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Abstract: This paper explores the relationship between solitude and mindful-
ness. Parallels between the two constructs exist, allowing them to complement each 
other in furthering the well-being of individuals and communities. Three perspec-
tives through which mindfulness may assist in forming foundational understandings 
of solitude are presented; these comprise Theoretical, Practice, and Research. The 
Theoretical lens provides introductory understandings of both solitude and mindful-
ness. On this basis, integral parallels between the two constructs are outlined. Next, 
Practice reviews solitude that is fostered through mindfulness practices. Further, 
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Finally, Research summarises a current project that uses biophysical data to investi-
gate mindfulness experienced both alone and together.
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Abstrakt: W  niniejszym artykule samotność jest zgłębiana przez pryzmat 
uważności (mindfulness). Oba zjawiska – w pewnym sensie podobne do siebie – 
uzupełniają się wzajemnie w promowaniu dobrostanu jednostek i wspólnot. W tek-
ście zaprezentowano trzy perspektywy, poprzez które uważność może zasilić podsta-
wowe znaczenia samotności: teoretyczną, praktyczną oraz badawczą. Teoretyczna 
zapewnia wprowadzenie do rozumienia pojęć samotności i uważności; z tej perspek-
tywy zostały integralnie ukazane paralele/podobieństwa między rzeczonymi poję-
ciami. Praktyczna ujmuje samotność w  aspekcie praktykowania uważności, wraz 
z  propozycją dodatkowych modeli rozpoznawania samotności jako części uważ-
ności. Perspektywa badawcza stanowi podsumowanie projektu badania uważności 
doświadczanej samotnie i wspólnotowo z uwzględnieniem biofizycznych danych.

Słowa kluczowe: uważność; samotność.

1. Introduction

The constructs of solitude and mindfulness have received increasing 
amounts of attention, in both quantitative and qualitative explorations. How-
ever, research to date has maintained a distinction between these constructs, 
investigating them separately. Similarly, increased practitioner use of inter-
ventions that incorporate mindfulness and solitude have brought both terms 
(again separately) within the lexicon of professionals in the field of help-
ing/well-being, and the individuals they serve. Such attention and growth 
is exciting, yet not without consequences. Within the realm of scholarship, 
potentially conflicting contrasts may be debated, reflected upon, and/or fur-
ther investigated. Outside of academia, practitioners may at times navigate 
competing interventions which, while proclaiming theoretical fidelity, offer 
dramatically divergent methods and modalities. Illustrative of this dilem-
ma, specifically within the field of mindfulness, are comments from Jon 
Kabat-Zinn, creator and founder of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR). While acknowledging the acceptance of mindfulness within West-
ern civilization and the effectiveness of MBSR, Kabat-Zinn (2015) voiced 
concern regarding the growing problem of ‘McMindfulness … which ig-
nores the ethical foundations of the meditative practices and traditions from 
which mindfulness has emerged’ (p. 1). If mindfulness and solitude are to 
experience continued growth and application for the well-being of individu-
als and communities, then clearly there is need for thoroughly exploring, if 
not resolving, such conflicts through both theory and research.
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Towards that end, this manuscript offers a simultaneous exploration of 
both solitude and mindfulness, according to the belief that the constructs have 
significant parallels which may prove beneficial in illuminating understand-
ing. The course of exploration will encompass three perspectives, beginning 
with Theoretical, transitioning to Practice, and concluding with Research.

2. Theoretical

Solitude

For many individuals, the construct of solitude remains misconstrued as 
loneliness. A 2017 article within Psychology Today, titled ‘The Joy of Soli-
tude: Loneliness as a Subjective State of Mind’, begins by stating:

According to a recent study, many people prefer to give themselves a mild elec-
tric shock than to sit in a room alone with their own thoughts. … The pain of 
loneliness is such that, throughout history, solitary confinement has been used 
as a form of torture and punishment. (Burton, 2017)

The majority of the article continues to decry the many concerning and po-
tentially maladaptive consequences of loneliness. Indeed, the term and defi-
nition of solitude are not introduced until nearly three-quarters of the way 
through the article, shortly before the author concludes, ‘Be this as it may, 
not everyone is capable of solitude, and for many people, aloneness will 
never amount to anything more than bitter loneliness.’ While Psychology 
Today may not provide a truly representative sampling of individuals’ per-
ceptions of loneliness and solitude, the publication boasts a  readership of 
approximately 3,755,000, with a digital footprint of 40 million page views 
and 13.7 million unique visitors each month (2019). The periodical arguably 
has an influence within American culture.

Similarly, to investigate the experience of loneliness, the University 
of Manchester and the BBC led a collaborative research project titled ‘The 
Loneliness Experiment’ (n.d.). With more than 55,000 adults and young 
adults surveyed, the BBC found that less than half of the participants (i.e. 
41%) agreed that loneliness might sometimes be a positive experience. Re-
inforcing this perspective that loneliness is to be avoided at all costs, the 
study summary provides ten strategies to ‘combat loneliness’. Mirroring the 
small percentage of individuals who consider the possibility of loneliness be-
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ing somehow positive, nearly all the strategies aim to distract from or avoid 
loneliness. Specifically, of the ten strategies, two aim to distract from the 
experience (e.g. ‘Find distracting activities or dedicate time to work, study, 
or hobbies’), six require the presence of others (e.g. ‘Start a  conversation 
with anyone’), and only two suggest that individuals consider viewing the 
experience as positive (i.e. ‘Change your thinking to make it more positive’ 
and ‘Take time to think about why you feel lonely’). Such perspectives clear-
ly portray modern loneliness as something to be avoided (Stern, 2015), as 
the accompanying feelings (e.g., abandonment, self-rejection, ‘deserved’ ab-
sence, loss) can be painful, if not debilitating.

Here it is important to note that the adverse emotional or relational ex-
periences associated with loneliness should not so readily be conflated with 
the physical reality of loneliness (e.g. being physically alone by oneself, 
without others). Indeed, most individuals may identify times when physical 
aloneness was not associated with painful emotions, but rather, a positive af-
fective experience. Such examples may include listening to music at the end 
of a stressful day; taking a solitary walk through a wood; being individually 
engaged in a favourite hobby; or dedicating time for individual contempla-
tion, meditation or prayer. These examples call for another perspective on 
being by oneself, where there is a shared physical reality with loneliness (i.e., 
away from others), but a stark difference in people’s emotional, cognitive 
experience. From this emerges the construct of solitude.

Solitude has been described as separate from loneliness, and occurs 
when the individual experiences a disengagement from others (Stern, 2015). 
Perhaps more importantly, solitude is caused not by social enforcement or 
imposition, but instead is voluntarily activated by the individual (Akrivou, 
Bourantas, Mo & Papalois, 2011). Coplan, Ooi and Nocita (2015) further 
assert that solitude is distinct from social avoidance or unsociability, but in-
stead may be viewed as a non-fearful affinity for aloneness; the individual 
may even desire solitude.

Adding nuance to this idea of disengagement, Stern (2015) clarifies that 
through solitude an individual may choose to disengage physically, social-
ly, emotionally, and/or cognitively. Importantly, while individuals willing-
ly ‘disengage’ in order to enter solitude, in many cases this action may be 
performed so that engagement with non-present others may occur (Stern, 
2015). Examples of engaging with non-present others may include reading 
a favourite novel alone so that one may connect with a fictional character; 
visiting a gravesite or memorial to ‘talk’ to someone deceased; revisiting past 
conversations; or rehearsing/imagining conversations in the future.



Aware I Am Alone: Intersections of Solitude and Mindfulness 41

In summary, loneliness and solitude may be viewed as different points 
along a spectrum of aloneness, with loneliness considered as ‘unhealthy’ in 
comparison with solitude – not because of the nature of aloneness (i.e. being 
physically by oneself), but instead due to the contributing factors and/or af-
fective perceptions of the individual. Similarly, while individuals engaged in 
solitude may be just as physically alone as those experiencing loneliness, in 
solitude we would expect to find a more ‘healthy’ affective experience, once 
again due to the precipitating factors or events. Having thus laid a foundation 
for conceptualizing solitude, we turn now to mindfulness.

Mindfulness

The 21st century has seen an explosion of mindfulness theory, research 
and practice in Western civilization. While mindfulness and other reflective, 
contemplative meditation practices have long been a part of many Eastern 
civilizations, the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn (i.e. Mindfulness-Based Stress Re-
duction) may arguably be considered the catalyst which has ignited mind-
fulness in the West. Mindfulness practices, and their study, are to be found 
within multiple disciplines, contexts and populations.

Often defined as ‘Paying attention in a  particular way’, mindfulness 
practices aim to facilitate focused awareness, more than serving as a mythi-
cal panacea for the stressors and ills of hectic Western society (Kabat-Zinn, 
2005). The Vietnamese Buddhist Monk Thich Nhat Hanh poetically de-
scribes mindfulness as ‘A palace guard who is aware of every face that pass-
es through the front corridor’ (2008). This description captures the non-judg-
mental characteristic of mindful awareness, where the individual attends 
to thoughts/emotions as they pass, yet remains stationary rather than being 
swept away. Here, ‘non-judgmental’ may be conceptualised as resisting an 
automatic, conditioned response to an experience. Instead, the mindful indi-
vidual is able to recognise present moments as they are encountered, and can 
practise a suspension of immediate judgments. Such judgments may pertain 
to stimuli encountered (e.g. noticing a thought in one’s attention), values or 
‘judgments’ assigned to those stimuli (e.g. associating shame as individuals 
shouldn’t think that), and/or subsequent actions (e.g. suppressing the thought 
and focusing on shame). This process of recognising or ‘attending’ to present 
moments from a non-judgmental stance facilitates awareness of the present 
moment from a perspective distinct from that of the individual.
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Notably distinguishing Western from Eastern mindfulness traditions is 
the incorporation of novelty production. Langer asserts that more than aware-
ness, mindfulness fosters a flexible mental state where the mind is open to 
new or novel distinctions (2009). This heightened awareness incorporates 
the individual’s awareness of themselves, their surroundings, and the inter-
subjectivity of these two elements in their relation (Langer & Moldoveanu, 
2000). Such intersubjectivity not only challenges dichotomous judgments, 
but also encourages previously unconsidered relationships between internal 
thoughts and/or emotions. Novelty production can lead to increased curiosi-
ty, creativity and problem-solving (Pirson, Langer & Zilcha, 2018).

In summary, the review of the literature addressing the Western tradition 
of mindfulness suggests a definition of mindfulness as purposeful, non-judg-
mental, present-moment awareness that incorporates novelty-production 
(Cleveland, 2018a; Gehart & McCollum, 2007; Langer, 2009). The use of 
mindfulness practices extends beyond the mental health/wellness setting; 
they are also applied within K-12 educational settings, among others (Cleve-
land, 2016; Tadlock-Marlo, 2011; Tobin, 2018). As the scope and breadth of 
K-12 education moves beyond the mere incorporation of academic domains, 
this is indicative of a more holistic perspective on children (e.g. mental well-
ness, social-emotional learning, spirituality and religiosity, etc.); thus, mind-
fulness may be a place of centring, which interconnects all components of 
student wellness.

Construct Parallels

In exploring solitude and mindfulness, three parallels between the con-
structs emerge for consideration. These parallels notably extend beyond the 
realm of definition, having implications for the practice of both solitude and 
mindfulness. The three parallels here outlined are Intention, Being-With, and 
Wellness-Seeking.

Intention

As previously stated, the mere state of individuality does not create sol-
itude. Indeed, individuals rejected by others may identify as experiencing 
loneliness or isolation rather than solitude or aloneness. It would seem, then, 
that a defining predication of solitude lies in the intention of the alone indi-
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vidual (Akrivou et al., 2011). Intention serves just as pivotal a role as mind-
fulness. Much like deciding to pay a fee for a chosen activity, the mindful 
individual must ‘pay’ attention (Carson, Shih & Langer, 2001). Therefore, it 
seems reasonable to assert it is the intentional action(s) of the autonomous 
individual (whether physical and/or cognitive) which determine whether or 
not she/he enters into these reflective states of solitude and/or mindfulness.

Being-With

While solitude may physically resemble a disengagement from others, 
in actuality the practice can serve as a  means of engagement (Salmon & 
Matarese, 2013; Stern, 2015). Rather than a state of being without, the sol-
itary individual voluntarily engages with. This may take the form of being 
with silence; with thoughts in reflection; with characters in a favourite novel; 
with conversation to a deceased loved-one; or with memories. This important 
contrast between being-with and -without is just as pertinent for mindfulness. 
Mindfulness is not an ignoring of sensory experience, but instead an inten-
tional focus on the present moment, by attending to its varied thoughts, emo-
tions and perceptions. Additionally, just as mindfulness cultivates a means 
of centring awareness where the individual can simply ‘be’ in the present 
moment, solitude may likewise foster a reflective state of enstasy (Jackson, 
2016; Stern, 2015).

Wellness-Seeking

Finally, a third parallel between solitude and mindfulness might be re-
garded as a shared orientation towards wellness-seeking. Interestingly, this 
characterisation might seem contrary to the oft-publicised, misinformed ste-
reotypes of both constructs as means to escape or ‘get away’ from stressors 
inhabiting daily life. Addressing the dangers consistent with such a mind-
set towards solitude, Henri Nouwen (1978) might well have been providing 
a similar defence of mindfulness:

It is true that solitude can offer healing to our wounded self, and we may indeed 
return from solitude more vital and more energetic, but to believe that this is the 
primary role of solitude leads to false ideas. [For example:] ‘The strong don’t 
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need it and those who ask for it are in bad shape and need to be restored.’ … But 
when things are normal, solitude is no longer necessary. (pp. 16–17)

Studies investigating mindfulness-based interventions (or MBIs), continue to 
demonstrate encouraging results, thus suggesting the efficacy and relevance 
of mindfulness-based interventions (Dunning et al., 2019; or Goldberg et al., 
2018). However, to only employ MBIs when individuals present physical or 
mental illness introduces the same fallacies articulated by Nouwen, which 
implicitly assert that mindfulness possesses no benefits for healthy people 
(Chiesa & Serretti, 2009). For example, a mindset that reserves mindfulness 
for individuals experiencing trauma or ‘too much stress’ precludes the role 
of mindfulness as a protective factor against stressors and negative emotions. 
Additionally, such an approach shows disregard for the contemplative, re-
flective states of introspection that mindfulness (and for that matter, solitude) 
may foster within individuals (Long & Averill, 2003).

Foundational to solitude and mindfulness is the belief that both practices 
constitute a part of the holistic wellness of individuals and communities. In-
deed, it is only through continued, regular practice that mindfulness becomes 
awareness of self and (eventually) others (Kabat-Zinn, 2005). Prior to insight, 
compassion, or healing being imparted to the self (let alone others), a stable 
foundation of mindfulness must be created. Similarly, through separation of 
the self, solitude fosters a reconceptualisation of the self and an awareness 
of the unity and interconnectedness of community (Long & Averill, 2003; 
Nouwen, 1978). Once again, however, if solitude and mindfulness practices 
are to be postponed until an individual is in a state of crisis, this at best limits 
their benefits for self and community. As Chan (2016) states, ‘Truly, mind-
fulness and solitude go hand in hand as they benefit [individuals’] cognitive 
and mental state’ (p. 21). In short, individuals who practise mindfulness and 
solitude influence communities in a dynamically intersubjective manner; one 
in which individual wellness contributes to whole group wellness, which re-
turns to individual wellness via ecologically systemic interactions.

3. Practice

Definitions of mindfulness and solitude have been presented above, as 
well as three parallels between the two constructs. Attention is now turned to 
the practice of these activities: specifically, three characteristics of mindful-
ness practices which may actively foster solitude.
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The first element might be termed, ‘Alone with Others’. As already stat-
ed, solitude may be initially conceptualised as disengagement, or distancing. 
However, opportunities for experiencing (or practising) solitude abound ev-
erywhere, even when it may be challenging for the individual to shut out or 
silence external stimulation. Salmon and Matarese point out that for many 
individuals, a dependency on external stimulation may mean that the elim-
ination of such ‘noise’ only intensifies internal mental ‘turbulence’ (2013). 
Recognising mindfulness as one means of addressing this addiction to ‘noise’, 
they state:

Coming from a  mindfulness-based perspective, we propose that cultivating 
a sense of solitude may best begin by simply being where we are and focusing 
in the present moment. Rather than dealing with the complexities of getting 
away somewhere, we endorse the value of being present in our surroundings, 
whatever they happen to be. (p. 337)

Although forms of mindfulness practice are varied, and practitioners/leaders 
are encouraged to remain open to possibilities, the implementation of MBIs 
frequently takes the form of small group gatherings. This picture of many 
selves practising individual awareness together, resonates with the idea of 
solitude as something individually activated with like-minded others. Such 
groups, and the rapport they foster, help facilitate individuals’ voluntary dis-
connection from the social, mental, and/or contextual ‘press’ experienced in 
daily life (Akrivou et al., 2011).

Secondly, through intentional focus on present-moment awareness, mind-
fulness practices contribute towards healthy experiences of solitude. The el-
ement of awareness enables individuals to espouse an inward focus, rather 
than a mere ‘getting away from it all’ approach to solitude (Salmon & Mata-
rese, 2013). Once again, solitude is not a shutting-out or ignoring of stimuli 
in order to simply cease thinking or to ‘do nothing’. In focusing awareness 
towards the stimuli of the present moment (e.g. sensations, thoughts, emo-
tions), mindfulness guides the time of solitude towards attending to both 
internal and external stimuli, and towards directed reflection. Additionally, 
through mindful awareness, individuals experience a  paradox of perspec-
tive. Only by first espousing a ‘limited’ perspective of the present moment, 
are individuals able to gently expand their awareness outwards. Awareness 
presents a similar paradox in solitude, as it is only through awareness of the 
authentic, individuated self that one is then free to be with ‘other’ (Jackson, 
2016).
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Finally, a third element of MBIs that contributes towards solitude is the 
non-judgmental tenet of mindfulness. Inherent to healthy solitude is the ex-
perience of authentic peace, or solitude of the mind (Chan, 2016; Jackson, 
2016). Such peace results not from a lack of conflict or tension, but rather 
from self-examination, reflection, and/or self-attunement (Long & Averill, 
2003). Arriving at such reconceptualisation requires navigating internal stim-
uli with an open, non-judgmental stance. As previously described, a  core 
component of mindfulness is attending to or recognising internal and exter-
nal stimuli from a detached, alternative, or ‘non-judgmental’ stance (Carmo-
dy, Reed, Kristeller & Merriam, 2008). In this manner, mindfulness facili-
tates the non-judgmental awareness of internal stimuli, so that the individual 
in solitude may engage in self-reflection and/or reconciliation.

These three elements of mindfulness practice that contribute to healthy 
solitude (i.e. alone with others, awareness, and non-judgmental) may be con-
ceptualised in the following illustration. Partaking in a group MBI, partici-
pants gather together, all with a similar intention of dedicating time and ener-
gies towards contemplative activity. A key component of MBIs is that partic-
ipants are invited into mindfulness exercise (e.g. guided meditation), which 
once again reinforces the voluntary aspect of both mindfulness and solitude 
(McCown, Reibel & Micozzi, 2011). Having begun, participants are gently 
led to directing their focus towards present-moment awareness. Direction be-
gins with awareness being pointed at outer, external stimuli, before gradual-
ly shifting towards internal sensations, thoughts and emotions. Intermittent 
verbal guidance from the leader reinforces the simultaneous alonetogether 
aspect of participating in the exercise. In other words, participants are togeth-
er in sharing common space and communally following a common script, 
while at the same time they remain alone with their noticing or recognising of 
internal stimuli. It is only when the individual becomes aware of the ‘other’ 
aspect of their sensations, thoughts and emotions, that the element of being 
non-judgmental can be practised. For beginning participants, immediate judg-
mental responses may take the form of, ‘I wasn’t thinking about my centring 
breath, I was distracted. I should pay attention’. Continued practice, produc-
ing increased and more stable awareness, might yield a focus on emotions: 
‘My mind keeps returning to anger. I shouldn’t be angry’. Regardless of the 
recognised stimuli, participants are encouraged to release automated, prede-
termined judgments (i.e. ‘I should pay attention’, ‘I shouldn’t be angry’), and 
to simply attend to stimuli as they come into focus. Non-judgmental aware-
ness, as though they are noticing from an ‘other’ stance, allows the solitary 
individual to engage in self-examination and reflection.
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4. Research

This manuscript has highlighted the increasing attention paid to soli-
tude and mindfulness, by defining these two constructs and presenting sa-
lient parallels between the two practices. Further, the author has attempted 
to articulate a vision of how healthy solitude might in fact be an outcome of 
practising mindfulness activities or mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs). 
So far, this exploration of solitude and mindfulness has remained largely 
theoretical. Bringing this exploration to a close, the author now highlights 
one example of research that is currently investigating intersections of mind-
fulness and solitude.

Mindfulness practitioners are called to be authentic in their guiding 
and instruction of MBIs (McCown, Reibel & Micozzi, 2011), and a similar 
call has been made for mindfulness scholarship (Cleveland, 2018a; Tobin, 
2018). At times, such congruence may lead to disparate voices even with-
in the community of scholars; however, it is hoped that ‘mindful scholars’ 
investigating mindfulness live out core elements, such as open awareness 
and a  non-judgmental stance. The following research project investigates 
solitude and mindfulness through biophysical data collected from graduate 
students enrolled in a counselling skills course.

The author (who is the primary investigator) regularly teaches an in-
troductory counselling skills class for graduate students enrolled in mental 
health provider programmes (e.g. clinical mental health counselling, school 
psychology, school counselling, clinical psychology, sports psychology), 
where students receive instruction on foundational counselling skills. The 
course content focuses on primary ‘Stage I’ skills (e.g. warmth, reflection, 
paraphrase, empathy, etc.), and then more advanced ‘Stage II’ skills (e.g. pat-
tern statements, probes, immediacy, parallel process, etc.), which students 
can employ throughout counselling sessions (Koltz, 2015). The first two 
weeks of the course take the form of ‘traditional’ instruction, with students 
meeting in the classroom and engaging in lectures, discussions and learning 
activities. However, the remainder of the course takes place within a coun-
selling lab, with students forming groups of three. Each triad is composed 
of a ‘counsellor’, ‘client’, and an observer. Students rotate through the po-
sitions, recording the sessions as they practise learned skills. This role-play 
format allows students to experience what it is like to function in the guiding 
role of ‘counsellor’, to occupy the position of a ‘client’ sharing concerns, and 
to espouse a more detached perspective as an observer. For many graduate 
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students, this experience is marked with high stress, as they may not be used 
to engaging in open-ended, non-scripted role-play scenarios. Further, these 
sessions are recorded for faculty review and grading, which frequently adds 
to the students’ stress.

Very little literature addresses role-playing activities within mental health 
provider preparation programmes. The few studies that exist recognise ex-
periential role-play activities as essential instructional practices (Osborn, 
West & Nance, 2017), and that such practices can carry emotional weight 
even though participants recognise them as fictional (Rodriguez et al., 2018; 
Taylor, 2018). Dennison (2011) highlights that even when such role-playing 
activities are perceived as stressful, students may prefer these activities as 
being more ‘realistic’.

With this in mind, a regular curricular component of the course involves 
beginning each weekly class session with a guided mindfulness meditation. 
Students and faculty gather as a group, engage in a guided mindfulness med-
itation, and then have a brief time to process the experience before moving 
on to class activities. The intent is to actively model mindfulness practices 
for students, as well as to provide an exercise that is aimed to mitigate expe-
rienced stress.

Similarly to Pauly, Lay, Nater, Scott and Hoppmann (2017), the cur-
rent research project explores participants’ arousal levels while engaged in 
solitude and mindfulness activities. Specifically, participants’ biophysical 
responses to guided versus non-guided mindfulness meditation, as well as 
group versus individual practice, are explored. Beginning each class ses-
sion, students wear a wrist sensor which captures various biophysical data, 
most notably heart rate (HR), movement, and electrodermal activity (EDA). 
While not as precise as cortisol measurement, ECG or fMRI monitoring, 
EDA data has been used as a  reliable marker for consistent, accurate as-
sessment of participant stress (Cleveland, 2018b; Villanueva, Raikes, Ruben, 
Schaefer & Gunther, 2014). Students are then ‘invited’ to participate in the 
group guided mindfulness session (i.e. together in a large classroom), or fol-
low the same guided meditation in solitude (i.e. alone in a lab room). Later 
in the semester, this same invitation is given, but with the change that both 
options (i.e. together or alone) provide non-guided mindfulness meditation. 
A single case-study design applied to participating students will explore stu-
dents’ HR and EDA levels while they are participating in the various condi-
tions of class time (e.g. guided meditation together, guided meditation alone, 
non-guided together, non-guided alone, engaged in role-play). It is hoped 
that this quantitative exploration will provide an additional perspective from 
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which to view the experiences of solitude, mindfulness, and their possible 
intersections.

5. Conclusion

Solitude and mindfulness represent relevant resources for facilitating in-
dividuals’ reflection, awareness and growth. Sadly, many people view these 
therapeutic devices as only addressing trauma, rather than as necessary part 
of holistic wellness of the self. Recognition of the fallacy of this view has 
implications that reach beyond the individual to the greater community; as 
Nouwen (1978) warns, ‘this view of solitude, … will slowly paralyze com-
munity life and eventually kill the most vital forces of life together’ (p. 17). 
Mindfulness-based interventions, through voluntarily being alone-together, 
cultivating present-moment awareness, and practising non-judgmental self-
-examination, may counter such an erroneous view, and thereby contribute to 
the health and wellness of individuals and their communities.

References

Akrivou, K., Bourantas, D., Mo, S. & Papalois, E. (2011). The sound of silence – 
A space for morality? The role of solitude for ethical decision making. Jour-
nal of Business Ethics, 102(1), 119–133. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011- 
0803-3

BBC Loneliness Experiment. (n.d.). Summary of results. The BBC Loneliness Ex-
periment. Retrieved 2 April 2019, from https://www.seed.manchester.ac.uk/edu-
cation/research/ bbc-loneliness-experiment/

Burton, N. (5 November 2017). The joy of solitude: Loneliness as a subjective state 
of mind. Psychology Today. Retrieved from https://www.psychologytoday.com/ 
us/blog/hide-and-seek/201711/the-joy-solitude

Carmody, J., Reed, G., Kristeller, J. & Merriam, P. (2008). Mindfulness, spiritual-
ity, and health-related symptoms. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 64(4), 
393–403. doi: 10.1016/j.jpsychores.2007.06.015

Carson, S., Shih, M. & Langer, E. (2001). Sit still and pay attention?. Journal of 
Adult Development, 8(3), 183–188. doi:10.1023/A:1009594324594.

Chan, L. (2016). Rethinking solitude in schools: How silence and solitude can ben-
efit students and enhance creativity. Research paper submitted for Master of 
Teaching, Department of Curriculum, Teaching and Learning, Ontario Institute 



Richard Cleveland50

for Studies in Education of the University of Toronto, Toronto, Canada. Re-
trieved from http://hdl.handle.net/1807/72165

Chiesa, A. & Serretti, A. (2009). Mindfulness-based stress reduction for stress man-
agement in healthy people: A  review and meta-analysis. Journal of Alterna-
tive & Complementary Medicine, 15(5), 593–600. https://doi.org/10.1089/acm. 
2008.0495

Cleveland, R. (2016). Mindfulness in K-12 education: School Counselor Connec-
tions. In Ideas and research you can use: VISTAS, Fall 2016. American Coun-
seling Association.

Cleveland, R. (2018a). Extending Tobin’s mindfulness in education. Cultural Stud-
ies of Science Education. DOI: 10.1007/s11422-018-9899-4

Cleveland, R. (2018b). Evaluating and infusing participants’ stress levels in dynamic 
training. 2018 Interservice/Industry Training, Simulation and Education Con-
ference, National Defense Association. Published conference paper.

Coplan, R. J., Ooi, L. L. & Nocita, G. (2015). When one is company and two is 
a crowd: Why some children prefer solitude. Child Development Perspectives, 
9(3), 133–137. DOI: 10.1111/cdep.12131

Dennison, S. T. (2011). Interdisciplinary role play between social work and theater 
students. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 31(4), 415–430. DOI: 10.1080/ 
08841233.2011.5 97670

Dunning, D. L., Griffiths, K., Kuyken, W., Crane, C., Foulkes, L., Parker, J. & Dal-
gleish, T. (2019). Research Review: The effects of mindfulness-based inter-
ventions on cognition and mental health in children and adolescents – a me-
ta-analysis of randomized controlled trials. Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry, (3), 244. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcp p.12980

Gehart, D. R. & McCollum, E. E. (2007). Engaging suffering: Towards a mindful 
re-visioning of family therapy practice. Journal of Marital and Family Thera-
py, 33(2), 214–226. 

Goldberg, S. B., Tucker, R. P., Greene, P. A., Davidson, R. J., Wampold, B. E., Ke-
arney, D. J. & Simpson, T. L. (2018). Mindfulness-based interventions for psy-
chiatric disorders: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Clinical Psychology 
Review, 59, 52–60. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2017.10.011

Jackson, E. (2016). Alone and together with myself: How do we experience sol-
itude? Existential Analysis: Journal of the Society for Existential Analysis, 
27(2), 406–418.

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2005). Coming to our senses: Healing ourselves and the world 
through mindfulness. New York, NY: Hyperion.

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2015). Mindfulness has huge health potential – but McMindfulness  
is no panacea. The Guardian. Retrieved 26 March 2019, from http://www.the-



Aware I Am Alone: Intersections of Solitude and Mindfulness 51

guardian.com/commentisfree/2015/oct/20/mindfulness-mental-health-poten-
tial-benefits-uk

Koltz, R. L. (2015). Foundational counseling skills: A manual for beginning coun-
selors. Bozeman, MT: Peaks Press.

Langer, E. (2009). Mindfulness versus positive evaluation. In S. J. Lopez & C. R. Sny-
der, S. J. Lopez & C. R. Snyder (eds.), Oxford Handbook of Positive Psycholo-
gy (2nd ed., pp. 279–293). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Langer, E. J. & Moldoveanu, M. (2000). The construct of mindfulness. Journal of 
Social Issues, 56(1), 1–9. doi:10.1111/0022-4537.00148

Long, C. R. & Averill, J. R. (2003). Solitude: An exploration of benefits of being 
alone. Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 33(1), 21. doi: 10.1111/1468-
5914.00204

McCown, D., Reibel, D. & Micozzi, M. S. (2011). Teaching mindfulness: A practi-
cal guide for clinicians and educators. New York, NY: Springer.

Nouwen, H. J. M. (1978). Solitude and community. Worship, 52(1), 13–23.
Osborn, C. J., West, E. M. & Nance, W. Z. (2017). Experiences of counselors-as-cli-

ents in counselor education. Counselor Education & Supervision, 56(2), 112– 
–129. DOI: 10.1002/ceas.12066

Pauly, T., Lay, J. C., Nater, U. M., Scott, S. B. & Hoppmann, C. A. (2017). How we 
experience being alone: Age differences in affective and biological correlates 
of momentary solitude. Gerontology, 63(1), 55–66. DOI: 10.1159/000450608

Pirson, M. A., Langer, E. & Zilcha, S. (2018). Enabling a socio-cognitive perspec-
tive of mindfulness: The development and validation of the Langer Mind- 
fulness Scale. Journal of Adult Development, 25(3), 168–185. DOI: 10.1007/
s10804-018-9282-4

Psychology Today (February 2019). Advertising Media Kit 2019. Psychology Today. 
Retrieved 2 April 2019 from https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/about-psy-
chology-today

Rodriguez, J. R., Lopez, A. B., Escolano, A. F., Garcia-Grau, E., Garcia, C. S., Fort, 
G. B., Lluch, T. & Pros, M. A. (2018). Peer counseling versus role-playing: 
Two training methods of therapeutic skills in clinical psychology. Psicothema, 
30(1), 21–26. DOI: 10.7334/psicothema2016.286

Salmon, P. & Matarese, S. (2013). Mindfulness meditation: Seeking solitude in com-
munity. In Coplan, R. J. & Bowker, J. C. (eds.), The handbook of solitude: 
Psychological perspectives on social isolation, social withdrawal, and being 
alone (335–350). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/978 11184273 
78.ch19

Stern, J. (2015). Soul-searching and re-searching: Action philosophy alone. Educa-
tional Action Research, 23(1), 104–115. doi: 10.1080/09650792.2014.994015



Richard Cleveland52

Tadlock-Marlo, R. L. (2011). Making minds matter: Infusing mindfulness into school 
counseling. Journal of Creativity in Mental Health, 6(3), 220–233.

Taylor, V. F. (2018). Afraid of the deep: Reflections and analysis of a role-play ex-
ercise gone wrong. Journal of Management Education, 42(6), 772–782. DOI: 
10.1177/105256291 8802875

Thich Nhat Hanh. (2008). The miracle of mindfulness: The classic guide to medita-
tion by the world’s most revered master. London: Rider.

Tobin, K. (2018). Mindfulness in education. Learning: Research and Practice, 4(1), 
112–125. doi:10.1080/23735082.2018.1435039

Villanueva, I., Raikes, A., Ruben, N., Schaefer, S. & Gunther, J. (2014). The use 
of physiological tools to identify changes in affective responses for graduate 
students recently admitted into a scientific discipline. 2014 IEEE Frontiers in 
Education Conference (FIE) Proceedings, 1. doi:10.1109/FIE.2014.7044316


