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2.PITCH
Subject: A Partnership Proposal: Pilot the TechLink Buddy to Combat Loneliness and Digital Exclusion in Our Care Homes
The problem of loneliness amongst the ageing population in residential care settings cannot continue to be unaddressed. As of 2021, over 400,000 elderly people lived in care homes in the UK, making this a large and increasing demographic that depends on both medical and social supports to thrive (Care Quality Commission, 2023). While care homes provide an important function by providing daily services including support with daily activities, safety and healthcare, research consistently indicates that when an older adult makes the transition to institutional care, their opportunities to socially interact decrease and thus they can feel isolated and lonely. Therefore, loneliness is now widely accepted as a significant public health challenge, not just a social challenge.
Research provides strong evidence of how serious this situation is. A large-scale meta-analysis covering over 3 million individuals measured how much a person’s risk of dying prematurely from all causes increases when they are lonely or socially isolated. The risk of dying due to loneliness/societal isolation has been estimated to be equivalent to some of the other major public health threats I face today such as tobacco use and obesity, and research has shown that loneliness has measurable and significant health-related outcomes (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015). Reduced family visits, mobility impairment, and barriers to social activity further amplify these risks for older adults living in long-term care. As future professionals who will be providing health and social services, I feel that working to address loneliness should be viewed as a priority for preventative health.
[bookmark: _Int_kcUaERxR]Digital technology has also created new ways to communicate, connect with one another, and engage socially. Video calling, online messaging, digital communities and virtual activities enable people to stay connected with their families and friends if they cannot visit them.
Many older people experience some level of digital exclusion when trying to make use of digital technologies. According to the 2022 UK Consumer Digital Index, around 32% of people aged 75 and over have no or very little experience using basic digital skills needed to use devices capable of accessing the internet effectively (Lloyds Banking Group, 2023). Basic digital skills include being able to send emails use a messaging platform and making video calls. If older people have no or very little knowledge of how to use the internet successfully, they will likely find it difficult to access all the digital tools that many already regularly use. Therefore, they do not have access to many traditional communication methods, therefore there is now a greater digital divide. This puts many at risk of being socially isolated or excluded from opportunities caused by a lack of access to digital technology.
[bookmark: _Int_KNyYMDSY]This is a significant concern as health and social care services continue to shift towards a digital model. The NHS Long Term Plan sees the digitisation of health and social care services as a form of constant and ongoing improvement, allowing healthcare providers to become much more efficient (NHS England) and improve the way health services help patients improve their engagement with the healthcare system. The expansion of digital healthcare solutions has several benefits, but these solutions will also worsen an existing gap between the vulnerable and the non-vulnerable, as they may not have access to digital platforms. An older adult who is not digitally literate may have difficulty accessing a variety of healthcare services, such as making an online appointment, accessing digital health information and utilising telehealth.
To help fill this gap, I developed a new initiative called "TechLink Buddy," which will focus on providing residents with a combination of human connection and digital empowerment. Our initiative creates a partnership between local Health and Social Care institutions and care homes to create a group of trained TechLink Buddies (students studying in healthcare-related programs) that will provide support sessions for residents at care homes on a regular basis.
In this model of intergenerational interaction, every student could work one-to-one with one or two residents focusing on helping build digital confidence as well as encourage meaningful online interactions.These sessions will also create opportunities for residents to learn new technical skills, socially engage and establish relationships with their student buddies. As students and residents learn together, residents will develop digital confidence and good relationships with the younger generation.
 Research indicates that intergenerational engagement activities promote well-being, decrease feelings of isolation amongst residents and increase students’ empathy towards older adults and ability to communicate effectively with their peers (Skills for Care, 2022). Through TechLink Buddy, I will use technology to enhance human contact rather than replace it.
In each of the weekly sessions that TechLink Buddies participate in, they will assist residents in several digital activities adapt to their individual hobbies/interests. One of the largest areas to focus on will be to help residents stay in touch with family and friends using video calling. Staying connected with family and friends provides residents with emotional reassurance and reinforces their sense of identity, belonging and purpose. According to Age UK, having regular social contact with others is very important for maintaining the mental well-being of older people (Age UK)
Digital engagement helps connect people with culture, learning and experiences. Many museums have started to offer their collections online or provide virtual access to their museum; an example of this is the British Museum's availability of public digital resources that allow people to explore historical artifacts and exhibitions through the Internet (British Museum, 2023). The digital experiences offered via the Internet can help residents who have limited text mobility or limited opportunities for travel to have some stimulation and educational value in their lives.
The TechLink Buddies could also provide residents with the opportunity to create a digital photo album, explore reminiscence therapy applications which promote storytelling around life experiences, or assist residents with accessing practical services such as online shopping and information from community resources. These examples of activity not only help to introduce residents to digital skills, but they also provide residents with the opportunity to use technology for purposes which support them in their daily lives and with their interests.
To accommodate older user accessibility, the program will use simplified tablets that increase the ease of use for older users. These types of devices may include enlarged icons, simplified menu designs, and accessibility features such as voice command and amplification of the visual image displayed on the tablet screen.
The programme must operate within the laws of England which govern the care environment. As an example, the programme will adhere to the UK General Data Protection Regulation and the Data Protection Act 2018 and therefore the safety of people's data and communications will be assured. The programme will also comply with the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 and Care Quality Commission standards to ensure that people who use the programme are always safe.
To encourage and explore how TechLink Buddy works, I believe establishing a pilot programme is essential to assess effectiveness in the pilot phase before rolling out fully. The pilot will be based in Birmingham and will sample approximately six care homes and partner colleges; the pilot duration is six months and baseline data along with follow-up data will be obtained for both resident well-being and digital confidence. This will allow us to determine using internationally recognised measurement tools (i.e. those published as part of health-related research) if regular digital mentors positively influence the sense of connectedness and Illbeing for residents.
[bookmark: _Int_uJfc0jQ9]Two widely used example validated tools to help measure connectedness are the UCLA Loneliness Scale to measure perceived loneliness and social isolation (Russell 1996) and the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental well-being Scale to provide a validated measure of psychological well-being in both community settings and health care settings (Tennant et al. 2007.) Using both measurement tools I will be able to assess the effectiveness of providing regular digital mentors to improve the sense of connectedness and well-being of residents using the programme based upon final evaluation longitudinally (i.e. before and after residents participate).
Alongside obtaining well-being outcomes, one of the objectives of the programme will be to obtain feedback from residents, students and care staff regarding their experience within the care home setting and how the programme positively affects their day-to-day experiences of living in this environment. The growing body of evidence being collated by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) shows that digital participation is becoming increasingly significant as people increasingly access services via digital means (ONS, 2023). Therefore, supporting older people to be able to participate in digital society is vital to reducing social and technological inequalities.
From a prevention perspective, it has been suggested that addressing loneliness will have a positive effect upon preventative healthcare outcomes. It is believed that older persons who are lonely or socially isolated are at an increased risk of developing depressive symptoms, experiencing cognitive decline, and using more healthcare resources compared to those who are not lonely or socially isolated. Thus, preventative measures which assist in enhancing social connections may help to reduce the long-term pressures experienced by the NHS. Furthermore, the focus on prevention and community engagement delineated within the NHS Long Term Plan represents an important strategy for improving population health outcomes (NHS England, 2019).
Finally, the TechLink Buddy programme provides important educational value for participating students. By volunteering in the programme, students are gaining valuable experience working with older people and consequently develop skills such as communication, empathy and professional confidence that will serve them in their careers. Health and social care education widely acknowledge the value of experiential learning opportunities because they enable students to apply their theoretical learning in practice.
To conclude, loneliness for older adults living in residential facilities is a major issue needing new and caring solutions. While digital technology can support communication and connection between older adults and their families or friends, it can only be successful when older people have the necessary skills and support to use them adequately. Through TechLink Buddy, I want to create a simple, scalable, human-centered approach to developing intergenerational relationships through the provision of technological skills sufficient to support the relationship between students and residents of care homes and thereby reduce the access gap to technology as well as strengthen social connections and support for future generations so they can access the digital world.
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EMPATHISE

In the UK, there are approximately 400,000 older adults lving in care homes
(Care Quality Commission, 2023). Loneliness is a major public health issue
and is associated with an ncreased risk of mortaity, comparable to that of
smoking (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015)

Digital exclusion exacerbates the problem, as 32% of adults age 75 and over
do ot have the most basic digital skills (Loyds Banking Group, 2023). In
addtion, without the proper assistance, older people are excluded from using
both digital communication methods and online health care systems. With
adequate support, digital engagement helps to increase the perception of being
connected with others (Age UK, 2022)

Figuie 1: Digtal communioaton reducing
Social solation among older st (Age UK,
22)

Figure 2 Lonstiness and ncre =4 moralty
ok (Hok Lurstad ot ., 20%5).

DEFINE — Problem Statement

Figwe 3: Digtal ecchsion among_aduls
a0ed75% i the UK (Lloyds Bark, 2023)

Preventable loneliness and digital exclusion are
prevalent amongst older adults in UK care
homes; subsequently increasing their risk for
depression, as well s reducing their overal
quality of lf2, which in tum leads to widening
health inequalities.

These issues run courterto the aims of the UK.
Govemment's Loneliness Strategy (2018) and
NHS England Long Term Plan (2019) in
pursuing inclusion through digital means.

IDEATE

Potential solutions explored as part of
the Design Thinking framework
included: Al companion robots, digital
technology via virtual platforms,
farmily-led portal solutions and student
mentoring. Student partnerships were
chosen as a suitable solution because
of the relationship-based and scalable
nature of this model.

Figue & The Sstige Desin Thitking

process (Brown, 2005).

PROTOTYPE - TechLink Budd

Through TechLink Buddy, care_homes
partner with local Health & Social Care
colleges to employ trained students who
can provide one-to-one digital support
each week to care home residents

through the use of secure and simplified
tablets,

Key actvities include
=video calls with family members

-virtual tours of various museums ( e.g..
British Museum online collections;
British Museum, 2023)

« reminiscence therapy applications
- accessto online services

Figure 1. Iron hotss 2 the location of 489
fzsh sctity on 606k 2005 when 4 Major
Eathquake he Pakistan

Figue 6 Example of accessible vitual
culuralengagement (Brtsh Miseum, 2023)

Technology complements, rather than replaces, the social interaction
component of hurran relationships. There is sufficient evidence demonstrating
the positive effect that_intergenerational programmes have on enhancing
wellbeing and empathy (Skils for Care, 2022)

TEST & IMPLEMENTATION
Pilot: Brmingham (3 care
homes, 2 colleges) m il e
Duration: 10 months

ths - TR
+ UCLA Loneliness Scale
(Russell, 1996) . o

+ Warwick Edinburgh Mental
Wellbeing Scale (Tennant et
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REGULATION & VALUE

The TechLink Buddy programme meets the requirements established by the UK
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the Data Protection Act (2018), by
legislation surrounding safeguarding, and by Care Quality Commission
standards.
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Figure 7 Prevertative value creation madel akgned wih NHS. prevention
Histagy (NHS England, 219).

Conclusion

Through TechLink Buddy, digital transformation will be come more humanised;
through intergenerational partnering and the use of accessble technology,
loneliness wil be reduced, inequality addressed and innovation within care will
be further enhanced on a sustainable basis across the United Kingdom (UK)

In orderto achieve digital inclusion, inclusion should be across the generations.
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