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Hwto... cope wieh lmeliness

Everyone said university would be great, but for me it was torture. I felt
miserably shy and alone, as if I was on one side of a glass wall and
everyone else was on the other.

I suppose it's what is known as a 'mid-life crisis'. Nothing had changed in
my life; [ have a wife I love, two wonderful children,

a job I enjoy. Then a month or so after my 40th birthday, I
went into some god-awful hole, and felt as lonely as hell.

Mostly I'm OK. It's Christmas time that it hits me worst, as that's when he died.
Then I stare at his empty chair and feel swamped by an awful, aching

loneliness.

Loneliness has become the great taboo of the Western
industrialised world. It is to our epoch what leprosy was to the 14th cent ury
Edward Al kington, in The Quardi an

What exactly
i lonéliness

Loneliness is one of our greatest dreads. Mbst of us
have felt it. Mst of us have feared it. A the sane
tine, loneliness is a subject that is rarely tal ked
about. This booklet ains to chall enge this taboo,
outline the causes of |oneliness and what you can do
to overcone it.

To feel lonely is to be overwhel ned by an unbearabl e
feeling of separateness at a very deep | evel. To sone
degree, it is atotally nornal enotion, a part of growng
up. A birth, we all start the process of separation, the
growt h towards becomng individuals. Aso, fromour
earliest nonths, as awareness of our separateness
dawns upon us, the parallel need to seek rel ationship

begi ns.

It is a bal ancing act, a see-saw ng between the search
for intinacy and an acceptance of isolation which
continues throughout |ife. However snoothly this
passage frombirth to mature adul t hood goes, there are
bound to be tines in al of our Iives when this process of
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grow ng up, of becomng separate selves, feels
difficult; tines when we feel anxious, abandoned,

unl oved, insecure, when, in other words, we feel

| ondly.

The particular stresses of nodern life do tend to
make

peopl e particularly vulnerable to | oneliness. H gh
unenpl oynent, a rising divorce rate and the fact
that peopl e nove away have caused many to suffer
the ache of |oneliness. About a third of the popul ation
now | ive alone, and when it cones to retirenent,
nmany el derly peopl e have no close famly to turn to for
conpani onshi p.

At the sane tine, noralising attitudes towards
certain sections of society, such as single nothers or
t hose who are | ong-termunenpl oyed, can increase
soneone' s sense of isolation. They nay cone to feel
that the | oneliness, which has been caused

by their circunstances, is sonehowtheir own fault.

The old cliché that it is possible to feel lonely ina
crond is also painfully true. There are those who are
constantly surrounded by people, yet still feel
desperately | onely. Many of those who seek hel p for
overwhel mng feelings of |oneliness have an active
social life, abusy job, a stable relationship or
narriage and a famly.

In our busy, extroverted culture, wth its enphasis on
toget herness, we tend to lunp | oneliness together wth
al oneness and solitude, and think of themall ina
negative light. For nany people, the word | onely
conjures up an i nage of soneone sitting al one in a bed-
sit. Yet being aloneis not the sane as being | onel y.
There are plenty of loners who are total ly happy in
their own conpany and who choose solitude as a way of
life

Sol i tude has been hel pful to a nunber of well-known
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Does lnelingss |
, witers, philosophers and conposers. The author Dr
W W Anthony Storr argues strongly that rel ati onshi ps

can't be the be-all and end-all inlife. H believes that
WJ 'ﬁT t he concerns, hobbies and creative interests
devel oped over a lifetine by ordinary peopl e can be

Wﬁi 7 ‘ E gflé an inportant source of stability and content nent.

Arcunstanti al
| onel i ness
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' Spend sone tine wandering around the foyers of the
Barbi can Gentre, the London hone of the Royal
Shakespeare Gonpany, or that of the Royal National
Theatre on London's South Bank (where | frequently do
ny ranil i ng to sanpl e voi ces) and you hear all around
you the sane upper-cl ass voi ces boring into your head.
They sound denandi ng, belittling and frankly self-
inportant. To ne all these "cultivated' voices are sayi ng
one thing. "The right to speak is mne and nine al one. ™
Patsy Rodenburg. The Rght to speak. Met huen 1992

“During depression, the world di sappears. Language
itsdf. Qe has nothing to say. Nothing. No snall talk, no
anecdotes. One's real state of mind is a source of shane.
S oneis necessarily silent about it, |eaving nothing
else for subject natter.' Kate Mllett. The Loony B n
Trip. Mrago 1990

‘1 woke up one norning and real i sed there was nobody
there —that | no longer existed. 1'd al ways been a
not her and now that role was over | was conpl etely

enpty.’

W liveinasociety inwhichthere are nassive i nequal ities
and i n whi ch nany peopl e are bound to feel excluded. Reopl e
who don't feel they have a voice are bound to feel
pover | ess, disregarded and | onel y.

Loneliness is not one single, sinple thing. There are
both different degrees and causes. Broadly speaking, it
is possible total k about three different kinds of
loneliness: circunstantial, devel opnental and internal .

D vorce, bereavenent, retirenment and unenpl oynent
are common causes of |loneliness. If the partner or
wor k whi ch boosted a person’s sel f - est eem and
nade |ife nmeani ngful suddenly di sappears,
everything can feel hopel ess and futile.

A change of circunstances nay be intentional. Myving
toanewarea or starting a famly, for exanple, can be
exciting and positive. Yet, people often find that to
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begin al | over again in a new envi ronnent can be very
painful. Smlarly, the house-bound nother wth her
first baby can feel acutely isol ated.

Sngle parents are al so particularly vul nerabl e to

| onel i ness. Many peopl e say that when a rel ationship
ends, they seemto lose friends as well as their partner,
while the stress of bringing up children singl e-handed y
can nake it difficut tofindany tine for asocia life.

It'sasimlar picture for elderly people. Retirenent, the
death of a spouse or close friends and a nove to a new
hone may cone all at once, and feel overwhel mngly
bleak. Additionally, illness, increasing disability and a
fear of going out al one nake nany el derly peopl e feel
like prisoners in their own hones. The peopl e who | ook
after elderly or disabled famly nenbers nay al so
becone very lonely. Such carers may not be able to call
their tine their oan; exhaustion easily sets in, and
social life and friends can gradual |y fade away (see
Mnd s bookl et Uhderstanding Caring, details on p. 10).

To be labelled nentally ill can be distressing and
potentially very isolating, not |east because public
opi nion can be so hostile towards those with a
psychi atric |abel. Soneone wth a diagnosis of

schi zophrenia, for exanple, wll have to cope wth very
distressing synptons, but wll also be up agai nst a
W despread nisconception that people wth this diagnosis
aelikdytobevident.

The very nature of sonme nental heal th probl ens
reinforces this isolation. Sonmeone wth agoraphobi a nay
be house-bound and cut off fromthe nornmal channel s of
socialising. Feelings of panic at the thought of socialising
and neeting new peopl e nay be nore conmon than you
think. A survey of nental health problens in the USA
found that social phobia was the third nost conmon
probl em after depression and al cohol dependence.

Peopl e who are anxi ous and depressed or trapped in

addi cti ve behavi our may have | ow sel f-esteemand feel
guilty and worthless. This can | ead themto shun



How can
TVERCIVE

lreliness

Learning to be wth
ot hers

Assert yoursel f

Mental Heal th Pronoti on

conpany and cut thensel ves off fromtheir famlies and
fri ends.

Peopl e wth a physical disablenent are simlarly

di sadvant aged and stignatised. Mbility is often a

probl emand nany di sabl ed peopl e find thensel ves

excl uded fromaccess to | arge nunbers of soci al
activities. People who are HV positive or who have
ADSare likely to encounter prejudiced attitudes. Being
treated as 'different’ by others often nakes peopl e feel
even | onelier.

Bei ng di scrinminated agai nst or subjected to raci st
attacks causes bl ack and mnority ethnic people to feel
alienated and isol at ed.

A person's sexual identity can al so cause | onel i ness.
"Gmng out' as gay or leshianis still very stressful as
isreflected in the increased suicide rate anong gays
and | eshians. Sone adult survivors of sexual abuse nay
find any kind of intinacy wth others inpossible.

A the end of the bookl et, there are sone practical
suggestions on howto tackle feelings of isoation and
details of support and pressure groups for specific
situations (see Wseful Qganisations p. 9-10).

Devel opnental | onel i ness often overlaps wth changes in
personal circunstances. Frombirth onwards, we are
constantly learning to bal ance our need for intinacy
wth our need for separateness. At various stages in
life, we reach mlestones that we have to pass through
whi ch of ten accent uat e t hese needs and nake us feel
vul nerabl e to feeling of insecurity and | onel i ness.

Adol escence, young adul t hood, the 'thirty-sonethi ng'
stage, md-life crisis, nenopause and ol der age are
often connected to outer as well as inner changes. It’'s
inportant to renenber that these are phases that wll
pass, and al though change can feel painful, it can al so
bring wth it new awareness and possi bilities.
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For sone people, feelings of |oneliness are nore constant
and appear unrelated to any outer event or tine of life It
is i npossi bl e to general i se about why soneone might feel
constantly lonely. Gten such a person feels unable to
like thensel ves or be liked by others. They nay have
little self-esteemand | ack sel f- confidence. The roots of
prof ound | onel i ness may cone from havi ng been unl oved
asachild, sothat as an adult one continues to feel
abandoned and unlovable in all relationships, including the
relationship wth onesel f. It nay cone froma fear of

bei ng hurt, causing people to cut thensel ves of f,

consci ousl y or unconsci ousl y

Those who are vul nerable to this constant inner

| onel i ness often seek peopl e out to avoid having to face
their own conpany. Ghers may react in the opposite
way, hiding anay on their own and perhaps drowni ng
enpty feelings wth drink in order to avoid facing a
vorld of people they feel unconnected to.

If you feel that this describes your situation, it's
inportant to renenber that nany others feel the same
way, and there are understandi ng people to tal k to who
can help you try and deal wth these feelings (see Mnd s
bookl et Understandi ng Tal king Treatnents, details on p.
10 and Wseful organisations on p.9-10). If the feelings of
| onel i ness are so overwhel mng that you have sui ci dal
thought's, renenber that you can pick up the phone at
any tine of night or day and tal k to soneone fromthe
Sanari tans.

It is possible to overcone loneliness if you are really
determned to do so. To hel p yoursel f, you wll need to
give alot of tine and energy to thinking about the
reasons for your feelings and what positive steps you
can take.

Learning to be al one
If you are soneone who panics when | eft al one and
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constantly seeks others out in order to avoid inner
loneliness, it mght be worth spendi ng sone tine
learning howto feel relaxed in your own conpany.
Soendi ng tine al one nay invol ve facing difficult
feelings which rel entl ess socialising keeps at bay. It
nay al so enabl e you to focus on the kind of person you
really are and what you really want to do.

Sone peopl e find that activities such as yoga,

nedi tation and keeping a journal help themto rel ax and
repl ace anxi ous busyness wth a cal ner sense of
thensel ves. It is worth spending tine concentrati ng on
sonething that really interests you and which you can
enjoy as anend initself. Focus on the pleasure it gives
you and the fact that periods of tine spent al one can be
rewardi ng. Once we can face oursel ves, our

rel ationships wth others wll be hel ped, as we can
reach out wth less of a hungry need, nore of an ability
to gve

If you have the opposite difficulty and spend a | ot of
tine al one as you feel unconfortable wth others in a
social situation, the fol |l ow ng suggestions nay be
useful .

If your difficultiesinrelating to other people are to do
wth setting boundaries in relationships, saying 'no and
expressi ng your feelings, you may find assertiveness
training helpful. Socia skills training nay a so be
appropriate. To find out about |ocal classes, ask at your
[ibrary. Mbst adult education institutions offer them as
do sone uni versities and col | eges of education. For
further infornation, see Mnd s bookl et, How to Assert
Yoursel f, details on p. 10.

If you are really out of practice at neeting people, it's
i npor t ant

to take snal | steps first and not |aunch headfirst into an
intense i nvol venent wi th one person. Make the nost
of every opportunity for social contact, however
sligtt. Tak to the shopkeeper, don't snub the fellow
passenger who tries to start a conversation wth you.



Ask questions. Be curious.

You nay find it easier torelate to others through the
nedi umof shared interest. Gonsider what you nost enjoy
doing, whether it's reading, going for country wal ks,
going to the cinema, playing chess or playing the flute.
There are very nany | ocal groups and soci eties which
cater for a wde range of interests and taste.

Share sonet hing new Consi der whet her there are new
skills you woul d |ike to acquire. Joining an eveni ng cl ass
at beginners' level wll put you on the sane footing as
everyone el se. Getting to know new peopl e can becone
part of the process of |earning sonething new

If you have spare tine on your hands, think about

whet her you coul d spend a few hours working as a
volunteer. Is there a group of peopl e whose interests you
feel are particuarly worth fighting for, or a political
cause you woul d |i ke to becone invol ved in?

For information on local groups, cultural societies, sports
organi sations, evening classes, voluntary groups and
political parties, ask at your local library. Local and
national newspapers and nagazi nes wll often have
listings pages giving details for friendship clubs, public
tal ks and workshops, so it's worth casting an eye over

t hese.
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Soneti nes, peopl e so fear being al one that they wl
cling to unsatisfactory rel ati onships and situations
rather than risk the consequences of letting go.

Vénen who experi ence donestic viol ence, for exanple,
often conceal the violence inflicted on them preferring
to stay in a relationship, however unhappy it nakes
them than be left al one. Qhers have such a di mni shed
sense of self-worth, often as a result of abusive
experiences, that they find it inpossible to believe that
peopl e mght accept and |i ke them

Miny people find that by talking to a counsellor or a
psychot herapi st they find the strength to face and
change a situation they felt defeated by. They nay for
the first tine acquire a sense of self-acceptance and
find relating to others enjoyabl e.

Age Concern

Astral House, 1268 London Road, London SW6 4ER
tel. 020 8679 8000, fax: 020 8765 7211, e-nail:
ace@ice. or g. uk,

websi te: www ace. or g. uk

Al cohol i cs Anonynous
PO Box 1, Stonebow House, Stonebow, York, YOl 7NJ,
tel. 01904 644026, London hel pline: 020 7833 0022

British Association for Gunsel i ng

1 Regent M ace, Rugby, Vérw ckshire CV21 2PJ,
tel. 01788 578328, fax: 01788 562189, textphone:
01788 578328, e-nail: bac@ac. co. uk, website:
waw counsel | i ng. co. uk

For alist of counsellors inyour area, send an A5 SAE

Carers National Association (ON
20-25 d asshouse Yard, London ECIA 4JS, tel. 0207

490 8824, mnicom 020 7251 8969, carers line:
0808 808 7777,
fax: 020 7490 8824, website:




M nd works for a better life for everyone
with experience of mental distress

For details of your nearest Mnd association and details of |ocal services
contact Mnd s hel pline, MndinfoLine, 8522 1728 fromw thin London

or 0845 766 0163 outside London. Mon-Fri 9.15 am-— 4.45 pm

For interpretati on Mndinfoli ne has access to 100 | anguages vi a Language Li ne.
Typetal k is available for people wth hearing or speech probl ens who have access
to

a mnicom To nake a call via Typetal k dial 0800 959598, fax. 0151 709 8119.

Mnd Cynru Third Hoor, Qiebec Huse, Castlebridge,
Cowbri dge Road East, Cardiff CF1 9AB

Northern M nd Finetree Centre, DurhamRoad, Birtl ey,
Chester-le-Street, County Durham DH3 2TD

North Vst M nd 21 R bblesdal e P ace, Preston PRL 3NA

South East Mnd Frst Floor, Kenp House, 152-160 Aty Road,
London ECLV 2NP

South & Wst M nd Penbr oke House, 7 Brunsw ck Square,
Bristol B2 8PE

Trent & Yorkshire Mnd 44 Howard Sreet, Sheffield S1 2LX

Vst Mdl ands M nd 20/ 21 A evel and Street, Wl verhanpton W1 3HT

Northern Irel and Association for Mental Health
Central Gfice, Beacon House, 80 Lhiversity Street, Belfast BI7 1HE
tel. 02890 328474

Scottish Association for Mental Health
Qunbr ae House, 15 Carlton Court, @ asgow G 9JP, tel. 0141 568 7000

Mnd (National Association for Mental Health), 15-19 Broadway,
London E15 4BQ tel. 020 8519 2122, fax. 020 8522 1725

ISBN 1 874690 42 1. First published by Mind 1995. Revised edition © Mind 2000

No reproduction without permission.
Mind

This booklet was written by Elizabeth Meakins and Janet Gorman. Publications
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L carers. north. denon. co. uk

D sabl ed Li ving Foundati on
380-384 Harrow Road, London V@ 2HU, tel. 020 7289

16-17 A erkenwel | d ose, London ECIR 0AA tel. 020

e-nai | . of fi ce@i ngerbread. org. uk, website:
[ gi nger br ead. or g. uk.
ional network of self-help goups for single parents

p Ht Association

Astra House, Suite 1.05, Arklow Road, London SE14 6BB
tel. 020 8692 9566, fax: 020 8692 8383, e-mail:
kfla@eepfit.org. uk, website: ww keepfit.org. uk

London Leshi an and Gay Sw t chboard

4th Hoor, Sophie House, 32-35 Feat herstone Sreet,
Landon ECLY 8QX, tel. 020 7608 1233, e-nail:
bp@gbp. freeser ve. co. uk

ional Phobi cs Soci ety

Zilon Centre, Royce Road, Hul ne, Manchester M5 5FQ
tel. 0161 227 9898, e-nail: natphob. soc@ood. co. uk,
bsite: ww phobi cs-soci ety. org. uk

bert Gay llege, Little Church Sreet, Rugby,

rwi ckshire C/21 3AP, tel. 01788 573241, website:
(rel ate. org. uk

Oetails of local branches of Relate, 100k in your

tel ephone directory

0845 7909090

Sress Minagenent Training Institute

hills, 30 Mctoria Avenue, Shanklin, Isle of Wght

7 6LS, tel. 01983 868166, fax. 01983 866666, e-
il: admn@nti.org, website: wwvsnii.org



Advi ce on rel axation techniques and referral to a
t eacher

VWnen's Ald Federation

PO Box 391, Bristol BS99 7Wh, tel. 0117 944 4411,
hel pl i ne: 0845 7023468, fax. 0117 924 1703,

websi te: wawy, wonensai d. or g. uk

Support, informati on and advi ce to wonen experi enci ng
donestic violence. Referral to other sources of hel p and
r ef uges




