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Abstract

This study aimed to (1) describe the loneliness experienced by university students
living away from home during the new normal and (2) understand the causes of such
loneliness. The participants consisted of six fourth-year undergraduate students at Chiang Mai
University who had studied fully online during their first year due to the COVID-19 pandemic
and returned to on-campus learning in their second year. All participants lived in dormitories
and reported moderate to high levels of loneliness. Data were collected through in-depth,
semi-structured interviews using a retrospective approach. Content analysis was employed to
analyze the data, which was presented descriptively. The findings were categorized according
to the research objectives. Regarding the nature of loneliness, three types were identified: (1)
loneliness due to difficulties in readjusting to face-to-face social interaction after the
pandemic, reflecting a decline in social skills, lack of confidence in initiating conversations,
and habituation to isolation; (2) loneliness from a lack of meaningful social relationships, where
students felt isolated despite being surrounded by peers; and (3) loneliness linked to mental
health, including fatisue, anxiety, and psychosomatic symptoms. As for the causes of
loneliness, two main categories were found: internal and external factors. Internal factors
included (1) lack of social confidence, (2) self-devaluation, (3) self-comparison with others,
and (4) distrust of others—all contributing to social withdrawal and difficulty in forming
relationships. External factors included (1) unsupportive social environments that hinder
meaningful interaction, and (2) the effects of online learning during the pandemic, which
limited opportunities to build networks and a sense of belonging within the university
community. The study highlights the unique characteristics of loneliness among students living
away from home in the post-COVID-19 context and suggests the need for psychological
support, social skills development, and institutionally facilitated activities to address this issue

appropriately.
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