I like my own company. But do I spend too much time alone?


With growing numbers of people living without partners and children, and working from home, more of us are spending time alone. But is this actually a problem?

My life became smaller and in some ways quieter when, in 2021, I moved to a new city and started living by myself for the first time – but instead of feeling lonely, I’ve mostly been more productive and more content. In the new peace and quiet, I realised that I need much more time alone than I’d previously been allowing myself.

Now a new book is asking us to reconsider solitude. In Solitude: The Science and Power of Being Alone, authors Netta Weinstein, Heather Hansen and Thuy-vy T Nguyen argue that time spent by ourselves is not necessarily a threat to our wellbeing, nor an inherent good.

According to the authors, “alone time” and the extent to which it’s beneficial or detrimental is highly personal and not well understood by researchers.

“It’s something that society tends to frown upon. We tend to conflate the word ‘solitude’ with loneliness,” says Nguyen, an associate professor of psychology at Durham University and principal investigator of its Solitude Lab.

But they are different. Loneliness pertains to the distress felt at one’s social needs not being met and solitude is a state of simply being by oneself.

“You can be with other people and feel lonely,” says Nguyen. “Loneliness is more about the quality of our relationships: how connected you feel to people around you.”
For centuries the two have been used interchangeably, complicating analyses today. But while loneliness has been studied for decades, “the literature on solitude is just starting to catch up,” Nguyen says.

People speak of it as an experience best avoided, either unbearable or unsavoury, or else as the escape of the privileged – think of tech billionaires going off-grid to “detox” solo.

But these are extreme, even pejorative representations: “There’s been no coverage of solitude as a very ordinary thing that we all experience,” says Nguyen.

As a state, it’s neither negative nor positive. “But some people struggle with that time, even if it’s just 15 minutes,” she adds. 

Your own baseline may depend on what you’re accustomed to. You might be less comfortable with your own company if you never get any chance to practise.

Though it is slowly changing, a cultural stigma against solitude persists. We might even struggle to see time spent alone as equal to that spent in the company of others. “In my calendar, I put in events when I’m meeting other people; I don’t put in things that I do on my own,” says Nguyen.

New retirees tend to express trepidation about the sudden increase of solo time, and even concern about how to fill those hours, she says, while new mothers can report feeling alone despite never being apart from their baby.

It’s true that too much time alone can focus our attention on how we feel our social connections to be lacking, in quantity or especially quality: a condition for loneliness. There is also the risk of rumination, contributing to the development of depression or anxiety.

In the meantime, I wonder if the stigma against solitude is holding us back from making the most of it. The worst I ever feel about all the time I spend alone is when I think about others’ judgments, and what I ought to be doing with my weekends. Am I wasting the best years of my life?  But Nguyen doesn’t think so. If it’s your own company that you’re craving, “allow yourself to have it”, she says. “Being away from other people doesn’t signal that there is something wrong with your social life … that’s actually nurturing of our solitude as well.”


Comprehension questions

True or false?

1) There is a lot of research on solitude and researchers understand it very well. 
2) Society tends to disapprove of spending time alone.
3) Loneliness and solitude mean the same thing. 
4) People about to retire are often nervous about spending more time alone. 

Skimming / scanning

5) Which cultural trends are contributing to more people spending more time alone? 
6) What is the difference between loneliness and solitude? 
7) How is solitude generally perceived in society?
8) Is the experience of solitude the same for everyone? 

Opinion 

1) Do you think attitudes towards solitude are changing? 
2) Do you think solitude could be a positive thing?
