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SOCIAL PARTICIPATION DECLINING FOR 50+ YEARS
PUTNAM, BOWLING ALONE, (2000, UPDATED 2020)

Volunteer organizations membership

Union membership

Social groups, e.g. book clubs, bowling leagues

Philanthropic generosity: donations and time

Religious participation

Decline has been consistent since 1970s



SOCIAL  ISOLATION, BY OBJECTIVE MEASUREMENT

Number of individuals you can confide in: those 
having three or more highly unlikely to feel lonely

Time engaged in person with friends: 2003 – 60 
minutes/day, 2020 – 20 minutes/day

Youth 15-24 years of age: 2003 – 150 minutes a day, 
2020 – 40 minutes



STRUCTURAL CHANGES 

Living alone
Public policies with unintended consequences
Digital technology
Social mobility
Smaller families
Living in single generation communities



SOCIAL DISCONNECTION HAS COMMUNITY 
CONSEQUENCES

Trust in other Americans: 1975 – 45%, 2016 – 30%

Feel attached to local community: 2018 – 16%

Public health reduced

Community resilience in face of natural disasters 
reduced



CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL ISOLATION AND  
LONELINESS: HEALTH

• Cardiovascular Disease

• Hypertension

• Diabetes

• Infectious Disease

• Cognitive decline, dementia

• Early death



BENEFITS OF CONNECTED COMMUNITIES

Health of community is higher

Less community violence

Recovery from natural disasters faster, more 
effective

Greater economic prosperity



CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL ISOLATION AND  
LONELINESS: PSYCHOLOGICAL FUNCTIONING

Executive functioning deteriorates

Anxiety 

Depression 

Suicidality 

Self-injurious behavior



LONELINESS

Subjective experience that fundamental human 
needs for belonging, connection, emotional intimacy, 
and support both tangible and intangible, during 
adversity are not being met



WHO ARE THE LONELY?

Have three or fewer confidants: 1990 27%, 2021 49%
Young adults: loneliness increased every year between 
1976 and 2019
2022: 39% of adults report feeling isolated
Highest rates of social isolation are seniors BUT young 
adults are twice as likely to feel lonely



Why does loneliness hurt so much?



HOMO SAPIENS SAPIENS – “THE WISE ONES”

Hominids are “obligatory gregarious”

Compared to chimpanzees & bonobos, humans are 
hyperempathic and hypercooperative

Required extensive, sophisticated mental capacities

Expanded executive control, self-control, social 
cognition



THE EXPERIENCE OF PERSISTENT LONELINESS 

Feel more negative emotions, more intensely

Higher level thinking like problem-solving, initiating 
long-term projects, accurate appraisal of threat, 
emotion regulation is compromised

Result: overwhelming fear of helplessness, feel  
completely alone, hypervigilant  to threat 



LONELINESS AND DEPRESSION: RELATED, DISTINCT

Loneliness is alarm signal, relationships are lacking
Generates desire to affiliate AND threat, dread
Depression engenders apathy, passive coping
Passivity is social signal “I need help”, “attend to me.”
Share lack of executive control and persistence, learned 
helplessness



FROM SOCIAL ISOLATION AND LONELINESS TO  
CONTEMPLATION OF SUICIDE

Low levels of social participation is fertile ground for 
wide-spread loneliness

When adversity occurs to the lonely, negative health and 
psychological consequences are more likely, severe.

Depending upon how you interpret the experience, you 
may become depressed, perhaps even despair.



HUMANS REQUIRE CONNECTIONS: 
HYPEREMPATHIC

Attachment

Einfurhlung: “feeling into”

Theory of mind and action semantics 



HUMANS REQUIRE CONNECTIONS: 
HYPERCOOPERATIVE

Existential tasks require cooperation
Cooperative behavior results in pleasure
Being excellent at empathy makes us very 
effective cooperators 



ESSENTIALS FOR HUMAN FUNCTIONING

•Executive functioning

•Self-regulation

•Co-regulation

•Social cognition

•Altruism



CONNECTEDNESS IN THE WORKPLACE

Creativity

Performance

Employee job satisfaction

Higher return on investment



LONELINESS

•It is not a disease, it means you are human

•Fundamental needs for safety and belonging 
are not being met

•Signal that something needs to be done, as 
fundamental as feeling hungry or thirsty. 



Nature of the problem

We all use digital devices, and have found them to be 
indispensable
Cannot manage our work, relationships, or the 
essentials of living without them
Could not work remotely without the technology
Affects everybody
Adoption of devices has profound consequences



CONSEQUENCES FOR INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Isolation, pseudo-connection, loneliness
Less conversation, not authentic
Less empathic
Decreased presence to others, privately and 
in public, even to ourselves



CONSEQUENCES FOR EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING

Digitally-induced ADHD
Digital dementia
Multi-tasking is the norm
How long can you read a text



Industrialization: 4 Drives

To quantify: measure, count, quantity over 
quality, outcomes
To perform: self-presentation to gain affirmation, 
belonging, to be “seen”
To reify: process where “a relation between 
people takes on the character of an object.”
To control: optimize every moment, eliminate 
what is perceived as irrelevant, useless, wasteful



CONSEQUENCES OF INDUSTRIALIZATION

Human value is defined by metrics
Persistent invitation to compare, differences in quailities is 
replaced by measures of magnitude
Online presence is performative, to control and influence
Relationships become transactional
Meaningful in-person interactions are not worth time, 
energy, or thought



ADOPTION OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY HAS 
CONSEQUENCES

ELIZA Project
Internet Paradox, Kraut et al., 1998
PCs in every home, circa 2000
Cell phones on every person



What are we to do?

Blow up your devices, only use the phone as a 
phone?
Become more efficient, effective users of our 
devices?
Use our apps to limit our use of our devices?



Restless Devices: Recovering Personhood, 
Presence, and Place in the Digital Age. Song, 
2021.
 
Experiments in Praxis



Secular Liturgies and Counter Liturgies

Liturgy, origin comes from Greek meaning “work 
of the people”
Routine practices of mind and behavior 
Not only the result of individual action, but also 
product of a group, community, and culture
Sustainable because practiced individually and 
collectively



My Suggestions Regarding Our Digital 
Devices
Recognize what is happening
Rember what it means to be human
Be intentional about your use
Develop new humanity-affirming practices
Invite others to engage in these new practices



WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE HUMAN?

•You are Person (not an object)
Exist within a physical body
You live in a particular time, in specific place
Require relationships with others and the Divine



PLEASE HELP YOUR PRESENTER

What could I have done better?

What did I do well?

Randy.flanery@uhsinc.com


