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Mental Health: Combating Loneliness

The power of connection: How to deal with
loneliness

Craving more companionship in your daily
life? You are not alone. More than half of U.S.
adults say they are lonely. And that lack of
social connection is hurting people’s physical,
mental, and social health.

What's the difference between loneliness
and being alone?

Loneliness is the gap between the social life
you want and the one you have. Feeling
lonely doesn’t always mean being alone. It
can happen even when you are with others.

Isolation — being apart from others — means
having a few close relationships and social
groups. Not everyone who's alone or isolated
feels lonely. But ongoing isolation and
feelings of loneliness can both be harmful to
your health.

How can I tell if I am struggling with
loneliness?

You may be struggling with loneliness if you
feel sad, disconnected, or empty. You may
think you don’t fit in with other people and
tend to avoid social situations. If you live
alone or spend most of your time alone,
you're more likely to feel lonely some of the
time.

Some life situations can contribute to
loneliness. Maybe you left home for college
or a job and found it hard to make friends
like your old ones. Or maybe you work
remotely and feel you can’'t connect with
colleagues the way you could face to face.

Men and women report about the same rate
of loneliness. But mothers show higher levels
of loneliness than fathers, with single parents

feeling especially lonely. And young adults
are twice as likely to be lonely as seniors.

How loneliness can hurt your health

Long-term loneliness and isolation can
increase your risk of health problems, says a
report by former Surgeon General Vivek
Murthy, MD. These include:

e Heart disease

e Stroke

e Type 2 diabetes
e Dementia

Feeling lonely can also lead to mental health
problems like depression or anxiety. Research
shows adults who are often lonely have

more than twice the risk of developing
depression over time. “When we don’t feel
like we can access our social support systems,
that will increase all the negativity around
us.” says Janice Schneider, PsyD, a clinical
psychologist and adolescent psychology
specialist at Southern California Permanente
Medical Group in Los Angeles.

Lack of social connection has even been
linked to premature death. One study said
isolation carries the same health hazard as
smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day.

How can I stop feeling lonely and
disconnected?

So, what’s the best way to cope with
loneliness? Experts say improving your social
connections tops the list. Here are 6 tips:

1. Nurture your relationships

Strong relationships take time and effort to
grow, but they're worth the investment for
your health and well-being. Dr. Murthy

recommends taking time each day to reach
out to a friend, co-worker, or family
member.

“Be mindful of assuming that others don't
want to hear from you,” Dr. Schneider says.
“They’re probably thinking the same thing.

Show people that you care by answering
your phone when they call. Be available to
see them in person. Listen and follow up on
what they share. Did they tell you about a
vacation they booked, a work presentation,
their child’s recital? Check in soon after. Be
the type of friend you want to have —
authentic, supportive, and engaged, Dr.
Schneider says.

This may be an area where men and
women differ, research shows. Equal
numbers of women and men report having
at least one close friend. But women are
more likely to reach out regularly to their
friends — as often as once a day.

Another way to increase connections with
others is to say thank you. Even a simple
text saying “Thanks!” can make someone
feel seen. Plus, practicing gratitude has the
added benefit of helping you build
resilience. It’s a win-win for their
well-being and yours.

2. Limit your time on social media

When you're with others, be present. Put
down your devices and give them your full
attention. Being engaged helps you listen
and enjoy the moment.

Spending less time on social media can
help. Studies suggest a connection between
social media use and increased depression
and anxiety. If you need a way to keep in
touch with loved ones, it's more engaging
to call or video chat, says Dr. Schneider.

3. Help people in your community

Volunteering can ease your feelings of

loneliness and even improve your health
by lowering your stress levels. Joining a
group that serves others can widen your
social network and help you meet people
with similar interests. Volunteering also
supports social connections throughout
your community.

Get involved in something you're
passionate about — from charity to the arts.
Mentor someone in your community who
values your life experiences. Even small
acts of kindness for a neighbor, friend, or
stranger can help you feel less lonely.

4. Join social groups

If you feel like you have no one to talk to,
group activities are a good way to meet
other people who want to connect. Join a
sports club or professional group, go to a
community event, attend a religious
service, or take a class. “Something that
raises your endorphins and gives you a
sense of belonging is best,” Dr. Schneider
says.

You can:

e Sign up for activities at your local
community or senior center.

e Discover like-minded groups on
www.meetup.com

e Take a fitness class.

Being around new people may feel
uncomfortable at first. But remind yourself
that others probably feel the same way.
When you're ready, take the first step and
introduce yourself to someone.

5. Adopt a pet

If you're not allergic, consider adopting or
fostering a pet. Caring for an animal can
help reduce loneliness, depression, and
anxiety, Dr. Schneider says. Plus, pets offer
unconditional love and the comfort of
having something to come home to.



6. Get help

Some feelings and situations are too much
to overcome alone. Kaiser Permanente
members can explore self-care resources
like digital apps that help with stress,
depression, and sleep. There’s also
text-based emotional support coaching. You
could try joining a support group, or reach
out to someone you trust, like a teacher.

If you need more help, contact your doctor
or make an appointment with a mental
health professional.

Connect with yourself

Your relationship with yourself is one of
the most important you have. When you
treat yourself well, it will be easier for you
to connect with others.

You can:
e Make time to do things you enjoy.

e Be kind to yourself with the same
compassion you would offer a good
friend.

e Create a self-care routine to support
your well-being.

When someone you care about is lonely

Seeing a close friend or relative struggle
with loneliness can be painful. Spend time
with them and encourage them to create
more social connections.

If you have children, model healthy
behaviors for them to learn. For example,
stay in contact with old friends and
socialize without your phone.

Source:
https://healthy.kaiserpermanente.org/oreg
on-washington/health-wellness/healthartic
le.dealing-with-loneliness

Courtesy of Kaiser Permanente

Preventing Stroke

Regular checkups, exercise, nutrition, and a
healthy lifestyle, including knowing and
managing risk factors, can reduce or limit
the damage of a stroke. Call 911 if you see
symptoms of stroke.

Stroke symptoms start suddenly and
often include:

e Confusion or difficulty understanding
others and difficulty speaking

e Dizziness
e Severe headache

e Trouble walking, loss of balance or
coordination

e Vision problems in one or both eyes

e Weakness or numbness in your face,
arm, or leg, often on just one side

Risk factors for stroke include:

e High blood pressure (between 130-139
Systolic over 80-89 Diastolic)

o Age; stroke risk rises after age 65
e Diabetes
e Family history of stroke

e Gender; men have a higher incidence of
stroke

e Prior stroke
e Smoking

e Vascular disease, especially carotid
bruit (narrowing of artery carrying
blood to the brain)

Stroke is a symptom of vascular or blood
vessel disease. Most strokes are caused by
blood clots blocking an artery. A blood clot
can come from another part of the body; or
can be caused by a smaller clot in an artery
narrowed down from plaque build-up.
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Things you must do to lower your risk for
stroke:

e Monitor blood pressure regularly and
treat high blood pressure

e Exercise

e If you are diabetic, control blood
glucose levels

e If you smoke, quit
e Manage cholesterol levels

e Manage weight

Source:
https://blog.providence.org/better-u-conten
t/preventing-stroke

Courtesy of Providence Health Assurance
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Mindfulness,
Meditation, and
Helpful Apps

If you find yourself feeling stressed or
overwhelmed in everyday life, it might be
time to slow down and let go of negative
thoughts. One method shown to help with
this is mindfulness — the practice of
becoming more aware of your present
moment.

Mindfulness can offer many health
benefits. According to Mayo Clinic,
engaging in mindful practices may help
people manage conditions such as anxiety,
depression, tension headaches, and chronic
pain. Fortunately, practicing mindfulness
can be easily incorporated into your daily
lifestyle. Here are some ways to get started.

Take a deep breath

A good place to begin is with your
breathing. Johns Hopkins Rheumatology
recommends sitting or lying down in a
comfortable position and taking slow,
steady breaths to ease stress. Try placing
one hand on your chest and the other on
your abdomen as you deeply inhale for
three counts and exhale for three counts.
Doing this for a few minutes once or twice
a day can help keep your thoughts relaxed
and present.

Go one step at a time

Walking in nature and focusing on the
scenery around you is a great way to get
some exercise and practice mindfulness.
During walks, it’'s normal for thoughts
about the past or future to arise. But that’s
when Duke Health says it’s important to
tune into things outside of yourself. Notice
the color of the sky. Listen to the sound of
the leaves rustling. Feel the ground under



https://blog.providence.org/better-u-content/preventing-stroke
https://healthy.kaiserpermanente.org/oregon-washington/health-wellness/healtharticle.dealing-with-loneliness

each step. Focusing on your environment can
help keep your thoughts on the present
moment.

Savor each bite

Mindfulness can also play a vital role in your
eating habits. Penn Medicine recommends
paying attention to your body’s hunger cues
and avoiding distractions like TV during
mealtimes. Giving your body healthy
nutrition can be a pleasurable experience
when you focus on flavor and enjoy each bite
of your food.

Try apps like Calm or your health plan’s app

The use of mental health apps and mobile
care technology can offer several benefits,
including:

e Greater access, especially in rural areas

e Convenience, with treatment and support
available 24/7 from the comfort of home

e Lower cost

e Easier, less intimidating introduction than
traditional care

Calm is an evidence-based mental health app,
designed to help people easily navigate to
personalized mental health support. It is a
leading app for sleep, meditation and
relaxation, offering:

e Guided meditations
e Sleep stories
e Breathing exercises and relaxation tools

e Visit www.calm.com or check with your
health plan for more information

Other apps tailored to meditation beginners
include Headspace, Medito and Smiling Mind.

Your health plan’s app may also help you find
mental health resources such as:

e Virtual self-care and coaching

e Common mental health services available
in your area

Visit your health plan’s website or call
customer service to get started.

Source:

Renew Magazine, May 2022,
https://www.uhc.com/news-articles/health
y-living/digital-literacy-tools,
https://www.uhc.com/news-articles/health
y-living/uhc-app-mental-health

Courtesy of UnitedHealthcare
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Whole-Wheat Pasta wi
Pepper Marinara Sauce

Ingredients 4,

e 1-pound whole-wheat penne pasta

e 1 15-ounce can butter beans, rinsed and
drained or 1 1/2 cups fresh beans

e 1 bunch of greens (kale, collards, turnip
greens, etc.), ribs removed, roughly
chopped

e 1 large red onion, diced into medi-
um-sized chunks

e 3 cloves garlic, finely diced

e 1 teaspoon Italian seasoning >
e 2 tablespoons freshly diced oregano or 1
tablespoon dried oregano leaves
e Freshly cracked black pepper and sea
salt, to taste
e 1 28-ounce can diced tomatoes
e 2 12-ounce jars of roasted red peppers,
drained and rinsed in a colander (4 to 5
roasted peppers)
e 1/2 cup split red lentils, rinsed in a 6
fine-mesh colander
e 1/4 cup pitted Kalamata olives, quartered 7

Optional garnishes: Red chili flakes, freshly
chopped basil, parmesan cheese, or
cashew cheese

Directions

1. In alarge pot, boil water for pasta. When

th Red Lentil Roast

Heat a large cast-iron skillet or wide sauté
pan. Add red onion and dry-sauté for 2 to 3
minutes on medium-high heat. Add 1 to 2
tablespoons water and continue to cook for
another 3 to 5 minutes, adding more water
(1 to 2 tablespoons at a time) when water
has evaporated. Add garlic, Italian seasoning,
oregano, pepper, and sea salt and cook until
garlic smells fragrant, 1 to 2 minutes more.
Remove from heat.

In a food processor, combine diced tomatoes,
roasted peppers, and half of the cooked
onion mixture and blend until the
consistency is slightly chunky. Transfer
sauce back to the cast-iron skillet or sauté
pan. Bring the sauce to a simmer and add 1/2
cup red split lentils, stirring until combined.
Cook on medium heat for about 20 minutes.
Add 1/4 to 1/2 cup of the reserved pasta
water if the sauce is too thick.

When lentils are cooked, add quartered
olives and stir to combine.

Taste for seasoning. Ladle red lentil sauce
onto pasta and stir to combine. Add optional
garnishes.

1d103d

Nutritional Information (per serving):

Servings: 8 2-cup servings

the water boils, add pasta and stir often to

prevent sticking. About 3 to 4 minutes
before the pasta is al dente, or according to
package directions, add the chopped

greens to the pasta pot and stir.

2. Add drained butter beans in the last
minute before pasta is done.

3. Reserve 1/2 cup of pasta water in a

heat-resistant container. Drain pasta,
greens, and beans in a colander and return

Calories 407
Total Fat 5g
Sodium 600mg
Total Carbohydrate 73g
Dietary Fiber 15g
Total Sugars og
Protein 15g

to the empty pot.

Fall 2026

Courtesy of Kaiser Permanente



https://www.uhc.com/news-articles/healthy-living/digital-literacy-tools
https://www.uhc.com/news-articles/healthy-living/uhc-app-mental-health

PERS
HEALTH
INSURANCE PROGRAM

Public Employees Retirement System

PO Box 231299
Tigard, OR 97281-1299

PRSRT STD
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID

PITTSBURGH, PA
PERMIT NO. XXXX

PERS Health Insurance Program (PHIP)
pershealth.com
(503) 224-7377
(800) 768-7377

TTY: 711
Fax: (503) 765-3452 or (888) 393-2943

0174_Fall2026(07/26)





