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CHAPTER ONE

This is the Lonely Century

Curled up against him, my chest pressing against his back, our breathing synchronised, our feet intertwined. This is how we have slept for over 5,000 nights.

But now we sleep in different rooms. By day we dance the two-metre zigzag. Hugs, caresses, kisses, our daily shorthand, now forbidden, ‘Stay away from me’, my new term of endearment. Constantly coughing, feeling achy and unwell, I am terrified that if I get too close to my husband I will infect him. So I keep my distance.

This is 31 March 2020 and along with 2.5 billion other people, a third of the world’s population, my household is in lockdown.1 

With so many people stuck at home, condemned to working remotely (if one still had a job, that is), not allowed to visit friends or loved ones, getting outside once a day if at all, ‘socially distancing’, ‘quarantining’ and ‘self-isolating’, it was inevitable that feelings of loneliness and isolation soared.

Just two days into lockdown my best friend messages ‘the isolation is driving me potty’. On day four my 82-year-old father WhatsApps ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud’. Across the globe, staff manning emotional health helplines reported not only massive spikes in caller volume within days of mandatory social distancing, but also that significant numbers were from people suffering loneliness.2 ‘My mum won’t hug me or get very close to me,’ one distraught child confided to a volunteer at the UK helpline Childline.3 In Germany, where by mid-March helplines were taking 50% more calls than usual, one psychologist working the phones noted that ‘most callers are more afraid of loneliness than getting infected’.4

Yet the Lonely Century did not begin in the first quarter of 2020. By the time Covid-19 struck many of us had already been feeling lonely, isolated and atomised for a considerable amount of time.

Why we became so lonely and what we must do to reconnect is what this book is about.

Pretty in pink

24 September 2019. I am waiting, seated at the window, my back against the pretty-in-pink wall.

My phone pings. It’s Brittany – she’s running a few minutes late.

‘No worries,’ I message back. ‘Cool choice of place.’ And it is. The effortlessly beautiful, gazelle-like clientele with their fashion-model portfolios under their arms hint at just how hip Cha Cha Matcha in Manhattan’s Noho district feels.

A few beats later, she arrives. Long-limbed, athletic, her smile widens as scanning the room I come into her gaze. ‘Hey, love your dress,’ she says.

At $40 an hour I’d expect no less. For Brittany is the ‘friend’ I have rented for the afternoon from a company called Rent-a-Friend. Founded by New Jersey entrepreneur Scott Rosenbaum who had seen the concept take off in Japan, now operating in dozens of countries across the world, its website has over 620,000 platonic friends for hire.

This wasn’t the career path Brittany, a 23-year-old small-town Floridian, had intended when she had won her place at Brown. Yet having been unable to secure a job in environmental science (the subject she had majored in at university), and anxious about her levels of student debt, she explains her decision to rent out her company as a pragmatic one, her emotional labour as just another monetisable string to her bow. When she’s not renting herself out – on average she does so a few times a week – she helps start-ups with their social media postings and offers executive assistant services via TaskRabbit.

Before we met up I was pretty nervous, not sure if ‘friend’ was covert speak for sexual partner or even if I’d recognise her from her profile picture. But within minutes I feel reassured that this is friends-without-benefits territory. And over the next few hours, as we wander around downtown Manhattan chatting about #MeToo and her heroine Ruth Bader Ginsberg, and at McNallys about our favourite books, at times I even forget I am paying for Brittany’s company. Although she didn’t feel like an old friend, she did feel like a fun new prospect.

But it is at Urban Outfitters on Broadway that she really ramps up the charm, just as the meter on our encounter begins to run out. Smile now perma-fixed, banter upped, she joshes with me as we rummage through a pile of t-shirts, and gamely joins me in trying on Crayola-coloured bucket hats. Apparently they really suit me. Although presumably she would tell me that whether it was true or not.

I ask Brittany about the others who’ve hired her, my fellow friendship-consumers. She tells me of the soft-spoken woman who didn’t want to show up at a party alone, the techie from Delhi who had moved to Manhattan for work, didn’t know anyone in town and wanted company at dinner, the banker who offered to come over with chicken soup when she was sick. ‘If you had to sum up your typical clientele, what would you say?’ I ask her. Her answer: ‘Lonely, 30- to 40-year-old professionals. The kind of people who work long hours and don’t seem to have time to make many friends.’

It’s a sign of our times that today I can order companionship as easily as I can a cheeseburger with just a few taps on my phone, that what I call a Loneliness Economy has emerged to support – and in some cases exploit – those who feel alone. But in the twenty-first century, the loneliest century we have known, Brittany’s overworked professionals are not the only ones suffering: the tentacles of loneliness reach much further.

Even before the coronavirus triggered a ‘social recession’ with its toxification of face-to-face contact, three in five US adults considered themselves lonely.5

In Europe, it was a similar story. In Germany two-thirds of the population believed loneliness to be a serious problem.6 Almost a third of Dutch nationals admitted to being lonely, one in ten severely so.7 In Sweden, up to a quarter of the population said that they were frequently lonely.8 In Switzerland, two out of every five people reported sometimes, often, or always feeling so.9

In the UK, the problem had become so significant that in 2018 the prime minister went so far as to appoint a Minister for Loneliness.10 One in eight Brits did not have even a single close friend they could rely on, up from one in ten just five years before.11 Three-quarters of citizens did not know their neighbours’ names, whilst 60% of UK employees reported feeling lonely at work.12 The data for Asia, Australia, South America and Africa was similarly troubling.13

Inevitably months of lockdowns, self-isolation and social distancing have made this problem even worse. Young and old, male and female, single and married, rich and poor.14 All over the world people are feeling lonely, disconnected and alienated. We are in the midst of a global loneliness crisis. None of us, anywhere, are immune.

Some 6,000 miles from Manhattan’s Noho district, Saito-san is waking up. Round-cheeked and small, a genial twinkle in her eye, this widowed mother of two knows all too well what it feels like to be lonely. Burdened with considerable financial worries, her pension not covering her living costs, bereft of support and her children too busy to care, she frequently felt very much on her own. Before, that is, she took a radical, if not unprecedented, step.

Incarcerated now in Tochigi prison, a facility for female offenders, Saito-san is one of numerous elderly Japanese who have made jail an active life choice. In Japan, crimes committed by people over the age of sixty-five have quadrupled over the past two decades.15 Seventy per cent of this age group reoffend within five years. Prison warden Junko Ageno has no doubt that loneliness is a key driver of this trend – her charges have told her as much.16 Ryukoku University professor Koichi Hamai, who has studied the phenomenon of elderly prisoners, agrees. He believes that significant numbers of elderly women choose prison as a way to escape how socially isolated they feel.17 Jailed typically for minor offences such as petty shoplifting – one of the easiest crimes you can commit if going to jail is your goal – 40% of such prisoners report rarely speaking to their family or not having one at all, with half of the seniors incarcerated for shoplifting in recent years living alone prior to going to prison.

Many describe jail as a way of creating for themselves a ‘community that [they] can’t get at home’. A place where, as another octogenarian inmate explains, ‘There are always people around, and I don’t feel lonely.’18 An environment which 78-year-old fellow prisoner Ms O describes as ‘an oasis’, where ‘there are many people to talk to’. A sanctuary that provides not only company but also support and care.19

The elderly are the group we are prone to think of first when we consider who is loneliest amongst us. And indeed this cohort is lonelier than average.

Already by 2010, 60% of US nursing home residents said they never have any visitors.20 In the UK, two-fifths of all older people reported in 2014 that television was their main company.21 Meanwhile in Tianjin, China, an 85-year-old grandfather, one of China’s millions of lonely elderly, gained international fame in 2017 when he posted a notice on his local bus shelter: ‘Lonely man in his 80s’, it read. ‘My hope is that a kind-hearted person or family will adopt me.’ Tragically within three months he was dead. It took many of his neighbours two weeks to notice he was no longer around.22

Such stories make hard reading. And they raise huge questions about how we as a society care for our oldest citizens. Yet it is actually, and perhaps surprisingly, the youngest amongst us who are the loneliest.

I first became aware of this a few years back when I was teaching graduate university students.23 For not only was it obvious to me, when I saw how they interacted during group assignments, that they found their face-to-face interactions considerably more challenging than previous generations, but as they plumped themselves down in my office full of anxiety about their coursework and their future job prospects, I was struck by how many confided in me how lonely and isolated they felt.

My students weren’t outliers.

In the US, slightly more than one in five millennials say they have no friends at all.24 In the UK, three in five 18- to 34-year-olds and nearly half of children aged between 10 and 15 say they are lonely often or sometimes.25

Again, this disturbing picture is a global one that in recent years has got progressively worse. Across nearly every country in the OECD (which includes most of Europe, the US, Canada and Australia) the percentage of 15-year-olds who say they feel lonely at school rose between 2003 and 2015.26 Again, in the wake of Covid-19 the numbers are likely to be significantly higher.

This isn’t just a mental health crisis. It’s a crisis that’s making us physically ill. The research shows that loneliness is worse for our health than not exercising, as harmful as being an alcoholic and twice as harmful as being obese.27 Statistically, loneliness is equivalent to smoking fifteen cigarettes a day.28 Crucially, this is regardless of what we earn, our gender, age or nationality.29

It’s also an economic crisis. Even prior to Covid-19 in the US, social isolation was estimated to cost Medicare nearly $7 billion every year, more than it spends on arthritis and almost as much as it does on high blood pressure – and that’s just amongst elderly people.30 In the UK, lonely over-50s were estimated to cost the National Health Service £1.8 billion per year, about the same as spent annually by the entire Ministry of Housing, Communities, and Local Government.31 Meanwhile UK employers were losing £800 million each year due to loneliness-related sick days, significantly more when productivity losses were also taken into account.32

And it’s a political crisis too, fuelling divisiveness and extremism in the US, Europe and across the globe. Loneliness and right-wing populism are, as we will see, close bedfellows.

Especially concerning is that we are very likely to be underestimating the true extent of the problem. In part this is because of the stigma associated with loneliness. For some, admitting they are lonely is a hard thing to do: a third of UK employees who feel lonely at work have never told anyone.33 Others may find it difficult to admit even to themselves, believing it to suggest a personal failure rather than a consequence of life circumstances and a whole range of social, cultural and economic factors outside of one’s individual control.

But more than this, the problem is underestimated because of how loneliness is defined. For not only is loneliness not the same as being alone – you can be physically surrounded by people and still feel lonely, or you can be alone and not experience loneliness – it has also typically been defined too narrowly. The loneliness we are experiencing in the twenty-first century is much broader in scope than its traditional definition.

What is loneliness?

The UCLA Loneliness Scale (see overleaf) was first developed in 1978 by a trio of researchers who sought to create a quantitative tool to measure subjective feelings of loneliness. It takes the form of twenty questions designed to ascertain not only how connected, supported and cared for respondents feel, but also how excluded, isolated and misunderstood. It remains to this day the gold standard in loneliness research.34 Most of the studies on loneliness cited in this book use this scale, or a variant of it, to assess a respondent’s loneliness.

Please take a few minutes to complete it yourself. Circle your answer for each statement; at the end, add the numbers together.35

How did you do? If you scored over 43 you’d be considered lonely.36 But if you were to retake the quiz using a wider definition of loneliness – one that encompasses not only your relationships with friends, family, work colleagues and neighbours (those the UCLA scale more typically considers) but also your relationships with your employer, fellow citizens, politicians and the state – how would that affect your score?

A key difference between my definition of loneliness (the one that will be used throughout this book) and the traditional one is that I define loneliness not only as feeling bereft of love, company or intimacy. Nor is it just about feeling ignored, unseen or uncared for by those with whom we interact on a regular basis: our partner, family, friends and neighbours. It’s also about feeling unsupported and uncared for by our fellow citizens, our employers, our community, our government. It’s about feeling disconnected not only from those we are meant to feel intimate with, but also from ourselves. It’s about not only lacking support in a social or familial context, but feeling politically and economically excluded as well.



	 
	Never
	Rarely
	Sometimes
	Often


	  1. How often do you feel that you are ‘in tune’ with the people around you?


	4
	3
	2
	1


	  2. How often do you feel that you lack companionship?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	  3. How often do you feel that there is no one you can turn to?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	  4. How often do you feel alone?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	  5. How often do you feel part of a group of friends?


	4
	3
	2
	1


	  6. How often do you feel that you have a lot in common with the people around you?


	4
	3
	2
	1


	  7. How often do you feel that you are no longer close to anyone?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	  8. How often do you feel that your interests and ideas are not shared by those around you?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	  9. How often do you feel outgoing and friendly?


	4
	3
	2
	1


	10. How often do you feel close to people?


	4
	3
	2
	1


	11. How often do you feel left out?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	12. How often do you feel that your relationships with others are not meaningful?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	13. How often do you feel that no one really knows you well?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	14. How often do you feel isolated from others?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	15. How often do you feel you can find companionship when you want it?


	4
	3
	2
	1


	16. How often do you feel that there are people who really understand you?


	4
	3
	2
	1


	17. How often do you feel shy?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	18. How often do you feel that people are around you but not with you?


	1
	2
	3
	4


	19. How often do you feel that there are people you can talk to?


	4
	3
	2
	1


	20. How often do you feel that there are people you can turn to?


	4
	3
	2
	1





I define loneliness as both an internal state and an existential one – personal, societal, economic and political.

As such my definition is closer to that envisaged by thinkers like Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim, Carl Jung and Hannah Arendt, and writers as various as Isaac Asimov, Aldous Huxley, George Eliot and more recently Black Mirror creator Charlie Brooker.37

Reshaped by globalisation, urbanisation, growing inequality and power asymmetries, by demographic change, increased mobility, technological disruption, austerity, and now by the coronavirus too, I believe the contemporary manifestation of loneliness goes beyond our yearning for connection with those physically around us, our craving for love and being loved, and the sadness we feel when we consider ourselves to be bereft of friends. It also incorporates how disconnected we feel from politicians and politics, how cut off we feel from our work and our workplace, how excluded many of us feel from society’s gains, and how powerless, invisible and voiceless so many of us believe ourselves to be. It’s a loneliness that includes but is also greater than our desire to feel close to others because it is also a manifestation of our need to be heard, to be seen, to be cared for, to have agency, to be treated fairly, kindly and with respect. Traditional measures of loneliness capture only a part of this.

With that definition in mind, ask yourself: when did you last feel disconnected from those around you, whether family, friends, neighbours or your fellow citizens? When did you last feel uncared for or unheard by your elected politicians, or that no one in a position of authority cared about your struggles? When did you last feel powerless or invisible at work?

You are not alone.

In the years preceding the coronavirus pandemic two-thirds of those living in democracies did not think their government acted in their interests.38 Eighty-five per cent of employees globally felt disconnected from their company and their work.39 And only 30% of Americans believed that most other people could be trusted, a very substantial drop since 1984, when around 50% did.40 When it comes to feeling disconnected from each other, can you remember a time when the world has felt this polarised, fractured and divided?

How we got here

This state of affairs didn’t just happen by chance. Nor did it emerge overnight. There is a backdrop, a fusion of causes and events which explain why we have become so lonely and atomised, both personally and as a society.

As you might have suspected, our smartphones and in particular social media have played an integral role: stealing our attention away from those around us, fuelling the worst within us so that we become ever more angry and tribal, making us behave ever more performatively and compulsively in pursuit of likes, retweets and follows, eroding our ability to communicate effectively or empathetically. This held true even during the coronavirus lockdown. For alongside the Pope live-streaming his daily Mass on Facebook, DJ D-Nice throwing a dance party attended by more than 100,000 people on Instagram, the springing up of local Facebook groups in which neighbours who’d never spoken to each other before shared ‘how to stay sane’ tips, Wi-Fi passwords and baby milk, racist attacks and hate speech escalated on social media, conspiracy theories circulated ever faster and marriage guidance counsellors told me of a spike in clients feeling lonely because their partners were now even more consumed than usual by their phones.41

Our smartphones and social media are just two pieces of the puzzle though. The causes of today’s loneliness crisis are numerous and diverse.

To be sure, structural and institutional discrimination remain factors: a 2019 UK study of nearly a thousand people found that experiencing racial, ethnic or xenophobic discrimination at work or in your local neighbourhood increases your chance of loneliness by 21%. Meanwhile, a 2020 survey of over 10,000 Americans established that Black and Hispanic people feel lonelier at work than their white peers and also significantly more alienated. Being on the receiving end of sexist behaviour has also been linked to increased loneliness.42

But on top of these longstanding structural failings, other new drivers of loneliness have emerged. Large-scale migration to cities, the radical reorganisation of the workplace and fundamental changes to how we live are critical factors as well. It’s not just that we ‘bowl alone’ more often than when the political scientist Robert Putnam published his landmark book about everyday American life in 2000. We now do ever less with each other, at least when it comes to traditional ways to commune. In much of the world, people are less likely to go to church or synagogue, belong to a parent–teachers association or a trade union, eat or live with others, or have a close friend than even a decade ago.43 We’ve also been having less contact physically: touching each other less, and having less sex.44

And the trend for some time now has been that even when we do stuff ‘together’, for increasing numbers of us this isn’t in the physical presence of another person: we ‘attend’ yoga class on an app, ‘speak’ to a customer service chatbot instead of a human salesperson, livestream a religious service from our living room or shop at Amazon Go, the tech giant’s new chain of grocery stores where you can leave with your shopping without having had any contact with another human being. Even before the coronavirus struck, contactless was starting to become our way of life, our active choice.

At the same time, the infrastructure of community – by which I mean those shared physical spaces where people of all stripes can come together, interact and form bonds – has been severely neglected at best and at worst actively destroyed. It’s a process that began in many places before the 2008 financial crisis, but accelerated markedly in its aftermath as government policies of austerity took a sledgehammer to libraries, public parks, playgrounds and youth and community centres across much of the world. In the UK, for example, a third of youth clubs and nearly 800 public libraries were shut down between 2008 and 2018, while in the US, federal library funding decreased by more than 40% between 2008 and 2019.45 Why this matters so profoundly is because such places are not only where we come together, but also where we learn how to do so, places where we practise civility and also democracy, in its inclusive form, by learning how to peacefully co-exist with people different to us and how to manage different points of view. Without such spaces that bring us together it’s inevitable that we will pull ever further apart.

Dog-eat-dog

The way we now live, the changing nature of work, the changing nature of relationships, the way our cities are now built and our offices designed, the way we treat each other and the way our government treats us, our smartphone addiction and even the way we now love are all contributing to how lonely we have become. But we must go back further to fully understand how we became so disconnected, siloed and isolated. For the ideological under-pinnings of the twenty-first century’s loneliness crisis pre-date digital technology, the most recent wave of urbanisation, this century’s profound changes to the workplace and the 2008 financial crisis, as well as, of course, the coronavirus pandemic.

They go back instead to the 1980s when a particularly harsh form of capitalism took hold: neoliberalism, an ideology with an overriding emphasis on freedom – ‘free’ choice, ‘free’ markets, ‘freedom’ from government or trade union interference. One that prized an idealised form of self-reliance, small government and a brutally competitive mindset that placed self-interest above community and the collective good. Championed initially by both Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, and later embraced by ‘Third Way’ politicians such as Tony Blair, Bill Clinton and Gerard Schröder, this political project has dominated commercial and government practices over the past few decades.

Why it has played a fundamental role in today’s loneliness crisis is, first, because it has precipitated a significant rise in income and wealth gaps within countries across many parts of the world.46 In the US, in 1989 CEOs earned on average fifty-eight times the average worker’s salary, but by 2018 they made 278 times as much.47 In the UK, the share of income going to the top 1% of households has tripled in the last forty years with the wealthiest 10% now owning five times as much wealth as the bottom 50%.48 As a result, significant swathes of the population have, for a considerable time, felt left behind, branded as losers in a society that has time only for winners, left to fend for themselves in a world in which their traditional moorings of work and community are disintegrating, social safety nets eroding and their status in society diminishing. Whilst those in higher income brackets can also be lonely, those who have less in economic terms are disproportionately so.49 Given contemporary levels of unemployment and economic hardship we need to be especially mindful of this.

Second, because neoliberalism has given ever more power and freer rein to big business and big finance, allowing shareholders and financial markets to shape the rules of the game and conditions of employment, even when this comes at an excessively high cost to workers and society at large. At the turn of the decade, record numbers of people globally believed that capitalism as it exists today does more harm than good. In Germany, the UK, the United States and Canada around half the population believed this to be the case, with many feeling that the state was so in thrall to the market that it wasn’t watching their backs or looking out for their needs.50 It’s lonely to feel uncared for, invisible and powerless in this way. The huge interventions governments made to support their citizens during 2020 were completely at odds with the economic ethos of the previous forty years, embodied by comments made by Ronald Reagan in 1986: ‘The nine most terrifying words in the English language are “I’m from the government, and I’m here to help.”’ Even if the various coronavirus stimuli do signal the dawning of a new approach, the long-term social and economic impact of neoliberalism will inevitably take a long time to unwind.

Third, because it profoundly reshaped not only economic relationships, but also our relationships with each other. For neoliberal capitalism was never just an economic policy, as Margaret Thatcher made clear in 1981 when she told the Sunday Times, ‘Economics is the method; the object is to change the heart and soul.’51 And in many ways, neoliberalism succeeded in this aim. For it fundamentally changed how we saw each other and the obligations to each other that we felt, with its valorising of qualities such as hyper-competitiveness and the pursuit of self-interest, regardless of the wider consequences.

It is not that humans are essentially selfish – research in evolutionary biology makes clear that we are not.52 But with politicians actively championing a self-seeking, dog-eat-dog mindset, and ‘greed is good’ (the maxim Gordon Gekko famously uttered in the 1987 movie Wall Street) serving as neoliberalism’s bumper sticker, qualities such as solidarity, kindness and caring for each other were not only undervalued, but deemed irrelevant human traits. Under neoliberalism we were reduced to homo economicus, rational humans consumed only by our own self-interest.

We have even seen this play out in how our language has evolved. Collectivist words like ‘belong’, ‘duty’, ‘share’ and ‘together’ have since the 1960s been increasingly supplanted by individualistic words and phrases such as ‘achieve’, ‘own’, ‘personal’ and ‘special’.53 Even pop song lyrics have become ever more individualistic over the past forty years, as pronouns such as ‘we’ and ‘us’ have been replaced by ‘I’ and ‘me’ in this generation’s lyrical imagination.54 In 1977, Queen told us that ‘we are the champions’ and Bowie that ‘we could be heroes’. In 2013, Kanye West told us ‘I am a God’, whilst Ariana Grande’s 2018 record-breaking ‘thank u, next’ was written as a love song to herself.

It is not just in the West that we see this. When researchers from the Chinese Academy of Sciences and Singapore’s Nanyang Business School analysed China’s ten most popular songs every year from 1970 to 2010, they discovered that first-person pronouns such as ‘I’, ‘me’ and ‘mine’ were increasingly used in songs over the decades, while uses of ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘ours’ diminished.55 Even in a country traditionally defined by mass solidarity and collectivism, in which the state remains firmly in control, what we may think of as a super-individualistic neoliberal mindset has firmly taken hold.

Neoliberalism has made us see ourselves as competitors not collaborators, consumers not citizens, hoarders not sharers, takers not givers, hustlers not helpers; people who are not only too busy to be there for our neighbours, but don’t even know our neighbours’ names. And we collectively let this happen. In many ways this was a rational response. For under neoliberal capitalism if I am not for ‘I’, then who will be? The market? The state? Our employer? Our neighbour? Unlikely. The trouble is that an ‘all about me’ selfish society in which people feel that they have to look after themselves because no one else will, is inevitably a lonely one.

It also fast becomes a self-perpetuating cycle. This is because in order not to feel lonely we need to give as well as take, care as well as be cared for, be kind to each other and respectful of those around us, as well as be treated as such ourselves.

If we are to come together in a world that’s pulling apart, we will need to reconnect capitalism to the pursuit of the common good and put care, compassion and cooperation at its very heart, with these behaviours extending to people who are different to us. That’s the real challenge: to reconnect not only with those similar to us, but also with the much wider community to which we ultimately belong. Post-Covid-19 this is both more urgent than ever and also more possible.

The purpose of this book isn’t solely to articulate the scale of the loneliness crisis in the twenty-first century, how we got here, and the ways that it will get worse if we do nothing to respond. It is also a call for action. To governments and business for sure – loneliness has clear structural drivers that they must address. But also to each of us as individuals.

Because society isn’t only done to us, we ‘do’ society too, we participate in it and shape it. So if we want to stop the destructive path of loneliness and restore the sense of community and cohesion we have lost, we will need to acknowledge that there are steps we must take, as well as trade-offs we will have to make – between individualism and collectivism, between self-interest and societal good, between anonymity and familiarity, between convenience and caring, between what is right for the self and what is best for the community, between liberty and fraternity. Choices that are not necessarily mutually exclusive, yet will demand the relinquishing of at least some of the freedoms that neoliberalism promised, falsely, that we could have at no cost.

The recognition that each of us has a critical role to play in mitigating the loneliness crisis is central to this book. Reconnecting society cannot only be a top-down initiative driven by governments, institutions and big business, even if the process of disconnecting society largely was.

So throughout the book I will be including ideas, thoughts and examples of what we can do to counter the current trajectory of divisiveness, isolation and loneliness not only on a political and economic level, but on a personal one as well.

This is the Lonely Century, but it doesn’t have to be so.

The future is in our hands.


CHAPTER TWO

Loneliness Kills

‘My throat hurts. It’s burning. It really hurts. I can’t go to school.’

This is 1975. ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ is playing on the radio, Margaret Thatcher has recently become Leader of the Opposition, The Vietnam War has just ended and this is my sixth bout of tonsillitis of the year.

Again my mother takes me to the doctor. Again she feeds me Penbritin, the sickly sweet antibiotic with a candy-floss-cum-aniseed taste. Again she mushes up banana and grates me an apple – all I can eat with my burning throat. Again I don’t go to school.

For me 1975 is the year of constant sore throats and streaming noses, as well as repeated bouts of the flu. It’s also the year that Sharon Putz rules the roost in my primary school. The year I felt the most isolated, excluded, alone. Every day I would sit on my own at breaktime, watching the other kids from across the playground as they skipped and played hopscotch, hoping they would ask me to join them. They never did.

It may seem a stretch at first glance to connect how lonely I felt back then with my swollen glands and sandpapery throat. But it turns out that loneliness has corporeal manifestations. And a lonely body, as we will see in this chapter, is not a healthy one.

Lonely bodies

Think back to the last time you felt lonely. It may have lasted for only a short time. What did it feel like in your body? Where did it live?

We often imagine a lonely person as passive, quiet, muted. Indeed, when many of us remember the loneliest times in our lives we don’t immediately recall a hammering heart, racing thoughts or other typical signs of a high-stress situation. Loneliness instead evokes associations of stillness. Yet the chemical presence of loneliness in the body – where it lives and the hormones it sends coursing through our veins – is essentially identical to the ‘fight or flight’ reaction we have when we feel under attack.1 It’s this stress response that fuels some of the most insidious health effects of loneliness.2 These can be far-reaching and even, in the worst cases, deadly. So when we are talking about loneliness we are not just talking about lonely minds, but also lonely bodies. The two are of course intertwined.

It’s not that our bodies aren’t used to stress responses – we experience them pretty frequently. A big presentation at work, a close call while cycling, watching our football team take a penalty, are all commonplace stress triggers. But typically after the ‘threat’ is over, our vital signs – pulse, blood pressure, breathing – return to baseline. We’re safe. In a lonely body, however, neither the stress response nor crucially the reset happens the way it should.

When a lonely body experiences stress, cholesterol levels rise faster than in a non-lonely one; blood pressure rises faster; levels of cortisol, the ‘stress hormone’, rise faster.3 What’s more, these momentary rises in blood pressure and cholesterol build up over time for those who are chronically lonely, with the amygdala – the part of the brain responsible for these ‘fight or flight’ responses – often keeping a ‘danger’ signal going for far longer than it would otherwise.4 This leads to increased white blood cell production and inflammation, which in times of acute stress can be a powerful boost, but when sustained for longer periods of time has devastating side effects.5 For when chronically inflamed, its immune system overworked and underperforming, the lonely body is susceptible to other illnesses that it would normally be much more capable of fighting, including the common cold, the flu and my old nemesis from 1975, tonsillitis.6

It is also more prone to serious disease. If you are lonely, you have a 29% higher risk of coronary heart disease, a 32% higher risk of stroke and a 64% higher risk of developing clinical dementia.7 If you feel lonely or are socially isolated you are almost 30% more likely to die prematurely than if you are not.8

Although the longer we are lonely the more damaging the impact on our health, even relatively short periods of loneliness can negatively impact our wellbeing.9 When a team at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore ran a study in the 1960s and 70s that tracked young medical students for sixteen years, the subject group showed a revealing pattern: the students whose childhoods had been lonely, their parents cold and aloof, were more likely to have developed various cancers later in life.10 A later 2010 study of people who had experienced a period of loneliness, in this case brought about by a specific event like the death of a partner or a move to a new town, found that even though their loneliness was time-bounded (in this case lasting less than two years) their life expectancy was diminished.11 Given the enforced period of isolation most of us experienced in 2020 this rings alarm bells.

We will come back to why loneliness wreaks such havoc on our bodies. But first, let’s consider what is in many ways the antithesis of loneliness – community – and its impact on our health. For if loneliness makes us sick, does feeling connected to others keep us well?

The Haredi health puzzle

Buttery, creamy, salty, sweet. The ruggaleh melts in my mouth. As does my first bite of ‘jerbo’, a traditional Jewish-Hungarian cake layered with chocolate, walnuts and apricot jam. I am at Katz’s Bakery in Israel’s Bnei Brak, one of the most popular stops on the Haredi Food tour.

The Haredim are an ultra-orthodox branch of Judaism whose origins go back to the late nineteenth century.12 Today this black-hatted, white-shirted, modest-dressing community make up approximately 12% of Israel’s population, a figure projected to rise to 16% by 2030.13 I find all of the pastries at Katz’s utterly delicious. Yet these delicacies are definitely not healthy. Indeed all that butter, sugar and fat help explain why the Haredim are seven times more likely to be obese than secular Jewish Israelis.14 When I ask Pini, the jocular Haredi Jew who runs the tour, how much vegetable and fibre is in the traditional Haredi diet, he tells me it is limited.

Their diet isn’t the only unhealthy aspect of their lifestyle. Despite living in a country that has an average of 288 days of sunshine a year, this group is seriously deprived of vitamin D. Their modest dress code means that barely a wrist gets any sun exposure. As for physical exercise? Anything vigorous tends to be avoided.15 By all standard modern counts, Pini and his peers clearly do not live healthy lives.

Nor are they financially secure. Most men opt out of the workforce to study the Torah and although 63% of Haredim women do have a job, often as their families’ breadwinners, they tend to work fewer hours than non-orthodox women due to their considerable responsibilities at home (the average Haredi woman has 6.7 children, three more than the national Israeli average).16 They also typically work in roles such as teaching, where pay is relatively low.17 As a result, over 54% of Haredim live below the poverty line, compared to 9% of non-Haredi Jews; their average monthly per capita income (3,500 shekels) is also half that of their less religious Jewish counterparts.18

Given all these indicators, one would expect Haredim to have a shorter life expectancy than that of the general Israeli population. After all, the overwhelming majority of studies around the world show a clear, positive correlation between diet and longevity, physical activity and longevity and also between socio-economic status and longevity.

Yet fascinatingly the Haredim seem to buck this trend; 73.6% of Haredim describe their health as ‘very good’, compared with only 50% of other groups.19 This is a statistic we might be tempted to disregard as self-reported and wishful thinking if it weren’t for the fact that their life expectancy is indeed higher than average.20 The three cities in which the majority of Israel’s Haredim live – Beit Shemesh, Bnei Brak, and Jerusalem – are all outliers when it comes to life expectancy.21 In Bnei Brak, whose population is 96% Haredi, the life expectancy at birth is a full four years higher than the city’s socio-economic ranking would predict.22 Overall, Haredi men in these cities live three years longer and women nearly eighteen months longer than one would expect. Other studies have found that they also score higher on self-reported measures of life satisfaction than either secular or moderately observant Israeli Jews or Arab-Israelis.23

Now of course it could be that this community, many of whom hail from the same shtetls in Poland and Russia and most of whom intermarry, share a particular genetic make-up that predisposes them to good health. But in fact the limitation of a gene pool over time is much more likely to lead to genetic disorders than to population longevity.

One might also assume that the Haredim are healthier because of their faith, given the multiple studies suggesting that religious belief pays a health dividend. However, it is less the belief itself and more the participation in the associated community that is thought to yield this.24 As one much cited study suggests, it is attending religious services, not simply identifying as religious, that may add a whopping seven years to life expectancy.25

Community, the value of which was so repudiated by neoliberal capitalism’s focus on individualism and self-interest, seems to have a health benefit of its very own. And for the Haredim, community is everything.

This close-knit group spends virtually all their waking hours together praying, volunteering, studying and working. Their year is punctuated with holy days and festivals around which the community coalesces. At Sukkot, families welcome guests into their sukkahs, the palm-leaf-roofed temporary structures in which they sleep and eat for a week. At Purim, the streets throng with costumed revellers – the vibe a combination of Mardi Gras and Halloween. At Hanukkah, neighbours, friends, and neighbours’ friends join to light the menorah and eat jam doughnuts. Weddings, bar mitzvahs and funerals draw crowds of people together for days at a time. And of course every Friday evening throngs of grandchildren, cousins, second cousins and in-laws gather around the dining-room table to break bread and bring in the Sabbath together.

The Haredim don’t only pray together and play together, however. In times of crisis or need they also provide each other with tangible help and support. Whether it is childcare, meals, transportation to medical appointments, advice, even financial aid if need be, they are there for each other when times are tough and life a struggle. As such it’s no surprise that only 11% of Haredim report feeling lonely, compared with 23% of the total Israeli population.26

Dov Chernichovsky, professor of health economics and policy at Ben-Gurion University in Israel’s Negev Desert, has been studying the Haredim for a number of years. He believes that whilst faith plays a role in the Haredi’s above-average life expectancy, their strong familial and community bonds play a more critical one.27 ‘Loneliness shortens life and friendship reduces pressure,’ the professor succinctly puts it. For the Haredim, the care and support they provide one another may indeed be the secret to their longer and healthier lives.

The health benefits of community

The Haredim are not the exception in this regard. The benefits of community to health were first identified back in the 1950s in the small town of Roseto, Pennsylvania, when local physicians noticed that residents were experiencing a much lower rate of heart disease than those of a similar neighbouring town. Upon further investigation they found that Rosetan men over 65 were dying at a rate that was half the national average, even though they were working gruelling jobs at nearby quarries, smoking unfiltered cigarettes, eating lard-soaked meatballs and downing wine daily.28 Why? Researchers concluded that it was the rock-solid family ties and community support of the predominately Italian-American Rosetans that were delivering the superior health dividend. A follow-up study in 1992, which looked at a full fifty years of Rosetan health and social records, found even more evidence for this thesis. By then, the death rate in Roseto had climbed back up to the average due to the ‘erosion of traditionally cohesive family and community relationships’ from the late 1960s and beyond.29 As the wealthiest amongst them started to display their riches in ever more ostentatious ways, as local stores closed down due to the arrival of larger ‘big box’ stores out of town and as single family homes with fenced yards sprung up replacing the multigenerational living set-ups, so did the protective health benefits of their community dissipate.30 Other examples of cohesive communities protecting their members’ health include the lifetime residents of Sardinia and Japan’s Okinawa island, as well as the Seventh-Day Adventists in Loma Linda, California. Their geographies are known as ‘Blue Zones’: places where it is not only diet that accounts for the especially long life expectancy but also the fact that social ties are strong and enduring.31 Places like Bnei Brak or Roseto in the 1950s where, as Dan Buettner, the National Geographic Fellow who coined the term, has said, ‘You can’t walk outside your front door without bumping into somebody you know.’32

It is important not to overly romanticise community. By definition communities are exclusive, and as such can be both excessively insular and antagonistic towards outsiders. Often they don’t permit difference or nonconformity, whether we’re talking different interests, non-traditional family structures or alternative beliefs or lifestyles. In the case of the Haredim and Seventh-Day Adventists, for example, those who don’t adhere to the community’s norms can find that ex-communication can be both brutal and brutally swift.

Yet for those within the enclave, community clearly does deliver a health dividend. This stems not only from the practical support that community provides or the reassurance provided by knowing that someone has your back, but also from something more fundamental that originates in our deep evolutionary past: the fact that we are hard-wired not to be alone.

Creatures of togetherness

Like all other primates, humans are social animals. We rely on complex, tightly knit groups to function, from the primordial, chemical bonds between mother and infant to the larger family unit to today’s massive nation-states. Indeed in many ways the rise of humans to the top of Earth’s planetary food chain can be traced to our enthusiastic togetherness, from our development of sophisticated group hunting-and-gathering techniques for food to our collective defence strategies for protection.33 Until very recently in the history of our species, a lonely human would have been quite literally at risk of death – vulnerable in a world where the group enabled survival. Being connected to others is our natural and in fact desired state, whether this desire is conscious or not.

This is why not being connected to each other has such a profound, negative impact on our health. For in order to disincentivise us from remaining in a state fundamentally at odds with our survival, evolution has equipped our bodies with a biological reaction to being alone that ramps up our alertness and is so physiologically and psychologically unpleasant that we are motivated to end it as quickly as possible.

In some ways our ability to feel lonely, our pain and agitation when we feel distant from other human beings, is a brilliant evolutionary feature. ‘You would never want to shut off the trigger of loneliness,’ said the University of Chicago’s Professor John Cacioppo, one of the pioneers of loneliness research. ‘It would be like completely shutting down hunger. You’d lack the signals to eat.’34

Yet in today’s world, so different from the landscape in which our ancestors evolved this trigger, it can seem like more of a bug than a positive design feature. For as Professor Anton Emmanuel at University College Hospital in London explained to me, the stress response triggered by loneliness is like putting a car into first gear: it’s the most efficient way to accelerate and it gets you moving. But when you stay in first gear for your entire journey, or worse, for a number of journeys, the engine will be over-revved, strained and damaged. A car isn’t designed to stay in first gear, just as our bodies are not designed to be repeatedly lonely. Is it any surprise, then, that bodies exposed to this kind of stress again and again start to show signs of physical damage?

The eminent eighteenth-century Scottish physician William Cullen was one of the first doctors to link loneliness to illness. One of his patients, ‘Mrs Rae’, suffered from a mysterious ailment, for which he prescribed cocoa, horse riding, tincture of Mars and – most significant for our purposes – company. ‘[H]owever averse she should see her friends both at home and abroad,’ he counselled. ‘Silence & Solitude are to be avoided.’35

By now, the health benefit of good relationships has been established in a number of research projects. In the famous Harvard Study of Adult Development, 238 male Harvard sophomores were tracked by researchers for over eighty years from 1938. They measured the amount of exercise they did, how their marriages and careers developed and ultimately their lifespans.36 (The original recruits included future US president John F. Kennedy and Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee, later immortalised by Tom Hanks in the movie The Post.) It turned out that those who were healthiest at 80 were the ones who had been the most satisfied with their relationships thirty years before. This benefit wasn’t restricted to those who had the privilege of attending Harvard in the 1930s. It was reflected, too, in a more diverse group of inner-city Boston residents who were tracked for as long. As Robert Waldinger, the study’s current director noted, ‘Taking care of your body is important, but tending to your relationships is a form of self-care too. That, I think, is the revelation.’37

We can distinguish, of course, between poor relationships and loneliness; and as was highlighted earlier, loneliness is not only a reflection of how connected to other individuals we feel, but also how connected we feel to groups of people, institutions and society as a whole. Yet what is emerging from hundreds of medical studies is that whilst community and connectedness provide health benefits, loneliness, even when most narrowly defined, can take a dangerous toll.

The question is therefore: is loneliness simply one of many sources of stress in our lives, each contributing to a decline in our physical health, or is there something particular to the stress caused by loneliness that engenders profound long-term health problems? The answer seems to lie somewhere in between.

On the one hand, the lonely body is a stressed body: a body that is easily exhausted and overly inflamed. Not that inflammation is inherently bad. In regular amounts it is in fact beneficial, part of the body’s defence mechanism against infection and injury, designed to localise any damage and help the body to heal. Indeed, without inflammation – typically characterised by swelling and redness – healing itself would be impossible.38 The problem lies in the fact that normally inflammation dies down when the pathogenic threat is mitigated, or the injury has healed. But with loneliness, especially chronic loneliness, there’s no ‘off switch’ to remind the body to calm down. So loneliness-induced inflammation can become chronic – the new normal.39 And chronic inflammation has been linked to a whole host of afflictions including clogged arteries, heart disease, stroke, depression, arthritis, Alzheimer’s disease and cancer. Indeed, a 2012 review of the medical literature on the subject found that chronic inflammation, long associated with infectious diseases, is now also ‘intimately linked with a broad range of non-infectious diseases’, adding alarmingly, ‘perhaps even all of them’.40

On the other hand, loneliness is a type of stress that can massively amplify the effects of other stresses. Take the immune system, for example. A healthy body uses a variety of mechanisms to fight malevolent forces, whether they’re pathogens – bacteria and viruses – or cancerous cells. Loneliness has been shown to reduce the efficacy of the body’s fight against both types of threat: it makes us weaker and more susceptible to disease, especially viruses.41

Moreover, it’s not just by keeping us in a sustained state of ‘high alert’ – the equivalent of the car that’s been driving for eight hours in first gear – that loneliness damages our immune system. It affects us on a cellular and hormonal level too. One influential study has suggested that loneliness impairs the function in several endocrine glands which secrete hormones throughout the body and are connected with our immune response.42 UCLA’s Steve Cole, professor of medicine and psychiatry, meanwhile, has found that the blood of lonely people has a significantly higher level of the hormone norepinephrine, which, in a life-threatening situation, starts to shut down viral defence. Such immune weakening extends to cancer, which the body usually defends against in part by using ‘natural killer’ (NK) cells, that destroy tumours and virus-infected cells. A study of first-year medical students has shown NK cell activity to be much lower among the lonelier members of the cohort.43

Just as loneliness seems to contribute to various conditions, if you’re already unwell loneliness is also likely to impede your recovery. As Professor Emmanuel told me, ‘I am one-hundred per cent unequivocal that loneliness impacts health and recovery. If a lonely patient and non-lonely patient receive the same treatment, the non-lonely one will do better. In the same way that a smoker being treated for Crohn’s disease will do worse than a non-smoker, so too will a lonely patient versus someone who is not.’

The data backs this up. For instance, in socially isolated patients, blood pressure (and in men, cholesterol) takes longer to return to normal following a stressful incident, whilst a lonely person’s reduced ability to ‘reset’ the body’s inflammation levels after events like strokes, heart attacks and surgery is thought to be a leading factor in why isolated elderly people have lower life expectancy, on average, than those who have regular social contact.44

As Helen Stokes-Lampard, chair of the Royal College of GPs, put it at the group’s 2017 annual conference, ‘Social isolation and loneliness are akin to a chronic long-term condition in terms of the impact they have on our patients’ health and well-being.’45

Alone, alone, all, all alone

Of course it is not just our bodies that loneliness ravages. ‘My soul in agony,’ said Coleridge’s ancient mariner of how it felt to be ‘Alone, alone, all, all alone, / Alone on a wide wide sea!’ Loneliness can also cause serious mental anguish and pain.

Indeed literature is populated with lonely people who are also depressed or mentally ill – from the unnamed protagonist of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 1892 short story ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, who as a result of being confined to a single room for ‘a slight hysterical tendency’ (itself now a debunked ‘condition’46) slowly develops hallucinatory delusions, to Eleanor Oliphant of Gail Honeyman’s eponymous Costa Award-winning 2017 novel, whose loneliness both compounds itself and frustrates her recovery from a traumatic past.

Rather astonishingly, however, it’s only in the past decade or so that loneliness has begun to be extensively researched within the field of psychiatric medicine as a distinct psychological experience. As such, despite not being classified as a mental health problem in its own right, it is now a recognised correlate for a host of mental illnesses including anxiety and depression. The relationship runs both ways. A 2012 study of over 7,000 adults in England concluded that those with depression were over ten times more likely to be lonely than those who were not depressed.47 Meanwhile a landmark US study that tracked participants for five years found that patients who initially reported loneliness were more likely, five years later, to be depressed than those who did not.48

The relationship between loneliness and mental illness is a complex one which we are only starting to understand. Yet what seems to be the case is that loneliness and isolation can accelerate genetic or circumstantial depressive tendencies in part because of their physiological impact – we sleep less when we’re lonely, for example, and a lack of sleep can trigger depressive symptoms. So too can the symptoms of depression themselves fuel loneliness – by making it harder for the depressed person to connect. It can be the chicken and the egg.

The same is true of anxiety, for which isolation can be both a symptom and a cause. ‘Social anxiety has made my world so much smaller,’ says Alex, a teenager in the UK with social anxiety disorder. ‘As it got worse, I started to get more insular. The more intense it got, the more I started to feel very lonely and isolated … I would avoid going to the shops or getting the bus during rush hour because there were too many people … The longer it went on, the more it started to affect work, close relationships and friendships … so my social life has … well, I don’t really have one.’49

Even short periods of isolation, such as we collectively experienced during the coronavirus pandemic, can have a marked impact on mental health.50 Sometimes the effect is still apparent years down the line. Researchers found that healthcare workers in Beijing who had been quarantined during the 2003 SARS outbreak were more likely to be suffering serious depression three years later than those who had not been, even though SARS quarantine periods lasted typically less than a month, and often less than two weeks.51 Separate studies, also amongst hospital employees in Beijing, found that three years after the SARS outbreak alcoholism was higher amongst those who had been quarantined than those who were not, with significant numbers still suffering from post-traumatic stress syndrome, their symptoms including hyper-vigilance, nightmares and flashbacks.52

Such findings should be taken very seriously as we emerge from the Covid-19 pandemic. Both we as individuals and governments must be mindful of the likely long-term mental health impacts of our recent forced isolation, and politicians must commit sufficient resources to addressing the fallout.

At the extreme, loneliness can lead to suicide.53

Francie Hart Broghammer is Chief Psychiatry Resident at UC Irvine Medical Center in the US. In a recent article she wrote movingly of two patients she had recently encountered for whom loneliness had made life feel not worth living. One was a young woman she had recently treated ‘who had intentionally severed her airway and spinal cord with an eight-inch kitchen knife in an attempt to take her own life’. In interviews she cited ‘the isolation associated with caring for her ill grandmother and the paucity of individuals with whom she could meaningfully discuss such challenges’ as the cause of her despair.54

The other was ‘Mr White’, a 38-year-old man with suicidal ideations whose parents had recently died, who was struggling with employment and finances, had been rejected by his siblings, had no close friends and was now homeless. It was the loss of his dog – his one remaining companion – that seemed to have tipped him over the edge.

Of his pet, Mr White said, ‘She was the only thing in this world that viewed me as someone worth loving. I sleep in the park, and everyone that walks by thinks I am worse than a stray; I am subhuman. No one cares about you when you’re in a situation like mine. Except for her … she cared for me, and my whole life’s purpose was to care for her in return. Now she’s gone, and I have nothing left in this world.’

Unfortunately, Dr Broghammer treats patients like these far too often. Her first-hand insights into the link between loneliness and suicide are borne out by the research. There are over 130 studies that have found a link between loneliness and suicide, suicidal ideation or self-harm.55 It is a link that holds true amongst all age groups including the young. A survey of more than 5,000 US middle-school pupils found that adolescents who professed a high degree of loneliness were twice as likely as those who didn’t to have suicidal thoughts.56 Such findings are corroborated by research not only in the UK but also on young adults in places as far afield as Kenya, Kiribati, the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu, a reminder that loneliness is not only a phenomenon in higher income countries.57 Furthermore these effects can, once again, manifest many years later: one study found that suicidal thoughts in 15-year-olds were closely correlated to their self-reported loneliness eight years earlier, i.e. at
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