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Mental Health Awareness
and Combatting Loneliness
Mental Health Awareness week will take place from 9th-15th May 2022, and this year’s
theme for the week is loneliness. Never before has it been more important to give mental ill
health the time it deserves and break down the stigmas associated with this devastating and
destructive illness that so many of us suffer with.
As many people will be aware, one of the big contributing factors to mental ill heath these
days is loneliness. We know that loneliness is affecting more and more of us in the UK and
has had a huge impact on our mental health, not least because of the pandemic and ongoing
lockdowns we have all experienced.
We know that our connection to other people and our community is paramount to
protecting our mental health, and as such, we all need to work together to find better ways
to tackle loneliness, both within ourselves and within others. Because reducing loneliness is a
major step towards a more healthy society.

Mental health data
Let’s start by looking at the data and the true extent of the issue…

20% of adolescents may
experience a mental health
problem in any given year.

1 in 6 people report experiencing
a common mental health problem
(like anxiety and depression) in any
given week in England.

50% of mental health problems are
established by age 14 and 75% by
age 24.

Loneliness is likely to increase your
risk of death by 26%.

10% of children and young people (aged
5-16 years) have a clinically diagnosable
mental problem, yet 70% of children
and adolescents who experience mental
health problems have not had appropriate
interventions at a sufficiently early age.

Loneliness, living alone and poor
social connections are as bad
for your health as smoking 15
cigarettes a day.

Loneliness and social isolation are
associated with an increased risk of
developing coronary heart disease
and stroke.

Loneliness is worse for you than
obesity.

Loneliness with severe depression
is associated with early mortality
and loneliness is a risk factor for
depression in later life.

*These statistics are taken from the Mental Health Foundation website and The Campaign to End Loneliness.
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Loneliness and its impact on our mental health
Loneliness is a normal human feeling, which almost everyone will experience at some
point in their lives.
Generally, it presents itself in a feeling of being isolated or disconnected from others. It
may also manifest itself as a feeling of not being understood or cared for.
When we are on our own, but don’t want to be, it’s natural for us to feel a bit lonely
and sad. We may start thinking in a negative or self-critical way, which can lead to
low motivation and social withdrawal. Without active coping strategies, this pattern
may continue to make our mood even lower and result in more negative thoughts and
avoidance responses. This is what we call the vicious cycle of loneliness.

Thought
Ruminating on people we
miss
Assuming others don’t want
to interact with us
Self-blaming, self-doubts
Low interest/
motivation

Feeling
Lonely
Sad
Low
Frustrated
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Behaviour
Withdrawing from social
contacts
Rejecting invitations,
cancelling meetings
Avoiding making/answering
phone calls or messages
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Avoiding loneliness in our very ‘social’ age
We live in such a social world these days; one where we are always on and always able to
communicate with others over social media or connect in via video call. Yet ironically it is
easier than ever to feel lonely in this highly social world.
Here are 4 steps to avoid loneliness despite our increased tech connectivity:
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Identify your personal signs
of loneliness and show selfcompassion. It’s important to
notice and normalise when we
feel lonely. This will reduce our
tendency to deny or suppress the
feeling out of embarrassment or
shame. It will also increase our
motivation to address this issue.
Look at it like this: Loneliness is a
bit like feeling hungry and thirsty.
Much the same as when our bodies
are telling us that we need to eat or
drink something, loneliness is a sign
that we need to pay attention to
the amount of social contact we’re
having.
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Think about the impact of
loneliness on your life and your
personal needs. Ask yourself if,
and indeed how, loneliness has
been affecting your life. Has it been
impacting your health? Sapping
your energy levels? Impacting your
appetite or sleep? Is it impacting
your concentration? Then identify
your personal social needs in terms
of format, level, frequency, and style
of contact. Some people prefer face
to face meetings, but others may
like phone calls or online groups
to chat. One person may enjoy
the excitement of a busy social
life, but another person may find
it overwhelming or distracting. It
would help address your needs
better, if you reflect on what you
genuinely want and what is missing
at that specific moment.
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Stop scrolling. Avoid mindless
scrolling on your phone and
especially avoid comparing your
social life to others purely through
what you see on social media.
Next time you are tempted to
reach for your phone to go on
social media, say to yourself,
“stop” and ask yourself these two
questions, “Why am I reaching for
my phone?” and, “What emotions
am I feeling?” Guide yourself into
an easy breathing rhythm and allow
yourself to feel your emotions for
a minute or two, with as much
compassion as you can. Switching
mindless social media scrolling for
a more mindful activity is a quick,
yet positive step to avoid feeling
isolated in our busy world.

4

Reach out for support. Once you
are clear about your unfulfilled
social needs, you can start to think
about ideas regarding how to fill
in these gaps with more concrete
action plans. Don’t be afraid to ask
for help or speak to a professional.
Taking that first step and asking
for help is a positive move and
demonstrates your strength as an
individual. You could also contact
your GP or local mental health
care services for social prescribing,
psychological support and other
appropriate treatments.
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Try this at home today: Establish some daily community
Why not try shopping locally in the same places or choosing a staffmanned check out at the supermarket, rather than always using selfservice. Alternatively try walking regularly in your local park or outside
space. Even the smallest things like seeing the same faces on a dog walk
or saying hello to your neighbours will help you feel more anchored to a
community. If you have some spare time, volunteering in a local charity
shop could help others, whilst at the same time increase your sense of
belonging. Give it a go.

Getting outdoors; how nature connects us
Not only does nature connect us to the world around us, but it can also do many other
wonderful things too. Firstly, it connects us to ourselves, allowing us to centre our thoughts
and reset our feelings. Secondly, nature can also bring us together with others, helping to
reduce feelings of isolation.
Through walking with others, doing gardening and outdoor projects together, we can feel far
more at ease with one another, build relationships and reduce any feelings of loneliness.
As the days get a longer and the nights get lighter this May, it’s the perfect time to get outdoors.
Plus, spending time outdoors in nature has been found to help with multiple mental health
problems, including anxiety and depression. Often this is due to combining regular physical
activity and social contact with being outside in nature.
Spending time in green spaces or bringing nature into your everyday life can benefit both your
mental and physical wellbeing.

Why not try some of the following activities outdoors this week?

Gardening

Running

Hiking

Caring for animals

Outdoor swimming

Painting

Picnicking

Walking with a friend

Dog walking

All these activities can also help to improve your mood, reduce feelings of stress or anger,
and can help you to feel more relaxed. Getting out and doing regular exercise, even if this is
only walking, will also improve your physical health and should also impact and improve your
confidence and self-esteem too. Likewise getting out for walks with a friend or neighbour can
also help forge new connections and ensure you are not feeling isolated.
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Give this a go; Make some new connections today
If you’re feeling lonely because of a lack of social contact in your life, here are some simple
ways to meet new people.
Try to join a class or group based on your hobbies or interests. This could include online
groups if you can’t attend things in person.
If you are able to, volunteering is a good way of meeting people. Helping others can also
really help improve your mental health.
Set up or join a book club at work. Having something in common with others at the start
means you won’t struggle with conversation starters.

Mental ill health and loneliness in the workplace;
Spotting the signs and supporting your team
It can be really difficult to spot the signs
that someone who you work with may
be struggling with their mental health or
loneliness, especially in our new remote and
hybrid working world.
We all have our own individual ‘usual’ selves
at work and when we see people deviate
away from their ‘usual’ selves, it may be a
sign that they’re not feeling quite right.
You may spot a subtle change in that
colleague, for example a change in their
behaviour, a change in mood, reduced
work performance or a change in their
communication.
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Whenever anyone around
us is not their ‘usual’ self,
it’s important to open up
a conversation and to find
out how they’re doing. The
key here is asking twice
about whether they are
ok. This is because the
question ‘how are you’ can
often be used as a greeting.
By asking how they are
twice it gives a green light
that we care for them and
have time to listen.

Equally, there may be no signs at all.
Because of this, it is important that we check
in with the people around us regularly, so
they know that we are there as an ear to
listen. It can feel formal to open up these
conversations remotely and so it’s ever so
important that we make the time to have
these informal conversations even if we are
outside the office.
In summary, here are our 3 tips to ensure
you can spot the signs in your colleagues:
Question ‘fine’: We’ve all done it; we say
we’re fine when we’re not. To really find out,
ask twice and don’t take ‘fine’ as your final
answer.
Read between the lines: We don’t always
say exactly how we are feeling, so often
you will need to read between the lines
when speaking to people about their mental
health. Keep your camera on when on
video calls and look out for signs that your
colleague is not themselves.
Support them: All your colleague wants to
hear is that you’re there for them and your
feelings towards them will not change if
they open up. You don’t have to try and
give advice; they just need to know they are
being listened to.
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Bringing nature into the office to aid employee mental health
Here are 4 easy ways you can feel closer to nature from inside your office or place of work:

Buy flowers or
potted plants for
your desk. Some
plants have air
purifying qualities.

Decorate with
nature. Leaves,
flowers, feathers,
tree bark or seeds
and use them to
decorate your
working space.

Take photos of
nature. Use them
as backgrounds on
a mobile phone or
computer screen or
print them out and
put them up on your
walls or on your
desk.

Listen to natural
sounds. Recordings
or apps that play
birdsong, ocean
waves or rainfall
can be great to
reconnect us with
nature.

Try this today: Why not try meditating with a colleague?
We all think of meditation being a solo
activity, but did you know there are multiple
benefits to partner meditation too?

You can say things such as, “I am aware of
your brown hair”, “I am aware of an itch”,
or “I am aware that I’m thirsty.”

This is a mindfulness exercise used by Will
Kabat-Zinn at the Medium.com office. It’s
a great exercise for both beginners and
experienced meditators. Most importantly it
focuses on being present.

The goal is to recognise and
acknowledge something happening in
the present moment. Make sure to start
each sentence with “I am aware.”

Find a partner and sit across from them;
Set a timer for 1-5 minutes;

An alternative option is for one person to
say awareness statements for 1-3 minutes
(with one person listening the whole
time) and to then switch.

Alternate telling each other statements
about what you are aware of around you:
how you feel, what you see, hear or smell.

And finally, our tip of the month; the one thing we ask you to do
today if you do nothing else…
Don’t compare yourself to others: It is very hard not to compare ourselves to others. We
all do it, but it can help to just be aware that things are not always what they seem from the
outside, especially if you are an onlooker on social media. Remember we very often only see
what other people want to share about their lives, and this can make us feel like we are the
only ones feeling lonely. It’s important to remind yourself that you don’t know how other
people feel when they are alone, or when their social media feeds are turned off. Don’t make
comparisons, but rather spend your time thinking about how you feel and what you need.
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