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Abstract 

Empirical evidence indicates that loneliness is a common experience of 

the youth, and mental health problems are prevalent among this group. 

The present study set out to examine differences in the prevalence of 

loneliness and its association with mental distress among a sample of 

undergraduate students in Nigeria and Japan. The participants were 

1192 students (703 Nigerians and 489 Japanese), comprised of 503 men 

and 609 women drawn from eight colleges in both countries. The 

average age of all participants was 22.90 years. A self report measure 

incorporating the UCLA Loneliness Scale, the General Health 

Questionnaire-12 and some socio-demographic items was utilized to 

collect data. Findings from a two-way MANOVA revealed that Nigerian 

students were lonelier than their Japanese counterparts, while the 

Japanese students rated higher in mental distress including depression 

and social dysfunction. Also, gender differences in loneliness were found 

across and within countries, whilst differences in mental health was 

shown only in Japan: Japanese women recorded significantly more 

distress than Japanese men. Furthermore, the results of a multiple group 

mediation analysis demonstrated that path coefficients between Nigeria 

and Japan differed significantly on the relationship between loneliness 

and social dysfunction, and when this association was mediated by 

depression. The implication of these findings for the mental health of 

college students in both societies was discussed. 
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Introduction 
Loneliness is a global phenomenon that affects people of all ages and 

background; however, concerns have been raised on its pervasiveness 

among young people with a prevalence of between 20% to 71% reported 

for individuals aged 15 to 21 years (Heinrich & Gullone, 2006; Qualter 
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et al., 2015). In particular, a study among Nigerian students observed that 

over 40% experienced intense feelings of loneliness (Ishaku, Karuri & 

Dakas, 2014). Young people in Nigeria experience various academic, 

vocational and social stresses which may render them socially 

incapacitated (Adedokun & Oluwagbohunmi, 2014; Cacioppo, Hawkley 

& Berntson, 2003). 

 

Moreover, numerous studies have established that loneliness has 

negative effects for mental health (Ernst & Cacioppo, 1999), and may be 

especially detrimental if encountered at an early age (Goosby, Bellatorre, 

Walsemann & Cheadle, 2013). It is also thought that loneliness is 

influenced by the values and norms within societies, which often 

prescribes how social relationships are contracted leading to variations in 

experience and prevalence (Van Staden & Coetzee, 2010). So far 

however, there has been little attempt to shed light on the prevalence of 

loneliness and its mental health consequences among young adults in 

Nigeria, given the challenging socio-economic environment, relative to 

their counterparts in a different cultural setting.  

 

Perlman and Peplau (1981) described loneliness as the negative emotion 

that occurs when a person feels that their social relationships are not 

satisfying their emotional needs. Accordingly, objective isolation does 

not necessarily lead to loneliness, but rather it is the perception of being 

alone which gives rise to distress; thus, a person can feel excluded even 

in the company of others (McWhirter, 1990). Multiple factors which 

could be internal –as in personality traits– or external –as in social 

support and cultural norms– are implicated in its causes (Domagala-

Krecioch & Majerek, 2013). 

 

Loneliness, also described as a modern-day epidemic is said to be 

common amongst college students (Killen, 1998). It is believed that the 

process of adjusting to academic life on campus may interfere with social 

relationships, an important developmental need of young adults (Erikson, 

1968; Ponzetti, 1990). In addition, the transitory and unstable nature of 

this developmental phase such as starting college, moving out of parental 

home, or seeking employment can cause disruptions in social 

relationships (Peplau, 1987). For instance, Rokach (2000) examined the 

sources of loneliness among different groups and found that younger 

adults experienced loneliness in the form of emotional distress, social 

inadequacy, self-alienation and social isolation. In contrast, amongst the 
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elderly, loneliness is linked to factors that may hamper social 

connectedness such as death of a loved one, separation, empty nest, 

retirement or ill health (Qualter et al., 2015).  

 

The discrepancy in the prevalence of loneliness across development has 

been studied. In terms of social network, Perlman and Peplau (1984) 

noted that the quantity, frequency and quality of interpersonal contacts 

are important elements that influence loneliness. However, for adults, the 

quality of social relationships is a more salient source of loneliness 

compared to children (Qualter et al., 2015). Indeed, studies among 

college students revealed that intimacy with significant others was a 

better predictor of loneliness than both the size of social network and 

frequency of contact (Hamid, 1989), as did lack of a close confidant 

(Victor & Yang, 2012). In recent works, however, authors have found 

the frequency of contact to be strongly associated with loneliness (Rico-

Uribe et al.,2016). Nyqvist and associates (2016) examined participants 

across ages 15 to 80 years; they observed that individuals who had less 

contact with their social network were significantly lonelier than the high 

contact group regardless of age.  

 

More recently, Qualter et al. (2015) proposed that the reaffiliation motive 

(RAM) which is activated by a need to reconnect during the distress of 

social isolation is affected by age specific factors that could cause the 

process to fail. In line with this idea, there is empirical evidence that in 

young adulthood, RAM is influenced by interpersonal traits that cause 

ineptitude in social situations, and negative cognition which inhibits 

interpersonal contacts (Jones, Freemon & Goswick, 1981; Qualter et al., 

2015). Indeed, several studies have linked loneliness among young 

people to deficient social skills (Ozben, 2013), decreased social 

competence (DiTommaso, Brannen-Mcnulty, & Burgess, 2003), low 

self-esteem (McWhirter, 1997), increased social anxiety (Moore & 

Schultz, 1983) and decreased social interaction (Ozdemir & Tuncay, 

2008). In an experimental study, lonely participants were more critical of 

themselves and others during interpersonal conversations (Jones et al., 

1981). 

 

The results of gender comparisons in loneliness studies have been 

inconsistent. While some investigators reported more loneliness in men, 

particularly first year male students (Deniz, Hamarta, & Ari, 2005), 

others have found a higher prevalence in women (Goosby et al., 2013). 

Ife PsychologIA 26(1) 2018. 



282 

 

This discrepancy in outcome has been attributed in part to differences in 

measurement techniques utilized, and societal expectations placed on 

men and women (Cramer & Neyedly, 1998). Research findings suggest 

that women are better at expressing their emotions and admitting feelings 

of loneliness than men (Deniz & Hamarta, 2005): men on the other hand 

tend to deny their feelings and to self-deprecate (Rokach & Brock, 

1997). Also, the determinants of loneliness in men and women may 

differ. According to Panayiotou, Panteli and Theodorou (2016) 

loneliness in women is associated with low self esteem and poor social 

skills, while anxiety sensitivity predicted loneliness in men. 

 

Variations across culture have been observed in studies of loneliness. 

However, the findings do not reveal an ascertainable pattern of 

differences (Sonderby & Wagoner, 2013). In addition, these studies often 

assessed loneliness as a function of polar opposite cultural values of 

individualism and collectivism. Basically, societies are categorized as 

individualistic if they subscribe to impersonal social relations, or 

collectivistic if family and communal bonds are upheld (Neto, 2014; 

Rokach & Bacanli, 2001). It is presumed that people in individualistic 

societies would be lonelier than those in collectivist societies, although 

research findings have not always supported this notion (Anderson, 

1999). For instance, Pearl and Ishii (1990) compared Japanese and 

American college students who were studying away from home, the 

Japanese students expressed greater loneliness in all aspects of their 

social network.  

 

Consequently, the importance of social network in collectivistic societies 

has been observed. Lykes and Kemelmeier (2014) noted that loneliness 

in collectivist societies was influenced by limited contact with family as 

against limited friend contact in individualistic societies. Relatedly, 

Hollinger and Haller (1990) investigated kin relationship across various 

cultures and concluded that differences in kin connectedness were 

influenced by socio-cultural, economic and geographical factors. On the 

one hand, as societies develop and progress, certain traditional values 

may evolve such as the eroding of kinship ties (Johnson & 

Mullins,1987). For example, Raymo (2015) noted that in Japan a 

sizeable number of young adults are opting to live independent of family 

in comparable proportions as is found in individualistic societies such as 

North America; they further observed living alone had negative effect on 

well-being.  
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Furthermore, Bauer and Rokach (2004) conducted a qualitative study of 

loneliness among college students and noted that Czech participants 

compared to Canadian participants were less lonely. They concluded that 

Czech students enjoyed better socio-economic support and university 

climate than Canadian students. Consequently, some scholars opine that 

certain sub-structures within societies may account for differences in 

loneliness than just the collectivism-individualism divide (Sonderby & 

Wagoner, 2013).  

 

The adverse effect of loneliness on mental health has been documented 

in previous works (McWithrter, 1990). Among the plethora of 

psychological conditions associated with loneliness, there seems to be a 

substantial relation with depression, although it has been demonstrated 

that these states are distinct (Seligson, 1983). This association has been 

the focus of many studies with findings indicating that loneliness and 

depression frequently co-occur (Ceyhan &Ceyan, 2011; Matthews et al., 

2016), and their association remains strong even after controlling for 

demographic attributes such as gender and ethnicity (Cacioppo et al., 

2006).  

 

It is well documented in many studies that depression more commonly 

occurs in women than men (Boggiano & Barret, 1991). Thus, it would be 

expected that the association between loneliness and depression be 

stronger for women than men. Koenig, Isaacs and Schwartz (1994) 

compared depression and loneliness among male and female adolescents, 

and although they found no gender differences for loneliness, the 

association between loneliness and depression was similar for males and 

females even though females were more depressed. In contrast Cacioppo 

et al. (2006) observed a strong association between loneliness and 

depression in men compared to women.  

 

Nevertheless, Perlman and Peplau (1984) asserted that the relationship 

between loneliness and depression is bi directional. That is, the 

perception of loneliness plays a causal role in the incidence of 

depression, while depression may also contribute to loneliness by 

causing impairments in social relations thus resulting in decreased social 

involvement (Heinrich & Gullone, 2006). Indeed, in support of this 

notion, Qualter et al. (2015) postulated that social withdrawal as a 

consequence of loneliness becomes intensified through a heightened 
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negative cognition of social cues, thus prolonging loneliness. This 

implies that the relationship between loneliness and social dysfunction 

may occur via a depressed affect. Moreover, high levels of loneliness are 

associated with more depressed mood, less sociability and increased 

shyness (Cacioppo et al., 2006). On the other hand, Wilbert and Rupert 

(1986) demonstrated that even after controlling for depression, loneliness 

was a strong predictor of dysfunctional attitudes. It is therefore apparent 

that the interrelations between loneliness, depression and social 

dysfunction are complex. Previous research has not examined the 

specific role of depression on this relationship, and if this association is 

influenced by culture. 

 

Therefore, in an attempt to shed light on the conditions and factors 

influencing loneliness and mental health, the present study set out to 

explore the effects of culture and gender in the prevalence of loneliness 

and mental distress among college students in Nigeria and Japan. Since 

loneliness is experienced as a deficiency in social relations, and research 

findings have shown that social network is affected by social, economic 

and cultural factors among collectivist societies, Nigeria and Japan were 

chosen for comparison in this study because of their differences in these 

domains which are expected to exert influences on university student’s 

social experiences and by extension feelings of loneliness. To meet this 

goal, we sought to address two questions: 1) Is there a difference in the 

prevalence of loneliness and mental distress among college students in 

Nigeria and Japan? 2) Is the relationship between loneliness and social 

dysfunction, mediated by depression differently for Nigeria and Japan? 

 

Method 

Participants 

A total of 1192 college students (703 Nigerians; 489 Japanese) drawn 

from eight institutions, four each from central Nigeria (Jos and environs), 

and central Japan (Nagoya and environs) completed the survey. The 

average age of participants in the sample was 22.90 years (SD = 5.65), 

which was higher for the Nigerian participants (M = 24.87, SD = 5.65) 

than their Japanese counterparts (M = 20.06, SD= 1.33). Gender was 

fairly evenly distributed with 51.1% being female (318 Nigerians; 291 

Japanese) and 48.9% male participants (385 Nigerians; 198 Japanese). 

Most participants were single (90.4%), while about 9.4% indicated that 

they are married. Approximately 60% of the students resided 
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independent of family and 39.9% lived at home. First to fourth year 

students were represented in the sample from both countries. 

Measures 
Loneliness. The University of California Los Angeles Loneliness Scale- 

Version 3 (UCLA LS; Russell, 1996) is a 20-item questionnaire that 

measures a person’s subjective feeling of loneliness. Participants rate 

how often they feel a certain way on a four-point likert scale. Raw scores 

are summed up to produce total scores with higher scores indicating 

greater loneliness. The UCLA LS is highly valid and reliable (α = .89 to 

.94); it is reported that the Japanese translation has a reliability estimate 

of .91 to .96 (Masuda, Tadaka & Dai, 2012; Toyoshima & Sato, 2013). 

 

Mental health. The General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12; 

Goldberg & William, 1988) is a popular short form non diagnostic 

screening scale that is widely used to assess psychological disorder in 

clinical and non clinical studies across many countries. Respondent 

indicate on a four point rating scale (0-1-2-3) whether they experienced a 

particular symptom recently; the higher the score the greater the 

psychological distress. A reliability coefficient of .78 to .95 is reported in 

various studies (Jackson, 2007). The GHQ 12 has been adapted, 

validated, and utilized in Nigeria (Gureje & Obikoya, 1990) and Japan 

(Doi & Minowa, 2003; Iwata, Okuyama, Kawakami & Saito, 1988). 

Studies of the factor analysis of the GHQ-12 have yielded two factors, 

which include depression and social dysfunction (Gureje, 1991; Iwata, et 

al., 1988). 

 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited in their classrooms and requested to fill out 

the questionnaire after reading the instructions. Volunteers in both 

countries completed the self report questionnaire anonymously in 

approximately 20 minutes. At the end of administration 1192 

questionnaires were valid for the final analyses. The analyses consist of a 

two-way MANOVA, to test for country and gender differences in 

loneliness and mental health which included depression and social 

dysfunction, and to examine the tendency of mean scores in each country 

and each gender. In addition, a multiple group simultaneous analysis 

applying structural equations modeling (SEM) was employed to test for 

country differences on the mediating effect of depression on the 

relationship between loneliness and social dysfunction in both countries. 
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These analyses were computed utilizing the SPSS version 18 and the 

AMOS software at an alpha level of p < .05. 

Results 

Table 1. Mean (and standard deviation) of loneliness and mental health 

by country and gender 
 Nigeria  Japan  

 Male Female Total  Male Female Total Main effect Interaction 

effect 

Measures M  

(SD) 

M   

(SD) 

M 

(SD) 

 M    

(SD) 

M  

(SD) 

M 

(SD) 

Country Gender Country 

x Gender 

Loneliness 44.20 

(6.86) 

45.78 

(7.07) 

44.91 

(6.99) 

 39.80 

(8.73) 

38.29 

(8.63) 

38.90 

(8.69) 

167.39

*** 

0.00 11.37** 

GHQ Total 

Scale 

10.26 

(6.41) 

10.01 

(6.69) 

10.15 

(6.54) 

 12.86 

(5.52) 

15.04 

(5.22) 

14.2  

(5.45) 

110.72

*** 

7.13*

* 

11.29** 

     Depression 4.99 

(3.70) 

5.05 

(4.00) 

5.02 

(3.84) 

 7.43 

(3.72) 

8.85 

(3.59) 

8.27  

(3.70) 

193.98

*** 

10.69

** 

9.39** 

    Social 

dysfunction 

5.27 

(3.60) 

4.97 

(3.41) 

5.13 

(3.52) 

 5.43 

(2.71) 

6.20 

(2.67) 

5.89  

(2.71) 

13.18*

** 

1.52 7.74** 

Note. ***P< .001. **P< .01. *P< .05.  

 

Two-way MANOVA comparison 

Table 1 presents the results of a 2 (country: Nigeria and Japan) x 2 

(gender: male and female) MANOVA analysis to address the first 

research question, which asked whether there was a difference in 

loneliness and mental health between college students in Nigeria and 

Japan. From the results, there was a significant interaction effect between 

country and gender F(1, 1188) = 11.37, p = .001 on loneliness. Simple 

main effects of country were detected in both males F(1, 1188) = 42.57, 

p < .001, and females F(1, 1188) = 143.8, p < .001, with higher scores 

recorded in Nigeria compared to Japan. Also, the simple main effects of 

gender was shown in Nigeria F(1, 1188) = 7.32, p = .007, and Japan F(1, 

1188) = 4.58, p = .033. In Nigeria, scores were higher for females 
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compared to males, while in Japan higher scores were observed in males 

than in females.  

 

Further, there was a significant interaction between country and gender 

on the GHQ total scale F(1, 1188) = 11.29, p < .001. Simple main effects 

of country was observed in males F(1, 1188) = 23.86, p <.001, and 

females F (1, 1188) = 104.2, p <.001,with significantly higher scores 

shown in Japan than Nigeria. In addition, the simple main effect of 

gender was observed in Japan F(1, 1188) = 15.25, p <.001, but not in 

Nigeria F(1, 1188) = .294, p = n.s. In Japan, significantly higher scores 

were shown in females compared to males, whereas in Nigeria no 

significant difference was found. 

 

To investigate the details of scores on mental health, we examined each 

subscale for GHQ. The interaction between country and gender was 

statistically significant, F(1, 1188) = 9.39, p = .002 on the depressive 

subscale. Simple main effects of country was observed in both males F(1, 

1188) = 54.89, p< .001, and females F(1, 1188) = 156.1, p< .001, with 

significantly higher scores in Japan than Nigeria. Moreover, the simple 

effect of gender was shown in Japan F(1, 1188) = 16.82, p< .001 but not 

in Nigeria F(1, 1188) = .026, p = n.s. In Japan scores were significantly 

higher in females than in males, while no gender difference was found in 

Nigeria. 

 

Likewise, the interaction between country and gender was significant for 

the social dysfunction subscale F(1, 1188) = 7.74, p = .005. A follow up 

simple main effect analysis showed the effect of country in females F(1, 

1188) = 22.22, p <.001, but not in males F(1, 1188) = .334, p = n.s. 

Higher scores were shown in Japan compared to Nigeria. Also, the simple 

main effect of gender was shown in Japan F(1, 1188) = 6.76, p = .009, but 

not Nigeria F(1, 1188) = 1.49, p = n.s. In Japan, females were 

significantly higher than males on this factor. However, in Nigeria, no 

significant gender difference was found. 
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Figure 1: Multiple group mediation models for Nigeria and Japan, 

showing the relationship between loneliness and social dysfunction 

mediated by depression. 
†
p < .10. 

***
p< .001. 

 

Analyses of path coefficients 

Figure 1 depicts a multiple group mediation model performed to test for 

significant differences in path coefficients between Nigeria and Japan. In 

both models, we assumed the direct effect of loneliness on social 

dysfunction, and the indirect effect of loneliness on social dysfunction 

via depression. Significance was determined by comparing each path's 

critical ratio to the critical value of ≥ 1.96, at an alpha level of.05. The 

meditational model in Nigeria indicated a statistically significant effect 

of loneliness on depression (b = .218, p < .001) and depression on social 

dysfunction (b = .511, p <. 001), while the direct effect of loneliness on 

social dysfunction was not statistically significant (b = .028, p = .093). 

For the model in Japan, all three effects: loneliness on depression (b = 

.171, p < .001), depression on social dysfunction (b = .212, p < .001), 

and loneliness on social dysfunction (b = .107, p < .001) were 

statistically significant. 

 

To understand the relationship between the three measures, we compared 

path coefficients of the models between the two countries to determine if 

they differed significantly. The results provided evidence that the 
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relationship between loneliness and depression was not significantly 

different between Nigeria and Japan. The effect of loneliness on 

depression was somewhat weak in both countries (z = -1.79, p = .074). In 

contrast, the effect of depression on social dysfunction was significantly 

stronger in Nigeria than Japan (z = - 6.89, p < .001), whereas the effect of 

loneliness on social dysfunction was significantly stronger in Japan than 

Nigeria (z = 3.73, p < .001). 

 

Discussion 
Following evidence of cultural differences in the prevalence of loneliness 

from previous works, the main goal of this study was to explore 

differences in loneliness and mental health between college students in 

Nigeria and Japan on the premise that the differences in economic, socio-

cultural and academic climate in both countries would influence 

interpersonal experiences and consequently feelings of loneliness. To 

answer our first research question, we found country and gender 

differences in loneliness and mental health: Nigerian students were 

significantly lonelier than Japanese students. An earlier study had 

indicated that many Nigerian youths experienced intense loneliness 

(Ishaku et al., 2014), which is consistent with the present results. There 

are several plausible interpretations of this result. First, Nigerian student 

encounter stressful challenges in the course of their academic pursuit 

(Adedokun & Oluwagbohunmi, 2014). Bauer and Rokach (2004) 

asserted that Czech students studied under less stressful academic 

environment with more social support and lower financial burden which 

may have accounted for their lower loneliness scores compared with 

Canadian students. Students from economically viable societies often 

have the advantage of a wider range of social and recreational 

opportunities, and the financial means to pursue interesting hobbies 

sometimes by engaging in part-time work. Applied to our finding, it 

could be said that the frequent social events organized within universities 

in Japan serve as an avenue to meet, interact, and bond with friends and 

faculty outside of the formal classroom environment. The frequency of 

social contact has been observed to reduce feelings of loneliness (Uribe 

et al., 2016). Moreover, attending social events could help students hone 

their social skills and reduce incompetence which has been linked to 

reduced loneliness (DiTommaso et al., 2003; Ozben, 2013). 

 

Second, the socio-cultural environment of the universities in both 

countries differ. Nyqvist et al., (2016) observed that regularity of social 
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contact and active involvement in organizational activities are linked to 

decreased loneliness. Nigeria students generally have a low level of 

participation in extra-curricular activities such as sports, social and civic 

clubs on a sustainable basis compared to Japanese students. Most 

Japanese students, on the other hand, are involved in at least one club 

activity as part of the curricular requirement. These organizations 

provide opportunities for different socialization experiences that not only 

increases relatedness with others, but also promotes a sense of 

belongingness that mitigates loneliness (Nyqvist et al., 2016). Relatedly, 

if we go by the notion that loneliness in collectivistic societies is 

associated with lower family contact, then it is possible that since many 

Nigeria students travel across states to attend college, they may have 

very limited physical contact with family (Lykes & Kemmelmeier, 

2014). The quality of transportation system in a society has been cited as 

a situational cause of loneliness (Killeen, 1998). For Japanese students, 

the efficient transport system which includes fast train networks provides 

a reliable means to travel such that those who school away from home 

can engage in frequent physical interaction with their significant others.  

 

When gender difference in loneliness was considered, Nigerian women 

rated higher than Nigerian men, whereas Japanese men reported more 

loneliness than Japanese women. These results reflect the inconsistencies 

shown in previous investigations whereby authors differed in their 

reports on whether loneliness was more prevalent in women or men 

(Heinrich & Gullone, 2006). Nonetheless, our present finding seems to 

imply that gender difference in loneliness depends on the participants’ 

culture. Hence, while the cultural structures in some societies may cause 

increased loneliness for women as observed in Nigeria, in other societies, 

men may experience greater loneliness as is the case with Japan. 

Differences in societal expectations placed on men and women are 

thought to influence anxiety and loneliness levels (McWhirter, 1997; 

Bauer & Rokach, 2004). For example, in Nigerian, women are expected 

to aspire to marriage by a certain age, usually in their early twenties. All 

of the over 9 percent of married participants where Nigerians; thus, 

combining family life and school life puts many women under stress, 

while those who choose to delay marriage may experience fear of being 

negatively evaluated by society, and anxiety about the future (Cacioppo 

et al., 2006; Panayiotou et al., 2016). 
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Alternatively, in Japan (as with most traditional societies), it is socially 

undesirable for men to express emotional sensitivity. So, while women 

share their concerns openly with confidants, men tend to bottle up their 

feelings and inner turmoil, and are only likely to admit feeling lonely if it 

is accessed indirectly as with the UCLA-LS, especially if done 

anonymously (Ceyhan & Ceyhan, 2011). Moreover, Japanese men may 

be more inclined towards loneliness due to imbibing certain traits such as 

shyness during early socialization. Shy people tend to be less sociable 

and so experience increased loneliness (Cacioppo et al., 2006; Nyquist et 

al., 2016). It is therefore imperative that intervention measures targeted 

at college populations should take into account their cultural orientation.  

 

In the second major finding, country and gender differences in 

participants’ mental health were observed. Japanese students were 

significantly more distressed both in terms of depression and social 

dysfunction than their Nigerian counterparts. This interesting finding is 

inconsistent with the expectation that high levels of loneliness are 

associated with higher distress, since Nigerian students had reported 

more loneliness than Japanese students in the present study (Ishaku et al., 

2014). It is unclear why our results contradict past findings. Further 

studies may need to probe the likelihood of mediators on the relationship 

between loneliness and psychological distress among college students in 

both societies. For instance, Moore and Schultz (1983) noted that the 

coping techniques utilized may determine the outcomes of loneliness. 

Another tenable reason for this finding may relate to the academic 

expectations placed on Japanese students, due to the high standards and 

emphasis on academic excellence in Japanese university education.  

 

Furthermore, reports suggesting that loneliness may be more debilitating 

for women than men provide some insight into why Japanese women 

rated higher on depression and social dysfunction despite Japanese men 

being lonelier (Goosby et al., 2013). This finding is not consistent with 

previous studies which had shown that the association between 

loneliness and depression is stronger for men than women (Caccioppo et 

al., 2006). One interpretation of this result may be found in the growing 

number of young women choosing to live alone. Raymo (2015) noted 

that while the prevalence of single households reduced among young 

adult men, there was an increase for young women. Further, they found 

that people who lived alone, especially women, acknowledged being 

unhappy and experienced poorer well-being. 
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Lastly, the notion that the relationship between loneliness and mental 

health may be mediated by depression differently for Nigeria and Japan 

was tested. Findings indicate that the effect of loneliness on social 

dysfunction is stronger in Nigeria when depression is present compared 

to Japan; while in Japan compared to Nigeria, the direct relationship 

between loneliness and social dysfunction is stronger. This finding 

suggests that the mechanism by which loneliness impacts mental health 

may be direct or via a mediator depending on the culture. As shown from 

our results, loneliness is more likely to lead to risk of social dysfunction 

among students in Japan, whereas in Nigeria social dysfunction may be 

more eminent if depression occurs alongside loneliness. College 

counselors should consider loneliness, depression and social dysfunction 

as critical areas of focus in student populations. 

 

Limitations of the study 

While interpreting the findings of this study, there are some limitations 

which should be taken into consideration. First, data for the study was 

collected via self-report which may be subject to variance and bias. 

Second, even though based on a large sample of participants from several 

institutions, the data was obtained from a cross section of college 

students in the central part of the two countries under study, limiting its 

generalizability to other parts of the country. Further studies should 

consider utilizing data from more regions particularly in Nigeria because 

of its ethnically and religiously diverse demographic composition. Third, 

specific measures of socio-economic differences between the countries 

were not directly assessed in the study but rather inferred from the 

general national differences. Thus, caution should be exercised in 

interpreting the findings of this study being cognizant of these 

limitations. 

 

Despite these limitations the findings from our study contributes to the 

literature on loneliness by demonstrating patterns of cultural and gender 

differences in self rated loneliness and mental health of young adults, and 

that loneliness is a risk factor for depression and social dysfunction 

among college attending students. Also, by providing data from two 

cultural settings (Nigeria and Japan) which have not been previously 

compared with each other (to the best of our knowledge), the scope of 

the literature has been expanded.  
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