

Socia and medical problems

Popular writers have associated lonelinesswith avariety of socia problems
such as suicide, alcoholism and even illness: for instance, it has been noted
that the death rate for surviving marital partnersis atypicaly high in the
period following their spouse's death; and some observersregard thisasa
consequence of loneliness. In his book, The Broken Heart: The Medical
Consequencesof Loneliness, JamesLynch (1977) argued that lonelinessalso
makes peopl e susceptible to seriousillnessand promotes overusedf medical
services. Lynch provided provocativeevidencein behalf of histhesis, but it
was mostly based on people who were socially isolated and, from our
perspective, these individuals need not necessarily be lonely. Rubenstein
and Shaver (1980) report a strong relationship between loneliness and a
checklist of psychosomaticsymptomssuch as headaches, poor appetite and
feeling tired. However, this checklist combines medical symptoms with
cognitive problems (e.g., ""'worrying") and feelingsof sdf worth.

Further evidence for the link between lonelinessand social problemshas
been reported by Brennan and Austander (1979). Their study was based on
secondary analyses of several large scale surveysdf American adol escents,
and they found that lonelinesswas associated with poor grades, expulsion
from school, running away from home, and engagingin delinquent actssuch
astheft, gamblingand vandalism.

Antecedents of Loneliness

The possible antecedents of loneliness are numerous and it is useful to
distinguish events that precipitate the onset of lonelinessfrom factors that
predispose individuals to become lonely or to persist in being lonely over
time. Based on our definition of loneliness, precipitating events may be
broadly categorized into changesin a person's achieved social relationsand
changes in a person's desired or expected socia relations. Predisposing
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factors include the usual quantity and quality of one's socia relationships,
characteristics of the individual {e.g. personality, physical attributes) and
more general characteristics of a given situation or culture. Predisposing
variablesaretypicaly enduring aspectsdf the person's situation.

From adiscrepancy viewpoint, most of these predisposingfactors can be
conceptualized asvariablesunderlying the amount of social contact that the
individual typically achievesand/or desires. Predisposing factors also shape
and limit how people react to lifechangesthat might alter the individual's
desired or achieved levels of socia contact. Thus, we see predisposing
factors as putting people at risk of being lonely, but such factors are not
necessarily the immediate cause of loneliness. However, independently of
the way one conceptualizesthe causal chainleading toloneliness, we would
expect predisposing variablesto be statistically associated with loneliness.

Changesin achieved socia relations

L onelinessisfrequently precipitated by changesin a person'ssocial relation-
ships that lead to a sub-optimal level of achieved socia interaction. These
changes may affect a single relationship, or may affect a person's total
network of social relations.

Termination. The ending of aclose emational relationship is a common
cause of loneliness so that, for example, widowhood has been associated
with loneliness by several researchers (e.g. Weiss, 1973). Lopata (1969)
reports that 48% of a random sampleof urban widowsviewedlonelinessas
the major problem in widowhood, while an additional 22% referred to
loneliness in conjunction with other problems. Divorceis an increasingly
common phenomenon which is also associated with loneliness(e.g. Weiss,
1973; Gordon, 1976); and at least one study (Hill et al., 1976) findsthat the
breakup of dating relationships, too, is accompanied by feelings of lone-
linessand depression.

Physical separation. In a mobile society, separation from family and
friendsisa common occurrence. Separation reduces the frequency of inter-
action, makesthe satisfactionsprovided by arelationship lessavail able, and
may raise fears that the relationship will be weakened by absence. Such
events as moving to a new community, going away from home to summer
camp or to university, or spending extended periods in institutions such as
hospitals or prisons all affect socia relationships, in addition the require-
mentsof work often impingeon socia relations outside of work intheform
of businesstrips, extended hoursspent workingovertime, or the necessity of
moving as part of career advancement. Evidence that physical separation
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puts people at risk for loneliness is readily available: for example Weiss
(1973) has noted the difficulties experienced by wives forced to move by
their husband's work. However, Rubenstein et al. (1979) maintain that the
loneliness passes quickly for most peoplewho moveto a new community.

Statuschange. An individua's positionwithin agroup or organi zationhas
considerable impact on interaction with others both inside and outside the
group. Asaresult, changesin status may lead to loneliness. For example,
promotion in a business may weaken ties with former peers, and create
loneliness until new peer relationsare established. Personswho completea
term as president or chair of agroup may also find that their contactswith
others are reduced. Similarly, role loss through retirement or unemploy-
ment typically disrupts socia ties with former co-workers and so may
precipitateloneliness(seeRubenstein ez al., 1979). Bart (1972) documented
the distress felt by mothers when their grown children leave home, and
indicated that women who had invested the most in the maternal role
suffered themost from havingan "' empty nest"'. Theacquisitionaf new roles
can aso disrupt established socia networks. For young adults, both
marriage and parenthood may lead to major and often unanticipated
changes in contact with friends and relatives (see Dickens and Perlman,
1981).

Changesin desired socia relations

Lonelinessmay be precipitated when an increasein aperson's desired social
relationsisnot accompanied by an increasein achieved socid relations.

Developmental changes. Age-related changesin a person's capacitiesand
desirefor social relations may precipitateloneliness. Sullivan (1953) posited
adevelopmental sequenceinwhich childrenof different ageshavedifferent
needs and social skills. In hisview, lonelinessfirst becomes possible during
the pre-adolescent era, in which a ' need for intimacy" is added to earlier
needs for tenderness, for peers and for acceptance. A rather different
developmental approach is provided by cognitive psychologists who
emphasi ze the growing child's changing intellectual capacities, such asrole-
taking ability (see Dickensand Perlman, 1981).

Developmental changesin desired socia relationsundoubtedly occur after
adolescenceaswell. For example, Gail Sheehy (1976, p. 415) suggested that
for many professionally successful people, “midlife may beatimetordax. ..
and put more. . . into cultivatingfriendships,being acompanion. . . , being
more activein the community'* . Other experiences, such as psychotherapyor
consciousness-rai singgroups, may a so encourageindividualsto re-assessthe
importance and the quality of their socia relations.
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Situational changes. A person's desire to be with others is not constant.
Instead, it fluctuates frequently depending on the task, the physica setting,
the person's mood and the like. Middlebrook (1974) found that nearly all
students preferred being alone when tired or embarrassed, and being with
companions when happy. Schachter’s (1959) classic studies demonstrated
that situationsof stressor uncertainty can influencedesireto be with others.
Even holidaysand seasonal changescan beimportant (Gilger, 1976).

Changes in expectations. A person's desired levd o socid reations is
tempered, to some extent, by expectations about the sorts of relations that
are possible or likely in a given situation. In some ingtances, expectations
about future socid contact help to prevent or minimize loneliness. For
example, a woman entering hospital for surgery may correctly anticipate
reduced social contacts, and so moderate her desired level of interaction in
that situation. In other instances, however, expectations may increase the
likelihood of loneliness. A young boy going away to camp may inappro-
priately expect to make friends quickly, and so raise his desiresfor socid
relationships to unrediticaly high levels. By affecting the desired level of
social contact, expectations may influence the extent o longliness a person
experiences.

Thequantity and quality o socid contacts

Quantity. Perhapsthe most obvious determinant of lonelinessis the level
of a person's socid relationships. Changes in socid contacts have aready
been treated as a precipitating factor in loneliness. Here, we wish to discuss
levels of contact, per se, as another causal ingredient in loneliness.
Naturally, in cross-sectional surveys, reports of ones socid relationships
can reflect recent changes in one's situation: but, for the most part, we
believe such reports reflect on-going levels of one's contacts. We therefore
regard the quantitativeaspectsof one's socid relationshipsas a predisposing
factor in loneliness.

There are severa indicationsthat lonely people havefewer socid contacts
than do other people (see Jones, in press). For instance, londly students
have been found to date less, and report fewer socia activities, and to spend
more time alone; whilst lonely senior citizens have less frequent contacts
with their friends(Perlrnan et al ., 1978).

Two interesting anomalies in the overdl pattern of results are worth
noting. First, in some surveyswhere globa indices have been used, londly
and non-lonely respondentshave reported a similar total number o friends.
This may be because londly respondents have a reasonable number of
acquaintancesbut aren't actually very close to these "'friends”. Secondly, in



SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF LONELINESS a1

a study where college students recorded their socid interactionsin a diary
for two days, loneliness was not related to the total number o interactions
the students had. The lonely diary-keepers did, however, report more
interactions with strangers and casual acquaintances and fewer interactions
with family and friends. Thus, even if lonely people have a number of brief

superficial contacts, the overall pattern of data suggests their socid contacts
are deficientas one would suspect.

The quality of reationships. Loneliness is affected not only by the

existence of socia relationshipsand the frequency of socid interaction, but
aso by the quality of relaionships and the needs that they meet. For
example, among senior citizens, marital dissatisfaction was associated with
greater londliness (Perlman er d., 1978). Similarly, in Cutronas (in press)
study of UCLA students, dissatisfaction with on€e's friendships, dating life,
and family relationshipswere dl significant predictorsof loneliness. Sermat
(1980) suggested that lonelinessisfostered by poor communication.
PO SR B B, S O e B R S I 1Sl &
personal attachment (as in intimate relations), socia integration, the oppor-
tunity to receive nurturance, re-assurancedf one's worth, and guidance. In
Wess' view, no one relationship isapt to satisfy all these needsand, instead,
different kinds of relationships are apt to satisfy different needs. In the
aforementioned UCLA study (Cutrona, in press), students rated how wel
their current relationshipssupplied them with each of Weiss sx provisions.
As predicted, students whose needswere well met tended to be less londly:
in particular, having aset of relationshipsthat provided socia integration, a
sense of worth, and guidance hel ped studentsavoid beinglonely.

Thus. both the quantity and quality o social contacts do contribute to
loneliness. However, it isworth re-iterating that according to our viewpoint,
it is not achieved levels of contact per se that are crucid: rather, the
relationship of achieved to desired (or needed) levels of contact should be
taken into consideration. Morewill besaid about thislater in the chapter.

Personal factorscontributing to loneliness

Individual characteristicsthat make it difficult for a person to establish or
maintain satisfactory relationships increase the likelihood of loneliness.
Such characteristicsas shyness, self-esteem and physica attractiveness may
affect loneliness in several related ways First, characteristicsthat reduce a
person's socia desirability may limit the person's opportunities for socid
relations; secondly, personal characteristics influence a person's own
behaviourin social situations; thirdly, personal qualities may determine how
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a person reacts to changes in his or her achieved socid relations and so
influence how effectivethe person is in avoiding, minimizing or dleviating
loneliness. Thissection discussescharacteristicsthat predisposeindividuasto
loneliness.

Shyness. Shyness, defined asa' tendency to avoid socid interactionsand to
fail to participateappropriately in social situations™ (Pilkonis, 1977}, may be
an important contributor to loneliness. Significant correl ationsbetween self-
reports of shyness and loneliness have been found by Zimbardo (1977) and
Joneset al. (in press). Recent work by Pilkonis(1977) has begun to document
waysin which shy peopl€e'sverba and nonverbal behavioursmay hinder socia
interaction, for instance, by not taking theinitiativein conversation. Work by
Sermat (1980) hasindicated that lonely men are lower in a measure of socid
risk-taking: while Cutrona’s research (in press) has indicated that lonely
studentsare introverted and lacking in assertiveness. Thusa cluster of related
factors — shyness, low socia risk-taking, lack of assertiveness, self-con-
sciousnessin socid situations— may well contributetoloneliness.

Self-esteem. There is considerable evidence that low self-esteem goes
hand in hand with greater loneliness (Loucks, 1974; Cutrona, in press).
Jones et al. (in press) found a significant correlation between scoreson the
UCLA loneliness scale and on Coopersmith's self-esteem scale. Sermat
(1980) reported that lonely individuals scored lower on the self-regard,
self-actualizationandinner-directednesssubscalesdf the ShostromPersonal
Orientation Inventory. Eddy (1961) found asignificantcorrel ation between
lonelinessand an indirect measure of self-esteem, the discrepancy between
the person's actual and ideal sdf concepts.

Thelink between self-esteem and loneliness is reciprocal such that low
self-esteem (and correl ated factorssuch asshynessand unwillingnessto take
socia risks) may foster loneliness but, at the same time, people with low
self-esteem may blame themselves for socia "'failures” or for having low
levelsof social contact, and thus reinforcetheir own low self opinion.

Social ski ffs. Weiss (1973) and others have suggested that alack of social
sKkills, perhaps stemmingfrom childhood, may be associated with loneliness.
In some instances, people with adequate social skillsmay beinhibited from
performing effectively by anxiety or shyness. In other instances,individuals
may not have learned essential socia skills. Whatever the cause, lonely
students (seeHorowitz et al., in press) report "' inhibitedsociability", that is,
they report problemsmaking friends, introducing themselves, participating
in groups, enjoying parties, making phone callsto initiatesocid activities,
and thelike.

The argument hereisthat peoplewith poor social skillshavefewer or less
satisfying socia relationships, and so experience loneliness. A potentia
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difficulty with the reasoning is evidence that lonelinessis not invariably
correlated with objective characteristics of a person's socia life. For
instance, young adults appear to have mote contactswith friends than do
senior citizens (see Dickens and Perlman, 1981) yet loneliness is more
prevalent in youngadulthood than in old age, Several factorsmay operate to
produce these results. First, measures of " objective” socid relationships,
corresponding to the achieved level of socia relationsin our definition, do
not consider theindividual's desiresfor the number and kind of relationships
to have. Perhaps seniors have fewer social needs than young adults. Our
position suggests that objective indicesadf frequency of interaction are less
appropriate predictors of lonelinessthan are indicationsof the discrepancy
between achieved and desired levels of socid interaction. In addition, it
seemslikely that over time, peoplewith very low level sof socia contact may
adapt (see Weiss, 1973) and lower their desired level of socia relations.

Regardless of the quantity of their socia contacts, emerging evidence
suggests that lonely people have a different style of interacting. Warren
Jones (in press) videotaped conversations between strangers. Ratings of
these tapes showed important differences between the socia behavioursof
lonely and non-lonely subjects. Lonely subjects made more sel f-statements,
they asked fewer questions o their partners, and they changed the topic
more frequently. Furthermore, lonely subjects responded more dowly to
their partners' statements. Overall, Jonescharacterizedtheinteractionstyle
of lonely individualsas " self-focused and non-responsive",and concluded
that thisstyle had detrimental effectsfor the establishment and maintenance
of relationships.

Similarity. A consistent finding in research on interpersonal attraction is
that, other things being equal, similarity leads to liking {(e.g. Dickens and
Perlman, 1981). Thissuggeststhat the match between an individua and the
socia groups in which he or she participates will affect loneliness. In any
given social situation, people who are " different'* becauseof their racial or
ethnic background, nationality, religion, age, or interests may be more
likely to be lonely.

Demographic characteristics. Some data indicate that loneliness is
correlated with gender, marital status, income and age. Although it may
only reflect greater willingnessto reveal their feelings, more women than
men state that they are londy (e.g. Weiss, 1973). For the UCLA loneliness
scale, gender effects are smal and usualy nonsignificant. Loneliness is
lower among married people than unmarried (Weiss, 1973). In one study,
when the unmarried group was further subdivided, loneliness was higher
among widowed and divorced peoplethan amongsingles, whodid not differ
from marrieds (Gubrium, 1974). There issomeindication that lonelinessis
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higher among the poor (Weiss, 1973). Finally, while lonelinesscan occur at
any age, it may be more common at particular points in the life cycle,
especialylate adolescence (Rubenstein er al ., 1979).

Childhood antecedents. Two findingsfrom surveys(see Rubenstein et a/.,
1979) regarding the childhood antecedents of loneliness are worth noting.
First, people whose parents got divorced experiencegreater loneliness: the
earlier the divorceoccurred, the greater the sense of loneliness. Secondly,
lonely respondents remembered their parents as being remote, less trust-
worthy, and disagreeable, whilst other respondents remembered their
parentsaswarm, close, and helpful. Similar findingshave been reported by
Brennan and Auslander (1979, p. 200). They sum up their evidence by
saying that lonely adolescents come from families manifesting **an absence
of emotional nurturance, guidance or support. Theclimateiscold, violent,
undisciplined, and irrational™. Among other findings, their lonely
adol escents reported higher levelsdf parental rejection, more parental use
of rgection as a form of punishment and greater parental dissatisfaction
with their choice of friends. Finally, lonely offspring felt their parents gave
them very little encouragement to strivefor popularity.

Culturd and situational factors contributing to loneliness

Both broad cultural values and characteristicsof specific socia situations
may contribute toloneliness.

Cultural values. Sociologicaly oriented theorists have seen loneliness as
resulting from cultural factors that prevent people from establishing satis-
factory relationships. Bowman (1975) identified increased social mohility and
decreased contactswith primary groupsaskey sources o loneliness. Riesman
e al. (1961) characterized Americans as " other-directed", overconcerned
about the evaluationd othersto validatesdf worth: yet Riesman noted that
""paradoxically (the other-directed person) remainsalonely member of the
crowd because he never redlly comes close to othersor to himself” (1961, p.
22). Slater (1970) emphasized a basic conflict between American values o
competition, uninvolvement and independence on the one hand, and human
needsfor community, engagement and dependenceon the other.

The conclusion reached by many sociologistsis that pervasive cultura
values emphasizing competition, rugged individualism and personal success
increase the incidence of loneliness. These values affect the behaviour o
individuals, and arereflectedin thestructuring of social institutions. Thuswe
might expect that in cultures such as China, where co-operation and group
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achievement are stressed, londiness is less frequent (cf. Zimbardo’s dis
cussion of shyness, 1977).

Social norms. An individud's own expectations and desires for social
relationsareimportantly affected by social norms. Accordingto Gordon:

"It is dear to the teenager that he or she should have a date after schodl, and it is

dear to the average men or wamen that he should have amete, family, a drde of

friends™ (1976, p. 15)

Cultural expectationsfor socia relationshipschangewith age. For instance,
while it is appropriate for young children to have their primary emotional
attachment to their parents, young adults are expected to develop new
attachments to dating partnersand later to a spouse. When a person's socia
relationshipsdo not keep pace with age-related changesin normative stan-
dardsfor relationships, heor sheislikely tofeel lonely.

Oneillustration of social normscan beseen in research by Larson et al. (in
press). High school students were asked to wear eectronic paging devices
and, whenever they were paged, they indicated whether they were alone or
with others and they indicated how lonely they werefedling. If studentswere
alone on week nights, they reported only moderate fedings of loneliness,
but students who were alone on Friday or Saturday nights reported intense
feelings of loneliness. Here the expectation that weekends are for socid
activitiesappears to be changingstudents' reactions.

Stuational congtraints. In any socid setting, factors that increase the
frequency of interaction and foster group cohesiveness should affect the
incidencedf loneliness. Thisincludes vaues(e.g. the extent to which awork
group iscompetitive), but extendsto other normativeand structuredfactors
in the situation as wel. For example, a well-documented finding (e.g.
Dickens and Perlman, 1981) is that physicd proximity fostersliking. As a
result, the architecture of housing units affectssocial interaction and friend-
ship formation. The individua who lives or works in a phydcdly isolated
location may tend to be socidly isolated aswell.

Cognitive Processes that Modulate the Loneliness Experience

As indicated earlier, the discrepancy between desired and achieved socid
relationsis typicdly perceived by the individuad and labelled as loneliness.
But, according to a cognitive perspective, this discrepancy does not lead
directly and inevitably to loneliness. Several factors may affect the self-
labelling processand the intensity o the person's reactionsto their situation,
and cognitive processes play a central role in modulating the loneliness

46 DANIEL PERLMAN AND LETITIA ANNE PEPLAU

experience. This section discusses how causa attributions, socid
comparison processes and perceptions of personal control affect loneliness.
Wewill start however, with labelling.

Labelling

It is sometimes difficult to label subjective experiences accurately i.e. to
decide if one isredly lonely, or to distinguish lonelinessfrom other psycho-
logical states such as anxiety or depression. Cultural bdliefs about the nature
of loneliness and when loneliness typicaly occurs may affect sdf-labelling.
For instance, it is conddered reasonable for a child to be homesick and
lonely on a first trip to camp; and it is appropriate to feel londy when a
person has just moved to a new city. To someextent, people may match their
own socia situation with cultural definitionsof loneliness, and s use socid
cuesasguidesto labellingtheir personal experience.

Cross-cultural studies suggest that language may also play a part in the
self-labellingof loneliness. According to Robert Levy's (1973) ethnography
of theTahitians, thereexist"'no. . . termsfor lonelinessin the sense o being
depressed or sad because of the lack of friends, companionship, and so on™
(p. 306). Although Levy notes that the lack of specific vocabularly does not
mean that thisstate is unexpressible, themes of lonelinesswere nonetheless
rarein hisinterviews. In contrast, Jean Briggs’ (1970) portrait of Eskimo life
suggests that the Eskimo have several different words for londliness.
Hujuujag is the mogt general term, meaning *'to be unhappy because of the
absence of other people™. Pai refers more specifically to "being or feding
left behind; to miss a person who has gone™. Findly aunak indicates being
"dlent and withdrawn in unhappiness, especialy because o the absenceof
other people.” It isinteresting to note that the first term suggests a sort of
angry lonelinessincluding ' hostility"" whereasthe latter suggestsa more sad
and depressed pattern of loneliness. The waysin which linguistic categories
and folk understandingsaffect the experience of lonelinessis an interesting
areafor further investigation.

Causal attributions

Thesearch to understand the causes of lonelinessis not limited to researchers
and mental health professionals since lonely people are themselves aso
motivated to explain the reasons for their loneliness. For both groups,
understanding the causes of loneliness is a first step toward predicting,
controlling and ultimately aleviating loneliness. The growing body of
psychological research on attribution theory indicates that people's own
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explanationsfor the causesaf their behaviour can haveimportant effectson
their saf esteem, expectanciesfor thefuture, aff ectivereactions, and coping
behaviour.

Of various attributional models, the work of Weiner and his colleagues
(see Weiner er al., 1978) is most relevant to our purposes. He has applied
attribution theory to the achievement domain and this focus is useful for
understanding loneliness because, in most western societies, one's social
relationships are an indication of success; as Gordon (1976) observed about
Americans, "' To belonely isto havefailed”. Weiner hasdemonstrated that
causal attributions can be classified along two primary dimensions: locusof
causality (internal or personal, versusexternal or situational) and stability
(stable versusvariable over time). For instance, saying**I'm lonely because
I'm unattractive would represent an internal, stable attribution whereas
saying"'I'm lonely because I've just moved" would represent an external,
unstable attribution. More recently, Weiner has proposed the addition of a
third dimension of controllability, which concerns whether or not people
perceive themselves as having control over the factors that caused their
behaviour.

Consequencesof attributions

According to Weiner's model, the sability dimension is especiadly
important for the person's future expectancies. Perceivingthat lonelinessis
dueto stabl e causesshould | ead a person to anticipate prolonged loneliness;
unstable causes should lead to greater optimism about improving one's
social life. The locus of attributions should have greater impact on the
person's self-esteem, with self-blameand lowered self-worth accompanying
internal attributions. Predictionslinking attributions to affectivestates are
somewhat more complicated (Weiner er al. 1978): interna attributions for
loneliness should magnify fedlings of shame and inadequacy but stable,
internal attributions should heighten depression-related affects of feeling

hopeless, helpless, aimless, or depressed. Finaly, Weiner suggeststhat the ,

dimension of controllability ismost closely related to other peopl€e's evalua-
tionsof and likingfor thelonely individual.

Several studies conducted at UCLA (Michela et al., 1980; Peplau et al.
1979) have tested the applicability of Weiner's model to loneliness. One
study ¢Michela et al., 1980) examined students' perceptions of common
causes o loneliness and found that dimensions of internality, stability and
control were salient in lay conceptionsof loneliness. Other studies of self-
attributions for loneliness (summarized in Peplau et &., 1979) have corro-
borated the proposed link between stable causes for loneliness and
pessimismor low expectanciesfor the future. Evidencehas a so been found
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that fedings of depression are most likely to accompany lonelinesswhen
self-attributions are stable and internal. In the college samples, such rela
tively infrequent attributions for loneliness as low physicd attractiveness
and fear of rejection were associated with particularly high levels of
depression.

Antecedentsof attributions

Given the potential importance of attributions for the experience of
loneliness, it is useful to consider how people make inferences about
causality. Kelley (1967) and others have identified a number o principles
concerning the attribution process. Their work suggeststhat lonely people
should be most likely to makeinternal or personal attributionswhenthey (1)
feel lonely in many different situations (low distinctiveness), (2) know that
most other peoplein similar situations are not lonely (low consensus), and
(3) fedl londly over time (high consistency). In contrast, if londinessisfdtin
only a few situations and is felt by others in those same situations, then
external or situational attributions are morelikely.

Two important implicationsof this analysisshould be noted: first, pro-
longed loneliness should foster internal, stable attributions (results from
studies of college students, Peplau et al. 1979, indicate that the duration of
lonelinessis related to internality of attributions); secondly, people may
avoid talking about their loneliness, thereby creating a situation of plura-
listic ignorance. If this is the case, lonely people may overestimate the
uniqueness of their response, and assume that most other people have
satisfactory social lives. Thisshould alsofoster internal attributions.

Socia comparison and perceived control

In the process of evaluating a social deficiency, several factors besides
attributions may act to modulate one's experienceof loneliness. Inassessing
one's socia relations, socia comparisonswith others in similar situations
may be important (Pettigrew, 1967). The lonely new college student may
compare his or her successin making new friendsto that of other students,
and believing that others are doing better at making friends may increase
feelings o loneliness. Evidence in support of this view comes from a
longitudinal study of new studentsat college (Cutrona, in press). Shefound
that lonelinesswasstrongly rel ated to satisfactionwith one's social relation-
ships, which in turn was related to comparisonswith both one's peers and
one's own previous relationships. It appears that socid comparison pro-
cessesmay affect how largeor important asocial deficitisbeievedto be.

A final modulator of the loneliness experience isthe extent towhich an
individual can exercise personal control over his or her relationships to
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achieve a desired level of contact. Existing evidence suggests that feelings of
personal control may generally reduce stress (Averiil, 1973) and enhance
performance. More directly relevant evidence that personal control affects
loneliness comes from a field study conducted in a nursing home for the
aged, where the investigator, Schulz (1976), had undergraduates visit the
clderly for a two-month period. The elderly residents who could choose or
predict when their visitors would come reported less loneliness than
residents whose visitor just dropped in, even though the total interaction
time in both conditions was identical. Additional evidence bearing on this
theme comes from a study of the break-up of college dating relationships
where, although both members of a couple typically reported loneliness and
depression as a result of the break-up, partners who wanted the relationship
to end and initiated the break-up were less distressed (Hill et al., 1976).

How People React to Loneliness in Others

Once people have become lonely, their friends and acquaintances may
perceive and react to them in distinctive ways. On the one hand, these
reactions can be considered the consequence of loneliness, so we have
waited to discuss reactions to lonely people until after having considered the
antecedents and moderators of their condition. However, on the other
hand, reactions to lonely people can also become self-fulfilling prophecies
that cause or perpetuate loneliness. Thus, these reactions could also have
been discussed in the section of the chapter on the antecedents of loneliness.

How do others react to lonely individuals? While friends and acquain-
tances sometimes respond with warmth and compassion, this is not
invariably the case, and the opposite tendency (for others to reject and avoid
lonely people) has frequently been noted. Fromm-Reichmann (1959, p.6).
suggested that “‘the lonely person may be displeasing if not frightening to his
hearers, who may erect a psychological wall of ostracism and isolation
around him as a means of protecting themselves”. In her view, an attempt to
defend against loneliness may also explain why so few researchers have
tnvestigated loneliness, Weiss has observed that “our image of the lonely
often casts them as justifiably rejected” (1973, p. 12). An analysis of how
people respond to lonely others must consider the interplay of several
factors.

Stereotypes of lonely people. It has commonly been suggested that stereo-
types of the lonely are harsh and negative, and Weiss (1973, p. 12) asserted
that lonely people are seen as “‘unattractive, shy, intentionally reclusive,
undignified in their complaints, self-absorbed and self-pitying”. Gordon
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(1976, p. 217) stated that even being *‘single’” may be suspect: “to admit to
being single would be to admit to having committed a cardinal sin in our
culture — that of being unable to attract or hold a mate”. Reactions may be
especially harsh for single women. Lonely people are unsuccessful,
inadequate people whom Riesman e al. (1961) characterized as “‘somehow
pathetic without being tragic”. If these postulated, stigmatizing stereotypes
are widely held, they undoubtedly make it difficult for people to acknow-
ledge their loneliness to others.

The available evidence suggests that Weiss, Gordon and Riesman were
essentially correct. For instance Horowitz er al. (in press) had students
describe a person they considered to be lonely, by writing down statements
describing that person’s thoughts, feelings and behaviour. Via cluster
analysis, the predominant features of the lonely person were grouped into
three main categories. According to the first set of descriptions, lonely
people are stereotyped as isolated, different, separate from others, unloved
and inferior; secondly, lonely people are perceived as bringing their con-
dition upon themselves by avoiding social contacts and isolating themselves;
thirdly, lonely people are seen as lacking trust in others as well as feeling
angry and depressed.

Normative factors. Social norms help to define who should receive
sympathy, and what situations merit support rather than rejection. For
example, relatives and close friends should be accorded understanding and
support in times of suffering. Similarly, norms prescribe that some situa-
tions, such as being recently widowed, are occasions for sympathy. Negative
reactions should be more common when the lonely person is not known
well, when the circumstances leading to loneliness are unknown or somehow
suspect, and when the loneliness has continued for a long time.

Cost-reward considerations. Interaction with lonely people may often
entail many costs and provide few rewards. To the extent that a lonely
person lacks social skills, is highly anxious or depressed, or is unusually
self-focused, interaction with him or her may not be very enjoyable. In
interactions with a lonely person, others may feel constrained, for example,
not to talk ahout their own successful social life or not to suggest activities
that may make loneliness more salient. Lonely people may be perceived as
making demands for emotional support, for advice, and ultimately for the
establishment of a new relationship with the non-lonely other. While
attention from a lonely person may be rewarding, there may be doubts about
the lonely person’s motives. Gordon (1976, p. 29) comments that
“whomever is sought out of desperation will feel degraded by the sense that
he or she is being used”. It is more flattering to be sought out by a popular
person than by one without friends.
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Thus in general the rewards of interacting with a lonely person may be
limited but two major exceptions to this generalization should be noted.
First, people may react more positively if thelonely personisahigh statusor
very attractive newcomer. In this instance, loneliness is attributable to
situational factors, and the possibility of establishingan enduring relation-
ship may have considerable appeal. Second, reactionsto lonelinessshould
be more positiveif there is a pre-existing relationship with the lonely other.
If thelonely person isaspouse, relativeor friend, there may bealong history
of shared helping and support, and the expectation o future reciprocity o
nurturance. In thisinstance, beingableto helpanintimate may be perceived
asrewarding.

Attributional factors. Reactions to alonely person are affected by causal
attributions about why the person became lonely or has continued to be
lonely. Gordon (1976) suggested that, just as lonely people blame them-
selves for loneliness, so, too, observers may also blame the lonely, and
hence react negatively. There are some data (Peplau & al., 1979) to
document the impact of perceived causal attributions on evaluations of
lonely people. It appears that sympathy and liking are greatest for lonely
people who are judged to have had little control over theinitiation of their
loneliness, and who have made an effort to overcometheir loneliness.

Personality factors. Certai n people may be more likely tosympathizewith
lonely individuals and this capacity to empathize with the lonely may be
facilitated by personal experiencesof loneliness, and by perceptionsof being
similar to thelonely individual. In astudy of psychological androgyny, Bem
et al. (1976) found that students whose self-conceptionswere androgynous
or feminine reacted more effectively in interactions with a confederate
describing himself asalonely transfer student than did those with masculine
self-conceptions. Individual differencesin beliefsabout the extent to which
people can control their outcomes as measured by scalesof locusof control
(e.g. Rotter, 1966) or belief in a just world (e.g. Rubin and Peplau, 1975)
may also berelevant.

Regardless of whatever individual differences there may be in responses
to lonely people, as we indicated earlier, we believe these responses may
haveimplicationsfor the persistence of lonelinesssince negativestereotypes
and reactions may aggravate loneliness whilst sympathy and efforts to
extend socia support may help aleviate the problem of loneliness.

Of course, other people's reactions are not the only factor in how well
people deal with loneliness: lonely people use a number of strategies to
aleviate their condition, and helping professionals also have various
therapeutic techniquesfor intervening (see Rook and Peplau, in press). In
the last section of this chapter, we will review people's own efforts to
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overcome loneliness and consider outcome research done to evaluate the
successof therapy for alleviatingloneliness.

Coping with Loneliness

In linewith our definitionof loneliness, it isconvenient to categorize coping
strategies into three broad groups. Coping strategies may ater (1) the
desired level of socia contact, (2) the achieved level of social contact, and
(3) theimportance and/or perceived magnitude of the gap between desired
and achieved levelsaf contact.

Changing one's desired level of social contact

One general approach to "loneliness management™ is to reduce one's
desired level of contact, which may be accomplished in at least three
different ways.

Adaptation. Over time, people's expected and desired levelsfor social
relations tend to converge to their achieved level. For instance, Lowenthal
(1964) found that old peoplewith along history of social isolation, who had
been "loners” for some time, were lesslikely to report feeling lonely than
old people with higher levels o social participation. Weiss (1973, p. 228)
commented on the possibility that over time lonely individuals might
**change their standardsfor appraising their situations and feelings, and, in
particular, that standards might shrink to conform moreclosely to the shape
of bleak reality"". Weissdoesnot, however, view thisasan adequatesolution
to loneliness.

Task choice. A second way people can alter their desired level of socia
contact is to select tasks and situations that they enjoy alone. Consider a
person who enjoys reading alone, but only likes to go to movies with a
companion: this person might avoid arousing feelings of loneliness by
spending the evening reading rather than going to the moviesalone. Inter-
views that Robert Brown (1979) has conducted with hermits and other
lonerssuggest that people who seek prolonged solitude havewell-devel oped
repertoiresof activitiesthey find enjoyabledoing alone. Someclinicians(see
Rook and Peplau, in press) have gone so far as to suggest greater involve-
ment in solitary activitiesas a useful way of alleviating loneliness. People
who use this response to loneliness, report getting lonely less often
(Rubenstein and Shaver, 1980).
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Changed standards. A third technique which people use to reduce their
desired level of social contact isto change their standardsfor whoisaccept-
ableasafriend. Asan exampleof this phenomenon, consider aprofessional
who usually forms friendships with other high status professionals: if this
person became lonely, he or she might be willing, even happy, to form
friendshipswith a much wider set of people. In the UCLA study (Cutrona,
in press), increased satisfactionwith one's friendships wasastrong predictor
of recoveringfrom loneliness.

Achieving higher levelsd socia contact

Perhaps the most obvious way of overcoming loneliness is to establish or
improve social relationships, and in the UCLA study, ““finding a boyfriend1
girlfriend" was perceived asbeingthe best way to overcome loneliness. One
can think of many ways of achieving higher social contact: making oneself
more physicaly attractive, joiningclubs, initiatingconversationswith other
people, deepeningexisting relationshipsand thelike.

In the UCLA study, Cutrona (in press) divided the initially lonely
students into those who, during the year, did and did not overcome lone-
liness. I n thisstudy, neither achange in dating statusnor thestrategies used
to form relationships had statistically significant effects on overcoming
loneliness. However, aswewould expect, achangein number of friendships
was important: students increasing their friendship networks decreased
their loneliness. Similarly, lonelinessislessfrequent and moretransient for
peoplewho react toit by visitingor callingafriend (Rubenstein and Shaver,
1980).

Minimizing loneliness

A third major way to cope with loneliness isto alter theimportance and/or
perceived magnitude of the gap between desired and achieved levels of
social interaction. At least four variationson this theme can be identified:
first, lonely people may simply deny that thereisadiscrepancy between their
desired and achieved levelsof social relations; secondly, lonely people can
devalue socia contact and rationalize their plight by saying that other
objectives are more important, or by contending that loneliness isa " posi-
tive growth experience', thirdly, people can try to reduce loneliness-
induced deficits by gratifying their needsin alternative ways(for instance, if
loneliness threatens a person's sense of self-esteem, he or she might engage
in non-social meansof bolstering self-regard); finally, people can engage in
behaviours designed to aleviate the negative impact of loneliness. One
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example of this, consistent with speculation linking lonelinessto acoholism
and drug use, would bedrinking “to drown one's sorrows' .

Therapeutic interventions

Given the diversity of factors that may precipitate and perpetuate lone-
liness, no single cure-all islikely to be found, but many strategies may be
useful when appropriately employed (Rook and Peplau, in press). Our
analysisof loneliness suggests afew guidelinesfor their use.

First, to be effective, interventions should be tailored to the specific
problems of the lonely individual: a recent widow may need temporary
social support whereas a college student who has never been on a date may
need help with his/her social skills. Thefairly extensiveresearchon ' hetero-
sexual-socia anxiety' (reviewed by Curran, 1977) suggests three specific
approaches to aiding students who are fearful of dating. Depending on the
individual, therapy might emphasize desensitization to overcome anxiety,
the correction of faulty self-evaluations of performancein social settings, or
social skills training to build a more adequate behavioural repertoire. A
comprehensive analysis of the antecedents of loneliness and of the inter-
actional stylesof lonely people (Jones, in press) will undoubtedly facilitate
the design of successful therapeutic interventions.

Second, interventions to help the lonely may need to consider the lonely
individual's own explanationsfor the causesof hisor her distress. Peplau et
al, (1979) suggest that people may often underestimate the importance of
situational causesof loneliness and overestimatethe roleof personal factors.
On theoretical grounds, wewould expect thistendency to be especially clear
in caseswherelonelinessis severe and enduring. Consistent withthisview in
Cutrona’s (in press) longitudinal study of UCIA students, attributing lone-
liness to internal, personal causesin the fall was associated with loneliness
persisting over the academic year. Overestimating the importance of
personal factors is encouraged by the emphasis in both folk wisdom and
psychological thinking on a characterological theory of loneliness (Weiss,
1973). In fact, londliness typically results from a poor match between the
individual's interests, social skillsor personal characteristics and hisor her
social environment. Careful consideration should begiventotheinteraction
of both personal and situational causes for loneliness. Lonely people may
al so tend to underestimatethe potential changeability of causesof loneliness.
For example, they may focus on irrevocable precipitating events{e.g., the
death of aspouse), rather than onfactorsthat impede the development of a
new, more satisfactory socia life. These maintaining causes of loneliness,
such as shyness or limited opportunities to meet people, may be more



SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF LONELINESS L5

amenabl e to change. We would advise directingclients attention to factors
they can control.

Third, we believe lonely individuals should be encouraged to view their
world more positively. Somedegree of negativism may reflect the redlity of
their situations, but someof it is undoubtedly due to anegativity biasin their
evaluations. For instance, after interacting with a randomly assigned
stranger, lonely subjects rated their partners more negatively than did
non-lonely subjects, an effect that appears to be in the eye o the beholder
(Jones, in press). We believe that curbing such negative perceptionsshould
help people overcome their loneliness.

Finally, efforts to reduce loneliness must go beyond the individua to
consider socia and cultural factorsthat foster loneliness. As Gordon (1976,
p. 21) noted, " Masslonelinessisnot just aproblem that can be coped with by
the particular individualsinvolved; it isan indicationthat thingsare drama-
tically amisson asocietal level". Socid institutionsmight consider ways to
assist such at-risk groups as new students, transferred business executives
and their families, or nursing home residents. In addition, social programs
for other groups such as the newly divorced or widowed who are not
associated with aparticul ar institutionare useful. Indeed, it seemslikely that
interventions aimed at specific problems— such asretirement or moving to
anew community — may be moreeffectivethan interventionsdirected more
globally at **loneliness™.

Outcomeresearchon thesuccessd therapy for dleviating loneliness

Although therapy outcome research on the treatment of loneliness is
limited, it is encouraging. In our opinion, one of the most noteworthy
studies was done by Jones (in press) and his colleagues. Jones' research
group had identified three unique characteristicsof the way lonely people
interact in conversations: (a) they make fewer other-references and ask
fewer questions of their partner; (b) they change the topic more often; and
(c) they delay longer in filling gaps in the conversation. Jones therefore
developed ashort " socia skillstrainingprogram' to hel pstudentsovercome
these interpersonal deficits, incorporatingexplanation, modelling, practice
with prompting, and feedback on the students performance of target
behaviours. Compared with a no treatment and a placebo treatment (con-
versation only) control group, the skillstraining produced desired changes
in the participants interactional styles and it reduced their loneliness.
Indeed, the magnitude of the reduction in loneliness was appreciable
compared to that reported in most psychological research.
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Summary and Conclusions

We have now come full cyclein this review. We started with defining the
concept and analyzing what leads up to it; then we indicated how cognitive
factors moderate the intensity of affectivereactionsto deficitsin sociability,
and subsequently indicated how others react to lonely people; finaly, we
haveindicated waysof reversingthe processor aleviatingloneliness.

At this time (circa 1981}, lonelinessis a topic ripe for research. Studies
have documented that loneliness is an unpleasant and widespread
experience. Lonelinessis aso associated with a variety of socia problems,
such as juvenile delinquency, acohol abuse and suicide. The research
literature on loneliness is relatively small (and thus easier to master) yet
flourishing: and useful theoretical conceptsand data collectioninstruments
have been developed. Although the experimental manipulation of lone-
liness by researchers may be difficult and raises ethical issues, alternative
research strategies have proved fruitful. Initial efforts to investigate lone-
linessempirically have been rewarded and avail able evidence suggeststhat
psychologistsare beginning to learn how to help peoplealleviateloneliness.
Y et despite these advancesin the field, many important questionsremain
unanswered.

All these factors make loneliness an attractive topic for research.
Whatever el se happened to the study of londlinessin thelater 1970s, perhaps
the most important development was that this research came " out of the
closet™. Lonelinessisnow justifiablyasocial sciencetopicin good currency!



