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Introduction

Most people, asked to define loneliness, might talk about how it feels to be on your own for long periods. Or they might mention older people living by themselves, or having no friends, and how this can make you feel cut off from the world. Loneliness is about all of these. But it is also about much more.

	You can also feel alone in an unhappy marriage, or among a group of friends or colleagues you just can’t relate to, or in a room brimming with chattering people. Because loneliness isn’t always about not having friends or not having people around you. It’s about how you feel inside. It’s about feeling isolated in some way, or totally alone with an experience you’ve had, or with a problem or situation you are facing. So you can feel terribly lonely if you’re being bullied or victimized, or if you have something difficult to cope with, such as a cancer diagnosis, a marriage break-up, a failed venture or a bereavement. No matter how active you are and how many friends you have, almost nothing feels more lonely than having a personal sadness or a troubling worry. Or there can be that aching loneliness if someone you love is no longer with you, for whatever reason. Missing that person and his or her contribution to your life can be a feeling which seldom leaves you.

	I also know many people who, despite leading a relatively trouble-free life with a good circle of friends and an active social life, still feel lonely because they are sure that they have so much less going on in their lives than other people. We tend to compare ourselves with others, and with today’s world appearing to be full of happy, busy people, with lots of friends, all socializing and enjoying themselves, it’s easy to feel we don’t have as much of that as we should have. But this impression of the world is just one aspect of it, reflected many times through the bright magnifying lens of television, advertising, newspapers and all the rest. In the real world, most people lead relatively quiet and hard-working lives, without endless socializing and activity. And if living alone, as many people are, caring for a loved one or small children, or unemployed, they may speak to few people each day, if anyone.

	Whatever your reason for reading this and your interest in loneliness, I hope this book will be your guide and support. I hope it will provide you with suggestions on how to feel less alone, no matter how that has come about. As this book will show, loneliness is a natural feeling, and the pain is real. ‘The most terrible poverty is loneliness and the feeling of being unloved,’ said Mother Teresa of Calcutta. The good news is that there is plenty you can do about it. So, breaking out of that ‘poverty’ is going to be life-changing and something you owe to yourself to do. Loneliness can be felt in your head and deep in your heart and soul, and it is in these places that I hope this book will help you to find ways to overcome your loneliness.










1

Questions about loneliness

Newspaper and magazine articles or TV documentaries about loneliness typically feature a picture of a person sitting alone, looking sadly out of a window or staring blankly into the fire. Most of us at some point in our lives have experienced the empty feeling of being entirely on our own and cut off from the world. I can well remember feeling like that, as far back as my first day at school, when I knew absolutely no-one in a class brimming with around 35 other lively five year olds. Many of us can remember the fleeting pang of isolation we felt if we were last to be picked when two teams were being chosen for games at school. Or later in life, alone in your flat, hearing the happy chatter of neighbours, or finding yourself sitting on your own for lunch at work or at college. 

Amanda, the daughter of an old friend of mine, had been lucky enough to land the job she’d always dreamed of, as a graphic artist with an important company. Amanda was thrilled, and her family and friends were delighted for her. The job was in a town about 200 miles away from her home, but this didn’t matter. Just turned 29 and single, Amanda enthusiastically flat-hunted and moved to the new town, full of energy and ambition for the future. But just recently my friend called me, as she was worried about Amanda. She had been phoning home in tears almost every other day, saying that she had no friends, didn’t know the area and was just sitting in her flat night after night, and even at weekends, feeling isolated and lonely. Things were so bad, she was even thinking of giving up her job and coming home.

Loneliness like this does make people just want to give up and return to the security of family and friends, but there is so much Amanda can do to make things better, so that she doesn’t have to give up her dream job. There is so much anyone who is lonely, whatever the reason, can do to make life feel better, and that’s what this book is all about.

	But how Amanda was feeling isn’t the only type of loneliness. There are other kinds of loneliness, as George’s story will show. 

On a very bright August day, several years ago, I met George, quite by chance, at a large local flower show. He was standing alone in one of the huge show tents, admiring the rows and rows of beautiful roses. As soon as I approached, he nodded a ‘Good morning’ and said, ‘Aren’t they wonderful?’ Although complete strangers, we were soon in conversation about roses, gardening and putting the world to rights. He had persuaded his son, who had come with him to the flower show, to take a walk outside for some fresh air. George, as he introduced himself to me, had been growing roses for 20 years, but had never been confident enough to enter a show like this. He just enjoyed coming to admire the displays. He told me that Ella, his wife of 25 years, had died suddenly three years previously, and she had just adored roses. He chewed his lip and tears were close as he told me how good his family and friends had been to him when she died, and still were. He always had at least one visitor every day, and his son and daughter took him out as often as they could. But whenever his front door closed and he was on his own again, the house was so quiet and so empty without his wife. The day stretched ahead, and he felt so alone he almost couldn’t bear it, even now, three years later. George has a good family and many loyal friends, and he gets out and about socially. But he still experiences loneliness.

What George is going through seems quite different from how Amanda is feeling. The positions they find themselves in are a lifetime apart too. Despite the similarities on the surface, these would appear to be two different types of loneliness, which are quite unlike each other. 

What is loneliness?

Loneliness hurts. It hurts a lot. It’s not an actual physical pain, but it can feel like it, with an aching sensation deep inside your heart, your stomach or your entire body. You may feel trapped, with a longing for things to feel normal again. The good news is there are ways to overcome those painful feelings. That’s why I have written this book.

	It’s clear that loneliness has many different aspects, and we all have our own ideas about what it means to us. It’s also important to draw a line between people who simply enjoy their own company, and may need more solitude than others, and those for whom being alone, even for short periods, is an unhappy experience. 

	Loneliness is more common than you might expect. The Campaign to End Loneliness was launched in the UK in 2011. It was supported by a number of key organizations working together: these were Independent Age, Counsel and Care, Age UK Oxfordshire and the WRVS. A report produced by the campaign puts it very well: ‘Loneliness is an emotional response to a perceived gap between the amount of personal contact an individual wants and the amount they have.’

Two types of loneliness

George and Amanda were both lonely, and this idea of loneliness being the outcome of a gap between the social contact you have and the social contact you would like to have is true for them both too. But their experiences were still different from each other. Professor Vanessa Burholt, a sociologist, provides an explanation when she talks of two types of loneliness: social and emotional. She explains that emotional loneliness is the absence of a close bond and attachment to a partner or best friend, whereas social loneliness is felt if you lack a broad group of friends, neighbours and colleagues.

	Social loneliness is probably the type most people associate with being lonely: feeling alone because of a lack of contact with friends, neighbours or the outside world in general – in other words, the lack of a social network.

	Emotional loneliness can be experienced in a room full of people and even if you have a fantastic social network. This is because you don’t have a special person to share emotional intimacy with. Emotional loneliness comes about because a close intimate attachment with a friend or partner has been lost, or has never existed. This leaves an empty space in an otherwise full life, and you carry it with you no matter where you are, even in a crowd of friends.

	Emotional loneliness can also affect those who long for a child but remain childless, or parents separated from their children, or adults who have lost a parent; likewise for those who yearn for a grandchild or have been separated from their grandchildren. Table 1.1 shows just some of the typical effects these two types of loneliness can have, though there is nothing hard and fast about which column an effect should appear in. There is plenty of crossover as loneliness is a highly individual experience.

Table 1.1 What loneliness can feel like




	
Social loneliness


	
Emotional loneliness


	
Both





	
Bored

Excluded

Frustrated

Low self-esteem

Worthless

Ashamed

Guilty

Useless

Rejected

Longing to be part of a group

Unwanted


	
Desolate

Empty

Aching inside

Heavy heart

Longing 

Yearning


	
Unhappy

Anxious

Insecure

Depressed

Isolated

Angry

Pessimistic

Emotional ‘pain’

Needing to belong

Negative

Stressed

Difficulty trusting people

Feeling trapped

Aimless







Nothing to be ashamed of

The Mental Health Foundation (MHF) suggests that though loneliness is very common, it can still be embarrassing to admit to it, because of associations of being unlikeable, unwanted or unworthy. But this just shouldn’t be – feeling lonely is nothing to be ashamed of. It’s a completely natural feeling and can happen to anyone, however strong or weak that person may be. Research confirms it is likely to happen to all of us at some point in our lives, and that lonely people are no less attractive or intelligent than their non-lonely counterparts. In fact, loneliness appears to have a social purpose and, according to the latest research, may even be programmed into us to ensure we stay with the group – much more on this in Chapter 4, which looks at the strong biological and psychological forces behind loneliness.

Loneliness is widespread

Many people feel lonely today, whether old or young, men or women, rich or poor. From the young woman just embarked on a university course in a city far from home, to the lone parent coping with two small children, or the recently divorced 40-something year old, or even the lottery winner who doesn’t know who her friends are any more. Even the rich and famous can be lonely, especially when they are out of the limelight. Robbie Williams, the English singer who became famous as part of the group Take That, wrote a song about loneliness when he went solo, called ‘Singing for the Lonely’. Judy Garland, at the height of her fame as an American actress, said, ‘It’s lonely and cold at the top.’ Janis Joplin, the American rock singer, famously said, ‘On stage I make love to 25,000 people, and then I go home alone.’ No matter who you are, the feeling of isolation and not having anyone to turn to or share your thoughts with is the same.

	Despite the tendency to see loneliness as a problem confined mainly to older people, this is not so. The chances are that we will all experience loneliness at some point in our lives. Recent research in the UK has confirmed that feeling lonely is a major concern for one in every five of 18–24 year olds, compared with one in every ten of those aged 55 and over. In 2010, the MHF were so concerned that they produced a report on loneliness called The Lonely Society?, which concluded that one in ten of us ‘often feel lonely’. This represents a huge number of people, over six million of us in the UK, many of them young people.

	Small wonder, then, that this is often described as an ‘epidemic of loneliness’. 

Can you measure loneliness?

For a very general way to measure loneliness, you can try the following activity. (Keep a notebook handy for the exercises and activities suggested through the book.)

1 	Give each of these statements a score between 0 and 5 as to how true they are most of the time for you right now, 0 being ‘not true at all’ and 5 being ‘true most of the time’. Don’t think too long about your answer, just think for a few moments and then answer:

(a)	I feel isolated from other people.

(b)	I have no-one to talk to.

(c)	I don’t have a group of friends.

(d)	I miss having really close friends.

(e)	I miss having a sexual partner.

(f)	I miss having a partner to talk to.

(g)	No-one really knows me.

(h)	I miss having a best friend.

(i)	I feel lonely most of the time.

(j)	I’m not close to anyone.

2 	Now add up your score, which will be out of a possible 50. A score of 0 will mean you’re not currently lonely at all, and 50 that you are extremely lonely right now, with scores between 0 and 50 showing increasing levels of loneliness.

Another way of measuring loneliness was used by researchers in America in 1985. They asked a cross-section of people how many ‘confidants’ they had, and the most common answer was three. So that meant most people had three people they could confide in and talk openly with. The same procedure was repeated in 2004, and the most common reply, surprisingly, was none. One in four of those questioned said they had no-one they could talk with openly and share their innermost thoughts. How terrible, and what a change in less than ten years. 

	But while there are objective ways of measuring loneliness, loneliness is a very subjective experience. As such, it can be difficult to pin down or measure. In addition, we all have a different threshold for its effects. In other words, people’s need for the company of others varies considerably. 

A work colleague of mine, Louise, was out almost every evening socializing. Louise was a tall, attractive young woman who enjoyed amateur dramatics, had a small allotment, and was also a volunteer at a young persons’ befriending group. But one cold winter she had a heavy cold and lost her voice afterwards. This meant she couldn’t keep up with the amateur dramatics or the befriending group, as she had been told to rest her vocal cords for three months. During these three winter months, with no allotment to visit either, she gradually grew more and more lonely. Louise had a high need to be in the company of other people, so she could very easily find herself feeling lonely, as had happened here.

In contrast, another colleague, Alexander, who was about the same age as Louise, enjoyed nothing better than listening to music, was a skilled artist and had the most wonderful collection of tropical fish you’ve ever seen. Though he was a most articulate and interesting man, Alexander’s need for others’ company was considerably less, and so he was much less likely to feel lonely than Louise.

So we’re all made differently – not better or worse, just differently. The majority of people will probably fit somewhere between Louise and Alexander in how much they need the company of other people.

Time to make a change

Loneliness can last for a split second, or a minute, hours, days or more. An occasional brush with loneliness for a few hours or even a week or two is part of being human, and an increasingly common side effect of the varied and changing lifestyle most of us have today. It’s part of life, and usually passes as a new job, a new area or a new relationship becomes familiar. But loneliness which persists for longer than this and begins to build upon itself is best dealt with.

	If loneliness has persisted for a while, it can feel like moving a mountain to consider doing something about it. You may feel you just don’t have the energy, or the motivation. You may feel rejected and useless. Maybe you tried before, and perhaps made some improvements, but then found that things just didn’t work out for you. But hang on in there. It’s worth it. The benefits can be absolutely life-changing. 

	It might help to use the old sayings like ‘Tomorrow is the first day of the rest of your life’. Or ‘You can’t win the race if you’re not in it’. 

	Remember the one about the longest journey beginning with a single step? Breaking away from loneliness most certainly begins with a small and manageable first step. And you’ll find many to choose from in this book. 

When you are feeling lonely

First, what to do if you feel lonely right now. You may feel as if there’s nothing you can do and that the very suggestion is adding insult to injury, but experts agree that combating loneliness isn’t as hard as you may think. Professor John Cacioppo of the University of Chicago (of whom more later, in Chapter 4), a world authority on loneliness, advocates reaching out in small ways to those around you – to make more eye contact where appropriate, to say hello to someone at the shops or library, to undertake voluntary work, and generally to start opening your life in small, relatively risk-free ways before trying for committed and fulfilling friendships. Resist the urge to curl up in bed or on the sofa. Be pro-active – go out and treat yourself to a really good coffee, take the initiative and say hello to other people in the café or to the proprietor of the local shop. Talking to others, even if you don’t need to and don’t feel like it, is good practice. Comment on the weather to the deliveryman or the postwoman, or chat to people in the post office queue. 

Reach out

Even just going for a walk along the same route at the same time every day, or visiting the same shop for a paper, or getting the same bus or train, will mean that you gradually get to know the people you see every day, and before you know it there’s a smile of recognition, then a nod and then perhaps a word about the weather, and so on. I still have many friends I met this way when taking my children to playgroup, nursery classes or school. A friend of mine, Mandy, met her husband Paolo as they walked to work in opposite directions along the same road every morning. A smile became a nod, then a ‘hi’, then a few words exchanged, and pretty soon a first date. They have now been married for nearly 20 years.

	There’s nothing new in this, of course – it’s the way human beings and society have always operated. It’s just that in our day and age, we sometimes have to re-learn these ancient customs. So don’t wait until those familiar feelings of desolation take hold. Take action straight away. 

Simple ways to reach out 


	Do something for someone else. This can really help. Make that call or visit to a friend who’s having a rough time, check on an elderly or disabled neighbour, fill that charity bag and take it down to the shop.

	Check your e-mail or surf the net in an internet café or local library instead of the empty spare room, and say hello to the people around you. 

	Read your book or magazine in a busy park among other people, instead of in your favourite armchair at home. 

	When you’re out, use positive body language if you want to elicit a response from others. Don’t keep your head down. Hold your head high, put on a smile or say hello even if you don’t feel like it, and see how others react. You’ll get smiles and greetings back, I guarantee it.

	Even if you have a washing machine, do your washing at the launderette now and then. On the same basis, take a bus instead of driving. The chat is usually guaranteed to make you forget yourself and your own worries.

	Instead of phoning or e-mailing friends or relatives, go and see them, or ask them round for coffee. Suggest regular events such as playing computer games or chess, watching a film and having a pizza, or starting a reading club. 

	Go to a museum, exhibition or public building such as a castle or stately home. If there’s a tour, put your name down and make a point of chatting to others as you look round.

	Look in your local paper for any local events. I glanced through my local paper today, and there was an Open Door day at a local Norman church, a craft fair, an antiques and collectibles fair, a local farmers’ market, a ‘ghost walk’, a classic car exhibition and a football match, all within easy reach.



Walking

Walking is our most natural form of exercise and has traditionally been used as an easy problem-solver – solvitur ambulando, it is solved by walking, as the old Latin phrase says (attributed to St Augustine). The actual mechanisms of why walking helps you think more clearly are not fully understood, but studies have shown that this easy, repetitive activity does improve brain activity, as does any exercise. One study of people with epilepsy found that the abnormal brainwaves recorded on their electroencephalograms (EEGs) disappeared when they walked with heavy packs on their backs.

	Walking has several benefits for the lonely person. It means you get out of the house, which improves mood and fitness as well as increasing the likelihood of seeing people. You’re less likely to comfort eat and drink – proven dangers to the lonely person – if you’re out taking a stroll. And, done with a friend or a group, it can be a social activity which is perfect for banishing loneliness.

	Of course, not everyone likes to go for a walk, and not everyone has somewhere nice to walk. But even if the countryside isn’t at your doorstep, towns and cities still provide opportunities for walking – indeed, some people prefer them. ‘I need streets,’ said Dickens, an inveterate walker and people-watcher.

What about a pet?

A bit of a cliché for the lonely, but pet-ownership does have a three-fold bonus. The presence and companionship of a pet in the home reduces loneliness, lowers stress and also makes it more likely that you’ll make more friends and acquaintances. If you walk a dog regularly, you will have more chance conversations than if you were walking alone. It’s also been known for many years that stroking a friendly animal can lower your blood pressure. And their affectionate greetings, thirst for attention, need for regular feeding and unconditional love reduce feelings of being alone, and boost self-esteem and feelings of autonomy. 

	There has been much research carried out on the subject of pets. Findings have confirmed that having a cat or dog as a companion cushions the effects of stressful life events such as bereavement or divorce, and lessens anxiety, loneliness and depression.

	One study in the journal Hypertension looked at stockbrokers – who have notoriously high levels of work stress – who were taking medication for high blood pressure. Half of the stockbrokers got a pet, and six months later researchers found that while medication helped lower resting blood pressure, only pet-ownership mitigated the spike in blood pressure that occurs during mental stress.

	Even if you don’t have a dog or cat of your own but have one as a regular visitor, you’ll still have some of these benefits. This is why the practice of pets visiting hospitals and care homes is becoming more widespread. Many US penal institutions have found that using dogs has improved psychological well-being and rehabilitation of inmates. The prisoner has to look after the dog and train it for a particular purpose, such as becoming a guide dog.
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