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Editorial on the Research Topic
Causes and consequences of solitude in children and adolescents

Solitude has been conceptualized as physical or perceived separation from others or a
state of no social interaction (see McVarnock et al.). Historical perspectives have
highlighted both the benefits and costs of solitude for children and adolescents. On the
one hand, spending time alone is believed to promote important developmental skills, such
as self-regulation and the attainment of autonomy. On the other hand, there is a prevalent
concern that excessive time alone will deprive children and adolescents of the valuable and
unique opportunities and benefits that come with peer interactions. This paradox illustrates
the complex nature of solitude. Nine articles in the Research Topic of “Causes and
Consequences of Solitude in Children and Adolescents” clarify a broad range of
viewpoints and offer substantial empirical evidence to the following themes. The
constructs and pathways reviewed or empirically examined in this Research Topic are
presented in Figure 1.

Conceptualization, assessment, and implications of
the heterogeneous nature of solitude

McVarnock et al. reviewed the operational definition and measurement of solitude in
psychological studies of children, adolescents, and emerging adults since the year 2000. The
authors identified 19 empirical studies which measured “spending time alone” using three
main approaches: experiments, retrospective reports and experience sampling measures.
The majority of these studies focused on merging adults, with a few focused on adolescents
and only one examining solitude in children. The considerable variation within
measurement approaches, including the operational definitions of “solitude” and the
outcomes assessed, may impact study findings. Despite the variation, overall solitude was
associated with negative outcomes. However, implications of solitude vary depending on
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Moderators:

Social Play Behavior (B)

Language Competencies (B)
Resilience (Zhu, Zhang)

Positive Classroom Climate (K)
Teacher-child Relationships (Zhu, Yin)
Classroom Sociable Norm (H)

Constructs Related to Solitude:

Time alone (M; Zhou)

Activities When Alone (M; Zhou)

Autonomous Motivation for Solitude (M; Zhou)
Affinity for Aloneness (Zhou)

Child/Adolescent Adjustment:

Positive and Negative Affect (M)
Identity Development (M)

Basic Needs Satisfication (M; Zhou)
Internalizing Problems (Zhu, Zhang):
Loneliness (M; Zhou; K; H)

Social Withddrawal:

Shyness (B; K)

Social Avoidance (Zhu, Yin)
Unsociability (Zhu, Zhang; H)
Preference for Solitude (C)
Solitary Behavior (D)

FIGURE 1

Depressive Symptoms (Zhou; B; H)
Anxiety Problems (B)

Anxious-fearful Behavior (Zhu, Yin)
Language Problems (B)

Prosocial Behavior (Zhu, Yin; Zhu, Zhang)
Peer Exclusion (Zhu, Yin; Zhu, Zhang)
Interpersonal Skills (Zhu, Zhang)
Self-esteem (H)

Constructs and pathways reviewed or empirically examined in this Research Topic. M, McVarnock et al.; Zhou, Zhou et al.; B, Baardstu et al.; K,
Katulis et al.; Zhu, Yin, Zhu et al.; Zhu, Zhang, Zhu et al;; H, Hu et al.; C, Chen et al.; D, Druskin et al..

several factors, including activities engaged while alone, and how
voluntarily and for what reasons individuals choose to spend time
in solitude.

Zhou et al. identified four groups of Chinese late adolescents
using latent profile analysis according to the activities they engaged
in when alone, their motivation and attitude for solitude and how
much time they spent alone. The four groups were: an absence of
aloneness group (21.13%), who spent the least time alone; an
positive motivational solitude group (29.01%), who reported the
highest autonomous motivation for solitude and highest affinity for
aloneness; an negative motivational solitude group (38.03%), who
reported the highest aversion to aloneness; and an activity-oriented
solitude group, who reported most likely to engage in physical
activities when alone. Among the four groups, the negative
motivational solitude group reported the highest levels of
loneliness and depressive symptoms and the lowest levels of basic
needs satisfaction; the absence of aloneness group reported the
lowest levels of loneliness; the other two groups fell in between. This
study sheds light on the heterogeneous nature of solitude. Echoing
McVarnock et al, the findings highlight the importance to consider
activities while alone and motivations for solitude when examining
implications of solitude for adjustment.

The complex relations between social
withdrawal and adjustment in children
and adolescents

Social withdrawal, i.e., children choosing to reduce engagement
in peer interaction, is one of the major causes of solitude (see
McVarnock et al.). There are three types of social withdrawal,
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characterized by specific combinations of social approach and
avoidance motivations: shyness (high approach; high avoidance),
social avoidance (low approach; high avoidance) and unsociability
(low approach; low avoidance). Overall, social withdrawal is
associated with maladjustment, and several articles examined the
moderating effects of individual and environmental factors on
this association.

Baardstu et al. found that childhood shyness from 18 months to
five years old predicted internalizing difficulties and language
problems at eight years old. In addition, high levels of language
competencies and social play behaviors buffered against later
anxiety problems among shy children. Katulis et al. found that
shyness, emotional reactivity, and rejection sensitivity in grades 5-7
predicted loneliness 4-5 months later, and these associations were
mitigated by positive classroom climate.

Zhu et al. found that higher social avoidance was related to
higher peer exclusion and lower prosocial behavior among Chinese
migrant preschoolers. In addition, teacher-child relationship
moderated these associations. Specifically, the association between
social avoidance and peer exclusion was weaker for children with
higher teacher-child closeness, whereas the associations between
social avoidance and peer exclusion and anxious-fearful behavior
were stronger for children with higher teacher-child conflict.

Zhu et al. found that higher unsociability was related with higher
peer exclusion and internalizing problems, and related with lower
prosocial behaviors and interpersonal skills among Chinese migrant
preschoolers. Moreover, these associations were buffered by children’s
resilience. Hu et al. found that higher unsociability was related with
higher depression and loneliness, and related with lower self-esteem
among Chinese adolescents in grades 4-8. In addition, these relations
were exacerbated in classrooms with high sociable norm.
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Changes in solitude motivation from a
developmental perspective

During the transition from childhood to adolescence,
individuals’ preference for solitude (PFS) increases as they grow
older. Adolescents need to find a balance between the desire for
social connection and the desire for independence. Because these
desires are shaped by the social-cultural contexts, the rate at which
PES develops may vary across social-cultural contexts. Chen et al.
found that for both urban and rural Chinese adolescent, PES
increased from Grade 6 to Grade 8. Moreover, in accordance with
the more salient individualistic values in urban regions, PFS
increased faster among urban adolescents than rural adolescents.

Besides the articles mentioned above, Druskin et al. observed
preschoolers’ in-school social behaviors and found that compared
with typically developing children, children with high behavioral
inhibition showed more reticent and solitary behavior, and less
social play and teacher interaction.

In summary, articles in this Research Topic include diverse
samples and cover a wide age range from preschool years to late
adolescence. Several articles advance our understanding about
heterogeneity of solitude and its development. Findings of the
articles, especially those regarding moderators between social
withdrawal and children’s adjustment, have important practical
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implications for reducing adverse implications of solitude for child
and adolescent development.

Author contributions

XC: Writing - original draft, Writing — review & editing. JL:
Writing - review & editing. LS: Writing - review & editing. XD:
Writing - review & editing.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations,
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1151534
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1193915
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1366539
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Editorial: Causes and consequences of solitude in children and adolescents
	Conceptualization, assessment, and implications of the heterogeneous nature of solitude
	The complex relations between social withdrawal and adjustment in children and adolescents
	Changes in solitude motivation from a developmental perspective
	Author contributions
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher’s note



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages false
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 1
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU (T&F settings for black and white printer PDFs 20081208)
  >>
  /ExportLayers /ExportVisibleLayers
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


