Loneliness is Spreading Throughout Colleges and Students Need a Cure
Alyssa Enright
Despite crowds of young adults bustling around most college campuses, students are resounding in their declaration that they are nevertheless surrounded by loneliness. 
The Healthy Minds Network, a research organization, conducted a survey for the 2022/2023 year about issues related to college-age mental health and loneliness and discovered that 19% of respondents feel a lack of companionship, 22% feel left out and 25% feel like they are isolated from others on their campuses. Factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic, social media and starting a new life at college all contributed to why students feel lonely, experts say. 
These statistics are concerning because loneliness has been linked to an “increased risk of disease, including a 29% increased risk of heart disease and a 32% increased risk of stroke,” according to the Surgeon General of the United States, Dr. Vivek H. Murthy in his advisory calling to the public health crisis of loneliness. Furthermore, the advisory noted that loneliness is even linked to increased susceptibility to viruses and respiratory illness. As a result, experts suggested students need to express feelings of loneliness to remove the stigma surrounding the subject, colleges need to educate their faculty and staff about mental health and they need to provide adequate mental health services for all students.
“It’s a risk for f—ing death,” said Lawrence Reed, clinical assistant professor of psychology at New York University after listing the risks loneliness has on humans.
Most colleges do have at least some mental health resources and services, but experts wonder if they are good enough to handle the need. “It is a struggle for all colleges dealing with the demand,” explained Jenifer Urff who is the director of knowledge dissemination and technical assistance at Massachusetts Association for Mental Health based in Boston, an organization for mental health advocacy. 
Kate Turetsky, an assistant professor of psychology and director of the Group Dynamics Lab at Barnard College at Columbia University, mentions that even counseling center hours could be a problem for students who need support because they are usually open during class time. A student can’t properly get mental help for their loneliness if they don’t have the time to do so. 
Loneliness can also affect a student's overall quality of life and is associated with increased symptoms of anxiety, depression and insomnia according to Stephanie Block, an associate professor of psychology at The University of Massachusetts Lowell. These increased symptoms of stress and lack of sleep could also affect a student’s academic performance if they bleed into the classroom. “If we aren’t living a full body life, we aren’t going to do the things we want to do,” Olivia Gratz, a licensed clinical psychologist, explained when speaking about the effects loneliness can have on a person. 
Being isolated from one’s family and friends for the first time and not having that support system nearby is another reason college students feel a lack of companionship, experts say. Social media is another element that contributes to this because social media is “not an accurate representation of our daily lives and changes how we relate to other people,” revealed Gratz, and this results in students constantly comparing themselves to each other. Parasocial relationships that are formed on social media aren’t usually authentic, deep connections and social media contributes to the pressures of presenting one’s life as perfect. 
Experts say, that with the COVID-19 pandemic, many college students today have lost the natural ability to socialize. “Less natural experiences for people to be together and less likely to use common shared spaces,” Block said. After coming out of a pandemic, isolation can be hard to break from and this is what this generation of college students are facing. 
Although loneliness is a normal human emotion that everybody eventually feels, a student’s quality of life can be harmed when they are stuck in a cycle of isolation. Gratz said loneliness can get so bad that the feeling becomes a chronic issue for the student and “When you can’t socialize because you feel so isolated.” College students’ mental and physical functionality can be negatively affected when they feel alone, experts say. 
Young adults need to make connections with their peers during their college years because, as Reed describes, “You’re not forming relationships, or the skills required to form relationships.” Small steps like meeting people in person instead of online could be a huge change to combat the lack of companionship. 
The first step to bringing awareness to this issue is to talk about it. Gratz emphasizes that even though talking about loneliness is stigmatized, it won’t get better until we can be vulnerable. “Unless we can acknowledge the feeling, then we are stuck there. It would make us more secure and less isolated to talk about it,” Gratz expressed. If a student is comfortable, they should express their feelings, or else the conversation won’t take place and no solution will happen.
        	Campuses can be overwhelming for some students if they get easily intimidated by being surrounded by so many new people. Sometimes this can deter them from making connections, but Turetsky says, “Students can recognize that strangers are much more responsive than they think.” Since data have shown this to be true, this thought could comfort students who have anxiety about talking to new people.
Northeastern University program coordinator and the NU PLACE diversity, equity, and inclusion consultant, Niki Long, said that “faculty members should pay more attention to how students engage in class.” Specifically, she said to look for whether a student is purposely isolating themself. She believes that mini-social events and student clubs aren’t going to be the cure for loneliness, however, a new method might work.
Long also suggested that all faculty and staff of colleges should be trained in mental health and loneliness to properly support students. Normalizing the conversation and having professors who recognize a student is feeling this way could be a solution to reducing these feelings.
Hillary Sullivan, the director for community service & civic engagement at Northeastern University, said “Students should stop to think about what they are authentically interested in and not just academically.” This is how students could be encouraged to be more involved in their communities. Sullivan also believes it is part of the student's responsibility to attend events and put themselves out there since they are young adults.
A combination of students being dedicated to socializing and the college providing opportunities and resources for socialization and mental health resources could be the answer to reducing the loneliness that plagues many campuses.  “Ask students what can be done to help them create connections. Ask what social events would help them make friends,” said Block. Allowing students to provide feedback and hand out surveys about social events could help students feel more involved in campus and the community, she added. 
        	No student should ever feel like they are alone during a vulnerable transition period in their life, Turetsky said. In fact, she said ameliorating issues of isolation and loneliness in college must start in the classroom. There, teachers can “focus more on collaboration than competition,” she said, “encourage students to see each other as peers and friends.”
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