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Abstract
Loneliness is prevalent during emerging adulthood (approximately 18–25 years) and is an important issue given it has been 
linked to poorer physical and mental health outcomes. This preregistered scoping review aimed to provide an overview of 
the literature on loneliness in emerging adulthood, including the (a) conceptualization and measurement of loneliness, (b) 
loneliness theories used, (c) risk factors and outcomes examined, (d) sex-gender differences observed, and (e) characteristics 
of emerging adult samples previously researched. Following the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) guidelines, seven electronic 
databases were searched for articles focused on loneliness published from 2016 to 2021, where the mean age of participants 
was ≥ 18 and ≤ 25 years. Of the 4068 papers screened, 201 articles were included in the final review. Findings suggest the 
need for a clearer consensus in the literature regarding the conceptualization of loneliness for emerging adults and more 
qualitative work exploring emerging adults’ subjective experiences of loneliness. Results highlight an over-reliance on 
cross-sectional studies. Over two thirds of articles described their sample as university students and the median percentage 
of females was 63.30%. Therefore, fewer cross-sectional studies using convenience samples and more population-based, 
longitudinal research is needed to understand the factors predicting loneliness over time, and the downstream impact of 
loneliness for emerging adults.
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Introduction

Loneliness is commonly defined as the unpleasant feeling 
that accompanies the experience of perceiving the quantity 
or quality of one’s social relationships as inadequate (Perl-
man & Peplau, 1981). While loneliness is common across 
the lifespan, it is particularly prevalent in young, or emerg-
ing adults (Barreto et al., 2021; Hawkley et al., 2022). Prev-
alence estimates from the United Kingdom suggest up to 
31% of emerging adults experience loneliness at least some 
of the time, and 5–7% feel lonely often (Matthews et al., 
2019). In the United States, about 24% of emerging adults 
report feeling lonely “a lot of the day” (Witters, 2023), and 
almost one in three (32.6%) emerging adults in India report 
high levels of loneliness (Banerjee & Kohli, 2022). Emerg-
ing adult loneliness has been independently associated with 
indictors of poorer physical and mental health, including 
hypertension, anxiety and depressive symptoms, alcohol 
problems, and long-term mental illness (Christiansen et al., 
2021). Therefore, loneliness is an important issue in emerg-
ing adulthood and good quality research is a key step in 
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offsetting this potential harm. However, the literature is 
lacking a review that summarizes important aspects of the 
research in emerging adulthood, including how loneliness 
is conceptualized and measured, which loneliness theories 
are used, which risk factors and outcomes of loneliness have 
been examined, if there are sex-gender differences in loneli-
ness, and the characteristics of emerging adults previously 
included in research in this area. This information is needed 
to provide a basis for rigorous loneliness research for this 
group. Therefore, this scoping review addresses this gap.

Loneliness in Emerging Adulthood

The transition from adolescence to full-fledged adult-
hood in developed countries is longer and more chal-
lenging to define than in previous points in history. This 
is primarily due to engaging in traditional markers of 
adulthood such as marriage and parenthood at later ages, 
and the widespread uptake of education beyond second-
ary school (Arnett, 2024). Arnett’s theory of emerging 
adulthood (2000, 2024) describes a distinct life-stage, 
from late teens through mid-to-late twenties. When age 
ranges are needed to describe emerging adulthood, ages 
18–25 years are considered a conservative estimate, 
as few 18–25-year-olds have entered stable adulthood 
(Arnett, 2024). However, the specific age of the begin-
ning and end of this life stage is variable, and critics have 
noted that the concept of emerging adulthood is heavily 
influenced by cultural, socioeconomic, and educational 
factors (Shanahan & Longest, 2009). Culture plays an 
important role in variation in the length and content 
of emerging adulthood, and the markers of established 
adulthood (Arnett, 2024). For instance, in keeping with 
the Chinese tradition of collectivism, a key marker of 
adulthood for Chinese emerging adults is the ability to 
financially support their parents, whereas this is not typi-
cally endorsed in the United States (Nelson & Luster, 
2015).

Despite these critiques, there is general agreement that 
the prolonged entry into adulthood has resulted in signifi-
cant developmental challenges (Côté, 2014). Typical fea-
tures of emerging adulthood include identity exploration and 
greater self-focus, which may lead to instability in emerging 
adults’ social networks (Arnett & Mitra, 2020). Major social 
transitions occurring during young, or emerging, adulthood 
include moving out of the parental home, or beginning uni-
versity or employment (Arnett, 2024). An age-normative 
perspective suggests that the timing of ongoing physical and 
psychological changes, unique societal expectations, and key 
social transitions places emerging adults at increased risk 
of loneliness (Qualter et al., 2015). Given the vulnerability 
to loneliness in this age group, robust research is needed to 
understand loneliness in emerging adulthood.

Recognizing that emerging adults are at particular risk 
for loneliness emphasizes the need to consider factors 
associated with loneliness in this group. However, the 
research priorities in relation to examining risk factors 
and outcomes of loneliness in emerging adulthood are 
unclear. One existing scoping review explored the lit-
erature on loneliness in youth (aged 15–24 years; Adib 
& Sabharwal, 2023); however, the review was limited in 
scope with a specific focus on social support and rela-
tionship factors like parenting bonds, both of which were 
inversely associated with loneliness. The extent to which 
other factors that may be associated with loneliness, for 
example mental health issues and technology use (Mat-
thews et al., 2019), are focused on in the literature with 
emerging adults have not been reviewed. Additionally, 
gender differences in loneliness are important for under-
standing who is most vulnerable to loneliness. While one 
comprehensive meta-analysis suggested that young adult 
males were lonelier than females (Maes et al., 2019), this 
study considered a much wider age range (21–40 years) 
as young adulthood. Therefore, summarizing sex-gender 
differences in emerging adulthood merits consideration. 
Finally, persistent sampling bias issues mean that lone-
liness research generalized to emerging adults may be 
based on convenience samples of university undergradu-
ates which may not represent diverse groups (Nielsen 
et al., 2017). It is unclear to what extent specific groups 
who disproportionately experience loneliness, such as 
migrants and people with poor health (Barreto et al., 
2023), are focused on in the literature. Understand-
ing who we study when we study emerging adults is of 
importance; therefore, a summary of the characteristics 
of emerging adults included in loneliness research is 
needed to support robust research in this area.

Loneliness

A key aspect of understanding loneliness in emerg-
ing adulthood is a clear conceptualization and distinc-
tion from related concepts. Loneliness is a subjective 
and emotional experience that is related to, but distinct 
from social isolation, which is the objective count of 
social contacts (Wigfield et al., 2022). Across all ages, 
loneliness is only weakly associated with measures of 
social contact (Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016). In other 
words, it is not the mere absence of social contact that 
impacts lonely individuals, but rather the perceived dis-
crepancy between one’s desired and actual social rela-
tionships (Perlman & Peplau, 1981). Loneliness is also 
distinct from solitude in that loneliness is an unwanted 
experience, whereas solitude, or being alone, is a con-
scious choice that is often described as positive (Wein-
stein et al., 2023). The fact that loneliness and related 
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concepts have been conflated or confused underscores 
the importance of a clear conceptual understanding of 
loneliness (Wigfield et al., 2022). Defining and meas-
uring constructs of interest are a foundational part of 
rigorous research (Flake & Fried, 2020), yet no review 
has summarized how loneliness has been conceptualized 
and measured in research with emerging adults.

While loneliness has often been considered unidimen-
sional, there has long been a conceptualization of loneliness 
as multidimensional. For example, Weiss’ (1973) interac-
tionist approach proposed that relationship-specific types 
of loneliness arise as the result of deficits in two types of 
social needs; the need for close attachment figures (emo-
tional loneliness) and the need for a meaningful social net-
work (social loneliness). Social and emotional loneliness 
are distinct, but correlated, states that arise from different 
events in a person’s life; emotional loneliness might occur as 
the result of a romantic relationship breakup, whereas social 
loneliness can occur after moving to a new town. Recent 
research demonstrated distinct developmental trajectories for 
social and emotional loneliness across emerging adulthood 
(von Soest et al., 2020) and midlife (Manoli et al., 2022). 
Emotional loneliness levels moderately increase across 
emerging adulthood, whereas social loneliness substantially 
decreases throughout emerging adulthood (von Soest et al., 

2020), suggesting that multidimensional conceptualizations 
of loneliness warrant consideration.

The complex nature of loneliness means that several 
other theories have conceptualized loneliness. Prominent 
approaches include the cognitive discrepancy model (Pep-
lau & Perlman, 1982), the evolutionary theory (Cacioppo 
et al., 2006), the psychodynamic theory (Reichmann, 1959), 
and the existential approach (Moustakas, 1961). Although 
theoretical approaches to loneliness may overlap in their 
definitions, they can differ in proposed causes of loneliness. 
For example, the cognitive discrepancy model considers the 
influence of personality, cultural, and situational factors and 
proposes that loneliness is caused by a person appraising a 
deficiency in their social relationships (Peplau & Perlman, 
1982). The evolutionary theory of loneliness suggests that 
loneliness arises as a signal of social pain to motivate recon-
nection and is transient for most individuals (Cacioppo et al., 
2006; Spithoven et al., 2019). Other theories, such as the 
socio-cognitive model, focus on the mechanisms through 
which loneliness persists and impacts health (Cacioppo & 
Hawkley, 2009). However, no review has summarized how 
loneliness has been conceptualized and what theories of 
loneliness have been used in the emerging adult literature.

Table 1  Keywords and search 
terms for database searches Loneliness terms Lonel* OR “subjective social isolation” OR “perceived social isolation”

AND
Emerging adult terms “young* adult*” OR “youth*” OR “young pe*” OR “emerging adult*” 

OR adolescen* OR teenage*

Fig. 1  The number of articles 
eligible for inclusion by year of 
publication. Note Solid vertical 
line indicates the cut off from 
2016 to 2021 following Amend-
ment to Protocol 1
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Current Study

Although there has been an acceleration of research on lone-
liness in emerging adulthood and recognition that loneliness 
is an important issue for young people’s health, there is no 
existing scoping review summarizing key aspects of this lit-
erature. The goal of this preregistered scoping review was to 
provide a descriptive overview of the existing literature on 
loneliness in emerging adulthood to inform future research. 
This review was guided by the following research question: 
What is known from the available literature about loneliness 
in emerging adults? The research sub-questions included 
how has loneliness been conceptualized and measured in 
research in emerging adults (Research Question 1)?, what 
loneliness theories have been used in research on loneliness 
in emerging adulthood (Research Question 2)?, what risk 
factors and outcomes for loneliness have been previously 
examined in emerging adulthood (Research Question 3)?, 

what is the evidence on sex-gender differences in loneliness 
in emerging adults (Research Question 4)?, and what are 
the characteristics of emerging adults included in previous 
loneliness research (Research Question 5)?.

Methods

Given the focus on loneliness in emerging adulthood, a 
topic with increasing and disparate literature, a scoping 
review, rather than a systematic review, was considered most 
appropriate (Munn et al., 2018). This scoping review was 
informed by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) framework 
for scoping reviews (Peters et al., 2015) and Arksey and 
O’Malley’s (2005) seminal work. The reporting of results 
was guided by Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews 
(PRISMA-ScR; Tricco et al., 2018). This review was prereg-
istered on Open Science Framework (https:// osf. io/ c7ke9). 

Fig. 2  PRISMA flow chart of 
the study selection
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To complete a feasible review, some amendments to the 
protocol were necessary and are outlined below (labelled as 
Amendment to Protocol 1–4).

Identifying Relevant Studies

Following preliminary searches of two databases (PsycInfo 
and Medline) to become familiar with key terms, the fol-
lowing electronic databases were searched in June 2021; 
Scopus, PubMed, PsycArticles, PsycInfo, Medline, Scien-
ceDirect, and Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts 
(ASSIA). The search was updated in April 2022 to source 
articles published until the end of 2021. The search terms 
describe the concepts loneliness and young, or emerging, 
adults (see Table 1). The search was tailored to the specific 
requirements of each electronic database (see Supplemen-
tary Material 1 for example of a database search).

Initially, the search included peer-reviewed journal arti-
cles published between the years 2000–2021. Given that 
Arnett’s (2000) seminal work on emerging adulthood was 
published in the year 2000, it was expected to yield more 
research on the target population after this year. Using this 
year limit, 313 articles were eligible for inclusion in the 
review. However, following discussion among the authors, 
a consensus was reached that given the large volume of rel-
evant literature, a year limit of 2016–2021 was sufficient 
for a feasible narrative summary of the recent literature on 
loneliness in emerging adulthood (Amendment to Protocol 
1). The increase in research interest on loneliness in emerg-
ing adulthood in 2016 is shown in Fig. 1.

Grey literature in the form of difficult-to-locate stud-
ies or reports by organizations interested in youth mental 
health (e.g., Jigsaw, SpunOut. i.e., National Youth Council 
of Ireland) were searched for by posting general requests 
(in October 2021) for relevant information on Twitter and 
mentioning relevant youth and research network organiza-
tions (“@organization”) in such tweets to encourage repost-
ing (Adams et al., 2016). Additionally, a large loneliness 
research network placed a request for literature in their 
newsletter distributed to experts in the field (in December 
2021). No additional eligible articles that had not already 
been identified were located.

The study protocol outlined the aim for an additional 
search for reports by relevant organizations interested in 
youth mental health by identifying organization websites 
using a search engine like Google. After a preliminary 
search for this type of grey literature, consensus was reached 
that following grey literature search strategies outlined by 
others (i.e., Adams et al., 2016) was a satisfactory search for 
grey literature (Amendment to Protocol 2). Grey literature 
was a complementary part of the search strategy and consid-
ering the large volume of identified peer-reviewed articles, 
peer-reviewed literature was prioritized in this review. This 

decision was also influenced by the consideration that when 
using search engines like Google, even if the search engine 
search was replicable, other researchers may not retrieve 
the same results on replication, as Google indexes websites 
based on several predictors: geographical location, previous 
search history, popularity, and so on (Bates, 2011).

Study Selection

(a) Research where loneliness was a key focus of the work 
was included. This was determined by the inclusion of 
loneliness in an aim, objective, research question, or 
hypothesis. Quantitative studies that reported on loneli-
ness under a broader term were included; for example, 
studies measuring or reporting on the construct of lone-
liness but describing it in the aims or objectives under 
broader terms like “psychological well-being”, “mental 
health”, or similar. Following preliminary screening, 
additional inclusion criteria outlined that where it was 
difficult to determine if loneliness was a key focus of 
quantitative research, articles must have reported analy-
sis beyond the prevalence of loneliness to be included. 
With regards to qualitative research, if it was unclear 
if loneliness was a key focus of the work, articles must 
have discussed loneliness as a key concept in the intro-
duction to be included (Amendment to Protocol 3).

(b) To identify the types of available evidence in the area 
(Munn et al., 2018), qualitative, quantitative, mixed-
methods, systematic reviews, and meta-synthesis arti-
cles were included.

(c) Articles where the age of participants was ≥ 18 
and ≤ 25 years were included. Articles that included 
a wider age range but reported a mean age ≥ 18 
and ≤ 25 years were included. Following preliminary 
screening, further clarification was added to the inclu-
sion criteria detailing where studies were longitudinal 
in design, included studies must report loneliness for 
age ≥ 18 and ≤ 25 years at least one time point (Amend-
ment to Protocol 4).

(d) Included research articles were not limited by popula-
tion groups, specific life-events, specific samples, set-
ting, or geographical location.

(e) Included articles were not limited by measure of loneli-
ness.

(f) Included articles were published in English (the 
researchers’ only language).

Narrative reviews and loneliness scale development arti-
cles were excluded, as well as editorials, commentaries, 
opinion pieces, dissertations, and book chapters (labelled 
as “wrong article type or study design” in Fig. 2). Figure 2 
summarizes the study selection process. In total, 8,863 
articles were retrieved from the electronic database search. 
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EndNote X9 software was used to manage references and 
facilitate duplicate record removal. Following duplicate 
record removal, 4,068 articles were screened by title and 
abstract on Rayyan (https:// rayyan. ai/, Ouzzani et al., 2016). 
Fifty percent of titles and abstracts were blindly screened by 
a second reviewer (SS), inter-rater agreement was 98.00%. 
After title and abstract screening, 754 articles were included 
for full text screening. During full-text screening, EK con-
tacted authors via ResearchGate to request their full-text 
articles and 13 of these requests were unsuccessful. Second 
reviewers (SS, MMG, AG) screened 50% of full-text arti-
cles. Inter-rater agreement for full-text articles was 94.19%. 
All disagreements were resolved through discussion; a fur-
ther reviewer (AMC) was consulted on six (0.79%) decisions 
during full text screening.

Data Charting

Data charting was conducted for all included articles by one 
reviewer (EK) by entering information into Microsoft Excel 
tables. The data charting form was pre-piloted on a random 
selection of articles and was refined to ensure all relevant 
information was extracted. A proportion of data charting 
(10%) was checked by a second reviewer (MMcG) for accu-
racy. The data charting form included (a) bibliographic 
information, (b) key study and subject matter information, 
(c) the conceptualization and measurement of loneliness, (d) 
the loneliness theories included, (e) the examined predictors 
and outcomes for loneliness, (f) sex-gender differences, and 
(g) characteristics of emerging adult samples included. The 
detailed list of information for which data were charted can 
be found in Supplementary Material 2.

Summarizing, and Reporting the Findings

Given that the aim of this review was to provide a descrip-
tive summary of the available literature on loneliness in 
emerging adulthood, the quality of included studies was 

not assessed. All findings were included in the narrative 
review. Checks were completed to ensure the findings of 
the included systematic review were not duplicated in the 
results. Tables and narrative summaries were generated for 
each research sub-question to present a descriptive overview 
of the research on loneliness in emerging adulthood (Peters 
et al., 2015).

Results

Study Context and Characteristics

After eligibility screening, 201 articles were included in the 
final scoping review. The publication year of included arti-
cles ranged from 2016 to 2021 (see Fig. 1). A small number 
of articles identified in the original search that were pub-
lished online in 2020 or 2021 but were assigned to a journal 
issue in 2022 (e.g., Arslan et al., 2022; Hopmeyer et al., 
2022) were retained. Research on loneliness in emerging 
adulthood represents a growing area of research, with almost 
half (47.26%) of the included articles published in 2020 and 
2021.

The sample sizes within original research articles ranged 
from 4 to 71,988. Studies using quantitative analysis had 
sample sizes ranging from 35 to 71,988. Qualitative and 
mixed-method studies conducting qualitative analysis had 
sample sizes ranging from 4 to 686. The sole included sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis (Buecker et al., 2021) 
included data from 124,855 participants.

Included original articles were conducted in 44 countries 
across five continents. Thirteen (6.47%) articles included 
samples from more than one country. Almost half (49.25%) 
of the articles included samples from Western countries 
where English is the primary language. The breakdown of 
how many articles included samples from each country are 
as follows: USA (k = 66, 32.84%), China (k = 21, 10.45%), 
UK (k = 18, 8.96%), Turkey (k = 12, 5.97%), Poland (k = 11, 

Table 2  Research question 2

Loneliness theories

Loneliness theory Number of articles 
(%)

Evolutionary theory of loneliness (Cacioppo et al., 2006) 11 (5.47%)
Interactionist theory of loneliness (Weiss, 1973) 9 (4.48%)
Cognitive discrepancy model (Peplau & Perlman, 1982) 7 (3.48%)
Socio-cognitive model of loneliness (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009) 2 (1.00%)
Differential reactivity hypothesis (Cacioppo et al., 2003) 1 (0.50%)
Integrative approach to loneliness (Sønderby & Wagoner, 2013) 1 (0.50%)
Developmental model of loneliness (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1999) 1 (0.50%)
Total number of articles explicitly stating use of loneliness theory 29 (14.43%)
Total number of articles with no explicitly articulated use of loneliness theory 172 (85.57%)

https://rayyan.ai/
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5.47%), Australia (k = 9, 4.48%), Germany (k = 5, 2.49%), 
Denmark (k = 4, 1.99%). The Netherlands, South Korea, 
Canada, Hungary, South Africa, and Spain were each 
included in three (1.49%) articles. Singapore, Greece, 
Republic of Ireland, Israel, and Bangladesh were each 
included in two (1.00%) articles. Finland, Italy, Northern 
Ireland, Norway, Slovakia, Austria, Hong Kong, Indonesia, 
Japan, Sweden, Thailand, Malaysia, and Nigeria were each 
included in one (0.50%) article. Included original research 
articles had a general community or university setting 
(including online surveys) (k = 186, 92.54%), or were con-
ducted in a clinical or laboratory setting (e.g., an outpatient 
clinic) (k = 13, 6.47%).

Study Design

Included articles were quantitative (k = 190, 94.53%), mixed 
method (k = 8, 3.98%), qualitative (k = 1, 0.50%), system-
atic review and meta-analyses (k = 1, 0.50%), and qualitative 
protocol (k = 1, 0.50%) studies. The following study designs 
were included; cross-sectional (k = 151, 75.12%), longitudi-
nal (k = 44, 21.89%), and experimental (k = 4, 1.99%).

Covid‑19 Related Studies

Thirty (14.93%) articles explored loneliness in relation to 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Most studies (k = 23) explored the 
prevalence of loneliness or the association of loneliness with 
factors such as life satisfaction, mental health, quality of life 
during pandemic restrictions, or in the broader context of 
Covid-19 pandemic. For example, one study compared the 
reported prevalence of mental health issues and loneliness in 

emerging adults in the UK and China during the pandemic 
(Liu et al., 2021), reporting higher loneliness levels in the 
UK. Some studies (k = 3) examined specific Covid-19 related 
factors, such as “Covid-19 worry” (Mayorga et al., 2021) 
and “Coronavirus anxiety” (Arslan et al., 2022), in relation 
to loneliness. Merolla et al. (2021) used experience sampling 
and nightly diary surveys to examine how pandemic related 
anxiety and depressive symptoms manifested in daily per-
ceptions of loneliness; Covid-19 related anxiety was inde-
pendently associated with greater loneliness. Other studies 
(k = 2) focused on emerging adults’ relocations during the 
pandemic (Conrad et al., 2021; Fanari & Segrin, 2021). For 
example, a longitudinal examination of the extent to which 
the stressor of forced re-entry from studying abroad dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic was predictive of loneliness in 
U.S. emerging adults (Fanari & Segrin, 2021). Lastly, one 
study conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic evaluated 
two interventions for depression and loneliness (Cruwys 
et al., 2021).

Research Question 1: Conceptualization 
and Measurement of Loneliness

Over half (k = 112; 55.72%) of the articles included an 
explicit definition of loneliness, while another five (2.49%) 
articles did not formally define loneliness beyond describ-
ing it as “perceived social isolation”. Although there was 
some variation in the way loneliness was defined, for exam-
ple, describing loneliness as thwarted belongingness (Chu 
et al., 2016), or as the response to the absence of a relation-
ship (Andangsari & Dhowi, 2016), loneliness was mostly 
defined as an emotionally unpleasant subjective experience 

Table 3  Research question 4

Summary of significant results for sex-gender differences in loneliness
Note Articles that included sex-gender only as a covariate in analysis were not considered to have explored sex-gender differences unless the sex-
gender and loneliness analysis was reported in preliminary analyses or similar

Author (Year) Sample size (N) Male loneliness M (SD) Female 
loneliness M 
(SD)

Details of significant result

Adamczyk (2016) 151 19.73 (6.39) 22.73 (5.80) Females reported higher romantic loneli-
ness

Adamczyk (2017) 315 12.01 (5.23) 10.43 (5.17) Males reported higher social loneliness
Al Omari et al. (2021) 1057 47.97 (4.65) 48.65 (4.85) Females reported higher loneliness
Hopmeyer et al. (2022) 520 2.19 (.72) 2.31 (.60) Females reported higher loneliness
Liu et al. (2021) 2010 NR NR Females had higher odds of experiencing 

loneliness
Melkman (2017) 345 33.3 (9.47) 36.59 (10.57) Females reported higher loneliness
Padmanabhanunni and Pretorius (2021a, 

2021b); Pretorius and Padmanabha-
nunni (2021)

337 45.6 (11.5) 49.9 (11.5) Females reported higher loneliness

Ren et al. (2021) 831 NR NR Males reported higher loneliness
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that occurs when a person perceives their social relation-
ships to be inadequate (Perlman & Peplau, 1981). While 
most (k = 187, 93.03%) articles did not explicitly articulate 
multiple dimensions of loneliness, 14 (6.97%) articles con-
sidered a multidimensional conceptualization of loneliness 
referring to: social and emotional loneliness (k = 6, 2.98%); 
social, romantic, and family loneliness (k = 6, 2.98%); isola-
tion, relational connectedness, and collective connectedness 
(k = 1, 0.50%); romantic loneliness (k = 1, 0.50%).

In total, this scoping review identified 16 measures of 
loneliness in included articles. The University of California 
Los Angeles (UCLA; Russell et al., 1980) Loneliness scale 
was the most employed measure with 161 (80.10%) included 
articles using a version of this scale. Twelve (5.97%) studies 
employed a single-item direct measure of loneliness, such 
as “How lonely did you feel in the past week?”. See Sup-
plementary Material 3 for a full summary of measures of 
loneliness in included articles.

Most qualitative or mixed-method studies employed 
semi-structured interviews to explore loneliness (k = 4). Oth-
ers used open ended survey responses (k = 2), free associa-
tion task (k = 1), or group discussions and reflective journal 
responses (k = 1).

Research Question 2: Loneliness Theories

Of the 201 included articles, 29 (14.43%) articles explicitly 
referenced a loneliness theory in their introduction. While 
it is possible that some articles implicitly used loneliness 
theory, articles were considered to have explicitly stated use 
of loneliness theory if a loneliness theory was referenced in 
the introduction or aims of the article. Some articles referred 
to more than one loneliness theory. Seven loneliness theories 
(see Table 2 for summary) were clearly articulated in loneli-
ness research on emerging adults.

Research Question 3: Risk Factors and Outcomes

A wide range of risk factors and outcomes were examined in 
association with loneliness in quantitative or mixed-method 
studies (see Supplementary Material 4 for detail). Most 
articles examining factors associated with loneliness were 
cross-sectional in design; longitudinal studies mostly exam-
ined loneliness risk factors (k = 25, 12.44%), outcomes were 
examined in 13 (6.47%) longitudinal studies. Of the longitu-
dinal research examining predictors of loneliness, family and 
social relationship factors, such as perceived social support, 
were the most studied risk factors (k = 7). Whereas mental 
health outcomes, like depression, were the most examined 
loneliness outcomes in longitudinal studies (k = 6).

Only two longitudinal studies examined within- and 
between-person variances in loneliness development and 
the risk and outcome factors associated with changes; 

one explored the interindividual differences in loneli-
ness development and mental health outcomes in emerg-
ing adulthood (Hutten et al., 2021). Another examined 
longitudinal within- and between-person associations of 
substance use, social influences, and loneliness among 
emerging adults who use drugs (Bonar et al., 2022).

Research Question 4: Sex‑Gender Differences 
in Loneliness

In total, 48 (23.88%) studies explored sex-gender differ-
ences in loneliness; 40 reported no statistically significant 
(p > 0.05) difference between male and female loneliness 
scores, whereas there were eight reports of a significant 
(p < 0.05) sex-gender difference. Of those that reported 
significant sex-gender differences, six studies reported 
higher female loneliness scores and two studies reported 
higher male loneliness scores. Most studies (k = 4) report-
ing significant sex-gender differences measured loneli-
ness using the 20-item UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell 
et al., 1980), others (k = 2) used the Social and Emotional 
Loneliness Scale for Adults (SELSA; DiTommaso & 
Spinner, 1993), one used the Loneliness in Context Ques-
tionnaire for College Students (Asher & Weeks, 2014), 
and one used a direct single-item measure. See Table 3 
for a complete summary of results.

Research Question 5: Characteristics of Emerging 
Adult Samples Included in Loneliness Research

The minimum mean age of included studies was 18.00 years, 
the maximum mean age was 24.78 years. The gender split 
of included studies ranged from 0% female to 100% female. 
The median percentage of females in included samples 
was 63.30%. Over two thirds (k = 137, 68.16%) of articles 
described their sample as either all or mostly (> 80% of sam-
ple) university students. The remaining articles included: 
general community samples (k = 24, 11.94%), specific sam-
ples (e.g., inflammatory bowel disease patients, see Sup-
plementary Material 5 for full details of articles including 
specific emerging adult samples) (k = 20, 9.95%), population 
representative samples (k = 11, 5.47%), high school students 
(k = 6, 2.94%). Some articles (k = 3, 1.49%) did not report 
information on their sample or sample information was not 
applicable.

Discussion

Despite an increase of research interest in loneliness in 
younger age groups and recognition that loneliness is an 
important issue for emerging adults’ health (Christiansen 
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et al., 2021), there was no existing scoping review summa-
rizing the key aspects of this literature. Reviews can reduce 
research waste by identifying priority research questions and 
key gaps in the literature, mapping existing methodological 
approaches, and clarifying terms and concepts used in the 
literature (Khalil et al., 2022). Therefore, a scoping review 
was most appropriate to provide an overview of the literature 
and identify priorities for future research on loneliness in 
emerging adulthood.

Three key issues are apparent from this review. First, there 
was a lack of clear conceptualization of loneliness and prior-
itization of unidimensional conceptualizations of loneliness 
in emerging adults, which may be related to the measure 
of loneliness used. Second, despite the volume of research 
identified, there was a lack of qualitative research exploring 
the subjective experience of loneliness. This suggests that 
the relevance of existing conceptualizations of loneliness for 
emerging adults who have experienced it remains unclear. 
Third, while a range of risk factors and outcomes for loneli-
ness have been examined in the literature, research tends 
to be cross-sectional in design and based on convenience 
samples of university students. Some additional considera-
tions are noted. Relatively few articles explicitly articulated 
the use of loneliness theory in their research. Relatively few 
articles reported on sex-gender differences in loneliness; 
those that did reported mixed results. Finally, loneliness in 
emerging adulthood is a growing area of research, with some 
of this growth due to a focus on loneliness in the context of 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Definitions of loneliness in included articles tended to 
align with Perlman and Peplau’s (1981) widely used defini-
tion. Definitions acknowledged both the affective (i.e., the 
negative emotional experience) and cognitive (i.e., the dis-
crepancy between one’s actual and desired social relations) 
components of loneliness. A few articles did not explain 
what is meant by loneliness beyond describing it as per-
ceived social isolation, which does not account for the more 
complex affective and cognitive aspects of loneliness. While 
there may be general agreement that loneliness is a subjec-
tive emotional experience, the finding that just over half of 
all articles included a formal definition of loneliness leaves 
open the possibility that the conceptualization is implicit, 
poorly understood, or even that loneliness is akin to separate 
constructs like chosen solitude or objective social isolation. 
The distinction between concepts like social isolation and 
loneliness is critical given that across age groups, loneliness 
is only weakly associated with objective measures of con-
tact with friends and family (Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016). 
A lack of clear definition of loneliness and conflation with 
other distinct, but related, terms contribute to conceptual 
confusion which can have practical implications; for exam-
ple, policy responses designed for lonely people often aim to 
increase their social connections, therefore reducing social 

isolation rather than focusing on reducing experiences of 
subjective loneliness (Wigfield et al., 2022).

Other loneliness distinctions potentially relevant for 
understanding loneliness in emerging adulthood include a 
multi-dimensional conceptualization of social and emotional 
loneliness (von Soest et al., 2020). These facets are proposed 
to differentially develop depending on the type of social rela-
tionship a person perceives to be inadequate (Weiss, 1973). 
In addition, existential loneliness was described in recent 
qualitative work as occurring particularly during young 
adulthood for some individuals (McKenna-Plumley et al., 
2023). A lack of transparent reporting on the conceptualiza-
tion of loneliness has important implications for its measure-
ment (Flake & Fried, 2020). The finding that few included 
articles considered different aspects of loneliness, and most 
did not explicitly discuss whether loneliness was unidimen-
sional or multidimensional, suggests that a unidimensional 
conceptualization of loneliness is implicit. This is reflected 
in the frequent use of the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell 
et al., 1980), originally designed as a unidimensional meas-
ure. Although the UCLA includes items considered to align 
with social (11 items) and emotional (7 items) loneliness 
(Maes et al., 2022), there is no agreed multi-factorial struc-
ture of this measure, and using UCLA subscales may not 
be the best way of measuring multidimensional loneliness; 
given studies that report the same number of factors differ in 
terms of the items that are allocated to which factors and the 
interpretation of the factors (Maes et al., 2022). Addition-
ally, although single-item loneliness measures have shown 
adequate reliability (Mund et al., 2022) and may be useful as 
brief screening measures in large-scale surveys (Reinwarth 
et al., 2023), few articles reported the use of direct single-
item loneliness measures; perhaps because of concerns of 
potential socially desirable responding. Loneliness meas-
urement is central to the validity of studies examining the 
risk factors and consequences of the experience in emerg-
ing adults (Flake & Fried, 2020). Therefore, future research 
should clearly report the conceptualization and measurement 
of loneliness.

One approach to achieving consensus on conceptualiza-
tions of loneliness in emerging adulthood is through more 
inductive and exploratory qualitative methods. The only 
qualitative study eligible for inclusion here focused on 
young adults living in London’s most deprived areas who 
described loneliness as being linked to feeling excluded, 
social media, sadness, and low self-worth (Fardghassemi & 
Joffe, 2021). While this study gives an insight into loneli-
ness in this demographic, the experiences of loneliness for 
emerging adults more broadly are lacking in the literature. 
Further, there is a lack of qualitative research exploring the 
complexities of the life stage more generally (Schwab & 
Syed, 2015). Loneliness is an inherently subjective expe-
rience. Qualitative methods allow individuals to describe 
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their experience in their own words and are ideally suited 
for examining how relevant existing conceptualizations of 
loneliness are for emerging adults. Exploring the meaning 
of loneliness for those who have experienced it should be 
a key research priority; a gap which has been addressed 
among early adolescents (Verity et al., 2021). Although the 
major features of emerging adulthood may vary between 
cultures, it is a distinct developmental period of the lifespan 
(Arnett, 2024). To assume emerging adults share the same 
social roles, developmental tasks, and societal expectations 
as adolescents underestimates the increased independence, 
self-focus, and instability (Arnett et al., 2014) that may be 
central to loneliness during this stage. Therefore, qualita-
tive research focused on understanding loneliness within 
the complexities of the life-stage of emerging adulthood is 
needed.

Of the articles that explicitly considered loneliness the-
ory, most considered approaches that typically focus on 
individual level characteristics that may increase a person’s 
risk for loneliness. For example, the evolutionary theory of 
loneliness (Cacioppo et al., 2006), suggests that younger age 
groups, due to ongoing development of brain regions associ-
ated with cognitive control, may be more sensitive to their 
social environment and more prone to loneliness beyond the 
typical features of emerging adulthood (Wong et al., 2018). 
However, societal, and cultural factors are also likely to con-
tribute to loneliness by influencing a person’s social norms 
(van Staden & Coetzee, 2010). The cognitive discrepancy 
theory emphasizes the role of individual attributes, as well 
as wider cultural norms in how a person perceives their 
social relationships (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Theories of 
loneliness are not mutually exclusive; developing a causal 
understanding of loneliness in emerging adulthood likely 
requires the integration of theory. For example, McHugh 
Power et al. (2018) synthesized model of loneliness consid-
ers both interindividual factors, such as the role of culture 
in shaping social norms about emerging adults’ social lives, 
and intraindividual factors, such as changes in the brain 
regions responsible for social processes, in the development 
of loneliness. Further, loneliness can be explored within 
broader theoretical frameworks not specific to loneliness. 
Developmental approaches can inform research on specific 
life events and developmental tasks during a particular life 
stage that may increase a person’s risk of loneliness. For 
example, employing Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial theory in 
research exploring the link between identity formation and 
loneliness in adolescents and emerging adults (Lindekilde 
et al., 2018).

An age-normative life span perspective suggests that dif-
ferent factors drive loneliness at different ages (Luhmann & 
Hawkley, 2016). For example, peer relations may be more 
strongly associated with loneliness during adolescence and 
emerging adulthood, where friendships are their primary 

social connections, as opposed to older age groups (Qualter 
et al., 2015). This aligns with the finding that family and 
social relationship factors, such as perceived social support 
from peers, were the most examined risk factors for lone-
liness in emerging adulthood in longitudinal studies. Per-
haps unsurprisingly, aspects of mental health were the most 
examined outcomes of loneliness. It is also plausible that 
poorer mental health predicts or has a reciprocal relationship 
with loneliness during emerging adulthood; emerging adults 
with depressive symptoms may withdraw from their social 
relationships or perceive more social rejection (Achterbergh 
et al., 2020). Despite examining a range of loneliness risk 
factors and outcomes, included studies were mostly cross-
sectional and conducted in Western countries with conveni-
ence samples comprising university students. Therefore, the 
third key issue with this literature highlights the persistent 
sampling bias and lack of representation and diversity in the 
field (Nielsen et al., 2017).

Sex-gender differences are also important for under-
standing who is vulnerable to loneliness. Most studies 
reported no significant difference. A small number reported 
a significant difference, mostly reporting higher loneliness 
among females. Gender differences in loneliness have been 
hypothesized to emerge in adolescence, where females may 
be more at risk of adolescent-onset internalizing problems 
(Martel, 2013). However, a meta-analysis reported a sig-
nificant, but small, effect of gender on loneliness in young 
adulthood, finding greater loneliness in males (Maes et al., 
2019). The variation of findings in studies examining sex-
gender differences have long been attributed to differences in 
how loneliness is assessed (Borys & Perlman, 1985). Given 
that few a-priori hypotheses on gender differences in loneli-
ness have been proposed (Maes et al., 2019), future research 
should report analysis examining sex-gender differences to 
determine whether sex-gender represents a vulnerability fac-
tor for loneliness.

Finally, the findings suggest that loneliness in emerging 
adulthood is a fast-growing area of research; almost half 
of all included articles were published in the years 2020 
and 2021. Some of this growth was due to the Covid-19 
pandemic making the issue of loneliness in younger age 
groups even more salient than before (Holt-Lunstad, 2021). 
Although not all who are socially isolated are lonely (Luh-
mann & Hawkley, 2016), this increased focus on loneliness 
is unsurprising considering that response measures aimed 
at mitigating the spread of Covid-19, like social distanc-
ing orders, and remote work and education, resulted in less 
social contact and greater social isolation. One systematic 
review comparing loneliness before and during the Covid-19 
pandemic found an increase in loneliness in younger par-
ticipant groups (Ernst et al., 2022). However, this increase 
was from studies including only university student samples; 
how the pandemic has impacted loneliness during emerging 
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adulthood more generally remains unclear. The theory of 
emerging adulthood describes a range of developmental 
transitions to achieve adulthood, such as moving out of the 
parental home (Arnett, 2024). For some emerging adults, 
Covid-19 measures may have halted or even reversed steps 
towards adulthood, resulting in increased loneliness. For 
example, emerging adults forced to relocate from college 
campuses to live with parents and guardians experienced 
greater loneliness than those who did not relocate (Conrad 
et al., 2021). Life events that impact the achievement of 
normative social transitions and result in some emerging 
adults feeling out of sync may be important to consider in 
the development of loneliness during emerging adulthood.

Strengths and Limitations

The strengths of this review included preregistration of the 
protocol on Open Science Framework and rigorous method-
ology following well-established scoping review guidelines 
(Peters et al., 2015). One potential limitation is the inclusion 
criteria that articles needed to report a mean age of 18–25 
years. This age range is sometimes extended to age 29; 
however, 18–25 years is appropriate when conservative age 
ranges are required to describe emerging adulthood (Arnett, 
2024). Although a large volume of articles was included, 
the year limit and lack of grey literature means that there 
is a possibility that relevant research was not included in 
this review. While articles were not excluded based on geo-
graphical location, included articles were limited to those 
published in or translated to the English language only, 
potentially influencing this review’s results.

Future Research

Based on these findings, future studies should provide a 
clear conceptualization of loneliness, including articulation 
of loneliness as a uni- or multi-dimensional construct. Stud-
ies should specify the theoretical approach (if any) that is 
informing the research. To generate a clearer understanding 
of sex-gender differences, these should be reported.

Regarding broad research priorities for loneliness, given 
the skew towards cross-sectional convenience samples of 
Western, educated emerging adults, longitudinal research 
that is population-based or focuses on under-studied 
cohorts should be prioritized. The current literature does 
not adequately explore the emergence of specific forms 
of loneliness, the predictors of loneliness development, 
and the long-term outcomes of emerging adult loneliness. 
Developmental trends, the stability of loneliness, and the 
factors associated with interindividual differences in lone-
liness during emerging adulthood appear to have also been 
neglected. Previous research underscores the importance 
of identifying the characteristics of emerging adults more 

likely to develop loneliness and the factors that, when 
changed, correspond to changes in loneliness (Mund 
et al., 2020). Therefore, longitudinal research should seek 
to identify emerging adults most at risk of developing sus-
tained or intensely felt loneliness in response to common 
life events, like finishing school. Also, identifying emerg-
ing adults who are at risk of loneliness due to developmen-
tal transitions being halted or reversed is a consideration 
for future longitudinal research. Given potential cultural 
differences in the markers of adulthood and developmen-
tal tasks of emerging adulthood (Nelson & Luster, 2015), 
research should consider cultural norms in the relationship 
between social transitions and loneliness during this life 
stage.

Conclusion

The high prevalence of loneliness during emerging adult-
hood indicates that loneliness is an issue of importance 
requiring good quality research. However, no review has 
provided an overview of key aspects of the literature on 
loneliness in emerging adulthood. This scoping review 
provided a descriptive summary of 201 articles on loneli-
ness in emerging adulthood and serves as an initial step 
highlighting issues with the current research and identi-
fying priorities for future research. Specifically, findings 
suggest the need for a clearer consensus in the literature 
regarding the conceptualization of loneliness during 
emerging adulthood. Second, this review highlights the 
need for more qualitative work exploring young peo-
ple’s subjective experiences of loneliness, which is key 
for understanding the complexities of loneliness during 
emerging adulthood. Finally, the results indicate that this 
literature needs fewer cross-sectional studies using con-
venience samples and more population-based, longitudinal 
research to understand the factors predicting loneliness 
over time, and the downstream impact of loneliness for 
emerging adults.
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