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• Chronic loneliness affects 40% of the US population. In the 1970’s that 
number was 11-17%

• It is both a cause and a consequence of becoming disconnected.

• Living with a lonely person makes you more prone to being lonely 
yourself. It is contagious.

• It adds $7 billion a year to the cost of Medicare, mostly because of 
longer hospital stays.

• Despair is so common that we are now more likely to die by suicide 
than a car accident.

The Startling Epidemic Called Loneliness



It Affects All Ages
• Children are more anxious now than at the height of the Cold War.

• Depression among teens rose 60% between 2009 and 2017 and 39% 
of 12th graders feel left out.

• 48.3% of 18-22 year olds are chronically lonely, making them the 
loneliest generation.

• 22% of millennials (ages 22-38) say they have zero friends.

• Rates of suicide for both men and women are rising, particularly 
among Baby Boomers. For men ages 50-60, it is up 50%.

• 30% of adults ages 72+ feel they are lacking in companionship.



I sometimes or always feel alone or left out.

I rarely feel as though there are people who 
really understand me..

I sometimes or always feel that my relationships 
aren’t meaningful and that I'm isolated from 
others.

I rarely or never feel close to people or feel like 
there are people I can talk to.

I don’t have meaningful in-person social 
interactions, such as an extended conversation 
with a friend or quality time with family,  on a 
daily basis.

People Say…



Men are at Particular Risk

o Boys naturally are intrigued by things and outcomes, “instrumentality”.

o As they grow they are often taught to suppress emotion and value independence.

o So they may have trouble trusting and reaching out for help.

o Our culture expects young men to focus on career and status rather than socialization.

o Men gradually lose contact with the friends of their youth as they age. 

o Their social networks are particularly damaged in divorce.

o Men tend to avoid healthy fixes to their distress. 

o They can become oblivious to loneliness as they age, faulty radar.



The Gender Divide
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The Gender Divide in Suicide

• Age         34-39            40-44           45-49           50-54          55-59           60-64

CDC, MMWR, May 3, 2013



In Our Minds: The Downward Spiral
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Loneliness makes it harder to:
• Tune out distractions to focus
• Self-sooth and managing incoming 

information
• Regulate your emotions
• Plan and organize tasks and your time
• Control your impulses
• Make thoughtful and moral decisions
• Solve problems



In the Body: The Downward Spiral

Loneliness puts us at higher risk of:

• Dementia

• Recurrent stroke

• Vascular disease

• High blood pressure

• Poor sleep

• Impaired immune functioning

• Abnormal white blood cell 
production

• Problems with daily living tasks in 
old age (walking, standing, etc.)
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The Five Risky Habits of the Average American

o Individualism With an Expectation of Endless Choice

o Self-Sufficiency At All Costs

o Too Busy to Prioritize Connection with Others

o Heavy Reliance on our Phones and Computers

o A Work Culture that Emphasizes the Wrong Things



Individualism
“We don’t treat one another well. And the truth is that 60 years of a hyper-

individualistic (success focused) culture have weakened the bonds between 

people.    David Brooks

• We struggle with endless choice because we have so many options.

• We value an utterly unconstrained life.

• So we focus on perfecting the self (live your dream, follow your passion).

• We avoid group commitments because we don’t want to be limited.



Self-Sufficiency
“We’ve created a culture based on lies. One of these is that I can make myself 
happy. This is the lie of self-sufficiency. This is the lie that happiness is an individual 
accomplishment.” David Brooks

Self-Sufficiency is in the American DNA

• European ancestors were all “tie breakers”

• Mythic heroes of the Western frontier were all loners

• The romanticized outsider in our music, literature and film

• Our political icons are “outside the beltway”

• Business tycoons are “self-made men”

• Capitalism emphasizes competition over cooperation



Overscheduling as a Lifestyle

Perhaps, it is not necessary to do so many things. Do we really need it all? Or are 
we drowning ourselves in things and busyness?” Akiroq Brost

Our culture sees busyness as a mark of success. We are:

• Too busy to talk to people face to face.

• Too busy to check on the welfare of others.

• Too busy to make social commitments.

• Prone to “checking out” when we get tired of it all.



A Digital Deluge

• Distracting from real life: Screen time is replacing interaction, hour for hour.

• Friends?: Social media often leads to depression rather than connection.

• Loss of communication skills: Can’t gauge verbal cues or read body language 

when texting. Ease and control over effectiveness.

• Capacity for focused work reduced due to the click bait nature of the internet. 

• Our empathy and patience are deteriorating, particularly among heavy users.



A Work World Gone Awry

Workism:   The belief that work is not only 

necessary to economic production, but also is 

the centerpiece of one’s identity and life’s 

purpose.



Work as a Stressful Solo Activity
• Everyone faces a computer screen and people communicate  electronically. 

• Many workers are alone, working in their cars or homes.

• Speed and multi-tasking over depth.

• Workers collaborate less and compete more.

• Workers are evaluated anonymously via social media tools, thus encouraging 
guarded relationships.

• High mobility due to low commitment by both employers and workers.



Move Toward Health
Exercise wisdom:

• Recognize that time spent maintaining friendships is as important as    
time spent exercising or sleeping. It’s essential to well-being.

• Gain an awareness of how much time you spend on your digital life.

• Try to limit use of the phone when you are with others.

• Learn to ask for help when you need it. Other people may not be as busy as   
they look.

• Look for people at work and in your activities who you can relate to    
and grow new relationships to replace those you’ve lost.



Move Toward Health
If you’re lonely:

• See a counselor.

• Resolve to act in your own best interest and not wait for your emotions to tell you it’s 
OK.

• Start by seeking simple moments of connection. Talk to someone you don’t know.

• Approach people in safe situations where you’re less likely to experience rejection. 
Church!

• Get involved in an activity you enjoy where you are with other people.

• Control anxious self-talk

• Resist withdrawing.



For All of Us, It’s OK to Ask
Words are the most powerful thing on earth. 

▪ Do you feel like you have nobody to talk to?

▪ Do you feel shut out by other people?

▪ Do you feel like you’re not able to communicate with the people around 
you?

▪ Do you feel like your relationships aren’t meaningful?

▪ Are you lonely?


