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Introduction

Loneliness in the United States has grown into an epidemic because many people are losing regular, close connections with oth-
ers (Office of the U.S. Surgeon General, 2023). Families often live far apart, neighborhoods feel less connected and people move
more often for school or jobs. Technology, while helpful, sometimes replaces face-to-face time with friends and family, leaving
people feeling more isolated. Add in stress from work, money worries and the fast pace of life, and many people end up without
the strong support systems they need to feel truly connected.

Loneliness, particularly for men, is a painful and sometimes embarrassing feeling, and many men deal with it in silence (Addis,
2011). From a young age, boys are often taught to be leaders — tough and self-reliant. They may hear that showing emotionsiis a
sign of weakness (Jansz, 2000). Phrases like “big boys don’t cry” send the message that men should suppress their feelings. As
a result, many male friendships focus on shared activities or small talk (Botschner, 1996) rather than on deep conversations that
build closeness. This can leave many men feeling like they have no one to turn to when they need help (McKenzie et al., 2022).
Even if friends or family are around, men may still feel misunderstood or unheard. Unfortunately, this lack of emotional connec-
tion can harm both mental and physical health across a lifetime (Glaser & Kiecolt-Glaser, 2005; Park et al., 2020; Singer, 2018).
Loneliness can lead to poor sleep, substance abuse, depression, anxiety, cognitive decline and increased risks for heart disease
and stroke (Leigh-Hunt et al., 2017; Jaffe, 2023; Nordin et al., 2024).

Friendships and strong relationships are important for happiness and health (Umberson & Montez, 2010). However, for men,
making friends can be challenging. In 2021, 15% of men reported having no close friends. Among men under 30, the number was
even higher at 28% (Cox, 2021). More people are struggling with social anxiety or spending much of their time online, which can
make it even harder to build real-life friendships (Luchetti et al., 2020). Some individuals have even begun turning to Al chatbots
for companionship. Almost a third of young adult men (29%) who have done this say they prefer talking to chatbots to talking
to real people (Willoughby et al., 2025). While Al chatbots can offer instant non-judgmental support and an opportunity for
reflection, they lack many aspects of genuine human relationships. For example, human relationships often require sacrifice and
negotiation, which help us feel good and connected to others (Smith et al., 2025). Interactions with chatbots lack this depth.
Additionally, chatbots may shut down or change unexpectedly, provide inappropriate advice, foster emotional dependence, or
present privacy concerns (Smith et al., 2025). Unlike humans, they cannot be present to provide physical affection or support
for physical tasks. Because these advanced chatbots are so new, the long-term effects of using them for companionship are not
yet understood.

Real-world friendships provide meaningful experiences and offer numerous benefits, including stronger social skills, im-
proved emotional regulation and positive health outcomes (Majors, 2012). When men feel safe to share their emotions, they of-
ten realize others share similar experiences. Steps like joining a group, seeing a therapist or making healthy lifestyle changes can
have a big impact (Cacioppo et al., 2015). Men can benefit from caring and kind relationships. Talking openly, showing emotion
and reaching out are not signs of weakness — they are signs of strength. Therefore, if you or someone you know may be feeling
the effects of loneliness, reach out to them or consider the following tips.
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Tips

Reach out to those around you: If you’re experiencing loneliness or have noticed yourself pulling away from others more
than usual, try reaching out to someone you trust. For example, you could invite a friend to join you in an activity you enjoy
or ask to spend time together doing something simple. Even small actions like sending a text, making a quick phone call or
meeting up briefly can help you feel more connected. Taking the first step can feel difficult, but it can help rebuild a sense of
belonging and remind you that you don’t have to face loneliness on your own.

Join a group: Groups and clubs can be a great way to meet new people with similar interests or offer a new way to engage
in hobbies with close friends. Options might include creative classes, like woodworking, culinary groups, volunteering orga-
nizations, a fatherhood program/dads-only meetups or other areas that bring people together and encourage sharing. You
may be able to find information on these groups in public libraries, community centers or local Facebook groups.

Volunteering for connection: If you are feeling lonely, volunteering can be a meaningful way to connect with others while
contributing to something positive in your community. Volunteering often places you in group settings where people come
together to accomplish a common goal. Helping others can also improve your mood and sense of purpose, which may re-
duce negative feelings associated with loneliness. Research has shown that volunteering is linked to better mental health
and higher levels of life satisfaction, partly because it increases social interaction and feelings of belonging (Nichol et al.,
2024).

Finding a community in fitness: If you enjoy being active, try joining a small fitness group, such as a running club, golf
league or casual hiking group. These settings give you a relaxed, low-pressure way to be social, and research shows that
regular physical activity can boost your mental health and help reduce feelings of loneliness (Lubans et al., 2016). Small
groups may feel especially comfortable if you are more introverted or feeling isolated, allowing you to build connections
naturally through shared activities rather than forced conversation. Additionally, many workouts include music to boost your
motivation, reduce your perception of effort and enhance your performance. Music can also support your mental health, as
positive or hopeful lyrics, a fast tempo and a danceable rhythm may help you shift into a more positive headspace when you
are struggling with loneliness (Bowling, 2023).

Rethink the situation: Many feelings come from our perspective. For example, instead of thinking “I have no one around
me,” try seeing your situation as an opportunity for growth or reconnecting. It could be as simple as writing down the
names of friends, family, co-workers or acquaintances to remind you of who you have in your community. Then, put effort
into building these connections by starting a conversation with someone on your list. Consider checking up on a friend you
haven’t heard from in a while or reaching out to thank someone who has made an impact in your life.

Connect with pets: If you are an animal lover, you may consider getting a pet. Some research suggests that pets, especially
dogs, can help with loneliness and mental health. This is likely because dogs encourage people to get up and walk outside
(Oliva & Johnston, 2021; Martins et al., 2023). Your pet can also be a good conversation starter, and you may even meet a new
friend at a dog park. Many individuals also connect with others at service or volunteering opportunities at humane societies
or animal shelters.

Use technology to connect: If meeting people in person feels like too big a step right now, you can still connect with others
virtually. Send a text message or video chat with a loved one. You might interact with others by playing games or by engag-
ing on social media platforms through purposeful digital communication, rather than mindless scrolling.

FCS-2152-2



References
Addis, M. E. (2011). Invisible men: Men’s inner lives and the consequences of silence. Macmillan.

Botschner, J. V. (1996). Reconsidering male friendships: A social-developmental perspective. In C. W. Tolman, F. Cherry, R. Van
Hezewijk, & I. Lubek (Eds.), Problems of theoretical psychology (pp. 242-253). Captus University Publications.

Bowling, D. L. (2023). Biological principles for music and mental health. Translational Psychiatry, 13(1), 374. https://doi.org/10.1038
s41398-023-02671-4

Cacioppo, S., Grippo, A. J., London, S., Goossens, L., & Cacioppo, J. T. (2015). Loneliness: Clinical import and interventions. Per-
spectives on Psychological Science, 10(2), 238-249. https://doi.ora/10.1177/1745691615570616

Cox, D. A. (2021, June 29). Men’s Social Circles are Shrinking. Survey Center on American Life. https:/www.americansurveycen-
ter.org/why-mens-social-circles-are-shrinking

Glaser, R., & Kiecolt-Glaser, J. K. (2005). Stress-induced immune dysfunction: implications for health. Nature Reviews Immunol-
o9y, 5(3), 243-251. htitps://doi.org/10.1038/nri1571

Jaffe, S. (2023). US Surgeon General: Loneliness is a public health crisis. The Lancet, 401(10388), 1560.

Jansz, J. (2000). Masculine identity and restrictive emotionality. In A. H. Fischer (Ed.), Gender and emotion: Social psychological
perspectives (pp. 166-186). Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511628191.009

Leigh-Hunt, N., Bagguley, D., Bash, K., Turner, V., Turnbull, S., Valtorta, N., & Caan, W. (2017). An overview of systematic reviews
on the public health consequences of social isolation and loneliness. Public Health, 152, 157-171. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
puhe.2017.07.035

Lubans, D., Richards, J., Hillman, C., Faulkner, G., Beauchamp, M., Nilsson, M., Kelly, P,, Smith, J., Raine, L., & Biddle, S. (2016). Phys-
ical activity for cognitive and mental health in youth: a systematic review of mechanisms. Pediatrics, 138(3), e20161642.
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-1642

Luchetti, M., Lee, J. H., Aschwanden, D., Sesker, A., Strickhouser, J. E., Terracciano, A., & Sutin, A. R. (2020). The trajectory of
loneliness in response to COVID-19. American Psychologist, 75(7), 897-908. https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000690

Majors, K. (2012). Friendships: The power of positive alliance. In S. Roffey (Ed.), Positive relationships: Evidence based practice
across the world (pp. 127-144). Springer.

Martins, C. F,, Soares, J. P, Cortinhas, A., Silva, L., Cardoso, L., Pires, M. A, & Mota, M. P. (2023). Pet’s influence on humans’ daily phys-
ical activity and mental health: a meta-analysis. Frontiers in Public Health, 11. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1196199

McKenzie, S. K., Oliffe, J. L., Black, A., & Collings, S. (2022). Men’s experiences of mental illness stigma across the lifespan: a scop-
ing review. American Journal of Men’s Health, 16(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/15579883221074789

Nichol, B., Wilson, R., Rodrigues, A., & Haighton, C. (2024). Exploring the effects of volunteering on the social, mental, and phys-
ical health and well-being of volunteers: an umbrella review. Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit
Organizations, 35(1), 97-128. https://doi.org/10.1007/511266-023-00573-7

Nordin, T., Degerstedt, F., & Valmari, E. G. (2024). A scoping review of masculinity norms and their interplay with loneli-
ness and social connectedness among men in Western societies. American Journal of Men’s Health, 18(6). https:/doi.
org/10.1177/15579883241304585

Office of the U.S. Surgeon General. (2023). Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation: The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory on the
Healing Effects of Social Connection and Community . US Department of Health and Human Services. https:/
www.hhs.gov/ sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf

Oliva, J. L., & Johnston, K. L. (2021). Puppy love in the time of Corona: Dog ownership protects against loneliness for those
living alone during the COVID-19 lockdown. International Journal of Social Psychiatry, 67(3), 232-242. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0020764020944195

FCS-2152-3


https://doi.org/10.1038/s41398-023-02671-4 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41398-023-02671-4 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691615570616
https://www.americansurveycenter.org/why-mens-social-circles-are-shrinking/
https://www.americansurveycenter.org/why-mens-social-circles-are-shrinking/
https://doi.org/10.1038/nri1571
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511628191.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2017.07.035
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2017.07.035
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-1642
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000690 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1196199
https://doi.org/10.1177/15579883221074789
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-023-00573-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/15579883241304585
https://doi.org/10.1177/15579883241304585
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764020944195
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764020944195

Park, C., Majeed, A,, Gill, H., Tamura, J., Ho, R. C., Mansur, R. B., Nasri, F., Lee, Y., Rosenblat, J.D., Wong, E., & McIntyre, R. S. (2020).
The effect of loneliness on distinct health outcomes: a comprehensive review and meta-analysis. Psychiatry research, 294,
N3514. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113514

Singer, C. (2018). Health effects of social isolation and loneliness. Journal of Aging and Life Care, 28, 4-8.

Smith, M. G., Bradbury, T. N., & Karney, B. R. (2025). Can generative Al chatbots emulate human connection? A relationship
science perspective. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 20(6), 1081-1099. https://doi.org/10.1177/17456916251351306

Umberson, D., & Montez, J. K. (2010). Social relationships and health: A Flashpoint for health policy. Journal of Health and Social
Behavior, 51(S), S54-566. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146510383501

Willoughby, B. J., Carroll, J. S., Dover, C. R., & Hakala, R. H. (2025). Counterfeit connections: The rise of romantic Al compan-
ions and Al sexualized media among the rising generation. Wheatley Institute. https:/brightspotcdn.byu.edu/a6/al/
c3036cf14686accdae72a4861dd1/counterfeit-connections-report.pdf

=

2=, Peer Reviewed

[

Matthew Brosi Caleb Price

Director of the Marriage and Family Therapy Program and Graduate Research Assistant, Department of
Clinical Professor, Baylor University Human Development & Family Science
Taylor Collins For more information contact:

Student Gina Peek

Associate Dean for Extension, Engagement and Continuing
Education and Assistant Director, Family and Consumer Sciences
OSU Extension

Scan the code or visit extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets for more OSU Extension fact sheets.

EDUCATION EVERYWHERE FOR EVERYONE
Division of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources

Oklahoma State University, as an equal opportunity employer, complies with all applicable federal and state laws regarding non-discrimination. Oklahoma State University is committed to a policy of equal oppor-
tunity for all individuals and does not discriminate based on race, religion, age, sex, color, national origin, marital status, disability, or veteran status with regard to employment, educational programs and activities,
and/or admissions.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Director of Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service, Oklahoma State

University, Stillwater, Oklahoma. This publication is printed and issued by Oklahoma State University as authorized by the Vice President for Agricultural Programs and has been prepared and distributed at a cost
of 20 cents per copy. March 2026 KG.

FCS-2152-4


http://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets
http://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113514
https://doi.org/10.1177/17456916251351306
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146510383501
https://brightspotcdn.byu.edu/a6/a1/c3036cf14686accdae72a4861dd1/counterfeit-connections-report.pdf
https://brightspotcdn.byu.edu/a6/a1/c3036cf14686accdae72a4861dd1/counterfeit-connections-report.pdf

	Male Loneliness: A Hidden Struggle
	Introduction 
	Tips 
	References 




