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National Academies Committee on the Health and Medical 
Implications of Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults.

Opportunities for the Health Care System (2020)

What can health care systems do to identify social isolation and loneliness.

How to help build a larger infrastructure to reduce SI/L in older adults
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Social isolation,  Loneliness and Social Connection

o Definitions 

o Prevalence 

o Mechanisms 

o Interventions

o Key findings and recommendations of the 2020 NASEM report, 



Blueprint for a National Prevention Infrastructure to address Behavioral Health Disorders
Opportunities for promoting behavioral health in older adults by addressing social isolation and loneliness

Social connection is an overarching construct that encompasses other commonly used terms describing 
        human relationships and interactions- their structure, function and quality.

Social isolation is the objective lack or limited extent of social relationships or interactions
     -marital/partnership relationship, friend and family relationships, group participation

Loneliness is the perception of social isolation or the subjective feeling of being alone

Social Isolation and Loneliness are related yet different constructs. 
      -one can be lonely without being socially isolated (”lonely in a crowd”)
       or one can be isolated without being lonely.

Measured by self-report scales
  
Loneliness is conceptually distinct from depression







Luhmann 2016  Developmental Psychol

Loneliness from late adolescence to very old age

Risk factors
• Sex  women
• Socioeconomic status (income, education)
• Work status
• Living arrangements (household size, children living 

in the household) 
• Unmarried/unpartnered
• Functional limitations (medical morbidities)
 sensory, cognitive, mobility 
• Group participation (political engagement, 

volunteering, religious engagement)
• Number of friends, and contact frequency (face-to-

face contact with friends, face-to-face-contact with 
relatives, contact with people abroad, contact 
through social online networks).



Donovan and Blazer 2020 AJGP 28:1233-44
Mann 2022 Soc Psych and Psych Epi 57:2161-2178

• 60%    risk premature death (SI) -
20% (loneliness) 

• 30%    risk CAD or stroke
• 50%    risk incident dementia
• 200%    risk of depression (loneliness) 

Both Social Isolation and Loneliness are related to poor health outcomes.



Donovan and Blazer 2020 AJGP 28:1233-44

Both Social Isolation and Loneliness are related to poor health outcomes - mediators.

• Health behaviors
• Sleep
• Psychological – negatively biased thinking
• Stress pathways: HPA axis and SNS activation
• Inflammation



Social Connection
Social Isolation Loneliness

Quantitative, Objective 
structural: marital status, 
social network size,
frequency of social contacts 

Qualitative, subjective
appraisal: perceived
lack of intimacy or 
of adequate social ties
, 

Mental Health Disorders

Major Depression
            Generalized Anxiety Disorder
          suicidal ideation, self-harm
 X sectional    PTSD 
  X sectional  Schizophrenia 

Social Isolation and Loneliness are bidirectionally  related to major depression and generalized anxiety disorder

Donovan and Blazer 2020 AJGP 28:1233-44
Mann 2022 Soc Psych and Psych Epi 57:2161-2178
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Interventions
Addressing Modifiable Risk Factors

         Increasing social engagement
         Social Skills Training
         *CBT
         *Behavioral Activation          
         *Mindfulness 
         *Nature
         Arts Therapies
         Friendly Visit Programs
         Intergenerational Programs
         Volunteering
         
            

There is a limited but growing evidence-base for the treatment of social isolation and loneliness

Assessment
Regular
Established scale

National Academies of Sciences E, and Medicine: Social   
Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults: Opportunities for the 
Health Care System. Washington, D.C, 2020
Perissinotto 2019 JAGS 67(4) 657-662
Van Orden 2021 AJGP 29(9) 897-898
Van Orden 2021 AJGP 29(8) 816-827
Choi 2020 AJGP 28(7):698–708
Pepin 2021 AJGP 29(8): 761-770
Lindsay 2019 PNAS 116(9):3488-3493
Sturm 2022 Emotion 22(5):1044-1058



National Academies Committee on the Health and Medical Implications of Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older 
Adults Key Goals (2020)
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