
Loneliness has garnered increased attention over the last few years, and is predicted to be 
perpetuated further by the global COVID-19 pandemic.1 Its causes are intricate and personal, but 
what has emerged from Cigna’s research is that finding balance in certain aspects of our lives 
could help us feel less lonely.2

The feeling of loneliness is common to all of us; everyone feels lonely at some point during their 
life. It is subjective to an individual, and can arise when our expectations don’t match reality. 
As Dr. Stuart Lustig, National Medical Executive for Behavioral Health, explained at a recent 
Wellbeing Insights Forum: “Loneliness, just like stress, has a cognitive component. You have 
to believe that your life should be different 
in some way, that you should have more 
connections with people, or that you should 
have a deeper type of relationship with 
people than you currently have.”

This may go some way to explaining a 
paradox exposed in the U.S. Loneliness 
Index 2018. Older people have surprisingly 
reported feeling the least lonely, despite 
being subject to circumstances that would 
potentially increase loneliness – living 
alone, having an greater likelihood of losing 
their spouse, family and friends, and being less technologically minded. In fact younger 
people, specifically generation Z (age 18-22 years) are the loneliest demographic; and people 
reportedly get progressively less lonely as they age.3 A similar pattern is also found in European 
data.4,5 It would seem that, as Dr. Lustig reflected, “…over the years, we somehow learn how to 
be less lonely - we learn how to have the connections that really matter with people”.

It is logical therefore, that there are concerns about loneliness in the workforce. As Dr. Lustig 
explained: “People are lonely when they’re younger; and most of these people are working.” 
Indeed, Cigna research has found that over 60% of employees have stated that they feel lonely. 
These same employees also cite lower productivity, increased absences, and lower quality 

work.2 It is clear that employers should 
take loneliness in their workforce seriously, 
especially as procedures implemented to limit 
the risk of further outbreaks of COVID-19, 
such as social distancing, long-term working 
from home, and limitations on socialising, 
could further exacerbate loneliness. 

Cigna’s 2020 follow-up research discovered 
that finding balance in work and home life 
could be key to feeling less lonely. Those 
who report that they work too little or too 
much are more likely to feel lonely.2 As with 
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loneliness, work-life balance is subjective to the individual. Achieving work-life balance is more 
complex than merely taking steps to work fewer hours. A given role has demands and resources 
and when these are off kilter, creating high demands alongside little opportunity to make 
decisions, the sense of reduced control can create psychological strain. When the demands 
versus the control is in balance, a high workload can feel achievable to an individual.6

Family life is also, unsurprisingly, 
instrumental to how lonely someone 
feels. People claiming they do not 
have enough time with their family is 
unsurprisingly linked with loneliness. 
However, so is spending “too much” 
time with family.2 These results align 
with findings that carers and single 
parents, and in particular single 
mothers, are vulnerable to loneliness.7 
“Who is in your family really matters. 
You are more likely to be lonely if 
you are a single parent – particularly 
a woman – at home with children.” 
explained Dr. Lustig.

Research suggests that loneliness has significant association with several risk factors for chronic 
diseases, including low fruit or vegetable intake, smoking, and physical inactivity.8,9 The link 
between physical activity and loneliness was also identified in Cigna’s research; those who 
felt they did the correct amount of exercise were less lonely compared to those who felt they 
did too little or too much. As Dr. Lustig considered, “Physical activity can have an impact on 
loneliness; perhaps you are too busy so don’t have time to exercise, or to connect with others.” 
There may also be a physiological pathway. Intensive exercise can increase cortisol, the stress 
hormone that has been associated with loneliness, whereas moderate activity can reduce 
cortisol levels.10,11,12 

Given the association between loneliness and unhealthy lifestyle behaviours, it is therefore not 
unexpected to find that loneliness has a negative effect on mental and physical health. However, 

the scale of the impact is astounding. 
Social isolation presents a major risk for 
premature mortality, comparable to other 
risk factors such as high blood pressure, 
smoking, or obesity.13 It increases the risk 
of heart disease, stroke, depression, and 
dementia.14,15,16 

Several possible pathways linking 
loneliness to disease have been suggested, 
including effects not just on lifestyle 
habits, but homeostatic changes, and 
sleep quality.17 Accordingly another finding 
from the research was that those who 
slept the right amount were also the least 
lonely. Research has previously connected 

impaired sleep quality and insomnia to loneliness.18 While sleeping too little or too much is 
connected with an increased risk of several chronic diseases, such as heart disease and type 2 
diabetes.19 

“The good news is that these are things that are often modifiable. So if we’re not sleeping 
enough or sleeping too much, maybe we can do something about that and therefore have a 
chance of being less lonely.” Dr Stuart Lustig

“The good news is that these are 
things that are often modifiable. 
So if we’re not sleeping enough 
or sleeping too much, maybe we 
can do something about that and 
therefore have a chance of being 

less lonely.”

2



This material is provided for informational purposes only.  It is believed accurate as of the date of publication and is subject to change.   Likewise, Cigna Global Health Benefits’ web-based tools, such as Cigna Envoy, are available for informational purposes only, and are not intended to be a substitute for 
proper medical care provided by a physician.  Such material should not be relied upon as legal, medical, or tax advice. As always, we recommend that you consult with your independent legal, medical, and/or tax advisors. 
All Cigna products and services are provided by or through operating subsidiaries of Cigna Corporation, including Cigna Global Wellbeing Solutions Limited, and other contracted companies. The Cigna name, logos, and other Cigna marks are owned by Cigna Intellectual Property, Inc. Products and services 
may not be available in all jurisdictions and are expressly excluded where prohibited by applicable law. Please refer to your literature for details of the insurance entity providing cover. © 2020 Cigna. Some content may be provided under license.

Sources:

1. Banerjee, Debanjan, and Mayank Rai. “Social Isolation in Covid-19: The Impact of Loneliness.” International Journal of Social Psychiatry, (April 2020). 
doi:10.1177/0020764020922269. 

2. Loneliness and the Workplace: 2020 U.S. report. Cigna. January 2020. Available: https://www.cigna.com/static/www-cigna-com/docs/about-us/newsroom/studies-and-
reports/combatting-loneliness/cigna-2020-loneliness-factsheet.pdf. 

3. 2018 Cigna U.S. Loneliness Index. Cigna. May 2018. Available: https://www.cigna.com/assets/docs/newsroom/loneliness-survey-2018-full-report.pdf.

4. Loneliness - What characteristics and circumstances are associated with feeling lonely? UK Office of National Statistics. https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/lonelinesswhatcharacteristicsandcircumstancesareassociatedwithfeelinglonely/2018-04-10. Updated 10 April 2018. 
Accessed 16 June 2020. 

5. Loneliness – an unequally shared burden in Europe. European Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/jrcsh/files/fairness_pb2018_loneliness_jrc_i1.pdf. Published 
2018. Accessed 16 June 2020.

6. Demand/Control Model: a Social, Emotional, and Physiological Approach to Stress Risk and Active Behaviour. International Labour Organization (ILO) Encyclopaedia 
of Occupational Health and Safety. https://www.iloencyclopaedia.org/component/k2/item/12-psychosocial-factors-stress-and-health. Updated 16 November 2019. 
Accessed 16 June 2020.

7. It Starts With Hello. Action for Children. Published November 2017. Available: https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/9724/action_for_children_it_starts_with_
hello_report__november_2017_lowres.pdf. 

8. Richard A, Rohrmann S, Vandeleur CL et al. Loneliness is adversely associated with physical and mental health and lifestyle factors: Results from a Swiss national survey. 
PLoS One. 2017 Jul 17;12(7):e0181442. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0181442. eCollection 2017. 

9. Algren MH, Ekholm O, Nielsen L, Ersbøll AK, et al. Social isolation, loneliness, socioeconomic status, and health-risk behaviour in deprived neighbourhoods in Denmark: 
A cross-sectional study, SSM - Population Health. 10. 2020. doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2020.100546.

10. Ponce P, Del Arco A, Loprinzi P. Physical Activity versus Psychological Stress: Effects on Salivary Cortisol and Working Memory Performance. Medicina (Kaunas). 
2019;55(5):119. Published 2019 Apr 30. doi:10.3390/medicina55050119. 

11. Campagne DM. Stress and perceived social isolation (loneliness). Archives of Gerontology and Geriatrics. 2019. 82, 192-199. doi.org/10.1016/j.archger.2019.02.007.

12. Exercising to relax. Harvard Health Publishing. https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/exercising-to-relax. Accessed 16 June 2020.

13. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2020. Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults: Opportunities for the Health Care System. 
Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25663. Available: https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25663/social-isolation-and-loneliness-in-older-
adults-opportunities-for-the. 

14. Leigh-Hunt N, Bagguley D, Bash K, et al. An overview of systematic reviews on the public health consequences of social isolation and loneliness. Public Health. 2017. 152; 
157-171. doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2017.07.035.

15. Erzen E, Çikrikci Ö. The effect of loneliness on depression: A meta-analysis. Int J Soc Psychiatry. 2018;64(5):427-435. doi:10.1177/0020764018776349. 

16. Rafnsson SB, Orrell M, d’Orsi E, et al. Loneliness, Social Integration, and Incident Dementia Over 6 Years: Prospective Findings From the English Longitudinal Study of 
Ageing, The Journals of Gerontology. 2020. 75 (1);114–124. doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbx087.

17. Winterton A, Rødevand L, Westlye LT, et al. Associations of Loneliness and Social Isolation with Cardiovascular and Metabolic Health: a Systematic Review and Meta-
analysis protocol. OSF Preprints. 2019. doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/vfxs3.

18. Griffin SC, Williams AB, Ravyts SG, et al. Loneliness and sleep: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Health Psychol Open. 2020;7(1):2055102920913235. 
doi:10.1177/2055102920913235. 

19. Oversleeping: Bad for Your Health? John Hopkins Medicine. https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/wellness-and-prevention/oversleeping-bad-for-your-health. 
Accessed 16 June 2020. 

Written by: Cigna Wellbeing

With special thanks to: 

Dr. Stuart Lustig, National Medical Executive for Behavioral Health

It is clear that long-term loneliness can be incredibly damaging to both individuals and 
businesses. As the negative impact of loneliness on health and work performance is 
complicated and multifactorial, a holistic solution is required. Finding an equilibrium between 
activity, sleep, and family and work-life balance may help pave the way to tackling loneliness.
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