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THE IMPACT OF LONELINESS AND SOCIAL ISOLATION ON THE ELDERLY POPULATION (COMPARATION BETWEEN THE UNITED KINGDOM AND MEXICO). 

[bookmark: _Toc153372360]INTRODUCTION 
The profound impact of loneliness and social isolation on the elderly population is a globally acknowledged fact. In literature, it is common to find studies on this, especially in recent years when the Covid-19 pandemic has wreaked havoc, particularly among the older population. This report presents a comparison between the impact of loneliness and isolation on the elderly population in the United Kingdom and Mexico, two countries located on different continents. The aim of the comparation is to examines the cultural and economic differences and how these factors affect the development and well-being of the elderly. This work explores the concepts associated with loneliness and isolation in the elderly populations of both countries, as well as a comparative evaluation of current legislations, thereby aiming to offer potential recommendations for improving the future of this demographic group. 
1. [bookmark: _Toc153372361]THE CONCEPT OF ELDERLY PERSON 
[bookmark: _Hlk152504714]An individual aged over 60 years is classified as an older person according to the United Nations (UNHCR, n.d.). However, socio-cultural factors differ when determining this age; generally, the retirement age is one of those factors, as well as physical characteristics, family roles, or diseases related to aging  (UNHCR, n.d.). 
[bookmark: _Toc153372362]1.1. Older population in the past and nowadays in the UK: 
At the beginning of the 19th century, social costs posed a problem for governments in the UK. In 1832, the Poor Law was created in England, which paid little attention to the problems of the elderly and disabled, focusing instead solely on the issues of healthy poor people (Townsend, 2023). The aim was to subject them to workhouses instead of leaving them on the streets, this would force them to work hard in calculated conditions, thereby encouraging them to become self-sufficient as soon as possible. Such actions left the poor elderly population in complete abandonment (Townsend, 2023). Currently in the United Kingdom, a person is considered elderly from the age of 65, which is generally the age when most of the working population begins their retirement (says, 2019). However, there are many other factors to consider in addition to biological age, such as the person's functionality, psychological aging, or how socially active they are. Due to this, health services are increasingly urging the promotion of physical and mental activity among older people in the UK (NHS England, 2022).


[bookmark: _Toc153372363]1.2 Older population in the past and nowadays in Mexico: 
In the pre-Hispanic era, elderly people were one of the most important pillars of society, both in the Maya and Mexica cultures. The elders of each village were responsible for imposing sanctions, making decisions in wars, organizing ceremonies, among other responsibilities (PENSIONISSSTE, 2017). In recent centuries, Mediterranean and Latin cultures were characterized by showing respect and care for their elders, who spent their last years of life living with their family and dedicating themselves to the care of their grandchildren, it was seen as an obligation that the elderly remain integrated into the family (Stannah, 2019). However, Due to social changes in recent decades, especially the migration of young people to cities or foreign countries, there have been changes in the traditional multigenerational family structure, leading the government to be forced to establish specific institutional measures dedicated to older adults (www.aarpinternational.org, n.d.a). 
2. [bookmark: _Toc153372364]HOW AGEING POPULATION HAVE CHANGED IN RECENT YEARS
[bookmark: _Hlk153008806]The aging of the population is becoming a widespread phenomenon in most countries. The decline in birth rates and improvements in life expectancy are key factors for this ongoing trend (He, Goodkind and Kowa, 2016).  Among the top 25 most aged countries, 22 are European, with the United Kingdom ranking 22nd. However, some Latin American countries are also beginning to see an increase in their elderly population, surpassing the United States in this aspect (He, Goodkind and Kowa, 2016). 
[bookmark: _Toc153372365]2.1 Changes on the aging population in the UK: 
From the early 20th century to the present, the population of the United Kingdom has experienced significant growth, almost doubling in figures. The population of England and Wales increased from 35.3 million in 1915 to 57.9 million a hundred years later (ONS, 2017). One of the reasons for this increase is the improvement in life expectancy. This demographic change reflects not only population growth but also a considerable aging of the population. Most recently in the last decade, from 2011 to 2021, the  number of people over the age of 65 increased from 9.1 million to 11 million (ONS, 2017).
2.2 [bookmark: _Toc153372366]Changes on the aging population in Mexico: 
At the dawn of the 20th century, Mexico's life expectancy was a mere 38 years. A significant upward shift occurred in the 1950s, when the average lifespan extended to 50 years. Since then, Mexico has seen a continual enhancement in life expectancy, a factor contributing to a substantial increase in the nation's population. Remarkably, the number of inhabitants quadrupled, soaring from 42 million in 1965 to an estimated 128 million by 2023 (World Population Review 2021). This demographic expansion reflects improvements in healthcare and living standards. 
2.3 [bookmark: _Toc153372367]Differences of demographic data between the UK and Mexico:
[bookmark: _Hlk153368410]Although birth rates have decreased considerably in the last decade, the average number of children per woman in Mexico is 2.4 (World Population Review, 2021), compared to 1.7 in the United Kingdom (www.macrotrends.net, n.d.). However, the life expectancy of the Mexican population does not exceed 76 years for women (World Population Review, 2021), while in the United Kingdom, life expectancy for women exceeds 82 years. One thing both countries have in common is that women outlive men.
3. [bookmark: _Toc153372368]RELEVANT THEORIES OF LONELINESS AND ISOLATION
One of the most relevant theories about ageing is the disengagement theory, in which the detachment of the ageing population is pointed out as an inevitable and natural process, as people age, it is normal for them to pass on their roles and responsibilities to the following generations (Schroots, 1996). A positive aspect of this theory is that the relinquishment of these roles by the older population is liberating for them and also helps to maintain social order (Schroots, 1996). However, more recent theories such as the activity theory disagree with the disengagement theory. Activity theory questions the benefits of disengagement and emphasize that what is truly beneficial for the ageing population is social engagement and the continuation of activity in the retirement stage (Science Direct, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc153372369]3.1 Concepts associated with loneliness in older adults in the UK: 
[bookmark: _Hlk153368554]In the study conducted by Victor and Bowling (2012), which compares its results with other studies, the loss of a partner, increased disability, and decreased social engagement are identified as factors causing loneliness among the elderly. However, the study also discusses the ability of older adults to recover from loneliness not only by improving their social interaction but also by improving their physical and mental health through treatments (Victor and Bowling. 2012). 
[bookmark: _Toc153372370]3.2 Concepts associated with loneliness in older adults in Mexico: 
[bookmark: _Hlk153368609]In Mexico, 41.1% of the population over 65 years old lives in poverty, which directly affects the social exclusion and isolation of this group of people. In the study conducted by Montero-López Lena, Luna-Bazaldúa, and Shneidman (2019), a correlation is found between loneliness and three variables in mental health: stress, interaction with family members, and social support. This study points out that the negative effect that loneliness has on the respondents is mitigated when there is social interaction and support from their families (Montero-López Lena, Luna-Bazaldúa and Shneidman, 2019). 
4. [bookmark: _Toc153372371]THE IMPACT OF LONELINESS AND ISOLATION ON OLDER PEOPLE LIVING WITHIN A CARE SETTING
The risk of loneliness and social isolation among older adults living in  care homes or senior residences generally increases, as the environment can be perceived as unfriendly, significantly influencing loneliness and leading many people to isolate themselves (Lapane et al., 2022). 
People living in care settings are more prone to suffering from isolation and loneliness, affecting their physical health, including sleep disorders, cardiovascular problems, loss of mobility, and an increase in less healthy lifestyle habits such as less exercise or more smoking (Jansson, Karisto and Pitkälä, 2022). The loss of contact with their usual environment causes people living in care settings to experience depression and anxiety. Therefore, these individuals may experience greater cognitive decline and even accelerated development of dementia, as there is a relationship between these causes and loneliness  (Jansson, Karisto and Pitkälä, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc153372372]4.1 Older people living within a care setting in the UK:
According to the 2021 census data, 49.9% of elderly individuals living in nursing homes were in fair health, and 31.8% of these residents were in poor or very poor health. The report also indicated that older adults living in senior residences were more likely to be in fair or poor health compared to the general population of the same age  (www.ons.gov.uk, n.d.).
4.2 [bookmark: _Toc153372373]Older people living within a care setting in Mexico: 
Currently in Mexico, there are no exact statistics on the number of adults in institutions. It is assumed that the majority of older population live with their families or alone (Zamora and Edith, 2006), due to the country only has 819 institutions for the care of the elderly, of which 85% belong to the private sector (Consumidor, n.d.). On the other hand, in public nursing homes there are no psychologists, psychotherapists, geriatricians, or other mental health professionals, meaning these few public centres in the country are not equipped to deal with psychological issues, loneliness, or isolation among the elderly (Zamora and Edith, 2006).
5. [bookmark: _Toc153372374]CURRENT LEGISLATION AND POLICIES TO RAISE AWARNES OR REDUCE LONELINESS AND ISOLATION IN THE ELDERLY POPULATION 
[bookmark: _Toc153372375]5.1 Current legislation and Policies in the UK:
[bookmark: _Hlk153097597]In The Care Act (2014), a legal framework for care and support was established in the fight against loneliness and isolation of vulnerable groups in UK society. This law includes points such as adult social care, advice for well-being, clinical commissioning groups, and public health. Additionally, the Statutory Guidance accompanies this law, to establish the correct interpretation of it by authorities and organizations, and to guarantee good practice in reducing loneliness and isolation in the vulnerable group that is the elderly population (Campaign to End Loneliness. 2015). However, to achieve eligibility for care and support, the law establishes the need to meet a minimum threshold. To do this, at least two of the three established criteria must be met, which are: the individual's needs arise from or are related to a mental, physical disability or illness (Campaign to End Loneliness. 2015).Top of Form
[bookmark: _Toc153372376]5.2 Current legislation and policies in Mexico: 
The official Mexican Law of Social Assistance NOM-031-SSA3-2012 establishes the provision of social assistance services to elderly adults (people aged 60 years or more) in situations of risk and vulnerability (Dof.gob.mx, 2012). In section 4.3, the law addresses individuals in abandonment, who present any of the following characteristics: lack of family, family rejection, physical or psychological abuse, and lack of financial resources. To address this, section 4.4 outlines a package of social assistance measures aimed at modifying and improving the social circumstances that hinder the comprehensive development of the individual, with the intention of preventing them from suffering social isolation or states of loneliness (Dof.gob.mx, 2012). 
6. [bookmark: _Toc153372377]LOCAL, NATIONAL AND GLOBAL PROVISION OF SERVICES FOR THE OLDER PERSON
The World Health Organization developed a guide called ICOPE, Integrated Care for Older People. The guide focuses on essential care for older adults, aiming to maintain their physical and mental health by prioritizing their needs in healthcare. It provides professionals with tools and support, helping countries enhance the long-term well-being of their elderly population (www.who.int, n.d.).
[bookmark: _Toc153372378]6.1 Local and National provision of services in the UK:
[bookmark: _Hlk153368903]Improving care standards for the elderly is a key objective at both national and local levels in the UK. To this end, the National Care Standards Commission has been established to enhance care in senior centres (Department of Health, 2001). Additionally, other standards are being improved, such as:
· Service Extension: Free eye exams for those over 60 and the extension of the breast cancer screening program up to 70 years.
· Aid for Independence: The "aging in place" project helps finance home renovations and adaptations for seniors who wish to remain in their homes, and the "End Loneliness" campaign aims to create connections among seniors living alone.
· Promoting Well-being: Free immunization campaigns for those over 65, and the "Keep Warm, Keep Well" campaigns help prevent thousands of deaths each year (Department of Health, 2001).
6.2 [bookmark: _Toc153372379]Local and National provision of services in Mexico: 
In 2002, the Government of Mexico created the National Institute for Older Persons, with the purpose of developing programs to assist adults in their aging stage (www.aarpinternational.org, n.d.b). The measures that have been carried out since then include:
· The creation of the University of the Third Age, to help older adults receive academic training. This is especially important as the retirement age continues to rise and assistance for obtaining employment is scarce.
· Implementation of a National Digital Strategy by the government, through an annual event to bring new technologies closer to older users, as well as internet access through 70 digital inclusion centres distributed throughout the country. This is crucial as only 8% of people over 60 years old have access to the internet (www.aarpinternational.org, n.d.b).
[bookmark: _Hlk153372102]However, although life expectancy continues to increase, there are still diseases resulting from poor diets, due to a lack of access to quality nutritional resources. Additionally, Mexico lacks a formal system for supporting informal family caregivers (www.aarpinternational.org, n.d.b). 
7. [bookmark: _Toc153372380]THE PROSPECTIVE FUTURE OF THE CARE OF THE OLDER PERSON
The 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda outlines a worldwide strategy for sustainable development, focusing on balance and upholding human rights for all (UNDP, n.d). As such, it is important to address not just the challenges of marginalisation, vulnerability, and multi-faceted discrimination experienced by many elderly individuals within this agenda, but also to understand the need to move beyond simply categorising them as vulnerable. Recognising older individuals as key participants in societal progress is vital for achieving truly transformative, inclusive, and lasting development outcomes (UNDP, n.d).
[bookmark: _Toc153372381]7.1 What changes could be made to the programmes aimed at addressing the problem of loneliness among the elderly: 
· Improvement of Support Services: Personalizing programs is not easy, but it is important to focus more on tailoring programs to the individual interests and needs of each person (Grenade and Boldy.,2008).

· Intergenerational Programs: Where younger volunteers interact with the elderly is a way to foster social relationships and self-esteem in older adults, benefiting both groups as there is an exchange of skills and knowledge (Grenade and Boldy.,2008).

· [bookmark: _Hlk153373005]Regular Check-Ins: Improving community worker programs, in which through more regular calls or visits, a safety net and social interaction are created for people with limited mobility, helping not only to prevent their isolation but also identifying other types of needs they may have (Grenade and Boldy.,2008).Top of Form
[bookmark: _Toc153372382]7.2 How technology could be applied in the provision of loneliness among older persons:
· [bookmark: _Hlk153285645]Activities carried out in communities and nursing homes to promote functionality and independence have been linked to improvements in reducing loneliness, throughout for example the implementation of social clubs and group activities with computer programs. (Grenade and Boldy.,2008).
· [bookmark: _Hlk153293016]New digital communication technologies facilitate social relationships for a portion of the older population, demonstrating that technologies such as instant messaging, video calls, social networking sites, among others, reduce the incidence of feelings of loneliness  (Balki, Hayes and Holland, 2022). 
· Some studies are beginning to refer to robotics as a means to alleviate the effects of loneliness in the elderly. It has been found that in some cases, pet robots provided the same benefits as animal-assisted therapies (Balki, Hayes and Holland, 2022).

8. [bookmark: _Toc153372383]RECOMMENDATIONS
Nowadays, gender still plays a crucial role in the dynamics of aging populations. According to statistics, women tend to live longer than men. In 2015, 54% of the population aged between 60 and 80 years were women, and this percentage rose to 61% among those over 80 years old  (Environment, 2015).  At the same time, older women generally face more marginalization and disadvantages than men of the same age, with the highest poverty rates predominantly found among elderly women, both in developed and underdeveloped countries. Wage and pension inequalities, high rates in private insurances, lack of access to education, or even in some cultures, the denial of the right to manage their own finances or inheritances, result in older women living in (Environment, 2015). Therefore, it is crucial for governments in the UK and Mexico, as well as the rest of the world, to start working on laws from a standpoint of absolute equality, to reduce the gap between men and women, and thus improve the condition of the older population as a whole without differences  (Environment, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Toc153372384]CONCLUSION
At the start of the 20th century, the UK's older population began increasing significantly, contrasting with Mexico, where life expectancy was still very short, not exceeding 38 years. Recently, however, life expectancy has risen in both countries, but disparities remain. The UK's older population percentage is higher than Mexico's, this is because the birth rate has not decreased as much in the American country, and coupled with the fact that life expectancy is slightly lower in Mexico (World Population Review, 2021).
On the other hand,  the UK loneliness in the elderly is linked not just to social interactions but also to physical and mental health; treatment for illnesses has been shown to alleviate loneliness (Victor and Bowling. 2012). In Mexico, loneliness correlates more with lack of family interaction and social support (Montero-López Lena, Luna-Bazaldúa and Shneidman, 2019).  Regarding the impact of loneliness in the elderly living in residences or senior centres, studies in the UK indicate that elderly individuals in care homes experience more loneliness, physical and mental decline, and illness compared to those in family homes  (www.ons.gov.uk, n.d.). Conversely, Mexico's low number of care homes suggests most of its elderly live with families or alone (Zamora and Edith, 2006). When it comes to Policy-wise, the UK focuses more on medical, health, and wellbeing aids, including immunization, preventive check-ups, home improvement support, and cost of living assistance (Department of Health, 2001). Mexico, however, concentrates on adult education and technology access, with less emphasis on health improvement through nutrition and limited support for family caregivers of the elderly (www.aarpinternational.org, n.d.b).   
Top of Form
In summary, we await to see if the future outlook regarding the universal action plan for achieving the 2030 Agenda develops within an equitable framework by all countries, thereby reducing the exclusion, vulnerability, and discrimination that the older population suffers worldwide (UNDP, n.d.).
Top of Form
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