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Loneliness and social and civic behaviours 
 

 

Background
 

Loneliness, a subjective feeling defined as an unmet need in 

the quantity or quality of social interactions, has come to be 

viewed as a public health issue due to its link with negative 

health outcomes, both physical and mental [1]. However, there 

has been less focus on exploring potential links between 

loneliness and other societal issues. 

This policy brief provides insights into the relationship between 

loneliness and interpersonal trust, social and civic behaviours. 

It reports the main results of the in-depth analysis conducted 

in [2]. The analysis is based on data from the first EU-wide 

survey on loneliness (EU-LS) carried out in 2022. 1 The EU-LS 

collected information on more than 20 000 Europeans via an 

online consumer panel. The resulting data provides a detailed 

view of respondents’ experience of loneliness, social 

interactions, health, social media use as well as social and civic 

behaviours. 

 
1 The survey was carried out by the Joint Research Centre (JRC) in partnership with the Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion, in 
the context of a pilot project initiated by the European Parliament. For more information on the survey and on loneliness prevalence in Europe, see [3,4]. 

Interpersonal trust and loneliness – 

loneliness is associated with low trust 

The research on trust, along with separate studies focusing on 

loneliness, indicates that social connections play a crucial role 

in determining both phenomena. Meaningful relationships, 

along with frequent social interactions, decrease the risk of 

loneliness [4] and are believed to increase trust in others [5]. 

In this policy brief, lonely individuals are defined as those who 

reported feeling lonely most or all of the time over the 4 weeks 

preceding the EU-LS. High-trust respondents are defined as 

those who reported being more inclined to believe that most 

people can be trusted completely. Conversely, low-trust 

respondents are defined as those who reported being more 

inclined to believe that most people cannot be trusted at all. 

(see the Quick Guide at the bottom of this brief). 

The EU-LS data show that both lonely people and those 

reporting low levels of trust tend to have fewer close friends 

and fewer close family relations than others (see Figure 1).

HIGHLIGHTS 

  
➔ Lonely people report fewer social contacts and 

low interpersonal trust. Findings show that the 
level of social integration underlies the strong 
link between loneliness and low trust in 
others. 

➔ Individuals with lower levels of social 
integration in their formative years may be 
more susceptible to both loneliness and 
diminished trust in adulthood. 

➔ Lonely people report a higher preference for 
risk when taking driving, financial or health 
related decisions. 

➔ Loneliness motivates people to seek human 
contact as lonely people report a high 
willingness to engage in social activities (church 
visits and volunteering) and behaviours 
signalling positive social qualities (such as 
donating).  

➔ Lonely people are more withdrawn from political 
life. They tend to believe that their voice does 
not count and consequently report lower turnout 
at elections.   

 



 

Figure 1 – Social connectedness by loneliness status and trust 
beliefs 

(a) Average number of close friends 

 

(b) Average number of family members with whom one has close 

relationships 

 

Figure 2 – Social connectedness in childhood by loneliness status and 

trust beliefs 

(a) Share of respondents reporting a presence of close friends in 
childhood 

 

(b) Share of respondents reporting good relationship with parents in 

childhood 

 

The precise mechanism linking loneliness and trust remains 

elusive. Some scholars suggest that loneliness may come from 

a lack of trust towards others [5], a foundation established in 

early childhood. The EU-LS also gathered information on 

respondents’ childhood experiences. As illustrated in Figure 2, 

a lower percentage of lonely people and those with low-trust 

beliefs had close friends in childhood (54.9% and 62.7%, 

respectively) and good relationships with parents during 

childhood (55.3% and 61.9%, respectively). In contrast, 

respondents that were not lonely and those with high trust in 

others had higher levels of social connectedness in childhood, 

with more than 70% reporting positive experiences in both 

categories (close friends in childhood and good relationships 

with parents during childhood). These findings highlight the 

intricate interplay between social connections during childhood, 

loneliness, and trust later in life. The data suggests that 

individuals with lower levels of social integration in their 

formative years may be more susceptible to both loneliness 

and diminished trust in adulthood. Recognising and addressing 

these early factors may hold significant implications for 

fostering trust and mitigating loneliness in society. 

To delve deeper into the connection between loneliness, social 

connection and trust, Figure 3a illustrates the relation 

between feeling lonely and the probability of holding low-trust 

beliefs. This analysis takes into account respondents’ socio-

economic factors and geographic location. As shown in Figure 

3a, feeling lonely is associated with a 11-percentage-point 

higher likelihood of having low-trust beliefs compared to other 

survey participants. This observation aligns with existing 

literature, suggesting that lonely people tend to exhibit lower 

levels of trust [6, for an in-depth review]. 

These findings, coupled with the reported spread of loneliness, 

paint a concerning picture. Societies characterised by high 

levels of mutual confidence and trust tend to be economically 

prosperous, exhibit greater resilience [7, for an in-depth review] 

 
2 Studies [9] suggest that this warning signal is an evolutionarily developed alert, similar to hunger or thirst. It’s a natural signal that the human body 
sends when it lacks something essential for survival. Thousands of years ago, when humans were hunters and gatherers, separation from a group 
significantly lowered chances of survival. 

and lower rates of violence [8]. The finding that lonely 

respondents, on average, display lower levels of trust towards 

others is therefore disconcerting, as it carries potential 

negative implications for society as a whole. 

Prosocial behaviours and loneliness - 

loneliness might be a social motivation 

 

Prosocial behaviours play a pivotal role in nurturing a sense of 

community and social cohesion. When people help each other, 

it strengthens social bonds and creates a sense of belonging 

and interconnectedness. Intriguingly, despite the findings in the 

previous section indicating that lonely people are more 

negatively biased toward others and more socially withdrawn 

as they report lower trust in others and fewer close friends, 

data from the EU-LS reveals that those experiencing loneliness 

have a stronger willingness to behave altruistically and support 

others. One possible explanation which we label the seeking 

contacts hypothesis is that feelings of loneliness are supposed 

to work as a warning signal to prompt people to seek out social 

connections2. Loneliness motivates prosocial behaviours that 

help build meaningful social ties and fulfil the need to belong. 

People who experience transient feelings of loneliness crave 

social interaction [10]. 

Figure 3b illustrates the association between feeling lonely 

and the likelihood of exhibiting a high willingness to volunteer 

and engage in frequent church attendance. This analysis 

accounts for respondents’ socio-economic factors and 

geographical location. As shown in Figure 3b, lonely people 

demonstrate a 7-percentage-point higher likelihood of 

willingness to volunteer compared with other survey 

participants. They are also 4-percentage-points more likely to 

frequently attend church. 

These findings align with previous JRC work investigating 

loneliness interventions [11], where respondents, when asked 

about the activities they attempted to alleviate loneliness, 
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frequently mentioned volunteering (10% of lonely 

respondents) and church attendance (8% of lonely 

respondents). This insight can be valuable in shaping policies 

and initiatives aimed at supporting people experiencing 

loneliness in their respective countries. 

Figure 3b also shows the effects of feeling lonely most of the 

time or all of the time on the likelihood of high willingness to 

donate. This is 5 percentage-points higher among lonely people 

than among other survey respondents. 

Overall, these findings seem to support the seeking contacts 

hypothesis and previous research on the topic [12] suggesting 

that lonely people might resort to alternative methods of 

engaging with others (such as volunteering activities and 

attending church services) to seek human contact and might 

engage in behaviours signalling positive social qualities (such 

as donating). 

 

 

Figure 3 – Association between feeling lonely and the likelihood of 

social attitudes and behaviours 

(a) feeling lonely and likelihood of low trust in others 

 

(b) feeling lonely and likelihood of willingness to behave pro-socially 

 

 

 

Source: EU-LS. Figure (a) shows predicted values for the increase (in 
percentage-points) in the likelihood of reporting low interpersonal trust 
associated with being lonely (vs not being lonely) based on multivariate 
regressions. Figure (b) shows predicted values for the increase (in percentage-
points) in likelihood of reporting high willingness to behave pro-socially 
associated with loneliness based on multivariate regressions (see the Quick 
Guide). Lines indicate the 95% confidence intervals. 

 

 
3 Examples of risk-taking behaviour in health matters include smoking, alcohol and drug abuse. 

Civic behaviours and loneliness – 
lonely individuals are more withdrawn from 
political life

 
In terms of civic behaviours, lonely respondents exhibit 

withdrawal from political participation. This finding is in line 

with the literature [13, 14]. Lonely people are more likely to 

think that they do not have any say in what government does, 

and they are more likely not to show up when elections take 

place. EU-LS data seems to confirm these associations. As 

shown in Figure 4, the effect of feeling lonely most of the time 

or all of the time is associated with a 12 percentage-points 

higher likelihood of thinking that you do not have any say about 

what the government does, and a 3 percentage-points higher 

likelihood of not voting. This finding is broadly in line with the 

literature that affirms the abstentious political behaviour of 

lonely people. In turn, and in line with seeking contacts 

hypothesis, the literature finds that lonely people are prone to 

taking part in demonstrations and street protests [13]. 

Figure 4 – Association between feeling lonely and the likelihood of 
abstentious civic behaviour 

 

 
Note: EU-LS; Figure 4 shows predicted values for the increase (in percentage-
points) in likelihood of reporting abstentious civic behaviours associated with 
loneliness based on multivariate regressions (see the Quick Guide for details) 
Lines indicate the 95% confidence intervals. 

 

Risk-taking behaviours and loneliness - 
lonely people report high risk-taking 
behaviours 

 

EU-LS data reveals that lonely people report high risk-taking 

behaviours in areas of life such as driving, taking financial 

decisions and with their health3. As shown in Figure 5 the 

effect of feeling lonely most of the time or all of the time is 

associated with a 7 percentage-points higher likelihood of risk 

-taking while driving. This result might be influenced by the 

heightened social withdrawal experienced by lonely people, 

which can make them less attentive to the safety of others. 

Figure 5 shows a 7 percentage-points higher likelihood of risk 

taking while taking financial decisions and an 9 percentage-

points higher likelihood of risk-taking in health for lonely 

people. 
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Figure 5 – Association between feeling lonely and the likelihood of 

high risk-taking in different contexts 

 

 
Note: EU-LS; Figure 5 shows predicted values for the increase (in percentage-
points) in likelihood of reporting high risk-taking behaviour associated with 
loneliness based on multivariate regressions (see the Quick Guide for details) 
Lines indicate the 95% confidence intervals. 

Conclusions 
 

The EU-LS and the accompanying analysis presented in this 

policy brief represent the first EU-wide examination of the link 

between social and civic behaviours and loneliness. 

On one hand, the empirical evidence suggests that low 

interpersonal trust, heightened risk-taking, and disengaged 

civic behaviour may be intertwined with an increased sense of 

loneliness. In this regard, loneliness might be posing a threat 

not only to individual well-being but also to the overall health 

of our societies. 

On the other hand, EU-LS data shows that lonely people 

indicate stronger altruistic attitudes, suggesting a positive 

tendency to build and maintain social bonds. They might 

engage in behaviours signalling positive social qualities (e.g. 

altruistic motives) that could help them increase their chances 

to establish meaningful and long-lasting social ties with others. 

These findings should serve to guide policymakers in 

identifying potential adverse societal outcomes associated 

with the spread of loneliness, as well as implementing potential 

actions. 

However, a note of caution is warranted before drawing final 

conclusions. The findings of this policy brief rely on self-

reported data, and respondents are not tracked over a length 

of time. Therefore, it remains unclear if loneliness comes 

before or after the erosion of interpersonal trust. Certainly, 

further research is crucial to ensure accurate and 

comprehensive conclusions. 

 

QUICK GUIDE - Data used in this policy brief comes from the first ever EU-wide survey on loneliness (EU- LS) carried out in 

the context of a European pilot project by the JRC in collaboration with the Directorate-General for 
Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion. The survey was conducted in November and December 2022 and 
targeted the general population aged 16 and above in all 27 EU Member States. Data were collected for a 
total of 25 646 respondents, recruited from established consumer panels, with approximately 1 000 
respondents per country except for Cyprus, Luxembourg and Malta (503, 370 and 529 respondents 
respectively). 

Quotas based on the population of each Member State were used for sample selection from the online 
consumer panels. Quotas reflected the target population in terms of age, gender, educational attainment 
and NUTS region of residence based on available data from Eurostat. Moreover, ex post weights were 
calculated to account for possible further underrepresentation of the above-mentioned socio-demographic 
groups. All data report results using EU-27 weights. 

The survey included the following questions that have been analysed in this policy brief: 

• Interpersonal trust. In general, how much do you trust most people? Answer options were on a scale from 1 

(not at all) to 10 (completely). Respondents who selected options 1, 2, or 3 were classified as having low 

trust while those who selected options 8, 9, or 10 were classified as having high trust. 

• Prosocial behaviour. How well do the following statements describe you as a person? I’m willing to give to 

good causes without expecting anything in return. I’m willing to volunteer my time to a charity or a non-

profit organisation. Answer options were on a scale from 1 (It does not describe me at all) to 10 (It describes 

me perfectly). A respondent is classified to have high willingness to donate or volunteer if they selected 

options 8, 9 or 10. 

• Church attendance. Apart from weddings and funerals, how often do (did) you attend religious services during 

the last 12 months? Answer options were: More than once a week, Once a week, Once a month, On specific 

holidays only, Never, Don’t know, Prefer not to say. Frequent church attendance means attending church at 

least once a week. 

7 p.p.
Lonely

when driving

7 p.p.
Lonely

taking financial decisions

9 p.p.
Lonely

taking health related decisions



 

• Risk-taking. Are you more of a risk-taking person or do you try to avoid risks when it concerns each of the 

following areas: (a) driving, riding a bike etc., (b) taking financial decisions, (c) with your health. Answer 

options were on a scale from 1 (Not at all willing to take risks) to 10 (Fully prepared to take risks). High risk-

taking means selecting option 8, 9 or 10. 

• Perceived influence on politics. To what extent do you agree with the following statement? ‘People like me 

don’t have any say about what the government does?’ Answer options were on a scale from 1(Not at all) to 

10 (To a great extent). High agreement means selecting option 8, 9 or 10. 

• Voting. If there were a general election tomorrow, which party would you support? One of the answer options 

was ‘Most likely I wouldn’t vote’. 
Figures 3-5 show coefficients (average marginal effects) from a multivariate logistic regression. The 
independent variable ‘lonely’ is a binary variable denoting whether people report being lonely most or all of 
the time over the previous 4 weeks. Other explanatory variables include the socio-economic characteristics 
of respondents: age, gender, education attainment, household composition, employment status, migration 
status, and country fixed effects. Additionally, all regression control for childhood experiences: presence of 
close friends and close relations with parents at young age. Standard errors are clustered by country. Detailed 
results are available upon request. 

 

Related work 

This policy brief is part of a series of publications related to the 
European Parliament pilot project ‘Monitoring Loneliness in 
Europe’, initiated by the European Parliament and implemented 
jointly by the Directorate-General for Employment, Social 
Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL) and the Joint Research Centre 
(JRC). More information can be found here. 

DISCLAIMER 

This policy brief summarizes the main results of the in-depth 
analysis conducted in Chapter 6 of the book "Loneliness in 
Europe: Determinants, Risks, and Interventions" [2] which 
accompanies the official release of the EU-LS dataset. 
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