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People Thinking about People:

The Vicious Cycle of Being a Social Outcast in One’s Own Mind

The increasing number of people living alone is changing the face of post-industrial societies. The average household size over the past two decades in the United States declined by about 10% to 2.5 (Hobbs & Stoops, 2002).  By 1990, more than one in five family households with children under 18 was headed by a single parent, and within a single decade, the proportion of single parent households rose from 21% to 29% of all households in America (Hobbs & Stoops, 2002).  Family households were not the only residential unit to become more socially isolated.  There are also now more than 27 million people living alone in the United States, 36% of whom are over the age of 65 (Hobbs & Stoops, 2002).  According to the middle projections by the Census Bureau (1996), the number of people living alone by 2010 will reach almost 29,000,000 – more than a 30% increase since 1980, with a disproportionate share of these being individuals over 65 years of age.  

Despite these changes in the structure of society, little attention has been given to the effects of social isolation on people’s perceived social isolation, social cognition, interpersonal relationships, and health.  Our goal in this paper is to begin to address this deficit.  Specifically, we outline a model in which social isolation can promote loneliness, which in turn promotes people construing their world, including the behavior of others, as threatening or punitive and passive coping.  We further propose that these differences in social cognition result in an increased likelihood of lonely individuals acting in self-protective and, paradoxically, self-defeating ways. These dispositions, in turn, activate social neurobehavioral mechanisms that may contribute to the association between loneliness and mortality.  
Social Isolation Elevates Feelings of Loneliness

Loneliness is a complex set of feelings encompassing reactions to romantic and social isolation.  Ceteris paribus, as objective social isolation increases, intimate and social needs are less likely to be met adequately, and loneliness is the experience elicited or exacerbated by these life circumstances (Weiss, 1973).  De Jong-Gierveld (1987), in a semi-structured interview of single, married, divorced, and widowed individuals 25 to 75 years of age, reported that living with a partner predicted the lowest levels of loneliness.  Similarly, elderly individuals who lived alone were lonelier than were age-matched individuals living with others, despite reporting comparable social interaction frequency and personal network adequacy (Henderson, Scott, & Kay, 1986).  Tornstam (1992), in a random sample in Sweden of 2,795 individuals 15-80 years of age, found that married individuals were, on average, less lonely than unmarried individuals.  Among elderly independently living individuals (60-106 years), frequency of telephone contact with others predicted feelings of loneliness (Fees, Martin, & Poon, 1999).  Conversely, lonely, compared to nonlonely, individuals have fewer friends and fewer close friends, see their friends as less similar to themselves, and are less likely to have a romantic partner (Bell, 1993).  
Significant individual differences in loneliness abound within these relationship categories (e.g., single, married; Tornstam, 1992; Barbour, 1993; de Jong-Gierveld, 1987), as people also can live what feels to them to be an isolated existence even when around others (Cacioppo et al., 2000; Mullins & Elston, 1996; van Baarsen, Snijders, Smit, & van Duijn, 2001).  For this reason, loneliness is characterized as feelings of social isolation, absence of companionship, and rejection by peer groups (Adams, Openshaw, Bennion, Mills, & Noble, 1988; Austin, 1983), with feelings of an isolated life in a social world forming the dominant experience (e.g., Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980; Hays & DeMatteo, 1987).  
Feelings of loneliness are aversive and, like many negative emotional states, motivate individuals to alleviate these feelings, for instance, by trying to form connections with others (Weiss, 1973).  The motivational potency of the absence of personal ties and social acceptance is reminiscent of the potency of a presumably more basic need such as hunger (Harlow & Harlow, 1958). Solitary confinement is one of humankind's most severe punishments (Felthous, 1997). Ostracism, the exclusion by general consent from common privileges or social acceptance, is universal in its aversive and deleterious effects (Williams, 1997), and the neural processes underlying social rejection have common substrates to those involved in physical pain (Eisenberer, Lieberman, & Williams, 2003).  

Negative motivational states such as hunger require only that an individual do something (e.g., eat food in the case of hunger) to reduce the aversive state.  In the case of a motivation to form a social relationship or alliance, however, all of the individuals involved must be willing to join into the desired relationship, able to do so, and agree to do so in a coordinated fashion.  In some circumstances, such as betrayal by or the loss of a loved one, the desired social connection by one individual is either denied or impossible.  As a result, loneliness also tends to be characterized by low perceived personal control, despair, and depression (see review by Ernst & Cacioppo, 1998). 

Because loneliness can result not only if an individual is socially isolated but if other individuals involved are not willing or able to join into the desired relationship or alliance, qualitative aspects of social interactions are at least as predictive of loneliness as are quantitative aspects of social interactions.  Using a daily diary methodology, Wheeler, Reis, and Nezlek (1983) found that an individual’s rating of the meaninglessness of their interpersonal interactions was the most important predictor of loneliness.  Amount of time, frequency of interactions, and other quantitative descriptors of the social interactions were not found to add to the prediction of loneliness.  For older adults, the average closeness of the social network, and not its size, predicted loneliness (Green, Richardson, Lago, & Schatten-Jones, 2001). In a study of young adults in college, Cacioppo et al. (2000) found no differences between lonely and nonlonely young adults in the time spent alone, and an experience sampling study of a normal day in the life of these students revealed qualitative rather than quantitative differences in interpersonal relationships (Hawkley et al., 2003).  

Although objective social isolation can create and exacerbate feelings of loneliness, this link is not the only factor operating.  People can be a social outcast in their own minds even while living amongst others.  Indeed, our experience sampling study of young adults revealed that average momentary feelings of loneliness were significantly higher for lonely than for nonlonely students regardless of social context (Hawkley et al., 2003).  Significant individual differences in loneliness exist within each kind of relationship (e.g., marriage, families, coworkers, group members), and loneliness, as well as objective social isolation, has been found to be significant risk factors for broad based morbidity and mortality (e.g., Seeman, 2000).  Given the evidence that feelings of loneliness are in part influenced by genetic constitution (McGuire & Clifford, 2000) or early childhood experiences (e.g., Asher & Wheeler, 1985), we next examine whether personality, affective styles, and social dispositions differ as a function of loneliness, and we address whether these characteristics are fixed or they vary with a person’s feelings of loneliness or connectedness.

Personality, Affective Orientations, and Social Dispositions

In a large study conducted by the National Opinion Research Center, individuals who reported having contact with five or more intimate friends in the prior six months were 60% more likely to report that their lives were “very happy” (Burt, 1986).  In a similar study, Berscheid (1985) found that when asked “what is necessary for happiness?” the majority of respondents rate “relationships with family and friends” as most important.  Perhaps it should not be surprising that Aristotle’s observation of the importance of positive interpersonal relationships holds for the post-industrial world of the United States as well as the ancient Greeks. The classic work of Harlow and Harlow (1958; 1973) demonstrated that positive tactile contact is a stronger determinant of mother-infant attachment in monkeys than feeding, and that deprivation of such contact produces adult animals with behavioral problems different than those resulting from physical restraint or stressors (Seeman, 2000; see Gardner, Gabriel, & Diekman, 2000).

Physical attractiveness, height, body mass index, age, education, and intelligence can affect a person’s interpersonal attractiveness (Berscheid & Reis, 1998), yet these features provide little if any protection against loneliness (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2003; Cacioppo et al., 2000).  The absence of a relationship between an individual’s physical attractiveness and their feelings of loneliness may be surprising to some.  In advertisements and media portrayals, the achievement of physical beauty, wealth, status, and success is associated with living happily ever after.  Yet celebrities ranging from Marilynn Monroe to Princess Diana have been haunted by intensely lonely lives, a condition that seemed incomprehensible given their immense popularity.  These biographies make more sense when one recalls that qualitative aspects of social interactions are at least as strongly, if not more strongly, predictive of loneliness as are quantitative aspects of social interactions.  

Although there are gripping states of loneliness that everyone experiences transiently in specific circumstances or interactions, some individuals live in the devastating clutches of loneliness.  These individuals tend to be characterized by poor attachment in early childhood (Shaver & Hazan, 1987), poor social skills (Segrin & Flora, 2000), a strong distrust of others (Rotenberg, 1994), hostility, and negative affectivity and reactivity (e.g., Cacioppo et al., 2000; Russell et al., 1980; see review by Berscheid & Reis, 1998; Marangoni & Ickes, 1989, Ernst & Cacioppo, 1999).  In an illustrative study of young adults, we found lonely, relative to nonlonely, individuals differed in their personality traits (e.g., lonely individuals are higher in shyness, lower in sociability, surgency, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability than nonlonely individuals) and affective moods and states (e.g., lonely individuals are higher in negative mood, anxiety, & anger, lower in optimism and positive mood; Ernst et al., 2003).

Recent research on positive psychology suggests that individuals who score very low on dimensions such as loneliness, that is, individuals who harbor few feelings of social isolation or rejection, are not simply the antithesis of those who score high on a dimension but instead are characterized by a unique and adaptive profile.  In light of this perspective, we selected three groups of young adults to study based on the prior measurement of over 2,600 students levels of loneliness as gauged by the UCLA-R loneliness scale administered approximately a month earlier (Russell et al., 1980):  a group of young adults who had scored high in loneliness (top 20%), a group of individuals who had scored average in loneliness (middle 20%), and a group who had scored low in loneliness (bottom 20 %).  When we tested these individuals approximately a month later, the results revealed that the individuals who had scored low in loneliness differed from those who had scored average in loneliness and high in loneliness on four of the five dimensions of the Big 5 (more outgoing, agreeable, conscientious, and non-neurotic); the individuals who had been selected for study because they had scored low in loneliness were also found to score higher on optimism, positive mood, social skills, self-esteem, and social support, and lower in anger, anxiety, shyness, fear of negative evaluation, and negativity. Importantly, the individuals who had been selected for study because they had scored average in loneliness were indistinguishable on these scales from those who had been selected for study because they had scored high in loneliness.  Manipulation checks on loneliness further confirmed that the differences remained as apparent for those who had scored average and low in loneliness as for those who had scored average and high in loneliness.  Finally, analyses indicated that, although loneliness is an aversive experience, with but a few exceptions these results were attributable to loneliness, not negative affect.

One interpretation of these findings is that the individuals who rarely feel socially isolated or rejected are people who are charismatic.  The notion that people who are publicly adored are not immune to living intensely lonely lives should give us pause before accepting this interpretation uncritically. An alternative view on these findings is that most individuals, when he or she feels intimate, companionship, and affiliative needs are fulfilled, express a constellation of states and dispositions that elevate the person above the average.  If this interpretation is correct, then two predictions follow.  First, loneliness, if manipulated, should produce changes in psychological states and dispositions similar to those observed between-subjects.  Second, the average states and dispositions would be “average” because most individuals, although capable of achieving these more pleasant states and dispositions, do not remain so, perhaps because they may not know how to do so, they may have no control over critical aspects (e.g., the acceptance of significant others), or they may value or choose to pursue incompatible objectives or goals.

Despite the putative centrality of social connectedness/loneliness, little is known about what occurs when feelings of loneliness change.   Russell et al. (1980) suggested that “(e)mpirical research (on loneliness) has been hampered by a variety of problems . . .  A major hindrance is that loneliness, unlike aggression, competition, and crowding, cannot be readily manipulated by researchers” (p. 472).  To address this obstacle, Russell et al. (1980) developed a measure of loneliness to investigate differences among those who contrasted in terms of the feelings and experiences of individuals who are lonely.  This approach has dominated the field, but it does not adequately address the centrality or causal role of loneliness in terms of priming specific characteristics of an individual.  We, therefore, designed a study to examine whether, and if so the extent to which affective states and dispositions, and even traits such as shyness and sociability, would vary with experimental manipulations of loneliness.
If manipulations of high versus low feelings of loneliness elicited different sets of characteristics in the same person, then explanations of loneliness that tied it to invariant factors (e.g., simple genetic determinism as in gender and eye color) could be rejected.  To manipulate loneliness within the same person, we used a procedure similar to that used by Kosslyn, Thompson, Costantini-Ferrando, Alpert, and Spiegel (2000).  Kosslyn et al. (2000) recruited highly hypnotizable participants for a study of picture processing.  Following hypnotic induction, participants were exposed to color and gray scale pictures and patterns under the hypnotic suggestion that the stimulus would be presented in color or gray scale.  Results revealed that the participants reported seeing a color pattern when they had been told one was being presented whether the pattern that was actually presented was a color or a gray scale pattern.  Similarly, the participants reported seeing a gray scale pattern when they had been told a gray scale pattern was being presented whether the pattern that was actually presented was a color or a gray scale pattern.  
Results in which hypnotized individuals have reported what the hypnotist instructed them to feel have been criticized in the past as not producing changes in psychological content or experience but only in producing compliance in terms of what the participants said they saw (i.e., role playing behavior).  However, in the Kosslyn et al. (2000) study, the authors also performed positron emission tomography scanning by means of [15O]CO2 during the presentation of the pictures.  Results of the PET data indicated that the classic color area in the fusiform or lingual region of the brain was activated when participants were asked to perceive color, whether the participant had actually been shown the color or the gray-scale stimulus, and these brain regions showed decreased activation when the participants were told they would see gray scale, whether they were actually shown the color or gray-scale stimuli.  Thus, observed changes in subjective experience achieved during hypnosis were reflected by changes in brain function similar to those that occur in perception, supporting the claim that hypnosis can produce actual changes in psychological experience in highly hypnotizable participants. 
To manipulate loneliness within-subjects, we recruited a sample of highly hypnotizable participants, used the same hypnotic induction procedure, and performed the hypnotic induction with the same experimenter/hypnotist as used by Kosslyn et al. (2000).  We developed scripts that induced individuals to recall and re-experience a time when they felt lonely (e.g., a high sense of isolation, absence of intimacy or companionship, and feelings of not belonging), or nonlonely (e.g., a high sense of intimacy, companionship, friendships, and belonging; Ernst et al., 2003).  

When the participants were induced to feel lonely, compared to nonlonely, they also scored higher on measures of shyness, negative moods, anger, anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation; and lower on measures of social skills, optimism, positive mood, social support, and self-esteem.  Individuals in our earlier cross-sectional study of lonely and nonlonely young adults did not differ on measures of avoidant or intrusive thinking about a major stressor (Ernst et al., 2003), and neither did participants in the hypnosis study.  This makes it less likely that participants in the hypnosis study were simply reporting what they thought the experimenter wanted to them to say, but rather – as in the Kosslyn et al. (2000) study, they reported what they experienced.  Finally, in response to a manipulation check (the UCLA-R scale), participants scored much higher on the loneliness scale when hypnotized and induced to feel lonely than when they were hypnotized and induced to feel nonlonely.  

The results not only suggest that states of loneliness might be manipulated experimentally but, more interestingly, that the states and dispositions that we had found to differentiate lonely and nonlonely individuals also varied with manipulated feelings of loneliness.  Additional analyses confirmed that loneliness is an aversive experience, but again with few exceptions the results from the experimental manipulation of loneliness were attributable to feelings of loneliness, not the aversive experience that the participants felt when lonely.  Together, the results of these studies support the view that, despite a possible genetic component, loneliness is not an invariant genetically determined trait. When feelings of loneliness change substantially – for instance, when individuals feel intimate, companionship, and social needs are being fully met, they also become characterized by a constellation of states and dispositions that are generally more positive and engaged.  The experimental study suggests that loneliness has features of a central trait – central in the sense that it influences how individuals construe themselves and others in the omnipresent social world as well as how others view and act toward these individuals.

More specifically, explicit social factors that can promote or intensify feelings of loneliness include relocation (or homelessness), discrimination and other forms of social rejection or ostracism, divorce or bereavement, and loss of employment (e.g., de Jong-Gierveld, 1987; Shaver, Furman, & Buhrmester, 1985), but powerful, ubiquitous, and less visible social forces appear also at work to hold people in their orbit of an isolated existence (Cacioppo et al., 2000).  Lonely people, for instance, are recognizable by others and are viewed more negatively – in terms of their psychosocial functioning and in terms of their interpersonal attraction or acceptance – than are nonlonely people (Lau & Gruen, 1992; Rotenberg & Kmill, 1992).  Once people in a lonely person’s social environment form the impression that he or she is lonely, their behaviors toward that individual can reinforce his or her negative social expectancies (Rotenberg, Gruman, & Ariganello, 2002), promote hostile or antagonistic behavior, and sustain the lonely individual’s isolated existence.  In an illustrative study, Rotenberg et al. (2002) found that individuals rated opposite-gender partners who they expected to be lonely as less sociable, and these individuals behaved toward their partners in a less sociable manner, than they did toward partners they expected to be nonlonely.  The opposite social forces appear to preserve the superior life of individuals very low in loneliness, in that they are perceived and treated more positively and are more likely to be given a benefit of the doubt in uncertain or ambiguous situations. 
The implication of this analysis is that people may become lonely due to an unfortunate event but remain lonely for because of the manner in which they and others think about each other –their social cognition – their social expectations and aspirations, the way in which they perceive others, and the manner in which they process, remember, appraise, and act on social information.  Lonely individuals are cognizant that their social needs are not being met and perceive that they do not have a great deal of control over the extent to which they can fulfill these social needs (Solano, 1987).  They tend to be more anxious, pessimistic, and fearful of negative evaluation than nonlonely individuals, and consequently, they are more likely to act and relate to others in anxious, self-protective fashion which, paradoxically, results in their also acting in self-defeating ways.  To the extent that the health consequences of loneliness unfold over decades (cf. heart disease rather than suicide), the factors that have deleterious effects on physiological functioning may be tied more closely to social cognition than personality traits.  The final implication is that the escape from loneliness may be through changes in social cognition rather than through plastic surgery, financial success, designer genes, or powerful stations in life.  We turn to these issues in the next section.
Social Cognition

The world is seldom simple.  The striking development of the frontal regions in the brain has enhanced dramatically the human capacity for reasoning, planning, and performing mental simulations, but human information processing capacities remain woefully insufficient in light of the torrents of information in which people live.  When one also considers the amount and complexity of the information that comes from other individuals, groups, alliances, and cultures – and the potential for treachery from each – it is perhaps understandable why social cognition is rife with the operation of self-interest, self-enhancement, and self-protective processes.  
Among the curiosities in the way in which people think are that people overestimate their strengths and underestimate their faults; they overestimate how important is their input (Kruger & Gilovich, 1999), how pervasive are their beliefs (Ross, Greene, & House, 1977), and how likely is a desired event to occur (McGuire, 1981), all while underestimating the contributions of others (Ross & Sicoly, 1979) and the likelihood that risks in the world apply to them (Vaughan, 1993).  Events that unfold unexpectedly are not reasoned as much as they are rationalized, and the act of remembering itself is far more of a biased reconstruction than an accurate recollection of events.  Because there is more information than people can possibly process, people tend to search for and attend to evidence that confirms what they already believe to be true.  This capacity means that neither an individual’s capacity to make argue for something, nor their level of confidence in its truth, makes it so.  Subtle reminders of their mortality can push people to blame the victim and to riskier behaviors as if to prove the world is just and such threats do not apply to them.  And despite the fact people believe they know how much and for how long things they do will make them feel good or bad, their beliefs about the causes and consequences of their behavior are stunningly poor.  People believe they know, for instance, that opposites attract, just as assuredly as they know birds of a feather flock together.  Yet both of these cannot be simultaneously true – a point that some may miss without a moment of reflective thought.

For centuries human nature has been conceived as dual: A rational, admirable side versus an emotional, darker side.  Aristotle, St. Thomas Aquinas, and Freud all espoused such a view.  A more interactive, unified view is now emerging, however.  The same irrational processes that at times act as our downfall are also the foundation of our finest qualities as humans (Cacioppo, 2002).  Hope entails irrationality. Positive illusions of one’s spouse produce longer and happier marriages.  Without a biased weighting of the odds, few would begin a new business, run for public office, or seek to change society for the better.  Simply going by statistics alone, it is irrational for individuals to assume that they can paint a masterpiece, make a breakthrough in science, or marry for life.  Each individual is the guardian of their own rational and irrational processes, even if most are deployed without their intention or realization.

People nevertheless have much more influence in the creation of your lives and social relationships than they often realize.  If an individual believes a new acquaintance is fun and nice, the individual behaves in a fashion that draws out pleasant and enjoyable behaviors from the person.  If parents think their child is intelligent, they do and say things that make a smarter child than would result if the parents thought the child was of more normal intelligence.  When people think they will fail at an important task or social relationship, they may self-handicap.  By subtly producing insurmountable obstacles to success, they can attribute their subsequent failure to these obstacles rather than to themselves.  In each of these instances, the individuals are totally oblivious to the fact that they are the architects of their own social realities.
The inherent complexity and treachery of interpersonal relationships, together with the automatic deployment of self-interest, self-enhancement, and self-protective processes, mean that thoughtless acts, partial truths, minor betrayals, and incomplete recognition of the contributions of another are inevitable.  Unkind social inferences and negative causal attributions, while potentially serving a self-protective function, tend to diminish happiness while also justifying more negative actions toward others; on the other hand, positive social expectations and positive illusions of a partner – for instance, exaggerations of the extent to which a partner is wonderful, trustworthy, and caring – contribute to longer and happier marriages (Murray & Holmes, 1999).  When an individual’s negative social expectations elicit behaviors from others that validate these expectations, the expectations are buttressed and increase the likelihood of the individual behaving in ways that pushes away the very people he or she most want to be close to better fulfill their social needs (cf. Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & Griffin, 2003).  

Although these processes operate generally, lonely individuals may be at special risk for acting in this fashion.  Specifically, we review evidence for the following propositions:

1. Lonely, compared to nonlonely, individuals are more likely to construe their world, including the behavior of others, as punitive or potentially punitive.  Consequently, lonely individuals are more likely to be socially anxious, hold more negative expectations for their treatment by others, and adopt a prevention focus rather than a promotion focus in their social interactions.

2. Lonely, relative to nonlonely, individuals are more likely to appraise stressors as threats rather than challenges, and to cope with stressors in a passive, isolative fashion rather than an active fashion that includes actively seeking the help and support of others.

Together, these differences in social cognition predictably result in an increased likelihood of lonely individuals acting in self-protective and, paradoxically, self-defeating ways.

As we saw in the preceding section, there is ample evidence that ego-protective processes might be especially likely in individuals high than low in loneliness.  Lonely individuals, for instance, are more likely to have low self-esteem, high anxiety, fears and expectancies of negative evaluation by others, and pessimistic outlooks.  There is also clear evidence that, on average, lonely individuals form more negative social impressions of others than nonlonely individuals.  Wittenberg and Reis (1986) reported that lonely individuals held more negative perceptions of their roommates than did nonlonely individuals.  Cacioppo et al. (2000) replicated this finding and further found that the divide between lonely and nonlonely undergraduates’ perceptions of others in their residence hall existed for roommates, was even larger for suitemates, was larger yet for floor-mates, and was larger yet again for hall-mates.  That is, individuals in the social environment with whom lonely students had relatively little exposure or few interactions were liked the least relative to their nonlonely counterparts in the residence halls.

Both social perception and social memory appear to contribute to these results.  For instance, Duck, Pond, and Leatham (1994) asked participants to interact with a friend.  The participants rated the quality of the relationship and the quality of the communication immediately afterwards their interaction with the friend, and they repeated these ratings after watching a videotape of their interaction with the friend.  In a session held at a later date, the participants were reminded of their previous interaction with their friend in the laboratory, and were asked to rate the quality of the interaction and the communication.  Participants were next shown the videotape of their interaction and were again asked to rate the quality of the interaction and the communication.  
The results indicated that lonely individuals are primed to interpret the behavior of others in a more negative light than nonlonely individuals.  At all four measurement points, lonely individuals rated relationship quality more negatively than did nonlonely individuals, but lonely, compared to nonlonely, individuals rated the communication quality of the interaction more negatively during this second session and they were especially negative about the quality of their friendship after viewing the videotape during the second session (Duck et al., 1994).  When lonely individuals rated the interaction soon after it occurred, their social perceptions were somewhat biased negatively but the effects of their negative bias in social cognition was constrained by the apparent reasons for their friend’s behavior.  As time passes and memory for the underlying subtext fades, however, reality constraints are lessened, and lonely individuals remember the relationship and the communication more negatively than immediately following their interaction with the friend.  As Duck et al. (1994) suggested, lonely individuals may filter social information through a negative lens, seeing others in a more negative light, especially as the memory for the actual lighting on the facts of the social exchange dims.
Social interactions, perhaps especially between strangers or acquaintances, are replete with opportunities for treachery, negative attributions, mistrust, and conflict, just as they are full or opportunities for positive attributions, understanding, hope, trust, and support.  Just as a hungry person might delight in less palatable food than would a sated individual, a lonely person who seeks to fulfill unmet social needs might rationally be expected to seek and accept less from new acquaintances than nonlonely individuals whose social needs are satisfied.  This is not what is found, however.  Instead, self-protective processes operate to produce in lonely individuals a pattern of social information processing and behavior that paradoxically pushes others away.  Indeed, Rotenberg and Kmill (1992) found that lonely perceivers were less accepting of nonlonely targets than were nonlonely perceivers.

In another illustrative study, Rotenberg (1994) examined the manner in which lonely and nonlonely individuals interacted with a stranger in a prisoner’s dilemma game.  The rules of the game are such that both players make a small and equal amount of money when they cooperate with one another, one player makes a large amount of money at the expense of the other if the former competes when the other cooperates, and both players do poorly when both compete. In the Rotenberg (1994) study, players made known to their opponent before each trial whether they intended to play the trial cooperatively or competitively.  
Recall that one of the foibles of social cognition is that people tend to search for and attend to evidence that confirms what they already believe to be true.  Given lonely individuals are more socially anxious, hold more negative social expectations, and have stronger fears of negative evaluation, it follows that the tendency for lonely individuals to cooperate and trust others can be undermined much more easily than the trust an cooperation of their nonlonely counterparts.  This is what Rotenberg (1994) found.  At the outset and during the early trials, lonely and nonlonely individuals were equally likely to cooperate.  As play continued and occasional betrayals occurred, however, the lonely individuals were more likely to become competitive and untrustworthy than nonlonely individuals. The heightened social anxiety and vulnerability felt by individuals who are lonely (Segrin & Kinney, 1995) apparently led to social perceptions and expectations of the relationship that produce relatively hostile, intolerant behaviors.  

Similarly, Anderson and Martin (1995) found that lonely students were less responsive to their classmates during class discussions, and lonely students provided less appropriate and effective feedback than nonlonely students.  Consequently, lonely students are less popular with their peers (Nurmi et al., 1996) and have relatively impoverished social networks compared to nonlonely students (Damsteegt, 1992).  Differences in social cognition and behavior result in lonely individuals being less likely than their nonlonely counterparts to succeed in their dire efforts to develop and maintain constructive, meaningful, or intimate relationships.
Lonely individuals appear to possess the requisite social skills to relate effectively to others, but they are not as likely to deploy these skills effectively or, if they do, they are not as likely to realize their efficacy, as are nonlonely individuals.  In an illustrative study, Vitkus and Horowitz (1987) asked lonely and nonlonely individuals to adopt either the role of listening to another individual describe a personal problem or the role of describing a personal problem to another.  Both lonely and nonlonely individuals displayed equivalent social skills regardless of role.  Individuals in the listener role were more active listeners, generated more help, and conversed longer than those who were describing a personal problem. Lonely individuals, however, rated themselves as having poorer social skills than nonlonely individuals. More recently, Vandeputte et al. (1999) coded same-age and mixed-age dyadic conversations and found no relationship between loneliness and social skill. The social-skills deficit of lonely individuals, therefore, appear to have more to do with their willingness or ability to select appropriate social behaviors rather than their ability to adopt a given social role when explicitly instructed to do so.  
Evidence was also provided by Anderson et al. (1994) that lonely individuals are more fragile and self-critical than nonlonely individuals. Participants performed experimental tasks after which they received success or failure feedback.  The typical finding in the attribution literature is that people tend to attribute failures to something external to themselves (e.g., the situation or difficulty of the task) and success to something about themselves (e.g., their competence or effort) – causal reasoning that may not be entirely rational but generally fosters effective adaptation, persistence, and well being (Taylor et al., 2003).  Anderson et al. (1994), in contrast, found that the higher an individual’s loneliness, the more likely was the individual to attribute the failure to something about themselves and success to something about the situation. To the extent that lonely individuals perceive little control over external circumstances, the less likely they are to attempt to actively cope. It should be no surprise, therefore, that lonely individuals are also more likely to deploy self-protective processes even though doing so often proves to be self-defeating (cf. Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2002).

Together, these data suggest that lonely individuals are more likely than nonlonely individuals to act and relate to others in an anxious, self-protective fashion with the paradoxical effect of pushing others away.  Indeed, research has confirmed that lonely individuals are high in social avoidance and low in social approach (Nurmi et al., 1996).  Crandall and Cohen (1994) found that lonely individuals were in fact more likely to be socially rejected than nonlonely individuals, and the main predictors of social rejection were identified by Damsteegt (1992) as a cynical worldview consisting of alienation, loneliness, and little faith in others. Finally, Nurmi and Salmelo-Aro (1997) found that lonely students were more likely to use a “pessimistic-avoidant” than approach-oriented social strategy, and the use of the pessimistic-advoidant social strategy both predicted future loneliness and was predicted by concurrent loneliness.  In sum, lonely, compared to nonlonely, individuals tend to construe their world, including the behavior of others, as punitive or potentially punitive, be cynical and socially anxious, hold more negative expectations for their treatment by others, and adopt avoidance than approach focus in their social interactions.  
The negative, self-protective lens through which lonely individuals view their social world should promote insular, self-protective appraisals and coping strategies rather than active and interactive modes of appraisal and coping.  To test this hypothesis, we assessed the coping mechanisms deployed in response to stressors by individuals who were high, average, or low in loneliness.  Our study confirmed that lonely individuals were more likely to behaviorally disengage or withdraw from the stressor, whereas nonlonely individuals were more likely to actively cope (e.g., problem solve), seek instrumental support from others, and seek emotional support from others (Cacioppo et al. 2002b).  Similar results were reported by others who, using somewhat different measures of coping (Overholser, 1992), and were more likely to think about missed opportunities, finances, and death but less likely to think about opportunities for forming new and constructive social connections such as parenthood (Ben-Artzi et al., 1995). 

Passively coping or withdrawing from stressful tasks, interactions, or circumstances is reasonable in certain instances (e.g., when one has no control or low efficacy to learn or cope), but when applied generally to everyday hassles and stressors it at best can retard learning and personal growth and, at worst, can lead to an accumulation of tasks and stressors that become increasingly taxing and oppressive.  Individuals who are low in loneliness, on the other hand, not only are more likely to actively cope with everyday stressors, but they are more likely to seek the support and assistance of others to do so.  Relatedly, Larose, Guay, and Boivin (2002) relied not only on self-reports of support-seeking, but also on a friend’s evaluation of how often the participant sought emotional and social support.  Results revealed that the participant’s attachment style at Time 1 and the friend’s report of emotional support seeking at Time 2 predicted lower loneliness at Time 2.  It appears that using social ties is associated with strengthened connections, perhaps in part through increased accessibility and in part through the development of reciprocal obligations and trust.  Thus, the growth of feelings of personal control, efficacy, and optimism may be fueled by these small daily triumphs, which further decreases the likely operation of self-protective processes in nonlonely, compared to lonely, individuals.  

In sum, lonely, in contrast to nonlonely, individuals tend to view their social world as unfulfilling.  They seek to address this deficit in a context fraught with treachery and betrayal. Their expectations, impression formation, and attributional reasoning, and actions toward others are less charitable than shown by nonlonely individuals, differences that are based at least in part in actual differences in the way in which they are viewed and treated.  But lonely individuals are not simply passive victims in their social world; they are active participants in a fragile interpersonal dance that cultivates both self-protective and paradoxically self-defeating interactions with others.  The continual social deficit felt by lonely individuals, and the caustic nature of their social cognition (e.g., threat appraisals & passive coping processes) and based on their self-absorbing rather than socially enhancing behavior, activate transduction pathways with deleterious effects on physiological functioning that unfold over time.  

In conclusion, we outlined a model in which social isolation can promote loneliness, which in turn promotes people construing their world, including the behavior of others, as threatening or punitive.  Consistent with this model, lonely individuals are more likely to be socially anxious, hold more negative expectations for their treatment by others, and adopt a prevention focus rather than a promotion focus in their social interactions. Lonely, relative to nonlonely, individuals are also more likely to appraise stressors as threats rather than challenges, and to cope with stressors in a passive, isolative fashion rather than an active fashion that includes actively seeking the help and support of others. We further proposed that these differences in social cognition result in an increased likelihood of lonely individuals acting in self-protective and, paradoxically, self-defeating ways, which is in turn buttressed by the confirmation of their expectations and by the behavioral confirmation processes of others. We also suggested that way in which lonely individuals reason about people and cope with stress activate social neurobehavioral mechanisms that may contribute to the association between loneliness and mortality. Readers interested in the latter might see Cacioppo, Hawkley, and Berntson (2003). 
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