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Objectives
Define loneliness and isolation

Describe the impact of social 
disconnection

Identify global and local 
initiatives

Explore public health strategies



What is 
Loneliness?

Rooted in perception

Subjective internal experience5



Types of Loneliness

Relational Intimate Collective



What is Social Isolation? 

Objective lack of contact with 
others

Can be quantified

Measurable contacts / 
frequency of interaction



Isolation vs Loneliness



Why they can:
• Fewer options for meaningful connection
• Humans are wired for social bonds
• Absence of contact can create emotional pain
• Isolation and loneliness can co-occur
• Linked to depression, poor health & early death

Can a socially isolated person feel lonely? 

Why they might not:
• Some prefer solitude or are introverted
• Quality matters more than quantity of relationships
• Few but fulfilling connections may be enough
• Cultural values may prize independence
• Solitude can align with personal well being

Key Point
• Isolation = lack of objective contact
• Loneliness = subjective emotional state
• An isolated person feels lonely only if their actual 

social contact falls short of desired connection 

References:
Cacioppo & Patrick, 2008

Holt –Lunstad, 2023
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering & Medicine, 2020



Demographic 
Variables

No real differences in gender, race, ethnicity 
or political ideology 5

Income does make a difference5

Gen Z & Millennials overall have the highest 
rates of loneliness12

Quality of connections impacts health more 
with age8

Social integration most important for 
adolescents8



External Demands
• Technology 

• Remote work5

• Lack of workplace support, 
poor leadership & weak 
coworker bonds12

• Limited time with family5

• Overworked/too busy/too 
tired5

Sources of Loneliness

Internal Perceptions
• Mental health negatively 

impacting relationships5

• Individualistic society5

• Lack of spiritual connection5

• Too much focus on self5



What else may contribute to 
loneliness? 

Are the specific circumstances, life events, 
& other examples that may influence 

one’s experience of loneliness? 



Loneliness is the opposite of 
love & belonging



o Humans are designed for connection1

• Infants who lack human contact fail to thrive 
and often die16

• Solitary confinement is a form of punishment 
and torture16

o More connection leads to improved 
resilience &  better health related 
behaviors1

o Reduced social cohesion impacts society19

• Essential for civic function

Why 
Does 
This 
Matter?





Social Determinants of Health 

• Socioeconomic factors are a 
large contributor of health

• Family/Social Support make 
up part of those factors

• Connection is part of those 
socioeconomic factors

• Connection is a social 
determinant of health



o Comparable to smoking 15 cigarettes/day
• 29% increased risk of heart disease1

• 32% increased risk of stroke1

o Greater mortality impact than obesity1

o Increased ER visits and hospitalization2

• And readmission11

• Require more long-term care10

o More suspectable to virus & illness1 

o Increased rates of death4

Physical Health Impacts 



Physical 
Health 
Impacts

• Poorer physical health21

• Poor health behaviors
• Poor oral hygiene 

• Associated with sleep 
disturbances21

• Related to increase in 
inflammatory markers2 1

• Effects comparable to 
inactivity1



o 50% increased risk of developing dementia 
in older adults1 

o Double rates of depression22

• Including poorer management of 
depression2

• 81% of lonely adults report depression and 
anxiety5

• Loneliness, depression and anxiety can 
feed off each other5

o Leads to increased death via substances & 
suicide17

Mental Health Impacts 



Economic 
Impact

Educational achievement is 
lower23

Poorer work performance
including increased absenteeism 
& burnout12

Lonely workers report double 
the sick days23

Cost businesses $154 billion a 
year 

Stress & turnover due to 
disconnection23



US Surgeon General’s Advisory
When I first took office as Surgeon General in 2014, I didn’t view loneliness as a public 

health concern. But that was before I embarked on a cross-country listening tour, where I 
heard stories from my fellow Americans that surprised me. 

People began to tell me they felt isolated, invisible, and insignificant.
Even when they couldn’t put their finger on the word “lonely,” time and time again, people 

of all ages and socioeconomic backgrounds, from every corner of the country, would tell 
me, “I have to shoulder all of life’s burdens by myself,” or “if I disappear tomorrow, no one 

will even notice.” It was a lightbulb moment for me: social disconnection was far more 
common than I had realized. 

Given the profound consequences of loneliness and isolation, we have an opportunity, 
and an obligation, to make the same investments in addressing social connection 

that we have made in addressing tobacco use, obesity, and the addiction crisis. If we 
fail to do so, we will pay an ever-increasing price in the form of our individual and collective 

health and well-being.

Each of us can start now, in our own lives, by strengthening our connections and 
relationships. Our individual relationships are an untapped resource—a source of healing 

hiding in plain sight… Answer that phone call from a friend. Make time to share a meal. 
Listen without the distraction of your phone. Perform an act of service. Express yourself 
authentically. The keys to human connection are simple, but extraordinarily powerful.



Global Responses



The Public 
Health Role

• Screen for loneliness in 
assessments

• Educate within our systems
• Advocate for responses
• Develop inclusive resources
• Support & partner with 

community interventions
• Peer support, community gardening & 

social prescribing



• Recognize connection as a priority for health 
& well-being1

• Incorporate it into assessments1

• Using validated metrics2 

• Discuss as part of routine care2

• Identify & address early1

• Particularly primary care providers since they see the whole person2

• Start with med students & residents2

Mobilize the Health Sector



Responses
• Frame connection as a core component of 

health & a preventative strategy10

• Normalize it as a social determinant of 
health & respond accordingly17

• Educate the public with programs and 
campaigns10

• Expand surveillance & interventions1

• No universal measure of loneliness11

• Loneliness occurs in clusters & can spread 
like a contagion17

• Research the cause of disconnection1



• Public health & healthcare 
alone cannot address it2

• Promote partnerships 
system-wide2

• Partner with libraries, 
schools, faith- based 
organizations & rec centers 
for natural gathering spots10

Develop Partnerships 



• Advocate for national guidelines like 
we do with exercise & nutrition 11

• Ensure social connection is considered 
in policymaking across sectors1

• Consider loneliness when thinking 
about SDoH11

• Evaluate if policy minimizes harm 
from disconnection8

• Policies that promote affordable 
housing, accessible transportation & 
safe neighborhoods help increase 
social cohesion1 

Public 
Policies



Infrastructure 
in 

Communities

• Limited funding sources for 
public gathering spaces13

• Continuity6

• Parks, libraries, community 
centers1

• Programs that encourage 
engagement & belonging1

• Organizations with low financial 
barriers4

• Walkable cities4

• Walking groups6



• Practices that promote 
well-being3

• Normalize use of EAPs & 
include connection in 
wellness initiatives12

• Recognize connection as a 
retention tool3

• Regular check-ins12

• Promote mentorship & peer 
support12

• Break out of silos12

Workplace 
Connections



o Put policies in place that protect 
remote workers’ life outside of work3

o Fully remote staff have higher levels of 
loneliness (25%) vs 16% of onsite staff3

o Encourage online engagement & 
connection3

o Connection is fueled when our senses 
are involved 
• Connecting on a screen doesn’t 

give the same stimuli9

Hybrid & Remote Work



Caring Culture

o Collective service to others5

o Cultivate connection as the 
norm11

o Ongoing care; not sporadic 
occasions14

• Feelings of connection 
last less than 24 hours14



• Reach out to loved ones5

• Love oneself5

• Forgive & help others5

• Use of technology7

• Create opportunities9

• Be social 
• Interactions with strangers (small talk & 

smiles) can be enriching9

• Cognitive Behavioral Therapy2

• Addresses the maladaptive thinking & 
promote behavioral change

Individual 
Responses 



What Would You Do? 

Share one idea to address 
loneliness in your role, specific to 

your community



Resources 

National Institute of 
Health

• ht tp s :/ /www.nia .n ih .g ov
/ toolkits /s oc ia l- is o la t ion

WHO Guidelines

• ht tp s :/ /www.who.in t /g r
oup s /c ommis s ion- on-
s oc ia l-
c onne c t ion /re p ort /

US Surgeon General

• ht tp s :/ /www.hhs .g ov/s u
rg e ong e ne ra l/ re p orts -
a nd -
p ub lic a t ions /c onne c t ion
/ ind e x.h tml
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• Recognize the issue

• US doesn’t prioritize 
social connection in 
public health 
frameworks11

• Prioritize connection

• Educate, connect, 
advocate

Call to Action



Behind every data point on loneliness, 
is a person who just wants to matter. 

–Molly I. Perez, LMSW

The cure for loneliness isn’t more 
contact; it’s more care.” 

— Dr. Vivek Murthy, U.S. Surgeon 
General



Questions?



Contact 
Molly Perez, LMSW (she/her)

Public Health Program Supervisor

Community Wellness Division

Strong Beginnings Program

Kent County Health Department

molly.perez@kentcountymi.gov

Office: 616-632-7173

www.linkedin.com/in/molly-perez-8560132b4

mailto:molly.perez@kentcountymi.gov
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