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• Humans are naturally social 

• Yet, the modern way of life in industrialized countries is greatly reducing the 
quantity and quality of social relationships

• Many people no longer live in extended families or even near other family 
members 



Growing concern

• Over the past two decades there has been a three-fold increase in the 

number of Americans who say they have no close confidants



Increasingly feeling isolated and alone…

• According to a recent large national survey by Cigna, loneliness levels have reached 

an all-time high, with nearly half of 20,000 U.S. adults reporting they often or always 

feel alone. 

• Forty percent of survey participants: often or always feel that their relationships are 

not meaningful and that they feel isolated.



Isolation and Health

• Extensive research indicates that people with fewer social relationships 
die earlier on average than those with more social relationships

• Despite this evidence, the idea that a lack of social relationships is a risk 
factor for death is still not widely recognized by health organizations and 
the public

Lunstad et al, 2010



Social Isolation and Health

• lack of social connection heightens health risks as much as 
smoking 15 cigarettes a day or having alcohol use disorder. 

• loneliness and social isolation are twice as harmful to physical 
and mental health as obesity 

(Perspectives on Psychological Science, Vol. 10, No. 2, 2015)



Social Isolation and Health

• Data across 308,849 individuals, followed for an average of 7.5 years, indicate that 
individuals with adequate social relationships have a 50% greater likelihood of 
survival compared to those with poor or insufficient social relationships

 

• A major study by scientists at Brigham Young University in the US found that 
long-term social isolation can increase a person’s risk of premature death by 33%

Social Relationships and  Mortality Risk: A Meta-analytic Review



Isolation and Health

• Researchers at the Florida State University College of 
Medicine also found that loneliness is associated with a 
40 percent increase in a person’s risk of dementia 

• N > 12,000 U.S. adults ages 50 years and older. 

• Participants rated their levels of loneliness and social isolation 
and completed a cognitive battery every two years for up to 
10 years.



Every race, 
every cause

2019 study

N= 580,000

social isolation increases the risk of 
premature death from every cause, for every 
race 

(American Journal of Epidemiology, Vol. 188, No. 1, 2019). 



How loneliness harms health

White blood cells of lonely participants showed an increased expression of genes 
involved in inflammation and a decreased expression of genes involved in antiviral 
responses.

(NAS, 2015)
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How loneliness harms health

White blood cells of lonely participants showed an increased expression of genes 
involved in inflammation and a decreased expression of genes involved in antiviral 
responses.

Loneliness, it seems, can lead to long-term "fight-or-flight" stress signaling, which 
negatively affects immune system functioning. 

Simply put, people who feel lonely have less immunity and more inflammation than 
people who don’t.

(NAS, 2015)



Social Connection & Health

Social connection 
strengthens our immune 

system, reduces 
inflammation, helps us 

recover from disease faster, 
and may even lengthen our 

life

Prior research has shown 
that lack of social 

connection is a greater 
detriment to health than 

obesity, smoking and high 
blood pressure



Isolation and Health

•Careful biological studies have shown that cancer cells 
are less aggressive, and duplicate and metastasize less 
rapidly, in the blood of people who are less lonely 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8720973/#:~:text=The%20present%20study%20confirmed%20that,tumor%20angiogenesis%20strategy%20(28).
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/loneliness-may-sabotage-breast-cancer-survival-study-finds/#:~:text=Loneliness%20may%20impede%20long%2Dterm,health%20and%20well%2Dbeing.%E2%80%9D
https://pressroom.cancer.org/releases?item=1316#:~:text=ATLANTA%2C%20April%2025%2C%202024%20%E2%80%94,2018%20Health%20and%20Retirement%20Study.


Effects of 
isolation on your 

health
(UCLA Health)



Implications for 
Suicide Prevention



• The most consistent protective factor found in suicide research is:

    social support and connectedness 

(Kleiman, Riskind, Schafer, 2014; Goldfarb et al., 2014; Donaldson et. al, 2006)



• Understanding of protective factors is important in selecting 
prevention interventions. 



Creating A Foundation of Resilience



Looking at Protective Factors

• In looking at protective factors, it is interesting to consider why suicide rates 
may be particularly low among some groups, such as African American 
women. 

• CDC: suicide rate among black women aged 20–59 years was 2.77 per 
100,000, the lowest rate among adults in this age range 

• Evidence suggests protective factors, such as greater social support, larger 
extended families, and deeper religious/spiritual views among this 
population helps explain this lower suicide rate

(Center for Disease Control & Prevention)



Trauma 
& 
Suicide

https://afsp.org/suicide-statistics/
https://afsp.org/suicide-statistics/
https://afsp.org/suicide-statistics/


Suicide Within the BIPOC 
Community: Call for Hope 
Conference Presenters

Distribution of suicides by race/ethnicity and gender U.S. 2021 | 
Suicide Deaths and Rate by Race/Ethnicity | 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/people%20of%20color?src=search-dict-box
https://www.statista.com/statistics/939740/suicides-by-ethnicity-and-gender-us/
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/suicide-rate-by-race-and-ethnicity/?dataView=0&currentTimeframe=0&selectedDistributions=overall--white--black--hispanic--asian--american-indian-or-alaska-native--native-hawaiianpacific-islander--multiple-races&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D




Creating A Foundation of Resilience



• There is a strong relationship between social isolation 
and suicide, and conversely, a protective effect of social 
support against suicide

• The association between suicide and social isolation is 
however complex, and subject to variations related to 
age, gender, psychopathology, and specific 
circumstances. 



•Why does the suicidal person push 
others away?





E. Ringel’s “pre-suicide syndrome”

• Erwin Ringel's "pre-suicide syndrome" describes the specific psychological 
state that precedes a suicide attempt, acting as a critical warning sign for 
clinicians and loved ones. 

• Based on a 1949 study of 745 suicide attempts, Ringel identified three key 
components that reinforce one another in a downward spiral toward the 
suicidal act. 



Three components that reinforce one another in a downward spiral toward the suicidal act. 

1. Constriction

2. Inhibited or auto-aggression (aggression turned inward): Drawing on Freudian theory, Ringel 

observed that the suicidal person's aggressive impulses, which are often built up from intense 

frustration, are turned against the self.

3. Suicidal fantasies: The emergence of thoughts and fantasies where death is perceived as a 

desirable solution to the person's problems.

• These fantasies reinforce the constricted worldview, as the individual begins to focus on the details of carrying 

out the act. 

 The “Presuicidal Syndrome”

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/996916/#:~:text=Abstract,Suicide%20Prevention*


E. Ringel’s “pre-suicide syndrome”: 
Constriction

• Constriction: A profound narrowing of an individual's 
thoughts, emotions, interests, and relationships, which 
manifests in several ways.



• Situational constriction: A person becomes overwhelmed by their problems, feeling 

helpless and powerless to influence their circumstances. They feel trapped in a 

steadily tightening space, with no way out.

Recognizing “Constriction”
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• Dynamic constriction: The individual's personality and thoughts become rigid 

and inflexible, focused almost entirely on their suffering. Other aspects of their 

life, such as their goals and aspirations, are stunted.

Recognizing “Constriction”



• Situational constriction: A person becomes overwhelmed by their problems, feeling helpless 

and powerless to influence their circumstances. They feel trapped in a steadily tightening space, 

with no way out.

• Dynamic constriction: The individual's personality and thoughts become rigid and inflexible, 

focused almost entirely on their suffering. Other aspects of their life, such as their goals and 

aspirations, are stunted.

• Interpersonal constriction: A progressive social withdrawal that leads to isolation 

and alienation from others. This can include devaluing existing relationships or 

becoming overly dependent on a single person.

Recognizing “Constriction”



Interpersonal theory of suicide

• According to T. Joiner’s interpersonal theory of suicide, 
social connection is also a key element in the suicidal 
process. 

• He posits that simultaneous thwarted belongingness, that 
is, a feeling of no longer being an integral part of a 
group, and perceived burdensomeness, that is, a 
feeling of being a burden to others, are at the root of the 
emergence of suicidal ideation.



Interpersonal theory of suicide

• The Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire (INQ), a 
self-administered questionnaire derived from the 
Interpersonal Suicide Theory

• Includes 15 self-reported items measured on a 7-point 
Likert scale anchored with 1 (Not at all true for me) to 7 
(Very true for me). 

• The first six items of the INQ correspond to perceived 
burdensomeness and the remaining nine to thwarted 
belongingness.



Some Complexity Here

• There is no consensus on the definition of social 
isolation, but it can be described as a state in which 
interpersonal contacts and relationships are disrupted or 
non-existent

• Several factors further characterize the relationship 
between suicide and social isolation, notably age and 
gender, as well as psychopathology and specific 
circumstances.



Some Complexity Here

• Depending on these demographic factors, there are differences in the 
relationship between suicidality and social isolation 

• Two age groups require special attention: individuals aged 70 and older, 
who have the highest suicide rates, and younger individuals, aged 
15–29, in whom suicide is the second leading cause of death. In addition 
to the high suicide rates in the elderly, suicide attempts in this 
population are more often fatal, with a ratio of suicide attempts to the 
suicide of 4:1 



• Social isolation seems to play a central role in suicidality for both seniors 
and adolescents, but the social contexts inherent to age are different.

• On the one hand, aging is inevitably accompanied by the loss of 
interpersonal relationships, the most impactful being the loss of a 
spouse. 

• On the other hand, adolescence is a period of life marked by disruptions 
in social bonds, which can substantially impact mental health



• Review of the literature suggests that, in these two age categories, 
the family circle is a powerful vector of social support. 

• Informal relationships, especially with children, are even more 
protective of suicidal thoughts in older adults living alone than 
formal relationships created officially by society like paid caregivers 
(Kwon et al. 2018, Social relationships and suicidal ideation among the elderly)



Connectedness to School and Adolescent Suicide 
Prevention

• The school context has been offered as a setting that may serve as an effective 

prevention and intervention point for buffering suicidality. 

• Given that adolescents spend a significant amount of time at school, school 

connectedness, or the sense of belonging to a school community, may be a 

significant and positive protective factor against social isolation. 





Suicidal ideation, friendships with delinquents, social and 
parental connectedness, and differential associations by 
sex
•  This study examined among high-risk youths: (1) the association between suicidal ideation 

and having delinquent friends, school connectedness, social support, and different 
parenting styles (i.e., caring only, supervision only, caring with supervision); and, (2) the 
differential associations by sex.

•  After adjusting for demographic factors and mental distress, suicidal ideation was 
positively associated with having delinquent friends; however, after factoring in illicit 
substance use and violence victimization, this association was negative for males. 



Suicidal ideation, friendships with delinquents, social and 
parental connectedness, and differential associations by sex

• After adjusting for all factors, suicidal ideation was negatively associated with school 
connectedness and all parenting styles; however, the association between suicidal ideation 
and having parental caring with supervision was stronger for females

• Conclusions: The results suggest the potential benefits of increasing school connectedness 
and improving parent-child interactions, particularly among females, and the potential 
benefits of violence and substance-abuse prevention strategies for youths, particularly 
males, connected with delinquent peers.



Intersectionality



Intersectionality

• Study: Based on “interpersonal theory of suicide, the current investigation explores 
the relation between suicidality (i.e., suicide ideations and attempts) and school 
connectedness. Using a large longitudinal data set (N = 2335)

• Results: school connectedness serves as a strong protective factor for suicidality 
among Black American adolescents living in impoverished neighborhoods. 

• Results showed that school connectedness reduced the probability of suicide 
ideations and attempts over time and for both females and males



Connectedness to School and Adolescent Suicide 
Prevention

• To date, suicide prevention has focused primarily on individual-level psychiatric risk 
factors and on strategies to refer and treat high-risk youth 

• Yet researchers and policymakers (CDC) recommend strengthening positive social 
bonds because social integration can reduce suicidal behavior in youth (King & 

Merchant, 2008) and adults (Tsai et al., 2015)



Adults can play a big role too (2019)
• This study examined relationship networks in 38 high schools (10,291 students) in 

primarily rural, micropolitan communities, which have higher youth suicide rates

• Examined networks that incorporated students’ friendships and relationships with 
supportive adults. 

• “To our knowledge, this is the first study of any adolescent health problem, including 
suicidal behavior, that integrates adult connections into friendship networks at a 
school population level”

https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.13102


Adults can play a big role too (2019)
• Schools with friendship networks reflecting greater integration and cohesion had 

lower rates of SI and SA. 

• Student isolation from adults specifically increased vulnerability to SA

• Student isolation from adults specifically increased vulnerability to SA. A difference of 
10% fewer students isolated from adults (1 SD) was associated with 1.41 fewer 
attempts per 100 students, a 20.1% reduction in the average rate of attempts

https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.13102


Adults can play a big role too (2019)
• The present study is the first empirical evidence linking more integrated youth–adult 

networks (i.e., students sharing trusted adults with friends) to lower SA.

• Their findings regarding cohesive youth–adult networks aligns with a sociological 
perspective positing that vulnerability to suicide increases when social changes erode 
adolescents’ intergenerational cohesion 

• Cohesive youth–adult networks may promote more help-seeking for students and for 
their friends with whom they share a common bond to a supportive adult.

https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.13102


Purpose and Belonging

• Purpose and Belonging are mutually reinforcing

• We want to feel supported, yet, but being a person who “matters” in the 
social world also reinforces our sense of belonging

• This helps explain why research examining a wide range of formal programs 
aimed at nurturing a sense of purpose has revealed positive effects on 
health



Purpose and Belonging – Adolescent 
Application
• Study examined whether teenagers randomly assigned to participate in a volunteer 

program in which they helped the needy would demonstrate health benefits

• Inflammatory markers assayed from blood samples, including cholesterol & 

interleukin-6, were substantially lower for these teens than to others who had been 

assigned to a wait-list for the program.



Purpose and Belonging – Elderly 
Application
• Researcher Steve Cole (UCLA) & colleagues performed a similar study with 

retired elderly people, assigning some to participate in a mentoring program 

for children, and they found that their level of CTRA gene expression 

substantially decreased

https://profiles.ucla.edu/steven.cole


Gender, Social Isolation and Suicide



Gender, Social Isolation and Suicide
• According to 2022 literature review:  ”Our review reveals that social isolation and 

suicidality appear to be more strongly associated with men than women. This 
result should be accounted for when considering that men have higher rates of 
suicide mortality

• “Men represent a population at higher risk of suicide partly because of social 
isolation, to which they are probably more exposed or vulnerable”. 

• Social isolation and suicide risk: Literature review and perspectives - PMC

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9641655/


Men & 
Loneliness
: An 
unspoken 
struggle



• Growing numbers of men are standing at the bottom of 
that hill, alone and overwhelmed, as surveys point to a 
recession of social connection among this population

• Men are twice as likely to report they have no close 
friends as women



• The number of men say they have no close friends at all is up an astounding 500% 

since 1990.  

• According to the APA, 1 in 10 men in the US have depression every day

• Male depression routinely is misdiagnosed or underdiagnosed



• A YouGov poll in 2019 concluded that one in five men have no close friends, twice as 

many as women. 

• Loneliness shows a harmful effect for all-cause mortality and this effect is stronger 

in men than in women.



Association of loneliness with all-cause mortality: A meta-analysis 
(2018)

• 35 articles with 43 studies in systematic review

• n = 77,220

• lonely men are more likely to suffer lower life satisfaction and higher 

depression than lonely women



Tips for lonely men (UCLA 
Health)



Tips for lonely men (UCLA Health)

https://www.uclahealth.org/news/article/the-hidden-health-risks-of-loneliness-in-men


Tips for lonely men (UCLA Health)



Tips for lonely men (UCLA Health)



How do you spell love? 





• In a 2020, Dunbar and his colleagues found that your future risk of 
depression is lower if you take part in three voluntary activities.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00127-020-01961-2
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00127-020-01961-2


side-by-side versus face-to-face relationships

• “For men, what makes the difference is investing time in doing something together. 

It might be meeting up for a pint or arranging to climb Ben Nevis. The activity is 

irrelevant as long as it’s a group activity – and that often doesn’t involve a lot of 

conversation. There’s a bit of banter but really, the content is close to zero.”

Prof R. Dunbar, Oxford, social bonding



In closing

• Our social connections can alter our perceptions of (physical) 

obstacles. 

• We can even carry them with us….


