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What do we mean 
by loneliness?

• Mismatch between what 
you                                                            
have and what you want

• Subjective, unpleasant 
state

• Not solitude

• Quality and quantity





All the lonely people

Britain high levels of loneliness, Eastern Europe highest

Older people – third over-50s and half over-80s

Peak in younger people, e.g. third of 16-24 year-olds

Much less known about children, one study found 20% 8-year-olds 
lonely (5% ‘always lonely’)

Unemployment, ethnic minority groups, low income



UCLA-loneliness scale (3-item)



Is it really that bad?

Poorer outcomes in cardiovascular and respiratory 
disease

Sleep problems, emergency service use, GP attendance

Meta-analysis of 148 international studies: significantly 
increased risk of premature death (all cause)

Evidence for altered immune system function (e.g. HPA 
axis, natural killer cell activity, reduced inflammation)



Lonely minds…

Marked cross-sectional associations between being lonely 
and:

• Depression

• Anxiety

• Phobias

• Suicide/’parasuicide’

• Dementia

• Eating disorders

• Psychosis 



Research gaps
Looking at people with more severe mental health problems

• including psychosis

Longitudinal work

Qualitative work

Measures and mechanisms

Younger people

Interventions



In Mann et al 2017
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