








Introduction

Young adults across the globe face increasing
mental health challenges. Once considered one of
the happiest phases of life, young adulthood has
taken a troubling turn.” Young people in North
America and Western Europe now report the
lowest wellbeing among all age groups. In fact,
World Happiness Report 2024 found that the fall
in the United States’ happiness ranking was
largely due to a precipitous decline in wellbeing
among Americans under 30.2

This chapter centres on a key idea that illuminates
the problem of low wellbeing among young
adults and potential ways to reverse it: happiness
is fundamentally social. Across cultures and
generations, supportive relationships buoy mental
health and happiness.® Social ties also buffer
people from the toxic effects of stress,* reducing
the risk that subclinical difficulties will escalate
into mood disorders.®

But during the same period in which young adult
wellbeing has declined, loneliness among this
population has risen. A comprehensive analysis
including 437 independent samples of young
adults found that loneliness in this population has
steadily increased over the past four decades.®
This trend was exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic, with young adults reporting greater
feelings of loneliness compared to other age
groups during that time. Even after the pandemic,
contrary to expectations, young adult loneliness
did not return to pre-pandemic levels. The US
National College Health Association’s 2023 annual
survey found that hal/f of college undergraduates
reported significant loneliness, representing a
4.7% increase compared to 2019.” Amidst busy
campuses and despite a world saturated with
instant communication, young people today
report feeling increasingly distressed while
lacking the connections that can help their
psychological wellbeing.

In this chapter, we begin by presenting recent
global patterns in social connection and wellbeing
among young adults. Next, we review both classic
and current research on community wellbeing,
with a particular focus on young adults across
the globe. We then zoom in on a large-scale,

longitudinal project we have led, which explores
social connection and wellbeing among multiple
cohorts of one undergraduate student community
across their four years at university. Data from this
work advance the basic science of community
wellbeing and provide avenues to improve it. We
conclude by discussing open questions and how
these research findings can inform policy to
support the wellbeing of young adults worldwide.

Recent trends in wellbeing and social
connection among young adults

In this chapter, we define young adults as individuals
in the age range of 18 to 29, a period that marks
the transition from late adolescence to adulthood.
This life period is often accompanied by significant
environmental changes as well as psychosocial
developments.® During this time, many young
adults leave home for education, work, romantic
relationships, or personal growth. On the other
hand, many young adults — especially in parts of
Eastern Europe and East Asia® — continue living
with their parents. This pattern has become
increasingly common in other countries such as
the United States, reflecting increasing economic
challenges for the young generation.’® Contemporary
cohorts of young adults have also grown up
alongside significant societal developments which
have changed the nature of human relationships,
such as changes in communication due to social
media and, more recently, large language models
such as ChatGPT." These experiences may add to
young adults’ vulnerability to both loneliness and
mental health difficulties.

As young adults strive for
independence and transition
to become less reliant on their
family, they place greater
emphasis on acquiring new
friendships and expanding
their social circles.
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In addition to changes in their environment,
young adulthood is accompanied by important
developmental milestones, including the
establishment of new personal and professional
relationships.” As young adults strive for
independence and transition to become less
reliant on their family,”™ they place greater
emphasis on acquiring new friendships and
expanding their social circles.™ Historically,
young adulthood has been one of the most social
periods of life, as young adults tend to form more
friendships and spend more time socialising than
people in other age groups. In addition to fulfilling
social needs, young adult relationships lay the
foundation for psychological and social growth
in later life stages, providing a network of support
that can sustain wellbeing and resilience in years
to come.”® However, as we will explore, young
adults have also faced a disproportionate decline
in social connection in recent years, potentially
impacting their wellbeing

Defining social connection

Social connection is a multifaceted construct that
captures different aspects of how we relate to
others. As shown in Table 5.1, it includes three
dimensions: quantity, quality, and structure. Each
of these dimensions plays a distinct role in shaping
our wellbeing, offering unique pathways for
fostering connection, belongingness, and support.

The Global Flourishing Study (GFS) and
Gallup World Poll (GWP) datasets

To explore wellbeing and social connection
among young adults, we draw on Wave 1 of the
Global Flourishing Study (GFS),'® collected
between April 2022 and December 2023. This
dataset includes responses from over 200,000
participants from 22 countries and one territory,
spanning six continents and representing a wide
range of cultures and geographies. The GFS covers
a robust set of measures on wellbeing, health,
social, economic, political, religious, spiritual,
psychological, and demographic variables.
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Notably, the GFS includes questions assessing

the quantity and quality of respondents’ social
connections. For the quantity of social connection,
participants were asked whether they had at least
one special person in their life that they felt very
close to. This measure, framed as a yes-or-no
choice, does not capture the full range in the
guantity of a person’s connection, but it does
help to identify people experiencing deep social
isolation. With regard to the quality of social
connection, participants rated the extent to which
they could rely on other people in their lives for
support when they needed help, using a scale
from O (never) to 10 (always). The structure of
individuals’ social networks, such as density, was
not assessed in the GFS.
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We also draw on the Gallup World Poll (GWP) to
explore the temporal trends of social connection
among young adults. The GWP dataset offers
valuable insight into the quality of social connection
by asking respondents whether they can count
on their relatives or friends for support when they
are in trouble. Importantly, the GWP has been
tracking respondents on this measure for over a
decade, allowing us to characterise changes in
young adult social connection globally. Here, we
utilise GWP data from 2006 to 2023, including
over 661,000 observations from 168 countries.



Regional patterns of social connection

We begin by examining the current state of the
guantity and quality of social connection among
young adults across countries, and then compare
the state of social connection across age groups.
Data from the GFS demonstrate that while most
young adults report having at least one social
connection, a significant number are socially
isolated. Across the 22 countries and regions,
17% of the young adult population report not
having anybody (including family and friends)
that they feel close to (Figure 5.1A). Japan stands
out starkly, with over 30% of the young adult
population reporting social isolation. In contrast,
in countries such as Nigeria, Egypt, and the
Philippines, less than 10% of the young adult
population report having no close relationships.
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Countries also varied in the quality of social
connection reported by young adults. Participants
rated how often they could count on people in
their lives, such as relatives or friends, to provide
help whenever needed. Overall, about 76% of
young adults in the GFS sample reported that
they can often count on people in their life for
social support (indicated by a rating of 5 or
higher on a 0-10 scale). Israel ranks the highest in
the quality of social connections, followed closely
by Mexico and Argentina (Figure 5.1B), indicating
that young adults in these countries generally feel
confident about the availability of help. By contrast,
young adults in Japan and Turkiye report the
lowest levels of social support.

In Figure 5.2, we compare the social connection
of young adults with other age groups. Consistent




with previous observations,” adults older than

45 years report lower quantity of social connection
compared to younger adults, representing higher
levels of social isolation. For quality of social
connection, the pattern follows a U-shaped

curve, with both young adults (<30 years) and
older adults (>60 years) reporting higher levels
of social support. These patterns likely reflect

the shifting priorities that come with age. Young
adults often focus on expanding their social
networks, while older adults may prioritise fewer
but emotionally closer relationships, optimising
their connections to benefit subjective wellbeing.™®

Despite the overall trend that young adults
report higher social connection than older adults,
countries vary on the age-related differences in
the quantity of social connection (Figure 5.3A).
For example, this pattern is flipped in the United
States, Japan, and Australia, where young adults

report the lowest social connection among all age
groups. In the United States, 18% of young adults
(aged 18-29) reported not having anyone that
they feel close to, whereas 15% of adults aged
30-44 reported no social connection.

Unlike other nations, young adults in the US also
report lower quality of connection than other age
groups (Figure 5.3B). Mirroring these patterns,
World Happiness Report 2024 also highlighted a
decline in the US happiness ranking, largely
driven by a drop in wellbeing in the young adult
age group.” Although not definitive, this provides
intriguing preliminary evidence that relatively low
connection among young people might factor
into low wellbeing among young Americans.

130



131




Figure 5.3A: Age differences in the quantity of social connection

Global Flourishing Study (2022-2023)
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Figure 5.3B: Age differences in the quality of social connection

Global Flourishing Study (2022-2023)
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Temporal trends of social connection
among young adults

Recent reports suggest that young adults are
experiencing a decline in social connection and
a rise in loneliness.?° Yet, our analysis of the GFS
dataset showed that young adults are more
socially connected compared to older age
groups. At first glance, these findings may seem
contradictory, but examining the data over time
provides helpful context. If young adults in the

past were even more socially integrated than they

are now, this age group could face increasing
isolation while still remaining more connected
than older adults. In this section, we explore this
possibility using the Gallup World Poll (GWP)
dataset, which includes data from young adults
across 168 countries from 2006 to 2023.

First, we observed an overall decrease in the

quality of social connection among young adults
over time (Figure 5.4A). Each year, an additional
0.1% of young adults reported not having anyone

that they could count on. This may seem negligible,

but globally it represents 1.7 million more young
adults reporting they have no one to count on
each year.

Next, we explore these trends within the 22
countries in the GFS survey (Figure 5.4B). Some
countries (especially Tanzania) demonstrated
significant decreases, mirroring the global trend.
Yet, three countries (Mexico, India, and Egypt)
bucked this trend, showing significant increases
in the quality of social connection among young
adults during this period.

As described above, young adults could be losing
social connection over time but still remain more
connected than older adults, which would be
reflected in a shrinking age gap in connectedness.
Indeed, when comparing the difference in the
quality of social connection between young
adults (18-29) and older adults (60+), this gap
has decreased over the last 17 years (Figure 5.5).
In 2006, young adults were 6% more likely than
older adults to report having someone to rely on.
However, since 2020, the difference between the
two groups has fallen to less than 1%. This indicates
that the decrease in quality of social connection is
specific to young adults, and not observed across
age groups.
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Social connection and wellbeing
among young adults

So far, we explored temporal and regional
patterns of social connection in young adults.
Next, we examine the relationship between social
connection and subjective wellbeing within the
GFS dataset. In the GFS, subjective wellbeing
was measured with the following life satisfaction
guestion: “How satisfied are you with life as a
whole these days?” Responses were rated on a
scale from O (not at all satisfied) to 10 (completely
satisfied). We find that countries where young
adults report general higher levels of social
connection and social support also report higher
life satisfaction (Figure 5.6). This relationship was
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independently observed for both quantity and
quality of social connection.

The link between social connection and wellbeing
is not only observed at the national level but also
for individuals. On average, young adults who
report higher levels of both quantity and quality
of social connection tend to feel more satisfied
with their lives. Individuals who reported

having at least one person they are close to

are 16% more satisfied than individuals with no
close contacts.”

In a few countries which scored highest on social
connection (such as Nigeria and Egypt) we do
not observe significant associations between
social connection and wellbeing (Figure 5.7).



For example, over 90% of young adults in Egypt
reported having at least one person that they
feel close to. Because only a small proportion of
this group reports lacking social connection, it’s
difficult to relate social connection with wellbeing
among this group.

Similarly, we observe a significant positive
association between the quality of social
connection and wellbeing. A 1-point increase in
perceived social support is associated with a
0.29-point increase in life satisfaction.?? Data
from all 22 countries and regions in the GFS

data showed a positive association, although

the size of this positive association varied slightly
across countries.

When these two factors of social connection
are entered in the same model to predict life
satisfaction, both the quantity and quality of
social connection were significantly associated
with life satisfaction, with comparable effect
sizes.?® This result indicates that the quantity
and quality of social connection independently
predict life satisfaction.

In the following sections, we present further
evidence on the links between social connection
and happiness, as well as the potential barriers
preventing young people from fostering
connections.
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Literature review on social sources
of wellbeing

Longitudinal tracking of young adult
social connection

Social connection correlates with wellbeing both
among individuals and across countries. These
correlations raise an important question regarding
causality: do healthy social relationships /ead to
greater wellbeing, or does feeling happy make
people seek out social connections, or are these
both true??* To characterise the direction of
these relationships, it is important to go beyond
measuring connection and wellbeing at a moment
in time. For instance, researchers can track the same

individuals over time to see if social connection
predicts better wellbeing in the future, or if the
reverse is true. Studies that take this approach
indeed find that when people are socially con-
nected, they are more likely to thrive in the future.

Consider the Harvard Adult Development Study,
a long-running research project that investigates

Studies that take this approach
indeed find that when people are
socially connected, they are more
likely to thrive in the future.
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how individuals’ health and wellbeing evolved as
they grew up.?® This program started in 1938 with
724 university students. Researchers continue to
monitor the wellbeing of the original participants
who are in their late 90s now. Over the years, the
project expanded to include larger cohorts of
participants. For over 80 years, researchers have
tracked the participants’ lives, collecting data on
their health, relationships, and overall wellbeing

through periodic interviews and medical checkups.

One of the study’s most significant findings is the
importance of social relationships for long-term
happiness and health. Researchers found that
the people who stayed the healthiest and lived
the longest tended to be those who had the
strongest connections to others. For example,
close relationships were found to delay mental
and physical decline, and were better predictors
of long and happy lives than social class, 1Q, or
even genetic factors.?®

Other studies with wider population samples
have also found a similar link. Social connection
predicts later increases in life satisfaction and
this holds after controlling for a wide range of
demographic variables and stress.?” In one study,
using a large representative survey in Germany,
researchers asked participants to report on their
ideas for how they could improve their life satis-
faction. The researchers then investigated which
ideas predicted changes in life satisfaction one
year later. The researchers found that those

who had socially engaged goals (e.g., “l plan to
spend more time with friends and family”) often
reported improvements in life satisfaction one
year later. In contrast, those who had other goals
(e.g,, “I plan to find a better job”) did not report
increased life satisfaction.?®

Social relationships are also significant predictors
of wellbeing in longitudinal analyses of young
adults specifically. In one study, researchers
tracked 393 US students across their four years
of university on a number of social factors as well
as life satisfaction.?® Students who were more
extroverted reported higher life satisfaction four
years later, in part because they formed stronger
social connections in the university. In addition to
social connection, several studies conducted
across cultures including the US, Portugal,

You might expect that extroverts
would derive greater joy from
social interactions, but evidence
suggests that both extroverts
and introverts derive happiness
from social interactions, but for
different reasons.

Germany, Russia, and China found that students
who report receiving more social support also
reported higher wellbeing later in college.®°

In addition to tracking individuals over long
periods of time, recent studies have captured
data over shorter but more intensive periods,
such as days or weeks. This is done by briefly
surveying participants multiple times per day

(an approach called ‘experience sampling’) or
passively collecting data from individuals (such
as background sound from their mobile phone, an
approach called ‘passive sensing’). For example,
researchers sometimes ‘ping’ participants
throughout the day to assess their behaviour
(e.g., whether the participant engaged in a social
interaction) and whether they feel happy at that
moment. These studies find that people generally
feel happier after they engage in social interactions.

Experience sampling also allows researchers to
examine who benefits most from social interactions.
For example, you might expect that extroverts
would derive greater joy from social interactions,®
but evidence suggests that both extroverts and
introverts derive happiness from social interactions,
but for different reasons. Extroverts tend to
experience a boost in mood after spending time
with others. Introverts, on the other hand, tend

to feel a stronger sense of connectedness after
interactions, especially when those conversations
are meaningful and deep.3?

Experience sampling can also reveal when social
interactions improve wellbeing. In one recent
study, Kramer and colleagues tracked German-
speaking participants with experience sampling
and passive mobile sensing. Participants generally
felt happier after social interactions, but this was

139




These studies provide robust
evidence that people feel
increased happiness after
connecting and interacting
with others.

only the case when the social interactions were
aligned with their needs. For example, when
people were socially interacting while desiring
to be alone, they experienced decreases in
happiness. On the other hand, when individuals
deliberately engage in social interactions to
seek comfort, celebrate, or commiserate, these
connections tend to increase wellbeing.?3

There is strong evidence that social connection
is followed by greater happiness, but what
about the reverse? Does being happy lead
people to seek the company of other people?
The relationship between happiness and social
behaviour appears to be more nuanced. People
do tend to report feeling more social when they
are in a happier mood,** but they also tend to
seek contact with others in times of distress.®
This pattern suggests that we turn to others

for different reasons depending on how we
feel. When we are feeling down, we may seek
out happiness-enhancing social relationships.
On the other hand, when we are feeling good,
we might be more willing to share this happiness
with others or invest in less enjoyable social
interactions - like resolving conflicts or
developing new relationships - that could bring
long-term benefits.®

Together, these studies provide robust evidence
that people feel increased happiness after
connecting and interacting with others. While
these studies help us understand the correlation
between social connection and happiness, it is
important to note that they cannot establish
social connection as the sole reason causing this
positive boost in mood.

Causal links between social connection
and wellbeing

Examining social interaction and happiness across
people, or within people over time, provides
intriguing links between these experiences. But
to better understand if social interaction causes
greater wellbeing, scientists need to conduct
experiments that randomly assign participants to
engage in social connection or not. One specific
type of social behaviour, prosocial behaviour, has
already been covered in Chapter 4 of World
Happiness Report 2023.37 But can other forms

of social connection help protect against the
harmful effects of stress and elevate happiness?

In difficult times, social connections act as a
protective shield against the harmful effects of
stress.’® A series of experimental studies from the
past two decades provide evidence that receiving
social support (compared to no support) can
buffer the negative impact of stressful events.
These studies generally put participants under
distress, such as applying a mild electric shock

or giving a speech in front of others, and record
participants’ stress levels under different
experimental circumstances.

In a series of classic experiments,*® young adult
participants were randomly assigned to deliver
a speech either with or without access to social
support. Participants in the social support
condition exhibited lower blood pressure, a
physiological indicator of stress, compared

to those who did not have access to social
support. This suggests that the presence of
social support can mitigate physiological stress
responses during stressful tasks.

More recent studies corroborate this effect with
brain evidence. In one experiment, young adults
received mild electric shocks while their brain
activity was recorded in a fMRI scanner.*°® Each
participant received these shocks either alone
or when holding hands with an opposite-sex
companion, such as a friend or romantic partner.
Overall, when participants were holding hands,
they rated the experience as less distressing and
exhibited less activity in brain regions associated
with the experience of threat.

140



Even when people cannot directly access their
support systems, simply imagining the presence
of a caring friend or loved one can soothe the
distress of experimentally-induced pain.*' In one
experiment, participants viewed a picture of a
loved one while experiencing mild pain from heat
stimulation. Compared to viewing a picture of an
object, seeing the photo of a loved one reduced
their pain perception just as much as physically
holding a partner’s hand.

In addition to dampening stress, social interac-
tions can be a powerful driver of happiness too.*?
When the adventurer Christopher McCandless
faced his own eventual death after months
alone in the Alaskan wilderness, one of his last
reflections was “happiness is only real when
shared”.*®> While his experience may be extreme,
people do tend to share their joyful moments
with others to elevate happiness - a process
called capitalisation.** For example, compared
to those who wrote about a positive event
privately, or shared this event with unresponsive
peers, participants who shared this event with
responsive others reported these events to

be more positive and personally meaningful,
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Happiness is only real
when shared.

demonstrating the power of social sharing
in enhancing happiness and meaning.*®

The benefits of social interaction go beyond
sharing good news with friends and family. Even
general interactions with strangers, though
potentially nerve-wracking, can spark joy. In one
study, some university students were instructed
to either spend 30 minutes interacting with peers
they did not know or to stop interacting whenever
they wanted and to spend the remaining time
sitting in solitude.*® Students who were assigned
to interact with strangers for the entire 30 minutes
enjoyed the time more than participants who
were allowed to spend some of the time in
solitude. Thus, even brief interaction with
strangers can elevate happiness.

30-minute conversations with strangers might be
rare, but our day-to-day lives are filled with brief
encounters: thanking the barista preparing our
morning coffee, asking someone for directions, or




exchanging a few words with a fellow commuter
on a bus. Would something as simple as saying
“hi” or “have a nice day” to these strangers
contribute to happiness? Research on these
“minimal social interactions” shows that even
small exchanges with strangers can enhance
happiness. In a study involving 265 Turkish
university students and staff, the students who
were asked to thank, greet, or express good
wishes to their shuttle bus drivers experienced
greater happiness than those who were asked to
not speak with the drivers.*” Similar effects were
observed for bus and train commuters who were
instructed to interact with a fellow commuter,*®
as well as customers at Starbucks who were
instructed to have a brief social interaction with
the barista, compared to those who were not
asked to interact.*® Together, these findings
underscore that even brief interactions with
strangers can buoy happiness.

Going beyond a single instance of socialising,

a few studies have examined how being social
for weeks can impact long-term happiness. For
instance, one study investigated the benefits of
acting more extroverted.®® 114 Australian adults
were randomly assigned either to act more
extroverted (bold, outgoing, and talkative) or
more introverted (quiet, sensitive, and calm) for a
week. Those who acted extroverted experienced
more positive moods compared to those who
acted introverted. Even individuals who were
more introverted by nature experienced more
positive emotions when they acted more outgoing.
Interestingly, this improvement in happiness was
not due to more social interactions, but because
of the way people behaved during them.

A network science approach
to social connection

The evidence and data reviewed so far concern
direct connections between people. Yet, our
social world extends beyond our direct connec-
tions. A wealth of research reveals that the
structure of a person’s social network - the way
that their relationships are organised - is also
associated with wellbeing. These studies often
employ a network science approach,” where
individuals (or ‘nodes’) in the social network are

connected by relationships (or ‘ties’) to form
complex networks of social relationships. This
type of diagram intuitively characterises how
people connect and allows researchers to develop
precise mathematical metrics that capture the
structural composition of these networks.

Such metrics can reveal important insights into
someone’s social world that would otherwise
remain hidden, offering a more nuanced picture
of how our social worlds may shape our capacity
to thrive.

One network metric is density, the level of
interconnectedness between nodes in a social
network (Figure 5.8).52 People who are situated
in dense social networks tend to be less lonely
and happier,®® perhaps because these dense
connections offer a sense of security, stability,
and belonging.

In one recent study, researchers interviewed
2,485 individuals in Indiana, USA across three
years during the COVID-19 pandemic.>* In addition
to wellbeing measures, they also assessed
characteristics of the participants’ social networks,
such as size, closeness, and density. Overall,
young adults were disproportionately affected by
the pandemic, reporting larger drops in wellbeing
compared to other age groups. Interestingly,
young adults with more dense and interconnected
social networks experienced smaller decreases

in wellbeing compared to those with sparser
networks. This buffering effect of social network
density was stronger for young adults compared
to other age groups.

Another aspect of social network characteristics
that may contribute to mental health is diversity,
the extent to which individuals connect with
different groups of people. Diverse networks,
which include a mix of close family ties and
different types of peers (e.g., members of the

Interacting across group
boundaries - such as differences
in race or socioeconomic status -
further amplifies these benefits.
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orchestra, track team, and culinary club), can
protect against depression and other mental
illnesses.>® Interacting across group boundaries -
such as differences in race or socioeconomic
status - further amplifies these benefits. These
connections foster a sense of belonging and can
help reduce feelings of exclusion, especially for
individuals from minority groups.>®

A recent analysis including over 24,000 adults in
England paints a nuanced relationship between
social network diversity and subjective wellbeing.®”
While some level of network homophily (similarity
between contacts) is linked with better wellbeing,
social networks that are excessively homogeneous
can undermine happiness. This finding underscores
that a balance between homophily and diversity

- combining in-group familiarity and out-group
variety - may offer the greatest advantages and
enhance subjective wellbeing.

In summary, work in this area so far demonstrates
that the quantity and quality of social connections,

along with the structure of social networks,
shape wellbeing. Social networks that are dense
and diverse can offer psychological security,
belongingness, and opportunities for growth, all
of which can elevate subjective wellbeing.

An in-depth study of one
young adult community

The evidence we have reviewed so far provides
strong support for the old proverb: “shared joy
is a double joy; shared sorrow is half sorrow.”
Yet, recent studies and our new analysis paint a
sobering picture: young adults globally are
lonelier than before.®®

While young adulthood is expected to be one of
the happiest and most social life stages, young
adults in the US reported the lowest happiness
and social connection of all age groups. If social
connection is so beneficial, why are young adults
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not connecting more? Answering this question
will require more in-depth assessment of young
adults’ beliefs and attitudes towards their
community. This section presents insights from
our large-scale, longitudinal project, the Stanford
Communities Project (SCP).

The goal of the SCP is to provide a detailed
assessment of the social health of one young
adult community. Since 2018, the project has
assessed thousands of Stanford undergraduates,
multiple times a year, to gather data on personality
traits, wellbeing, social networks, and momentary
assessments of social activity. The SCP provides
a novel and comprehensive means to examine
perceptions, social behaviour, and mental health
in a young adult population. So far, the findings
from this project underscore the profound impact
of social connection on happiness and wellbeing,
but they also highlight a critical gap: young
people experience diminished connection when
they perceive their peers as less empathic than
their peers self-report. By examining this ‘percep-
tion gap’ and trying to reduce it, we can better
understand how to foster meaningful connections
and support the wellbeing of young adults.

Early social ties have long-lasting
effects on wellbeing

As we reviewed above, scientists often track
individuals over time to uncover the longitudinal
link between social connection and wellbeing.
The SCP did the same by following two cohorts
of undergraduate students (N = 1,061) across their
college years. Twice a year, we assessed changes
in the students’ friendships and wellbeing and
found five distinct wellbeing trajectories that
students followed during college. For example,
some students experienced improving wellbeing
(‘getting better’), and others experienced
worsening wellbeing (‘getting worse’). Notably,
38% of students followed the ‘getting worse’
trajectory, where symptoms of depression
intensified over the course of college.

We found that the number of social ties a student
forms in their first few weeks of college predicts
the long-term trajectory in the subsequent years.
Every additional friendship was associated with a
significant reduction in the likelihood of ‘getting

worse’ compared to ‘getting better’. This highlights
the protective role of social connection during a
critical time of transition.

The impact of friendships lasted well beyond
those first few weeks. Across the college years,
friendships change in interesting and meaningful
ways, shaping the wellbeing trajectories that
students may follow. Each new friendship increases
the likelihood of ‘getting better’ by 17%. On the
other hand, losing a friendship increases the
chances of falling into a ‘getting worse’ trajectory
by 19%. These findings add to existing evidence
that stronger social connections are usually
followed by better wellbeing down the road.

Cohesive ‘social microclimates’
support wellbeing

An individual’s direct friendships contribute to
their wellbeing. As we have seen, existing evidence
suggests that tight-knit social circles can offer a
sense of security and belonging, thus promoting
mental health. But what happens when we zoom
out to consider the larger social ecosystem that
students inhabit? Each person resides in a unique
‘social microclimate’, characterised by the
emotional traits of friends and community
members, as well as the relationships among
neighbours. Unlike direct friendships, a young
adult’s social microclimate is often beyond their
control. Yet, various features of this microclimate
can significantly affect their subjective wellbeing.

To test this hypothesis, our team leveraged an
assignment process that many universities use
for student housing.*® At Stanford University, all
first-year students were assigned to residential
halls. This offers a unique opportunity to study
how social microclimates shape wellbeing while

Unlike direct friendships, a
young adult’s social microclimate
is often beyond their control.

Yet, various features of this
microclimate can significantly
affect their subjective wellbeing.
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controlling for the confounding factor of individuals
selecting their own social groups. Since students
did not choose who would live in the same hall
with them, the researchers could isolate the effect
of the broader social ecosystem from the effects
of the direct, personal connections.

We collected data from 798 first-year students and
assessed their personal traits, such as emotional
stability and empathy, before the students arrived
on campus. Midway through their first term,
students were asked to report their subjective
wellbeing and nominated their friends. This
allowed us to capture two types of social factors.
The first type consists of a student’s direct social
network: how many friends they had and how
supportive and empathic those friends were. The
second type concerns the social microclimate,
which includes not only direct personal ties, but
also the hallmates that the student is not directly
friends with. For instance, we measured the
overall density of social connections within each

hall. A hall with high density would have many
students nominating each other as friends, creating
a more cohesive microclimate (Figure 5.9A).

The results showed that these social factors
significantly influenced wellbeing. Consistent
with the evidence reviewed above, attributes of

a student’s direct social network are significantly
associated with subjective wellbeing. Moreover,
the density of a student’s social microclimate also
plays a significant role in mental health. Students
who lived in high-density halls, where community
members are more interconnected, reported
lower levels of psychological distress and higher
life satisfaction (Figure 5.9B). These effects
remained robust even after accounting for
individual traits and characteristics of one’s direct
social network. Thus, the density and cohesion of
a student’s social microclimate may also shape
subjective wellbeing, as well as their immediate
social network.

145




Gaps in social perceptions hinder
social connection and wellbeing

Close friendships and cohesive communities buoy
happiness. Yet, even in supportive communities,
people can still feel isolated and hesitate to reach
out to others. As we described above, feelings of
loneliness for young adults have increased by an
average of 0.22% per year for the past four
decades,®® and the quality of social connection
has decreased for young adults since 2006.

If social connection brings so many benefits, why
do so many young people still feel lonely? Part
of the answer may lie in their perceptions of
others and their communities. Findings from new
research reveal that inaccurate social perceptions
can be a barrier for social connections. For
instance, people tend to underestimate how
fulfilled and happy they will feel after interacting
with strangers,® having deep conversations

with friends,®? expressing gratitude,®® giving
compliments,®* and asking others for help.%®

People are not very accurate in
forecasting how they will feel
after engaging in social activities,
leading them to miss out on
opportunities to connect.

In short, people are not very accurate in
forecasting how they will feel after engaging in
social activities, leading them to miss out on
opportunities to connect.

We hypothesise that there may be other factors
at play in addition to inaccurate forecasting of
future feelings. Perhaps people are not only
misjudging their own emotional outcomes but
also holding inaccurate beliefs about others and
their communities. For example, students may
underestimate the empathy and care in others,
and this empathy perception gap might leave
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individuals socially risk averse and ultimately
more isolated.

We tested this hypothesis using data from the
SCP.%¢ Drawing from two years of data involving
over 5,000 undergraduate students, we assessed
two types of data related to community empathy.
First, we assessed ‘empathy perception’, where
students estimated the empathy of their peers.
We also asked about their own levels of empathy.
By combining these two types of data, we can
assess whether students’ perceptions matched
their peers’ self-report.

Our results indicate a persistent empathy perception
gap. Students tend to view other students as

less empathic and caring than their peers see
themselves. For instance, participants estimated
that 87% of Stanford students would “act kindly

by helping others who are feeling bad”, whereas
96% of Stanford students responded positively
to the same question, indicating a 9% empathy
perception gap on this measure (Figure 5.10).

The conseguences of this empathy perception
gap were profound. Students who perceived their
peers as less empathic and supportive were less
likely to take social risks such as striking up
conversations, sharing personal struggles, or
reaching out for help; behaviours that are critical
for building meaningful relationships. This social
risk avoidance led to missed opportunities to
connect and learn from others, perpetuating the
misguided belief that those around them lack
empathy and care. Over time, this empathy
perception created a vicious cycle of misperception
and social disconnection (Figure 5.11).
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Campaigns to align perceptions
can foster social connection

Empathy perception gaps help explain why
young people are socially isolated and lonely.
They also illuminate a potential opportunity to
break the vicious cycle and promote social
connection. When individuals view the people
and community that surround them as supportive
and caring, they are more likely to take the social
risks of reaching out to strangers and seeking
social support. Taking these social risks can help
foster meaningful connections, expand social
networks, and improve wellbeing.

Over the past two years, we have pioneered a
new intervention to enhance social connection by
addressing the perception gaps and providing
opportunities for students to learn about the care
and support in their community. We did this using
two field experiments.

In the first field experiment, we presented students
with data about their peers’ high levels of empathy
and interest in making friends. To do this, we put
up posters around residential halls with statistics
like “95% of Stanford students are likely to help
others who are feeling down” (Figure 5.12). We
paired the posters with a one-hour educational
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workshop designed to reinforce the message that
their peers were more caring and supportive than
they might think.

Students exposed to this data significantly shifted
their perceptions. On average, participants in the
control condition underestimated their peers’
empathy by 0.4 points (on a 7-point scale).
Participants in the experimental condition still
underestimated their peer’'s empathy (by 0.1
points), but slightly less than participants in the
control condition, representing a 75% reduction.
Students also reported taking more social risks
following our intervention - they reached out to
classmates they didn’t know, initiated conversations,
and were more willing to share their vulnerabilities.
On average, the frequency of these social risk
behaviours increased by 11%.

In the second experiment, we expanded the
intervention by adding behavioural nudges
delivered directly to students’ smartphones

(Figure 5.13). These nudges encouraged students
to engage in small, everyday acts of social
risk-taking, such as complimenting a stranger

or catching up with someone they hadn’t spoken
to in a while. Once again, our intervention
reduced the empathy perception gap. On
average, participants in the control condition
underestimated their peers’ empathy by 1.0 points
on a 7-point scale. Those in the experimental
condition also underestimated their peer’s
empathy, but to a lesser degree (0.9 points),
representing a 10% reduction.

Similarly, our intervention also increased acts of
social risk behaviour. In the week following the
intervention, experimental condition participants
were 89% more likely to report engaging in social
risk-taking compared to those in the control
group. We also found that these effects were
long-lasting. Two months after the intervention,
students in the experimental group were still
twice as likely to sign up for a social event in
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which they have an extended conversation
with strangers compared to participants in the
control group.

The intervention also strengthened students’
social networks. We assessed students’ friendship
networks four months after the intervention and
found that students in the experimental condition
reported an average of 0.44 more close friends
compared to those in the control group.

Together, results from these field experiments
indicate that a community’s empathy can be a
powerful, yet underutilised, resource for mental
health and happiness. We provide initial evidence

that interventions highlighting a community’s
care and empathy, as well as behavioural nudges
to encourage social risk-taking, can effectively
shift people’s perceptions and behaviours, as
well as expand social networks. These findings
point to the importance of creating caring

social environments and helping individuals to
recognise the empathy that surrounds them.

Open questions and future directions

In previous sections, we described the robust
relationships between different aspects of social
connection and overall happiness in young adults.
Next, we discuss some open questions and
opportunities for future exploration.

Towards a multifaceted measure
of social connection

Social connection is a multifaceted construct that
encompasses the quantity, quality, and structure
of an individual’s social network. Research so far
has largely focused on the presence or absence
of social ties, with an emphasis on social isolation
and loneliness. This perspective overlooks the
rich dimensions of social relationships. As the
World Health Organization defines health as “a
state of complete physical, mental, and social
wellbeing, not merely the absence of disease or
infirmity”,%” social health is more than the absence
of social deficit, and thus encompasses the
fulfilling, supportive, and flourishing aspects of
social connection.

A first step towards a more nuanced understanding
of social connection is the creation and utilisation
of a common measure that (1) encompasses
different aspects of social connection, and

(2) can be applied to diverse cultural contexts.

A standardised, multifaceted measure of social
connection can serve as a powerful tool to
assess the state of social health globally, and
offer valuable new insights into the intricate
ways different aspects of social connection
shape wellbeing.

Furthermore, different factors of social connection
could matter for the wellbeing of people that vary
by cultural background, age group, and socio-

150



Social connection is a multifaceted
construct that encompasses the
quantity, quality, and structure of
an individual’s social network.

economic status. For example, existing research
finds that the quantity and quality of social
interactions may be valued differently depending
on one’s age. Individuals in their 20s may prefer
qguantity while those in their 30s may prefer
quality.®® Thus, a multifaceted measure of social
connection assessing the global population can
help researchers identify which aspects of social
connection most strongly contribute to happiness
across different groups.

An additional aspect that can be incorporated
into existing measures of social connection is
relationship diversity: the variety of relationship
types within an individual’s social network. Recent
research has highlighted a robust correlation
between happiness and having a variety of
relationships, such as family, close friends,
coworkers, and acquaintances.®® For example,

a study of over 50,000 people reveals that
interacting with a more diverse set of relationship
types predicts higher wellbeing. This effect,
comparable with other established contributors
of wellbeing such as marital status, held after
controlling for total time spent socialising as

well as the diversity of activities that people
engaged in.”®

We are now seeing efforts to establish a global
indicator of social connection. In 2022, Gallup,
Meta, and a group of academic advisors collabo-
rated on the State of Social Connections study,

a first-of-its-kind, in-depth look at people’s social
connections around the world. A second phase
of the research, the State of Social Connections
Gallup World Poll survey, expanded its global
reach by running a select set of the State of
Connections study questions on the Gallup World
Poll, reaching over 140 countries and providing
the ability to study overall life evaluations and the
relative importance of the quantity, quality, and
diversity of social connection.”
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Prevention and intervention efforts
to promote social connection

The trends of declining social connection among
young adults, combined with the evidence on

the associations between social connection and
wellbeing, point to an urgent need to take action.
Social connection generally occurs naturally
among individuals and within communities.
However, when it does not, intervention becomes
necessary to reduce risk. We presented our own
effort on intervention to enhance social connection
among Stanford University students. Yet, much
remains to be understood: which interventions
work best, for whom, and under what circum-
stances? Below, we discuss a few directions for
future research.

Technology-based interventions

Today’s young adults are the first generation to
have grown up completely immersed in technology-
based communications. Also called ‘digital
natives’, young adults today have had access to
the internet and digital devices from a very young
age. Researchers are starting to learn more about
the role of social networking and messaging apps
in social connection and loneliness.

With the development of artificial intelligence
(Al) and large language models, research is
needed to understand how best to use Al to
enhance social connection and wellbeing.
Preliminary research shows that Al-powered
virtual companions — chatbots designed for
conversation or emotional support — may offer
short-term relief from loneliness. These tools
simulate human interaction, providing immediate
responses that mimic companionship. While their
potential is exciting, robust research is essential
to evaluate their long-term effectiveness and
understand how best to integrate them into
broader efforts to promote wellbeing.

Policy-based interventions

Social relationships are shaped, in large part, by
systemic societal, economic, and technological
factors. As such, there is growing interest in the
role of policy-based interventions in fostering
social connection and mitigating the growing
trends in social isolation and loneliness.”? These




interventions aim to create structural changes that
promote prosocial behaviours and relationships
at scale, moving beyond individual efforts to
address the broader contexts in which relationships
emerge. An example of such efforts is the
introduction of social and emotional learning
(SEL) curriculum in schools. By embedding these
practices into educational systems, SEL programs
create an environment where healthier relation-
ships can flourish, helping students develop
critical tools for connection.”

Policy-based interventions hold great potential
for fostering social connections. When we examine
other public health challenges such as smoking
cessation, societal-level efforts such as taxation
and public health campaigns generally outperform
individual-level approaches.” Policy-based

interventions that address social isolation and
loneliness are still sparse, so future progress will
require rigorous, evidence-based research to
carefully guide policy design and implementation.

Together, future work is needed to identify how
interventions can effectively promote social
connection, particularly through the promising
avenues of technology and public policy. As we
discussed above, social connection is not a
one-dimensional, catch-all concept. It encompasses
the quantity, quality, and the structure of social
relationships that individuals are embedded in. As
such, we need integrated, multi-level strategies
that account for the interplay of these factors.”®

Equally important is understanding when these
interventions may have no effect or backfire.
Well-intentioned efforts could inadvertently
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deepen isolation or exacerbate disparities.

Future interventions that simultaneously address
individual, community, and societal levels in a
systematic way are likely to be the most effective
at promoting social connection.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the critical role of
social connection in the happiness and wellbeing
of young adults.

First, drawing from the Global Flourishing Study
and the Gallup World Poll, we showed that social
disconnection is prevalent and growing in young
adults, and that both the quantity and quality of
social connection robustly map onto subjective
wellbeing.

Second, we reviewed classic and contemporary
studies that underscore the importance of social
relationships for human flourishing. Evidence in
this area points to a robust link between social
connection and wellbeing, both across individuals
(happier people tend to report better social
connection) and within the same individuals over
time (people report greater happiness when more
socially engaged). Building on these correlational
findings, there is growing evidence that credibly
demonstrates a significant causal effect of social
connection on improved mental health. Individuals
who are randomly assigned with social engagement
tend to report lower stress when exposed to
distressing stimuli, regulate their emotions better,
and report more positive affect.

Third, we zoomed in on the Stanford Community
Project; a large-scale, longitudinal project that
focuses on one undergraduate student community.
Data from this work have produced several
discoveries that advance the basic science of
community wellbeing and provide avenues
through which to improve it: (1) friendships formed
in the first few weeks of college significantly
shape the long-term mental health trajectories

of students; (2) both direct friendships and the
broader ‘social microclimate’ can significantly
contribute to wellbeing; (3) an ‘empathy
perception gap’ — the tendency for young people
to underestimate the empathy of their peers —

Interventions that provide
opportunities for students to
learn about the empathy and care
in their community can effectively
shift empathy perceptions,
encourage social risk-taking,

and expand social networks.

leads to missed opportunities for connection;
and (4) interventions that provide opportunities
for students to learn about the empathy and care
in their community can effectively shift empathy
perceptions, encourage social risk-taking, and
expand social networks. These findings point to
novel, promising ways of bolstering connection
and happiness among this age group.

In summary, this chapter highlights the multi-
faceted ways in which social connection influences
the wellbeing of young adults. Our evidence
points to practical opportunities to leverage
social connection to enhance happiness. By
targeting both individual relationships and the
broader social environment, these strategies offer
promising avenues for improving the happiness
and wellbeing of young adults.
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