
LONELINESS

Loneliness can be understood as a state of solitude or being alone. It is actually a state of

mind. It can cause people to feel empty, alone, and unwanted. People who are lonely often crave

human contact, but their state of mind makes it more difficult to form connections with others.

Loneliness is a global public health issue contributing to a variety of mental and physical health

issues. It also increases the risk of life-threatening conditions as well as contributes to the burden

on the economy in terms of the number of days lost to productivity. Loneliness is a highly varied

concept though, which is a result of multiple factors. Loneliness has emerged as an increasingly

prevalent  and enigmatic  thread that  weaves its  way through contemporary  society.  Far from

being a transient emotion, loneliness has evolved into a silent epidemic, casting a shadow on the

lives of individuals across the globe. In the midst of an era marked by unparalleled connectivity,

the paradoxical rise of loneliness prompts a profound exploration into its multifaceted nature and

the profound implications it holds for both mental and physical well-being. 

Understanding Loneliness

Let’s first understand the difference between loneliness and being alone. Many of us get

it wrong when it comes to these two terms and sometimes,  we use it interchangeably. Being

alone simply refers to a physical state where an individual is not in the presence of others. It does

not inherently carry a negative connotation. People may choose to be alone for various reasons,

such as, seeking solitude for personal reflection, engaging in activities they enjoy independently,

or simply having a moment of privacy. Being alone can be a voluntary and enriching experience,

allowing individuals  to  recharge,  focus on personal  interests,  and enjoy their  own company.

Loneliness, on the other hand, is a complex emotional state that goes beyond physical isolation.

It is characterized by a subjective feeling of social and emotional disconnectedness, a perception

that one’s desired level of social interaction is not being met. Loneliness can be experienced even

in  the  midst  of  a  crowd  or  during  social  interactions,  highlighting  its  emotional  and

psychological nature. It is often accompanied by a sense of longing for meaningful connections,

feelings of isolation, and sometimes, a sense of emptiness.

Psychologically, loneliness has been linked to a myriad of mental health issues, including

depression, anxiety, and a diminished sense of self-worth. Socially, it contributes to a breakdown



in communities, fostering a sense of disconnection among individuals. As a result, the impact of

loneliness reverberates far beyond the individual, affecting the social fabric at large. According

to ((Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015), Loneliness is not confined to the realm of emotions; it exerts a

tangible toll on physical health. Studies have established a correlation between chronic loneliness

and a heightened risk of cardiac diseases, compromised immune function, and even premature

mortality. The stress induced by prolonged social isolation triggers a cascade of physiological

responses, underscoring the intimate connection between mind and body.

In social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), an individual’s self-concept and self-

esteem are derived from their perceived membership in social  groups. Loneliness,  within the

framework of this theory, can be understood as a disruption in the social identity process. When

individuals  feel  a  lack  of  connection  or  rejection  from their  social  groups,  it  can  lead  to  a

diminished sense of self-worth and increased feelings of loneliness. Here I would like to mention

my own little experience of dealing with loneliness in a therapeutic set up. I first met Shawn

(name changed), a 19-year-old College student, when he walked into my cabin with a demeanor

that  spoke  volumes  of  the  internal  fights  he  was  facing.  His  parents,  concerned  about  the

noticeable changes in his behaviour, described a once vibrant teenager who now seemed to be

retreating into solitude. As we began our sessions, it became clear that Shawn’s struggle with

loneliness went beyond the typical teenage ups and downs. The jovial and outgoing young lad

they remembered had given way to a more withdrawn version of himself. Shawn spoke about a

profound sense of isolation. As we know that in a way, we can categorize loneliness into social

loneliness and emotional loneliness. Social loneliness refers to the absence or perceived absence

of a social network. It is characterized by a lack of a broader social circle, including friends,

acquaintances, or community connections. Emotional loneliness is centred around the absence of

close,  intimate connections and emotional bonds. It involves a sense of isolation at  a deeper

emotional level, often related to the absence of a significant other or close confidant. According

to (van Tilburg, T. G. 2021), Social and emotional loneliness is an unacceptable and negatively

experienced discrepancy between realized and desired interpersonal relationships. The existential

loneliness  stems  from  the  realization  that  a  human  being  is  fundamentally  alone,  with  the

accompanying emptiness, sadness, and longing.



To continue,  in  our  conversations,  Shawn opened up about  his  reluctance  to  engage

socially. He described a profound disconnection with his peers, a feeling of not fitting in that

permeated both his academic and personal life. Academic performance, once a source of pride,

had taken a hit, and Shawn found himself navigating the complex landscape of college with a

sense  of  apprehension.  I  probed  gently  into  the  underlying  factors  contributing  to  Shawn’s

loneliness. The transition to college life emerged as a pivotal point, where the sheer size and

particulars of the social  environment overwhelmed him. Past experiences of bullying in high

school had left lasting scars, and Shawn carried a fear of rejection and humiliation that coloured

his interactions.

Navigating  through  Shawn’s  emotions,  we  embarked  on  a  therapeutic  journey.  Our

sessions provided a safe haven for him to express his  vulnerabilities,  fears,  and frustrations.

Cognitive restructuring became a cornerstone of our work, as we identified and challenged the

negative  thought  patterns  that  shaped  his  perceptions  of  self-worth  and  social  interactions.

Recognizing the importance of social skills in young adulthood, we delved into exercises aimed

at enhancing Shawn’s ability  to communicate  effectively and navigate the intricacies of peer

interactions.  Together,  we  explored  strategies  for  resolving  the  impact  of  past  bullying

experiences, focusing on building resilience and coping mechanisms. In the therapeutic space,

Shawn  began  to  express  a  newfound  willingness  to  explore  social  opportunities.  Parental

involvement provided additional insight into his home environment, allowing us to tailor our

approach to support his social development.

The Daily Challenge

In today’s generation loneliness seems to be thriving.  The rise of social  media,  often

touted as a means to bridge gaps, has been implicated in aggravating feelings of isolation. The

curated  and  idealized  versions  of  others’  lives  showcased  on  these  platforms  can  breed

unrealistic expectations and a sense of inadequacy. Moreover, the wearing away of traditional

communal structures and the fast-paced nature of contemporary life contribute to the fracturing

of social  bonds. The workplace,  once an upholder of companionship,  has transformed into a

landscape of remote interactions and digital communication, further isolating individuals.



What Can be Done?

Addressing  the  loneliness  epidemic  necessitates  a  multifaceted  approach.  Individual

awareness and introspection are crucial;  understanding the roots of one’s own loneliness can

pave the way for seeking meaningful connections. Cultivating empathy within communities and

fostering inclusive spaces can help bridge the gaps that loneliness creates. At the societal level,

policies that prioritize mental health, community engagement,  and social  support systems are

imperative.  Investing  in  initiatives  that  strengthen social  bonds,  such as  community  centres,

mentorship programs, and support groups, can play a pivotal role in mitigating loneliness.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the pervasive nature of loneliness, often misunderstood as a mere state of

solitude, demands a nuanced understanding. It is not just the absence of company but a complex

emotional state, intricately woven into the fabric of contemporary society. Loneliness extends

beyond  physical  isolation,  manifesting  as  a  profound  sense  of  social  and  emotional

disconnection.  Psychologically,  it  has far-reaching implications,  contributing to mental  health

issues,  breakdowns  in  communities,  and  a  sense  of  disconnection  among  individuals.  The

tangible toll on physical health, as evidenced by studies, underscores the intricate connection

between loneliness and well-being. Loneliness is not merely the absence of company; it is a

complex emotional state characterized by a perceived discrepancy between one’s desired and

actual social connections. It transcends physical isolation and can afflict individuals in the midst

of a crowd, highlighting the nuanced nature of this emotional phenomenon. Loneliness, once

dismissed as a fleeting emotion, demands our attention as a critical public health concern. Its far-

reaching consequences, both on mental well-being and physical health, underscore the urgency

for collective action. By understanding the multifaceted nature of loneliness and implementing

targeted  strategies,  we can weave a social  fabric  that is  resilient,  supportive,  and capable of

dispelling the pervasive silence of isolation.
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