University of
< Reading

Definitions of solitude in everyday life

Article
Published Version
Creative Commons: Attribution 4.0 (CC-BY)

Open Access

Weinstein, N. ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2200-6617,
Hansen, H. and Nguyen, T.-v. (2023) Definitions of solitude in
everyday life. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 49
(12). pp. 1663-1678. ISSN 0146-1672 doi:
10.1177/01461672221115941 Available at
https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/107279/

It is advisable to refer to the publisher’s version if you intend to cite from the
work. See Guidance on citing.

To link to this article DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/01461672221115941

Publisher: SAGE Publications

All outputs in CentAUR are protected by Intellectual Property Rights law,
including copyright law. Copyright and IPR is retained by the creators or other
copyright holders. Terms and conditions for use of this material are defined in
the End User Agreement.

www.reading.ac.uk/centaur

CentAUR

Central Archive at the University of Reading

Reading’s research outputs online


http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/71187/10/CentAUR%20citing%20guide.pdf
http://www.reading.ac.uk/centaur
http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/licence

1) Check for updates

Empirical Research Paper

Personality and Social
Definitions of Solitude in Everyday Life g B

© 2022 by the Society for Personality

and Social Psychology, Inc

Article reuse guidelines:

H sl | - 2 sagepub.com/journals-permissions
Netta Weinstein'”/, Heather Hansen', and Thuy-vy Nguyen e o |
journals.sagepub.com/home/pspb
®SAGE
Abstract

What does it mean to be in solitude? Researchers building this nascent field are learning much about the potential affordances
of solitude, but lack an agreed-upon definition or set of definitions. Arriving at that meaning is crucial to forming a solid
foundation for studies that use both naturalistic and laboratory designs to explore outcomes of solitude. This study identified
themes from semi-structured interviews with adults aged 19 to 80 from diverse backgrounds. We concluded that solitude
is a state in which the dominant relationship is with the self. If not physically alone, people in solitude are mentally distanced
from others and away from active technology-mediated interactions. Complete solitude involves both physical separation
and inner focus, but solitude is best defined through a taxonomy that recognizes physical separation and internal focus as
independent, sufficient characteristics. An internal focus benefits from (but is not defined by) balancing solitude with social

time, quiet, and choice.
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States of Positive Solitude in Everyday
Life

Researchers and laypeople alike are coming to understand
that along with their social pursuits, solitude—time alone—
is a common and consequential part of daily life. In recent
years, there has been evermore research exploring the topic
from social, psychological, developmental, and personality
perspectives (R. C. Coplan et al., 2021). This body of work is
based on rich traditions within psychology, stemming from a
psychodynamic theory that solitude presents a challenge to
engage the self (Winnicott, 1958) and earlier from spiritual
and hermetic traditions outside of psychology (Storr, 1988).
There is vast opportunity for the growing body of research to
pursue a deeper understanding of the benefits and costs of
solitude; who benefits from or suffers in solitude and when;
and how to intervene to promote positive solitude. To achieve
this, the nascent literature on solitude must grapple with two
main challenges: First, there is a continued need for unifying,
agreed-upon definitions of solitude to study it systematically
as a meaningful phenomenon and to communicate those
findings. This definition is made evermore complex because
the presence of devices that offer opportunities for virtual
social interactions means we cannot simply reduce solitude
to physical separation (Campbell & Ross, 2022). Second, we
must recognize a major assumption about the nature of soli-
tude—that it plays a substantive role in daily lives as a state
that is in itself meaningful, regardless of whether or not the

subjective experience of that state is positive or negative (R.
J. Coplan et al., 2019). To build an understanding of solitude
based on recognition of these challenges, the current project
was designed to examine the nature of daily solitude by
exploring its definition(s) in the context of daily life. We
used a qualitative method and thematically analyzed in-depth
interviews with individuals to form a conceptual model not
bound by assumptions made in the existing literature—that
is, we took an inductive, “bottom-up” approach (Patton,
2005) to the data.

Definitions of Solitude

Solitude can be conceptualized as “being alone,” but this
understanding does not constitute an operational definition,
and the literature is mixed regarding how to approach a
nuanced and specific definition of solitude. Prominent views
include those of Larson (1990), who argued that solitude
refers strictly to a physical and virtual separation from others
that eliminates immediate social and interpersonal cues.
Offering a different perspective, Long et al. (2003) argued
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that physical separation is not necessary provided there is no
social interaction. Consider as an example “dinner for one”
at a restaurant. Others are present, yet one is arguably in soli-
tude—in their own space and not responding to others’ con-
tinual social cues and expectations. Building on this
distinction, Nguyen et al. (2021) delineate “private” solitude
that is physically removed from others from “public” soli-
tude where others are present but not actively interacting.
The authors also argued that we do not yet know whether
others’ presence influences individuals’ thoughts and behav-
iors while in public solitude, or the extent to which that state
is qualitatively different from private solitude, where one is
physically separate from others. The importance of the dis-
tinction rests on a number of factors, including whether soli-
tude is best understood as a physical state where physical
aloneness is essential (and therefore only private solitude
represents real solitude). Or, whether solitude is in fact an
inward-focused psychological state that can exist in physical
aloneness or in the presence of others as long as one is not
interacting with others.

The current study sought laypeople’s views on the nature
of solitude to define it. In past research, laypeople have
been similarly tapped to expand on intuitable (e.g., because
they are in the public discourse or accessible human experi-
ences) ideas that are scientifically examined, and they can
offer a broader and multifaceted perspective to the scien-
tific discourse. For example, laypeople have been queried
about how body mass index (BMI) relates to their under-
standing of ideal body weight (Crawford & Campbell,
1999); to grasp the nature of religion and spirituality
(Schlehofer et al., 2008); and to characterize mindfulness
(Haddock et al., 2022). In some contexts, such as when
defining quality of life, lay responses have been used to
create taxonomies that describe constructs through their
multiple facets (Farquhar, 1995). In others, researchers
have queried laypeople to inform scientific discourse when
scientific definitions are too narrow (e.g., in the case of
healthy aging, Hung et al., 2010). Indeed, in the health sec-
tor it has been argued that rather than being watered-down
versions of scientific definitions, popular perceptions are
complex integrations of historical and cultural beliefs and
experiences that inform and enrich scientific understanding
(Hughner & Kleine, 2004).

The current article is not the first attempt to build defini-
tions of solitude from laypeople’s perspectives. The very
understanding of solitude as a distinct construct has come
from researchers trying to understand whether individuals
can distinguish the state. For example, Galanaki (2004)
explored with children the differentiation between being
alone and the feeling of loneliness and found they could rec-
ognize aloneness as an orthogonal state worth pursuing.
Similar findings were reported by Buchholz and Catton
(1999) stemming from their interviews with adolescents.
These qualitative investigations with youngsters have since
received empirical support from quantitative tests of

loneliness and attitude toward solitude measures (Goossens
et al., 2009).

More recently, in a phenomenological study conducted to
understand what people do when they are in positive soli-
tude, Ost Mor and colleagues (2020) asked participants
across much of the adult age range (from 18 to 85+ years) to
write about the most important aspects of their positive soli-
tude. The authors identified categories of solitude character-
ized by actions or goals pursued in those moments, including
quietness, spirituality, stress control, nature connection, and
recreational activities. The authors also highlighted that posi-
tive solitude experiences are characterized by choice, are
uniquely agreeable, and hold meaning for individuals. From
those themes, they offered a description of positive solitude
(PS) as:

The choice to dedicate time to a meaningful, enjoyable activity
or experience conducted by oneself. This activity/experience
might be spiritual, functional, recreational or of any chosen type,
and might take place with or without the presence of others. It is
independent of any external or physical conditions; yet,
individuals have each their own setting for engaging in PS. (Ost
Mor et al., 2020, p. 15)

This comprehensive description provided ample aspects
of the prototypical positive solitude, including conditions
(i.e., antecedents) and consequences (e.g., quality of life)—a
prototype illustrating the very best aspects of solitude.

This work has catalyzed researchers’ understanding of
solitude as a distinct state. However, there is still little consen-
sus in the field about what the core definition(s) of solitude
entails. The efforts to define “positive solitude” are a reaction
to its alternative—loneliness—an omnibus construct that is
fundamentally distinct, and often diametrically opposed, to
solitude. Namely, solitude is distinguished from a closely
related concept—social isolation—in part because the latter
involves unwanted but unavoidable time spent alone
(Chappell & Badger, 1989; Wichers, 2014), whereas the con-
struct “positive solitude” must be self-selected and is often
pursued (Ost Mor et al., 2020). As a result, recent research has
made huge advances in achieving their stated aims of differ-
entiating solitude from isolation and loneliness.

But, in building a separate study of positive solitude,
affordances (i.e., positive outcomes) of solitude often have
been lumped together with aspects of its core definition.
While it is important that we understand the affordances of
solitude, we believe more foundational work is needed to
understand the basic qualities that define solitude, which can
be used by researchers to guide future empirical models of
how time spent alone is impacted by culture, personality, or
context (i.e., antecedents) and how it yields both positive and
negative experiences.

In part, we still lack an understanding of whether, or how,
the meaning of solitude may depend upon our position vis-a-
vis others. Researchers have suggested that the fundamental
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nature of solitude and how it is experienced relies on estab-
lishing a balance between social time and periods of solitude
which connect an individual with themself (R. J. Coplan
et al., 2019; Weinstein et al., in press). The distinction
between social time and solitary time becomes even more
unclear as we grapple with the role that technological
advances play, making parasocial interactions easily avail-
able even when people are physically alone (S. W. Campbell
& Ross, 2022). The increasing accessibility of remote com-
munications and the pervasiveness of social media makes it
all the more difficult to define solitude.

Current Research

The current research sought to fill a gap in our understanding
of what is central, rather than subsequent, to the definition of
solitude, and what psychological processes and environmen-
tal affordances precede and give rise to solitude. Based on a
phenomenological epistemology (see review by Davidsen,
2013), we designed the current study to explore the subjec-
tive experiences of solitude in everyday life by considering
how individuals from diverse backgrounds and adult ages
understand its meaning and how they view the balance
between solitude and social time. Said another way, expert
researchers may endorse a conceptualization of solitude as
someone physically alone or not interacting with another
person which allows them to operationalize it and study it
objectively (i.e., positivistic perspective), but this research
was designed to understand how the word “solitude” can
carry different and subjective meanings for people (i.e., phe-
nomenological perspective), taking a bottom-up approach
that relied on participants’ first-person accounts to build a
better understanding of what “solitude” entails.

To understand the meaning of solitude derived from sub-
jective experiences, there were several phenomenological
approaches we could take. One popular approach is interpre-
tative phenomenological analysis. This approach is com-
monly used in clinical research to study in-depth stories of a
relatively homogeneous group of research participants that
have gone through a similar experience, such as a chronic
illness or a specific type of treatment (Larkin & Thompson,
2012). However, we did not aim to highlight the uniqueness
of individual cases of solitude; instead, we wanted to survey
a broad range of experiences. Reflexive thematic analysis
was more appropriate for this purpose because we integrated
perspectives across a heterogeneous group (Braun & Clarke,
2021).

We sought to understand solitude by considering how
individuals position themselves with respect to others (para-
doxically, what role do others play in our solitude?) in two
ways:

Research Question 1: In defining solitude for ourselves,
does it matter if we are with/without people?

Research Question 2: When we are on our own, are we
longing to be with others or trying to avoid them? Or are
we looking to solitude to balance what we get from our
core selves with what we need from others?

Method

Participants

We conducted 60 in-depth interviews with adults aged 19 to
80 years who were recruited through advertisements within
the community and Prolific Academic. We sought to maxi-
mize participants in terms of culture, education and socio-
economic level, gender, adult age, and geographic location.
Therefore, we intentionally recruited participants from a
cross-section of backgrounds by using a stratified sampling
approach for 75% of the sample (n = 45) using Prolific
Academic’s prescreen questions regarding ethnicity, country
of origin, age, and gender. Participants were from 20 differ-
ent countries of origin and represented individuals of various
ethnicities. All were conversant in English, the language in
which interviews were conducted. The interviewer experi-
enced only occasional difficulties in terms of language and,
in those cases, the interviewer would ask for clarification or
paraphrase what the participant had said and ask if she had
accurately represented the participants’ meaning. See the
project website (osf.io/xpj37/) for a table listing participant
characteristics. Ten standard questions, and follow-up inqui-
ries, were asked of all participants. The questions were
designed and ordered to allow participants to describe what
alone time looks like for them and what meaning it has—or
not—to well-being (the latter for a separate project). Data
were extracted from anywhere within the interview when rel-
evant for understanding the nature of solitude. Data feeding
into themes are also presented in a supplementary table on
the project website.

We also sought participants who could speak in-depth
about their personal experiences of solitude, including but
not limited to positive solitude, by selecting 75% of the sam-
ple after they responded to our own prescreen question “what
is your experience of being alone?”” The first author selected
those individuals who (a) reflected on their internal experi-
ence (e.g., feelings, thoughts), rather than just behavior (e.g.,
watching TV); (b) used full sentences to describe their expe-
riences; and (c¢) demonstrated some level of self-inquiry
about their experiences (e.g., I felt X because of Y; I would
have liked to have been. . .). This approach was taken because
we were also investigating resilience predictors at personal-
ity and situation levels for a separate project (Hansen et al.,
under review) and felt that surface descriptions of solitude
could not take us much past the existing body of work.

As a result of these procedures, our participants were
likely biased toward understanding solitude in a generally
positive way and ensuing definitions they provided are espe-
cially applicable to positive solitude. However, beyond
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selecting participants who could reflect deeply about experi-
ences of solitude, we did not orient participants toward posi-
tive solitude or exclusively to positive experiences within
solitude. Instead, all questions referred to solitude, broadly
(e.g., “What comes to mind when you hear the word “soli-
tude?” What does solitude mean to you, personally?”).

Interviews took place by videoconference or phone and
lasted approximately 45 to 60 min. Interviews were semi-struc-
tured, and started with a question to directly address our inquiry
here: What does solitude mean to you? The interview schedule
can be found on osf.i0/xpj37/, and the planned analysis process
can be found on osf.io/upmh5. This registration lays out logic
and plans before data collection and again at the start of analy-
ses. As data were analyzed through reflexive thematic coding,
we did not use a codebook. However, we recorded our thoughts
at the start of the study and early themes for some understand-
ing of how our own thinking evolved on the project. The final
interview schedule was produced after additional conversa-
tions between the research team members.

Meaning of Solitude

Interviews began with the question, “What comes to mind when
you hear the word ‘solitude’?”” The decision to do this was made
for two reasons. First, solitude often has a negative connotation
(outside of the psychology literature, dictionary definitions con-
flate it with being “alone,” “lonely,” or “uninhabited”), and that
gave respondents an opportunity to distinguish between the out-
side perception of solitude and how they personally experience
it. Second, solitude is in the eye of the beholder. Our dozens of
lengthy, qualitative interviews confirmed that one’s experience
of aloneness is as simple or complex, as freeing or confining, as
our own perceptions and circumstances. We got informative and
inspirational takes on what it means to them, personally, and
how that may differ from the conventional definition. By talking
about participants’ activities in solitude, and what is desirable
about that state, we were able to reflect on how those needs and
desires shaped a person’s definition of solitude and understand-
ing of their solitude space.

Positionality Statement

The research process benefits from a reflection on the social
and political perspective of the authors because, inevitably,
questions are designed and findings are processed through
the lens of their worldviews (e.g., Rowe, 2014). As research-
ers, we are aware that everyone moves through the world
with bias. We have preconceptions about others, just as they
categorize us based on what they see and hear. But we also
know that making assumptions is fruitless because it dis-
misses the tremendous variety of human experiences that
influence our worldviews. Setting aside preconceptions
entirely is impossible but being aware of them during the
course of research and investigation and striving to be con-
scious and continuously self-reflective while actively seek-
ing alternative ways of seeing can allow for evolving

viewpoints and can guide robust analysis. The authors devel-
oped a social identity map that explores their sociocultural
qualities and the impact this may have had on their thinking
(Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019).

This team of authors includes three researchers raised in
different countries and with different languages, religions, and
socioeconomic backgrounds (see osf.io/xpj37/). We do not
claim to be able to sidestep prejudice, but with decades of
combined experience in conducting interviews we have
learned to let other people tell us who they are (and not assume
we know based on demographics). Our objective is to stay
aware of potential influences, display openness and genuine
inquisitiveness, and to practice a lack of judgment, both to
encourage subjects’ candidness while also yielding the most
accurate and complete answers to research questions.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun
& Clarke, 2006, 2012), which allowed a detailed yet system-
atic accounting of data based on patterns we freely observed
within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The second author
identified an initial list of codes informed fully by the data,
and the second and first authors discussed conceptual models
that best described the relationships between those codes.
The third author was not involved in the initial coding proce-
dures but contributed to further refining the conceptualiza-
tion after an initial model had been formed. The first and
third authors are familiar with the literature on solitude. They
aimed to be open while recognizing such knowledge would
bias their understanding of the data. We used a multistep pro-
cess to code data, starting with familiarizing ourselves with
data at the outset and then generating initial and, ultimately,
increasingly refined codes. We created themes keeping in
mind their internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Patton, 2005). Multiple steps were
taken to increase the rigor of the research, including consid-
erations of data saturation and bias. The first of these, data
saturation is understood in terms of building rich data that
expands the scope and replication of the study (Morse, 2015).
This was achieved by recruiting strategically for diversity,
asking complementary interview questions that attempted to
elicit views on the topic from different angles, and examin-
ing the saturation of responses along different aspects of the
coding scheme throughout the process of collecting data. We
also considered reflexivity, the perspective, and background
of the lead interviewer and analyst (Schoenberg et al., 2007).
The lead interviewer kept a diary of interviews, codes, and
her assumptions and reactions: (osf.io/xpj37/) following best
practices (Ezzy, 2002).

Results

Context Observed

Some participants spoke about how they have experienced
both negative and positive periods of solitude across their
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What comes to mind when you hear the word ‘Solitude’?
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Figure |. Conceptual model reflecting themes.

lifetimes, although the vast majority described presently hav-
ing a positive relationship with time alone. Many even
actively anticipate, plan for, or seek periods of solitude as a
way to strike a balance with their noisy, outer worlds. By first
asking participants in our qualitative interviews what came
to mind when they heard the word “solitude,” we allowed
participants to explore their personal meaning for time alone.
We also heard about a wide variety of circumstances in
which people tap into the benefits of solitude, as a time and
space in which to, for example, relax, meditate, self-reflect,
or pursue a goal.

Interviews took place in 2020-2021 and so inevitably
touched on experiences during COVID pandemic isolations.
At the start of the discussion, the interviewer recognized the
change in lifestyle as the start of the pandemic and gently
encouraged participants to think about solitude across time
(recently and before the pandemic). Indeed, some responses
referred to moments of pandemic-related solitude, although
most others focused more broadly on solitude memories
across time. Thus, the following themes can be thought of as
colored by COVID experiences but not restricted to them.

Meaning of Solitude

Overview of results. Solitude has a different meaning to each
individual. In fact, it seems, we all have our own definition,
and our own set of conditions or expectations that makes

alone time a positive experience. That said, in our qualitative
interviews, we identified several basic themes, summarized
in Figure 1, relating to how people define moments of soli-
tude in their daily lives. These themes surround whether or
not a person needs to be physically alone for solitude to be
gained, and whether or not they need to be mentally, or psy-
chologically, apart from others. While physical separation
was important to most people, there was no consensus around
needing it to achieve solitude. There was, however, a strong
consensus that solitude requires a mental separation from
others. As a result, our conceptual model recognizes both
types of separation (physical and mental) as legitimate forms
of solitude. We identified the following subsections of
themes (listed as subheadings below), which were most cen-
tral to definitions of solitude. Examples of each theme can be
found in Table 1.

Solitude involving physical separation. For the clear majority of
our participants, physical separateness from others was an
important factor in achieving positive solitude. It matters if
others are around because it affects one’s ability to settle into
a meaningful space in time alone (e.g., writing, cooking,
meditating, dancing, and singing). In many interviews, we
heard words and phrases like “solitary space” and “com-
pletely shut off” to describe how and when participants are
able to access positive solitude. As solitude was defined by
some totally in terms of physical separation from others, we
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labeled this physical separation as a recognizable form of
solitude titled, simply, being alone.

Solitude, to me, means being completely on your own with
nobody else around, at all. You know, maybe—it could be
anywhere. In your own home, in an open space. You know,
really, it could be anywhere. (P26; see additional examples in
Table 1)

Solitude is a mental space characterized by inner focus. For
many people, solitude means being in a space where they can
focus solely on, and connect exclusively with, themselves.
These internal experiences were characterized by an inner
focus, for example, by attending to one’s “inner world,”
thoughts, or feelings or generally connecting to oneself. Or
in the words of one of our participants, “In the mental world,
oh, you’re free to do virtually anything you want—just float
off—you can be Superman if you want.” (P22) We noted that
for many, establishing inner focus was more pressing in
defining solitude than strict physical separation, and we
identified two subthemes that characterized that state of
mental separation in the presence of others: public solitude
and companionate solitude.

Public solitude. Participants described achieving positive
solitude with “a lack of human engagement,” and by creat-
ing a defined mental distance from others, even in a place
crowded with people while walking in a park, riding on a
bus, reading in a cafe, or swimming in a pond. Even at those
times, they feel they are still autonomous agents because
they are psychologically alone, provided they remain disen-
gaged from others.

It’s, yeah, I enjoy sometimes just being—just taking a walk to
the park alone, just reflecting. (P50)

Companionate solitude. For a subset of participants who
did not describe physical aloneness as essential to their
definition of solitude, the emphasis was to feel, or perceive,
themselves as mentally distanced from others, even if the
physical distance was not desired, or achievable, in practice.
This could be thought of as “companionable silence” in the
context of a long-term partnership in which two people are
sitting in a room, together but pursuing their own thoughts
and interests, or even while traveling with a close friend and
having different personal perceptions and experiences of a
space. Some participants described this state as creating their
own “bubble” in which they are technically with someone
else but are “alone in my head” and feel free to pursue their
own interests.

It doesn’t have to be completely on my own physically; it may
be in nature, it may not be; it might be sitting by the fire in the
living room. It might be companionable silence with somebody.
(P0OS)

Total solitude. For some participants, the two experi-
ences—physical separation and internal focus—were often
mentioned together as if they were simultaneous require-
ments of solitude. To represent this state of both (and all)
aspects of solitude and consistent with recent solitude work
(Nguyen et al., 2021; there called “true” solitude), we termed
this total solitude." Extrapolating from the themes explored
below, we posit that “total” solitude has both physical and
mental separation, representing the most conservative mean-
ing of solitude described by participants.

Even when you’re just on your own, you can go quite deep to
kind of where your mind goes and how it sort of tries to process
everything that you’ve encountered. (P59)

Drivers of Inner Focus in Solitude

While our focus was on definitions of solitude as described
above, we noted the presence of what seem to be proximal
drivers of solitude. Specifically, participants described sev-
eral overarching themes that seemed to promote the mental
(not physical) aspect of solitude. At first glance, they appear
contradictory, but the diversity of conditions is consistent
with the complexity of each individual defining solitude in
their own way.

Solitude can benefit from quiet. For a few people, positive
solitude means ultimate quiet—sitting in a silent room while
drawing or enjoying the silence of swimming underwater.
For many, silence was required to achieve internal focus and,
therefore, meaningful solitude.

Solitude is diminished by distractions. The reasons why physi-
cal aloneness is critical varied among participants, but they
followed some common themes around being purposefully
“disconnected” from others, including entering a desirable
space lacking stimulation or distractions, including other
people’s opinions.

For many participants, being in positive solitude required
physical separation from others because the space represents
a freedom from needs and desires other than their own.
Physical separation opens up an opportunity to focus on
one’s own needs and desires. Physical separation was also
important to many because the absence of others also means
a lack of perceived attention or scrutiny from others. For
many of our interviewees, physical separateness was the
starting point for them to enter a space in which inner focus
is possible and productive. This was true particularly for par-
ents or caregivers living with dependents and for people
whose work requires caregiving and sustained empathy.

I quite welcome sometimes the peace to be alone, to switch off
from the outside world and just be me, and not have to worry
about anything or anyone. (P36)
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Solitude is facilitated by chosen activities. Others are less con-
cerned with blocking outside stimuli, and instead, their focus
is directed toward (while still being physically alone) chosen
activities engaged in during alone time. To them, solitude
can be achieved while driving alone in a car and singing to
blaring music, or watching a favorite television series at
home alone.

I love long drives. I love to just go and drive alone with good
music typically. I blast my music, I sing along, I come back
hoarse. (P13)

The Role of Balance in Defining Solitude

In most of our qualitative interviews, participants defined or
described solitude in terms of the extremes of either con-
stantly being with, or without, others, and many expressed a
desire to, and practice of, striking a balance between solitude
and social time. Even in one extreme case in which one par-
ticipant has lived, by choice and for decades, in only sea-
sonal interaction with others there was an expressed desire to
take advantage of human contact when it was available.

I’ve learnt that I need this downtime, quiet time, solitude where
I can just be. It’s different from being home and feeling
completely on your own. It’s a very different feeling . . . [ hadn’t
quite realised how important it was and how it maybe is quite an
important, a very important part of my life to maintain
equilibrium actually. (PO1)

Interestingly, comments on balance were made
unprompted; there was no specific question posed about a
need or desire for “enough” time alone or together with oth-
ers. Participants were aware of various needs and obligations
related to both states and sought to honor those according to
their individual needs, whenever possible. The topic of bal-
ance was raised in several cases by participants who alluded
to their definition of solitude as “me time.” That concept, of
choosing time alone as an act of self-care, was positioned in
contrast to time with friends or family. “Me time” was spent
entertaining one’s own thoughts and emotions and pursuing
one’s own interests.

And then so you’re just like, if I want to be happy right now, I
could be happy. If I want to be sad the next second, I can be. It’s
just like whatever I want to do. It’s me time. It’s like whatever
energy [ want to give, whatever emotions I want to feel, whatever
thing I want to present right now, it’s me. (P49)

Balance underlines inner focus. Participants described the right
balance as leading to solitude that is productive and focused
internally—solitude that is rejuvenating. In those circum-
stances, solitude is not characterized by what it lacks—they
are not missing interactions with other people. Instead, they
are tending to their own needs and desires—and that

emphasis on inner focus facilitates solitude being a useful
place of self-reflection and, often, growth.

I can have that balance so I have those quiet nights to myself
where I can do my study, and I can do my reading and I can
reflect and do what I need for me. (P56)

Achieving balance requires choice. Achieving a balance
between the solo and the social requires the ability to see the
need for that balance and the latitude to be able to choose
when to engage in one or the other. Some of our participants
described having to carve out time for themselves in their
daily routines, and even demand it in some cases, under-
standing the personal importance of balance. Several also
expressed the notion that being able to spend time in solitude
was an opportunity, an advantage, and even a privilege of
which they gladly partake.

I guess, I’ve been lucky to have that balance that a lot of people
never get quiet time or never had their own room to reflect on
stuff. (PO8)

Extroverts needs balance. Balance plays a role in the meaning
of solitude, even for extroverts. Some people who described
themselves as extroverts or “the life of the party”—who
understood themselves to be recharged in interactions with
others—also felt the need to step away from that public per-
sona to engage solely with their own thoughts. Others who
thrive in relation to family and friends also described carving
out time for themselves in solitude.

The Role of Technology in Defining Solitude

Communicative forms of technology (e.g., phone, social
media) where individuals were actively conversing with
another through their devices were seen to reflect brief
breaks in solitude. Some participants saw them as
counter-definitional:

So I think for me I would think solitude refers to being able to be
myself without the social media or anything else. (P23)

The benefit of these communicative forms of technology
was that they could be used strategically to enable partici-
pants to move in and out of solitude to social spaces at will,
a benefit that spoke to earlier themes of having a balance
between the two forms of experience.

Especially with social media and that, you’re aware that there is
aworld out there. So possibly that means you may not necessarily
feel alone. (P60)

Passive forms of social media were not antithetical to
solitude but rather created a proxy social world that could be
observed by participants. For some, the salience detracted
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from positive experiences of solitude by cuing people into
their social worlds. But for others it was quite beneficial.
Thus, passive forms of social media did not define positive
or negative solitude but were one of many activities that
could be engaged in during solitude. In all, passive technol-
ogy complemented solitude, especially for “being alone” and
unwinding. Our participants described their solitude time
involving passive television watching, listening to music, or
using the internet for reading and researching. These activi-
ties were part of their relaxation or diversion methods, and
were seen as neutral or even beneficial aspects of solitude.

And when [ think about that, me just on my computer, YouTube,
looking at silly things, and just really enjoying my time alone.
(P49)

Discussion

To explore the defining characteristics of solitude, we asked
adults to explore its meaning from their own perspectives.
We were particularly interested in learning whether solitude
is a state that specifically requires physical aloneness or if a
state of psychological aloneness can be reached without
physical separation from others. There was little consensus
among participants about whether solitude was either totally
a physical or a mental state. For some, physical separation
was key, but many others felt strongly that they could have
solitude even in the presence of close others by looking
inward. Our findings suggested that a retreat from immediate
social demands, and noncommunication in general, form the
basis of solitude and involve either mental separation or
physical separation. This core definition supports Long and
Averill’s (2003) conceptualization of solitude as, “a state
characterized by disengagement from the immediate
demands of other people” (p. 23), and S. W. Campbell and
Ross’s (2022) definition of solitude as noncommunication.
Disengagement may mean a complete absence of other peo-
ple, or it may exist on a continuum defined by levels of inner
focus, and levels of external distraction or demand.

There were, therefore, multiple expressions of how indi-
viduals perceived the state of solitude, and the factors that
facilitate or foil beneficial solitude. Several participants set an
early alarm to get a few minutes to themselves in the morning
before a would-be noisy home stirs to life. For them, solitude
requires total aloneness and quiet. Others defined solitude as
mental distancing from others that are nearby. For example,
in a public space when other people are around, solitude was
characterized by a withdrawal of attention from others, an
escape from one’s social surroundings, a look inwards, or a
sensation of peaceful calm. Some felt they were in positive
solitude alongside another in “companionable silence” or
could tap into solitude happily on a busy, city bus.

The data suggested that it is most appropriate to recognize
a taxonomy of solitude experiences, each with its own dis-
tinct characteristics. Considering participant descriptions as
a whole, we conceived of a two-dimensional conceptual

structure for defining solitude that resonates with the previ-
ous conceptual and operational approaches taken in the study
of solitude (e.g., Long et al., 2003; Nguyen et al., 2021).
Building knowledge in the field requires researchers to rec-
ognize how they are defining solitude, and how that defini-
tion relates to the observed effects of their study. Those
parameters also allow researchers to consider how their find-
ings may relate to other forms of solitude and may indicate
promising paths for future research.

A Taxonomy of Solitude

Nguyen et al. (2021) proposed conceptual distinctions
between true solitude (in this article, we call it “total” soli-
tude to avoid implying other kinds are untrue) and other
types of solitude that include either presence of others (i.e.,
public or companionate solitude) or engagement in chosen
tasks and activities. We represented those conceptual distinc-
tions in the model depicted in Figure 1. Participants were
consistent in views that solitude is qualified by both physical
separation and mental distancing from others. In this sense,
the ways our participants thought about the word “solitude”
are consistent with how previous literature has operational-
ized this state (e.g., physical separation is consistent with
Larson, 1990; mental distancing is consistent with Long &
Averill, 2003). However, it seems from our current findings
that any time spent physically separated from others can con-
stitute solitude, regardless of whether someone chooses to do
nothing or something. Such “alone” time may include watch-
ing television, playing video games, reading a book, or work-
ing alone. Many participants described being task-focused
but also having a sense of self-connection and recuperation
from time with others. While we often think of solitude as
time that is free from disruptions and distractions and there-
fore allows unadulterated inner focus, in our research, dis-
tracted alone time still constituted solitude for many
participants. In short, the pursuit of nothingness is not neces-
sary for solitude. Termed “solitude as alone” here, physical
separation from others devoid of a clear internal focus has
also been recognized as beneficial time within the existing
literature focused on leisure time (Buchholz, 1999). In diary
studies, “solitude as alone” has been operationalized when
participants reported no one else around (Larson et al., 1982);
here, whether or not participants engage in activities was not
an important qualifier. People appreciate even outward-
focused solitude spent doing leisure-time activities that help
them unwind. For example, the 2016 “rest test” polled 18,000
people and found that people’s favorite way to rest was
through reading (BBC, 2016), and the use of technology to
relax and relieve stress (Leung, 2015).

In our deeper examination of the role of technology spe-
cifically, we observed themes of communicative forms of
technology being antithetical to solitude, the use of commu-
nicative (social) technology as a way of organically moving
in and out of solitude, and observations that some forms of
technology (including observing content on social media)
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may be used in solitude. For some, the salience of other peo-
ple was a negative experience that interfered with well-being.
However, in the case of completely passive forms of technol-
ogy (such as TV and YouTube), activities were generally
seen as compatible with solitude and were positive for many.
We interpreted this to mean that technology only changes the
meaning of solitude for our participants when it involves
reciprocal communications with another person, a view that
closely aligns with S. W. Campbell and Ross’s (2022) view
of technology-mediated communication as undermining
solitude.

Despite the salience of physical separation, the majority
of participants described solitude as a predominantly or even
exclusively mental space, and we identified forms of solitude
that took place with others physically present. The first,
“companionate solitude,” was described as an internal, pri-
vate, mental focus in the company of a close other. This form
of solitude was described as having a certain sense of com-
fort that came from partners (often, but not exclusively,
romantic partners) agreeing to share their internal and private
time with one another. The time was described as peaceful
and relaxing—an opportunity to connect with self-chosen
activities that were interesting or rewarding to our partici-
pants in the company of others with whom they felt safe and
comfortable.

Within the literature of solitude, this experience has been
qualitatively described in interviews with individuals who go
on wilderness trips with others in the same group. In a wil-
derness environment, the comfort with solitude shared
among fellow travelers that one had not known previously
can be facilitated by the grandiosity of natural surroundings
(Hinds, 2011). Within the close relationships literature, some
allusions to companionate solitude have been made referring
to quiet time together as a value (Cantor & Malley, 2013),
and in conceptual discussions of the role that silence plays in
intimate relationships (Jaworski, 2011). These moments may
be the result of relationships that are secure and trusting,
where partners feel they can be “themselves” while together
(L. Campbell & Stanton, 2019; Gable & Reis, 2006). For our
participants, companionate solitude took the form of relaxing
moments of shared solitude either at home or outdoors, in the
presence of one close other. Extrapolating from the responses
of participants, the ability to share companionate solitude
with a partner may paradoxically underly intimacy and even
represent a positive relationship outcome.

The second form of solitude is characterized strictly by
mental inner focus. “Public solitude” consisted of being in
the presence of others but with little or no connection to
another in one’s immediate physical space. We distinguish
this from companionate solitude because public solitude
refers to situations in which participants describe being
“alone” among strangers with whom the individual is not
obligated or expected to interact. The lack of interaction
allowed participants to turn their attention inward. There is
also a unique sense of gained “anonymity,” which has been

described as one of the benefits of solitude (Long et al.,
2003). While this experience of anonymity has not been
studied empirically in solitude literature, many sociologists
have discussed the extent to which individuals can assume
anonymity in shared spaces with strangers—a sense of invis-
ibility that allows individuals to be free of social surveillance
(e.g., De Backer, 2019; Hatuka & Toch, 2017; Langegger &
Koester, 2016).

Although some participants described solitude as requir-
ing physical separation or mental distancing, for others, both
physical and mental space were necessary and interdepen-
dent to define solitude. We termed this expression “total soli-
tude,” benefiting from both aspects of separation, which has
been used as an operational definition in laboratory studies
of time spent alone (called “true” solitude in past work;
Nguyen et al., 2018; Pfeifer et al., 2019), where participants
were left alone and without distractions in a quiet lab room
for a short period of time. Arguably, it is the most conserva-
tive definition of solitude because it is clearly orthogonal to
social or interactional time. Previous research has shown that
total solitude helps to bring about low-arousal emotions and
reduce high-arousal emotions (Nguyen et al., 2018), although
it is unclear whether these regulation benefits of relaxation
and a sense of inner peace extend similar to other forms of
solitude. Indeed, reading for leisure, which in our categoriza-
tion may entail “solitude as alone”—which may not neces-
sarily be focused inward to one’s thoughts—has been found
to bring about similar benefits (Iwasaki et al., 2005; Trenberth
& Dewe, 2002). Furthermore, the evidence is mixed regard-
ing the emotional and cognitive costs and benefits of indi-
viduals being alone with their thoughts (i.e., in total solitude),
and research points to negative (Westgate et al., 2017; Wilson
et al., 2014), neutral (Nguyen et al., 2021), and modifiable
(e.g., capable of being improved through simple strategies
that support positive thinking; Westgate et al., 2017) out-
comes of time spent alone.

Supports for Mental Separation

While physical separation was characterized straightfor-
wardly by the presence or absence of others, mental separa-
tion seemed to require an optimal context, one that benefited
from specific attributes of solitude, namely, (a) quiet or
silence, (b) distraction-free, and (c) engaging in chose activi-
ties. An important support for the first of these was to experi-
ence a quiet and calm space free of distractions, consistent
with both Ost Mor’s description of solitude (Ost Mor et al.,
2020) and other theorizing on the qualities of positive time
spent alone (R. J. Coplan & Bowker, 2013; Hall, 2001).
Bridging the current and past work, choice is not essential for
defining solitude and rather facilitates a positive inner focus.
It is, indeed, definitional to the subcategory of solitude
understood as Positive Solitude. Furthermore, in our work
and others, it appears that solitude is linked in a meaningful
way to a quiet environment that does not pull individuals in



12

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

directions away from themselves. This study offered a spe-
cific relationship between quiet and solitude. In our current
findings, quiet seemed a proximal antecedent to the “inner
focus” dimension of solitude, which required the absence of
noise and external stimulation, as well as the absence of
distractions.

Underlying positive internal space was balance. We antic-
ipated that balance would play a key role in solitude based on
previous research (R. J. Coplan et al., 2019). While we rarely
heard participants define solitude directly through “balance,”
we did hear spontaneous descriptions of balance during
reporting on solitude from the majority of participants. This
led us to believe that balance is a contextual support that
allows people to enter into the inner-focused psychological
space of solitude. It may determine whether solitude plays a
complementary or antagonistic role in our lives. When bal-
anced, solitude and social activities complement one another,
and solitude feels beneficial, while an unbalanced equation
can feel disruptive to focus and well-being.

Therefore, in our proposed model in Figure 1, we repre-
sent balance as the bridge between social space and soli-
tude, which are divided by a dotted line, rather than a solid
one, because solitude does not mean a complete cutting off
from social space. This finding builds on previous work
that suggests balance may play a role in understanding
solitude. Namely, evidence from farmers who spend sub-
stantial time alone suggest they actively balance their iso-
lation with social media connections to alleviate boredom
and loneliness (Vidal-Gonzalez & Fernandez-Piqueras,
2021). More direct early findings suggest that those who
describe a balance between solitude and social time during
interviews see their solitude in a positive light (Thomas,
2017).

In addition, participants described that when the “right”
amounts of solitude relative to social time are chosen or
selected, solitude transforms into a space that opens intro-
spection and connection to internal experiences in a posi-
tive way. In forced or excessive solitude, the sense that one
can connect or explore internal or self-processes construc-
tively or peacefully is disrupted. It is worth noting that the
“right” amount of solitude may vary, but the consensus was
that nearly everyone benefited from some of this space,
provided it was choiceful. Motivation, that is, whether or
not people are alone by choice, was therefore key to bal-
ance. This resonates with a large body of work that high-
lights the importance of motivation for well-being in
solitude (Nguyen et al., 2018, Thomas & Azmitia, 2019),
but our participants saw that motivation is important for the
perception of balance between solitude and social space. It
is also worth noting that balance between solitude and
social spaces was a factor even when solitude was charac-
terized solely by mental separation (without physical sepa-
ration). That suggests that as long as individuals can
experience mental separation from others, physical separa-
tion may not be necessary or important.

Future Research

The current research was designed to identify forms of soli-
tude that elucidate the meaning of solitude to laypeople
exploring their daily lived experiences, and by doing so,
inform a classification of solitude types with distinct charac-
teristics. We saw this work as providing a foundation to
develop coherent bodies of future work targeting one or
more forms of solitude. For example, one implicit (assumed),
but not explicit (stated) theme that we identified in our study
is that public and companionate forms of solitude required
being able to retreat to a sheltered psychological space, with
little or no immediate or pressing distractions. It would be
fascinating in future research to understand what kinds of
social contexts promote the ability to internally focus in the
presence of others. This may involve having psychological
safety (Maurer & Daukantaité, 2020), support for authentic
self-expression (Wood et al., 2008), or autonomy support
(Ryan & Deci, 2006). Further research can explore how
social contexts facilitate or undermine this internal focus.
More broadly, the current findings suggested solitude is a
space that holds psychological distance from others or an
internal focus. This state may correspond with other psycho-
logical experiences, such as feeling independent versus
dependent on others, or engaging in autonomous activities
that are volitional and self-selected (Deci & Ryan, 2008). But
it is also possible to be in solitude and feel highly dependent
on others (as in the case of solitary confinement) or engage
in nonautonomous activities (e.g., because of pressure to
achieve a deadline). Future research can build on existing
work in these areas (e.g., Haney, 2018) to understand the
interpersonal and intrapersonal experiences that improve
the experience of solitude but bearing in mind that these
models may not hold constant across different solitude states.

In addition, it would be useful to test the costs and bene-
fits of “total” solitude compared with solitude where others
are present (companionate or public solitude) or when indi-
viduals are physically alone but not sitting with their
thoughts. Some have argued that “total” solitude is also the
truest form of solitude when one can attend to one’s thoughts
and feelings in an unstructured space undistracted by media
or other activities that demand attention (Nguyen et al.,
2021). Studies regarding the emotional and cognitive costs
and benefits of total solitude to individuals (Nguyen et al.,
2021; Westgate et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2014) have not yet
compared this state with other forms of solitude, although
direct examinations of their shared and divergent character-
istics would be relevant to social psychological research, for
example, studying the use of technology as a potential dis-
ruptor of solitude (Thomas et al., 2021).

Comparisons between “total” and other forms of solitude
can also inform clinical research, for example, studying
depression, emotion dysregulation, and rumination, areas
where distractions may offer necessary relief (Wang et al.,
2013). A few studies have suggested that unstructured
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solitude, without distractions or activities to focus one’s mind,
could be problematic for people with psychological disorders.
For example, a study by Larson and Johnson (1985) found
that patients with bulimia engaged in binge eating more dur-
ing time alone in the evening at home compared with time
alone at work. Another study suggested that the incapacity to
be alone explaines the association between attachment anxi-
ety and problematic smartphone use (Bermingham et al.,
2021). Nascent evidence suggested that solitary times, espe-
cially unstructured ones, could aggravate mental health prob-
lems, warranting future clinical research in this area. From
this research, it may be worthwhile to examine optimal forms
of solitude for individuals struggling with mental health dif-
ficulties. For example, companionate solitude may offer indi-
viduals a time to disengage but still feel a sense of connection
to others.

Solitude as a function of culture and age. Explorations of soli-
tude are best understood in the context of the full adult lifes-
pan, and as contextualized within a broader culture, because
each dimension may fundamentally change how it is per-
ceived. As individuals age, they experience solitude posi-
tively and value its opportunities (Buchholz & Catton, 1999;
Ost Mor et al., 2020; Weinstein et al., in press). When com-
pared with midlife adults, older adults described solitude as a
peaceful and quiet time (Ost Mor et al., 2020), and they ben-
efit more in terms of their emotional well-being (Larson,
1990; Lay et al., 2019; Rokach & Brock, 1998). Solitude
affordances may also change based on culture (Averill & Sun-
darajan, 2014). Culturally specific forms of extreme solitude
exist, such as the hikikomori phenomenon in Japan (Teo et al.,
2014) that is also reported in other cultures (Kato et al., 2012).
Everyday solitude can also vary as a function of culture. For
example, East Asian heritage predicts more positive and less
negative experiences of solitude, as does experiencing immi-
gration (Jiang et al., 2019). To understand solitude truly, we
must invest in work that cuts across culture and age. The cur-
rent research did that to some extent by seeking individuals
across the adult ages and from different cultures, countries,
and ethnicities. We did not believe we had sufficiently large
samples to systematically compare these groups. Large-scale
studies are needed to address this need with greater precision
and power.

Limitations. We see several predominant limitations of this
study that bear mentioning. First, the current set of interviews
were conducted—not by design—during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and we cannot be certain results will generalize outside
of that context, including whether some forms of solitude will
take precedence over others in the future (e.g., companionate
solitude may be less frequent as individuals are not obliged to
spend time within their households). That said, we believe the
current set of findings relates to everyday experiences of soli-
tude which we are confident will extend beyond pandemic
conditions. Many of our participants lived in relatively remote

areas or were interviewed during non-lockdown periods, and
they shared experiences of solitude that were similar to those
who may have felt COVID-19 lifestyle changes more keenly.

Second, because we were interested in contacting indi-
viduals from different backgrounds who could speak to var-
ied and positive experiences with solitude, we sampled
almost exclusively those who were capable of having a
rewarding or pleasurable relationship with time spent alone.
Although we did not query these individuals about “positive
solitude,” per se, their definitions of solitude naturally gravi-
tated toward positive forms of solitude. For example, none
defined solitude as isolation or loneliness—although some
explored those negative experiences as more peripheral
experiences during time spent alone. However, it is impor-
tant to note that previous literature suggests that English-
speaking children, in general, begin to distinguish between
solitude and loneliness in early adolescence (Galanaki,
2004). Consistent with these findings, our taxonomy con-
cerns either benign or positive occasions of solitude by
default but does not directly identify or classify negative
forms of time spent alone.

Third, we are unable to draw conclusions regarding the
extent to which the current set of findings generalize to
broader populations. This is because we took an approach to
maximizing generalization that is different from the statisti-
cal generalization often used in quantitative research (Levitt,
2021). Specifically, while statistical generalization focuses
on how collected data capture variation in the population,
qualitative generalization focuses on how data capture varia-
tion in the phenomenon of interest (Levitt, 2021). To capture
our construct of interest (solitude) during the analytic pro-
cess, we explored patterns that did not fit with observations
made in previous interviews and set out to identify variations
in the meanings of solitude through this process.

Finally, the aim of our research was to identify the essen-
tial and important components of solitude (i.e., mental sepa-
ration) across narratives from diverse individuals. Yet, this
study was designed to represent diverse views but not to
inform similarities or differences among them. Because we
did not delve deeply into how each participant’s life circum-
stance might be linked to what solitude means to them (some
of our participants may have mentioned some specific condi-
tions but we did not inquire exhaustively), findings might not
be transferable to unique cases of solitude for those with
extraordinary lifestyles.

Conclusion

This work was designed to describe core definitions of soli-
tude, and we identified key forms of solitude that have previ-
ously been described in siloed studies within the solitude
literature: being alone, companionate solitude, public soli-
tude, and total solitude. We suggest that researchers studying
solitude could systematically explore one or more of these
forms. It would be fascinating to understand what
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psychological processes and outcomes are shared between
solitude forms, but we recognize that differences may exist
which preclude such generalizations.
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Note

1. We selected to name this theme “total” rather than “true” soli-
tude because it did not appear “truer” to lived experiences of
solitude than other forms participants identified. Rather, it was
total because it involved both critical aspects of solitude experi-
ences—physical and mental separation.
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