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Key messages
Boys and young men face specific risks linked to loneliness, yet wider research
suggests they may be less likely to report these experiences because of stigma.
This means loneliness among this group may be underestimated, despite evidence
that it is associated with poorer mental health, social difficulties and harmful
behaviours. To better understand the extent and nature of loneliness, isolation and
social connection among boys and young men in England, this research draws on
national survey data from Understanding Society (waves 14 and 15, collected
between 2022 and 2025) and the Mental Health of Children and Young People
survey (MHCYP wave 4, collected in 2023). The key messages below summarise
the factors most strongly associated with experiences of loneliness and isolation for
boys and young men aged 10 to 25 (these associations should not be interpreted as
causal relationships).

Levels of loneliness, isolation and social connection
Most boys and young men did not report chronic loneliness (feeling lonely often or
always), although many reported feeling lonely at least some of the time. Only a
small minority reported feeling lonely often or always, while around half said they
felt lonely occasionally or some of the time.

Loneliness and isolation overlapped strongly among young men. Most young men
who reported feeling lonely also said they felt isolated, suggesting that stigma
around reporting both loneliness and isolation works in the same way. 

Measures of social connection were limited across datasets. Surveys captured
the number of close friends, frequency of meeting friends and family support, but
no available measure fully captured all dimensions of social connection. This
limited analysis of social connection and its relationship to loneliness and social
isolation.

Risk factors related to loneliness and social isolation
Mental health was the strongest and most consistent factor associated with



loneliness and isolation. Boys and young men with lower levels of wellbeing, more
emotional difficulties (such as anxiety or low mood) and more peer relationship
problems (such as struggling to get along with others or feeling rejected) were
substantially more likely to report feeling lonely or isolated across all age groups.
Young men aged 16 to 25 with mental distress measured with the General Health
Questionnaire-12 (GHQ)) were much more likely to report feeling lonely often.

Bullying was closely associated with higher loneliness. Boys and young men who
experienced bullying online or at school were much more likely to report feeling
lonely often.

Being economically inactive increased the likelihood of loneliness among young
men. Young men who were unemployed were more likely to report feeling lonely
or isolated, although these patterns weakened after accounting for other factors
such as wellbeing and bullying.

Protective factors related to loneliness and social
isolation

Family support played an important protective role. Young men who felt well
supported by their family were far less likely to report feeling isolated; those who
felt unsupported were more vulnerable to isolation.

Having more friends was associated with lower isolation. Boys and young men
with fewer close friends were more likely to report feeling lonely or isolated,
although these patterns weakened when other factors such as mental
health/wellbeing and bullying were accounted for.

Participation in group-based activities showed lower associations with loneliness.
Involvement in clubs, groups, societies and community organisations was
associated with lower levels of loneliness for young men.

Relationship between age and levels of loneliness
Age patterns differed across datasets, suggesting that age itself was not a strong
predictor of loneliness among boys and young men aged 10 to 25. MHCYP
showed higher loneliness among older adolescents and young adults, whereas
Understanding Society showed little variation by age. Once the transitions and
experiences that often accompany early adulthood were taken into account,



including changes in mental health, education and employment age was not a
strong factor.

Executive Summary

Introduction
Drawing on robust national survey data, this research identifies the specific risk and
protective factors that shape how boys and young men experience loneliness,
isolation and social connection, to inform how interventions may be most effectively
targeted to mitigate the harms of loneliness and support improved outcomes for
boys and young men.

While most people feel lonely at times, chronic loneliness - defined throughout this
report as loneliness experienced ‘often’ or ‘always’ - can cause serious harm to
health and wellbeing, with effects comparable to those of smoking or obesity.[footnote
1] It is also associated with poor mental health,[footnote 2] fewer close
friendships[footnote 3] and difficulties in employment. [footnote 4]

The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) is committed to improving
social connection for those most at risk of loneliness and its harmful consequences.
To support evidence-based policy, DCMS previously commissioned research into
the factors associated with loneliness in adults in England, [footnote 5] drawing on data
from the Community Life Survey (covering those aged 16 and over). That research
provided useful insights into who is at risk of loneliness, how risk factors have
changed over time, what predicts the alleviation of loneliness, and the relationship
between loneliness and mental wellbeing.

This report builds on that work, with a specific focus on boys and young men. While
loneliness affects people of all ages, some groups are more at risk than others and
people aged 16 to 24 are among those most likely to experience loneliness.[footnote
6] There is also growing concern about the specific consequences of loneliness for
boys and young men, including poor mental health,[footnote 7] vulnerability to
radicalisation,[footnote 8],[footnote 9] and the development of misogynistic attitudes.
[footnote 10] Although girls and women are more likely to report chronic loneliness, the
lower figures for boys and young men may partly reflect the stigma and shame
associated with experiencing loneliness which is likely to make this group reluctant to



acknowledge feeling lonely. As a result, lower reported levels of loneliness among
boys and young men should not necessarily be interpreted as indicating a lower
need for support or better evidence.

Because loneliness can be difficult to measure and because stigma may lead
people to under-report loneliness, this research also examines related concepts,
including isolation and social connection. While these are distinct experiences,
exploring the links between them provides a fuller picture of young men’s
experiences and can inform more effective policies and interventions.

In this report loneliness refers to a “subjective, unwelcome feeling of lack or loss of
companionship. It happens when we have a mismatch between the quantity and
quality of social relationships that we have, and those that we want”[footnote 11],
whereas isolation describes an objective lack of contact with others. Social
connection describes the quantity, function and quality of relationships, which may
help to protect against feelings of loneliness and isolation.

This report uses data from Understanding Society and the Mental Health of Children
and Young People (MHCYP) survey. These surveys offer complementary strengths.
Understanding Society provides detailed information on social connection, bullying
and wellbeing across ages 10 to 25. MHCYP offers richer measures of mental
health, including validated wellbeing and behavioural scales, and covers ages 11 to
25. Together, they provide the most comprehensive recent evidence on loneliness
among boys and young men in England.

Understanding Society measures both loneliness and isolation and whilst
experiences of loneliness were more common, the two experiences overlapped
strongly. Most boys and young men who reported feeling lonely also said they felt
isolated. This overlap informed the analytical approach throughout the report, which
focuses primarily on loneliness while presenting isolation patterns where relevant.
Because survey questions and response categories differed across datasets,
findings should be interpreted as complementary rather than directly comparable.

Prevalence of loneliness, isolation and social
connection
Population estimates of loneliness show that 7% of the adult population (aged 16+)
in England feel lonely often or always.[footnote 12] Our analysis found that most boys
and young men did not report chronic loneliness, although many said that they felt



lonely at least occasionally. 

Across both Understanding Society and MHCYP, only a small minority reported
feeling lonely often or always:

In Understanding Society, 13% of young men aged 16 to 25 reported feeling
lonely often, while 2% of boys aged 10 to 15 said they felt lonely all the time.

A similar pattern appeared in MHCYP, where 8% of boys and young men aged 11
to 25 said that they felt lonely often or always.

Across both surveys, a substantial share of boys and young men said that they felt
lonely occasionally or some of the time:

In Understanding Society 36% of boys and young men reported feeling lonely
some of the time and

In MHCYP almost half (45%) of boys and young men aged 11 to 25 reported
feeling lonely occasionally or some of the time.

These patterns indicate that loneliness is a regular experience for many boys and
young men, even if reporting chronic loneliness is less common.

Feelings of isolation followed a similar pattern, although fewer young people
reported feeling isolated often. Among young men aged 16 to 25 in Understanding
Society, around one in ten said that they felt isolated often (12%) and a further 37%
reporting feeling isolated some of the time, while just over half said that they hardly
ever felt isolated (50%). These findings suggest that experiences of loneliness and
isolation vary among boys and young men, with most young people feeling
connected much of the time but a notable minority experiencing frequent
disconnection.

Measures of social connection were limited across the datasets. Surveys captured
the number of close friends, how often boys and young men met friends in person
or online, and how supported they felt by their family. However, none of the
measures in Understanding Society, MHCYP or other datasets considered fully
reflected the different dimensions of social connection. Social connection, when
measured through the number of close friends, showed only weak links with
loneliness or isolation. Many boys and young men had several close friends yet still
reported feeling lonely. This suggests that loneliness reflects how supported and
connected young people feel, rather than the number of close friendships they have.



Differences by age
Age patterns, within the 10 to 25 age group, varied across datasets and did not
show a consistent trend. Understanding Society showed little variation in loneliness
between boys aged 10 to 15 and young men aged 16 to 25. By contrast, MHCYP
showed that older adolescents and young adults were more likely to report feeling
lonely often or always. However, age differences did not remain once other factors
such as mental health were taken into account. This suggests that age itself is less
important than the experiences that tend to accompany it, such as changes in mental
health, education, work and independence.

Factors associated with loneliness and isolation
The table presents the key risk and protective factors that were independently
associated with loneliness after accounting for other factors, such as socio-
demographic and personal characteristics, social connection, and social media use.

The analysis identified associations rather than causal relationships between
loneliness and its factors. Many relationships are likely to be bidirectional (for
example, poorer mental health may increase loneliness, and loneliness may also
contribute to poorer mental health), and some findings may reflect selection effects
(for example, boys who already feel lonely may be more likely to engage in certain
individual activities). While useful for identifying patterns and potential risk or
protective factors, these findings do not provide evidence that changing any single
factor would directly reduce loneliness or isolation.

Summary for risk and protective factors
Risk factors

Poor mental health/low wellbeing for all ages from 10 to 25 for both loneliness and
isolation.

Bullying online (for boys and young men aged 10 to 21) or at school (for boys
aged 10 to 15) for loneliness and isolation.

Peer relationship difficulties (e.g. feeling rejected, difficulty getting along with
others) for boys and young men aged 11 to 25 for loneliness.

Not being in employment or training for young men aged 17 to 25 in MHCYP,



when other factors such as mental health and wellbeing are accounted for,
although employment status was not an independent risk factor in Understanding
Society when bullying, social media use, friends and family support were
accounted for.

Protective factors

Poor mental health/low wellbeing for all ages from 10 to 25 for both loneliness and
isolation.

Bullying online (for boys and young men aged 10 to 21) or at school (for boys
aged 10 to 15) for loneliness and isolation.

Peer relationship difficulties (e.g. feeling rejected, difficulty getting along with
others) for boys and young men aged 11 to 25 for loneliness.

Not being in employment or training for young men aged 17 to 25 in MHCYP,
when other factors such as mental health and wellbeing are accounted for,
although employment status was not an independent risk factor in Understanding
Society when bullying, social media use, friends and family support were
accounted for.

Family support (protective against isolation for men aged 16 to 21; not a factor for
loneliness once wellbeing and bullying are accounted for).

Close friendships (overall associated with lower loneliness/isolation; an
independent protective factor for isolation, but not independent for loneliness
once wellbeing and bullying are accounted for).

Participation in organised/group activities (e.g. clubs, societies, community
groups; associated with lower loneliness in MHCYP): young men aged 17 to 25
who reported taking part in activities as part of a club, society or community group
were less likely to report feeling lonely.

Mental health and wellbeing
Mental health was the strongest and most consistent factor associated with
loneliness across all age groups and both datasets. Boys and young men with lower
levels of wellbeing were much more likely to report feeling lonely often than those
with higher levels of wellbeing. For example, in Understanding Society, one third of
young men aged 16 to 25 with mental distress said they felt lonely often, compared
with just 6% of those without mental distress. Similarly, MHCYP showed that boys
and young men with lower mental wellbeing were far more likely to report chronic
loneliness. This was also true for those with higher levels of emotional and
behavioural difficulties as measured by the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire
(SDQ), especially the peer problems and emotional difficulties subscales. This



strong association between mental health, emotional and behavioural difficulties, and
loneliness reflects patterns identified in wider research.

More generally, these patterns mirror findings from previous longitudinal research
among adults aged 16 and over, which shows a close, two-way relationship between
mental wellbeing and loneliness. [footnote 13] That research found that people
experiencing mental distress were more likely to go on to feel lonely, while existing
loneliness strongly predicted the onset of mental distress. This suggests that the
strong associations observed among boys and young men reflect patterns seen
across the wider population. Further research would be needed to understand how
these relationships develop among boys and young men aged 10 to 25.

Peer relationships and bullying
Negative peer experiences were closely associated with loneliness. Boys and young
men who had been bullied, whether online or at school, were far more likely to report
feeling lonely often. Online bullying showed a particularly strong association with
loneliness among young men aged 16 to 21, consistent with wider research that
bullying remains salient in shaping young men’s social experiences as they get
older. [footnote 14]This pattern highlights the significant impact that harmful interactions
in digital spaces can have on young men’s sense of connection.

Peer problems more generally, such as difficulties getting along with friends or
feeling rejected, were strong markers of chronic loneliness in MHCYP. These
findings underscore the central role of peer relationships in shaping feelings of
connection during adolescence and early adulthood.

Family support and friendship as a protective factor against isolation among
young men
Family support was an important protective factor against isolation for young men.
Young men who felt well supported by their family and had more friends were less
likely to say they felt isolated. Those who felt unsupported or only partly supported
by their family were significantly more likely to report feeling isolated often. A similar
pattern was not seen for loneliness amongst boys and young men once other
factors such as mental wellbeing and bullying were accounted for.

Employment, education and early adulthood
There was some evidence from MHCYP to suggest that men who were unemployed
or not in education or training in early adulthood were more likely to be lonely often
than those in education or paid work, although this association was not present in
Understanding Society when taking into account additional factors such as bullying,
social media use and social connection with friends and family. Further research
would be needed to better understand how being in work, education or training



interacts with other risk factors for loneliness.

Social participation and organised activities
There was some evidence from MHCYP that indicated that participation in organised
activities was associated with lower levels of loneliness. Young men aged 17 to 25
who took part in activities as part of a club, society or community groups were less
likely to report feeling lonely. This suggests that opportunities for regular social
contact outside the home may play an important role in protecting against loneliness
for this group.

Conclusions and implications for policy and practice
The strongest factors linked to loneliness among boys and young men were mental
health, peer relationships and bullying. These factors shaped experiences across all
age groups and were consistent across datasets. Family support and friendships
played a protective role against isolation, while social participation was associated
with loneliness in more complex ways.

The findings highlight several areas where policy and service design can reduce
loneliness among boys and young men: 

Lower mental wellbeing was the strongest and most consistent factor associated
with loneliness, which suggests that strengthening mental health support across
adolescence and early adulthood could have wide benefits.

Bullying in schools and online was also strongly associated with chronic
loneliness, highlighting the need for coordinated approaches across digital and
educational settings.

The data suggests that family support protects young men from isolation, whereas
difficulties with peer relationships mean young men are more at risk of
experiencing loneliness. This indicates that programmes that build
communication, trust and relational skills may reduce risk.

Finally, taking part in activities as part of a club, group, society or community
organisation were associated with lower loneliness, suggesting that policies which
encourage access to activities where participants belong to a wider group may
support stronger social connection.



Methodology and findings

Introduction
This project used secondary analysis of national survey data collected from boys
and young men aged 10 to 25 in Understanding Society and the Mental Health of
Children and Young People survey (MHCYP) to investigate the characteristics and
experiences that are associated with higher levels of loneliness, isolation and social
connection in this group.

Chronic loneliness disproportionately affects young people with almost 10% of
people aged 16 to 24 feeling lonely always or often (CLS, 2025). Evidence indicates
that loneliness carries health risks comparable to smoking or obesity.[footnote 15]

DCMS recognises that boys and young men (aged 10 to 25) are facing specific
challenges and this research seeks to identify the specific risk and protective factors
that influence how boys and young men experience loneliness, isolation and social
connection.

Research on loneliness, isolation and social connection
Loneliness, isolation and social connection are related, but distinct concepts:

Loneliness refers to unwelcome feelings of a lack of companionship that can arise
from a difference between the quality and quantity of social relations we want and
the social relations that we have. Chronic loneliness is defined here as loneliness
experienced ‘often’ or ‘always. [footnote 16]

Isolation describes an objective lack or infrequency of social contact. Although
isolation can lead to feelings of loneliness, some people who are isolated may
feel content with their situation, whilst others with many social contacts may still
feel lonely.

Social connection can be described as how people relate to and interact with
others across three different dimensions: structure; function; and quality. The
structural dimension reflects the number and variety of relationships a person has
(including frequency, duration and mode or contact). The functional dimension
relates to how support is received and perceived as available from relationships.
The quality dimension relates to the nature of the relationships which could be
positive or negative. [footnote 17]

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/community-life-survey-202425-annual-publication/community-life-survey-202425-loneliness-and-support-networks


Loneliness, isolation and social connection have become important concerns in
public policy because the evidence is clear that chronic loneliness causes significant
harm to mental and physical health,[footnote 18] employment prospects[footnote 19] and
the quality of people’s relationships[footnote 20]. National statistics in England have
mainly focused on measuring loneliness among the population and estimates show
that 7% of adults feel lonely often or always.[footnote 21] Although loneliness and
isolation can affect anyone, there are some groups who are more at risk of
loneliness and isolation than others. A recent analysis of the Active Lives Survey
(2022 to 2023) found that loneliness is especially common among young adults
aged 16 to 24 in England compared to other age groups, confirming the
relationships between age and chronic loneliness.[footnote 22] Earlier ONS analysis
supports this pattern: drawing on the Good Childhood Index Survey (2018), 11.3%
of children aged 10 to 15 reported they were “often” lonely, while data from the
Community Life Survey (2016 to 2017) showed that 9.8% of young people aged 16
to 24 said they often or always felt lonely.[footnote 23] This evidence suggests that
adolescence may be a period of heightened risk for loneliness. 

Experiences during adolescence and early adulthood can have lasting
consequences for health, wellbeing and participation in education and work. Among
adolescents and young adults, loneliness is linked to poorer educational outcomes,
reduced job prospects and worse mental health.[footnote 24] There is growing
recognition that loneliness among boys and young men specifically is shaped by
distinct social and psychological factors.[footnote 25] Research indicates that young
men may feel greater stigma about loneliness,[footnote 26] viewing it as incompatible
with dominant expectations of masculinity,[footnote 27] and are less likely to seek help
or admit to emotional vulnerability.[footnote 28] At the same time, social connection has
been shown to protect against violent or radical behaviours, as feelings of belonging
and purpose can buffer against isolation and alienation.[footnote 29],[footnote 30],[footnote
31] Understanding these dynamics is essential for designing interventions that build
positive social engagement.

Given the scale of the issue, understanding loneliness among boys and young men
is important for prevention and support. Drawing on robust national survey data, the
research seeks to identify the specific risk and protective factors that influence how
young men experience loneliness, isolation and social connection.

Research questions
The overall aim of this research was to investigate the relationships between the
characteristics and experiences of boys and young men and feelings of loneliness,
isolation and social connection. The research questions it aimed to address were:

How common are loneliness, isolation and social connection among boys and



young men? 

How do levels of loneliness, isolation and social connection vary between boys
and young men by their personal characteristics? 

What is the relationship between loneliness, isolation and social connection? 

Which individual, social and contextual factors are associated with different
levels of loneliness and isolation among boys and young men? 

How do these associations differ across age groups, and do different
factors emerge as more or less important at different stages of childhood and
young adulthood? 

Data and methods
This report draws on two national surveys (Understanding Society[footnote 32] and the
Mental Health of Children and Young People survey (MHCYP)[footnote 33]) to provide
the most comprehensive recent data on loneliness, isolation and social connection
among boys and young men in England. 

A range of national surveys and longitudinal datasets covering loneliness, isolation
and social connection were reviewed as part of a data mapping exercise conducted
prior to carrying out the analysis. The data sources that were reviewed differed in
age coverage, measures of loneliness, isolation and social connection, availability of
explanatory variables, survey design, timeliness and access arrangements.
Following this review, Understanding Society and MHCYP were selected for
analysis. Together, these two datasets provided good coverage of boys and young
men aged 10 to 25, included validated loneliness measures and offered rich
information on mental health, social connections, socio-demographic characteristics
and wider contextual factors. Both surveys are based on strong probability sampling
designs and support population-representative analysis using appropriate survey
weights.

Understanding Society and MHCYP each offered robust data, but they differ in
design, age coverage and question wording. As a result, findings from the two
surveys should be interpreted as complementary rather than directly comparable.
This section outlines the datasets used and summarises the key measures included,
covering loneliness, isolation and the main explanatory variables.

Understanding Society

Understanding Society (the UK Household Longitudinal Study) is a long-
running nationally representative household panel survey collecting data on



households across England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Only data
from households in England was used for this analysis. Data is collected
through interviews in people’s homes or through a self-completion online
survey. Those aged 16 and over are asked the adult questionnaire, whilst
children aged 10 to 15 are asked a youth questionnaire. A subset of
questions on the adult survey is asked only to young people aged 16 to 21
(Self-Completion Young Adults Module).[footnote 34]

Understanding Society covers a wide range of topics including health, work,
education, income, family and social life. Questions on the survey vary year
on year. This analysis uses the most recently available wave of data – Wave
15, collected in 2023-2025. Wave 15 data was used as a principal dataset to
carry out most of the analysis due to its large sample size, inclusion of data
on loneliness, isolation and social connection as well as a wide range of other
potential explanatory factors, and full coverage of the age range of interest
(boys and young men aged 10 to 25).

In addition to the wave 15 data, data from wave 14 was also used to
supplement analysis due to the inclusion of some specific data around
participation in extracurricular activities among boys aged 10 to 15 which was
not collected at wave 15. Wave 14 data was collected from children between
2022 to 2024. Wave 15 analysis was carried out on an unweighted sample of
1,915 boys and young men in England, and wave 14 analysis was carried out
on an unweighted sample of 620 boys and young men in England.

Mental Health of Children and Young People survey

The Mental Health of Children and Young People Survey (MHCYP) is a
longitudinal survey series collecting data on children and young people aged
2 to 25 in England. The main survey was carried out in 2017 with data
collected during a face-to-face interview. Four follow-up waves collected data
through an online survey from the same group of participants in 2020, 2021,
2022 and 2023. The survey covers topics such as mental disorders,
wellbeing, bullying, education and family life. Data from the most recent
survey (follow-up 4, 2023) was used as a supplementary dataset in this
analysis to investigate the relationship between measures of mental health
and wellbeing and loneliness. Children and young people were administered
slightly different questionnaires depending on their age. Parent
questionnaires were asked of parents of nominated children aged 8 to 16.



The child questionnaire was administered to children aged 11 to 16 and the
young people questionnaire was administered to young adults aged 17 to 25.
For this study, data from the child and young person questionnaires was
used, covering an overall age range of 11 to 25. The analysis of the MHCYP
survey was carried out on an unweighted sample of 626 boys and young men
in England.

Measurements of loneliness, isolation and social connection
Loneliness

Survey questions can ask respondents about feelings of loneliness either directly or
indirectly. Direct measures ask respondents about their perceived feelings of
loneliness. There is variation in how people understand the term loneliness, and
social stigma around loneliness means that some people may not want to admit to it
or may not see it as a label that applies to them despite experiencing similar feelings
to other people. A multi-item scale that does not mention loneliness directly such as
the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) multi-item loneliness scale can help
with these issues. For the analysis of loneliness, the ONS recommended direct
measure was used, as this was most widely available across the three different
datasets used and asked most consistently across the surveys for different age
groups. The direct measure of loneliness is: [footnote 35]

“How often do you feel lonely?”

The answer options varied by survey; for Understanding Society these were ‘hardly
ever/never, some of the time, all of the time’ for ages 10 to 15, and ‘hardly
ever/never, some of the time, often’ for ages 16 to 25. For the MHCYP survey they
were ‘Often or always, some of the time, occasionally, hardly ever, never’.

Isolation

Measures of isolation were less common than measures of loneliness in the surveys
that were considered for analysis. The UCLA indirect measure of loneliness is made
up of three questions, with one of these being ‘how often do you feel isolated from
others’ with answer options ‘hardly ever or never, some of the time, often’. This
measure was asked in the Understanding Society adult survey (ages 16+) and so
was selected as a measure to investigate feelings of isolation.

Social connection



Social connection is a broad concept with multiple dimensions including quantity,
function and quality of connections. A number of scales have been developed and
validated to measure social connection (e.g. the Social Connectedness Scale,
[footnote 36] the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support[footnote 37] or the
Social Provision Scale [footnote 38]). However, many of these scales have been
developed with adults – often older adults – in mind (asking about relationships with
spouse and children) making them less suitable for use among boys and young
men. The Social Connectedness Scale was developed for use among young
people aged 14 to 18 however has not yet been used in any national surveys in
England. This lack of consensus means there is little consistency across datasets
when measuring social connection. A number of single-item measures were
identified within Understanding Society that spoke to certain aspects of social
connection.

These included the following questions asked of those aged 10 to 21:

‘How many close friends do you have?’

‘In a typical week, how often do you get together with friends (outside of school,
college, university or work)’

‘In a typical week, how often do you get together with friends online (including on
your mobile phone, on social media, or through online gaming)?’

‘Do you feel supported by your family, that is the people who live with you?’

These measures taken on their own do not fully encapsulate the concept of social
connection and therefore are not suitable for investigating the associations between
different characteristics and experiences and social connection. In the analysis
investigating the prevalence of loneliness, isolation and social connection among
boys and young men the ‘number of close friends’ has been used as a proxy for
social connection with the acknowledgement that this only covers one particular
aspect of the concept. This question and the other social connection questions are
used in later sections of the analysis to investigate the associations of different
aspects of social connection with loneliness and isolation.

Key explanatory variables

The explanatory variables used in the analysis to explore boys and young men’s
experience of loneliness and isolation fall into the following categories:

Personal characteristics such as age, ethnicity, disability, household size

Economic/social class such as subjective financial wellbeing (“How well would you
say you yourself are managing financially these days?” asked directly of older age



groups or collected from an adult in the household on behalf of younger
participants), work status, education

Mental health and wellbeing based on happiness with life, the Warwick-Edinburgh
Mental Wellbeing Scale (a single measure of wellbeing), the General Health
Questionnaire-12 (GHQ) and the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)

Social connection: this includes number of friends, frequency of meeting friends,
family support

Experience of bullying including at school (physically and in other ways) and online

Social media and experiences online including online friends, frequency of social
media use

Activities including participation in cultural, creative, sporting, educational and
social activities

Using logistic regression to explore the factors of loneliness and isolation

Logistic regression modelling was used to identify factors that were independently
associated with loneliness and isolation among boys and young men, moving
beyond descriptive patterns to identify the characteristics and experiences that
mattered most once other influences were taken into account. Although regression
analysis goes beyond descriptive analysis by estimating independent associations, it
still cannot establish causal relationships between loneliness and related factors.
Some relationships are likely to work in both directions. For example, poorer mental
health may increase loneliness, while loneliness may also worsen mental health.
Some associations may also reflect selection effects, such as boys who already feel
lonely being more likely to take part in certain individual activities. The findings are
therefore useful for identifying patterns and highlighting potential risk and protective
factors, but they should not be interpreted as evidence that changing any one factor
would, by itself, reduce loneliness or isolation.

Given that reporting frequent loneliness was relatively uncommon, the analysis
focused on identifying factors associated with feeling lonely (or isolated) at least
some of the time. The response categories combined to reflect differences in
wording across datasets and age groups and to ensure sufficient sample sizes for
modelling. Specifically, outcomes typically grouped responses such as “some of the
time” with “often” or “all of the time” (or “often or always” in MHCYP).

To ensure that all relevant explanatory factors were considered while minimising the
risk of overfitting (where too many predictors relative to the available sample can
cause the model to fit random noise, producing unstable coefficients and results that
may not generalise beyond the sample), and accounting for sample size limitations



(including the need to balance the number of variables estimated against the number
of observations and outcome events), the analysis was conducted in stages.
Variables were first grouped into thematic domains reflecting conceptually related
factors. Separate regression models were then run for each domain to identify which
predictors within each thematic area were independently associated with feeling
lonely more often. Only explanatory variables that were significant within these
domain-specific models were taken forward into the final combined model (statistical
significance was assessed using a 0.05 threshold). However, age, ethnicity,
household size, and disability status were included as control variables in the final
models based on Understanding Society data, where the sample size allowed, to
obtain more accurate estimates for the explanatory variables. These controls were
not included in the MHCYP final models due to sample size limitations.

After fitting the final combined models, the predicted probability of feeling lonely
more often for each respondent was estimated using the regression coefficients
from the final model and respondents’ observed characteristics, to show how
strongly different predictors are associated with loneliness.

For each predictor variable found to be important, the average predicted
probabilities were then calculated for each category of this variable (for example,
each wellbeing group). This allowed differences between groups to be interpreted
as differences in the likelihood of feeling lonely more often, though these
probabilities also reflect the other characteristics of individuals in each group. For
instance, if wellbeing was found to be a significant predictor, it was then possible to
compare the average predicted probability of feeling lonely for those with low
wellbeing versus those with high wellbeing, based on each group’s observed
characteristics.

Differences between age groups

The analysis explored whether there were natural age divisions in boys and young
men’s experiences of loneliness, isolation and social connection. The life
experiences of boys and young men may differ widely between childhood,
adolescence and early adulthood, so identifying meaningful age thresholds could
strengthen the analysis, providing valuable context for our approach, especially if
there is need to incorporate additional age-band splits into any analyses. Decision-
tree models offered a way to test whether data-driven age groups aligned with
research, developmental stages, and policy-relevant groupings. The decision-tree
models contained age as the only predictor of loneliness to attempt to identify
meaningful age thresholds.

Decision tree models are well suited to the task because they test all possible age



values and select the split that best distinguishes groups based on how likely they
are to feel lonely. The model does this by examining variance reduction, which
assesses how similar people become within each age group and how different they
become from those in the other group. Importantly, this avoids assuming that
loneliness increases or decreases steadily with age. The modelling, however
produced mixed results across datasets.

The MHCYP model identified one meaningful split at age 18 years and 6 months
suggesting that experiences of loneliness differed between those in mid-
adolescence and those entering young adulthood. In contrast, the Understanding
Society model did not identify any reliable age splits. Even when the model was
allowed to split on very small improvements in fit, no single age value explained the
variation in loneliness in a meaningful way.

These findings meant that only the MHCYP dataset offered a potential data driven
threshold. However, using a different age structure across datasets would have
introduced inconsistency, creating difficulties when interpreting patterns that
appeared in both. For this reason, the existing age groups defined within each
dataset were used. In MHCYP these were 11 to 16 and 17 to 25, which aligned
closely with the model’s suggested threshold at 18.5 and therefore remained
supported by the modelling. In Understanding Society, the age groups defined by
the survey were 10 to 15, 16 to 21 and 22 to 25 and because the model did not
identify meaningful splits, no additional comparison could be made. Using age
groups that corresponded to the data available for different age groups across the
surveys had practical advantages. These groups reflected meaningful real-world
differences between younger and older participants, including whether young people
were in school or work and the types of wellbeing questions they were asked.
Relying on well-established age bands also reduced uncertainty by avoiding splits
that appeared in one dataset but did not hold across others.

Findings
How common are loneliness, isolation and social connection among boys
and young men
This section describes how often boys and young men experienced loneliness,
isolation and social connection, drawing on Understanding Society (Wave 15) and
the Mental Health of Children and Young People (MHCYP) survey. These surveys
asked about loneliness using slightly different response options, so results are
comparable only at a broad level. The answer options for each question are



summarised in Table 1 below. The MHCYP included the more granular option of
‘Occasionally’ which does not easily group into the answer options of the questions
asked in Understanding Society. Within the Understanding Society questionnaire
there was a difference in wording when it comes to reporting experiences of
loneliness between the two age groups surveyed with boys aged 10 to 15 required
to choose between ‘Some of the time’ and ‘All of the time’ and young men aged 16
to 25 choosing between ‘Some of the time’ and ‘Often’. This difference in question
wording may be driving part of the differences observed between the age groups in
the Understanding Society analysis so direct comparisons of this category of
loneliness should be taken with caution. The two surveys also include slightly
different age groups with Understanding Society covering ages 10 to 25 and
MHCYP covering ages 11 to 25 which may also affect comparability of findings.

The findings presented here focus first on those who experienced chronic
loneliness (feeling lonely often or all the time), followed by those who experienced
loneliness some of the time.

Table 1. Response categories for direct loneliness questions in
Understanding Society and Mental Health of Children and Young People
survey

Understanding Society
(Youth questionnaire
ages 10 to 15)

Understanding Society
(Main questionnaire
ages 16 to 25)

Mental Health of
Children and Young
People survey

All of the time Often Often or always

Some of the time Some of the time Some of the time

No data No data Occasionally

Hardly ever/never Hardly ever/never Hardly ever

No data No data Never

Levels of loneliness
In Understanding Society, 36% of young men aged 16 to 25 reported feeling lonely
some of the time and 13% reported feeling lonely often. Younger boys aged 10 to
15 showed similar overall patterns. Loneliness was less common among boys aged
10 to 15, with 36% reporting sometimes feeling lonely and only a small minority
reporting feeling lonely all the time (2%). A similar pattern appeared in MHCYP,



where almost half (45%) of boys and young men aged 11 to 25 reported feeling
lonely occasionally or some of the time and a smaller group reported feeling lonely
often or always (8%). These differences partly reflect the different answer
categories available across the two surveys, MHCYP offering a more granular
category of ‘Occasionally’ which cannot easily be mapped onto the three answer
options in Understanding Society. Overall, while most boys and young men in
England did not report chronic loneliness, almost half reported feeling lonely at least
some of the time.

Differences in loneliness levels by sex
As found in previous research, boys and young men were less likely than girls and
young women to report often feeling lonely.[footnote 39] In both Understanding Society
and MHCYP, boys and young men were more likely to report rarely feeling lonely
than girls and young women. These differences were consistent across the young
people aged 10 to 25 included in each survey.

For example, among young people aged 10 to 15 in Understanding Society, only
2% of boys reported feeling lonely all of the time, compared with 8% of girls. Girls
were also more likely than boys to report feeling lonely some of the time at 46%
compared with 36% among boys. A similar pattern was observed among young
people aged 16 to 25, where 13% of young men reported feeling lonely often,
compared with 15% of young women.

Previous research suggests that these differences may partly reflect differences in
reporting rather than differences in underlying experience. In particular, boys and
men may be less likely to label or disclose feelings of loneliness due to stigma
around emotional vulnerability,[footnote 40] gender norms linked to masculinity,[footnote
41] and a greater tendency to under report feelings.[footnote 42],[footnote 43] As a result,
lower reported levels of loneliness among boys and young men should not
necessarily be interpreted as indicating a lower need for support.

Levels of isolation
Feelings of isolation followed a similar pattern to loneliness. In Understanding
Society, around a third of young men aged 16 to 25 said they felt isolated some of
the time (34%), with around one in ten reporting feeling isolated often (12%). Just
over half of young men aged 16 to 25 (54%) said they hardly ever felt isolated.
These findings indicate that, for most young men, isolation was an occasional rather
than frequent experience. This pattern closely mirrors the distribution of loneliness in
the same age group.

Young women aged 16 to 25 were more likely than young men to report feeling
isolated. Fewer young women aged 16 to 25 said they hardly ever or never felt



isolated, compared with young men (44% compared with 54%). More young women
felt isolated some of the time or often (56% compared with 46%). This difference by
sex was similar to the pattern observed in reported loneliness.

Difference in levels of loneliness and isolation by age
There was little evidence of a strong age pattern in loneliness amongst boys and
young men aged 10 to 25 within Understanding Society. Boys aged 10 to 15 and
young men aged 16 to 25 showed similar distributions, with most reporting rarely
feeling lonely, a substantial minority saying they felt lonely some of the time and
smaller groups saying they felt lonely often. However, MHCYP showed clearer
differences by age. Boys aged 11 to 13 and 14 to 16 were more likely to say they
hardly ever or never felt lonely, and less likely to report feeling lonely often or always
than older adolescents and young adults (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Levels of loneliness by age among boys and young men aged 11 to
25.
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Analysis of Understanding society wave 15 did not reveal any relationship between
age and feelings of isolation for young men aged 16 to 25.

Social connection
Most boys and young men reported having several close friends. In Understanding
Society, boys aged 10 to 15 reported an average (median) of five close friends,
while young men aged 16 to 21 reported an average (median) of four. Although the



number of close friends was broadly stable within each age group, young men aged
16 to 21 reported slightly fewer close friends than boys aged 10 to 15, suggesting a
modest decline as boys transition into young adulthood. These two groups were
surveyed using different questionnaires, so this comparison should be interpreted
with caution.

What type of young men are vulnerable to experiencing loneliness, isolation
and and a lack of social connection
Findings from three datasets were reviewed to give a better understanding of which
boys and young men were more vulnerable to loneliness and isolation.
Understanding Society Wave 15 covered personal characteristics, area factors,
social media use, bullying, social connection and wellbeing. The Mental Health of
Children and Young People (MHCYP) survey provided detailed mental health
measures and a question on extracurricular activities. Understanding Society Wave
14 included additional indicators of extracurricular and community involvement. The
report did not examine differences in social connection because available measures
were limited; in Understanding Society we used number of close friends as a proxy,
which captures only one dimension of social connection and is not comparable
across the datasets. The findings show how loneliness and isolation vary across
different personal characteristics, behaviours and experiences, but they should not
be interpreted as evidence of causal relationships.

Loneliness and isolation by personal characteristics
Disability was a strong marker of loneliness and isolation among young men aged 16
to 25. Disabled young men were three times as likely to report often feeling lonely
than non-disabled young men (27% compared with 9%). They were also less likely
to say they hardly ever or never felt lonely (34% compared with 55%). Feelings of
isolation followed the same pattern, with 23% of disabled young men often feeling
isolated compared with 9% of those without a disability. The analysis of loneliness
by disability among boys aged 10 to 15 was limited by small sample sizes.

Ethnicity was related to loneliness and isolation among young men aged 16
to 25, although small sample sizes limit confidence in the findings

Young men from the Asian ethnic group were the least likely to report feeling lonely
often (6%), between two and three times lower than other ethnic groups (between
13% and 17%). They were also more likely to say they hardly ever felt lonely (55%)
than young men from the White British (49%) or Mixed (44%) ethnic groups.
Feelings of isolation varied too, with the highest levels of often feeling isolated
experienced among young men from the Black ethnic group (18%) and White British
ethnic group (14%). Fewer than one in ten young men from the Asian, Mixed or
Other ethnic groups said they often felt isolated. The analysis among boys aged 10



to 15 was limited by small sample sizes.

Managing worse financially was linked to higher loneliness and isolation
across age groups

Understanding Society respondents aged 16 and over were asked directly how well
they themselves were managing financially, while for children aged 10 to 15 the
question was answered by an adult in the household. Among young men aged 16 to
25 those managing worse financially were more than twice as likely to report feeling
lonely often or some of the time. Seven per cent of those living comfortably reported
often feeling lonely, compared with 17% of those finding things quite difficult or very
difficult. A similar pattern appeared for isolation, with 15 to 16% of young men who
were finding their financial situation quite or very difficult reporting feeling isolated
often, compared with 8% of those living comfortably.

The pattern was the same for boys too. Those aged 10 to 15 in households where a
surveyed adult reported managing worse financially were more likely to report feeling
lonely at least some of the time. By contrast, boys in households where a surveyed
adult reported they were living comfortably were much more likely to say they hardly
ever or never felt lonely (around 70%), compared with 56% of those just about
getting by and 49% of those finding it quite or very difficult.

Employment status was another important factor for young men’s loneliness
and isolation

Unemployed young men were the most likely to feel lonely often (23%), followed by
those who were self-employed (19%). Full-time students, young men in paid work
and apprentices were less likely to often feel lonely, at 12%, 10% and 7%
respectively. Apprentices and young men in paid work were also most likely to say
they hardly ever or never felt lonely. Patterns for isolation were similar: young men
who were unemployed (21%) or self-employed (20%) were over twice as likely to
report often feeling isolated compared to those in paid employment (9%). They were
also more likely to report feeling isolated than those on apprenticeship (7%) and full-
time students (11%).

Other personal characteristics and area factors did not show clear
associations with loneliness

There were no statistically significant differences in loneliness or isolation by highest
educational qualification (possibly because most young men aged 16 to 25 are still
in education or have only recently left, so there has been limited time for education
to influence loneliness). There was no difference detected by rural or urban area and



area deprivation (IMD) for boys or young men as well as between households with
two or three or four and more members, which was in line with other research on
loneliness among young people.[footnote 44]

Loneliness and isolation by support and social connection
Alongside personal characteristics, the quality of a young person’s relationships and
sense of being supported are closely linked to how lonely they feel. This section
used Understanding Society wave 15 data to examine how family support and the
number of close friends were related to reduced loneliness and isolation among
boys and young men.

Boys and young men who felt less supported by their family were more likely to feel
lonely often. Feeling lonely often was more common among young men aged 16 to
21 with lower family support, with 26% reporting it compared with 10% among those
who felt better supported (Figure 2). Similarly, reporting feeling isolated often was
more common among young men who felt less supported by their family, with 26%
compared to just 9% of those who felt mostly or entirely supported by their family.
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Figure 2. Levels of loneliness by family support among young men aged 16
to 21.

A similar pattern was seen among boys aged 10 to 15: most of those who did not
feel supported by their family or only supported in some of the things they do said
they sometimes felt lonely (53%), compared with 31% of those who felt more



supported (Figure 3). Feeling lonely all of the time was rare overall, but also slightly
more common among boys who felt less supported by their family (4% compared
with 1%).
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Figure 3. Levels of loneliness by family support among boys aged 10 to 15.

Having more close friends was associated with lower levels of loneliness among
boys and young men. Similarly to family support, young men aged 16 to 21 with
more close friends were much more likely to say they hardly ever or never felt lonely.
Chronic loneliness was about three times as common among young men with
smaller friendship groups, with 31% of those with no close friends and 27% of those
with one or two friends reporting feeling lonely often, compared with around 9 to
11% among those with three or more friends (Figure 4). Feelings of isolation
followed the same pattern with young men with none or few close friends reporting
feeling isolated often (31%) compared to those with some or many friends (7% and
5% respectively).
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Figure 4. Levels of loneliness by the number of close friends among young
men aged 16 to 21.

Levels of loneliness among boys aged 10 to 15 showed a similar trend. Boys with
fewer close friends were also the most likely to report feeling lonely some of the
time or all of the time, with over a half of them reporting feeling lonely some of the
time (54%) compared with 28 to 33% among those with more close friends (Figure
5).

40

67 65
72

54

33 33 28

6

0

20

40

60

80

Few (0-3) Average (4-6) A lot (7-9) 10 or more

%

Hardly ever or never Some of the time All of the time

Source: Understanding Society Wave 15 (data collected between January 2023 to
May 2025). Base: All boys living in households in England aged 10 to 15: Few (0 to
3) (107), Average (4 to 6) (192), A lot (7 to 9) (89), 10 or more (165).
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Meeting friends in person was associated with young men’s experience of
loneliness, but this pattern did not appear among boys aged 10 to 15. Reporting
loneliness was more common among young men who saw their friends in person
less often, with the share of young men reporting chronic loneliness rising from 9%
among those meeting friends daily or several times a week to 21% among those
meeting friends less often than once a week, as shown in Figure 6.

This trend was similar for feelings of isolation. Only 4% of young men who met with
friends in person almost every day reported feeling isolated often compared to
about five times as many among those who saw their friends less than once a week
(21%).

Most young boys aged 10 to 15 reported hardly ever or never feeling lonely
regardless of the frequency of getting together with friends in person.
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Figure 6. Levels of loneliness by the frequency of meeting friends in person
among young men aged 16 to 21.

Loneliness and isolation by social media use and watching TV
This section explores whether levels of loneliness differed by social media use and
television viewing among boys and young men, using Understanding Society Wave
15. Overall, the analysis found little evidence of consistent differences in loneliness
or isolation across these behaviours. This likely reflects the complexity of these
relationships: the link between social media and loneliness may depend more on
how platforms are used (e.g. passive vs active social media use) and the quality of



connections that may be gained from social media rather than time spent on them,
[footnote 45] although wider evidence suggests that the relationship between type and
quality of social media use and wellbeing outcomes is complex. [footnote 46]

Television viewing is too near-universal to distinguish between those who feel lonely
and those who do not.

Social media was not consistently related to how often boys and young men felt
lonely. Most boys and young men had a social media account, and levels of
loneliness and isolation were similar for those with and without an account across
age groups. Having online only friends was not related to loneliness or isolation
among boys and young men either.

There was no clear pattern between how often young men met friends online and
loneliness (Figure 7). Those who met friends online several times a week were the
most likely to report chronic loneliness (19%), higher than those who met friends
online daily or almost daily (13%), once a week (10%), or less frequently (11%). At
the same time, those who met friends online less than once a week were the most
likely to report feeling lonely some of the time (49%), compared with 29% of those
who met friends online daily or almost daily. No differences in loneliness were
detected based on how often boys aged 10 to 15 engaged with friends online.
Similarly, levels of isolation did not differ by frequency of getting together with
friends among young men.

58
46

56
41

29 35 33
49

13 19
11 10

0

20

40

60

80

Every day or
almost every day

Several times a
week

About once a
week

Less often

%

Hardly ever or never Some of the time Often

Source: Understanding Society Wave 15 (data collected between January 2023 to
May 2025).

Figure 7. Levels of loneliness by the frequency of getting together with
friends online among young men aged 16 to 21.

Base: All young men living in households in England aged 16 to 21: Every day or
almost every day (254), Several times a week (266), About once a week (150), Less



often (178).

Among boys and young men with social media accounts, levels of loneliness and
isolation did not differ by the amount of time they spent on social media. Additionally,
watching television was common among boys aged 10 to 15, and there were no
differences in loneliness by the number of hours they watched it.

Loneliness and isolation by experiences of bullying
This section examines how experiences of bullying relate to loneliness among boys
and young men using Understanding Society Wave 15 data.

Bullying is recognised as one of the more damaging experiences a young person
can face, undermining their sense of safety, belonging and connection to others.
[footnote 47] The findings reflect this: despite bullying being relatively uncommon in this
population, with most boys and young men reporting that they were never bullied at
school or online, those who had experienced it showed a strong and consistent
association with loneliness across age groups. This aligns with broader evidence
that bullying undermines trust, safety, and belonging, which are core components of
social connection. Experiences of being bullied at school were less common among
young men aged 16 to 21, reported by less than one percent, as most in this age
group were out of school (95%). However, 10% of them reported being bullied
online, which included experiences like getting called hurtful names, having nasty
stories spread about them, being bothered or threatened. Being bullied at school
was more common among younger boys. For example 30% reported being bullied
in other ways at school (getting called names, getting left out of games, or having
nasty stories spread about them on purpose) and 18% reported being physically
bullied at school (e.g., getting hit, pushed around or threatened, or having belongings
stolen) and being bullied in other ways (getting called names, getting left out of
games, or having nasty stories spread about them on purpose). Similarly to older
age groups, a small but substantial share of boys aged 10 to 15 reported being
bullied online (16%). Notably, reporting being bullied occasionally (a few times in the
last 6 months) was more common than reporting frequent bullying (a few times every
week) among boys and young men aged 10 to 21. 

Online bullying (such as getting called hurtful names, having nasty stories spread
about you, being bothered or threatened) was closely associated with how lonely
young men aged 16 to 21 felt. Those who had been bullied online were over twice
as likely to report feeling lonely often, at 29% compared with 12% of those who had
not been bullied and were also more likely to say they felt lonely some of the time, at
50% compared with 34%. Young men who had not experienced online bullying were
over twice as likely to say they hardly ever or never felt lonely, at 54% compared with
21% of those who had been bullied. Additionally, those who had experienced



bullying online also had a higher proportion reporting they often felt isolated,
compared to those who never had experienced online bullying (28% compared to
11% respectively). A similar pattern was seen among boys aged 10 to 15, for whom
being bullied online was also associated with higher levels of loneliness.

Both types of bullying at school were linked to higher loneliness among boys aged
10 to 15 (Figure 8). For example, likelihood of feeling lonely some of the time
doubled with bullying frequency from 29% among those who did not experience it to
63% among those bullied a lot or quite a lot. Additionally, feeling lonely all of the time
was highest among those bullied frequently (11%). The base sizes for those bullied
frequently and those who reported feeling lonely all the time were relatively small (44
cases) so these findings should be interpreted with caution. Physical bullying, which
was less common among young boys than other types of bullying, showed a similar
pattern, with bullied boys less likely to report rarely feeling lonely and slightly more
likely to report feeling lonely all the time.
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Figure 8. Levels of loneliness by frequency of being bullied at school
(getting called names, left out of games, or having nasty stories spread
about them on purpose) among boys aged 10 to 15.

Loneliness and isolation by wellbeing and mental health
This section brings together evidence from Understanding Society Wave 15 and the
Mental Health of Children and Young People (MHCYP) survey to demonstrate how
boys and young men with different levels of mental wellbeing experienced
loneliness. It covers overall measures of mental wellbeing across all age groups first
and then presents a more detailed analysis of how boys and young men with
different emotional and behavioural difficulties experience loneliness using the



Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) measures from MHCYP. 

Across both datasets and all age groups, mental health emerged as a key factor in
relation to loneliness, with boys and young men who reported lower mental wellbeing
consistently more likely to report experiencing loneliness more often than those with
higher wellbeing. The relationship between mental health and loneliness is likely to
be complex and may work in both directions. Poor mental health may make it harder
to form and maintain connections, increasing feelings of loneliness, while loneliness
may in turn change how young people feel about themselves and others, affecting
their mental health.

In Understanding Society, young men aged 16 to 25 with lower levels of wellbeing
(measured with the General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ)) were much more likely
to feel lonely often: those with mental distress were approximately six times as likely
to report chronic loneliness compared with those without (6% compared to 34%).
Analysis of MHCYP data, using the GHQ measure, also identified mental health as a
key factor of loneliness among young men, with young men with mental distress
being six times as likely to report feeling lonely often or always than those without, at
24% compared to 4%. Additionally, analysis of Understanding Society showed that
young men aged 16 to 25 with mental distress were five times as likely to report
feeling isolated often than those without (30% compared to 6%, respectively).

Similarly, analysis of Understanding Society showed that among boys aged 10 to 15,
levels of reported loneliness differed substantially by levels of wellbeing: feeling
lonely some of the time was almost three times as common among those with lower
levels of wellbeing (55% versus 19%). These differences were reflected across
other wellbeing domains, including schoolwork, appearance, family, friends and
school: the proportion who said that they felt lonely often was higher among boys
who were less happy across the domains and lower among those who were happier.
Analysis of MHCYP data for ages 11 to 16 showed a similar relationship between
levels of loneliness and wellbeing measure, although smaller samples limited
detailed reporting.

To further understand what mental health factors shape feelings of loneliness among
boys and young men this research explored difficulties they may face navigating
day-to-day life using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) scores in
the MHCYP dataset. SDQ is a measure that captures a range of emotional and
behavioural challenges affecting young people’s lives, with higher scores indicating
greater levels of difficulty. It covers several areas, including emotional difficulties,
peer relationships, behavioural difficulties, hyperactivity and prosocial behaviour.

Across all ages, boys and young men who reported greater difficulties on the SDQ



were far more likely to experience chronic loneliness. Among boys aged 11 to 16,
12% of those with above average total difficulties said they felt lonely often or
always, compared with just 1% of those with average scores. The gap widened with
age: among young men aged 17 to 25 with above average total difficulties scores
reporting chronic loneliness was almost five times as common compared to those
with average scores (22% against 4% respectively).

Two sub-scores were particularly relevant to examining loneliness. The emotional
difficulties sub-score measures how often a young person experiences low mood,
anxiety and distress — feelings that can make connection harder to reach or sustain.
The peer problems sub-score measures how much difficulty a young person has
getting along with others by capturing experiences such as feeling rejected or
lacking supportive friendships. Among boys aged 11 to 16, 52% of those with above
average peer problems scores reported feeling lonely some of the time or
occasionally, compared with half as many (24%) of those with average scores. A
similar gap was seen among young men aged 17 to 25 (around 58% versus 45%).
Emotional difficulties scores showed equally strong associations with loneliness
across both age groups.

Other SDQ domains showed similar patterns, but there was no clear association for
prosocial behaviour, suggesting these aspects are less directly linked to feelings of
loneliness. Prosocial behaviour measures tendencies such as being kind, helpful or
considerate towards others. While these behaviours are positive, they do not
necessarily mean that a young person feels emotionally supported or socially
connected. There were no differences detected for behavioural difficulties domain
among those aged 17 and over, probably due to small sample sizes.

Evidence on extracurricular activities and community involvement
Analysis of Understanding Society Wave 14 and MHCYP showed that overall, there
was no consistent association between participation in cultural and extracurricular
activities and loneliness among boys and young men. However, the findings show
some specific activities were associated with different levels of loneliness. Boys and
young men who took part in organised activities like clubs, groups or organisations
had lower levels of loneliness. This differed from those who took part in some
individual activities like music classes which was associated with more frequent
feelings of loneliness.

It is worth noting that associations between activities and loneliness discussed in this
section are likely to reflect selection effects for example, boys who feel lonely may
be more likely to take part in certain activities. Additionally, several activities were
reported by only a small number of survey participants, which limited the analysis.



Loneliness by overall organized group activities
Analysis on the MHCYP showed that taking part in any groups, clubs or organisations
was associated with lower loneliness levels among boys and young men. Young
men aged 17 to 25 who did not take part in these activities were more likely to report
feeling lonely than those who did take part (Figure 9). Among those who did not
report taking part, most said they felt lonely either occasionally (33%), some of the
time (24%) or often or always (14%). By contrast, young men who took part in any
such activities were more likely to say they hardly ever or never felt lonely.
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Figure 9. Levels of loneliness by engagement in organized group activities
among young men aged 17 to 25.

Similarly, young boys aged 10 to 16 those who took part in club or community
activities outside of school on most days of the week were less likely to report
feeling lonely than those who attended less often (Figure 10). Boys who attended
such activities less often than three days a week were more likely to say that they felt
lonely some of the time and occasionally compared to more frequent participants
most of whom (78%) reported hardly or never feeling lonely.
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Source: MHCYP, Wave 4 (data collected between February and April 2023).Base:
All young men living in households in England aged 10 to 16: Not at all (78), On 1 to
3 days (150), on 4 to 5 days or 6 to 7 days (69).

Figure 10. Levels of loneliness by engagement in extracurricular among
boys aged 10 to 16.

Activities associated with higher loneliness
Understanding Society wave 14 showed that among boys aged 10 to 15, taking part
in music activities was associated with slightly higher loneliness. Boys who attended
music classes were more likely to report feeling lonely some of the time, (48%)
compared with those who did not attend music classes (31%). A similar pattern was
seen for boys who played a musical instrument, with 40% feeling lonely some of the
time compared with 33% of those who did not play.

A small group attending tutorials for school subjects also showed higher loneliness
with 43% of them reporting feeling lonely some of the time compared with 33% of
those who did not attend such tutorials.

Activities with no consistent relationship to loneliness
Participation in many activities showed mixed associations with loneliness. This may
be because taking part in particular activities is shaped by other factors such as
wellbeing, confidence, household finances, family support, or prior social
experiences, which are themselves related to loneliness, making it difficult to isolate
any clear relationship between participation and loneliness.

Understanding Society Wave 14 data suggested that attendance at live sporting
events was associated with lower loneliness among boys aged 10 to 15, though the
pattern was not straightforward (Figure 11). Boys who watched live sport several
times a year were most likely to report feeling lonely some of the time (52%)
compared with those attending more often (at least once a week (22%) or at least
once a month (36%)) and less often (once a year or less (36%) or never and almost
never (30%)). So, while boys who attended live sport only a few times a year
reported the highest levels of occasional loneliness, there was no clear pattern
suggesting that attending events more often leads to lower levels of loneliness.
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Figure 11. Levels of loneliness by frequency of watching live sport among
boys aged 10 to 15.

Similarly to attending events, being taken to sporting events by parents or other
adults was also associated with levels of loneliness, though the pattern was not
straightforward. Boys rarely taken to live sport events were most likely to feel lonely
some of the time. Otherwise, there was no clear link between how often boys
attended sporting events with parents or other adults and their reported levels of
feeling lonely.

The link between reading and loneliness was not straightforward. Feeling lonely
some of the time was lowest among boys who read around three to four books in the
past month (20%), and higher among both those who read less than three or four
books (36%) and those who read more than five books (38%). This suggests that
both low and high levels of reading were linked to higher loneliness, while moderate
levels of reading was associated with lower loneliness. Boys who read a moderate
number of books, around three to four in the past month, were the least likely to feel
lonely.

There was an association between loneliness and taking part in creative arts
activities, but differences were small and the pattern was mixed. Boys who did
painting, drawing, printmaking or sculpture at least once a month were the least likely
to say they felt lonely sometimes (26%), compared with over a third of those who did
these activities less often than once a month or more often than once a month. This
pattern is difficult to interpret and may reflect chance variation rather than a



meaningful relationship between creative arts participation and loneliness.

A small share of boys who reported going to a political meeting, march, rally or
demonstration were slightly more likely to feel lonely some of the time than those
who did not report these activities. A similar pattern was observed among boys who
attended dance classes. However, participation in these activities was rare, which
limited the robustness of the analysis.

There were no clear differences in reported levels of loneliness among boys for
most other leisure, cultural or social activities, including:

attending sport, art or religious classes

using a computer to create original artworks or animation

visiting cinema, theatre, museums, historic places, galleries, libraries

going to parties, dance, disco or to a nightclub, visiting pubs or bars

doing voluntary or community work

family factors like discussing books or television programmes at home, parents or
other adults buying books as gifts, or being taken to theatre, dance or classical
performances

How are loneliness, isolation and social connection related among young
men
Loneliness, isolation, and social connection are different but related concepts. A
young person may have few friends yet not feel lonely, while another may have many
friends but still feel isolated. This section examined how often these experiences
overlapped among young men aged 16 to 21 in England, using Understanding
Society data. Understanding the overlap between these experiences helped clarify
what each measure selected for this analysis captured in practice, and informed
decisions about further analysis.

First, we calculated pairwise correlation coefficients to examine how loneliness,
social isolation, and proxy for social connection (measured by number of friends) are
related. Correlation coefficients (r) quantify the strength and direction of association
between each pair of variables, ranging from minus one (perfect negative
association) to one (perfect positive association). Based on this analysis, loneliness
and social isolation were found to be strongly related (r = 0.62), indicating that the
two experiences are closely intertwined, and young men experiencing loneliness are
also likely to experience isolation. By contrast, the number of close friends showed
weak relationships with both loneliness (r = 0.15) and isolation (r = 0.19), indicating
that young men can experience isolation or loneliness regardless of their number of



close friends.

To understand how many young men fell into each combination of experiences, they
were grouped into eight mutually exclusive categories based on three dimensions:

whether they reported feeling lonely (often or sometimes, versus never or hardly
ever);

whether they reported feeling isolated (often or sometimes, versus never or hardly
ever); and

their level of social connection, proxied by number of close friends (median
number of friends or above (four or more) versus less than median number of
friends (three or less)).

The distribution across these groups was heavily uneven and reflected the
relationships between loneliness and isolation and the number of close friends:

First the distribution confirmed that loneliness and isolation tended to go together:
young men who reported one were very likely to report the other. The largest two
groups were those who were socially connected, not lonely, and not isolated (31%),
and those who were less socially connected, lonely, and isolated (22%). Groups
reporting loneliness without isolation, or isolation without loneliness, were small
including less than 6% of young men. 

This overlap provides insight into the stigma related to reporting feeling lonely and
isolated. Only 5% of young men aged 16 to 21 were isolated but not lonely. If it was
particularly difficult to admit loneliness, but not isolation, this group would have been
bigger. This indicates that stigma around recognising and admitting these feelings is
likely to affect how young men report loneliness in the same way as they report
isolation. This is in line with research carried out by ONS that showed that young
people have “mental images of loneliness, very similar to those for isolation”.[footnote
48] The report also found that these negative views suggest a stigma around
loneliness, with young people describing it as embarrassing to admit and a kind of
“failing”. Because young people view the two states so similarly, it is fair to assume
that the stigma attached to one would apply to the other.

Secondly, the analysis demonstrated a weak positive relationship between
loneliness and isolation and number of friends, showing that having fewer friends did
not automatically lead to loneliness and isolation or vice versa. A substantial share of
young men reported feeling lonely and isolated despite having four or more close
friends (22%), while a further 15% of young men had fewer close friends but
reported neither loneliness nor isolation.



It is important to note that the number of close friends is a simplified measure of
social connection. It captures how many friends a young man has but says little
about the quality of those relationships, e.g., how supported, or understood he feels.
This likely explains why the number of close friends was only weakly related to
loneliness and isolation among young men.

Finally, the distribution showed that certain combinations of these experiences were
rare in practice (reporting loneliness without isolation, or isolation without loneliness
regardless of social connection level), while others were common (reporting both
loneliness and isolation or neither).

Isolation
status

Socially
connected (4

or more close
friends): not

lonely

Socially
connected (4

or more
close

friends):
lonely

Less socially
connected (3 or

fewer close
friends): not

lonely

Less socially
connected (3 or

fewer close
friends): lonely

Not
isolated  
 

31%  6%   15%  3%   

Isolated  
     

2%   19%  3%   22%  

Base: Young men aged 16 to 21 in England, N= 1,011. Source: Understanding
Society Wave 15.

These patterns shaped the analytical approach taken in the remainder of the report.
Given the strong overlap between loneliness and isolation, regression analyses
focused on loneliness as the primary outcome, with isolation explored separately to
check whether similar patterns emerge. Including isolation as a predictor of
loneliness would have added little new information and risked producing unreliable
estimates. The number of close friends was not taken forward as a central measure,
reflecting its limitations as an indicator of meaningful social connection.

Factors that predict loneliness among boys and young men
The descriptive analyses showed that levels of loneliness among boys and young
men were linked to a range of factors, including socio-demographic characteristics,
mental health, social connection, family support, and experiences of bullying. The
picture was mixed for participation in cultural and extracurricular activities, with some



activities associated with lower loneliness and others with higher loneliness.

These patterns point to the complexity of loneliness suggesting that many different
aspects of boys and young men’s lives appear to play a role. However, descriptive
analysis alone cannot tell us which factors impact loneliness and isolation among
boys and young men most, or whether an association holds once other influences
are taken into account. To address this, logistic regression modelling was used, as
outlined below.

Using different datasets allowed us to examine how a range of social, economic and
mental health factors were associated with loneliness and isolation at different
stages from 10 to 15 years old to young adulthood (ages 16 to 25). After a brief
explanation of the overall approach to exploring factors of loneliness and isolation
among boys and young men, this section presents findings from the analysis for
each of the datasets in turn.

Analysis was carried out separately for each dataset, reflecting differences in age
coverage and the explanatory variables available. Specifically:

Understanding Society (Wave 15) was used to explore factors associated with
loneliness among boys aged 10 to 15 and young men aged 16 to 21 (with a
reduced model for ages 22 to 25). These analyses included a wide range of
factors, including personal characteristics, socio-economic factors, mental health
and wellbeing, social connection (such as number of close friends, frequency of
meeting friends and family support), experiences of bullying, and selected
measures of social media and technology use (where available) as well as
employment status among young men aged 16 and over.

Understanding Society (Wave 14) was used to examine the relationship between
extracurricular and community activities and loneliness among boys aged 10 to
15, drawing on activity measures not available in Wave 15.

The Mental Health of Children and Young People (MHCYP) survey was used to
explore the relationship between mental health and loneliness among boys and
young men aged 11 to 25, enabling more detailed analysis of wellbeing and the
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) measures that were not available
in Understanding Society data.

The analysis identified associations but not causal relationships between loneliness
or isolation and related factors. It is worth nothing that some relationships may be
bidirectional. For example, poorer mental health may increase loneliness, while
loneliness may also contribute to poorer mental health. Some associations may also
reflect selection effects, for example, boys who already feel lonely may be more



likely to take part in certain activities.

Loneliness among boys aged 10 to 15

When examining loneliness among boys aged 10 to 15 using Understanding Society
wave 15 only two factors showed clear independent associations with feeling lonely
“some of the time” or “all the time” as opposed to “never or hardly ever”.
Specifically:

Subjective wellbeing: based on happiness measures, boys with lower levels of
wellbeing were more likely to report feeling lonely some or all of the time than
those with higher wellbeing. Predicted probabilities show that reporting loneliness
among boys with lower levels of wellbeing (54%) was more than double the rate
among those with higher wellbeing (23%).

Experiences of being bullied at school (in ways other than physical bullying) were
also associated with loneliness. The predicted probability of feeling lonely
increased with the frequency of bullying, from 29% among boys who reported
never being bullied, to 47% among those bullied 1 to 3 times in the last six
months, and to 80% among those bullied a lot or quite a lot.

All explanatory variables were tested in thematic models presented in Table 2.
Several variables that showed associations with loneliness in the domain specific
models did not retain independent associations once other factors were included
together in the combined model. These included:

-  household financial wellbeing, where, when controlling for personal characteristics
and household size, boys living in households experiencing greater financial
difficulty were initially more likely to report loneliness -  area deprivation (IMD),
where, when controlling for the type of area, boys living in more deprived areas
initially appeared less likely to report loneliness; and - social connection measures,
including family support and number of close friends, where greater support and
more friends were initially associated with lower loneliness when controlling for
frequency of meeting with friends

A number of other factors were not associated with loneliness when tested in the
thematic models, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Staged regression modelling: control and explanatory variables by
domain and inclusion in the final model (Understanding Society, Wave 15,
boys aged 10 to 15). “Yes” indicates the variable was a significant predictor
of loneliness in the model; “No” indicates it was not a significant predictor.



Domain Variable Domain
models

Final
model

Personal characteristics
(control variables)

Age No No

Personal characteristics
(control variables)

Ethnicity No No

Personal characteristics
(control variables)

Disability No No

Personal characteristics
(control variables)

Household size No No

Personal characteristics
(control variables)

Financial wellbeing in the
household

Yes No

Wellbeing Wellbeing measure Yes Yes

Area data IMD Yes No

Area data Rural/Urban No No data

Social connection Family support Yes No

Social connection Number of friends Yes No

Social connection Frequency of meeting
friends

No No data

Bullying Bullying (physically at school) No No data

Bullying Bullying (other ways at
school)

Yes Yes

Bullying Bullying online No No data

TV Frequency of watching TV No No data

Social media/technology Social media account (Y/N) No No data

Social media/technology Freq. of getting with friends
online

No No data



Social media among social
media users

Freq. of social media use to
talk with friends

No No data

Social media among social
media users

Freq. of social media use No No data

Loneliness among boys aged 10 to 15 and extracurricular activities

Using Understanding Society wave 14 data we explored whether any extracurricular
activities are related to levels of loneliness among boys aged 10 to 15, whilst also
controlling for personal characteristics, social connection and wellbeing to examine
independent impact of engagement with arts and culture whilst controlling for these
factors.

Explanatory variables were tested in thematic models presented in Table 3. The final
three factors showed clear independent associations with feeling lonely “some of
the time” or “all the time” as opposed to “never or hardly ever”. Specifically, these
were:

Subjective wellbeing: boys with higher wellbeing were less likely to report
loneliness. Predicted probability of reporting feeling lonely some of the time or all
of the time was more than twice as high among those with lower wellbeing (60%)
than among those with higher wellbeing (25%).

Spectator sport attendance: Overall, more frequent attendance was associated
with lower levels of loneliness among boys, but the pattern was not linear and
should be interpreted with caution.

Boys who never or almost never attended reported lower loneliness than those
attending once a year or less (34% compared with 39%), while those attending
several times a year were the most likely to feel lonely (57%). Loneliness then
declined among those attending at least once a month (39%) and was lowest
among those attending once a week or more (17%). However, the base sizes for
the last two categories were small (55 and 60 respectively), which reduces the
reliability of these estimates. One explanation is that attendance may be linked to
other factors not captured by the analysis which may themselves reduce
loneliness (for example attending with friends or family, shared routines and
belonging, and local opportunity to attend). As a result, boys who attend only
occasionally are likely to be a mixed group: some may lack access to these
protective factors while others may experience them in ways not captured by the
analysis. Overall, the findings suggest that more frequent attendance is



associated with lower levels of loneliness among boys, but the mechanism behind
this association is not clear.

Disability status: boys who were non-disabled were less likely to report being
lonely some or all of the time compared with disabled boys. The predicted
probability of feeling lonely some or all of the time was 50% among those with a
limiting disability and 35% among those without.

By contrast, several variables that appeared important in domain models did not
retain independent associations in the combined model once other factors were
controlled for, including:

ethnicity (Boys from the Asian ethnic group initially appeared less lonely than boys
from the White British ethnic group, when controlling for other personal and
household factors)

area type (boys living in rural areas appeared to be more likely to experience
loneliness than those in urban, when controlling for area deprivation)

number of close friends (higher number was initially associated with lower
loneliness when controlling for the frequency of meeting friends), and

music classes (attendance was associated with higher loneliness)

Table 3. Staged regression modelling: control and explanatory variables by
domain and inclusion in the final model (Understanding Society, Wave 14,
boys aged 10 to 15). “Yes” indicates the variable was a significant predictor
of loneliness in the model; “No” indicates it was not a significant predictor.

Domain Variable Domain
models

Final
model

Personal
characteristics

Age No No

Personal
characteristics

Ethnicity Yes No

Personal
characteristics

Disability Yes Yes

Personal
characteristics

Household size No No

Personal Subjective financial wellbeing (reported by No No



characteristics Household Reference Person)

Wellbeing Wellbeing measure (happiness score) Yes Yes

Area data IMD No No data

Area data Rural/urban Yes No

Social
connection

Number of friends Yes No

Social
connection

Frequency of meeting friends No No data

Arts and
creative

Do painting, drawing, printmaking or
sculpture

No data No data

Arts and
creative

Use a computer to create original artworks
or animation

No No data

Cultural and
educational

Go to the theatre No No data

Cultural and
educational

Go to the cinema No No data

Cultural and
educational

Go to a library No No data

Cultural and
educational

Go to museums or galleries No No data

Cultural and
educational

Go to an historic place or stately home No No data

Social and
leisure

Go to a pub or bar No No data

Social and
leisure

Go to a party, dance, disco or nightclub No No data

Organised and
community

Go to youth clubs, scouts, girl guides or
other organised activities

No No data



Organised and
community

Go to a political meeting/march, rally or
demonstration

No No data

Organised and
community

Do voluntary or community work No No data

Live sports Go to watch live sport Yes Yes

Discussing
things in family

Discuss TV programmes at home No No data

Discussing
things in family

Discuss books at home No No data

Discussing
things in family

Parents/other adults at home buy
respondent books as gifts

No No data

Discussing
things in family

Parents/other adults take respondent to
museums or art galleries

No No data

Discussing
things in family

Parents/other adults take respondent to
sporting events

No No data

Discussing
things in family

Parents/other adults take me to theatre,
dance performance or classical

No No data

Reading Number of books read in the past month No No data

Music Plays a musical instrument No No data

Attending
classes

Music Yes No

Attending
classes

Art No No data

Attending
classes

Dance No No data

Attending
classes

Sport No No data

Attending Tutorials for school subjects No No data



classes

Attending
classes

Religious classes No No data

Attending
classes

Attending no classes No No data

Loneliness and isolation among young men aged 16 to 21

Understanding society wave 15 data allowed analysis of factors related to both
loneliness and isolation among young men aged 16 to 21. When examining
loneliness among this group three factors showed independent associations with
feeling lonely “some of the time” or “often” as opposed to “never or hardly ever”.
Specifically, these were:

Mental wellbeing: Young men with mental distress, based on the General Health
Questionnaire-12 (GHQ) measure, were more likely to report feeling lonely some
of the time or often than those without mental distress. Predicted probabilities
show that loneliness was about twice as common among younger men with mental
distress (77%) as among those without (38%).

Online bullying: Experiences of being bullied online were associated with more
frequent feelings of loneliness. Young men who reported being bullied online
were more likely to report feeling lonely some of the time or often than those who
did not, with predicted probabilities of 75% and 45%, respectively.

Age: older groups within the 16 to 21 target group were more likely to report
feeling lonely more often. There was a gradual increase in the predicted
probability of feeling lonely more often by age, with levels increasing from 41%
among men aged 16 to 54% among young men aged 21.

By contrast, several variables that showed associations with loneliness in the domain
specific models for young men aged 16 to 21 did not retain independent
associations once other factors were included together in the combined model.
These included:

Disability status: disabled young men initially appeared more likely to report
loneliness,

Economic activity: those on apprenticeships, initially appeared less likely to report
loneliness, while those who were long term sick or disabled appeared more likely
to report loneliness,



Social connection measures, including family support and frequency of meeting
friends in person, where greater support and more frequent contact with friends
were initially associated with lower reports of loneliness; and

Having online only friends, which showed an initial association with higher reported
levels of loneliness.

Feelings of isolation was not included as a predictor of loneliness in the final model.
The model reflected that feelings of isolation and loneliness were closely linked and
the results were too extreme to be meaningful. A number of other factors were not
associated with loneliness when tested in their thematic models, as shown in Table
4.

When examining isolation among young men aged 16 to 21 using Understanding
Society wave 15 three factors showed independent associations with feeling
isolated “some of the time” or “often” as opposed to “never or hardly ever”.
Specifically, these were:

Mental wellbeing: Younger men with mental distress, based on the GHQ measure,
were more likely to report feeling lonely some of the time or often than those
without mental distress. Predicted probabilities show that isolation was about twice
as common among younger men with mental distress (73%) as among those
without (34%).

Number of friends: Young men who had fewer close friends were more likely to
report feeling isolated. Predicted probabilities show this relationship: the
probability of feeling isolated was 60% among those with one to two friends,
decreasing to 42% among those with three to five friends and was the lowest
among young men with six and more friends at 34%. 

Family support: Young men who felt supported by their family in most or all things
they do were less likely to report feeling isolated. Predicted probabilities show that
feeling isolated was more common among younger men who felt that they are
only supported in some of the things they do or do not feel supported at all at
(62%) compared with those who felt supported (39%).

These findings suggested that social connection was a stronger protective factor for
isolation than for loneliness once other factors were taken into account. Similar to
analysis for loneliness, several variables that showed associations with isolation in
the domain specific models for young people aged 16 to 21 did not retain
independent associations once other factors were included together in the
combined model. These included:

Disability status, where disabled young men initially appeared more likely to report



isolation,

Economic activity: compared to full time students, young men in employment had
similar likelihood for reporting feeling isolated, but those who were self-employed,
unemployed, on apprenticeship or doing something else were less likely to report
feeling isolated,

Online bullying: Experiences of being bullied online were associated with higher
likelihood of feeling isolated,

Frequency of meeting friends in person: more frequent contact with friends were
initially associated with lower isolation; and

Having online only friends, which showed an initial association with higher isolation.

Feelings of loneliness were not included as a predictor of isolation in the final model.
The model reflected that feelings of isolation and loneliness were closely linked and
the results were too extreme to be meaningful. A number of other factors were not
associated with isolation when tested in their thematic models, as shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Staged regression modelling: control and explanatory variables by
domain and inclusion in the final model (Understanding Society, Wave 15,
young men aged 16 to 21). “Yes” indicates the variable was a significant
predictor of outcome in the model; “No” indicates it was not a significant
predictor.

Domain Variable Domain
models
for
loneliness

Final
model for
loneliness

Domain
models
for
isolation

Final
model
for
isolation

Personal
characteristics
(control variables)

Age No Yes No No

Personal
characteristics
(control variables)

Ethnicity No No No No

Personal
characteristics
(control variables)

Disability Yes No Yes No

Personal Household No No No No



characteristics
(control variables)

size

Economic/class
factors

Subjective
financial
wellbeing

No No data No No data

Economic/class
factors

Work status Yes No Yes No

Economic/class
factors

Education No No data No No data

Mental wellbeing Wellbeing
measure
(GHQ)

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Area data IMD No No data No No data

Area data Rural/urban No No data No No data

Social
isolation/loneliness

Isolation Overfit No data No data No data

Social
isolation/loneliness

Loneliness No data No data Overfit No data

Social connection Family
support

No No data Yes Yes

Social connection Number of
friends

Yes No Yes Yes

Social connection Frequency
of meeting
friends

Yes No Yes No

Bullying Bullying
online

Yes Yes Yes No

Social
media/technology

Social
media
account

No No data No No data



(Y/N)

Social
media/technology

Freq. of
getting with
friends
online

Yes No No No data

Social
media/technology

Online
friends only
(Y/N)

No No data Yes No

Social media use
among social
media users

Freq. of
social
media use
to talk with
friends

No No data No No data

Social media use
among social
media users

Freq. of
social
media use

No No data No No data

Loneliness among young men aged 22 to 25

Analysis for young men aged 22 to 25 using Understanding Society wave 15 was
based on a reduced regression model as Understanding Society only collected data
on social connection, family support, experiences of bullying and social media use
among younger age groups. Overall, the model for men aged 22 to 25 did not
suggest any new explanatory factors compared with the model for men aged 16 to
21. It confirmed the association of mental health with loneliness: young men with
mental distress were around twice as likely to report feeling lonely as those without
(predicted probabilities of 81% versus 40%).

Factors relating to mental health among boys and young men

To build on the findings from Understanding Society, this research then used the
Mental Health of Children and Young People (MHCYP) survey to explore mental
health and wellbeing in more depth. This provided a broader set of measures, which
helped us examine how different aspects of wellbeing related to loneliness. The
analysis included the same demographic and socioeconomic variables where they
were available, to ensure the analyses were comparable. The outcome variable was
feeling lonely often or always as opposed to hardly ever and never, meaning that the
analysis excluded survey participants who said that they feel lonely occasionally.



This was done for consistency, because the “occasionally” answer option did not
match clearly to Understanding Society data on loneliness.

Mental health and loneliness among boys aged 11 to 16

When examining loneliness among boys aged 11 to 16, three factors showed clear
independent associations with feeling lonely often or always as opposed to hardly
ever and never. These were:

Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale: A well-established, validated tool to
measure mental wellbeing. Boys with lower scores on the Warwick–Edinburgh
Mental Wellbeing Scale were over three times as likely to report feeling lonely
than those with higher scores. Predicted probabilities ranged from 23% among
those with average scores to 74% among boys with lower wellbeing scores.

SDQ peer subscale: A subscale of the SDQ looked into peer problems such as
bullying and difficulty with friendships. Higher scores on the SDQ Peer Problems
scale were also associated with higher reported loneliness. Boys with more peer
difficulties (above average peer scores) were four times as likely to report
loneliness (57%) compared to boys with average SDQ peer scores (14%).

Support from family members outside the household: Boys who neither agreed
nor disagreed that they had support from family members outside the household
had higher predicted probabilities of feeling lonely than those who agreed that
support was available. This finding however should be treated with caution
because the result for those who disagreed was not statistically significant and the
sample sizes were relatively small across these subgroups.

In the domain specific models, only one variable showed an association with
loneliness for boys and young men aged 11 to 16. However, this did not remain
once other factors were included in the combined model. This was disability status,
where it was initially suggested in the domain model that disabled boys were more
likely to report loneliness. Several other factors were not associated with loneliness
when tested in their thematic models, as shown in Table 5.

Table 5. Staged regression modelling: control and explanatory variables by
domain and inclusion in the final model (MHCYP, Wave 4, boys aged 10 to
16). “Yes” indicates the variable was a significant predictor of outcome in
the model; “No” indicates it was not a significant predictor.

Domain Variable Domain
models

Final
model



Personal
characteristics
(control
variables)

Age No No
data

Personal
characteristics
(control
variables)

Ethnicity No No
data

Personal
characteristics
(control
variables)

Disability Yes No

Personal
characteristics
(control
variables)

Household size No No
data

Economic
factors

Subjective financial wellbeing No No
data

Area IMD No No
data

Wellbeing Wellbeing measure (WEMWBS) Yes Yes

SDQ SDQ Peer problems Yes Yes

SDQ SDQ Emotional problems Yes No
data

SDQ SDQ Conduct problems No No
data

SDQ SDQ Hyperactivity No No
data

SDQ SDQ Prosocial subscale No No
data

SDQ SDQ ‘impact score supplement’ No No



data

Social
connection

Friend they can turn to No No
data

Social
connection

Adult at school or work they can turn to No No
data

Social
connection

Family Member outside of home they can turn
to

Yes Yes

Activities Taken part in any groups, clubs or
organisations outside of school time (for
example, an after-school club, a sports club, a
choir, or a volunteering society)

No No
data

Mental health and loneliness among young men aged 17 to 25

When examining loneliness among young men aged 17 to 25, four factors showed
clear independent associations with feeling lonely often or always as opposed to
occasionally, hardly ever and never. These were:

Employment: Young men aged 17 to 25 who were not in employment were more
likely to be lonely. Their predicted probability of loneliness was 78% for the group
not in employment, compared with 37% among those in employment and 38%
among those in training.

Mental wellbeing: Young men aged 17 to 25 with mental distress (as measured by
the General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ)) were more likely to report being
lonely. Those with mental distress had a much higher predicted probability of
loneliness (76%), compared with 30% among those without mental distress.

SDQ Peer Problems Subscale (an SDQ sub measure capturing peer problems
such as bullying and having friendships): Higher scores on the SDQ Peer
Problems scale were also associated with a greater likelihood of loneliness, rising
from 34% among young men with average scores to almost double that among
those with scores above the average (66%).

Activities (being part of a club, group, society or other community organisation):
Young men who took part in an activity sometimes were less likely to be lonely
than those who did not take part at all. Their mean predicted probability of
loneliness was 25%, compared with 56% among those who took part in no weekly
activities.



In the domain specific models, only one additional variable showed an association
with loneliness for young men aged 17 to 25. This was subjective financial wellbeing
status, where it was initially suggested in the domain model that young men who
disagreed/strongly disagreed with being worried about money were less likely to
report being lonely. However, this did not remain the case once other factors were
included in the combined model. Several other factors were not associated with
loneliness when tested in their thematic models, as shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Staged regression modelling: control and explanatory variables by
domain and inclusion in the final model (MHCYP, Wave 4, young men aged
17 to 25). “Yes” indicates the variable was a significant predictor of outcome
in the model; “No” indicates it was not a significant predictor.

Domain Variable Domain
models

Final
model

Personal
characteristics
(control
variables)

Age No No
data

Personal
characteristics
(control
variables)

Ethnicity No No
data

Personal
characteristics
(control
variables)

Disability Yes No

Personal
characteristics
(control
variables)

Household size No No
data

Economic
factors

Subjective financial wellbeing No No
data

Area IMD No No
data



Wellbeing Wellbeing measure (WEMWBS) Yes Yes

SDQ SDQ Peer problems Yes Yes

SDQ SDQ Emotional problems Yes No
data

SDQ SDQ Conduct problems No No
data

SDQ SDQ Hyperactivity No No
data

SDQ SDQ Prosocial subscale No No
data

SDQ SDQ ‘impact score supplement’ No No
data

Social
connection

Friend they can turn to No No
data

Social
connection

Adult at school or work they can turn to No No
data

Social
connection

Family Member outside of home they can turn
to

Yes Yes

Activities Taken part in any groups, clubs or
organisations outside of school time (for
example, an after-school club, a sports club, a
choir, or a volunteering society)

No No
data

Synthesis of findings

Findings on loneliness and isolation



Mental health and wellbeing were key factors linked to loneliness and
isolation
Experiences of loneliness, isolation and social connection among boys and
young men were shaped by several consistent factors across datasets, with
mental health and wellbeing emerging as the strongest and most wide reaching.
Across both Understanding Society and the Mental Health of Children and Young
People (MHCYP) survey, boys and young men with lower levels of mental
wellbeing were far more likely to report feeling lonely or isolated more often. This
pattern held across all age groups, from 10 to 25, and across different measures
of wellbeing including the General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ), Warwick-
Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale (WEMWBS) and Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ). These findings suggest that loneliness is closely entwined
with young people’s emotional state, and that poor mental health both cooccurs
with and may exacerbate feelings of loneliness and isolation. This strong
association between mental health, emotional and behavioural difficulties, and
loneliness is consistent with patterns found in previous research among adults
aged 16 and over in England which found a close, two-way relationship between
mental wellbeing and loneliness.[footnote 50] Further research would be needed to
understand how the relationship between loneliness and mental health and
wellbeing develops among boys and young men aged 10 to 25. 

Difficulties with peer relationships and experiences of bullying were risk
factors of loneliness and isolation
Relatedly, difficulties in young people’s relationships with peers reinforced this
link between wellbeing and loneliness. Across both surveys, boys and young
men with higher SDQ peer problem scores were consistently more likely to
report feeling lonely, and this relationship strengthened with age. Similarly, boys
and young men who had been bullied, whether online or at school, were
substantially more likely to report feeling lonely or isolated. These findings
indicate that peer relationships matter not only because they provide
companionship but also because negative experiences can intensify feelings of
loneliness. In this respect, bullying and peer difficulties are both consequences
of and contributors to feelings of loneliness.

Family support and friendship networks were a protective factor against
loneliness and isolation
Although peer problems were closely associated with loneliness, the size of
friendship networks showed weaker and less consistent associations. In



descriptive analysis, boys and young men with fewer friends were more likely to
report feeling lonely or isolated, but this pattern was modest and did not always
remain after accounting for other factors. This suggests that the quality of
friendships may matter more than the number of friends. Supporting evidence
came from family support measures. Boys and young men who felt less
supported by family members were substantially more likely to report feeling
lonely or isolated, highlighting the protective role of supportive relationships
outside the peer group. Notably, among young men aged 16 to 21, having fewer
close friends and lower family support remained independently associated with a
higher likelihood of feeling isolated, even after accounting for mental wellbeing,
experiences of bullying and other personal characteristics. This suggests that
social connection may play an important role in isolation for this age group.

Socioeconomic factors and personal characteristics were associated
with loneliness and isolation
Whilst some socioeconomic factors and personal characteristics such as
subjective financial situation, ethnicity and being disabled appeared to be
associated with loneliness and isolation in the descriptive findings, these factors
did not remain independently associated with a higher likelihood of feeling lonely
when other factors were accounted for. The findings for disabled young people
contrasted with previous research, which has shown a strong link between
disability and loneliness.[footnote 51] In the descriptive analysis, disabled young
men were more likely to feel lonely, and this pattern was also evident in models
that included only personal characteristics. However, once factors related to
mental health and wellbeing were included, being disabled was no longer
independently associated with loneliness. This may reflect the high prevalence of
poor mental health among young disabled people, meaning that mental health
and wellbeing accounted for much of the association with loneliness. This differs
from qualitative research, which highlights how being disabled can shape
experiences of loneliness through barriers to participation and social connection.
Rather than contradicting qualitative evidence, this suggests that mental health
and wellbeing may account for much of the observed relationship between
disability and loneliness in quantitative analysis. 

Economic activity was sometimes linked to loneliness, but findings were
mixed
In the descriptive analysis of Understanding Society Wave 15, a larger
proportion of young men aged 16 to 25 who were unemployed felt lonely



compared to those in employment or education/training. In more detailed
statistical analysis of MHCYP, economic activity status remained independently
associated with loneliness among young men aged 17 to 25, with those in
employment or training less likely to report feeling lonely often once other
factors, such as mental wellbeing, social connections and participation in
activities, were taken into account. However, this pattern was not consistent
across datasets. In analysis of Understanding Society data for young men aged
16 to 21, work status was not independently associated once other related
factors including mental wellbeing, bullying, social media use and connections
with family and friends, were considered. Taken together, this means we cannot
conclude that unemployed or NEET young men are consistently more likely to
experience chronic loneliness, although economic activity appears to be relevant
in some contexts. Further research would be needed to better understand how
economic activity interacts with other risk factors for loneliness.

Differences by age and life stage in loneliness and isolation
Patterns across age groups highlighted that the drivers of loneliness and
isolation changed gradually across adolescence and early adulthood. Boys aged
10 to 15 showed few demographic differences in loneliness, and their
experiences were shaped primarily by wellbeing and bullying. By contrast,
experiences widened among those aged 16 to 25, as additional factors such as
employment status and online bullying became more influential. Young men who
were unemployed or not in education or training were more likely to report feeling
lonely, reflecting the greater importance of education, work and training in
providing opportunities for connection in early adulthood. Similarly, online bullying
emerged as a particularly strong factor for young men aged 16 to 21, suggesting
that online spaces become increasingly central to young men’s social lives as
they grow older.

Despite this, age alone showed limited explanatory power within the 10 to 25 age
group. Although older adolescents in MHCYP reported higher levels of
loneliness, this pattern did not consistently appear in Understanding Society, and
age effects did not persist once other factors were considered in regression
models. This indicates that, within this age group, it is not chronological age itself
that shapes loneliness, but the wider changes in experiences that tend to
accompany it, such as shifts in mental health, educational transitions,
employment, and online engagement.



Findings on loneliness

Social participation and activities had mixed association with loneliness
Participation in extracurricular and community activities showed mixed
relationships with loneliness. There was some evidence that involvement in clubs
or community groups was associated with lower loneliness amongst young men
aged 17-25 in descriptive analyses and retained significance in regression
models for certain age groups. Other activities, such as music classes or high
levels of reading, were associated with higher loneliness among boys, although
these associations were inconsistent and likely reflect selection effects rather
than the direct effect of participating in the activity. Overall, there is some
evidence to suggest that participation in activities can support social connection,
but further research would be needed to investigate the type and context of
activities and how this participation is associated with experiences of loneliness.

Overlap between loneliness, isolation and social
connection.
Across all sections of the analysis, loneliness and isolation emerged as
overlapping but distinct experiences. Most boys and young men who reported
one also reported the other, and this overlap drove the decision to treat
loneliness as the primary outcome within this research. Social connection
measured through the number of close friends, showed only weak relationships
with both loneliness and isolation, demonstrating that having more friends does
not always protect against feeling lonely. These findings reinforce that loneliness
reflects perceived quality of connection rather than the presence of social
contacts.

Summary of implications
Taken together, the findings indicate that interventions focused on mental health, anti
bullying, and relationship quality are likely to have the greatest impact on reducing
loneliness among boys and young men. The strongest and most consistent factors
shaping loneliness and isolation among boys and young men were mental health,
peer relationships and experiences of bullying. Experiences of economic inactivity,



weak family support and limited social participation also played a role, but the
evidence for these factors was less consistent and conclusive than that for wellbeing
and social relationships.

Implications for policy and practice
The findings point to several areas where policy and service design can have the
greatest impact on reducing loneliness among boys and young men:

Strengthen mental health support across adolescence and early adulthood. Lower
levels of wellbeing was the strongest and most consistent predictor of loneliness;
interventions that improve emotional wellbeing are likely to have broad benefits.

Address bullying both in schools and online as a core loneliness prevention
strategy. Bullying showed strong associations with chronic loneliness, highlighting
the need for coordinated anti-bullying approaches across digital and educational
settings.

Support the development of high-quality relationships at home and in peer
networks. Family support and positive peer relationships were protective across
age groups, suggesting that programmes that build relational skills,
communication and trust may reduce loneliness risk. -Promote opportunities for
group-based social participation. Group-based activities, clubs and community
organisations were linked to lower loneliness, indicating potential value in
expanding and making these opportunities accessible. There was mixed evidence
on the link between specific activities and loneliness and the relationship between
specific activities measured in the data (such as music classes, attending live
sporting events) was not clear and straight forward. Further research would be
needed to deepen the understanding of these relationships.
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