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 Loneliness: perceived social 
isolation
 painful emotion
 mismatch between desired and 

actual relationships
 subjective, not objective
 independent of network size

▪ can be lonely by yourself, in a marriage, 
or in a crowd

 evolved to serve purpose
▪ like hunger, thirst, physical pain

Loneliness

Isolation





 More likely than general population to 
be both isolated and lonely

 Loneliness ranked among top problems
 within institutions
 in the community



 Diabetes
 Mental health problems
 Suicide
 Poor health habits
 Poor medication adherence

 Substance misuse
 Poor sleep
 Accelerated aging
 Increased mortality
 Increased healthcare utilization



Adapted from Qualter, P., Vanhalst, J., Harris, R., Van Roekel, E., Lodder, G., Bangee, M., Maes, M., & Verhagen, M. (2015). Loneliness across the life span. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10(2), 250-264. © 2015 by Qualter et al. Reprinted by permission of SAGE Publications, Inc.
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 Can impair ability to re-connect
 Passivity, demotivation
 Nothing to look forward to
 Reduced self-esteem
 Less self-efficacy
 External locus of control
 Hopelessness
 Meaninglessness, boredom
 Short-term focus
 Reduced impulse control 
 Self-focus, less cooperation
 Hostility, aggression, recidivism



 Prolonged isolation from loved ones: 
profound sense of loss

 Disrupted milestones
 Lack of (positive) contact with staff, inmates
 Discontinuity in care, supervision
 Segregation: passivity, external LOC
 Hypervigilance for social threats
 Hiding emotions, keeping to self, never 

admitting loneliness
 For older offenders

 ageism, intimidation, bullying, passivity, benign neglect
 lack of motivation or ability to start new relationships

 Impact of coming from a total institution



 Overwhelmed by people
 Social anxiety and hypervigilance
 Atrophy of social skills

 social skills that were adaptive in prison 
may not be adaptive outside

 Where to meet new people?
 Smartphones, social media
 Overwhelmed by choices
 End result: fear, dependency, 

withdrawal



 Real and perceived rejection
 Some offenders highly stigmatized
 Older offenders: dual stigma
 Self-consciousness and rejection 

sensitivity
 Hard to find housing, work, 

healthcare, services
 Hard to hide criminal history
 Fear of being discovered on 

Internet
 Frustration, hostility giving up on 

people, withdrawing



 Desire to pick up where things were
 Rush to make up for lost time
 Ties become fragile, distant over time
 Family is ill, has died, moved on, no 

longer interested
 No “life story” to return to
 If older: no time to start new family
 Family is dysfunctional
 Estrangement from children; loss of 

custody; communicate via tech
 Loss of valued family roles
 Family/offender fear unpredictability
 Offender fears for family safety



 Forgetting how to date
 Jumping in too soon
 Idealized views of relationships
 High expectations
 Avoidance of relationships until 

financially stable
 Impact of stigma

 rejection

 pre-emptive rejection



“When I first got out, I had a friend tell me her friend 
thought I was cute and was asking about me. I asked 
if her friend knew I just got out of prison; she said no. 
I suggested she tell her friend. So, she got back to me 
and told me the girl was still interested even after 
learning I was on parole and lived with my parents. I 
decided that was a red flag. She is probably super 
open-minded and a great person, but that was a deal 
breaker for me at the time.” 

– Brian Wood, Beyond Bars, September 17, 2018



 Supportive, prosocial friends 
reduce loneliness

 But hard to meet; where to 
start? 

 When unable to develop 
healthy, meaningful 
relationships, lonely 
offenders may return to old, 
antisocial friends

 Reinforces loneliness



 Placement away from family
 Community not welcoming
 Ageist or age-inappropriate
 Unsafe neighbourhood
 Loss of neighbourhood

connections
 intentional distancing

 gentrification

 Return to area with triggers
 Miss old community in prison



 Pre-existing 
mental health 
conditions
 depressive disorders
 social anxiety disorder
 PTSD
 delusional disorders
 cognitive impairment
 substance abuse

 Personality
 excessive shyness
 neuroticism
 insecure attachment
 rejection sensitivity
 lack of social and intimacy 

skills
 self-focus, lack of empathy
 low self-efficacy
 external locus of control



 Social withdrawal
 Passivity, self-neglect
 Indiscriminate sociality
 Purposeful loitering
 Rejecting support; ambivalence
 Social, rejection sensitivity
 Hypervigilance, suspiciousness
 Anger, irritability
 Compulsive behaviour
 Unrestful sleep
 Vague complaints about health
 Distinguish from depression



 Consider loneliness on par with other 
factors affecting re-entry success

 Assess during release planning and 
CRF intake: (eg, UCLA Loneliness 
Scale)

 Dig beneath surface a bit
 Ask CRF staff to observe
 Consider unique reasons for 

offender’s loneliness
 Consider type of loneliness 
 Assess quality of relationships not 

just quantity



 Don’t be afraid to ask directly
 Discuss during programs

 not easy for men…
 Emphasize

 it’s normal; serves a purpose
 it’s not just you; anyone can get 

stuck in cycle
 it’s not trivial

 Consider your own loneliness 
and attitudes toward it
 subtle actions reinforce lonely 

offender’s negative views of self 
and others

 feeling judged can deter disclosure



E: Extend Yourself Slowly
 small social interactions in safe 

spaces
 break the ice (eg., ask/offer help)
 can be nonverbal
 use conversation pieces
 similar to desensitization 

S: Be Selective
 look for the right people, in the 

right places
 pick activities that are 

meaningful and enjoyable in 
their own right 

A: Have an Action Plan
 plan regular, sustained activities
 don’t need to be directly social
 do even when you don’t feel like it
 adds structure to your day
 reduces inertia, mind-wandering, 

depression

E: Expect the Best
 remember how loneliness affects 

social perceptions
 give people a chance
 give them benefit of the doubt
 don’t expect too much, too soon
 diary of positive interactions



 New groups and unfamiliar 
situations can be overwhelming for 
anyone, but especially offenders

 Be extra supportive on front end
 accompany to programs
 provide moral support
 help explain group’s culture
 encourage persistence
 model appropriate social skills
 gradually withdraw support as 

confidence builds



 CRF and other community 
programs can reduce loneliness, 
if done well

 Do with, not for offenders
 Active vs. passive
 Avoid socializing for its own sake

 especially for men
 paradoxically, can reinforce loneliness

 Include group activities with purpose
 leadership, mentoring roles
 builds confidence, social skills, sense of 

usefulness, self-control, self-efficacy, 
and internal locus of control

 all of which help reduce loneliness



 “The worst thing you can do 
to a lonely person is try to 
help them. If you know 
somebody who’s lonely, ask 
them to help you. Being 
shown respect, being 
depended upon, being 
made to understand your 
own importance – all these 
things can give a lonely 
person a sense of worth and 
belonging.”









 Re-entry programs can help 
isolated offenders build new 
social networks

 Peer support programs can 
increase understanding, sense 
of belonging, self-respect, 
positive mood, and loneliness

 Some longer-term offenders 
are skilled in coping with 
loneliness, more than younger 
ones 











 Work with what’s available
 Do inventory
 Re-connect and cultivate most 

promising relationships
 Be more open, vulnerable
 Aim for diverse mix
 Don’t put eggs all in one basket
 Resist social comparison



 Social perceptions
 Is this true?
 How do you know?
 Are there other explanations?

 Unproductive beliefs
 Relationships just happen; you don’t have 

control over them
 I’ve never had any friends
 It’s very hard to make friends when you’re 

older
 My loneliness will never end
 I can’t tolerate this



 Tolerate isolation & loneliness
 name it
 turn isolation into solitude
 practice mindfulness
 examine fear of being alone

 Enhance positive emotions
 reminiscence
 novelty
 thinking about triggers



 Pets
 direct + indirect benefits

 Digital literacy
 computers
 Internet
 active vs. passive use

 Self-care





For questions or slides:
eddy@eddyelmer.com

Twitter: @Eddy_Elmer

Thank you for listening!


