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Social Isolation vs. Loneliness: What’s the Difference?

Although the terms are often used interchangeably, they represent two distinct experiences: 
Social isolation is the objective lack of contact with others. It is a measurable state of
having few social ties or infrequent social contact. You can see it in a calendar with no
appointments or a phone that never rings. 
Loneliness is the subjective, distressing feeling of being alone, even when others are present.
It is the gap between the level of connection a person wants and what they actually have. 

An older adult can feel lonely in a house full of family, or conversely, live a quiet life without
feeling lonely at all. Understanding this distinction helps you tailor your support: Is your loved
one lacking people, or are they lacking meaningful connection? 
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Caregivers see firsthand how much connection matters, especially for older adults. Even when an
individual’s basic physical needs—food, shelter, and medical care—are met, a lack of meaningful
social interaction can quietly erode their emotional, cognitive, and even physical well-being. 
Social isolation and loneliness are not just “sad feelings.” They are significant health risks that
deserve our full attention and deep compassion. 

https://cicoa.org/author/kgooch/


How Social Isolation Impacts Physical Health 

We often think of loneliness as an emotional or mental health issue, but it is a
biological stressor. Researchers suggest that prolonged isolation can be as damaging
to health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day. 
The human brain is wired for connection. When an older adult feels lonely, their brain
perceives it as a “threat” state, triggering a chronic release of cortisol (the stress
hormone). Over time, this inflammation is linked to heart disease, a weakened immune
system, a 27% increased risk of dementia, and significantly reduced life expectancy. 

Several age-related life changes can make connecting with others more challenging: 
1. Loss of mobility or health changes: Chronic illness, pain and fatigue can make the

simple act of attending a social event feel like a marathon. When movement is
difficult, social activities become harder to access. 

2. Changes in roles: Retirement or adult children moving away can leave a void in a
person’s daily purpose. When we lose our roles, we often lose our sense of belonging. 

3. Sensory impairments: Hearing or vision loss are major drivers of isolation. When
someone can’t hear well, their brain works overtime to decode speech and filter out
background noise. Many older adults withdraw from social gatherings when
conversations become frustrating or embarrassing. 

4. Grief and bereavement: The loss of a spouse or close friends can reduce an older
adult’s sense of belonging. 

5. Transportation limitations: Giving up the car keys is a milestone that represents a
significant loss of autonomy. Without a reliable way to get around, a senior’s world
may be limited to the four walls of their home. 

Why Older Adults are at Higher Risk

Signs Your Loved One May Be Struggling 

Caregivers often notice early signs before anyone else. Watch for subtle patterns: 
Withdrawing from hobbies or activities they once enjoyed. 
Increasing irritability, sadness or a general “emotional flatness.” 
Changes in sleep patterns or appetite. 
Declining personal hygiene or a sudden cluttering of the home. 
Expressing feelings of emptiness, hopelessness or being a burden. 

https://www.julianneholtlunstad.com/15-cigarettes
https://www.julianneholtlunstad.com/15-cigarettes
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/newsroom/news-releases/2023/01/new-studies-suggest-social-isolation-is-a-risk-factor-for-dementia-in-older-adults-point-to-ways-to-reduce-risk


Practical Strategies: How Caregivers Can Help Reduce Loneliness 

You don’t have to overhaul your loved one’s entire social life in one day. Focus on
these six areas, focusing on small actions that foster a sense of being seen. 

1. Encourage regular social contact: Phone calls, video chats or short in-person visits
create routine connection. 
The Mailbox Connection: Encourage grandkids or neighbors to send physical
postcards. Holding a tangible piece of mail from a loved one provides a lasting
sense of being remembered. Postbook is an intergenerational postcard exchange
that helps to bring people closer together. 

2. Support meaningful activities: Hobbies, book clubs, faith communities, senior
centers or volunteer opportunities all help build purpose. 

3. Foster intergenerational interactions: Visits with younger generations can create joy
and energy. 
The Shared Memory Task: Ask your loved one to help you identify people in old
family photos. This positions them as the “expert” and encourages storytelling. 

4. Use technology to bridge the gap: Explore simplified tablets or voice-activated
assistants (like Alexa) to make staying in touch easier for those who find
smartphones overwhelming. 

5. Promote independence: Ensure hearing aids and vision prescriptions are up to date.
Reducing the “cognitive load” or communication makes social interaction much
more appealing. 
The Nature Connection: Setting up a bird feeder or a window garden can reduce
feelings of emptiness by giving the individual a living thing to observe and care for. 

6. Validate their feelings: Sometimes the most powerful support is simply listening
without judgment. 

You Don’t Have to Be the Only Connection 

As a caregiver, it is impossible—and unfair to yourself—to be the sole source of social
interaction for your loved one. 
We are here to help you build that village. If you’re worried about a loved one’s
isolation, contact us today. Our professional caregiver counselors can connect you with
local senior centers, companion programs, and transportation resources designed to
bring the world back to your loved one’s doorstep. 

https://cicoa.org/services/caregiver-support/contact/
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https://thrive-alliance.org/

JFerril@thrive-alliance.org
812-399-5854

Get to Know Us

Do you have an email address? 
Want to receive your newsletters

electronically? 
Please submit your email address to
jferril@thrive-alliance.org for future

correspondence! 

If you desire a listing of caregiver support
groups, whether live or virtual, please e-mail

or call me at 812-399-5854. 

We also have a Thrive Alliance Caregiver
Resources Facebook group. Please e-mail or

call if you would like to be a part of the group.
If you want to be removed from the mailings,

please let me know as well. 

Sincerely, 
Jane


