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The number of osprey chicks to hatch at a 
secret Lake District nesting site. A successful 
breeding pair arrived at the nest near Keswick 
after spending the winter in West Africa and 
produced healthy chicks for the fifth year 
running. Ospreys returned to the Lakes in 
2001 after a 150-year absence.

The drop in net migration in 2016 following 
Brexit. The Office for National Statistics 
revealed a 40,000 rise in emigration – mainly 
of EU citizens – and a fall of 43,000 in 
immigration. It is the lowest net migration 
figure in three years and partly due to 25,000 
fewer Poles and eastern Europeans arriving, 
and 16,000 leaving.   
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Why Don’t We Just… talk more about loneliness?
JAMES GARSIDE

Loneliness and social isolation are silent 
killers, according to the statistics.

Health studies suggest that social 
isolation is as bad for you as obesity or 
heart disease and that loneliness can be 
as damaging to your health as smoking  
15 cigarettes a day. 

We become isolated for many reasons, 
and loneliness affects all of us at some 
point in our lives, but it is most prevalent 
among vulnerable and isolated older 
people. 

Research commissioned by Age UK 
indicates that half a million people over 
the age of 60 spend most days alone and 
about half a million more don’t have 
contact with anyone for up to a week at 
a time.

So why don’t we talk about it?
One of the biggest challenges is that so 

few people understand the distinction 
between loneliness and social isolation or 
want to talk about loneliness at all.

Loneliness and social isolation 
are often treated as though they’re 
synonymous but there’s a fundamental 
difference between the two.

Loneliness is a person’s subjective 
emotional response to isolation or a 
lack of companionship, whereas social 
isolation describes this lack of social 
contact and the state of being alone.

In short: “Isolation is being by yourself. 
Loneliness is not liking it.” (Beach and 
Bamford, 2014)

It’s a basic human need to belong and 
to form relationships. For many people 
it’s these connections, and this sense of 
togetherness, that give our lives meaning.

Perhaps it’s no surprise then that 
people are deathly afraid of being 
branded as lonely or thought to be alone.

In my own work for Time to Shine, an 
Ageing Better project based in Leeds, I’m 
struck by how many older people want to 
engage with our services but don’t want 
to be associated with loneliness. 

Lonely and isolated older people often 
come forward to help as volunteers 
rather than be seen as direct project 
beneficiaries.

There’s such a stigma attached to 
loneliness that we’ve even had people 
drop out of social activities for fear of 
what their family, friends or neighbours 
might think. 

Loneliness shouldn’t be a dirty word. 
What is it about loneliness that’s so 

shameful? Don’t we all have a shared 
responsibility to raise awareness, reduce 
stigma and reach out to people? How do 
we start this conversation? 

Reach out to someone right now and 
make the world a less lonely place.

Knock on an elderly neighbour’s door 

and ask how they are; offer to spend 
time with someone or invite them round 
for dinner; or even just talk to the next 
person that you see. 

You could save their life. 
It’s not that lonely people want to be 

left alone – it’s just that sometimes the 
people who need the most help are the 
hardest to reach. 

You can’t tell from the outside, looking 
in, how lonely someone is feeling but 
the best way to overcome loneliness 
and social isolation is to bring people 
together.

Talk is cheap but it’s also cost effective.
It’s estimated that 37,000 older people 

in Leeds face loneliness and social 
isolation, which can lead to mental 
and physical health problems, and the 
problem is growing.

Time to Shine selects partners to 
deliver projects across Leeds that engage 
socially isolated people and aims to reach 
more than 15,000 older people in the city 
by 2021.

We need to talk about loneliness and 
we need to listen to lonely and socially 
isolated people. 

Loneliness is everybody’s business. n

James Garside is a journalist and Time to 
Shine’s administration officer. Time to Shine 
(timetoshineleeds.org) is managed by Leeds 
Older People’s Forum and funded by the Big 
Lottery Fund’s Fulfilling Lives: Ageing Better 
programme to reduce social isolation and 
loneliness amon people over 50 

“A turning 
point” 

Do you have an idea for our fortnightly  
Why Don’t We Just… column?  
Email kevin.gopal@bigissuenorth.co.uk

How a Yorkshire mother described a decision 
by the Spanish Catholic Church and Ministry 
of Health to open up their archives to parents 
who believe their babies were stolen at birth. 
Ruth Appleby believes her daughter, born in 
Spain in 1992, may have been one of thousands 
of children taken from families deemed 
“undesirable” since Franco’s fascist regime  
in the late 1930s. 

84,000 

How Edinburgh University professor Peter 
Hayes described coffee after a new study 
suggested increased consumption may  
help stave off liver cancer. 

“A wonderful 
natural 
medicine”
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