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Framing:  
Definitions 

and
Health Impacts

01 The i rony of loneliness
is we all  feel  it

at the same time

-together

-Rupi Kaur, The Sun and 
all her Flowers



WHO Commission on Social 
Connection



Redefining 
Social 

Connection



WHO COMMISSION 2025



Current 
Prevalence 

Rates

Å43% of adults over the age of 60 
experience loneliness (24 million)

Å1 in 6 WORLDWIDE

Å1 in 4 report social isolation

Å73%of teens and young adults are 
struggling with loneliness and social 
isolation

ÅRates highest in young people and low-
income countries

Hawkley, L. et al. 2022. Loneliness from young adulthood to old age: Explaining age differences in loneliness. International Journal of Behavioral 
Development,; Perissinotto, C.M., Cenzer, I.S. and Covinsky, K.E., 2012. Loneliness in older persons. JAMA IM 172(14), pp.1078-1084. Cudjoe TK,Gerontol 
Ser B. 2020;75(1):107ï13.   WHO Commission on Social Connection 2025.



Seriously ill older adults

Nearly 4 in 5 older 
adults are lonely (79%)

Social Isolation doubles 
in the last 6 months of 
life (34%)

Kotwal, A. et al. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society. 69(11). (2021): 3081-3091.



EPIDEMICS and 
PANDEMICS:

-affecting or tending to 
affect a disproportionately 
large number of individuals 
within a population, 
community, or region at the 
same time

-excessively prevalent

-characterized by very 
widespread growth or 
extent

-Pandemics exist across the 
globe
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Behind 
Pandemics are 

Real People



Maria, 66 yo Complex, monolingual Immigrant

Å Relatively homebound because of recurrent falls and a failed 

Knee surgery and obesity

ÅSchizophrenia

ÅSevere seizure disorder

ÅNewly diagnosis cognitive impairment

ÅNot in contact with family

ÅHistory of physical abuse

ÅLives Alone

ÅVery limited English proficiency

ÅLives in subsidizes housing in a semi-rural community

Å> 20 medications



A true cause of death?



TRENDS IN 
SOCIAL 

CONNECTION 

(2003-2020)

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-
social-connection-advisory.pdf



Living Alone over 
time

WHO 2025



WHO 2025



WHO Commission on Social Connection



WHO 2025

Historical Influences to Disconnection



What are the risk 
factors for 

loneliness and 
isolation

ÅLosses

ÅMarginalization

ÅBeing Excluded



ÅTake a few minutes:

ÅThink about what factors put you at risk for loneliness

ÅTHEN

Å4ÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎȣȢȢ



HOW TO 
ENHANCE 

SOCIAL 
CONNECTION



Social Connection: 2 KEY REPORTSĄ3 

2020 National Academy of Science and Medicine

20XX 26

2023 Surgeon General Advisory



3(/5,$ 7% Ȱ3/,6%ȱ 
LONELINESS?
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W H AT  D O E S  I T  M E A N  T O  S O L V E

 A N D

W H AT C A N  W E  L E A R N  F R O M  E V O L U T I O N



Loneliness from an Evolutionary Perspective

ÅSeeking bonds with others helps 
ensure the survival of the species. 

Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009

Striking out alone helps ensure the 
survival of the species.

ÅCourage and willingness to leave the group and find 
new territory and new food sources, and return to 
share with the group

Keeping 
children close 
to caregivers

Mutual 
protection in a 

group

Cooperation 
in hunting and 
sharing food

Division of 
labor to allow 
growing food

Emotional 
support to get 
through crises



Perceived 
Social 

Isolation

Implicit 
Hypervigilance for 

Social Threats

Attentional, 
Confirmatory, & 
Memory Biases

Behavioral 
Confirmation 

Processes

More Negative 
Displays,  Social 

Interactions, 
& Affect

These 
dispositions, in 
turn, activate 

neurobiological 
mechanisms that 

increase HPA 
activation and 
diminish sleep 

quality

Repulsion & 
Isolation

Attraction & 
Connectiaon

S
o
ci

a
l E

nv
iro

nment

Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009

The loneliness regulatory loop



Mechanisms through which Loneliness impacts health

ǐEmotional distress -> Stress sresponse

- Sleep

- Motor function

- ¯Wear and tear° on our body

ǐHealth Behaviors 

ǐReceipt of Medical Care



WHO Commission on Social 
Connection



The positive 
effects of 

social 
connection

Reduced all cause mortality

Lower incidence of heart disease

Improved mental heath

Enhanced overall well-being

7(9ȡ ȰÂÕÆÆÅÒÓȡ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÃÈÒÏÎÉÃ ÓÔÒÅÓÓȟ ÍÏÄÕÌÁÔÅÓ 
inflammatory pathwaysĄ disease protection



Individual and 
collective 

approaches

02
ÅȰ,ÏÎÅÌÉÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÐÒÏÏÆ 

that your innate 
search for 
ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÉÎÔÁÃÔȢȱ 

Å-Martha Beck



Current Prevalence rates

ÅCurrent Population of adults over the age of 65 in the US: ~55 
Million

ÅCurrent  Number of People who are Lonely:  ~24 Million  
(43% in those over 60)

ÅCurrent Number of People who are Isolated:  ~13.75 Million  
(~1 in 4)

ÅCurrent Number of People currently hospitalized for COVID:  
6,000 (unknown)



Integration into medicine

Å!ÌÍÏÓÔ ΨȾΩ Á×ÁÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÈÅÁÌÔÈȣȢ



Are you Asked About 
Loneliness?

Å58.3%  have 
not discussed 
with primary 
health care 
provider

Å52.8% have 
never been 
asked



How well do 
healthcare 

professionals estimate 
risks of social 

disconnection?

https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.
wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/nyas

.15295

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/nyas.15295__;!!LQC6Cpwp!tCiQXqE6HL_JFZZ6xJJUHKMbJLAPUz5AabGp1BCgbNntqQrLZ2NMCk06-ikWGM4oEa1rSuw9AS1KJi2sPYB0SPWcZsuup3IFllw$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/nyas.15295__;!!LQC6Cpwp!tCiQXqE6HL_JFZZ6xJJUHKMbJLAPUz5AabGp1BCgbNntqQrLZ2NMCk06-ikWGM4oEa1rSuw9AS1KJi2sPYB0SPWcZsuup3IFllw$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/nyas.15295__;!!LQC6Cpwp!tCiQXqE6HL_JFZZ6xJJUHKMbJLAPUz5AabGp1BCgbNntqQrLZ2NMCk06-ikWGM4oEa1rSuw9AS1KJi2sPYB0SPWcZsuup3IFllw$


E: Educate

  A:  Assess

  R: 
Respond

INDIVIDUAL



Standard ApproachñPoor social supportò 

Physical Therapy

 +

Social Work Consult





Lessons Learned:  Social Prescriptions

1.  FOCUS on 
CONNECTION

2. AND talk about other health 
risks 

3.   Advanced care plan

ǐSocial Prescribing
- Connecting individuals to 

themselves

- Connecting individuals to others

- Connecting individuals to 

community 

- Programs

- Requires stronger links between 

health providers and community-

based services

E: Educate

A:  Assess 

R: Respond



The Future:  Social Prescriptions

E: Educate

A:  Assess 

R: Respond





4 intervention Strategies:

1. Improve social skills
2. Enhance social support
3. Increase opportunities 

for social contact
4.Addressing maladaptive 

social cognition



SOCIAL COGNITIVE TRAINING



Peer support programs 

Kotwal et al. 2021. Journal of  the American Geriatrics Society.

It's just like having a friendship. A 

lot of  folks I don't really want to 

be friends with. ... It's nice to 

have someone who you can talk 

to who doesn't look down on 

you, who doesn't find fault in 

anything you say or do, and just 

looks at you as a person. ż 

Participant, 65 year-old woman

Social Skills, Social Support



Improved Opportunities for Social 
Contact





Integrating Psychosocial Support within Tx

20% increased likelihood of 
survival for intervention 
participants compared to 
controls

29% increased likelihood of 
longer survival compared to 
controls

Meta-Analysis of 106 RCTs 
within Clinical Settings

Source: Smith et al; Plos Medicine, 2022



IS TECH THE 
SOLUTION?



Virtual connections are not a substitute for in-person 
interactions

Hawkley, L., Finch, L., Kotwal, A., Waite, L.  2021.  Journal of the American Geriatrics Society



What Older 
Adults Want

TOP 3 THINGS WE CHOSE:

1.   Social Groups and Social 
Participation

2.  Peer Support

3.  In person befriending



WHAT WAS NOT POPULAR

1.   Texting
2.  Artificial 
Intelligence

3.  Social 
Robots



Putting it into 
Practice

03
Are We socially 
connected?

What role do Villages have?  



Creating
Community

Social 
Infrastructure

Community 
Groups

Social 
Prescribing



Social Connection is vital for our
individual and collective health & well-being

Healthy

Safe

Inclusive

Prosperous

Resilient

Civically Engaged
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Is your life full 
and connected?



A personal 
story



Think about what your community is 
doing to create community

Intergenerational

Tech access and 
training

Nature and community space



Where Do You Fit In? Who is in your web of Relationships

Family

Cognitive/

Emotional

Spirituality

WORK/ 

VOLUNTEER

Friends

YOU

OTHER INTERESTS



Where Do You Fit In? Who is in your web of Relationships

Family

Cognitive/

Emotional

Spirituality

WORK/ 

VOLUNTEER

Friends

OTHER INTERESTSYOU



What Matters to the individual


