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Abstract

Vitkus and Horowitz (1987) found that lonely people demonstrated adequate social behavior

when they were assigned to controlling interpersonal roles. Despite this successful

performance, they evaluated themselves and their behavior negatively. Study 1 replicates

these findings and extends them to naturalistic interactions. Study 2 shows that

unambiguous positive feedback reduces the negativity of lonely students' self-evaluations.

An interpersonal model of loneliness is proposed to explain these results. In typical

interactions loneiy people adopt social roles that prevent them from expressing appropriate

social behavior. In addition, without clear performance cues lonely people fail to recognize

occasions when they do perform adequately. Their resulting negative self-appraisals

reaffirm their initial feelings of inadequacy, thercby sustaining their loneliness. Therapeutic

implications of this model and limitations of the present research are discussed.
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The Effect of Social Roles and Performance Cues on Self-Evaluations:

Evidence for an Interpersonal Model of Loneliness

Research indicates that lonely people show characteristic deficits in their social

performance and their subjective evaluations. Jones, Hobbs, and Hockenbury (1982) for

example, found that lonely people make fewer references to their interaction partners during

a conversation and say less to "keep the conversation going." French (1981) and Horowitz,

French, and Anderson (1982) have shown that lonely people generate fewer and less

effective Eolutions to hypothetical social situations. Lonely people are less sociable

(Che lune, Sultan, and Williams, 1980; Horowitz and French, 1979; So lano, Batten, and

Parish, 1982), less assertive (Brennen, 1982; Jones, Freeman, and Goswick, 1981), feel that

they have less control (Solano, 1987), and rate themselves and their interaction partners

negatively (Jones et al, 1981; Vitkus and Horowitz, 1987).

Most researchers who study loneliness appear to accept a social skills deficit model

(e.g., Hanley-Dunn, Maxwell, and Santos, 1985; Hogan, Jones, and Cheek, 1985; Jones,

et al., 1982; Solano and Koester, 1989). According to this model, lonely people lack the

ability to perform adequate and/or appropriate social behavior. This model implies that

skills training is the treatment of choice for lonely people, and researchers point to the

success of skills training as support for this approach. As one example, Jones, et al. (1982)

trained lonely subjects to show more personal attention to their partners by asking questions

and making statements about the partner. As a result of this training, the lonely subjects

increased their use of parmer attention, their scores on a measure of loneliness decreased,

and their self-ratings on a number of measures improved.

One limitation of the skills deficit model is that it cannot account for the episodic

nature of loneliness reported by some researchers (Peplau and Perlman, 1982; Weiss, 1973).
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It is not clear what mechanisms would make it possible for a skill to vary over time. A

second limitation of the skills deficit model is that describing people as lacking a skill casts

them as being personally deficient, which may exacerbate their typical feelings of

inadequacy. A comprehensive explanation of loneliness must account for the cyclic nature

of the disorder and yet explain the success of skills training treatments. Conceptualizing

loneliness as the result of an interpersonal process that suppresses the expression of adequate

social performance would fulfill these goals.

Vitkus and Horowitz (1987) assigned lonely and nonlonely subjects to dominant and

submissive social roles in interactions with a conversation partner. These researchers found

that within each role, the social performance of lonely subjects was indistinguishable from

that of nonlonely subjects. Despite this behavioral parity, lonely subjects rated themselves

and their performance MC T negatively. In other words, subjects' behavior was mediated by

their role, but their self-evaluations remained congruent with their self-rated loneliness.

Although these results are intriguing, the methodology employed by these researchers

may have unduly influenced subjects' behavior. Most importantly, subjects interacted with

an experimental accomplice who was trained to respond in accordance with one of two

interpersonal roles. In addition, the subject and the confederate were separated by a

partition, which prevented them from interacting nonverbally. It is possible that the

confederate's scripted behavior and the "blind" interaction paradigm may have eliminated

basic cues that are present in typicd1 interactions. One purpose of these studies was to

repli ,ate the findings of Vitkus and Horowitz (1987) under more naturalistic conditions

where two naive subjects engage in relatively unstructured, face-to-face conversations. A

second purpose was to clarify why lonely people who demonstrate adequate interpersonal

performance still rate themselves as socially inept.
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Consistency Motives vs. Environmental Processes

Consistency theories of personality (e.g., Festinger, 1957; Kelly, 1955; Lecky, 1945)

assert that people are motivated to maintain integrated self-views, even if those views are

negative or unflattering. Research in this tradition by Swann and his colleagues (e.g.,

Swann, 1983; 1984; Swann and Ely, 1984; Swann and Hill, 1982; Swann, Pelham, and

Krull, 1989; Swann and Read, 1981) has demonstrated that people are motivated to reaffirm

their fundamental self-conceptions. For example, Swann and Read found that students who

rated themselves as dislikable sought feedback from an interaction partner that confirmed

their negative self-views. Recent work suggests that these self-verification processes are

particularly active during cognitive tasks (Swann, Griffin, Predmore, and Gaines, 1987) and

evaluations of negative topics (Swann, Pelham, and Krull, 1989).

Models of personality that emphasize environmental processes assert that interpersonal

behavior is mediated by evaluations of available contextual cues. These cues can include

the reactions of interaction partners (e.g., Coates and Wortman, 1980; Coyne, 1976a),

complementary behavior exchanges (e.g., Horowitz and Vitkus, 1986; Kies ler, 1983) and

established learning histories (e.g., Be llack and Morrison, 1982; Hogan, et al., 1985). Cues

have the greatest impact in "weak" situations such as unstructured interactions, where

expectations of appropriate behavior are relatively unclear and events can be interpreted

subjectively (Ickes, 1982; Mischel, 1977). Since clear environmental signals are largely

missing in "weak" situations, it is likely that people encode relevant data inaccurately and

instead rely on their prior experiences and expectancies when evaluating themselves and

others (Nisbett and Ross, 1980).

Study 2 compares these two approaches directly by providing lonely and nonlonely

subjects with positive verbal feedback about their social performance. According to self-

6



Interpersonal Model

6

verification thcory, people resist appraisals that are inconsistent with their self-conceptions.

Consequently, positive feedback would not affect the self-evaluations of lonely subjects to

any appreciable degree; if any:iing, these appraisals would prompt lonely subjects to

amplify their characteristic negative ratings. Conversely, the environmental view posits that

people base their self-evaluations on information accessible to them. Accordingly, lonely

subjects would be expected to show decreased negativity following positive feedback. This

change may be less dramatic for nonlonely subjects since positive feedback would add little

new information to their already optimistic self-views.

Study 1

Method

Subjects. The revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, ;t al., 1980) was administered

to 172 introductory psychology students at Stanford University. Subjects who scored in the

upper third of the distribution (scores over 40) were considered "lonely"; those in the lower

third (scores below 32) were cor sidered "nonlonely." A female undergraduate experimenter

naive to the experimental hypotheses and subjects' loneliness contacted subjects by

telephone and asked them to participate in a study in which they would "discuss common,

everyday problems with another person." Seventy-six students (40 lonely and 36 nonlonely,

46 male and 30 female) participated in exchange for experimental credit (all other subjects

contacted had completed their experimental requirement). Subjects were assigned to pairs

for their experimental session. To avoid gender and familiarity effects as possible sources of

error variance, each dyad was composed of subjects of the same sex who were unacquainted

with each other.

The Interaction. When subjects arrived at the experiment, they were asked to engage in

a brief problem-solving session that investigated interpersonal problems. To avoid



Interpersonal Model

7

suspicion as to the experimental hypotheses, subjects chose one envelope containing a

problem from a group of ten. In fact, all envelopes contained the same three hypothetical

situations: (1) feeling diffident about joining an ongoing volleyball game, (2) having

difficulty conversing with a stranger at a party, and (3) confronting an unfriendly coworker.

Previous research (French, 1981; Horowitz, et al., 1982) found that lonely subjects

generated fewer solutions to these problems than did nonlonely subjerts. In addition, the

problem posed a global question: "How do people go about meeting other people?"

Subjects were then randomly assigned to their interpersonal roles. The experimenter

emphasized that both subjects should attempt to generate as many solutions as they could,

regardless of their assigned role.

Interpersonal Roles. Subjects were assigned to one of two interpersonal roles. Those

assigned to be the Person with the Problem (Role Pr) were asked to describe the problems

to their interaction partners in a personal way, using their own experiences and imagination.

Subjects assigned to be the Springboard (Role Sp) were told to listen to their partners

describe the problem. They could offer suggestions or advice, or they could simply listen.

Lonely (L) and nonlonely (N) subjects were assigned to their roles in the following manner:

10 L>L pairs, 10 1..,/%1 pairs, 10 N>L pairs, and 8 N>N pairs. An arrow (>) indicates that the

subject type on the left described a problem (Role Pr) to the subject type on the right

(Role Sp).

To avoid expectancy effects, the descriptions of these two roles were purposely worded

to appear neutral with respect to their dominance; hence, the level of dominance inherent in

these roles may differ from subjects' expectations. Specifically, although subjects in Role

Pr actively generate descriptions and initially lead the conversations, their complaints cast

them as people who are socially inadequate and in need of help. Role Sp may initially

8
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sound relatively passive in that subjects in this role merely respond to their partners and, in

fact, need not respond at all. During the course of the interaction, though, subjects in Role

Sp are inevitably induced to take on a controlling role, usually by offering advice and

reassurances to their partners. To 'iest these intuitions empirically, subjects were asked to

rate their prderence for both roles before they were assigned and again after the interaction.

Behavioral Measures. Subjects were videotaped during their problem-solving sessions,

and a naive judge coded these tapes for six behaviors that had reliably differentiated lonely

and nonlonely subjects in past research: (1) number of solutions generated, (2) number of

conversation initiations (questions, opinions, elaborations, and other unsolicited remarks),

(3) number cf fidgety movements, (4) eye contact, (5) duration of the problem description,

and (6) duration of the problem-soiving session. In addition, the quality of the solutiors was

rated. A second naive coder scored 10 randomly chosen tapes (13%) to determine interrater

reliability.

Self-Report Measures. Subjects completed the revised UCLA Loneliness Scale

(UCLA) at a preselection administration. At the beginning of the experimental session,

subjects completed a short (61-item) form of the Multiple Adjective Affective Check List,

Today Form (MAACL) (Zuckerman and Lubin, 1965). Following the problem-solving

session, subjects completed a second MAACL and UCLA. They were also asked to

estimate the number and quality of the solutions they and their partners generated during the

problem-solving session.

Results

Interrater keliability. Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients assessed the

reliability of the two coders. The rs were .92 (number of solutions), .81 (quality of

solutions), .79 (number of initiations), .82 (number of fidgety movements), .91 (eye contact),

9
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.99 (duration of problem description), and .99 (total interaction time).

Sex Differences. No sex differences were found for any dependent variable; the

responses of male and female subjects were pooled for subsequent analyses.

Behavio."al Measures. Subjects' responses to the four problem situations were highly

correlated (mean r = .91), and a single total score was used for analysis. No significant

differences were found for the loneliness of the partner, and subjects' scores were collapsed

across this variable. A 2 X 2 factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed on

each behavioral measure to determine the effects of loneliness (lonely vs. nonlonely) and

role assignment (Role Pr vs. Role Sp).

Lonely subjects did not differ from nonlonely subjects on any behavioral measure (all

Fs < 1.40). This replicates the findings of Vitkus and Horowitz (1987). In contrast,

subjects' assigned role did affect their ability to generate solutions. As Figure 1 illustrates,

subjects in Role Sp provided more solutions to the four problems, F (1,62)1 = 14.31,

p < .001, and generated solutions of higher quality, F (1,62) = 8.36, p = .005. The mean

quality of solutions generated by subjects in Role Sp was higher than a theoretically neutral

score of 12.00, t (30) = 3.06, p = .004, whereas the solutions provided by subjects in Role Pr

were rated as somewhat lower than this neutral value, t (31) = -1..43,p = .17. Surprisingly,

the assigned role did not affect any of the other behavioral measures (all Fr < 1). This

finding will be examined in the discussion.

Insert Figure 1 about here

Subjects' estimates of the number of their own and their partner's solutions showed a

pattern very similar to that of the objective coders.2 Subjects in Role Sp reported generating

1 0
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more solutions than did subjects in Role Pr, F (1,72) = 4.59, p = ,036. Subjects in Role Pr

estimated that their partners (who were in Role Sp) generated more solutions, F (1,72) =

7.64, p = .007. Lonely and nonlonely subjects did not differ in these judgments, all Fs < 1.

Subjects' estimates of the quality of the solutions showed an effect of both their role

and their level of loneliness. Subjects in Role Sp rated their solutions as being somewhat

better than did subjects in Role Pr, F (1,72) = 3.44, p = .068, and subjects in Role Pr rated

their partners' solutions higher than did the subjects in Role Sp, F (1,72) = 5.32, p = .024.

In addition, lonely subjects rated their solutions as being of poorer quality than did

nonlonely subjects, F (1,72) = 5.13,p = .026; they also rated the solutions of their partners

as being of poorer quality than did the nonlonely subjects, F (1,72) = 5.24, p = .025. These

subjective assessments do not concur with the pattern of objective ratings. The coders found

the solutions of lonely people to be only slightly poorer than those of nonlonely people,

F (1,62) = 1.66, ns and found no differences at all in the quality of the solutions provided by

the partners of lonely and nonlonely subjects, F < 0.20). Means of the number and quality

of subjects' solutions are presented in Table 1.

Insert Table 1 about here

Self-Report Measures. After the interaction lonely subjects continued to rate

themselves as lonelier than nonlonely subjects, F (1,68) = 89.63, p < .001. Subjects' scores

on this measure remained very stable with the exception of lonely subjects in Role Pr, whose

scores dropped an average of 7.4 points, t (19) = 3.71, p < .001. This pattern was

unexpected and is inconsistent with their MAACL scores.

MAACL scores3 indicate that most subjects decreased the negativity of their mood

1 1
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ratings as a result of the conversation, r (75) = -3.88,p < .001. This change was especially

pronounced in nonlonely subjects. Before the interaction, lonely subjects rated their mood

as more negative than did nonlonely subjects, though this difference was not significant,

F (1,68) = 2.40, p = .13. After the interaction, this difference was significant,

F (1,68) = 5.06, p = .028. Thus, the interactions served to increase the difference between

lonely and nonlonely subjects in their self-rated mood. UCLA and MAACL scores are

presented in Table 2.

Insert Table 2 about here

Role Ratings. It was hypothesized that lonely subjects would show a preference for

Role Pr, especially after the interaction, when the they may have become more aware of its

interpersonal function. When asked how much they would like to enact each of the two

roles, initially all subjects preferred Role Sp (i.e., all ratings were higher than a theoretically

neutral value of 5.00.) However, nonlonely subjects rated Role Sp higher than lonely

subjects did, both before the interaction, F (1,71) = 4.86, p = .031, and even more so after

the interaction, F (1,71) = 7.51, p = .008.

Initially subjects did not differ in their ratings of Role Pr, F <1. After the interaction,

however, lonely subjects who had enacted Role Pr rated it significantly higher than neutral,

t (19) = 3.69, p = .002, and even higher than Role Sp, though not significantly. The other

subjects rated Role Sp higher than Role Pr both before, t (55) = 7.12, p < .001, and after,

t (55) = 5.36, p < .001, the interaction. Subjects' role ratings are presented in Table 3.

1 2
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Insert Table 3 about here

In short, most subjects would rather libizfi to a problem than describe one, but lonely

subjects who were assigned to describe a problem increased their liking for this role. This

preference for familiar, passive roles is consistent with previous research involving lonely

(Solano, 1987) and depressed (Hokanson and Meyer, 1984) subjects.

Discussion

The findings of Study 1 replicated those of Vitkus and Horowitz (1987) and extended

them to more naturalistic interactions between two naive subjects. Social behavior that was

directly relevant to the problem-solving task (generating effective solutions to interpersoml

problems) was mediated by subjects' social roles, not their self-rated level of loneliness. In

other words, all subjects were capable of adequate social performance, but adopting a

passive social role interfervi with the expression of this behavior.

These results also showed that in the naturalistic conditions of this study, the role

manipulation had no effect on conversation initiations, fidgety movements, eye contact, or

interaction time. These results differ from those of Vitkus and Horowitz (1987), in which

one participant was a trained confederate whose behavior was carefully scripted to draw out

a variety of behaviors. In the present study, the subjects were merely told to discur,s

solutions to problems. Once the problems were described, they were free to interact in any

way they chose. This limited instruction seems to have resulted in an effect limited to

problem solving itself.

As predicted, the role manipulation had little impact on subjects' self-evaluations. One

exception was the decrease in UCLA scores of lonely subjects who were assigned to Rolt.

13
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Pr. One explanation is that these subjects felt comfortable in this passhe role and expressed

this familiarity by rating themselves as less lonely. Alternatively, the drop may simply

reflect a regression to the mean; this group had preselection UCLA scores approximately

.5 SDs (4 points) above the other lonely group.

Lonely and nonlonely subjects also differed in their ratings of tha interpersonal roles.

Lonely subjects who enacted Role Pr rated it higher than Role Sp and significantly higher

than neutral. This result suggests that lonely people Cio recently enacted a passive role are

likely to adopt similar roles in future interactions. However, since subjects did not rate the

roles along a dominant-submissive dimension, it is unclear whether the partiality lonely

people show for Role P: consumes a conscious choice to behave passively or merely a

habitual preference for a familiar role. This question is addressed in Study 2 by having

subjects rate directly the dominance and friendliness of Role Pr and Role Sp.

Study 2

Method

Subjects. Preselection UCLA scales were completed by 398 students enrolled in

introductory psychology classes at Barnard College. Students who scored in the highest

third (above 41) were considered "lonely"; those who scored in the lower third (below 30)

were considered "nonloncly." Thirty-two lonely and 32 nonlonely students (57 female and

7 male) were selected at random. A female undergraduate experimenter naive to the

experimental 11),;otheses and subjects' loneliness contacted these subjects by telephone and

asked them to participate in a study in which they would "discuss a common, everyday

problem with another person."

The Interaction. Study 2 followed the procedures of Study 1, but with three crucial

differences. First, all subjects were assigned (ostensibly at random) to Role Sp, the

14
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interaction "springboard" who listens to a partner describe a problem. The results of Vitkus

and Horowitz (1987) and Study 1 indicate that this role enables both lonely and nonlonely

subjects to express adequate social performance.

Second, one of two female undergraduate confederates (both blind to the experimental

hypotheses) served as an interaction partner and provided subjects with performance

feedback. Half of the lonely and half of the nonlonely subjects received positive feedback;

the remaining subjects received neutral feedback. (A pilot sample rated the neutral feedback

as slightly negative; direct negative feedback was avoided for ethical concerns.) During the

conversation, positive feednack took the form of small agreements and encouragements

following subjects' suggestions (e.g., "Yes, uh-huh," "That's a good idea."). Subjects

receiving neutral feedback heard noncommittal comments (e.g., "Hnunmm," "I guess.").

The clearest feedback came at the end of the session. Those receiving positive feedback

were given a supportive statement ("Thanks, you helped me a lot; you're good at thinldng up

solutions."). Those receiv:ag neutral feedback heard a noncommittal statement ("Thanks,

but I don't know if this has helped me much."). The experimenter entered the room

immediately after this feedback was presented, thus preventing any extended discussion.

This procedure was followed to allow subjects the greatest opportunity to demonstrate

self-verification. According to Swann and Hill (1982), self-discrepant feedback has more

impact on self-ratings if subjects are not given an opportunity to reject or refute it.

Third, to determine whether these findings would generalize to other content areas, the

confederates described one of two problems. Half of the subjects listened to a problem

dealing with loneliness: having difficulty meeting people and making friends; the other half

heard an impersonal problem: organizing time to get coursework completed.

I 5
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Behaliioral Measures. Subjects were videotaped, and two naive undergraduate coders

viewed these tapes and rated the subjects along three behavioral dimensions: (1) number of

solutions generated, (2) eye contact, and (3) total interaction time. The quality of subjects'

solutions was also rated.

Self-Report Measu; es. As in Study 1, the UCLA was administered as a preselection

measure and again after the interaction. The MAACL was administered pre- and

postinteraction, and scores were tabulated using the same method as in Study 1. To assess

the impact of the feedback manipulation, UCLA and MAACL change scores were

calculated by subtracting subjects' preinteraction scores from their postinteraction scores. In

addition, subjects rated the number and quality of their own ard their partners' solutions.

Interpersonal Measures. Finally, subjects rated the degree of dominance and

friendliness they saw in themselves, their partners, and the two experimental roles. Subjects

were asked "How much does Role Pr (Role Sp) ask you to take control (be friendly)?" and

"How controlling (friendly) are you (is your partner)?" Subjects rated the two experimental

roles both before and after the interaction; they rated themselves and their partners only after

the conversation.

Results

Interrater Reliability. Two naive coders independently provided estimates of

behavioral measures for 14 randomly chosen subjects (:2% of the total sample). The

Pearson product-moment correlations were .80 (number of solutions), .86 (eye contact),

.99 (total interaction time), and .74 (quality of solutions). No differences between the two

confederates were found for any of the measures.

Sex Differences. Again, no sex d fferences were found for any dependent variable, and

the responses of male and female subjects were pooled for subsequent analyses.

16
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Behavioral Measures. Separate 2 X 2 X 2 ANOVAs (loneliness X feedback type X

problem type) were performed for each of the four behavioral measures, and the means are

presented in 'fable 4.

An examination of the number of solutions subjects generated revealed a significant

loneliness X problem type interaction, F (1,55)4 = 6.57, p = .013. Lonely subjects generated

more solutions to the orgaliization problem, whereas nonlonely subjects provided more

solutions to the loneliness problem. In addition, a feedback X problem type interaction, F

(1,55) = 7.11,p = .010, indicated that when given positive feedback, subjects thought of

more solutions to the organization problem than the loneliness problem. This pattern was

reversed when neutral feedback was given. Inspection of the group means reveals that, in

general, subjects who responded to the loneliness problem generated more solutions than

those who listened to the organization problem. However, the lonely subjects who received

positive feedback showed a different trend. Those who heard the loneliness problem

generated relatively few responses; those who heard the organization problem suggested a

large number of solutions (by a mean of two solutions over the next highest group!). This

same pattern was reflected in the objective ratings of the quality of subjects' solutions,

though the differences were only of marginal significance (all ps = .06).

Insert Table 4 about here

In addition, a marginally significant difference was found in the ratings of solution

quality. Subject: who received positive feedback tended to generate better solutions,

F (1,55) = 3.53, p = 066. Subjects' own subjective ratings yielded a similar difference.

Subjects who receiwd positive feedback judged their solutions to be of higher quality than

17
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did subjects who received neutral feedback, F (1,55) = 5.41, p = .024. No other independent

variable approached significance.

Self-Report Measures. Lonely subjects who received positive feedback lowered their

UCLA scores significantly, t (15) = 10.11, p < .001; no other group showed a significant

change. These subjects also rated their mood as significantly less negative than before,

t (15) = 6.33, p < .001; no other group showed a significant change. These patterns are

displayed in Figure 2; the means of subjPcts' MAACL and UCLA scores are presented in

Table 5.

Insert Figure 2 and Table 5 about here

Interpersonal Ratings of the. Participants. Lonely subjects rated themselves as less

friendly than nonlonely subjects did, F (1,55) = 8.29, p = .006. Subjects showed no other

differences in their self-ratings.

In their partner-ratings, a feedback X problem type interaction, F (1,55) = 5.45,

p = .023, showed that subjects described the confederate as less controlling if she provided

positive feedback during the organizational problem and if she provided neutral feedback

during the loneliness problem. Subjects showed no other differences in their partner ratings.

In comparing themselves to their partners, subjects rated their partners as less

controlling than themselves, t (62) = 4.18, p < .001. Although subjects rated themselves as

less controlling than neutral, t (62) = -2.69, p = .009, they rated their partners as even further

from neutral, t (62) = -8.32, p < .001. Subjects rated both themselves and their partners as

being significantly friendlier than neutral (both ps <001). The means are shown in Table 6.
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Interpersonr! Ratings of the Roles. Lonely and nonlonely subjects showed no

differences Li their interpersonal ratings of the assigned roles. Dominance ratings of Role Pr

did not differ from neutral either before the interaction or afterward, (both ts < 1). Role Sp

was rated as somewhat less controlling than neutral before the interaction, t (62) = -1 90,

p = .063, and significantly less controlling than neutral after the interaction, t (62) = -3.03,

p = .004.

Subjects rated the two roles as friendlier than neutral, both before the interaction and

afterward (all ps < .001). Role Sp was rated as friendlier than Role Pr before the interaction,

t (62) = 2.51, p = .015, and afterwards, t (62) = 2.76, p = .007. Mean role ratings are shown

in Table 7 .

Discussion

Subjects' capabilities. Study 2 assigned all subjects to Role Sp. As was found in Study

1 and by Vitkus and Horowitz (1987), the social behavior of lonely and nonlonely subjects

in this role was indistinguishable along several behavioral dimensions. These three studies

provide compelling evidence that lonely people are able to perform adequately under certain

conditions, suggesting that social behavior is mediated not by inherent skills but rather by

extraindividual factors such as social roles.

Subjects' self-evaluations. Lonely subjects who received positive feedback showed

modest but significant improvements in their self-rated mood and loneliness. No other

subject group showed any significant change. In addition, subjects who received positive

feedback thought they generated solutions of higher quality. The objective raters agreed

IU)
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with this last estimate, though this last result was only marginally significant. These

subjective assessments hold clear implications for the theoretical approaclr-s compared in

this study. J
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The self-verification approach predicts that lonely subjects would ignore or even refute

positive appraisals from others. The results do not support this prediction. Subjects'

subjective ratings consistently improved following positive feedback. Far from ignoring or

rejecting positive feedback, lonely subjects incorporated it into their subjective evaluations.

The pattern of results described above supports the environmental approach. All lonely

subjects performed adequately, but only those who received direct and unambiguous

performance feedback improved their self-evaluations. Non lonely subjects were less

affected by positive feedback, but the positive feedback would not be expected to add much

to their already glowing self-views. Both lonely and nonlonely subjects reacted to the

neutral feedback as predicted: their self-evaluations were unaffected. (The small changes

found probably reflect regression to the mean.)

These results also highlight the distinction between subjects' objective and subjective

assessments. Relative to subjects who received neutral feedback, subjects who received

positive feedback stated that they provided solutions of higher quality, but they did not claim

to suggest any more solutions. The results of Vitkus and Horowitz (1987) and Study 1

likewise found no differences between lonely and nonlonely subjects in their estimates of

the number of solutions they generated. In both studies subjects in Role Sp correctly

estimated that they provided more solutions than did the subjects in Role Pr. These results

clearly indicate that all subjects are able to make relatively accurate assessments ofobjec ,,e

information (like the number of solutions), but subjective evaluations (like the quality of the

solutions) require clear feedback to overcome the effects of preexisting self-conceptions.
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Subjects' social behavior. Although the pattern of subjects' subjective evaluations

c!early supports the environmental approach, an interpretation of subjects' behavioral

responses is less clear cut. Whereas most subjects generated more solutions to the loneliness

problem than the organizational problem, lonely subjects who received positive feedback

responded in the opposite pattern. Perhaps lonely subjects felt uneasy discussing the

loneliness problem because it served as a reminder of their own particular inadequacies.

Consequently, they took the positive feedback as a sign that their job was accomplished,

allowing them to focus on other topics. In contrast, the organization problem did not point

out the personal failings of lonely subjects. Here the positive feedback encouraged them to

generate more solutions. This interpretation is consistent with the findings of Caspi (1990),

who points out that stressful situations tend to promote the expression of behaviors

consistent with a person's preexisting dispositions.

Interpersonal ratings. Study 1 showed that lonely subjects who had just adopted a

passive interpersonal role tended to prefer that role. Were they aware of the submissive

nature of that role? The role-ratings in Study 2 suggest that they were not. All subjects

rated Role Sp as involving less control than Role Pr, both before and after the interaction. It

appears that people are not aware of the interpersonal function of social roles, suggesting

that lonely people adopt submissive interpersonal roles because of their familiarity with

them and not because of any deliberate attempt to place themselves in passive interpersonal

situations. Although subjects did not recognize the submissiveness inherent in Role Pr, they

did rate the person enacting Role Pr as lacking control. Apparently subjects were better able

to judge their partner's behavior than her social context.
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General Discussion

Taken together, these studies indicate that lonely people do not differ from nonlonely

1
people in their social skills or in their social perceptions. Instead, these two groups appear

to differ in their enduring self-conceptions and their natural preferences for particular

interpersonal roles. An interpersonal model would explain these findings by

conceptualizing loneliness as a consequence of the following sequence. The negative

self-evaluations and submissive interaction style typical of lonely people are recognized by

others, who react by taking on a complementary controlling role in interactions. This status

differential then prevents lonely people from demonstrating adequate social behavior. Their

resulting poor performance reaffirms their initial feelings of inadequacy, thus creating a

self-perpetuating cycle. This model is diagramm .(1 in Firure 3.

Insert Figure 3 about here

Two characteristics of social behavior contribute to the persistence of this cycle. First,

interpersonal behavior is difficult to assess objectively. Study 2 showed that lonely subjects

are able to adjust their self-evaluations to reflect their social performance, but they do so

only when provided with clear feedback. Since unambiguous performance cues are rare in

the course of everyday interactions, it is little wonder that lonely people routinely rely on

their negative self-conceptions when they evaluate themselves and their behavior. As a

result, lonely people will denigrate themselves even when they manage to perform

adequately.

Second, people find it difficult to assess the functional nature of interpersonal roles. In

the present two studies lonely and nonlonely subjects were similarly inaccurate in their
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researchers, notably Jones et al. (1982), have employed clinical samples. It is possible that

lonely people who are compelled to seek treatment may react differently than

undergraduates who are identified through their responses on questionnaires, and for this

reason these therapeutic recommendations must be considered tentative. Nevertheless,

research involving clinically depressed subjects (e.g., Coyne, 1976b; Kowalik and Got lib,

1987) have reported findings consistent with the interpersonal model proposed here. Future

research employing clinical samples will determine the breadth and utility of this model.

24
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Footnotes

1The behavioral responses from five subject pairs were lost due to a microphone

malfunction.

2Some researchers who investigate psychopathology have been interested in comparing

subjects' self-perceptions to the ratings of objective coders (e.g., Alloy and Abramson,

1979; Lewinsohn, Mischel, Barton, and Chaplin, 1980). However, Cronbach (1955) and

Gage and Cronbach (1955) warn that statistical and/or methodological artifacts account for

--,
most significant differences found in these sorts of comparisons. Since subjects and coders

in the present two studies provided their ratings under different conditions, only the patterns

of results are compared. See Coyne and Got lib (1983) for a more complete discussion of

this issue.

3The MAACL was scored following the procedures described by Got lib and Meyer

(1986). Analyses examining the traditional anxiety, depression, and hostility subscales

yielded virtually identical results on each of the three subscales.

40ne :4ubject failed to follow instructions on several dependent measures and was

dropped from the study.
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Table 1: Behavioral Measures in Study 1

Mean Number of Solutions

Objeci.ve Estimates

Role Pr Role Sp

Subjects' Estimates

Role Pr Role Sp

Lonely 7.70 13.50 5.20 7.25

Subjects (4.31) (6.78) (2.50) (3.27)

Non lonely 8.50 13.93 6.33 7.17

Subjects (3.93) (8.16) (2.97) (2.92)

Mean Quality of Solutions

Lonely 10.88 12.99 12.15 13.60

Subjects (4.08) (3.51) (3.30) (2.64)

Non lonely 11.63 14.13 13.89 15.06

Subjects (2.63) (2.59) (3.55) (2.71)

Mean Number of Partner's Solutions

Lonely 7.25 5.80

Subjects (2.53) (3.21)

Non lonely 7.89 5.78

Subjects (2.95) (2.44)

Mean Quality of Partner's Solutions

Lonely 14.40 12.85

Subjects (2.41) (2.52)

Non lonely 15.94 14.39

Subjects (2.26) (4.20)

(continued on next page)
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Table 1: Behavioral Measures in Study 1 (Continued)

Note. Standard deviations appear in parentheses.

Note. Solution quality ranges frolii 1 (not helpful) to 5 (very helpful). Summed across four

ratings, a neutral score would be 12.00.

Note. Rol.. labels refer to subjects who perform the ratings. Thus, in Role Pr the partner being

rated is in Role Sp and vice versa.



Interpersonal Model

33

Table 2: Self-Report Measures in Study 1

Mean UCLA Scores

Pre-Interaction

Role Pr Role Sp

Post-Interaction

Role Pr Role Sp

Lonely 50.35 46.80 42.90 46.45

Subjects (6.13) (5.12) (8.48) (9.25)

Non lonely 29.28 28. `;'7' 28.78 29.72

Subjects (3.20) (3.56) (4.61) (3.98)

Mean MAACL scores

Lonely 9.25 11.20 9.05 8.60

Subjects (4.54) (2.96) (5.06) (2.62)

Non lonely 8.35 9.05 6.54 6.86

Subjects (3.26) (5.46) (3.70) (4.25)

Note. Standard deviations appear in parentheses.

Note. Higher scores reflect greater loneliness (UCLA) and negative mood (MAACL).

3 4
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Table 3: Role Ratings in Study 1

Mean Ratings of Role Pr

Pre-Interaction

Role Pr Role Sp

Post-Inzeraction

Role Pr Role Sp

Lonely 5.25 4.20 6.55 4.95

Subjects (2.05) (2.07) (1.88) (1.99)

Non lonely 3.39 5.53 4.67 5.41

Subjects (1.82) (1.58) (2.52) (2.03)

Mean Ratings of Role Sp

Lonely 6.25 6.85 5.95 6.60

Subjects (2.14) (1.72) (2.33) (1 90)

Non lonely 7.22 7.65 7.33 7.47

Subjects (1.83) (0.86) (1.14) (1.37)

Note. Standard deviations appear in parentheses.

Note. Scores range fiord 1 (not desired) to 9 (much desired).

35
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Table 4: Behavioral Measures in Study 2

Objective Estimates Subjects' Estimates

Mean Number of Solutions

Positive

Feedback

Neutral

Feedback

Positive

Feedback

Neutral

Feedback

Lonely 3.56 6.29 2.88 2.71

Loneliness Subjects (1.24) (2.91) (0.83) (1.38)

Problem Non lonely 6.07 6.50 3.00 3.38

Subjects (4.00) (2.93) (1.60) (0.74)

Lonely 8.50 4.44 3.57 2.62

Organization Subjects (4.21) (1.35) (2.07) (1.19)

Problem Nonl_onely 4.38 3.69 3.12 2.62

Subjects (2.50) (2.91) (1.25) (1.06)

Mean Quality of Solutions

Lonely 2.18 2.65 4.57 4.14

Loneliness Subjects (0.79) (0.36) (0.98) (1.07)

Problem Non lonely 3.13 2.68 4.88 4.12

Subjects (0.70) (0.66) (1.25) (0.99)

Lonely 3.14 2.45 4.62 3.75

Organization Subjects (0.52) (0.89) (1.19) (0.89)

Problem Non lonely 2.93 2.34 4.88 4.37

Subjects (0.73) (0.42) (1.13) (1.19)

(continued on next page)

36



Interpersonal Model

36

Table 4: Behavioral Measures in Study 2 (Continued)

Subjects' Estimates

Mean Number of Partner's (Confederate's) Solutions

Lonely

Positive

Feedback

0.62

Neutral

Feedback

C 71

Loneliness Subjects (0.75) (1.11)

Problem Non lonely 1.00 0.75

Subjects (0.93) (1.16)

Lonely 0.87 1.42

Organization Subjects (0.83) (1.27)

Problem Non lonely 0.71 1.00

Subjects (0.76) (1.51)

Mean Quality of Partner's (Confederate's) Solutions

Lonely 2.14 1.86

Loneliness Subjects (1.86) (1.46)

Problem Non lonely 3.25 2.29

Subjects (2.19) (2.29)

Lonely 2.38 2.88

Organization Subjects (1.60) (1.55)

Problem Non lonely 3.60 2.50

Subjects (2.70) (2.07)

Note. Standard deviations appcar in parentheses.

Note. Objective ratings of solution quality range from 1 (not helpful) to 5 (very helpful);

subjects' ratings range from 1 (not helpful) to 7 (very helpful).

3 7
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Table 5: Self-Report Measures in Study 2

Pre-Interaction Post-Interaction

Mean UCLA Scores

Positive

Feedback

Netmal

Feedback

Positive

Feedback

Neutral

Feedback

Lonely 48.56 48.33 40.82 44.45

Subjects (5.94) (7.88) (9.08) (10.02)

Non lonely 27.62 27.00 30.08 28.31

Subjects (1.89) (1.71) (6.37) (4.05)

Mean MAACL Scores

Lonely 12.38 9.73 5.31 7.93

Subjects (6.91) (8.44) (4.84) (6.10)

Non lonely 6.38 7.00 3.62 6.12

Subjects (7.92) (6.92) (5.62) (5.38)

Note. Standard deviafions appear in parentheses.

Note. Higher scores reflect greater loneliness (UCLA) and negative mood (MAACL).
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Table 6: Interpersonal Ratings in Study 2--Self and Paitner

Loneliness Problem Organization Problem

Mean Self-rated Dominance

Positive

Feedback

Neutral

Feedback

Positive

Feedback

Neutral

Feedback

Lonely 3.38 3.71 4.00 3.62

Subjects (1.06) (1.89) (1.60) (1.85)

Non lonely 3.50 3.00 4.12 2.38

Subjects (1.60) (1.77) (1.46) (1.41)

Mean Self-rated Friendliness

Lonely 5.88 5.42 6.00 6.00

Subjects (0.64) (1.40) (0.76) (0.93)

Non lonely 6.62 6.38 6.25 6.50

Subjects (0.74) (0.74) (0.A6) (0.76)

Mean Ratings of Partner's (Confederate's) Dominance

Lonely 2.50 2.57 1.75 2.75

Subjects (1.77) (1.51) (0.71) (1.83)

Non lonely 2.62 1.25 1.88 3.25

Subjects (1.77) (0.71) (1.13) (2.38)

Mean Ratings of Partner's (Confederate's) Friendliness

Lonely 5.88 6.00 5.88 5.75

Subjects (0.99) (0.82) (1.25) (1.67)

Non lonely 6.50 5.75 6.50 5.62

Subjects (0.76) (1.49) (0.53) (1.41)

Note. Standard deviations appear in parentheses.

Note. Scores range from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).
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Table 7: Interpersonal Ratings in Study 2--Social Roles

Pre-Interaction Post-Interaction

Positive Neutral Positive Neutral

Feedback Feedback Feedback Feedback

Mean Ratings of Dominance in Role Pr

Lonely 3.53 3.87 3.56 3.87

Subjects (1.35) (2.13) (1.55) (1.60)

Non lonely 3.81 4.25 4.19 3.00

Subjects (1.90) (1.73) (1.97) (1.97)

Mean Ratings of Friendliness in Role Pr

Lonely 5.81 5.33 5.69 5.73

Subjects (1.52) (1.40) (1.14) (1.44)

Non lonely 6.06 5.06 6.00 5.94

Subjects (1.44) (1.12) (1.26) (1.06)

Mean Ratings of Dominance in Role Sp

Lonely 4.06 3.13 4.25 3.07

Subjects (1.69) (1.41) (1.18) (1.44)

Non lonely 3.75 3.44 3.50 2.94

Subjects (1.84) (1.67) (1.32) (1.61)

Mean Ratings of Friendliness in Role Sp

Lonely 5.81 5.73 6.14 6.27

Subjects (1.38) (1.03) (0.75) (0.80)

Non!onely 6.06 6.12 6.31 6.00

Subjects (1.24) (0.88) (0.87) (1.50)

Note. Standard deviations appear in parentheses.

Note. Scores range from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).

40
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Figure Captions

Figure I . Mean number (top) and quality (bottom) of solutions generatc study 1.

Figure 2. Mean change in UCLA scores (top) and MAACL scores (botto,.) in Study 2.

Figure 3. A schematic representation of the interpersonal model of loneliness.
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Initial Social Interpersonal Performance
Self-View Role Behavior Cues

Ontcome

adopts demonstrates clearly recognizes behavior,
controlling > successful > positive > reduces loneliness,

A social role behavior improves mood///
typical adopts demonstrates neutral, evaluates self negatively,

feelings of > passive > inadequate ______> vague, > reaffirms initial
inadequacy social role behavior or none self-views

A

The solid arrow ( --> ) denotes the natural progression of the loneliness cycle.

The dashed arrow ( > .1 denotes the assignment to Role Sp in Study 1.

The dotted arm.. ( > ) denotes the provision of positive feedback in Study 2.
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