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MY JAWS ACHE FROM GRITTING MY TEETH; I'M NOTHING BUT 
SKIN AND BONES. I’M LIKE A BUZZARD IN THE DESERT, A CROW 
PERCHED ON THE RUBBLE. INSOMNIAC, I TWITTER AWAY, 
MOURNFUL AS A SPARROW…THERE’S NOTHING LEFT OF ME—
A WITHERED WEED, SWEPT CLEAN FROM THE PATH.

Psalm 102:5-11, The Message 

BIBLE ON LONELINESS



JOHN CACIOPPO, NEUROSCIENTIST AT UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

SOCIAL ISOLATION OVERLAPS LONELINESS 

� Author of Loneliness: Human Nature and the Need for Social Connection

� Can define loneliness as “a discrepancy between what you want in terms of 
social relationships and what you have.”

� If you believe you are socially isolated, that “means that you are on the social 
perimeter – a dangerous place for a social animal, because you don’t have the 
same mutual aid and protection you have when you have salutary connections 
with those in your social environment. When one feels lonely, the brain tends 
to go into self-preservation mode.”

� For adolescents, this feeling of being unsafe is claustrophobic, overwhelming, 
all-encompassing

� The key, then, is to bring kids in from that social perimeter



NORWEGIAN INSTITUTE OF PUBLIC HEALTH STUDY, 2012

SOCIAL ISOLATION LEADS TO DEPRESSION

� Study looked at all factors affecting adolescents’ health 
both positively and negatively

� Strongest protective factors against mental health 
disorders:

� Social supports from friends

� Spending spare time with friends

� 1 in 3 girls without a close friend reported experiencing 
depressive symptoms



SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT VS. SOCIAL SUPPORT

� Social engagement is the idea that loneliness can be cured by putting 
people together

� College mixers are an example. Do they work? No. 

� Artificially placing people in contact with each other does not reduce 
social isolation or loneliness

� Social support is on-going repeated and reliable contact by a person 
with another person

� Social support helps reduce feelings of loneliness

� Social support is essential for mental health and positive self concept

JOHN CACIOPPO, NEUROSCIENTIST AT UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO



TEEN BRAINS ARE WIRED FOR RISKY BEHAVIOR

� Recent advances in medical technology have allowed researchers to conduct functional MRIs 
(fMRI) on teenagers to see how their brains are growing and developing.

� Brain research shows that multiple areas of the adolescent brain make them more sensitive to 
the rewards of peer relationships than adults. Teens are therefore motivated to focus on peers 
when they are making decisions.

� Prefrontal cortex is crucial to helping people cope with negative evaluation by peers. This area 
of the brain is late to develop and so teenagers often experience great distress when their 
peers exclude or ridicule them. 

� Prefrontal cortex also is responsible for self-regulation. Without the full ability to regulate 
onself—behavior, emotions—risky behavior becomes a natural course of action.

� Teenagers are not just dumb or bad or impulsive. Their brains are developing and they have 
trouble making decisions that will keep them safe and on track.

� Positive peer relationships are crucial for helping adolescents avoid risky behaviors.

HEALTHY PEOPLE 2020





HEALTHY PEOPLE 2020 DEVELOPED BY HHS IN 2010

� Four main objectives:

� Attain high-quality longer lives free of preventable disease, 
injury, and premature death

� Achieve health equity, eliminate disparities, and improve health 
of all groups.

� Create social and physical environments that promote good 
health for all

� Promote quality of life, healthy development, and healthy 
behaviors across all life stages.

HEALTHYPEOPLE.GOV



IOWA DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC HEALTH, ADOLESCENT HEALTH DIVISION



RISKY BEHAVIORS ABOUND IN ADOLESCENCE

� Six categories of risky behavior:

� 1. Behaviors that contribute to unintential injuries and violence

� 2. Sexual behaviors that lead to unwanted pregnancies or sexually 
transmitted diseases

� 3. Alcohol or drug use

� 4. Tobacco use

� 5. Unhealthy dietary behaviors

� 6. Inadequate physical activity

CDC’S YOUTH RISK BEHAVIOR SURVEILLANCE SYSTEM



CONNECTION IS AT THE CORE OF HEALTHY ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT

� Adolescents who have good communication and are bonded with a caring 
adult are less likely to engage in risky behaviors. 

� Adults who supervise and are involved in youth’s activities are promoting a 
safe environment for them to explore opportunities. 

� The adolescent and young adult population is becoming increasingly 
ethnically diverse. The rise in the number of Latino and African American 
youth will require culturally responsive strategies that ensure they are 
afforded adequate opportunities.  

� Positive Youth Development interventions are intentional processes that 
provide all youth with the support, relationships, experiences, resources, 
and opportunities they need to become thriving adults.

HEALTHY PEOPLE 2020



HAVING A BEST FRIEND IN TEEN YEARS TRANSFORMS ADULTHOOD

� Study followed people starting at age 15 for ten years

� Participants were asked to bring their best friend to the study interviews. They were 
both asked how much trust they had in each other, how good their communication 
was, and how alienated they feel in the relationship.

� These same participants were also given scales on depression, anxiety and self-worth. 

� Youth who had close, emotional friendships reported less depression and anxiety  
and more self-worth when they were 25.

� Strong, stable relationships seem to be the key to fending off feelings of loneliness 
and depression.

� Having support that you know unconditionally that you can count on acts as a buffer 
against insults to your self-worth or feelings of depression.

DR. CATHERINE BAGWELL, EMORY UNIVERSITY





HEALTHY 
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40 DEVELOPMENTAL 
ASSETS



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

� The most widely recognized approach to positive youth 
development in North America

� The result of research with 2.5 million youth since 1985

� The Developmental Assets represent the relationships, 
opportunities, and personal qualities that young people 
need to avoid risks and to thrive.



EXTERNAL ASSETS



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

SUPPORT



1. Family support—Family life provides high levels of love and 
support.
2. Positive family communication—Young person and her or his 
parent(s) communicate positively, and young person is willing to 
seek advice and counsel from parents.
3. Other adult relationships—Young person receives support from 
three or more nonparent adults.
4. Caring neighborhood—Young person experiences caring 
neighbors.
5. Caring school climate—School provides a caring, encouraging 
environment.
6. Parent involvement in schooling—Parent(s) are actively 
involved in helping young person succeed in school.



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

EMPOWERMENT



7. Community values youth—Young person perceives that 
adults in the community value youth. 
8. Youth as resources—Young people are given useful roles in 
the community.
9. Service to others—Young person serves in the community 
one hour or more per week.
10. Safety—Young person feels safe at home, school, and in 
the neighborhood.



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

BOUNDARIES AND EXPECTATIONS



11. Family boundaries—Family has clear rules and consequences 
and monitors the young person’s whereabouts. 
12. School Boundaries—School provides clear rules and 
consequences.
13. Neighborhood boundaries—Neighbors take responsibility for 
monitoring young people’s behavior.
14. Adult role models—Parent(s) and other adults model 
positive, responsible behavior.
15. Positive peer influence—Young person’s best friends model 
responsible behavior.
16. High expectations—Both parent(s) and teachers encourage 
the young person to do well.



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

CONSTRUCTIVE USE OF TIME



17. Creative activities—Young person spends three or more 
hours per week in lessons or practice in music, theater, or other 
arts.
18. Youth programs—Young person spends three or more 
hours per week in sports, clubs, or organizations at school 
and/or in the community.
19. Religious community—Young person spends one or more 
hours per week in activities in a religious institution. 
20. Time at home—Young person is out with friends “with 
nothing special to do” two or fewer nights per week.



INTERNAL ASSETS



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

COMMITMENT TO LEARNING



21. Achievement Motivation—Young person is motivated to 
do well in school.
22. School Engagement—Young person is actively engaged in 
learning.
23. Homework—Young person reports doing at least one hour 
of homework every school day. 
24. Bonding to school—Young person cares about her or his 
school.
25. Reading for Pleasure—Young person reads for pleasure 
three or more hours per week.



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

POSITIVE VALUES



26. Caring—Young person places high value on helping other 
people.
27. Equality and social justice—Young person places high value 
on promoting equality and reducing hunger and poverty. 
28. Integrity—Young person acts on convictions and stands up 
for her or his beliefs.
29. Honesty—Young person “tells the truth even when it is not 
easy.”
30. Responsibility—Young person accepts and takes personal 
responsibility.
31. Restraint—Young person believes it is important not to be 
sexually active or to use alcohol or other drugs.



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

SOCIAL COMPETENCIES



32. Planning and decision making—Young person knows how 
to plan ahead and make choices. 
33. Interpersonal Competence—Young person has empathy, 
sensitivity, and friendship skills.
34. Cultural Competence—Young person has knowledge of 
and comfort with people of different
cultural/racial/ethnic backgrounds.
35. Resistance skills—Young person can resist negative peer 
pressure and dangerous situations. 
36. Peaceful conflict resolution—Young person seeks to 
resolve conflict nonviolently.



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

POSITIVE IDENTITY



37. Personal power—Young person feels he or she has control 
over “things that happen to me.” 
38. Self-esteem—Young person reports having a high self-
esteem.
39. Sense of purpose—Young person reports that “my life has 
a purpose.”
40. Positive view of personal future—Young person is 
optimistic about her or his personal future.



SEARCH INSTITUTE’S 40 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS

� The average young person experiences less than half of 
the 40 assets.

� Average is 17.2 assets for boys and 19.9 assets for girls





FRIENDSHIP



STRATEGIES TO REDUCE LONELINESS

� 1. Social Engagement. Confuses idea of being lonely with idea of being alone. 

� 2. Social Skills. Assumes that people who are lonely have poor social skills. This is not the case. 
When you are lonely, you focus more on yourself in self-preservation mode. 

� 3. Changing how lonely people look at other people. This is effective because it builds 
empathy.

� Cacioppo studied group of US soldiers who returned from service distrustful of people and 
hypervigilant. Cacioppo trained them in reciprocity of communication:

� How to read voices

� How to read eyes

� How to read posture

� Taught them to look for kindness in others. This dramatically reduced loneliness by building 
empathy.

JOHN CACIOPPO, NEUROSCIENTIST AT UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO



HEALTHY CONNECTIONS

CLOSE FRIENDS COMBAT LONELINESS

� Sports

� Extracurricular activities

� Hobbies

� Service organizations

� Church groups



YOUTH IN ICELAND

ICELAND IS A CASE STUDY

� In the 1980s and 90s, Iceland had an extremely rate of 
teen suicide and substance abuse. 

� 1998 - 42% of 15 and 16 year olds reported being drunk 
in the past month. 25% were smoking cigarettes every 
day.

� Iceland made a national effort to engage their youth 
through Youth in Iceland program



YOUTH IN ICELAND

ICELAND IS A CASE STUDY

� Developed by Dr. Harvey Milkman, social psychology professor in CO

� 5 Elements of program:

� 1) Changing the Law: ban tobacco and alcohol ads, raise legal age for 
buying both, curfew. Iceland made a national effort to engage their 
youth through Youth in Iceland program.

� Public health campaigns launched to reduce drug and alcohol usage

� 2) Parental involvement: Ask parents to get more involved in the lives 
of their children. 4 key areas are (a) spend quality time in the home; (b) 
talk to children about their lives and experiences; (c) learn who children 
associate with; (d) ensure children were home at night



YOUTH IN ICELAND

ICELAND IS A CASE STUDY

� 3) Keeping children occupied in diversionary activities. Each family 
is given a Leisure Card that gives them a $500 allowance per child to 
pay for skill-based diversionary activities

� State funding increased for sports, arts, music, dance and other 
clubs

� 4) Strong science and research base. Gather data from youth on on-
going basis, particularly relationship data

� 5) Political support. Icelandic Government supported the program. It 
was administered through 35 Municipal governments and not 
through the national government to ensure buy-in and support.



YOUTH IN ICELAND

ICELAND SETS EXAMPLE

� Trained hundreds of volunteer coaches in sports and other activities 

� 2016 - 5% of 15 and 16 year olds reported being drunk in the past 
month. 3% were smoking cigarettes.

� Iceland beat England in the European Football Championships in 
2016

� Iceland became the smallest nation to every qualify for the World 
Cup in 2018

� Giving kids opportunities to find natural highs and build social 
connections has transformed a nation. 



HOW CAN THE US REPLICATE 
ICELAND’S SUCCESS? 



REPLICATE ICELAND’S SUCCESS

A YOUTH IN AMERICA PROGRAM WOULD HAVE THE SAME ELEMENTS

� Create a national effort to engage youth

� Public health campaign to reduce drug and alcohol abuse

� Evidence-based parent education programs to encourage parental 
engagement

� Expand mentoring programs to engage caring adults for youth whose 
parents are under stress 

� Dedicate funds to skill-based diversionary activities

� Create a strong research base to support and inform the work

� Build political support so that adults see this effort as a necessity 



NATURAL HIGHS





DIVERSIONARY ACTIVITIES









SCHOOLS AND CHURCHES PLAY 
CRUCIAL ROLE



JULIANNE HOLT-LUNSTAD, BRIGHAM YOUNG 

SCHOOLS CAN TEACH LONELINESS PREVENTION

� Holt-Lunstad has developed a “social education” curriculum that 
teaches how to build and maintain friendships

� Course also teaches empathy and helps to build compassion

� “Buddy Bench”, a place on campus where kids can go during 
recess or lunch to show others that they could use a friend.

� In the UK, loneliness prevention will be taught in every school, 
starting in the primary grades

� It is important to see loneliness and social isolation as a public 
health issue that affects everyone.



NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY STUDY

INCARCERATION RATES

� 1 in 10 male high school dropouts 
are incarcerated

� 1 in 4 African American male high 
school dropouts are incarcerated

� 1 in 35 male high school graduates 
are incarcerated



KINSHIP






