
 

Lonely young adults less likely to gain
employment in adulthood, study finds
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New research from the Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology &
Neuroscience (IoPPN) at King's College London, in partnership with the
University of Greenwich, has found that there is a direct socioeconomic
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impact of loneliness in early adolescence.

The research published in Social Science and Medicine found that lonely
young adults are more likely to be out of education, employment, or
training (NEET) and consider themselves less employable and lower on
the economic ladder than their less lonely peers.

Sourcing data from the Environmental Risk (E-Risk) Longitudinal Twin
Study, researchers followed the progress of 2,232 individuals born in
England and Wales during 1994-1995. Participants were assessed at ages
12, 18 and 26 for levels of loneliness, as well as being asked to rate their 
social status. Participants' employment status and employability were
assessed at age 18.

Researchers found that young adults who had experienced loneliness
earlier on in life experienced difficulties in young adulthood, even if
they were no longer lonely. Researchers suggest that this demonstrates
that loneliness impacts a person's long-term economic prospects and
suggests that addressing loneliness in early adolescence could yield 
economic benefits through increased productivity.

Bridget Bryan, a Ph.D. student at King's IoPPN and the study's lead
author, said, "While there are clear impacts of loneliness on mental
health from an early age, our study demonstrates that loneliness also
negatively impacts a person's employment prospects. We've shown that,
from an early age, loneliness can have knock-on effects on a person's
ability to compete in the job market. This not only harms a person's
chances in life but also has direct costs to the economy."

Previous research in this field has suggested a two-way relationship
between loneliness and social standing. By using data collected over
time, this research showed that feeling lonely negatively influenced a
person's social standing down the line, but social standing did not affect
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their future loneliness.

Professor Louise Arseneault, Professor of Developmental Psychology at
King's IoPPN and one of the study's senior co-authors, said, "Our
research is one of very few studies reporting on the impact of loneliness
years later. If we are to create effective prevention strategies, we need to
continue collecting data in order to unravel the long-term outcomes of
loneliness at various stages of life."

"We need more longitudinal data to unravel the long-term outcomes of
loneliness at various stages of life. This can offer insight for developing
prevention strategies."

The study's researchers argue that their findings highlight the importance
of effectively tackling loneliness in order to help both the individual and
society.

Dr. Timothy Matthews, Lecturer in Psychology at the University of
Greenwich and one of the study's senior co-authors said, "While we
should never forget that loneliness impacts people of all ages, our
research suggests that reducing loneliness in children and young people
could yield benefits both for their own employment prospects and for
the economy more widely."

  More information: Bridget T. Bryan et al, The socioeconomic
consequences of loneliness: Evidence from a nationally representative
longitudinal study of young adults, Social Science & Medicine (2024). 
DOI: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116697
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