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Grief, Loss, 
and Loneliness
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OBJECTIVES

• Understand the severe physical mental and emotional impacts of  
social isolation on bereaved individuals.

• Learn about evidence-based interventions to address social isolation.

• Explore tangible ways of  addressing isolation in participant’s field of  
work.



CASE STUDY
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CASE STUDY

Case: “Computer Brain”

• Lost his wife after being her 

caretaker for several years

• Two adult children with busy 

professional lives that live in 

other communities.

• Beginning to struggle with 

memory issues

• Prior to becoming a caretaker 

worked as a sales executive at a 

tech company.

• Living in apartment on a busy, 

unwalkable street.

• Reports feeling very lonely
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What is the Difference Between…?

Healthy Solitude

vs.

Social Isolation
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•Help clients understand 
the importance of  
balancing the need to 
retreat from others with 
the need to tend to 
social connections to 
keep them active for 
future engagement.

Preventing Social Isolation
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Isolation is Deadly

Loneliness increases the risk of  

dying by 26%.

- 6% higher than depression and 

anxiety
Source: Loneliness and Social Isolation as Risk Factors for Mortality- A Meta-

Analytic Review by Julianne Holt-Lunstad, Timothy B. Smith, Mark Baker, 

Tyler Harris, David Stephenson
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Isolation is Deadly

Chronic isolation causes chronic 

inflammation and serves as a 

fertilizer for chronic diseases like 

cardio vascular disease, 

neurodegenerative diseases, and 

metastatic cancer.

Source: Loneliness and Social Isolation as Risk Factors for Mortality- A Meta-
Analytic Review by Julianne Holt-Lunstad, Timothy B. Smith, Mark Baker, 
Tyler Harris, David Stephenson
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ISOLATION IS TOXIC
• “The white blood cells of  people who suffered 
through chronic loneliness appeared to be stuck in a 
state of  fear. Genes that code for the body’s 
inflammation response are turned on to a degree not 
seen in non-lonely participants. Inflammation is great 
at responding to acute injury, but inflammation going 
chronically, it serves as a fertilizer for chronic 
diseases like atherosclerosis and cardio vascular 
disease, neurodegenerative diseases, and metastatic 
cancer.”
• Steve Cole, Genetics Researcher at the University of  California Los Angeles

• “The level of  toxicity from loneliness is stunning.”
• John Cacioppo, a University of  Chicago Psychologist 
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ISOLATION HURTS IMMUNITY

•At the same time there is suppressed activity in a 
block of  genes involved in fending off  against 
viral infections. People who are lonely are more 
susceptible to chronic diseases, and less able to 
fight off  immediate threats.
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ISOLATION IS LINKED WITH
• Depression,
• Poor sleep quality
• Impaired executive function
• Accelerated cognitive decline
• Unfavorable cardiovascular function,
• Impaired immunity
• Altered hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical activity
• Pro-inflammatory gene expression 
• Earlier mortality.

• Source: Perceived social isolation, evolutionary fitness and health outcomes: a lifespan approach. By Louise C. 
Hawkley, John P. Capitanio
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ISOLATION IS HEARTBREAKING

• Loneliness is a unique predictor of  age-related differences 
in blood pressure.
• Source: Loneliness is a unique predictor of  age-related differences in systolic blood pressure by Hawkley, 

Louise C.,Masi, Christopher M.,Berry, Jarett D.,Cacioppo, John T.

• Loneliness negatively impacts cardiovascular health, 
especially in women
• Source: Women, Loneliness, and Incident Coronary Heart Disease by Thurston, Rebecca C. PhD; 

Kubzansky, Laura D. PhD, MPH



Loneliness increases with age. And an aging wave of  baby boomers means a 
wave of  loneliness is coming for America. 

40 percent of  people age 65 and older who report being lonely at times.

13



ADDRESSING SOCIAL 
ISOLATION
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Isolation becomes chronic

Loneliness is a vicious 

cycle. The more 

isolated we are, the 

more threatened we 

feel. The more 

threatened we feel, 

the more we fall into 

isolation.
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Breaking the cycle

• Identify and prevent bias 

through psychoeducation 

and cognitive reframing

• Identify, engage, and process 

“safe” relationships to break 

behavioral confirmation 

process.

• Decreasing small amounts 

of  social isolation can lead 

to more motivation to take 

risks and connect with 

others.
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COPING IS NOT ENOUGH
• Hedonic vs Eudaimonic well-being
•the hedonic approach, which focuses on 
happiness and defines well-being in terms of  
pleasure attainment and pain avoidance

•the eudaimonic approach, which focuses on 
meaning and self-realization and defines well-
being in terms of  the degree to which a 
person is fully functioning.
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Coping is Not Enough

• Findings suggest a novel approach to targeting the health 
risks associated with social isolation by promoting purpose 
and meaning in life.
• Loneliness, eudaimonia, and the human conserved transcriptional response to adversity by Steven W. Cole, Morgan E. 

Levine, Jesusa M.G. Arevalo, Jeffrey Ma, David R. Weir, Eileen M. Crimmins

• One pilot program pairs lonely 
older Americans with elementary 
school children. The older 
participants volunteer to tutor 
and look out for the kids. 
Secretly, this is an intervention 
for the older adults. 
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PSYCHOEDUCATION

• Psychoeducation around the Dual Process 
Model of  Coping with Bereavement

•Help clients understand the importance of  
balancing the healthy need to retreat from society 
during bereavement with the equally important 
need to tend to social connections to keep them 
active for future engagement.
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PSYCHOEDUCATION

• Identify and prevent 
•Confirmation Bias - tendency to search for or interpret 

information in a way that confirms one's preconceptions

•Attentional Bias - tendency for people's perception to be 
affected by their recurring thoughts at the time

•Mood-congruent memory bias – tendency for current 
mood or affective state to determine the affective 
association of  the memories that are recalled
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Identifying Purpose

• Narrative Life Review 
• to identify what has brought meaning to client in the past, 

what experience/wisdom/skills they have to share

• Creative Practices
• like writing and collaging to explore new possibilities of  

identity and purpose.

• Who Needs Me?
•Explore where the bereaved client is “needed” in the 

family and the community.
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FINDING PURPOSE
• Narrative Life Review to identify what has brought 

meaning to client in the past, what 
experience/wisdom/skills do they have to give back 
to the community or offer to the next generation

• Engage creative practices like writing and collaging

• Use “Values Cards” to help clients identify key 
values
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FINDING PURPOSE
• Turning pain of  loss into purpose for living
•Establishing a continuing bond through action in the 

community/family

• Community Resources w/ Behavioral Activation
•working with clients to identify meaningful activities that 

offer meaning and connection simultaneously (ex: faith-
based groups, volunteer opportunities, family of  friends in 
need) 

• Supporting behavioral activation by processing and 
overcoming practical and emotional barriers to risk-taking. 
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Pay close attention to the guys…

Case: “Computer Brain”

• Social connections 

“bottlenecked” through 

spouse

• Social isolation leading to 

cognitive issues

• Strong confirmation bias

• Pleasure focused coping did 

not work

• Explored life and 

relationship

• Discovered skills and 

community that needed 

those skills



Call: 443-849-8251

Free Support Services:
Grief Counseling

Community Workshops
Support Groups

25


