
Chapter 13
Experiential Correlates of Time Alone
in Adolescence

Reed Larson and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

Introduction

Diametrically opposed opinions are held about the psychological value of
spending time alone. Thinkers from Petrarch to Rousseau, William Penn to Tillich
have praised time alone as a vehicle of self-discovery, creative insight, and
spiritual inspiration. Pascal states the case most concisely: ‘‘I have discovered that
all the unhappiness of men arises from one single fact, that they cannot stay quietly
in their own chambers’’ (cited by Halmos 1952). Recent theoretical work on
privacy suggests that voluntary aloneness can have a number of positive attributes
(Westin 1967; Altman 1975).

The opposing view regards the source of contemporary man’s alienation to be
in his physical and emotional isolation from others. Frequent withdrawal of people
into a state of aloneness, encouraged by an ideology of privacy and reserve, is seen
as the core of the modern problems of loneliness and social disintegration (e.g.,
Halmos 1952; Aries 1960; Sullivan 1953). The experiences of prisoners and social
isolates are a common source of evidence to support this view.
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The disagreement seems to reflect different emphases placed on the motivation
for being physically separate from others. The first point of view conceives solitude
to be a chosen state productive of creativity and self-affirmation. The second looks at
loneliness as an unchosen state leading to depression and alienation. But there are no
systematic data describing the effects of aloneness in everyday life, let alone testing
different effects of voluntary versus involuntary aloneness.

The arguments of this debate have a magnified relevance for persons at the
adolescent stage of the life cycle. It is a time when the option of being alone is first
being accepted without anxiety (Coleman 1974). But it is also a time when the
influences of peers and family are indispensable to what one is and how one thinks
(Costanzo 1970; Sherif and Sherif 1961). It is also a time when the distinction
between public and private experience is first being realized (Wolfe and Laufer
1974), and when the existential human condition of aloneness first becomes
accessible to thought (Chandler 1975). Adolescents face the developmental tasks
of establishing autonomy from parents (Douvan and Adelson 1966), synthesizing a
sense of identity and beginning to deal with the issue of intimacy and isolation
(Erikson 1968). Intermittent solitary time may be useful or even necessary for
these formative processes (Wolfe and Laufer 1974; Ittelson 1974). The time an
adolescent spends alone may serve for monitoring growth, experimenting with
different selves, dealing with emotional conflicts, and etching out a sense of
personal identity. On the other hand, it may be that such time in solitude estab-
lishes patterns of isolation and loneliness.

This chapter asks three main questions about the nature of time alone in ado-
lescents’ lives. First: How do they experience themselves when they are alone? Is
it a strong, active, creative experience or is it more likely to be a weak, passive,
despondent one? Second: How does choice mediate the effects of aloneness? Is
solitude (or voluntary aloneness) a different experience from loneliness (or
involuntary aloneness)? Third: How do adolescents who spend more or less time in
this state of aloneness differ? Is spending time alone associated with integration of
personality or with alienation from self and others?

The new method of experiential sampling is an ideal source of data for dealing
with these types of questions (Prescott et al. 1976; Csikszentmihalyi et al. 1977). It
provides close estimates of how much time people spend alone throughout a
normal day, and it provides random cross-sections of daily experiences.

Method

Procedure

The data were obtained from a sample of adolescents, each of whom filled out self-
report forms at random times during the waking hours of a normal week, the
scheduling of self-reports was controlled by one-way radio communication. Each
subject carried a pocket-sized electronic paging device on his person for a period
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of 1 week. Radio signals with a 50-mile transmission radius were emitted from a
central location according to a predetermined random schedule. These signals
caused the receivers to make a series of audible ‘‘beeps,’’ which served as the
stimulus for subjects to complete the self-report forms.

The schedule specified 5–7 signals per day at random times between the hours
of 8:00 A.M. and 11:00 P.M. All seven days of the week were included in the
schedule. The 42 signals per week were transmitted according to the same random
pattern to each subject, although the sequence differed depending on which days of
the week a subject started, seven hundred and fifty-three records were collected
during the months of February and March, 1976.

Sample

The sample consisted of 25 unpaid subjects obtained through personal contacts by
graduate students in a course on adolescence. All lived in the Chicago area. Their
ages ranged from 13 to 18, with a median age of 14. There were 16 girls and 9
boys. Sixteen of the subjects were white; 6 were black; 3 were of Spanish-
American descent. A substantial minority of the subjects, 40 %, lived with only
one parent; the rest lived with both. All subjects had at least one sibling. Socio-
economic status of the guardian was coded according to Hollingshead’s two-factor
scale. The sample was skewed toward the highest class (32 %), with only 3
subjects (12 %) in the lowest class. The intermediate classes contained 5, 4, and 5
subjects respectively. The 25 subjects filled out a total of 753 self-report records.
The range of completed records was 21–38 records per person, with an average of
30. Subjects responded to approximately 89 % of the signals by filling out records.
The data set does not include 11 % of the sample activity. Informal reports suggest
that some subjects turned the receivers off or failed to respond when sleeping,
taking a test, engaging in a sport such as swimming where the receiver could not
be kept on their person, or when they just did not feel like filling out a form,
Omissions also occurred when subjects left the receiver or the forms at home, and
when subjects travelled beyond the signal transmission range.

The Self-Report Form

Subjects were provided with bound booklets of 50 identical forms. Each form
consisted of two sides of a page containing items that required approximately
2 min to complete.

(a) Time Alone. At the time of the signal this was established by the question,
‘‘Were you: alone, with friends or acquaintances, with family, with strangers,
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other.’’ The percentage of an individual’s records which had been marked
‘‘alone’’ served as an estimate of the amount of time he or she typically spent
alone. A substantial (r = 50) correlation between the amount of time subjects
spent alone in the first and last half of the study period indicates that this is a
relatively stable feature of their life style.

(b) Emotional States. A group of 13 items solicited semantic differential ratings
of mood and physical state. Subjects were asked to rate which of two opposite
adjectives best described their state at the time they were signaled. The ends
of the 7-point scale corresponded to extreme opposing states, such as ‘‘hos-
tile’’ versus ‘‘friendly,’’ ‘‘happy’’ versus ‘‘sad.’’ For each individual a mean
rating was computed for each of these 13 scales. These means served as
indices of subjects’ average daily emotional state.

(c) Involvement. Another group of items was designed to measure the quality of
the subjects’ involvement in the situation. Ten-point scales from ‘‘low’’ to
‘‘high’’ were provided for rating ‘‘challenges of the activity,’’ ‘‘your skills in
the activity,’’ ‘‘Do you wish you had been doing something else?’’ and ‘‘Was
anything at stake for you in the activity?’’ Similar 10-point scales were
provided for rating ‘‘How well were you concentrating?’’ ‘‘Was it hard to
concentrate?’’ ‘‘How self-conscious were you?’’ and ‘‘Were you in control of
your actions?’’ As with the 13 mood scales, the mean rating was computed
for each of these items, for each individual, to serve as indices of the average
quality of their interaction with the environment.

(d) Activities. The self-report form contained open ended questions asking sub-
jects where they were when they were signaled and what they were doing.
Responses to these questions were coded into a limited number of inclusive
categories of environments and activities. For roughly two-thirds of the
records subjects were coded for a secondary as well as a primary activity.

(e) Motivation. Subjects were also asked ‘‘why were you doing this?’’ to which
they were to respond by checking either I had to do it: Yes–No’’ or ‘‘I wanted
to do it: Yes–No.’’ The item ‘‘do you wish you had been doing something
else?’’ provided a third assessment of the motivation for their current
behavior. Though none of these three items specifically asks whether the
individual wanted to be alone or with others, they are used here as indicators
of whether aloneness was voluntary or involuntary. Of course self-reports are
far from ideal indices of motivation (Nisbett and Valins 1972; Ross 1977) and
a neat division of daily actions into those which are voluntary and involuntary
might not reflect the way daily choices are actually made. Despite their
limitations, these repeated measures of motivation provide the best available
index of whether a person was alone by choice or by necessity.

(f) Alienation. Subjects were administered the Maddi Alienation Index (Maddi
et al. 1976). This index provides subscores for five domains of alienation and
a total alienation score.
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Results

The Context of Time Alone in Adolescence

During the study period, this group of adolescents spent nearly a third (29 %) of
their waking time alone. 44 % of the records were marked ‘‘with friends and
acquaintances’’ and 20 % were marked ‘‘with family.’’ The responses ‘‘with
strangers’’ and ‘‘other’’ were marked the remaining 7 % of the time.

Several activities were reported more often alone than with others
(Table 13.1a). Free-floating thought (fantasizing, day-dreaming, talking to self,
thinking about past or future) was more commonly recorded as an activity when
subjects were alone. Involvement in forms of passive entertainment other than
watching T.V. (listening to records or the radio, reading newspapers, magazines, or
books) occurred more frequently when subjects were alone. Sleeping and personal
grooming were also associated with being alone. These data give a clear
impression that, when by himself, an adolescent is more likely to be engaged in
reflection or involved in the activities such as passive entertainment and grooming,
which are compatible with free-floating thought.

As Table 13.1b shows, the bedroom was the most common context for this
solitude. Table 13.1c suggests that activities alone were no more likely to be
involuntary than activities with others. Subjects were alone most frequently
between the hours of 5:00 and 6:00 P.M. and the hours of 9:00 and 11:00 P.M. There
were no marked differences among the days of the week in the proportion of time
spent alone.

The Experience of Time Alone in Adolescence

There are substantial differences between subjects’ self-ratings when they are
alone and when they are with others (Table 13.2). The most consistent differences
are on the 13 mood items. Alone, respondents are much more lonely and hostile.
They are significantly less happy and less alert. Further, they rate themselves as
weaker and more passive. Only four mood items: relaxed-tense, trusting-suspi-
cious, creative-dull, and free-constrained, fail to reflect the negative tone of the
experience of being alone.

The quality of involvement items qualify this picture somewhat. Respondents
report feeling less self-conscious, having higher skills, and having less difficulty
concentrating when alone.

An issue raised by Table 13.2 is whether this pattern of negative moods is due
to aloneness per se or to other factors associated with aloneness. The following
analyses consider the contribution of these other factors. Table 13.3 reports how
the three most significant moods change when respondents are alone or with others
in different activities, environments, and motivational states. It shows that the
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association of negative mood to aloneness holds within most activities, particularly
for passive entertainment, eating, walking and studying. But being alone appears
not to be related to mood when subjects were thinking, talking, grooming, or

Table 13.1 Distribution of time alone by activities, by environments, and by motivational
conditions

No. of
records

Percentage
of time
alone (221
records)

Percentage
of time w/
others (532
records)

No. of
persons
with higher
rate alone

No. of
persons with
higher rate
w/others

Binomial
sign test
significance

a. Activity
Free floating

thought
87 21 8 18 6 0.03

Watching TV 105 16 13 8 16 0.15
Passive

entertainment
other than TV

94 21 9 15 5 0.04

Games or sports 40 1 7 2 10 0.04
Talking w/others 295 10 51 0 25 0.001
Eating 43 8 5 2 22 0.001
Grooming 56 17 4 15 6 0.08
Sleeping 37 10 3 15 3 0.01
Walking 44 8 5 11 5 0.21
Work 42 7 5 5 9 0.42
Studying 96 12 13 9 14 0.40
Other 300 21

158a
48

171a 11 11 1.00

b. Environment
Bedroom 157 40 10 23 2 0.001
Other parts of

home
210 32 27 9 13 0.32

School 214 8 37 1 24 0.001
Other public

(includes
friend’s home)

168 13
100

26
100

6 18 0.03

c. Motivation
‘‘1 had to do it’’

(‘‘Yes’’
response)

233b 31 31 10 13 0.52

‘‘I wanted to do
it’’ (‘‘9Tes’’
response)

538b 77 70 12 10 0.83

I wish I were
doing
something else
(rating of 5 or
greater)

309 38 42 10 13 0.52

a Includes secondary activities, which were reported for 65 % of the 753 records
b In some records, both choices were checked
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working. The strong positive moods associated with talking (on the phone) when
physically alone suggests that conceptually this condition would be classified more
appropriately as being with others.

Table 13.3b also shows that within specific environments the association
between aloneness and negative moods is generally sustained. Regardless of
environment, subjects report being less hostile and lonely if they are with others.
The trend for alert-drowsy is in the same direction, though less strong.

The mediating effects of motivational states are rather complex but consistent
(Table 13.3c). They can be summarized as follows:

(a) When a person is doing something by choice, his or her moods are more
positive than when the activity is forced.

(b) When a person is engaged in a voluntary activity, his or her moods are
significantly more negative alone than with others.

Table 13.2 Ratings alone compared to ratings with othersa

Mean scoreb (N = 24)c t Q

Alone With others

Moodsd

Friendly (hostile) 4.26 4.78 3.89 0.001
Alert (drowsy) 4.10 4.62 3.09 0.005
Happy (sad) 4.40 4.78 3.06 0.006
Relaxed (tense) 4.58 4.34 -1.57 0.13
Trusting (suspicious) 4.15 4.16 0.11 0.91
Cheerful (irritable) 4.36 4.34 1.42 0.17
Strong (weak) 4.03 4.31 1.86 0.07
Active (passive) 3.90 4.28 2.05 0.05
Sociable (lonely) 3.93 4.71 5.95 0.001
Creative (dull) 4.00 4.12 0.75 0.46
Satisfied (resentful) 4.16 4.37 1.61 0.12
Free (constrained) 4.28 4.14 -1.09 0.29
Excited (bored) 3.86 4.09 1.59 0.12
Quality of involvement in the situatione

Challenges 2.97 3.26 0.77 0.45
Skills 5.87 5.24 2.20 0.04
Stakes 2.09 1.95 0.47 0.64
Concentration 4.30 4.56 0.85 0.40
Hard to concentrate 1.79 2.35 1.76 0.09
Self-conscious 1.97 2.82 3.44 0.002
Control 6.25 6.83 1.90 0.07
a Entries are averages of the mean for Individuals
b The higher mean indicates more positive average mood
c One subject, who was never alone, is not included in these analyses
d Multivariate: F = 5.61 (13, 9), p = 0.007 (Bock 1975)
e Multivariate: F = 4.28 (7, 15), p = 0.009
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(c) When a person is engaged in an involuntary activity, moods are not affected
by being alone or with others.

These relationships, however, do not fully cover the range of motivation and
affect which lead to a person’s decision to be alone or with others. It is possible
that negative moods lead to a choice of being alone, rather than aloneness to
negative moods. This issue can be dealt with by examining changes of moods in a
time series. Table 13.4 presents data on 37 pairs of sequential records where
subjects went from being with others to being alone and 28 pairs where they went
from being alone to being with others, This sample includes all such pairs of
transition records which were obtained within 120 min of each other. They include
a representative range of persons (20 in the first case, 17 in the latter), times of day,
activities, environments, and motivational conditions. In comparison to
Table 13.2, it can be seen that moods are no lower than usual prior to being alone;
if anything, they tend to be more positive. Table 13.4 shows that it is after

Table 13.4 Transition statesa

Transition from being w/others to
being alone

Transition from being alone to being
w/others

Mean score
(N = 37)

t p Mean score
(N = 28)

t p

w/others Alone Alone w/others

Moods
Friendly 5.19 4.57 -2.44 0.02 4.44 4.89 1.69 0.10
Alert 4.94 4.11 -2.28 0.03 4.30 4.39 2.17 0.04
Happy 5.27 4.68 -2.74 0.01 4.67 4.93 1.16 0.26
Relaxed 4.24 4.16 -0.25 0.80 4.63 4.29 -1.15 0.26
Trusting 4.22 4.16 -0.26 0.79 4.44 4.37 0.27 0.79
Cheerful 5.00 4.54 -1.54 0.13 4.59 4.59 0.00 1.00
Strong 4.36 3.93 -1.35 0.19 4.30 4.52 0.95 0.35
Active 4.79 4.05 -1.92 0.06 4.04 4.26 0.65 0.52
Sociable 4.89 3.51 -5.53 0.001 4.00 4.61 1.87 0.07
Creative 4.50 4.11 -1.21 0.23 3.89 4.19 1.22 0.23
Satisfied 4.80 4.16 -3.10 0.004 4.33 4.19 -0.50 0.62
Free 4.62 4.32 -1.00 0.32 4.26 4.11 -0.68 0.50
Excited 4.30 4.00 -0.91 0.37 4.04 4.41 1.73 0.10
Quality of involvement
Challenges 3.97 3.20 -0.94 0.35 2.00 3.50 2.18 0.04
Skills 6.14 6.29 0.26 0.80 5.82 4.64 -1.73 0.09
Stakes 1.49 2.17 3.24 0.22 1.07 1.67 1.11 0.27
Concentration 5.05 4.57 -0.86 0.39 3.82 5.43 3.40 0.002
Hard to concentrate 1.95 1.86 -0.17 0.86 1.68 1.92 0.63 0.53
Self-conscious 2.92 1.65 -2.66 0.01 1.71 3.00 1.83 0.08
Control 6.65 6.57 -0.18 0.86 7.07 7.39 0.58 0.56

a Only those pairs of self-reports are included which occurred within 120 min of when a subject
went from being with other to being alone, or vice versa
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transition to being alone that moods drop. The items reflecting the biggest change
(e.g., happy-sad, sociable-lonely, self-conscious) are the same items found to be
strongly associated with aloneness in Table 13.2. The implication is that negative
moods alone are a result of being alone, rather than aloneness being a product of
negative moods, Consistent with this interpretation, the right side of Table 13.4
shows self-ratings improving when subjects go from aloneness to being with
others.

Another factor which might produce differences in self-ratings between times
alone and times with others is the method itself. The pager is a novel stimulus to a
subject’s friends, family, and other associates. Initially it may generate curiosity
and special interest among them, which could conceivably affect a subject’s
response. If this artifact were a significant factor it could be expected that the
differences in self-ratings alone and with others would disappear or be substan-
tially reduced by the second half of the week, when the novelty had worn off.
However, this is not the case. In the second half, moods alone remain significantly
different from moods with others, Multivariate f(13, 10) = 4,27, p \ 0.02, and
ratings of quality of involvement alone and with others are also significantly
different, Multivariate f(7, 16) = 5.52, p \ 0.003.

Individual Differences: Correlates of Time Spent Alone

Major differences existed between individuals in the amount of time they spent
alone. One person was never alone; at the other extreme one individual was alone
for 57 % of the times sampled. The mean and median percentage of time alone
was 29 %. There were no sex differences in these proportions. However, signifi-
cantly more time was spent alone by older (p \ 0.05) and higher socioeconomic
status (p \ 0.04) subjects. Those spending differing proportions of time alone
showed approximately the same profiles of activities alone, environments at
aloneness, and time of day of aloneness (as in Table 13.1).

The percentage of time which subjects spent alone was found to be related to
other aspects of their life styles. It is intrinsically related, of course, to the amount
of time spent with others. The data suggest that the time spent alone is primarily
obtained at the expense of time spent with family rather than time with friends,
Time alone has a high negative correlation to time ‘‘with family’’ (r = -0.52,
p \ 0.01), while being less related to proportion of time ‘‘with friends or
acquaintances’’ (r = -0.32, n.s.). Subjects who spent more time alone also spent
less time talking with peers (r = -0.43), p \ 0.05), less time playing sports or
games (r = -0.31, n.s.), and less time in non-school public environments (r =
-0.42, p \ 0.05). However, these last three relationships may be partially
attributable to SES and age, as is indicated by the reduced correlations when these
variables are controlled (respectively: rPartial = -0.28, n.s.; rPartial = -0.18, n.s.;
rPartial = -0.33, n.s.).
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An unexpected set of findings emerged when the characteristics of persons who
spent much time alone were examined. Table 13.2 had shown that being alone was
generally a negative experience. Yet adolescents who spent more of their time
alone tended to report higher average moods over-all. Ten of the 13 mood vari-
ables were positively correlated with proportion of time alone, four at a significant
level. When controlled for age and SES, adolescents who spent more time alone
were found to rate themselves significantly more friendly (r = 0.46) and more
excited (r = 0.37) than adolescents who spent less time alone.

Correlations between alienation and amount of time spent alone were not
significant, but inspection of the scattergram suggested a curvilinear distribution.
To test this relationship the data were fitted to a quadratic equation of the form,

y ¼ b0 þ b1xþ b2x2

where x is the proportion of time an individual spent alone, y is the person charac-
teristic of interest (e.g., alienation) and b0, b1, and b2 are constants found to minimize
squared error. An F test was used to evaluate whether these parabolic functions were
a significantly better fit to the data (explained more variance in y) than the simple
linear functions represented by Pearson product moment correlations.

All fitted curves were found to be U-shaped, Subjects at the extremes, those who
spent no time alone and those who spent very much time alone were the most
alienated. Significant curvilinear trends were found for 4 out of 5 alienation subscales
(Table 13.5). The clearest relationship is shown between ‘‘interpersonal alienation’’
and proportion of time spent alone. The curves suggest that adolescents who spend
optimal intermediate amounts of time alone (32–37 %) are the least alienated.

Table 13.6 attempts to capture unique characteristics of this group of adoles-
cents who spent an intermediate amount of time alone. However, it shows that they
are as likely to be involuntarily compelled in their activities as are other subjects—
whether they are alone or with others. This suggests that the low aloneness and
high aloneness of the other two groups of subjects is not a result of forces beyond
their control. Further, the intermediate aloneness group does not differ from the

Table 13.5 Curvilinear relations of proportion of time spent alone and alienation

Point of inflection of ‘‘U’’-shaped curve (low
point of curve) (%)

F statistical significance
(df = l, 22)

Work alienation 35 5.97**
Alienation from social

institution
44 0.65

Interpersonal
alienation

36 7.01**

Family alienation 32 4.74*
Self alienation 33 4.96*
Total alienation 37 4.89*

* p = 0.05
** p = 0.025
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others in their reported experience alone. Relative to time with others, they are not
significantly more friendly, alert, or sociable alone. They also do not differ in age,
sex or SES from the other groups.

Discussion

Schopenhauer addressed the controversy between those idealizing aloneness and
those idealizing sociability with an analogy to shivering porcupines. When they
are too close these porcupines suffer from each others’ pricks, and when too far

Table 13.6 Characteristics of subjects who spent different proportions of their time alone

Less than
25 %
(N = 8)

Between 25
and 35 %
(N = 9)

More than
35 %
(N = 7)

Repeated measures
ANOVA

Motivationsa

Had to: Yes
Alone 38 34 33 Column

effectc
F = 0.00, p = 0.95

w/others 35 41 26 Row effectd F = 0.45, p = 0.64
Interaction F = 0,63, p = 0.54

Wanted to:
Yes

Alone 81 80 73 Column
effect

F = 0.15, p = 0.70

w/others 82 74 74 Row effect F = 0.40, p = 0.68
Interaction F = 0.29, p = 0.75

Moodsb

Friendly
Alone 3.45 4.62 4.71 Column

effect
F = 16.36,

p = 0.001
w/others 4.32 4.93 5.10 Row effect F = 4.98, p = 0.02

Interaction F = 1.88, p = 0.18
Alert
Alone 3.67 4.72 4.33 Column

effect
F = 9.41,

p = 0.006
w/others 4.48 4.70 4.68 Row effect F = 0.86, p = 0.44

Interaction F = 0.78, p = 0.47
Sociable
Alone 3.69 4.05 4.07 Column

effect
F = 33.64,

p = 0.001
w/others 4.49 4.94 4.67 Row effect F = .092, p = 0.41

Interaction F = 0.39, p = 0.68

a Entries are averages of percentages
b Entries are averages of means
c Alone versus w/others
d Proportion of time spent atone (i.e. 0–25; 26–35; 36 % and above)
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apart they suffer from cold. A medium distance provides a moderate measure of
freedom from both unpleasantnesses (cited by Halmos 1952). Although this
analogy oversimplifies the pattern found, it nicely expresses its paradoxical nature
and the inadequacy of extreme points of view.

It is worth noting that those who have commented on the value of privacy
which is an overlapping but separate concept from the one used here (Altman
1975; Ittelson 1974), have also rejected extreme points of view, arguing for an
optimal intermediate amount of privacy (Altman 1975; Schwartz 1968; Goffman
1956; Bates 1964).

The data suggest that adolescents have more negative emotional states alone
than with others. They are less happy, less alert, and more lonely. Further analysis
indicates that this negative state is not a result of the activities they do alone or the
environments in which aloneness occurs, but appears to be a direct result of
aloneness per se.

Adolescents seem to choose to be alone as often as they choose to be with
others. While the data do not capture the full dimensions of choice, they suggest
that being alone is likely to be voluntary. This choice does not appear to be a result
of a preexistent negative mood. Emotional states prior to being alone are as high as
at any other time. The drop in mood occurs after one leaves the presence of others.
And, surprisingly, it is at times when aloneness is associated with a voluntary
choice of activity that this drop in mood is greatest.

Why adolescents might choose this more negative state is suggested by com-
parisons between subjects. Those who spend at least some proportion of time alone
are less alienated from themselves and others. But much time spent alone, like no
time spent alone, is associated with greater alienation.

The paradox is that a negatively experienced state, aloneness, is associated with
a positive trait, lower alienation. Aloneness appears to be analogous to a medicine
which tastes bad, but leaves one more healthy in the long run. The negative moods,
therefore, may be a superficial veneer for more important processes. The data
suggest what these may entail. A person alone is less self-conscious and has a
higher perception of his or her own skills. Being alone is a time when mental
reflection is more common—an activity for which the negative differential in
moods does not hold. Grooming and listening to music, which may also be
reflective activities, are also more frequent alone.

These findings suggest that potential positive features of aloneness, identified
by experimental and theoretical literature, are being exploited in people’s daily
lives. Aloneness has been found under some conditions to enhance creativity
(Taylor et al. 1958) and memory (Zuckerman et al. 1968). Theoretical work on
privacy proposes that aloneness provides opportunities for emotional release, for a
reflective integration of one’s life, and for experimentation with different selves
(Westin 1967; Altman 1975; Ittelson 1974). More frequent mental reflection and
related activities alone indicate that this time might be used for integrative thought
and rehearsal of different selves. These opportunities have a special value for
adolescents who face the developmental task of establishing autonomous
identities.
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Adolescents who spend very little time alone could be deprived of these
opportunities, and as a result might engage in fewer integrative thought processes,
this being reflected in greater alienation. At the other extreme, adolescents who
spend too much time alone might lack affiliative and socializing contact with
others, which also results in greater alienation. While this interpretation seems
most parsimonious with the findings, additional evidence is clearly needed before
alternate causal or reciprocal interrelationships between these variables can be
excluded.

Summary

This study has revealed that the experience of aloneness in the daily lives of
adolescents cannot be simply characterized as a voluntary positive state or an
involuntary negative state. It is no more associated with choice or compulsion than
is being with others. The data indicate that the emotional experience of time alone
is generally more negative. However, it also suggests that this time is used for
mental reflection, which we have inferred serves an important integrative function,
at least for adolescents, if not for adults. The value of this experience alone is
suggested by the finding that those adolescents who spend an intermediate amount
of their time alone during a typical week are least alienated.
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