A PANDEMIC OF LONELINESS
    By Dr. Jeremy Nobel, MD, MPH 

We are no longer facing the pandemic crisis. We are living in the pandemic era. The post‑2020 world remains one of uncertainty and loneliness. The two go together. Uncertainty breeds loneliness in a fairly predictable emotional progression. Any experience of uncertainty makes us feel vulnerable, because if we don’t know what’s coming, we don’t know if we can handle it. Feeling vulnerable in turn leads to anxiety, our biological response to threat. Anxiety tells your body to prepare to fight or flee, to breathe faster and pump more oxygenated blood to your muscles.
In that physical state, anxiety directs our mental focus toward the priority of survival. But we aren’t hardwired to endure perpetual anx‑ iety. Anxious minds stuck in survival mode are more concerned with protecting than connecting. Risk‑averse minds will avoid human con‑ tact when possible. Vulnerability, driven by uncertainty, breeds anxi‑ ety, and anxiety breeds loneliness as we go into a defensive crouch and back away from those around us.
These are uncertain and lonely times. COVID‑19 has created a vast landscape of trauma for millions of people from loss of work, loss of relationships, and loss of loved ones to the deadly virus. True, we are all weathering the same storm, but as the saying goes, we are not all in the same boat. We are in different boats, and some boats with‑ stand the storm better than others. The experience of loneliness is highly personal and subjective, so the pandemic’s reality has allowed

3


some people to find safe harbors, while others are taking on water or slipping beneath the waves.
For some, the increased solitude granted time at home to invest deeply in their most intimate relationships. Many others were lonelier and unhappier than ever. The activities and social rituals that helped give meaning to their lives were gone. Millions were forced to endure agonizing months without seeing close loved ones, and without the everyday interactions that give life its social texture. The comforting hugs at family gatherings, in houses of worship, at birthdays, wed‑ dings, and funerals were suddenly unavailable.
The shared storm did not bring us together. The long‑simmering grievances over police abuse of lethal force, social inequality, and the vacuum of leadership concerning issues of race exploded in the pro‑ tests, marches, and riots of 2020. For a wide variety of reasons, the post‑2020 world is one of expanding inequality, a terrible real‑life so‑ cial psychology experiment that has created mental health problems for 40 percent of the US population.
Loneliness was already a growing public health crisis before 2020. Now it has taken on a new level of gravity. In the twenty‑five years I’ve been teaching at the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, most of the developed world has experienced loneliness as a relent‑ lessly expanding public health calamity. It’s been well publicized that medical studies show lonely people experiencing as much as a 30 percent greater risk of dying earlier than they otherwise would—the equiv‑ alent of smoking fifteen cigarettes a day. Social isolation and loneli‑ ness are increasingly recognized among the largest preventable risk factors for depression, suicide, and substance abuse. Research has linked the burden of prolonged loneliness to cancer, dementia, and diabetes and to diseases of the coronary, respiratory, and gastrointes‑


tinal systems. Studies in the US, UK, Australia, and elsewhere in Europe and Asia show similar results as loneliness metastasizes in developed societies around the world.
Among middle‑aged white working‑class Americans, a rising rate of “deaths of despair”—caused by suicide, drug overdoses, and alcoholism—was a major contributor to the decline in US life expec‑ tancy in 2021 to its lowest level since 1996. Psychologists studying this phenomenon have identified loneliness as one of the seven cognitive indicators of despair, along with low esteem, “feeling sorry for one‑ self,” and feeling worried, hopeless, helpless, and unloved. Loneliness won’t just make you miserable. It can kill you.
Belonging and connection are reliable ways of reducing all seven of the indicators of despair, including loneliness, but loneliness con‑ tinues to accelerate, especially among certain groups of vulnerable people, including adolescents, young adults, the aged, people with ill‑ nesses, and those already marginalized by society due to gender, race, class, financial insecurity, or religious faith. A 2018 study by Cigna revealed that 46 percent of American adults report feeling lonely some‑ times or always. In that same study, younger adults reported feeling lonelier than their elders, with those aged between eighteen and twenty‑two the loneliest of all. In this new era of uncertainty, there is every reason to think that these groups will continue to be disproportionately impacted, including those who are burdened with the lingering effects of having had COVID or grieving the loss of loved ones due to the pandemic. Two years into the pandemic, surveys showed approximately two‑thirds of the US population had experienced lone‑ liness, with one‑third experiencing sustained periods of loneliness. (Status and power, by the way, offer little relief: half of all of doctors are lonely, as are half of all CEOs.)
Excerpted from Project UnLonely: Healing Our Crisis of Disconnection by Jeremy Nobel, MD, MPH with permission of Avery, an imprint of Penguin Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. Copyright © Jeremy Nobel, 2023.
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