
THE LONELINESS PANDEMIC


Humans are social creatures and we are nourished by our connections with others. As John 
Donne highlighted, “No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a 
part of the main.” Human beings rely on one another, find joy in one another and work to foster 
special connections with one another. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic started sweeping 
through our world earlier this year, surveys had already been showing that people were feeling 
lonelier than ever, longing for more meaningful relationships. This may be due to many factors 
such as more people living alone, a decrease in volunteering and an increasing population of old 
people.  


The terms “social isolation” and “loneliness” are often used interchangeably in colloquial 
language, but they do not mean the same thing. They are linked, and one may lead to the other, 
but social isolation and loneliness do not always occur together. They are also not equivalent to 
being alone. Many people may live alone but are not socially isolated and do not feel lonely. Other 
people experience loneliness even when surrounded by family and friends. 


Social isolation is an objective term that describes a physical separation from others, where one 
has little or no interaction with other people. This may occur while attempting to follow the 
recommended guidelines to maintain physical distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mental 
health issues such as social anxiety disorder or agoraphobia may lead someone to avoid social 
situations and, thus, lead to them becoming socially isolated. People who work from home and 
have limited contact with others on a day-to-day basis may find themselves feeling isolated. 
People may also become isolated through bullying or alienation from a group. 


Loneliness is a subjective emotional experience of feeling alone or disconnected from other 
people. Even someone who is surrounded by people may feel lonely. Loneliness can result from 
life changes like bereavement or divorce. People struggling with mental health problems like 
depression, anxiety or addictions experience loneliness too. 


Loneliness may result from social isolation but can also cause social isolation. For example, 
people who have been struggling with loneliness may find it hard to engage in social situations or 
may be reluctant to reach out for fear of rejection and this leads to them feeling isolated. This is 
how the social isolation and loneliness cycle perpetuates itself and people can become trapped 
within it. 


RISK FACTORS FOR ISOLATION AND LONELINESS


Some people may be more vulnerable to social isolation and feelings of loneliness than others. 
For example, people who have experienced recent traumatic life events (such as the death of a 
loved one), those living in difficult home circumstances (for example, domestic violence) and the 
elderly are all at increased risk. Other life events such as recent retirement, or physical difficulties 
that limit a person’s mobility or practical issues such as a lack of transportation can all increase a 
person’s risk for social isolation or loneliness. Some research also shows that there is a genetic 
link to the predisposition to develop feelings of loneliness. Quite often people who are struggling 
with certain mental health problems, such as depression, anxiety, or PTSD, may withdraw from 
social situations. This can lead them to feel isolated and lonely.


ASSOCIATED HEALTH PROBLEMS 


Most people have, at some point, felt lonely and this short-term feeling of loneliness should not 
have a negative impact on our health. However, if the lack of social connection and feelings of 
loneliness continue for longer periods there is an increase in the risk of certain physical and 
mental health problems. These health problems include high blood pressure, heart disease, 
obesity, a weakened immune system, depression, anxiety, sleep difficulties and cognitive decline. 
This might be due to poor health habits such as not exercising enough or having an unhealthy 
diet. However, it also seems that a long-term feeling of loneliness triggers certain biological 
processes that contribute to this increased health risk. An example of one of the biological 
changes that has been identified is an alteration in the functioning of the immune system that 
promotes inflammation.  When inflammation becomes chronic (lasts for too long) it increases the 



risk of developing physical diseases. The alteration in immune system functioning also leads to an 
increased susceptibility to infections. It has been shown that people who have a sense of 
belonging and purpose in their life have healthier immune system functioning. 


WHAT TO DO IF YOU ARE FEELING LONELY DURING THE COVID-19 LOCKDOWN


During the COVID-19 pandemic the WHO has recommended that we use the term “physical 
distancing” instead of “social distancing” as a way of emphasising how important it is that we all 
remain connected to the people we care about. During this time our efforts to stay at home and 
keep safe has meant that we have not been able to utilise our normal ways of staying in touch 
with friends and family. A blanket approach to combating loneliness is not possible as there are 
many different reasons why each person may be feeling lonely. However, there are some general 
approaches that have been found to be very helpful, and that can be put into place while 
complying with physical distancing guidelines. 


Stay connected 


During this time we need to adapt the ways in which we connect with others. Technology allows 
us the benefit of phone calls, video calls and text messaging to stay in touch with the people who 
are important to us. Keeping in touch this way will help us to feel more connected. It is important 
to establish or maintain a daily routine that allows us to set aside time for family and socialising. 
Try to keep routines the same as they were before. For example, if you were part of a book club 
that met on a specific day of the week then keep the meetings on the same day and at the same 
time but via a video call. If you were not a part of such a group then perhaps making new 
connections will be helpful via online communities and special interest groups. Joining an online 
group or class that focuses on something that you enjoy (something like an exercise class or book 
club) will reduce feelings of loneliness and will have positive effects on your mental health. 


If you are spending more time at home with family, then the lockdown presents us with a time to 
prioritise nurturing our relationships. Set aside time to connect with your family and try to ensure 
that external distractions (such as your mobile phone) are minimised during your quality time with 
your family. 


Help our community 


It is important for us to maintain a sense of belonging and connection to people and communities 
that feel meaningful to us. It has been shown that people who participate in activities that they 
find meaningful live longer and healthier and experience beneficial effects on their mood. They 
have an overall improvement in their general wellbeing and also have better cognitive functioning. 
Examples of activities like this include caregiving or volunteering. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
presented us with an opportune time to come together in support of others. As social beings we 
have a responsibility to assist others who may be struggling with feeling lonely. For example, it 
may be helpful to assist older family members or neighbours who may be less comfortable with 
technology.  Getting involved in local efforts to support other people who are more vulnerable 
during the coronavirus situation is also an avenue to explore.


Nobody is exempt from feeling lonely sometimes and all of is at some stage of the pandemic will 
feel disconnected from our loved ones. By caring for each other, being mindful of and checking in 
with those who may be feeling lonely and possibly volunteering for an organisation we can all 
band together to help prevent a loneliness pandemic. 


Reach out to mental health professionals 


If you feel that you are struggling with your mental health at this time, please keep in mind that 
you are not alone. You may find it helpful to reach out to a helpline so that you can ask for help 
and talk to someone about how you are feeling (the SADAG website is a good place to start). 
During the lockdown period many mental health professionals are offering teletherapy. There is 
evidence that mental health interventions can tackle loneliness by helping people to work through 
any underlying negative thoughts that they may be having about their self-worth and of other 
people’s perceptions of them are very beneficial. It is also important that any underlying mental 



health problems, such as depression and anxiety, are managed effectively, which a mental health 
care professional can assist you with. 


We are living through an unprecedented and unfamiliar time, which can feel lonely. However, we 
are all connected through this shared human experience. It remains as true today as it was almost 
400 years ago when John Donne penned his famous prose that we all need each other because 
of our essential humanness. Let’s reach out, connect, support and remain mindful of each other. 



