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BACKGROUND

In the spring of 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
Polish government introduced a policy of social distanc-
ing. Being apart from one’s social network had the poten-
tial to evoke feelings of loneliness. The aim of the study
was to find out how time perspectives might contribute
to feeling lonely during the social distancing period, con-
trolling for Big Five personality traits and perceived social
support.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

The study was online, questionnaire-based and cross-sec-
tional (N = 964) and was conducted among young adults
(aged 18-35) at the end of the third week of social distancing
in Poland.

RESULTS

The results suggested that the Past-Negative time per-
spective remained significant predictor of loneliness when
controlling for Big Five traits and perceived social support.
Emotional stability, extroversion and perceived social sup-
port were also significant predictors of low loneliness.

CONCLUSIONS
Negative beliefs about the past may contribute to expe-
riencing greater loneliness when being apart from one’s
social network.
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Loneliness of young adults during COVID-19 social distancing

BACKGROUND

In the spring of 2020, the coronavirus from the Chi-
nese province Hubei spread worldwide, affecting the
whole of Europe. In Poland, ‘patient zero’ was diag-
nosed with coronavirus on March 4. On March 12,
the first person died from COVID-19 on Polish ter-
ritory. Since then, a number of restrictions on social
contact have been introduced gradually. The goal of
these restrictions was ‘to flatten the curve’ of the in-
fected patients and therefore the death rate, so that
medical staff could manage the crisis and be able to
help as many patients in need as possible (Hirsch,
2020; Okruszek, Aniszewska-Stariczuk, Piejka, Wis-
niewska, & Zurek, 2020). On March 13" the state of
epidemic threat was introduced in Poland, followed
by the legal obligation of social distancing on March
24" — a lock-down like measure to limit the num-
ber of new infections. This lock-down meant restric-
tions regarding travel, the inability to meet friends
and family, and, for many people, refraining from
going to work, and leaving home only in extraordi-
nary cases or in case of urgent, everyday life needs
(Hirsch, 2020). Low frequency of contact with family
and friends in general, as well as constraints in play-
ing social roles. may contribute to a heightened risk
of feeling lonely (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010), and
both of these conditions were part of the lock-down
during COVID-19 social distancing in Poland (Orze-
chowska & Bednarek, 2020).

Loneliness is a complex psychological condition,
an unpleasant experience of having a network of so-
cial relations that is qualitatively or quantitatively
deficient (Perlman & Peplau, 1981). The characteris-
tic features of loneliness are, for instance, a feeling
of emptiness, lack of control, rejection, worthless-
ness and personal threat, as well as absence (chronic
or temporary) of satisfactory social bonds (de Jong-
Gierveld, van Tilburg, & Dykstra, 2006).

According to a novel, worldwide study on the role
of age, gender and cultural differences in loneliness
of adults (conducted on N = 46,054 participants; Bar-
reto et al., 2020), younger people, men and people in
individualistic cultures report more loneliness than
older people, women and people in collectivist cul-
tures, respectively. These results suggest that age,
gender and information about the culture of origin of
participants (in the case of intercultural studies) need
to be included as potential contributors to feelings of
loneliness. Moreover, according to this report, com-
pared to other adult age groups, young adults seem
to be most prone to feelings of loneliness. Loneliness
during COVID-19 social distancing has already been
proven to be correlated with mental health symp-
toms, increased concern about social isolation and
risk perception in young adults in Poland (Okruszek
et al., 2020). It is worthwhile to find out what factors
are associated with loneliness during social isolation
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so as to understand how it might be relieved and ad-
dressed.

Research suggests that among psychological vari-
ables, perceived social support, defined as the per-
ceived availability, usefulness and worth of particular
sources of support (e.g., family, friends, significant
others) (Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988) might
be predictors of loneliness (Lee & Goldstein, 2016; Sa-
limi & Bozorgpour, 2012). Furthermore, intrapersonal
(dispositional, cognitive) processes may also be asso-
ciated with loneliness (for a meta-analysis, see, e.g.,
Buecker, Maes, Denissen, & Luhmann, 2020). For in-
stance, personality traits such as agreeableness, emo-
tional stability/neuroticism or extroversion may be
associated with how a person behaves and what kind
of interactions they enter, resulting in either reward-
ing or unsatisfactory social relations and feelings of
belonging or rejection — and loneliness (Larose, Guay,
& Boivin, 2002). Moreover, cognitive biases, such as
beliefs about oneself and the surrounding world, may
be associated with loneliness (Spithoven, Bijttebier,
& Goossens, 2017). An example of such a bias, yet
rarely investigated in loneliness studies, might be the
habitual usage of a particular time perspective in as-
signing experiences to temporal frames (Zimbardo
& Boyd, 1999).

TIME PERSPECTIVES AND LONELINESS

Time perspective is defined as a process of assign-
ing the flow of experiences — personal and social
- to temporal categories. This process enables us
to give order, meaning and coherence to life events
(Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). It might contribute to as-
sessing a present situation by matching it to previ-
ous experiences (encoded schematically) through
a top-down cognitive process (Clore & Ortony, 2000).
Momentary time perspective is dependent on a wide
variety of factors; however, people sometimes tend
to concentrate on a particular timeframe when form-
ing appraisals — and that is when a time perspective
becomes a habit and might be viewed as an element
of personality (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008).

Zimbardo and Boyd (1999, 2008) have distin-
guished five time perspectives: Past-Negative, Past-
Positive, Present-Hedonistic, Present-Fatalistic, and
Future. A Past-Negative time perspective is connected
with a discouraged view of the past, which influences
the interpretation of the present. A Past-Positive time
perspective is connected with nostalgia of the past
(Sedikides, Wildschut, Gaertner, Routledge, & Arndt,
2008). A Present-Hedonistic time perspective means
taking advantage of what comes into one’s life and of
the pleasure from available opportunities. A Present-
Fatalistic time perspective results in thinking about
the present as being impossible to be influenced.
A Future time perspective results in thinking about
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future consequences and planning subsequent steps
to achieve desired goals (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999).
Time perspectives contribute importantly to how
people perceive, form their expectations, interpret
events, make decisions, direct their attention and ac-
tions and set new goals (Anagnostopoulos & Griva,
2012; Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Past time perspectives
have been proven to be linked to emotional outcomes
(Stolarski, Matthews, Postek, Zimbardo, & Bitner,
2014; Zhang, Howell, & Stolarski, 2013), whereas
present and future time perspectives have been found
to predict behaviors (Chittaro & Vianello, 2013). Thus,
time perspectives, especially past, might be important
contributors to emotional states such as loneliness
during the COVID-19 lock-down.

Despite the fact that current data on the direct as-
sociations between time perspectives and loneliness
are scarce, the definitions of particular time perspec-
tives and the empirical evidence about their corre-
lates make them promising variables to be tested in
terms of their predictive validity for levels of lone-
liness. A Past-Negative time perspective enhances
discouraged views of the past, creating painful mem-
ories (Matthews & Stolarski, 2015). It might be as-
sociated with reporting low life satisfaction, includ-
ing a low number of satisfactory social relationships
(Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2012; Zimbardo & Boyd,
1999), and this might be associated with experienc-
ing loneliness. In contrast, a Past-Positive time per-
spective might be related to a nostalgic, sentimental
view of the past and may be a repository of positive
affect. It might also encourage the strengthening of
social support, and relational bonds, both known to
be associated with lower loneliness (Lee & Goldstein,
2016), providing a sense of purpose in life and help-
ing a person to cope with existential fears by culti-
vating rituals and traditions known from the past
(Sedikides, Wildschut, & Baden, 2004). Although
this is not direct evidence, such characteristics of the
Past-Positive time perspective might be a potential
negative correlates of loneliness.

Although, as discussed above, present and future
time perspectives are more linked to behaviors than
to emotional outcomes, a relatively novel pilot study
by Bergman and Segel-Karpas (2018) suggested that
the Future time perspective is negatively linked to
loneliness. However, this association was confirmed
for middle-aged adults and needs further investiga-
tion in the age group of young adults.

It is still unknown as to whether time perspec-
tives might remain significant predictors of loneliness
when accounting for variables that are especially im-
portant to this construct: age, gender, perceived social
support, and Big Five personality traits. For well-be-
ing (Zhang & Howell, 2011), mood states and satisfac-
tion with life (Stolarski & Matthews, 2016), time per-
spectives were responsible for a substantial portion
of variance over and above Big Five traits; therefore

it is worth investigating whether a similar pattern
can be observed for loneliness. It is also still unknown
whether these relationships can be confirmed in the
specific context of COVID-19 social distancing. This
study aims to answer these questions.

CURRENT STUDY

The main aim of the current study was to contribute to
the understanding of the validity of time perspectives
in predicting the level of loneliness of young adults
experienced during the COVID-19 social distancing,
when controlling for predictors of loneliness available
in the literature: age, gender, perceived social support,
and personality traits. The subject was novel at the
time of planning the study and therefore no previous
studies attempted to find out such associations.

Although the empirical data on time perspec-
tives and loneliness to date are scarce, the follow-
ing hypotheses were conceived based on theoretical
assumptions and available empirical studies as dis-
cussed above:

H1: Past time perspectives will predict feelings
of loneliness during the COVID-19 social distancing
in such a way that a Past-Negative time perspective
will be associated with greater loneliness, whereas
a Past-Positive time perspective will be associated
with lower loneliness.

H2: A Future time perspective will predict lower
levels of loneliness during the COVID-19 social dis-
tancing.

H3: Time perspectives will remain significant pre-
dictors of loneliness during COVID-19 home isola-
tion even when accounting for already confirmed
predictors of loneliness: age, gender, Big Five person-
ality traits and perceived social support.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE
PARTICIPANTS

A total of 1293 participants attempted to fill out the
questionnaire set; however, 964 matched the inclu-
sion criteria (the inclusion criteria are described be-
low in the Preliminary analyses section). Regarding
gender, 193 were male (20.1%), 763 female (79.1%),
8 other or no information was provided (0.8%). The
mean age of the participants was 23.19 (SD = 3.26). In
standard (non-epidemic) circumstances, 142 (14.7%)
of the participants were living in the country, 169
(17.5%) in a town of fewer than 100,000 inhabitants,
249 (25.8%) in a town of 100,001-499,999 inhabitants
and 404 (41.9%) in a town of over 500,000 inhabitants.
259 (26.9%) of the participants spent the home isola-
tion period in the country, 235 (24.4%) in a town of
fewer than 100,000 inhabitants, 184 (19.1%) in a town
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of 100,001-499,999 inhabitants, 286 (29.7%) in a town
of over 500,000 inhabitants.

None of the participants had been diagnosed with
coronavirus/COVID-19. Twenty-two participants (2.3%)
had been quarantined by state entities since the out-
break of the epidemic.

PROCEDURE

The study was conducted online at the end of the fifth
week of the COVID-19 outbreak in Poland and the
third week since the social distancing procedures in
Poland began. The participants were recruited from
Facebook groups dedicated to higher education stu-
dents as well as from groups for inhabitants of Polish
cities. The questionnaires were available to be filled
out within 3 days so as to ensure relative stability of
the context of the epidemic development. The study
was described as “a study of feelings and behav-
iors during COVID-19” and addressed to people in
the 18-35 age bracket. The set consisted of a demo-
graphic survey and 4 questionnaires measuring (in
order of appearance in the set): loneliness (adapted
so as to reflect feelings in the 2 weeks preceding the
study), Big Five personality traits, time perspectives
and perceived social support. There was a question
checking the attention of participants (a request to
tick one defined option). The study was anonymous.
Prior to filling out questionnaires, all of the partici-
pants provided informed consent to take part in the
study with no remuneration.

MEASURES

Loneliness in the 2 weeks preceding the study. Loneli-
ness in the 2 weeks preceding the study was reported
with the Polish version of the Revised UCLA Loneli-
ness Scale (Russell, 1996; Polish version: Kwiatkow-
ska, Rogoza, & Kwiatkowska, 2017) with an alteration
in the instruction which stated that the participant
should think about the two weeks preceding the sur-
vey when answering the questions. In this altered in-
struction there was no direct reference to COVID-19
social distancing. The scale consists of 20 items (e.g.,
I can find companionship when I want it; I feel isolated
from others) with answers ranging from 1 (never) to
4 (often). The scale has 3 subscales; however, the gen-
eral score was of interest for the purpose of the cur-
rent study.

Big Five personality traits. Personality traits were
measured using the IPIP-BFM-20, which is a short,
20-item operationalization of the Big Five traits
(Mini-IPIP; Donnellan, Oswald, Baird, & Lucas, 2006;
Polish version: IPIP-BFM-20; Topolewska, Skimina,
Strus, Cieciuch, & Rowinski, 2017). The question-
naire aims to find out the level of the following traits
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among the participants: agreeableness (4 items, e.g.,
I sympathize with others’ feelings), conscientiousness
(4 items, e.g., I get chores done right away), emotional
stability (4 items, e.g., I am relaxed most of the time),
extroversion (4 items, e.g., I talk to a lot of different
people at parties), and intellect (4 items, e.g., I have
difficulty understanding abstract ideas).

Time perspectives. Time perspectives were as-
sessed using the Polish Short Zimbardo Time Per-
spective Inventory (PS-ZTPL; Przepiorka, Sobol-Kwa-
pinska, & Jankowski, 2016). This 20-item scale aims to
find out the levels of four time perspectives of a par-
ticipant: Past-Negative (5 items, e.g., I think about the
bad things that have happened to me in the past), Past-
Positive (5 items, e.g., Happy memories of good times
spring readily to mind), Present-Hedonistic (5 items,
e.g., Taking risks keeps my life from becoming boring)
and Future (5 items, e.g., Meeting tomorrow’s deadline
and doing other necessary work comes before tonight’s
play).

Perceived social support. Perceived social support
was reported with the Multidimensional Perceived
Social Support Scale (MPSSS; Zimet et al., 1988; Zi-
met, Powell, Farley, Werkman, & Berkoff, 1990; the
Polish version by Buszman & Przybyta-Basista,
2017). This 12-item scale aims to find out how a per-
son perceives support from three sources: one’s fam-
ily (4 items, e.g., I get the emotional help and support
I need from my family), friends (4 items, e.g., [ can
count on my friends when things go wrong) and sig-
nificant other (4 items, e.g., Thereisa special person in
my life who cares about my feelings).

POWER ANALYSIS

Prior to conducting the study, a power analysis was
conducted in G*Power 3.1 (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner,
& Lang, 2009). The minimal sample size was deter-
mined for a linear multiple regression based model
with initial settings: effect size .05, o error probability
.05, power .95; stating that at least 262 participants
should take part in the study to achieve the desired
parameters.

STATISTICAL ANALYSES

All analyses for this study were performed using IBM
SPSS 25.0.0.2 for Windows.

PRELIMINARY ANALYSES

As mentioned above, at first, participants who did not
match the inclusion criteria (filling out the set until
its end, matching the age criterion of being between
18 and 35, a correct answer to the attention check)
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were filtered out from the database. Then, results in
the subscales of the questionnaires, as well as general
scores for each of them, were calculated using means
of results in items reflecting each subscale or scale
(preceded with reverse coding of items where appli-
cable, according to the author instructions). Given
that the study was done online, filling out all items
in each questionnaire was obligatory to finish the
study; therefore there were no missing data.

Data about gender were recoded so as to create
a dichotomous variable (with “0” for females, “1” for
males and missing data for other responses). Then,
the scores for the subscales (for IPIP-BFM-20 and
PS-ZTPI) as well as general scores (for R-UCLA and
MPSSS) for the questionnaires were computed so as
to enable further planned analyses. The general re-
sults in the subscales and general scale scores (where
applicable) were obtained by calculating means of
the answers to the relevant items.

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

To investigate the hypotheses stated above, the cor-
relations between the subscales of each of the ques-
tionnaires and the general scores were computed in
the first step. In the following step, the hypotheses
were tested using hierarchical regression analysis.

RESULTS

To illustrate the associations between the variables
examined in the study, a correlation analysis was con-
ducted, the results of which are presented in Table 1.

As predicted, Past-Positive and Past-Negative cor-
related with loneliness during the COVID-19 social
distancing period. The Past-Positive time perspective
correlated negatively with loneliness, whereas the
Past-Negative time perspective correlated positively
with this variable. The Future time perspective also
appeared to correlate negatively with loneliness dur-
ing the COVID-19 social distancing period; however,
the correlation was lower than for the Past time per-
speTo test the predictive validity of time perspectives
on the loneliness perceived during the COVID-19 so-
cial distancing period, a series of hierarchical regres-
sion analyses was performed. The subsequent steps
of the analyses conformed to the hypotheses stated
above. The results of these analyses are presented in
Table 2.

In the first stage, the potential confounder vari-
ables (age and gender) were introduced to the model,
predicting 1.2% of total variance in perceived loneli-
ness. Age was a significant contributor to the vari-
ance in loneliness, so that the younger the partici-
pants, the higher the level of loneliness. Next, time
perspectives were introduced to the model, predict-

ing a further 28.5% of the total variance. Only the
effects of the Past-Negative and Past-Positive time
perspectives were significant, with higher levels of
the Past-Positive time perspective predicting lower
loneliness, and higher levels of the Past-Negative
time perspective being predictive of higher levels of
perceived loneliness. In the third step, Big Five per-
sonality traits were introduced to the model, predict-
ing a further 9.7% of the variance in perceived loneli-
ness. The effects of Past time perspectives remained
statistically significant, and among Big Five traits,
agreeableness, emotional stability and extroversion
appeared to be significant predictors of perceived
loneliness. Lastly, perceived social support from
one’s family, friends and significant other was intro-
duced to the model, predicting a further 14.2% of the
variance. All of the forms of perceived social support
appeared to be significant predictors of loneliness
during the COVID-19 social distancing. After intro-
ducing social support forms as potential predictors
to the model, only the Past-Negative time perspec-
tive, emotional stability and extroversion remained
significant predictors of the total variance of the de-
pendent variable. The full model accounted for 53.6%
of the variance in the loneliness experienced during
the COVID-19 social distancing.

CONCLUSIONS

The main aim of this study was to explore whether
the loneliness of young adults during the COVID-19
social distancing might be affected by time perspec-
tives and whether they remain significant predictors
of loneliness when accounting for Big Five traits and
social support from various sources.

The analyses showed that a Past-Negative time
perspective is a predictor of loneliness perceived
during the COVID-19 social distancing period, even
when accounting for Big Five personality traits and
perceived social support from one’s family, friends
and significant other. A Past-Negative time perspec-
tive evokes a discouraging, disheartened view of the
past, which may contribute to how a person reacts
in the present (Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2012).
However, another way of thinking about the past,
a Past-Positive time perspective, did not remain sig-
nificant when introducing perceived social support
to the model. The results suggest that perceptions of
the past are important for dealing with the social dis-
tancing situation. It might be hypothesized that tar-
geting such negative temporal bias has a potential to
be helpful in overcoming the difficulties of isolation
during COVID-19.

The Big Five traits emotional stability and extro-
version also significantly predicted feelings of loneli-
ness during the COVID-19 social distancing period.
This confirmed previous results regarding the role of
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Table 2

Iwona Nowakowska

Linear multiple regression analysis predicting the level of perceived loneliness during COVID-19 social distancing

Model Predictors B SEB B p F R/AR? VIF
I Age -.02 .01 -.11  <.001 587 R=.01 1.00
Gender .04 .04 .03 .360 1.00
I Age -.01 .00 -.06 042 66.71 AR*=.29 1.04
Gender .03 .04 .02 459 1.02
Past-Positive time perspective -.23 .02 -.36 <.001 1.12
Past-Negative time perspective 15 .02 29 <.001 1.12
Present-Hedonistic time perspective -.03 .02 -.05 101 1.05
Future time perspective -.03 .02 -.05 .055 1.08
Il Age -.01 .00 -.06 .033 5575 AR*=.10 1.06
Gender .05 .03 .04 137 1.12
Past-Positive time perspective -.16 .02 -26 <.001 1.25
Past-Negative time perspective .09 .02 .16 <.001 1.52
Present-Hedonistic time perspective .04 .02 .07 .015 1.30
Future time perspective .01 .02 .02 .520 1.74
Agreeableness -.08 .02 -.12 <.001 1.16
Conscientiousness -.02 .02 -.03 .336 1.71
Emotional stability -.12 .02 -21  <.001 1.61
Extroversion -.11 .02 =23 <.001 1.45
Intellect -.03 .02 -.04 114 1.13
v Age -.01 .00 -.04 060 77.77 AR*=.14 1.06
Gender -.02 .03 -.02 .541 1.18
Past-Positive time perspective -.04 .02 -.06 .026 1.66
Past-Negative time perspective .05 .02 .10 <.001 1.57
Present-Hedonistic time perspective .04 .02 .06 .013 1.31
Future time perspective .03 .02 .05 .077 1.76
Agreeableness -.01 .02 -.02 .508 1.28
Conscientiousness -.01 .02 -.02 .547 1.72
Emotional stability -1 .02 -.19  <.001 1.64
Extroversion -.08 .01 -.16 <.001 1.52
Intellect -.03 .02 -.04 -.102 1.14
Perceived social support from family -.08 .01 -23  <.001 1.61
Perceived social support from -.09 .01 -.25 <.001 1.67
friends
Perceived social support from -.05 .01 -.16  <.001 1.49

significant other
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Big Five traits in experiencing loneliness (Buecker
et al., 2020). Emotional stability is a personality trait
responsible for responding to stressors and to ad-
verse events in life. Although personality traits are
relatively stable, after adverse life events, individuals
often struggle to reinstate emotional stability (Lopez-
Vazquez & Marvan, 2003). It suggests that address-
ing emotional well-being and expression (connected
with extroversion) during critical events as they hap-
pen might be beneficial to overcoming the feeling of
loneliness.

Furthermore, the study confirmed that perceived
social support is a significant negative correlate of
loneliness, which is consistent with previous studies
(Lee & Goldstein, 2016; Salimi & Bozorgpour, 2012;
Wang, Mann, Lloyd-Evans, Ma, & Johnson, 2018). All
forms of support investigated, namely that received
from one’s family, friends and significant other, were
associated with lower levels of loneliness during so-
cial distancing. By definition, loneliness is a deficien-
cy in social contacts and the social network (Perlman
& Peplau, 1981); however, even when accounting for
the important factor of how a person perceives the
quality of social support received from this network,
a Past-Negative time perspective, emotional stabil-
ity and extroversion remained significant predictors
of loneliness. It suggests that not only interpersonal
processes, but also personal characteristics are im-
portant to survive the time when a social network
is unavailable (such as a social distancing period).
This finding is in line with studies such as the one by
Larose and colleagues (2002).

The study has numerous strengths, such as the
fact that the available data on feelings during the
COVID-19 crisis are scarce. The study was conducted
on a large sample of young Polish adults. The par-
ticipants were recruited online from various student
Facebook groups across Poland, attempting to reduce
the bias of arbitrarily recruiting participants from
only selected universities or regions of Poland.

The study has a number of limitations. The model
accounted for 53.6% of the variance in loneliness ex-
perienced during the COVID-19 social distancing,
which suggests that other relevant variables ought to
be taken into consideration in further studies to en-
hance the understanding of the phenomenon. Such
variables might be, for instance, information about
the frequency of meeting other people during the
period of social isolation, as well as the number of
household inhabitants (Iecovich, Jacobs, & Stessman,
2011). Another relevant variable might be related to
the situation at work (characteristics of the forms of
work: remote or on-site during social isolation and
whether employment was maintained or not). Work
situation was found to contribute to anxiety and
depression during COVID-19 social isolation in Po-
land (Gambin et al., 2020). Work is also an important
source of social contact and social support (Chiaburu,
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Van Dam, & Hutchins, 2010; Kossek, Pichler, Bodner,
& Hammer, 2011).

Moreover, the study was cross-sectional and, by
design, focused on one age group (18-35). Remote
participant selection was the only possible option,
and despite the abovementioned strengths of such
a recruitment measure, the possibility of involving
participants who were not studying (e.g., people who
work or had finished their education) was limited.
Moreover, little is known from this study about how
people cope with the period of social distancing and
what compensation strategies they employ to survive
the time of being apart from their social network. Fu-
ture studies should address these limitations, given
that the subject is worth continuing, especially in the
subsequent stages of the epidemic.
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