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Abstract: Loneliness has become a common problem among adolescents and young adults,
especially in COVID-19. Among various factors leading to increases of loneliness, one
possible factor is the meaning of life. This study examines the prevalence of loneliness at
both implicit and explicit levels, as well as the correlation between loneliness and the meaning
of life. We conducted a sample survey of 36 Chinese international students on the Internet,
and investigated their implicit and explicit loneliness and life significance. We found that
young adults felt lonely at both implicit and explicit levels, and the meaning of life was
negatively correlated with explicit loneliness, but not with implicit loneliness. This finding
provides evidence that logotherapy and other meaning-related interventions may be effective
interventions to reduce adolescent loneliness.
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1. Introduction

Loneliness refers to a person's subjective feeling about the defects in his social relations and lack of
intimacy and meaningful attachment to another person [1,2]. Maslow's hierarchy of needs theory
points out that feeling a sense of belonging and social connection is a basic need and tendency, and
people strive to overcome loneliness [3]. Loneliness is associated with stress, depressive symptoms,
job burnout, poor physical health, and low well-being [4]. Although teenagers and young people are
going through a critical period of interpersonal relationship development, they are at particularly high
risks of feeling lonely [5]. After 2012, the loneliness of young people in Britain, the United States
and Canada increased dramatically. The COVID-19 pandemic and social isolation further led to a
significant increase in loneliness among young adults [6]. Therefore, understanding the reasons for
loneliness is very important to solve the problem of loneliness. Among various factors leading to
increases of loneliness, one possible factor is feelings of the meaning of life. According to positive
psychology, the meaning of life is one of the major components of well-being, which is “life meaning”
or purpose. People can find meaning by establishing connections and patterns from life events, by
deeply participating in communities, and by belonging to and serving things bigger than themselves
[7].

The lack of “meaning” in social interactions, rather than number or frequency, is usually
considered as the key determinant of loneliness and emptiness [8]. In addition, according to Frankl,
"people who have ‘why' to live can endure almost any ‘how’", fighting for meaning is the basis of
human life [9]. Having a sense of purpose and meaning will make individuals believe that their
behavior has a fixed position in the larger things, and feel the values [10].
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The lack of meaning in life leads to a kind of loneliness, which is called existential loneliness. It refers
to feelings of being out of touch with the world, lacking goals and wandering in life [11]. According
to Schnell and Krampe, meaning crisis is very common among people suffering from high levels of
COVID-19 stress and general mental pain, which indicates that persistent anxiety and depression
might be based on struggles for existence [12]. In contrast, meaningful people reported that in the
context of COVID-19, the general mental pain was low.

Cultural factors also play a role in shaping the loneliness of individuals. Although there is no
difference in the overall report level of loneliness between adolescents and young adults, the
characteristics of loneliness vary from country to country [13]. For example, young adults from
independent cultures like the US were more likely to report their lives as meaningful, whereas young
adults from collectivist cultures like Japan reported a greater search for meaning [14]. As a
collectivistic country, China has a strong Confucian tradition, emphasizing interpersonal relationships,
which is an important factor causing loneliness and pressure [15]. Confucian culture emphasizes the
harmony between people, and refers to the balance of individual relationships. This makes people
with poor social skills face more disharmony in their daily life [16].

Past research generally uses explicit ways of assessing loneliness, particularly questionnaires
including the UCLA Loneliness Scale, single self-rating scale [17], and three-item Loneliness Scale.
These questionnaires measure loneliness by asking questions related to the sense of companionship
and neglect [18]. In addition to explicit measurement, researchers like Nausheen adopted a more
implicit and indirect method of loneliness measurement. Instead of asking participants to self-report
their feelings, he used a computerized tool based on reaction time [19]. Specifically, Nausheen
adapted an Implicit Association Test, which assesses the relative strength of associations and
psychosocial constructs by comparing the performance of two pairs of concepts—self and others,
lonely and nonlonely.

In addition, implicit cognition and explicit cognition has long been theorized into different
processes [20, 21]. Implicit cognition is composed of latent, unconscious negative schemas, while
explicit cognition is more involved in long-term schemas. It is possible that an individual’s explicit
attitudes are not congruent with activated implicit cognitions [22]. More importantly, implicit, and
explicit cognition predict different outcomes. For example, in the field of social attitudes, it has been
found that implicit attitudes can predict nonverbal behaviors, such as eye contact and body posture.
However, a clear attitude indicates a more cautious result [23, 24]. Therefore, in order to better study
the relationship between loneliness and meaning of life, this research will adopt implicit and explicit
loneliness measurement methods. Generally speaking, the purpose of this research is to explore the
relationship between the meaning of life and loneliness. A better understanding of the determinants
of loneliness would be helpful to reduce the intervention and methods of loneliness in the future. For
example, this might imply the possibility of logotherapy in reducing loneliness.

Based on the above review, we put forward the following hypotheses.

H1: Young adults would feel lonely at both implicit and explicit levels.

H2: Young adults would feel a lack of meaning in life.

H3: There would be no correlation between implicit and explicit loneliness.

H4: There would be a relationship between loneliness and the meaning of life among young adults.
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2. Method
2.1. Participants

A total of 36 participants were selected from college students. Thirteen participants were male, and
twenty-two were female. The mean age was 21.16 years, ranging from 19.26 to 25.96 years. Data
were collected between Nov 20 and Dec 4, 2021. Participants were recruited online. Adult
participants gave written informed consent before their participation.

2.2. Procedure

Data were collected online, including the UCLA loneliness scale, Meaning in Life Questionnaire [25],
Implicit Association Test [26], and demographic survey. Participants took part in the study separately.

2.3. Measures
2.3.1.UCLA Loneliness Scale

The revised 20-item UCLA Loneliness Scale developed by Russell developed an explicit way of
measuring loneliness. Participants rate each item from 1 (never) to 4 (often). This measure was
revised from the original UCLA Loneliness Scale to simplify the wording and reverse score of 10 of
the 20 original items. Sample items include “My interests and ideas are not shared by those around
me,” “I feel part of a group of friends", and “There are people who really understand me.” Higher
scores indicate a higher level of loneliness.

2.3.2. Implicit Association Test of Loneliness

This is an adapted version of implicit association test, which examines loneliness in an implicit way.
Implicit association test is a computerized reaction-time test to measure implicit attitudes, stereotypes,
and self-concept. IAT requires participants to divide projects into four categories: self and others,
loneliness and not loneliness. There are seven blocks, including two practice blocks before the two
critical blocks. Subconscious associations are assessed by comparing the performance of the pairs of
concepts.

2.3.3.Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ)

The meaning of life was measured by the 10-item Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ) developed
by Steger. MLQ measures the two dimensions of life meaning: the existence of meaning (the degree
to which participants understand the meaning in their lives and feel that their lives are meaningful)
and search for meaning (the degree to which participants try to find meaning in their lives). In this
list of self-reports, participants rated each item from 1 (absolutely correct) to 7 (absolutely incorrect)
with Likert scale. Sample items include “My life has a clear sense of purpose” and “I am looking for
something that makes my life feel meaningful.” Higher scores indicate a higher level of meaning in
life.

3. Results
3.1. Implicit Loneliness

To examine whether participants show an implicit loneliness, we conducted a one-sample t-test.
Results found that implicit D scores were significantly different from zero (no bias), t (35) =4.09, p

830



The 3rd International Conference on Educational Innovation and Philosophical Inquiries (ICEIPI 2022)
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/3/2022367

< .001, Cohen’s d=.31. This result suggests that participants show implicit loneliness associating
words representing me with words representing loneliness.

In order to further test whether the level of implicit loneliness between male and female
participants is different, we conducted an independent sample t-test. Results found that there is no
significant difference between the loneliness for males (M=.22, SD=.37) and females (M=.23,
SD=.26) and t (33) =-.208, p=. 836.This result shows that there is no difference in levels of implicit
loneliness between men and women.

3.2. UCLA Loneliness Scale

Similarly, in order to test whether men and women have different degrees of explicit loneliness, we
conducted an independent sample t-test. Results found that there is no significant difference between
the loneliness for males (M=45.14, SD=8.80) and females (M=44.43, SD=6.86); t (33) =.269, p=.789.
This result shows that there is no difference in the degree of explicit loneliness between men and
women. In order to further study whether their family income affects levels of explicit loneliness, we
conducted a one-way ANOVA. There was no significant effect of family income on the levels of
explicit loneliness, F (4, 31) =2.35, p=0.076. This result suggests that family household income does
not affect adults’ levels of explicit loneliness.

3.3. Correlation Between Meaning in Life and Implicit/Explicit Loneliness

To examine whether there is a correlation between meaning in life and levels of explicit loneliness,
we conducted a Pearson correlational analysis. Results showed that the meaning in life was
significantly negatively correlated with loneliness, r (36) =-.360, p=.027. This result suggests that
individuals who perceive more meaning in life tend to feel less lonely explicitly.

To examine whether there is a correlation between meaning in life and levels of implicit loneliness,
we conducted a Pearson correlational analysis and found no significant correlation between the two.
We also examined the correlations between demographics and other key variables. No correlations
were found, all r < x, all p>y.
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Figure 1: Implicit loneliness of male and female participants. Scores above zero represent implicit
loneliness.
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Figure 2: Explicit loneliness of male and female participants.

4. Discussion

It is a common subjective experience of lonely teenagers and young adults, and this experience is
rapidly increasing with the emergence of COVID-19. In the current research, we have tested the
relationship between the meaning of life and loneliness: whether the lack of meaning in life will lead
to loneliness, and whether the perception of meaning of life will lead to the reduction of loneliness.
Using data collected from Chinese international undergraduates in the United States, we find that
young people of this age generally feel lonely, whether at the recessive or dominant levels. We also
found that whether the sense of life is an important predictor of loneliness, especially the dominant
loneliness. We discussed each of these result in detail below. First of all, we found that young people
in China show recessive loneliness. In the implicit association test of loneliness, participants associate
the words related to "I" with words that represent loneliness. This finding is consistent with our
hypothesis that young adults would feel lonely at implicit levels.

Second, as for the explicit loneliness, due to the lack of threshold of UCLA Loneliness Scale,
which indicates whether lonely or not lonely, we cannot find whether Chinese young adults are lonely
or not lonely. Therefore, we failed to find out whether young adults feel lonely at explicit levels.

Third, we found no gender difference in implicit and explicit loneliness. In other words, males and
females showed similar implicit and explicit loneliness. Previous research on loneliness also reported
no statistically significant gender differences in loneliness as measured by the UCLA Loneliness
Scale, but males typically have slightly higher scores of loneliness [27].

Finally, we studied the relationship between loneliness and meaning in life. We found that there
was no correlation between meaning in life and implicit loneliness, but there was a negative
correlation between meaning in life and explicit loneliness. This shown that, from a subjective point
of view, people who see meaning of life and are looking for it usually think that they are not so lonely.
However, the significance of life has nothing to do with whether people feel lonely implicitly.

The lack of correlation is consistent with previous work using implicit and explicit methods. As
suggested by previous researchers, explicit self-report measures and implicit methods such as the IAT
might measure distinct but related constructs. Mental process and mental experience are two different
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concepts [28]. Similarly, in this study, implicit loneliness and explicit loneliness are shown to be
different processes. In the implicit association test, participants quickly matched structures and
classified words, while in the explicit UCLA loneliness scale, participants reported their subjective
feelings by answering questions related to loneliness. The methods of examination are different, and
the results also turned out that these two types of loneliness differ in their relationship with the
meaning of life, parental household income, and so on. This finding is consistent with the results of
previous work by Nausheen, which also indicates that implicit loneliness was not significantly
correlated with explicit loneliness.

There are several limitations in the current research. The first limitation is that the sample size is
very limited, which might indicate limited practical applications. The second limitation is the lack of
generalizability since all participants are Chinese international students in the United States. Some
aspects of the research results may be culture specific. This special background shows the lack of
universality applicable to all young people in this age group. Future research could incorporate some
cross-national measures and examine loneliness across countries. In addition, more random samples
can be used in future research to increase validity.

5. Conclusion

In a word, we investigated the implicit loneliness and explicit loneliness of young Chinese
undergraduates in the United States, as well as their perceptions of the meaning of life. The result
show that implicit loneliness is common among young people, and there is no gender difference in
both implicit loneliness and explicit loneliness. Loneliness is negatively correlated with the meaning
of life. The finding also has some practical implications. For example, the finding that loneliness is
associated with a lack of meaning in life demonstrates that logotherapy and other life meaning-related
interventions may be effective in reducing loneliness among adolescents.
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