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Objective of the study and its significance:

Loneliness is an indiscriminate phenomenon that affects people from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds.
However, it is particularly prevalent among young people. Adolescents and young adults who experience
loneliness are more likely to struggle with their mental health daily functioning. Moreover, they are less
confident in the workplace, less optimistic about their career prospects, and more likely to be out of work at
school-leaving age (Matthews et al, 2019a). Evidence also suggests that those who experience loneliness
in childhood leave school with lower qualifications (Matthews et al, 2022), suggesting that even though
loneliness does not discriminate by social class, it could be a force for downward social mobility.

Loneliness is an emotional state that represents people’s own perceptions of their social relationships -
specifically, perceptions of shortcomings in the quality or quantity of these relationships. It should be
emphasised that these deficits are subjective and shaped by individuals’ beliefs and expectations. In
contrast, social isolation refers to a lack of social connection as defined by more objective criteria. For
instance, individuals who have few friends and seldom spend time with others may be defined as socially
isolated, regardless of whether they feel lonely. There is evidence that children who are socially isolated
during the school years are more likely to experience academic difficulties and drop out of school early
(Woodward and Ferguson, 2002).

Disentangling the effects of loneliness and social isolation has been complicated by the fact that these two
constructs have frequently been investigated separately. Where they have been studied in parallel,
loneliness has tended to be implicated in mental health problems, whilst social isolation appears to be
more relevant for physical health and longevity (Matthews et al, 2016; Steptoe et al, 2013). However, no
research has investigated which of these constructs is the ‘active ingredient’ in the association between
deficits in social relationships and poorer employment and economic prospects.

A further issue when asking individuals about their perceived employability, career optimism and social
status is that loneliness or social isolation could be sources of reporting bias. Loneliness in particular has
been associated with greater pessimism (Cacioppo et al, 2006), which could negatively bias individuals’
perceptions of their employability. This could ultimately become a self-fulfilling prophecy, by reducing
individuals’ inclination to seek desirable jobs or promotions.




Sibling and twin designs offer a means of testing whether the ‘effects’ of loneliness/isolation are accounted
for by negatively-skewed perceptions. For instance, a study of neighbourhood characteristics found that
lonelier individuals considered their neighbourhoods to be more troubled than their own siblings who lived
at the same address (Matthews et al, 2019b). This principle can be applied to economic outcomes such as
perceived social status or career optimism: if an adolescent who has experienced loneliness perceives
their prospects to be poorer than a non-lonely sibling who shares the same level of education, employment
status and family SES, this would suggest that loneliness is associated with negatively-biased perceptions,
highlighting an important target for interventions.

The present study aims to investigate the following research questions:

1. Do lonely children feel more negatively about their economic and employment prospects as
adults?
Associations between early adolescent loneliness/social isolation and perceived social status,
perceived ‘soft skills’, and career optimism at age 18 will be examined. In the case of perceived
social status, repeated measures between ages 12 and 18 allow for bidirectional associations to
be tested.

2. Do isolated/lonely individuals have more negative perceptions compared to non-isolated/lonely
individuals with comparable socioeconomic circumstances?
Sibling control methods using cohabiting twins will be used to further control for household
socioeconomic status. Twin discordance in qualification levels and current employment status will
also be controlled for.

Statistical analyses:

1. Linear models will be used to regress perceived social status, job market preparedness (‘soft
skills’) and career optimism at age 18 first on age-12 loneliness and age-12 social isolation. Age-
18 loneliness and isolation be entered into the model as a second step in each analysis, to test
whether any effects detected at age 12 if loneliness is no longer ongoing at age 18.

2. Inthe case of perceived social status (the ‘ladder task’), for which repeated measures are
available, a cross-lagged model will be used to test bidirectional associations from age 12-18.

3. Fixed-effects models will be used to regress within-twin pair differences in the age-18 outcomes
on within-pair differences in loneliness/isolation. This analysis will be limited to twins living in the
same home, to hold the SES of the family household constant. Twin differences in qualifications
and employment status will also be controlled for.

Variables Needed at Which Ages (names and labels):
Study:
Age 5:

sisoeb5
sisoy5

Age 7:
sisoe?
sisoy7

Age 10:
sisoe10
sisoy10




Age 12:
sisoe12
sisoy12
lonelye12
sta04ec12
sta04yc12
cdie12
cdiy12
masce12
mascy12

Age 18:
socisoe18
socisoy18
lonelye18
lonelyy18
sicountry18
optime18
jprepae18
neete18
educachve18
mdesxe18
mdesxy18
gadsxe18
gadsxy18
cohabe18
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