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Abstract  

Background: The abilities to effectively regulate emotions and establish meaningful interpersonal 
relationships are considered to be crucial for overall mental health. The current study aimed at 
exploring the relationship between the intrapersonal and interpersonal components of self-
differentiation and the feeling of loneliness in offenders with substance use disorders.  

Method: Participants were 80 male offenders with opiate use disorders hospitalized at the Special Prison 
Hospital in Belgrade. Data were collected by using self-report Differentiation of Self Inventory and 
UCLA Loneliness Scale. In analyzing the data, Pearson product-moment correlation analysis and 
multiple regression analysis were employed.  

Results: As has been hypothesized, results show that loneliness is associated with a lower level of self-
differentiation. The most prominent role in loneliness plays emotional cutoff. Since close relationships 
are interpreted as threatening, defensive emotional distancing protects from further negative, painful 
relationship experiences, and traumatization, but, as a consequence, leaves a person deprived of 
meaningful social contacts needed to fulfill the basic need for connectedness.  

Conclusions: Long-term use of behavioral and emotional defense mechanisms, such as distancing and 
denial, along with the exaggerated facade of independence and self-sufficiency, often seen in forensic 
clients seems to conceal chronic feelings of loneliness and longing for meaningful and emotionally 
fulfilling human contact. Adopting adaptive emotion regulation strategies may be an important 
mechanism for alleviating loneliness in offenders with substance use disorders, and probably, lead to 
decreasing the use of substances in an attempt to modulate emotions. 
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“But loneliness is not living alone, loneliness is the inability to keep someone or something 

within us company, it is not a tree that stand alone in the middle of the plain but the distance 

between the deep sap and the bark, between the leaves and the roots.” 

José Saramago “The Year of Death of Ricardo Reis” 
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1.  Background 

From the perspective of Bowen (1976, 1978) family systems theory, the developmental process 

starts and progresses through gradually separating self from others and distinguishing own 

thoughts, feelings, and needs from the thoughts, feelings, and needs of others. This process 

gradually builds the sense of self as separated and unique, therefore structuring boundaries and 

forming a personal identity. Nevertheless, it preserves important interpersonal emotional 

connections and does not leave a person isolated and alone.  

1.1 Differentiation of Self 

Bowen (1976, 1978) portraits the family as an emotionally interrelated system: a change in the 

functioning of one part directly induces the changes in the whole system. Anxiety and change 

in one family member will affect the feelings, thoughts, and reactions of others. Two opposite 

forces act simultaneously, one leading to the togetherness of family members; the other acts 

towards individuation, autonomy, and separate sense of self of its members. The developmental 

process of an individual leads towards achieving maturity and independence without losing the 

capacity for emotional connectedness with others.  

Families differ in the amount of anxiety they potentially contain. Some find it relatively difficult 

to destabilize, while others feel threatened and unstable and constantly experience high levels 

of anxiety. The amount of anxiety of a family determines the degree to which its members can 

become differentiated. In the family projection process, parents project their own immaturity 

onto the most emotionally attached child in the family, and this triangulated child will develop 

slower and with an even lower level of differentiation than the parents (Bowen, 1978). Thus, 

according to Bowen, psychopathology is a result of family projection and the process of 

transgenerational transmission. Children who are most involved in emotional processes in the 

family and are the least differentiated later choose spouses who have an equally low level of 

differentiation (Kerr, 2003). 

Bowen (1976, 1978) defines differentiation self as a personality variable crucial for maturity and 

psychological health. It represents “the ability to distinguish between thoughts and feelings in 

an emotional relationship system” (Bohlander, 1995). 

At the intrapsychic level, differentiation refers to the ability to distinguish thoughts from feelings, 

that is, the degree to which a person relies on feelings or intellect in actions and relationships 

with others. Highly differentiated people have an autonomous intellectual system that controls 

their emotional system, they cope with stressful situations with more flexibility and adaptability, 

and function equally well both rationally and emotionally. 

At the interpersonal level, self-differentiation refers to the ability to experience intimacy while 

maintaining personal autonomy in relationships with others. More differentiated persons retain 
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a certain degree of autonomy in close relationships (Skowron & Friendlander, 1998), they retain 

a clear sense of personal identity and do not change beliefs when under pressure. Differentiation 

enables more flexible boundaries that allow emotional intimacy and physical connection with 

another person without fear of losing personal identity. Weaker differentiated people, just as 

they find it difficult to distinguish their thoughts from feelings, find it difficult to separate 

themselves from others, and take a dependent position in a relationship; they do not distinguish 

their own thoughts and feelings from another person thoughts and feelings (Goldenberg & 

Goldenberg, 1990). Bowen (1976) describes a well-differentiated self as a solid self, which 

maintains its individuality and does not merge. On the other side, the fused self is pseudo self, 

which operates by rules, customs, and expectations.  

A higher level of self- differentiation is associated with lower levels of psychological distress 

(Kim-Appel et al., 2007; Murdock & Gore, 2004; Skowron et al., 2009), lower levels of 

depression (Hooper & DePuy, 2010; Hooper & Doehler, 2011), higher levels of marital 

satisfaction (Peleg, 2008; Skowron, 2000), relationship satisfaction (Lal & Bartle-Haring, 2011). 

and psychological adjustment (Skowron, 2004; Skowron et al., 2004). People with a higher 

degree of fusion between the intellectual and emotional processes react emotionally, they are 

more prone to destabilize even when exposed to low levels of stress, they are more emotionally 

reactive (Skowron & Friedlander, 1998), find it difficult to remain calm under the influence of 

other people emotions; in short, they are trapped in a world of emotions (Bowen, 1976).  

Findings from research studies examining the effects of attachment with significant others on 

emotion regulation support Bowen’s claims. Mikulincer and Shaver (2007) particularly stressed 

the role of the family in determining individuals’ abilities to develop skills for coping with life’s 

difficulties. Through their relationship experiences, children learn “how to cope with negative 

emotions and angst when facing situations of distress and danger” (Estevez et al., 2017, p. 535).  

Emotion dysregulation and chronic irritability, as one of its core symptoms, is a risk factor for 

the development of psychiatric disorders later in life (Leibenluft, 2011; Roy et al, 2014). Bielas 

et al. (2016) conclude that there is a direct link between multiple adverse experiences in 

childhood and the development of internalizing psychiatric disorders. The exposure to trauma 

can lead to pathological use of dissociative mechanisms, leading to the deficit in mentalization 

and autonomous regulations of affects and impulses (Ciulla & Caretti, 2012).  

Emotion regulation is positively correlated with addictive behaviors (Estevez et al., 2017). 

Emotional dysregulation is strongly associated with substance use (Hashemi et al., 2018), 

internet addiction (Karaer & Akdemir, 2019; Yildiz, 2017), gambling disorder (Rogier & Velotti, 

2018), anger expression, and violence (Velotti et al., 2017), and criminal behavior (for example, 

Kingston et al., 2017). Substance use is a means to cope with current and past trauma and crisis, 

and the coping strategy adopted to help manage emotions and mental health (Aldao et al., 2010; 
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Love et al., 2020; Ricketts & Macaskill, 2003). Estevez et al. (2017) conclude that “emotion–

regulation difficulties predict substance and non-substance-related addictions” (p. 540) 

Also, research findings confirm the presence of interpersonal difficulties associated with 

substance use. These difficulties were linked to impulsivity and disturbed emotional self-

regulation preventing substance-dependent individuals from establishing a satisfying human 

relationship, so substance use “can be understood as it is the way to bypass these relational 

difficulties” (Frisone et al., 2020, p. 10). 

1.2 Loneliness 

Loneliness is described as a subjective and negative experience, resulting from the cognitive 

evaluation of the match between the discrepancy of quantity and quality of existing relationships 

and relationship standards (De Jong Gierveld et al., 2006). Loneliness does not equal social 

isolation; it is not directly connected with the objective absence of relationships or a 

consequence of solitude (same source). The core elements of this concept are an unwelcome 

feeling of lack or loss of companionship, the negative, unpleasant aspects of missing certain 

relationships as well as missing a certain level of quality in one’s relationships (De Jong Gierveld, 

1998). Objective circumstances do not necessarily lead to subjective experiences of loneliness, 

their relationship mediates “the characteristics of the relationships that are available and of the 

relationships that are not (or no longer) available; the saliency of the relationships that are 

missed; the time perspective, and the possibilities one sees to upgrade and enlarge one’s network 

of relationships; personality characteristics such as shyness, social skills and assertiveness; and 

the concept of self” (De Jong Gierveld, 1998, p. 74). 

Ascher and Paquette (2003) define loneliness as “the cognitive awareness of a deficiency in one’s 

social and personal relationships, and ensuring affective reactions of sadness, emptiness, or 

longing” (p. 75). Also, loneliness may be described as a negative affect state and "reflects an 

individual's subjective perception of deficiencies in his or her network of social relationships" 

(Russell et al., 1984).  

From the attachment perspective, Weiss (1973) defined loneliness as a subjective state that 

indicates unsatisfied needs for proximity, love and care due to the unavailability and 

nonresponsiveness of attachment figures. In other words, loneliness is a form of separation 

distress that results from failure to meet basic attachment needs. Relationships that promote a 

sense of security and safety, the need for acceptance, understanding, and care, alleviate and 

prevent loneliness. In contrast, a history of relationships with unavailable and nonresponsive 

relationship partners and the resulting attachment insecurities should render a person 

chronically vulnerable to loneliness (Berlin et al., 1995). 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5549168/#CR3
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Loneliness is closely associated with depression (Achterbergh et al., 2020; Hojat, 1998) and 

negative feelings about interpersonal relationships (De Jong Gierveld, 1987). Lonely people are 

less interpersonally competent than people who are not lonely (Spitzberg & Canary, 1985), they 

express pessimistic views (Davis et al., 1992), and have lower levels of positive affect (Mehrabian 

& Stefl, 1995). Lonely individuals are more likely to be shy (Kamath & Kanekar, 1993) and less 

satisfied with life than other individuals (Riggio et al., 1993). Lonely individuals report feeling 

socially uncomfortable, fearing intimacy, being easily intimidated by others, being unable to 

communicate adequately to others, and having developmental deficits such as childhood neglect 

and abandonment (Rokach & Brock, 1996). 

Lonelier individuals use more maladaptive emotion regulation strategies, and their maladaptive 

strategies are also more strongly linked with depression (Morroquin & Nolen-Hoeksema, 

2015). Loneliness has an adverse effect on mental health (Achterbergh et al., 2020), not only by 

increasing the risk of becoming depressed (Stessman et al., 2014) and worsening depressive 

symptoms (Wang et al., 2018) but also loneliness and depression worsen each other reciprocally 

(Cacioppo et al., 2006). Nikmanesh et al. (2015) and  Hosseinbor et al. (2014) confirmed a 

significant positive relationship between drug abuse and the feeling of loneliness and emotion 

regulation difficulty.  

Marroquín and Nolen-Hoeksema (2015) conclude that close relationships influence the emotion 

regulation strategies people use since emotion regulation is “a channel through which social 

factors affect internal functioning and mental health, and inform relationship pathways for 

clinical intervention” (p. 836). 

1.3 The Current Study 

The current study aimed at exploring a relationship between the intrapersonal and interpersonal 

components of self-differentiation and the feeling of loneliness in offenders with substance use 

disorders. It was hypothesized that a lower level of self-differentiation is correlated with a 

pronounced experience of loneliness, suggesting that less satisfying past relationship experience 

in the lower differentiated individuals leads to a negative emotional state of separation distress. 

2. Method 

2.1 Participants and Procedure 

According to Serbian Criminal Law, patients committing criminal offenses, who cannot be held 

(fully) accountable for these acts due to the influence of psychoactive substances or mental 

health disorders can be sentenced to compulsory hospitalization in the Special Prison Hospital, 

a unique, maximum security intuition specialized for the implementation of treatment measures 

for substance use disorders, as well as mental health disorders. 
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Participants were 80 male offenders with opiate use disorders hospitalized at the Special Prison 

Hospital in Belgrade with a mean age of 38.39 (SD= 4.82), ranging from 25 to 53 years. The 

inclusion criterium was that all participants were voluntarily involved in Relapse Prevention 

Program, therefore assuming that they were motivated for the treatment. Their participation in 

the study was voluntary, the purpose of the study was explained, and all participants gave their 

written informed consent. The questionnaires were administered anonymously.  

2.2 Measures 

2.2.1. Differentiation of Self  

Differentiation of Self Inventory 

The original Differentiation of Self Inventory (DSI) is a 43-item self-report measure focusing 

on adults, their significant relationships, and current relations with the family of origin (Skowron 

& Friedlander, 1998). The scale is comprised of a total score and four subscales that represent 

dimensions of differentiation of self (Jankowski & Hooper, 2012):  

1. Emotional Reactivity assesses the individual’s awareness of and ability to regulate affect, 

the degree to which a person responds to environmental stimuli with flooding and labile 

emotions or hypersensitivity to the point of being consumed by them;  

2. “I” Position assesses the extent to which a person can define and express one’s own 

perspective, especially in the face of anxiety and/or social pressure, explicitly defined 

sense of self as well as one’s capacity to reasonably adhere to one’s own standpoints and 

convictions even under pressure; 

3. Emotional Cutoff assesses the extent to which an individual reactively distances from 

others to soothe anxiety, fear of intimacy, and the tendency to isolate oneself from 

others and one’s own emotions when too much tension emerges from intrapersonal or 

interpersonal experiences using behavioral defenses like distancing, or denial; 

4. Fusion with Others measures the amount of emotional closeness in one’s interpersonal 

relationships, emotional overinvolvement, heavy reliance on others in decision making, 

and/or over-identification with one’s parents or significant others. 

Two of the subscales (Emotional Reactivity and “I” position) assess the intrapersonal dimension 

of differentiation while the other two subscales (Emotional Cutoff and Fusion with Others) 

assess the interpersonal dimension (Skowron & Friedlander., 1998). Internal consistency 

reliabilities of the original DSI and its subscales were reported by Skowron and Friedlander 

(1998) as: DSI full scale = .88, ER = .84, IP = .85, EC = .82, and FO = .74. Confirmatory factor 

analyses support the DSI’s four-factor structure. 
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Participants responded to a statement on a five-point Likert scale: strongly agree, agree, disagree, 

strongly disagree, or undecided. Higher scores on the Differentiation of Self Inventory (DSI) 

subscales indicate less emotional reactivity, emotional cutoff, and fusion with others, and greater 

ability to take an “I” position.  

2.2.2 Loneliness 

UCLA (Version 3) 

The UCLA Loneliness Scale is a 20-item scale designed to measure one’s subjective feelings of 

loneliness as well as feelings of social isolation. Participants rate each item as either I often feel this 

way, I sometimes feel this way, I rarely feel this way, I never feel this way.  

The measure has been revised two times since its first publication; once to create reverse-scored 

items, and once to simplify the wording (Russell, 1996; Russell et al., 1980). UCLA (Version 3) 

was highly reliable (coefficient alpha ranging from .89 to .94) and test-retest reliability over a 1-

year period (r = .73). Convergent validity for the scale was indicated by significant correlations 

with other measures of loneliness (Russell et al., 1980). 

3. Results 

Correlational analysis was executed to examine the relationship between self-differentiation 

(DSI score) and loneliness, and subscales of DSI and loneliness. The results are shown in Table 

1.  

Table 1. Pearson Correlation between self-differentiation and loneliness 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Emotional Reactivity -      

“I” Position .19 -     

Emotional Cutoff .19 .09 -    

Fusion with Others .32** -.01 .19 -   

Differentiation of Self .78** .50** .55** .41** -  

Loneliness -.22 -.22 -.54** .19 -.40** - 

Note:  

** p <.01 (2-tailed)  

 

N=80 
     

Results of the Pearson correlation indicated that DSI score and loneliness were moderately 

negatively correlated r(80)= -.40, p<.01. Lower self-differentiation levels were associated with 

higher levels of experienced loneliness. Further analysis showed that only the Emotional Cutoff 

subscale of all four subscales of DSI showed a significantly strong negative correlation with 

loneliness r= -.54, p<.001.  Participants who were more prone to reactively distance from others 

to soothe anxiety, who has greater fear of intimacy and to a greater degree use behavioral 
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defenses like distancing, or denial were more likely to experience loneliness and feelings of social 

isolation. 

A simultaneous multiple regression analysis was carried out to investigate whether subscales of 

DSI could significantly predict participant’s loneliness. The results are shown in Table 2.  

Table 2. Summary of Simultaneous Multiple Regression Analysis for Participants’ Loneliness 

(N=80) 

Variable  B SE (B) β t Sig. (p) 

Emotional Reactivity -.17 .11 -.16 -1.58 .119 

I Position -.21 .14 -.14 -1.50 .137 

Emotional Cutoff -.52 .11 -.48 -4.90 .000 

Fusion with Others .24 .16 .15 1.46 .148 

Note:  

R2=.353 (p<.001) 

The results of the regression indicated that the model explained 35.3% of the variance and that 

the model was a highly significant predictor of loneliness, F(4,75) = 10.21, p<.001. The 

individual predictors were examined further and indicated that only emotional cutoff was a 

significant predictor of loneliness (t (79) = -4.90, p<.001) in the model. The degree to which an 

individual uses emotional distancing from others can predict feelings of loneliness and social 

isolation in a way that the more defensive distancing an individual uses, the lonelier they will 

get. 

4. Discussion 

As has been hypothesized, results show that loneliness is associated with a lower level of self-

differentiation in offenders with substance use disorders. The most prominent role in loneliness 

plays emotional cutoff and distancing from significant relationships. Since close relationships 

are interpreted as threatening, emotional distancing as a defense mechanism protects from 

further negative and painful relationship experiences and traumatization, but, as a consequence, 

leaves a person deprived of meaningful social contacts needed to fulfill the basic need for 

connectedness. This finding inevitably leads to further exploring the past relationship 

experiences of lonely people. 

Since the developmental process of an individual is directed towards achieving maturity and 

independence without losing the capacity for emotional connectedness with others, emotional 
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distancing represents a behavioral mechanism for distance regulation “enacted to manage 

emotional overwhelm or perceived threats to safety” (Skowron & Schmitt, 2003, p. 210).  Like 

emotional fusion, but on the opposite side of the continuum of closeness, it points out to 

“unresolved symbiotic attachment” (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Bowen (1976) emphasize that “the 

person who runs away from his family of origin is as emotionally dependent as the one who 

never leaves home” (p. 86). The need for emotional contact still prevails, but the defensive 

process of separation from negative relationship experiences Bowen has described leads to an 

intense feeling of loneliness since it deeply separates the individual from others and leaves the 

feeling of isolation. The developmental process of an individual is directed towards achieving 

maturity and independence without losing the capacity for emotional connectedness with 

others.  

Difficulties in the psychological and interpersonal functioning of individuals with substance use 

disorders are associated with preexisting deeply rooted patterns of dysfunctional emotional 

regulation (Estevez et al., 2017). Addictive behaviors lead to avoiding or regulating negative 

feelings and emotions (Aldao et al.. 2010; Ricketts & Macaskill, 2003). Emotional dysregulation 

is an early risk factor as well as an ongoing motivator of drug use (Kober, 2014) “far more than 

a quest for pleasure, chronic substance use is the addict`s attempt to escape distress” (Maté, 

2010, p. 46).  

A lower level of differentiation of self points out to the difficulties in experiencing, regulating, 

and expressing emotions, that is, the use of maladaptive strategies of emotional regulation. As 

research studies have concluded, offenders reported higher levels of difficulties identifying 

feelings, emotional nonacceptance, physical aggression, and hostility (Garofalo et al., 2018; 

Gillespie et al., 2018). Also, emotional dysregulation was strongly associated with criminal 

behavior (for example, Kingston et al., 2017) and substance use (Hashemi et al., 2018) as a 

means to cope with current and past trauma and crisis (Aldao et al., 2010; Love et al., 2020; 

Ricketts & Macaskill, 2003). On the other side, impulsivity and disturbed emotional self-

regulation prevent substance-dependent individuals from establishing a satisfying human 

relationship (Frisone et al., 2020). 

From the developmental perspective, early attachment experiences shape the early organization 

of the right brain, the neurobiological core of the human unconscious (Schore & Schore, 2007). 

Early in life, emotions are regulated by caregivers. Later in life, they become increasingly self-

regulated as a result of neuropsychological development. The roots of a defensive distancing 

can be traced back to the early failure of dyadic emotional communication, resulting in defensive 

denial and distortion of experience. The failure of primary emotional communication and 
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attunement with subsequent patterns of the inadequate capacity of self-regulation leads to 

seeking alternative methods of affect modulation, often connected with substance use in an 

attempt to repair missing or deficient psychological structures. As Maté (2010) noted, “if people 

are addicted to self-soothing behaviours, it’s only because in their formative years they did not 

receive the soothing they needed” (p. 320). Marroquín and Nolen-Hoeksema (2015) concluded 

that “emotional regulation is a channel through which social factors affect internal functioning 

and mental health, and inform relationship pathways for clinical intervention” (p. 836). 

5. Conclusion and Limitations 

In conclusion, long-term use of behavioral and emotional defense mechanisms, such as 

distancing and denial, along with the exaggerated facade of independence and self-sufficiency, 

often seen in forensic clients seems to conceal chronic feelings of loneliness and longing for 

meaningful and emotionally fulfilling human contact. Adopting adaptive emotion regulation 

strategies may be an important mechanism for alleviating loneliness in offenders with substance 

use disorders, and probably, lead to decreasing the use of substances in an attempt to modulate 

emotions. Further research should continue to explore the connection between self-

differentiation and loneliness in differnt populations and settings and expand the knowledge of 

the mechanisms underlying their connectedness.  

The present findings must not be interpreted without the consideration of various limitations. 

First, the sample consisted of a small number of offenders and all of them were males, from a 

single correctional facility in Serbia, which limits the generalization of results. Secondly, the 

results might not be applicable to individuals who have committed less serious or minor criminal 

acts that had not led to incarceration. Furthermore, it may not be fully excluded that self-reports 

caused some bias in the present data due to the fallibility of memory, social desirability, and 

avoidance of self-disclosure. Finally, the present study does not allow any causal inferences due 

to its cross-sectional design; factors not controlled for in the present analyses may also exert 

essential influences on the outcome variable.  
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