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To: North Carolina civic, philanthropic, education, community, and
government leaders

From: Joe Waters, Co-Founder + CEO, Capita
Erica Palmer Smith, Executive Director, NC Child

Date: June 5, 2025

RE: Disconnected Generation: Addressing Loneliness & Social Disconnection
Among North Carolina's Youth and Families

NC Child is a statewide nonprofit with a mission to advocate for policies that improve
the lives of all North Carolina children. Through its biannual Child Health Report Card,
NC Child has tracked an alarming rise in rates of anxiety, depression, and suicidal
ideation among youth in North Carolina. Capita is a think tank and community that
partners with leaders to craft effective policies for a future in which families and their
communities can flourish. Since 2021, it has studied the impacts of loneliness and social
disconnection on young people, with a particular emphasis on North Carolina’s children,
their parents, and Gen Z (people born since January 1, 1997).

NC Child and Capita wanted to better understand how loneliness, isolation, and social
disconnection affect children and families in North Carolina. We conducted research to
learn more about how youth and families in the state are faring. Our findings suggest
ways to help them do and be better.

Young people in North Carolina are lonely, under pressure, and disconnected from
sources of meaning and purpose that shape their lives and careers. This has long-term
implications for the health and vitality of the state and must become a more pressing
interest for elected officials, business leaders, and civil society institutions (colleges and
universities, philanthropies, operating nonprofits, etc.).

What We've Learned

We've learned a great deal from national and North Carolina surveys conducted by
Capita, as well as focus groups that we partnered together on for young people and
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parents in North Carolina. Our hope is to use this information to spark awareness, ideas,
additional research, and eventual solutions.

North Carolina family connection and engagement survey: In March 2022, Capita
commissioned a survey to explore social connection, community and civic engagement,
and the well-being of families in North Carolina with children under the age of 5. The
survey gathered responses from approximately 800 adults, aged 18-50, with a nearly
even split between parents of young children and members of the broader public. Here
are the key findings:

One in three parents in North Carolina is lonely.
Parents are most likely to get advice from family and health care providers.
However, more than one in four parents of young children felt they had no one
to look to for parenting advice during their child’s critical developmental years.

e Over half of parents of young children are involved in at least one community
activity or social group, significantly more than respondents who are not parents
of young children.

e However, their participation in social activities was not a strong buffer against
feelings of loneliness and social isolation.

e Gen Z parents of young children are more likely than older parents to participate
in community activities, except religious ones.

North Carolina focus groups with teens and parents: In the fall of 2024, NC Child
partnered with Capita and Dr. Milena Batanova of Harvard’s Making Caring Common
project to conduct focus groups on these issues of loneliness, isolation, and social
disconnection. In October 2024, Dr. Batanova held focus groups of teens aged 14-19
and parents of young children in rural, suburban, and urban communities in central
North Carolina. Key takeaways:

e Teens feel intense pressure to succeed, whether in grades, pleasing parents,
getting into college, or meeting social media standards, fearing there's only one
“right” path forward.

e Many blame adults for amplifying these pressures, with rural students also citing
a disconnection with teachers and adults and sometimes feeling that their views
are disregarded

e Teens want support, understanding, and space to socialize, but academic
pressures push them toward online interactions over in-person connections.
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e Parents struggle with loneliness, work-life balance, and supporting their kids,
citing a lack of resources, time, or community. They value gatherings for advice
and for sharing resources.

National loneliness survey: In May 2024, Capita funded a first-of-its-kind national survey
on loneliness in America. Harvard’s Making Care Common Project designed and
launched the survey using YouGov's panel of adult Americans. Here are the key
takeaways:

Adults aged 30-44 reported the highest rates of loneliness.

e Parents with children aged 0-5 reported the highest rates of loneliness and
anxiety.

e The top factor affecting parents’ mental health was feeling overworked or
stressed, followed by relationship or marital challenges and a lack of social
support.

Social media and technology were named the number one cause of loneliness.
Respondents identified community events and connection-focused public
spaces as the most important social solutions to their loneliness.

Our understanding of loneliness and disconnection was further enhanced by Making
Caring Common'’s national survey of adults, conducted in May 2021. Key findings:

e Survey respondents who felt lonely were also far more likely to report anxiety,
depression, a lack of meaning and purpose, and feeling insignificant. The
numbers are striking: 81% of lonely adults reported anxiety or depression, and
75% reported having little or no sense of meaning or purpose. While it is
impossible to determine whether loneliness is the cause of these feelings or a
symptom, the relationship appears to go in both directions. Loneliness can
trigger or intensify anxiety, depression, and a sense of meaninglessness. These
feelings can, in turn, contribute to and deepen loneliness.

e Over 60% of respondents who said they were lonely reported social-emotional
loneliness, sharing that they did not have close friends and family or feel part of
meaningful groups. Others reported existential loneliness, with nearly two-thirds
feeling disconnected from people or the world.

e Nineteen percent of all respondents and 40% of those who reported feeling
lonely said they don't feel "part of this country." This sense of disconnection was
more likely among Democrats and Independents than Republicans.

e When asked about what contributes most to loneliness in America, nearly
three-quarters of respondents said technology is part of the problem. A lack of
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family time (66%), being too busy or exhausted (62%), or having mental health
struggles (60%) were also named as major contributors.

While these findings suggest complexity, North Carolina can improve mental health
outcomes and the well-being of young people and their families. We encourage the
state’s leaders to consider how loneliness, isolation, and social disconnection are
affecting the well-being of children and families and how we can work together to
improve their lives.

Recommendations

Some of our suggestions are policies, while others are norms and best practices. We
highlight these issues to raise awareness among civic, philanthropic, education,
community, and government leaders, support further study, and identify and implement
solutions. We divide our recommendations into two types: broad, society-wide changes
(Capita) and immediate interventions that NC Child is advocating for as part of its
legislative agenda that focus on school-based reforms and mental health supports.

Society-wide changes: Capita’s recommendations

e Promote the virtues of neighborliness: In the spirit of JFK's “Ask Not”
inauguration speech, we should call on North Carolinians to take up the work of
being a neighbor. We think North Carolinians want to build and steward their
communities. The virtue of neighborliness is a good way to challenge North
Carolinians by offering a picture of what we could each become.

e Emphasize local action: We need to emphasize that as citizens, we are
responsible for making our communities a beautiful place to live and raise a
family. No corporation, app, or government agency will do it for us. This turn to
the local should be encouraging: While global and national situations may feel
out of control, we have the power to make a difference in our community. This
could mean looking out for kids in the neighborhood, checking in on lonely
neighbors, organizing beautification projects and block parties, joining school
committees, etc. It also means eschewing the incendiary language (often on
social media) that drives us apart and the obsessive focus on prioritizing national
issues.

e Reduce pressure on teens by broadening the definition of success: Teens and
young adults face intense pressure to excel academically, please parents, get
into college, or meet social media expectations. Against this backdrop, they
often feel pressure about the kinds of jobs and lifestyles they should pursue.
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Adults should emphasize that there are many valid paths to fulfillment,
achievement, and a worthy life. A single standard or outcome doesn’t define a
person or a community’s worth. We need to signal that all jobs matter, all work
has dignity, and every hard-working, law-abiding person can have a bright future
in every corner of North Carolina.

e Reimagine the adult transition: college alternatives and service options. Most
people in North Carolina do not earn a bachelor’s degree, yet public spending
disproportionately benefits the minority who do. We propose a rebalancing to
ensure that economic benefits and social signaling are more equitably
distributed. In addition, we recommend eliminating college degree
requirements in state job descriptions. North Carolina House Bill 177, introduced
this session, would demonstrate that experience—not just a college
degree—matters in North Carolina for state hiring and that all North Carolinians
can, and do, contribute to the common good. This is an important signal to our
young people.

e State-level service corps. We envision a future where, within the next 10-20
years, half of all young people will be engaged in state-sponsored service,
providing opportunities for making a difference and fostering self-discovery. This
initiative should incorporate philosophical study and exploration with practical
service to encourage a deeper connection to purpose.

e Reduce stress on families by meeting their basic needs: Family circumstances
and stressors can have an outsized impact on young children, disrupt their
development, and negatively impact their mental health. Extreme poverty and
family violence are just a few of the social drivers of health that can contribute to
isolation and increase stress and anxiety. North Carolina must invest in resources
to meet the basic needs of all North Carolinian families, including efforts to
provide economic security and combat child poverty, address family violence,
and increase funding for youth and family services.

e Promote safe storage of firearms and medications: Numerous studies show that
unrestricted access to firearms and prescription drugs can increase the risk of
suicide. Promoting safe firearm and medication storage and investing in state
awareness campaigns can reduce the risk of suicide, which is currently the
number one cause of death for children aged 10-14 in North Carolina.

e Improve access to mental health care: North Carolina’s system of programs,
resources, and policies to support mental health can be challenging to navigate
and difficult to access. Too often, care depends on zip code and income. North
Carolina must invest more resources into ensuring that help is available to
families across the state, lowering cost barriers, and finding new ways to address
the mental health provider shortage.
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School-focused reforms: NC Child recommendations

e Increase funding for mental health support in schools: Schools need more
people— nurses, counselors, or social workers—who are trained to help children
in crisis and can partner with parents to provide support.

e Train school personnel in suicide prevention: The North Carolina House of
Representatives recently passed the Jason Flatt Act, which would require two
hours of annual suicide prevention training for school personnel. We encourage
the North Carolina Senate to follow its lead and make North Carolina the 22"
state to adopt the JFA. North Carolina should continue supporting similar efforts
so that adults are able to spot signs of anxiety, depression, loneliness, and
suicide risk and are equipped to refer or provide support.

e Limit the use of smartphones and social media during school time: Data shows
that phones in school can harm learning and mental health and contribute to
cyberbullying. A growing number of states are considering legislation to limit
cell phone use in schools, with at least nine states enacting laws. North Carolina
should consider similar actions to curb the use of cell phones on school grounds.

e Broadly implement some version of Healthier Lives at School and Beyond: This
school-based telehealth program provides nutrition education and counseling,
behavioral health, and acute minor medical care services.

We Can Build a Future of Connection

Loneliness and disconnection profoundly impact children and adults across North
Carolina. While we are encouraged to see more recognition of this problem, we want
North Carolina's leaders to more deeply understand this epidemic and invest in
solutions to address it.

We can build a future where all North Carolinians feel a sense of purpose, are
connected to their community, and have the resources they need to thrive.

We can build a state where every North Carolina child can reach their full potential.

We stand ready to support your efforts however we can. Please do not hesitate to reach
out.
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