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A LONELINESS EPIDEMIC?

Harvard Study: An ’ .
Epidemic of Loneliness Is Canada’s battle with the

Spreading Across America loneliness epidemic

Japan appoints Minister of Loneliness after
suicides claim more lives than COVID-19

'The loneliness epidemic has been in
Ireland long before Covid'

"Loneliness kills, and should be treated like a
disease in every respect’

Government earmarks NIS 100 million to combat loneliness among elderly Israelis, 80% of whom live independently.
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https://www.theweek.in/news/world/2021/02/23/japan-appoints-minister-of-loneliness-after-suicides-claim-more-lives-than-covid-19.html
https://www.rte.ie/brainstorm/2021/0215/1197234-loneliness-older-peope-ireland-mental-health/
https://torontosun.com/life/relationships/canadas-battle-with-the-loneliness-epidemic
https://fee.org/articles/harvard-study-an-epidemic-of-loneliness-is-spreading-across-america/
https://www.israelhayom.com/2022/01/31/loneliness-kills-and-should-be-treated-like-a-disease-in-every-respect/
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Ageing_Europe_-_statistics_on_population_developments
https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/set-smartphone-users_4951533.htm
https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/internal-migration-abstract-concept-illustration-domestic-human-migration-natural-disaster-civil-disturbance-arrive-capital-people-with-bags-suitcases-moving_12146552.htm#page=1&query=migration&position=10

OUTLINE

1. What is loneliness?

2. Loneliness as an individual problem
3. Loneliness in context

4. Loneliness across time

5. Loneliness across space

6. Conclusion
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What I1s Loneliness?



WHAT IS LONELINESS?

Desired social Actual social Key Points
relationships relationships

» Subjective
* Quality > quantity
« Painful

Loneliness
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WHAT LONELINESS IS NOT

Social Isolation Solitude
- Objective lack of social connections * Being alone voluntarily
 Not necessarily painful  Pleasant

Q- @
D
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DIMENSIONS OF LONELINESS
gg Emotional Loneliness

Lack of intimate, trusting relationships

o) (& Social Loneliness
Lack of a sufficiently large circle of friends, social network

Collective Loneliness
Lack of a general sense of belonging, e.g. to community, society as a

whole
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| oneliness as an Individual Problem



INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL RISK FACTORS

Universal risk factors Life events as triggers

Indirect factors Direct causes Loneliness
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LIFE EVENTS

Loneliness

A Divorce
6 1 —— Event - - Control
5 —
4 Divorce
3 \
24 - —— —
1 -
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Years surrounding the event

Loneliness

Widowhood

—— Event = = Control

Spouse died

T T T T T T T T T T 1
-5 -4 -3 -2 - 0 1 2 3 4 5
Years surrounding the event

Buecker, Denissen & Luhmann (2021)
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https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000373

INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL RISK FACTORS

Universal risk factors Liie'events as triggers

Distal Proximal
Urban vs. Social
Gender .
rural media use

Group-specific risk factors

Loneliness
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AGE DIFFERENCES

-1 — Observed distribution
= = Adjusted for covariates 40 %

Abbildung 2.3: Einsamkeitsbelastungen ab 2013 nach Altersgruppen, Bevilkerung ab 18 Jahren, Instrument: UCLA-LS
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77
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Alter als 75 Jahre

Socioeconomic Panel, Wave 2013, N = 16,132 German Loneliness Barometer
Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016 BMFSFJ, 2024
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http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/dev0000117

| oneliness In Context



WHAT ABOUT CONTEXT?

How people think, feel and behave is
shaped by the greater context

Contexts vary across
» time (sociocultural context)
= space (geographical/cultural context)

These contexts can be described and
distinguished by macro-level factors,

e.g.
= Cultural norms and values
= Societal welfare

= Demographic composition

Country

Region

Community

Social network

Couple

Individual
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LONELINESS ACROSS TIME AND SPACE

1. Does loneliness vary across time and space?

2.  Why does loneliness vary across time and space?
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THE HIDECO FRAMEWORK

IR RO R RO = By Drewelies, Huxhold & Gerstorf (2019)

= HIDECO = Historical Changes in
Developmental Contexts

Zeitgeist & norms

technology & science
social embedding

S

individual resources

= Four major groups of macro-level factors

variable x

=

macro time (years)

= |ndividual resources

= Social embedding

Culture
T ——
Culture

» Technology and science

= Zeitgeist and norms

= Developed to explain historical changes, but
might also be relevant to explain geographical
differences

o personality ocwpavto‘lon )
lunteering religion,

R T T R e T T T

medical
advances network

communication

Chronosystem - Ontogenetic time

Chronosystem - Historical time
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| oneliness Across Time



HOW TO STUDY HISTORICAL CHANGES

The perfect study

= Longitudinal, covering multiple decades
= Representative sample

But ...
= For loneliness: only available since ~2008 (e.qg., LISS, GSS, SOEP)

The second-best study

= Cross-temporal meta-analysis

= Correlate average loneliness scores reported in single studies with year of data
collection
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HISTORICAL CHANGES IN LONELINESS

Loneliness score (POMP)
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Changes in loneliness in emerging adults
from 1976 - 2019
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20

LUHMANN | THE MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHALLENGE OF LONELINESS

RUHR
UNIVERSITAT
BOCHUM

RUB


https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000332

HISTORICAL CHANGES IN LONELINESS

Table 2 | Summary of cross-temporal meta-analyses on historical changes in loneliness levels

Study Age group Country Loneliness Time Loneliness trend Effect size for
measure period mean-level
change across
the entire time
period
Bueckeretal. Emerging adults Studies from Differentversions  1976-2019  Significant increase in loneliness only in North d=0.56
(2021)* (18-29 years old) all continents, of the UCLA American samples, not in European or Asian samples
but mostly Loneliness (possibly owing to lack of statistical power).
fromtheUSA  Scale™™ No significant differences in historical changes in

loneliness between North American and European
and Asian samples. Values have been relatively stable

since 2012.
Clark et al. High-school USA Revised UCLA 1978-2009 | Loneliness declined d=-0.26
(2015)* students (Study 1) Loneliness Scale'™*
College students  USA Six items with five  1991-2012 | Loneliness declined d=-0Mm
(Study 2) response options
Xin & Xin College students  China Chinese version 2002-2011 | Loneliness increased d=0.39
(2016)* of the UCLA
Loneliness Scale
(Version 3)'5315%
Yanetal. >B0 years old China Chinese version 1995-2011 | Loneliness increased d=1.02
(2014)= of the UCLA
Loneliness Scale
(Version 3)'#%15
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RELEVANT MACRO-LEVEL FACTORS

Values and norms

= |ndividualism?
= Materialism?
= Political values?

Family and social lives

= Fewer people get married
= But social norms regarding marriage and family change as well
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RELEVANT MACRO-LEVEL FACTORS

Technology and mobility

= Digitalization and smartphones?
= Residential mobility

Individual resources and living conditions

= Economic growth?
= Demographic changes?
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Loneliness Across Space



HOW TO STUDY NATIONAL DIFFERENCES

The perfect study

= Nationally representative samples from multiple countries
= Same (measurement-invariant) measure of loneliness

But ...

= Most available studies focused on Europe and on specific age groups

The second-best study

= Meta-analysis

RUHR
25 LUHMANN | THE MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHALLENGE OF LONELINESS UNIVERSITAT R U B
BOCHUM



LONELINESS LEVELS IN THE EU (2010-2016)

% felt lonely most or all of the time

Quintiles
O Under 5% 7
0 5%-7% e
B 7%-9% 4 Eurofound
W 9%-11% P
® Over 11% " py
O Not available { ;,r’ &
O Non EU Countries L i

Note 1: European Social Survey (2010, 2012 and 2014).

European Union, 2018 European Quality of Life Survey (2016)
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https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/data/european-quality-of-life-survey
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/jrcsh/files/fairness_pb2018_loneliness_jrc_i1.pdf

LONELINESS LEVELS IN THE EU (2022)

Share fesling lonely most of the time (in%)
18-20

Eurofound

EU Loneliness Survey 2022 European Quality of Life Survey (2016)
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https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/data/european-quality-of-life-survey

EXPLAINING NATIONAL LONELINESS LEVELS

Share feeling lonely most of the time (in%)
18-20
17-18
16-17
14-16

12-13
10-12
9-10

> v

Factors associated with higher loneliness

Prevalence of individual risk factors at the national level
(Fokkema et al., 2012)

= Demographic composition (e.g. average age)
= Socioeconomic indicators (e.g. GDP, poverty rates)
= Health (e.g. public health expenditures)

Cultural norms: Higher levels of loneliness in

collectivistic than in individualistic countries
(Lvykes & Kemmelmeier, 2014)
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https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.2011.631612
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022113509881

WITHIN-COUNTRY DIFFERENCES

= No systematic differences between rural and
urban areas

= Factors associated with higher regional
loneliness:

More population change
Objective regional remoteness

Greater distance to public parks and
sport/leisure facilities

Worse perceived neighborhood relations

DERERZE
oF
gE
3
g
| |

Socioeconomic Panel, Wave 2013, N = 17,602

Buecker, Ebert, Gotz, Entringer & Luhmann, 2020
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1948550620912881

Conclusion



LONELINESS ACROSS TIME

= Before Covid 19: No clear evidence for a global loneliness epidemic
= After Covid 19: Loneliness appears to be on the rise
= Some groups and some countries more affected than others

= Macro-level factors might contribute to historical changes in loneliness
» Theoretically plausible associations
= But probably complex, indirect, delayed effects
= Lack of studies investigating these effects
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LONELINESS ACROSS SPACE

= Clear evidence for geographical differences in loneliness
= Between countries
=  Within countries

= Relevant macro-level factors
= Cultural norms and values
= Demographic composition
= Socioeconomic factors
= Physical environment
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IT'S COMPLICATED (1)

a Social contact
ha frequency

{;ﬁx Social isolation HHHT_:\
Social media ¢ 4 Loneliness

Online mobbing

RUHR
33 LUHMANN | THE MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHALLENGE OF LONELINESS UNIVERSITAT RU B
BOCHUM



IT‘'S COMPLICATED (2)

b Loneliness in
adolescents

Loneliness in
young adults
Social media
Loneliness in

Macro-level factor mid-aged adults

Loneliness in very
old adults
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IT‘'S COMPLICATED (3)

Historical event

Level of the macro-level
factor and loneliness
"‘"\

--- Loneliness
— Macro-level factor
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A MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHALLENGE

= Loneliness comes in different shapes
= Loneliness is influenced by multiple factors at different levels
= Requires a multidimensional solution that integrates

= |ndividual-focused interventions
= Structural changes
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A MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHALLENGE
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!

http://www.pml.psy.rub.de

maike.luhmann@rub.de

@maikeluhmann.bsky.social

naturereviews psychology ~ hupsy fdoi.org/ /101038/544159-022-00124 1

Review article ®|Check for updates

@maikeluhmann Loneliness across time and space

B0

aike Luhmann® |, Susanne Buecker ® & Marilena Riisberg®
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