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Abstract 

Although the painful experience of loneliness has been largely investigated, 

attitude toward aloneness and ability to be alone during middle and late childhood 

remains a highly neglected research issue. The Ability to Be Alone Questionnaire 

(Berlin, 1990), and the Aversion to Aloneness and Affinity for Aloneness subscales of 

the Loneliness and Aloneness Scale for Children and Adolescents (Marcoen & 

Goossens, 1993) were used with 136 fourth and sixth graders (Study 1); also, a sentence 

completion task assessing feelings about aloneness (Coleman, 1974), and three 

questions assessing the ability to differentiate between aloneness and loneliness 

(Galanaki, 2004) (Study 2) were used with 108 fourth and sixth graders. All participants 

came from primary schools of Athens, Greece. Results showed a decrease from middle 

to late childhood in children’s aversion to aloneness, and an increase in their capacity to 

understand that loneliness may be experienced even in the presence of others. Ability to 

be alone and affinity for aloneness did not show any statistically significant increase 

with age. The majority of fourth graders were able to understand that “alone” does not 

necessarily means “lonely”, but had difficulties in accepting the state “feeling lonely 

even in the presence of others”. Empirical support for an ambivalent attitude toward 

aloneness during both these age periods also emerged. Gender differences were not 

found. Findings are discussed in the framework of the existing research on children’s 

understanding and experience of aloneness and solitude, and suggestions for future 

research are made. 
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Στάση προς τη Μόνωση και Ικανότητα να Είναι Κανείς Μόνος 

στη Μέση και Ύστερη Παιδική Ηλικία 

Περίληψη 

Μολονότι η μοναξιά των παιδιών και των εφήβων έχει γίνει αντικείμενο 

συστηματικής έρευνας διεθνώς, παραμένει σε μεγάλο βαθμό ανεξερεύνητη η στάση 

απέναντι στη μόνωση και η ικανότητα να είναι κανείς μόνος στη μέση και ύστερη 

παιδική ηλικία. Για την εξέταση του θέματος αυτού δόθηκαν σε 136 μαθητές Δ΄ και 

ΣΤ΄ δημοτικού το Ερωτηματολόγιο για την Ικανότητα να Είναι Κανείς Μόνος (Berlin, 

1990) και οι υποκλίμακες Αρνητική Στάση Προς τη Μόνωση και Θετική Στάση προς τη 

Μόνωση της Louvain Κλίμακας Μοναξιάς και Μόνωσης για Παιδιά και Εφήβους 

(Marcoen & Goossens, 1993) (Έρευνα 1). Επίσης, δόθηκαν σε 108 μαθητές Δ΄ και Στ΄ 

δημοτικού ένα έργο συμπλήρωσης ελλιπών προτάσεων (Coleman, 1974), που αξιολογεί 

τα συναισθήματα του παιδιού για τη μόνωση και τρεις ερωτήσεις που αξιολογούν την 

ικανότητα να διακρίνει κανείς τη μόνωση από τη μοναξιά (Galanaki, 2004) (Έρευνα 2). 

Οι συμμετέχοντες προέρχονταν από δημοτικά σχολεία της Αθήνας. Τα ευρήματα 

έδειξαν ότι, από τη μέση έως την ύστερη παιδική ηλικία, μειώνεται η αρνητική στάση 

προς τη μόνωση και αυξάνεται η ικανότητα των παιδιών να κατανοούν ότι η μοναξιά 

βιώνεται και με την παρουσία άλλων. Η ικανότητα να είναι κανείς μόνος και η θετική 

στάση προς τη μόνωση δεν εμφάνιζαν στατιστικά σημαντικές διαφορές ως προς την 

ηλικία. Ήδη στη μέση παιδική ηλικία υπήρχε η κατανόηση ότι η μόνωση μπορεί να 

υπάρχει χωρίς τη μοναξιά, όχι όμως και η κατανόηση ότι η μοναξιά προκύπτει και με 

την παρουσία άλλων. Προέκυψαν, επίσης, δεδομένα που υποστηρίζουν την αμφιθυμική 

στάση των παιδιών προς τη μόνωση. Δεν βρέθηκαν διαφορές φύλου. Τα ευρήματα 

συζητούνται με αναφορά στην υπάρχουσα ερευνητική βιβλιογραφία για την κατανόηση 

και την εμπειρία της μόνωσης και διατυπώνονται προτάσεις για περαιτέρω έρευνα. 

Λέξεις κλειδιά: στάση προς τη μόνωση, ικανότητα να είναι κανείς μόνος, μέση και 

ύστερη παιδική ηλικία. 
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Attitude toward aloneness and ability to be alone in middle and late childhood 

A substantial body of research exists on the painful experience of loneliness in 

children and adolescents. Its frequency, intensity and duration, as well as its antecedents 

and consequences, have been systematically investigated (for reviews see Asher & 

Paquette, 2003; Goossens, 2006; Rotenberg & Hymel, 1999). However, relatively little 

research evidence exists on children’s attitude toward aloneness and on children’s 

ability to be alone. 

Aloneness is the objective (physical), neutral state of being alone. Psychoanalyst 

Winnicott (1958/1965, p. 30) pointed out that the “capacity to be alone” is a fundamental 

sign of emotional maturity, and that already in childhood this capacity is regarded by 

some individuals as “a most precious possession”. In a facilitating familial environment 

the child introjects good-enough ‘objects’, and is able to experience a state of voluntary 

aloneness, which can become the context of personality development and creative 

activity. Therefore, solitude is a kind of positive aloneness. Artists, writers and scientists 

describe solitude as their most creative and productive state. The objective state of being 

alone may result in feelings of loneliness or in an active, constructive use of time alone, 

which is the essence of solitude. Moreover, one may experience loneliness even if one is 

not literally alone; loneliness is a subjective condition experienced even if others 

(important or not) are present; and one may experience solitude even in the presence of 

others (Buchholz, 1997; Larson, 1999; Marcoen & Goossens, 1993; Storr, 1988). Finally, 

although related, the positive attitude to being alone is different from solitude. The former 

is the individual’s positive evaluation of aloneness, while the latter is the constructive use 

of time alone (Marcoen & Goossens, 1993). 

Children’s and adolescents’ ability to understand the difference between aloneness 

and loneliness – which is a crucial component of a mature understanding of aloneness – 

was examined in a very small number of studies. In such an early study (Demos, 1974), it 

was found that more than one-third of the twelve- and the nine-year olds and almost two-

thirds of the six-year olds believed that one cannot be lonely when other people are 

present, that is, they failed to differentiate between aloneness and loneliness. Quite 

different are the results of another investigation (Hymel, Tarulli, Hayden Thomson, & 

Terrell-Deutsch, 1999), in which 8-13 year-old children responded negatively to the 
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question if someone who is alone feels necessarily lonely; age trends, though, were not 

examined. 

Indirect evidence for the differentiation between aloneness and loneliness is 

provided by two other studies. Wolfe and Laufer (1974) and Wolfe (1978) found that 

the majority of 7 year olds are able to define privacy, to which the meanings of being 

alone and controlling access to information are most frequently attributed; “being alone 

when you want to” appears at age 9, and “being alone and unbothered” appears at age 

11. 

In a more recent investigation in Greece (Galanaki, 2004), school-age children were 

found to be able to understand the difference between aloneness and loneliness, 

although they frequently associated being alone with feeling lonely. Nearly half of them 

perceived the motivational dimension, which distinguishes voluntary from involuntary 

aloneness. The ability to recognize the existence of beneficial aloneness, that is, 

solitude, was extremely limited among second graders, but increased dramatically up to 

the beginning of adolescence. About two thirds of the total sample acknowledged the 

human desire to be alone. Girls were significantly more able than boys to perceive the 

differences between aloneness and loneliness, the motivational dimension, and the 

desire to be alone. More than two-thirds of the total sample had experienced loneliness, 

but this experience appeared to be unrelated to their understanding of the various 

aloneness concepts. 

In general, with the exception of Demos’s (1974) study, school-age children have 

been shown to be capable of understanding the difference between aloneness and 

loneliness. However, age trends have not been systematically investigated, and there 

appears to be no clear picture of the developmental sequence of this ability. 

There is as yet no measure of solitude for children and adolescents, therefore there 

are no data available for children’s understanding and experience of solitude per se. We 

have only indirect evidence from studies examining reasons for spending time alone 

only in adults (e.g., Long, Seburn, Averill, & More, 2003), and correlates, after-effects 

of being alone and attitude toward aloneness in children and adolescents, as we will see 

below. 

With the use of an experience sampling method, Larson and colleagues extensively 

investigated the time spent alone mainly among adolescents and adults (Larson, 1990, 
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1999; Larson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1978, 1980). It was found that among fifth and sixth 

graders greater amounts of time alone are correlated with less positive average daily 

affect; preadolescents were found to spend much less time alone than adolescents; and 

75%-80% of fifth and sixth graders’ solitude occurs at home (Larson & Richards, 1991). 

In another study (Larson, 1997), preadolescents (fifth and sixth graders), compared with 

adolescents, reported less frequent desire to be alone and less choice over their activities 

when alone; they did not feel better after being alone, while adolescents did; and the 

amount of time alone was not related to psychological adjustment, while among 

adolescents an intermediate amount of time alone was correlated with better adjustment. 

And when 15-18 year-old adolescents were asked to rate changes in their affective states 

over the previous two-year period, they reported that time alone became gradually less 

alienating and socially stigmatizing; they found that their capacity to use this time 

constructively, and for reflection and thought increased, as well as their need or desire to 

be alone (Freeman, Csikszentmihalyi, & Larson, 1986).  Data from these empirical 

studies imply that there is a shift from a less positive to a more positive attitude toward 

aloneness and to a more constructive use of time alone upon entry to adolescence. 

The attitude toward aloneness has been investigated first of all by means of sentence 

completion tests and questionnaires. In one of the rare early studies on this issue 

(Coleman, 1974), when eleven- and twelve-year old British children were asked to 

complete the sentences “When there is no one else around …” and “If a person is alone  

…”, many of them gave responses indicative of anxiety and fear. There were also some 

adolescents of the same ages that expressed constructive themes – tolerance of 

aloneness and creative use of it. However, the majority of the constructive themes were 

expressed by the older groups of adolescents. Girls were found to have a more positive 

attitude toward aloneness than boys. Coleman attributed this finding to various 

psychodynamic processes taking place during puberty (e.g., the struggle for impulse 

control) which are more pressing for boys, as well as to the girls’ more advanced level 

of maturity. Kroger (1985) replicated Coleman’s findings among American and New 

Zealand adolescents. 

Meaningful age differences in the attitude toward aloneness were traced in a series 

of studies conducted in Belgium. Marcoen, Goossens, and Caes (1987) found that fifth 

graders, compared with seventh, ninth, and eleventh graders, exhibited more negative 
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attitude toward being alone (aversion to aloneness), as measured by the Louvain 

Loneliness Scale for Children and Adolescents. However, the positive attitude toward 

being alone (affinity for aloneness) did not vary with age. In more recent studies 

(Goossens & Marcoen, 1999; Marcoen & Goossens, 1993) among 10 to 17 year-old 

adolescents, aversion to aloneness was found to decrease with age, and the expected 

increasing trend for affinity for aloneness was observed. All those effects were linear. 

These findings are similar to Coleman’s (1974) and Kroger’s (1985) data. 

During preadolescence, spending much time alone is correlated with less positive 

average affect, although the correlations are modest (Larson & Richards, 1991). The 

individual’s affective state when being alone was found to include both positive and 

negative aspects during adolescence. While they feel more lonely and hostile, less 

happy and alert, and weaker and more passive, adolescents also report improved 

cognitive state, that is, better concentration, greater ease in concentration, and lower 

self-consciousness (Larson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1978, 1980). Aloneness is experienced 

as the loneliest period, relative to all other experiences (Larson, 1999). This is the 

characteristic paradox of solitude (Larson, 1999): it may actively being searched for due 

to its beneficial functions, but at the same time it may be experienced as a lonely state. 

The ambivalence toward aloneness is further supported by the findings indicating 

no association between the positive and the negative attitude toward aloneness 

(Goossens & Marcoen, 1999; Marcoen et al., 1987; Marcoen & Goossens, 1993) or a 

very low association (Goossens & Beyers, 2002), a finding that is consistent with the 

mixed results about the increase of the positive attitude with age (reported above). 

In general, all the above findings indicate that time spent alone gradually acquires a 

more positive meaning from early adolescence onwards, as reflected in the increasing 

frequency of time spent alone, the beneficial effects of aloneness, and the more positive 

attitude toward aloneness than during childhood. However, the above studies did not 

systematically examine the understanding and experience of solitude among school-age 

children, as well as age and gender differences during the same period. Quite 

surprisingly, there is as yet no measure of solitude in children and adolescents, that is, 

we know very little about the reasons why children and adolescents wish to be alone 

and the content or uses of this aloneness, which is potentially beneficial.  
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Aim and Hypotheses 

This investigation is part of a larger-scale research aiming at constructing a 

questionnaire for the assessment of school-age children’s solitude. The aim of this 

investigation was to examine children’s attitude toward aloneness and ability to be 

alone during middle (fourth grade) and late childhood (sixth grade) (Study 1 and Study 

2), as well as their ability to differentiate between aloneness and loneliness (Study 1). 

The focus of this investigation was on middle and late childhood, for the following 

reasons: (a) the variables reported above have been rarely examined in school-age 

children; (b) in these ages children have the capacity to adequately understand and 

describe their personal experiences; and (c) two years are regarded as enough time for 

the emergence of age differences during childhood.  

Attitude toward aloneness is assessed with the use of existing questionnaires (Study 

1) and the projective method of sentence completion (Study 2). Children’s ability to 

understand the difference between aloneness and loneliness is assessed through direct 

questions about the co-existence or not of aloneness and loneliness, which are 

quantitatively analyzed. The combination of quantitative and qualitative methods of 

data analysis is expected to provide useful information about children’s understanding 

and experience of aloneness. A more positive attitude toward aloneness is hypothesized 

to emerge from middle to late childhood, the negative attitude toward aloneness is 

expected to decrease, and, consequently, ability to be alone is expected to increase. 

Furthermore, the co-existence of aloneness and loneliness in children’s perceptions is 

expected to decline with age, indicating a more elaborate understanding of the aloneness 

concepts, and a more positive view of aloneness. Girls are expected to be more able 

than boys to understand the difference between aloneness and loneliness. They are also 

hypothesized to have a more positive attitude toward aloneness and to be more able to 

be alone than boys. 

Study 1 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 136 children (70 males and 66 females). Seventy three of them 

(35 males and 38 females) were fourth graders and 63 (35 males and 28 females) were 
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sixth graders. They came from five primary schools in Athens. The schools were 

randomly selected, with the use of random selection process, from the catalogue of 

schools provided by the Ministry of Education. All children of the selected classes 

participated and were located in areas with families of middle and lower-middle 

socioeconomic status. 

Measures 

Ability to Be Alone Questionnaire (ABAQ; Berlin, 1990; Youngblade, Berlin, & 

Belsky, 1999). This instrument included 37 items in question format measuring 

children’s perceptions of being alone. Twelve of these items are filler items on hobbies 

and interests, for example “Do you like to swim?”. The 25 primary items are arranged 

into two subscales, labeled Aversion to Being Alone (12 items) and Ability to Be Alone 

(13 items). Sample item for the Aversion to Being Alone subscale is: “Do you feel sad 

when you play alone?”; and for the Ability to Be Alone subscale is: “Do you enjoy 

spending time on your own?”. Items are scored on a 3-point scale: 2 = yes, 1 = 

sometimes, 0 = never. Scores range from 0 to 24 for the Aversion to Being Alone 

subscale, and from 0 to 26 for the Ability to Be Alone subscale. High scores indicate 

high aversion to aloneness and high ability to be alone, respectively. The ABAQ was 

translated into Greek by the author and two graduate students, and then back to English 

by a third graduate student.  

Aversion to Aloneness – Affinity for Aloneness (Aloneness-Negative – Aloneness-

Positive; Marcoen et al., 1987; Marcoen & Goossens, 1993). These are two of the four 

subscales of the Loneliness and Aloneness Scale for Children and Adolescents (LACA; 

formerly the Louvain Loneliness Scale for Children and Adolescents). Each consists of 

12 items measuring children’s and adolescents’ aversion to aloneness and affinity for 

aloneness, respectively. Sample item for Aloneness-Negative is: “When I am alone, I 

feel bad”; and for Aloneness-Positive is: “I want to be alone, to do some things”. Items 

are scored on a 4-point scale: 1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = rarely, and 4 = often. 

Scores on each subscale range from 12 to 48, with high scores indicating high negative 

and high positive attitude toward being alone, respectively. For the translation of these 

two subscales the same procedure as with ABAQ was followed. 
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Procedure 

Children completed the two instruments in group testing sessions. Two research 

assistants read aloud each item and waited for the participants to answer each question. 

Before beginning the administration, participants were trained in the use of the 

questionnaires’ scales through example items. The general instructions were that they 

would participate in a research concerning the ways with which children of their age 

view themselves and their relationships. Permission for this research was granted by the 

Ministry of Education, and the school administrators’ and parents’ consent was 

obtained. There was a small percentage (< 5%) of missing values in the data; these were 

replaced by the estimates computed through maximum likelihood criteria and the 

expectation maximization (EM) algorithm. 

Results 

Table 1 presents Cronbach alpha’s for each subscale. As can be seen, the internal 

consistency of the four subscales is adequate, although it is lower for fourth graders. 

Table 1 about here 

Pearson r correlations among the four subscales are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2 about here 

A negative moderate correlation was found between the two subscales of the ABAQ, 

but the negative correlation between the two subscales of the LACA, although 

statistically significant, was rather low. A high positive correlation emerged between 

the two subscales measuring the negative attitude toward aloneness, indicating a 

significant overlap between the two subscales. The overlap between the two 

subscales assessing the positive attitude toward aloneness was moderate, as shown 

by the moderate positive correlation between them. Within the moderate – and 

negative – range fell the associations between the positive and the negative attitudes 

toward aloneness, as measured by the two different instruments (i.e., the ABAQ and 

the LACA). 

Table 3 presents means and standard deviations of the four subscales for grade, 

gender, and the total sample. 

Table 3 about here 

A multivariate analysis of variance, with grade and gender as independent variables 

and Aversion-Alone and Ability-Alone as dependent variables, indicated a significant 
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main effect for grade: Wilks’ Lambda = .902, F(2, 131) = 7.083, p < .001; a 

nonsignificant main effect for gender: Wilks’ Lambda = .983, F(2, 131) = 1.100, ns; and 

a nonsignificant interaction effect: Wilks’ Lambda = .981, F(2, 131) = 1.286, ns. 

Follow-up oneway analysis of variance for grade showed a significant effect on 

Aversion-Alone: F(1, 134) = 7.489, p < .01. Sixth graders had significantly lower 

means in aversion to aloneness than fourth graders, as shown in Table 3. 

Next, a multivariate analysis of variance, with grade and gender as independent 

variables and Aloneness-Negative and Aloneness-Positive as dependent variables, did 

not yield any significant effect for grade: Wilks’ Lambda = .993, F(2, 131) = .492, ns; 

for gender: Wilks’ Lambda = .997, F(2, 131) = .213, ns; and for grade × gender: Wilks’ 

Lambda = .979, F(2, 131) = 1.405, ns. 

 

Discussion 

The hypotheses of this study were only partially confirmed. As expected, aversion 

to aloneness was found to decrease from middle to late childhood. There are no existing 

data from other investigations on age trends from the fourth to the sixth grade. As 

discussed in the literature review, research evidence has supported a decrease in the 

negative attitude toward aloneness from late childhood to early adolescence (Coleman, 

1974; Freeman et al., 1986; Goossens & Marcoen, 1999; Kroger, 1985; Larson, 1997; 

Marcoen et al., 1987; Marcoen & Goossens, 1993). This investigation failed to find any 

significant increase with age in the positive attitude toward aloneness, and only the 

subscale of the ABAQ that measured aversion to aloneness showed a significant 

decrease. 

As expected, the positive and the negative attitudes toward aloneness were 

negatively associated, but the associations were far from perfect, especially for the two 

subscales of the LACA, a finding similar to that of Goossens and Beyers (2002). This 

finding may be interpreted as indicating that the characteristic ambivalent attitude 

toward aloneness – the paradox of solitude (Larson, 1999) – is present during middle 

and late childhood. However, the somewhat lower reliability coefficients of the ABAQ 

for the fourth grade should be kept in mind when interpreting these findings. 

Study 2 

Method 
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Participants 

Participants were 108 children (49 males and 59 females). Fifty-seven of them (24 

males and 33 females) were fourth graders and 51 (25 males and 26 females) were sixth 

graders. They came from four primary schools in Athens. The schools were randomly 

selected, with the use of random selection process, from the catalogue of schools 

provided by the Ministry of Education. All children of the selected classes participated 

and were located in areas with families of middle and lower-middle socioeconomic 

status. 

Measures 

Sentence completion (Coleman, 1974). Participants were asked to complete the 

following two sentences: 1. “When there is no one else around I …” («Όταν δεν είναι 

κανείς γύρω μου, εγώ …»), and 2. “If a person is alone …” («Όταν ένας άνθρωπος είναι 

μόνος του, …»). Three different scores were used (the two of them were proposed by 

Coleman, 1974): a. The negative score, which is assigned to those answers indicating a 

negative perception of aloneness, that is, sadness, distress, fear and boredom; b. the 

constructive score, which is assigned to those answers indicating a positive perception 

of aloneness, that is, various forms of constructive use of aloneness, such as self-

reflection, activities, relaxation, freedom from constraints, autonomy, daydreaming, etc; 

and c. the mixed score (not proposed by Coleman, 1974, but devised in this study, in the 

face of the existing research evidence – reported in the literature review – on the 

ambivalence toward aloneness), which is assigned to those answers indicating both a 

negative and a positive perception of aloneness, as described in (a) and (b). Scoring was 

done by the author and the two research assistants; the degree of agreement was almost 

100%. 

Aloneness versus loneliness. Participants were asked to respond to three questions 

(Galanaki, 2004), the following (the questions in Greek are given in parentheses): 

1. When one is alone, does one feel lonely too? (Όταν ένας άνθρωπος 

είναι μόνος του, νιώθει αναγκαστικά μοναξιά;) 

2. May one be alone and not feel lonely? (Μπορεί ένας άνθρωπος να 

είναι μόνος του και να μη νιώθει μοναξιά;) 
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3. May one feel lonely while others are around? (Μπορεί ένας άνθρωπος 

να νιώθει μοναξιά και να είναι άλλοι γύρω του;) 

The response format was 0 = yes and 1 = no for question 1, and 1 = yes and 0 = no 

for questions 2 and 3. Children were asked to justify their answers, but in this study 

only their ability to differentiate between aloneness and loneliness (yes or no) was 

analyzed. 

Procedure 

Children answered the questions in group testing sessions. Two research 

assistants read aloud each question and waited for the participants to write down their 

answers. The general instructions were that they would participate in a research 

concerning the ways with which children view themselves and their relationships. 

Permission for this research was granted by the Ministry of Education, and the school 

administrators’ and parents’ consent was obtained. There was a small percentage (< 

5%) of missing values in the data; these were replaced by the estimates computed 

through maximum likelihood criteria and the expectation maximization (EM) algorithm. 

Results 

Table 4 presents negative, mixed, and constructive scores as assigned to children’s 

answers in the sentence completion task, by grade, gender and for the total sample. 

Table 4 about here 

As shown in Table 4, one-half of the participants gave answers indicating negative 

perceptions of aloneness, one-third of them gave answers indicating both positive and 

negative perceptions, and a minority had only positive perceptions of the state of being 

alone. There was no significant difference for grade: χ²(2, N = 108) = .665, ns, Φ = .078, 

ns; nor for gender: χ²(2, N = 108) = .412, ns, Φ = .062, ns. However, there is a small, 

non significant tendency of the negative and mixed scores to decrease, and of the 

constructive scores to increase from the fourth to the sixth grade. 

Table 5 presents frequencies and percentages for the question “When one is alone, does 

one feel lonely too?”, for grade, gender, and the total sample. 

Table 5 about here 
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As shown in Table 5, the percentages of children differentiating between aloneness 

and loneliness (answer “No”) were, independently of grade and gender, significantly 

higher than the percentages of children who did not make this distinction. There was no 

significant difference for grade: χ²(1, N = 108) = 1.521, ns, Φ = -.12, ns; nor for gender: 

χ²(1, N = 108) = .094, ns, Φ = .03, ns. 

Table 6 presents frequencies and percentages for the question “May one be alone and 

not feel lonely?”, for grade, gender, and the total sample. 

Table 6 about here 

Similarly, as shown in Table 6, the percentages of children who were able to 

differentiate between aloneness and loneliness (answer “Yes”) were, independently of 

grade and gender, significantly higher than the percentages of children not being able to 

make this distinction. There was no significant difference for grade: χ²(1, N = 108) = 

1.487, ns, Φ = -.12, ns; nor for gender: χ²(1, N = 108) = .042, ns, Φ = .020, ns. 

Table 7 presents frequencies and percentages for the question “May one feel lonely 

while others are around?”, for grade, gender, and the total sample. 

Table 7 about here 

For the total sample, the percentages of children who were not able to perceive the 

possibility of loneliness in the presence of others (answer “No”) were significantly 

higher than the percentages of children who did acknowledge this possibility (see Table 

7). However, there was a statistically significant difference for grade: χ²(1, N = 108) = 

8.027, p < .01, Φ = .273, p < .01; but not for gender: χ²(1, N = 108) = .000, ns, Φ = -

.001, ns. As shown in Table 7, the percentages of children who were able to perceive 

that loneliness is possible even in the presence of others were significantly higher 

among sixth graders than among fourth graders. 

 

Discussion 

During middle and late childhood, there is a strong tendency among children to 

respond to a sentence completion task with statements indicating a negative view of 

aloneness. This finding is similar to the one reported by Coleman (1974), who used 

the same projective technique with 11- to 12-year-old children (only). However, 

Coleman used a dichotomous score (i.e., positive vs. negative view of aloneness), 

and did not assess mixed answers. In the present research, one-third of both fourth 
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and sixth graders and of both males and females expressed ambivalent feelings about 

aloneness. 

During the same age period, being alone and feeling lonely are likely to co-exist in 

children’s perceptions and experience. However, already in the fourth grade 

significant proportions of children are able to perceive that one can be alone without 

feeling lonely. Similar findings emerged in other early and recent studies in Greece 

and in Western countries (Galanaki, 2004; Hymel et al., 1999; Wolfe, 1978; Wolfe & 

Laufer, 1974). Loneliness “in the midst of the crowd”, though, is a more difficult 

thing for children to understand, as indicated by the rather low percentage of fourth-

grade children who perceived the possibility of this experience, and the statistically 

significant increase with age of this ability. Contrary to what was hypothesized, no 

statistically significant differences between males and females were observed in any 

of the variables studied. 

General Discussion 

Up to date, research on children’s perceptions and experience of the three related, 

yet distinct, states of aloneness, loneliness and solitude has examined age trends from 

late childhood to adolescence, with very few exceptions (e.g., Galanaki, 2004) focusing 

on age-related patterns during childhood. 

The findings of this investigation revealed that, although changes from middle to 

late childhood (fourth to sixth grade) are not dramatic, there is a decrease in children’s 

aversion to aloneness, as well as an increase in their capacity to perceive that loneliness 

may be experienced even in the presence of others. And, although the projective 

measure of sentence completion showed only a non significant tendency of the negative 

attitude toward aloneness to decrease, on the more cognitive plain even fourth-grade 

children were able to perceive the difference between aloneness and loneliness. This 

incongruence between children’s more spontaneous answers in the incomplete 

sentences and their more conscious replies to the direct questions is consistent with 

other findings of this study implying an ambivalent attitude toward aloneness. More 

specifically, one-third of the participants completed the sentences with phrases showing 

both a negative view and a constructive use of aloneness, and with the use of 

questionnaires it was found that the positive and negative attitudes toward aloneness 
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were not as antithetical to one another as one would expect to be, thus reflecting the 

paradox of solitude (Larson, 1999). 

More systematic research is clearly needed on children’s perceptions of aloneness, 

their uses of it, the correlates of the uses of aloneness (e.g., dimensions of adjustment 

and mental health), its associations with loneliness experience, as well as on age and 

gender differences on this issue. The construction of a solitude scale for children, which 

is underway within the larger-scale investigation, will facilitate a more thorough 

investigation of this experience in the near future. 
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Table 1 

Internal Consistency Estimates (Cronbach alpha’s) of All Subscales for Grade, Gender, 

and the Total Sample 

 Grade Gender  

Subscale 4th 6th Boys Girls Total 

 n = 73 n = 63 n = 70 n = 66 N = 136 

Aversion-Alone (ABAQ) .59 .85 .79 .71 .76 

Ability-Alone (ABAQ) .57 .78 .62 .74 .69 

Aloneness-Negative (LACA) .65 .85 .75 .79 .77 

Aloneness-Positive (LACA) .76 .85 .81 .79 .80 

 

Table 2 

Pearson r Correlations Among the Subscales 

Subscale 1 2 3 4 

1. Aversion-Alone (ABAQ) ―    

2. Ability-Alone (ABAQ) -.56** ―   

3. Aloneness-Negative (LACA) .74** -.56** ―  

4. Aloneness-Positive (LACA) -.31** .48** -.21* ― 

* p < .05; ** p < .001. 
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Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations of the Subscales for Grade, Gender, and the Total 

Sample 

 Grade Gender  

 4th 6th Boys Girls Total 

 n = 73 n = 63 n = 70 n = 66 N = 136 

Subscale M s M s M s M s M s 

Aversion-Alone (ABAQ) 14.79 4.11 12.51 5.61 13.33 5.42 14.17 4.45 13.74 4.97 

Ability-Alone (ABAQ) 11.90 4.30 11.51 5.20 12.24 4.46 11.17 4.95 11.72 4.72 

Aloneness-Negative 

(LACA) 

35.12 6.47 34.27 7.27 34.43 7.09 35.05 6.60 34.73 6.84 

Aloneness-Positive 

(LACA) 

32.29 5.57 31.81 7.50 32.33 6.43 31.79 6.64 32.07 6.52 

Note. Aversion-Alone: 0-24; Ability-Alone: 0-26; Aloneness-Negative, Aloneness-

Positive: 12-48. 

 

Table 4 

Frequencies and Percentages of Negative, Mixed, and Constructive Scores in the 

Sentence Completion Task for Grade, Gender, and the Total Sample 

 Grade Gender  

 4th 6th Boys Girls Total 

 n = 57 n = 51 n = 49 n = 59 N = 108 

Scores f % f % f % f % f % 

Negative 31 54.4 27 52.9 27 55.1 31 52.5 58 53.7 

Mixed 19 33.3 15 29.4 14 28.6 20 33.9 34 31.5 

Constructive 7 12.3 9 17.6 8 16.3 8 13.6 16 14.8 

 



 

 367 

Table 5 

Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to the question “When one is alone, does one 

feel lonely too?”, for Grade, Gender, and the Total Sample 

 Grade Gender  

 4th 6th Boys Girls Total 

 n = 57 n = 51 n = 49 n = 59 N = 108 

Answers f % f % f % f % f % 

Yes 17 29.8 21 41.2 18 36.7 20 33.9 38 35.2 

No 40 70.2 30 58.8 31 63.3 39 66.1 70 64.8 

 

 

Table 6 

Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to the question “May one be alone and not 

feel lonely?”, for Grade, Gender, and the Total Sample 

 Grade Gender  

 4th 6th Boys Girls Total 

 n = 57 n = 51 n = 49 n = 59 N = 108 

Answers f % f % f % f % f % 

Yes 43 75.4 33 64.7 34 69.4 42 71.2 76 70.4 

No 14 24.6 18 35.3 15 30.6 17 28.8 32 29.6 
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Table 7 

Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to the question “May one feel lonely while 

others are around?”, for Grade, Gender, and the Total Sample 

 Grade Gender  

 4th 6th Boys Girls Total 

 n = 57 n = 51 n = 49 n = 59 N = 108 

Answers f % f % f % f % f % 

Yes 16 28.1 28 54.9 20 40.8 24 40.7 44 40.7 

No 41 71.9 23 45.1 29 59.2 35 59.3 64 59.3 

 


