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Abstract

When in solitude – a subjective state of being detached from immediate social demands – 

societal norms and physical surroundings can continue to shape people’s thoughts and 

feelings. This systematic review explored the roles of norms and the physical environment in 

influencing individuals’ perceptions of being alone. Using specific keywords, we conducted 

searches in Medline, Web of Science, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar for both published and 

unpublished articles from between 1981 and 2021. We identified 157 papers that met the pre-

determined inclusion criteria and summarized statistics on study designs and sample 

characteristics, before coding and organising themes into three sections. Firstly, norms 

appeared to shape perceptions and experiences of solitude, as well as individuals’ coping 

strategies for solitude. Factors influencing the acceptability of solitude include an individual’s

activities during solitude, their gender, and their current life stage.  Secondly, the physical 

environment can influence how solitude is perceived and experienced. Solitude is perceived 

more positively in spaces with less social intrusion and fewer safety concerns, particularly for

women alone in public spaces. Finally, perceptions and experiences of solitude vary across 

the lifespan. Solitude and solo experiences are typically portrayed as more maladaptive and 

unfavourable earlier in life, while these experiences become more tolerable and enjoyable in 

older age. Overall, findings from this review suggest that research into solitude should ensure

solitary experiences are viewed within the societal and physical contexts in which they occur.

Keywords: Solitude, solo experiences, norms, physical environment, lifespan



Solitude in Context: A Systematic Review of How Societal Norms and Physical

Environments Shape Perceptions of Solitary Experiences

Globally, the number of single-person households has risen over the years, increasing 

at an exponential rate after the mid-twentieth century (Snell, 2017). While it may be intuitive 

to connect this “historically unprecedented” trend to the so-called “loneliness epidemic”, 

social scientists have attributed the rise in living-alone adults to improvements in living 

conditions and the increased availability of communication technologies, with these reducing 

the risks associated with living alone (Snell, 2017). Psychological research on solitude is still 

in its infancy, but much evidence suggests that solitude is a common and voluntary 

experience in everyday life (Hammond, 2016; Long et al., 2003). Earlier works by Reed 

Larson in the late 1970s and early 1980s showed that a typical adult in the US spent about 

29% of their waking hours alone (Larson, 1990). That figure has not changed despite the 

growing popularity and accessibility of virtual communication technologies. Recent data 

from probability samples in the US and UK show that most adults spend 2 to 6 hours alone 

per day (defined as not interacting with others remotely, virtually, or in person) 1. That is 

equivalent to a range of 13% to 38% of a 16-hour (waking) day.

Despite this, we rarely learn or hear about the daily solitary experiences of ordinary 

people; what they do and how they feel during this time. Instead, many earlier writings 

depicted solitude in extreme forms; that is, in relation to those who did not conform to 

societal norms and expectations, such as the mentally-ill, criminals and outlaws, or those who

chose to submit themselves to a hermitage to seek life-changing wisdom or spiritual 

connection. Perhaps it is due to this historic narrative that terms like “solitude”, “going solo”, 

1 All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc.  For the UK, total sample size 
was 2068 adults and fieldwork was undertaken between 26th - 27th April 2022.  For the US, 
total sample size was 1252 adults and fieldwork was undertaken between 27th - 29th April 
2022. The survey was carried out online. The figures have been weighted and are 
representative of all UK and US adults (aged 18+). See more in Supplementary Materials.



and “being alone” continue to hold negative connotations, and are often associated with 

social withdrawal, isolation, and loneliness (Long et al., 2006). 

In recent decades, psychological research has begun to expand upon these extreme 

depictions of solitude by revealing insights into everyday solitary experiences. In particular, 

researchers have tried to understand the motivations for solitude, and why some people prefer

solitude to social interactions. A preference for solitude can be due to negative reasons, such 

as cumulative experiences of being ostracized or ignored by others (Ren et al., 2016, 2021), 

shyness (Chen & Santo, 2016), or social anxiety (Coplan & Armer, 2007). However, some 

people choose to spend time alone for more positive reasons. People may benefit from or 

enjoy solitude for creativity (Thomas & Azmitia, 2019); using time spent alone to find 

balance (Weinstein et al., 2021), to engage in self-reflection and self-discovery (Long et al., 

2006), or to rest and relax (Hammond, 2016). These more positive motivations for spending 

time alone tended to lead to better experiences during solitude (Lay et al., 2018; Nguyen et 

al., 2018; Tse et al., 2022). Given these benefits, being deprived of solitude could itself be 

associated with negative outcomes (Coplan et al., 2019). This has led to the conceptualisation

of positive solitude (as opposed to negative forms of solitude) as an important component of 

psychological well-being (Ost Mor et al., 2020). 

The Present Review

For the most part, the above-mentioned psychological literature on solitude has 

studied individual factors (e.g., attitudes, personality) or situational factors (e.g., motivations, 

preceding events) and how they correlate with or predict different aspects of solitary 

experiences. This focus on internal states and individual cognition overlooks the potential for 

societal and cultural norms and the physical environment to either exacerbate the lonely and 

isolating aspects of solitude or to enhance positive experiences. This review aimed to explore 

the breadth of the existing literature on solitude, while identifying gaps in knowledge and 



opportunities for future research. We hope this encourages future research to consider 

external factors that may shape people’s perceptions of their solitary experiences, rather than 

viewing solitude in isolation and without reference to its societal and physical context.

Specifically, this review focused on societal norms and physical environments, and 

how these interact with the emotional and cognitive experiences and consequences of solitude

and solo experiences. We aimed to explore the literature beyond works focused on the 

personality characteristics (e.g., preference for solitude, shyness, social anxiety) and 

situational antecedents (e.g., self-determined solitude, ostracism) discussed in the 

introduction. While we recognize that there are many ways solitude can be defined both by 

laypeople (Weinstein et al., 2022) and experts (Nguyen et al., 2019), we adopted a broad 

definition of solitude in this review. Solitude was defined as time and space when there is an 

absence of social contacts. This included objective and observable experiences of being 

physically alone, as well as subjective experiences of solitude, such as being alone in a public

space, or surrounded by others, but not interacting with them.

Method

Eligibility Criteria

We used the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 

(PRISMA; http://www.prisma-statement.org/) as the guide for our systematic review. Our 

inclusion criteria were: (1) both published and unpublished articles (e.g., Ph.D. dissertation or

master’s thesis) from 1981 to 2021, (2) studies using quantitative, qualitative, or mixed 

designs, (3) papers must report empirical findings (I.e., theoretical papers or book chapters 

without a description of methodology were excluded), (4) papers must be available in 

English.

In identifying the databases for our searches, we made our decision based on a report 

by Bramer et al. (2017), which recommended a combination of Embase, MEDLINE, Web of 

http://www.prisma-statement.org/


Science Core Collection, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar. However, because Embase is not 

available through our institution, and is a database for biomedical research, we decided to use

only Medline, Web of Science, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar for our searches. Google 

Scholar results were limited to the first 200 hits when sorted by relevance, in accordance with

Bramer et al. (2017).

Rationales

The initial search was targeted for sensitivity rather than specificity. Because this 

study is the first attempt to systematically review this topic, broad search terms were used to 

encompass the full scope of the literature. The first and second authors discussed and agreed 

on the inclusion criteria. We included only articles dated between 1981 and 2021. The year 

1981 was chosen to reflect increased availability of remote communication from the early 

1980s, with the invention of mobile phones (The Invention of Mobile Phones, 2018) and the 

beginning of dial-up Internet access (Hauben & Hauben, 1997). We narrowed the search to 

only include articles written in the English language. Even though we acknowledged that this 

decision might restrict us to mostly articles published by authors from English-speaking 

countries, a recent systematic review showed that this language restriction does not introduce 

significant bias (Morrison et al., 2012). We also restricted our review to articles describing 

empirical research (rather than theoretical works) that included terms related to our topics of 

interest. Firstly, we used “soli*” (e.g., solitude, solitary) and “solo” to search for articles 

related to solitude or solo experiences. We did not include the term “alone” because this word

is frequently used in contexts that are not related to experiences of being alone; i.e., “past 

behaviour alone appears to be a better long-term predictor” (an example from Mossman, 

1994). Secondly, we included terms related to physical or societal factors; specifically, we 

were interested in the external environment (i.e., environment*) and physical space (i.e., 

physical), as well as thecultural (i.e., *cultur*) and normative (i.e., norm*) context of 



solitude. Thirdly and finally, we included terms to capture the emotional and cognitive 

experiences of solitude and solo experiences that may be impacted by societal and physical 

factors (i.e., cogni*, emo*, experien*, self). All combinations of search terms from across 

these three categories were applied to each database, with truncations used to ensure the 

initial search had as broad a reach as possible (see Table 1). These terms were searched for 

anywhere in the articles, with date and language criteria applied during the search 

instructions, where possible.

Procedure

Once the inclusion criteria were finalized, the review process involved three stages: 

(1) study filtering, (2) data extraction, and (3) data synthesis. The third author and nine 

research assistants (see Acknowledgements) helped with the first and second stages while the

second author oversaw the progress of these two stages. Being an expert in the field of 

solitude research, the first author was not involved in the first two stages to avoid introducing

biases. We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions, below and in the 

supplementary materials on our OSF page.

Study Filtering

During the initial search, titles and abstracts were assessed to identify articles for full-

text retrieval. We identified 1,207 articles at this stage. Duplicates and articles that, upon 

closer inspection, did not meet the initial inclusion criteria were removed. Some articles had 

titles and abstracts in English with the body of the paper in another language. These often 

slipped through the initial search but were removed at the full-text retrieval stage. After 

manual removal of additional duplicates and those in a non-English language or outside the 

specified date range, 715 articles were sought for full-text retrieval. Full texts could not be 

found/were not available for 26 of these articles. These articles were excluded after at least 

three searches for full texts had been conducted and authors contacted directly when possible.



Next, 689 articles were assessed against more stringent eligibility criteria. These 

criteria excluded research with non-human participants, or that focused on non-normative 

populations (i.e., research studying participants with conditions such as dementia or 

schizophrenia were excluded because such conditions would likely elicit atypical experiences

of solitude). Reviewers then went through all the articles to ensure they explicitly referenced 

societal and/or physical factors AND emotional and/or cognitive factors AND solitude, solo 

experiences, and/or being alone. At this stage, reviewers could indicate if they were unsure 

whether an article met these eligibility criteria. Any articles marked as unsure were 

independently reviewed by two senior reviewers, with any disagreements discussed and 

resolved. 

More details of this study selection process can be found in our supplementary 

materials on OSF (https://osf.io/58uxh/?view_only=93086ec690f24681a637fc0e1cab83c1), 

including a list of excluded articles sorted by reasons for exclusion.

Data Extraction

After this more detailed filtering stage, 157 articles were deemed eligible for inclusion

(See Appendix A for full PRISMA flow diagram). Only primary studies were included, with 

review papers excluded during the second filtering stage. Extracted data included study 

design, sample size and characteristics, and results, as well as specific information about 

societal and/or physical factors, emotional and/or cognitive outcomes, and the solitude 

experience itself, including how each of these variables was measured and conceptualized.

Data Synthesis

After the third author and research assistants coded articles with themes and sub-

themes, the first and second authors went through several rounds of reviewing and 

reorganizing themes until both agreed on the finalized themes reported in this review. The 

first author transferred the themes back to the extracted data and reviewed all abstracts that 

https://osf.io/58uxh/?view_only=93086ec690f24681a637fc0e1cab83c1


belonged to each theme to make sure the articles coherently reflected their overarching 

themes. 

Results

A total of 169 studies were described in 157 papers. There were 66 qualitative studies,

84 quantitative studies, and 19 studies that used mixed methods with combined quantitative 

and qualitative approaches. There were 20 papers dated before 2000, 18 between 2000 and 

2009, 90 between 2010 and 2019, and 41 in the years of 2020 and 2021. The steep rise in 

papers suggests that the literature on solitude and solo experiences is growing rapidly. Studies

sampled participants from across the world, but most focused on the US, the UK, Canada, 

China, and South Korea (see Figure 1). 

Norms Associated with Activities in Solitude

Within this theme, the literature looked at both solitude in the absence of activities 

and experiences of specific solo activities including creative pursuits, dining, drinking, 

exercising, and traveling. Generally, there were normative perceptions that some activities are

better in solitude (e.g., creative activities), while others are more enjoyable with other people.

When people engage in normatively social activities alone (e.g., dining and drinking), these 

are typically judged to be maladaptive due to the individuals’ own perceptions, or their 

awareness of negative social norms and possible social judgment. On the other hand, 

normatively solo activities were largely unaddressed within the literature, suggesting that the 

intersection of solitude and norm-violation may have been of particular interest to 

researchers, rather than the experience of solitude itself.

Solitude Without Activities

It was generally perceived that “doing something” during solitude was more 

enjoyable than inactivity or “just thinking” (Buttrick et al., 2018). This was also reflected in 

studies looking at the affective outcomes of solo versus group activities. While solo activities 



themselves were associated with neither positive nor negative affect, “doing nothing” when 

alone at home resulted in significantly lowered positive affect (Clark & Watson, 1988). Some

of the literature on solitude in the wilderness or in nature (which we will describe in the 

theme around nature environments) also suggests that participants often find unstructured 

solitude (i.e., solitude without specific activities or instructions) to be challenging and boring

(Kalisch et al., 2011), or even scary and chaotic (Wasserman-Singer, 2014). However, the 

literature on “doing” versus “not doing” during nature solitude was more nuanced; with 

solitude without specific activities in nature still bringing enjoyment (Kalisch et al., 2011), 

and allowing opportunities for self-reflection (Sweatman & Heintzman, 2004), peace and 

spiritual development (Wasserman-Singer, 2014).

Solitude for Self-Expression

Solitude is also often seen as an opportunity for self-expression, so it is unsurprising 

that the literature on creative activities in solitude generally presented solitude in a positive 

light. Qualitative interviews with writers (Bales, 2000) and artists (Miller, 2016) portrayed 

solitude as a space where individuals have the freedom to engage with thoughts, ideas, or 

feelings without reservation or distraction. The physical and cognitive space facilitated by 

solitude was described across several studies as being particularly valuable for creativity, 

with a specific creative energy – almost mystical or spiritual – experienced during solitude

(Long et al., 2006; Thomas, 2017). Similarly, multiple studies suggest that solitude can 

enhance creative performance while also increasing the benefits of creative pursuits in terms 

of enjoyment, relaxation, and cognitive wellbeing (Joo, 2019; Miller, 2016; Minney, 2018).

Even though using solitude for creative pursuits could be seen as healing and an 

opportunity to connect to oneself (Bales, 2000), a few creative individuals also disclosed 

feeling lonely, not from the solitude itself, but from the identity of being misunderstood by 

society or family (Miller, 2016). As such, engaging in creative (e.g., drawing, writing) or 



self-expressive (e.g., singing) activities in solitude was also seen as a way of avoiding or 

coping with negative feelings of isolation (Joo, 2019) or ostracism (Minney, 2018). 

Eating Alone or Solo dining

Norm Violations. Solo dining was one of the larger topics within the literature, with a

small number of studies addressing the experience of eating alone in private, while the 

majority focused on dining alone in public. Because dining is generally viewed as a social 

activity and is often more enjoyable with others or in groups (Bhargave et al., 2018), solo 

dining, particularly in public spaces, was often stigmatized and seen as a violation of social 

norms (Brown et al., 2020; Choi et al., 2020, 2022; Jordan, 2008; Lemke & Schifferstein, 

2021). 

Perhaps for this reason, this topic appeared to be of particular interest in cultures 

where the norm of commensality is more prominent. In these contexts, solo dining was often 

associated with negative outcomes. Studies conducted with South Korean samples found that 

those who tended to eat alone reported more negative emotions (Cho et al., 2015) and mental 

health problems (Son et al., 2020), especially when their solitude was not volitional (Jang et 

al., 2021). Those who had negative experiences with eating alone were also more likely to 

consume food quicker (Brown et al., 2020), and to eat more and be overweight (Cho et al., 

2015). When it came to healthy eating, pursuing this with others was also associated with 

more positive outcomes (Chatzisarantis et al., 2021).

Cultural Norms. There also appeared to be variation in the experiences and 

perceptions of solo dining across different Asian cultures. Negative outcomes (e.g., negative 

emotional experiences, large food consumption) were found in the South Korean samples 

discussed above, but were not found in either Japanese (Cho et al., 2015), or Chinese (Choi et

al., 2020) samples. These studies suggested that negative experiences of solo dining appear to

be more dependent on one’s physical surroundings and whether this supports the solitary 



experience. For example, in settings where solo dining is more widely accepted as normative 

behaviour, solo diners reported better experiences (Choi et al., 2020). In particular, solo-

friendly staff services, table settings, food portions, and options, were important factors that 

could improve the experiences of those who eat alone (Choi et al., 2020; Han, 2018). Solo 

diners also felt more comfortable in contexts where their emotions, whether positive or 

negative, were congruent with those of others around them (Choi et al., 2022). This suggests 

that the quality of solo dining experiences in certain cultures might be influenced by the 

extent to which individuals feel they belong within their physical and social surroundings.

Positive Experiences and Benefits. When not associated with negative emotions or 

maladaptive psychological outcomes, solo dining is linked to more benign, practical 

motivations, such as the need to relieve hunger (Choi et al., 2020; Han, 2018; Lemke & 

Schifferstein, 2021), or the desire to have more freedom and choice in what to eat (Choi et 

al., 2020). The literature suggests that some individuals will voluntarily pursue solo dining, 

with this experience seen as enjoyable, and as an important form of self-care and expression 

of freedom (Choi et al., 2020; Han, 2018). Solo dining is particularly embraced by younger 

populations and those with busier lifestyles (Han, 2018; Lee et al., 2020). 

Coping Strategies. Solo diners often employ coping strategies to improve their 

experiences of dining alone in public. The use of props such as mobile devices was identified 

as a technique employed by solo diners to improve the public solo dining experience (Choi et 

al., 2020; Lemke & Schifferstein, 2021). However, such strategies were mainly used to 

minimize external social judgement, by presenting a more sociable and less lonely outward 

appearance to other diners, rather than to curb loneliness (Brown et al., 2020; Lemke & 

Schifferstein, 2021). This focus on self-presentation to combat the judgement of others 

further supports the existence of a societal stigma against dining alone – or even being alone 

– in public.



However, not all public solo diners used props in this way. In some cases, individuals 

pursued solo dining in public as a way of facilitating social interactions that would not be 

possible in their home environment. For those who lived alone – especially in older age – 

public solo dining was seen as an opportunity to engage in impromptu social interactions

(Choi et al., 2020).

Solo Drinking

Solo drinking, as opposed to social drinking, was generally perceived in the literature 

to be against the social norms of drinking culture. University students with more depressive 

traits and higher anxiety were more likely to engage in solitary drinking or solitary pre-

drinking, and were more likely to develop problematic drinking habits (Ju et al., 2019; 

Keough et al., 2015, 2016). Young adults also exhibited a high correlation between 

depression and anxiety, and frequent solitary drinking (Bilevicius et al., 2018; Samoluk et al.,

1999). 

However, the body of literature on this topic was small and almost exclusively 

focused on university student samples. Only one study that emerged in our search looked at a 

large sample of adults in the general population of the US. This study found that solitary 

drinking increased after the implementation of COVID-19 social distancing restrictions

(McPhee et al., 2020). Importantly, the increase in solitary drinking during this time was 

attributed to negative emotions and depressive symptoms that were triggered by the lack of 

environmental reward (e.g., limited access to typical social activities).

Solo Exercize

The topic of solo exercize was predominantly explored within research comparing the

benefits of solo versus group exercize. Within this relatively small body of literature, studies 

yielded contradictory findings in terms of both cognitive benefits and general preferences for 

exercising alone or with others. Some studies found that solo and group exercize both 



correlated with positive self-perceptions (Axelsson, 2017), and fewer depressive symptoms

(Chatzisarantis et al., 2021). In one study, participants also reported preferring to engage in 

solitary rather than social physical activity (Chatzisarantis et al., 2021). However, other 

research found that solo exercize led to increased anxiety, and was less effective in reducing 

psychological distress compared to group exercize (Port, 2017). 

Solo Traveling

Like solo dining, solo traveling was a popular topic in the literature, with a large body

of research dedicated to this field. As with solo dining, social norms played an important role 

in shaping solo travellers’ experiences, because traveling was viewed as a normatively social 

activity (Mazur & Sticksel, 2021). The literature predominantly focused on the experiences of

female solo travellers, although a minority of studies did address solo travel more generally. 

The intersections of gender and racial/ethnic identities were also considered, with a notable 

body of literature exploring the experiences of female Asian solo travellers.

Personal and Social Constraints. Research into the personal experiences of solo 

travellers identified that solo travel comes with certain constraints; from the physical to the 

social. Some practical constraints included concerns regarding lacking the physical ability 

and health to travel alone (Joha et al., 2021; Ngwira et al., 2020), concerns about safety (El 

Gamil, 2018; McNamara & Prideaux, 2010; Ngwira et al., 2020), and fears of harassment and

discrimination (Jordan, 2008; McArthur, 2000; Schwab, 2019; Seow & Brown, 2018; 

Wantono & McKercher, 2020; Wilson & Little, 2005; Yang, 2017). Other constraints related 

to solo travellers’ internalization of social stigma (Arndt, 2013; Heimtun, 2012; Nikjoo et al., 

2021; Osman et al., 2020), worries about feeling or being seen as lonely and isolated (El 

Gamil, 2018; Heimtun, 2012; Seow & Brown, 2018), and feelings of self-consciousness and 

embarrassment from being the only solo tourist in certain spaces (Jordan, 2008; Jordan & 

Gibson, 2005).



Gender Norms. Personal and social constraints were particularly salient among 

female solo travellers, and especially those from cultures with more restrictive rules for 

women. Concerns around safety, harassment, sexualized surveillance, and the male gaze were

often reported by female solo travellers (Arndt, 2013; Heimtun, 2012; Jordan & Aitchison, 

2008; Jordan & Gibson, 2005; Ngwira et al., 2020; Seow & Brown, 2018; Wilson & Little, 

2005, 2008; Yang et al., 2018). These concerns often informed decisions about travel 

destinations, travellers’ intentions to disclose travel plans to family and friends, and the types 

of activities planned for solo travel (Joha et al., 2021; Ngwira et al., 2020; Wilson & Little, 

2005; Yang, Chiao Ling (Elaine), 2017; Yang et al., 2018). 

Cultural Norms. In addition to these gendered barriers, the literature showed that 

female solo travellers from non-Western societies (including African, Asian, or Muslim 

women) also face additional challenges associated with their intersectional identity. Studies 

highlighted how the societal perceptions and expectations of women from a collectivistic 

societal and cultural background served to strengthen the stigma associated with solo 

traveling (Seow & Brown, 2018; Yang et al., 2018, 2019). In general, women (and especially 

those from cultures with more restrictive gendered norms) were also more concerned about 

being perceived by others as weaker and more vulnerable (Hosseini et al., 2021; Ngwira et 

al., 2020; Seow & Brown, 2018; Yang, 2017), and therefore  as easier targets for crime, 

including physical or sexual assault (Seow & Brown, 2018; Yang, 2017; Yang et al., 2018, 

2019). Additionally, women from these cultures reported experiencing both gender 

discrimination from other travellers, and racism from locals of their travel destinations

(Hosseini et al., 2021; Seow & Brown, 2018; Wantono & McKercher, 2020; Yang, 2017; 

Yang et al., 2018, 2019). Due to the stronger negative stereotypes reinforced by their 

cultures, female solo travellers from non-Western countries were also more likely to report 



that their friends and family disapproved of their solo travel plans (El Gamil, 2018; Ngwira et

al., 2020; Osman et al., 2020; Seow & Brown, 2018). 

Positive Experiences and Benefits. Despite these personal and social constraints, the 

desire to leave behind social norms and pressures, to grow in oneself through overcoming 

challenges, and to be more self-reliant and independent were all key motivators for solo 

travel (El Gamil, 2018; Heimtun, 2012; Hosseini et al., 2021; Osman et al., 2020; Seow & 

Brown, 2018; Weber, 2008). For those who voluntarily travelled alone, it was seen as a 

rewarding experience (Linko, 2019). Even for those who travelled alone due to a lack of 

traveling companions, or who were initially reluctant to travel solo, at least some benefits of 

the experience were acknowledged (Seow & Brown, 2018; Wantono & McKercher, 2020). 

For Asian female solo travellers in particular, solo travel was seen as a liberating experience, 

providing the opportunity to challenge cultural gender norms, construct one’s own identity, 

and develop self-confidence (Hosseini et al., 2021; Jordan & Gibson, 2005; Nikjoo et al., 

2021; Yang, 2017). Some women saw solo traveling as an act of rebellion or activism, with 

feelings of liberation, empowerment, and personal growth also emerging as key benefits

(Arndt, 2013; Jordan & Gibson, 2005; McNamara & Prideaux, 2010; Nikjoo et al., 2021; 

Osman et al., 2020; Schwab, 2019; Wantono & McKercher, 2020; Yang, 2017).

Physical Environment

Nature

A large body of literature was found on the topic of wilderness solitude, covering a 

range of populations, locations, and wilderness experiences (e.g., guided wilderness retreats, 

solo hiking). Overall, the literature suggests that being with nature amplifies many positive 

benefits associated with solitude, with one study showing that people who have a greater 

affinity for solitude tend to prefer spending time alone in nature (Lee & Scott, 2017).



Simplicity and Freedom. Broadly speaking, some form of solitude was seen as 

intrinsic to the wilderness experience, with the simplicity and primitiveness of the natural 

environment identified as a key feature of wilderness solitude (Borrie & Roggenbuck, 2001; 

Kaplan, 1984). This physical space facilitated a greater sense of awareness and appreciation 

for the natural environment, as well as providing a distinct contrast to, and freedom from, 

daily urban life (Freeman et al., 2017; Fuller & Dawson, 1998; Hammitt, 1982; Kaplan, 

1984). Solitude in nature enabled the physical, cognitive, and emotional escape from societal 

pressures and the stresses of everyday life (Linko, 2019). This freedom was often described 

in terms of the absence of man-made intrusions (e.g., crowds of people or traffic noise) and a 

sense of peacefulness and restoration (Huynh & Torquati, 2019; Martens et al., 2011; 

Petersen et al., 2021) that creates opportunities for self-reflection (Coble et al., 2003). 

Reclaimed Control and Privacy. When discussing the benefits of wilderness solitude,

participants often referred to feeling an increased sense of control. This included their ability 

to control how they interact with their surroundings, how they might choose to interact with 

others (if at all), and their freedom to dictate the amount of external information they need to 

process (Hammitt, 1982). The physical isolation offered by wilderness solitude also 

facilitated a level of privacy that could not be attained in urban public spaces (Ellison, 2011), 

allowing individuals freedom from observation, and the ability to control and moderate their 

sensory input and processing (Fuller & Dawson, 1998; Hammitt, 1982). 

However, solitude in nature does not necessarily require complete isolation or total 

withdrawal from others to be enjoyable and rewarding. Participants across several studies 

described the experience of cognitive freedom even when there were other people present in 

the same space, such as when camping or hiking in groups (Fuller & Dawson, 1998; 

Hammitt, 1982). Nevertheless, there were also times when the presence of others 



compromized individuals’ ability to attain the levels of control and privacy they sought from 

solitude experiences in nature (Patterson & Hammitt, 1990; Stewart & Cole, 2001). 

Self-growth and Well-being. Wilderness solitude was associated with a number of 

emotional and cognitive benefits, including increased self-reflection and self-understanding

(Kalisch et al., 2011; Kaplan, 1984; Kell & Harney, 2019; Schilar, 2017), a greater feeling of 

connection with the natural environment and others (Coble et al., 2003; Petersen et al., 2021),

and an increased sense of self-empowerment, self-reliance, and self-confidence (Freeman et 

al., 2017; George, 1984; Riley & Hendee, 2000; Schuster et al., 2005). Benefits were also 

seen in terms of wellbeing, with wilderness solitude experiences associated with improved 

mental health, reduced anxiety and stress, more positive outlooks on life, and improved mood

(Kaplan, 1984; Petersen et al., 2021). Some studies found participants experienced ‘flow’ 

states during wilderness solitude (Coble et al., 2003), which entail a “peak” experience that 

happens when the challenge of an experience is matched with the skills required to master 

that experience. Studies also reported benefits at a creative (Huynh & Torquati, 2019) and 

spiritual level (Riley & Hendee, 2000; Sweatman & Heintzman, 2004; Wasserman-Singer, 

2014). Particularly, individuals on religious wilderness retreats noted the ability of the natural

environment to facilitate spiritual reflection and allow them to feel more connected to their 

true selves and to God (Wasserman-Singer, 2014). 

Risks and Challenges. Several studies examined the risks and challenges associated 

with solitude in nature, suggesting that such experiences were not implicitly positive (Kell & 

Harney, 2019). Similarly, different natural environments entailed specific challenges and 

benefits. For example, tended forest areas were more effective in promoting positive affect 

and reducing negative affect than wild forest, particularly for people more used to urban 

environments (Martens et al., 2011). Fears of injury, theft, getting lost, or being attacked by 

wild animals were also experienced both before and during wilderness solitude (Coble et al., 



2003), with planning and organisation seen as important factors in mitigating these risks. 

There were also psychological challenges. In nature, emotions, both positive and negative, 

could be amplified, meaning that loneliness, boredom, and isolation could become unbearable

(Petersen et al., 2021). For that reason, participants across several studies found it particularly

challenging to engage with unstructured solitude in nature (i.e., without a specific task), often

describing this experience as anxiety-provoking (Kalisch et al., 2011; Wasserman-Singer, 

2014). However, the fact that solitude in nature was often perceived as challenging did not 

seem to overshadow the enjoyment or benefits that people gained from it.

Built Environment

Solitude in the built environment was largely considered in the context of living 

alone. While this aspect of solitude also emerged in the literature on solitude at different life 

stages – primarily in adulthood and older age – the findings relating specifically to the 

physical environment of solitude will be discussed here, while more general findings relating 

to living alone will be discussed in the section on solitude across the lifespan.

Ownership and Attachment to the Space. Whether positive solitude could be 

experienced in the built environment depended on several factors. In terms of residential 

space, the extent to which the living environment was perceived as stable versus temporary 

influenced whether living-alone adults felt ownership of their space, and whether they felt 

able to personalize their immediate living environment (Galcanova & Vackova, 2016). Those

who viewed solo living as temporary or transitional were less likely to personalize their living

space, often for practical reasons such as enabling ease of relocation. Conversely, those who 

felt more attached to their living spaces, or perceived them as more permanent residences, 

identified the personalisation of their living space as an important aspect of living alone

(Galcanova & Vackova, 2016). For these people, their residential space reflected their 

identity, with many expressing a strong attachment or sense of territoriality towards their 



living space. This attachment mirrors the strong emotional connection between adolescents 

and their bedrooms as a space of privacy, self-expression, and solitude, as seen in the 

literature on solitude in young people (James, 2001). In this sense, the home environment 

serves as a sanctuary from societal expectations and judgement. Private living spaces offer 

spatial control and enable increased autonomy that results in a more positive experience of 

solo living (Almevall et al., 2022; Galcanova & Vackova, 2016; James, 2001).

Risk of Isolation. However, living alone can entail inactive solitude, confinement, 

isolation, and loneliness, especially for older adults (Almevall et al., 2022; Wong & 

Verbrugge, 2009). Inaccessibility and physical isolation are particular risks for solo-living in 

older age (Wong & Verbrugge, 2009). Older adults living solo in rural areas, or with limited 

access to social contacts and services, were generally at greater risk of experiencing negative 

outcomes associated with living alone (Bayer, 2008). Similarly, the physical characteristics of

residential neighbourhoods – both rural and urban – also strongly influenced the experience 

of living alone in older age. Difficulty navigating the neighbourhood was reported to increase

isolation by making it more difficult for individuals who live alone to access spaces for 

socialisation or to have impromptu social contact outside their homes (Wong & Verbrugge, 

2009).

However, isolation could also be experienced in shared facilities. One study of female

students reported that these younger individuals generally still desired greater contact with 

others, despite the close physical proximity associated with living in shared accommodation 

(Brown, 1992). Public or shared areas in residential spaces could, however, help to increase 

feelings of sociability by promoting impromptu social contact between residents. This is 

consistent with the finding that living-alone older adults preferred making their “home” a 

social hub for others to share (Almevall et al., 2022). Overall, the literature suggests that 



having options to access social contacts could help to reduce the risk of isolation for those 

who live alone. 

Public or Shared Spaces

As several studies explored experiences of solitude in public or shared spaces, the 

definition of solitude must be expanded beyond simple physical isolation. This broader 

understanding of solitude would also encompass experiences of social solitude when others 

are physically present, such as being alone on public transportation (Epley & Schroeder, 

2014) or inhabiting urban settings without interpersonal interactions (Nicol & Sangster, 

2019). This theme also overlaps with aspects of solo dining, as discussed above. 

As in the case of public solo dining, studies in this area found individuals were often 

concerned about how they were externally perceived and judged by others when alone in 

public spaces (Nicol & Sangster, 2019). This was particularly true for younger living-alone 

adults who reported feeling lonely if they spent time alone in public spaces when others had 

company (Molgat & Vézina, 2008). Conversely, older people often found public solitude 

more enjoyable, as this experience opened up the possibility of meeting new people or having

spontaneous conversations with neighbours (Molgat & Vézina, 2008). 

Indeed, one unique aspect of public solitude is that there is always the potential for 

social interaction, as other people are physically present. However, not everyone welcomes 

this possibility. Across five related studies, Epley & Schroeder (2014) found that people 

commuting on public transportation tended to prefer solitude over engaging in conversation 

with strangers, even though interactions with strangers could bring enjoyment and positive 

emotions (Epley & Schroeder, 2014). What is particularly interesting is how individuals 

utilize subtle non-verbal cues to indicate a preference for not interacting with others nearby. 

One study identified some of the strategies people use to reject intrusion from others in public

space. These included using excuses such as being busy with tasks, or relying on 



environmental cues, including putting up a sign or not having an extra chair to subtly 

communicate the desire to be left alone (Haggard & Werner, 1990). These findings suggest 

that pursing solitude in public settings might require certain behaviours not only to avoid 

judgements from observers (see Coping Strategies for Eating Alone or Solo Dining), but also 

to keep out potential intrusions. 

Virtual Environment

Several studies investigated solitude and solo experiences in virtual environments 

such as social media, video games, or augmented reality. One study found that the amount of 

time a day spent in solitude correlate with increased usage of both social media and other 

types of media, such as television and reading (Wang et al., 2012). On days when young 

adults spend more time in solitude, high levels of cognitive need correlate with increased 

usage of any types of media (not just social media); this suggests that media usage during 

solitude might serve to satisfy unmet cognitive needs (Wang et al., 2012). Ironically however,

it was suggested that social media use in solitude may impede the ability of solitude to 

promote meaningful self-reflection and self-development for adolescents and younger adults

(Agadullina et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2021). 

On other hand, other studies suggest that social media usage could facilitate collective

experiences that promoted social connections and interactions (Cohen & Lancaster, 2014), 

and alleviated feelings of loneliness (Mayne, 2016). Especially for those who did not enjoy 

solitude, social media use during solitude correlated with improved moods (Thomas et al., 

2021). Playing video games with others online was also shown to promote companionship 

and positive emotions (Kaye et al., 2018; Kaye & Bryce, 2014; Lee et al., 2021). 

As such, virtual interactions generally improved the hedonic quality of individuals’ 

solo experiences, and researchers have used virtual technologies to promote positive solo 

experiences for activities including meditation (Hanley et al., 2021; Järvelä et al., 2021), 



studying (Hayashida et al., 2020), and eating (Korsgaard et al., 2019). In general, this 

literature highlights the ability of the virtual world to act as an extension of the physical 

world, with virtual interactions allowing individuals to experience social connections despite 

physical separation.

Solitary Experiences Across the Lifespan

Within the literature, it was common for studies to consider the experience of solitude

at different times across the lifespan. While longitudinal research was scarce, multiple studies

together provide a snapshot of the experiences of a wide range of ages, and can identify 

salient issues for solitude across the lifespan. In adulthood, solitude was primarily addressed 

in relation to solo living. However, experiences of chosen solitude and social withdrawal 

were also considered in both adulthood and childhood, as well as experiences of social 

isolation and involuntary solitude as a result of major life changes such as immigration.

Childhood

In the literature on solitude in childhood, several studies linked solitary behaviours 

observed in children to negative outcomes, including depressive symptoms and loneliness

(Bullock et al., 2020), and increased stress levels (Westman et al., 2017). Social activities 

during childhood were often associated with more positive outcomes (Westman et al., 2017), 

whereas social withdrawal during early childhood was linked to subsequently lower self-

worth, increased behavioural and social problems, and poorer school performance (Chen et 

al., 2015; Ding et al., 2019). However, this relationship was not unidirectional, as early 

depressive symptoms also predicted later social-avoidant behaviours (Ding et al., 2019). As 

such, it is not yet clear whether solitude-seeking behaviours in childhood necessarily 

contribute to subsequent emotional and cognitive maladjustments.

It is also important to note that not all solitary behaviours observed in children were 

driven by maladaptive tendencies; some children prefer solitary play, or may prefer playing 



alone in certain circumstances. For example, some children may play with their friends in 

school playgrounds but prefer to play alone in community playgrounds rather than interact 

with less-familiar peers (Pearce & Bailey, 2011; Stanton-Chapman & Schmidt, 2021).

Several factors were identified as potential moderators of the link between solitary 

behaviours in childhood and maladaptive outcomes. Solitude driven by peer exclusion was 

particularly detrimental and stressful for children (Pearce & Bailey, 2011). Furthermore, 

several studies suggested that culture may play a role. Several studies of Chinese children 

focused  on the relationship between solitary behaviours and maladjustment within the 

context of collectivist social and cultural norms (Bullock et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2015; Ding 

et al., 2019). However, outside this collectivist framework, a study of Hungarian and 

Ethiopian children did not report any negative outcomes of solitary play (Metaferia et al., 

2021).

Parenting can also influence how often a child spends time alone, as well as how they 

experience this solitude. One study showed that an absence of parental care was associated 

with increased time spent playing alone, and greater dissatisfaction with this solitude

(Batchelder & Winnykamen, 1995). Children of immigrant parents also displayed more 

shyness and solitary behaviours at school compared to their non-immigrant peers, suggesting 

that immigrant parents’ acculturation might have implications for how the child socializes 

with peers in the host country (Xu & Krieg, 2014).

Adolescence

The literature on solitary behaviours or activities during adolescence predominantly 

focused on the maladaptive aspects of being alone, with many studies looking at solitude in 

relation to loneliness and social withdrawal. Adolescents’ loneliness was often associated 

with problems they experienced with peers (Corsano et al., 2019) or parents (Dołęga, 2015), 

and could be indicative of deeper issues related to anxiety, fear, and hopelessness (Hemberg 



et al., 2021). Likewise, social withdrawal during adolescence was also linked to negative 

social and emotional outcomes (Sang et al., 2018), and preference or affinity for solitude was 

associated with increased suicide ideation and risk of self-harm (Endo et al., 2017). 

A few studies considered the cultural aspects of solitude in adolescence. One study of 

Chinese early adolescents found that shyness, social withdrawal, and social avoidance were 

associated with negative developmental outcomes (Sang et al., 2018), and attributed this to 

the generally negative view that collectivist Chinese culture has towards solitude-seeking 

behaviours. However, it is not clear whether these findings generalize to other collectivistic 

cultures, as another study found that South Africans with a collectivist cultural background 

(i.e., Black South Africans) endorsed more positive motivations for spending time alone 

compared to those with an individualistic cultural background (i.e., White South Africans)

(van Zyl et al., 2018).

As well as these cultural influences, a small body of literature considered how the 

cultural changes and challenges associated with immigration influenced experiences of 

solitude. A study of native Italian and immigrant middle school students showed that 

immigrant adolescents were more likely to display maladaptive forms of solitude despite 

having higher affinity for being alone (Corsano et al., 2019). However, because the number 

of immigrant adolescents in this sample was small, the authors caution against drawing 

definitive conclusions about immigrants’ attitudes toward aloneness. Instead, a more sensible 

interpretation of the findings might be that some struggles with solitude among immigrant 

adolescents might be a function of experiencing challenges in connecting with peers.

Despite the predominantly negative portrayals of solitude in this literature, some 

studies recognized that not all motivation for solitude is the same (van Zyl et al., 2018), as 

some adolescents also reported enjoying solitude as an opportunity to rest and recharge

(Hemberg et al., 2021). Even though solitude seeking behaviour in this age group could be 



symptomatic of social or behavioural difficulties, those with more positive attitudes towards 

spending time alone tended to display higher self-esteem and have better peer relationships 

than their peers with more negative attitudes towards solitude (Corsano et al., 2019). 

Therefore, it is the motivation for  solitude seeking, rather than the behaviours themselves, 

that appear to matter.

Adulthood

Unlike the literature on children and adolescents, research into solitude in adulthood 

typically explores solitary and solo experiences in connection to specific life events or 

circumstances. These may include milestones such as moving out of their parents’ homes

(Molgat & Vézina, 2008), or becoming parents for the first time themselves (Levesque et al., 

2020). Several studies looked at experiences of living alone in the absence of a long-term 

partner, typically recruiting individuals who are unmarried or single (Gerstein & Tesser, 

1987; Ho, 2015; Kamin et al., 2021), or those who have experienced a marriage dissolution

(Demey et al., 2014). The literature also touched on more unique experiences such as being in

a foreign country away from family for work (Chataway & Berry, 1989; Chukwuani, 2018), 

or working alone when self-employed (Kara & Petrescu, 2018). 

Several recent papers addressed experiences of solitude during self-isolation or 

quarantine periods of the COVID-19 pandemic. These studies highlighted feelings of 

isolation and loneliness for those who lived alone (Kamin et al., 2021), contrasting with the 

need for solitude for those who lived with family but experienced conflict or unsatisfying 

interactions (Strizhitskaya et al., 2021). These experiences were nuanced with quarantined 

participants reporting both negative experiences of anxiety, fear, and depression, as well as 

positive experiences of relaxation, self-awareness, and hope (Chen et al., 2021).

Challenges and Difficulties. In general, solitude and solo experiences (e.g., living 

alone) were described as aversive, especially when they resulted from the weakening of 



established social ties. This was reported during the transition to parenthood (Levesque et al., 

2020), as well as after moving to a new country (Chataway & Berry, 1989; Chukwuani, 

2018), and was most common when people felt they could not maintain relationships or 

interactions with pre-existing social circles. At the same time, adult immigrants often 

experienced acculturation struggles (Chataway & Berry, 1989; Chukwuani, 2018), which 

made it difficult to build new connections. Therefore, being alone could be particularly 

challenging when it was caused by the loss of existing social ties or difficulties in building 

new relationships. 

For those who experienced solitude because they did not have romantic or sexual 

partners, there were mixed findings on their well-being outcomes. One study reported 

negative short-term and long-term mental health consequences for living-alone adults who 

had previously lived with a partner (Demey et al., 2014), while another study suggested that, 

among unmarried adults in Korea, those who lived alone reported higher life satisfaction than

those who lived with family (Ho, 2015).

Positive Experiences. Despite the challenges of living alone, a qualitative study by

Molgat & Vézina (2008) which interviewed 51 living-alone adults in Montreal, Canada, 

reported several positive aspects of this lifestyle. Living alone in adulthood was typically 

seen as a transitionary phase associated with a youthful lifestyle, or as an aspect of one’s 

identity. When living alone was seen as a milestone in the transition to adulthood and 

independence, it was viewed positively in the short term. For those who chose to live alone 

more permanently, it was reported that this lifestyle offered them autonomy and freedom 

from their obligations to others, while still allowing them to benefit from social interactions 

through their social networks and activities both within and beyond the home. Those who 

lived alone by choice also reported developing strategies to avoid loneliness and isolation, 



such as having clear routines and developing the ability to be self-sufficient at home or in 

public. 

Positive and negative aspects of solitude were often studied together, to better 

understand the nuanced and multifaceted nature of solitude experiences. For example, while 

recognising that solitude can be challenging, many adults also reported seeing solitude as an 

opportunity for spending quality time alone (Pentzold et al., 2020), or as a supportive 

environment for privacy-related activities such as self-reflection, trying new things without 

judgement, recovering from social hurts (Pedersen, 1997, 1999), or self-soothing (Mok et al., 

2020). In many of these studies, freedom was mentioned as an important component or 

benefit of solitude. Across the literature, freedom was discussed in terms of autonomy to 

engage with activities that one enjoyed, as well as providing relief from the obligations and 

demands of adults’ everyday life (Long et al., 2006; Pedersen, 1997; Pentzold et al., 2020). 

Individual Differences. Finally, several studies explored individual differences in 

adults’ attitudes toward solitude and solo experiences. Most studies that looked at individual 

differences used adult samples; perhaps because this age group is perceived to be 

representative of the general population. These studies broadly examined correlates or 

predictors of adults’ general or momentary ability to enjoy solitude, including personality 

traits (Big-Five personality traits; Lin et al., 2020), general well-being (e.g., experiencing 

fewer physical and depressive symptoms and higher life satisfaction; Larson & Lee, 1996), 

solitude-specific mindsets (e.g., seeing solitude as either lonely or beneficial; Rodriguez et 

al., 2020), or general affinity for solitude (Lee, 2014). Some studies were more tangential to 

the topic of solitude, but still considered solitude as part of the broader experiences of, for 

example, those with higher behavioural inhibition (Hundt et al., 2010) or highly sensitive 

people who might prefer seeking well-being in less social and emotionally activated 

environments (Black & Kern, 2020). Two studies considered solitude in relation to mental 



health problems within a broadly normative population. One reported that solitude could be 

an enriching experience for mentally-ill people (where solitude was contrasted with 

loneliness; Lindgren et al., 2014), while the other study suggested that depression may often 

go unnoticed in men due to the idealized notion of a “solitary man” in normative Western 

masculinity (Oliffe et al., 2013). While these studies did not form a coherent theme of their 

own, they generally suggested that there may be some individual differences that distinguish 

between those who can tolerate solitude and those who cannot. 

Older Ages

Solitude in older adults was predominantly studied in the context of solo living, with 

these experiences generally described as tolerable or even positive. This line of research 

generally focused on the unique challenges, risks, and benefits of living alone in older age, 

and the factors that may protect against loneliness and isolation. 

Positive Solitude. A common assumption is that older adults who are on their own are

at risk of finding solitude lonely and isolating, with this assumption echoed by the caregivers 

of older adults in some of the literature (Ost Mor et al., 2020). However, for some 

individuals, time spent alone was instead associated with increased positive affect (Jiang et 

al., 2019). When asked about positive solitude, many older adults reported enjoying time 

spent alone, spending this time finding peace and quietness, being in nature, engaging in 

hobbies, or carrying out daily routines (Ost Mor et al., 2020).

The literature also addressed cultural differences in experiences of solitude among 

older adults. One study with a multicultural sample of older adults living in Canada showed 

that older adults from Asian backgrounds responded more positively to solitude than 

Caucasians (Jiang et al., 2019). However, another study comparing a multicultural sample of 

older adults living in Canada with a sample of older adults living in Hong Kong showed that 

those living in Canada expressed greater desire for solitude, and had more positive 



experiences of spending time alone (J. Lay et al., 2020). As such, it remains unclear whether 

there are any consistent patterns of cultural differences in terms of experiences of solitude in 

older age. 

Living Alone in Older Age. While daily solitude could offer some positive 

experiences for older adults, their experiences with living alone as a permanent condition 

were generally portrayed more negatively. For older adults, loneliness and social isolation 

linked to poorer physical or mental health was of particular concern in solo living situations

(Finlay & Kobayashi, 2018; Luo & Waite, 2014), with older adults with health conditions or 

poorer coping ability more likely to report negative outcomes associated with solo living

(Ren et al., 2018). Mental health conditions also reduced older adults’ ability to engage in 

rewarding activities and hobbies (Solomonov et al., 2019), while physical frailty could make 

it difficult to perform daily chores or access social services, with mental frailty also 

negatively impacting older adults’ understanding of eligibility for, and access to, certain 

services (Portacolone, 2013). Conditions such as these could result in more time spent in 

passive or inactive solitude in the home, which could, in turn, lead to older adults 

experiencing the home as a place of confinement, isolation, and loneliness (Almevall et al., 

2022), ultimately resulting in lower life satisfaction (Li & Tilahun, 2017). Perhaps for that 

reason, evenings were reported to be particularly challenging times for older adults to be 

alone (Stanley et al., 2017). 

Living alone in older age also raises several unique concerns that do not usually apply

to those who live with a partner or family members. Financial stability was one of the 

primary concerns identified in relation to being single in older age (Portacolone & Halpern, 

2016), with many single older adults needing to work beyond retirement age to continue 

financially supporting themselves (Band-Winterstein & Manchik-Rimon, 2014). For those 

with mobility-related disabilities, not owning a vehicle or having easy access to social 



contacts could increase feelings of isolation and negatively impact life satisfaction (Li & 

Tilahun, 2017). Similarly, worries about personal safety and the risk of crime or harassment 

were also reported by older adults who relocated to age-segregated senior housing 

(Portacolone & Halpern, 2016). Finally, living-alone older adults also reported fears around 

loss of identity, control, and autonomy, as well as worries about losing self-esteem and 

positive self-image if they are no longer able to be independent, thus highly valuing their solo

living situation, despite the associated risks (Bedin et al., 2019).

Risk Factors. Several factors that could exacerbate the risk of loneliness and isolation

among those living alone in older age were identified within the literature. These included; 

living further away from a city centre or residing in rural areas, lacking daily contacts, having

difficulties making new friends (Bashir, 2017; Finlay & Kobayashi, 2018), and having poor 

mental and/or physical health (Finlay & Kobayashi, 2018; L. Ren et al., 2018; Solomonov et 

al., 2019; Vo et al., 2021). Additionally, the influence of differences in norms across 

countries or cultures was considered. One study suggested that living-alone older adults in 

certain countries might suffer more from loneliness due to differences in norms around 

kinship and social networks (Tilburg et al., 2004). For older adults in more collectivist 

cultures, or in those with stronger norms of filial care, living alone in a care home could be 

experienced as particularly shameful and isolating, as it may be perceived as being 

abandoned by one’s family (Bashir, 2017). Negative social norms could also particularly 

disadvantage women, and unmarried older women often described feeling stigmatized, with 

some reporting being dismissed or patronized by professionals when seeking access to social 

and health services (Hafford-Letchfield et al., 2017). These experiences made it challenging 

for them to maintain a positive self-image, leading them to feel insecure about their future of 

continuing to live alone. 



Protective Factors. Social support and close networks of family and friends were seen

as vital for older adults (Bowling & Gabriel, 2004; Gerino et al., 2017), especially for those 

living alone (Bashir, 2017; Portacolone, 2013; Vo et al., 2021), or those living with chronic 

illness (Casey & Stone, 2010; Solomonov et al., 2019). Despite the stereotype that unmarried 

older adults tend to be docile and inactive, those who were still physically able to enjoyed 

maintaining active social lives (Band-Winterstein & Manchik-Rimon, 2014) and seeking out 

social interactions with family and friends (Chai & Margolis, 2020). It is important to note 

that it was these meaningful social connections in older age, rather than just having other 

people around, that contributed to the well-being of older adults.

Living with children or other adults did not necessarily improve the situation for 

unmarried older adults, as this living arrangement sometimes occurred, not by choice, but due

to physical or mental frailty, restricted financial or housing options, or increased care needs

(Waite & Hughes, 1999). In this sense, unmarried older adults who lived alone often reported

greater life satisfaction than those who lived with others, although any causal relationship or 

directionality of this association cannot be determined.

Alongside social support, choice was another important factor influencing older 

adults’ experiences of living alone. For those who chose to live alone, solo living was often 

seen as a way of life, or as part of their identity (Band-Winterstein & Manchik-Rimon, 2014).

Some even reported forgoing opportunities to live with others because they believed the 

benefits of living alone, such as increased autonomy and control, outweighed the risks 

mentioned above (Wong & Verbrugge, 2009). Several protective factors were associated with

flourishing while living alone in older age. Having a positive outlook (Bowling & Gabriel, 

2004), maintaining self-esteem and positive self-image (Bedin et al., 2019; Hafford-

Letchfield et al., 2017), retaining control over one’s own existence and dignity (Bedin et al., 

2019),  and being able to choose and partake in meaningful and enjoyable hobbies (Chai & 



Margolis, 2020; Stanley et al., 2017) were all identified as protecting against the negative 

outcomes of solo living. However, these benefits appeared to mainly be afforded only to 

those already in good health and positive housing situations (Gu et al., 2019).

Overall, this literature on living-alone older adults highlighted the importance of 

social and healthcare support that is inclusive and accessible across a range of different 

lifestyles and living situations. As the number of older adults living alone continues to rise in 

many countries around the world (Chai & Margolis, 2020; Vo et al., 2021), many could be at 

increased risk of loneliness and isolation due to physical and mental disabilities, combined 

with systemic inequalities leading to a lack of support and limited accessibility to services

(Portacolone, 2013). This makes living alone a precarious and insecure state for older adults, 

despite the fact that many of them may try to develop personal coping strategies to maintain 

this lifestyle and the benefits it offers (Bedin et al., 2019). 

Discussion

The aim of this systematic review was to understand how societal factors such as 

social and cultural norms, as well as physical environments, influence the emotional and 

cognitive outcomes of solitude and solo experiences. This systematic review covered a wide 

range of literature across multiple disciplines, both within psychology (e.g., social, 

developmental, and family psychology) and beyond (e.g., sociology, nursing, tourism). 

Overall, the literature suggests that both cultural and social norms play a significant role in 

shaping how individuals experience solitude. These norms interact with the specific contexts, 

activities, and physical environments of solitude experiences to influence the emotional and 

cognitive outcomes of solitude. Below, we will summarize a few key points. 

Even when solitude is experienced in private spaces, social and cultural norms still 

exert influence on how these experiences are perceived and evaluated, particularly when the 

individual engages in activities that are normatively social, such as eating or drinking. Eating 



alone at home is often done to relieve hunger rather than to gain enjoyment or nutrition, and 

thus can lead to more unhealthy food choices or over-eating. Drinking alcohol alone may be 

particularly maladaptive, as it can be linked to psychological problems such as depression 

and anxiety. On the other hand, creative activities like singing or painting, which arguably 

can be done both socially and individually, are portrayed in a more positive light in the 

context of solitude because they allow the individual to express themselves freely, and to 

manage negative emotions or other stressors. 

Engaging in solo activities in public is generally stigmatized. For activities that are 

normatively considered more appropriate or desirable in groups, such as dining or traveling, 

those who perform these activities alone in public spaces tend to feel negatively judged by 

observers. This experience is particularly uncomfortable for women, and especially for 

women from cultures with more restrictive social norms and gendered expectations. Female 

solo travellers are more likely to report feeling sexualized by the male gaze while traveling 

alone, or being perceived as weaker and more vulnerable to assaults and harassment. 

Nonetheless, these negative stigmas and experiences do not deter women from pursuing solo 

traveling or solo dining, as these activities are often found to be empowering and beneficial 

for their self-esteem.  

In contrast to being alone in urban public spaces, solitude in natural environments is 

generally perceived as more favourable and beneficial. Being alone in nature allows people to

experience a physical escape from social norms, expectations, and obligations, which 

enhances the many benefits of solitude, such as relaxation, self-reflection, privacy, and 

personal control. However, being alone in nature also comes with both physical and 

psychological risks. Physical risks include the possibility of getting lost, being injured, or 

attacked by wild animals. Psychological risks include the prospect of experiencing loneliness 

and isolation. While nature can enhance the many benefits of solitude, it can also amplify 



negative emotions that can arise from being alone, especially when there is a lack of things to

do during these solo experiences (i.e., unstructured solitude).

Solo experiences in built environments were predominantly framed in terms of living 

alone. The literature highlights several motivations that inform the decision to live alone. 

People may live alone due to specific life circumstances, such as after a marriage dissolution 

or the death of a spouse. However, there are people who live alone who do not want to 

change their current situations because they feel personally attached to, or experience a sense 

of ownership over, their living space. Others may choose to live alone because of the benefits

this lifestyle offers, such as having the freedom to do what one chooses and not having to 

compromize for other people. It appears that individuals can be resilient and adaptable when 

they have meaningful reasons for living alone, and it only becomes challenging for those who

have reduced social capital, poorer physical or mental health, or increased support needs. 

Chronic illness, difficulties moving around and navigating surrounding areas, and limited 

access to social services can negatively impact the experience of solo living. These 

challenges are particularly prevalent in older age. As such, while older adults often welcome 

solitude and find it more enjoyable than younger age groups, physical and mental disabilities 

during this life stage can make solitude difficult and isolating. 

Limitations

This systematic review was guided by a broad research question that aimed to 

understand how societal factors and physical environments shape experiences and 

perceptions of solitude and solo experiences. As such, while the review includes a broad 

range of literature, the studies covered here vary in design, methodology, as well as in the 

variables they target. This makes it possible to summarize themes qualitatively and 

descriptively, but did not allow for a meta-analysis as part of this review. Therefore, this 

systematic review may be useful to other researchers to the extent that it summarizes existing 



works and provides an overview of the current state of solitude research, which may help to 

inform directions for future research. However, it does not provide quantified information 

about specific psychological effects, such as how strongly gender norms influence solitary 

experiences or the magnitude of the effect of solitude in nature on psychological well-being.

One notable limitation in terms of the scope of the review is that reports on gendered 

norms that exist for certain solo experiences are predominantly focused on women’s 

perspectives and experiences, while men’s perspectives are largely absent from the literature. 

As such, it is unclear whether men might also experience similar challenges to those faced by

women when dining or traveling alone, or whether going solo might be perceived as more 

acceptable for men. One study suggested that the notion of a “solitary man” is more 

normalized because it often fits with masculine stereotypes (Oliffe et al., 2013). As such, 

there appears to be an assumption that solitude and solo experiences may be considered 

normative for men but violate social norms for women. 

Similar limitations apply to the cultural norms discussed in this review. Generally, 

studies drawing on samples from the United States, Canada, or the UK reported their findings

in general terms as if they apply to all “people”, while only findings reported from non-

Western samples, such as those drawn from Asian or Muslim cultures, were presented from a

cross-cultural perspective. This bias is common in psychological science (Medin et al., 2010);

researchers tend to overemphasize the role of culture in explaining behavioural patterns in 

non-Whites compared to Whites (Causadias et al., 2018). As such, much of the research on 

solo activities – and solo travel in particular – held the underlying assumption that solo 

experiences are more acceptable for men and in Western cultures. As such, research into 

female and/or non-Western experiences of solitude and solo experiences described these in 

terms of norm violations, presenting these as almost a form of rebellion. 

Future Directions



This systematic review summarized themes relating to the roles of social norms and 

physical environments in shaping perceptions of solitude and solo experiences, and their 

subsequent impact on emotional and cognitive outcomes (see Figure 2). From evaluating the 

existing literature, we have identified a number of considerations and recommendations  for 

social researchers who may be interested in pursuing this line of research in the future.

Firstly, when studying any specific solitary activity (e.g., dining, traveling), it is 

important that researchers contextualize their findings based on the samples being studied and

the dominant culture of their participants. Secondly, when studying solitude as a general 

phenomenon rather than focusing on specific activities during solitude, researchers should 

provide justification for whether the research findings will be generalized to all people or 

whether the findings might only apply to specific groups that are subject to certain norms. 

This practice should be done consistently for all samples, even when these might come from 

historically advantaged populations (e.g., North American or Western European populations).

Finally, future researchers should investigate within-individual changes in how people 

perceive and engage with solitude across different daily situations or contexts. Are some 

people more likely to consistently enjoy solitude across multiple situations and contexts while

others might feel more comfortable in solitude only when norms, contexts, and activities are 

compatible? This is where researchers can look at the influence of different personality traits 

such as introversion (Thomas et al., 2021) or dispositional autonomy (Nguyen et al., 2022). 

Understanding how personality differences interact with within-person variation in solitary 

experiences across situations and contexts will help individuals to make informed decisions 

about when and where to enjoy their solitary experiences. By considering the role of external 

factors in shaping solitude and solo experiences, this field can now move beyond the 

simplistic dichotomies of whether solitude is good or bad, or whether some people might be 



better than others at coping with solitude. Instead, future research can be empowered to 

explore the nuances around for whom, when, and where solitude is best experienced. 



Tables

Table 1. Search terms to capture how external factors interact with emotional 
and cognitive outcomes related to solitude or solo experiences
Solitude External factors 

(norms/physical context)
Outcomes 
(emotional/cognitive)

solit* *cultur* cogni*
solo environment* emot*

norm* experien*
physical self

Note: * indicates truncation, with this included using the preferred format of each
database.



Table 2. Summaries of themes
Norms and experiences associated with activities in solitude

Solitude without activities

(n = 5)

Most people prefer “doing something” rather than nothing, but unstructured solitude can still bring 

enjoyment and promote self-reflection.
Solitude for self-expression 

(n = 5)

Solitude is seen as a space for self-expression through creative activities; however, sometimes 

creative outlets can be a strategy to cope with negative emotions during solitude.
Solo dining 

(n = 18)

Dining is perceived as a normatively social activity. Solo dining is often associated with negative 

outcomes, especially in cultures that value commensality; those who dine alone are often 

concerned about negative stigmas. Nonetheless, solo dining can sometimes bring enjoyment.
Solo drinking 

(n = 6)

Drinking alcohol is also a normatively social activity. In contrast to solo dining, solitary drinking is

generally problematic as it is associated with depressive symptoms and anxiety.
Solo exercize 

(n = 4)

There is no clear consensus on whether solo exercize is more or less beneficial than exercising with

others. Some people reported experiencing anxiety when exercising alone.
Solo traveling 

(n = 26)

Traveling alone entails both personal challenges regarding safety and risks of harassment, and 

social challenges related to judgments from others. These challenges are particularly salient for 

women, especially those from cultural backgrounds associated with restrictive norms towards 

women. Nonetheless, many women travel alone as a way of finding freedom and self-confidence, 

and solo travellers frequently reported enjoyment and self-growth. 
Physical environment

Natural environment

(n = 22)

The literature supports the compatibility of solitude and nature, even though being alone in nature 

can elicit concerns around safety (e.g., being injured, getting lost) and fear of isolation. 



Unstructured solitude in nature can be challenging and chaotic. However, many reported well-

being and self-growth benefits from being alone in natural environments. 
Built environment

(n = 5)

This literature primarily addresses solo living in the home environment. Those who feel 

ownership of their space or personalize their living environment enjoy the benefits of living alone,

including freedom from social judgement, and personal autonomy. However, living alone in rural 

areas where there is limited access to services or social opportunities can increase the risk of 

isolation and loneliness.
Public spaces

(n = 8)

Being alone in public often elicits fears of being judged by others. While older adults might enjoy 

the possibilities of spontaneous interactions with others when alone in public spaces, many 

individuals nevertheless use strategies to subtly reject intrusion from others. 
Virtual environment

(n = 12)

A few studies suggested that social media use could hinder the benefits of solitude for self-

reflection and identity development in young adults. Nonetheless, virtual interactions can improve

enjoyment across multiple activities, including online gaming, eating, or learning in virtual 

environments. 
Solitude across the lifespan

Childhood

(n = 9)

Solitary tendencies in children can be indicative of social maladjustment. However, some children

might prefer playing alone for situational reasons, such as not knowing other children in the 

playground. Some studies suggested that parenting might contribute to solitary tendencies, 

especially for those with parents who are absent, or immigrant parents who struggle with 



acculturation.
Adolescence

(n = 6)

Solitude-seeking behaviours in adolescence could also be symptomatic of social or developmental

problems. Again, cultural factors and immigration status were explored in a few studies in relation

to acculturation difficulties and social withdrawal. However, not all reasons for solitude in this 

age group are maladaptive, as adolescents also reported enjoying solitude for rest and recharging.
Adulthood

(n = 24)

Solitary experiences in adults are often tied to specific life events that result in either being 

distanced from previous social networks, or struggling to form new relationships. While being 

alone can be associated with negative psychological outcomes, it is also associated with autonomy

and freedom. There are also personality characteristics and mental health conditions that can 

influence whether individuals are worse or better able to cope with solitary experiences.
Older ages

(n = 26)

Older adults generally tend to find solitude more enjoyable than other age groups. However, 

solitude in older age is tied to experiences with living alone, with this entailing increased risks of 

isolation and loneliness, especially for those with poor physical or mental health. There are also 

concerns around safety, financial security, and access to social services. Nonetheless, many older 

adults prefer living alone, as this affords them independence and autonomy, and those who can 

live alone comfortably can develop a positive self-image. This literature highlights the importance

of systemic support to improve the quality of life for older adults who live alone.





Figures

Figure 1. Countries of study samples. Darker colours reflect larger numbers of samples (not size of samples) recruited from that country



Figure 2. Illustration of how solitary and solo activities, norms, and physical contexts interact to shape individuals’ perceptions of solitude



Appendix A

PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews which included searches of 
databases and registers only
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