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LONELINESS AND ITS
WIDER EFFECTS

The stigma of modern-day loneliness and what
can we do to make it better?
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Foreword

Over the centuries, at risk groups have been
shunned, feared and judged in equal measure,
although there is always a handful of people
who seek to understand, support and help. This
series is for those people who want to grapple
with the issues that are difficult to talk about,
and for those who want to be part of ensuring
that their stories get told.

Remember the few that stopped and stood with
those at risk of HIV as recently as 19817 Some
of those diagnosed as HIV positive, were
treated not unlike the lepers of centuries ago
who had to carry around bells crying out
‘unclean, unclean’ so that any passers-by could

avoid contamination.

Or, take the case of women in the middle of the
last century, who were forced to give up their
babies, with the scandalous bullying and
ostracization they endured only coming to light
relatively recently. Likewise the babies, now
grown adults, were left struggling to find the
identity of their birth mothers and had very little
hope of finding their birth fathers. Their story
only started to be told decades later.
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Modern day issues we
love to ignore.

How much do we
really care?

This series is to help us hear the voice of those
who struggle to speak for themselves. It is for
those who can resonate with the message and
become part of the voice for people to hear. It
is also for people who don’t want to turn away,
but who seek to be there and do what they can,
to identify with the issues and become part of
the solution.

This is the challenge that these white papers
seek to put to the reader, knowing that for
those wishing to stand up and be heard and
those who wish to support and give, that the
rewards will be greater than the sacrifice
involved. The gain will be greater than the pain
of speaking out and standing up.

The first issue in this series looking at modern
day problems that we would prefer to ignore, is
the modern-day pandemic of loneliness. It
affects half of adults in the UK, with those
under 30 being the most affected people group.
Many readers will identify and others will most
certainly know someone close to them who is
affected. This is a first quick dive into the issue
and how we can understand and help.

Nina Kelly, CEO, Safe New Futures
February 2024
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Issue One: The stigma of modern-day loneliness
and what can we do to make it better?

Hello, I'm Nina Kelly and I'm the CEO of the training charity, Safe New Futures.

This is the first in a series of White Papers looking at modern day issues we love to ignore and how

much do we really care? We will take a first quick dive into the subject of loneliness and what we can do

to help counteract a widespread issue that has a huge impact on our physical, mental and financial

health.

Addressing the stigma

Despite the fact that almost half of adults in the
UK reported feeling lonely, occasionally,
sometimes, often or always (i)on a 2022 Office
For National Statistics (ONS) survey, the
stigma around admitting to being lonely is only
too real.

In my experience, most people, friends or even
acquaintances have told me for example, if
they have cancer, are struggling with
relationship problems, are experiencing a
bereavement or divorce, dealing with anxiety or
depression. Some people have even told me
their experiences of trauma that they have
never told anybody else ever before.

However, | do not remember a single occasion
when someone has told me that they are
struggling with loneliness or feeling alone.
Conversely, | have openly shared my problems,
and all sorts of personal situations with all kinds
of people, but | don’t ever remember telling

anyone that | felt lonely. Even during times of
excruciatingly painful loneliness, | have never
admitted it to a soul.

Many people who come on our Safe New
Futures courses will say that the best thing
about coming on them, is that they no longer
feel alone, and yet it is one of the most basic of
human requirements that we feel that people
understand and can relate to us and our

situations.

Nearly half of the UK
population report
experiencing loneliness
some of the time

Three in ten millennials say

they “always feel lonely”


https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/the-facts-on-loneliness/
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/the-facts-on-loneliness/
https://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2019/8/1/20750047/millennials-poll-loneliness#:~:text=A%20recent%20poll%20from%20YouGov%2C%20a%20polling%20firm%20and%20market%20research%20company%2C%20found%20that%2030%20percent%20of%20millennials%20say%20they%20feel%20lonely.%20This%20is%20the%20highest%20percentage%20of%20all%20the%20generations%20surveyed.

You are not alone

In a previous job, working for an international
human rights organisation, | went to visit 33
male prisoners in a high-security prison in rural
Mexico. They had been rounded up and as it
turned out, falsely accused of a massacre that
they had not taken part in. They had left behind
a village full of women and children whose role
it was to cook, look after the village and bring
up the next generation but who had no
opportunity to earn money to feed their families.
These men were distraught about their
vulnerable families left behind, whilst being
incarcerated without an end in sight, for a crime
they had not committed.

Hiding our shame

That sense of feeling alone can feel shameful,
embarrassing, as if there is something terribly
wrong with us and that somehow we have
brought this terrible condition on to ourselves.
For many of us loneliness/aloneness can start
early in life if we have experienced the loss of
one or more significant parental figures in our
lives or the breakdown in early years
attachment with a nurturing carer. It can also
apply to other adverse events in childhood such
as neglect or experiences of abuse.

In my case, | lost both my parents aged eight in
a hotel fire and was then sent to live with a
family in another country who were not related
and who didn’t even want another child thrust
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Of course, we offered them what we could in
the way of essentials, advocacy and support.
However, as our group leader addressed these
men and told them, “You are not alone, we
won’t forget you”. each of the men broke down
in tears that spoke more eloquently than words
ever could have of their appreciation that we
understood and that we stood by them and
their families, and that we were with them
despite the countries and continents that
separated us. And, we cried with them, not in
sympathy but in empathy and shared humanity.
They were grateful for our gifts, but what they
really wanted to know was that they were not

alone.

into their midst! The sense of being alone was
palpable and that feeling can easily be
triggered later in life at times of trauma,
isolation or when battling through difficulties.
Having a friendly, extrovert personality who can
easily make friends and who enjoys being
around people, does not always help, and
people, myself included, can feel very alone
even when surrounded by others.

And so, we hide our shameful, paralysing
feelings of loneliness. We develop a mask or
create a protective shell. We hide away, refuse
to be a burden and carry on regardless.
Clearly, this is the very opposite of everything
and anything we should be doing to solve the

issue.
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Opening our eyes and becoming aware

The other side of that coin is that there is an individual and collective responsibility to spot people who
are feeling lonely. Given that 50% of adults in the UK reported feeling lonely in 2022, the problem is
much bigger than an isolated few. It affects people in work or out of work, young and old, single orin a
relationship, advantaged and disadvantaged, without discrimination. The effects on our physical health,
life span and productivity are immense, so, the sooner we start recognising, talking about and
combating the scourge, even the modern-day pandemic of loneliness, the better.

Feel free to watch my short video on how our charity Safe New Futures helps to deal with this issue at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pczYo000Anr0&t=189s



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pczYo0oAnr0&t=189s
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Risk of early death

Can loneliness kill you? Studies carried out by Julianne Hold-Lunstad, using meta-analysis combining
data from 148 studies that tracked the social habits of more than 300,000 people worldwide, find that
indeed it can. (ii)

The health and mortality repercussions of loneliness are alarming,
with studies showing that loneliness is likely to increase your risk of

death by 26%

(iii ,Holt-Lunstad, 2015)

We all know the risks of smoking, with millions of pounds spent each year warning people of the
dangers of smoking and helping people to quit the habit. However, loneliness, living alone and poor
social connections are as bad for your health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day (iv, Holt-Lunstad, 2010).

Similarly, obesity and overweight has long been a problem that many have grappled with in the quest
to remain healthy and maintain longevity of life, and yet loneliness is even worse for you than obesity
(v, Holt-Lunstad, 2010).

Despite the appointment of a loneliness minister five years ago, there is precious little being done to
raise awareness of or provide support for those who struggle with loneliness.

Risk of adverse health complications

And so the evidence continues. For adults over 50, loneliness is

o Associated with an increased risk of developing coronary heart disease and stroke (vi)
Increases the risk of high blood pressure (vii) o

° With severe depression is associated with early mortality (viii)

Is a risk factor for depression in later life (ix) °

° Puts individuals at greater risk of cognitive decline and dementia (x)
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Risk of adverse mental health complication

We readily understand that older people with
mobility issues are likely contenders for
loneliness, but actually, people under the age
of 30 are the most lonely age group. In fact,
16—29-year-olds are twice as likely to be
chronically lonely than over 70s, and it affects
their mental health and levels of anxiety in
particular. (xi) Other studies show that their
loneliness is fuelled by social media exposure
to seemingly happy peers at social events,
looking fabulous and apparently having the
best of times with close friends. (xii)

For all age groups, seeing other people in close
family or friendship groups can exacerbate the
sense of feeling unloved, unwanted or alone.
During the pandemic, | cried watching videos of
people extolling their good fortune to be with
the love of their lives, or who engaged in

People at risk of loneliness

People who are going through change across
life stages are particularly vulnerable to
loneliness. In a government sponsored study
on Mental health and loneliness: the
relationship of loneliness across life stages,

(xiii) participants described loneliness in terms

of the lack of connection they felt in their lives.

cuddling, hugging or kissing their loves ones in
front of me. At other times | remember being at
community events sitting on my own separated
from the other family groups bringing home my
own separation from my children who lived
some distance away. It felt cruel and at times
unbearable. Yet, this is the world that many
young people inhabit on a daily basis whilst
scrolling through their social media accounts in
the supposed safety and comfort of their own

homes.

So, one the biggest reasons to deal with the
issues of loneliness in our lives, especially for
the younger age groups, is because of the
negative mental health effects that loneliness
can cause, exacerbating anxiety and creating
an increasing downward spiral in low mood and

feeling alone.

The lack of connection was described as not
having anyone they could turn to for emotional
support, or feeling like a burden on those they
had existing connections with particularly at
times of life transition such as new adulthood,
having young children, empty nesters, middle-

age, divorce, retirement etc.




7

\NEWFUTURES
A\

Who else is likely to feel lonely? The campaign to end loneliness revealed that there are now 3.83
million people who are chronically lonely: (xiv) They also revealed that:

Women are significantly more People with a physical or
likely to be chronically lonely mental health diagnosis are
than men, with 7.67% of over three times more likely to

women chronically lonely be lonely than people
and 6.33% of men chronically without a diagnosis.

lonely.

However, it is important to remember that
loneliness can affect us all, at any time of our
lives. | personally know people who live in the
bustle of London and in the quiet of the
country who feel lonely. As the NHS Better
Health, Every mind matters campaign says,
we can feel lonely when out with friends or
family as we can sitting inside on our own. (xv)

In my next white paper | will tackle the subject
of loneliness in the workplace with almost a
quarter of workers saying that feeling lonely at
work has affected their mental health. Just
now though, let’s take a moment to consider
some solutions to the problem of loneliness
generally.
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Some solutions to the problem of loneliness

It is a time worn truth that bringing things out in the open takes the power and the sting out of a
situation. Although it can be difficult to talk about, sharing our feelings of loneliness can encourage
others to talk too. So, talking about our experience of this stigmatised subject can be one step in the
process to dispel it.

There are three elements of the Safe New Futures course that very directly target the issue of

loneliness.

Normalisation:

Talking about our feelings with other people who experience the same thing can
normalise these feeling. The converse is that we suffer in silence, feeling like we are
the only ones struggling with our lack of self-worth or individual value.

Socialisation:

As we intentionally move out of our comfort zones and connect with other like-minded
people, it enables us to make those all-important social connections. Here we need to
bear in mind, that we might need to move out of our comfort zones and connect with a
whole new type of social group than we have done previously. This won’t be easy but it
is better than living with the killer that is isolation and loneliness.

Peer Support:

Reaching out to peers, for support, help, especially during moment of life change or
difficulty is vital. It is important to realise that there is no shame in accepting whatever
support and help that people are able and would like to offer.

Let’s look at these three areas in more detail:

The first which is normalisation is a huge factor in helping people overcome some of the negative side
effects of living alone or of loneliness.




When people come on our course for example,
they can come from all different types of
backgrounds, different educational
experiences, different work experiences and
but the one thing they find when they get
together as a group is the sense that they are
with people who are all experiencing the same
kind of thoughts and feelings. As they do so,
very quickly, those thoughts and feelings, are
normalised and people are able to bring them
out into the open and deal with them.

Secondly, Socialisation and meeting as part of
a group of people with shared experiences or
interests, provide us with the opportunity, to
chat and to develop connections with other
people.

When we’re spending a lot of time on our own
and we can just lose the capacity to talk and
human connection is so important in
maintaining good mental health. People have
found that coming onto our course is a really
safe way of developing those social skills and
then using those skills following the course to
integrate with other people and develop
engagement and good relationships. However,
just joining a group with people who share a
similar interest such as gardening, singing,
reading, writing, playing sport, or whatever is
huge boost in feeling there is a place we
belong.
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The third important factor in countering
loneliness is peer support. The facilitators who
run our Safe New Futures courses, deliver the
courses and mentor individuals but most
significantly, they facilitate people within the
group to support each other. That is so
important because following the course those
relationships can continue as people meet and
carry on supporting each other.

But we can find people who have been through
the same or similar experiences to us in all
sorts of place if we are willing to share our own
experiences with others. Connecting with those
who can connect with what we have gone
through knowing that they understand what we
are going through is so vital and so important to

recovery.




Conclusion

The societal costs of loneliness

Loneliness is not just a feeling but outworks
itself in behaviours and results in loss of self-
esteem. This effects adolescents in terms of
lower educational attainment (xvi) makes young
people ‘less likely to want to progress in work’
(xvii) and gives rise to poorer work performance
(xviii) amongst employees.

Take action

So, If you know anybody, or if you yourself are
feeling lonely, please do take steps to talk
about those things openly. See how you can
normalise some of the things you are feeling by
finding a group of people who are happy to talk
about the same issues you are facing. Develop
opportunities for socialisation through joining
groups or clubs. Find peer support by reaching
out to family and friends to help you through

some of the things you are going through.

i
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The financial costs of loneliness

The cost of severe lonelinessis estimated at
around £9,900 per person per year, due to its
combined impact on wellbeing, health, and
work productivity (xix).

Our New Futures courses might also be
appropriate for anyone you now who is out of
work — details are on our website at

www.safe.org.uk
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Safe New Futures is a transformative organisation that has been serving the community for over 20 years.
Originating as Southampton Action for Employment, our mission has always been to address poverty and
unemployment in the most deprived areas of Southampton. Our primary focus is on young people and the long-
term unemployed in Hampshire and the Isle of Wight.

Our unique programmes combine group cognitive behavioural therapy (GCBT) with vocational training and pre-
employment support. This holistic approach helps individuals struggling with mental health issues to improve
their confidence, reduce depression/anxiety, and transition into education, employment, or training opportunities.

Our CEO, Nina Ke"y, has a natural © 023 8017 9590
leadership style that is both

marketing-led and people-centred. www.safe.org.uk

An engaging and passionate

communicator, Nina has worked in @ Communications@safe,org,uk
both the international and UK charity

sector for more than 20 years.
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