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S“MMQP“

We all know what loneliness feels like. Feeling We find that:

lonely from time to time is a normal part of life. But

when loneliness is severe or lasts a long time, it can - While anyone can experience loneliness, certain
negatively affect our mental health. risk factors increase our chances of severe and

lasting loneliness that can affect our mental
This report explores what it’s like to be lonely: its health. These include:
causes, consequences and the groups of people
who are more likely to experience severe and - Eeina widowed
enduring loneliness. We look at the strong links _ Beins sinsle
between loneliness and mental health.
- Beina unemployed
We share the stories of nine individuals who _ Livin5 alone
often or always feel lonely. We consider the
circumstances, situations and life events that can - HQVMQ o ‘003"‘“"‘"\ health
increase our risk of loneliness. We also set out new condition or diso.bili‘h'
findings around the public’s understanding

- Livin3 in rented occommodoation
of loneliness and who it affects.

— Being between lb and L yeors old
We share some of the ways people cope with

- Beina o corer
loneliness day-to-day. We explain why we need

to address practical, structural and psychological - Bei"ﬂ from on ethnic minority community
barriers to connection if we want to reduce the - Beins LGBTQ,,,

burden of loneliness and prevent its impacts on

mental health.

| am widowed

| am single

|
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Long-term loneliness can impact our mental
and physical health — which has implications
not just for individuals but also society at

large. Being lonely for a long time can lead to

a negative spiral: loneliness makes it harder to
connect, which leads to people afraid of social
situations, meaning it is harder to find joy in life
and escape negative thoughts

The stigmo. of loneliness
mokKes it hard to talk
about. Peorle worry about
being judged or feeling
like o burden

While the public have a good understanding of
the impact of loneliness, they overlook some of
the key groups at risk of severe loneliness, such
as carers and LGBTQ+ people

The public also overestimate the link between
loneliness and ageing or living in rural areas

It's important to understand the reasons

why people find it hard to build and sustain
relationships. These include practical barriers
to socialising (having caring responsibilities,
lack of access of transport), structural issues
in society (discrimination and prejudice) and
psychological barriers which can build up over
time (loss of confidence, social anxiety)

Recognising that loneliness isn’t linked to how
old you are, where you live or whether you

live alone can help break down the stigma of
loneliness. This stigma can make it hard for
people to seek help

People who feel lonely use a range of coping
techniques to help themselves feel better
day-to-day

However, to overcome loneliness in the
long-term, we need action on the practical,
structural and emotional barriers to connection

We have identified five UK-wide policy
recommendations to address loneliness in
society: 1) taking a strategic approach to
loneliness; 2) developing the community
resources needed to tackle loneliness; 3)
building a greener lived environment that
supports social contact; 4) supporting
children and young people with interventions
in education settings; and 5) ensuring that
everyone has access to digital communication
technology, and the skills to use it, and
respecting preferences for non-digital forms
of communication.
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Michoel s s'l'orq:

Unders'fo.ndinﬁ your inner self helrs to cope with time olone

Michael is 58 and from South East England. He lives alone in the family
home which is up for sale. Michael has experienced long-term mental health

issues and rarely left the house between 1989 and 2016 when his mother,
who had supported him, became ill. She died in May 2020 and Michael is

deeply lonely without her. He explains:

“Loneliness is like being on o
desert island. Jou Feel there's
only you. Nor'mo.llq' when you
9o through something, you
have friends, you have family,
so ulou'r'e going through it
with them becouse you re in
contact with them. |t's Feeling
like you're on o desert island,
so it's all on your shoulders.
Goins through whotever it is
you ‘re going through, you re
entirely alone.

’,

His mother's death has left Michoel
feeling no—one understonds him:

“When you have someone who really understands
you, who really gets you in a deeper way than other
people, when you lose that person it's quite a hole.
It takes years to establish a relationship like that.
It's not easy to replace.”

Michoel sees clear links between his
mentoal health ond his loneliness:

“If you suffer from depression or anxiety, it makes
you more vulnerable to loneliness, because you
don’t have the mental resilience that you might
have otherwise [..]. Loneliness is corrosive. It eats
away at you. It eats away at your self-image.”

Feelin lonelq con couse real desro.ir ond
o sense of instability:

“It's the feeling that if you were to die, no one
would notice. It really makes you question the value
of your life so far. You wonder if any of it was worth
it. Because it's brought you to this point of being
on your own, going through this thing.”:

“Most of our sense of identity is established in
relation to other people, someone’s son, someone’s
daughter, uncle, aunt, friend, whatever. You have
relations. They're gone. It's a hole in your life. It's
like a three-legged stool. You're not as stable as you
were previously.”

Toac‘l'hcr we con tockle loneliness
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However, Michoel has Found woys
to cope:

“l try to listen to something, try and find a good
play. .. You just sit and listen to those and you're
in somebody else’s world.”

He oiso enjoys oudiobooKs, comedy shows
ond podcasts:

“When you listen to that it's like getting back in
touch with old friends. You're familiar with them.
You know who they are and what they're like. It's
like listening to a conversation with [a] friend.”

Michael has some connections within his
community. A local mutual support group has
helped him clear the family home ready for sale
and he has advertised items on Nextdoor. However,
he doesn’t have any very close relationships. He
also uses Facebook occasionally, although he finds
it very adversarial.

Michoel's autism means he can s'l'rusale
to relate to Feorle:

“One thing is a limiting factor, for anyone who is
autistic, is their ability to relate socially. [..] When
you haven't [..] had the time spent doing the whole
interpersonal relationship thing, it's uncomfortable
and difficult to actually do that.”

He also feels vuinerable when connec’rins
on social media:

“There's a feeling of vulnerability when you even
do that, so there's a pulling back, a disinclination
to even make the first move and put yourself
out there.”

Michoel Finds meditation helps him Feel
more stoble in himself:

“One of the things that meditation has helped with,
that you develop more of a sense of your inner self.
When you have that to fall back on, loneliness is
lessened because you have a point within yourself
you can come to and focus on.”

He has tried to start a local meditation group on
social media but hasn’t seen much take up yet.
However, he hopes that it will pick up.

Ulﬁmahlq what Michael wants is o sense
that he'_‘no.Kes o difference to other
PCOF|¢. e CXFlmlﬂS.

“You know what a Venn diagram is? [...] Loneliness
is being a circle that no one else’s circle intersects
with. What you actually want is to have the
overlapping with somebody to a greater degree -
strangely enough - their life in your life, and your
life in their life.”

“Partly, it's about feeling we have an impact. [...]
You're denied that in loneliness because there
is no one else, at least you don't feel there is
anyone else.”

Toach\cr we con tockle loneliness
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A. Prevolence of loneliness
-  Rochel's S+om1

B. How loneliness affects our mental health
- th does loneliness matterl
~ Mennoz's Story

C. Loneliness and the pandemic
- Komen’s S+or\1

T03e+hcr we con tockle loneliness




Mental Health Awareness Week 9-15 May 2022

th loneliness motters

Loneliness and social isolation are related but not the same thing. Social
isolation is an objective lack of social contacts, which can be measured by the
number of relationships a person has. Someone who is socially isolated isn't
necessarily lonely, nor is a lonely person necessarily socially isolated. This report
focuses on loneliness rather than social isolation.

K¢\1 POiﬂ+S

Loneliness is the feeling we have

when there is a mismatch between the
relationships we have and those that
we need.

Loneliness is a normal part of life. But
long-lasting or severe loneliness can
affect our mental health.

National levels of loneliness increased
during the coronavirus pandemic.
Those that were at greater risk of
loneliness before the pandemic were
more affected by loneliness during it.

Loneliness is now understood to be
a social determinant of health and a
public health priority.

In 2016 to 2017, 1in 20 (5%) of adults in the UK
said they ‘often or always’ felt lonely, with younger
adults (16 to 24 years old) reporting feeling lonely
more often than older people.® This proportion rose
to 7.2% of the adult population in February 2021

during the coronavirus pandemic, with higher levels

of people than ever before saying they often or
always felt lonely.*

?revmlence of loneliness

While loneliness is a universal emotion, everyone
experiences it differently. It's commonly defined
as the feeling we get when there’s a mismatch
between the relationships we have and those that
we need. It's different to solitude or simply being
alone: you can be lonely even when surrounded by
people. We're all likely to know how it feels to be
lonely, but for some of us it can be more frequent,
intense and enduring.

Loneliness is sometimes broken down into
three types:

1. emotional loneliness - the absence or loss of
a significant other, such as a partner or close
friend, with whom you have a meaningful
relationship’

2. social loneliness - the lack of a wider social
network that can provide a sense of belonging
and community’

3. existential loneliness - a sense of feeling
disconnected from others, and as though life
is empty and lacks meaning.?

Toaci'hcr we con tockle loneliness
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!
Rochel’s story;
Baking, studying and volunteering the loneliness awoy

Rachel is 29 and lives in a small town in Wales. She is a single parent to two
children aged seven and 12. She is currently unable to work because of her

mental and physical health conditions. She struggles with loneliness as she
spends a lot of time alone:

" . .
ObV|ous|\1 both my children Rochel hos lived in the some oreo all
her life oand hos s+ron5 sup ort from

ore in school so 'm sus'l' in family and friends. But m h most of
4
. her friends busy in the doy, her children
the house on my own in the to look after in the evenings and the

limitations of her health conditions, it's
qus‘ \+ con 33"‘ ‘1“‘+e lo"eh‘ difficult fFor Rochel to see people:
becouse | don't hove moany
. “| just get really lonely. It's just about just being
Fr'lends and +he Onl\i QdMH’ by myself, if that makes sense. There's no one else.
CO“VCPSQ"‘iOn \ dO hove is | don't have a partner as well, so I'm missing that

. W side of it.”
with my Fo.r'en‘l's.
Rochel olso misses the regulor contoct

with colleagques and customers and the
’ sense of identity thot comes with workKing:

' “If | could go back to working again, | think

that'd be great because I'd have that adult
communication. I'd have something to plan for. [...]
| liked having that routine. It was something that |
could be proud of. There’s this negativity around
people that don't work and just are solely

on benefits.”

On top of the oroctical barriers she
foces, Rachel's anxiety means that it can
be o s+ru33le to socialise:

“I've got anxiety as well and depression, so [..] when
| do go out and | come home [..] | start to overthink
things, and that puts me off again.”

Toac‘l'hcr we con tockle loneliness #\veBechhere
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Rochel is involved in several online
forums around arenﬂns oand health
conditions. Theq con be supportive, but
eorle tend to focus on the neao.ﬂve
which con be depressing. Connecﬂna
online also hoas its limitations:

“I've got a good support network on social media,
but obviously that's included in the loneliness
because it's not face to face. It's just online.”

Srendina time on social medio can
sometimes exocerbote the loneliness:

“Becouse \'m on social medio
o lot and obviously watching
TV o lot \ do see o lot of
Fic+ur~e-—rer~Fec+ where people
ost rid’ures of their lives. ..
%heq ve got these nice, clean
houses.Theq've got ricfures
with their friends, their
Po.r'l'ners' or 'l’heul'r'e going
on holidoys and stuff like
thot. Thot's sometning that
‘ feel like \ miss out on. Vhot
moKes me feel lonely because
\ don't feel \ could ever hove
things like that.”

Sometimes Rochel feels angry ond
frustroted she con't hove the life that
she sees others leading. Hcr loneliness can
lead to der..ressive +hou3h’rs:

“When I'm feeling lonely, | kind of get myself

into this depression and | feel like there's a reason
why I'm feeling like that and sometimes | feel

like | don’t deserve to be happy and have that
connection with people.”

She finds it hordest to connect when she
feels ot her worst:

“Sometimes when I'm feeling quite low of it, |

do feel | just want to isolate myself away from
everyone more because | don't want them to have
to go through my mood changes and mood swings.”

While Rochel hos shored her experiences
on online forums she doesn't feel she
could tolk to her friends about feeling
lonelq.‘

“l just feel like with my friends, | just have to.. When
we do speak, | have to be positive. | don't want to
burden them with any negative energy. | just feel
like they would look down on me if | did tell them |
was feeling lonely.”

Rachel has found ways to cope. Cooking, baking,
studying and volunteering have all helped keep
loneliness at bay. However, she's learnt not to
push herself too hard as that can lead to feeling
disappointed and frustrated.

What Rachel most wants is to see people during
the day while the kids are at school. She'd love to
go back to work but, for now, that's not practical.
However, support groups or other opportunities to
mix in person could make a real difference.

Toaci'hcr we con tockle loneliness
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How loneliness oaffects our mental heolth

The brief, fleeting feelings of loneliness that most
of us have experienced aren't likely to harm our
mental health. However, severe loneliness and poor
mental health are interlinked and can make each
other worse, although it can be hard to establish
which came first 5.

On the one hand, people who are often or always
lonely have a higher risk of developing certain
mental health problems, such as anxiety and
depression™. This kind of loneliness is also
associated with increased thoughts of suicide.™
On the other hand, people with mental health
problems are more likely to be more lonely.’

There is robust evidence to suggest loneliness

is a strong predictor of poor mental health.™>'* A
recent UK longitudinal study investigating the
link between loneliness and depression in people
aged 5O and over confirmed this, with each one-
point increase on the loneliness scale linked to

a 16% increase in average severity of depression
symptoms"”. Loneliness had a profound effect on
depression and was linked to nearly one in five
(18%) cases of depression one year later, and one
in ten (11%) cases after 12 years.” It is important
to note that this research was based on a sample

of White British participants only; future research
would benefit from exploring the relationship
between loneliness and mental health for minority
ethnic groups.

The self-perpetuating nature of loneliness can
worsen its impact on our mental health. When
we're lonely, we're more likely to worry and
ruminate which can affect how we perceive
things. This can trap us in a “loneliness loop”:""®

a cycle where we are more apprehensive of social
situations or pick up on negative social cues too
readily and choose to disengage, thus reinforcing

our feelings of loneliness.

Loneliness doesn't just affect our mental health.

It also impacts our physical health, affecting our
sleep quality and increasing our cortisol levels (our
body’s main stress hormone) on awakening."-*
Given the significant health impacts of loneliness,
preventing the development of loneliness should
be a key priority. While loneliness cannot always
be anticipated, having a greater awareness of the
risk factors and triggers can allow us to effectively
provide support to those at risk before it becomes
a chronic problem.

th does loneliness mo.Her.?

As well as being deeply distressing for individuals,
loneliness has wider implications for our
communities and society. Evidence shows that
loneliness leads to greater pressure on public
services through, for instance, increased GP
visits, longer hospital stays, increased likelihood
of entering residential care and the costs of
associated conditions such as depression

and diabetes.??

In recent years, loneliness has been recognised as
a key social determinant of health and has been
adopted as a public health priority across local
authorities and health bodies. In 2018, the UK
Government published its first national strategy on
loneliness. Strategies have also been published for
Scotland and Wales.?*-%*

Toge‘l‘hcr we con tockle loneliness
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Mennoz s s+om1:

The power of outhentic relationships with people who won 't judge

Mehnaz is 26 years old and lives with her parents in Birmingham. She is a

student nearing the end of her degree. Her studies were interrupted by
ill-health, leading to her completing a three-year degree in nine years.

Seven years 0go she wos dingnosed with
) | 90, 9

MuH‘iPle Sclerosis. Her sqmri'oms include
Hrina quicqu when walkinﬁ and memory

ond concentrotion issues. Mer diagnosis

is & mogor factor in her loneliness:

“Thot led to me
isolating myself from
everyone, literally
everyone in my life."

5
B

However, loneliness hos been port of her
life since leaving sixth form college:

"l think my loneliness started after | had left college.
Going from school to college, | was kind of still in
the same group of friends. [...] University was a

big, massive step because it was like, now I'm in an
institution where | don’t know anyone. [..] | think
with university you meet people from all walks of
life. And because they're not all from the same city
as | am they're kind of different. And I'm not used
to that differentness.”

While she has mode friends, she hosn't
felt able to build real connections:

"l was speaking to people and making friends, but
it was making friends just for the sake of it, just so
that | have someone to sit next to. Not [..] because
| really connected with them.”

Beins oaround Feorle ot university can
moKe her feel lonelier:

"To my left and to my right there are people and
they're with their friends. And | can hear them
having a good time together, but I've never had that
at university. [..] When | see other people really
connecting, and then, I'm like, ‘oh, | don't really
connect with anyone””

Togc‘l’hcr we con tockle loneliness
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Since her dingnosis, she hos felt even
more seporote becouse she Keeps her
condition secret. She believes eorle will
reject her if they see her as disabled:

“| did realise very shortly after | was diagnosed
that actually what | have is seen as a disability.
And then, | don't know why, but in my head | was
like, ‘'no one likes disabled people’, and 'no one
would want to be friends with a disabled person’,
even if this is not true.”

P lecturer she tolked

to obout her diagnosis is
one of very few Peorle
with whom she has felt
o genuine connection.

For Mehnaz' (-'eelins lonely can brina up
o range of difficult emotions that con
be hard to escape:

“| feel disappointed in myself, like, ‘seriously, did |
really not make any effort to connect with people
and stay friends with people after

they’ve graduated?"”

"l don't want to be stuck in that cycle [..] because
once you are completely down below, it's going to
be very difficult to get up.”

She finds thot feeling lonely can toke
the joy out of life and moke it harder
to build relM'ionshiPs.TaIKins to ecrle
doesn't feel notural and so doesn +

feel FulFillinaz

“I think | do put the effort in. Like, when I'm
speaking to someone, I'm pretending to actually
really like what they're doing, and | pretend to be
really interested in what they're interested in. even
if in reality this is actually not true.”

She Knows she has very high expectations,
but feels she needs to find the rish‘l'
person for o Friendshir to be meo.ninsf-’ul:

“I think it's the fact that I'm putting a lot of
expectations into what | want my long-lasting
friends to be like. [..] | do think I'm looking
too high. But then if | lower, in a sense, my

standards, then it's not really going to... | won't
be fully fulfilled.”

Mennoz hos joined peer support groups
for MS on Facebook but hos Found
their focus on negotive aspects of the
condition unhelrt’-’ul. Whot Mennoz really
wonts is to hove friends she con openly
shore with os she did with her lecturer:

"\ wish \ hod o group

of people (..) thot \ could
tell anything to and Know
in my head thot +he\1're
not going to judge meoand
this is not going to affect
us talking or us being
friends o.nulmore.“

Tosch\er we con tockle loneliness
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Loneliness and the ro.ndemic

The COVID-19 pandemic forced us to confront

loneliness in a new way. Social distancing

restrictions and lockdowns meant many more

people faced social isolation and loneliness.

At the beginning of the pandemic, loneliness

levels were much the same as they had been in
2016-17, with 5% of adults in Great Britain saying
they were often or always lonely.** By February
2021, however, this had increased to 7.2% - 3.7

million adults.*

Our own COVID-19 study showed that
feelings of loneliness increased rapidly during

the first lockdown.

UK levels of loneliness

However, while there was a lag in the reduction in

levels of loneliness after
have now come back do
pre-pandemic levels.?¢

restrictions eased, they
wn to more typical

The Mental Health Foundation, along with

University of Cambridge, De Montfort

University, Swansea University, the
University of Strathclyde and Queen's

University Belfast, led a UK-wide, repeated

cross-sectional study which explored
how the pandemic was affecting people’s

mental health. More information about our

‘Coronavirus: Mental health in the pandemic’

study is available here.
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The loneliness experienced during the pandemic
will continue to have implications for mental health,
even now restrictions are eased.

However, we weren't all affected equally by
lockdown. People at greater risk of loneliness prior
to the pandemic, such as some minority ethnic
communities and people with long-term health
conditions, were hit harder.?” Our graph on page
14 demonstrates that loneliness levels were higher
for certain groups during the pandemic, including
those with pre-existing mental health diagnoses
and those with long term conditions.

Those who felt lonely during the pandemic had
lower wellbeing scores and were more likely than
others to struggle to find ways to cope.?®

The data shows that many of the risk factors for
loneliness prior to the pandemic were exacerbated
as it continued. On the other hand, people

who had more protective factors before the
pandemic, such as having a partner or strong social
connections, were likely to feel less lonely during
the pandemic.?*

Overall, the evidence suggests that the pandemic
heightened disadvantages among those groups that
were already at greater risk of loneliness anyway
and increased the risk of loneliness among some
new groups.

In section 2, we take an in-depth look at
the data from our recent COVID-19 study
and statistics from the ONS to explore who
experiences loneliness.

Tose'l'hcr we con tockle loneliness
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Ko.ren s story

Si’o.qinﬂ busy do.\r‘l’o-do.q to K“P loneliness ot boy

Karen is 55. She was recently widowed and lives alone while her son is at

university. She was diagnosed with ME / Chronic Fatigue Syndrome two
years ago.

Before her diagnosis Komen lived o very
full and octive life:

“Before \ wos diognosed with
ME, | was very active. ()|
wos working full-time. \ WOos
looking after my disobled
husband. | was roising my son.
(...) ‘ would hove done o lot

of horse—riding. | would hove
done o lot of wo.lKins'(...) o lot
of mountain hill walking. Pnd
we would be out of the house
all day on o Sundml. 5a+ur~do.q
morning, horse—riding, ‘thing my
son to his football Pro.cﬂce.

t was o full-on seven—doy—o—
weekK resronsibilh‘q."

Her diagnosis changed everything, to the
roini’ where she rorely left the house or
SOW onyone. She hos reduced her hours
ot work and hod long periods of £. Ko.ren
feels she was already living in o Kind of

lockdown when COVID- nit:

“All of a sudden, March 2020, the whole of the
world joined me in this. It made things a little bit
easier for me.”

Loneliness looms lorge in Koren's life ond
she attributes it directly to her condition:

“My loneliness came from my illness. It didn't come
from COVID. It didn’t come from not having a wide
circle [..] of family and friends. But [..] my illness,
which restricted my physical ability to get out the
door. [..] And initially, it was a physical ailment [..]
And then over a period of time, after say a year,

18 months, it then developed into a psychological
illness as well, where | actually didn’t want to leave
the house [...]1. It got to the stage where | started to
feel comfortable in my own house on my own, to
the extent that | was [doingl, and still do, things like
just pulling the phone from the socket.”

Toac‘l'hcr we con tockle loneliness
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Koren feels that being alone isn't good

for her, and has led to mental health issues:

“l am displaying signs of depression, social anxiety
that | wasn’t six months ago or a year ago. | think
the impact on my mental health, is because of

the loneliness.”

“| feel that my loneliness is having a negative
impact on my physical health as well as my mental
health. | feel that | should be doing something
about it, but at the same time, | don't feel
uncomfortable being on my own.”

She is comfortable talking to a few friends about
loneliness, but not all of them understand how

she now feels about social situations. While her
illness is the root of her loneliness, the many recent
changes in Karen's life have eroded her links to
others. Being widowed meant she no longer has
someone to go with to the cinema or for dinner, her
son moving out means she's alone at home and no
longer mixes with other parents, and being away
from work has cut off her regular contact with
colleagues. All those situations now feel daunting.
However, speaking to a friend made her realise that
her real priority in addressing loneliness was to

get out, be among friends and contribute to the
wider community.

Phone calls hel Ko.ren Keep in touch with
her friends but oren’t the same os seein
them in person. She copes with loneliness on
o doy—to—day basis by Kcerina busy:

"Usuo.llq' \ try some physical
activity if \'m feeling lonely.
P\lso' it |'m feeling lonely
becouse | have something on my
mind | would text some friends
and ask them ore they free
For o chat.'

Keo.china out to other Feorle isn't without
chollenges, though:

“l do reach out, but | do feel guilty about that. And
there's always that fear of rejection where it's
absolutely awful if you send someone a text saying,
‘are you free for a chat?" And they come back and

rn

say, 'no’.

Working with a psychologist Karen has started to
make plans for reconnecting. However, she had to
step back from a voluntary role she tried as it was
too emotionally draining. She is optimistic, though,
that as she gets better at managing her fatigue, she
will be able to do more.

N
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1. Who exreriences Ioneliness.?

A. Risk foctors For loneliness before and during

the Pmndemic

- Daon’'s S‘for‘q
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Who exrcriences Ioneliness.?

This section sets out our findings
around loneliness before and during
the pandemic. For more information
about our methodology,

see Appendix A.

Risk foctors For loneliness before and
during the Fo.ndemic

There is a high degree of consistency across
datasets around the predictors of loneliness - what
makes someone more likely to feel lonely.®*2¢ 28

In 2016-17, the ONS clustered the predictors of
loneliness into three profiles to help illustrate the
type of person who may be at greater risk

of loneliness:

Widowed, older
homeowners living
alone with o
Iona-—'l'erm condition

Unmorried middle-
aged odults with o
Iona—-‘l'erm condition

\/ounser renters
with little trust or
sense of belonging
in their areo

<

ch FOiﬂ"’S

Anyone can be lonely, but certain
factors increase the risk of severe
or long-lasting loneliness which can
affect our mental health.

Risk factors for loneliness include
being widowed, being single, living
alone, being unemployed and having
a long-term health condition.

Understanding more about these
risk factors can help us to effectively
address loneliness and see it as a
problem that can affect anyone.

The pandemic has heightened
disadvantages among groups that
were already at an increased risk
of loneliness.

« Commonly female, likely retired, better off financially
than average, living in least deprived areas

areas, not in paid work, and reporting their long-term
condition or disability as limiting

« Commonly in paid work, living as a couple, worse off
financially, and living in deprived areas

o 69% reporting feeling lonely ‘occassionally’ or more often

« Commonly worse off financially, living in more deprived

« 81% reporting feeling lonely ‘occassionally’ or more often

+  61% reporting feeling lonely ‘occassionally’ or more often
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Of course, it's not just these types of people

who are at risk of loneliness, but they help to
illustrate who may be most affected. Whilst older
people’s experiences of loneliness are already
well-documented, it is clear there are a myriad

of risk factors that can make someone more likely
to be lonely.

Research during the COVID-19 pandemic showed
remarkable levels of consistency in terms of the
risk factors for loneliness before and during the
pandemic (see Box 1). This suggests that people
who were already at risk of loneliness before the
pandemic remained at risk during it.

Evidence from other studies suggests that carers,
people from some ethnic minority communities
and LGBTQ+ people are also at greater risk

of experiencing loneliness, and that these

groups remained vulnerable as the pandemic
continued.®*°-3?

In our own national survey, we conducted a
separate ethnic minority sample to see whether
relative rates of loneliness differed. We found no
major trends were evident by ethnic group, and
findings did not differ meaningfully from that

of the general UK population. This may be for
multiple reasons, such as nuanced differences
between ethnic minority communities which may
not be accurately captured by the data.

Some additional groups appeared to be at risk

of loneliness during the pandemic. Data collected
by the ONS from October 2020 to February 2021
found that people in some urban areas such as
London were at greater risk of often or always
experiencing loneliness.

Risk foctors thot existed
Fre—-?andemic

Being widowed

Being single

Being unemployed

Living alone

Having a long-term health condition
or disability

Living in rented accommodation
Being 16 to 24 years old

Having caring responsibilities
Being from an ethnic minority
community

Being LGBTQ+

As you might expect, those whose finances or
relationships were affected by COVID-19 were

at greater risk of lockdown loneliness*, as were
people who felt uncomfortable leaving the house.
Similarly, areas with lower levels of neighbourhood
safety had higher levels of lockdown loneliness.
Local areas with lower earnings were found to
have higher levels of all types of loneliness during
this period. In our own UK-wide repeated
cross-sectional study, we found that those with
pre-existing mental health problems and full-time
students were also more likely to feel lonely during
the pandemic.

The ONS measured ‘lockdown loneliness’
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Lockdown loneliness was defined as
those who said their well-being had been

affected by the coronavirus through

feeling lonely in the last seven days.
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Don’ :
oan s s+oru|.

Going to the gym Keers you motivated and connected

Dan is 21 and in his second year of university in Scotland. He lives in a shared

flat with three others. He has often felt lonely since moving away from home.

Do.n hos P\DHD which wos dio.gnosed when
he wos |3. Me says that this hos mode it
hord for him to build genuine connections:

“\+ just feeling very
disconnected from the
world. Verq moybe not
satisfied within my skin
almost and feeling o bit
isolated just overall.”

.g‘j

Pithough he hos lots of Friends to 90
out with, Don doesn't feel he hos dee
connections with people and often misses
being with people who really Know him.

s o result, he can feel lonely even when
he's not alone:

“You can feel like you're in a room full

of people, but still feel like you're misunderstood,
and not represented, and just your voice

isn't heard.”

Dan is constantly on social medio but
. [}

this doesn 1 alwoays create o real sense

of connection:

“We live in a world with endless social media, and
the internet, and various ways of connecting with
people. But ultimately, digital platforms are never
going to be a substitute for the reality of actually
being face-to-face, looking someone in the eyes
and making that human-to-human connection.”

Learning to accept ond understand himself
and the woy his P\DHD offects him hos
been imrori'o.ni' for Don in helrina him
feel able to start building the deerer
r-elo.’rionshirs he woants:

“My brain is wired differently, and it's something
that I've come to accept and understand a lot
more since I've been diagnosed and throughout my
journey. So, I'm in a lot better [..] place as a result
of that nowadays. But definitely, in the past, it was
hard to understand myself.”
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“l think that's a massive part of it, because if you
don't like yourself or you don’t understand yourself
[..] how are you going to expect just the Average
Joe to ever wrap their head around all these crazy
things going on in your head?”

Don went through some difficult times
getting his diognosis, and he's sbnred these
experiences with o few friends. Mowever,
he hos never discussed loneliness:

“Out of all the things that | have shared with people
when I've been in worse places, | never explicitly
said to someone that | feel lonely.”

When Don feels lonely, he Knows it coan
be easy to turn to distractions that
ultimately moke him feel worse:

"I think, often times, when you have those negative
feelings, you will look to these easy routes, the
paths of least resistance, and then, again, that
feeds into the whole cycle.”

However, reaching out to friends con feel
like hard work:

“They send me something on Instagram. Maybe
they shared a post that they thought was funny

or sent me a light message, and | haven’t got the
mental energy to reply. [..] Of course, again, that's
going to end up isolating you even more because
no one is going to want to send messages to
someone that never replies.”

PuHins on o front in social situations con
be o real strain:

"Going out and spending time with someone
who's a mate, where you've got to be having a
good time, can actually be quite depressing again,
because you're feeling like there's not that level
of connection.”

Don sees clearly how loneliness can stoart
to drog down your mental health:

“The loneliness is an effect, that ends up being
a cause, and it's a vicious cycle.”

However, he is optimistic that things are
getting better for him. He 's storted going
to the gym regulorly and this gives him o
mental lift and helps him feel o sense of
ochievement and connection:

"\ think it reminds you there
ore other people out there,
ond it's just being surrounded
by other people as opposed to
sitting in your four walls all
doy ond not interacting and
not even rem“emberina other
people exist.

As he comes to accept and understand himself
more, Dan is starting to build the deeper

connections he wants, and is positive about
the future.
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3. Who.+ does loneliness Feel likel

— Lokshmi's s+om1
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Whm‘ does loneliness feel IiKe.?

This report includes the stories of nine individuals. They come from a range of
backgrounds, live in different places around the UK and experience different
challenges, but all often or always feel lonely. Their personal stories show just
how much is captured with the word ‘loneliness’, the complex factors that lead
to loneliness and the way it affects our mental health.

Five clear themes have emerged from these interviews and our wider research on loneliness:

1. Loneliness is different for everybody

What people feel is lacking in their lives differs
from one person to the next. One person’s
loneliness may stem from not having a supportive
family, while another may feel disconnected from
their wider community because they're out of work
or unwell.

2. Experiencing severe and enduring
loneliness has a damaging impact on our
mental health - it drags people down

The people we interviewed spoke vividly of how
loneliness grinds down their wellbeing, self-esteem
and ability to connect with others. Loneliness isn't,
in itself, a mental health condition but it has real
implications for our mental health. People who
experience long-term loneliness may well need
support for their mental health alongside more
practical help.

3. It's easier to talk about mental health
than loneliness

Many people said they were more comfortable
talking about feeling anxious or depressed than
they were about feeling lonely. This suggests a
significant stigma around loneliness which can
make it hard to recognise and respond to the issue.
Believing you're the only one who feels lonely can
make things worse.

4. A combination of practical and
psychological barriers prevents people from
connecting with others

While some people face practical barriers to
connecting - such as poor public transport,

no free time because of caring responsibilities
or a lack of affordable or accessible activities —
for others, the barriers are psychological. People
need support to overcome these barriers — for
example, to overcome negative thought patterns
about themselves that lead them to avoiding
social situations.

5. There are opportunities for intervention and
to provide support

Understanding the barriers that some people

face to connecting can enable us to develop

more effective solutions to address loneliness.
Solutions that focus on eliminating structural
barriers to accessing support — like making
services more affordable, funding local provision
and improving transport - could help people to
connect with others. Having a greater awareness
of the psychological barriers that people may have
to connecting can also help us tailor interventions
more appropriately.
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Lokshmi s story:

WOrds of encourmgemen‘l’ from someone with time to listen ond

tolk moke oll the difference

Lakshmi is in her 20s and lives in London. She has experienced mental health
challenges since her teenage years and has often felt lonely. A strong taboo

around mental health issues within the Tamil community, in which she grew
up, contributed to her feelings of isolation:

"\n my community they don't
tolk obout mentol health. Pnd
becouse of that, you feel more
olone when qou’re struggling
with some'l'hina.“

Lokshmi hod o difficult relationship with

her parents and left home when she was |3,

{-‘irsmflq stoying with family and then moving

into o hostel. %he recently moved into more
ermonent occommodation. Loneliness hos
een Pari‘ of her life for many years:

“I'd be alone a lot and I'd be on my laptop to pass
the time. And | would disassociate and create a
world in my head. And | would read books and just
imagine myself to be in these worlds to escape.”

She storted to feel isolated From her peers
ot secondary school:

“l went to this academic secondary school [..] | felt
| didn't belong. [..] | guess in those kinds of schools
they [...] want you to fit a certain mould. For me, |
felt like | was telling myself | don’t fit in. And then

| started to isolate myself from everyone.”

\solwl'ion ond loneliness storted to
self—perpetunte as Lokshmi become more
anxious in social situations:

“I went mute. And | lost my social skills, [...]
| would be terrified to speak to people. So, | lost
that and that’s when | started realising, I'm lonely.”
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Social medio often mode her feel worse:

“l would go on Facebook and everyone's putting

up all these pictures of them going out with friends
and parties. Or family photos, and things at home
weren't great with my family. So, it was hard to look
at. But for some reason | was addicted to looking
atit.”

Lokshmi says that loneliness hos offected
her mentol health:

“You feel hopeless. You can’t see any future for
yourself. [..] The thoughts are so painful and you
want it to stop as well. And it's your own brain

telling yourself you're useless and no-one loves you.

And it wouldn't even matter if you disappeared. So,
feeling lonely feels like you feel like disappearing.”

When Lakshmi is Feeling lonely, she hos no
motivation to look after herself or reoach
out. While she hos plenty of friends, she
doesn't alwoys Feel able to talk to them
when things are difficult:

“I don't call my friends because | feel like | don't
want to burden them.”

N

eeases®

She wos reluctont to acknowledge her
loneliness for o long time:

“I don’t think I've ever used the word ‘lonely’. I've
been upfront about ‘yes, I'm depressed’ or ‘I'm
anxious’. But I've never used the word ‘lonely’, just
because for me it was a badge of honour to be
alone, because | grew up alone.”

However, she has found ways of coping, including
exercise and getting out of the house to see
other people.

Peter years of feeling she locked an
“" A .

anchor ', Lokshmi found o sense of
belonging and support when she moved
into the hostel:

“When | moved into my hostel, | had all these
support workers and key workers. And they were so
encouraging. And that’s when | realised the power
of words. They were so encouraging. [...] At home |
never brought an achievement back home because
they would always downplay everything | did. Or
they just didn’t care. And it was hard. And for me,
that's what my friends are and my key workers at
my hostel. But not having that foundation is what
makes me lonely.”

While Lokshmi used to tell herself she
didn't need other eople, her experience

in the hostel has shown her the mrorhnce
of connection:

“"When you grow up somewhere where you don't
feel supported or loved or appreciated, and then
you go somewhere where you are, and you're like
‘'wow, this is the only thing that’s been missing my

rn

whole life’.
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Ll.Do seople
PP >
understond loneliness!

A. Public understonding of loneliness
- Kelvin's S+or\1

B. Public understanding of the drivers of loneliness
~ Donna's Sforq

C. S+er~eo+\1f,es of lonely people
- Sora’s S+om1

D. th do s+ereo+qf’es matterl
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Do Feorle understond Ioncliness.?

K¢\1 FOiﬂ+S

o The public understand the link
between loneliness and mental health.

There is still significant stigma
surrounding loneliness despite how
common it is.

To better understand what the public
think about loneliness, we surveyed

a nationally representative group

of 6,000 adults in February and
March 2022. We asked about their
experiences and perceptions

of loneliness.

Public undersi'o.ndins of loneliness

When we asked people how frequently they felt
lonely, one in fourteen (7%) said ‘often’ or ‘always’.
This is comparable with the ONS study and gives
us confidence in our findings®. However, our

main interest in the survey was to explore public
perceptions of loneliness. We found:

e The public has a good understanding of the
relationship between loneliness and mental health

Most people (86%) recognised that loneliness can
worsen mental health and 65% of respondents
agreed that ‘loneliness is one of the most important

While the public understand that life events,
circumstances and our wider community can
all leave us at risk of loneliness, they tend to
overlook groups of people who may be 'lonely
in a crowd".

Stereotypes about who feels lonely can make
it harder for people to recognise their own
loneliness and risk leaving gaps in society's
responses to it.

factors in poor mental health.” Most people
correctly recognised that loneliness isn't a mental
health condition in and of itself: 73% felt that it
was possible to feel lonely and still have good
mental health.

 People recognise a strong stigma around
loneliness, despite how common it is

Over three-quarters of people (78%) agreed that
‘nearly everyone experiences loneliness at some
point’. Despite this, loneliness is closely associated
with stigma. 76% of people thought ‘people often
feel ashamed or embarrassed about feeling lonely”.
Only 29% of respondents agreed that ‘people who
feel lonely are likely to talk about it, if they get
the opportunity’.

Interestingly, people who experience loneliness
were more likely to recognise this sense of shame.
Those who ‘often’ or ‘always’ felt lonely were more
likely to agree that people often feel ashamed or
embarrassed about it (86% compared to 68% of
those who 'never’ felt lonely).
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Kelvin's story:

Findina o new sense of purpose and identity con unlock loneliness

Kelvin is 51 and lives in Greater London. He is divorced, lives alone and has

been unemployed since a period of ill health led to him losing his job in IT

three years ago.

Kelvin is looking for work and feels this
is o Key foactor in his loneliness:

“When you Find it difficult
to get into work, | think
that, in its own woy, is o
Kind of loneliness. Feeling
unwonted rejected.

P ot of my issues lie with
the Foct thot I'm not ot work
() \ think esFecio.llq for guys.
We define ourselves by our
ability to 3ener~o.+e (income‘)“

-

Over time Kelvin feels that loneliness hos
eroded his confidence and affected the
woy he interacts with others:

“I'm not as generous a person as | used to be. [..]

As a working man, I'd make contributions to various
charities and things like that. That has stopped,

not just because of the financial circumstances,
but just because quite often, you just think ‘well,
nothing’s coming my way’. [..] And | know that
that's really not me.”

The longer he feels lonely, the more it
offects him:

“It wears on you. Because the longer it goes on, the
more you feel it, and the more you feel it, the more
it feels as though every day is a struggle.”

With no work and no partner, Kelvin is on his own a
lot. While he never used to mind time alone, now it
is a struggle: he feels every day is the same and he
lacks purpose. He sometimes turns to distractions
that aren’t good for him such as sleeping the day
away or eating junk food.
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More qositive distroctions include lis+enin5
to music and watching football Kelvin
hosn't ployed for years but hos been

ﬁ\inkins about ‘l‘aKins up walking football.

e thinks it would be good to hove
some‘fhins regular to 3e+ him out of
the house:

"\‘l' would limit the oamount

of time qou'd feel isoloted.

| +hink that would be o thing.
\¢ you re just meeting people
on o regular basis and the
ability to talk, to laugh,

to listen to do all of those
things and spend less time just
by yourself with your own
thoughts, becouse your own
thoughts just ofter o while,
it becomes coun+errroduc+ive.\'

Kelvin misses the intimacy of having o
Par'l'ner ond someone to shore +hin35 with::

“l think that's maybe a bit glib just to say not
having a girlfriend, but it's not having intimacy. Not
having someone who you feel cares about you. Not
having someone that you feel is going to go out of
their way to make you feel good [..] If you've got

a girlfriend or you've got a woman who actually
really cares about you, | think you are more able to
discuss these things, more able to sit down and say

rn

‘Listen, | need to talk about certain things".

Havins o Pwi'ncr gove Kclvin o sense of
stability that is now missing. long with
being out of work, it mokes him

feel vulnerable:

“l think with that, once you have that, it

allows you to be the person you are. [....]

It's almost like, | don't know how to describe it,
a building where part of the foundations have
been removed.”

While Kelvin hos good friends he's alwoys
been the one people turn to. eina someone
who needs sumsori' is very difficult:

“To suddenly turn around and be the one who
actually is more in need of help than any of them,
it's something I've never been able to get my head
around. As | say, it's not the fault of any of them.”

Kelvin feels that getting o job would
unlock things for him:

“l think what that would end up doing for me would
(A), give me that sense of purpose, | think it would,
(B), bring me back to where | want to be, and | think
(C), would then give me that internal confidence

to go and meet more women, go and enjoy myself
more [..] | definitely think that being out of work
has just wreaked enormous havoc on me.”
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Public understanding of
the drivers of loneliness

We also wanted to explore whether the public understood what could lead
to people becoming deeply lonely for a long time, and whether they had
stereotypes about loneliness. We found that:

e People understand some of the factors which tend to increase people’s risk of loneliness

Peorle recognised mony of the woys When we osked how occess to services could
. . . ’ . o

someone could be ot higher risk of increoase someone s risk of loneliness:

Ioneliness.When we asked whot experiences

and circumstoances were likely to increase
the risk of loneliness: bS o

said having limited access to the internet
33%
identified being out of work bl%

said poor local public transport.
367

said financial difficulties ?eorle recognised life tronsitions could
incrense feelings of loneliness:

33% 249

said negative childhood experiences
(such as bullying and abuse) pointed to big life changes (such as moving to

a new area, starting a new job)
b8 7o

said living with a mental health problem

65%

said living with a physical disability or
health problem.
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Peoole realised thot relationships and living

situations could imro.cf levels of loneliness:

31 %

identified being widowed

30%

said living alone

0%

said being single, divorced or separated

People also recoqnised how the woy we
feel around others could moke us feel
more lonely:

817

said feeling like the odd one out was likely to
increase feelings of loneliness

807

said being excluded or judged by others

33%

said being less outgoing or sociable

Peorle also recosnised how wider
exrem‘wl'ions and cultural norms could
increase Feelinas of loneliness:

bl

identified pressure to have ‘perfect’
relationships with family, friends or
romantic partners

Unsurprisingly, 82% recognised that COVID-19
restrictions (lockdowns and social distancing) were
likely to increase feelings of loneliness.

e Some groups at risk of loneliness are
overlooked - including LGBTQ+ people,
students, and carers

e People tend to overestimate loneliness
among older people and underestimate it
among younger adults

Only 12% of respondents identified that being
younger (aged 16-25) might contribute to someone
feeling more lonely. The largest proportion (41%)
thought that being younger would make no
difference and 29% thought it would contribute to
someone feeling less lonely.

In contrast, 63% thought that being older (over
65) might contribute to someone feeling more
lonely. Only 6% thought that it might contribute
to someone feeling less lonely and 22% thought it
made no difference.

This is in contrast to ONS data which found that
younger people, pre-pandemic and during the
pandemic, reported feeling lonely more often than
older people. This was also confirmed by our own
national poll.

e People tend to assume that people in rural
areas will be at greater risk of loneliness

40% of people thought that living in a rural area
could contribute to loneliness (36% thought it
made no difference, 12% that it might contribute to
feeling less lonely). But only 23% of people thought
living in a city might contribute to feeling more
lonely, whereas 42% thought that it would make

no difference and 21% that it might contribute

to feeling less lonely. This is in contrast to the
evidence which suggests that people living in cities
are more lonely.
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D ' :
onno. s s+orq.

Findina an outlet For your feelings is healthy

Donna is 48 and lives in a small town in the south east of England. She cares
for her autistic 17-year-old daughter, and for her partner who lives with
ongoing pain and mobility issues following the botched treatment of a knee

injury. She works part time and is responsible for her family and two lively
dogs. While Donna is rarely alone, she feels lonely as she has no one to share

her burdens with:

"Mq Pmm‘ner can't toke regular
worK, so \ get up oand go out
and work and earn my salary.
hove feelings that \'m carrying
o burden on my shoulders.
live around some difficult
circumstoances and cope with
health issues that nobody else
really understands. Thot in
itself mokes you feel quH'e lonely
becouse finding someone who
‘3e+s it oand thot you can talk
to is not emsq.“

The loneliness offects her deerlq:

“Loneliness is horrible. It makes you feel vulnerable.
It makes you feel anxious.”

“At times, [..] a bad day at home, [when] the
burden on your shoulders is very heavy, and you
feel down in yourself, the picking yourself up thing
to get on with it and go to work and be around
people who don’t know and don’t understand is
extremely difficult.”

Donno’s sortner is on stro 9 medication
thot con offect his mood. Me is in Fmin and
distress os o result of his medicol issues.
Their relo.HonshiP hos chonged os o result:

"Having a proper partner who is on your
wavelength all the time, who you can share things
with 50-50. [..] Someone who is so in tune with
you that life is a joy. That's what | miss. He's a great
fella, but he's not in tune with me because he's got
so many internal battles within his body that he's
on another planet sometimes.”

Toaci'hcr we con tockle loneliness

#\veBechhere



Mental Health Awareness Week 9-15 May 2022

34

Donm'). 's responsibilities meon thot she
doesn t hove time to Kcer up with friends:

“Home life takes over. You find yourself having to
earn a salary [...] And then | come home, | walk the
dogs [...] Then | come back and [..] Daughter will be
home. | need to talk to her about her day, debrief,
and find out how she was at college. Then it comes
to tea time, and then it's like ‘what are we going to
have for tea? [..] Then | remember to look at the
paperwork, look at the bills, all that stuff. And then
I'm usually exhausted by eight o’clock.”

She hos one friend in similor circumstonces
and really values this relaﬁonshir:

"Her husband has extreme ill health. We do, both
of us, value it immensely when we do catch up and
meet up and put the world to rights. We both feel
better for it. But, again, [..] we don’t meet up every
week by any means.”

Donna’s daushi'er helred her realise thot
she needed more support. She is now in
touch with o socia rescribing link worker
who helped her aet o corers’ assessment
ond hos suggesfed relo.ﬂonshir surrori' to
helo Donna ond her oartner communicote
better. This has mode o difference:

\ think, oh oactually, perhops
there is o bit of hope !

Donno also 3o+ some funding for o
hypnotherapy course, which she finds helpful
in manoging her Feelinﬁs of loneliness:

“She certainly has made me feel better since I've
been going, and has given me hypnotherapy for
some situations, like stress, sleep and things like
that. The last session that | had with her was about
letting go of difficult feelings. I'm hoping that there
will be something really positive by the time that
I've run the course of sessions with her.”

While Donno believes +hot it's import

ont not to bottle up feelings of loneliness,
s‘l'ismo. con be o barrier to hxlking

about it:

"Keerins it in doesn't help
when you feel lonely. The first
S+el’ is realising your feelings.
The second s+er is trying to
not Keep the feelings within
you. Find something that works
for you to let the feelings out,
becouse if you Keep them in you
run the risk of them turning
sour within qou.“

“I do think English stiff upper lip can be our
downfall at times and that’s the way we are. Talking

about loneliness, there's probably in society a bit
of a stigma with it.”
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S+er~eo+qfes of lonely reofle

Our findings show how many stereotypes about loneliness still persevere,
despite people’s understanding of the nuanced causes of loneliness. In
particular, people tend to assume that loneliness is about age and physical
isolation. These stereotypes can lead people to overlook those who are ‘lonely

in a crowd’ — including students, carers and people in urban areas.

In the same nationally representative survey of The prominence of the word ‘anyone’, however,
6,000 adults, we asked people for descriptions of suggests a more instinctive understanding of how
a 'typical person who feels lonely’. The word cloud universal loneliness is.

below demonstrates clearly the strong association
people hold between loneliness and aloneness.
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Soro’ :
Oro s s'l'om‘.

PuH’ina yourself out there is worth it

Sara is 22 and recently moved to live with her mum on a remote island.

Despite efforts to get to know people, Sara feels very lonely.

Soro has s+ru53led with her mental
health +hr~ou3hou+ her life. She hos
ADHD ond is bisexual which she feels
crente additional borriers to connecﬂns
with PGOP|¢I

“There's not o lot of r.»eorle my
age | get to interact with. | also
hove hod mentol health shmssles
ond hove not been oble to talk
to Feorle obout them. Not Findina
Feof.le thot hove shored thot
exferience thot \ can talk to,

! . . "
it's qud'e lonely sometimes.

“l don't feel completely accepted because | feel like
if they knew that I'd been in a hospital, and I'd had
a mental breakdown, and they knew that about me,
then would they see me in the same way, so there's
that element to it. Also, being bisexual, would they
feel the same way if they knew that?”

Sora Prcviouslq lived in the south west of
Enslo.nd ond hod o good group there, but
now locks company ond closeness in her
doy—to—doy life:

“I think it's just not having people to share stuff
with and talk to about things you like and enjoy.
That's the main thing for me. My mum works quite
late, so if I'm having a nice meal, I'm having it on my
own. [...] Just feeling like you're missing out. When
you look at this big world and there’s so much
going on and you're there and you just haven't
really found what you want.”

“It's not having people to go on vacations with and
festivals. [..] It's more not having that core group of
people to go to.”
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Most eople on the island hove known each
other smce childhood and it con be hard to
find o woy in. While Soro talks to people
ot work and hos tried to join different
groups, she hosn 't mode strong bonds. The
more lonelq she feels the more it offects
her mental health. This in turn con moke
it horder to connect:

“It's almost like chicken and egg because once you
start to feel unwell or depressed, you deliberately
start to exclude yourself. It gets to a point where
you've burnt all the bridges, any potential friends,
because you haven't replied to those texts in ages
because you've just not been up to it.”

When she does spend time with eople,
Soro con end up s+ewin3 over how +hin55
hove 3one.‘

“It's fine in at the moment. It's just afterwards that
| start second guessing it, like ‘how did | come
across?’, ‘'was | too talkative?’, ‘was | not talkative
enough?, and just analysing the whole thing and
running it on replay through my head.”

Soro hos learnt to be comfortoble
doing things on her own ond she copes
with loneliness by hmpns to Keer busy
and active, or by reaching out to her
friends onlme

“The best woy to counteract
this is to FM' yourself out
there and just mokKe those
connections becouse mulling on
it isn't going to sort o.nq‘l’hms
But it's hord to do thot.

However, social media can exacerbate her
loneliness, making her feel more left out.

Soro has spoken to Friends and Family
obout Feeling lonely, but it isn't easy
to do os she feels she moy be judged:

“It's embarrassing admitting it. [...] It feels like
failing. Is it something to do with you personally
that people don't gravitate towards you, or have
you not made the effort to go out there and meet
people? Things like that.”

She wonders if her neurodiversity mokKes
it horder for her to build relo.ﬂonshirs:

“l think part of the ADHD thing is not having that
good social skills, so it is difficult for me to make
that initial link. There's also a lot of hiding my true
personality in public and trying not to ask too many
questions, be perceived as too loud or too much.
So, there's that dulling down, so you do try and
minimise yourself and contain yourself in order to
be palatable or whatever. That does create a sense
of isolation.”

Sara feels that more groups to join in her local area
would make a big difference. She will be moving
away for a new job soon. She plans to avoid living
alone and to try activities to connect with people in
her new area.
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>

th do s+ereo+qres motter!

Stereotypes can prevent people from recognising and responding to their own
loneliness, exacerbate the stigma of loneliness and unhelpfully narrow the
support that is offered to people who feel lonely. It's important, therefore,

to broaden our understanding of loneliness and who it affects.

The individual stories in this report show how
complex loneliness is. While some people face
practical barriers to connection (such as a lack

of time or difficulties getting out and about),
others feel disconnected because of fears of how
others will respond - often fuelled by experiences
of discrimination and prejudice. Others still

face emotional and psychological barriers to
connection, including what the British Red Cross
report Trapped in a bubble described as 'identity

crises’ linked to life transitions®:.
A more widespread understanding of the

factors that can lead to severe and enduring
loneliness would help reduce people’s tendency
to blame themselves for being lonely. It would also
help to unlock creative ways to support people in
building and maintaining meaningful relationships
and help them through life transitions that can
leave them feeling adrift and disconnected.

It would also support tailored support being
developed for groups who are particularly at risk
of long-term loneliness.
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5. Kesrondins to loneliness

A. Helr ond odvice on how to cope with loneliness
and imrrove your mentol health

B. P\ddressins loneliness ocross socie‘h'
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Helf; ond oadvice on how to cope with
loneliness and im’:rove your mentol health

Dealing with loneliness can be difficult. But there are things we can all do to
cope with loneliness and prevent some of the negative feelings and mental
health problems that can come with it. Here are some coping strategies that you

might find useful.

1. Try to do some enjoyable things that will keep you busy

One way of trying to manage loneliness is by

“Over the lost IL months

keeping busy and doing things we enjoy. This might

be a hobby such as a bit of gardening, going to the l"e(k“q FOCMSCd on mqself‘
gym or even sorting out your kitchen cupboards. \ '
jigsaws, puzzles or knitting. Small activities can Crea‘,'ed o "’OOlbOx OF

give you energy and positive feelings. It's important +eChni ues ond +hin $

these things are fun or fulfilling. Be careful about q 5

working too hard or watching TV shows simply thot PCQ“% helred me ond

as a distraction. These will only delay or suppress . . .

your feelings and could actually make your mental +hm35 +h&+ \ e"o.\o‘i do‘"ﬂ'

health worse. os before | was more
distrocting myself which

mode me more Ionelq.

Try to do things that stimulate your mind

Activities that occupy your mind can help with

loneliness. This can include the benefits of taking
courses or listening to podcasts on topics from
comedy to fitness. This can be stimulating and
something as simple as listening to the familiar

voice of someone you like can help you feel

less lonely.

"\ find thot Fodco.s*l's
3round me very quicqu.“
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2. Think about doing a physical activity

Physical exercise can help with loneliness. It can be
as simple as having a walk in the park when you're

feeling a bit overwhelmed. Alternatively, you could
listen to music and do a bit of dancing around your
living room. (Be aware of your neighbours though!)

3. Try to engage with the people
you meet in your daily life

It can be hard to talk to others when you're feeling
lonely. However, trying to connect with the people
you meet as you go about your day can be helpful.
Even catching someone’s eye and saying “hi” as you
walk along can make you feel better. Or it could be
about saying hello to the postwoman or postman or
going to the shops and talking to the person at the
checkout. By sharing a polite greeting — you might
find you give someone else a positive lift too.

"Trq to connect with

one person, even if it

is o complete stranger,
even if it is just to soy
‘3ood morninﬂ' or it is o
beautiful do.q' when you 9o
for o walk... or cmm‘olivmzmL
someone oabout their hair
becouse they might have

o horrendous doy, and one
comFlimen'l‘ misht be enough
to roise o smile.

4. Find people that ‘get you’

It can be hard to connect with others when you're
feeling lonely. But there are great benefits in
finding people who have been through similar
experiences to you. Interacting with others that
‘get’ you can give you a sense of belonging that
may be missing. People who have been there have
found connections in local groups or social media.

"Findina people who actually
get me hos given me o sense
of inclusion ond existence

"
ond FMI"POSC.
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5. Spend time with pets

If you are lucky enough to have a pet, it can be

a great way of managing loneliness. Not only do
animals provide us with unconditional love and
support, but they also help to give structure to our
days and even encourage us to get out and connect
with others. Interaction with pets is also shown to
help reduce stress levels.

7. Talking therapies can help

Talking through your feelings with a counsellor or
therapist can help you cope with your feelings of
loneliness. Talking therapy can be hard to get -
but if you can find a professional, it can really be
of benefit. It'll provide you with a safe space to
work through your feelings and thoughts without
judgement. Check out your local resources

by visiting the NHS website.

‘| have got o dog and | Find
thoat if | am Fo.r'l'iculo.rlq
Feeling lonely, | Feel like

she (doa) is an emro.i'he‘l'ic
constoant for me she Knows
my Feelin3 and \ f:eel very
calm and reloxed.

6. Try to use social media in a positive way

Social media can help your mental health. But it
can also affect it negatively. The key is to use it

in a positive way. Finding digital communities, you
share interests and passions with can help. Most
importantly be aware of how you feel when you
use social media and focus on topics and activities
that work best for you.

"Turninﬂ of £ social medio

really helps, which | +hink |
used to think it would help
me to feel more connected

to others but it is actually
'H\e OPPOSH'Q.“

“Some things thot |'ve
tried are counselling... and
CBT (becouse) if someone
understands your condition,
they con help you and not
judge qou.“
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How to sum:or'l' other f’“f’le

who ore Feelins lonely

1. Don't judge or stigmatise

It's important not to judge or stigmatise people
who feel lonely. Stigma around loneliness is a

huge barrier to the kind of open and genuine
conversations that can help. It's more important to
be aware of just how common loneliness is. It's a
normal feeling that all of us are likely to experience
at some time in our lives. Telling other people that
their poor mental health is the reason why they are
feeling lonely is really not helpful.

2. Try to make groups welcoming to other people

It can be difficult for people who are feeling lonely
to join a group like a club. This might be because
people are shy or feel nervous about existing
relationships in the group which they don't feel
part of. It's important to be aware of this and try

to make groups be as welcoming as possible to
newcomers. Flexibility around things like how often
people attend is also important.

3. Try to listen and show understanding

A great way to help a friend or family member

is simply to listen. People who have experienced
loneliness relate how they valued friends who
really considered what they might enjoy and were
even willing to join them in some shared activities.
Having an understanding and compassionate
approach, and not ignoring the person’s
experience, will help them to feel heard

and understood.

LT [T 1T 1T /R
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Addressins loneliness ocross socie‘l'u'

We are calling on several UK-wide policy asks to address loneliness across society:

1. Taking a strategic approach to loneliness

The governments across the UK must build on their
loneliness strategies by fully resourcing their public
health systems to take a local approach to tackling
loneliness. The UK governments must take a cross-
departmental approach to tackling loneliness,

and target support and preventative action to

the groups and communities that are known to

be most at risk of becoming lonely. The national
governments must evaluate the impact of their
existing loneliness strategies and funding schemes
and commit to publishing regular updates.

2. Developing the community resources
needed to tackle loneliness

The governments across the UK must invest in local
communities to build the community resources
needed to tackle loneliness. They should pay

close attention to including people and cultural
and ethnic groups that feel excluded and use
coproduction and codesign techniques to ensure
that initiatives best reflect the needs of the
communities they are intending to benefit.

3. Building a greener lived environment that
supports social contact

The national and local governments of the UK
should focus their planning systems on delivering
greener, biodiverse, pro-social public spaces

that support people’s health and wellbeing. The
governments should embed ‘universal design
principles’, which guarantee usability by the
greatest number of people, and engage with
seldom-heard groups to help build meaning and
purpose into public spaces for these communities.
The UK governments should work with local

communities to ensure that public green space
is naturally diverse, safe and accessible.

4. Supporting children and young people with
interventions in education settings

The governments of the UK must view schools,
colleges, and universities as vital settings for
alleviating feelings of loneliness among children
and young people, one of the groups most
vulnerable to feelings of loneliness, and provide
appropriate support for doing so.

5. Ensuring that everyone has access to
digital communication technology, and the
skills to use it, and respecting preferences for
non-digital forms of communication

The governments of the UK should consider access
to digital communication technology as a basic
right that people of all ages and backgrounds
should be able to enjoy. As well as guaranteeing
access to digital technology for the groups most
likely to experience loneliness, the governments
should also seek to build their populations’ digital
skills, while respecting that some people may prefer
(and sometimes only be comfortable with using)
more traditional forms of communication, such as 'y
letters received through the post, or conversations
over landline telephones.
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Propendix P: Methodolgy

Section L

Loneliness dato analysis

To understand what the data tells us about
loneliness, we looked primarily at the data (and
available analyses) from the ONS before and during
the pandemic - for both ‘lockdown loneliness’ and
‘chronic loneliness’ (i.e. experiencing loneliness
‘often’ or ‘always’).

We also complemented this with some analytical
insights from our own cross-sectional COVID-19
study. A direct statistical comparison of the ONS
data and the data from our study was not possible.
The table below demonstrates the key differences
and respective strengths and weaknesses of the
data from the two sources.

The Office for National Statistics -
Great Britain household surveys

The Mental Health Foundation - Coronavirus:

Mental health in the pandemic study

GB only

UK-wide

Both ‘chronic’ and ‘lockdown’ loneliness

Only ‘lockdown’ loneliness

Data available pre-pandemic

Data only from pandemic

Reports relationship between loneliness and

mental wellbeing

Can only look at loneliness in isolation of mental

health/wellbeing

Analysis allows for confidence about statistical

significance of observed differences

Analysis is descriptive, cannot assume

statistical significance

‘Lockdown loneliness’ metric is complex, combining

elements of wellbeing and Covid worry

‘Lockdown loneliness’ metric is more
straightforward to interpret, looks at loneliness ‘as a

result of’ pandemic

Did not investigate inequalities in ethnicity, gender

identity and sexual orientation

Cannot investigate inequalities in ethnicity, gender

identity and sexual orientation

The ONS pre-pandemic data (2016-17) was
collected using a self-completion online or paper
questionnaire. The ONS data collected during the
pandemic was predominantly online; however,
telephone interviews were available if requested
by the participant. Data for the Mental Health
Foundation’s Coronavirus study was collected

via an online survey. Though efforts are made

to ensure samples are nationally representative,

collecting data using online methods may not
accurately capture the extent of loneliness

among certain groups that may experience digital
exclusion or lower levels of digital literacy, such as
those aged over 75, people with learning difficulties
and those for whom English is not their first
language. It is therefore important to acknowledge
the limitations of this data and complement
findings with other sources.
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P note about definitions of loneliness

Loneliness data collected during the pandemic

can be broadly divided into ‘chronic’ loneliness

and ‘lockdown’ loneliness. The ONS defines chronic
loneliness to be when people report that they
‘often’ or ‘always’ feel lonely whereas they define
those who are ‘lockdown lonely’ to be respondents
who said their well-being had been affected by

the coronavirus through feeling lonely in the last
seven days. This was only asked to people who were
‘very' or ‘somewhat worried’ about the effect Covid
was having on their lives, and respondents were
also asked to tick ‘'my wellbeing has been affected’

Notional Pollins doto

We worked with Opinium to design and conduct

a nationally representative survey of adults aged
18+ across England, Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland. Opinium designed the sample to take into
account the demographic and socio-demographic
makeup of Britain by capturing gender, age, region,
socio-grade and working status, disabilities and/or
long-term conditions and ethnicity. Questions were
carefully designed to capture: i) public perceptions
of loneliness and ii) ways of coping with loneliness.
We also wanted to understand relative rates

of loneliness among ethnic minority groups, so
conducted an ethnic minority sample separately

to address the complexities of this population.

The polling data was analysed to identify key
findings across the UK as a whole and across each
constituent nation. The data was also analysed

by the different demographic factors to establish
whether there were any key patterns/trends.
Participants were also asked to describe a ‘typical
person who feels lonely’.

before being presented with the loneliness option.
By contrast, in our own COVID-19 study, we
asked all respondents what emotions (including
loneliness) they had experienced in the last
weeks due to COVID-19. The levels of loneliness
collected in our study are therefore more similar,
though not identical to the ONS's definition

of 'lockdown’ loneliness.

Tose'l'hcr we con tockle loneliness
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Der-l'h interviews

Using the available data on risk factors for We conducted 9 depth interviews with a range
loneliness and having consulted with an expert of people who had/have experience with chronic
in the field, we created 8 personas of people loneliness. These interviews are based on profiles
with whom we would like to talk to illustrate the we created, driven by the data, to capture the
diversity of the loneliness experience. We used an ‘hidden faces of loneliness’ and demonstrate the
external recruiter, Acumen, and our partnership diversity of the loneliness experience.

with Leaders Unlocked to recruit participants

to interview.

The ProFiles ore:

Profile no. | Quick description
1 Unemployed, disenfranchised male aged 5O to 60, living alone, receiving
Jobseekers’ Allowance
2 Younger person living with long term disability or chronic health condition
(living with parents)
3 Older female, aged 50 to 60, ‘'squeezed-middle’ carer with annual income below 30K
Younger single parent on low income
5 Young person living in large house-share (living with at least 4 other people) - moved in
past 6 months (and twice in past two years)
LGBTQ person aged 20 to 40, living in rural area, isolated
Care leaver from BAME background
Person who is a refugee in supported housing in Wales
These interviews ranged from 1to 1.5 hours and The case study approach was chosen as it allows an
were conducted by the same interviewer for in-depth, multi-faceted exploration of loneliness
consistency. The interviewer then wrote up the in different settings.

key points of the interview, in a case study format,

which was sent back to the participant to ensure

that nothing was misrepresented.
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Coring methods

We held a focus group with people who have or
have experienced chronic loneliness to understand
the different ways in which people cope with

and manage their loneliness. We recruited

7 participants via OPEN, our diverse online
community of people who help to inform the

work we do. We conducted a high-level thematic
analysis of the coping methods people use, and
complemented the findings with those from an
earlier focus group we held around loneliness more
generally in December 2020.

We tested the key insights identified in the focus
group around coping methods for loneliness in a
survey to our wider OPEN network (n=237) to help
validate these findings and provide some indication
of consensus for these approaches. Of these
respondents, 86 described themselves as ‘often’

or ‘always’ lonely.

The coping methods in this report have been
informed by what we heard from both our focus
group participants and our survey respondents.

Mental Health
Foundation

Registered Charity No. England 801130
Scotland SC 039714
Company Registration No. 235084

The Mental Health Foundation is committed
to promoting an anti-racist, inclusive community
where we can all be ourselves.

The following staff at the Mental Health Foundation
contributed to this report by drafting, editing,

or providing feedback: Jade Yap, Catherine Negus,
Victoria Zamperoni, Amanda Powell, Talulah Hall,
Adam Nice, Keith Rae, Emily Wooster,

Lucy Thorpe, Shari McDaid, Catherine Seymour,
Antonis Kousoulis, Mark Rowland.

We would like to extend our thanks to Kate Jopling
for her support in the research process

The Mental Health Foundation is greatly indebted
to the contribution of members of Our Personal
Experience Network (OPEN) to this research,

and all our interviewees.

OPEN is a diverse online community of people we
ask to inform what we do, through anything from
quick feedback on a social media post, to fully
participating in a research project. No matter who
you are, your views and experiences are valuable
and you are a welcome member of our community.
You can find out more about joining OPEN here.
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