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About RVA:  
 

'Reading Voluntary Action promotes strength within 
Reading’s voluntary and community sector (VCS) by 

providing information, access to resources, volunteer 
recruitment and training to people who work in or 

with charities, community groups and voluntary 
organisations. We support voluntary sector 

representation on cross sector partnership initiatives 
in Reading. 

 
Our specialist advice for VCS organisations is 

provided individually and in networks, face-to-face, 
by telephone and email, or via themed meetings, 

training and seminars. We publish a variety of useful 
online resources, plus news and information through 

a range of channels.' 
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Neighbourhood Services Team, RBC 
Reading Refugee Support Group 
Reside Dance 
Saint Laurence's Church 
Smart Works Reading 
Starting Point 
The Weller Centre team 

Loneliness is a big issue among 
young people - nationally, one 
third of young people feel lonely 
often or all of the time.
This is a particularly salient issue 
for Reading as it has a large young 
population that haven't lived in 
the town long.
A third of young people aged 11- 
25 feel lonely often or always.
The main causesof loneliness as 
identified by young people are 
strained relationships with family 
and friends, a lack of confidence 
and mental health difficulties.
Young People have identified 
there is a lack of things to do, 
particularly on a weekend.

Young people have also 
identified that there are a lot of 
benefits from participating in 
group activities.
Mental health is particularly 
salient because it is not only a 
cause of loneliness, but also a 
effect. 
Stakeholders also identified that 
the strained familial structure 
and mental health problems are 
also to blame. 
The new youth offer hould be a 
flexible, accessible service that is 
diverse in what it offers to match 
the demand in Reading.
The new offer should be made in 
collaboration with young people.
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In recent years, there have been many 
reports and media features on experiences 
of loneliness and isolation. Youth 
loneliness has only come into focus in 
recent times, despite some key research 
evidence dating back to 2010 and further. 

1/5 Children aged 7-12 say they are lonely sometimes
or often 
 
4/5 Adolescents report feelings of loneliness at some
time, and almost 1/3 describe these feelings as
persistent and painful 
 
In a survey on student mental health, loneliness was
ranked as the fifth most important out of ten ‘grand
challenges’ faced by university students in the UK 

Source: JO COX COMMISSION/ ACTION FOR CHILDREN (2017) IT STARTS WITH HELLO: A REPORT 
LOOKING INTO THE IMPACT OF LONELINESS IN CHILDREN, YOUNG PEOPLE AND FAMILIES. 

[ONLINE]. www.actionfrochildren.org.uk

The Jo Cox Commission and Action for 
Children joint report ‘It starts with hello’ 
in 2017 was one of the reports that 
brought the issue to the national 
forefront, and highlighted some key facts 
and figures:

Young people are very aware of loneliness as an issue - 95% of them agree it's a 
widespread issue, however, they do not feel that loneliness among young people is 
taken very seriously (Co-op Foundation, 2018). This is worrying, especially when the 
2017-18 Community Life Survey (Dept for Culture, Media and Sport) showed that 16-25 
year olds were more likely to feel lonely often or always than any other age group. 
 
Loneliness can be attributed generally to a change in societal structure, as this has 
altered the opportunities we all have to foster relationships positively as well 
as negatively. Changes to the family, longer work hours, and more cautious parents not 
letting their children play outside means that there are less opportunities to socialise. 
Social media is both good and bad regarding loneliness. It provides a new channel of 
communication while also contributing to the deterioration of the art of conversation. 
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Five key factors that make young people more vulnerable to loneliness were identified 
by the ‘Loneliness Connects Us’ joint report by Manchester Metropolitan University and 
42nd Street (2018). These are: 

Change and Transition 
 
 

Difference (racial, sexual, cultural) 
 

Poverty 
 
 

Social Media 
 
 

Pressure to be successful 
 

School-College-University Transitions, leaving home, family separation etc. 
can strain ability to connect.

Factors that make a young person different from the 'norm' make it harder to connect.

Lack of money can make it difficult to access opportunities and in areas of deprivation, 
there can be a marked lack of things to do.

Social media can add unecessary pressures to young people (body image, the fear of 
missing out), but also be postive for alternative communication.

There are heightened pressured on young people to do well academically. In a society 
that only rewards the 'winners', other forms of success need to be celebrated.

'The one thing that brings people 
together is social media itself, cause, 

nowadays, people have different 
perception of how they should be, how 

their body should be, and they keep 
trying to adjust to that idea, and not 

being themselves' - 
Young Person, 16, when asked about 

causes of loneliness 

In 2017, RVA (supported by the Earley 
Charity) carried out a report into 
Loneliness and Social Isolation in Reading; 
they found that 22% of 18-29 year olds were 
lonely often or all of the time. They also 
found that loneliness was more likely to be 
prevalent the less time that the individual 
lived in Reading. The younger the individual 
was, the less time they had spent living 
in Reading, and therefore the risk of 

loneliness is higher, with approximately 40% 
of the 18-29 population living in Reading 
under 4 years, which is particularly salient 
with the university population. Considering 
the figures from the Co-op and Red Cross 
report in 2016 which identified that one third 
of young people suffer from loneliness, it was 
important for this research to investigate 
loneliness at a younger age and gauge how 
much it is an issue.
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Questions to young people: 
1. What does loneliness mean to 
you? How would you define it? 
2. How often do you feel lonely? 
Never/Rarely/Sometimes/ 
Often/Always 
3. What would you say are the 
biggest causes of loneliness 
among you and your peers? 
4. What do you think of the 
services offered in Reading at 
the moment? 
5. If new opportunities were 
created, are there any 
barriers to you attending? 
6. Are there any times of the 
week you feel are lacking in 
opportunities? 
7. What would the ideal service 
offer? 
Asked if taken part: 
(8.) What benefits are there of 
taking part in a youth 
opportunity? 

This research started with collating a list of organisations in the local area that work 
with or provide services for young people. With a starting list of about 100, there was 
a poor response rate of 8%, who I went on to interview. I felt that interviews were 
best suited to this research to allow participants to think and explore their answer 
spontanteously, and not offer a closed or open questionnaire where I may not have 
gained the information I wanted. It also allowed me to harvest quotes from 
participants, as well as meet them face to face for a good chat and networking. 
 
Interviews were recorded and then transcribed to allow for content analysis;  themes 
have emerged from what people were saying, rather than coding before hand. These 
themes have subsequently been turned into statistics for this report.

Out of 33 young people, over two thirds of them 
were in the 14-17 category. As for a gender split, 
it was fairly even, with 17 young people 
identifying as female and 16 identfiying as male. 
 
These young people were found at events such 
as Berkshire Youth at John Rabson, an NCS 
Social Action Project and the Weller Centre's 
Summer Activities. This may have introduced a 
bias in the research, where young people 
attending such events are already involved, but 
carrying out research over the summer meant 
there were little sampling opportunities.  
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Questions to Stakeholders: 
1. What services do you offer? 
2. What does loneliness mean to you? 
3. What do you believe the three biggest 
barriers are to young people participating 
in opportunities and why? 
4. What effects have you seen that 
loneliness has had on young people? 
5. Between 11-25, could you pinpoint a 
range that are more vulnerable to loneliss 
and isolation and why? 
6. How many young people use your 
service in the 11-25 year old spec? 
7. What would you recommend to other 
service providers who provide 
opportunities for young people? 

As for the stakeholders, out of 12, there 
were 8 women. This could indicate an 
issue whereby mostly women are 
available as role models, and so young 
boys may find it harder to connect. 

Case Study 1: Smart Works Reading
Starting its operation in 2015, Smart Works offers a unique service by 
preparing women for the world of work. They offer the service to any 
woman in the Thames Valley area who has a confirmed job interview, 
providing high quality professional outfits, styling advice and interview 
coaching. They reported to me that the 16-25 age bracket made up 
approximately a quarter of their clientele, meaning that their work is 
relevant to easing the loneliness and isolation of young people by 
helping them break into their careers. It was extremely evident that 
Smart Works do incredible work in improving the confidence of 
women who may be in a rut, and the fantastic 'thank you' cards were 
proof enough of that. It was a pleasure to meet the team and see the 
incredible generosity of donations from the public. 

"The biggest learning [curve] I've had from running Smart Works is that 
the non-judgemental service that we give and that runs through all our 

volunteers, makes a huge difference... people want to feel equal and 
included into things so we try to make it look like a business, it's 

professional, it’s the little things that make them feel part of society and 
welcome" - Sarah Burns, Chair of Smart Works Reading



Findings

Approaching Loneliness

There are a few different ways that loneliness is defined in reports. In the UK Youth 
Report, one of the key reccommendations was that 'Youth workers need clarity on 
what is the definition of loneliness' (UK Youth, 2018; 4), so they can tackle the issue 
more effectively. In their report, they adopted the use of Perlman and Peplau's 1981 
definition above. 
 
It is clear that loneliness is a complex set of emotions and circumstanes that is 
unique to every person. In this research, all participants were asked how they would 
define the feeling of loneliness in order to explore the unique ways in which 
loneliness is experienced. This section will explain how the young people and the 
stakeholders felt loneliness and how much it can vary. 

'Loneliness is the negative emotions that accompany a discrepancy 
beween one's desired and achieved levels of social relations'
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Young People 

Stakeholders

"A lack of connections, be that family, friends, colleagues and neighbours, anyone that you 
can kind of speak to and have fun with" - Jonjo Warrick, Launchpad Reading

"Somebody who feels that they haven’t got somewhere to go to, or a peer group, or a 
support network" - Jo Anderson, Reading Borough Council

"It might start as being low in an emotional feeling can turn into... fear and anxiety, the
misunderstanding of the world, misunderstanding of who you are... [it] can spiral into

something quite drastic and we can see it in a lot of the young people we support" -  
Sam Lloyd, Starting Point

"I think loneliness and [being alone] are two different things... loneliness is when you are
alone but you crave or in some other way need to have interaction that youre not

getting" - Young Person, aged 24

"Very uncomfortable, and there's no one there to protect you and love you, and you feel
scared incase something happens and it's not a very nice feeling" - Young Person aged 11

"You're in a bubble and everyone else is outside the bubble, and they're speaking but it’s 
a bit muffled" - Young Person, aged 20

Most young people experience 
loneliness as a lack of meaningful 
communication - nobody to talk 
to, share problems with, 
celebrate or comiserate with. 
The younger participants simply 
described loneliness as a feeling. 
It is was also described in terms 
of friends or family being 
physically or emotionally distant, 
or that they didn't fit in.

Among the stakeholders, the 
experiences of loneliness were 
more diverse. The 
main comment was on the lack 
of a 'deeper connection', and in 
conversations the phrase 
support network arose 
frequently. This could be 
because the work they do is 
centred around building those 
networks and creating a safety 
net for those who need it.

7
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Young People
Q: How often do you feel lonely?

As you can see from the 
graph, two thirds of young 
people questioned have 
responded that they feel lonely 
'Always', 'Often' or 'Sometimes', 
with 33% responding with 
'Always' or 'Often', which is line 
with national findings, however 
more than the local survey last 
year.

Q: What would you say are 
the biggest causes of 
loneliness among you and 
your peers?
As can be seen from the 
graph, the greatest reason 
noted is a strained 
relationship with family or 
friends. This is a broad 
category – the strains could 
be an emotional barrier (not 
connecting properly, neglect 
from parents) or physical 
(distance between friends) 
that makes them lonely. Here 
are some of the things that 
were said: 

‘your friends being rude to you 
and having banter with your 
mates and you not seeing it that 
way’ 
 
‘feeling your parents and 
friends aren’t there for you’ 
 
‘when I haven’t seen my friends 
in ages, I feel a little bit lonely’ 

Confidence is also an issue; not having the confidence to 
put yourself out there increases the risk of loneliness as 
it is more difficult to connect with people. Of course, 
some people are just shy but if this becomes a barrier to 
inclusion, then solutions need to be implemented to 
build confidence and encourage young people to reach 
out to each other.  Tips for young people to help improve 
their confidence include:

'fake it til' you make it'

watching the way you
speak to people

trying something new
eating healthily and feeling

better
try to change your thought

processes
Find these and much more at https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/your-feelings/feelings-
emotions/building-confidence-self-esteem/



9

An issue which I personally feel is more and more common is the effect of stress 
and/or pressure from academic studies. It has not gone unnoticed that the more 
rigorous testing conditions for GCSEs and A Levels have contributed to this, and a lot 
of the young people I interviewed who had either just done their GCSEs or were in 
college said that this had priority over their time to relax and socialise. The issues with 
the national system are not able to be resolved on a local basis, however this could 
perhaps be promoted within schools to make sure young people between 14 and 18 do 
not cut themselves off.

Q: What do you think of the
opportunites offered in
Reading at the moment?

'I know [in] my area there used to be a few 
youth clubs but they all got closed down really 

quickly' - Young Person, aged 16

Opinions on opportunities 
were overwhelmingly poor. 
Only 15% of young people 
rated the services as good. 
The general trend is that 
there is too little to do, 
which is a greater issue for 
the over eighteens. A 
quarter of the young 
people said that they 
weren’t aware of what is 
going on, making the need 
for better communications 
more apparent. 

Q: If new opportunities were created,  are there any barriers to you 
attending?

These results are more mixed 
than the others, as these are 
more situational and of course 
every young person is unique 
with their own set of 
circumstances. However, it is 
noticable that 'Time' is the 
most noted barrier, which of 
course mirrors the 'stress' 
cause of loneliness. It can also 
be noted that not knowing 
anyone is a big barrier, which 
goes hand in hand with 
confidence.
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Case Study 3: The 
Weller Centre

Pictured: the team at the Weller Centre. 
As a part of this project, I got to visit the 
centre twice, and I was so amazed at the 
level of dedication of staff and quality of 
opportunities for young people available. 

Over the summer there was a Cinema 
Club on a Thursday where young people 
learned camera skills and made posters, 

and on a Friday there was a craft and 
sport day, both well recieved.

Q: Are there any times of the week that 
you feel are lacking in opportunities?

The answer for this question was pretty 
much unanimous; all particpants (aside 
from two) answered that there is a lack 
of opportunities on the weekend. 
Participants said that whilst busy during 
the week with school work, they had 
nothing to do come the weekend when 
they found themselves with free time. 
The two anomalies in this question 
were over eighteen, so this may be due 
to shifting priorities in adulthood.

Q: What would the ideal opportunity 
offer?

The responses to this question were 
also fairly similar. Young people felt that 
a place to be for free to meet new 
people with no pressure and loose 
strucure was what they wanted. It was 
also emphasised that there was a lot of 
sport on offer, but nothing for the 
people who weren't sport inclined. It 
was also emphasised by those over 16 
that there should be more on offer for 
them.

'it should be more for like the teenager-y era because they’ve got it from 
really young up to 10, 12 year olds, but then from 14 up to 19-20, they’ve got 

nothing' - Young Person aged 19
Q: What are the benefits of taking 
part in a organised youth 
opportunity?
The last question was only asked to 
those who has specified that they 
had taken part in a youth 
opportunity. Those who had rated 
friendship and meeting new people 
who they wouldnt have otherwise 
met as the most important benefits, 
as well as the boost to their 
confidence and trying new things.
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Case Study 2: Starting Point
The following is about Starting Point, a charity in Reading that matches Not in
Education, Employment or Traiing (NEET) young people (15-25) to mentors who
will help them with CV advice, interview tips and a friendly face to see on a weekly
basis. The following it about a social group started as part of their work to help ease
loneliness and Isolation. 
 
Starting Point Social Group – Salt of the Earth. Written by Sam Lloyd. 
 
"At Starting Point we identified that many of the young people we mentor were
socially isolated and withdrawn. Especially those aged 18 to 25 as they no longer had
regular interaction with peers and found there are no free-to-access social and
leisure groups available for their age group. Many of the young people we support
only left the house for mentoring and as a result saw a negative impact to their
mental health and self-confidence; this only added more barriers to social inclusion.  
 
To meet this need we set up a social group to run once a month with an away day in
the summer (this was funded by a local faith group Reading Family Church). Each
young person had their mentor attend the first session with them as most of the young
people were anxious about attending. The mentors also assisted with initial
interaction with peers and created a culture of inclusion within the social group. The
social group activities focused on building confidence and self-belief, teamwork skills,
growing in motivation and identifying potential in each other. 
 
This social group was an overwhelming success with young people gaining confidence
to start volunteering placements and apply for work. We found when one young
person overcame a barrier (such as fear of volunteering or attending interviews) it
inspired and encouraged other young people to do the same. Friendships were formed,
to the point some of the young people continue to meet outside of the social group. We
are looking to run this on a regular basis so that more young people can access this
opportunity." 

It is important to remember that thsese results do not reflect the true experience of 
loneliness among young people. As most young people were found attending youth 
events for the convenience of sampling over the summer period. If further research 
was to be carried out into this subject, I would reccommend carrying it out over the 
school period so more 11-18 year olds could be possible participants, as well as possibly 
University students. However, I feel that there is alway going to be an issue sampling 
the over 18s that aren't in higher education, as they are less easy to get hold of.
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Stakeholders
Q: What services do you offer?
I spoke to a variety of stakeholers 
around the town, learning about what 
kind of opportunities were on offer 
for young people and what projects 
have been running. Some of the 
organisations interviewed included 
the Army Cadet Force (ACF), Starting 
Point, St Laurence's Church and the 
Housing and Neighbourhood Services 
Team from RBC. However, only 8 
groups out of the 100 I emailed 
responded, and others I found in the 
community at events, so this is only a 
small snapshot of what goes on.

Pictured: Brock Barracks, Oxford Road, where 
the ACF are based.

Q: What do you believe the three biggest barriers are to young people participating in 
opportunities and why?
Each participant gave me their top three answers to this question, so the graph below is 
a total of each time a certain category was mentioned. The top answer was a strained 
family realtionship, and the reasoning for this was that if they struggle to maintain 
bonds with their family, then they're going to struggle with others also. Confidence and  
mental health were also given big priority; anxiety and depression is increasingly 
detectable in young people and this can prevent them from participation. There was 
also attention paid to the lack of diversity in youth opportunities and how they may not 
be suited to certain demograpahics in Reading, for example people of faith.

'I think there is a lot of 
pressure on young 

people to achieve lots of 
different things very 

quickly and very early... 
that comes from social 
media... but you’ve got 

academic and 
educational pressures' - 

Ebony George, RBC



13

Q: How much of an effect do you believe 
loneliness has on young people?

It was the general concencus that 
lonelines had a considerable negative 
impact upon young people. Emphasis was 
put on the effect of invisability and feeling 
as if they didn't matter in society, poor 
mental health and low self-esteem and 
increasing crime rates. It was also 
highlighted that the effect of loneliness 
and isolation can snowball and exacerbate 
other conditions - particularly mental 
health, that is clearly both a cause and 
effect of loneliness. 

'if they cant talk to their parents 
or don't have friends, or they're 

on their own, that's where it goes 
into a ball [spirals] and theres no 

support mechanism' - A PCSO

Q: Between 11-25, could you pinpoint a range that are more vulnerable to loneliness 
and isolation and why?

This answer was rather devisive - half of the participants answered btween 13-16, with 
the other half saying that 18 and above were most vulnerable. Those who said between 
13 and 16 reasoned that changes in life at this age with puberty and school life, trying to 
find out who they are as a person and going into the first set of school examinations 
can be a stressful and precarious time. For the over 18s, they are most vulnerable as 
there is nothing provided as an opportunity for them, even in terms of socialising. They 
may be especially vulnerable if they are NEET as they may not have any social contact. 
Both ages are sensible suggestions, as they are both periods of immense change and 
readjustment. I would suggest focusing on these two groups, but more so the over 18s 
as there is a real lack of opportunity here.

Q: How many people between 11-25 use your service?
This was quite a hard one to answer, as organisations that I interviewed all worked with 
different age ranges and their organisations had different strucutres. Some were youth 
groups, some were summer activities and some were long term organisations that 
provided a service.  
At the summer activities I attended (Weller Centre and Berkshire Youth, there was a 
good intake of young people, however they could always be better attended. This could 
be due to advertising, location or time.It was also mostly younger children, under 
eleven.  
As for the longer term organisations, such as Launchpad, Reading Refugee Support 
Group, they all estimated about a third of clients were in the 18-25 age bracket. 
However Launchpad and RRSG pointed out that this may only be the lead client, and 
other memebers of their family may not be accounted for.
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Case Study 3: Reside Dance
Reside Dance is the brainchild of Jen Stokes, a PhD Student at Reading 
University; she started the group as part of her studies and also to ease 
her own feelings of isolation. Using Social choreography to explore 
social relationships, Jen and the team at  Reside Dance have worked 
with schools and local communities to explore their creativity and bring 
people together. Over the summer, they ran sessions in Whitley with a 
good yield of participants, and the young people (aged 5-11 and 12-15) 
learned street dance moves and made routines whist working both solo 
or in a duet. Parents were enthusiastic to learn if they had plans for 
developing their sessions further, which is understood to be in the 
works.

'Build rapport with [young people]... just super really important. I cant 
speak for young people, but I imagine there is some kind of gap between 
us and them and it's about trying to break down those barriers and trying 

to appear approachable and open, and friendly.' - Jen Stokes, Reside 
Dance when asked about advice for working with Young People

The advice that was given by the stakeholders was split into two main parts: advice 
about the opportunity itself and advice on how to provide it. 
 
A range of advice was given about how the opportunity should be structured. Firstly, it 
was mentioned that it should have a set of aims that they wish to achieve, or an end 
goal. It was also said that it should be flexible around young people, as they are a 
versatile group, constantly changing. Accessibility should also be taken into 
consideration, taking into account the diverse needs of the people that live in Reading; 
it was clear that the offer currently is not as varied as it needs to be. It was also 
emphasised that improved communications about what is on offer would be important. 
 
Several attributes were also mentioned that would be relevant to the delivery of the 
programme. The overarching theme of the advice was to build rapport with the young 
people, to make sure there are no barriers between the provider and the young person. 
To achieve this, it is important to be approachable, empathetic and to have a sense of 
humour. Above all, respect is key in delivery; respecting the young person as a member 
of the community and wider society.

Q: What would you recommend to other service providers who provide opportunities 
for young people? 
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Conclusion and
Reccommendations

Loneliness has been a hot topic in the recent 
years, and it is clear from this report that it 
is a problem for the young people of Reading. 
 
The way we define loneliness must be 
developed. It can no longer be a clinical 
assessment between the actual and desired 
social relations that a person has. The 
experience of a person must be looked at and 
the different ways and in what circumstances 
lonliness occurs. 
 
There is room for improvement in the 
opportunities that Reading currently 
provides, in terms of how much is offered, 
and how diverse these opportunities 
are. There is also a need to break down the 
barriers that young people face when they 
consider participating. We must empower 
our young people to reach out an we must 
encourage them to grasp opportunities with 
both hands. The benefits of participating are 
wonderful, but availability an accessibility 
must be improved to widen the offer.  
 
A new youth offer would be a crucial 
opportunity for young people. It would be an 
opportunity to bring them closer together, 
more integrated and make them part of their 
community. However, this has to be delivered 
with the advice in mind; making sure there 
are strong connections between the young 
people and the programme deliverer, to 
break down the 'us' and 'them' mentality. 

Recommendations

Assess the way that lonliness is 
defined and develop a more 
holistic definition
Develop the youth offer to 
make it more diverse, more 
accessible and better 
communicated for young 
people
Target the over eighteens as 
they are more at risk
Make the offer holistic in its 
delivery, making sure that 
young people are the focus of 
the programme
For further research: carry out 
research with more scope and 
a wider sample. Involve young 
people in the development of a 
youth offer. 
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