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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Loneliness is very common during young adulthood and can be Received 22 May 2024
both a precursor to and outcome of psychological distress. The Accepted 15 May 2026
changes in social networks that occur during university may con- KEYWORDS

tribute to the prevalence of loneliness among university students. Loneliness; thematic
This qualitative study aimed to understand young students’ per- analysis; qualitative;
spectives on loneliness. Nineteen young adults attending university university; college; students
in Ireland participated in qualitative interviews about loneliness.

Reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview tran-

scripts. We generated three major themes (1) transitions as

a difficult time, reflecting the natural situational or transient lone-

liness associated with student life, particularly as transitions

prompted comparison processes that exacerbated loneliness, and

as long-standing social support systems became less salient or

accessible (2) loneliness is universal but not equal, capturing the

common experience of loneliness, while recognising that some

groups were more vulnerable to loneliness than others and (3)

the importance of quality connections to alleviate loneliness,

reflecting the potential for even a small number of high-quality

connections to mitigate emotional loneliness. The typical university

lifestyle does not necessarily support the high-quality connections

needed to mitigate loneliness. Facilitating multiple opportunities

for connection could prevent common situational loneliness from

developing into significant mental health challenges.

Introduction

Loneliness has been defined as the unpleasant feeling that arises when an individual
experiences either a quantitative or qualitative deficiency in their social relationships
(Perlman and Peplau 1981). Loneliness is multifactorial and thought to arise from the
perception of a discrepancy between actual and desired levels of social contact (i.e. the
cognitive discrepancy model; Perlman and Peplau 1981), and/or from unfulfilled social
needs (i.e. the social provisions model; Weiss, 1973). Furthermore, the evolutionary
perspective proposes that loneliness is an aversive signal akin to hunger or thirst that
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prompts the person to repair disruptions in social connections (e.g. Cacioppo & Cacioppo,
2018). Considerable research reports longitudinal relationships between loneliness and
health outcomes including depression (Cacioppo, Hawkley, and Thisted 2010), suicidal
thoughts (Stravynski and Boyer 2001), and physical health outcomes including functional
decline (Pollak, Verghese, and Blumen 2023), and early mortality (Deason et al. 2025; Long
et al. 2023). Loneliness may influence health through biological pathways (e.g. dysregu-
lated immune responses arising from the stress associated with loneliness; Quadt et al.
2020), coping-related health behaviors (e.g. smoking, Dyal and Valente 2015), and psy-
chological pathways (e.g. increased psychological distress; Kirwan, Luchetti, et al. 2024).
Therefore, although loneliness itself is not a psychological disorder, a nuanced under-
standing of loneliness is important given it is a likely precursor to and consequence of
significant health issues.

Although loneliness is often viewed as a problem of older adulthood, between 20%
and 71% of late adolescents and young adults have reported feeling lonely ‘sometimes’
or"often” (Qualter et al. 2015), with mean loneliness levels increasing slightly over the past
four decades (Buecker et al. 2021). One young adult cohort for which loneliness may be
especially common is university students. Notwithstanding the increase in non-traditional
learners including mature learners, most university students are young adults who have
recently completed their secondary education. Their transition from secondary to higher
education involves substantial shifts in existing social support structures; many students
move away from home, sometimes to a new country, and all must negotiate new social
circles alongside their academic challenges. This is reflected in loneliness prevalence
estimates, with Hysing et al. (2020) reporting that student loneliness in Norway was
16.5% in 2014, rising to 23.6% in 2018 while Diehl et al. (2018) report approximately one-
third of students in a study from Germany reported at least moderate levels of loneliness.
International students may be at particularly high risk (e.g. Wawera and McCamley 2020),
though some studies have found higher loneliness in domestic students (see Dingle, Han,
& Carlyle 2022). Loneliness is a strong predictor of student mental distress (McIntyre et al.
2018), just as it is for the wider young adult population, predicting greater anxiety,
depression, and mental health problems among students (Richardson, Elliott, and
Roberts 2017). Therefore, an understanding of student loneliness is needed to prevent
minor adjustment difficulties developing into more significant mental distress during and
after the university transition.

Despite an increasing literature on loneliness more broadly (Kirwan, Burns, et al. 2024),
relatively few qualitative studies have explored loneliness among university students
Vasileiou et al. (2019) explored coping with loneliness among 15 students who had
moved away from home and who self-identified as lonely, concluding that students
used a variety of coping strategies, including purposeful engagement with social con-
nections, and distraction via engagement in constructive academic activities or pastimes,
to alleviate their loneliness. Students also frequently concealed their loneliness, by isolat-
ing themselves from others who were likely to perceive their low mood, which could in
turn exacerbate their loneliness. Taken together, the limited qualitative literature suggests
that engagement in constructive activities may be a useful technique for students coping
with loneliness; however, students also engage in coping strategies that will not neces-
sarily alleviate their loneliness and potentially exacerbate it. Recently, Jaud et al. (2023)
reported that the school-to-university transition was associated with increased social and
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emotional loneliness; social loneliness was salient as students were surrounded by peers
but did not yet feel able to participate socially with them, while emotional loneliness
arose similarly as participants had not yet established deep relationships with these new
peers. However, aside from Jaud et al. (2023), little qualitative research describes how
students make sense of loneliness, and what they feel maintains and precipitates it,
particularly relating to the social and emotional dimensions. Moreover, Ellard, Dennison,
and Tuomainen (2023) note that owing to the COVID19 pandemic, recent young entrants
to university have had fewer opportunities to interact with peers and to build high-quality
relationships in shared physical spaces which might increase their risk of loneliness; thus,
research on this topic is timely and important.

Insights into student loneliness can also be gleaned from the broader literature. For
example, in a framework analysis of qualitative interviews, Kirwan et al. (2023) noted that
young people described loneliness as an almost inevitable aspect of growing up, as
changes in their life circumstances resulted in situational or transient loneliness. The
other key theme generated reflected societal and young people’s own expectations
about living busy, fulfilled, social lives; these expectations contributed to loneliness
when they were not met, and exacerbated loneliness in that loneliness became more
difficult to talk about as it contrasted sharply with what a young adult’s life was supposed
to look like. In a recent study with an almost exclusively female sample, Nielsen, Nielsen,
and Lasgaard (2024) using cultural probes and in-depth interviews, described young
adults’ loneliness as characterised by limited social circles, solitary leisure activities,
a sense of detachment, and at times social rejection; with a diverse range of strategies
used to cope with this loneliness. Clearly, loneliness is a common, complex phenomenon
among young people. While insights from research with young adults are partially
transferable to students, further qualitative research exploring student-specific perspec-
tives is needed to affirm the transferability of prior research with young adults, and with
university students in some limited cultural contexts (e.g. Jaud et al. 2023). Therefore, this
qualitative study aimed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the views and
experiences of loneliness from the perspective of college students.

Methods
Study design and ethical approval

This study reports analysis of a subset of qualitative data collected as part of a larger
project on loneliness in young adulthood, described in detail elsewhere (Creaven et al.
2021; Kirwan et al. 2023). This project drew on macro-theories of development that
describe ‘emerging’ adulthood as a life stage theoretically and empirically distinct from
adolescence and full-fledged adulthood (Arnett 2000). As loneliness is likely to be influ-
enced by multiple variables, items informed by several theories [e.g. social comparison
theory; Festinger (1954)] were utilised in the original interview schedule rather than
focusing solely on one theoretical framework (see Creaven et al. 2021). Briefly, semi-
structured virtual interviews were conducted with 27 young adults; 19 of these were
currently enrolled in higher education (in different universities) and formed the data
corpus for this analysis. Participants were recruited via social media advertisements and
emails to university students. Aside from the age range of 18 to 25 years, and sufficient
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fluency in English to provide informed consent and participate in the interviews, no other
inclusion or exclusion criteria were applied. Participants received a gift card and were
entered into a prize draw in acknowledgement of their participation. The study received
ethical approval from the researchers’ university.

Participants

Participants (n = 19) were attending university/college on a full-time or part-time basis at the
time of data collection (year of study was not recorded). Participants ranged in age from 19
to 25 years (M =21.26, SD = 1.79). The sample consisted of male (n = 6), female (n=12) and
non-binary (n = 1) participants from urban (n =4), suburban (n=10) and rural (n =5) areas
(see Table 1 for demographic information). Based on scores on the 11-item De Jong Gierveld
Loneliness scale (De Jong-Gierveld & Van Tilburg 1999), 3 participants were characterised as
‘not lonely’ (at this time), 7 in the ‘'moderate loneliness’ category, 5 with ‘severe loneliness’,
and 4 with ‘very severe loneliness’; this information, and scores on the social and emotional
subscales, is reported to describe the participant sample; qualitative data were not analysed
with regard to loneliness categories. Cronbach'’s a for the total scale was .89 (for the 5-item
social subscale, .85, and for the 6-item emotional subscale, .81).

Data collection

Following completion of the demographic questionnaire and loneliness measure, virtual,
semi-structured interviews were conducted between July and October 2021 (during the
COVID-19 pandemic). Virtual interviews were preferred owing to pandemic restrictions on
in-person interaction, for participant convenience, and our target group were generally
familiar and comfortable with video-call technology. Participants selected their preferred

Table 1. Participants’ characteristics (n =19).

ID Name Gender Age Ethnicity Loneliness (total) S/E
1@ Eimear Female 23 White Irish Severe (9) 5/4
2® Abdullah Male 23 African Moderate (8) 4/4
3@ Idris Male 23 African Severe (10) 5/5
4© Amara Female 21 African Moderate (7) 2/5
50 Michael Male 21 White Irish English Moderate (6) 4/2
6 Olivia* Female 23 White Irish No loneliness (0) 0/0
700 Risin Female 20 White Irish Very Severe (11) 5/6
813 Lauren Female 23 White background No loneliness (0) 0/0
o(19 Andrea Female 20 White background Very severe (11) 5/6
1019 Peter* Male 25 Asian background Severe (10) 4/6
1107 Gwen Female 19 White Irish Moderate (8) 3/5
1209 Alex Male 23 White Irish Very Severe (11) 5/6
1309 Daniel Male 21 White Irish Moderate (6) 4/2
14@? Eleana Female 20 White background Moderate (8) 5/3
15@ Lou* Non-binary 21 White background Severe (9) 3/6
16@¥ Caoimhe* Female 19 White Irish Moderate (8) 5/3
17®) Aine** Female 19 White Irish Very severe (11) 5/6
189 Hannah Female 19 White Irish Severe (10) 5/5
1927 Laura Female 21 White Irish No loneliness (1) 1/0

Note. S/E indicates scores on the social/emotional subscales, respectively *indicates identification as LGBTQI; **indicates
prefer not to disclose orientation; remaining participants identify as heterosexual. ID numbers for participants in the
original larger study are noted in brackets. Note that Olivia, Lauren, and Hannah were not categorised as lonely at this
time, but each described past personal experiences of loneliness in their interviews.
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interviewer from a panel including different genders, ethnicities, and proximity to age of
target group (including authors EK, MO, EA, AMC). This served to support participant
comfort in discussing potentially sensitive topics, and to foster rapport between inter-
viewers and participants (e.g. Sun, Conrad, and Kreuter 2021). Interviews were conducted
by EK, EA, and MO and addressed several topics including social transitions, social
comparison, and COVID19 (see Creaven et al. 2021, for the full interview schedule).
Interviews lasted on average 37 minutes and 2 seconds. Following this, recordings were
transcribed.

Data analysis

Thematic analysis is a ‘robust, systematic framework’ used for coding qualitative data
which enables the researcher to identify patterns across the data set that relate to the
research question (Cooper et al. 2012, 58). An inductive, reflexive approach was
adopted by the first author (SM), then a college student uninvolved in data collection,
who could easily relate to the participants in this study. Given SM'’s closeness to the
research topic and desire to give primacy to the participants’ perspectives on lone-
liness, SM reflected on and noted down her emotional state during the familiarisation
phase. She acknowledged her own experiences, beliefs, judgements, and practices
during the coding process, and discussed these with AMC. During the analysis phase
and report writing, SM considered how her own previous experiences may influence
what she chose to document.

To become familiar with the data, both SM and AMC immersed themselves in the
dataset by listening to and editing transcripts of the audio recordings. This phase enabled
SM’s reflexive thinking in making sense of different ideas expressed throughout the
interviews, which brought to light some of her own beliefs about and experiences of
loneliness. The data were imported into NVIVO, and codes generated inductively; speci-
fically, passages of each transcript with similar meanings were reduced into chunks of text
and were each given a label. Codes were then grouped by similarity and collated into
coherent clusters of meaning that illustrate a specific aspect of the research topic. Codes
were then grouped by similarity and collated into coherent clusters of meaning illustrat-
ing specific aspects of the research topic. These were then used as building blocks to
construct the candidate themes and were tested out and revised with regard to the
research question. Only themes that were insightful and coherent were brought forward
in the analysis. Final themes were given clear descriptions to signal the scope and core of
each theme. ‘Thick description’ (Pontoretto 2006) was included in the results section, with
examples of raw data alongside relevant context from the data.

Results

Our analysis generated three main themes (1) ‘Transitions as a difficult time’ (2),
‘Loneliness is universal but not equal’ and (3) ‘Importance of quality connections to
alleviate feelings of loneliness’. Additionally, two sub-themes relating to the first major
theme were identified (Subtheme 1: Lacking a Strong Support System; Subtheme 2: Social
Comparison as a Barrier to Contentment).
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Theme 1: transitions as a difficult time

Some participants observed that loneliness was not perceived as common during young
adulthood:

You expect an older person to be lonely but you don’t expect a young person because you think,
oh, the world is their oyster. (Hannah, 19)

However, the reality was quite different, as the new social and physical environment of
university led to students feeling overwhelmed, uncertain, and nervous. Here, Lauren
specifically refers to friend ‘groups’, reflecting an anticipation of social loneliness:

All of the newness around us, all of the new environments . .. we don't know if we're going to find
friend groups ... | think it’s the combination and the overwhelmingness of leaving the old and
not knowing if we're going to find that again, that causes the loneliness. (Lauren, 23)

Because of thinking that they should not be feeling this way, during what was meant to be
such an exciting time in their life, students were left questioning themselves, their
emotions, and their social relationships. This led to a heightened sense of loneliness
which was challenging for the students. Although one participant remarked that 1 don’t
think it (loneliness) is avoidable. I think it’s inevitable’ (Michael, 21), students still felt that
they were the only ones who were feeling this way and that there was something wrong
with them. Therefore, they avoided telling others about what they were experiencing in
fear that they would be rejected or pushed away for not being ‘socially impressive’
(Michael, 21). Unless students felt they had someone they could really trust to discuss
loneliness, they tended to keep it to themselves which exacerbated their feelings:

I think you need to have people around you who can support you and who can keep you sdfe . ..
I think they might feel like left out and then the left out kind of, it drags your mood down and
then you start feeling alone . .. And then and it all combines things and then you're kind of on the
outskirts and you're feeling kind of depressed about it and lonely. (Eimear, 23)

This description of loneliness indicates that transitions can potentially influence both
social loneliness (‘on the outskirts’) and emotional loneliness (‘feeling kind of depressed
about it and lonely’). Establishing new social groups is a developmental task associated
with university to mitigate social loneliness, but also to limit increasing vulnerability to
emotional loneliness. Similarly, Réisin’s account reflects some social loneliness (‘you don't
know anyone’) that can exacerbate emotional loneliness:

“Your life is changing so you're obviously nervous and tense about it ... you don’t know
anyone ... and | think you're especially vulnerable, if it goes badly, to being lonely ... you're
nervous about the change and how it’s going to go and then you lose, you don’t have that same
support system that you’re used to. So you don't really know who you're supposed to go to now
for help. And what happens if it goes wrong. You don’t know. You don’t have someone to just talk
those fears out with as much”. (Réisin, 20)

Subtheme 1: lacking a strong support system

Moving out of home to attend college was a significant milestone in relation to
loneliness. As a result of being separated from their support system, students felt
that they lacked security and close connections with the people around them. Some
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participants reported missing home and the support that was provided to them whilst
at home:

When I'm with my family, | feel a lot less alone and | feel more comfortable being around the
house, that type of thing. So, in any room, there’s someone who loves me and cares about me.
Whereas up here (college accommodation), it’s just someone who's paying rent type of thing.
(Amara, 21)

Amara highlights how a student’s social environment may be an important factor in the
experience of loneliness. Although she remarked that finding new friends and developing
a strong support system was ‘very daunting’, it was important for her to seek this support
system as without it, she would have been left with a sense of existential loneliness,
‘feeling of like isolation that like no one, you have no one there for you, that there’s no one to
rely on, and just like you're alone in this world, just like you're by yourself, you know, no one.
No one to help. No one there for you’. (Amara, 21); a form of loneliness that was not
common in our interview data.

Participants recognised the value in developing strong connections and support
systems, but some identified a particular window of time in which developing these
connections was possible.

“Every transition period, it's kind of like a make-or-break moment. So like your first year of
heading into university, that sets the trend for the rest of university. So if you're the kind of person
who stays in your room and you play video games ... if you don’t make that effort to go make
friends, then you've set a habit”. (Andrea, 20)

It’s luck if I'm being honest, | think you have to just you have to meet the right person or the right
group of people. And if you don't, it’s just it makes it so hard. (Michael, 21)

Unfortunately, not all students succeeded in finding a strong support network at college
during this period. One participant even reported that because of missing out on making
connections during her first few weeks at college, she ‘had absolutely nobody to turn to like
at all, [she] never felt lower or more worthless in [her] life like it was, it was horrendous’
(Eimear, 23). This highlights how students can feel marginalised during the transition to
university, making subsequent social connection more difficult, and increasing levels of
loneliness. Notably, several participants specified that although having a friend or a group
of friends was helpful, unless they had a strong connection and genuine relationship with
them, they were still susceptible to feeling that they lacked a strong emotional support
system.

They give you ways to socialize like if you're in a club and they meet up once a week, that’s like
a guaranteed place where you can socialize. But it also kind of depends how you fit in that club.
Like if there’s already like a clique formed and you're just kind of like on the outskirts of the club, it
can be a little disheartening, | would imagine. But like if you're like a strong part of the club, you
have like a lot of connections within the club, | feel it could be a more valuable anti-loneliness act.
(Andrea, 20)

These accounts implicitly alluded to social and emotional loneliness, in that groups
helped alleviate social loneliness but did not necessarily fulfil participants’ need for
emotional connections:

You can have a group of friends, but ... if you don’t connect with them on that particular level,
I think you're going to be lonely no matter what, no matter how many times you go out with
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them, you interact with them and text them whatever you're always going to be. Like. You're
always going to be, like, internally lonely. Because you're not getting that rich connection with
someone. (Michael, 21)

They may feel like they're excluded or like they're in a group and then like, they don't feel
connected to that person, they might feel like they're just not really like part of that, so. And that
makes them more isolated as well, even though if they’re with other people, it may just be like it’s
a very contextual thing. (Pat, 25)

During the COVID-19 pandemic, college students were faced with the challenge of
adapting to a new mode of online teaching that required major adjustments, including
the move to online lectures and tutorials. This led to a significant decrease in physical
interaction relating to social loneliness:

Throughout the year with the Masters, it’s been, like the hardest thing about doing it has been
not being around people each day ... | think that there’s going to be pretty much a like
separation or divide, because you're not in the same place, like you're not physically in the
same place, you can’t spend time together. (Eimear, 23)

Online interaction inhibited the development of strong social connections and resulted in
a poorer support system, which exacerbated loneliness:

You interact with people online but it cannot be the same as physically meeting people. So I guess
the pandemic has, there has been a shift in the way people interact with each other. You still
think you have a large circle of friends but you can’t physically meet them. So sometimes you
have so many friends on your phone, we are still lonely. (Abdullah, 23)

They (classmates) are not physically there, | mean, they might as well be this fictional group of
people. They might as well not be real. (Michael, 21)

Subtheme 2: social comparison as a barrier to contentment

Students compared their own experiences of university life with their personal expecta-
tions about this life stage. Despite a commonly held perception that they should not feel
lonely, students tended to report experiencing loneliness and felt that the mismatch
between their experience and that of other ‘typical’ students left them isolated in their
loneliness.

We (college students) compare ourselves to others so we can think, you know, we're the only ones
that are lonely. (Lauren, 23)

One participant highlighted how he would have appreciated being told about what to
expect before the transition to college. This would have helped him to deal better with his
experiences of loneliness as he would have been able to compare his experiences with
someone else’s similar experiences, rather than his expectations, which would have made
him feel less isolated during the transition:

| think telling someone from the beginning ehm before they take the step, letting them know
what to expect, can help them maybe make better decisions and know whether or not this is for
them, even though | know that they are at a young age where maybe they might not know what
is best, but | think it could help. (Idris, 23)
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In addition to comparisons with their own expectations, some participants compared
themselves to social media connections, using language reflective of social
loneliness:

You can look at the people around you who, who seem so popular through that lens of social
media, and if you compare it to yourself, you can you could definitely feel even more lonely from
that. If you're like, why are all these other people so popular and why am I not kind of deal | guess.
(Michael, 21)

Lauren also found this aspect of social media made her more susceptible to loneliness,
going as far as to say that ‘comparison is a killer’ (Lauren, 23). After some thought, a couple
of participants observed that the lives of those with which they were comparing them-
selves on social media did not reflect a genuine depiction of their real lives. Nonetheless,
students still engaged in online social comparison that contributed to their loneliness:

You kind of start to think that other people have it all figured out and they have these things
going on in your lives. But most people don’t. And if we don't like it, we don't learn to wrap your
head around that and just understand that this is social media. It's not real life. (Abdullah, 23)

Social media contributes to why young adults feel lonely because we’re constantly comparing
ourselves to others ... we forget that that’s not real life. Like, we think that what people post on
there is their real life when it’s totally not. And it definitely makes us feel so alone, for sure.
(Lauren, 23)

One participant also noted that having many connections via social media might even
prevent a person from recognizing loneliness in themselves:

Everyone’s obviously so connected online these days, so they might make it, well | feel it’s harder
to explain why they're feeling lonely. Or maybe they don’t know yet themselves that they're lonely
and they just they can’t understand it themselves. They might think, well, I'm not lonely obviously
I have all these friends on Facebook or whatever. (Daniel, 21)

Therefore, although social media could sometimes ‘help make you feel less alone because
you can obviously talk to your friends’ (Aine, 19), it also served as a platform for social
comparison prompting social and emotional loneliness, rather than a mechanism to
develop meaningful social connections.

Theme 2: loneliness is universal but not equal

This theme captures how college students regarded loneliness as an inevitable and
potentially universal experience, while identifying certain groups and characteristics
that increased students’ vulnerability to loneliness.

Lauren (23) noted that ‘it [loneliness] can happen to anyone, no matter who they are or
what they are. It happens to all of us’. Despite this, participants readily generated descrip-
tions of groups and types of people within the college population that were particularly
vulnerable to loneliness, relating to minoritised groups and personality traits. Some
participants considered it unlikely that a relatively extraverted person would be vulner-
able to loneliness, while conversely, others considered introversion as a relatively protec-
tive factor. Daniel identified a distinction between the different ways in which loneliness
could be experienced depending on personality, capturing social loneliness (‘they don't
know anyone’):
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You could have a person who is very introverted and doesn’t talk to many people and then turn
out to become lonely because they don’t know anyone. At the same time they could also be very
extroverted and, you know, chatty, but just have no one to, to meet or no excuses to meet people
and then end up lonely that way. You know, not through any fault of their own (Daniel, 21)

Some participants reported that those in minority groups were also at risk of loneliness;
this was highlighted by minority and non-minority participants:

For the minority, there is that too, when you can’t a very safe space to be in, it can feel like you
don’t have any support and you don’t have those connections. (Alex, 23)

Finding like the similar groups, if someone doesn’t choose to do everything that they do to just
find others like them, who maybe come from where they are or do some of the things that they
do might not be so easy. Well, yeah, I'd say there is a lot of loneliness to be had there. (Idris, 23)

Groups perceived to be at greater risk of loneliness included LGBTQ+ members, people
from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, people with mental health or learning
difficulties, as well as those with less mainstream hobbies. There was an overwhelming
sense that those in any type of minority group are less able to break into social groups as
they struggle with finding people to relate to and who accept them for their differences,
reflecting both social and emotional loneliness:

If you're part of a certain minority, | think it could be harder to relate to other people than you
might become lonely because of that. (Daniel, 21)

People have different hobbies or likes that would be very conventional. And as such, they’re kind
of forced to be isolated in schools because it's regarded as weird or ehm kind of silly. And as such,
it can make people feel lonely. (Laura, 21)

Participants also endorsed sex-gender differences in the expression of loneliness. Peter
observed that:

Women are more likely to express it [loneliness] than compared to men. Men are more likely to
just hide it and that’s why it’s like more likely you hear women being shown to be more lonely
than men, but then really, it’s not really accurate because like, it’s just the differences of the ...
gender norms. (Peter, 25)

This distinction was referenced in several interviews, including Hannah’s when she
described her experience regarding the stereotyping behaviours regarding men:

Going into stereotyping that men are supposed to be big and strong, and it's more socially
acceptable for women to talk about their feelings. I'd say they both suffer equally, but | suppose
it’s just that society looks on it differently, | suppose it treats them differently in men and women.
(Hannah, 19)

Theme 3: importance of quality connections to alleviate feelings of loneliness

The final major theme captures the importance of good quality connections in mitigating
and overcoming loneliness. To some degree, this theme parallels theme 1 subtheme 1
(lacking a strong support system); however, that subtheme reflected the structural aspects
of transitions disrupting support networks, and this theme captured the broader emo-
tional importance of relationship quality. Although participants valued having an
extended social circle which helped prevent social loneliness, larger social networks
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were regarded as insufficient to combat emotional loneliness, and emotionally close
friendships remained highly valued.

I think, like, you’re more likely to be able to depend on a smaller group of people, but if you can
depend on, like, a big group then that’s even better. But yeabh, It really depends if you can be close
to them and rely on them. (Caoimhe, 19)

Similarly, in the absence of emotionally close ties, formal counselling was identified by
some as potentially beneficial:

Having someone to talk to would have helped or would help. A lot of people are reluctant to go
to therapy or group therapy, but that would be amazing, actually, | think. It's kind of like talk it
through and help you to get into the support group if you don’t have a support system anymore.
(Alex, 23)

These accounts of needing strong quality connections may explain why social media was
viewed more as negative force for loneliness rather than a positive force for developing
strong social connections. Students tended not to view their online ‘friends”and followers’
as people with whom they have strong connections and can turn to if they ever needed
help; these connections were typically described as more superficial:

There’s always this desire to be. To get attention, | guess it's because it’s not even like quality
attention and it’s not even connections, it's just how many people clicked like on this picture, how
many people view this video? (Michael, 21)

Nonetheless, some students could experience loneliness when they did not receive
engagement or validation from these same online social circles:

If you make a post on whatever platform, and if nobody likes it or reacts to it or like whatever like
you would be feeling like you'd be second-guessing yourself. And you’d be kind of like, oh, like it’s
so disheartening ... | think when there’s nobody there to validate you, then like that’s when
loneliness can kind of kick in (Eimear, 23)

Overall, there was a consensus that regardless of the origins of loneliness, retaining strong
quality connections with other people was of high value among college students. These
connections have the potential to offer a strong support system and a judgement-free
environment where students feel more open and comfortable discussing their feelings
and emotions, alleviating loneliness.

Discussion

The present study adds to a growing qualitative literature exploring student perspectives
on loneliness and affirms prior research emphasising the significance of transitions for
social and emotional loneliness among students (Jaud et al. 2023), extending this to a new
cultural context. Additionally, our participants emphasised the value of long-standing
social relationships, and emotionally intimate close relationships as alleviating loneliness
experienced at university. However, the transition to and nature of university life, often
placed students at a distance from their long-standing support and did not always
support the establishment of these emotionally close ties, particularly in the context of
remote or hybrid learning. Unsurprisingly, our findings align with the wider literature on
loneliness in young adulthood, including a report on the larger sample (i.e. Kirwan et al.
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2023). Importantly, however, our analysis provides an evidence base for student counsel-
lors to understand student perspectives on both social and emotional loneliness and
complements research exploring how students cope with loneliness (e.g. Vasileiou et al.
2019). Our analysis also indicates that factors shaping loneliness operate at multiple levels
(e.g. individual characteristics are relevant at the micro-level, and support systems at the
meso-level) consistent with emerging efforts to develop a synthesised model of loneliness
that integrates micro-, meso-, and macro-levels (e.g. Nyqvist, Power, and Coll-Planas
2025).

Notably, our findings suggest that both social and emotional loneliness are relevant for
students; existential loneliness was not discussed in detail in our data. Consistent with
prior research (Diehl et al. 2018) emotional loneliness was very salient for participants and
reflected strongly in our first subtheme relating to the disruption of support systems
around transitions, and our third main theme around good quality social connections.
However, social loneliness was often described implicitly as a precursor to emotional
loneliness. Students who found it difficult to access social groups in the university setting
were constrained in their capacity to develop close emotional connections, in a context
where their historical connections were less accessible. Therefore, while separable con-
structs, the potential for social loneliness to transform into more intensively felt emotional
loneliness, should not be overlooked, particularly at a life stage where group member-
ships and larger social networks are a developmental priority relative to older adulthood.
Although the Social Identity Model of Identity Change (SIMIC; Haslam et al. 2022), did not
inform the development of the original study or this analysis, the findings nonetheless
highlight the potential utility of this model in understanding loneliness at university. First,
this model proposes a social identity continuity pathway, whereby access to multiple
group memberships prior to a transition (like the transition to university) protects psy-
chological well-being because this increases the likelihood that a person will be able to
maintain at least some of those group memberships after the transition, facilitating self-
continuity. Secondly, the social identity gain pathway proposes that having multiple group
memberships provides a platform for the acquisition of new identities, with consequent
benefits for health, and potentially loneliness. The centrality of group memberships and
transitions to this model, and the centrality of group memberships and of transitions to
the participants of our study, point to the SIMIC model as a lens for future research on
loneliness at university.

Importantly, our findings suggest that social comparison processes are relevant, as
students referenced comparisons between their experiences and prior expectations of
college life, between themselves and peers, and with peers on social media. There is
literature on loneliness and social comparison on social media (e.g. O'Day and Heimberg
2021); however, much of this is limited to self-reported social media use, and/or assessments
of frequency or duration rather than patterns of use, meaning that it is difficult to draw
conclusions about the role social media use truly has for loneliness. Further, while some
degree of comparison is implicit in the cognitive discrepancy model of loneliness, this model
has not been well-supported by empirical literature (e.g. Russell et al. 2013), nor have social
comparison processes been meaningfully integrated into popular theories of loneliness.
Social comparison theory may be highly relevant to loneliness during university, where
students are exposed to many targets for comparison, both online, and in campus settings.
Comparison processes have also been discussed in relation to cultural variation in loneliness;
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for example, older adults living in countries characterised by shifts from collectivist to
individualist values are posited to be more susceptible to loneliness, as their collectivist
expectations of high support during their senior years are not met by their younger peers
who hold a more individualistic orientation (Murthy 2020). Similarly, if the cultural life of
university does not meet young people’s expectations, loneliness is a possible consequence.

Limitations

Our findings are limited in that they are derived from a larger dataset of young adult
loneliness not specifically focused on the university experience. Additionally, the data did
not facilitate comparisons of participants who had recently transitioned to university and
those at a more advanced stage in their studies; given the importance of transitions in the
data, this information is important for future related research, as is further detail on
socioeconomic diversity and contextual information regarding the educational institu-
tions. Data collection during COVID may have resulted in lonelier participants and partly
limits the transferability of findings. However, participants also discussed detailed
accounts of loneliness, young adulthood, and university life more generally and prior to
COVID-19, facilitating insights into how their experiences and perceptions of the non-
pandemic university context may influence loneliness.

Conclusion, practical implications and future research

Loneliness is a common and potentially universal experience among young adults, and
the university environment despite facilitating extensive social interaction, may exacer-
bate loneliness. Although occasional feelings of loneliness are normative, we suggest that
campus initiatives that offer repeated opportunities for social connection and/or that
facilitate multiple group memberships may reduce the risk that loneliness becomes
intensively felt or chronic; such initiatives of course require evaluation. Additionally,
university preparation which emphasises the importance of retaining one’s existing
support systems across the transition (facilitating both social support and continuity of
social identity as described in SIMIC) should be explored. Finally, preparation that
describes the likelihood of and coping strategies to deal with situational and social
loneliness and provides information about access to student mental health services for
emotional loneliness should be considered and evaluated.
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