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Social Isolation and Loneliness: Public Health Crisis

Risen over past 4 decades

• Increased life expectancy

• Chronic diseases

• Technology use

• Financial independence

• Geographic distance in families

2015: Loneliness declared epidemic by Dr. Murthy

2023: loneliness and social isolation declared public health crisis
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Current Trends

National Institute on Aging. (2023, April 2). Loneliness and social isolation- Tips for staying connected https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/loneliness-and-social-isolation-tips-staying-connected

50% of US 
adults report 
feeling lonely

43% of adults 
60+ report 

feeling lonely

Almost 25% of 
older adults 
considered 

socially isolated

Gen Z reports 
rates of 61%

https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/loneliness-and-social-isolation-tips-staying-connected
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Increase Likelihood of Loneliness

National Institute on Aging. (2023, April 2). Loneliness and social isolation- Tips for staying connected https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/loneliness-and-social-isolation-tips-staying-connected

Living alone
Mental/physical 

impairments
Limited social 

support

Ageism and other discrimination based on racial, 
ethnic, sexual orientation, and gender identity, 

language barriers

https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/loneliness-and-social-isolation-tips-staying-connected


NCDHHS, Division of Aging | Social Bridging NC| May 29, 2024 5

Health Impacts

https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/162549/0212_NPHA-loneliness-report-FINAL-09112020-handle.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y 

High blood 
pressure

Heart 
Disease

Obesity
Weakened 

Immune 
System

Anxiety Depression
Cognitive 
Decline

Alzheimer’s

Cancer Death 

https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/162549/0212_NPHA-loneliness-report-FINAL-09112020-handle.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
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Financial Impacts

$270 

$241 

$163 

$117 

$134 

Diabetes

Heart Disease

High Blood Pressure

Arthritis

Social Isolation

Additional Monthly Cost to Medicare for Socially Isolated 
Enrollee and Those With Chronic Conditions

https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2017/10/medicare-spends-more-on-socially-isolated-older-adults.pdf 

https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2017/10/medicare-spends-more-on-socially-isolated-older-adults.pdf
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Suicide and Older Adults

Every 58 minutes, an older adult dies by suicide in the U.S.

There are 5 to 25 times more incidences of suicide than what is reported.

Drapeau, C. W., & McIntosh, J. L. (2021). U.S.A. suicide: 2020 Official final data. Minneapolis, MN: Suicide Awareness Voices of Education (SAVE), dated December 24, 
2021, downloaded from https://save.org/about-suicide/suicidestatistics 

https://save.org/about-suicide/suicidestatistics
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Suicide and Older Adults

https://dashboards.ncdhhs.gov/t/DPH/views/NCVDRSDashboard/NC-
VDRSDashboard?%3AshowAppBanner=false&%3Adisplay_count=n&%3AshowVizHome=n&%3Aorigin=viz_share_link&%3AisGuestRedirectFromVizportal=y&%3Aembed=y 

NC Suicide 
Rate

Over 65 
Suicide Rate

https://dashboards.ncdhhs.gov/t/DPH/views/NCVDRSDashboard/NC-VDRSDashboard?%3AshowAppBanner=false&%3Adisplay_count=n&%3AshowVizHome=n&%3Aorigin=viz_share_link&%3AisGuestRedirectFromVizportal=y&%3Aembed=y
https://dashboards.ncdhhs.gov/t/DPH/views/NCVDRSDashboard/NC-VDRSDashboard?%3AshowAppBanner=false&%3Adisplay_count=n&%3AshowVizHome=n&%3Aorigin=viz_share_link&%3AisGuestRedirectFromVizportal=y&%3Aembed=y
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Division of Aging : Initial SILES Efforts

web resource

Develop research-based intervention to support individuals in need

• Assess impact of COVID and capacity to address SILES

• Train network staff in two interventions: ASIST and BE

Develop statewide social engagement web resource

Social Isolation Loneliness
Elevated Suicide 

Risk

https://healthyagingnc.com/social-engagement-landing-page/
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Belonging and Empathy (B.E.) Training
Belonging

−All people want and need 
− Thwarted belongingness is key risk 

factor for suicide
−One connection can create sense of 

belonging

Empathy
−Way to help people feel they belong
−Ability to recognize, understand, 

and experience thoughts and 
feelings of another person
−Developed through practice
− Three components: 

• Nonjudgment

• Warm understanding

• Unconditional positive regard
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Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training

2-day, 14-hour, standardized suicide intervention training (11th edition)
− SAMHSA Evidence Based Registry (Gould, 2013)

−National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs

−Adopted by branches of U.S. Armed Forces

− Recognized by Centers for Disease Control and internationally

−Used in crisis centers across country 
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SILES Training Efforts- 2022

7 Virtual 
B.E. 

Trainings

3 In-Person 
ASIST 

trainings

60 people trained statewide

Asheville

NashvilleKernersville
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SILES Training Efforts 2023-24

Wake Forest and 
Kernersville

58 Trained

Continued 
Connection

2 Master Trainers 
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Feedback- ASIST

It was one of the best trainings I have ever been to. I am leaving 
feeling like I can actually do something for people with mental illness 
and suicidal thoughts. There is hope now. 

This program is wonderful and gave participants the tools to meet the 
needs of our clients. 

It has been a wonderful training opportunity and if we can even be of 
preventing one suicide completion then we have been successful.
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Original Social Engagement Site

www.healthyagingnc.org 

http://www.healthyagingnc.org/
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Social Engagement Resources

Lubben Scale Social Engagement Self-
Assessment

UCLA Lonelineness Self Assessment

List of Social Engagement Resources

Senior Center Locator

Virtual Social Engagement Opportunities
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Digital Equity- When Everyone Has I.T. Capacity Needed to 
Participate Fully in Society 

www.digitalinclusion.org/definitions 

Digital 
Inclusion

Affordable 
broadband 

internet 
service

Internet-
enabled 
devices

Access to 
digital literacy 

training

Quality 
technical 
support

Materials to 
encourage 

self-
sufficiency/ 
participation

http://www.digitalinclusion.org/definitions
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Social Bridging NC

www.socialbridgingnc.org 

http://www.socialbridgingnc.org/
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For More Information

Social Bridging NC

North Carolina Medical Journal 
Impact of Social Isolation on Older Adults in North Carolina

Rebecca Freeman
Rebecca.freeman@dhhs.nc.gov 

984-328-2497

https://socialbridgingnc.org/
https://ncmedicaljournal.com/article/72996-impact-of-social-isolation-on-older-adults-in-north-carolina
mailto:Rebecca.freeman@dhhs.nc.gov
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