
Loneliness & 
Social Isolation:
The Hidden 
Impact on Health
Understanding and 
addressing a silent epidemic
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Webinar tips

• You will find a PDF of the slides in the Resources list

• Closed captioning will be available during the webinar

• The webinar audio will be played through your computer. 
No need to mute your device.

• Technical issues:
• Try refreshing your browser
• Use Chrome browser for the best viewing experience

• Non-technical questions? Email WellnessWebinars@geha.com
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mailto:WellnessWebinars@geha.com?subject=Elevating%20Men's%20and%20Women's%20Health%20webinar


Today's presenters

Angela K. | BS
Sales, National Webinar Engagement Specialist 
G.E.H.A

Liana B. | NBC-HWC
Clinical Operations, Health Coach II 
G.E.H.A
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Agenda
• What is loneliness and social isolation?
• Loneliness across adulthood: Who is most at risk?
• The hidden impact on health 
• Pathways to connection and support
• Practical solutions for both personal and workplace well-being 
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Take a moment to reflect …
• I have hundreds of friends on social media, but I 

still feel disconnected.

• I used to feel close to my colleagues, but it feels 
different after working remotely.

• I feel exhausted from social interactions, but I 
also feel lonely.

• Why do I feel lonelier in a crowded room than 
when I’m alone?

• I don’t see my friends anymore after becoming 
a full-time caregiver.
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What is loneliness 
and social isolation?
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Loneliness & social isolation
What is the difference?

Loneliness:                                 
The perception of        
disconnection, even when 
surrounded by others. 
Can occur even in                     
social settings.

Social isolation:                        
Lack of social connections             
or meaningful interactions.               

May or may not involve          
feelings of loneliness.

Increased risk of 
mental and 

physical health 
conditions

© 2025 Government Employees Health Association, Inc. All rights reserved.

Sources: American Medical Association (AMA), Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), UC Health, Verywell Mind, Cleveland Clinic
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https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/public-health/what-doctors-wish-patients-knew-about-social-isolation
https://www.cdc.gov/social-connectedness/risk-factors/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/social-connectedness/risk-factors/index.html
https://www.uchealth.com/en/media-room/articles/the-loneliness-epidemic-escaping-post-pandemic-social-isolation
https://www.verywellmind.com/the-impact-of-social-isolation-on-mental-health-7185458
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/what-happens-in-your-body-when-youre-lonely


8 © 2025 Government Employees Health Association, Inc. All rights reserved.

A public health crisis:
The U.S Surgeon General’s warning

• In 2023, the U.S Surgeon General, Dr. Vivek Murthy 
declared loneliness, isolation and lack of connection as 
a public health crisis.

• Chronic loneliness is as harmful as smoking 15 
cigarettes per day.

“Loneliness is more than just a bad feeling —  
it harms both individual and societal health, 

increasing the risk of heart disease, stroke and 
premature death.”

 – Dr. Vivek Murthy, U.S. Surgeon General (2023)

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf


Loneliness 
across adulthood
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Who is most at risk?
Young adulthood: 

Highest risk 

• Strong need for peer 
connections 

• Navigating life transitions 
— college, career and 
relationships

• Social media can create a 
false sense of connection 
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Middle age:
Lower risk

• More established in 
careers and relationships

• Solidifying friendships, life 
partners and community 
ties

Older adulthood:
Rising risk

• Changes in health and 
social networks 

• Loss of loved ones; 
increased isolation

Sources: Newport Institute, ScienceDaily, National Institute on Aging, Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC)

https://www.newportinstitute.com/resources/mental-health/loneliness-and-depression-young-adults/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2024/04/240430131846.htm
https://order.nia.nih.gov/sites/default/files/2025-04/nia-loneliness-social-isolation.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/social-connectedness/risk-factors/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/social-connectedness/risk-factors/index.html


Additional factors that 
increase loneliness risk
• Chronic physical and mental health conditions 

(e.g., mobility limitations, chronic pain or 
depression) 

• Marginalized groups facing discrimination

• Limited access to resources (e.g., 
transportation, rural living or language barriers)

• Experiencing violence or abuse

• Major life changes (e.g., divorce, loss or job 
transitions)
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Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

https://www.cdc.gov/social-connectedness/risk-factors/index.html


The hidden 
impact on health
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Impact on health

Physical health risks

• Increased cortisol levels (stress hormone)

• Higher risk of heart disease, high blood pressure 
and stroke

• Weakened immune system 

• Higher risk of type 2 diabetes

• Chronic inflammation 

• Increased risk of premature death 

Mental health risks

• Anxiety and depression

• Increased risk of dementia (50% higher in older 
adults)

• Higher risk for self-harm and suicidality 

• Increased substance use
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Sources: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Psychology Today, Cleveland 
Clinic, National Institute on Aging

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/best-practices-in-health/202306/how-loneliness-can-impact-our-health-and-lifespan?msockid=39d065d42914660115a970dd28786716
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/what-happens-in-your-body-when-youre-lonely
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/what-happens-in-your-body-when-youre-lonely
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/loneliness-and-social-isolation/loneliness-and-social-isolation-tips-staying-connected


Signs of chronic loneliness

Physical symptoms

• Heightened awareness of 
minor ailments

• Brain fog or trouble focusing 

• Chronic fatigue or low 
energy 

• Changes in appetite 

• Anxiety or restlessness 
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Behavioral signs

• Persistent self-doubt 

• Increased binge-watching 

• Substance misuse 

• Compulsive shopping 

Thoughts & social  
experiences

• Social exhaustion after 
interactions

• Conversations feel 
unfulfilling

• Feeling isolated even in a 
crowd

Sources: WebMD, Healthline

https://www.webmd.com/mental-health/what-to-know-about-chronic-loneliness
https://www.healthline.com/health/mental-health/chronic-loneliness


There is hope … 
"Our individual relationships are an untapped resource — a source of healing hiding 
in plain sight. They can help us live healthier, more productive and more fulfilled lives. 
Answer that phone call from a friend. Make time to share a meal. Listen without the 
distraction of your phone. Perform an act of service. Express yourself authentically. 
The keys to human connection are simple, but extraordinarily powerful.”

                        – Dr. Vivek Murthy, U.S. Surgeon General (2023)
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Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf


Pathways to 
connection and support
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What is social connection?
Social connection = The size, diversity and 
quality of our relationships

• Emotional support: Trusted relationships that 
provide comfort during stressful times

• Physical support: Help with daily needs, 
transportation, childcare and other forms of 
assistance
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Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), World Psychiatry

https://www.cdc.gov/social-connectedness/about/index.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/wps.21224?msockid=31eeb342d12e65051d88a6e6d0bd6458


What can we do?
• Loneliness is a signal, not a weakness 

• Prioritize self-care — What fills your cup?

• Small social moments matter

• Put your phone away during conversations 

• Use social media wisely 

• Have deeper conversations (Try “36 Questions for Increasing 
Closeness”) 

• Volunteer — Great way to build connections

• Get a pet — Provides companionship & encourages social interaction 

• Be kind — Even small gestures reduce loneliness
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Sources: Mayo Clinic Health System, National Institute on Aging

https://www.mayoclinichealthsystem.org/hometown-health/speaking-of-health/overcoming-loneliness
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/loneliness-and-social-isolation/loneliness-and-social-isolation-tips-staying-connected


The 5-for-5 Challenge: A simple way to feel more connected

19 © 2025 Government Employees Health Association, Inc. All rights reserved.

Sources: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 5 for 5 Challenge card, youtube.com

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/5-for-5-challenge.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/5-for-5-challenge.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mynzIeCs-_w


Example of 5-for-5 Challenge card reflections
Day How I connected today How the connection made me feel

1 Sent a thank-you email to a coworker who helped 
me on a project (Express Gratitude)

I felt appreciative and realized how much their 
support meant

2 Checked in with a friend who seemed stressed and 
offered to listen (Offer Support)

It felt nice to be there for a good friend, and they 
seemed relieved to share

3 Asked my friend to help me move (Ask for Help) Reminded me that I don’t have to handle 
everything on my own

4 Asked my neighbor if they needed anything from 
the grocery store while I was there (Offer Support) Gave me a sense of community and purpose

5 Complimented my server for their great service  
(Express Gratitude) Felt good to brighten their day with a compliment
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Sources: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 5 for 5 Challenge card

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/5-for-5-challenge.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/5-for-5-challenge.pdf


Practical solutions for both 
personal and workplace 
well-being 
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Understanding loneliness 
in remote work 
• Home is the new office, especially for young adults 

• Remote work can lead to loneliness due to lack of in-person interaction

• Work-life balance can blur, leading to isolation

• Some people thrive in remote work, while others struggle

• Work style and job type also impact connection levels 

• BUT: Remote work also has benefits — flexibility, autonomy and fewer 

distractions
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Sources: Psychology Today, PubMed Central, Remote People

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/goodbye-anxiety/202306/10-mental-health-tips-for-coping-with-work-from-home-burnout
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8998114/
https://remotepeople.com/remote-work-statistics/


Overcoming remote work loneliness: Practical strategies 
Take small, intentional steps to stay connected …
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Schedule virtual check-
ins or meet someone for 

lunch. Be intentional 
about building connection 

into your day – Even a  
5-minute chat with a    

co-worker can reset your 
mindset and help you 

feel less alone.

Join workplace groups. 
Whether you join a 

wellness program, an 
interest-based club, or 

virtual coffee chats, these 
groups offer easy ways 
to stay socially engaged 
– without needing a huge 

time commitment. 

Switch up your 
workspace. Try working 

in a coffee shop, a       
co-working space, or 

going into the office on 
occasion to break up the 
monotony and boost your 

energy. Even being 
around others, without 
talking, can make you 

feel less isolated.  

Establish work-life 
boundaries. Without a 

commute, it’s easy to blur 
the lines between work 
and rest. Try logging off 
at a consistent time or 
blocking time on your 
calendar for breaks. 

Sources: Psychology Today, PubMed Central, Remote People

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/goodbye-anxiety/202306/10-mental-health-tips-for-coping-with-work-from-home-burnout
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8998114/
https://remotepeople.com/remote-work-statistics/


Connection is a health strategy 
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Loneliness and isolation are not 
just emotional issues — they’re 
public health risks

Recognize the signs and  
symptoms early — in yourself    
and others

Micro-connections matter — a 
quick text, a check-in, a shared 
coffee

Take the 5-for-5 Challenge —  
small acts that foster big change

Create a culture of connection at 
work and in your community 



Resources 
Further reading

• Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation: The U.S 
Surgeon General’s Advisory on the Health Effects of Social 
Connection and Community

Activities

• 50 Social Challenges to Do Alone or With Friends | 
Science of People — Curated list of 50 social challenges 
designed to boost social skills and confidence

• 36 Questions for Increasing Closeness | Practice | Greater 
Good in Action — List of questions to build closeness

• Recipes for Connection | HHS.gov — Spark fun ideas for 
gathering and connecting around food

• Promising Approaches to Promote Social Connection | 
Social Connection | CDC — Approaches to promote social 
connection by intervention (e.g., school connectedness, 
intergenerational programs and psychological therapies)

• Foundation for Social Connection — Offers a curated list of 
programs aimed at combating social isolation and fostering 
community engagement

Intergenerational programs

• Little Brothers – Friends of the Elderly (LBFE) 
— A national network of nonprofit, volunteer-based 
organizations dedicated to alleviating isolation and 
loneliness among older adults in the U.S                           

• 4 Intergenerational Programs to Ease Loneliness             
— List of intergenerational programs to combat loneliness

Young adults

• The Jed Foundation — JED equips young adults with the 
skills and knowledge to help themselves and each other
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https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://www.scienceofpeople.com/social-challenges/
https://www.scienceofpeople.com/social-challenges/
https://ggia.berkeley.edu/practice/36_questions_for_increasing_closeness
https://ggia.berkeley.edu/practice/36_questions_for_increasing_closeness
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/reports-and-publications/recipes/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/social-connectedness/data-research/promising-approaches/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/social-connectedness/data-research/promising-approaches/index.html
https://www.endsocialisolation.org/support/
https://lbfenetwork.org/
https://www.aarp.org/home-family/friends-family/info-2022/intergenerational-programs-to-ease-loneliness.html?msockid=347488fbf91a688a21379d55f889696a
https://jedfoundation.org/


Questions?
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G.E.H.A member resources

Elevate and Elevate Plus plans
• G.E.H.A Well-being Platform
• Learn more at geha.com/WellnessPays

High, Standard and HDHP plans
• G.E.H.A Well-being Platform
• Learn more at geha.com/HealthRewards

All G.E.H.A plans
• Healthy recipes and health and wellness articles
• Learn more at geha.com/Blog

G.E.H.A website for benefit 
information geha.com
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https://www.geha.com/elevate-rewards
https://www.geha.com/hb-rewards
https://www.geha.com/geha-blog
https://www.geha.com/


More questions?

Schedule a one-on-one with a 
G.E.H.A FedViser benefits expert 
at geha.com/TalkWithUs

Scan the QR code to 
schedule a one-on-one

28 © 2025 Government Employees Health Association, Inc. All rights reserved.

https://www.geha.com/talkwithus


Chat with us

For more information
geha.com | geha.com/Blog

Q&A chat will go on through 
1 p.m. Eastern time

Scan the QR code to 
register for future events

This is a brief description of the features of Government Employees Health Association, Inc.'s health plans. Before making a final 
decision, please read the G.E.H.A Federal brochures which are available at geha.com/PlanBrochure. All benefits are subject to the 
definitions, limitations and exclusions set forth in the Federal brochures.

The information contained herein is for informational and educational purposes only. This information is not a substitute for professional 
medical advice and if you have questions regarding a medical condition, regimen, or treatment you should always seek the advice of a 
qualified health care provider. Never disregard or delay seeking medical advice from a qualified medical professional because of 
information you have read herein.
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https://www.geha.com/
https://www.geha.com/geha-blog


Thank you

geha.com
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https://www.geha.com/
https://www.facebook.com/GEHAhealth
https://www.instagram.com/gehahealth
https://www.linkedin.com/company/gehahealth
https://www.youtube.com/user/gehahealth
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